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CONTENT NOTES

	This is an MC romance written for adult readers. It contains depictions of infidelity and its emotional aftermath, club and gun violence, grief, and other mature themes. Please read with care.
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ONE

	THE NEEDLE WENT THROUGH TULLY’S EYEBROW clean on the third pass, and he didn’t so much as flinch, which told me he’d been into the Wild Turkey since before noon.

	“Hold still,” I told him anyway.

	“I am holding still.” His breath could have stripped paint off a fender. “You’re the one moving.”

	“That’s my hand. It’s supposed to move.” I drew the suture snug, tied it off, and cut the thread with the little scissors I kept in a jar of alcohol on the windowsill over the clubhouse sink. Two more stitches and the gash above his eye stopped looking like a second mouth. “There. Try keeping your face off other men’s knives for a week, would you.”

	“No promises.” He touched the line of black thread with one finger, grinning like I’d handed him a present. “You’re better than the guy at the urgent care. He charged me sixty bucks and left a scar like a zipper.”

	“I leave scars too. I just don’t bill you for them.”

	Behind me the swamp cooler in the window rattled and spat, pushing around air that was more damp than cool. Outside it was a hundred and four and falling slow, the way it does in the high desert when the sun finally gives up and slides behind the Calicos. Inside, the clubhouse smelled like every clubhouse I’d ever stood in—beer gone sticky in the floorboards, cigarettes, gun oil, and under all of it the particular smell of men who worked on engines all day and didn’t always shower after. I’d stopped noticing it years ago. It smelled like home, which probably said something about me I’d never wanted to hold up to the light.

	Dot was at the bar wiping down bottles that didn’t need wiping, the way she did when she was keeping an ear on a room. She’d been the heart of the Gallows longer than most of the men had been patched—a woman built like a fence post with a voice like a gravel road, and she ran the place the way generals run armies. She caught me looking and tipped her chin at the first-aid kit open on the table.

	“You ought to get the paper for that,” she said. “Make it legal.”

	“The paper costs money and two years I don’t have.”

	“You’ve got the hands, though.” She set a bottle down harder than she needed to. “Be a damn shame, is all.”

	I packed the kit—gauze, the good scissors, the suture thread I bought in bulk off the internet because the club went through it—and didn’t answer, because she wasn’t wrong and we both knew it. There was a brochure for the nursing program up in Halden folded in a kitchen drawer at home, soft at the creases from how many times I’d taken it out and put it back. Two hours up the interstate. A different life with a stethoscope in it. It was the kind of thing you thought about and didn’t do, because doing it meant pulling one thread out of a life that was woven too tight to lose any.

	Then the door opened, and the room changed the way it always did when Knox walked in.

	He filled the doorway. Not just tall, though he was that—it was the way he stood, like the ground belonged to him and he was letting the rest of us borrow it. Sergeant-at-Arms rocker on his cut, his road name stitched under it in white thread gone gray with age. He was Elias to the county clerk and to his dead mother. Knox to everyone else, including me, most days.

	He didn’t look at the men first. He looked for me—found me, held me there a second—and only then let his eyes do their circuit of the room. Who was in it. Who wasn’t. Where the doors were. He couldn’t stop doing it, not even at his own kitchen table. When he was satisfied nothing in the place was going to put a hand on anybody, he came toward me, and I felt it the way you feel weather coming, a change in the air before the sky does a thing.

	“Tully,” he said, not taking his eyes off the stitches. “The hell happened to your face.”

	“Disagreement. It’s settled.”

	“It’s settled because Wren settled it.” He stopped at the edge of the table. “You’re buying her a drink.”

	“I already offered her two.”

	“Offer her three.” Knox finally looked at me, and the iron went out of his face the way it only did when he was looking at me. “You good?”

	“I’m good. He’s the one bleeding.”

	He took my right hand—the one that did the close work—and turned it over in his, checking, the way he always did, like one of these nights he was going to find I’d cut myself helping somebody else and not said a word about it. His hands were ruined things. Scarred across the knuckles, one finger that had set crooked years before I ever knew him. They closed around mine like they were holding something that might break, which was a joke, because I’d set bones with these hands and he knew it.

	“You’re clean,” he said.

	From Knox, that was I worry about you, and he knew I heard it that way, and that was most of how we talked. The man would put his body between me and a bullet without changing expression, but ask him to say a soft thing out loud and you’d be waiting till the desert flooded.

	I’d had his vest before I had his ring. That’s the order of it in a club—the cut comes first and the paper comes after, because paper’s just the county’s opinion and the cut means the whole world knows you belong to somebody who’ll burn the world down before he lets it touch you. Mine hung by the door at home. Soft black leather, PROPERTY OF KNOX across the back in the same white thread as his name. He’d settled it onto my shoulders himself the night he claimed me, in front of every brother and every old lady the Gallows had, and I’d worn it like armor ever since. I didn’t have it on tonight. Tonight I had a man’s blood drying on my sleeve, and the cut stayed home where the blood couldn’t reach it.

	We left a little after the sky went full dark. Tully had bought me the third drink and I’d left it mostly untouched, because Knox was driving us both home on two wheels and one of us needed to be paying attention to the road, and it was never going to be him after a beer.

	We rode out under a sky gone from bruise to black, the two-lane empty, the desert breathing its day’s heat back up at us in long warm exhales. I had my arms around him and my cheek between his shoulder blades and the engine going through the both of us like a second heart. People think the danger of a bike is the speed. It isn’t. It’s that there’s nothing between you and the whole hard world—no steel box, no airbag, just your arms wrapped around the one thing keeping you on the road. I had never in my life felt safer than I did out there with nothing under me but a man and a machine.

	Our place sat at the end of a dirt road on the edge of town. Low house, long porch he’d rebuilt himself the first summer we were married, back when he couldn’t sleep and needed something to do with his hands at three in the morning that wasn’t waking me. He’d torn the old boards out and laid new ones and shimmed every one of them until not a single board squeaked. Two years on, they still didn’t. He’d seen to that.

	Inside, I peeled off the bloody shirt and dropped it in the sink to soak, and he watched me from the doorway with his arms crossed and a look on him that had nothing iron in it at all. The look nobody else in the world got to see.

	“Come here,” I said.

	“I’m filthy.”

	“I’ve got a stranger’s blood on me and you’re worried about a little engine grease.” I crossed the room instead, because waiting for Knox to decide he was clean enough to touch me was a fool’s errand, and I put my hands flat on his chest, over the thunder of him. He let out a breath like he’d been holding it since church that morning. His arms came around me, slow, then not slow. When he kissed me it was the way it only ever was at home with the door shut—all that careful control he wore out in the world coming undone an inch at a time, until there wasn’t any of it left.

	He lifted me like I weighed nothing, which I don’t, and I laughed against his mouth, and he carried me back through the dark house he knew by heart. He set me down on the bed we’d had since the start, the one with the headboard that knocked the wall if you weren’t careful, and we had never once in our lives been careful. His mouth found the soft places he’d mapped years ago and never forgot. The same scarred hands that broke men for the club moved over me like I was the one thing in the world they’d been built to hold, and I let them, and for a while there was nothing in either of us but the other one.

	After, I lay with my head on his chest and his heart slowing under my ear, his fingers moving lazy through my hair. The window was open and the desert came in on the air—creosote, dust, the far-off drone of a truck working its gears out on the interstate. There was something in him he hadn’t put down tonight. Something from the day I hadn’t asked about and he hadn’t offered, the way it always was. I could feel it sitting there between his ribs like a stone in a boot you’re too tired to take off.

	But his hand was warm in my hair, and his heart was steady, and the night smelled like home. I let myself believe that was enough. I slept like there wasn’t a thing in the world that could reach us.

	
TWO

	MARA QUINT COULD TALK A DEAD man back to life just so she’d have somebody to argue with. She’d been Gib’s old lady for six years and my best friend for all six, and she came up my dirt road the next morning in her dented Civic with two iced coffees sweating in the cupholders and her sunglasses shoved up into hair the color of a stop sign.

	“I brought you the gross one,” she said, holding out the coffee with too much caramel that I always pretended I didn’t like. “Don’t say I never loved you.”

	We sat on the porch Knox built, in the two chairs that were the whole reason he’d built it, and watched the heat come up off the road in sheets you could almost read through. Mara had opinions about everything—the new prospect, the price of gas, whether Dot was sweet on the man who delivered the beer on Thursdays—and I let her run, because Mara talking was a comfort, like rain on a tin roof, if rain ever fell out here, which it didn’t.

	“You seen the new girl hanging around the clubhouse?” she said, and something in how she said it pulled my eyes off the road. “Delilah.”

	“The one helping Dot behind the bar?”

	“That’s the one.” Mara sucked coffee through her straw, looking out at the heat. “She just kind of showed up. Friend of a friend of somebody nobody can quite name when you push on it. Now she’s there every day. Real helpful. Real sweet. Laughs at everybody’s jokes, even Ringo’s, and Ringo hasn’t been funny since the second Bush.” A beat. “I don’t know. She’s the kind of nice that makes me want to count the silverware.”

	I’d seen her. Once, behind the bar, drying glasses with a towel over her shoulder like she’d worked there for years instead of weeks. Dark hair, an easy smile, the kind of pretty that didn’t look like it was trying. She’d handed me a beer I hadn’t asked for and said something nice about my boots, and I’d thought nothing of it, because the clubhouse drew women the way a porch light draws moths, and most of them burned themselves off by morning.

	“She’ll get bored,” I said. “They always do.”

	Mara didn’t say anything to that, which wasn’t like her, and I let it go, which I would spend a long time wishing I hadn’t.

	The afternoon was when it turned.

	I was elbow-deep in the kitchen sink, scrubbing a pan that had soaked since breakfast, when I heard the bikes. Not the lazy in-and-out of a regular day—three of them leaving hard and fast together, the sound climbing the hills and coming back. You learn the difference, living this life. You learn the sound of men going to handle something.

	Knox texted an hour later. Late tonight. Don’t wait up. Four words and no period after the last one, which meant his thumbs were moving fast or his head was already somewhere ugly. I texted back okay and then be safe, and I watched the little gray bubble sit there, unread, the rest of the night.

	I waited up. Of course I waited up. You don’t sleep when your man is out doing the thing the law has a number for. You lie in the dark and you listen to the house tick and settle, and you wait for one specific engine in a desert full of them.

	I heard it finally, a little after two. Heard the bike die in the yard. Heard the long pause before the door, because he always stood out there a minute first, shedding whatever he’d had to be that night, getting himself back down to a man before he came in to be mine. Most nights he managed it.

	That night he didn’t manage it.

	He came in smelling like smoke, and like something underneath the smoke that I didn’t let myself put a name to. He didn’t turn on a light. I heard him in the bathroom, water running a long time, longer than washing. When he finally came to bed he moved like an old man, careful with himself, and when I reached for him in the dark he caught my hand—gently, always gently with me—and set it back down on the mattress. Not on him. On the sheet, beside me.

	“Knox.” I said it soft. “Talk to me.”

	“Go to sleep, baby.” His voice was sanded down to nothing. “It’s handled. Go to sleep.”

	Then he turned over, his back to me, a wall of scarred muscle in the dark.

	I lay there and looked at it.

	I’d watched this man go cold across a parking lot, watched something go out in his eyes that I never wanted to see go out again, and then I’d watched him come home that same night and curl around me like a comma and sleep like a child. I’d seen him cry exactly once, at his mother’s grave, and even then he’d kept my hand crushed in his the whole time. But there were rooms in Knox with the doors pulled shut. Rooms he walked into alone and came back out of with the lights off, and in two years of marriage and three years before it, he had never once let me past the doorway. I told myself every man who did what he did for the club had rooms like that. I told myself a door being shut wasn’t the same thing as a door being locked.

	I put my hand flat on his back, just to touch him, just so he’d know I was on the other side of it. He didn’t pull away. He didn’t reach back either. After a while his breathing went even—or he made it go even, so I’d stop—and I stayed awake a long time in the cold stripe of mattress between us, looking at the shape of my husband three inches away, and a hundred miles gone.

	
THREE

	DOT CALLED ME AT A QUARTER to six. I knew before I answered, because Dot didn’t call at a quarter to six to chat.

	“Bring your kit,” she said. “Ringo caught one. He won’t go to the hospital and Deacon won’t make him.”

	I was dressed and gone before she finished the sentence. Knox’s side of the bed was cold—he’d left in the night, another four-word text I’d half-heard and rolled away from, and I’d told myself it was nothing, the way I’d been telling myself a lot of things were nothing.

	The clubhouse at six in the morning is a different animal than the clubhouse at night. The party’s dead, the lights are ugly, and whatever happened in the dark is lying around in the cold getting ready to be dealt with. Ringo was laid out on the pool table with a folded horse blanket under his head and his shirt cut off him, and the green felt under his arm had gone dark and wet.

	“Hey,” I said, low, setting the kit down beside him. “Look at me. Not the arm. Me.” His eyes found mine, big and glassy. “Good. You’re going to be telling this story for years. Let’s make it a good one.”

	The bullet had gone through the meat of his upper arm and out the back, no bone, which was the only luck in the whole night. I cleaned it and packed it and got a line of stitches into the worst of it while he sweated and swore and crushed the rail of the table in his good hand. Talking is what men do when you’ve got your fingers in them—it gives the pain somewhere to go—and Ringo talked.

	“They were waiting for us,” he said through his teeth. “Out past the Dempsey turnoff, where the road necks down. Sitting there with their lights off like they had a reservation.” He hissed when I drew the thread. “Sutter himself. Out front. Smiling at us.”

	I kept my hands moving and my face flat. “Knew you’d be coming, you think?”

	“Knew the night, Wren. Knew the load. Knew the road.” He turned his head and looked at me, and under the shock and the whiskey there was a thing in his eyes I didn’t like, because it was the same thing that had started turning over in my own chest. “Nobody had that run but church. You hear me? Nobody at that table but brothers.”

	I taped him off, got water into him instead of the bottle somebody’d left by his head, and went looking for Dot. I found her in the kitchen with her palms flat on the counter and her head hung down, and she looked older than I’d ever seen her look.

	“Second time in a month,” she said, not lifting her head. “The Tillman cache, three weeks back. Somebody walked right to it. No busted doors, nothing tossed, nothing else taken. Walked to it like they had a map drawn for them.” She straightened up slow. “Now this. My boys are getting shot off their bikes because somebody’s running their mouth, and I have got a real bad feeling, Wren, about whose mouth.”

	Here’s the thing nobody tells you about being an old lady in a club that does what mine did. You are not in the room where it gets decided. You don’t get a vote, you don’t get the routes, you don’t get the load or the night. But you are the one who soaks the blood out of the shirts. You’re the one with your hands in the holes afterward. You see every wound this life makes, and after enough years you can read them like a language, and what those two weeks were spelling out for me was that somebody close had started to talk.

	I didn’t go to Deacon. You don’t walk into church with a feeling and a theory and a bad night’s sleep. But I started watching—really watching, the way you watch a fever, looking for the small wrong thing that’ll tell you what the big wrong thing is going to be before it kills somebody you love.

	When I finally got home the sun was up hard and Knox was on the porch steps with his elbows on his knees and his head hanging, and he didn’t hear me till I was almost on him, which never happened. The man could hear a coyote change its mind a half mile off. I sat down beside him on the warm boards he couldn’t stop fixing and didn’t say anything, and after a minute he reached over and took my hand—the bloody one, Ringo’s blood dried brown in the creases of it—and held on like it was the only solid thing in reach.

	“Bad one?” I said.

	“Ringo’ll keep. Because of you.” His thumb moved over my knuckles, back and forth. “Wren.” He stopped. Whatever had been on the end of it, the door shut, and he just held my hand and looked out at the road. “It’s bad. That’s all I can tell you. It’s bad, and it’s mine to fix, and I’m going to fix it.”

	And I thought I understood him. That rocker on his back wasn’t a decoration. Sergeant-at-Arms meant the bodies were his to keep breathing, and somebody was making him fail at the one job he had never once failed at. Of course he was wrecked. Of course the doors were shut. I held his hand and told myself that was the whole of what I was looking at, and I let him hold on, and I believed it, because I wanted to.

	
FOUR

	THE NEXT TWO WEEKS THE CLUB moved around like a house with a gas leak. Everybody quiet. Everybody careful. All of us waiting for the thing to catch.

	Church ran long and ran often. The men came out of those meetings with their jaws set, and they didn’t talk in front of the women, which was nothing new—except now the not-talking had a different texture, because they’d started not-talking to each other too. Trust is the mortar in a club. Start pulling it and the whole wall begins to move, slow, the way a wall moves before anybody admits it’s moving. You could feel it under your feet.

	Knox was the worst of them, because hunting the leak was his to do and it was eating him alive. He near enough quit sleeping. I’d wake at three to a cold sheet on his side and find him out on that porch with a sanding block, working a board that didn’t need it, and I’d stand in the doorway in his shirt and watch the muscles work across his back and have not one idea how to reach a man who’d built a wall around himself brick by careful brick.

	His phone started living face-down.

	I want to be straight about this part, because later everybody’s got an opinion about what a woman should have seen and when she should have seen it. The truth is, a face-down phone in our house didn’t mean to me what it means to you, reading this, knowing what you know now. We were in the middle of a war nobody had declared yet. His phone was full of things I had never been allowed to see and never wanted to—church things, the routes, names of men three counties over who’d go down if that phone went the wrong way. A face-down phone in our house meant club, the way it had meant club for five years running. It did not occur to me to read it any other way. It did not occur to me there was another way to read it.

	So I watched the room instead of the man.

	I’d find a reason to be at the clubhouse—a kit to restock, a casserole for Dot’s freezer—and I’d stand off to the side and clock who stood close to who, who went quiet when the chapel door opened, who turned up in boots they couldn’t afford. And I kept landing on the same place without meaning to.

	Delilah was always there. That was it, at first. Just always there. Behind the bar, topping off a man’s glass before he thought to ask for it, laughing low at something Tully said, drifting toward the mouth of the hall when church let out and the men spilled into it still talking, before they remembered to stop talking. She’d made herself so easy to have

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	images/image.jpeg
AN MC BIKER ROMANCE OF CHEATING, FORGIVENESS & SECOND CHANCES






