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Chapter 1: The Ghost of Gasket Grease
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1.1 The Custom Show

The air inside the convention center was a thick, suffocating soup of high-octane fuel, expensive carnauba wax, and the lingering, metallic tang of industrial floor cleaner. To anyone else, it was the smell of the Coastal Custom Classic, the premier event for every gearhead and grease monkey from San Diego to Seattle. To Weston Crane, it smelled like a cage. He stood near the edge of the Iron Vultures’ cordoned-off display, his boots planted heavy and wide on the polished concrete. He wore his cut like a second skin, the leather aged to a dull, charcoal sheen, the top rocker proclaiming his allegiance and the center patch—a skeletal vulture clutching a piston—warning the world of his price. At thirty-eight, Wes was the Vice President of a brotherhood that demanded everything and gave back in blood and iron, but today, the weight of the patch felt less like armor and more like a millstone.

His right hand moved of its own accord, his index and middle fingers tapping a frantic, rhythmic tattoo against his outer thigh. It was a tell he’d never been able to shake, a physical manifestation of a lie he wasn't quite ready to tell out loud. If anyone asked, he’d say he was fine. He’d say the club was stronger than ever. But as he surveyed the rows of glistening chrome and custom-painted tanks, all he could see were the ghosts. Specifically, the ghost of his brother, Danny. It had been eight years since Danny’s bike had washed out on a rain-slicked curve of the PCH, eight years since Wes had watched his brother’s life go out like a blown fuse in the dirt. Every time Wes looked at a custom build, he didn't see the artistry; he saw the mechanical failures waiting to happen. He saw the fragility of the men who rode them.

Wes shifted his weight, his joints protesting the stillness. He had spent fifteen years in the Iron Vultures, climbing the ranks from a hungry prospect with grease under his fingernails to the man who handled the club’s most delicate negotiations. He had built Crane Custom Restorations from a single-bay garage into a powerhouse that funded the club’s less-than-legal endeavors, but the success felt hollow. The restlessness that had been a low hum in his chest for a decade was now a roar. He felt like a man who had been riding in a straight line for a thousand miles, only to realize he’d forgotten why he started the journey in the first place. He reached into his back pocket, feeling the rectangular bulge of the worn paperback he kept there. On the Road. He’d carried that copy of Kerouac since he was nineteen, the edges frayed and the spine cracked, yet he’d never actually finished it. Every time he reached the middle, the part where the road started to feel less like freedom and more like a different kind of trap, he’d put it down. He wasn't sure he wanted to know how the story ended for people who never stopped running.

He turned his attention to a vintage Shovelhead parked three stalls down. It was a beautiful piece of machinery, the frame raked out just enough to look aggressive without sacrificing the ride. The paint was a deep, midnight cobalt that looked black until the overhead halogen lights hit it, revealing a hidden shimmer. It reminded him of Lila. Everything beautiful and well-made reminded him of his wife. Lila Monroe was the one person who truly understood the language of steel and hide. Her shop, Monroe Leather & Steel, provided the custom seats and saddlebags for half the bikes in this room. She was the anchor he didn't deserve, the woman who had stood by him through the brawls, the burials, and the long nights when the club business kept him away until the sun broke over the horizon. She had built her own empire, separate but adjacent to the Vultures, proving she could survive the wolves without ever becoming one of them.

Wes felt a pang of something sharp and jagged in his gut—guilt, maybe, or just the realization that he was a ghost in his own home lately. He loved Lila with a ferocity that bordered on desperation, yet he couldn't seem to find the words to tell her that the life they had built was starting to feel like a desert. He wanted to be chosen in the daylight, as she often said, but he was a creature of the shadows, bound by oaths that didn't allow for the luxury of sunshine. He tapped his thigh again. Two beats. I’m happy, he told himself. The lie tasted like copper.

A group of younger riders from a rival club, the Blood Hounds, strolled past, their eyes lingering a second too long on the Iron Vultures’ colors. Wes didn't move a muscle, but his posture shifted, the relaxed slump of his shoulders sharpening into a predatory stillness. His hand dropped from his thigh to his side, his fingers curling slightly. This was the dance. This was the fifteen-year-old routine. You look, I wait, you decide if today is the day you want to bleed. The Blood Hounds moved on, sensing the tension radiating off the VP, but the encounter left Wes feeling exhausted. He was tired of the posturing. He was tired of the constant vigilance. He looked at the exit signs, the red neon glowing like a beckoning light.

Beyond those doors was the real world—the civilian world where people didn't measure their worth by the patches on their backs or the number of bodies they’d helped bury. He thought about the version of himself he had been before the club. The Weston Crane who wanted to study engineering, who wanted to see the world without a motor between his legs. That Weston had been buried a long time ago, tucked away in the same dark corner of his mind where he kept the memories of his first love and his last mistake. He took a deep breath, the smell of burnt rubber hitting the back of his throat. He needed to get out of this room. He needed a drink, or a long ride, or a way to stop the ticking clock in his head that told him he was running out of time to be anyone else.

Just as he turned to find his sergeant-at-arms to tell him he was stepping out for air, the crowd near the entrance parted. It wasn't a club member or a rival that caught his eye. It was a woman, her silhouette framed by the harsh afternoon sun streaming through the loading bay. She looked out of place among the leather and grease, dressed in a sharp, tailored blazer that screamed corporate success and civilian safety. Wes froze, his breath hitching in a way that had nothing to do with the exhaust fumes. The way she held her head, the specific tilt of her shoulders—it was a ghost he hadn't seen in nearly two decades. The air in the pavilion suddenly felt much colder, and the heavy weight of his cut felt like it might finally crush him into the floor. He didn't realize he was moving toward her until he had already taken the first step, his boots clicking against the concrete like a countdown.

1.2 The Unexpected Reunion

THE AIR INSIDE THE convention center was a thick, suffocating soup of vaporized gasoline, expensive detailing wax, and the collective sweat of three thousand motorcycle enthusiasts. It was a scent Weston Crane usually found comforting, the olfactory equivalent of a dial tone telling him he was exactly where he belonged. As the Vice President of the Iron Vultures, his presence here was part diplomacy and part business, a necessary display of the club’s dominance in the custom restoration world. He stood beside a 1948 Panhead he’d spent six months breathing life back into, his large, grease-stained hands resting on his hips just above the heavy leather of his cut. He was supposed to be talking to a buyer from Reno, a man with a gold watch and a thin interest in the actual mechanics of the machine, but Weston’s internal compass had suddenly gone haywire.

The shift wasn’t loud. It wasn't a backfire or the roar of a straight-pipe exhaust. It was a scent. Beneath the heavy industrial odors of the show floor, a sharp, clean note of bergamot and something like rain-washed cedar cut through the grime. It was a fragrance that didn’t belong in a room full of oil pans and primary drives. It belonged to a different life, one Weston had buried under fifteen years of asphalt and iron.

He turned slowly, his boots crunching on the stray gravel tracked in from the parking lot. His heart, usually a steady, low-thrumming engine, skipped a beat, then hammered against his ribs.

Standing ten feet away, leaning over the velvet rope of a rival shop’s display, was Maren.

She looked like a hallucination rendered in high definition. Her hair was shorter than it had been in high school, a sharp, sophisticated bob that caught the overhead industrial lights, but her eyes were the same startling, clear amber he’d seen in a thousand dreams he never admitted to having. She was dressed in a tailored navy blazer and slim jeans, the kind of civilian clothes that shouted she didn't belong to this world of patches and blood debts. She looked like a woman who had never seen the inside of a clubhouse, which was exactly what she had wanted.

Wes?

The way she said his name was a ghost reaching out of a grave. It wasn't Weston, the name the club brothers used when they were being formal, or Crane, the name the world knew him by. It was the name from the summer they were seventeen, whispered against the upholstery of his first beat-up truck while the crickets roared in the tall grass.

Weston felt his right hand drop to his thigh. His two fingers began a rhythmic, unconscious tap against the heavy denim of his jeans. Tap-tap. Tap-tap. The lie was already forming in his chest—the lie that he was fine, that seeing her didn't matter, that he was the man he pretended to be in front of the Vultures’ President.

Maren. What are you doing in a place like this? His voice was gravelly, the product of too many late nights and too much cheap bourbon. He took a step toward her, and the crowd seemed to peel away, leaving them in a sudden, pressurized vacuum.

She smiled, but it didn't reach her eyes, which were busy scanning the heavy leather vest he wore, the rocker on his back that proclaimed his allegiance, and the scars on his knuckles. I’m back in town, she said, her voice steady but her hands gripping the strap of her leather bag a little too tight. My father’s house. I’m settling the estate. I heard there was a show, and I remembered... well, I remembered you couldn't pass up a custom frame.

Weston didn't know what to do with his hands. He wanted to reach out and touch her shoulder just to see if she was solid, but he knew the moment he did, the fragile peace of his current life would start to crack. He thought of the worn paperback of On the Road tucked into his saddlebag outside, the one he’d been trying to finish for a decade, the one that reminded him of the version of himself that Maren had loved. That Weston didn't wear a patch. That Weston didn't have to worry about territorial disputes or the weight of a brother’s death on his conscience.

You look different, Maren said softly, stepping closer. The scent of her intensified, drowning out the oil. You look heavy, Wes.

It’s the leather, he deflected, his fingers tapping faster now. It’s a lot of weight to carry.

She looked at the Iron Vultures patch on his chest, then back up at his face. Is it just the leather? Because you look like you haven't slept since 2008.

He let out a short, dry laugh. I’m VP now. Sleep isn't part of the job description. I have a shop. Crane Custom Restorations. That Panhead over there? That’s mine.

Maren turned to look at the bike. It’s beautiful, she whispered. It looks like it was built by someone who wanted to disappear.

The observation hit him like a physical blow. Maren had always been able to read the subtext of his life, even when he was trying his hardest to bury it. They stood there for a long moment, the noise of the bike show surging back around them like a rising tide. People were staring; a Vice President of an MC talking to a woman who looked like she’d stepped off a yacht was a sight that drew eyes.

I heard you got married, Maren said, the words falling between them like lead weights. Lila, right? I saw her name on a shop sign downtown. Monroe Leather and Steel.

Weston felt a sharp pang of guilt, a cold needle in his gut. Lila was his wife, his partner, the woman who had stood by him through the bloodiest years of the club’s history. She was his reality. Maren was a fantasy, a relic of a road he hadn't taken.

Lila’s the best in the business, Weston said, and he meant it. But even as he defended his wife, his eyes wouldn't leave Maren’s face. He was looking for the girl who had promised to run away with him, the one who had cried when he told her he was staying to help his brother, the one who had eventually left him behind for a life that didn't involve grease and violence.

I’m divorced now, Maren said, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. I’ve been back three weeks. I thought about calling, but I didn't think... I didn't think you’d want to hear from a ghost.

Weston’s fingers stopped tapping. He looked at the exit of the convention center, then back at her. The air in the room felt thinner, the oxygen being sucked out by the sheer gravity of the what-if hanging between them. He should walk away. He should go find his brothers at the bar and drink until the scent of cedar was gone from his nose.

But he didn't.

I was never very good at letting ghosts stay dead, Maren, he said.

She reached out then, her fingers grazing the rough leather of his sleeve. It was a brief touch, barely there, but it sent a shock through him that made his teeth ache. I should go, she said, though she didn't move. This isn't my scene.

Weston looked at his bike, the chrome reflecting a distorted version of his own face, a man he barely recognized anymore. I’ll walk you to your car, he heard himself say, knowing even as the words left his mouth that he was crossing a line he might never be able to uncross.

As they walked toward the heavy glass doors, Weston didn't see the pair of eyes watching them from the mezzanine—a set of eyes that knew exactly who Maren was and exactly how much she was worth to the enemies of the Iron Vultures. He only felt the ghost of a girl he used to love walking beside the man he used to be.

1.3 Domestic Steel

THE ROAR OF THE PANHEAD engine died as Weston kicked the stand down, but the vibration stayed in his bones, a hum that refused to settle. He sat there for a moment in the deepening twilight, his gloved hands still gripping the handlebars. The air at the custom bike show had been thick with the scent of high-octane fuel and the perfume of a woman he hadn’t seen in fifteen years. Maren. Her name felt like a secret etched into the underside of his tongue, a soft, civilian word that didn’t belong in a mouth used to barking orders and negotiating blood debts. He looked at his hands, the grease beneath his nails, the scars across his knuckles, and wondered if she had seen the violence in them. He wondered if she had looked at him and seen the boy who used to read Kerouac by flashlight, or if she only saw the cut of the Iron Vultures VP.

He pushed the kickstand harder into the gravel and dismounted, his boots crunching toward the side entrance of the large corrugated metal building that housed Monroe Leather & Steel. This wasn’t just a shop; it was an outpost. It was the place where the aesthetics of the MC life were forged into something durable, something that could withstand a slide on the asphalt at eighty miles per hour. While Weston dealt in engines and the politics of the road, Lila dealt in the skin of the lifestyle. She was the one who made them look like gods of the highway, and she did it with a precision that made most men in the club look like amateurs.

As he pushed open the heavy steel door, the scent hit him like a physical weight. It was a rich, oily perfume of tanned cowhide, contact cement, and the sharp, metallic tang of the industrial sewing machines. It was the smell of his life, the scent of the woman he had spent a decade building a world with. It should have felt like home. Instead, tonight, it felt like a cage forged of the finest materials.

Lila was at the far end of the workshop, her back to him. She was hunched over a heavy-duty Juki machine, the rhythmic thud-thud-thud of the needle punching through four layers of heavy grade leather echoing off the high ceilings. The overhead fluorescent lights cast a stark, unforgiving glow on her workstation, highlighting the silver in her dark hair and the steady, focused set of her shoulders. She didn’t look up when he entered. She didn’t need to. She knew the sound of his boots, the specific weight of his stride.

Underneath the mechanical cadence of the machine, he heard it. A low, melodic vibration coming from her throat. She was humming. It wasn't a sweet or delicate sound; it was a focused, rhythmic drone she used to drown out the world when she was deep in the zone. He recognized the tune—Tom Petty’s I Won’t Back Down. It was her anthem, a song for people who planted their feet and let the world do the moving.

Weston stayed in the shadows for a moment, watching the way her hands moved. They were strong, capable hands, her fingers calloused from years of pulling needles and cinching rivets. There was no softness in Lila’s world that hadn’t been earned. She didn't offer him the wide-eyed, nostalgic wonder he had seen in Maren’s eyes today. Lila offered him reality. She offered him a partnership that was as much a business merger as it was a marriage. She was the steel in his spine, the woman who had helped him climb the ranks of the Vultures by making sure their brand was synonymous with quality.

Lila, he said, his voice sounding raspy even to his own ears.

The machine stopped. The sudden silence was louder than the noise had been. Lila didn't turn around immediately. She finished the stitch, snipped the thread with a pair of heavy shears, and then slowly rotated her stool. Her face was smudged with a bit of black dye near her temple, and her eyes were sharp, missing nothing.

You’re late, she said. It wasn’t an accusation; it was a statement of fact. The show ended three hours ago.

Ran into some people. Stayed to talk shop, Weston lied. His right hand dropped to his side, and his index and middle fingers began to tap a rapid, nervous rhythm against his thigh. It was a tell he’d had since he was a kid, one he could never quite shake when the truth felt too heavy to carry.

Lila’s gaze dropped to his hand, then flicked back up to his eyes. She didn’t call him on it. She never did, not unless she had a reason to drive the point home. She just stood up, wiping her hands on a rag that was more grease than cloth.

The show went well then? Did the Knucklehead get the attention you wanted?

It did. Took best in show for the vintage class, he said, trying to summon the pride he should have felt. But the trophy was sitting in the saddlebag of his bike, and it felt like lead. It doesn’t mean much. Just more work on the books.

Work is what keeps the lights on, Wes, she said, walking toward him. She stopped just inside his personal space, the scent of her—cedarwood and leather—mixing with the phantom floral scent of Maren that he was sure was still clinging to his jacket. She reached up, her thumb brushing the bridge of his nose where a smudge of road dust sat. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.

Weston felt a cold shiver trace the line of his spine. He caught her wrist, holding it for a second longer than necessary. Her skin was warm, real, and anchored him to the present, but his mind was still drifting back to that coffee shop parking lot, to the way Maren had looked at him like he was a hero in a story that had ended years ago.

Just tired, he said, releasing her hand. It was a long day. The club’s been riding me about the coastal routes. Rivalry’s picking up.

Lila sighed, a small, weary sound that betrayed the only crack in her armor. It’s always the club. Sometimes I wonder if you’d know who you were without that patch on your back.

I’m the VP, Lila. There isn’t a version of me without it.

She looked at him then, her eyes searching his with an intensity that made him want to look away. She reached out and patted the leather of his vest, right over his heart, her touch proprietary and heavy. You’re Weston Crane. The man who builds the best bikes on the coast and the man who married the woman who makes the best leather. Everything else is just theater.

She turned back to her bench, the moment of intimacy ending as quickly as it had begun. She picked up a leather punch and a mallet, her focus returning to the vest she was constructing. The humming started again, a low, steady thrum of Tom Petty, a reminder that she was a woman who had built her own kingdom and didn’t need his permission to rule it.

Weston watched her for another minute, the domesticity of the scene feeling like a weight on his chest. He thought of the paperback copy of On the Road tucked into his bike, the one he had never finished because life had happened, and he had chosen the cut over the open road. He had chosen Lila, and the club, and the steel. But as he turned to head toward the stairs that led to their living quarters, the memory of Maren’s soft, civilian smile flickered in the back of his mind like a dying ember that refused to go out, and he knew that for the first time in fifteen years, he was looking for an exit he hadn't yet found.
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Chapter 2: The Soft Slide
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2.1 The Coffee Catalyst

Weston Crane did not belong in a place that smelled this much like roasted hazelnut and expensive silence. He stood in the doorway of The Grind, his heavy leather cut feeling like a suit of armor in a room full of silk and linen. The Iron Vultures patch on his back was a neon sign that usually kept people at a distance, a jagged bird of prey that warned of oil, noise, and the kind of trouble that didn't wash off with a hot shower. Usually, he wore that distance like a badge of honor. Today, it just felt heavy.

He spotted Maren in a corner booth, tucked away from the main windows. She was looking down at her phone, the light from the screen reflecting in eyes that he still remembered in the dark of a hundred Friday nights two decades ago. She looked different, of course. The soft edges of the girl who used to ride on the back of his first beat-up Shovelhead had been sharpened by time and a marriage that had clearly taken more than it gave. She looked civilian. She looked clean.

Weston took a breath, feeling the familiar weight of the worn paperback of On the Road in his saddlebag outside. He had been carrying that book for years, a relic of a man who thought he was going somewhere, and yet he was still in the same zip code, just with more scars and a title that felt more like a sentence.

Wes, she said, looking up as he approached. Her voice was a soft vibration that cut through the hiss of the espresso machine. You actually came.

I said I would, Weston replied, sliding into the seat opposite her. The wooden bench groaned under his weight. He felt oversized for the space, a bear in a dollhouse. He didn't take off his leather vest. He never did. It was a second skin, one that reminded him who he was supposed to be, even when he couldn't remember why.

Maren reached out, her fingers hovering near his hand on the table before she pulled back, clutching her ceramic mug instead. You look the same. A little more gray in the beard, maybe. A few more lines around the eyes.

It is been fifteen years, Maren. I’d be worried if I didn’t look a little wrecked, he said. He tried for a smile, but it felt tight. He felt his right hand start to move, his index and middle fingers tapping a rhythmic, staccato beat against his thigh. It was a nervous habit he had never been able to shake, the tell-tale sign that he was about to say something that wasn't entirely the truth.

I saw the bikes at the show yesterday, she said, her eyes searching his. The one you were working on... it was beautiful, Wes. It looked like the things you used to draw in the back of your notebook during history class.

Weston nodded, the compliment hitting a pocket of air in his chest. I still draw. Mostly just schematics now. Parts, engines, ways to make things go faster than they were ever meant to go. It pays the bills.

And the club? she asked, her voice dropping an octave. Is that still... everything?

Weston looked past her, out the window where his bike was parked among the rows of sensible sedans. The Iron Vultures weren't just a club; they were a debt he was constantly paying. He thought of the clubhouse, the smell of stale beer and the constant, low-thrumming tension of territorial disputes. He thought of the brother he had buried eight years ago, a man who had died for a patch that didn't even cover the cost of the headstone.

It is what it is, Weston said. He felt the tapping against his leg accelerate. It is a brotherhood. We look out for each other.

Maren leaned forward, the steam from her coffee swirling between them. You’re doing it again, Wes.

Doing what?

The tapping. You only do that when you’re trying to convince yourself of something. We might not have spoken in a lifetime, but I haven't forgotten who you are. You used to talk about the road as if it were a way out. Now you talk about it like it is a job you can't quit.

The accuracy of it stung. Weston shifted, the leather of his cut creaking. It is not that simple, Maren. You leave, you don’t just walk away from people like my president. You don’t just hand in your keys. I’ve got responsibilities. I’m the VP. If I’m not there to hold the line, the whole thing fractures.

So you stay for them? she asked. What about you? When do you get to be just Weston? Not Weston the Vulture. Not the man who fixes everyone’s messes. Just the guy who wanted to see the Pacific?

I see the Pacific every day, Maren. It is right there.

You know what I mean, she countered.

She was right, and that was the danger of her. Lila, his wife, knew the man he had become. She knew the VP. She knew the mechanic. She knew the man who came home with blood on his knuckles and expected her to look the other way while she built her own empire out of leather and steel. Lila was his partner in the life he had chosen. But Maren... Maren was the ghost of the life he hadn't.

I heard about the divorce, Weston said, desperate to change the subject before he admitted something he couldn't take back. I’m sorry.

Don’t be, she said, a flash of something hard and resilient crossing her face. He was a good man on paper. Stable. Predictable. He never once made me feel like I was the most important thing in the room. He made me feel like an accessory to his very well-curated life. I think that’s why I came back. I wanted to remember what it felt like to be around people who actually bleed when they’re cut.

Weston’s fingers stopped tapping. He looked at her, really looked at her, and saw the same restlessness that had been eating him alive for months. It was a mirror he didn't want to see. The silence between them stretched, filled only by the ambient noise of the shop, but it wasn't uncomfortable. It was heavy with the weight of years and the sudden, terrifying realization that the past wasn't as dead as he had told himself it was.

I should go, he said, though he didn't move. The club is meeting in an hour.

Stay for five more minutes, she whispered. Just five minutes where nobody needs you to be a Vulture.

Weston looked at her hand, which had finally found his on the table. Her skin was warm, a sharp contrast to the cold metal of the rings on his fingers. He knew he should pull away. He knew that every second he sat here was a betrayal of the life Lila had helped him build. But for the first time in years, the iron grip of the club felt like it was loosening, replaced by a different kind of pull, one that felt like an open road he had never dared to finish.

He didn't pull his hand away. Instead, he turned his palm up, lacing his fingers with hers, the leather of his sleeve brushing against her wrist.

Five minutes, he agreed, and in the back of his mind, he could already hear the sound of the glass beginning to crack.

Maren smiled, and for a fleeting moment, the weight of the cut on his back didn't feel like it was dragging him under. It felt like something he could simply unbutton and leave behind on the chair.

So, she said softly, her thumb tracing the line of his thumb. Tell me about the book you’re still carrying. Did you ever find out if Sal Paradise found what he was looking for?

Weston looked down at their joined hands. Not yet, he said. I think I’m still on the first chapter.

The conversation shifted then, moving away from the club and into the mundane details of her new apartment and his shop, but the air between them had changed. It was no longer the static of two old friends catching up. It was the low hum of a wire about to snap, a frequency that only the two of them could hear. Weston knew he was stepping off a ledge, but as he looked into Maren’s eyes, he found himself wondering if the fall might actually feel like flying.

When his phone finally buzzed in his pocket—a text from the clubhouse demanding his presence—he ignored it. He sat there in the hazelnut-scented air, holding the hand of a woman who represented every choice he hadn't made, while the man he had become waited outside in the rain.

2.2 Digital Whispers

THE BEDROOM WAS A TOMB of high-end shadows and the scent of expensive cedar, a far cry from the cramped apartments and humid motel rooms of Weston Crane’s youth. Beside him, Lila was a steady, rhythmic warmth. She slept with the kind of absolute stillness that came from a woman who had earned her peace through grit and iron. Her breathing was the only clock in the room, a soft, hushing sound that should have anchored him. Instead, it felt like a tether he was slowly, agonizingly fraying. Weston lay on his back, eyes fixed on the ceiling where the moonlight filtered through the heavy curtains, tracing a jagged silver line across the plaster. He felt the weight of the house, the weight of the club, and the crushing gravity of a secret that was still only a few kilobytes of data.

The phone sat on the nightstand, facedown like a shamed thing. When it buzzed, the sound was tectonic. It didn’t just vibrate; it rattled the very foundation of his composure. The screen didn’t light up the room—he’d turned the brightness down hours ago—but he could see the faint blue halo bleeding out from the edges of the device. He didn’t reach for it immediately. He waited, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He looked at Lila. Her dark hair was fanned out across the pillow, one hand curled near her chin. She looked invincible even in sleep, the woman who had built an empire of leather and steel alongside him. She was his partner, his wife, the person who knew which scars on his back came from asphalt and which came from his father.

His hand moved almost of its own accord. It was a slow, practiced slide, his fingers grazing the wood of the nightstand before closing around the cold glass and metal. He pulled the phone under the duvet, creating a small, glowing cavern of infidelity. The light stung his eyes, but he didn't blink.

Are you still awake? The text from Maren was simple, yet it carried the weight of fifteen years of unspoken regret. Below it, another bubble appeared almost instantly. I saw a bike today. A 1974 Shovelhead, just like the one you used to talk about in the back of your dad’s garage. It smelled like oil and old dreams. I thought of you.

Weston felt a sharp, localized ache in the center of his chest. He should delete it. He should put the phone back, roll over, and pull Lila into his arms until the scent of her skin drowned out the ghost of Maren’s perfume. But he didn't. His thumb hovered over the keyboard, the cursor blinking like a heartbeat. He was the Vice President of the Iron Vultures. He made decisions that involved life and death, territory and blood. He was a man of iron. Yet, here he was, reduced to a trembling mess by a woman who knew him before he had a single tattoo.

He started to type, his movements jerky. I remember that bike. I remember everything about that summer.

As the words left his fingertips, the familiar, traitorous rhythm started. On his right thigh, hidden beneath the heavy cotton sheets, his index and middle fingers began to tap. Tap-tap. Tap-tap. It was a rhythmic, obsessive movement, a physical manifestation of the lie he was currently living. He had been doing it since he was six years old, a nervous tic that surfaced whenever he was backed into a corner or weaving a story that wasn't entirely true. To the world, Weston Crane was a pillar of stoic honesty. To himself, the tapping was the sound of a crumbling man.

Maren replied instantly. Sometimes I wonder if we’re just ghosts, Wes. Do you ever feel like you’re living someone else’s life?

The question was a knife. He looked at the room around him—the custom-built furniture, the designer rugs, the security system keypad glowing green by the door. This was the life he had fought for. This was the life he had bled for. Lila had been there for every punch thrown and every dollar earned. She was the architect of this reality. But Maren... Maren was the architect of the man he used to be. She represented the version of Weston that didn't have a patch on his back, the one who didn't have to check under his car for pipe bombs or carry the grief of a dead brother like a lead vest.

Every night, he told himself. Every single night, he typed back.

He felt the bed shift. He froze, his breath hitching in his throat, his fingers going dead still on his thigh. Lila let out a long, low sigh and rolled toward him, her hand landing blindly on his chest. Her skin was hot, a stark contrast to the cold glow of the phone. Weston shoved the device under his hip, the hard edge digging into his skin, and held his breath. He waited for her to wake up, for her to ask what he was doing, for the world to end right there in the middle of their king-sized bed.
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