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Chapter 1 — The Road Chain

	 

	Frida Riley knew the sound of Black Meridian before she saw the clubhouse.

	Engines first.

	A long, low thunder rolling over the back road, shaking loose gravel beneath her boots and dragging old memories up through her ribs before she could stop them. The memorial run always sounded like grief trying to look powerful. Bikes lined in black rows. Chrome polished until it caught the dying sun. Men in leather standing shoulder to shoulder like mourning made them less breakable.

	She had dressed for that kind of grief.

	Dark jeans. Black shirt. Her wedding ring. No lipstick bright enough to look like she wanted attention. She had even braided her hair the way Case liked on long rides, then hated herself for noticing.

	The clubhouse yard smelled of gasoline, hot metal, cigarette smoke, and the heavy sweetness of spilled whiskey. Someone had hung old road flags along the porch. A framed photograph of Matteo Cruz, the brother they were riding for, leaned against the wall near a row of beer bottles and white candles burned down to wax tears.

	Frida paused by the gate.

	Case was not there to meet her.

	That was the first wrong thing.

	For seven years, even when they were fighting, even when the club had dragged him half-dead from a run and pride had kept his mouth shut, Case Rodriguez found her first. A hand at the small of her back. Two fingers brushing her wrist. His mouth close enough to her ear to say, “Stay near me, querida,” like it was a promise and a warning at once.

	Tonight, no hand came.

	A laugh cracked from inside the clubhouse, too sharp for a memorial. Frida looked toward the open doors.

	Emmalynn Briggs appeared beside her, cigarette unlit between two fingers. Her friend’s face did that careful thing people did when they knew bad news before you did and were deciding whether silence was kindness or cowardice.

	Frida’s stomach hardened.

	“What?” she asked.

	Emmalynn’s jaw moved. No sound came.

	“Em.”

	“Maybe don’t go in yet.”

	The words landed wrong. Too soft. Too late.

	Frida looked past her.

	The clubhouse was crowded. Brothers in cuts. Old ladies near the bar. Prospects pretending not to listen to anything while listening to everything. Kieran Logan stood near the table at the back, face carved from stone, president patch catching the light. Amari Simmons leaned near the whiskey shelf, counting something on his phone. Adler Dickson was at the far wall with two brothers, but he stopped speaking when he saw Frida.

	Everyone seemed to stop in pieces.

	A shoulder turning.

	A bottle lowering.

	A mouth closing before it finished a sentence.

	Frida stepped inside.

	Then she saw Katalina Bauer.

	She was sitting on the arm of the leather couch like the room had been built around her. Black dress. Red nails. Dark hair falling over one shoulder. Pretty in the polished way that made every movement look practiced. She held a glass she had barely touched.

	Around her neck hung Case’s road chain.

	Not a necklace. Not a decoration. Not some silver thing bought from a roadside shop.

	His road chain.

	Old steel, darkened by years of sweat, rain, and engine grease. A small broken link near the clasp from the night Case had laid his bike down outside San Angelo and crawled three yards with blood in his teeth because he would not let the rival club take Matteo’s body. Frida knew that chain. She had cleaned dried blood from it with warm water and shaking hands.

	Case had put it in her palm once, years ago, the night before their wedding.

	“No woman wears this unless she carries my name,” he had said.

	She had laughed then, because he was dramatic when he was tired and softer than he wanted the club to know. He had closed her fingers over the chain and kissed her knuckles.

	“Not even as a joke?” she had teased.

	His eyes had gone serious. “Never as a joke.”

	Now it rested against Katalina Bauer’s throat.

	Frida did not move.

	For one ridiculous second, her mind tried to save her. Maybe it was another chain. Maybe she was seeing wrong. Maybe grief and smoke and the ugly tension between her and Case these past few months had made monsters out of metal.

	Then Katalina turned her head, and the broken link caught the light.

	Frida heard someone inhale.

	Not her.

	She did not have enough air left for that.

	Case came out from the hallway behind the bar, wiping his hands on a rag. Road captain patch on his chest. Dark hair pushed back. Scar at his jaw silver under the yellow lights. He looked toward the room first, irritated by the quiet, then followed every stare until he found Frida.

	The rag stopped moving.

	For years, Frida had known every version of his face. The hard one he wore for rivals. The blank one he gave cops. The tired one he brought home when the club had taken too much and he would not admit it. The private one, rare and unguarded, when he fell asleep with his hand spread over her hip like she was the only thing keeping him anchored to the earth.

	This face was new.

	Not guilt alone.

	Fear.

	He took one step toward her. “Frida.”

	Her name scraped out of him.

	Katalina’s fingers drifted to the chain.

	That small movement almost did what the betrayal had not. It almost made Frida turn on her. Almost made her cross the room and rip the thing from Katalina’s neck with every eye watching.

	But that would give them the story they wanted.

	Wife goes wild. Mistress smiles. Husband caught between women.

	No.

	Frida Riley had not balanced Black Meridian’s garage accounts, fed grieving brothers, cleaned blood out of denim, and waited through midnight runs just to become a scene men would retell over beer.

	Her eyes stayed on Case.

	“Take it off her.”

	The room went still enough for the ice machine to sound loud.

	Case’s throat moved. “We need to talk outside.”

	“No.” Frida’s voice did not rise. That made it worse. She saw it land harder because she was not screaming. “You can talk right here.”

	Kieran shifted near the back table. Adler looked down.

	Case’s gaze flicked to Katalina, then back to Frida. “This isn’t the place.”

	That almost made her laugh.

	Not because it was funny. Because something inside her had torn so cleanly she felt the edges.

	“This was the place when you let her walk in wearing my marriage around her neck.”

	A murmur moved and died.

	Katalina stood slowly. “Frida, I don’t think—”

	Frida’s eyes cut to her.

	Katalina stopped.

	Good.

	Frida turned back to Case. “Don’t hide behind her voice. Use yours.”

	His face tightened. For a heartbeat, the old Case flashed there. The man who hated being cornered. The man who could command a room with one look. The man who expected people to step back when he stepped forward.

	Frida did not step back.

	Case lowered his voice. “I messed up.”

	Somewhere behind Frida, Emmalynn muttered, “Jesus Christ.”

	Frida stared at him.

	Messed up.

	Like he had dented a fender. Like he had missed an anniversary dinner. Like he had forgotten to call before a dangerous run and left her sitting on the porch with the light on until sunrise.

	Her fingers went cold.

	“Say it properly.”

	Case’s jaw flexed.

	“Frida—”

	“Say it properly, Case.”

	His eyes burned, but not enough. Not yet. Not nearly enough.

	“I slept with her.”

	The words did not enter her all at once. They moved through the room first, hitting the men who had known, the women who had guessed, the prospects who would carry it outside before the candles finished burning. Then they came for her.

	Her ribs tightened around nothing.

	Katalina’s mouth softened, almost pitying.

	That was when Frida understood the second betrayal.

	Not the bed.

	The audience.

	The looks away. The sudden quiet. Adler’s unfinished whisper. Emmalynn’s warning at the gate. Kieran’s stone face. The way Case had wanted her outside before the room could hear truth spoken plainly.

	This humiliation had been alive before she walked in.

	People had carried it around her. Passed it between glances. Protected him with silence and left her wearing ignorance like a fool’s veil.

	Frida reached for her wedding ring.

	Case’s eyes dropped to her hand.

	“Don’t,” he said.

	One word. Low. Broken.

	Too late.

	The ring resisted her knuckle. Her skin had swollen in the heat. For one awful second, she had to twist it, and memory came with the pain: Case sliding it onto her finger outside a courthouse because the club was under lockdown and they could not risk a church wedding. His thumb rubbing over the gold. His voice rough when he said, “You’re the only clean thing I ever got to keep.”

	Her breath shook once.

	Only once.

	Then the ring came free.

	Case looked like she had cut him.

	Frida walked to the bar. No one blocked her. Men moved out of her path like shame had weight. Case followed half a step, then stopped when she picked up his beer glass.

	The amber liquid trembled in her hand.

	She dropped the ring into it.

	The sound was small.

	A soft, final clink against glass.

	Katalina’s face changed.

	Case stared at the ring sinking through foam.

	Frida set the glass back on the bar.

	“You can keep the club,” she said. “You can keep your road. You can keep every brother who helped you make me the last woman to know.”

	She looked at the chain once. Just once.

	“But you don’t get to keep me standing beside your lie.”

	Case reached for her then.

	Not hard. Not rough. Just instinct. Fingers closing around air because she moved before he touched her.

	That mattered. Some broken part of her noticed. He had lost the right even before his hand landed.

	“Frida, please.”

	Please.

	The word should have meant something from a man like him. Case Rodriguez did not beg. He ordered, warned, threatened, negotiated. He bled silent and cursed doctors and once rode forty miles with cracked ribs because he refused to let anyone see him weak.

	Now he had found please.

	After.

	Frida walked toward the door.

	The room parted again. Nobody spoke. Nobody apologized. Nobody claimed ignorance.

	At the threshold, she stopped beside Kieran Logan. The president’s eyes met hers, and for the first time since she had known him, he looked uncertain.

	“You have a problem in your house,” she said.

	Kieran’s mouth tightened. “Frida—”

	“No. Not me.” Her voice stayed steady because if it broke here, she would hate herself for giving them that too. “I’m not your problem anymore.”

	She stepped onto the porch.

	Cold air hit her face. The bikes waited under the floodlights, lined like beasts ready to run. For years, that sight had made her feel protected. Tonight it looked like teeth.

	Behind her, Case said her name again.

	She did not turn.

	Her boots struck gravel. One step. Another. The sound steadied her more than breathing did.

	Emmalynn caught up near the gate. “I’ll drive.”

	Frida opened her mouth to say she could drive herself. Nothing came out.

	So she nodded.

	Inside the clubhouse, voices began to rise. Case’s was not one of them. That hurt worse than it should have. She wanted rage from him. Panic. Something large enough to match the hole he had blown through her life.

	Instead, there was only the door creaking behind her.

	Then, low and sharp, Adler Dickson’s voice carried through the gap before someone shoved it shut.

	“She wasn’t supposed to find out tonight.”

	Frida stopped beside Emmalynn’s car.

	The words settled over her skin like ash.

	Not supposed to find out tonight.

	Not shock. Not denial. Not what the hell are you talking about?

	A plan.

	A schedule.

	A secret with timing.

	Frida turned her head toward the clubhouse, toward the men who had called her family, toward the husband who had let another woman wear the one thing he had sworn belonged to his wife.

	Her hand curled around nothing where her ring used to be.

	Then she got into Emmalynn’s car and closed the door.

	She did not cry until the clubhouse disappeared behind them.

	And even then, she did it silently.

	 

	 


Chapter 2 — The Brothers Who Looked Away

	 

	The house still smelled like him.

	Leather oil by the door. Burnt coffee in the kitchen. The sharp bite of gun cleaner from the locked cabinet he thought she did not know how to open. Under it all, the faint cedar scent of the soap he used after long rides, the one that clung to their sheets even when he came home too tired to speak.

	Frida stood in the middle of the bedroom with Emmalynn’s borrowed duffel bag open on the mattress.

	Not their mattress.

	The mattress.

	She had to start cutting words apart or she would not survive the night.

	Her hands moved before her mind could catch up. Jeans. Two sweaters. Underwear. Phone charger. The small pouch where she kept emergency cash because being married to a biker had taught her romance was not a plan, safety was. She folded nothing. Folding required tenderness. She shoved fabric into the bag and listened to Case’s boots stop in the hallway.

	He did not come in at first.

	That almost undid her.

	The old Case would have filled the room with himself. He would have leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, jaw hard, trying to look like command when fear was eating through him. He would have said her name like a warning and a plea at once.

	Tonight, he stood outside the bedroom like a man who had finally found a locked door he could not kick open.

	“Frida.”

	She picked up her hairbrush from the dresser.

	“Don’t.”

	“One minute.”

	“No.”

	“I need to explain.”

	The brush hit the inside of the duffel harder than necessary. A few strands of her hair clung to the bristles, dark against pale wood. She stared at them because they were easier to look at than him.

	“You had months to explain before she wore your chain in front of me.”

	Case stepped into the doorway.

	His cut was gone. He must have stripped it off in the mudroom, like leather could carry guilt and he could leave some of it outside. Black T-shirt. Work-worn jeans. Knuckles scraped, though she did not know from what. His face looked worse in the house than it had in the clubhouse. Under their bedroom light, the road captain became her husband again, and that was crueler.

	“I didn’t plan for tonight to happen like that.”

	Frida laughed once.

	It came out dry. Empty.

	“That is the part you think I care about?”

	His eyes flinched.

	Good, she thought, then hated herself for needing him to hurt.

	Case dragged one hand over his mouth. “I know what it looked like.”

	She turned then.

	“No. You know what it was.”

	The room tightened around them.

	On the dresser beside him sat the framed photo from their third anniversary. Case on his bike, Frida behind him, her cheek pressed to his shoulder, both of them caught mid-laugh because Matteo had yelled something filthy from behind the camera. She had loved that picture because Case looked young in it. Not soft. Never soft. But unguarded.

	She crossed the room, picked up the frame, and laid it face down.

	Case watched the movement like she had put a gun on the table.

	“It was a mistake,” he said.

	There it was.

	Small. Convenient. Cowardly.

	Frida’s fingers curled around the dresser edge. The wood dug into her palm.

	“A mistake is taking the wrong exit on a run. A mistake is forgetting to lock the cash drawer. A mistake is spilling oil on the garage floor.”

	He looked down.

	“Look at me.”

	His head came up.

	“You did not trip and land inside another woman.”

	His jaw hardened, but she saw the shame under it.

	“You chose her,” Frida said. “You chose her bed, her mouth, her secrets. Then you chose to let your brothers stand around me like I was too stupid to smell smoke while my own house burned.”

	His throat moved.

	She waited.

	For denial. For anger. For one of the rough, defensive things men said when truth got too close to the bone.

	Instead, he said, “Yes.”

	The word should have helped.

	It did not.

	Because yes was only a door. It did not tell her what stood behind it.

	Frida went back to the bag. She opened the bottom drawer of the dresser and pulled out the folder with her passport, birth certificate, and the old savings account papers she had never closed after marriage. Case’s eyes tracked every item.

	“You don’t have to leave tonight.”

	“I know.”

	That made him blink.

	She zipped the folder into the side pocket. “I’m leaving because I want to.”

	“Emmalynn’s place isn’t safe.”

	“My husband’s house wasn’t either. I survived that.”

	He took the hit. Barely.

	“She’ll take you in angry,” he said. “She’ll feed that anger.”

	Frida stopped moving.

	That was the wrong thing to say, and he knew it as soon as it left his mouth.

	She turned slowly. “Careful.”

	Case shut his eyes for half a second. “I didn’t mean—”

	“You meant she won’t help you manage me.”

	His silence answered.

	There was a time she would have softened. A time she would have heard the panic beneath the control and reached for him despite herself. Case had never known how to be afraid without turning it into orders. She used to translate him. She used to make him gentler in her head than he was in the room.

	Not tonight.

	Tonight, she let his words stand ugly and unrescued.

	“Who knew?” she asked.

	His body went still.

	The house gave its small night noises around them. Refrigerator hum. A pipe settling in the wall. Wind dragging a branch across the bedroom window like fingernails.

	“Frida—”

	“No.” She pulled another shirt from the closet. “Don’t say my name like it is a roadblock. Who knew?”

	He looked toward the hallway.

	Not because anyone was there.

	Because his first instinct was still the club.

	That hurt so sharply her hand went numb around the hanger.

	“Some brothers suspected,” he said.

	“Not what I asked.”

	He exhaled. “A few knew.”

	“Names.”

	“I can’t give you that tonight.”

	The hanger snapped in her hand.

	The sound cracked through the room.

	Case stepped forward, instinctive, eyes dropping to her fingers.

	“Are you cut?”

	She looked at the broken plastic in her grip. A small red line opened across her thumb. Blood welled, bright and absurd.

	Case reached for the dresser where they kept bandages.

	“Don’t.”

	His hand froze.

	“Frida, you’re bleeding.”

	“So were we,” she said. “You just didn’t care until it got on the floor.”

	He went pale.

	Good.

	No. Not good.

	Nothing about this was good.

	She wrapped her thumb in the hem of the shirt and shoved it into the bag.

	Case’s voice dropped. “Adler knew.”

	That name landed between them.

	Frida saw Adler at their kitchen table two months ago, eating the stew she had made after a wet run, telling her Case was lucky because some men came home to silence and Case came home to warmth. She saw him kissing her cheek at Christmas. Saw him calling her sister when his own family would not answer his calls.

	Her stomach twisted.

	“Who else?”

	Case looked away again.

	Frida smiled without warmth. “Still protecting them.”

	“I’m trying to keep this from turning into blood.”

	“No. You’re trying to keep your house standing after you set fire to mine.”

	“I will handle them.”

	The old words. The biker-husband words. The road-captain words.

	I will handle it.

	How many times had those words soothed her? After rival threats. After late-night police visits. After money went missing from the garage once and Case found it before dawn. She used to believe those words meant she was safe.

	Now they sounded like a locked room.

	“You don’t get to handle what was done to me without me,” she said.

	Case’s face tightened. “Club business is complicated.”

	“My humiliation wasn’t complicated.”

	He had no answer.

	Frida grabbed the duffel and walked past him. He moved aside, but the space between their bodies was too narrow. Her shoulder brushed his chest.

	Heat remembered before she could stop it.

	Her body knew him. Traitor body. Stupid skin. Seven years of habit sparked from one accidental touch, and grief followed so fast she almost stumbled.

	Case noticed.

	Of course he noticed.

	His breath caught.

	Frida kept walking.

	In the hall, she took the framed wedding photo from the wall and left the hook bare. She did not put the picture in her bag. She laid it face down on the console table beside the keys he had dropped there after every ride since they bought the house.

	Case followed her to the kitchen.

	“You going to take every memory down?”

	She looked at him over her shoulder. “No. Just the ones that keep lying to me.”

	The kitchen light buzzed overhead. On the counter sat two mugs from that morning. Hers with tea dried brown at the bottom. His with coffee gone cold. Domestic evidence. Ordinary ruins.

	Frida moved to the small office off the kitchen.

	Case stiffened. “What are you doing?”

	She turned on the lamp.

	The office was hers more than any room in the house. He had built the shelves himself after she complained that the clubhouse office smelled like beer and old sweat. She had painted the walls a soft gray. Labeled files. Balanced accounts. Kept Black Meridian’s legal garage clean enough that cops could sniff around and leave bored.

	Her ledger sat in the bottom drawer of the desk.

	Black cover. Elastic band. Corners worn from years of her hands.

	She picked it up.

	Case’s voice sharpened. “Frida.”

	There he was.

	Not pleading now.

	Worried.

	She looked at him.

	“My name is on the garage accounts,” she said. “My signature authorizes vendor payments. My records keep your legal front from becoming a prison sentence.”

	“This has nothing to do with the ledger.”

	She slid it into her duffel.

	“You lied well enough that a room full of people helped you do it. So I’m done assuming any part of my life is untouched because you say so.”

	His eyes darkened. “You think I’d let the club put you in danger?”

	“I think you let Katalina Bauer wear your road chain in front of men who call me family.”

	That shut him up.

	Frida opened the top drawer and took the backup flash drive taped beneath the pencil tray. Case saw that too. His expression changed in a way she did not like.

	Not anger.

	Fear again.

	This time, not about the marriage.

	About the records.

	The air shifted.

	Frida felt it. Her heartbeat, already bruised and uneven, found a colder rhythm.

	“What?” she asked.

	“Nothing.”

	Wrong answer.

	She slipped the flash drive into her pocket. “You are terrible at nothing.”

	“Leave the ledger here.”

	“No.”

	“Frida, you don’t know what you’re touching.”

	“And whose fault is that?”

	He stepped closer. “Some things in that office are not for you to carry around while you’re angry.”

	Her laugh came quieter this time.

	“Now I’m angry enough to be dangerous?”

	“You’re hurt enough to make mistakes.”

	“I learned from you.”

	The words hit. She saw them strike his mouth, his eyes, his hands.

	For a second, he looked like he might reach for the bag.

	For a second, Frida wondered what she would do if he did.

	Then his hands opened at his sides.

	Small mercy. Too late.
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