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​Chapter 1: The Cracks in the Porcelain
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​1.1 The Ledger of Lies


The fluorescent light of the desk lamp hummed a low, steady B-flat that usually helped Marlowe Kent-Cross find her rhythm. In the quiet of her home office, surrounded by the smell of lemon polish and the heavy, metallic scent of her antique camera collection, she felt most like herself. Here, she wasn't just a wife or a woman living on the periphery of the Reapers of Ruin Motorcycle Club. Here, she was an insurance fraud investigator, a woman who spoke the language of numbers, patterns, and the inevitable decay of a lie. She liked the binary nature of a ledger. A number was either there or it wasn't. A claim was either backed by physical evidence or it was a phantom, a ghost haunting a balance sheet.

She clicked her mouse, the sound sharp in the midnight silence. Her dual monitors glowed, casting a pale blue light over her sharp features and the high-necked silk blouse she hadnt yet bothered to change out of. Marlowe was a creature of habit, and the monthly audit of their household accounts and the oversight of the club’s general fund was a ritual she performed with the same reverence a priest might give to the liturgy. rowanwas the Treasurer, the man in charge of the club's purse strings, but he was also a man of action, prone to losing receipts in the pockets of his leather vest or forgetting to log the exact mileage on club runs. Marlowe provided the discipline he lacked. She was the architect of their financial stability, the one who ensured that every cent of the club’s legitimate business was insulated from the heat of their more questionable activities.

She began with the household account. It was standard procedure. Mortgage, utilities, the staggering insurance premiums for the clubhouse, and Rowan’s personal spending. Her eyes skimmed the digital lines with practiced ease. She was looking for outliers, for the small tremors that preceded an earthquake. She found the first one in a sub-folder labeled Miscellaneous Repairs. It was a transfer for eight hundred dollars. It was dated the third of last month. She frowned slightly, her mind flipping through the mental Rolodex of their home’s maintenance history. They hadn't had a plumber out. The roof was fine. rowanhad mentioned nothing about the bike needing parts that weren't sourced through the club’s shop.

Marlowe pulled up the previous month. There it was again. Seven hundred and fifty dollars, categorized as Equipment Rental. She felt a familiar prickle at the base of her neck, the same sensation she got when a claimant’s story about a stolen luxury sedan didn't quite align with the GPS data. It was a professional instinct, a tightening in the gut that whispered of a hidden architecture. She didn't panic. Panic was for the amateurs. Instead, she opened a fresh spreadsheet and began a reverse search, filtering by the specific amounts.

The screen flickered as the search results populated. Her breath hitched. The list didn't just go back a few months. It stretched down the page, a long, rhythmic pulse of withdrawals and transfers. Always under a thousand dollars—the threshold for most automated bank flags—and always disguised with vague, utilitarian labels. Logistics. Consulting fees. Storage. The amounts varied, but the frequency was as steady as a heartbeat. She traced the dates back, her finger hovering over the screen. One year. Two years. Three.

She stopped when she hit the four-year mark.

Four years ago, she and rowanhad been celebrating their fifth anniversary. They had taken a trip to the coast, a rare week of peace where the club didn't exist and the only thing that mattered was the salt air and the way rowanlooked at her when he thought she wasn't watching. According to this ledger, while she had been packing her suitcase for that trip, rowanhad been moving twelve hundred dollars into an account she didn't recognize, under a name that didn't appear anywhere else in their life.

The room suddenly felt smaller, the air thick with the dust of her own ignorance. Marlowe leaned back, her chair creaking. She looked at her shelf of cameras. A 1954 Leica M3 sat in the center, its lens reflecting the blue light of the monitors like a cold, glass eye. She had spent years collecting these machines because they didn't lie. They captured what was there, whether it was beautiful or hideous. They were the ultimate witnesses. She tried to apply that same cold objectivity to the numbers on the screen.

Maybe it was club business, she told herself, though the lie tasted like ash. rowanwas the Treasurer. He handled the black money, the grease that kept the gears of the MC turning. But he was meticulous about keeping that side of his life away from her. He knew her professional ethics; he knew that she couldn't know about the crimes if she were to protect him from the legal fallout. This, however, was coming from their personal joint account. This was money that should have been in their retirement fund, money that should have been spent on the life they were building together.

She dug deeper, her fingers flying across the keys with a frantic, rhythmic precision. She bypassed the encryption on the recipient account, using a back-door method she’d learned from a cyber-crimes consultant three years ago. The account was linked to a shell corporation in a neighboring state. A company that didn't exist on any map. A ghost.

She felt a hollery, echoing ache in her chest. This wasn't a one-time lapse in judgment. It wasn't a mistake made in a moment of weakness. This was a sustained, calculated deception. For four years, rowanhad been funneling a small fortune into a void. For four years, he had sat across the dinner table from her, kissed her forehead before he went to sleep, and whispered that there were no secrets between them, all while maintaining a second, invisible ledger.

Her mind flashed back to her father. She remembered the day the police had come to their house, the way her mother’s face had shattered when they realized the man they loved had a whole separate family three towns over. Marlowe had promised herself she would never be the woman who didn't see it coming. She had built her entire career on the ability to spot the lie before it took root. And yet, here she was, staring at the digital evidence of her own humiliation.

The patterns were clear now. The payments always coincided with Rowan’s long-haul runs for the club. He would tell her he was heading to Nevada or Oregon on MC business, and the money would move. He wasn't just spending the money; he was spending his time. He was investing his life into whatever or whoever was on the other end of those transfers.

She didn't cry. The betrayal was too deep for tears, too structural. It was as if she had discovered the foundation of her house was made of sand instead of stone. She reached out and touched the Leica, her fingers tracing the cold metal of the shutter dial. She needed to see the truth. Not the version of the truth rowansold her with his rough hands and his quiet smiles, but the hard, ugly reality of what he had done.

The sound of a heavy motorcycle engine rumbled in the distance, growing louder as it turned into the driveway. rowanwas home. Marlowe sat perfectly still, her eyes fixed on the ledger of lies that documented four years of her husband's life she knew nothing about. The garage door groaned open, and she realized with a chilling clarity that she was no longer just his wife. She was the investigator on his case, and the audit had only just begun.

​1.2 The Anniversary Dinner


THE SILVER-PLATED HANDLE of the 1954 Rolleiflex felt cold against Marlowe’s palms, a familiar weight that usually offered her a sense of equilibrium. Tonight, it was a tactical instrument. She stood in the dim corner of the dining room, the twin lenses of the camera aimed toward the front door. Through the waist-level viewfinder, the world was a reversed, glowing square of potential deception. In her line of work as an insurance fraud investigator, she looked for the things people didn’t say—the slight tremor in a claimant’s hand when they described a fire, the way an eye twitched when she mentioned a specific date. Now, she was turning those professional instincts on the man she had shared a bed with for fifteen years.

The heavy thrum of a motorcycle engine vibrated through the floorboards, a low-frequency rumble that she used to find comforting. It was the sound of her husband coming home to her. Now, it sounded like the growl of a predator returning to a den built on a foundation of shifting sand. She didn't move. She waited, her thumb resting on the shutter release.

The front door opened. rowanCross stepped into the entryway, bringing with him the scent of cold night air, exhaust, and the expensive leather of his cut. He looked exactly like the man she had married—rugged, with a jawline that seemed carved from granite and eyes the color of a stormy Atlantic. He began to peel off his gloves, his movements fluid and practiced. Marlowe watched him through the glass. He didn't know she was there yet. She saw the way his shoulders slumped for a fraction of a second, a flicker of profound exhaustion that he instantly wiped away as he straightened up, putting on the mask of the devoted husband.

Happy anniversary, baby, he called out, his voice a gravelly baritone that still had the power to make the hair on her arms stand up.

Marlowe stepped out of the shadows, the Rolleiflex still held at chest height. The click of the shutter was a sharp, mechanical accusation in the quiet house.

rowanblinked, squinting against the low light. A slow, easy grin spread across his face, the kind of smile that had convinced her to say yes in a courthouse in Reno a lifetime ago. You and that camera, Marlowe. You’re going to run out of film before we even get to the main course.

She didn't return the smile. She looked down at the viewfinder, focusing the lens until the lines of his face were unnervingly sharp. I have plenty of film, Rowan. I’m just looking for the right light.

He walked toward her, his heavy boots thumping on the hardwood. He didn't stop until he was inches away, the heat radiating off his body clashing with the chill that had settled in her marrow. He reached out, his calloused fingers grazing her jaw, and she had to force herself not to flinch. To him, it was an affectionate touch. To her, it was the touch of a man who had spent four years funneling club money and his own emotional energy into a life she hadn't been invited to.

The ledger was still a burning weight in her mind. She had found it tucked behind a loose panel in his office at the clubhouse—a secondary set of books, handwritten and meticulous. It wasn't just numbers. It was a timeline of betrayal. Gas receipts from towns he had no reason to visit. Cash withdrawals that totaled more than some families made in a year. And the name. Sarah. The name of the woman he had supposedly left behind decades ago.

You look beautiful, he whispered, leaning in to press a kiss to her forehead.

The smell of him—sandalwood and iron—filled her lungs, and for a moment, the old Marlowe wanted to believe him. She wanted to drop the camera, throw her arms around his neck, and pretend the ledger was a hallucination. But she was a woman who lived in the world of evidence.

Dinner is on the table, she said, her voice sounding thin and distant to her own ears.

The dining room table was a stage set for a performance. She had spent hours on it. The white linen cloth was crisp, the crystal glasses caught the flickering light of the beeswax candles, and the roast lamb sat in the center, surrounded by sprigs of rosemary and garlic cloves. The air was thick with the savory, herbaceous scent of the meat, but to Marlowe, it smelled like a funeral feast.

rowanpulled out her chair, his movements courtly. He was playing his part perfectly. As they sat across from each other, the silence stretched, filled only by the rhythmic ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall and the clink of silver against china.

How was the ride back? she asked, watching him over the rim of her wine glass. Her eyes never left his face. She was looking for the tell.

Long, he said, picking up his knife. The metal glinted in the candlelight. The club business in the northern territory is getting complicated. Financials are a mess. You know how it is, Marlowe. Everyone wants a piece of the pie, but nobody wants to do the baking.

Financials, she repeated, the word tasting like copper. You’ve always been good at the books, Rowan. The Treasurer of the Reapers. Everyone says you’re the most honest man in the patch.

He didn't miss a beat. He sliced into the lamb, the red juices pooling on the white plate. I try to be. Integrity is all we have in this life. Without it, we’re just another gang of thugs on bikes.

The irony was a physical weight in the room. She thought of the entries in the secret ledger—the payments for a private tutor, the medical bills for a girl she didn't know, the rent for an apartment in a city three hours away. He was talking about integrity while his life was a labyrinth of lies.

You’ve been spending a lot of time up north lately, she said, her tone conversational, almost casual. More than usual. Is the audit that bad?

rowanslowed his chewing. It was a micro-expression—a momentary hesitation in his jaw. If she hadn't been trained to look for it, she would have missed it. It’s just the nature of the beast, Marlowe. The more we grow, the more shadows there are to sweep out. Why the sudden interest in the club’s books? You usually hate talking shop on our time.

I’m an investigator, Rowan. I’m always interested in the books. I like it when things balance. When the numbers on the page match the reality on the ground. Don’t you?

He set his fork down and reached across the table, covering her hand with his. His palm was warm, his grip firm. He looked into her eyes with a sincerity that was terrifying. I want you to be happy, Marlowe. That’s the only reality that matters to me. Everything I do, I do for us. To make sure we have a future. To make sure you’re taken care of.

The lie was so beautiful it almost made her weep. He was telling her that his deception was a form of protection. It was the same thing her father had told her mother for twenty years while he maintained three separate households. The memory of her mother’s hollowed-out face when the truth finally broke surfaced in Marlowe’s mind, sharp and jagged.

She pulled her hand away, reaching for her camera again. She didn't want his touch. She wanted the lens. She framed him once more, the square of the viewfinder cutting him off from the rest of the world. Through the glass, he was just a subject. A person of interest.

The girl, she thought. Where is she, Rowan?

She could see the pulse jumping in the hollow of his throat. He was sensing the shift in the air, the way the anniversary dinner was turning into an interrogation. He picked up his wine glass and took a long swallow, his eyes darting toward the window.

You’re quiet tonight, he said, his voice dropping an octave. Something’s on your mind. Is it work?

It’s always work, she lied. She felt a grim satisfaction in the taste of the falsehood on her tongue. It felt like joining him in the dark. I’m looking into a case where a man lived a double life for a decade. He had a whole second family. Bank accounts, a house, even a dog. His wife had no idea. She thought he was a hero.

Rowan’s expression didn't change, but his fingers tightened around the stem of the glass. People are capable of strange things when they think they’re doing the right thing, Marlowe.

Is it ever the right thing to build a life on a lie? she asked, leaning forward into the candlelight. The flame reflected in her pupils, two tiny points of fire. Even if you think you’re saving someone?

rowanlooked at her, and for a second, the mask slipped. There was a raw, bleeding honesty in his eyes that she hadn't expected. A look of such profound sorrow and desperation that it caught her off guard. Sometimes, the truth is a luxury some people can't afford, he whispered.

The phone in his pocket began to vibrate against the wood of his chair. The sound was jarring, a mechanical intrusion that broke the spell of the candlelight. rowanstiffened. He didn't move to answer it, but the color drained from his face.

Marlowe didn't blink. She kept the camera focused on him. Aren’t you going to get that? she asked. It might be club business.

He ignored the phone, but the vibration continued, insistent and frantic. It was a rhythmic buzzing that felt like a countdown. Rowan’s gaze flickered to the hallway, toward his jacket, then back to Marlowe. The warmth that had been in his eyes moments ago was gone, replaced by a cold, sharp alertness.

It can wait, he said, but his voice lacked conviction.

The phone stopped, then immediately began to vibrate again. Someone was calling back. Someone who couldn't wait. Someone who didn't care that it was his anniversary.

Marlowe felt the porcelain of her composure start to hairline fracture. The ledger, the secret trips, the missing money—it was all converging on this single, buzzing device. She knew, with the certainty of a woman who had spent her life uncovering the dark corners of other people’s lives, that the girl was gone. And she knew that rowanwas the only one who knew why.

Answer it, Rowan, she said, her voice a low, dangerous command. Let’s see what your integrity sounds like on the other end of the line.

​1.3 The First Crack


THE KITCHEN LIGHT HUMMED with a low, medicinal buzz that made the shadows in the corners of the room feel heavier than they should have been at midnight. Marlowe Kent-Cross sat at the small mahogany table, her back perfectly straight, her hands folded over a stack of neatly organized manila folders. She didn’t look like a wife waiting for her husband to come home from a long ride; she looked like a predator waiting for a confession. When the heavy thud of the front door echoed through the house, followed by the familiar jingle of motorcycle keys being tossed into the ceramic bowl in the entryway, she didn’t flinch. She simply adjusted the top paper on her pile, ensuring the red-inked circles were clearly visible.

rowanstepped into the kitchen, smelling of exhaust, leather, and the cold night air. He was a large man, built of hard muscle and scarred history, usually capable of commanding any room by simply occupying the doorway. He started to peel off his kutte, his thumb hooked in the leather, a tired smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He expected a warm bed or perhaps a soft greeting. Instead, he found the cold, clinical gaze of a woman who had spent fifteen years dismantling professional liars for a living.

Rough night, Ry? Marlowe asked, her voice dangerously level.

rowanpaused, his jacket halfway off his shoulders. He took in the sight of the table—the spreadsheets, the highlighted bank statements, the laptop glowing with an open forensic accounting program. His expression shifted instantly from weary husband to the guarded Treasurer of the Reapers of Ruin. He dropped his jacket over the back of a chair and moved toward the refrigerator, his movements a fraction too deliberate.

The books are being a bitch this month, he said, his voice a low rumble. Same old story. The club’s overhead is climbing, and the garage isn't pulling the numbers it used to. It’s just business, Marlowe. Go to bed. I’ll be up in a minute.

He didn’t look at her. That was his first mistake. His second was assuming that Marlowe still operated on the currency of trust.

Business, she repeated, the word sounding like a shard of glass. I spent six hours today reconciling the club’s primary accounts with the digital footprints of the garage’s service logs. You’re right, the garage is down. But the club isn’t struggling, Rowan. The club is missing eighty-four thousand dollars over the last eighteen months. Small, rhythmic withdrawals. Sometimes as little as five hundred, sometimes as much as five thousand. All of them untraceable through the standard ledger.

rowanfinally turned, leaning his hip against the counter. He crossed his thick arms over his chest, his tattoos rippling. You know the rules, Marlowe. You’re the wife of the Treasurer, not the Auditor of the MC. There are things we do—discretionary funds, hush money, bail reserves—that don’t go on the main sheet. It’s part of the life. You’ve known that since the day I put a ring on your finger. Don't go digging in dirt you aren't prepared to wear.

Marlowe didn’t blink. She reached into the folder and pulled out a single sheet of paper, sliding it across the granite island. It came to a stop right in front of him.

I’m not digging in the club’s dirt, Rowan. I’m digging in yours. This is a private account at a credit union in a town three hours north. An account registered to a shell company called RC Management. I tracked the routing numbers from the club’s ‘discretionary’ fund. It’s a classic bridge-gap maneuver. You move the money to a neutral zone, wait for the heat to die down, and then you spend it. Only, you aren't spending it on parts or payroll. You’re spending it on a monthly rent for an apartment in a complex called The Willows and a recurring payment to a private school’s bursar office.

The silence that followed was suffocating. The power in the room shifted so violently that rowanactually stepped back, his posture losing its aggressive edge. His face, usually a mask of stoic indifference, flickered with a raw, panicked vulnerability that Marlowe had never seen in nearly a decade of marriage. He looked at the paper as if it were a poisonous snake.

Marlowe, he started, his voice cracking. It isn't what you think.

Then tell me what it is, she snapped, her composure finally fracturing. Give me a version of this that doesn't involve you having a second life. Give me a version where you aren't a thief and a liar. My father spent twenty years feeding my mother a diet of beautiful lies while he had a whole other family three towns over. I told you, Rowan. I told you when we met that I would survive anything but a fool’s role. And you’ve made me a fool for four years.

I never slept with anyone else, rowanhissed, his eyes flashing with a desperate kind of honesty. I swear on my life, Marlowe. There is no other woman.

Then who is the girl? Marlowe whispered, her voice trembling now. Who is the teenage girl you’ve been paying for? Who is the ghost you’ve been chasing every time you told me you were on a ‘club run’ to the coast?

rowanopened his mouth to speak, the secrets visible in the tightness of his jaw, the way his fingers gripped the edge of the counter until his knuckles turned white. He looked like a man standing on the edge of a crumbling cliff, deciding whether to jump or be pushed. The air between them was thick with the weight of four years of deception, a mountain of small omissions that had finally grown large enough to crush them both.

He took a breath, his chest heaving. Marlowe, I did it to protect—

The sound of his cell phone cutting through the tension was like a gunshot. It vibrated violently against the granite, the screen illuminating a contact name that made Rowan’s entire body go rigid. He didn't pick it up immediately. He stared at it, his face draining of color until he looked like a man who had seen his own ghost.

Marlowe watched him, her professional instinct overriding her personal pain. Who is it? she asked.

rowandidn't answer. He reached out with a trembling hand and swiped the screen. He didn't say hello. He just listened.

As the voice on the other end spoke, Marlowe saw the exact moment the world ended for him. His eyes went wide, his breath hitched in a ragged, terrifying sob that he tried to swallow, and he slumped against the refrigerator as if his bones had suddenly turned to lead. The phone slipped from his ear, dangling in his hand.

What? Marlowe asked, her heart hammering against her ribs. Rowan, what is it?

He looked at her, but he didn't see her. The methodical, secretive Treasurer was gone, replaced by a man who looked utterly destroyed.

She’s gone, he whispered, his voice barely audible over the hum of the kitchen light. Someone took her. Marlowe, they took her because of me.

Before Marlowe could ask another question, before she could demand the truth he had been hoarding like a dragon’s gold, the phone in his hand began to ring again, but this time, the caller ID showed a number Marlowe recognized from her own files—the local police department’s missing persons unit. The crack in the porcelain of their marriage hadn't just spread; the entire structure had just shattered.
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​Chapter 2: The Ghost of the Other Life
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​2.1 The Girl on the Phone


The vibration of the smartphone against the polished granite of the kitchen island sounded like a bone-drilling tool in the middle of their hollow silence. rowandid not reach for it immediately. He let it dance across the stone, a frantic, mechanical shudder that filled the suffocating space between him and Marlowe. They had been mid-argument, or rather, mid-interrogation. Marlowe was standing by the sink, her hands gripping an antique Leica she’d been cleaning, her fingers frozen on the lens. Her eyes, those sharp, investigative eyes that could peel back the layers of a fraudulent insurance claim in seconds, were fixed on the glowing screen of his phone.

rowanfelt the sweat prickle at the base of his neck. He knew the number. He didn't have it saved under a name—that would have been too dangerous, a digital paper trail he couldn't afford. But the ten digits were burned into his retinas, a sequence he’d memorized four years ago and whispered like a prayer or a curse every time he was away from home.

He cleared his throat, the sound rough and grating in the quiet room. He reached out, his large, calloused hand hovering over the device for a heartbeat before he snatched it up. He didn't look at Marlowe. If he looked at her, he would see the suspicion curdling into something more permanent, a realization that he was once again choosing a secret over her.

I have to take this, he said, his voice a low rumble that lacked its usual steady confidence. It’s club business.

Marlowe didn’t blink. Club business at ten on a Tuesday night? Since when does Preach call you on your personal line instead of the burner?

rowandidn’t answer. He couldn't. Every second the phone vibrated was a second of mounting terror. He turned on his heel, his heavy boots thudding against the hardwood as he retreated into the mudroom, sliding the pocket door shut behind him. The click of the latch felt like a finality, a physical barrier between his two lives that was growing thinner by the hour.

He pressed the phone to his ear, his breath hitching in his chest. Yeah, he whispered.

Rowan, it’s Mrs. Gable. The voice on the other end was thin, reedy, and vibrating with a frantic energy that made his heart hammer against his ribs like a trapped bird.

He squeezed his eyes shut, leaning his forehead against the cool, painted wood of the door. Mrs. Gable was the neighbor he paid five hundred dollars a month in cash just to keep an eye on the apartment in the city. She was supposed to be the safety net, the one who watched the girl when he couldn't be there.

What is it? he hissed, keeping his voice barely above a breath. He knew Marlowe was on the other side of that door. He could almost feel the heat of her presence, imagine her leaning in, her ear pressed to the wood, using every trick of her trade to dissect his tone.

She’s gone, Rowan. Lily’s gone.

The world didn't tilt; it fell away entirely. For a moment, rowanforgot how to breathe. The air in the small mudroom became thick, tasting of old raincoats and the copper tang of adrenaline. Lily. The girl with Sarah’s eyes and his own penchant for disappearing when things got too loud. The girl he had promised to protect because he had failed everyone else in his life.

Define gone, rowanmanaged to say, though his voice cracked. His knuckles were white where he gripped the phone, the plastic casing groaning under the pressure of his hand.

The window in her room is open, the woman sobbed. Her backpack, the one with the patches you bought her, it’s missing. She didn't come home from school, and I thought maybe she was just at the library, but it’s been hours. I went inside with the spare key you gave me, and the room... it’s empty, Rowan. She took her clothes. She took the picture of her mother.

rowanfelt a cold, numbing dread wash over him. This wasn't just a teenage rebellion. This wasn't Lily staying out late to spite him. She had taken the picture. Sarah’s photo was the only thing she truly valued. If she had taken that, she wasn't planning on coming back.

He felt a surge of pure, unadulterated panic, the kind that made his vision swim with dark spots. He was a treasurer for a motorcycle club; he dealt with violent men, missing money, and the constant threat of federal intervention. He was supposed to be the man with the plan, the one who kept the ledgers balanced and the secrets buried deep. But Lily was his soul’s hidden ledger, the one debt he could never fully repay.

I’m coming, he said, the words slipping out before he could filter them. I’ll be there in two hours. Call the police—no, wait. Don't call the police. Don't call anyone. Just stay in the apartment. I’ll handle it.

He hung up before Mrs. Gable could protest. He stood in the dim light of the mudroom, his chest heaving. His mind was racing, a chaotic blur of highway exits, hidden bank accounts, and the terrifying possibility of what could happen to a sixteen-year-old girl alone in the city at night. He had spent four years building a fortress around her, funded by the money he’d skimmed from the club’s peripheral businesses, protected by a web of lies that had slowly strangled his marriage. And now, the fortress had a hole in it.

He took a deep breath, trying to force the panic back down into the dark cellar of his mind. He had to be rowanCross again. The stoic. The reliable. The husband who wasn't hiding a second life. He wiped his face with the back of his hand, realizing he was trembling. He looked down at his hands, those heavy, powerful hands, and felt a sudden, violent urge to smash something.

But he couldn't break anything. He had to be perfect.

He slid the pocket door open. Marlowe was exactly where he expected her to be, three feet away, her arms crossed over her chest. She had put the camera down. Her face was a mask of cold, professional detachment, the look she wore when she was about to tell a claimant their house fire wasn't an accident.

Who was that, Rowan? she asked. Her voice was flat, devoid of the anger he’d heard earlier. This was worse. This was the sound of a woman who was already mourning the man she thought she knew.

He didn't look at her. He couldn't risk her seeing the terror in his eyes. He walked past her toward the kitchen counter to grab his keys.

Preach. There’s a situation at the docks. One of the shipments got flagged by customs. I have to go to the clubhouse and run the numbers before the feds show up with a warrant.

It was a good lie. It was a club lie. It was the kind of lie she had accepted for a decade because she knew the risks of his life. But as he reached for the heavy ring of keys, Marlowe stepped into his path. She didn't touch him, but her presence was a wall he couldn't drive through.

You’re a liar, she said softly.

He finally looked at her, and the sight of her hurt more than the panic. Her eyes were glassy, her lower lip trembling just enough to betray the heartbreak beneath the investigator’s shell.

Marlowe, I don’t have time for this—

You’re shaking, Rowan. You don't shake for customs. You don't shake for Preach. You didn't even shake when the Sinners put a gun to your head three years ago.

She took a step closer, her voice dropping to a whisper that felt like a serrated blade. That wasn't the club. That was a personal call. Who is she? Who is the girl who makes you look like you’ve just seen your own ghost?

He felt the truth clawing at his throat. He wanted to tell her. He wanted to collapse against her and tell her about Sarah, about the prison letters, about the girl who looked so much like his dead brother it made his heart ache. He wanted to tell her that he wasn't cheating, not in the way she thought, that he’d never touched another woman since the day they said their vows.

But he had used club money. He had committed a dozen financial crimes to keep Lily safe. If he told Marlowe, she wouldn't just be his wife anymore; she would be an accomplice to a felony. Or worse, her ethics would force her to turn him in.

I have to go, Marlowe, he said, his voice dead and hollow. If I don’t go now, everything we have is gone.

He pushed past her, the scent of her perfume—lavender and something sharp like ozone—clinging to him for a fleeting second before he hit the door. He didn't look back. He couldn't. He ran toward his truck, the engine roaring to life like a beast waking in the dark. As he tore down the driveway, he saw her in the rearview mirror, a lone figure standing in the doorway of their beautiful, lie-filled home.

He reached for his phone again, his thumb hovering over the screen. He needed to find Lily. Because if he didn't find her, the secrets wouldn't just be hers anymore. They would be his ending.

​2.2 The Confession


THE AIR IN THE KITCHEN was thick with the scent of stale coffee and the metallic tang of a storm brewing outside, but the real tempest was sitting across from Marlowe at the scarred oak table. rowanlooked older than he had that morning. The lines around his eyes, which she had always associated with laughter or the squint of a man riding into the sunset, now looked like cracks in a structural foundation about to give way. He wouldn't look at her. Instead, he stared at a knot in the wood of the table, his large, calloused hands gripping a ceramic mug as if it were the only thing keeping him tethered to the floor.

Her name was Sarah, rowansaid, his voice a low rasp that barely carried across the three feet of space between them. We were together a long time ago. Before the club got heavy. Before you. She went away, Marlowe. Seven years for a distribution charge she took for some low-life she was running with after me. She died in the infirmary at Chowchilla eighteen months into her sentence. A pulmonary embolism.

Marlowe felt a strange, cold numbness creeping up her extremities. It was a familiar sensation, one she hadn't felt since she was twelve years old, watching her mother dismantle her father’s briefcase to find the second passport and the house keys to a life they didn't belong to. She focused on her breathing, the methodical in and out of an investigator who knew that the first person to lose their temper was the first person to lose the truth.

And the girl? Marlowe’s voice was steady, a sharp contrast to the trembling in her chest. Lily.

rowanfinally looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, swimming with a mixture of grief and a desperate, pathetic hope for understanding. She’s Sarah’s daughter. She’s sixteen now. When Sarah died, there was no one else. The grandmother was a drunk, and the father was a ghost. I couldn't let her go into the system, Marlowe. You know what the system does to girls like that. I started as a distant benefactor. Just money at first. Then letters. Then... visits.
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