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​Chapter 1: The Ghost at the Gates
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​1.1 The Return of Rowan Cade


The desert road was a ribbon of cracked asphalt and sun-bleached regret that seemed to stretch into a shimmering horizon of heat haze. Rowan Cade throttled back, the low, rhythmic rumble of his 1998 Fat Boy vibrating through his marrow, a familiar ache that felt more like home than any bed he had slept in over the last three years. The wind was a hot, dry tongue against his neck, carrying the scent of sagebrush, scorched rubber, and the metallic tang of oncoming rain that would likely never fall. He hated the silence of the open road, so he kept the engine loud, a mechanical roar to drown out the voices in his head that told him he was a fool for coming back.

He pulled over about a mile from the main gate, the kickstand crunching into the gravel with a definitive snap. His hands were steady, but his chest felt like it had been cinched tight with a steel band. It was a habit now, a tick he couldn't shake. He reached down and unstrapped the vintage Omega Seamaster from his left wrist. He didn't care about the time; he cared about the movement. Using a small, precision screwdriver he kept in his vest pocket, he popped the back casing. The tiny, intricate world of gears and springs hummed with a delicate, frantic energy. He watched the balance wheel oscillate, a perfect, predictable heartbeat in a world that had gone to hell. Most men found peace in a bottle or a woman’s arms; Rowan found it in the ticking of a 28,800-beat-per-hour escapement. It was the only thing he could truly repair.

He stayed there for ten minutes, the heat radiating off the chrome pipes of his bike, shimmering the air until the landscape looked like a warped painting. Three years. He had spent every day of those three years trying to forget the smell of the Black Veil Riders’ clubhouse—a mixture of stale beer, motor oil, and the heavy, floral perfume Mireya used to wear. He had failed. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the look on her face the night he left. It wasn’t anger. It was the sound of a heart being stepped on.

He snapped the watch back together, strapped it on, and kicked the bike back into gear. He couldn't stay in the silence any longer.

As he approached the compound, the heavy iron gates loomed like the entrance to a fortress. The Black Veil Riders didn’t just live behind those walls; they hid behind them. The logo on the gate—a silver skull draped in a tattered lace veil—seemed to sneer at him. It was the same emblem he used to wear on his back with a pride that bordered on religious fervor. Now, it just felt like a tombstone.

Two guards stood by the reinforced guard shack. One was Jax, a man who had once been Rowan’s apprentice in the art of club enforcement. Jax had grown a beard that was more grey than black now, and his eyes had lost the spark of youth, replaced by a weary cynicism that came from watching a club rot from the inside out. The other was a kid Rowan didn't recognize, likely a prospect who had been brought in to fill the gaps left by the men Rowan had heard were either in prison or in the ground.

Rowan cut the engine as he reached the gate. The sudden absence of the roar felt like a physical blow. He kicked the stand down and didn't bother getting off the bike. He just sat there, hands resting on the bars, waiting for the inevitable.

Jax stepped forward, his hand resting conspicuously on the grip of the sidearm holstered at his hip. He didn't smile. He didn't nod. He looked at Rowan like he was a stain on the driveway that someone had forgotten to power-wash away.

Nice to see the hospitality hasn’t changed, Rowan said, his voice gravel-edged and dry. I was worried you might have put out a welcome mat. Maybe a tray of cookies.

Jax spat a stream of tobacco juice into the dust near Rowan’s front tire. You got a lot of nerve showing your face here, Cade. Most of the brothers want to see your head on a pike for what you did. The rest just want to be the ones to put it there.

Rowan leaned back, his eyes shielded by dark aviators. Well, tell them to get in line. I’ve always been a fan of orderly conduct. Besides, pikes are a bit medieval, don't you think? Very twentieth century. We should aim for something with more flair.

The younger prospect shifted his weight, looking nervous. He didn't know the history, but he knew the tension. He looked at Jax, waiting for a signal to draw, to yell, to do anything other than stand in the oppressive heat of Rowan Cade’s shadow.

Why are you here? Jax asked, his voice low and dangerous. Silas isn’t in a forgiving mood. And the club... well, let’s just say we don’t take kindly to ghosts who come back to haunt the living.

I’m not here for Silas, Rowan said, and for the first time, the dry humor left his voice, replaced by something cold and sharp. I’m here because the club is bleeding out, Jax. I’m here because someone is stealing from the till, the feds are sniffing around the transport routes, and if I don't fix the books, none of you are going to have a clubhouse to stand in by the end of the year.

Jax narrowed his eyes. You think we need a traitor to save us?

Rowan shrugged, the leather of his vest creaking. I think you need someone who knows where the bodies are buried because he helped dig the holes. Now, you can keep playing gatekeeper and let this place burn, or you can buzz me in so I can talk to the only person in this compound who actually has a brain.

Mireya? Jax asked, a flicker of something like pity crossing his face.

The mention of her name sent a jolt of electricity through Rowan’s spine, a sharp, jagged reminder of the wreckage he’d left behind. He kept his expression neutral, a mask of stone.

The Controller, Rowan corrected, using her official title. I hear she’s the one running the numbers now. I’d hate to keep a lady waiting.

Jax stared at him for a long, agonizing minute. The heat seemed to intensify, the silence between them thick with the ghosts of a dozen betrayals. Finally, Jax stepped back and signaled to the guard shack. The heavy iron gates began to groan open, the sound of metal on metal echoing like a scream against the desert floor.

You’re walking into a cage, Cade, Jax said as the gates cleared the path. Don't expect us to let you out again.

Rowan restarted the engine, the roar returning to fill the void. I’ve lived in a cage for three years, Jax. At least this one has better scenery.

He throttled the bike forward, rolling into the compound. He didn't look back. He kept his eyes fixed on the main building, the place where he knew she would be. Mireya Knox. The woman he had destroyed to save. The woman who likely hated him more than any man alive. As he pulled into the lot, the sight of a white SUV parked near the entrance caught his eye—an immaculate, stark contrast to the grime and grit of the biker life. It was a sign of her, of the wall she had built around herself.

He killed the engine, and this time, the silence didn't just haunt him. It waited. He adjusted his watch one last time, feeling the steady tick-tick-tick against his skin, a countdown to a confrontation that had been three years in the making. He was back in the Black Veil, and the first thing he smelled wasn't the dust or the oil. It was the faint, lingering scent of jasmine and something sharp, like ozone before a storm. She was close.

​1.2 The Controller in White


THE OFFICE OF THE FINANCIAL controller was the only sanctuary in the Black Veil Riders’ clubhouse where the air did not taste of stale beer, exhaust fumes, and old regrets. Up here, on the second floor behind a door reinforced with enough steel to withstand a battering ram, the atmosphere was thick with the scent of expensive cedar and the faint, clinical sharpness of bleach. Mireya Knox sat behind a desk of reclaimed oak that she had polished herself until the grain shone like dark glass. She was a woman who demanded order in a world defined by chaos, and her attire reflected that refusal to succumb to the grit of the MC life.

Today, she wore an ivory silk blouse with a high, architectural collar and tailored white trousers that had never seen the seat of a motorcycle. The color was a calculated choice, a suit of armor designed to show every person who entered her domain that she was untouchable. In a place where men spent their lives covered in oil and blood, Mireya was a blinding, pristine white line drawn in the sand. She didn't just manage the club's money; she balanced their very survival on the tip of her fountain pen.

She adjusted the bridge of her glasses and leaned closer to the ledger. The digital spreadsheets on her dual monitors were efficient, but Mireya didn't trust anything that could be deleted with a single keystroke. She kept physical books, bound in heavy leather, where her handwriting tracked every penny that moved through the club’s legitimate and illegitimate enterprises. For the last hour, she had been staring at a discrepancy in the transport logs. Twenty thousand dollars had vanished between a pickup in El Paso and a drop-off in Chicago. It wasn't the amount that bothered her—twenty grand was a rounding error for an organization of this size—it was the surgical precision with which it had been extracted. Someone was skimming from the marrow of the bone, thinking she was too busy looking at the meat.

Her hand reached out, moving with practiced, unconscious grace toward the edge of the desk. Her fingers closed around the cool, etched surface of her favorite antique lighter, a 1938 silver Dunhill she had acquired at an estate sale in New Orleans. She didn't smoke, but she craved the mechanical reliability of the object. She flicked the lid open. The metallic clink-snick echoed against the soundproofed walls. She struck the flint. A small, perfect flame danced into existence, reflecting in the dark pupils of her eyes. She stared at the fire for a long moment, the warmth ghosting against her skin, before she snapped it shut.

Clink. Snick.

The rhythm was a metronome for her thoughts. She was looking for a ghost in the numbers, someone who knew the routes as well as the drivers did. She tapped the silver casing against the ledger, her mind spinning through the names of the club's enforcers and the long-haulers they employed. None of them had the finesse for this. It required a level of patience that the current crop of Black Veil Riders lacked.

A flicker of movement on the wall-mounted security monitors caught her eye. The clubhouse gates were heavy iron, monitored by a high-definition camera that Mireya had insisted on installing after the federal investigation began to heat up. Usually, the feed showed nothing but the occasional prospect on guard duty or a stray dog wandering the perimeter.

This time, it showed a man on a blacked-out Harley-Davidson.

Mireya’s breath didn't hitch; she was too disciplined for that. Instead, it simply stopped. Her lungs froze in mid-expansion, leaving her chest tight and aching. She didn't move a muscle. She didn't even blink. She watched the grainy, wide-angle image of the rider as he killed the engine. He didn't take off his helmet immediately. He sat there for a heartbeat, his posture radiating a weary, heavy kind of strength that she recognized in the very marrow of her bones.

Then, he reached up and pulled the helmet free.

The antique lighter slipped from her fingers, landing with a muffled thud on the thick rug beneath her desk. She didn't reach for it. Her gaze was locked on the screen, on the sharp, familiar lines of Rowan Cade’s face. Three years. It had been three years since he had vanished into the night, leaving behind a wake of scandal that had nearly drowned her. She had spent a thousand nights imagining this moment, rehearsing the cold, cutting words she would use to dismantle him if he ever dared to show his face again. She had built a fortress around her heart, reinforced with white silk and iron-clad ledgers, convinced that she had purged him from her system.

But seeing him now, even through a pixelated lens, felt like a physical blow to the solar plexus. He looked older. There were lines around his eyes that hadn't been there before, and his hair was longer, swept back from a forehead that looked like it had carried the weight of the world. He looked toward the camera, his eyes dark and searching, as if he knew she was sitting in the dark, watching him from her ivory tower.

The public version of their story was a simple one, a tawdry tale of betrayal that the club still whispered about when they thought she wasn't listening. They thought she was the unfaithful wife and he was the brother who had broken the ultimate code. They thought she should hate him for the shame he brought upon her.

They were wrong.

She didn't hate him for the night they had spent together. She didn't hate him for the way her husband had looked at her afterward. She hated him for the silence. She hated him for the three years of mourning a man who was still drawing breath. She hated him for taking the blame and then taking the coward’s way out by disappearing, leaving her to face the wolves alone.

Mireya stood up, her movements stiff and robotic. She smoothed the front of her white blouse, ensuring there wasn't a single wrinkle to betray her internal collapse. Her heart was hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird, but her face remained a mask of marble. She reached down, picked up the silver lighter, and tucked it into the pocket of her trousers. The weight of it was a grounding force, a reminder of the control she had fought so hard to reclaim.

She looked at the monitor one last time. Rowan was walking toward the main entrance now, his gait steady, his shoulders broad. He was heading toward the Lion’s Den, and he had no idea that the woman he had abandoned was the one who now held the keys to everything he wanted.

Mireya turned away from the screen and walked toward the door. She didn't use the intercom. She didn't call the President. She simply opened her door and stepped out into the hallway, the heels of her white pumps clicking against the floor with the precision of a firing squad. She was going down there. She was going to look him in the eye, and she was going to make sure he understood that the woman he left behind had died a long time ago.

The Controller was coming, and she was dressed for a funeral.

​1.3 The Reintroduction


THE HEAVY IRON-BOUND door of the Black Veil Riders clubhouse groaned on its hinges, a sound that hadn't changed in the three years Rowan Cade had been running from it. The air inside was a stagnant cocktail of stale beer, expensive engine oil, and the metallic tang of old blood that never quite scrubbed out of the floorboards. To anyone else, it was the smell of a dive bar or a chop shop. To Rowan, it was the smell of a tomb he’d crawled out of, only to find himself standing at the entrance once again, shovel in hand.

He stepped into the dim hallway, his boots thudding with a heavy, rhythmic finality. His hand instinctively went to the silver ring on his right hand, the one shaped like a wedding band but jagged at the edges, and he twisted it. The silence of the hallway was already beginning to itch under his skin. He hated the quiet. It allowed the memories to catch up, and right now, the memories were screaming.

He didn't get five steps before the atmosphere changed. It wasn't a sound, but a shift in the air pressure, a scent of expensive vanilla and something sharp, like ozone before a storm.

Mireya Knox stepped out of the side office, a stack of ledgers tucked under one arm.

Rowan stopped dead. He’d seen her from a distance earlier, a glimpse through a window, but up close, the impact was a physical blow to the solar plexus. She was dressed in an immaculate white trouser suit that seemed to glow in the dingy hallway. It was a defiant choice, a middle finger to the grime of the life that surrounded her. Her hair was pulled back into a knot so tight it looked painful, emphasizing the razor-sharp lines of her cheekbones and the cold, diamond-hard clarity of her eyes.

She looked like a queen ruling over a kingdom of dirt.

Mireya stopped three feet from him. She didn't flinch. She didn't gasp. She didn't give him the satisfaction of a single flicker of emotion. She simply stood there, radiating a frost so profound it felt like the temperature in the narrow corridor had dropped twenty degrees.

Can I help you? she asked. Her voice was level, professional, and utterly devoid of the warmth that used to melt him into a puddle of ink and leather. It was the voice of a woman speaking to a delivery driver who had arrived at the wrong loading dock.

Mireya, he said, and his own voice sounded like it had been dragged over gravel. He wanted to say more. He wanted to say her name until the three years of silence between them finally shattered. He wanted to tell her that she looked beautiful, that he’d thought about her every single hour of every single day he’d been gone. He wanted to tell her that the weight of the secret he carried for her was the only thing that had kept him upright.

Instead, he just stood there, twisting that ring on his finger, his pulse drumming a frantic rhythm in his throat.

The President is expecting me, Rowan managed to add when the silence became unbearable.

Mireya looked him up and down, her gaze lingering for a fraction of a second on the ring he was fiddling with. Her expression didn't soften. If anything, her eyes turned flatter. She reached into her pocket and pulled out an antique silver lighter. She didn't light a cigarette; she just flicked the lid open and shut. Click. Clack. Click. Clack. The sound was rhythmic, precise, and served as a barrier between them.

Mr. Cade, she said, using his last name like a weapon. I am aware of why you’re here. The club’s logistics are in disarray, and apparently, you’re the only one with the lack of scruples necessary to navigate the current mess.

Rowan felt the sting of her words, a sharp reminder of the reputation he’d cultivated to protect her. To her, and to the rest of the club, he was the man who had slept with his brother’s wife and then turned tail when things got complicated. He was the coward. He was the betrayer. He looked at her white suit and thought of the night her husband, Marcus, had tried to trade her like a piece of property during a drug-fueled haze. He thought of the way she’d looked then—trembling, terrified, her dignity stripped bare. He’d taken the blame for the affair so she wouldn't have to carry the shame of being 'offered.' He’d let her hate him so she wouldn't have to hate herself for being married to a monster.

But seeing her now, he realized the cost. She didn't just hate him. She had erased him.

You’ve changed, Mireya, he said, the words slipping out before he could stop them.

She stopped flicking the lighter. The silence returned, heavy and suffocating. She stepped closer, and for a moment, he thought she might strike him. Instead, she leaned in until he could smell the mint on her breath and the coldness of her skin.

I didn't change, Rowan, she whispered, and for the first time, a sliver of the old fire sparked in her eyes, though it was banked under layers of ice. I was forged. There’s a difference. You don't get to come back here and comment on the wreckage you left behind. You are here to fix a ledger. You are here to move trucks. Beyond that, you do not exist to me.

She moved to brush past him, her shoulder clipping his. The contact sent a jolt of electricity through Rowan’s frame, a sudden, violent reminder of the nights they’d spent whispered together in the dark, before everything fell apart. He reached out, his fingers twitching as if to grab her arm, to pull her back, to scream the truth at her until she had to listen.

But he couldn't. If he told her the truth, he would destroy the peace she’d fought so hard to build. He would remind her that her husband was worse than a cheat—he was a predator.

Mireya kept walking, her heels clicking on the floorboards with military precision. She didn't look back. She didn't hesitate. She simply walked toward the President’s office at the end of the hall, her white suit a bright, mocking beacon in the gloom.

Rowan watched her, his chest aching with a familiar, hollow pain. He had expected anger. He had expected screams, maybe a bottle thrown at his head. He hadn't expected this—to be treated like a ghost in his own home.

The door at the end of the hall swung open before Mireya could reach it. Silas, the President of the Black Veil Riders, stood in the frame. He was a mountain of a man, his beard shot through with grey, his leather vest stretched tight over a barrel chest. His eyes moved from Mireya to Rowan, a grim understanding passing over his weathered face.

Good, Silas rumbled, his voice vibrating in the small space. Both of you. Inside. Now. We have blood on the books and the Feds at the gate. I don't have time for the history between you two.

Mireya didn't wait for Rowan. She stepped into the office without a word, her head held high. Rowan took a deep breath, tasted the dust and the grease one more time, and followed her into the lion's den. As he passed Silas, the older man placed a heavy hand on Rowan’s shoulder, a gesture that was half-welcome and half-warning.

The door closed behind them, clicking shut with the finality of a prison cell. Rowan took his seat across from the desk, careful not to let his leg brush against Mireya’s chair. The air in the room was thick with the scent of cigars and old secrets, and as Silas sat down, Rowan knew the easy part was over. The haunting was done; the reckoning had begun.
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​Chapter 2: Blood and Balances
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​2.1 The President’s Decree


The air inside the Church—the inner sanctum of the Black Veil Riders’ clubhouse—was thick enough to choke a man. It smelled of decades of stale cigarette smoke, sour beer, and the metallic tang of gun oil, a scent that usually felt like home to Rowan Cade. Today, it felt like a funeral parlor. He sat at the long, scarred mahogany table, his fingers instinctively reaching for the wedding-band-shaped ring he wore on his right hand. He didn't turn it, not yet, but the weight of it was a grounding wire against the chaotic energy radiating from the man at the head of the table.

President Hammer didn't look like a man who was winning. His leather cut was weathered, the patches frayed at the edges, and the deep lines etched into his face seemed to have doubled since Rowan had vanished three years ago. Hammer slammed a heavy, calloused fist onto the table, the sound echoing like a gunshot against the wood-paneled walls.

We are bleeding, Hammer growled, his voice a low, gravelly rasp that demanded total silence. And I don’t mean the kind of blood you can patch up with a field dressing and a shot of whiskey. We’re bleeding green, and the sharks are starting to circle.

Rowan kept his expression neutral, though his pulse thrummed in his throat. He risked a glance to his left. Mireya Knox sat three seats down, the distance between them feeling more like a canyon than a few feet of floorboards. She was a vision of jarring purity in the grimy room, dressed in a crisp, white silk blouse and tailored trousers that looked like they belonged in a corporate high-rise rather than a biker den. She didn't look at him. She didn't look at anyone. She was staring at a tablet in front of her, her manicured fingers occasionally tapping the screen with the precision of a surgeon.

The feds have been sniffing around the docks in Jersey and the depots in Virginia, Hammer continued, his eyes scanning the room, landing momentarily on each of the senior members. They aren’t just looking for contraband anymore. They’re looking at the paper. They’ve frozen two of our shell accounts in the last forty-eight hours. If we don’t find out where the leak is, and why our transport numbers are showing a twenty percent deficit that doesn’t exist on the manifests, this whole club is going to be a memory by Christmas.

A murmur of unease rippled through the men. To the Riders, a physical threat was something you could fight. A federal audit was a ghost you couldn't punch.

That’s why I brought Cade back, Hammer said, his gaze finally locking onto Rowan.

Rowan felt the collective weight of the room shift toward him. He could feel the heat of Mireya’s sudden, sharp attention, though she still didn't turn her head.

Cade knows the interstate routes better than any man alive, Hammer said. He’s been running independent transport for three years. He knows the loopholes, he knows the drivers, and he knows how the feds track the rigs. Rowan, you’re going to oversee every single shipment leaving this compound. You’re going to ride the routes, you’re going to vet the cargo, and you’re going to find out who’s skimming off the top of our logistics.

I can do that, Rowan said, his voice steady despite the way his heart hammered against his ribs. I’ll need full access to the driver logs and the GPS coordinates for the last six months.

You’ll have them, Hammer barked. But you won’t be doing it alone. You’re the muscle and the eyes on the road. But the brain? The brain is Mireya.

The silence that followed was absolute. Rowan felt the air leave his lungs. He finally looked at her, and this time, she looked back. Her eyes were like shards of flint—cold, grey, and dangerously sharp. There was no trace of the woman who had once whispered his name in the dark, no hint of the vulnerability they had shared before the world blew up in their faces. There was only the Controller.

Mireya has spent the last year unfucking our books, Hammer said, oblivious to the silent war being waged between his enforcer and his accountant. She’s the only reason we aren't already in handcuffs. Mireya, from this second on, Cade reports to you. Every cent he spends, every mile he logs, every discrepancy he finds on the road goes through your office. You audit him, you audit the routes, and you audit the soul of anyone touching our money.

Mireya’s voice was a cool blade when she finally spoke. I don’t need an enforcer to do my job, Hammer. I need clean data. Having a... ghost... following me around isn't going to make the numbers balance any faster.

You’ll do it because I’m telling you to, Hammer snapped, his patience fraying. We’ve got a rat in the house, Mireya. Someone is using our trucks to move their own weight and pocketing the difference, leaving us with the legal liability and none of the profit. Cade is the only one I trust not to be in on it because he hasn't been here to build a side-hustle. And I trust you because you’ve got more to lose than anyone if this club goes down.

Mireya’s jaw tightened. The mention of what she had to lose was a low blow, a reminder of the scandal that had nearly erased her identity. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, tarnished silver object—an antique lighter. She didn't light it. She just flicked the lid open and shut, a rhythmic, metallic click-clack that filled the tense void.

Fine, she said, her eyes never leaving Rowan’s. But if he gets in my way, or if his presence creates more heat than it prevents, I’m cutting him loose. I don’t care what his history with this club is.

Hammer nodded, satisfied. You two start tonight. I want a full reconciliation of the East Coast manifest by Monday morning. If the feds come knocking with a warrant before then, I want us to be so clean it hurts their eyes to look at us.

He stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. The other men began to filter out, casting suspicious or curious glances at Rowan as they passed. Rowan stayed in his seat, his hand finally moving to the watch he had tucked in his pocket earlier—a broken Patek Philippe he’d been tinkering with. He needed the mechanical distraction. He needed something to fix, because the thing sitting three feet away from him felt utterly beyond repair.

Mireya stood up, gathering her tablet and a stack of folders. She moved with a graceful, icy efficiency. She didn't look at him as she tucked a stray lock of dark hair behind her ear.

My office. Twenty minutes, Cade, she said, her tone professional and utterly devoid of warmth. Don’t be late. I have a very low tolerance for men who waste my time.

She walked out of the Church without waiting for a response, the scent of her perfume—something expensive and floral that didn't belong in this den of sin—lingering in the air behind her. Rowan watched her go, his fingers tightening around the cold metal of his ring. He had come back to save the club, but as he stared at the empty doorway, he realized the federal investigation might be the least of his problems. The real danger wasn't a prison cell; it was the woman in white who held the keys to his redemption and his destruction in the very same hand. He stood up, the legs of his chair scraping harshly against the floor, and prepared to walk into the lion's den he had spent three years trying to forget.

​2.2 Forced Proximity


THE AIR IN THE BACK of the garage office was thick enough to choke on, a heavy cocktail of spent exhaust, old rubber, and the sharp, antiseptic scent of the lemon-scented wipes Mireya was currently using to scrub the only desk. It was a cramped, wood-paneled box that smelled of thirty years of stale cigarettes and masculine neglect, but it was the only place the President deemed secure enough for them to handle the club’s sensitive financial disaster. Outside the thin walls, the rhythmic hiss of pneumatic wrenches and the low rumble of idling V-twins served as a constant reminder that they were in the belly of the beast.

Rowan Cade stood in the doorway, his frame nearly filling it. He looked out of place without a wrench in his hand, his leather cut worn and scarred, a map of the three years he’d spent drifting through the states. He watched her for a long moment, his gaze tracing the sharp line of her shoulders. Mireya didn’t look up. She didn’t need to. She could feel the heat of him from six feet away, a physical pressure that made the fine hairs on her arms stand up despite the sweltering heat of the California afternoon.

She was dressed in a crisp, sleeveless white silk blouse and tailored trousers that looked like they belonged in a glass high-rise in San Francisco, not a greasy clubhouse in the high desert. It was her armor. If she looked pristine, perhaps no one would notice the cracks underneath.

Rowan finally moved, his heavy boots thudding on the floorboards as he dropped a stack of shipping manifests onto the corner of the desk. Mireya flinched, the movement so subtle only someone who had spent years memorizing her every twitch would have caught it. He caught it.

We need to establish the rules of engagement, Rowan, she said, her voice like a shard of ice. Her hands didn't stop moving, the wipe circling a stubborn grease stain on the laminate surface.

Rowan leaned back against the filing cabinet, his thumbs hooked into his belt loops. He looked relaxed, but she could see the tension in the corded muscles of his neck. I didn't know we were at war, Rey.

Don’t call me that, she snapped, finally looking up. Her eyes were hard, the warm honey color he remembered now turned to cold amber. You lost the right to use that name three years ago. You’re here because the club is hemorrhaging money and you’re the only one who knows the interstate routes well enough to spot the leaks. I’m here because I’m the only one who can fix the books before the feds knock the door down. We are colleagues by necessity, and that is where it ends.

Rowan’s gaze dropped to the desk, landing on a small, Tupperware container tucked behind her laptop. Through the translucent plastic, he could see the golden-brown crust of what looked like almond brioche. A ghost of a smile touched his lips, a dry, bittersweet expression that didn't reach his eyes.

Still at it, I see, he murmured, nodding toward the container. The midnight flour. You always did bake when the world started closing in on you. I remember the night the Silas deal went south—you made enough cherry tarts to feed the entire charter.

Mireya’s hand went still. The mention of the past felt like a physical blow to her sternum. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her antique silver lighter, flicking the lid open and shut with a metallic ‘clack-hiss’ that filled the small room. It was a nervous habit she’d picked up since he left, a way to ground herself when the air felt too thin.

My hobbies are none of your concern, she said, her voice trembling slightly before she regained her steel. Here are the boundaries. You stay on your side of the desk. You do not touch my files unless I hand them to you. We speak only of the ledger discrepancies. And most importantly, you do not talk about the past. Not the baking, not the deals, and certainly not the night you decided to burn my life to the ground and vanish.

Rowan took a step forward, closing the distance between them until he was leaning over the desk. The scent of him—cedarwood, gasoline, and something purely Rowan—swirled around her, threatening to dismantle her composure. He reached out, his hand hovering near hers for a fraction of a second before he picked up a stray pen.

I didn't come back to fight you, Mireya. I came back to save this place. And maybe to make sure you were still standing.

She let out a short, harsh laugh that held no humor. Still standing? I’m the one who cleaned up the mess you left behind. I’m the one who sat at the table while the wives whispered behind their hands and the men looked at me like I was a broken piece of equipment. You didn't save me. You abandoned me to a cage you helped build.

Rowan’s jaw tightened, his fingers white-knuckled around the pen. You don’t know everything that happened that night. You think you do, but you don't.

I know enough, she said, leaning in until they were inches apart, the air between them vibrating with a volatile mix of hatred and an attraction so deep it felt like a sickness. I know that when the pressure got too high, you ran. You left me to face the fallout of a scandal that nearly cost me my life. So don't play the hero now. You’re just a contractor, Rowan. A ghost who forgot he was supposed to stay dead.
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