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​Chapter 1: The Ghost at the Grave
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​1.1 The Funeral of a Brother


The heat in the valley was a physical weight, a thick and humid blanket that smelled of baked asphalt, pine resin, and the cloying, sweet rot of too many funeral lilies. It was the kind of afternoon where the air felt used, recycled through a hundred pairs of lungs before it ever reached Della’s. She stood at the edge of the grave, her heels sinking slightly into the soft, manicured turf of the Highland Cemetery, and felt the sweat beginning to prickle beneath the heavy silk of her black dress. Beside her, the Black Ash Riders were a sea of obsidian leather and sun-reddened skin, a wall of men who looked like they had been forged in a furnace and then left out to rust.

Death was supposed to be quiet, but an MC funeral was a symphony of mechanical aggression. The low, rhythmic thrum of fifty idling Harleys still echoed in her ears, a vibration that had rattled her teeth during the procession from the clubhouse. Now, in the silence of the graveside service, that vibration had been replaced by the heavy, rhythmic breathing of the men around her and the occasional creak of a leather vest as someone shifted their weight.

Della glanced sideways at Garrett. He was standing perfectly still, his jaw set in that familiar, granite line she had memorized over the last eighteen years. In the brutal glare of the midday sun, the silver at his temples gleamed like solder. He didn’t look like a man in his late forties; he looked like a monument. His hand was resting in the small of her back, the heat of his palm seeping through her dress, a steady and grounding presence that had been her anchor since she was twenty-seven years old. That was Garrett Wynn’s defining characteristic: he was the anchor. While other riders in the club were known for their tempers, their vices, or their penchant for chaos, Garrett was the one who restored the broken things. He was the one who listened. He was the man who stayed.

She looked at his profile, noting the slight squint of his eyes against the glare. To the rest of the Black Ash Riders, Garrett was the steady hand on the throttle, the man you trusted to lead a pack through a blinding rainstorm at midnight. To Della, he was the man who always remembered how she liked her coffee, who checked the air pressure in her tires every Sunday without being asked, and who held her through the night when her work at the crisis center left her too hollowed out to sleep. Their marriage was built on the solid, unglamorous foundation of being known. Or so she had always believed.

The President of the Black Ash Riders, a man they called Butcher whose real name was something mundane like Kevin, was speaking now. He stood at the head of the casket, his voice a gravelly rumble that barely carried over the wind sighing through the ancient oaks. He was talking about loyalty, about the sacred bond of the patch, about how the man in the box—a rider named Decker who had been taken out by a distracted driver on I-95—had been a true brother.

Della watched the faces of the other wives and girlfriends, the old ladies who stood in a cluster like a flock of dark birds. She saw the performative masks of grief and the genuine, raw cracks in their composure. She knew these women. She had spent nearly two decades navigating the intricate politics of their hierarchy, counseling them through their husbands' prison stints, their infidelities, and their frequent brushes with the law. She was the one they came to when the world fell apart because she was the one who had it all figured out. She was the one whose husband didn’t stray. She was the one whose home was a sanctuary, not a battlefield.

It was a point of pride, though she hated to admit it. In a subculture defined by volatility, her marriage to Garrett was the gold standard. They were the couple people pointed to when they wanted to prove that you could live this life without losing your soul. Garrett’s loyalty wasn't just a club requirement; it was his nature. He was a man of few words, but every word he spoke felt like a promise.

The sun beat down, making the chrome hardware on the casket shimmer with a blinding, painful intensity. Della felt a strange, fleeting sense of vertigo. It was the heat, she told herself. The exhaustion of the week. Or perhaps it was just the overwhelming theater of the moment. The Riders took their rituals seriously. They wore their colors like armor, even here, in the presence of the dead. The leather was thick, stiff, and smelled of woodsmoke and old oil. It was a uniform of defiance, a way of telling the world that they belonged to something older and more visceral than the laws of the town beyond the cemetery gates.

She felt Garrett shift beside her, his fingers curling slightly against her waist. It was a protective gesture, a silent check-in to see if she was holding up. She leaned into him just a fraction, acknowledging the touch. Over the years, they had developed a private language of gestures—a squeeze of the hand, a certain tilt of the head, a lingering look across a crowded room. They didn't need to talk to communicate. They were two parts of a well-oiled machine, synchronized by time and shared history.

I’m fine, she thought, though she didn’t say it. She was always fine. That was her role in the club, in her job, and in her marriage. She was the person who stayed fine so that everyone else could afford to break.

The service moved into the final rites. One by one, the patched members stepped forward to place a gloved hand on the lid of the casket, a final farewell to a fallen brother. When it was Garrett’s turn, he didn’t hesitate. He stepped away from her, and for a brief second, the spot where his hand had been felt unnervingly cold despite the ninety-degree heat. She watched him walk to the casket with a measured, heavy stride. He looked like a man who carried the weight of the world on his shoulders and didn’t think twice about the burden. He laid his hand on the polished wood, his head bowed for a long moment. He wasn’t performing. He was mourning.

Della felt a surge of affection for him so sharp it was almost painful. He was a good man. In a world of shadows, he was the light she had chosen, and he had never once flickered. As he turned to walk back to her, the wind picked up, swirling the scent of exhaust and dry earth around them. He reclaimed his place at her side, his presence a familiar wall against the rest of the world.

As the casket began its slow, mechanical descent into the earth, the tension in the air seemed to fracture. The formal part of the day was over, and the transition into the rowdy, whiskey-soaked wake at the clubhouse was about to begin. But then, Della noticed a movement at the perimeter of the crowd.

Standing near a large, weeping willow about thirty yards away was a woman. She wasn’t wearing leather, and she wasn't one of the club's regulars. She was dressed in a simple, charcoal-gray suit that looked out of place among the sea of denim and hide. She was holding something clutched to her chest—a small, battered object that caught the light.

The woman wasn't looking at the casket. She wasn't looking at the mourning family. She was looking directly at Garrett.

Della felt a small, cold needle of intuition prick at the base of her skull. She looked at Garrett, wondering if he had noticed the stranger, but he was staring straight ahead, his expression unreadable. The steady, reliable anchor of her life didn't flinch, didn't waver, and didn't look away from the grave. But the woman didn't move. She stood there like a ghost waiting for an invitation, her eyes fixed on Della’s husband with an intensity that made the humid air feel suddenly, inexplicably, like ice.

​1.2 The Woman in Black


THE AIR AT THE CEMETERY felt thick, a heavy mixture of damp earth, expensive floral arrangements, and the lingering scent of unburned fuel from the fifty motorcycles lined up like a chrome-plated honor guard. It was the kind of silence that only existed in the wake of a brother’s passing, a quietude that the Black Ash Riders MC wore like a heavy shroud. Della stood beside Garrett, her hand tucked into the crook of his elbow, feeling the familiar, unyielding iron of his forearm beneath his leather cut. For eighteen years, this had been her place. She was the anchor, the woman who kept the home fires burning while the road called to the men, and she prided herself on her ability to read the temperature of a room—or a graveside—before a single word was spoken.

But the temperature changed the moment the woman appeared.

She didn't come from the direction of the parked bikes or the small fleet of SUVs belonging to the extended families. She emerged from the shadow of a sprawling weeping willow near the edge of the older, forgotten section of the cemetery. She wasn't wearing leather. There was no patch on her back, no insignia of the Black Ash Riders, no silver jewelry clacking against her wrists. She wore a simple, knee-length black dress that looked a size too large for her thin frame, and her hair was tucked tightly under a modest veil that obscured the top half of her face.

Della felt a subtle shift in Garrett’s posture. It wasn't a flinch; Garrett Wynn didn't flinch. It was a microscopic tightening of his bicep, a sudden stillness that surpassed his usual stoicism. It was the stillness of a man who had suddenly realized he was standing in the path of a slow-moving landslide.

The woman didn't walk so much as she vibrated with a frantic, nervous energy. Her hands were clasped tightly in front of her, knuckles white against the dark fabric of her skirt. Every few steps, her gaze would dart toward the line of bikes as if she expected them to roar to life and trample her where she stood. She was an intruder in a sacred space, a glitch in the carefully choreographed mourning of the club.

Della watched her approach, her professional instincts as a crisis coordinator humming beneath her skin. She saw the tremor in the woman's knees and the way she bit her lower lip until it was raw. The club wives—the Old Ladies who occupied the inner circle—began to murmur. Trish, the president’s wife, shifted her weight, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the stranger for a threat. There was a territorial hum in the air, a collective bristling of a pack that had sensed a stray.

The woman ignored the glares of the other women and the curious, guarded looks from the men. She walked straight toward Della and Garrett, her path as direct as an arrow.

Garrett’s breath hitched. It was a tiny sound, a soft catch in the back of his throat that no one else would have heard. But Della heard it. She felt the way his fingers curled into a fist at his side. She looked up at him, searching his face, but his eyes were fixed on the horizon, his jaw set in a line so hard it looked like it might crack. He was wearing his mask—the one he used when the club was in trouble or when a bike wouldn't start—but for the first time in nearly two decades, Della saw a crack in the porcelain. There was fear there. Not the fear of a fight, but the cold, hollow fear of a secret being dragged into the light.

The stranger stopped three feet away. Up close, she smelled of rain and something sweet, like dried lavender. She didn't look at Garrett. She looked only at Della. Her eyes were rimmed with red, the skin around them puffy from what looked like days of weeping.

Without a word, the woman reached into a small bag she carried and pulled out an object wrapped in a tattered piece of silk. She unwrapped it with trembling fingers to reveal a battered leather journal. The edges were scuffed and dark with the oils of frequent handling. A thick elastic band held the covers together, straining against the volume of pages tucked inside.

She stepped forward, invading Della’s personal space. The air between them felt charged, like the moments before a lightning strike. The woman held out the journal, her hands shaking so violently that the leather slapped against her palms.

For you, she whispered. Her voice was thin, reedy, and cracked with an emotion Della couldn't quite name. It wasn't malice. It was a desperate kind of relief.

Della hesitated, her fingers hovering over the worn cover. She looked at Garrett again, silently asking for permission, for an explanation, for anything. He didn't look at her. He was a statue carved from grief and something much darker.

Just take it, the woman urged, her voice rising in pitch. Please. It doesn't belong to me anymore. She died three months ago. It should have gone to you then.

Della took the book. The leather was cold and surprisingly heavy. As soon as the weight transferred to Della’s hands, the stranger exhaled a long, shuddering breath. She didn't wait for a thank you. She didn't offer an explanation. She turned on her heel and began to walk away, her pace increasing until she was almost running toward the cemetery gates.

The silence that followed was different than the one before. It was jagged.

Who the hell was that? Trish’s voice broke the spell, loud and abrasive. She stepped forward, her eyes locked on the journal in Della’s hands. Della, you know her?

Della didn't answer. She was looking at the journal. On the front cover, embossed in fading gold letters that had been rubbed nearly smooth, were the initials G.W.

Garrett Wynn.

She looked at her husband. The stoic, dependable man she had built a life with for eighteen years. He was finally looking at her, but his eyes were vacant, stripped of their usual warmth. He looked like a man watching his house burn down from a distance, knowing there was no water left in the well.

What is this, Garrett? Della asked softly. Her voice was steady, but her heart was hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs.

He didn't answer. He looked at the book, then back at the retreating figure of the woman in black, who had reached a non-descript gray sedan at the curb.

Is that for the club? one of the younger brothers asked, stepping closer. Some kind of record?

Garrett finally found his voice, though it sounded like it had been dragged over broken glass. It’s nothing, he said. Just some old business.

He reached out to take the journal from her, but Della pulled it back instinctively. She felt a surge of protectiveness over the object, a sudden, sharp intuition that this book held the key to the wall Garrett had been building between them for years. She saw the way his hand hovered in the air, his fingers twitching, before he slowly lowered it back to his side.

The funeral service resumed, but the atmosphere had been irrevocably poisoned. The prayers felt hollow, and the eulogy for their fallen brother was drowned out by the roar of questions screaming in Della’s mind. She could feel the eyes of the other wives on her, their whispers like the dry rustle of dead leaves. They were vultures, waiting for a sign of weakness, for a story to tear apart over drinks at the clubhouse later that night.

Della gripped the journal tighter, her thumb brushing against the worn leather. She could feel the unevenness of the pages inside, the way the book bulged with the weight of whatever had been tucked between its covers. It felt like a ticking bomb.

Beside her, Garrett stood as still as a grave marker, but she could feel the heat radiating off him in waves. He wasn't mourning the man in the casket anymore. He was mourning the silence he had spent a decade cultivating.

As the first shovel of dirt hit the casket with a dull, final thud, Della knew the funeral was just the beginning. The woman in black had disappeared, but she had left behind a ghost that was about to haunt every corner of their lives. Della looked down at the gold initials on the cover, her stomach twisting into a cold, hard knot.

G.W.

She didn't wait for the final prayer. She turned away from the grave, the journal tucked under her arm, and began to walk toward their bike, leaving the whispers of the Black Ash Riders behind her. She needed to be alone. She needed to see what was inside the leather covers that had made her husband look like he’d seen his own death.

The first drop of rain hit the scuffed leather, and Della quickened her pace, her heart racing as she felt the first stirrings of a betrayal she wasn't yet prepared to name.

​1.3 The First Entry


DELLA DID NOT STOP at the clubhouse. She did not stop at the grocery store or the post office. She drove straight to the small, weathered Victorian on the edge of town, the one she had spent nearly two decades turning into a home. The house felt different the moment she stepped over the threshold. The familiar scent of lemon wax and the faint, lingering aroma of Garrett’s morning coffee usually felt like a warm embrace. Today, it felt like a stifling shroud. She bypassed the kitchen entirely, her boots clicking hollowly on the hardwood, and retreated to the sunroom at the back of the house. This was her sanctuary, filled with leafy ferns, her collection of vintage notebooks, and a soft, velvet armchair that faced the overgrown garden. She locked the glass door behind her, a gesture that felt both theatrical and necessary.

She sat in the armchair, the battered leather journal resting heavy on her lap. It felt like a live wire, humming with a frequency that threatened to burn her skin. Her hands, usually so steady when she was de-escalating a crisis at the community center, were trembling. She ran her thumb over the cover. The leather was scarred, stained with what looked like grease from a garage floor, but the binding was still strong. It was a utilitarian object, the kind of book a man like Garrett would use for parts lists or engine schematics. But Garrett didn’t keep journals. He kept mental tallies. He kept silences. He kept his head down and his hands busy.

She took a breath, the air catching in her throat, and cracked the cover.

The first page was blank, save for a smudge of ink in the corner. She turned it. The handwriting hit her like a physical blow to the solar plexus. It was Garrett’s script—the same heavy, slightly slanted letters she saw on the grocery lists he left on the fridge, the same blocky signature he put on their joint tax returns. But the words were not about milk or mortgage payments.

July 14th. Ten years ago.

The date stood at the top of the page, stark and accusing. Ten years ago, they had been celebrating their eighth anniversary. They had gone to a steakhouse in the city, and he had bought her a gold locket she still wore. He had been quiet that night, but she had interpreted his silence as contentment. She had always believed he was a man of few words because his actions spoke for him.

She began to read, her eyes blurring for a moment before the prose snapped into agonizing focus.

Elena, the entry began. The name was a needle under her fingernail. I woke up today with the weight of the secret pressing so hard against my ribs I thought they might snap. It is a strange thing, to live one life in the light and another in the shadows of my own mind. They think they know me. She thinks she knows me. But when I am sitting at the kitchen table, watching the clock, it is your voice I am trying to remember. It is the way the air felt that night by the creek, before everything went wrong. I find myself writing these things down because if I don’t, I’m afraid I’ll start screaming them at the walls.

Della let the book fall against her chest, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The breath she exhaled was a jagged, broken thing. He wasn’t writing to a mistress about the curve of her hip or the heat of a bed. He was writing about his soul. He was giving this Elena his interiority, the parts of himself that Della had spent eighteen years trying to coax out with patience and kindness and a thousand home-cooked meals.

She forced herself to look back down at the page. The intimacy of the tone was something she had never experienced from him. In their bed, Garrett was a man of steady, predictable passion. He was gentle, he was present, but he was always guarded. There was always a wall, a translucent barrier she had assumed was just part of his nature. She had told herself for years that some men simply weren’t built for deep emotional disclosure. She had convinced herself that her role as a crisis coordinator made her over-analytical, that she was looking for depths in a man who preferred the shallows.

But here, in his own hand, were the depths.

I saw a hawk today, Garrett wrote further down the page. It reminded me of that summer we spent at the old quarry. Do you remember the way the water looked? Like hammered silver. I told Della it was just a bird, but I was thinking about the way you used to say that hawks were the only things in this world that were truly free. I feel like I’m anchored to the bottom of the lake, Elena. I’m holding my breath, waiting for someone to notice I’m drowning, but everyone just smiles at me because I’m the one who keeps the engines running. I’m the steady one. It’s a lie. Every day is a lie.

Della’s vision fractured. A single tear hit the page, puckering the paper right over the word lie. She quickly wiped it away, terrified of damaging the evidence of her own destruction. She felt a sickening sense of vertigo, as if the floor had suddenly dropped out from under her chair. The man who wrote these words was a stranger. He was a poet of his own misery, a philosopher of his own regret. He was articulate. He was hurting. And he had chosen, for a decade, to share that hurt with a woman who wasn't his wife.

She thought back to that July ten years ago. She remembered him coming home from the shop, smelling of gasoline and sweat. She remembered the way he had kissed her cheek and sat down to eat the pasta she’d made. She had asked him how his day was, and he had said, Fine. Just the usual. Busy.

Just the usual. Busy. While inside, he was mourning a quarry and a hawk and a woman named Elena. While inside, he was screaming at the walls.

Della looked around her sunroom, at the notebooks she kept of meaningful conversations, the logs she maintained of the people she helped. She realized with a cold, hollow certainty that her own marriage had never made it into those notebooks. She had recorded the breakthroughs of strangers, the healing of neighbors, while she lived in a house built on a foundation of silence. She had mistaken his reliability for love. She had mistaken his presence for intimacy.

She turned the page to the next entry, her fingers numb. The date was only three days later. The handwriting was tighter, more frantic.

I can’t stop thinking about what happened. If the club finds out I’m still talking to you, they’ll kill us both. But I can’t let you carry this alone. You’re the only one who saw it. You’re the only one who knows why the ghosts stay in the woods.

Della’s breath hitched. This wasn't just a romance. This wasn't just a man pining for a lost love. There was a threat here, a shadow of the Black Ash Riders that she had always managed to ignore. She had known the club had its secrets, its dark corners, but she had always believed Garrett was the exception. He was the mechanic, the restorer. He didn't handle the dirty work. Or so she had told herself.

The realization that he had been protecting this woman—or perhaps protecting himself through her—sent a fresh wave of nausea through her. He had carried a burden for ten years, a burden heavy enough to make him feel like he was drowning, and he hadn't reached for her hand. He had reached for a pen and a memory.

Della closed the journal, the sound of the leather meeting leather like a gavel. She couldn't read anymore, not yet. The house felt too small now, the walls closing in with the weight of eighteen years of misconceptions. She stood up, her legs feeling like they belonged to someone else, and walked to the window. Outside, the sun was beginning to set, casting long, skeletal shadows across the lawn.

The man she loved didn't exist. The man she lived with was a ghost, and the ghost was in love with a dead woman.

She looked down at the journal, clutched against her stomach as if it could hold her together. She needed to know the rest. She needed to know who Elena was and what she had seen in the woods. But more than that, she needed to know if there was anything left of her own life that wasn't a fiction.

The sound of a heavy motorcycle engine rumbled in the distance, growing louder as it turned onto their street. Garrett was coming home. For the first time in nearly twenty years, the sound of his bike didn't bring her peace. It brought a cold, sharp terror. She tucked the journal under the cushion of her chair and stood in the center of the room, waiting for the man she no longer knew to walk through the door.
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​Chapter 2: The Language of Silence
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​2.1 The Kitchen Confrontation


The rumble of the heavy Harley-Davidson engine died in the driveway, but the vibration seemed to linger in the floorboards of the kitchen, rattling the china Della hadn’t touched in three hours. She sat at the rectangular oak table, the same table where they had shared eighteen years of morning coffee and late-night snacks, but tonight the wood felt cold, like a slab of graveyard marble. In front of her lay the leather journal. It was small, weathered, and smelled faintly of lavender and old paper—a scent that didn't belong in her house, a scent that didn't belong to her.

The back door creaked open, admitting a gust of humid night air and the heavy, measured footsteps of Garrett Wynn. He moved with the practiced ease of a man who knew every inch of his domain, his boots thudding against the linoleum with a rhythm Della usually found comforting. Tonight, it sounded like a countdown. He stopped in the archway, his large frame nearly filling the space. He was still wearing his kutte, the black leather vest of the Black Ash Riders, and his hands were stained with the permanent grease of the shop. He looked like the man she loved—steady, rugged, a pillar of the community—but as his eyes fell on the table, the air in the room seemed to vanish.

Garrett didn't jump. He didn't gasp or offer a frantic explanation. He simply went still. It was a stillness Della had seen a thousand times when he was diagnosing a blown engine or a twisted frame. He went into a deep, internal retreat, pulling all his energy into a central core that no one else was allowed to touch. He didn't look at her face; he looked at the journal. For a long minute, the only sound was the rhythmic hum of the refrigerator and the frantic, uneven thud of Della’s heart against her ribs.

Where were you, Garrett? Della asked. Her voice was surprisingly level, the professional tone of a crisis coordinator who had spent a decade talking people down from ledges. She hated that she was using it on her own husband.

The wake, he said. His voice was a low growl, gravelly and exhausted. He finally looked up, but his eyes were flat, like slate. There was no flicker of guilt there, no flash of the panicked cheater caught in the act. Instead, there was a wall. A high, thick, impenetrable wall of silence.

The wake ended two hours ago, she said, sliding the journal an inch toward him across the table. The leather made a soft, sibilant sound against the wood. A woman came to the funeral, Garrett. She didn't stay for the service. She just handed this to me. She said you’d know what it was. She said it was time I knew who you really were.

Garrett didn't move to touch the book. He stood with his thumbs hooked into his belt loops, his shoulders squared. He looked like a man prepared to take a blow, but not a man prepared to give an inch of himself. Della watched him, her eyes tracing the lines of his face—the familiar crow’s feet, the scar on his chin from a bike wreck a decade ago, the grey starting to pepper his beard. She thought she knew every story written on his skin. Now, she realized she had been reading the edited version.

I read the first few pages, Garrett, she whispered, and this time her voice cracked, the professional veneer peeling away to reveal the raw, bleeding wound beneath. Ten years. You’ve been writing to her for ten years. You told her about the day your father died. You told her about the dream you have where you’re drowning in the Black Ash River. You told her things you never told me. Not once. Not in eighteen years of marriage.

Garrett took a breath, his chest expanding under the leather of his vest. He looked away, staring at a point on the wall just above the kitchen clock. It’s not what you think, Della.

Then tell me what it is, she snapped, her hand slamming onto the table. The sudden violence of the movement startled her, but it didn't make him flinch. He remained a statue. Tell me who Elena was. Tell me why my husband, the man who tells me he has nothing to say when I ask him how his day was, has been pouring his soul onto paper for another woman. Tell me why you gave her the parts of you that I’ve been starving for.

The silence that followed was suffocating. This wasn't the silence of a man who was lying; it was the silence of a man who had decided his secrets were more valuable than his wife’s peace of mind. Della saw him shifting his weight, his eyes darkening as he reinforced that internal defensive wall. It was a physical manifestation of his emotional avoidance. He wasn't hiding a mistress, she realized with a sickening jolt of intuition—he was hiding a life.

She’s dead, Della, he finally said. His voice was hollow, stripped of everything but the most basic information. She died three months ago. It’s over.

Over? Della stood up, the chair screeching back against the floor. You think because she’s dead, the betrayal just vanishes? You spent a decade in a parallel world, Garrett. You sat in this kitchen, you ate the food I cooked, you slept in our bed, and all the while, your mind was with her. You were saving your thoughts for her. You were saving your heart for her. I was just the woman who kept your house and checked your oil. I was the convenience. She was the confidante.

Garrett’s jaw tightened, a muscle leaping in his cheek. He looked at the journal again, and for a fleeting second, Della saw a flicker of something—not love, perhaps, but a profound, agonizing grief that he had never shared with her. It was the look of a man who had lost his only anchor. The realization was a knife to her gut. He wasn't grieving a lover in the physical sense; he was grieving the only person who truly knew him.

I did it to protect you, he said, the words coming out strained, as if they were being dragged over broken glass.

Protect me from what? From your feelings? From your history? Della stepped around the table, forcing herself into his personal space. She could smell the stale beer from the clubhouse on him, the scent of the road, and the underlying metallic tang of the shop. This was her husband. This was the man she had built a life with. And he was a stranger. You don't get to use protection as an excuse for abandonment, Garrett. You left me a long time ago. You just forgot to pack your bags.

He didn't move. He didn't reach out to comfort her. He didn't even defend himself. He just stood there, wrapped in that suffocating, arrogant silence that said he knew better than she did, that his reasons were justified, and that she didn't have the right to demand the truth. It was the ultimate MC husband move—the stoic, silent provider who kept the darkness at bay. But Della didn't want a provider. She wanted a partner.

You have one chance, Garrett, she said, her voice dropping to a dangerous, low hum. Tell me the truth. Not the version you think I can handle. Not the version that protects the club. Tell me why you wrote those letters. Tell me who Elena really was to you.

Garrett looked at her then, and for the first time, the wall cracked just enough for her to see the fear beneath. It wasn't the fear of a man being caught. It was the fear of a man who knew that if he spoke, the world they had built would cease to exist. He opened his mouth, his throat working as he searched for words that wouldn't come.

I can't, he whispered.

Della felt something inside her snap—a clean, cold break. She picked up the journal from the table, clutching it to her chest like a shield. She realized then that the silence wasn't a temporary defensive measure. It was his permanent state of being. He had built his life on a foundation of secrets, and he would rather watch her walk away than let her see what lay beneath the floorboards.

Fine, she said, her voice cold and final. If you won't talk, I’ll find someone who will. Because this journal isn't just about Elena, Garrett. I saw the dates. I saw the names of the founders. I’m going to find out what you were so afraid to tell me, and when I do, don't expect me to be here when you finally decide you have something to say.

She turned and walked out of the kitchen, leaving him standing in the middle of the room, a silent, solitary figure surrounded by the wreckage of a marriage he had never truly let her into. The silence followed her down the hallway, heavy and prophetic, a promise of the storm that was about to break over the Black Ash Riders.

​2.2 Ten Years of Ink


THE LEATHER COVER OF the journal felt cold against Della’s palm, a stark contrast to the heat radiating from the stovetop where a kettle she’d forgotten to turn off began to whistle. The sound was shrill, a piercing scream that filled the silence of the kitchen, but neither of them moved to stop it. Garrett sat at the small pine table, his large, grease-stained hands folded in front of him like a man awaiting a sentence. He looked older than he had that morning. The fluorescent light above the sink hummed, casting harsh, unforgiving shadows across the deep lines of his face.
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