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Chapter 1: Witness to Murder
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The bottle shattered against the back wall as Carmen "Spark" Sutter ducked behind the bar, whiskey and glass raining down on her dark hair. Another Friday night at Rusty's Roadhouse meant another fight, another mess to clean up, another reason to question why she'd taken this job serving drinks to the worst bikers in Devil's Pass.

She grabbed the mop bucket and headed toward the back room where the noise had come from. Two voices arguing, one she recognized as Vincent Pastano, the local crime boss who owned half the businesses in town and all the cops. The other voice belonged to someone she'd never heard before—nervous, pleading.

"You said you'd give me more time," the stranger said. "My kids, man, they don't got nothing to eat if you—"

"Time's up, Garcia."

Spark froze at the storage room door. Through the crack, she could see Pastano's massive frame blocking most of the room, his expensive suit making him look like a businessman instead of the killer everyone knew he was. The other man—Garcia—was on his knees, hands zip-tied behind his back.

"Please, Vincent. I can get you the money. Just need another week."

"Had four weeks already." Pastano pulled a chrome .45 from his jacket. "You been selling my product and keeping my profits. That's theft."

Spark pressed herself against the wall, heart hammering. She should leave. Walk away. Pretend she never saw anything. That's what smart people did in Devil's Pass when Vincent Pastano was handling business.

"I wasn't stealing! The Lords took half my stash in that raid last month. Lost everything."

"Not my problem."

The gunshot echoed through the storage room like thunder. Garcia's body hit the concrete floor with a wet thud.

Spark bit her lip to keep from screaming. Blood pooled under Garcia's head, spreading toward her shoes. She took a step back, and the floorboard creaked.

Pastano's head snapped toward the door.

Their eyes met through the crack. His pale blue gaze locked onto hers for exactly three seconds—long enough for him to memorize her face, long enough for her to see the cold calculation in his expression.

She ran.

Through the bar, past the pool tables where bikers in Lords of Hellfire cuts were drinking and arguing over a card game. Past the jukebox playing some country song about lost love and broken dreams. Past the bouncer who tried to grab her arm as she bolted for the exit.

"Hey, Spark! Where you going? Your shift ain't over!"

She didn't answer. Couldn't answer. The parking lot stretched in front of her like a minefield. Her beat-up Honda Civic sat under the broken streetlight, keys in her jacket pocket. Twenty feet. She could make twenty feet.

"Stop her!"

Pastano's voice cut through the night air like a blade. Heavy footsteps pounded behind her. She fumbled for her keys, hands shaking so hard she dropped them twice before getting the door unlocked.

The engine turned over on the third try. She threw the car in reverse and floored it, tires screaming against asphalt. In her rearview mirror, she could see three men running from the bar. One had a gun.

She shifted into drive and punched the accelerator. The Civic wasn't built for speed, but it was built for survival, and tonight that would have to be enough.

Her phone buzzed against the passenger seat. Unknown number.

She let it ring.

It buzzed again. And again.

At the red light on Main Street, she grabbed it. Text message: I know where you live, Carmen. I know where your sister works. Run all you want.

The light turned green. She drove through downtown Devil's Pass, past the sheriff's office where half the deputies were on Pastano's payroll, past the diner where her sister Linda worked the late shift, past the apartment complex where she'd lived for three years thinking she was safe.

Nowhere was safe now.

She'd seen Vincent Pastano execute a man in cold blood. She was witness number four this month—the others had all turned up dead within 48 hours. Car accidents. Overdoses. Random violence that wasn't random at all.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was Linda.

"Carmen? Where are you? Some guys were here asking about you. Scared the hell out of the customers."

"Listen to me." Spark took a hard right onto Highway 89, heading toward the interstate. "Pack a bag and get out of town. Tonight. Don't tell anyone where you're going."

"What? Carmen, what's going on?"

"I can't explain. Just trust me. Leave Devil's Pass and don't come back until I call you."

"You're scaring me."

"Good. You should be scared."

She hung up and threw the phone on the floor. In her rearview mirror, headlights were gaining fast. A black SUV with tinted windows, the kind Pastano's men drove when they were hunting.

The speedometer hit eighty. Ninety. The Civic's engine whined in protest, but it held together. The SUV stayed with her, closing the distance between them like a predator stalking wounded prey.

Up ahead, the road curved through a series of hills. She knew these curves from years of driving to Phoenix for supplies. Knew which ones were blind, which ones had soft shoulders, which ones could hide a small car if the driver was desperate enough.

She cut her lights and took the next curve on two wheels.

The SUV's headlights swept past her hiding spot behind a cluster of desert scrub. She held her breath, counting seconds. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three.

The headlights disappeared around the next bend.

She waited another five minutes before starting the engine again. Her hands were still shaking, adrenaline making her feel sick and electric at the same time. She needed help. Real help. The kind that didn't come from cops or courts or anyone else Vincent Pastano could buy.

In Devil's Pass, there was only one place to go when you needed protection from monsters.

You went to bigger monsters.

The Chaos Riders MC compound sat on fifty acres outside town, surrounded by high fences and men with guns who didn't ask questions first. Everyone knew they hated Pastano's operation, hated anyone who moved drugs through their territory without permission.

She turned the Civic toward the mountains and pressed the accelerator again.

"Time to see if the devil you don't know is better than the devil you do."
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Chapter 2: Road Salvation
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Tommy "Pistol" Valdez throttled his Harley through the mountain curves at ninety miles per hour, enjoying the bite of cold desert air against his face and the perfect rumble of eight hundred cubic inches of American steel between his legs. The road from Phoenix back to Devil's Pass was his favorite stretch of asphalt—twenty-seven miles of switchbacks and straightaways where a man could think, or better yet, stop thinking altogether.

He'd spent the day delivering custom ink work to a client in Scottsdale, some tech millionaire who wanted a full sleeve commemorating his divorce. Easy money, and it let him work his artistic side while maintaining his reputation as one of the most dangerous enforcers in the Chaos Riders MC. Not many men could transition from creating delicate line work to breaking bones with equal skill, but Pistol had always been good with his hands.

The radio clipped to his vest crackled with static, then Jake's voice cut through: "All available units, we got runners on Highway 89, heading toward the compound. Unknown vehicle, possible hostiles in pursuit."

Pistol downshifted and leaned into the next curve, scanning the road ahead. In the distance, headlights were weaving erratically between lanes—a small car pushing its limits, followed by the steady beam of something larger and more aggressive. The chase was headed straight through Chaos Riders territory, which made it his business whether he wanted it or not.

"Pistol here, I've got eyes on the situation. One civilian vehicle, looks like a Honda, being pursued by a black SUV. Moving to intercept."

"Negative, Pistol. Fall back and observe. Could be a setup."

Jake's caution made sense—they'd been hit by rival clubs using civilians as bait before. But something about the way the Honda was being driven told him this wasn't professional. The car was weaving like the driver was terrified, not tactical. Each curve was taken too wide, too desperate. This was someone running for their life, not leading predators into an ambush.

"Copy that, Prez. Observing."

He dropped back fifty yards and matched their speed, close enough to intervene if necessary but far enough to avoid any crossfire. The SUV was gaining ground fast, its superior engine and weight giving it advantages on the straightaways that the Honda couldn't match. In another mile, maybe two, they'd be close enough for a pit maneuver or worse.

The Honda's brake lights flared as it took the next curve too fast. The rear end slipped sideways, tires screaming against asphalt, and for a moment Pistol thought it was going over the guardrail. But the driver corrected with surprising skill, regaining control just as the SUV closed to within ten feet of the rear bumper.

"Fuck the orders," he muttered, and twisted the throttle wide open.

His Harley shot forward like a rocket, closing the distance in seconds. The SUV's rear window was down, and he could see the barrel of an assault rifle being positioned for a shot at the Honda's rear tire. No more time for observation.

Pistol drew his .45 with his right hand while steering with his left, a maneuver he'd practiced countless times on the club's private range. At seventy miles per hour, on a mountain road, with three vehicles in motion, it should have been impossible. But impossible was just another word for something he hadn't done yet.

His first shot spider-webbed the SUV's rear window. His second took out the rear left tire.

The SUV went into an immediate spin, its driver fighting for control as the vehicle rotated ninety degrees and slammed sideways into the guardrail. Metal screamed against metal, sparks flying in a shower of orange light. The SUV bounced off the barrier and rolled twice before coming to rest upside down in the scrub brush.

Pistol holstered his weapon and accelerated past the wreckage, closing on the Honda. The driver was still pushing hard, apparently unaware that the immediate threat had been neutralized. Up ahead, the road curved sharply to the left before dropping into a valley. If the Honda hit that curve at its current speed, physics would finish what the SUV had started.

He pulled alongside the car and gestured for the driver to slow down. Through the side window, he caught a glimpse of dark hair and wide, terrified eyes. Female. Young. Beautiful in that fragile way that made his protective instincts flare like gasoline on a fire.

Mine.

The thought hit him with startling intensity. He'd seen plenty of beautiful women, had his share of them too, but this was different. This was the kind of bone-deep recognition that his brothers talked about when they described meeting their old ladies. The kind that made smart men do stupid things and careful men throw caution away like yesterday's newspaper.

The Honda's driver was staring at him with the expression of someone who couldn't decide if he was salvation or another threat. Fair enough—at six-two and two hundred pounds of muscle, ink, and leather, he probably looked more dangerous than the men who'd been chasing her.

He pointed toward the shoulder of the road and mouthed the word "Stop."

She shook her head and pressed the accelerator harder.

Stubborn. He liked that in a woman, but not when that woman was about to die because she was too scared to accept help. The curve was coming up fast, and her little Honda wasn't going to make it at this speed.

Pistol moved his bike directly in front of the car and began to brake, forcing her to slow down or rear-end him. For a moment, he thought she might actually hit him—the Honda stayed right on his rear wheel, close enough that he could hear the engine redlining. But as they approached the curve, survival instincts finally overcame panic, and she started to brake.

They took the curve at a reasonable speed, and Pistol guided them both to a stop at the scenic overlook on the far side. The Honda pulled up beside his bike, engine ticking as it cooled. For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Then the driver's door opened, and she stepped out.

Definitely young. Definitely beautiful. And definitely terrified. She had the kind of dark hair that looked black until the light hit it and revealed deep brown highlights. Her skin was olive-toned, maybe Hispanic or Italian heritage, and her body had curves that made his mouth go dry. But it was her eyes that grabbed him—brown like whiskey, wide with fear and adrenaline, but showing intelligence underneath the panic.

"Who the hell are you?" she demanded, and he was surprised by the strength in her voice. Most people meeting him for the first time either tried to run or started stammering apologies.

"Name's Tommy. Friends call me Pistol." He dismounted and pulled off his helmet, running fingers through his black hair. "You can call me whatever you want, long as you explain why Vincent Pastano's men were trying to kill you on my road."

Her face went pale at the mention of Pastano's name. "Your road?"

"Chaos Riders territory. That makes you my responsibility now." He gestured toward the burning wreckage behind them, visible as an orange glow against the night sky. "Those boys won't be reporting back to their boss, but he's got plenty more where they came from."

"I didn't ask for your help."

"No, but you got it anyway." He moved closer, noting how she tensed but didn't back away. Brave little thing. "Question is, what did you see that's got Pastano willing to start a war in our territory?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure you do. Pretty girl like you doesn't end up in a high-speed chase through the mountains unless she's seen something she shouldn't have. In this town, that usually means Vincent Pastano doing what Vincent Pastano does best."

She wrapped her arms around herself, a gesture that was part cold and part self-protection. The desert nights could be brutal, even in late spring, and she was wearing nothing but jeans and a thin sweater. He shrugged out of his leather jacket and held it out to her.

"I'm fine," she said, but her teeth were chattering.

"Take the jacket."

"I said I'm fine."

"And I said take the jacket." His voice carried the kind of authority that came from years of making life-and-death decisions and having men follow those decisions without question. She must have heard it too, because she reached out and took the leather coat.

It swallowed her small frame, the sleeves hanging past her fingertips and the bottom hitting her mid-thigh. She looked like a little girl playing dress-up in her father's clothes, except there was nothing childish about the way his body reacted to seeing her wrapped in his leather.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Carmen. People call me Spark."

"Spark. I like that." He liked the way it sounded coming off his tongue, liked the way she straightened a little when he said it. "Now, Spark, we need to get you somewhere safe before Pastano sends more men. My compound's about ten miles from here."

"I'm not going anywhere with you."

"Yeah, you are." He moved closer, close enough to smell her shampoo and the faint scent of fear-sweat. "Because in about twenty minutes, this place is going to be crawling with men who want you dead. Your Honda's got maybe fifty miles left in it before the engine gives out—I can hear the knock from here. And the nearest town that isn't controlled by Pastano or his friends is three hundred miles away."

She looked from him to her car to the dark road stretching in both directions. He could see her weighing options, calculating odds, trying to find a scenario where she didn't have to trust the dangerous biker who'd just saved her life.

"How do I know you're not working for him?"

Pistol laughed, a sound with no humor in it. "Baby, if I was working for Pastano, you'd already be dead. Chaos Riders don't take prisoners, and we sure as hell don't have friendly conversations with people we're hunting."

"So what do you want?"

"To keep you alive long enough to figure out why someone's willing to start a war over you." He gestured toward his bike. "You ever been on a Harley?"

"No."

"Well, you're about to learn. That Honda's not making it another mile, and my bike's the only thing fast enough to get us out of here before the cavalry arrives."

She stared at the motorcycle like it was a wild animal that might bite her. Fair enough—his Harley was more weapon than vehicle, customized for speed and intimidation in equal measure. The engine was bored out for maximum power, the exhaust system tuned to sound like thunder, and the paint job was matte black with silver flames that looked like lightning in the moonlight.

"I don't know how to ride on the back of that thing."

"Nothing to it. You hold on to me and try not to fall off." He swung his leg over the bike and kicked it to life. The engine's rumble filled the night air, drowning out the sound of distant sirens. "But we need to move now. Company's coming."

Spark looked back toward the wreckage, then at the road ahead, then at him. He could see the moment she made her decision—her shoulders squared, her chin lifted, and some of the fear left her eyes.

"If you get me killed, I'm coming back to haunt you."

"Fair enough." He held out his hand to help her climb on behind him. "But if I get you killed, that means I'm probably dead too, so we'll be even."

She took his hand, and the contact sent electricity up his arm. Her skin was soft but calloused in places that suggested she worked with her hands. When she swung her leg over the bike and settled against his back, the fit was perfect—like she'd been designed to ride with him.

"Arms around my waist," he instructed. "Tight as you can. Lean when I lean, don't fight the bike, and whatever you do, don't let go."

Her arms encircled his waist, tentative at first, then tighter as he revved the engine. She was pressed against him from shoulder to hip, her body heat seeping through his t-shirt, her breath warm against his neck. If circumstances had been different, he might have taken a moment to appreciate the sensation. But circumstances were what they were, and staying alive took precedence over everything else.

"Ready?" he called over the engine noise.

"No," she called back, but her arms tightened around him.

He smiled and dropped the bike into gear. "That's my girl."

They shot forward into the night, leaving behind the wreckage and the approaching sirens. In his mirrors, he could see more headlights coming up the mountain road—Pastano's reinforcements arriving too late to matter. By the time they reached the crash site, he and Spark would be long gone, safely inside the compound walls where Vincent Pastano's reach couldn't follow.

At least, he hoped so. Because the way his body was reacting to the woman holding onto him, he was already in more trouble than any amount of firepower could solve.

"Hold tight, Spark," he said, more to himself than to her. "This is just the beginning."
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