
RISING TIDE

SALT WATER SOULS MC #1

SASHA HARLEY

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 Sasha Harley
All rights reserved.
Cover photo by Freepik

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Epilogue

AUTHOR’S NOTE

SNEAK PEEK: SALT’S SANCTUARY

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Emma Wright locked the register drawer with more force than necessary, the metallic click echoing through Wright's Bait & Tackle like a declaration of war. Five-thirty on a Thursday, and she was done pretending today had been anything but shit.

The shop smelled like it always did—salt water, live bait, and the faint diesel exhaust that drifted in from the marina across the street. Her father's smell. The scent of home and heartbreak rolled into one windowless building on the waterfront.

She was reaching for the light switch when the bell over the door chimed.

"We're closed." She didn't turn around, already knowing whoever it was could read the damn hours painted on the glass.

"Not for us."

The voice made her spine stiffen. Smooth as expensive whiskey, twice as dangerous. Danny Trask.

Emma turned slowly, keeping the counter between herself and the three men who'd just walked into her shop like they owned it. Trask stood in front, all pressed khakis and polo shirt with the Coastal Crown Development logo embroidered over his heart. Corporate camouflage that didn't quite hide what he really was.

Behind him, two walking slabs of muscle in cheap suits tried to look professional and failed spectacularly. The bigger one had scarred knuckles and flat eyes. The other one kept touching his hip where a gun probably rested.

"Danny." She made his name sound like an insult. "Didn't realize you needed night crawlers. Though I guess worms recognize their own."

Trask smiled, but it never reached his eyes. Those stayed calculating and empty, the eyes of a man who'd done things the law couldn't prove. "Still got your father's mouth, I see. Shame he didn't teach you when to shut it."

Emma's hands curled into fists, nails biting her palms. Don't take the bait. "My father taught me plenty. Like how to spot trash trying to dress itself up as something respectable."

The muscle on the left shifted forward. Trask held up one hand without looking back, and the guy froze.

"I'm here as a courtesy, Emma. Professional courtesy, between business people."

"We're not in the same business."

"Sure we are. Real estate. Property development. Building futures." He gestured around the shop like it was already his. "You're sitting on prime waterfront that could be part of something bigger. Coastal Crown is prepared to make you an extremely generous offer."

"Not interested."

"You haven't heard the number."

"Don't need to." Emma crossed her arms, refusing to let him see the way her heart hammered against her ribs. "This property's been in my family for three generations. My grandfather built this shop with his own hands. My father ran it for forty years before I took over. So whatever number you're thinking, multiply it by fuck off and try again."

The smile finally dropped from Trask's face. There it was—the real man beneath the corporate polish. Icy. Calculating. Mean.

"That's disappointing." He took a step closer to the counter. "See, we've already acquired the properties on either side of you. The old Hendricks place, the Miller lot. Even got the marina across the street to sell. You're the only holdout in this section, Emma. The only thing standing between us and breaking ground on a luxury marina that'll bring jobs and tourism to this dying little town."

"This town's not dying. It's being murdered by parasites like you."

"Such drama." Trask shook his head slowly. "Your father was stubborn too. Look where that got him."

The threat landed like a fist to her gut, but Emma forced herself to breathe through the rage. Her father had died of a heart attack two years ago, working himself to death trying to keep the shop afloat against corporate competition. Nothing suspicious. Nothing provable.

But the way Trask said it made her wonder.

"Get out of my shop."

"Not until we reach an understanding." He leaned against the counter now, casual as poison. "You're going to sell, Emma. Question is whether you do it the easy way or the hard way."

"There is no easy way. There's just no way." She reached under the counter, fingers closing around the aluminum bat her father had kept there since she was sixteen. Brought it up and rested it on the counter between them like a promise. "Now get the fuck out before I call the cops."

Trask looked at the bat, then back at her face, and laughed. Actually laughed, the sound scraping against her nerves like sandpaper.

"The cops." He shook his head. "Sweetheart, Sheriff Monroe's been very understanding about Coastal Crown's development plans. Very supportive of economic growth. I don't think he'd appreciate being bothered over a simple business discussion."

The casual way he said it confirmed what Emma had suspected—Trask owned the local law. Or at least rented it by the hour.

"Then I guess it's just you, me, and this bat."

For a second, something flickered in Trask's eyes. Respect, maybe, or calculation. Then it was gone, replaced by that lifeless corporate smile.

"I like you, Emma. I do. You've got spirit." He straightened, adjusting his collar. "But spirit doesn't pay the bills. And this shop?" He looked around again, taking in the aging inventory, the worn floorboards, the flickering fluorescent lights. "This place is dying by inches. Your father's dream is already gone. You're just too stubborn to bury it."

"Fuck you."

"Final offer. Three hundred thousand. Cash. Thirty days to clear out." He pulled a business card from his wallet and set it on the counter. "That's more than fair for a property that's barely breaking even."

Emma picked up the card with two fingers like it was contaminated. Which it was. Then she very deliberately tore it in half. Then in half again. Let the pieces flutter to the floor between them.

"That's my answer. Now and always."

Trask's jaw tightened. The mask slipped further, showing the violent thug underneath the corporate veneer. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped to something quiet and deadly.

"I tried to be nice. Remember that." He turned toward the door, and his muscle followed. At the threshold, he looked back over his shoulder. "Accidents happen, Emma. Fires. Break-ins. Sometimes people get hurt when they're stubborn about things that don't matter."

"This matters."

"Does it?" He smiled again, empty and precise. "Does it really? Enough to die for?"

Then he was gone, the bell chiming cheerfully behind him like nothing had happened.

Emma stood frozen behind the counter, bat still gripped in white-knuckled hands, listening to the sound of a luxury sedan pulling away. Her heart slammed against her ribs. Her breathing came short and sharp.

She'd just threatened Danny Trask. Danny fucking Trask, who had a reputation for making problems disappear. Who'd come up through the local gang scene before going "legitimate" with Coastal Crown. Who everyone knew was still connected to people who solved problems with baseball bats and shallow graves.

"Stupid," she whispered to the empty shop. "So goddamn stupid."

But what choice did she have? Sell out her father's legacy? Watch the last piece of her family history get bulldozed for luxury boat slips and overpriced seafood restaurants? Let men like Trask win because they had money and muscle?

No. Hell no.

Emma forced her hands to unclench, set the bat back under the counter. Locked the front door with shaking fingers. Made herself go through the closing routine—lights off, back door checked, alarm set.

It was only when she climbed the stairs to her apartment above the shop that she saw it.

The smell hit her first. Fish. Rotting fish.

Her apartment door stood slightly ajar. She always locked it. Always.

Emma's hand went to her phone, thumb hovering over 911. Then she remembered Trask's casual confidence about the sheriff. About how "understanding" local law enforcement had been.

She pushed the door open with her foot, reaching for the light switch.

The fish was nailed to her door. A big striper, gutted and rotting, pinned through the head with a galvanized spike. Blood had run down the white paint in dark streaks that had dried to rust.

Tucked beneath the spike, a note on Coastal Crown letterhead:

LAST CHANCE

Emma stared at it, blood roaring in her ears. This wasn't just a threat anymore. This was a promise. A timeline.

She should call someone. Should reach out for help.

But who? The cops were bought. Her father's old friends were mostly gone—retired, moved away, or extinct like the town's fishing industry. She'd burned through her small circle of friends over the past two years, too focused on keeping the shop alive to maintain relationships.

She was alone.

The realization settled into her bones like winter water. Alone against Danny Trask and Coastal Crown Development. Alone against men who broke rules and people with equal indifference.

Emma pulled the note free, crumpled it in her fist. Left the fish where it was—she'd deal with it tomorrow in daylight when her hands stopped shaking.

Back downstairs in the shop, she locked herself in and tried to think. Tried to plan. Tried to figure out how the hell a woman with a bait shop and a baseball bat was supposed to fight a development company with lawyers and muscle.

She couldn't.

But she also couldn't give up. Wouldn't surrender the last piece of her father, the last proof that her family had mattered in this town.

So she'd figure something out. Find some way to survive this.

She had to.

Because the alternative was losing everything that mattered, and Emma Wright had already lost enough.

Outside, the wind picked up off the water, making the shop sign creak on its chains. The sound was lonely and defiant at once, a one-note song of stubborn survival against impossible odds.

Emma sat in the dark and listened to it, jaw set, spine straight.

Let Trask come. Let him try.

She'd go down fighting if that's what it took.

Some things were worth the cost.
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Tide brought his gavel down on the scarred oak table, the crack echoing through the compound's main room like a gunshot. Church was in session, and the Salt Water Souls had blood on their minds.

"Coastal Crown Development." He let the name sit in the air, watched his brothers' faces harden. "They've been systematically buying up waterfront properties in our territory. Intimidating locals into selling for pennies on the dollar."

Salt leaned back in his chair at Tide's right hand, arms crossed over his chest. "How many properties we talking?"

"Twelve confirmed sales in the past six months." Tide pulled out the map they'd marked up, spreading it across the table. Red X's marked the acquisitions, forming a deliberate pattern along the coastline. "All family-owned businesses. Most of them third or fourth generation."

Storm traced a finger along the marked properties, his expression darkening. "They're targeting specific blocks. Building a continuous waterfront section."

"Smart." Gunner's voice was flat, analytical. The former weapons specialist saw tactics everywhere. "Control one continuous stretch, you control access. Force out anyone who doesn't sell by cutting off their traffic."

Anchor shifted his massive frame, making his chair creak. "Who's running this operation?"

"Danny Trask." Tide's jaw tightened just saying the name. "Former local muscle who went corporate. He's head of security for Coastal Crown, which means he's still breaking bones, just with a business card now."

Breaker snorted. "Know that piece of shit. Used to run with the Iron Tide gang before they got dismantled. Vicious bastard who likes hurting people."

"He's got hired muscle backing him up." Tide indicated two photos they'd acquired—grainy surveillance shots of the men who'd been spotted intimidating property owners. "Jake Mitchell and Ray Kowalski. Both got records for assault, extortion, the usual. Trask brought them in as 'security consultants.'"

"Translation: professional thugs." Salt's voice carried an edge that said he'd like to meet them personally. "They making moves on anyone specific right now?"

Tide's hands flattened on the table, tension radiating through his shoulders. This was the part that made his blood run hot, made the protective instinct he usually kept leashed start straining against its chains.

"Emma Wright. Wright's Bait & Tackle on Harbor Street."

Recognition flickered across several faces. Storm nodded slowly. "Old man Wright's daughter. Good man, John. Died a couple years back."

"Heart attack working seventy-hour weeks trying to stay afloat." Tide's voice went quiet, dangerous. "Emma inherited the shop. She's the last holdout in a three-block section they've already acquired. They want her property to complete their luxury marina development."

Crossfire leaned forward, elbows on the table. "She selling?"

"No." Something fierce moved through Tide's chest saying it. "She told Trask to fuck off. Tore up his business card in his face."

A few appreciative chuckles rumbled around the table. Brotherhood respected backbone.

"Ballsy," Undertow said, his pale eyes thoughtful. "Also stupid. Trask doesn't take rejection well."

"Which is why this is club business." Tide met each brother's gaze in turn, making it clear this wasn't a discussion. "Wright's is in our territory. Emma's family has been part of this community for three generations. We protect our people from outside threats."

Salt studied him with those too-knowing blue eyes. "You want this one personally."

It wasn't a question. Tide didn't bother denying it.

"I knew her father. Respected him." True enough, though it didn't explain the territorial edge that had been riding him since he'd heard Emma's name connected to Trask's intimidation tactics. "I'll handle the direct protection. Need the rest of you gathering intel on Trask's operation—where his muscle holes up, what their patterns are, who's bankrolling Coastal Crown."

"You sure you want to run protection solo?" Storm's question held no challenge, just genuine concern. "Trask has multiple enforcers. Could get messy."

"If it gets messy, I'll call for backup." Tide's tone said the discussion was over. "Anchor, I want you reaching out to our contacts at the docks. Find out if Trask is bringing in additional muscle from out of town. Gunner, check with your weapons sources—if these assholes are arming up, I want to know about it."

Gunner nodded, already making mental notes.

"Breaker, Crossfire—you two hit the bars and construction sites. Find out what the local contractors know about Coastal Crown's plans. How many properties they're still targeting, what timeline they're working with."

"On it." Breaker's grin was sharp as broken glass. "Contractors get drunk and chatty. Especially when they think they're among friends."

"Storm, I need you mapping their movements. Figure out where Trask's thugs are staying, what routes they take, where they're vulnerable." Tide looked at his Road Captain, trusting the man's tactical mind. "Undertow, work with him. Get eyes on their vehicles, patterns, anything that gives us an edge."

"What about me?" Salt asked, though his slight smile said he already knew.

"You run operations here while I'm occupied. Keep the regular business moving, handle collections, maintain territory." Tide held his Vice President's gaze. "And if this goes sideways, you lead the response."

Salt's expression went serious. "Won't come to that."

"Better to plan for it anyway."

The brotherhood absorbed their assignments with the casual competence of men who'd worked together through worse. They were a machine when it mattered, every part knowing its function.

Anchor's rumble broke the brief silence. "How much trouble is this girl expecting?"

"She got a rotting fish nailed to her door last night with a 'last chance' note." Tide's voice went flat and lethal. "So I'd say significant trouble."

Breaker whistled low. "Trask doesn't waste time."

"Which means neither do we." Tide straightened, rolling his shoulders. "I'm heading to Wright's now to make contact. Everyone else, get started on intel gathering. We reconvene tomorrow night with whatever you've learned."

He was halfway to standing when Salt spoke again, that knowing edge still in his voice.

"She pretty?"

The question caught him off-guard for a half-second. Then he saw the amusement flickering around the table, brothers recognizing something in his tone when he'd talked about Emma Wright.

"She's a civilian under threat in our territory." Tide kept his voice neutral, presidential. "That's all that matters."

"Uh huh." Storm's grin was brief but wicked. "And the fact you're taking this personally has nothing to do with—"

"Church is over." Tide brought the gavel down again, cutting off whatever ribbing Storm was winding up to. "Get to work."

The brotherhood rose, still grinning like they knew exactly what they'd seen in their president's face when he talked about protecting Emma Wright. Like they recognized the territorial edge for what it was.

Tide ignored them, already mentally shifting to the next phase. Getting to Emma before Trask made another move. Making sure she understood she was under club protection now whether she liked it or not.

The thought of her facing down Trask and his thugs alone, armed with nothing but a baseball bat and stubborn pride, made something violent shift in his chest. She had backbone—that was clear from the intel they'd gathered. But backbone wouldn't stop a bullet or a beating.

She needed protection. Needed the kind of backup civilians didn't know how to ask for.

She needed him.

Tide grabbed his cut from the back of his chair, shrugging into the leather that proclaimed his rank and his brotherhood. The weight of it settled across his shoulders like armor, like identity.

Salt caught his arm at the door. "Be careful."

"Always am."

"No." His vice president's grip tightened slightly. "I mean be careful with this one. You get that look, it changes how you operate. Makes you vulnerable."

Tide met his oldest friend's gaze. Salt had been there through everything—through his father's death, through the founding of the club, through every hard decision and darker moment. If anyone understood how Tide thought, it was him.

"She's civilian protection. That's all."

"Sure." Salt released him, but the skepticism was clear. "Just remember—civilians don't understand our world. She might have backbone, but that doesn't mean she can handle what we do. What you do."

"Then I'll make sure she doesn't have to handle it. That's the point of protection."

He pushed through the door before Salt could call him on that particular piece of bullshit. Because they both knew protection assignments didn't usually involve the president taking personal responsibility. Didn't usually carry that edge of territorial possession he'd felt the second he'd heard Emma Wright's name.

Didn't usually feel like the start of something that was going to complicate his life in ways he couldn't predict.

The late afternoon sun hit him as he crossed the compound yard to where his bike waited. Black and chrome perfection, custom Road King that he maintained with the same ruthless attention he gave everything else. The engine turned over with a satisfying roar, vibration singing through his bones.

Tide kicked the stand and rolled out, leaving the compound behind. The coastal road stretched ahead, familiar as breathing. His territory. His responsibility. His to protect.

And somewhere ahead on Harbor Street, a stubborn woman with her father's backbone was defending ground that corporate thugs wanted to steal.

Not anymore.

Emma Wright was under Salt Water Souls protection now. Whether she knew it yet or not, she'd just become his to defend.

Trask and his hired muscle were about to learn what happened when they threatened what belonged to Tide.
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Emma heard the breaking glass and knew her time was up.

She'd spent the day jumping at shadows, checking the locks every twenty minutes, gripping the bat under the counter until her palms ached. Waiting for Trask to make good on his threat.

Now, at eight-thirty on a Friday night with the shop closed and the street empty, they'd come.

The crash came from the back storage room. Then footsteps. Heavy. Multiple sets.

Emma's phone was in her hand, 911 halfway dialed before she remembered the sheriff was on Trask's payroll. She was alone in this.

She grabbed the bat, backed toward the front door. Three steps from freedom when a voice stopped her cold.

"Going somewhere, sweetheart?"

Jake Mitchell stood between her and the exit, all muscle and malice. Behind him, Ray Kowalski stepped through from the storage room, glass crunching under his boots.

Emma's grip tightened on the bat. "Get out of my shop."

"Your shop." Jake's laugh was ugly. "That's funny. See, Mr. Trask sent us to explain something. This stopped being your shop the second you told him no."

Ray circled to her left, flanking her. Predator tactics. They'd done this before, knew how to corner prey.

"Last chance to reconsider that sale." Ray's voice was calmer than Jake's, which somehow made it worse. "Sign the papers, walk away with your money, nobody gets hurt."

"Fuck your papers." Emma shifted her stance, keeping both men in her peripheral vision. "And fuck Trask."

Jake's expression went mean. "Wrong answer."

He moved fast for a big man. Emma swung the bat, connected with his ribs hard enough to hear something crack. He grunted, stumbled back.

"Bitch!" Jake's hand went to his side, face twisting with rage. "You're gonna pay for that."

Ray came at her from the side. Emma pivoted, bringing the bat around, but he caught it mid-swing. Yanked hard. She held on, refusing to be disarmed, but Ray was stronger. He twisted, and the bat tore from her grip.

Then he backhanded her across the face.

Pain exploded through her cheek. Emma tasted copper, felt her knees buckle. The floor came up fast, rough wood scraping her palms.

"Should've sold when you had the chance." Ray stood over her, still holding her bat. "Now you're gonna sell anyway, after we convince you how persuasive we can be."

Jake moved closer, favoring his ribs but grinning with vicious anticipation. "Boss said make her understand. I'm gonna enjoy this."

Emma's vision swam, ears ringing from the hit. She tried to push herself up, but her arms shook. Blood dripped from her split lip onto the floor her father had walked for forty years.

Not like this. She wouldn't go down like this.

She was reaching for anything—a tackle box, a chair, something to defend herself with—when the roar of a motorcycle cut through the night like approaching thunder.

The engine note changed. Closer. Right outside.

Jake and Ray exchanged glances. Through the shop's front window, headlight glare swept across the walls.

Then the door exploded inward.

Not kicked. Not shouldered. The man who entered simply hit it with such force the lock ripped free from the frame. Wood splintered. The door slammed open and back against the wall with a crack that made Emma flinch.

The man who stepped through was violence incarnate.

Six-three, weathered tan, dark hair silvered at the temples. Storm-gray eyes that swept the scene and went absolutely lethal. He wore leather like a second skin, the cut proclaiming "President" across patches that read "Salt Water Souls MC."

Emma had heard of them. Everyone in the area had. The motorcycle club that controlled the coastal territory with iron fists and zero tolerance for outside interference.

The president's gaze found her on the floor, blood on her face, and something murderous flickered across his features.

Then he looked at Jake and Ray.

"You picked the wrong shop."

His voice was quiet. Controlled. Somehow more terrifying than shouting.

Ray recovered first, raising the bat. "This isn't your business, biker. Walk away."

The president smiled. It was the coldest thing Emma had ever seen.

"Everything in this territory is my business." He took a step forward, and both thugs shifted back instinctively. "That shop belongs to Emma Wright. Emma Wright is under club protection. You just assaulted protected property."

"We work for Coastal Crown—" Jake started.

"I don't give a fuck who you work for." Another step. The president moved like he had all the time in
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