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​PROLOGUE 

​THE ANATOMY OF A SPARK
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The match didn’t strike on the first pull, John Bowen spat a bit of loose tobacco onto the grease stained concrete of the floor, his broad thumb pressing hard against the small cardboard box. On the second drag, the sulfur caught. A small, violent burst of orange flared against the damp dark of the hay barn, catching the sharp lines of his face, the heavy brow, the graying hair at his temples, the permanent smudge of carbon etched into the pores of his knuckles.

He didn’t look like a man about to change everything. He looked like a mechanic who had worked a fourteen hour shift and wanted nothing more than a pint of dark ale and a quiet corner in the crossroads pub; across the oil slicked work bench, Molly Bartlett watched him; she didn’t flinch when the match flared, she sat on the edge of a stack of fresh timber, her woolen coat tucked neatly around her knees, looking completely out of place among the rusted spanners, the disassembled engine blocks, and the heavy smell of diesel fuel.

Her smile was small, patient, and perfectly still. It was the face she wore when she gave money to the parish restoration fund or when she listened to the local shopkeepers complain about the price of flour; "you’re making a mistake, John," she said, her voice was low, smooth, lacking the rough, clipped edges of the Armagh hills that shaped every other voice in the yard "the border road is clear, the trucks are moving, there is no reason to change the arrangement now."

John dropped the match onto a metal tray, watching the flame curl into gray ash before he pulled a long drag from his cigarette. The arrangement is finished, Molly;  the boys are getting older. Elliot is fourteen now. He’s spent the last three months trying to fix the transmission on an old Austin, and his hands look exactly like mine. I don’t want him looking over his shoulder every time a police car drives past the gate."

Molly didn’t move. She didn’t look angry. That was the most terrifying thing about her, though John had known her too long to notice the chill. She simply reached out, her gloved fingers tracing the edge of a copper pipe on the bench.

"Elliot is a clever lad," she murmured. "He understands how the world works. He knows that bills don't get paid with clean hands and good intentions."

"He doesn't know anything about the border runs," John snapped, the stillness dropping from his shoulders as he leaned forward. "And he’s not going to. We built the Ashbrook club to have something of our own. A garage. A haulage license. A bit of ground where a man can work without a uniform or a boss telling him who he owes. The other stuff... that was to get us through the lean winter. The winter is over"

"The winter is never over in this country," Molly said softly. She stood up, smoothing the front of her coat with a slow, deliberate stroke of her palms. "You think because you built a fence around this yard, the rest of the world stops existing? You owe people, John. I am the only reason those people haven't come through that gate with crowbars."

"Then let them come," John said. He stood too, towering over her, his chest broad under his heavy leather vest, the three piece patch on his back, the skull wrapped in ash leaves, the words Ashbrook MC arched in thick white thread caught the low light. "I’m telling the club tonight. We’re out. Every ledger is clean. If you have a problem with that, you talk to me. Leave the rest of them out of it."

Molly looked at him for a long, unbroken moment. The silence between them grew heavy, filled only by the rhythmic click of a cooling engine across the floor and the distant, lonely call of a wood pigeon in the drumlin trees outside.

"All right," she said finally. Her face relaxed back into that warm, familiar expression that made the townspeople trust her with their secrets. "If your mind is made up, John. I won't argue with a stubborn man."

She turned and walked toward the small side door, her boots clicking softly against the concrete. She didn't look back. She didn't need to.

Ten minutes later, John was under the chassis of a heavy delivery truck, a socket wrench in his hand, when the first smell reached him. It wasn’t the familiar, acrid tang of burnt oil or the sharp sting of gasoline. It was sweet, chemical, and thick enough to catch in the back of his throat.

He slid out from beneath the iron frame, his boots skidding on a wet patch that shouldn't have been there. The floor was dark with fluid, a wide, shimmering pool creeping out from behind the stacks of winter hay stored at the back of the barn.

Before he could shout, before he could even draw a full breath, a single spark caught at the edge of the timber stack.

It didn't start as a small fire. It didn't crawl. It went up with a dull, hollow roar that shook the corrugated tin roof overhead. A wall of yellow-white heat slammed into John’s chest, knocking him backward against the wheel of the truck.

"Andrew!" he yelled, his voice choked by the instant, greasy smoke that filled the rafters. "Crow! Get the boys out!"

Through the red glare of the shifting heat, he saw the main doors. They were heavy timber, reinforced with iron bars, built to keep out rivals and raiders. They were closed. And from the outside, the thick iron padlock had just clicked into place, two miles away, in the small, stonewalled cottage behind the cathedral, fourteenyearold Elliot Bowen sat at the kitchen table. The house was quiet, save for the steady tick of the grandfather clock in the hall and the sound of his mother washing the supper dishes in the scullery.

He had a diagram of a fivespeed gearbox laid out under the lamp, his pencil tracing the gear teeth with meticulous care. He liked the logic of it. If the teeth aligned, the shaft turned. If the shaft turned, the wheels moved. There was no guesswork. There were no secrets.

Suddenly, the light in the window flickered,

Elliot looked up. Far out on the edge of the town, where the low hills gave way to the marshy flats of the Ashbrook road, a red glow was pulsing against the low, heavy clouds. It looked like a sunrise, but it was nearly ten o’clock at night.

"Mom," he said, his voice cracking slightly with the sudden tightness in his throat.

His mother didn't answer. She stood by the window, her hands still dripping soapy water onto the linoleum floor, her eyes fixed on the distant red smudge in the dark.

Elliot didn't wait. He didn't grab his coat. He burst through the kitchen door, his sneakers pounding against the wet tarmac of the lane, his breath coming in short, ragged gasps as he ran toward the light, by the time he reached the lane leading down to the yard, the sky was completely orange. The smell of burning creosote and rubber was thick on the wind, burning his eyes. A crowd was already gathering at the edge of the ditch, neighbors in slippers, men from the nearby terraces with blankets over their shoulders, all of them standing perfectly still, their faces painted red by the glare.

Elliot shoved through them, his elbows digging into ribs, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird

"Dad!" he screamed. "Dad!"

A large hand caught him by the shoulder, spinning him around. It was Andrew Hennessy, one of his father’s oldest riders, Andrew’s face was black with soot, his shirt torn, and a thick stream of blood was running down the side of his head from a jagged gash near his right eye. He was shaking, his breath coming in dry, rattling sobs

"Don't look, lad," Andrew groaned, trying to pull Elliot into his chest. "Don't go down there. There’s nothing to be done."

Elliot fought him, twisting violently in the man’s grip until he could see past him.

The hay barn was gone. It was just a skeleton of burning timber, collapsing inward with a series of sharp, explosive cracks as the fuel tanks blew. Two other men from the club were dragging a third body away from the edge of the heat, their leather jackets smoking in the dark.

And standing just beyond the perimeter of the heat, her face pale and composed in the shifting light, was Molly Bartlett. She had a thick wool blanket wrapped around the shoulders of a weeping young woman whose husband worked the night shift. Molly was murmuring something, her hand stroking the girl’s hair, her eyes fixed on the center of the wreckage where the roof had just come down.

She looked up then, her gaze drifting across the smoke until it found Elliot.

She didn't look away. She didn't smile. She just watched the boy with a quiet, steady gravity, her hand never stopping its slow, soothing motion against the crying girl’s shoulder.

Elliot stopped struggling against Andrew’s grip. The heat from the fire was hitting his face, scorching his skin, but inside his chest, everything went completely, perfectly cold.

The fire hadn't just taken the barn. It had taken the alignment. The teeth were broken, the gears were stripped, and the silence that settled over the Ashbrook Yard that night was the kind that would take twentytwo years to break.

By midnight, the heavy orange glare had died down to a dull, pulsing crimson that crouched low in the belly of the valley. The crowd along the ditch had thinned, leaving only the neighbors whose houses backed up against the lane, their voices low and flat as they talked about the wind and how lucky it was the sparks hadn't carried toward the terraces on the hill.

Elliot hadn't moved from the low stone wall at the edge of the property. His sneakers were soaked through with the gray, oily water that had pooled in the ruts of the lane, and his fingers were jammed deep into the pockets of his jeans, curled into tight, rigid knots.

Andrew Hennessy sat a few feet away on an upturned oil drum. A paramedic from the ambulance had put a white dressing over his right eye, securing it with a length of medical tape that ran across his forehead, but Andrew had refused to get into the back of the vehicle. His leather vest was smeared with grease and wet soot, the silver snaps on the front catching the occasional flash of the blue emergency lights still spinning atop the police Rover.

"Your mother is up at the house, Elliot," Andrew said. His voice was a dry, rattling thing, stripped raw by the smoke. "Rebecca’s father is with her. You should go up. There’s nothing more to see here."

Elliot didn't look at him. He kept his eyes on the center of the yard, where the iron frame of the delivery truck stood like a blackened ribcage among the steaming mounds of timber. "Who turned the key, Andrew?"

Andrew stirred, the plastic drum groaning under his weight. "The fire brigade says it was the wiring behind the generator. Old lines. The damp gets into them during the autumn, and then you get a short."

"My dad checked those lines on Tuesday," Elliot said. His voice didn't have the cracking uncertainty of a fourteenyearold’s anymore; it had gone flat and heavy, imitating the tone his father used when a customer tried to dispute a bill. "He made me hold the meter while he tested the ground. They weren't short."

Andrew looked down at his own boots, his broad, weathered hands hooked over his knees. "Fires don't need a written invitation, lad. Sometimes things just burn."

"Molly was here," Elliot said.

Andrew’s head came up, his one visible eye narrowing in the dim light. "Molly Bartlett? Aye, she was. She brought blankets down from the hotel for the women. She’s a good soul, Elliot. Don't go looking for ghosts where there’s only bad luck."

Elliot didn't answer. He watched across the yard as two men in heavy rubber coats used a crowbar to lever open the side door of the main office. The hinges gave way with a sharp, metallic screech that echoed off the stone walls of the old mill behind them.

He knew every corner of this yard. He knew where his father kept the spare gaskets, where the ledger with the club’s real accounts was hidden behind the loose brick in the chimney, and exactly how many paces it took to get from the grease pit to the main gate. His father had taught him to count the world in specific, measurable units. Three turns of the wrench for a tight nut. Four quarts of oil for the tractor.

Now, the math didn't add up.

He stood up from the wall, his joints stiff from the damp chill, and walked down the incline toward the wreckage. The mud was thick, clinging to the soles of his shoes with
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