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​Chapter 1: The Weight of the Patch
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The air in Oakhaven didn’t just hang; it pressed down against the skin like a hot, greasy rag. It was a cocktail of sulfur from the refineries and the sharp, ozone-tinged exhaust that defined the Iron Vultures’ territory. For most, this place was a waypoint on the way to somewhere better. For Jaxon "Jax" Creed, it was the only world that mattered, a kingdom built on jagged metal and ironclad rules.

Jax stood on the catwalk overlooking the Vultures’ primary garage, his boots heavy against the corrugated steel. Below, the rhythmic clink-hiss of pneumatic wrenches punctuated the ambient drone of heavy machinery. It was a symphony of labor and violence. As the Vice President of the club, his word was the spine of the organization. He was the one who ensured the grease stayed slick and the accounts stayed balanced. He was the one who looked the local police in the eye and reminded them of the price of curiosity.

He reached into the pocket of his denim cut, feeling the familiar weight of a silver coin—a nervous tic he’d developed over the last decade. His life was defined by the patch on his back, the skull-and-wings insignia that marked him as a pillar of this brotherhood. He looked out over the sea of Harleys and modified cruisers, the Chrome Altar of their existence. Every bike here was a story of a debt paid, a loyalty tested, or a rival silenced.

"Everything’s prepped for the run tonight, Jax," a voice grumbled behind him.

Jax didn't turn. He recognized the heavy, labored breathing of Ruck, the club’s sergeant-at-arms. "The transport from the southern refinery? Is the manifest clean?"

"Clean as a whistle," Ruck muttered, leaning against the railing. The man smelled of stale tobacco and cheap bourbon, a scent that clung to the very soul of the Vultures. "The syndicate in the next county is getting twitchy, though. They think they’ve got a claim on the sector. They’ve been sniffing around the north fence since Tuesday."

Jax’s jaw tightened. "They’ll stop sniffing once they realize the cost of breathing our air."

His focus shifted back to the center of the garage. There she was. Sienna.

She was moving between the workbenches, carrying a tray of iced tea for the mechanics. She looked effortless—a dangerous contrast to the grimy, oil-stained reality of the workshop. Her hair was pulled back, exposing the long, slender line of her neck, and her movements were fluid, graceful, even amidst the chaos of the hangar. Watching her, a strange, localized warmth spread through Jax’s chest, a rare crack in his stoic facade.

Sienna had been his for three years. In a world where loyalty was currency, she was the gold standard. She was the one who kept him sane when the weight of the Vice Presidency threatened to crush him. She was the one who didn't flinch when he came home with blood on his knuckles or the scent of motor oil and gunpowder deep in his pores.

She paused at a bench, laughing at something a young prospect had said. The sound was bright, piercing through the low-frequency drone of the hangar. Jax felt a possessive surge—a sharp, electric need to have her back by his side, away from the prying eyes of the prospects and the noise of the club.

He didn't notice the way she glanced up, her eyes scanning the rafters. When her gaze met his, there wasn't the usual softness. For a fleeting second, her expression was tight—almost frantic—before she masked it with a practiced, hollow smile.

Jax frowned, his thumb rubbing the edge of the silver coin in his pocket until the metal bit into his skin. He had been so focused on the logistics of the shipment, on the looming threat of the rival syndicate, that he hadn't noticed the subtle shift in her temperament over the last week. She had been distant, jumpy, her eyes constantly darting toward the exits, her phone hidden deeper in her purse than usual.

"Something wrong, boss?" Ruck asked, following Jax’s line of sight.

"No," Jax lied, his voice a low, gravelly rumble. "Just logistics. The run needs to be flawless. We can’t afford any glitches, not with the syndicate eyeing our routes."

He turned away from the railing, heading toward the staircase. He needed to get to the office, to check the encrypted ledgers that only he and the President—and, theoretically, Sienna—had access to. The itch at the back of his neck, the one that usually signaled an ambush, wouldn't stop buzzing.

As he descended the stairs, the heat of the garage intensified. The smell of gasoline became almost suffocating. He passed Sienna, who was heading toward the admin office. He caught her arm, his grip firm but careful. She startled, the tray in her hand rattling.

"Hey," he said, his voice dropping to a softer, more intimate register. "You alright? You’ve been distant."

Sienna looked at him, and for a heart-stopping moment, he thought he saw real, unadulterated terror in her eyes. It was gone as quickly as it appeared, replaced by a weary, hollow exhaustion. "Just the heat, Jax. This place... it never stops draining you, does it?"

"It drains everyone," he replied, sliding his hand up to touch her cheek. Her skin was cool, a stark contrast to the stifling air. "That’s why we’re the Vultures. We don’t get drained; we take."

She looked away, her eyes fixed on the massive iron gate at the front of the compound. "And what happens when there’s nothing left to take?"

Jax didn't have an answer for that. He simply pulled her closer, pressing a brief, firm kiss to her forehead. "We keep riding until the road runs out."

He watched her walk away, his eyes tracing the line of her spine. He should have noticed then. He should have seen the way her shoulders were hunched, the way she didn't look back. But he was a man built for war, not for reading the subtle, desperate language of a woman living in a cage. He walked toward the office, his boots striking the concrete with a rhythmic, heavy finality. He had a run to plan, a club to defend, and a future to cement.

He didn't know that the floor beneath him was already beginning to crack. He didn't know that the silence he cherished was about to be shattered by the one person who held the key to his survival. He pushed open the office door, the heavy steel hinges groaning in protest, and sat down at his desk.

Jax pulled the ledger toward the center of his desk, the fluorescent lights humming overhead with a maddening, erratic buzz. The office was a windowless box of cinderblock and file cabinets, smelling perpetually of stale nicotine and the heavy, metallic tang of hydraulic fluid that drifted in from the garage. He adjusted the lamp, the yellowed light casting long, skeletal shadows across the pages of the ledger.

For years, this book had been his bible. It held the truth of the Iron Vultures—the shipping routes, the bribes paid to local judges, the weight of every ounce of product moved through the Oakhaven corridor. It was the architecture of their power. But as Jax began to reconcile the entries from the last three months, a sickening rhythm began to emerge. The numbers didn't just drift; they plummeted.

He flipped back a page, his heart hammering a steady, warning cadence against his ribs. The June haul was recorded as standard, but the payout—the percentage that went into the club’s "emergency fund"—was missing exactly twelve percent. He checked the July entries. Same discrepancy. August. Again.

It wasn't a clerical error. The entries had been scrubbed with a professional, surgical precision. Someone had been siphoning the club's lifeblood, moving it through a shell account that appeared to be linked to a shipping entity in the neighboring valley—a front for the very syndicate that had been encroaching on their North fence.

"Twelve percent," he whispered, the sound dying in the cramped room.

The realization was a gut punch. To move that kind of money required more than just access; it required a deep, intimate knowledge of the club’s internal routing codes and the specific encryption keys used to mask their digital footprints. Only three people in the entire Vultures hierarchy possessed those keys: Jax, the President, and the woman who acted as their primary administrator for internal record-keeping.

Sienna.

He stared at the page, the ink seeming to blur and shift before his eyes. He tried to rationalize it. He thought of her brother, Leo—a reckless, debt-ridden addict who had been trying to scramble out of a hole in the city for the better part of two years. Had she been doing this to save him? The thought was a jagged shard of glass in his chest. He didn't want to believe it, yet the evidence stared back at him with cold, mathematical certainty.

He closed his eyes for a moment, letting the silence of the office wrap around him. He thought of their nights together, the way she would hold him in the dark when the nightmares of the road—the crashes, the funerals, the constant, low-level paranoia—became too much to bear. Had all of that been a performance? Was he just the unwitting shield, the muscle meant to keep the world away while she systematically bled his brotherhood dry?

A sharp knock on the door made him jump. Before he could respond, the handle turned and Ruck stepped in, his face etched with a rare, anxious line.

"Jax, we’ve got a situation," Ruck said, stepping fully into the room and shutting the door behind him. He looked at the ledger, then back to Jax’s face, his eyes narrowing. "You found it, didn't you?"

Jax didn't look up from the book. His voice was deathly quiet. "Found what, Ruck? The missing twelve percent? Or the fact that our routes have been compromised since June?"

Ruck exhaled, a long, weary sound that stirred the dust in the air. "I didn't want to bring it to you. Not until I was sure. But the boys are starting to talk, Jax. They’re noticing the shipments are lighter, the payoffs are slower. If the President hears about this before you explain it, you’re dead. You know how he handles internal theft."

"Who?" Jax asked, the word feeling like a curse.

Ruck didn't need to answer. The hesitation in his eyes was answer enough. He walked over and placed a heavy, scarred hand on the desk, pressing down on the ledger.

"She’s been seen," Ruck continued, his voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "The scouts tracked a car registered to her, or at least one she uses, parked outside a warehouse on the edge of the syndicate’s territory. She’s been going there at night, Jax. While you’re out on the run, while you’re keeping the perimeter secure."

Jax stood up, his chair clattering back against the cinderblock wall. His rage was a cold, white-hot thing, surging through his limbs and tightening his lungs. He wanted to break something. He wanted to storm into the garage and tear the place apart, but he knew that would only alert the rats in the walls.

"When was the last time?" Jax asked.

"Yesterday," Ruck said. "She was seen entering the warehouse around midnight. She didn't come out for three hours."

"And the President?"

"He knows," Ruck replied, his voice dropping even lower. "He’s calling a meeting of the inner circle tonight. Right after the final load goes out. He’s not going to wait for an investigation, Jax. He views this as an act of war. You, me, and her—our heads are on the chopping block for this."

Jax felt the walls of the office closing in. The room felt smaller, the air thinner. He thought of Sienna—the way her hands had trembled slightly when he touched her cheek earlier, the way she had looked at the gate like a prisoner longing for a release she couldn't afford. She wasn't just stealing money; she was orchestrating a betrayal that would burn the Iron Vultures to the ground.

But why? If she was working for the syndicate, why stay here? Why live in the dirt and the grease, exposed to the violence of his life, if she already had a foot in the door of his enemies?

"She’s not just stealing, Ruck," Jax said, his mind beginning to churn with the tactical possibilities. "She’s buying something. A life. Her brother’s, maybe. Or her own."

"Doesn't matter what she’s buying," Ruck countered, his gaze hard. "It matters what she’s costing us. The club is already on edge. If we don't handle this, they’ll handle us."

Jax nodded slowly, his movements robotic. He reached into his desk and pulled out a small, black burner phone. He hadn't touched it in months, but it was his fail-safe. If everything went south, this was the way out. But there was no way out of this. Not when the knife was in his own back.

"Tell the President I’ll handle the audit," Jax said, his voice devoid of emotion. "Tell him I’ll have the full report by the time the shipment leaves. Keep the boys in the garage. I want no one going near the admin office."

"Jax—"

"Go, Ruck!"

As the sergeant-at-arms retreated, Jax turned back to the ledger. He stared at the names, the dates, the locations. Each entry was a lie, a carefully constructed narrative meant to mask the destruction of his world. He thought of the three years he had invested in her, the way he had ignored the red flags because he wanted, more than anything, to believe in something pure in a world that was fundamentally rotten.

He picked up a pen, his knuckles white. He began to cross out the false entries, his movements sharp and deliberate. He wasn't just editing the ledger; he was erasing his own history. He had to decide now: did he protect the woman who had made him a fool, or did he protect the only thing he had left—his life?

The irony was not lost on him. He had spent his entire existence protecting the Vultures, only to realize that he had been the one who had invited the ruin inside. He looked at the last entry in the book—a date, a time, a destination. It was for tonight. The night of the blood debt.

He realized then that he had been set up to take the fall from the very beginning. The syndicate didn't just want the money; they wanted the Vice President gone. And they had used the one person he loved to ensure the trap was perfectly set.

He felt a strange, quiet calm settle over him. The rage was still there, but it was buried deep, underneath a layer of ice. If they wanted his life, they were going to have to take it from a man who had already stopped caring if he lived or died.

He stood up, tucked the ledger under his arm, and walked toward the door. He had one more stop to make before the meeting. He had to see her one last time. He had to hear the lie from her own lips, and in that moment of confession, he would decide whether to cut her loose or let them both burn in the fire that was coming for them.

The garage was louder now, the sound of engines revving echoing against the corrugated metal. The air was thick with the scent of unburned fuel and the anticipation of the night’s ride. He stepped out of the office, his shadow stretching long and dark across the concrete floor. He was a ghost walking through the halls of his own tomb. Every face he passed was a reminder of a brotherhood he was about to lose, a loyalty he had been betrayed by.

He caught sight of Sienna near the back exit, her silhouette framed by the harsh, blinding light of the desert night. She was looking at her phone, her fingers flying across the screen. She was finalizing the plans, sending the last pieces of the puzzle to the people who were waiting in the shadows to finish the job.

The air in the back of the hangar was stagnant, thick with the smell of spilled oil and the sharp, metallic tang of ozone from the welding torches. Sienna was leaning against a stack of shipping crates, her phone clutched in her hand like a lifeline. She didn't see him approach until the shadow of his tall, broad-shouldered frame stretched over her, effectively blotting out the harsh glare of the work lights.

She looked up, and for a split second, the mask of the composed, helpful administrator slipped. Her eyes widened, the pupils dilating in a primal, instinctive reaction to danger. She quickly tucked the phone into the pocket of her jeans, but the motion was frantic, uncoordinated.

"Jax," she breathed, her voice barely audible over the distant roar of a revving motorcycle engine. "You shouldn't be back here. You know the President said the inner circle is in lockdown."

Jax stopped a few feet away, his presence radiating a cold, suffocating pressure. He held the heavy, leather-bound ledger at his side, his grip tight enough to turn his knuckles the color of bleached bone. He didn't speak immediately. He just stared at her, cataloging every detail of her face—the slight tremor in her chin, the way her hair was mussed, the haunted depth of her eyes that he had once mistaken for vulnerability.

"Lockdown," he repeated, his voice a low, gravelly rasp that vibrated in the damp air. "That’s an interesting word to use, Sienna. Especially when there’s so much coming out of the club lately. So much that shouldn't be leaving."

Sienna took a step back, her back hitting the cold, unforgiving surface of the crates. "I don't know what you're talking about, Jax. I've been busy with the inventory. You know that."

"I do," Jax stepped forward, closing the distance until he was towering over her. He could smell her—that familiar scent of vanilla and faint, lingering gasoline. It used to soothe his frayed nerves; now, it made his skin crawl with a bitter, visceral revulsion. "I’ve spent the last hour looking at that inventory, Sienna. It’s a work of art. The way you balanced the books, the way you siphoned off twelve percent under the guise of 'operational maintenance.' It was brilliant. Truly."

The color drained from her face, leaving her pale as a sheet. She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. The air between them seemed to crackle, charged with the static of a thousand unsaid words.

"Was it worth it?" Jax asked, his voice dropping to a dangerous, intimate whisper. He reached out, his hand hovering inches from her face before he curled it into a fist at his side. "Tell me. Did they promise to save Leo? Is that the currency you traded my brotherhood
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