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The scent of smoke still clung to Blaze's leather jacket as he strode through the doors of the Chaos Riders compound. Three fires in two weeks, all hitting small businesses in Devil's Pass who'd refused to pay protection money to some upstart crew. The pattern was obvious to anyone who'd spent five years fighting fires before the department decided his methods were too aggressive.

"Blaze." Viper's voice cut through the chatter in the main room. "My office. Now."

The prospect straightened his shoulders and followed his president down the hallway, past the framed photos of fallen brothers and the trophy case filled with patches from defeated rivals. The compound smelled like leather, motor oil, and the lingering aroma of Dr. Violet's medical supplies from the clinic wing. Home. The only real home he'd known since his discharge from the fire department.

Viper settled behind his massive oak desk, those cold blue eyes studying Blaze with the intensity that had kept the Chaos Riders on top for over a decade. "You see the news about Domingo's Electronics?"

"Yeah." Blaze dropped into the chair across from the desk, his jaw tightening. "Third fire this month. Same accelerant pattern as the bakery and the auto parts store."

"And they all had one thing in common."

"They told some protection racket to go fuck themselves." Blaze's hands curled into fists on his thighs. The thought of anyone threatening businesses in their territory made his blood burn hotter than any fire he'd ever fought.

Viper leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled. "Eddie Vasquez is dead. The Serpents scattered after we took out their leadership. So who's running protection in our territory?"

"Someone with balls and no brains." Blaze met his president's stare. "You want me to find out who."

"I want you to stop them." Viper's voice dropped to that deadly quiet tone that made grown men piss themselves. "Before they get ideas about targeting our legitimate businesses. The medical complex, the art gallery, the custom shop. Any of it."

The protective instinct that had gotten Blaze kicked off the fire department flared to life. Someone was threatening what belonged to the Chaos Riders. What belonged to him by association, by brotherhood, by the blood he'd shed earning his prospect status. The compound wasn't just a building – it was sanctuary. Safety. The place where broken men found purpose and family.

"Consider it handled." Blaze started to rise.

"Sit your ass down. I'm not finished." Viper opened a file folder on his desk. "This isn't a group assignment. This is your solo run. Prove you can handle club business without backup, and that patch becomes permanent."

The words hit Blaze like a shot of pure oxygen to a dying flame. His patch. The thing he'd been working toward for eight months, through every shit assignment, every test of loyalty, every brutal hazing ritual the other brothers had put him through.

"What's the timeline?"

"Fast. Insurance investigator showed up at Domingo's this morning, asking questions about the other fires. Corporate type with a clipboard and a bad attitude." Viper's mouth curved in something that wasn't quite a smile. "If she starts connecting dots, draws attention to patterns, it becomes everyone's problem instead of just ours."

Blaze nodded, his mind already working through possibilities. An insurance investigator meant corporate involvement, which meant federal scrutiny if the pattern got big enough. The club had worked too hard building their legitimate operations to let some torch job bring heat down on them.

"I'll handle the fires and the investigator." He stood, leather jacket creaking. "Anything else?"

"Yeah." Viper's eyes went flat and dangerous. "The arsonist is smart, methodical, probably has a background in fire suppression or investigation. Someone who knows how to make it look accidental enough to fool the local fire chief but obvious enough to send a message."

"Like me."

"Exactly like you." Viper closed the file. "Which means this bastard probably knows you're coming. Watch your six."

Blaze headed for the door, adrenaline already pumping through his system. A solo assignment. His shot at proving he belonged here permanently, that the Chaos Riders patch on his back meant more than just colors – it meant family. Brotherhood. A place where a man's violent protective instincts were assets instead of liabilities.

The hallway seemed longer on the way out, filled with the sounds of club life. Wrench's laughter from the kitchen where he was probably terrorizing prospects with stories about his explosive ordnance disposal days. The steady thump of weights from the gym where the younger members worked out their aggression. The low murmur of conversation from the chapel where church would be held tonight.

His territory. His brothers. His responsibility to protect.

Blaze pushed through the compound's front doors into the Arizona heat, scanning the parking lot automatically for threats. The custom Harley he'd built from scratch sat in the prospects' section, chrome gleaming, engine tuned to perfection. Eight months ago, he'd been a disgraced firefighter with nowhere to go. Now he had purpose again.

Someone was burning down businesses in Chaos Riders territory. Someone who thought they could muscle in on what belonged to the club, threaten the legitimate operations that kept families fed and bills paid. Someone who had no idea they'd just painted a target on their back.

Blaze swung his leg over the bike and fired up the engine, the rumble vibrating through his chest like a war drum. Time to go hunting.

The arsonist had made this personal the moment they lit their first match in Devil's Pass. Now Blaze was going to show them what happened when you threatened what belonged to the Chaos Riders. What belonged to him.

Fire was his element. Always had been. Time to remind some upstart crew why you didn't play with matches in a prospect's backyard.
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The acrid smell of burned electronics hit Kari Shaw's nostrils the moment she stepped out of her rental car. Domingo's Electronics sat like a blackened skeleton against the Arizona sky, yellow crime scene tape fluttering in the desert breeze. Three days since the fire, and the building still radiated heat waves that made the air shimmer.

She adjusted the strap of her leather briefcase and pulled out her tablet, stylus ready. Systematic documentation was the key to pattern recognition, and Kari had built her reputation at Pinnacle Insurance on finding patterns other investigators missed. The company hadn't sent her to Devil's Pass for her charming personality.

"Another business owner who thought he could skip the protection payments." The voice belonged to a heavyset man in a fire chief's uniform who approached from the building's remains. "Name's Williams. You the insurance lady?"

"Kari Shaw, Pinnacle Insurance." She showed him her credentials without taking her eyes off the burn patterns visible through the broken storefront windows. "Protection payments?"

Williams shrugged, mopping sweat from his forehead with a dingy handkerchief. "Word gets around in a small town. Domingo told his neighbor he'd been approached by some crew wanting monthly payments for 'fire protection.' Told them where they could shove it."

Kari made notes on her tablet, but her mind was already connecting dots. The bakery fire two weeks ago – owner had mentioned being approached by men wanting protection money. The auto parts store last week – same story according to the preliminary report. Three businesses, three refusals, three fires.

"Any witnesses to the actual blaze?" she asked.

"Started around two AM. By the time the trucks got here, the whole front section was engulfed." Williams gestured toward the collapsed display area where melted computer monitors had fused into abstract sculptures. "Professional job. Accelerant poured in a pattern designed for maximum damage, minimum spread to neighboring buildings."

That detail made Kari's pulse quicken. Maximum damage, minimum spread meant someone with knowledge of fire behavior. Someone who understood how flames moved, how to control burn patterns. The kind of expertise that came from training, not trial and error.

She photographed the burn patterns from multiple angles, noting the telltale pour marks where accelerant had been applied. The perpetrator had known exactly how much chemical to use and where to place it for optimal destruction while avoiding the apartments above the neighboring buildings.

"Chief Williams, do you have the reports from the other fires? The bakery and the auto parts store?"

"Sure, but they're pretty straightforward. Same MO – accelerant, middle of the night, businesses that had refused protection." He pulled a manila folder from his truck. "Why? Your company thinking of not paying out?"

"Just being thorough." Kari accepted the folder, already scanning the photographs clipped inside. The burn patterns were nearly identical – precise, controlled, professional. "Has anyone been asking questions? Private investigators, federal agents, anyone else from outside town?"

Williams shook his head. "Just you. Though there's been some motorcycle traffic lately. Prospects from that club up the road, riding through town more than usual."

The mention of motorcycles made Kari look up from the files. "What club?"

"Chaos Riders. Got a compound about ten miles north of here." Williams's expression grew cautious. "They run legitimate businesses now – medical clinic, art gallery, custom bike shop. But they're still an outlaw club. Still dangerous."

Kari had heard of the Chaos Riders during her research before the trip. Former military members who'd built a surprising reputation for running clean businesses while maintaining their territorial control. The kind of organization that might take protection rackets in their area very personally.

"Have they been involved in any of these fires?"

"Hell no. Chaos Riders got no reason to burn down paying customers." Williams closed his folder. "If anything, they'd be the ones stopping this shit. Bad for their legitimate business interests."

That made sense from a strategic standpoint, but it also meant the arsonist was either incredibly stupid or incredibly confident. Burning businesses in an established MC's territory was tantamount to declaring war, especially when those businesses likely generated tax revenue that supported the club's legal operations.

Kari spent another hour documenting the scene, taking measurements and photographs that would support her pattern analysis. The financial losses were escalating – the bakery had been insured for fifty thousand, the auto parts store for seventy-five thousand, and Domingo's Electronics for over a hundred thousand. If the pattern continued, the next target would likely be insured for even more.

She was crouched near the back wall, photographing scorch marks, when the rumble of a motorcycle engine made her look up. The bike that pulled into the parking lot was a work of art – custom Harley with chrome so polished it reflected the afternoon sun like a mirror. The rider who dismounted wore worn leather and moved with the fluid grace of someone comfortable with violence.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that looked like he'd run his fingers through it and intelligent eyes that missed nothing as they swept the scene. When his gaze landed on Kari, she felt a jolt of awareness that had nothing to do with professional interest and everything to do with the way he carried himself like a barely leashed predator.

"You the insurance investigator?" His voice was rough velvet, the kind that probably made smart women do stupid things.

"Kari Shaw, Pinnacle Insurance." She stood, brushing dust off her slacks. "And you are?"

"Blaze." No last name, which meant either he was being deliberately evasive or he was used to being known by a single identifier. Given the motorcycle and the leather, probably the latter. "Heard someone was asking questions about the fires."

The way he said it wasn't quite a threat, but there was an edge underneath the casual tone. This man knew more about the fires than he was letting on, and he definitely wasn't just a concerned citizen offering help.

"I'm investigating a pattern of insurance claims. Three fires, all targeting small businesses, all using the same accelerant and burn technique." Kari kept her voice professional despite the way his presence seemed to charge the air around them. "Do you have information that might be relevant?"

Blaze moved closer, close enough that she caught the scent of leather and motor oil and something darker, more dangerous. "Might. Depends what kind of questions you're asking and who you're planning to share the answers with."

"I'm trying to determine if these fires are connected and if there are likely to be more." She met his stare directly, refusing to be intimidated even though every instinct was screaming that this man was lethal in ways she couldn't even imagine. "Someone with fire suppression training is targeting businesses that refuse to pay protection money. Unless they're stopped, the pattern will continue to escalate."

Something shifted in Blaze's expression, a flicker of what might have been approval. "Smart. Most people don't see patterns until it's too late."

"Most people don't make a living looking for them." Kari tilted her head, studying him. "You seem to know something about fires yourself."

"Used to fight them." The admission came with a slight hardening of his jaw. "Before I found better ways to handle my anger management issues."

The pieces clicked into place – former firefighter turned motorcycle club member, investigating fires in his territory. He wasn't just gathering information; he was hunting the arsonist. The question was whether he planned to turn them over to the authorities or handle the problem himself.

"Are we going to have a problem?" Kari asked quietly.

Blaze's mouth curved in something that wasn't quite a smile. "Depends. You planning to interfere with club business?"

"I'm planning to document insurance fraud and file my reports. What happens after that is above my pay grade." She held his gaze steadily. "But I won't ignore evidence of criminal activity."

"Fair enough." He moved even closer, close enough that she could see the flecks of gold in his dark eyes. "Word of advice – Devil's Pass isn't the kind of place where corporate types should be wandering around alone asking questions. Especially pretty corporate types."

The compliment, delivered in that rough voice, sent heat spiraling through her chest. Kari had spent her entire career in male-dominated environments, fending off everything from subtle condescension to outright harassment. But this didn't feel like either. This felt like a man recognizing a woman and liking what he saw.

"I can take care of myself." The words came out breathier than she'd intended.

"Can you?" Blaze reached out, his fingertips brushing her cheek so lightly she might have imagined it. "Because someone just declared war on the wrong territory, and pretty insurance investigators make tempting targets."

Then he was stepping back, the spell broken, leaving Kari with burning skin and a racing pulse that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the most dangerous kind of attraction.

"Be careful, Kari Shaw," he said, swinging his leg over the Harley. "Devil's Pass lives up to its name."

The motorcycle roared to life, and he was gone, leaving her standing in the ruins of Domingo's Electronics with the taste of smoke in the air and the memory of callused fingertips against her skin.
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Blaze spent the rest of the afternoon riding through Devil's Pass, his mind split between the insurance investigator's intelligent questions and the familiar burn patterns he'd seen at Domingo's Electronics. Kari Shaw was trouble wrapped in professional clothes and sensible shoes, but she'd spotted the same connections he had. That made her either an asset or a liability, depending on how smart she was about keeping her mouth shut.

The sun was setting behind the mountains when he pulled into Murphy's Bar, a dive on the outskirts of town where off-duty firefighters and cops went to drink away the day's horrors. If someone was running a protection racket using arson, they'd need inside information about response times and investigation protocols. Murphy's was where that kind of information got traded over whiskey and bullshit war stories.

He'd barely ordered a beer when he spotted a familiar face at the far end of the bar. Carl Hendricks, former Devil's Pass Fire Department, drummed out eighteen months ago for drinking on the job. The man had aged badly – gray stubble, bloodshot eyes, and the kind of desperate edge that came from burning through unemployment benefits and pride in equal measure.

Blaze settled onto a barstool with a clear view of the room and nursed his beer while he listened. Carl was holding court with a couple of younger guys, spinning tales about his glory days fighting structure fires. But there was something off about the way he described burn patterns, too much technical detail for casual conversation.

"The key is understanding thermal dynamics," Carl was saying, his voice slightly slurred. "Most amateurs use too much accelerant, create flashover conditions that spread beyond the target area. Professional job requires precision."

One of the younger men – late twenties, cheap leather jacket, prison tattoos visible on his forearms – leaned forward with interest. "Sounds like you know what you're talking about."

"Twenty years fighting fires teaches you how they think." Carl drained his whiskey and signaled for another. "Fire's got personality, patterns. You learn to speak its language."

Blaze felt the pieces clicking into place. Carl Hendricks had the expertise, the motive, and the desperate need for money that made men do stupid things. The question was who he was working for and how long before he graduated from small businesses to bigger targets.

The answer came when the younger man mentioned a name that made Blaze's blood turn to ice.

"Maldonado wants the medical complex hit next week," the man said quietly. "Something about sending a message to the bikers that nobody's untouchable."

Steve Maldonado. Blaze knew that name from intelligence briefings. Former Serpents member who'd gone freelance after Knife had eliminated Eddie Vasquez and scattered the crew. Apparently Maldonado had decided the power vacuum was an opportunity to build his own operation, starting with a protection racket in Chaos Riders territory.

Stupid move. Fatal move.

Blaze was reaching for his phone to text Viper when Carl's companion suddenly went rigid, his gaze fixed on something
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