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1. The Smoke Before the Fire
The industrial yard at the edge of Ash Creek was silent except for the low hum of an idling cruiser. I watched Deputy Miller wipe sweat from his upper lip with the back of a shaking hand. He held a thick envelope that looked heavy in his grip.

"I can't keep doing this, Cinder," Miller said. His voice was thin.

I didn't move. My boots were planted in the gravel. I kept my hands visible but still. Black ink covered my arms from my wrists to my shoulders, peaking out from the edges of my leather vest. I waited until he looked me in the eyes.

"You took the money, Miller. That means you keep doing it until I say you stop."

He looked at the black SUV parked near the gate. Then he looked at the warehouse behind us. His eyes moved constantly. He was a man waiting for a trap to spring.

"The Wraiths are asking questions," he whispered. "They know about the shipments."

"Let them ask," I said.

I heard a sound from the side. It wasn't the wind. It was the scrape of a shoe against a metal grate near the loading dock. I didn't turn my head immediately. I used my peripheral vision to scan the shadows.

A woman stood near the staircase. She wore a grey sweatshirt three sizes too big for her. Her hair was a dark reddish-brown. She wasn't moving. She was watching us with an intensity that made the hair on my arms stand up.

Miller didn't see her. He was too busy staring at the envelope in his hand. I stepped toward him. He flinched. I took the envelope and tucked it into my vest.

"Go home," I told him.

He didn't wait. He got into his cruiser and drove away. The tires kicked up dust that hung in the air like a curtain between the yard and the street.

I turned my attention to the staircase. The woman hadn't run. That was her first mistake. Most people in Ash Creek knew to disappear when they saw the Phoenix Knights logo.

"Come out," I said.

She stepped into the light. She was younger than I thought. Her eyes were wide and amber. She held a leather bag against her chest. She looked at me, then at the spot where the deputy had been standing.

"I saw that," she said. Her voice was steady.

I walked toward her. I'm six-foot-two and built for holding ground. Most people back away when I close the distance. She stayed where she was.

"You saw a deputy talk to a citizen," I said.

"I saw a payoff," she replied.

She looked at the ink on my arms. She looked at the patch on my chest. She knew exactly who I was and what the club did in this town.

"What's your name?" I asked.

"Elara."

"Elara what?"

"Just Elara."

She moved to walk past me. I put my hand on the railing, blocking her path. I didn't touch her. I just took up the space she wanted to use.

"You can't go," I said.

"I have an appointment."

"Not anymore."

I signaled to Jax. He was waiting by the bikes near the entrance. He saw the movement and started walking over. His heavy beard was trimmed tight and he had the tip of his left ear missing. He looked at Elara with a hard expression.

"Who's this?" Jax asked.

"A witness," I said.

Jax reached for his belt. I shook my head once. He stopped, but he didn't look happy about it.

"We have rules about this, Cinder," Jax said. "The Rule of Ash. If she's not part of the fire, she doesn't belong here."

"She's coming with us," I said.

Elara looked between us. She wasn't screaming. She wasn't pleading for her life. She was calculating. I noticed the way her fingers gripped the strap of her bag. Her knuckles were white.

"I'm a counselor at the clinic," she said. "People will look for me if I don't show up."

"Let them look," I said.

I gripped her arm. I was gentle, but I made sure she knew I wasn't letting go. She didn't pull away. She just stared at me with those amber eyes.

"You're making a mistake," she said.

"I make those sometimes," I said. "This isn't one of them."

I led her to my bike. It was a custom build, stripped down and black. I climbed on and waited for her to follow.

"Get on," I told her.

She hesitated for a second. Then she climbed onto the back. She didn't wrap her arms around my waist. She held onto the seat rail behind her.

I kicked the engine over. The vibration traveled through the frame and into my legs. I felt her body tense up against mine. We rode through the streets of Ash Creek. The town was a grid of brick factories and low-income housing. The sun was going down behind the stacks of the steel mill.

We pulled into the compound ten minutes later. It was a renovated warehouse surrounded by a ten-foot fence topped with razor wire. The gates opened automatically. The other guys were there. They stopped what they were doing to watch us pull in.

I parked the bike and stood up. Elara got off. She looked around at the motorcycles and the men in leather vests.

"This is the Nest," I said.

"It looks like a prison," she said.

"It's the safest place in this town," I replied.

Jax pulled up behind us. He killed his engine and walked over. He looked at Elara like she was a problem he wanted to solve with a shovel.

"Cinder, we need to talk," Jax said. "In the office. Now."

I looked at Elara. "Stay here."

"Where am I going to go?" she asked.

I walked with Jax into the back office. It was a small room with a desk and a couple of chairs. The walls were covered in maps of the county and logistics schedules for our trucking business.

"What are you doing?" Jax asked as soon as the door closed. "She saw you with Miller. You know the protocol for witnesses."

"She's not just a witness," I said.

"She's a liability. The Wraiths are moving into our territory. We don't have time to watch a civilian."

"I'm not asking you to watch her," I said. I felt the skin on my back tighten. The scars were a physical weight. "She's staying in the guest room. I'll handle her."

Jax looked at me for a long time. He didn't agree. I could see the tension in his shoulders.

"If she talks to the wrong people, it's on your head," Jax said.

"I know how this works, Jax."

I left the office. Elara was still standing by the bike. She hadn't moved an inch. She was watching the other members. She was observing the way we moved and the way we spoke.

I walked over to her. "Follow me."

I led her up the metal stairs to the living quarters. The hallway was narrow and smelled of oil and old wood. I opened a door at the end. The room was basic. A bed, a dresser, and a window with steel bars on the outside.

"You'll stay here," I said.

She walked into the room. She looked at the bed. Then she turned to face me. The oversized sweatshirt hid her frame, but it didn't hide the way she stood. She was ready for a fight.

"Why did you really bring me here?" she asked.

"Because you're safer here than out there," I said.

"I was fine out there until you grabbed me."

"No, you weren't," I said. I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me. "You've been looking over your shoulder since you got to Ash Creek. I've seen you around town. You walk like someone who expects a blow."

She didn't deny it. She just stood there.

"Who are you running from, Elara?" I asked.

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

"I think you do."

I walked closer. I could see the fine lines around her eyes. She was exhausted. She hadn't slept well in a long time.

"I saw a payoff," she said. "That's why I'm here."

"That's part of it," I said. "But you didn't look surprised when you saw the money. You looked like you were waiting for something to happen."

She looked away. She walked to the window and looked out at the courtyard where my men were gathered around a fire pit.

"What happens now?" she asked.

"Now you stay here. You eat. You sleep. You don't try to leave."

"And if I do?"

"The gate is locked. The guards don't like strangers."

I left the room and locked the door from the outside. I went back downstairs. My head was heavy with the day's events. I needed a drink, but I needed to think more.

I went to the bar in the main room. I poured a glass of whiskey. Jax was sitting at a table across the room. He was cleaning a knife with a slow, methodical motion. He didn't look up.

I thought about the scars on my back. I thought about the house fire that took my family when I was six. I had built this club to be a fortress. Nothing got in unless I wanted it there.

I had just let a stranger into the heart of the Nest.

I looked at the stairs. She was up there. Alone. I realized I didn't even know if she had eaten dinner. I went into the kitchen and found some bread and ham. I made a sandwich and grabbed a bottle of water.

I went back up the stairs. I unlocked the door and walked in.

She was sitting on the edge of the bed. She had taken off her oversized sweatshirt. Underneath, she wore a simple tank top. I saw the marks on her shoulders. They weren't from a fire. They were from fingers. Dark, old bruises in the shape of a hand.

She saw me looking and pulled the sweatshirt back on quickly.

"Eat," I said. I put the food on the dresser.

"Thank you," she whispered.

I turned to leave.

"Silas," she said.

I stopped. Nobody in the club called me Silas. I was Cinder.

"What?"

"Why did you really bring me here?"

I looked at her. I didn't have an answer that didn't sound like a lie.

"Get some sleep," I said.

I walked out and locked the door again. My hand stayed on the handle for a moment. The war with the Iron Wraiths was coming. I could feel it in the way the air felt in the town. And now I had a woman in the guest room who was a witness to a crime and a target for someone I hadn't met yet. I wasn't sure which threat was more dangerous.
2. A Witness to the Reckoning
The metal of the door handle was cold against my palm. I stayed there for ten seconds, listening to the silence on the other side. She wasn't moving. She wasn't crying. She was just sitting there in that oversized sweatshirt, hiding the marks that some man had left on her skin.

I turned away and walked down the hallway. My boots made heavy, rhythmic thuds on the floorboards. I didn't like the way the air felt in the Nest tonight. It was stagnant. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the shape of those fingers on her shoulders. They were old bruises, yellowing at the edges, but they were a map of someone else’s ownership.

I reached the top of the stairs and looked down into the main room. The warehouse was a cavern of concrete and steel. Bikes were lined up in the bay, chrome reflecting the dim overhead lights. Jax was still at the table. He hadn't moved. The knife he was cleaning was a folding blade, and he was running a whetstone over the edge with a steady, rasping sound.

I walked down the stairs. My back burned where the scar tissue was tightest. It always did that when my stress levels spiked. It was a physical reminder that things could go from controlled to chaotic in the time it took for a match to strike.

I went to the bar and grabbed the bottle of bourbon I’d left there. I didn't use a glass this time. I took a pull straight from the neck. The liquid burned down my throat, but it didn't do anything to dull the image of the woman upstairs.

Jax stopped sharpening his knife. He looked at me. The missing tip of his ear was a jagged notch in the low light. He had earned that in a fight with a Wraith three years ago. He didn't forget debts.

"Is she still alive?" Jax asked. His voice was low, vibrating in his chest.

"She's eating," I said. I set the bottle down on the wood. The thud echoed.

"Miller called," Jax said. He stood up and tucked the knife into a sheath at his belt. "He’s spooked, Cinder. He says the Wraiths were at the clinic an hour ago. They didn't just walk by. They went inside. They tore her office apart."

I felt a knot tighten in my stomach. The clinic was where Elara worked. If they were there, it meant they weren't just scouting territory. They were looking for her. They knew she had seen something, or they knew who she was. Either way, the stakes had just changed.

"Did they find anything?" I asked.

"Miller didn't stay to check. He saw two of their scouts, Trick and Gutter, leaving through the back. They had a file box with them."

I gripped the edge of the bar. The wood was scarred with cigarette burns and old spills. We had a protocol for when the Wraiths moved on our interests, but this wasn't business. This was personal. They were hunting a civilian who was under my roof.

"Get the guys," I said. "I want a full perimeter sweep. Nobody goes out, and nobody comes in without a lead in their chest. Check the north fence. The Wraiths like that blind spot by the old silos."

Jax nodded once. He didn't argue. When it came to the safety of the Nest, he was as rigid as the steel beams holding up the roof. He headed toward the back door to find the rest of the brothers.

I didn't follow him. I went to the computer terminal near the back of the bar. It was an old machine, but it was connected to the internal server. I pulled up the Phoenix ledger. It was a digital file encrypted behind three layers of security. It was the list of people we had helped disappear over the last decade. Women, mostly. People who had been trapped in lives that were burning them alive.

I scrolled through the names. Elara Vance wasn't on it. She hadn't come to us for help. She had stumbled into my path by accident. Or at least, that was what I had thought until five minutes ago. Now, with the Wraiths tossing her office, I had to wonder if her presence at that payoff wasn't a coincidence.

I shut the monitor off. The black screen reflected my own face. I looked tired. I looked like a man who was about to make a mistake.

I went back up the stairs. I didn't hesitate this time. I unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Elara was standing by the dresser. She had finished the sandwich. The plastic wrap was balled up next to the empty water bottle. She turned when she heard the door, her amber eyes wide. She looked like she wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go.

"The Iron Wraiths were at your clinic," I said. I didn't believe in softening the blow. In Ash Creek, the truth was the only thing that kept you alive.

She didn't scream. She didn't even gasp. She just went very still. Her hands moved to the hem of her sweatshirt and gripped the fabric until her knuckles turned white.

"They were looking for you, Elara. Why?"

She looked down at the floor. The auburn hair fell forward, obscuring her face. "I told you. I saw the money. I saw you give it to the deputy."

"Don't lie to me again," I said. I walked into the room, closing the door behind me. I didn't lock it, but the click of the latch sounded final. "They didn't just go to the clinic to find a witness to a bribe. They went there for your files. They took a box of your things. They know who you are."

She looked up then. The fear in her eyes was replaced by something harder. It was the look of a person who had been looking over her shoulder for so long that she had forgotten how to look forward.

"They don't know who I am," she whispered. "They know who I used to be."

I stepped closer. I was within arm's reach of her now. I could smell the faint scent of the soap she had used in the small bathroom. It was a clean, sharp smell that didn't belong in a place like this.

"Who did those bruises on your shoulders come from?" I asked. My voice was a rasp. "Because if it was a Wraith, I'm going to kill him. And if it was someone else, I need to know if they're coming here."

She flinched at the mention of the bruises. She pulled the collar of her sweatshirt higher, covering her neck. "It doesn't matter. He’s not here."

"He’s close enough to send the Wraiths to your office," I said. "That makes it my business. You’re in my house. My men are currently risking their lives to hold a perimeter because you’re in that bed. Talk."

She sat back down on the edge of the mattress. Her legs were shaking. She tucked her feet under the frame, trying to make herself smaller.

"His name is Marcus," she said. Her voice was so quiet I had to lean in to hear it. "He doesn't pull triggers. He tells people where to aim. He’s a strategist. He works with gangs. He works with anyone who needs a problem solved quietly."

"The Wraiths?" I asked.

"They’re a client. Or they were. I don't know how it works now. I left him six months ago. I changed my name. I moved three towns over. I thought I was far enough away."

I knew the type. The thinkers were always more dangerous than the hitters. They didn't act on impulse; they acted on data. If Marcus was a strategist for the Wraiths, he wasn't just looking for his wife. He was using the MC war as a cover to reclaim his property.

"He’s not going to stop," I said. It wasn't a question.

"No," she said. She looked at me, her amber eyes searching my face. "He doesn't like losing things. He views people as assets. I was his most valuable one because I knew how he thought. I knew his patterns."

I looked at her, really looked at her. She wasn't just a counselor. she was a defector. She was a woman who had escaped a high-level criminal mind and had been hiding in plain sight. My instinct to protect her intensified, a heavy pressure in my chest that I couldn't explain. It wasn't just about the club anymore. It was about the fact that she had fought to get away, and I wasn't going to let her be dragged back.

A heavy knock sounded on the door. I turned. It was Jax.

"Cinder," he called through the wood. "We’ve got a problem at







OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    		1. The Smoke Before the Fire

		2. A Witness to the Reckoning

		3. The Nest of Iron and Bone

		4. Mercy Is for the Weak

		5. The Price of Protection

		6. Shattered Oaths

		7. The Underground Railway

		8. A Breath in the Dark

		9. The Traitor in the Ranks

		10. The Wraiths Come Calling

		11. Blood on the Asphalt

		12. The Secret of the Embers

		13. A Ghost From the Past

		14. The Obsession of Silas Vane

		15. When the Walls Close In

		16. The Fall of the Clubhouse

		17. No Heroes in Ash Creek

		18. The Foundry of Fate

		19. The Final Sacrifice

		20. Strength Found in the Ruins




  
  
    Landmarks


    
      
      		Title Page


      		Main Content


    


  


