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Royal Bastards MC

Tonopah, NV

Grave Mistake is Wraith’s story in the Royal Bastards MC Tonopah, Nevada Chapter and includes dark and gritty content intended for mature readers only. The events in this book take place after Hell’s Fury but before Papa Noel. I hope you enjoy the Crossroads, the club, and the members of the Royal Bastards MC. The Biker’s Wish releases in December 2021. Eternally Mine and Twisted Devil release in 2022. There’s much more to come for Grim and his Reapers.
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PROTECT: The club and your brothers come before anything else, and must be protected at all costs. CLUB is FAMILY.

RESPECT: Earn it & Give it. Respect club law. Respect the patch. Respect your brothers. Disrespect a member and there will be hell to pay.

HONOR: Being patched in is an honor, not a right. Your colors are sacred, not to be left alone, and NEVER let them touch the ground.

OL’ LADIES: Never disrespect a member’s or brother’s Ol’ Lady. PERIOD.

CHURCH is MANDATORY.

LOYALTY: Takes precedence over all, including well-being.

HONESTY: Never LIE, CHEAT, or STEAL from another member or the club.

TERRITORY: You are to respect your brother’s property and follow their Chapter’s club rules.

TRUST: Years to earn it...seconds to lose it.

NEVER RIDE OFF: Brothers do not abandon their family.
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Reaper demonic entity sharing the body of every Royal Bastard club member in the Tonopah chapter

Devil’s Ride a deadly motorcycle ride into the Nevada desert and initiation into the club

Cage vehicle

Pres president of the club

SAA Sargeant at Arms

Ol’ lady a member’s property, his woman, respected and cherished

Cut leather jacket with the sleeves cut off, member patches on the front and club logo on the back

Church an official club meeting

Chapel the location for church meetings in the Crossroads

Prospect someone interested in patching with the club, sponsored by a member
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Sometimes vengeance isn't enough.
There are times when a man is forced to choose the wrong side of the law.
When everything is stripped away and ruthless, cold revenge is all that remains.
They call me Wraith for a reason.
When people need to disappear, I'm the one that's called in.
I move through the shadows and strike without mercy.
But taking what is mine and leaving me for dead?
Yeah, that’s a grave mistake.
There's no holding back now.
I might have a hell of a lot to lose but it's nothing compared to the suffering I’ll unleash.
Halloween is a time when the devil likes to come out and play.
But the devil never counted on one of his own beating him at his own game.
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Seventeen years earlier ––



“Fuck,” I cursed, groaning as the asshole who stood in front of me flashed a cocky, self-satisfied grin. To my immediate left and right, two of his goons took turns slamming their fists into my stomach, jaw, and kidneys inflicting as much pain and injury as they were able. Even though I never stopped fighting, there was only so much I could do from the moment I was injected with a paralytic toxin. My movements were slow, nearly nonexistent. The fog in my brain wouldn’t lift. Sluggish thoughts kicked around like a basketball rolling across an empty court. There just wasn’t enough control to concentrate or command my body to listen.

One of the men who held me chuckled low. “He doesn’t get it, boss.”

The sharp tip of a knife scraped against the smooth skin that stretched over my neck since my shave this morning. That was twelve hours ago now. A lifetime since I’d left work and pulled up to the bar, parking in the lot with my beat-up Ford.

“Get what?” I asked, slurring my words.

The two goons laughed. My head tilted to the side, memorizing each of their features. The first guy was bald as a baby’s ass with a jagged scar that stretched across the left side of his face from the apple of his cheek all the way up to his forehead, where it was buried in his upper skull. He was big and beefy. The clothing he wore seemed too small to fit his rounded shoulders and sculpted arms like he thought it added to his pussy game. Fucker was ugly.

The second guy was pasty with skin that appeared too thin over his frame. Greasy dark hair hung in lifeless curtains to his shoulders. He wasn’t as big as baldy but definitely more robust than I anticipated.

Didn’t matter. They were gonna pay for what they did tonight: one way or another.

My body was dragged over to an open grave, and it didn’t compute why I was there. Screams from somewhere close tried to penetrate my brain but couldn’t break through.

“Tawni,” I whispered, wondering where she went.

Someone shoved my back hard, and I tumbled into the dirt below. My dulled senses didn’t recover. I watched as the dirt piled on top of me, and I couldn’t lift a finger to stop it. Soil covered my skin and clothes and grew higher as my breath hitched and awareness slowly crept back in. By the time I could wiggle a few fingers, I was almost completely covered.

Only one thought penetrated my skull as the final shovel full of dirt covered my face and cut off the air supply to my nose and mouth. I was going to die in the worst way imaginable.

They fucking buried me alive.
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“You sure you don’t want me to go with you?” Hillary asked for the fifth time. Her teeth nibbled on the center portion of her bottom lip, and I could sense her anxiety.

“I’m okay, I promise.”

“I don’t like this, babe. It’s too risky.”

I pulled her into a hug, wrapping my arms around her slender shoulders. “I’ve got this. Really. It’s only a few days. What can go wrong? Besides, I need this closure, Hills,” I reminded her, ignoring the way my voice cracked with her nickname.

“I get that, Tawni.” She leaned back, flashing a tear-filled smile. “Don’t tempt fate, okay? If things don’t feel right, don’t go through with it.”

“It’s my responsibility. I failed Katya. I can’t fail her child too.”

Hillary’s lips pressed into a thin line as she shook her head. “You’re blaming yourself. It’s not your fault that she’s dead.”

“But I had a chance to help, and I didn’t react fast enough. She’s dead because I wasn’t brave enough to face the men that took her. I should have involved the police sooner. I should have stormed that building and––”

“No,” she interrupted, cutting me off. “You don’t know what would have happened. It wasn’t wrong to be cautious. Your life is important too, Tawni.”

Sighing, I couldn’t help feeling that she was wrong. I didn’t do enough. No one would ever be able to convince me otherwise. “I need to get on the road, or I won’t have time for the cemetery.”

Her expression softened as Hillary reached for my hand and squeezed. “How many years has it been?”

“Seventeen,” I whispered, swallowing hard as images from the past threatened to surface and wreak havoc on my present. “Sixteen since I visited Jasper’s grave.”

“That’s a long time to mourn,” she observed. “Have you told Zane where you’re going?”

“He knows about his father’s death. I’ve always been honest about what happened. You know that. I think it’s time he visited Jasper’s grave and got closure too.”

“Right,” she agreed softly. “He’s been a bit moody lately. Might be good for him.”

Snorting, I couldn’t help the small laugh that tumbled from my lips. “Moody? That doesn’t cover the half of it.” My shoulders drooped a little. “No one ever told me how hard it was going to be to raise a child on my own.”

“I know, babe. You did your best. He’s a good kid.”

I liked to think so. Didn’t change the fact that I brought a child into this world alone, and because of that, he had grown up with a hard life.

My salary as a social worker took care of us, but we didn’t have money for extras. There wasn’t child support or any help. I refused to stay on public assistance for long. I used what I needed when times were particularly tight, like when I was in college for my degree. Once I started earning a decent wage, something was liberating about providing for the two of us on my own.

“I’ll call you once I’m in Tonopah.”

“You better. I’ll have a shit fit if I don’t hear from you. Might make my blonde hair turn gray with worry.”

“Like you wouldn’t color it,” I teased.

“Totally. Not the point, though.” She gave me a half-smile. “Drive safe.”

“I will.”

Picking up my keys and purse, I headed toward the exit. There was just one stop to make since I’d already packed this morning before I left the house. Zane’s bags were tossed in the back of my Civic with my own. I let him stay home from school since I only worked a couple of hours before we left Vegas.

I called him once I was in the car and on the way, hoping he was awake and ready.

His groggy voice answered on the fourth ring. “Hey, mom.”

“Tell me you aren’t still in bed,” I responded, giving him the tone that he referred to as the “mom voice.”

His laughter flowed through the speakers of my car. One thing I loved about modern technology was hands-free driving. “Of course. You’re too easy.”

Shaking my head, I couldn’t resist a smile. “Did you eat? I left the last two waffles for you.”

“Yeah. I finished the orange juice and milk too.”

My mouth opened to ask if he did his other chores when he continued.

“Trash is out, brushed my teeth, and the doors are all locked.”

Smirking, I couldn’t help praising him. “You’re brilliant. Must be my DNA.”

“Yeah, I know, mom. Are you almost here? It’s hot as hell outside already.”

I turned up the A/C in the car and pulled onto the same street we lived on for the last five years, honking as I slid to a stop in front of our house.

Zane shook his head but flashed me an amused grin as he opened the door and flopped down onto the passenger seat. Once he buckled in, I headed toward Hwy 95 and our destination.

“How was your morning?” I asked, making small talk as I merged into traffic.

He shrugged. “Talked to Casey. We’ve got plans when I get back.”

“What kind of plans? Basketball?”

“Shootin’ some hoops. Meeting up with friends.”

“Sounds fun.”

A smile teased the corners of his lips. “And Janessa will be there.”

“Pretty Janessa?”

He groaned, rolling his eyes at me. “Don’t call her that.”

“Why not? You said she was pretty twice yesterday,” I reminded him.

“Mom. Please.”

Biting my lip, I flashed him a grin. “Fine. I won’t call her Pretty Janessa.”

“You just did,” he pointed out, leaning his seat back.

“Tired? What time did you get up this morning?”

“Too early,” he grumbled. “Rexy wouldn’t stop howling.”

Our German Shepherd T-Rex was feisty, and when something caught his notice, he didn’t stop until Zane or I checked it out. Usually, it was a bird or small animal, or he just had to go outside.

“Did he calm down once you took him out?”

“Yeah, but then he wouldn’t stop licking my face and dropping his ball on my head.”

“Silly dog.” I couldn’t help laughing. “He loves you.”

“I almost locked him in the back yard,” Zane muttered, kicking off his shoes and placing his feet on the dash. “Simone came over and picked up the key. Told her Rexy was extra feisty today.”

“She loves to dog sit.”

“She does. Told me to tell you not to worry.” He yawned and stretched. “Gonna shut my eyes for a bit.”

“Go ahead. I’ll wake you when we reach the Clown Motel.”
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“IS THAT A CEMETERY?” Zane asked as we parked in front of a long row of brightly painted rooms in primary colors. “Seems a bit sus.”

Only recently, I learned sus was short for suspicious. Maybe I was getting old because I didn’t understand the fascination with this particular slang word. “Yep. Rumored to be as haunted as the hotel, too.”

“You said clowns not haunted,” he muttered, eyeing the wooden crosses and scorching desert sands outside the window with a wary tilt of his head.

“Why not both?” I asked innocently, opening my door and exiting the car. Zane followed with a huff, and I suppressed a giggle. My son was a typical teenage boy, and there was often a dramatic reaction to my words.

Once the trunk was open, I picked up my bag and headed toward the stairs to find room 214. As I trudged up to the second floor, an eerie sensation tickled the back of my neck. Invisible fingers ghosted across my skin as goosebumps popped up all over my arms. Spooked, I shrugged the feeling off and located number 214 to my right.

The bright yellow door greeted us with a cheery, wooden clown that hung below the numbers. Before my son could catch up, I used the key I was given when I checked in. Zane roused from his nap several minutes later as I parked next to a giant, wooden clown named Jolly. That was when he noticed the cemetery.

Zane caught up as the door to our room opened wide, swinging on a rusty hinge. Chipped paint glared from the sides of the door, but the room was spectacular. Exactly what I hoped when I booked it a few days ago.

We weren’t able to stay in the infamous room 108, where a giant mural of the horror clown It was painted, waiting to pounce on unsuspecting guests. Bummer. I would have enjoyed putting Zane in the bed closest to the freaky thing. He loved the book by Stephen King and both movies. The kid loved horror, especially anything paranormal.

Our room was another of the themed rooms in the motel: Friday the 13th. The floor-length mural pictured a decent rendition of Jason wearing his hockey mask, complete with a machete. Red and black plaid bedspreads covered both of the queen-sized mattresses. Random clown paintings scattered along the walls in uneven spots. A creepy reminder that this motel was known for its excess of anything clown-related.

“Woah,” Zane called out as he entered, dropping a duffle bag on the dresser. “Super spooky.”

“Right? How fun is this?”

“Radical, mom.” He flopped onto the bed closest to the mural and shrugged off his backpack. “I mean, that is what your generation used to say, right?”

“Smartass,” I mumbled under my breath, flashing a smirk.

“Hey, it’s in the genes,” he joked, zipping open the main compartment of his pack and pulling out his Xbox. The controller, headset, and charger followed. “When do you have to leave again?”

My son was a gamer like most kids his age. I tried not to be offended that he wanted to hop on right away. Didn’t have anything to do with me but more with the fact that he missed his friends.

“Soon. I’ll grab some snacks and drinks from the vending machine before I go. Any requests?”

“Snickers, BBQ chips, red licorice, and sour candy. Oh,” he added, “and Cherry Coke.”

Rolling my eyes, I shook my head. “I’ll see what they’ve got. Going to pick up trail mix if they’ve got it, water, and the soda. Be right back.”

Zane waved a hand, already focused on hooking up his equipment and setting up Wi-Fi. Grabbing my purse, I headed outside and walked around the upper floor, then took the stairs to the bottom—no sign of the vending machine anywhere.

There was only one place left to look, and I felt silly as I entered the office, spotting the machine on one wall surrounded by numerous shelves where row after row of clowns stared back with creepy grins. Old, new, small, life-sized, thin, fat, bright, dull, happy, sad. Every type of clown that you could imagine lined the entire office.

The owner was busy checking in another guest, so I promptly purchased the snacks and drinks, tucking some items into my bag as I juggled the rest. The bell above the door jingled merrily as I slipped outside and headed back toward the stairs. A few steps from the top, the strangest feeling prickled the skin on the back of my neck again. This time I could swear I felt someone watching me. Clown eyes from every direction seemed to follow my movements as I swallowed hard. This motel was undoubtedly all that the website boasted.

America’s scariest? Yeah, I was starting to believe it.

Back in the room, I placed the snacks on the table and then stowed the drinks in the mini-fridge.

“I shouldn’t be gone more than a few hours,” I announced, stooping to place a kiss on top of Zane’s head. He might be nearly sixteen, but he wasn’t too old for me to show affection. No matter how old he was, he would always be my baby. Never understood my mother’s point of view growing up. She used to say the same thing. A mother’s love was unconditional and eternal.

Zane was already shooting zombies, calling out directions and strategies to someone on the mic. “Later, mom. Love you.”

My heart nearly melted. If he could say that in front of his friends at this age and mean it, I had a good son.

“Love you too. Call me if you need anything.”

I shut the door with a click, a wistful smile plastered on my face. Some things in life were so special they held only value in your heart, soul, and that deep place inside that few could touch.
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“HI, I’M TAWNI BAKER,” I greeted with a smile, introducing myself to the officer who faced the nursery inside the medical facility. We agreed to meet today after I finalized all the documents for the placement. Through the glass window, I glimpsed several newborns. Nurses were feeding two while another received a bath. The sight warmed my heart until I noticed the infant alone in his crib swaddled as he blinked up at the lights. Poor thing. He was the reason I was here. “The social worker on the Resnikov custody case.”

“Ah, yes. Hello, Ms. Baker. We spoke on the phone. I’m Sheriff Tucker.”

“I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

“As do I,” he agreed, shaking my hand. “There’s not much left to do other than place the child in your custody once you’re ready. The hospital donated a diaper bag, formula, diapers, wipes, and bottles. Quite generous.”

“That’s wonderful. I’m sure his new guardian isn’t prepared for a baby yet. It’s going to shock her when I show up.”

“Usually does, I’m afraid. Tragic ending for the mother.” Sheriff Tucker shook his head, glancing toward the infant in the nursery crib. “I’m still pursuing leads and working with law enforcement throughout Nye and the surrounding counties.”

“I appreciate all the effort to catch these ruthless criminals. There’s been far too many disappearances and deaths related to the Black Market Railroad. This little boy lost his mother. Traffickers like Resnikov are a menace.”

“I completely agree.” He sighed heavily, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Be careful. I can’t be certain that Resnikov won’t come looking for his kin.”

The thought had occurred to me too. “I know, but I won’t have the baby long. I’m taking Yeva to his guardian as soon as I leave. The transition should be made as swiftly as possible.”

“Agreed.” His head swung in my direction as he leveled me with a concerned stare. “I’d like to have one of my officers stop by your hotel while you’re in town.”

“A protection detail?”

“I think it’s wise.”

“I don’t know,” I answered slowly. Would Zane notice? Probably. It wasn’t a bad idea. What if Resnikov and the rest of those assholes decided my involvement meant that I was a loose end? I couldn’t risk Zane’s safety.

“I’d sleep better if I knew you weren’t alone.”

“My son is with me,” I revealed. “He’s only fifteen. If anything happened to him,” I choked off, swallowing hard.

“No one will hurt your son because we’ll be watching. Here,” he gestured, whipping out a card from his wallet. “Take this. Call me if you suspect anything isn’t right. I’d rather be wrong and show up than the alternative. Any time of day or night. Don’t hesitate. These men are the worst of the worst. It’s better to err on the side of caution.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. Unfortunately, in the line of work I was in, I knew this firsthand. A lot of unsavory characters lost children that ended up in the system. Some of them turned their lives around, using the circumstances as a wake-up call. Some never changed.

“Thank you. I will.”

“You mind if I double-check your ID and credentials? I need to follow procedure.”

“Of course.” I opened my purse and provided all the necessary documentation, including the paperwork for Yeva that confirmed the identity of his new guardian.

“Appreciate it. You’re all set.”

“No problem.”

“Go on in.” He ticked his head toward the nursery. “They’re expecting you.”

“See you around, Sheriff Tucker.”

“I’m sure I will, Ms. Baker.”
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“Someone’s at the gate asking for Naomi Peters,” Toad announced as Grim answered his phone with a grunt.

Seated next to my right, I noticed since the volume was turned up on his phone in case anything went down around the perimeter of the Crossroads or within our jurisdiction. Trouble with the Scorpions and the trafficking ring known as the Black Market Railroad had increased in recent weeks. My pres was constantly on alert, as if he kept waiting for the rest of the shit to hit the fan. Royal Bastards were always fighting demons. Just the mc way of life.

“Well, prospect, who is it?” Grim barked, pausing before he took a swig of his whiskey.

“Pretty chick in a car with a baby.”

A baby? What the fuck?

“Did she say anything else?”

“Nope. Just that she wasn’t talkin’ to nobody but Naomi Peters or her sister Nylah.”

A low whistle left my lips.

Good thing Rael wasn’t here. He already would have been out the door and causing a scene before anyone could intervene. Patriot, too. Those brothers were the most overprotective men I’d ever known when it came to their women. No one stood a chance against them.

I blew out a breath, inhaling smoke from my expensive cigar as my shoulders tensed with aggravation. It wasn’t the ol’ ladies that got my dander up. Hell, it didn’t take much nowadays. The memory of a young woman from my past who needed me and how I failed to protect her from a horrific fate never fully receded. Every Halloween, that fucking night reared its ugly head, and no amount of pussy or alcohol chased those demons far enough away.

Get it together. You’re too fucking old to get lost in your head.

Rael and Patriot would die for Nylah and Mimi. That was how it should be. Ol’ ladies were supposed to be cherished. They were our ride or die, take the good with the bad, keep our secrets, and warm our beds forever, kind of soulmates. Much more than a girlfriend. A hell of a lot more than a casual fuck. Ol’ ladies were the beating heart of the club. They supported the brothers, and without their loyalty, organization, or patience, the Crossroads would be a mess.

Club girls had their role to play as well, but that was a different subject altogether. Muffler bunnies were around to offer free pussy to any member who wanted it. Didn’t matter if they had an ol’ lady or not. Nobody judged or ratted out another brother. That wasn’t how things were done.

The club was family. Blood. A bond so fierce it was unbreakable. Brothers were the only people who truly mattered except for the ol’ ladies. Club girls came and went like the Nevada wind. I only trusted one of them, and that was Snooki. She wisely kept her mouth shut and poured drinks, but nothing that happened around the Crossroads escaped her attention. She wiped down the bar and offered a smile, gathering a tray of glasses to wash in the industrial-sized kitchen that fed our rowdy bunch.

Watching her sashay across the room, I was tempted to follow her for a quickie. That thought was nixed fast as I listened to Grim and Toad. A few of my brothers finished their drinks and stood, waiting for Grim to give orders.

“You sure she’s alone?”

When trouble rolled up to the gates with a baby in the backseat, every brother in the club was focused and alert. Too dangerous not to plan for the worst. Not since the Denali brothers fucked us over. The ol’ ladies would be escorted to safety. Everyone else would follow Grim’s lead.

My glass was already empty, and I pushed it aside, shaking my head at Becca as she walked up to the bar and asked if I wanted a refill. Once I snuffed out my cigar, I focused my attention in her direction and gave a head tilt, telling her to leave us. She hurried toward the nearest hall and the room she shared with Harley.

“You check the car for explosives?” Grim asked, dropping his voice so no one could overhear.

“Yes, sir, Mr. Lanford. You want me to let her through or wait?”

“Let her in, but she doesn’t leave that car until I’m outside.”

Prospect agreed and then hung up. Grim slid his phone back into the front pocket of his cut, tossing back the remainder of his whiskey. It was fucked-up that he needed to ask that the vehicle was swept for devices of any kind since there was a kid in the car. A necessary evil in the life that we lived.

Royal Bastards had a lot of enemies. We prepared for every scenario and never took shit at face value. That was how we survived so long. Ruthless, there was nothing we wouldn’t do to protect our own. We assumed our enemies knew this, and so we trusted no one outside of our circle.

When you entered the Crossroads, you were the enemy until proven otherwise. A tactic that kept us alive and wasn’t changing anytime soon.

Grim frowned, shooting a glance across the common room where his ol’ lady was seated between Sasha and Cindi. The latter two women were heavily pregnant and due one week apart on October 25th and Halloween. Just six weeks away. Wouldn’t be long.

Trish was seven months pregnant with Grim’s son, and my pres wasn’t taking any chances with this clubhouse or her protection. She rubbed her belly and nodded at something that Sasha was saying.

Grim’s expression softened. A tender look crossed over his features before the familiar mask that we all knew slipped into place. He let his guard down for a few seconds but only because we were hidden with the Crossroads. The clubhouse was our sanctuary. A home that we worked damn hard to keep the outside world from invading.

Pres slid off the barstool where we’d been sharing a few drinks and laughs, stomping across the room. When he reached Trish, he guided her to her feet and then scooped under her legs, carrying her off to his room.

“Gonna drop my ol’ lady off. See to it that Bodie and Lucky are filled in,” he called over his shoulder.

My chin lifted in respect, and I spun on my heel, finding Bodie and Lucky shooting pool. “Grim wants the women back in their rooms. We’ve got company.”

Neither of my brothers hesitated. Pool sticks dropped onto the table as they rushed from the room, slowing down and approaching Sasha and Cindi. Before either woman could protest, they were led away. Only when Bodie and Lucky returned did I fill them in our visitor.

Grim strode forward a few minutes later, and the three of us followed him outside into the blaring afternoon sunshine. The desert was as hot as June today, sizzling on the sand below our boots. Even the cactus seemed more prickly than usual.

A trickle of sweat slid below my cut down the center of my back as I stood, bracing myself for anything suspicious.

The recent altercations we had with the Scorpions, the Russian trafficking ring, and the goddamn Denali brothers were fresh in my mind. My finger twitched with the urge to grab my gun.

No one was fucking with my club.

The door to the Civic opened, and a pretty blonde with all the right curves stood slowly, unwrapping every limb with a cautious nibble on her bottom lip. I caught the inward dip of her waist and the rounded slope of her hips from the jean shorts she wore, but they had nothing on those long, lean legs that tapered down to shapely calves into a pair of Sketchers. She was just my type. All sun-kissed skin, plenty of heavy, thick hair that tumbled down her back, and lips that were created just for kissing. Or sucking. I didn’t mind either.

She lifted her hands as a nervous smile accentuated the bow shape of her mouth. Dark shades partially obstructed my view, but from what I could tell, she was a stunner, especially the tempting view of her tits visible by the tight V-neck t-shirt she wore.

“Hello. I realize this is a bit unorthodox. I’m a social worker from Vegas.”

Something about the softness in her tone that mixed with a hint of stubbornness and a honey-smooth drawl was disconcertingly familiar. Had I met her before? Did she moonlight as a stripper? Plenty of women had careers by day and made extra cash in the city of sin by gyrating their tits and ass at night. I sure as fuck wasn’t one to judge, especially if I got to enjoy those luscious curves she boasted. 

Grim folded his arms across his chest, digesting the information. “Not sure what you want here, honey.”

“I’m looking for Naomi Peters. If she’s not available, I’ve got permission to speak to her sister Nylah.”

“Didn’t get no permission from me,” he growled out.

The social worker swallowed hard. “I’m here to amend that. I want to speak with Naomi or Nylah, please. I need to get this baby inside and feed him. He’s hungry.”

There was a whimper from the backseat and then a wail, sharp and high-pitched, that reminded me of a kitten who needed cream and wasn’t going to stop until he got it.

The social worker shut her door and opened the back, reaching in to grab a diaper bag and then the baby, who detached in some kind of plastic seat.

Taking a step back, I wondered why Grim was letting her move freely without pressing for more answers.

“Come inside. It’s hot. Before I give you any information, I need answers. My club isn’t the babysitting sort.”

She nodded, giving him a once over as if she thought we might be the threat and not the other way around. “You got it.”
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The social worker didn’t hesitate to set the carrier down on one of the leather couches inside the common room as soon as she entered. Pulling out a bottle of water from the diaper bag and scooping some kind of powder out of a can, she combined the ingredients. After a few shakes to mix correctly, she spun the top on the bottle, setting the white liquid down on the table in front of her before she unbuckled the baby. He was squalling loudly, alerting everyone in the Crossroads that we had one pissed-off visitor.

As soon as he was snug in her arms, she picked up the bottle and popped it into his mouth. His loud swallows filled the sudden silence as he sucked greedy gulps of fluid from the nipple. The baby grabbed one of her fingers, holding tight as if to prevent her from pulling the bottle from his little mouth.

She blew out a breath, focusing her attention in our direction as if she just realized we were all staring. “He’s a feisty one. Doesn’t like to miss mealtimes,” she offered a timid smile that was almost apologetic. “Now that we’ve got a few minutes, I can start answering your questions.”

Grim stared at the baby, watching silently as he continued to feed noisily, making little grunting and nasal sounds as he fed. “How old is he?”

“A few weeks. I would have been here sooner, but I wasn’t notified right away.”

“Notified of what?”

She leaned back against the couch, shifting slightly to cradle the baby’s head easier. “Of Katya Resnikov’s final wishes.”

Grim froze at the mention of Sergei’s last name. “Who is the father of this child?”

“Unknown.” She shrugged. “The mother was uncertain.” She sighed, tilting her head back for a brief moment. “She was the niece of Sergei Resnikov. I’m sure you’re familiar with the name and his associate Vladimir Solonik.”

“Something like that,” I muttered under my breath.

Grim shot a look in my direction like he didn’t want anyone tipping her off. She was an outsider. I gave him a brief nod, and his shoulders released a tiny bit of the tension they held.

“She was betrayed and sold into service as a sex worker when she arrived from Russia nearly two years ago. Her uncle lied and fabricated a story about modeling to gain her interest. Once she was in his possession, there was nothing she could do. He kept her prisoner, and on occasion, even used her for himself.” The disgust in her voice was secondary only to the sadness that lingered.

“Fuck,” Bodie whispered, swallowing hard as his head turned away.

Lucky stood taller, glaring outside with the memory of what happened to his ol’ lady Cindi before she got pregnant.

We all understood what dangers lurked outside this compound and the risks that each of our women faced. At least we protected our own. Those Russian fuckers saw nothing more than dollar signs.

“I met her once. Someone had given her a card with my name on it when she found out that she was pregnant.”

Grim was still watching the baby as he fed, slowing down the rate of his sucks. He was no longer starving but unwilling to finish his meal. “That must have been an interesting conversation. I assume that’s how you know of the Crossroads.”

“Yes, and no. Katya confided in me over the ten minutes she was able to hold the conversation. She wanted to know if I could help her locate a good family for her child once the baby was born. I promised that I could, but before I could offer her any assistance, find her location, or learn the name of her abductors, she ended the call.”

Grim cocked his head to the side. “Sounds a bit vague.”

The social worker gave him a sharp look, one partially shielded by her dark sunglasses but no less annoyed. “I created a file for Katya. I’d been given enough information to know her due date and general location, but the Great Basin runs through a good portion of Nevada, and I had no idea where to look or how long she would remain a prisoner.”

She pulled the nipple from the baby’s mouth, and he didn’t resist. His eyes fluttered as she placed the bottle aside and then picked up his tiny body, draping him over her chest as she gently burped him. A loud sound followed as she smiled, then placed him back inside the carrier.

“Yeva was born under duress. Katya was malnourished and underweight her entire pregnancy. He’s a healthy baby, though. A fighter. I imagine his mother was too. She fought her injuries in the hospital for nearly forty-eight hours before she died.” The social worker’s voice wavered as she stood, swallowing hard to control her emotions.

“Take your time,” Grim offered, showing more patience than I ever could.

“She wrote and signed a will, placing her best friend Naomi Peters as the guardian of her child. There were instructions about how to find Naomi and her sister Nylah who works at the urgent care center in Tonopah. I’ve come with the paperwork and to fulfill the dying wish of the bravest young woman I’ve ever known.” She pulled her sunglasses from her eyes and met Grim’s dubious stare. “My name is Tawni Baker. I’d really like to meet Naomi now.”

The rest of her words didn’t compute. My brain fizzled as my stomach bottomed out. Shock blasted through my body like a freight train straight to my heart, slamming into my chest as I nearly stumbled. Tawni Baker. Alive.

My heart soared and then dived with an uneventful splat onto the polished hardwood floors beneath my boots. Alive. Not dead as I believed.

How did she escape? How the fuck was she still alive?

My last glimpse of her tear-stained face still lingered in my nightmares. Memories of the night that changed my life forever surfaced. The perfect kiss that we shared. Making love in the back of my truck. Then total shit. The attack I didn’t see coming. The two goons holding me down as I took their hits. A beating that nearly killed me. All for her.

My hands clenched at my sides as I took a step closer and nearly called out her name, desperately wishing I could rush forward to throw my arms around her waist, tucking her into my chest the way I used to do so long ago.

The one that got away.

Tawni was the first girl I ever truly loved. I’d said those three words to quite a few, but with her, I actually meant it and wasn’t just chasing tail. She was the one. She fucking gave me her virginity. I intended to marry her, and if that asshole Sid hadn’t come along and ruined everything, I’d be living a life far different than the one I did now.

Her electric blue eyes barely noticed who I was, passing over me without recognition, and that wasn’t a surprise. I looked nothing like the guy I did when we dated. I was twenty years old, unable to grow a decent beard, a hell of a lot skinnier, and my voice probably sounded gruffer now from the harsh life I lived.

She hadn’t changed much. Same sparkling eyes, blonde hair, and stubborn personality. Her figure had filled out nicely over the years, and those curves would mold into my body perfectly if I got the chance to get close. Same feisty, bold, unapologetic demeanor. Her smile wasn’t as bright as it used to be, but that probably had a lot to do with her visit.

I was still as attracted to her as I was that Halloween, nearly seventeen years earlier.

My heart hammered as I sucked in a breath, suddenly thrust down that lonely dirt road I swore never to travel again . . .
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“THE STARS LOOK PRETTY out here tonight, don’t they?” Tawni whispered as I slid my fingers through hers, marveling at the softness of her skin. I’d never met any girl with a body that silky and smooth. From the first moment I grazed her skin with my fingertips, I became addicted to the lustrous shine and coconut-scented lotion she used.

The fluttering of my heart hadn’t eased since the moment I climaxed and brought her close into my chest afterward. She was everything to me—my entire fucking world.

In six weeks, I’d have enough cash to buy that ring I spotted at the jeweler. All the hard work and late nights, the extra shifts at the construction sites. The sacrifice was worth it.

I’d saved any extra money I made for nearly three months. Nothing was gonna stop me from asking Tawni to be my wife once I paid for those diamonds.

“Not as beautiful as you,” I murmured, sliding my hand along the curvature of her spine, brushing against her back with a mixture of possession and affection. My fingers had a mind of their own, mapping out each tiny crevice or divot as if they longed to memorize every single inch from her luscious ass to her delicate neck.

“You’re always complimenting me,” she teased, inhaling as I dipped slightly inward at her waist, tickling the sensitive skin.

“Because you make me happy,” I admitted, swallowing hard. The confession slipped from my tongue as easily as a knife slid through warm butter. There was a time when I didn’t think I would ever find someone who loved and accepted me just as I was, unconditionally, and without any hidden agenda. “You’re my heart, Tawni.” Swallowing hard, I cupped her cheek, spilling my feelings as I’d never done before tonight. “I love you.”

Her blue eyes blinked back sudden tears as a soft smile teased the corners of her mouth. She lifted her head and pressed a kiss to my lips. “I love you, Jasper. Probably since the moment we met,” she added with a blush. “Ever since you took me to that ridiculous taco truck on our first date.”

Laughter shook my chest with the memory. “I couldn’t think of a damn thing to say that night. I watched you eating those tacos, and I knew I wanted to see you again, not just once, but a hell of a lot more. Before I knew it, you owned my ass and captured my heart.”

“Jasper,” she breathed out, biting her lip. “What are you saying?”

My hand slid over the contour of her belly and down between her legs, skimming her damp core as excitement stiffened my dick. “You’re so wet for me, baby.”

“You didn’t answer,” she moaned, opening her legs wider.

I slid a finger inside her as my thumb teased her clit, pressing down lightly and slowly increasing her arousal again. We’d already had sex once, but it wasn’t going to be enough, not after she gave me her virginity tonight. And it wasn’t just that sweet spot between her thighs. She’d given me her heart and fuck if I didn’t want to cradle that organ in both of my hands just to protect it.

Rolling us over, I settled in the crevice of her sexy, soft thighs. “Can you take me again? Or are you too sore?”

“I can,” she answered with a blush.

Palming my fully erect dick, I pumped a couple of times and then slid inside her sweet cavern, groaning from the tight, wet heat that surrounded my cock. Gliding in and out a few times, I captured her mouth, sliding my tongue between the seam of her lips, caressing her tongue with my own.

It took all of the will that I possessed to take my time and build up her orgasm, not taking her savagely as I wanted to do at that moment. Heat flared between us as the air nearly crackled with energy. With a single hard thrust, I buried all the way to my balls and then stilled, brushing my knuckles across her cheek.

“I’m saying forever, Tawni. I want forever with you.”

My gaze locked onto hers as she smiled, her fingers smoothing the skin over my shoulders and then rising up my neck to settle on my face where they trembled as she lightly stroked my jaw.

“Forever, Jasper. That’s all I want. Me and you.”

“Me and you,” I repeated, sliding out of her warmth briefly and then ramming back inside, pumping my hips as she grasped my arms, her eyes glazing over as the pleasure began to build . . .

[image: A black motorcycle with a white background  Description automatically generated with low confidence]

I FUCKED HER, AND I made love to her, and I gave her a piece of me that no one else before or since had ever received. There was something special about Tawni. I knew it then, and as I stared into those familiar blue eyes, I knew without a doubt that nothing had changed. My heart still sensed our connection. My body still reacted with her proximity. Instantly hard, I remembered the way she felt when I was inside her and how soft her lips pressed against mine when we kissed.

Tawni Baker owned a portion of my wretched soul, and that was dangerous.

I was no longer the same man she met as a teenager. My life wasn’t my own. I bargained with the devil, and my ass belonged to Lucifer Morningstar. I was a Royal Bastard, and the man she loved was dead and buried. Gone forever.

I might have risen from the grave, but when I did, the naïve young man I’d once been was replaced with a ruthless monster.

My fists clenched, and I knew there wasn’t a damn thing about my life that had room for Tawni Baker in it. Even if she was alive.

And I was fucking wrecked by that revelation.

My mind fought against the truth I didn’t want to believe. I couldn’t return to the rest of that Halloween night, the horrific memories that barely had a chance to surface, or the resulting trauma that separated me from Tawni, tearing us apart after only a few short hours of bliss. With a snarl, I spun around sharply, forcing myself not to stare any longer at what I’d lost. Not giving two shits how it looked, I left the Crossroads, bolting through the door and out into the Nevada sunshine. Heat blasted my face from the dry afternoon and scorching temperature while I stomped over to my bike, straddling my hog before firing it up. Without a glance backward, I rode off toward Hwy 95, hoping to chase the freedom of the open road.

No matter how far or how fast I went, I couldn’t outrun the rage that surfaced or the knowledge that I left her behind without an explanation to my pres. The worst part was, Tawni didn’t even remember who I was or what I meant to her. There was no hint of recognition in her eyes. Pissed off, I felt my Reaper rise, hovering close to my skin as he sensed my need for distraction.

Turning off the road, I rode into the desert to forget my past, my broken heart, and worst of all, the woman I was murdered to save who disappeared and left me in an unmarked grave. She never even came back. Just turned her back on me as if everything we shared that night meant nothing. Like it had all been a lie. I never should have fallen in love with Tawni. She fucking carved my heart from my chest and left it to rot.

I made a lot of mistakes in this life, but loving her haunted me the most.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: Table  Description automatically generated][image: Text, letter  Description automatically generated]


[image: image]


“What the hell is his problem?” I asked, staring at the doorway where the grumpy ass biker just stomped out. Something about him seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place where I ever would have met any of these bikers in the past. Sure, Vegas had plenty of dark strangers in leather for one reason or another, and it wasn’t farfetched to think the Royal Bastards rode through the city plenty of times while I lived there. This was something else, though—a hint of recognition that kept tickling the back of my mind.

Whoever he was, I sensed that we had crossed paths, and it didn’t sit well with me that I didn’t remember.

Grim, the Royal Bastards MC president, didn’t betray any emotion as he ticked his head toward one of the others. “Go. Don’t piss him off, Jigsaw. Don’t need any extra shit.”

“You got it, pres,” he answered with a dark chuckle.

“Like he ain’t already pissed,” one of the others observed as a few of the guys snickered.

Jigsaw flashed a panty-melting grin in my direction as he sauntered toward the door, and I smirked, amused by the fact that this group of men was nothing like I imagined. There wasn’t an ugly guy in the bunch, and although they were definitely on edge since the moment I walked inside the clubhouse, none of them were hostile.

A calm but deadly aura clung to each of them, but I also got the impression that this group of bikers wasn’t a bunch of low-life pieces of shit that hurt women or kids. They weren’t the type of club that harmed the community, at least not from what I found when I searched about them on the internet. Not a lot of info available, but what was there was enough to glean that the Tonopah chapter of the RBMC was ruthless. They protected their club and treated its members like family.

That was what mattered for Yeva. A place where the Russian traffickers couldn’t find him and try to use the kid or sell him. As freaky as this bunch was with all the leather, chains, motorcycles, and tattoos, they were loyal. Honor and code meant something to them. I had to admit that I was envious of such camaraderie.

Grim leveled me with a stare that probably would have intimidated most people. He had this way of silently calculating everyone and everything around him, and I got the distinct impression that he was always in control. “Have a seat. We’ll get Nylah.” He ticked his head toward the guy with red and black makeup who resembled a demon without wearing more than face paint.

I shivered, sinking back down onto the couch. Yeva made a few whimpering noises, and I gently rocked the carrier back and forth, remembering how Zane never liked to be in one of these seats when he was little. The swing was the only way I slept that first few months. Funny how those memories surfaced at the oddest times.

A few minutes later, the biker returned, and he wasn’t alone.

“Hey, Grim. Diablo said,” a female voice cut off, staring at me with wide eyes before she blinked at the tiny infant who was now asleep. “Oh, wow. A baby.”

A few of the men made inappropriate comments, joking around with one another as she ignored their playful banter. The blonde approached and then reached out her hand, introducing herself. “I’m Nylah Peters. My sister is Naomi.”

“She’s not here?” I asked, a little disappointed. “I was hoping to leave Yeva with her personally.”

“Yeva? Is that his name?” She glanced down and smiled, a wistful look passing over her features. “He’s beautiful.”

“Uh-oh,” one of the bikers snorted. “Rael is in trouble.”

“Fuck off,” she replied, lifting her middle finger without taking her eyes off the baby. Her gaze returned to mine. “Can I hold him?”

“Of course.” I lifted Yeva out of the seat and then handed him over, noticing how gently she cradled his little body into her own.

Nylah picked up his blanket and swaddled him before cooing and whispering sweet words, mesmerized as his little lips twitched with a smile. “Why is he here?” Her head finally lifted, staring with an intensity that was hard to miss. “Is my sister in any trouble?”

“No, of course not. At least, none that I know of. I’m here to fulfill Katya’s wishes. She knew Naomi. They were together when,” I paused, biting my lower lip, wondering if I was disclosing something personal, “Resnikov had them both.”

A quick flash of pain shadowed Nylah’s features before she straightened her spine, giving a brief nod. “Yes. My sister mentioned it. This is what Katya wanted, right? The mother?”

“Yes,” I confirmed. “She loved your sister and considered her family. The note that she left was quite detailed. In her last moments, she only wanted to ensure her son would be safe and loved. She was adamant that Naomi was the best choice.”

“What about her home? Or family?”

I maintained eye contact, squaring back my shoulders. “Her family in Russia is compromised. They’re targets. Yeva would never be safe in Russia.”

Nylah swallowed hard. “Poor thing.” She dropped her chin and kissed the baby’s head. “He’ll be safe with us. We’ll protect him. I promise.”

My shoulders released some of the tension I didn’t realize I’d been holding until now. “Thank you. That’s all I want.”

Nylah tilted her head to the side, a frown creasing her forehead. “You need to be careful.”

Taken aback, I stuttered, “Wh-what do you mean?”

“These Russian pricks hurt my sister without any motivation at all other than greed. There’s no chance in hell they’re gonna let this baby go.” She stood to her feet, turning to Grim. “This social worker is in danger.”

Grim’s gaze bounced back and forth between us as he scowled. “Gonna take it to Church tonight.”

Nylah bobbed her head. “Thanks.”

I didn’t know what taking anything to church meant and decided it was best not to ask.

Reaching for my bag, I opened the top and then slid the envelope containing Naomi’s necessary documents out, placing them on the nearest table. “This is the legal paperwork for Yeva. Make sure Naomi keeps this safe. I don’t have any extra copies since I mailed everything to the correct agencies.”

Nylah nodded, gently rocking the little guy in her arms.

“I’ll need her signature on all the highlighted areas. She can drop it off to me where I’m staying, or I can come back. Either way is fine. I’ll be staying at The Clown Motel until Sunday. My business card is inside the envelope. She can reach out to me whenever she’s ready.”

“I’ll let her know,” Nylah promised, rising to her feet. “You stay safe, Tawni. I’ll give you my number and Naomi’s cell. If something spooks you, call us right away.”

She placed Yeva back in the seat and then asked for my phone, typing her sister’s info into my contacts and then her own. Once she handed it over, I slid my phone back into my purse and gave her a genuine smile.

“Thank you, Nylah. I’m confident that Yeva has found a good home. Take care.”

“His name,” she began, swallowing loudly, “What does it mean?”

“Life,” I answered as my voice caught, full of sudden emotion. “Katya gave hers for him.”

“Life,” Nylah whispered, “It’s perfect.”

My work here finished; I stood up, slipping my bag over my shoulder and snatching up my keys. “I’m going now. Don’t worry. I’m keeping a low profile. Just staying long enough to ensure all the paperwork and signatures are complete.”

All eyes were on me as I walked toward the exit, pausing beside the door to glance back at Grim. Brows furrowed, he stared at me as if I was an anomaly he needed to figure out. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but I was positive this wouldn’t be the last time I spoke with Grim, his Bastards, or entered the Crossroads.
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“I BROUGHT DINNER,” I announced, opening the door as I entered the motel room, not the least bit surprised to find Zane playing his Xbox.

“Hey, mom. Just finishing up this round.”

“I’ve got burgers and those cheese fries you love,” I announced, shaking the bag temptingly. “Sure you can’t get off now?”

“Gotta go, Rek’d. Food over bros, man.”

Laughing, I plopped down at the little table in our room and opened the bag, digging out all of the containers and packages.

Zane removed his headset and exited his game, crossing the room eagerly as he took his seat. “Woah, what a spread.”

“I figured you were hungry,” I replied with a knowing smile. This kid was a bottomless pit. Ate three times as much as I did, and he was still slim. Tall and broad-shouldered, just like his father. The thought was sobering, and I swallowed hard, blinking back tears. Even after all this time, I still thought about Jasper, wishing things could have turned out much differently. My son grew up without a father, and I lost the love of my life.

It wasn’t fair.

“Hey, you okay? Mom?”

I didn’t realize that he caught me swiping away tears until now. “Yes, I promise. It was a rough day.”

Zane nodded, not the least bit surprised. He knew how difficult and challenging my job could be, especially when infants and children were involved. “You should eat,” he announced after swallowing a massive bite of his burger. “Can’t have you fading away into nothing.”

A laugh escaped as I shook my head. “You’re not supposed to use my own words against me,” I complained, picking up my plastic fork and digging into the salad I bought with a chicken sandwich. I often said the same thing to him.

“You know,” he began casually, “You don’t have to hide that you get sad sometimes.”

Looking up, I blinked, staring at my son with amazement.

“I’m not a little kid anymore. I know you worry, but I’m almost sixteen. Old enough to understand that you miss my dad.” He shrugged, stuffing a bite of cheese fries in his mouth and chewing thoughtfully before swallowing. “You loved him, right?”

“With all my heart,” I admitted honestly.

“Then it’s normal for you to miss him.”

I opened my mouth to reply and then shut it, absorbing his words.

“I think it would be pretty hard to lose someone that you loved that much so I get it, mom. You can be sad if you feel like it, and I won’t mind.”

“What did I do in this life to deserve you, huh? You’re so amazing, Zane. Brilliant, handsome, understanding, and far too mature for your age.”

He rolled his eyes at that statement. “I love you too.”

“You know there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, right?” I asked, nearly choking on the words.

“Mom, all you have ever done is sacrifice for me since the day I was born. So, yeah. I know,” he teased.

Zane polished off his burger and fries and then reached for the chicken sandwich I bought him. I watched him eating, forcing myself to finish most of the salad before I pushed my chicken sandwich in front of him. He didn’t protest and slurped down the vanilla shake I’d gotten him, belching loudly and then looking up, wiggling his eyebrows.

“Crazy kid,” I muttered with humor, “Where do you put all that food? Just stuff it down your legs?”

Zane snorted. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

We finished dinner and then settled in, both of us flopping down on our beds.

“It’s almost Halloween. How about a marathon of Friday the 13th?”

“Seems appropriate,” I agreed, gesturing to the room and all of the clowns that seemed to be watching us in the dim lighting. The mural of Jason and his machete added to the creepy vibe.

Zane leaned back against the headboard and kicked out his legs, stretching out the same way his dad used to do. Memories of Jasper in the back of his truck the last night we had together flooded my consciousness. He was only six years older than Zane was now. The similarities were uncanny. The same nose and eyes. The same dark hair and jawline. Sometimes it was so hard not to cry.

I rested back, observing my son, thanking God that a part of Jasper still lived on. I would always keep him close to my heart. Forgetting him was impossible. I lived with his ghost for the last seventeen years. All I had to do was look at my son. Jasper was alive and well . . . right in my heart.

Nothing would ever change that knowledge. Strangely enough, I was calmed by that reminder.

Zane glanced my way and flashed a grin. “I’m turning off all the lights. This is gonna be great.”

“It sure is,” I agreed.

Focusing on the movie, I let the past and its memories fade away, content and happy to spend time with my son.
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“Motherfucker,” I cursed as I spotted Jigsaw’s bike in my mirror. Riding next to him was Diablo. His freaky ass was hard to miss with that red and black makeup he always wore. I thought Rael was bad with his skeleton face paint. Diablo was almost worse. If there was such a thing.

After my ride in the desert, I decided on a trip out to Hawthorne. Needed to pick up some more of those Cuban cigars I enjoyed, and there was only one distributor who would special order them for me without jacking up the goddamn price. I pulled into the lot of the smoke shop and killed the engine, hopping off to face Diablo and Jigsaw with a snarl.

Diablo was already laughing as he parked his bike. Fucker knew I wasn’t in the mood. Asshole.

Jigsaw shook his head as he spotted me, parking next to Diablo’s ride. He shot a glare in my direction as he stood and headed my way. “Why you haul ass today, huh? There’s too much shit going down for you to have your period and stomp off alone.”

Diablo tilted his head back and roared with laughter. “Fuck, brother, that was priceless.”

Narrowing my eyes, I lunged forward, ramming my shoulder into Jigsaw as he lurched to the side and lifted his fist, landing a decent right hook in response. Not to be outdone, I swung with my left and connected with his jaw. He took the hit without flinching and then tackled my waist, both of us tumbling down to the hard concrete as we began to throw punches, beating the shit out of one another.

Diablo lit up a smoke and puffed a long drag, staring at the two of us with amusement. “Pussies. Neither one of you can handle your shit.”

Jigsaw huffed a breath and then backed off, straightening his cut as I flashed a triumphant grin. Pretty sure I won that round. Testing my jaw with my hand, I winced with the pain, but it was worth it.

“Damn. What you got in that fist? Steal?”

Jigsaw’s lips twitched with humor. “Maybe, dumbass. You never win against me. When are you gonna give up?”

“Never. Someday you’ll admit I just kicked your ass.”

Diablo snorted. “You’re both too equally matched. Just end up battered and bruised every time.”

We both lifted a finger and flipped him off.

“Sensitive bitches,” Diablo complained, taking another long hit from his cigarette. “You need more cigars already, Wraith?” he asked, ticking his head toward the tobacco store. “You smoke too damn much.”

“Hypocrite,” Jigsaw mumbled, pulling out his phone. “Pres sent me to find you,” he added, giving me a severe look, “and when I didn’t come back, he sent Diablo after us. Hurry the fuck up. We got Church.”

The three of us sobered as I lifted my chin, acknowledging his words. “Give me five minutes.”

After I picked up my box of Cuban cigars, we rode back to Tonopah, speeding through town, and arriving back at the Crossroads in record time. Grim was already waiting in the chapel as the three of us trudged in. Diablo took his seat as Grim leveled Jigsaw and me with a glare.

“You fuckers make me wait like this again because you want to roll around on the ground together and make out; I’m gonna give you both prospect duties for a month, including the goddamn shitters.”

“Shit. Sorry, pres,” Jigsaw mumbled, ducking his head as his ass landed in the nearest empty seat.

Sighing, I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. “I hear you, pres.” Not waiting for an answer, I took my spot across from Exorcist.

Grim lifted his skull-shaped gavel and banged it down hard on the wooden surface of the table. Inside this room, all the decisions were made, and when our pres called a meeting, it was mandatory. Not that anyone would have skipped. The safety of the club, its members, and any related business trumped everything else.

The chapel was a sacred place. We shared our secrets, our concerns and made plans for our enemies. It was the one place where we discussed club business, and only members ever walked through that door. Unless you were the president’s ol’ lady. Then you had carte blanche as Trish did.

She was sitting on a chair to his right, rubbing her belly. Her face was pale, and I knew she wasn’t feeling well. Grim reached for her chair and dragged it closer, reaching for her hand and squeezing it. “I’m okay,” she whispered. “I can go back to our room.”

He shook his head. “Nope. You’re staying with me. This won’t take long.” His throat cleared as he lifted his head, eyeing each of us with a hard stare that dared anyone to fuck around. “We got some shit to sort, and I don’t have long. My ol’ lady needs me.”

Several of my brothers nodded. Trish had a rough pregnancy, and she was sick almost from the beginning. We all knew the stress Grim was under. He worried about his unborn son and Trish every minute of the day.

“I want to start with the good first. Patriot, you and Naomi gained a son today. This club has your back. Your boy is family. Congratulations, brother.”

Fists pounded the table, and a few within reach slapped Patriot on the back. He cleared his throat and nodded, his big ass looking far too emotional. Every brother in this room understood how much that meant to him.

“Seen a lot of crazy shit as a Marine,” he confessed, “but that ain’t nothin’ compared to those fucking Russians. Naomi is safe for now, but we got Rattler and the Scorpions, not to mention the fucking Denali brothers to deal with. I just gained a son and an ol’ lady. Not about to lose either of them.”

“We got you, brother,” I promised, fist-bumping him across the table.

“We all do,” Mammoth agreed. V.P. was a massive fucker, and at 6’5”, he was a monster. “No one is gonna get close to our family.”

The distinction was important. Family. Not families. Every ol’ lady and all the kids. Hell, even the club girls. They were protected too.

“Which brings us to the next point.” Grim turned my way. “Not askin’ you to share personal shit, Wraith, but whatever happened today, I need to know your head is in the game.”

“It is,” I assured him.

“Then you got to tell me how you know the social worker.”

Annoyed, I didn’t want to say shit. Still wasn’t sure what I was gonna do about Tawni or if I wanted to confront her about what happened seventeen years ago or not.

“Is it gonna be a problem?” Grim persisted, waiting for my reply.

Fuck. I didn’t want to talk about this right now. “No,” I growled. “I’m good.”

“Then it shouldn’t be a problem for Jigsaw to tail her. That social worker knows too much. I’m bettin’ those fucking Russians think so too.”

“Her name is Tawni,” I ground out with clenched teeth.

“Social worker sure was a sweet piece of ass,” Jigsaw began, like he didn’t hear me, “I’d sure like to—”

He didn’t get to say more before I was on my feet, leaning forward, with the collar of his t-shirt in my hand. “Her name is Tawni, and she’s off limits.” My words weren’t loud, but they were spoken with a deadly calm that everyone in the room recognized. My Reaper had rushed to the surface, his snarl dominating my features. “Off. Fucking. Limits.”

The room was silent for a couple of heartbeats before a chuckle escaped Grim’s mouth. “That’s what I figured. Try not to lose your shit, Wraith.”

My Reaper wasn’t backing down. “Need a minute,” I responded, staring at Jigsaw as his lips widened into a macabre smile.

“Tawni is yours,” he conceded, highly amused as I released his shirt and my Reaper receded as I sat back down with a scowl.

Fuck. I just revealed exactly how I felt about Tawni despite my protests. Wasn’t even sure how I would react until Jigsaw mentioned her name. After that, all I knew was that my Reaper didn’t want any man, brother or not, thinking of her at all.

Grim lifted Trish’s hand and pressed a kiss to the top before releasing her fingers. His arms folded across his chest as he appeared deep in thought. “I don’t think those Russians are gonna let Yeva stay here without a fight.”

Trish inhaled sharply but didn’t disagree.

He scooted back and reached for her, pulling her into his embrace. “It’s okay,” he murmured, wrapping one arm around her as she snuggled into his chest. A determined glint settled in his dark eyes as he lifted his head. “I’ll be right back.”

Trish was scooped up into his arms before he carried her off, presumably to bed. I was bettin’ that he regretted bringing her here since that news about the Russians would only worry her more and add additional stress. He was back in less than five minutes, agitated as his hand tugged at his beard.

“Motherfucker!” he yelled, walking in with a bottle of whiskey. He tossed back a shot and poured another, staring us down as he swirled the amber liquid around in his glass. “I fucking hate this shit. Gonna lose my goddamn mind soon.”

Mammoth nodded, leaning forward in his seat. “We’ve increased security since the Denali brothers betrayed us. There are extra cameras all over the compound. Xenon hooked us up. I even stocked weapons and ammo behind the bar in the common room and inside the end tables. Fuckin’ strapped a few underneath the pool tables too.”

“No shit?” Rael asked, looking impressed.

“Yep,” Mammoth confirmed.

“Any word on those Denali fuckers?” Grim took another shot and shook his head, clearly frustrated.

“No, but it won’t be long before we find them.”

“Thought they went underground,” Jigsaw reminded us, scratching his chin. “Can’t hide forever, right?”

Diablo leaned forward, slapping a palm on the table. “No, but they’re gonna try. I can’t wait to find Vince and Antonio. Got something special planned for those assholes.”

“Oh yeah,” Rael agreed.

Hannibal leaned back, flipping his metal lighter open and closed as he casually joined the conversation. “Made a few phones calls. Seems Sheriff Tucker has been a busy man. Got himself a few hefty deposits in his bank account recently.”

“How hefty?” I asked, wondering how this was relevant.

“Ten grand each. Not a paycheck that a sheriff in Tonopah makes on his own.”

“No,” Grim agreed, throwing back another shot of whiskey.

Rael tilted his head to the side. “How the fuck you get access to his bank account?”

Hannibal shrugged. “My dick.”

Laughter erupted around the room, and it released some of the tension we were all feeling.

Ex snorted. “You have pussy all over Nevada.”

“That I do,” Hannibal confirmed with a grin, “but that ain’t the point. I’m doing some digging, but I ain’t sure who sent the payments yet or why.”

“Xenon, you think you could work your magic?” Grim asked, turning to our tech guru.

There wasn’t shit that Xenon couldn’t access or manipulate when it came to technology. It was almost scary.

“I’m on it,” he announced, already clicking keys and tuning us out. He never did ask many questions, and it made me wonder just how many people he kept tabs on at any given moment. Probably wasn’t a single politician or law enforcement in the state that wasn’t under our surveillance.

“And this is related to the Russians, how?” I asked, bringing us back on topic.

“With all of the disappearances in Nevada in recent months and the fact that the trafficking ring is still operating throughout the Great Basin, I’d say it’s a good chance those payments to Sheriff Tucker are a bribe to turn the other way.”

“Well, fuck,” I cursed, slamming a fist on the table. “What does that mean for Tawni?”

“She’s not safe,” Exorcist clarified from across the table. “We’re her only chance if the Russians track her down.”

“She lives in Vegas,” Xenon added, “but she’s at the Clown Motel until Sunday. Checked the reservation in her name. Didn’t even use a fucking alias.”

“Christ,” Grim blurted. “Does she have a death wish?”

“Not sure, but she’s not alone at the motel. The room is booked for two guests.”

Fuck. My. Life.

“Who?” I asked, my voice little more than a growl.

“Can’t say. Cameras at the motel aren’t easily accessible. I can’t see the part of the second floor where she’s staying in room 214. Friday the 13th,” Xenon announced, still typing on his laptop.

“Friday the 13th?” I asked, hating when he blurted too many facts at once like this. It came out a jumbled mess.

“Yeah. She checked into one of the theme rooms.”

Groaning, I pulled one of my cigars from my cut and lit up, puffing away until I had a decent cherry. It was a good minute or two later before I felt the rush of nicotine hit my system and focused my attention back on Grim.

“I don’t like this,” Bodie answered, speaking up for the first time.

“Me either,” Lucky added. “Scorpions have been too quiet.”

“And what about that Rattler dude? We ain’t heard a word,” Bodie added.

“Not entirely true,” Patriot admitted, glancing in Grim’s direction. “Got two random texts—both from untraceable burner phones. I’m almost positive the first one was from Rattler. All that I got was a picture of a rattlesnake. Fucking coward.”

“And the other text?” I asked, already worried about where this was headed.

“Just one sentence: You don’t fear me yet, but you will.”

A few scoffs and curses were heard from my brothers around the room.

Patriot’s brows furrowed. “I know it was Sergei Resnikov. Katya’s uncle.”

“Katya?” Rael asked, looking around the room. “Yeva’s birth mother?”

“Yeah.”

“Damn.” Rael whistled low. “These fucking Russians are a serious pain in the ass.”

Ex fired up a joint and ticked his head in my direction. “Tell me when you’re ready. We’ll head over to the Clown Motel.”

Grim stood, taking the bottle of whiskey with him. “Need to get lost in my ol’ lady. We’ll meet back up at noon tomorrow. Don’t be fucking late,” he ordered, strolling from the chapel with purpose.

Rising to my feet, I gestured to the door as Exorcist joined me. “After you, princess.”

“You fucking know it.”

With a chuckle, I followed him outside, more than ready to find out who Tawni was with at the Clown Motel.
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“Mom.”

Deep in the throes of slumber, I barely recognized Zane’s voice calling out to me from across the room. Tugging the pillow over my head, I mumbled something that sounded like, “go back to sleep.”

“Mom!”

Jolting awake, I rolled over, blinking my eyes as awareness sank in. The room was almost entirely dark, but I could see enough to notice his shadow on the bed, and he wasn’t awake. Light snores tumbled from his nose as I yawned and then collapsed against the mattress. My eyes fluttered and then closed, unable to resist the allure of slumber.

“This one,” a garbled voice whispered next to my ear.

My entire body froze, and then my eyes snapped open, searching the room for intruders. There was no way I imagined that gravelly voice or the words that sent chills along my spine. Nothing seemed out of place as I reached for my phone, and the screen flashed that I had a few new messages and social media notifications that I promptly ignored.

The time displayed a few minutes after two in the morning. Greenish white light heightened the shadows in the room as I scanned the entire area, positive I didn’t imagine the creepy sensation that I wasn’t alone. Goosebumps popped up on my arms as I swallowed hard, ignoring the clowns that focused their attention on my son and me. Each pair of eyes had followed every movement we made since we walked in the door. If one of those clowns said anything, I was taking Zane and running from the room.

My gaze landed on his black t-shirt, and the blanket twisted around his legs. Kid always got hot when he slept at night. He tossed and turned and kicked off the covers just like he did when he was little. Zane mumbled a few words that I couldn’t understand and rolled over, facing my direction.

“Zane? Are you awake?”

Silence.

“Zane?” I called out, nervously pushing my hair back behind my ears as I bit my bottom lip.

“Shhh.”

The sound seemed to originate from over my head, and I leaped from the bed, screeching as I flipped on the light.

“Mom?” Zane asked groggily at the exact moment the lights switched off. And it wasn’t me.

I let out a gasp and joined Zane on his bed, scrambling onto the mattress and close to hyperventilating. The lights flicked on and then off again as I tapped the flashlight feature on my phone. My hand shook as Zane’s eyes widened.

“Are you messing with the lights?”

“No,” I whispered, scanning the room with my phone. Only shadows greeted us, playfully dancing along the walls as if there wasn’t some poltergeist in the room.

Zane reached for his phone and followed my lead, using the flashlight to illuminate the floor and underneath the beds as he slid out from under the blanket and untangled his legs.

“Don’t leave my side,” I begged, not too proud to admit that I was spooked.

“Mom, this is too cool.”

Uh, no. No, it was not cool at all. “I disagree.”

Zane laughed, searching the room as the lights flickered but didn’t come back on. “Did a ghost speak to you?” He joined me on the bed, patting my shoulder. “You look a little pale.”

“I’m terrified, and I think I’m gonna pee my pants,” I admitted, blowing out a breath.

Zane let out a loud guffaw. “That’s hilarious.”

“You’re supposed to be sympathetic and frightened like me,” I deadpanned.

“Well, is it okay if I’m just fascinated instead?”

Groaning, I flopped back against the pillows. “No.”

“You want me to be scared?” he asked, laughing when I shook my head. “Then I guess it’s good I’m not.”

The lights flicked on, and we both jumped.

“See? My heart is beating way too fast. This is creepy.”

Zane was entirely too amused. “Mom. You’re too much.”

“I don’t think I am, but this room sure is. Probably the whole motel.”

Zane’s lips twitched at the corners as he shook his head. “This was the best idea ever.”

“Coming here?” I clarified as he nodded. “No, it was a terrible idea. There’s no way I’m going back to sleep now.”

“Mom. We’re fine. Nothing is going to harm us.”

Giving him a skeptical look, I lifted my chin. “Says the horror movie buff. Isn’t that like rule #1? Never say I’ll be right back, venture anywhere alone, or convince anyone that everything will be fine.”

A strange scratching sound echoed in the room, rendering us both silent.

“Did you hear that?” I asked, hoping that it wasn’t a rodent. “Better not be a rat.”

Zane cleared his throat and opened his mouth to speak when the scratching sound grew louder like something sharp scraped against the outside of our door, cutting through the eerie quiet.

“What was that?” Zane asked with a hard swallow. For the first time, he appeared afraid.

“I don’t know.”

The room plunged into darkness again as I reached for Zane. He was already scooting closer, flipping his phone toward the door. “There’s someone out there,” he whispered as we heard heavy footsteps on the upper floor.

“It’s probably a guest like us who can’t sleep,” I whispered reassuringly.

“Uh, yeah. At 2 am.”

Shit. He was right. “I’m going to peek out the curtains. Turn off your flashlight.”

Both of our flashlights clicked off as we tapped our phones. Moving slowly, I headed toward the window and gently pushed the curtain aside about two inches. The lights from the Clown Motel signage lit up the night sky and illuminated the walkway of the second floor. Two strangers were speaking in low tones by the stairs, and one of them turned, gesturing in my direction and room 214.

“Dammit.” I couldn’t be sure if they saw me or not.

Whoever the two men were, they were definitely watching our room. I had no idea if they planned to break down the door or not, but we couldn’t stay here and wait. A funny feeling in the pit of my stomach warned me that this was serious.

“There are two guys out there by the stairs,” I announced, turning to my son and trying not to panic. “I don’t know what they’re doing here, but I’m not planning on waiting around to find out.”

Zane’s brows lifted as he reached for his jeans and yanked them on, sliding into his shoes and tying up the laces. I rushed from the window, hastily packing up our few belongings. He already had everything he had brought for the trip back in his backpack by the time I finished, including the Xbox.

“What’s the plan?” he asked as if we were double agents in a crime drama.

“I’m going to distract them so you can escape.”

“What? Mom—”

I cut him off, raising a hand. “There’s no time. Just listen.” He swallowed hard but slipped the straps of his pack over his shoulders. “The second floor has two sets of stairs. You’re gonna run as soon as I mace those guys. Get to the car as if hell itself was on your heels. No hesitations. Okay?”

“And wait for you, right?”

I shook my head. Too risky. “No, you’re gonna drive to the Crossroads. I’ve got friends there that will protect you.”

“Where the heck is that?”

Rattling off the directions, I crept toward the door, but Zane snagged my arm. “Mom, I don’t have my license yet.”

“Honey, you’re a great driver. We’re just waiting for your birthday to take the test and make it official. You’ve got this.”

Zane’s eyes widened when a thud sounded just on the other side of the door like someone had slammed into the wood.

“Ask for Grim. Tell him I sent you and they’ll know what to do. It’s going to be fine, Zane. I love you.”

“You just broke rule #1,” he reminded me.

I hauled him into my chest and squeezed tight before releasing my son, my light in this dark world and reason for living. He made everything I sacrificed worth it.

Reaching into my purse, I pressed my keys into his hand. “Don’t look back. Just run until you reach the car and then drive.” I didn’t give him time to argue and yanked out the pepper spray.

“I love you too,” Zane whispered right before I flung open the door, charging into the two goons as I let loose, screeching like a wild banshee in the night, spraying pepper spray like bullets from a gun.
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“You gonna tell me about this social worker or not?” Exorcist asked, fixing me with one of his annoying smirks. “Must be something gettin’ you all twisted, and I’m guessing it’s pussy.”

Flipping him off, I pulled one of my fancy Cuban cigars free and lit the end, enjoying the rich flavor of the tobacco before he ruined it with all his chatter.

“Not seen you ever get this hung up on a piece of ass before, so spill it. We ain’t got nothin’ but time tonight.”

“Who are you, my shrink?”

“Nah, just one brother concerned about another.”

Ex was more than that, and he knew it. Closest thing I had to a real brother.

The whole RBMC was family, but Exorcist understood me in a way no one else ever had. He was my best friend. We hardly did shit without one another. Got used to having him watch my back, and I’d be lyin’ if I said his persistence didn’t mean a shit ton to me.

“Not gonna let this go, are ya?” I asked with a gruffer tone than I felt.

“Nope. Stop being a pain in the ass.”

Sighing, I puffed away on my cigar for a minute as I gathered my thoughts. “She’s my star.”

Ex paused as he pulled a blunt from his cut, about to light the fucker up and inhale. “You shittin’ me? She’s the one?”

“Yep.”

“Thought you said she was dead.”

“Yeah, that’s cuz she fucking was,” I snapped, pissed off with the reminder.

Exorcist leaned back, eyeing me like he wasn’t sure what to say. “That’s fucking intense, brother.”

“No shit.”

Trying to keep my cool and my Reaper from shoving his way to the surface, I inhaled and exhaled a few times, relaxing the primal urge to give in to my need for vengeance and wrath.

“How is she still alive then?” he finally asked, torching the end of his joint and taking a long drag. “Didn’t you say she was—”

“I don’t want to talk about that night,” I hissed, fighting back the need to stomp my way over to her room and demand answers.

“Halloween, right?”

“Seventeen years ago,” I muttered.

“No wonder you hate the holiday.”

Snorting, I cracked a smile. Fucker pissed me off, but I couldn’t fathom going through this life without him. Ex was the only one who remembered I hated Halloween. “Can’t you leave shit alone?”

“Why the fuck would I want to do that? Fucking with you is the highlight of my day.”

“Asshole.”

His chuckle was infectious, and I shook my head. “You’re worse than Rael.”

He made a disgusted sound in his throat. “That’s just mean.”

“Like he doesn’t piss you off on the daily.”

“Rael pisses everyone off on the daily,” Ex laughed, and he was right. “Not a single brother that doesn’t know he’s got our back, though.”

“You know it,” I agreed.

“Crazy fucker is the SAA for a reason.”

Rael was always a loose cannon. Never knew what he’d end up saying or doing. Had to admit it was entertaining. When push came to shove, he put the club ahead of himself, and that meant a lot to Grim and the rest of us.

“Speak of the devil,” a familiar voice called out, approaching us from the desert and nothing but miles of cactus, tumbleweed, and dangerous predators. “Although I don’t see that tricky fucker anywhere.”

Good point. Lucifer showed up where and when he felt like it. That was usually at the worst of circumstances just to watch you squirm—and he used that opportunity to strike a bargain or amend one. Crafty and sneaky sonofabitch.

“The fuck you want?” Ex asked, taking another hit from his blunt. “Not wasted enough to babysit your ass.”

“That’s just cold, old man.”

Ex flipped him off, not bothering to correct Rael’s words.

“Grim send you?” I asked, ticking my head in his direction. “Ain’t got shit to report.”

“Naw. Nylah is working third shift, and I’m fucking bored. Not even rosy palm and her five sisters are helping.”

Ex snickered, shaking his head. “Got all the pussy back at the Crossroads that I could ever want. Having an ol’ lady cuts out all the fun.”

“You say that now but wait until you find the right woman,” Rael teased, “You’re gonna be whipped so damn fast that you’ll beg for her legs to open and end your torment.”

We all laughed at that. Ex was the least likely to fall in love out of everyone except for me. He had plenty of reasons, too, but most of them had to do with trust and the chick that broke his heart. Fucking knew that shit well enough to leave him alone about it.

My hand tingled as I lifted it, a numbing sensation traveling along my palm and up my arm toward my shoulder. Hissing at the odd feeling, I clenched my fist and then wiggled my fingers, hoping to lose the pins and needles buzz left behind.

“Hey,” Ex blurted, staring at me with a funny look. “What gives?”

I didn’t answer since I didn’t know what to say. This had happened a few times recently, and I chose to ignore it, hoping it was just some fluke. That weird sensation had grown from just my hands to my fingertips right up to my shoulders. Not good.

“I’m good.”

He gave me a skeptical look but didn’t push it.

Rael pulled out his smokes and lit one, his lips curling into a sinister grin. “All three of us ain’t got nothin’ to do better on a Friday night than watch some social worker in a hotel room.”

“I’d rather be fucking Becca,” Ex observed, agreeing with Rael.

“Well, you can both shove off. I got this.”

Neither one made a move except to keep smoking.

“Who is she anyway?” Rael asked, watching my reaction closely.

“A social worker,” I deadpanned, not bothering to hide the growl in my tone.

“You know, you’re awful touchy about this woman. She suck your dick in the past or what?”

Blind rage took hold, and I had Rael pinned up against the side of the motel in less than a heartbeat. “You don’t fucking ask about her. You don’t talk about her. You don’t say shit. Don’t even fucking think about Tawni.”

A cunning and devious look entered his dark eyes. “She must have the tightest, wettest cunt in Nevada.”

Exorcist groaned as I gnashed my teeth, my Reaper coming to the surface so damn fast I didn’t have time to stop him. Rael’s Reaper laughed a low, dark chuckle that should have been a warning, but I didn’t give a shit. His head tilted back and then slammed forward into mine, crashing skull against skull. We barely felt the impact.

When in Reaper form, we were indestructible. And that was true for the whole club. There was a reason we took the Devil’s Ride and bargained with Lucifer. His contract was damn hard to turn down.

If you’re gonna bat, swing for the winning team.

I liked the odds when I played for Lucifer Morningstar. He was undefeated.

Cursing, I swung at Rael and split his bottom lip, snickering as I watched him spit the blood from his mouth. We couldn’t harm one another much. Maybe draw some blood and give a few bruises but nothing permanent. Still felt fucking good to take my anger and frustration out on him.

Fuck. That was exactly what he was counting on.

I dropped my fists, glaring at him as Rael flashed a shit-eating grin. “You fucker.”

“Feel better?” he asked, testing his jaw with his hand. “You and fucking Jigsaw. Lead fists.”

“Then why do you say the shit you do if you don’t want to get punched?”

“I like pain.”

Fucking hell.

Ex kept smoking, clearly high now and enjoying it. “Dumbass.”

No wonder Grim was always complaining that his job as president was equivalent to adult daycare. He wasn’t wrong.

“What time is it?” I demanded, mumbling shit under my breath about annoying assholes who like to get into people’s business.

Rael’s grin grew wider.

Exorcist shrugged. “Not really caring at the moment.”

Tugging my phone from the inner pocket of my cut, I clicked the side button as the screen displayed 1:58 am. Nearly two and nothing was out of place or abnormal—no sign of those Russian pricks or the Scorpions. No one was awake or hanging around at all.

“Everyone’s asleep, dimwit,” Rael announced like I didn’t already know that. “Doubt your social worker is gonna come out here before dawn.”

“Her name is Tawni,” I grit out from between clenched teeth.

“Tawni? Huh? Isn’t that the name of the stripper Jigsaw fucked last week?”

Lunging forward, I tackled Rael to the ground as he burst out laughing. It wasn’t even worth punching him again. Sick fuck liked the pain and got off on the confrontation.

Frowning, I hopped up and flipped him the middle finger.

“What? I’m bored,” he whined.

Rael and boredom should never be combined in the same sentence.

“I’m getting a headache.”

Ex started laughing and couldn’t stop. “Shit. I need to take a piss.” He sauntered around the side of the building, whipping out his dick without a care.

Raising my hand, I scrubbed it across my face. “This is torture.”

“Why? Tawni blow you off?”

“No,” I grunted, giving him a pointed stare. “I’m talking about you.”

Rael chuckled and then strolled over to his bike, yanking a few beers from the saddlebags. “We need to stay entertained. I know I am.”

“Why does that not surprise me?”

“Cuz he’s crazy,” Ex explained, joining us and snatching one of the beers from Rael. “I’m always amused when he’s around.”

Rael puckered his lips and made smoochy sounds before blowing him a kiss.

“I’m not going to survive this night,” I muttered, popping open the can and chugging the contents.

“I’ve got more,” Rael offered.

I was about to take him up on it when I noticed headlights coming our way. “Shit. Move the bikes and hide.”

We didn’t waste time and were out of sight before the black Mercedes-Benz with tinted windows pulled into the Clown Motel parking lot. Two guys dressed in black emerged from the vehicle. They spoke in low tones, gesturing to the second floor. I caught the flash of something metallic in the light, clutched in one of their fists.

A gun.

The hair on the back of my neck prickled with apprehension as the two goons climbed the stairs and then paused at the top. One of them pointed to room 214 as I left the shadows and approached from below. Listening in on their conversation, I realized they were speaking Russian.

Motherfucker!

There was a loud bang, and then I heard what sounded like an eerie wail. The commotion forced my Reaper to surface, and I took the stairs two at a time. Someone was running in the opposite direction along the second-floor walkway, but my only concern was Tawni. Whoever they were, they weren’t a threat. My Reaper dismissed him as I pounced on the first guy, landing a sharp right hook with a quick snap. He went down hard and didn’t move, out cold.

The other guy was rubbing his eyes and cursing in Russian. I could smell the pepper spray and knew she had doused him in it. It must have worked because he couldn’t see a damn thing. I turned to the right and roared like a wild beast when I saw Tawni on the ground. He must have hit her before I made it to the top of the stairs. Rolling her onto her back, I checked for a pulse, relieved when I found the steady thrum in her wrist.

“Is she okay?” Ex asked, binding the wrists and ankles of the first guy.

“I hope so.”

The second guy tried to fight off Rael, and he chuckled, swinging his fist into his gut. Took about two more hits for the idiot to give up. Rael slapped a piece of duct tape over his mouth and hoisted him up over his right shoulder.

“Gonna give Grim a call,” Exorcist informed us. “I’ll have Shadow bring a cage for these Russian fucks.”

Rael shivered and palmed his dick with his free hand. “I’m gonna enjoy playing in the dungeon tonight.”

Ex sent him a glare. “Don’t start your freaky shit right now.”

Ignoring both of them, I scooped Tawni into my arms. As I stood, I noticed another vehicle headed in our direction from Hwy 95. “We’ve got company.”

“Shit!” Rael cursed, hurrying down the stairs as Ex followed.

I was right behind them, barely making it back into our hiding spot before the second car arrived. Holding Tawni tighter, I breathed through the urge to stand up and confront the new arrivals. My Reaper wanted to hurt someone for daring to harm Tawni. She was marked. Didn’t take a genius to figure out that the Black Market Railroad thought she was a loose end just as I feared.

My entire body stilled as I listened to the men who emerged from the car arguing with one another. They gestured to the empty Mercedes and the open doorway to room 214. More goons in dark suits. Fuckers thought they intimidated with their sleek cars and expensive threads. Didn’t mean shit. Not to me.

Scanning the area, they must have decided it was too risky to stick around. That was when I noticed something familiar about one of the guys speaking to the others in a mixture of broken Russian and English. A voice I hadn’t heard in seventeen goddamn years. One that was familiar but only because the memory was so deeply rooted in hatred and revenge.

The unmistakable voice of the man who took everything from me. The one who buried me alive the Halloween night that his men touched Tawni. He left me for dead but never expected that I would rise again to seek out my plan of ruthless vengeance.

Sid Bullard.

Dead. Man. Walking.
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“What the fuck happened?” Grim demanded as I pushed my way through the door and into the common room, ignoring my pres as worry for Tawni took precedence.

She should have awakened by now, but she was still unconscious. Carefully, I placed her on the soft leather couch and bent down, my fingers gently probing the back of her head as I found a lump on her skull.

Motherfucker who hit her was going to wish he never entered Nevada when I finished with him.

“Where are the two assholes from the motel?” I growled, barely speaking in a discernable tone.

“Downstairs,” Jigsaw answered, staring at a spot over my shoulder as if he didn’t want to make eye contact. He seemed even more odd than usual as he cleared his throat and ticked his head toward the hall.

Brushing a strand of hair off Tawni’s face, I leaned back, slowly rising to my feet. There was a commotion as I heard raised voices, and then a tall, lanky kid bolted around the corner, looking pissed off and ready to kick ass.

“What did you do to my mom, asshole!?”

Blinking, I couldn’t move as he rushed toward me, smacking his hands into my chest. Caught off guard, I moved back a step involuntarily. His gaze locked on mine as he sneered, assuming I was the reason she was lying on the leather sofa. My entire body stilled as I lifted my hands and gripped his shoulders, fucking afraid that if I let go, this moment would cease to be real.

Hazel eyes stared back, holding me prisoner as the shock of the moment refused to sink in. Hazel eyes. Just like my father and grandfather. Hazel eyes just like mine.

Just. Like. Mine.

I shuddered, my chest rising and falling fast as my heart hammered out a beat that was far too fast to be normal. One hand slid upward to cup the back of his neck, and I finally took a shallow breath, hoping to fuck that I wouldn’t pass out.

“What’s your name, kid?”

He scoffed. “Did you hurt my mom?”

“No,” I answered honestly.

“Zane,” he blurted with attitude.

Zane. My son’s name was Zane.

This moment was fucking surreal. I didn’t know what to say or do. Nothing prepared me for such a revelation. Tawni wasn’t awake. There was no way to know what she told him about his father.

Did he know that I existed? That I would have fucking been so happy to know she was pregnant? That I would have wanted and loved him from the moment I knew he was conceived?

Shit. My gut churned, and I swallowed hard. I was a father and never even knew it. A part of me was devastated with that knowledge. I missed every single moment of his life and never even had a choice to become involved.

How the hell did I tell Zane the truth?

My greedy gaze roamed over him, and I was sure it was fucking creepy, but I couldn’t help it. He was my goddamn clone. Looked just like me when I was young. Same dark hair and broad shoulders. Same dimple in his cheek. The height and attitude. Kid couldn’t be more than fifteen, maybe sixteen years old. Didn’t even have chin pubes yet. I nearly laughed at the thought until I realized that I was with Tawni seventeen years ago on Halloween, which meant he was probably sixteen. One night was all we had together and my son was born from the love we shared. Something beautiful created despite the ugliness that followed.

Zane was staring at me like I was some kind of loon.

Dammit. The first time I meet my son and I fuck it up.

“Your mom is gonna be fine. I promise.”

His brows furrowed and it was like staring in the fucking mirror. The only difference was that I was older with a beard and long hair. Not to mention all the tattoos.

“Did those guys at the motel hurt her?” he asked, breaking from my hold and rushing to her side, sitting on the edge of the sofa as he picked up her hand and held it.

My heart did a funny stutter as I watched the two of them. Something clicked in my brain, and I knew I would fucking kill anyone who ever tried to harm them. Tawni and Zane were mine to protect. Didn’t matter what reason we separated for the last seventeen years. I would figure out a way to make this work.

Now that I had them this close, there was no way I would let my family leave the Crossroads. Not until every enemy outside these gates was taken down and destroyed. I couldn’t lose Tawni twice. No fucking way. And now I had Zane too.

“Where’s Patriot?” I asked, turning to my pres who was staring at me with a discerning eye. He never missed the important shit. That was why Grim was the president of the club and the first Reaper.

“We’ll get him,” he answered softly, turning to Jigsaw. “Go.”

Jigsaw nodded, striding away as I ignored how quiet the room had gotten.

Three a.m. and every single one of my brothers were awake. Rael and Exorcist were in the dungeon downstairs. I didn’t see Mammoth and figured he joined them.

Bodie, Lucky, Hannibal, and Diablo weren’t saying shit. Hannibal was flipping his goddamn lighter open and closed, oblivious to the noise as he perched on a stool at the bar. Bodie and Lucky paused their game of pool, taking in the room and the weird vibe. Diablo was hitting a bong hard, long ago high enough to fly a damn kite, but he didn’t seem to notice. Even Xenon was staring at me with his hands in his pockets and looking awkward without any of his tech devices.

“Guest room 1 is open,” Grim announced. Staring at the others, he gestured to the hall. “Church at noon. Get some sleep. I’m gonna be pissed if anyone is late.”

Bodie and Lucky were quick to return to their pregnant ol’ ladies as Diablo picked up the bong and took it with him, exiting down the hall with a snicker. Asshole.

Hannibal finally shoved his lighter into one of the pockets of his cut. “Funny thing about fate. Has a way of showing up with a swift kick in the ass.”

Grim smirked as Hannibal slid from the stool and headed toward his room, weaving slightly along the way.

It didn’t escape my notice that the nicest guest room we had was the one he was offering to Tawni and Zane. Also happened to be just three doors down from my own.

Patriot rounded the corner with Jigsaw. “I got you, Wraith.”

Those three words meant more than I could possibly convey. “Thanks.”

“No problem, brother. Let’s get them moved to the guest room.”

Approaching Zane, I noticed the glazed look in his eyes and the dark circles underneath. Kid was exhausted and fought the fatigue because he didn’t want to sleep until he knew if his mother was alright. He didn’t have to say those words for me to understand. His body language was proof enough. Angled to shield her from harm, he stared me down as I sat across from him.

“Zane, we’ve got a room you can stay in. I’m gonna carry your mom, and Patriot here is gonna look her over.”

He narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Are you a doctor or something?”

“A Marine. I’ve tended a lot of wounds. Plenty worse than your mother, and that was just the first year out of boot camp. I’ve got plenty of experience, and I know what I’m doing.”

That must have been enough to convince Zane. His shoulders relaxed a bit as he moved aside. I scooped up his mother and held her to my chest, following Patriot down the hall. Zane was close behind, and although he didn’t say a word, I could feel his hostility. Maybe he didn’t believe that I wasn’t to blame for her injuries.

Once we entered the guest room, I carefully placed Tawni on the mattress, reluctant to release her before I knew she was going to be okay.

“Hey,” he announced as Patriot began his exam, “What they call you?”

“Wraith,” I answered, giving him my full attention.

“Good. Then you can disappear. Don’t need anyone but the Marine in here with my mom and me.”

As much as I didn’t like his attitude, I couldn’t blame him for feeling overwhelmed and protective about Tawni.

“You got it, kid. I’ll check on you both in the morning.”

I barely got the words out and made it to the door before he was shutting the damn thing in my face.

––––––––
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AGGRAVATED, I STOMPED down the stairs into the dungeon, glaring at the two fuckers exposed and ready for reaping. Rael had them trussed up with nylon rope like a couple of piglets and seemed to be enjoying the fact that the two goons were naked as the day they were born. Grown men with their limp dicks just hanging there vulnerable placed them in an awkward and uncomfortable position, and that was the point.

Mammoth, our V.P., stood there like a bouncer who used heavy steroids all his life. He didn’t. Corn fed and born in Ohio; he was just born big and beefy. Nearly six and a half feet tall, Mammoth towered over most men. His shoulders were so broad he turned sideways to enter and exit through the doors of the Crossroads, and we had them built extra roomy when Grim took the place over.

Exorcist was drinking a beer and waiting on word from Rael as he leaned against the wall, feet crossed at the ankles. Frankly, I was confident he would fall over without the support. His bloodshot eyes proved he was wasted. I didn’t say shit because Exorcist could handle his booze and weed. Wasn’t my place to call him out on his shit. He could get an ol’ lady for that.

Not that he ever would.

Since Rael was SAA and I was finally here, Mammoth gave him a nod of approval to get started. The first guy complained about the pepper spray in his eyes and how they burned like we all gave a fuck. We didn’t.

Striding up to the metal table he was strapped on, I leaned down close to his ear. “You the one who hit my woman?”

His entire body jolted as he shook his head, sputtering as he fought against his restraints. “No!”

“I don’t believe you,” I replied calmly, lifting my chin and catching Rael’s evil smile.

His Reaper was already out and ready to play. A dental drill was in his hand, and I chuckled, knowing it was one of his favorite tools.

“Fuck off!”

That was a stupid thing to say. Pissing us off was equivalent to waving a red flag in front of a bull. Be ready for the horns and the rage because it was comin’. Our Reapers didn’t take shit from anyone, especially not some low-life asshole.

At least this one could speak decent English compared to the other Russian pricks we met in the past. His accent wasn’t quite as thick but not enough to hide his affiliation to the Black Market Railroad.

“Wrong answer,” Mammoth announced with a dark laugh.

Rael approached the guy’s kneecap and fired up the drill, pressing down into the center as our prisoner howled, yanking on the ropes as he screamed at us in Russian.

When the drill went quiet, still lodged in the fucker’s kneecap, I leaned down to the blind dipshit. “Did you hit my woman?” I asked again, my words clear and even.

“No!” he wailed, thrashing on the table.

“I believe him,” Rael answered, looking my way. “He’s not lying.”

Mammoth and I both nodded. We knew Rael’s Reaper could sense deception and lies. It was one of his many talents.

“Then we move on for now,” I announced, catching Exorcist’s smirk.

Rael yanked out the drill and set it next to the guy’s leg, ignoring the blood pumping out of the wound. “He’s gonna bleed out, but we’ve got time.”

Yeah, enough time before we sent their souls into hell. Lucifer would enjoy these tasty treats. Part of our contract with that trickster was to give the devil his souls. We chose the most wicked, depraved, and violent ones we could find. Didn’t hurt that our enemies were among those numbers. Anyone who hurt the club met the same fate.

The other Russian was yanked off the table by Mammoth and chained at the wrists and ankles, clasped into metal cuffs purposely left jagged and sharp against his skin. The skin instantly began to slice open as Mammoth stared into our prey’s eyes. When we took a prisoner, our Reaper demanded blood and carnage, and tonight would be no different.

Cold blue eyes stared back. The Russian’s mouth formed a thin, grim line as he refused to speak, shout, beg, or say a word. Goddamn, those were the most fun.

Rael must have thought the same thing because he groaned, adjusting his dick. “I’m gonna need my cock sucked as soon as my ol’ lady gets home.”

Ex shook his head.

Mammoth’s lips twitched like he couldn’t hide his humor. “It’s fucking sick how this shit turns you on.”

“You don’t know the half it,” Rael replied with a shiver.

“Did you hit my woman?” I asked, moving closer to stand in front of him, only about two feet between us.

Nothing.

“I’m going to enjoy it when you finally scream.”

He didn’t physically respond, but there was something vile and evil about the way he didn’t break eye contact. Like he was daring us to do our worst and confident that he wouldn’t break. If he were dealing with ordinary men, that might have been the case, but not with us.

Reapers were demons. We enjoyed playing wicked games.

Turning abruptly, I strode with purpose to the bench on the far side of the basement. Our dungeon was the perfect place to force the Russian to cooperate. Picking up one of Rael’s hunting knives from his stockpile of unique weapons, I walked back over, grasping his jaw. Without a word, I slashed up both sides of his mouth as blood dripped from the fresh wound, silently slithering in little snakes down his torso.

“Your mouth is open wide enough to answer now,” I announced with calm indifference. “Did you hit my woman?”

The idiot on the table began to shout louder, begging for help. Rael lifted his hand and punched him so hard I heard something crack. Probably the idiot’s jaw. He shut up after that, perhaps because he couldn’t speak.

“He’s giving me a headache, and I like to work in peace,” Rael muttered.

The Russian with the slashed face kept staring, not saying a word.

“We still got those fire ants?” I asked, looking toward Rael.

How the fuck he obtained them, I wasn’t sure, but there was a whole colony of the nasty insects in soil that he kept as fucking pets.

“Yep.” He flashed a sinister grin. “This is gonna be fun.”

Rael disappeared into the room across the hall, rustling around with containers and junk. He reappeared with a jar of honey and a container of the ants.

“You know what’s cool about these?” he asked casually.

Mammoth shrugged.

Ex finished his beer and lit up a smoke. “I’m guessin’ it’s the fact that they like sweets and flesh and oils.”

“Yep. Components of the human body,” Rael agreed.

Fuck. That was enough for me to keep my distance.

“And they sting,” I added.

“It’s a vicious venom too.” Rael looked so fucking happy you would have thought he just got laid.

As he approached the Russian, I stepped back and gave him plenty of space. Rael opened the honey and let it drizzle over our prey, chuckling as the Russian squirmed, fighting his restraints. He still didn’t utter a word.

Once the honey was closed, Rael opened the lid on his container and let the ants drop onto our prisoner, careful not to let any of them fall to the floor. They seemed to latch onto the blood and honey, and bared flesh like it was a feast. The Russian bucked and wiggled, but there wasn’t enough give on the chains for him to escape the fire ants or their merciless stings.

After a few minutes, his mouth opened, and he began yelling, cursing, and threatening us in every way possible. Red welts appeared on his skin as the minutes dragged on. His body shook violently, but nothing dislodged those ants.

“How the fuck are they still feeding and stinging?” I asked, fascinated despite my impatience for answers.

“Well,” Rael replied, scratching at his whiskers, “I feed them blood and honey, honeydew, and other insects. I think they’ve developed a taste for it.”

Holy shit.

“Remind me not to piss you off,” Mammoth deadpanned.

Done with the wait, I walked back up to the Russian. “Did you hit my woman?”

“Yes.”

He was going to die, but at least we were getting somewhere.

“Who ordered the hit on Tawni Baker?”

“Sergei.”

Resnikov. No surprise there. “Did he have an associate? A guy named Sid Bullard?”

Mammoth frowned, and I knew he didn’t like it that I hadn’t filled him in on the connection.

“Yes. He’s close to Sergei. War buddies.”

Snorting, I found that information amusing. “Where are they?”

“I can’t say.”

“Why not?”

“I am already dead man. I will not say more.”

Rael cracked his knuckles. “You’re wrong about that.”

My hands clenched into fists as the confirmation that Sid was alive and in Nevada sank in. My enemy.

A funny sensation zipped along my forearms, up and over my shoulders, and then into my neck. Electric volts buzzed along my skin, and I looked down, watching in disbelief as my hands disappeared. As in, they totally and completely went invisible. Stunned, I crossed my arms, backing away from the prisoner.

What the fuck just happened?

Was I going crazy?

“You okay?” Ex asked as concern etched into his features.

“I’ve gotten all I need to know. Do what you want with him.”

Rael blinked. “You don’t want to stay for the rest?”

“No,” I growled, stomping off and running up the stairs, nearly colliding with Nylah.

“Hey, Wraith. Is Rael down there?”

She must have finished her shift at the urgent care.

“Yeah. He’s gonna be a while.”

Nylah nodded.

“Can I ask a favor?”

She tilted her head to the side, contemplating what I would need to ask. “Sure.”

“I’ve got two special people in the first guest room. They’re mine, feel me?”

“Yes.”

“Tawni and her son are in danger. We brought them here for protection.” I hoped they were resting by now. “Would you keep an eye on them? She’s got a nasty bump on her head. Patriot is in there now and I need to follow up.”

“No problem.”

Nylah followed me to the room, and I tried the knob, finding it unlocked. Patriot was dozing off in a leather chair. He perked up when we entered.

“They’re both asleep now,” he whispered. “Tawni needs rest but she should be fine. Won’t know for sure until she wakes up.”

I moved to the bed and stared down at the two people in this world I wanted by my side. My heart did that funny stutter again as I released a shaky breath. I’d almost forgotten about my hands and noticed they appeared normal—no invisibility issues.

“Zane and his mother will be staying here for as long as they want. Please take care of my woman and my son. I’ll provide anything they need.”

Nylah’s eyes grew so round I thought they would pop out of their sockets. “Sure, Wraith. I met her when she dropped off Yeva. I don’t mind staying with her until she wakes up.”

Shit. I forgot about that. My head was all over the place with this mess.

“You got it, brother.” Patriot clasped me on the shoulder. “I already told you that I had your back.”

Nodding, I swallowed hard and left the room, marveling at the fact that my heart felt like I had dropped it on the bed with Zane and Tawni.

When I got to my room, I stripped down and placed my cut over the nearest chair. Needing to take a piss, I headed into the bathroom, taking care of business before I turned on the sink and washed my hands. I splashed cool water on my face and lifted my head, staring into the mirror like I had done so many times in the past.

Only this wasn’t normal. Not at all.

Because I wasn’t in the goddamn reflection. I was fucking invisible. Nothing. A ghost. A wraith.

Not even a fucking man.

And this wasn’t the first time.

“Fuck,” I cursed, turning around. “I’m going to fucking disappear and never come back one day.”

A dark chuckle left my lips but it wasn’t funny at all.
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When my eyes opened, I was so disoriented that it took a minute to focus. My head ached, and I winced, lifting my hand to press against the back of my skull. The large, protruding bump proved I didn’t dream last night or the guys who showed up at the motel. The rest of the night was fuzzy, and I missed how I ended up in this room. Where the hell were we sleeping?

Rolling onto my side, I found Zane asleep next to me. His dark hair flopped over his forehead with disarray. Dark lashes rested against his cheeks as a hint of a smile pulled at the corners of his lips. It was easy to forget that he was nearly sixteen. His face appeared younger when relaxed. Innocence and youth that escaped as we aged.

I stifled a groan as I slowly sat up, taking in the room.

“Hi, Tawni,” a female voice whispered.

Jolting, I gasped as I turned sharply to my left, surprised to find Nylah lounging in a leather armchair. “Am I at the Crossroads?”

“You are,” she confirmed. “Wraith asked that I stay with you.”

“Wraith?”

“The one with the beard and the pretty hazel eyes.”

Frowning, I couldn’t remember who she was talking about unless she met the grumpy biker who stomped out yesterday when I dropped off Yeva. “Okay. Why would he do that?”

Nylah shrugged. “Why wouldn’t he want to make sure you’re safe? Your son too.”

My temples were throbbing as I sank back against the mattress. “I can’t think. My head is killing me.”

“I’ll grab some water and painkillers. You hungry yet?”

“No, but Zane will be as soon as he wakes up.”

“It’s nearly one in the afternoon, but I can get breakfast food if you like. It’s not a problem.”

“Omg. How did we sleep so long?” I asked, reaching over to shake Zane’s shoulder.

“Let him sleep. He was up most of the night watching over you until he passed out around dawn.”

“He’s such a good son,” I whispered, dropping my hand.

“I don’t doubt it. Zane is a sweetheart. We talked for a bit last night. He’s quite protective over his mother.”

“Nylah?”

“Yeah, babe?”

“Who is this Wraith guy? Why do I feel like I know him?”

Maybe it was stupid to ask her that question, but she smiled, lifting her shoulders and tilting her head to the side without saying a word. “Ask him when he’s out of church.”

“Church?”

“You’ll find out soon enough. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll come back with a tray.”

Nylah crossed the room and left with a wink, shutting the door with a slight click. I didn’t know what to make of her answers. As soon as my head wasn’t pounding nails into my skull, I was finding Grim and demanding the truth.
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“THIS IS SO GOOD,” ZANE announced with a satisfied groan. “The best cheesesteak sandwich I’ve had in ages.”

This was his second sandwich, and that was after potato chips, a sliced apple, and a donut.

“It’s pretty yummy,” I agreed, picking at mine and feeling slightly queasy with the headache. Even the Tylenol hadn’t helped much. “I should have asked for chicken noodle soup.”

“I’ll go ask for it,” he replied, hopping up before I could protest. “I’ll be right back.”

I almost called out and told him to forget it, but I realized he was anxious and wanted to take care of me. How could I say no?

Zane was back about ten minutes later, but he didn’t seem to be alone. The door opened, and he walked inside with another tray. His back was stiff as he approached and placed the tray on the table in front of me. “Wraith demanded I let him in to check on you.”

Wraith, who was, in fact, the grumpy biker from yesterday, cleared his throat awkwardly. “I didn’t want to inconvenience you. Just wanted to make sure you were both comfortable and didn’t need anything.”

Zane shook his head, clearly not believing a word Wraith said. “My mom is trying to eat something and rest.”

“I can see that,” Wraith replied carefully. “Go ahead, Tawni. I’m not in a hurry.”

I lifted the lid off the tray and found a covered bowl of piping hot soup and a hunk of crusty bread. The broth smelled amazing and tasted even better once I removed the lid and began sipping on the hot liquid. My stomach settled, and I smiled at Zane, relieved that my headache was starting to fade. This soup was exactly what I needed.

“You look less pale,” he observed. “Feeling better?”

“Now I am. Headache isn’t pounding hammers into the back of my skull anymore.”

My son nodded, finishing the rest of his food. He pushed back his plate and then crossed his arms, staring at Wraith with attitude. I didn’t have time to wonder what that was about as I turned to the biker.

“I’m confused about why you’re here,” I admitted.

“That makes two of us,” Zane added.

Wraith lifted one of his hands and rubbed the back of his neck in a nervous gesture. “I’d prefer if we talk alone first.”

Alone? “Why? That’s sus,” I exclaimed, borrowing the word from my son.

“It’s so sus,” he agreed, ticking his head at Wraith.

“Sus?”

“It means suspicious. The way you’ve been acting since the moment I met you,” Zane accused.

I must have missed something because I didn’t have a clue what that meant.

There was a knock on the door, and then Nylah opened it, popping her head inside. “I’ve got some fresh cookies from the oven, and someone needs to check if they taste alright.” She was smiling at Zane, wiggling her eyebrows.

“You can’t bribe me with cookies,” he replied with an indignant lift of his chin.

“What about with extra chocolate chips and a glass of milk? I’ll let you bring some back to the room.”

My son glanced my way, and I could tell that he was tempted. Sure, he was a teenager and not a little boy, but he still loved cookies, especially right out of the oven.

“I’ll be fine. Wraith isn’t going to hurt me.”

Zane stood up, squaring back his shoulders as he stared down at Wraith, who perched on the edge of the leather armchair. “You do a thing to make me regret this, and I will hunt you down. I’ve got a knife, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

“Zane,” I gasped, surprised to hear such violence.

“It’s fine, Tawni. I understand what he’s saying.” Wraith turned to Zane. “You have my word. I know that may not mean much to you right now, but bikers live by a code, and my word is binding. I won’t harm a hair on her head or upset your mother in any way.”

“Don’t make me regret this because I won’t be sorry for what I do to you.” Zane stomped toward the door and then looked over his shoulder. “Scream, and I’ll come running.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

With a curt nod, he followed Nylah and left me alone with the biker.

“You know, he’s a good son.”

“I think so,” I answered, folding my hands on the table as we faced one another. “What did you want to talk about that my son couldn’t hear? Is this about the guys who attacked us last night?”

“Yes, and no.”

“Well, which one is it?”

“Both,” he grumbled, sighing. “Look, I don’t know how to say all of this. I’m lost here.”

“About what?”

Wraith wasn’t making any sense.

“About who I am and,” he paused and stood awkwardly, “about who Zane is to me.”

“To you?” I asked, confused, rising to my feet with him. “I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

“It’s what I need to know.”

“Which is?” Irritated, I didn’t get why he was saying all of these things. “Who are you?”

“A man from your past.”

My blood ran cold at the phrase. My past? I would remember someone as gruff and wild as the biker in front of me. Was he one of the guys that attacked Jasper and me eighteen years ago?

Taking a step backward, I scrambled away from him as he advanced, backing me into the wall. “Don’t come any closer, or I’m going to scream.”

“Tawni Baker,” he sighed, “I know you better than you know yourself. Or I did that Halloween night when you gave me your virginity.”

My jaw dropped open, and I shook my head. “That’s not possible. This is a cruel joke. Jasper died seventeen years ago on Halloween night. I know because I was there!” I shouted, my chest heaving as I refused to believe that I had lived all these years without him for no reason.

“I’m alive,” he contradicted. “I’m Jasper Cornell. I made love to you in the back of my truck, and I was going to propose six weeks later when I had enough to buy your engagement ring.”

“No!” I shouted, covering my ears. “It’s not you!”

“It is, Tawni. I was buried alive, or I would have saved you from Sid and his gang.”

“No,” I whimpered, falling to my knees as my chest felt tight and stars danced in the peripheral of my vision. “Oh, God.”

“I can prove it to you,” he challenged, “Come with me.”
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“Come with me,” I begged, hoping she would trust me enough to prove my identity.

“Jasper’s dead,” she repeated, her eyes lost in a faraway place buried deep in the past.

“Tawni.” I picked her up from the floor where she crumbled only seconds ago as the shock of the truth began to sink in. Not wasting another moment, I headed right into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me and locking it. I didn’t want anyone disturbing us.

It might have been easier to show her my driver’s license, but I think she would have continued to doubt my words. This was the only way I knew how to convince her of the truth. It was fully stocked since this was the guest bathroom, and I found shaving cream, a new razor, and sharp scissors.

Tawni didn’t move as I began trimming my hair and doing a terrible job of it, but I was determined to clean up my appearance enough that she couldn’t deny me any longer. When I was satisfied enough, I dropped the scissors and filled the sink, beginning the agonizing process of removing my beard.

Fuck. This was painful. I’d grown the damn thing for at least a decade, and I wasn’t looking forward to the reaction from my brothers. Rael and Exorcist would give me shit for weeks.

Tawni was the only reason I’d ever consider losing it. Hopefully, she wouldn’t want me to stay clean-shaven for long. I winced at the razor and then resigned myself, scraping across my jaw with determination. I kept going, ignoring the few nicks I got along the way. Once I finished, I splashed on aftershave and turned her way, offering up a small smile.

I didn’t realize that she’d been quietly watching the process from start to finish. When I faced her, she stood on shaky legs, her hands rising to her mouth as she shook her head and then began to cry. Softly at first, and then the tears increased, and her chest heaved as she began to bawl.

I didn’t know what to do. Was she upset? Disappointed? Devastated?

“Tawni?”

“Oh, Jasper,” she wailed, rushing toward me as the disbelief vanished.

My arms wrapped around her without hesitation as if they remembered what it was like to hold her close. Our bodies pressed up against one another without an inch of space between us. Her coconut-scented lotion and sweet honey shampoo filled my senses.

Home.

The thought was the only one that reached coherency.

My baby was here, and there was no way I was ever letting her go again. “Tawni, I fucking missed you so much.”

“Not more than I missed you,” she blubbered as she hiccupped.

Lowering my head, I captured her lips in the softest of kisses, pressing my mouth to hers with a restrained passion that tested all of my strength and will. A part of me wanted to carry her into that room and lay her down on the bed. I needed to make love to her, to convince her that she never left my heart. Seventeen years and I still reacted to her as I did that Halloween night. Lust and desire mixed with rage when I thought of all the time that we lost.

Using my thumbs, I swiped the tears from her cheeks and flashed a smile. “I never forgot you.”

Her fingers rose and brushed across my face. “You have the same dimple.” She sniffled and then sighed. “Zane is your son, Jasper.”

“He’s mine. I have a son,” I marveled, letting the truth finally sink in. Last night I wanted to believe it more than I knew it was true.

“He’s yours. I was so happy when I found out that I was pregnant.” Her smile brightened for a few seconds and then disappeared. “I didn’t want to raise him alone. I wanted you to be there,” she admitted, her voice breaking as the tears renewed and her shoulders shook.

The bathroom wasn’t the place to discuss something so important. I led Tawni into the bedroom. She sank onto the mattress as I knelt at her side. There were so many questions to ask about that night, but I didn’t know where to start.

Halloween used to be my favorite holiday before Sid and his gang ruined it. I would give anything to go back to that night and do it all over again . . .
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“DID YOU HEAR THAT?” Tawni asked as she clutched the blanket tighter to her chest.

“Yeah. Get dressed,” I ordered, placing a quick kiss against her lips. A loud truck blaring metal music headed our way, and I didn’t want us both to be caught with our literal pants down.

Tawni shoved her feet into her jeans as she scrambled to find her bra. Both of us laughed as I handed it over and flashed a cheeky grin.

“Is it bad that I wish we were still naked?”

She slapped at my arm and shook her head, long hair swinging as she fumbled with the clasps and finally latched the silky material. Tawni hastily threw on her t-shirt as I grabbed my clothes and boots, nearly falling over as I dressed. Both of us were fully clothed and had tugged on our shoes when the truck I noticed rolled to a stop a few feet away. Bright headlights faced our direction, and we were blinded as the high beams clicked on.

“What the fuck?” I shouted, irritated that someone was messing around with us. “What do you want?”

Shielding my eyes from the glare, I didn’t understand what was happening until it was too late.

Gunshots hit the ground in front of my truck, and I reached for Tawni, tugging her close.

“Hey, we don’t want any trouble. I don’t have much money if that’s what you’re after, but you can take my wallet. Just leave us alone.”

Another gunshot hit the back tire of my truck, and I cursed.

No one answered as the other truck’s engine revved, the vehicle lurching back and forth as if someone was priming the engine for a race. Only there wasn’t anywhere to go. We were parked at the top of a hill, overlooking the rest of the city and all the lights. Up here in the Sierra Nevada Mountains, there wasn’t much to view besides the stars.

That was why I brought Tawni here tonight. I wanted her first time to be special. Under the stars, I made her mine, and my heart swelled with the knowledge.

Until I realized something about this night wasn’t right.

“Get out of the truck,” a deep voice ordered.

I didn’t want to listen. The moment we stepped out, there was no barrier between their lifted double cab dually and my little Ford Ranger. This was bad.

Tawni squeezed my hand, and I squeezed back. “It’ll be fine,” I promised. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”
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BLINKING, I RECALLED the past and the lie that followed. I wasn’t able to protect Tawni from a damn thing.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, shaking my head. “I don’t remember everything that happened that night, but I know I left you all alone with those animals. Can you ever forgive me?”

“Jasper, I —”

Her words were cut off when Zane opened the door and charged in, shoving me in the chest as I stood, lifting my hands.

“What are you saying to my mom? She’s crying!”

“I know, bud, and I’m sorry for that.”

“You promised!” he shouted, his face flushing with anger.

“Let me explain,” I pleaded, hating that my first few conversations with my son were such a disaster.

“Zane,” Tawni pleaded, sniffling, “Listen.”

“No, mom. What’s going on? I don’t get why this guy is here.”

She lifted her head and inhaled a calming breath. “I’m about to tell you if you’ll calm down.”

Zane narrowed his eyes. “What’s happening?”

“Look at him,” she begged. “I mean, really look.”

Zane huffed a breath and then turned, facing me for the first time. His gaze roamed my face and then widened. “You look different. All that scruff is gone.”

“Is that all you notice?” she asked softly.

He took a step back, staring into my eyes. I knew the moment recognition sank in because he stumbled backward, shaking his head. “No way.”

“Zane.”

“No! I don’t know what kind of game this is, but it’s fucked up!”

“Zane,” Tawni scolded.

“He’s right,” I agreed, “It is fucked up because I didn’t get to be there,” I shouted, pounding a hand against my chest. “I didn’t get to see your mom pregnant and be amazed at how beautiful she looked. I didn’t get to hold you in my arms when you were born.”

“Stop,” Zane begged, shaking his head.

“I didn’t get to help you with your first steps or teach you how to ride a bike.”

“Shut up!”

Ignoring him, I advanced a few steps forward. “I missed your first day of school and your first crush on a girl.”

“Shut. Up!” he seethed, his fists clenching.

“I didn’t get to be the hero when you were scared about monsters under the bed or in the closet. Or calm you down when the thunder and the rain were too much.”

“No,” he wailed, “You don’t get to say any of that.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there, Zane. I’m so fucking sorry I left you alone.”

His chest caved in as he fought tears, backing up almost to the door.

“I never knew about you. If I did, I swear to you that I would have spent every day of the last seventeen years loving you as you deserve.”

Zane sank back against the door, tears filling his eyes as he finally looked into my own. There was so much heartbreak that I felt it within my chest. The ache was unbearable. I wanted to claw that horrible, crushing feeling from my heart and rip it away. But I couldn’t do that.

“I would take all the pain away if I could, Zane. I swear to fuck that there isn’t a damn thing I wouldn’t do to make this right if I could.”

Something in his eyes shifted, and I was terrified that he would reject me and tell his mother they needed to leave. I moved from foot to foot and hoped like hell that I had a chance of keeping Zane in my life.

With a cry, he pushed off the door and ran right into me, throwing his arms around my waist as he nearly knocked us both down to the floor. Shocked beyond comprehension, it took a few seconds before I wrapped my arms around his back and held him, overwhelmed by the flood of emotion that kept washing over me.

“I have a dad,” he choked out, and then Zane began to cry.

There was nothing, not a single thing on this earth that hurt as profoundly as holding my son and listening to his tears. Whatever portion of my soul was left after my deal with the devil, it was soaked up by this one moment.

I let out a ragged breath and clutched him against me, promising that I would make this right.

Sid Bullard stole my son, the love of my life, and seventeen years I could never recover.

My Reaper felt caged and wild within as his restlessness spread into every cell in my body.

Vengeance was coming, and I would brutally reap Sid’s soul.
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“He’s finally asleep,” I announced, leaning against the bedroom door. Wraith spent the last couple of hours in the room with us as we talked about Zane’s childhood and shared precious memories. It was bittersweet. He wasn’t far away all this time, living a separate life only a few hours from where Zane and I lived. A dangerous life in a motorcycle club. Never in my wildest dreams would I ever consider that reality as a possibility.

Staring up at the man I loved, lost, and was now reconnected with was daunting and emotional. I didn’t know what to say. There were so many questions, but I couldn’t decide where to start. The strangest part was that I still felt like a part of me belonged to him, like we were a couple, and the time apart never existed. How bizarre.

“I’d love to know what you’re thinking,” he murmured, dropping his head close to my ear. “You have that same look you used to give me right before we would kiss.”

My heart nearly skipped a beat with his proximity. “You remember that, huh?”

“You sound skeptical.”

“I am.”

He turned slightly as his palms pressed flat against the door on either side of my head. “I remember everything about you, Tawni. Those pretty blue eyes. The sweet nectar of your lips. The coconut in your lotion and the mint on your breath. The way you used to sigh with happiness when my arms wrapped around you. Should I go on?”

Gulping, I tried not to betray how those words ignited a fire deep in my belly. A desire for something I hadn’t wanted in many years. “Only if you want.”

“I remember how soft your skin was and how beautiful you always looked in the sunlight.” One of his hands lowered as his fingertips ghosted across the bare skin of my shoulder and then brushed down my arm as he reached for my hand and held it. “Still the same. So is the way you smile like you’re holding onto a secret.”

“Maybe I find you amusing,” I teased.

“And there’s another,” he whispered, those hazel eyes branding me with a heat beyond anything I’d ever known. “That allure of yours. The special something unique about you, Tawni. A part of your soul that I long to be near again.”

“Jasper,” I breathed out, “You were always a smooth talker.”

He picked up my hand and placed it over his heart. “If I felt any less for you, I could say that was true. If I never loved you with every breath in my chest, it would be easy to pretend like the last seventeen years didn’t tear a hole in my heart and leave a jagged scar.”

“You can say those words, but we aren’t the same people, Jasper.”

“But we are,” he insisted. “Give in to me, Tawni. Remember how great we are together.”

“I don’t know how to do that.”

“Then let me show you,” he pleaded.

“What are you saying?”

“Give me one night. One single night to prove to you that we’re meant to be together. If you don’t feel it by morning, I’ll back off and give you space. But if you do,” he paused, brushing his lips against mine, “I want it all with you.”

“All?” I asked, clarifying his meaning. Was I able to trust him after all this time? Was he still the good man he was when we were young? I didn’t know, and that was a problem.

“You’re concerned.” It wasn’t an accusation—just a simple observation.

“Yes. You’re a biker now. I don’t know who you are anymore.”

“You say that, but you do. I’m still the same on the inside.”

“I don’t know.”

“Will you pass this chance to find out?”

The hazel of his eyes darkened, and the swirl of emotions within were just as real and tangible and easy to read as they were seventeen years ago. Desire, affection, lust, need. They all waged war within but above all else was something altogether Jasper Cornell. His sincerity. His intensity. His . . . love.

I’d forgotten what it was like to sink into the abyss of his eyes and get lost in the endless pools of color. Inside there was only truth, and the connection I felt between us was as solid and unyielding as the first night I spent in his arms.

“Give me a chance,” Jasper pleaded, and I finally nodded.

“Not here.”

“No,” he agreed, “I have my room three doors down.”

“Okay.”

His fingers tightened and then led me down the hall, pausing as he unlocked the door, and I followed him in. I couldn’t tell a single soul what the décor was that night. I never bothered to look. My entire field of vision was taken up by the handsome man who stood before me, both uncertain and confident.

Lifting the hem of his t-shirt, he pulled it up over his head and tossed it aside, kicking off his boots at the same time. I’d forgotten the smooth planes of his chest and abdomen. How the hills, planes, and valleys of muscle rippled with every movement. I soaked up the sight before me without shame, practically drooling over his eight-pack abs and that light patch of dark hair that led down the center and into his jeans. The bulge below proved he was just as endowed as I remembered.

“I’m a greedy bastard, baby. I want to see you too.”

Smirking, I slowly pulled my t-shirt up and then twirled it around, giving a little hip shake.

“Hot damn. I’m the luckiest man alive.”

His choice of words prompted a giggle to explode from my mouth. My smile wavered as I thought about how long it had been since I felt this free.

“What is it, angel?”

“I forgot what it was like to be this happy and free.” Lowering my head, I felt foolish for admitting that. “What a stupid thing to say as a mother. Zane makes me incredibly happy.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Jasper commented with conviction, closing the space between us as he tilted my chin up. “I’ve been unhappy too. You’re not the only one. Being with you right now, it’s like a little slice of heaven right in the middle of hell.”

Of all the things to say, that was the most accurate.

“Then I want more of heaven, Jasper. That’s all I want tonight.”

“It’s all yours, Tawni.”

His lips crashed down on mine, and I forgot the outside world existed. It was only Jasper and me. Nothing was more intoxicating than the build-up and excitement we felt after so much time apart. His mouth fused to mine as my palms lifted and traced every divot and smooth surface of his stomach. A sexy growl rumbled in his chest as his tongue slid through the seam of my lips. Curling, seeking, demanding entrance, and I opened up to him in more ways than one.

We broke apart as I reached for his belt and unbuckled the leather, admiring the strength of his thighs and the power housed within as his jeans dropped to the ground. He kicked them aside and picked me up, my legs wrapping around his trim waist. He dropped me down on the bed with a bounce as I smiled. His hips lined up with mine as he rolled them back and forth, pushing into my core with a promise that sparked that little flamed of desire and lust into a flame.

“You got too many clothes on, baby,” he murmured huskily, reaching for my jeans and popping the button. The zipper pulled down slowly before his hands gripped the material and yanked them down over my hips, gliding downward and off my feet. He sucked in a breath as my damp core was revealed and lowered his head, inhaling before licking my center through my cotton underwear.

Why didn’t I think of wearing something sexier?

An impish grin twisted his lips before he reached up and suddenly tore the fabric apart on both sides. Bare and exposed, I lifted on my elbows to watch his reaction. Hazel eyes flooded with lust and something close to possession. “I’ve never forgotten how pretty and pink your pussy is, Tawni. My dreams are never as delicious as the real thing.”

His confession skyrocketed my desire, and I opened my legs wider to give him better access. Two fingers spread me open as he lowered his head and dived in. My body jolted as waves of pleasure crashed down upon me at the same time. Jasper was ravenous. He used that tongue in ways that I’d completely forgotten were possible. Moans of ecstasy fell from my lips, and there was no preventing my reaction as my fingers dug into his hair and my hips moved in tandem with the two fingers that he slid inside me.

On the precipice of climax, I called out his name.

His head lifted and a triumphant look of ownership combined with a need so visceral that I felt it in my bones. “Come for me, Tawni.”

His words unleashed caged desires, and I fell apart in his arms when he touched my clit and pressed down. My orgasm slammed into me with such force that I was sure I had to be screaming out his name. It was barely over when the pleasure built again, and Jasper lifted, climbing up my body to kiss me with a fierceness that only encouraged me more. I gripped his cock and began to stroke, turned on by the sexy noises that he made in his throat.

“I’ve got to be inside you, baby. I’m going to lose my shit if I don’t.”

A light laugh left my chest. “I need you, Jasper.”

His whole body stilled as he stared into my eyes. “Say that again.”

“I need you, Jasper Cornell.”

“Fuck, Tawni. I’ve always needed you.”

He gripped his dick and pumped a few times, lining up with my core. Our eyes stayed locked as he pressed the head inside me, pushing in slightly.

“I want you bare. No condom. Nothing between us. No barriers. There have been enough since we’ve been apart.”

Biting down on my lower lip, I nodded, trusting him completely.

His hips surged forward, and I cried out, both of us groaning as he slid all the way inside. I’d forgotten how it felt to be filled so wonderfully, so wholly. Time had erased some details but not all. I never forgot the way he made me feel or the connection I felt when we were this close.

His gaze softened as he began to move, gliding in and out as he kept eye contact. I knew the moment he noticed my revelation because his body stilled, and he lowered his head, claiming my lips.

“You feel it.”

“Yes.”

“It’s always this way with us, baby. We’re meant to be together.” His words were cocky but also filled with warmth. All Jasper. Rough and sensitive. Strong and caring.

Our bodies remembered how perfectly we fit together. One of his hands braced against the mattress as the other intertwined our fingers and squeezed. His hips plunged into my own, pistoning back and forth as the pleasure built higher. He pressed a kiss to my hand and then released my fingers, increasing his pace. Wild, feral need took over, and we both became lost in one another.

My lover knew precisely how to coax my body and bring me to completion. My nails dug into his back, and he hissed, pumping harder and faster as sweat clung to both of our bodies. “Fuck,” he whispered, “You’re heaven. My perfect slice of heaven.”

“You’re mine too,” I moaned, so close to the edge that I was about to fall over it.

“Come with me.”

His fingers circled my clit and teased the sensitive bundle of nerves as I jolted, releasing an inferno of heat and pent-up sexual denial. My body flooded his cock, and Jasper growled while his hips slammed into mine, pounding me deep down and into the mattress. I never felt anything so erotic and intoxicating.

“Tawni!” he shouted in a guttural tone, filling me with hard, consistent thrusts before he collapsed. His body draped mine, and I held him against me, hoping this moment was only the first of many.

“I never stopped loving you, baby.”

A languid, passionate kiss pressed to my mouth.

“We’ve got a lot of lost time to make up. Today starts our forever.”

Our forever.

“Then make me come again,” I replied as my heart pounded. “I need more.”

A sexy grin plastered on his face as he began to move his hips again, still hard as granite inside me. “Fuck, yes.”

[image: A black motorcycle with a white background  Description automatically generated with low confidence]

WHEN I AWAKENED THE following day, one long-stemmed rose lay on Jasper’s pillow. He penned a sweet note informing me that he had church with the rest of the club and that he’d find me afterward. A single black heart was drawn next to his name.

My heart fluttered, and I closed my eyes, remembering the passionate night we shared.

“I never stopped loving you either,” I whispered, even though I was alone. I’d tell him soon, although, after last night, I was sure he already knew.

After a quick shower, I managed to sneak into the guest room and change clothes, smiling at Zane as he snored softly on the bed. I walked down the hall and found the kitchen full of women. It was slightly intimidating, but Nylah came forward and wrapped me up in a hug.

When she pulled back, her smile was infectious. “This is Tawni, Wraith’s ol’ lady.”

Every single woman smiled wide, and I was greeted with such warmth that I was touched.

A woman I had yet to meet moved forward with Yeva. She had him strapped to her chest as she gave me a side hug. “I’m Naomi. So happy to meet you, Tawni.”

“Naomi!” I cried, thrilled we finally made contact. “I never thought we’d actually get a chance to talk in person.”

“I know, right? This little man is such a blessing. I’m so touched Katya wanted me to raise him.”

“She was a strong woman. I’m so happy I could fulfill her wishes.”

Naomi shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “Shit. I’m going to cry.”

“I already am,” Nylah blubbered, wiping under her eyes.

The three of us laughed before filling our plates and taking a seat together at one of the tables in the dining hall. My heart filled even more as I watched these women, many of them with tattoos and piercings and skimpy clothing, open up and accept me into their home. Words couldn’t express how much that meant. I’d been so alone over the last seventeen years. Sure, I had friends, but this was different.

Motorcycle clubs were nothing like I imagined. The camaraderie and love I felt between the members and their women wasn’t something you could manufacture. It was built from trust and enduring friendship.

“I have those custody papers all signed for you, Tawni. Don’t let me forget to hand them over once I’m done feeding Yeva.”

“Sure.”

My phone rang as I finished eating, and I excused myself to take the call.

“Hillary!” I exclaimed, swiping across to answer. “I’m so sorry I forgot to follow up with you.”

“Yeah, you better be,” she joked, but something sounded off.

“Hey, what’s the matter?”

“A shit ton, honey.”

Uh oh. “You in trouble?”

“Yeah, and I don’t know what to do about it.”

“Where are you? Do you need help? Money?”

“I don’t know,” she wailed, and I was freaked out.

Hillary never lost her shit like that.

“I’ll come to you,” I promised.

“No need. I looked up the address of the child you dropped off.”

“You’re here?” I asked incredulously.

Wow. That was a bit of a shock. Information like that was private. She could get in a lot of trouble if caught. Whatever was wrong must be serious.

“I’m coming outside.”

“Please,” she begged, “Forgive me for this.”

“Of course! We’ll figure this out, Hills.”

“Okay.” She hung up, and I ran outside, concerned for my friend. Her car pulled up to the gate as I approached, turning to the young guy watching the gate.

“It’s okay. She’s my friend Hillary.”

He nodded, letting me through as Hillary got out, and we hugged.

“I need you to come with me. Right now.”

What a strange request.

“But Zane—”

“There’s nothing to worry about. We’ve got to hurry!”

Trusting my friend, I climbed into her car and shut the door before she joined me and slammed her foot on the gas, speeding away from the Crossroads like the fires of hell were licking at the tires.
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“I can’t believe I have a son.”

Grim shook his head, raising his glass of whiskey. “Congratulations, brother.”

Glasses lifted around the table as we all tossed back our shots, celebrating the Royal Bastards’ way.

Sitting at the table where we all gathered, my gaze roamed over the faces of my brothers—the men who had become my family. We had shit to figure out, and the club was going to face some hard times ahead, but I didn’t doubt we would handle our own and do what was necessary to defeat our enemies.

We always did.

Church ended, and we rose to our feet, sharing a few bottles of whiskey before we left the chapel. My mind was preoccupied with a load of shit I didn’t need clouding my headspace, and I approached my pres, giving him a chin lift. “You look like the weight of the world is on your shoulders, Wraith.”

If he only knew. Finding Sid had become priority number one, and I was pissed I hadn’t found him yet.

Grim’s hand clasped down on my shoulder like he’d done a hundred times before today. Like everything was normal, except nothing about my life was fucking normal. Hadn’t been since the day I accepted the Devil’s Ride. Shit was about as fucked up as it could get and wasn’t going to change anytime soon.

Didn’t matter as I watched the shocked expression on his face as Grim’s fingers sank through my body like I consisted of nothing but air. His feet stumbled, and he nearly slammed face-first into the nearest wall.

The stricken look of panic on Ex’s face was like a knife plunged into my heart as he rushed to his feet at the same time Mammoth prevented Grim from hitting the wall with one meaty fist.

His arm shot out, and Grim bounced off my V.P.’s chest, momentarily confused.

Chaos erupted in the room. No one knew what to say or do. They didn’t understand my condition or the reasons behind it. That was my well-hidden secret. One I still didn’t have all the answers to, but I was determined to figure it out with Tawni and Zane in my life now.

I didn’t tell the others about my little problem before today. Not even Exorcist or Grim.

My best friend was scared as fuck because Ex knew exactly how dire the situation was without saying a word. All I could do was cringe like a little bitch, pathetic as it was. I knew what they all saw. I’d seen it often enough in the mirror in my bathroom at the Crossroads.

A pale flicker of the Royal Bastard brother they all counted on.

It was ironic as fuck.

How long will it take before I disappear altogether?

My nickname was supposed to be a joke.

Wraith.

Given because I knew how to make people disappear. Diablo wasn’t the only one skilled in that area. I liked to steal souls in the dead of night. I got off on the terror and thrill of the kill, of seeking justice and watching a man’s wretched soul leave his sin-ravaged body. The knowledge that I left men weak and falling to their knees, petrified with terror as they screamed, got me off like some sick freak.

I was fearless when I stood before Lucifer at the moment of my death, promising retribution for the men who buried me alive and hurt Tawni without an ounce of regret for the man I would become. It was my calling, my destiny, and also my curse.

Because like it or not . . . I was nothing but a goddamn ghost.

“Why haven’t you said anything?” Grim asked, piercing me with his intense stare.

“What was the point? I can’t do a fucking thing about it.”

“What about Lucifer?” Ex asked, his features pinched with worry.

“I’ll be fine. For all I know, he’s just fucking with me. You know how Lucifer gets his cheap thrills from making us suffer.”

“That isn’t the point,” Grim bellowed, looking beyond pissed. “I needed to know about this shit, Wraith.”

“Fine. You know now, pres.”

“Not good enough.”

“I’m handling it.”

“How? You’ve got a son and a new woman. She gonna be your ol’ lady?”

“If she’ll have me, then yeah. I love Tawni,” I shouted, wincing as one of the bulbs above our heads flickered and then broke, cracking loudly as it shattered. Broken shards of glass fell on the table from above and tinkled against the bottles of booze in a macabre melody.

“Shit, Wraith. You’re a walking disaster,” Rael blurted, snickering as I flipped him the middle finger.

“What about—”

Jigsaw was cut off as my son stormed into the chapel, not giving two shits that he just broke protocol.

“Zane?” I asked, frowning as he stood there pissed off and glaring at everyone in the room.

“Where the hell is my mother?”

“She was asleep when I saw her last,” I answered carefully, trying not to expose the fact that I kept her up most of the night because of our activities between the sheets. Tawni was likely tired and still in my bed. The thought warmed my heart.

“Pres!” Toad shouted, rushing into the room. “We’ve got a problem.”

My blood turned to ice in my veins, and I knew before he said another word that Tawni wasn’t inside the Crossroads anymore.

“Well, don’t stand there, prospect. Tell me what the fuck is going on,” Grim answered with a frustrated growl.

Toad’s gaze shot to mine and then Zane. “The social worker just left with some lady in a car named Hillary.”

Zane lost some of his attitude. “Oh, that’s my mom’s best friend. She’s harmless. Probably just needed my mom for something for work. I’ll text her.” He punched in a quick message, and we all waited as I began to pace.

“She’ll answer Zane,” I replied confidently, but I didn’t feel confident. In fact, a growing sense of dread sank into my belly like a solid chunk of rot. Nearly nauseous, I didn’t voice my concern aloud.

My son turned my way, noticing for the first time that something was off. “Why are you so . . . oh shit.”

“Fuck, Wraith. You’re turning invisible again.” Exorcist’s words would have been comical if this wasn’t the worst moment for it to happen.

Zane’s eyes widened. “What are you?”

I sensed fear coming from him but also fascination. “A Reaper.”

Grim shook his head. “Well, fuck. I guess he’s gonna know now.”

“He’s my son,” I announced proudly. “My kid needs to know what his dad has become.”

Zane swallowed hard. “Dude, this is fucking weird.”

“Don’t be afraid. I would never hurt you, and none of us here ever would.”

“Okay, but that’s the shit you hear in horror movies. You know? Nothing is going to happen. You’ll be okay. No ax murderer is gonna come up and chop your head off. Then all hell breaks loose.”

Smirking, I found his reasoning hilarious and perfectly sane. “Yeah, but the reality is far darker and more sinister.”

“Ok-ay,” he drawled out.

“You ready?”

“For what?” he asked, taking a step toward the door.

“I’m gonna show you what I am.”

“Aw shit, that sounds bad.”

None of the guys had spoken up. They watched our interaction with interest.

My Reaper rose to the surface, and I let him take control, revealing my true nature and the ghostly scythe I clutched in my right hand.

“Holy fuck,” Zane blurted, paling as he blinked a few times.

“I’m a Reaper.”

“And you kill people?” he asked, taking another step away from me.

“Yes,” I answered honestly, “and no. I take the souls of the wicked and send them to hell.”

“The wicked? Like murderers?”

“And rapists and men who hurt women and children. Pedophiles, serial killers, bad guys. I can’t harm a soul unless it’s already tainted. Only those marked by the devil have a reason to fear me. To fear us,” I emphasized, gesturing to my brothers.

“Wow.” Zane inhaled and exhaled a few times, glancing down at his phone. “Mom isn’t answering.” He dialed her number, and I stood there, knowing in my heart that she’d been taken.

Tawni’s friend Hillary must have betrayed her somehow because Tawni would never ignore Zane, especially if he was worried and blowing up her phone like that.

Zane hung his head, and I knew he had reached the same conclusion. “Something is wrong. Mom wouldn’t do this.” His chin lifted, and I caught the fear that lingered inside, but it wasn’t for me. He was scared for his mother. “Can you use your Reaper and find mom?”

“Yes.”

Grim cleared his throat. “We’ll find Tawni.”

I closed the distance between us, and my Reaper receded, instinctively knowing that Zane was already in a vulnerable state and he needed his father for a moment. “I’m asking you to stay here at the Crossroads. No heroics. Leave that to me. I’ll find your mom. I swear it, Zane.”

“I want to go with you.”

“It’s too dangerous. Trust me. I’ll bring her home, son.”

“I don’t know what to call you,” he whispered, clearly torn up and ready to lose his shit. “This is insane. I don’t, I don’t understand all this crazy shit that’s happening,” he stuttered, nearly shutting down.

I pulled him into my arms and hugged him close. “You call me whatever you want—Jasper, Wraith, dad. I don’t mind.”

“What’s your last name?” he asked, trembling as the shock of the last few minutes took hold.

“Cornell. What about yours?”

“Cornell,” he whispered, and I felt like I’d been sucker-punched in the gut.

Tawni gave Zane my last name. Words escaped me.

“I’m glad,” he whispered, hugging me back.

“Me too, son.”

I intended to keep my promise. As soon as Zane was settled in with Nylah and Naomi, I marched into Xenon’s office with Grim. Our tech expert was capable of finding anyone. He had cameras all over the city, but he could trace just about anything.

I just needed him to find my woman.

“Can you do this?” I asked, growing more anxious with every minute that lapsed.

“I already found her cell, but you’re not going to like it.”

“Where the fuck is she?”

“The Scorpions compound.”
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“Where are we going?” I asked Hillary, wondering why she wasn’t saying much, just driving as fast as she could without telling me a damn thing.

Silence.

“Hey, whatever is happening, I can handle it.”

“We’ve been friends a long time, right?”

An odd question, but I nodded. “Yeah.”

“You know there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you. If I had the ability to protect you, I would.”

“Okay. Yeah, babe. I got it. I’d do the same for you.”

“And if something happened out of my control, I would do my best to make it right.”

“This is a weird conversation. What kind of trouble are you in?”

“The kind where we’re both in trouble.”

For the first time, I felt uneasy. “Stop the car, Hills.”

“I can’t.”

“Honey, stop the car. We’ll figure this out.”

“I can’t! They’ll kill both of us if I don’t cooperate.”

They? “What the hell are you talking about? Stop the car!”

“No, babe. There’s no way to get around this. If I don’t bring you in, they go after Zane. Do you understand?”

“Shit.” Holy fuck! Who did she piss off?

“We have to protect him. That’s why we can’t stop the car.”

“Who are we meeting, Hills?”

“Bad, bad people. You just keep your cool, and I’ll do the same, okay?”

I didn’t know if I could do that. “Zane is texting me.”

“Don’t answer.”

The phone vibrated in my pocket as I pulled it free and nearly swiped across to answer. Hillary knocked it from my hand as the car swerved and almost ran off the road.

“Don’t answer. Don’t do anything with it. Power it off, honey. Keep Zane and his location safe. They don’t know where he is right now.”

Nodding, I slipped the phone back into my pocket, but I didn’t power it down. Who knew if I would need it in a few minutes?

“Tell me about these people.”

“I don’t know much. They kidnapped me from my house. Just busted down the door in the middle of the night and snatched me from my bed. I was ordered to follow directions and bring you to this address.”

She pointed to a crumpled piece of paper with scribbled words and an address that seemed to lead to nowhere.

“Did they hurt you?”

“No, but I was threatened. If I didn’t cooperate, they were going to hurt all of us. I couldn’t allow that, babe.”

“No,” I agreed. “You did the right thing.”

“Did I?” she asked, fighting back tears. “I’m bringing you to someplace where we’re both going to be harmed on purpose. What kind of friend does that?”

“The kind that protects a child first before herself.”

Hillary shook her head. “Still doesn’t make it right.”

“I don’t think there’s any way to win in this situation,” I answered, fighting against the rising tide of panic in my chest. “How do you know where to go without GPS?”

“I just left. It’s a compound of some kind. Some of the guys are bikers, but not all of them. There’s a scary Russian with them.”

“We stick together, okay? Don’t let them separate us.”

“Exactly what I was thinking. They try to hurt us, and we fight with everything we got.”

“Agreed.” I stuck out my hand, and we looped pinkies briefly. “Pinky swear. I’ve got you.”

“I’ve got you too.”

The building was massive and surrounded by motorized gates as we pulled up to the entrance. A buzzing sound followed by the grinding of gears preceded the gate rolling open. We drove inside as it clanged shut behind us.

“I’m terrified,” I admitted, reaching for her hand.

She squeezed back and released my fingers. “Me too. Stay strong.”

Hillary parked and then opened the door as I followed her lead, wondering why there didn’t seem to be many people around. A long row of motorcycles lined the left and right sides of the entrance. There were two black vans with tinted windows and several expensive sports cars.

Two guys in dark suits stood in front of a metal door. They opened it and gestured for us to walk inside.

Curling my hands into fists, I tried to hide the fact that I was trembling. Hillary walked in first, and I followed, entering a facility that closely resembled the interior of the Crossroads. Flatscreen TVs, pool tables, a bar that ran along the back of the bar, but in the center was some kind of stage. Stripper poles were set up, and I saw a group of girls huddled together. One of them was oddly familiar with dark hair and a pretty face I’d seen recently. Was she a model or someone famous?

“Hey,” Hillary whispered, “Isn’t that the girl that’s been on those missing posters all over Tonopah and Vegas? I swear she looks just like her.”

That was it. The reason I recognized the tall, leggy brunette. “Stefanie, I think. She does look like her.”

We weren’t able to say anything else as several important-looking men in expensive suits walked into the room. Several doors obviously led into other areas of the compound. Behind the suits, more men stood off to the side. They were dressed like the bikers in the Royal Bastards MC, but there was an ugly Scorpion on the back of their vests.

“Ah, here. Pretty Americans. You listen to orders,” a Russian announced, stepping forward ahead of the others. “Good.”

Something about his broken English and the way his eyes appraised us like livestock he was ready to purchase sent a chill down my spine.

“You,” he gestured to Hillary. “Join the others.” He ticked his head to the group on the stage.

“What?” she asked, staring at him like he was crazy.

The Russian lifted his hand and slapped her hard across the face. I jumped into action, screaming at him to leave her alone as one of his goons in a suit grabbed me from behind and held tight.

Hillary’s eyes widened, and she lifted her chin in defiance. “Fuck. You.”

The Russian laughed at her audacity and hit the other side of her face as I squirmed, trying to break free.

My friend wiped the blood from her mouth and stood tall, lifting her head high. “Fuck—”

He hit her a third time before she could finish.

Hillary stumbled but caught herself and stood, glaring at him in defiance.

“Join the stage, or I let Jorgi fuck you in every hole.”

There was a second where I thought she would spit in his face, and then Hillary slowly turned and walked up the stairs located to the side, joining the other young women.

My heart sank as I feared what intention the Russian had for all of these girls. Human trafficking? No, please not that.

Another guy stepped forward, and this one wore a Scorpion biker vest. His black eyes met mine as an evil grin twisted his scarred lips. Horrified, I gasped, recognizing the man in front of me although I hadn’t seen him in seventeen years. His scars. His soulless eyes. The beard and the lewd way he stared at my body.

The past slammed into me, and I shook with fear. He nearly raped me all those years ago. His hands had violated me, and if not for all the chaos of that night, he would have finished the job. The way he stared at me now, I knew he was relishing the idea.

A scream bubbled up in my throat, and I swallowed it down. I’d die before I let him touch me.

His arms folded across his chest, and I noticed a tattoo he didn’t have all those years ago. Something new that only solidified the slime I knew him to be. A massive rattlesnake was etched into his skin with black ink from his left shoulder with the tail winding up his neck to his temple, where the fangs pierced his cheek and dripped venom.

Unimpressed, I dismissed him, bravely acting like he didn’t affect me.

“Been a long time, Tawni Baker.”

Shit. He knew my name.

“The fun is about to start. We’re just waiting on Jasper to join us.”

Swallowing hard, I refused to acknowledge his words and turned toward the stage. One of the Russian’s henchmen was leading the girls off the stage to the door. Horrified, I screamed for Hillary to run as the compound’s front door burst open and chaos exploded around us.
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“Tawni just screamed!” I roared, jumping from my bike as we pulled up outside of the Scorpion compound.

Grim shouted for me to slow down, but my Reaper was far beyond caring about orders. All that mattered was that Tawni was in trouble, and I needed to get to her as quickly as possible.

I didn’t even realize that I’d walked right through the gates until my body was on the other side of the barrier. Laughter spilled from my lips as my Reaper owned that shit and delighted in the fact that I was incorporeal at will.

Nothing and not a single soul stopped me as I rushed inside the building, colliding with a chick dressed in all leather. She had thick, spiral curls sticking up all over her head, and I smirked when she flipped me off.

“Nice to see you too, Twitchy.”

“Grim here?”

“Yep.”

“Good.” She rushed toward the stage in the center of the room, and the frightened girls scattered in all directions as I scanned the area for Tawni.

She was clutched in the arms of my nemesis, terrified as he stood with his gun pressed to the side of her head.

“Jasper!”

My Reaper lost his shit at the sight of her in such danger. I moved so fast everything streaked by me in a blur. Sid moved the gun from her temple and fired in my direction, unloading the entire clip into my chest. Any normal human would never survive such injuries at close range, but I wasn’t vulnerable at all. Every single bullet passed right through my body like it was made of air and lodged into the stage behind me. Hell yeah! I guess I was a wraith now!

A shocked gasp escaped Tawni’s lips as Sid shoved her to the ground, and I pounced on him, driving my fist into his face. Blood spurted from his lips and nose as I unleashed all of the rage and hatred that I held inside over the last seventeen years. Fury enhanced my natural strength, and I beat him until he was unconscious.

Backing away, I turned to Tawni, lifting my hands in case she decided that I was something to fear too. My Reaper reacted to her instantly, and a low growl of approval rumbled my chest. He took over and tugged her into my arms, sniffing her hair and licking the side of her face. It was like we suddenly became two separate beings inside the same body, and it was fucking insane.

Tawni gasped and then threw her arms around my neck, nuzzling into my neck as my Reaper clutched her so tight that I worried there would be a mark left behind.

“Mine,” he roared as I agreed, tilting her chin up to possess the sweetest, softest lips in existence.

“Jasper,” she whispered, tickling my mouth.

“It’s me, baby.”

“What, what are you?” she stuttered, staring up at my face with wonder. “You’re so,” she paused, searching for the right words, “so vicious and scary, but,” she bit her lip, “I like it.”

My Reaper took over again and lay her back against the ground, placing my body over her own. “I want to claim her.”

“Her?” Tawni blinked, unsure of what had just happened.

“She’s ours,” I assured him, pleased when he reacted by tasting her lips as I had just done.

The kiss was sensual and wickedly erotic, dueling my tongue with Tawni’s and tasting the honey of her mouth. My cock grew so hard I could pound nails into concrete as I spread her thighs and thrusted against her, deepening the kiss.

“You’re mine, Tawni. But not just mine. You belong to the Reaper. My Reaper. And he’s claiming you too.”

“Reaper? Like in death?” Her expression swiftly changed to fear.

My Reaper didn’t like that. He retook control, closing the distance between us as he leaned down above her. “Nothing to fear. I will protect you.”

The guttural tone was clearly not my own and yet was still my voice. Something about the deep baritone must have reached Tawni because she nodded and then relaxed as he possessed her mouth again, kissing her to the point that I almost grew jealous.

Wicked laughter spilled from my lips as my Reaper enjoyed that revelation. We jostled for control before he conceded, and I pressed my lips to hers in a gentle, claiming kiss that was surprisingly as erotic as the other one.

Tawni moaned, and I swore I would bring her pleasure multiple times before the night was over. My Reaper was thrilled with the idea, and I knew our intimacy was about to take on a whole new adventure.
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“MOM! DAD!” ZANE YELLED as we entered the Crossroads, running in our direction.

Fuck if that wasn’t the most amazing thing I’d ever heard. Not for one second for the rest of my life was I going to find it any less fantastic that I had a son and Tawni back in my life.

My arms opened wide, and I hugged Tawni as Zane rushed into the two of us. I held them both as tightly as I could, refusing to let go until Tawni laughed and Zane remarked that I was already far too clingy.

Looking around the common room, I noticed that it was packed with all my brothers and their ol’ ladies. Patriot had an arm wrapped around Naomi’s shoulders as she cradled Yeva. His happy gaze met mine, and we nodded, both content in ways we never believed possible.

Nylah was sitting on Rael’s lap as he leaned back on one of the leather couches. Grim held Trish as she rested her head on his shoulder, and he lightly rubbed her stomach. Bodie and Sasha were walking the length of the room as she groaned, pausing every once in a while to catch her breath. Lucky was staring at Cindi as she clutched her belly and shook her head. Both women were due any day now. There would be a lot more babies at the Crossroads soon.

Plenty of reasons to fight to protect our home against any enemy or threat.

I released Zane and Tawni pressed a kiss to my lips before joining Nylah. Zane plopped down next to Shadow, and the prospect dared him to play Call of Duty on the Xbox. Exorcist and Mammoth were shooting a game of pool as Diablo flirted with Sasha’s friend Gina.

Even Papa showed up and strolled over to the bar, causing a ruckus with one of his wild tales. The older man didn’t come around as much as he used to, and we all missed him.

Grim pressed a kiss to Trish’s forehead and then left her side, strolling over to me as I ticked my chin in greeting.

“Jigsaw started digging. He’s just about finished. Sent me a text about ten minutes ago. You ready?”

I nodded, following Grim through the clubhouse and out the back, walking across the desert sands and tumbleweed until we reached the far end of the property. Three graves had been dug behind the auto repair shop we ran as one of our legit businesses. Propped against the building were the three men I waited seventeen years to have my vengeance on.

“I think they’re deep enough they won’t pop up if it dares to rain,” Jigsaw observed with a chuckle.

“Deep enough,” Grim agreed.

“Got that casket in the last one?”

“All set up just like you wanted.”

“Thanks, brother.” I walked over to the first guy and kicked him in the stomach. “Remember me?”

He shook his head, trying to talk, but the rag in his mouth wasn’t allowing much conversation. “You decided it was funny to jump an innocent man and his girlfriend on Halloween night. Didn’t know that I’d come back from the dead and hunt you down, did you?”

He squirmed against his restraints. All three had their wrists and ankles held together with zip ties.

I hoisted him up and walked over to the first grave. Dropping him in, I watched as he screamed through the rag, twisting around in the dirt. “Don’t worry. Once you die, the devil will welcome your wretched soul.”

Jigsaw picked up his shovel and began piling on the dirt and sand as I moved to the next guy. “You. Remember me?”

He nodded, slumping back against the wall. There wasn’t much fight in him, and I knew he resigned himself to the fate he deserved.

“You tried to rape my woman. For that, you get special treatment.”

His eyes widened as I grabbed him and tossed his sorry ass onto the ground. I pulled out my hunting knife and sliced at his belt, yanking down his pants. The knife slid through his dick as I slashed, severing the limp flesh from his body. The rag in his mouth strangled cries of pain as I tilted my head back and howled with laughter.

My Reaper was enjoying this as much as I was. I’d searched a long time for these guys and never knew what had happened to them. They simply disappeared, and I didn’t know why until I saw Sid with the Russian at the Clown Motel. They left the U.S. and joined the Black Market Railroad. Returning to Nevada was a poor choice.

Tugging out the rag, I stuffed his severed penis in his mouth and then tied the rag back, delighting in the fact that he seemed ready to puke. Hoisting him up, I dropped him into the second grave. Jigsaw began piling dirt and sand on top of him next, and I turned to Sid Bullard, thrilled this moment had finally arrived.

“Hi, Sid. Or should I say Rattler?” Amused, I folded my arms across my chest and scoffed at his tattoo. “Didn’t make you any safer from me.”

“What did?” he asked, speaking as I tugged the rag from his mouth.

“Getting your tattoo and running away to join the Russians. Nothing will save you tonight. You’re a dead man.”

He shrugged. “I still got to shove my fingers in Tawni’s cunt. Still licked her skin with my tongue. Not a fuckin’ thing you can do about the fact that I broke through her ass before you did.”

Rage blinded me for a moment, and then I stood, silently vowing to make these next moments hurt.

“She had the tightest ring, you know. It was fucking heaven to shove my dick in her ass.”

Grim roared for him to shut up, but I held up a hand. “You didn’t fuck her, Sid.”

“I sure did.”

“No. You just want me to believe that you did to piss me off, but I already know what happened that night.”

He paled a little and sat up straight, refusing to comment.

“You see, I was curious why you didn’t rape her because I was buried alive in the grave you dug. An initiation into the Scorpions MC.”

Sid hissed at me and shook his head. “Fuck off.”

“You had to rape someone. It was part of the rules. So, when Tawni fought you off and kicked you in the groin, she got away. You were so pissed that you shoved the prospect who was with you to the ground and raped him instead.”

Grim made a disgusted sound in his throat like he was going to get sick. Jigsaw kept filling the graves with a shake of his head.

“What you don’t know is that I found that prospect. He’s here to exact his revenge too.”

Not even Grim knew about this. I’d kept it close and played my cards just right. There was no way I was passing up this chance to make Sid pay for his crimes.

Twitchy walked around the corner and stood, staring down at Sid. “I won’t be able to stay and watch this, but he’s coming.”

“Thanks, honey. I owe you one.”

She waved a dismissive hand. “You Bastards forget that the Harlots keep a tab. I’ll collect someday when I’m ready.” She winked at Grim and then turned, stopping when a man with the same curly hair and bone structure appeared. They hugged one another, and then Twitchy turned back around.

“I’m taking all those girls back home. Tell Tawni that Hillary will be in touch.”

“Will do.”

“Hello, Sid,” the guy greeted, walking up and dropping to his knees in front of him. “Remember me? I was only nineteen when you raped me. Got a little surprise for you.”

He opened his jacket and pulled out the most enormous black dildo I’d ever seen. Sid shook his head as I stuffed the rag in his mouth.

“You bring lube?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“Nope.”

We bent down and lifted Sid, dragging him over to a waist-high bench and then tipping him over on his stomach. His ass was in the air as he began cursing and shouting around the rag in his mouth.

“I never did get your name.”

He turned to me, his face a mask of indifference. “The Jackel.”

“Pleasure to meet you. “That’s my pres Grim and my brother Jigsaw.”

The Jackel nodded.

“I’ll leave you to it. When you’re done, text my cell. Or you can just tell me since I’ll be having a smoke on the other side of the building.”

I walked away and left Sid to the first of his punishments. It was a stroke of luck that I learned about the Jackel at all. When Twitchy showed up at the Scorpions compound simultaneously, I knew I had to find out why she was there. I already had her number since the Harlots were associated with the Bastards.

Turned out she was tracking those Russians because of the missing girls in Tonopah, including Stefanie, who also happened to be Shadow’s girlfriend. It was a fucked up mess and hard to keep most of it straight. Twitchy admitted that her brother was also tracking down his attacker from seventeen years earlier. That was when we decided it was best that I spoke to her brother.

Now he was getting his closure, and so was I.

Screams were coming from behind the auto shop, and I smiled, knowing that the Jackal pulled out the rag from his mouth on purpose. I wasn’t sure how long it lasted because I went through a whole cigar before it was over.

The Jackal appeared as he wiped the blood from his hands on a cloth and then lit it on fire, watching as the flames consumed the fabric. He dropped it to the ground and stomped out the cinders, giving me a chin lift.

“You sure you’re not interested in the Devils’ Ride?” I asked, confident he would make an incredible Royal Bastard.

“Maybe someday.”

“Stay safe.”

“Always do.”

Grim and Jigsaw had already gone back inside as I made my way to the graves. All three had been filled in and my Reaper smiled, pleased to see them all there in a row. The last one had a round metal tube sticking out of it. I’d purposely asked for the Jackal to leave it there. Unzipping my pants, I walked up to the tubing that extended a few feet above the ground.

“Hey, can you hear me?”

There was a muffled noise that I took for confirmation.

“Open wide.”

Not caring how sick this was, I urinated into the cylinder, leaving him with my piss as it ran downward and splashed onto his face. The hole in the casket was measured to leave enough room that I could complete this last act of revenge against Sid before he slowly suffocated to death.

No one messed with a Royal Bastard without paying the price.
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“I love you, Tawni,” I whispered, pressing my lips to the soft skin of her inner thigh. “Stay with me. Not just tonight. I want you and Zane to live here at the Crossroads.”

“Jasper, you can’t talk to me about this stuff right after you give me an orgasm. It’s not fair.”

I couldn’t help smiling as she said that. “It’s my devious plan to keep you with me forever.”

“I need to talk to Zane about it.”

My chest felt tight as I worried that they would leave. “How about we both talk to Zane?”

“Okay. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” I agreed, resuming my kisses as I trailed them upward, pausing to tease her pussy with a few licks.

“Oh, God, you make me weak when you do that.”

“What? This?” I asked wickedly, swiping at her core as she squirmed.

“Yes.” The word came out as a moan.

“I want to fuck you, baby. My dick is aching to be inside you.”

She gasped at my dirty words, and then my Reaper surfaced, giving her a seductive growl.

“I can take the both of you if you want.”

“I think I just jizzed all over myself,” I teased, rising upward fast as my Reaper pinned her down, claiming her lips with raw hunger that I could hardly fathom.

My body jolted, and then my Reaper spread her legs wide, driving home our cock deep into the haven that we enjoyed. His thrusts were wild. His need carnal. We were fucking Tawni in a way I’d never done before. I hoped it wasn’t too much.

My Reaper slowed down, gliding in and out of her. “Hurting you?” he asked in that gravelly tone.

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I want you like this—both the Reaper and my Jasper. Consume me. It’s so damn sexy.”

The growl that filled my throat was a mixture of the both of us as we increased our pace, thrusting into her fast and driving deep. I lost all coherent thought, lost in the moment as she embraced both me and the monster within.

The headboard was slamming into the wall, and I didn’t give a fuck. This felt too amazing to stop. My Reaper plunged into her without breaking his pace, curling our hips in a way that hit her g-spot perfectly. Tawni moaned louder, and I felt her walls slicken with her desire.

“Love. This. Pussy.”

“Oh, wow. That voice turns me on, Jasper.”

“Mine!” the Reaper roared.

“Yes,” she answered, meeting us with every tilt of her hips. “I belong to both of you now.”

Placated, my Reaper let me resume control, and I slowed the pace again, flipping us over so that Tawni was on top. We both liked this position and enjoyed watching her tits bounce with every thrust.

“Play with your clit,” I ordered, excited to watch her rubbing her fingers on the nubbin of flesh.

My Reaper’s excitement joined my own, and I held onto her hips, taking over control again to set the pace of her ride. She was getting close. I could feel her walls tighten around me and the muscles fluttering.

“I’m going to come!” she wailed as I pumped her harder up and down on my shaft, releasing my cum and spurting inside her as she unraveled. It was exquisite. Her pussy dripped all over my groin and flooded the both of us as I called out her name.

“My Tawni!”

“I love you, Jasper!”

Mine. Owned by the man. Claimed by the Reaper.

And that was fucking perfect.
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“Almost done with those decorations?” Grim asked, walking into the common room. Next weekend, there was a Halloween party, and the prospects were put to work by the ol’ ladies to help get everything up on time.

“Not really.”

He laughed, shaking his head. “What Trish wants, Trish gets.”

“Can I ask you something, Mr. Lanford?”

He pulled out a smoke and then gestured for me to follow him to his office. Once we were inside, he shut the door and lit up, inhaling like he wouldn’t get another anytime soon. “Can’t smoke around Trish, so I’ve got to sneak these fuckers in when I can. What you need, prospect?”

“About those girls that were rescued the other night,” I began, “Any word on where they came from or any of their identities?”

“You want to know if they found Stefanie.”

“Yes.”

“No, they didn’t.”

My shoulders slumped, and I sank into the chair in front of his desk.

“There were two vans. Twitchy was only able to save one. The other disappeared.”

Snapping my head up, I looked him dead in the eyes. “Was she in the other van?”

“I don’t know.”

“But it’s a possibility, right?”

“We found her body, remember?”

He didn’t want me to hope for something that could never be true. I understood, but I couldn’t let this drop. “I don’t believe she’s dead.”

“Shadow, we’ve discussed this numerous times.”

“I know, but I feel it, Grim,” I emphasized by punching at my chest, right over my heart. “I feel it right here, and I know she’s alive out there, waiting for me to find her, and I can’t give that up.”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s just not possible, son.”

“Fine,” I replied with attitude, hopping up. “I understand.”

Grim lit up another cigarette. “If I thought she was alive, I’d do everything I could to help you.”

My shoulders dropped, and I hung my head. “I know.”

“Go take a break. You need to make your peace with this, Shadow. I know it’s tough, but it’s got to happen.”

“I’ll try.”

Outside in the hall, I shook my head, furious that no one ever wanted to believe me. I stomped outside and kicked around a few rocks, feeling lower than when I first learned of her death.

My cell pinged, and I glanced down, checking in case it was one of the club members, and they needed me. An unknown number flashed a new text, and I swiped across to read it.

“Stefanie is alive. Meet me at The Clown Motel in twenty minutes. Come alone.”

Shocked, I blinked and then hit a one-word reply, “okay.”

Grim was gonna be pissed when I wasn’t around, but there was no way I wasn’t going to this meeting. Hopping on my bike, I revved the engine and then zoomed through the gates as Toad opened them, feeling hopeful for the first time in months.

If my Stefanie were out there, I would find her. Not a damn soul in Nevada was gonna stop me.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: image][image: Table  Description automatically generated][image: Text, letter  Description automatically generated]


[image: image]


“Where are you headed in such a hurry?” Wraith asked, leaning against the side of the building as I exited the Crossroads. He was puffing away on one of his cigars and seemed relaxed in a way I’d never seen in all the years that I’d known him.

“Gonna surprise Nylah. With Rattler taken care of and the Russians on the run, I figure it’s as good a time as any to take her for a long ride and then fuck her on my bike again.”

Wraith sputtered and then nearly choked. “You ever tired of shocking people?”

“Nope. It’s a favorite of mine.”

“You’re crazy.”

I shrugged, not caring in the least. “So everyone keeps sayin’ but I don’t see the issue. Neither does my ol’ lady.”

“True enough,” he agreed with a chuckle.

“See ya, brother.”

Ten minutes later I was pulling into the parking lot of the urgent care in Tonopah, excited as fuck to surprise my girl and get one of her sweet kisses. She’d fucked me good this morning and my dick wanted a repeat session as soon as possible. I wasn’t joking about riding her on my bike in more ways than one. Nylah was a freak in the sheets. Sweet nurse by day and hot temptress at night.

All fucking mine.

I was on my way inside before I noticed that her car was parked only a few rows down and the driver’s side door was ajar. That was weird. Did someone try to break into it and steal something?

My Reaper immediately reacted and I marched over, pissed that someone would mess with Nylah’s vehicle. A red, sticky substance coated the steering wheel, a portion of the leather seat, and dropped onto the inside of the door.

My head tilted back and I let out a wild, primitive roar as I realized she’d been taken and I didn’t have any idea how long she’d been gone. All fucking day her phone had gone to voicemail and I thought she was busy in clinic. Now, I wasn’t so sure.

My heart clenched like a fist and I saw flashes of light in my peripheral as rage consumed me.

Someone hurt my ol’ lady. They took my Nylah.

And I would hunt them down without mercy.

Sirens blared as multiple cop cars suddenly pulled into the lot. Sheriff Tucker’s vehicle screeched to a halt only a few feet away as he opened the door and pointed his gun at my head.

“Put your hands up, Ian Braxton,” he ordered, a triumphant sneer settling over his face.

In all the chaos of the last two days, we’d forgotten a critical detail: the sheriff in Tonopah was on Resnikov’s payroll and all hell had literally broken loose.
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If you enjoyed the story, please leave a review to help others decide on the book.

You can read more about Rael in Ridin’ for Hell and Twisted Devil.

You can read more about Shadow in The Biker’s Wish and Eternally Mine.

Eternally Mine and Twisted Devil release in 2022.

To read the first book in the Tonopah chapter of the RBMC click here: The Biker’s Gift
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A Special Thank You
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A special thanks and recognition of The World Famous Clown Motel in Tonopah, NV.

Follow on social media:

Website

Facebook

Instagram
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#1 The Biker’s Gift (Holiday)

#2 Bloody Mine (Holiday)

#3 Ridin’ for Hell

#4 Devil’s Ride

#5 Papa Noel (Holiday)

#6 Hell’s Fury

#7 Grave Mistake (Holiday)

#8 The Biker’s Wish (Holiday)

#9 Eternally Mine (Holiday)

#10 Twisted Devil
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Pres/Founder – Grim “Grim Reaper”

VP/Founder – Mammoth

SGT at Arms – Rael “Azrael, Angel of Death”

Enforcer/Founder – Exorcist “Ex”

Enforcer/Nomad – Jigsaw

Secretary – Wraith

Treasurer – Han “Hannibal”

Road Captain – Patriot (Marine)

Tail Gunner – Daniel “Lucky”

Founder – Papa

Member – Bodie

Member – Diablo (Cleaner)

Member – Xenon (Tech Spec.)

Prospect – Toad

Prospect – Shadow

Prospect – Spook




[image: Text  Description automatically generated]

An RBMC Anthology

January 2022

Get Ready to meet Twitchy!

The RBMC is about to get hit with a new wave of badness.

You've met the men of RBMC.

Now meet the women of the Royal Harlots MC.

They're sexy.

They're extreme.

They take no excuses.

And they will be the first in line to shed blood in the name of their club.

Click here to read: Royal Harlots
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Dark. Soul-Binding. Heart-Throbbing Romance.

Nikki Landis is a Multi Award-Winning and International Bestselling Author of MC, paranormal, sci-fi, and reverse harem romance. She lives in Ohio with her husband and amazing family. In her spare time, she enjoys watching sunsets, lounging close to a lake or ocean, or curling up with a good book. Nikki is addicted to chocolate and dark alpha heroes with heart. She plans to keep writing since it’s her favorite escape.

Nikki also writes science fiction romance under the pen name Nikki Nova.

NEWSLETTER SIGN-UP
Sign up for new releases, freebies, and giveaways as well as a FREE book: Nikki’s Newsletter
Website

Facebook

Reader's Group

Twitter

Goodreads

Bookbub

Pinterest

Instagram
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