
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Text  Description automatically generated]

[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with low confidence]

Copyright © 2021 Nikki Landis

All Rights Reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Cover by Gray Creations

Model: Nick Margiotta

Image: Furious Fotog

Edited by Kathy Denver, iPublishGlobal

Table of Contents:

Author’s Note 

ROYAL BASTARDS CODE

Playlist

Prologue 1

Prologue 2

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8  

Chapter 9  

Chapter 10  

Chapter 11  

Chapter 12  

Chapter 13  

Chapter 14  

Chapter 15  

Chapter 16  

Chapter 17  

Chapter 18  

Chapter 19  

Chapter 20  

Chapter 21  

Chapter 22  

Epilogue 1   

Epilogue 2   

A Special Thank you!

The Tonopah, NV Chapter 

ROYAL BASTARDS MC 3rd Run 

About the Author 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: A picture containing text  Description automatically generated]


[image: image]


Hell’s Fury is Patriot’s story in the Royal Bastards MC Tonopah, Nevada Chapter and includes dark and gritty content intended for mature readers only. I hope you enjoy the Crossroads, the club, and the members of the Royal Bastards MC. Grave Mistake and The Biker’s Wish release later in 2021. Read about Wraith and Shadow before their books go live on Halloween and Christmas. There’s much more to come for Grim and his Reapers.

...

For best enjoyment it is highly recommended that Ridin’ for Hell and Devil’s Ride are read before Hell’s Fury.

...

NEWSLETTER SIGN-UP
Sign up for new releases, freebies, and giveaways as well as a FREE book: Nikki’s Newsletter
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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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Breaking Point – Through Fire

Sober – Bad Wolves

Resentment – A Day to Remember

The In-Between – In This Moment

Come Around – Papa Roach

Feels Like I’m Dying – The Amity Affliction

Beast – Saint Asonia

Try to Fight It – Shallow Side

Gasoline – Halsey

Counting Sheep – SAFIA

No Judgement – Niall Horan

Every Part of Me – Godsmack

All I Had to Lose – Mark Morton

More Than Words – Extreme

Breaking Down – I Prevail

Falling – Harry Styles

Ready for War (Pray for Peace) – Adelitas Way

Again – Black Stone Cherry

Bird – Billie Marten

Can You Feel My Heart – Bring Me the Horizon

Far Away – Breaking Benjamin & Scooter Ward

Lifeline – Thousand Foot Krutch

...

You can listen here: Hell's Fury Playlist
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Royal Bastards MC

Tonopah, NV Chapter

TWO WORLDS. TWO CODES.

ONE PATCH.
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I’m a Marine and a patriot.

It’s my job to bring the guilty and sadistic to justice.

But I failed.

Some of Naomi’s tormentors still live.

I can’t allow them to go unpunished.

The ones who tortured her have to die for their crimes.

I’ve got a plan to take them down but there’s a rat hiding in the Crossroads.

Even though I took a bullet to save her, she’s still a target.

I killed to protect her. I’ll kill again.

My brothers think I’m crazy, but I won’t let anyone harm her.

Naomi’s no longer alone or unprotected.

She’s MINE.

It doesn’t matter if she’s broken.

I’ll do whatever it takes to make her whole again.

Or die trying.

She doesn’t understand the depth of my conviction.

Cold, ruthless vengeance is a particular skill I learned long ago.

The men who hurt her will regret what they’ve done.

To keep her safe, I’ll ride with my Reaper and all the fury of Hell.




Hope is a lifeline.

Vengeance is forever.
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3 months earlier ––

“Stop crying. It won’t help.”

The words were spoken with a calm indifference that was somehow more frightening than the knowledge of what awaited every single one of us once the van reached our destination. Each woman had been prepped prior to leaving the hovel that Alexi called home, a building with high concrete walls and fences lined with barbed wire. A structure with one purpose, to keep us prisoners.

Escape would never be possible but I yearned for it anyway. Maybe there was still some tiny part inside me that wanted to fight. A little spark that burned low but flickered with a defiant consistency that held onto the girl I’d once been.

Before I met Alexi Voltoy and his colleague Sean Jones.

Sniffling reminded me that I didn’t have control over a damn thing in my life except my reaction to the horrors and trauma that I endured on a daily basis. I wasn’t alone. Countless girls experienced the same fate. Some worse than others.

I reached for Katya’s hand and squeezed, ignoring the trembling of her fingers as she squeezed back. This was only the third time I’d seen her but we already developed a connection. That was odd for me. I didn’t get to know the girls that were endlessly paraded through Alexi’s compound.

His uncle Solonik was a cruel and ruthless Bratva crime lord who visited once a month to inspect his “product.” Girls were moved around to different locations to meet demand. Only a few remained at Alexi’s. I was one of the ones who never left.

It wasn’t hard to figure out why I was one of Alexi’s favorites. Most of the girls that came and went were nameless and hardly roused his interest more than asserting his dominance. I knew what that meant and tried to find a way to be busy when new shipments arrived. He never sent me far, preferring to keep his little concubine close enough that I was at his beck and call. Alexi chose and groomed me from the moment we first met.

I never saw this coming, the future that I was cursed to live in. An unending nightmare of new men who saw me as nothing but a toy to play with and easily discard.

“Maybe there won’t be many,” Katya whispered in broken English as I pasted a smile on my face, intentionally downplaying the certainty that it would be a long night.

“Of course, Kat. We’ll drink champagne and dance until dawn.”

Desi snorted next to me, rolling her eyes. “Right.”

I shot her a dirty look. Desi and I were survivors. We understood the reality of our situation but Katya was different. She was raised in a poor section of Russia and new hardship but not cruelty. Not until she arrived in the U.S. I hated that her experience was tainted by Alexi, Sean, and Solonik.

Katya lowered her head to my shoulder and I heard her sigh. “Tell me about Cinderella.”

She loved fairytales. Her mother used to read the stories to Katya every night when she was a child. That was long before Katya was sent as a teen to her uncle’s estate.

“She was dirty and poor. No one cared that she went hungry or did all the chores of an entire household on her own.”

“Cinderella was strong,” Kat observed.

“She was,” I agreed, “and she never let them break her spirit.”

“That is, what you say, important,” she emphasized.

“It is. She knew that hardship couldn’t last forever.”

“This is stupid,” Desi muttered.

“No one asked you,” I retorted.

Katya ignored our bickering. “Do you think we will find escape?”

“Someday, Kat. I have to believe we will.”

Desi scooted closer, laying her head on my other shoulder. She was hard as steel but there were rare occasions that she allowed a little warmth to sink in. Exactly like this moment when the sun’s rays penetrated the dark interior and Desi lifted her hand, turning it back and forth in the beams of light.

“If Cinderella could do it, we sure the fuck can,” she whispered, careful not to alert the guards or let them overhear.

I was beyond caring. If I was going to be beaten, used, or forced against my will it didn’t matter if I followed all the rules or kept my mouth shut. The same fate always awaited. Why not be bold enough to speak freely?

The van lurched in the road around a pothole and we nearly toppled over but I kept us all upright. Katya groaned and I brushed her long, thick hair back from her face.

“What is it?”

“All this motion. Makes me vomit.”

Poor thing. “Are you sick?”

“No.” Her hand lowered to her stomach and made a rounded motion as she cupped her lower belly.

Aw shit.

Desi’s eyes widened as she bolted upright. “Kat! Tell me that’s not true.”

“Keep your voice down, Desi,” I scolded. “Do you, um, want to keep it, Kat?”

Her voice was so low I almost missed her answer. “Yes.”

“This is huge,” Desi blurted. “If Alexi finds out he’ll make her get an abortion.”

“I won’t let that happen,” I promised, squeezing Kat’s shoulder as I hugged her tight. “We’ll figure this out.”

“Like Cinderella. Find my prince and ride away.”

“That’s right,” I answered, trying not to panic.

Alexi was going to lose his shit and I knew firsthand how bad he could be when he was in a rage. If Sean or Solonik got involved Katya would be taken to another location and I would never see her again.

Desi lowered her head, whispering in my ear, “We’ve got to hide it.”

Nodding, I knew this would fall on me. I’d have to find a way to protect Katya because I couldn’t stand the idea of anyone harming her further. She was already withdrawn and almost child-like in her emotions and reactions. Trauma forced her to retreat into some sort of protective shell. She was here and she spoke but it was all on the surface.

“I’ll help you,” I promised Kat, “I swear.”
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1 week ago ––

Mimi still wasn’t awake. Days had lapsed, and my sweet sunshine was silent as the grave. After her ordeal with Solonik, I couldn’t imagine the emotional toll and trauma on top of the physical that she endured, and it wasn’t just that one incident. Her suffering was on a level I could hardly comprehend.

I’d paced her hospital room for hours today, waiting and hoping for her eyes to open. The doctors said there was a chance they may never do so, but I wasn’t giving up. I needed her, and she needed me. We found one another for a reason, and I intended to prove it once she was well enough.

I’d have to take things slow. That wasn’t a surprise considering she was a victim of human trafficking. The abuse occurred so often that her mind was fragile. She didn’t think she deserved love or kindness, compassion or understanding, but she was wrong.

I’d prove that to her too.

The Black Market Railroad thought they could run through every state and take girls, harming them, using them, and passing them along until they died. Not anymore. We were going to shut them down across the entire U. S. one city at a time. Nearly every chapter in the RBMC was ready and willing to do their part. Quite a few had their own shit to deal with, and human trafficking had become a serious issue that affected our club on a global scale.

My cell began vibrating in my pocket, and I pulled the device from my cut, gazing down at the screen.

If I was being bothered, then it was urgent.

Swiping across, I stood, stepping away from the bed and approaching the door, keeping an eye on Mimi. “What you got, Wraith?”

“Damn. You ever answer the phone with hello?”

“You know better than to ask that.”

He let out a dark chuckle. “Yeah, brother, I hear you. Turnin’ into Rael you’re so damn moody.” He cleared his throat, and the humor faded. “We got some serious trouble brewin’ close to home.”

Shit. It was too good to be true to think that ending Solonik and his nephew Voltoy would put a stop to the traffickers and their presence in the Great Basin of Nevada. “Well, tell me,” I barked, wincing as I realized I raised my voice so close to Mimi.

“Ya got a right to be grumpy, you fucker. How’s your shoulder?”

“Forget my shoulder. Had worse overseas. Just tell me what I need to know.” There was a hint of desperation in my voice, and he must have noticed, but Wraith didn’t comment on it. He was good about that, knowing how much I could take and when I was too close to the edge. Like now.

Glancing at the bed at Mimi, my brow furrowed. This was taking too long. Wake up, sunshine.

Rolling my shoulder, I ignored the sting and heavy ache that originated from the right side of my chest, focusing on Wraith instead.

“Rumor has it that a Russian named Sergei Resnikov wants us all dead. A little payback for Solonik and Voltoy.”

“And how do you know that?”

Did they show up to the Crossroads again? Because that was serious balls the first time. There wouldn’t be a next time.

We would reap every soul that entered the gates. We didn’t last time because Grim, Rael, and Papa were all down in NOLA visiting Jameson. Rancid finally got the end he deserved, and nobody would ever find what was left of him. Probably nothing but fertilizer now. Rancid was responsible for betrayal to the club, and he sure as hell answered for his crimes.

Wraith let out an exaggerated sigh. “Found Stefanie, Trish’s seventeen-year-old niece carved up bad and left for dead with about twenty young girls. The victims were killed to send us a message.”

“Fuck!” I cursed, opening the door to the room, and stepping into the hall, pacing as I kept an eye on Mimi and anyone who entered. “Does Shadow know yet?”

“No. Grim wants to be the one to tell Trish and Shadow.”

“Goddammit,” I seethed, wishing I could light up a smoke. The last week had been fucking stressful, and it didn’t seem like the shit storm was stopping any time soon. “That kid is gonna take it hard, not to mention Grim’s ol’ lady.”

“Grim called church tomorrow morning. Wants to go back to the Crossroads first. He ain’t sayin’ shit, but I know he’s worried about both of them.”

I understood. My presence was waived because I was shot protecting Rael’s ol’ lady Nylah and her sister Mimi. I was thankful that my brothers sent Solonik straight to hell and reaped his wretched soul, but I got deprived of my own chance at justice for what he did to my sunshine. At least I took a little vindication out on Voltoy. That fucking rapist got a taste of his own medicine when I stuck a broom handle up his ass.

“Patriot, need your head in the game.” Grim’s voice came over the line, and I didn’t realize he was speaking until I heard my name.

“I hear you, pres.”

“Your shoulder healing up?”

“Yeah.”

“Good. Stick around the hospital for now. Not sure how secure Trixie is. Russians have to be watching.”

I was afraid of that.

“Sending Shadow after I talk to him. Kid needs a distraction, and I’m afraid he’s gonna do something stupid after hearing about Stefanie’s death.”

“I’ll make sure he stays with me, pres.”

“Razr is going to make a move soon. The Scorpions have lost too many members not to strike out at the club. Wraith and Exorcist are gonna do a drive-by and see what they can find.”

“Solid plan,” I agreed, not adding my input or plans for the future.

“Don’t think holding back means I don’t know what’s going on in your head, Patriot. You don’t go rogue. No one rides out alone right now. We’ll discuss shit once you’re back at the clubhouse. Wraith and Ex will make sure Shadow finds you. Let me know when Trixie wakes up.”

“Naomi, not Trixie,” I growled, annoyed as fuck, “That’s who she used to be, but it ain’t who she is now.”

Grim sighed. “I know. We’ll try to call her Naomi.”

Wasn’t Grim or my brother’s fault they called her Trixie.  She was introduced to us that way. It was Mimi’s call girl name and the one everyone knew. The alias that Alexi Voltoy gave her after she started hooking for him. Not that she had a choice. Fucker almost beat her to death more than once, and he raped her every chance he got. Her real name was Naomi, but her sister called her Mimi. Not long ago, Naomi gave me the privilege of doing the same.

Rage simmered beneath my skin, and my Reaper was ready to break through, tearing up the whole state of Nevada to find those ruthless assholes and make them pay. Voltoy and Solonik weren’t the only ones that harmed Mimi. I’d locate the others and unleash terror upon their souls.

Soon. I would get my revenge.

Not even Grim was going to be able to stop me. I wouldn’t go against my brothers or my club, but if I had to deal with shit independently, I would, and Grim knew it.

“You text me if anyone shows up to that hospital uninvited. You feel me?”

“I do, Grim.”

Rarely called him by his road name. Always used pres because it was his title, and I respected the fuck out of him, but he needed to hear that I was committed to my brothers and protecting our club.

“Try to take it easy. You’re healing from a fucking gunshot to the chest, you fucker. Don’t need your big ass readmitted.”

I couldn’t hold back a slight chuckle. “Right. Mimi will wake up soon, and then we’ll be headin’ in.”

All he did was grunt before I heard Wraith’s voice again.

“Ridin’ back to Tonopah now. Hannibal is calling in the location with the girls. Gonna use one of his contacts to make sure the authorities find the bodies, and the club isn’t involved.”

“Understood. Catch up with ya later, Wraith.”

“Take care, brother.”

Sighing, I ran a hand through my hair, noticing the nurse’s station close by for the first time. Several kept glancing my way, and more than one held an appraising eye. If I wasn’t pissed, distracted, annoyed, and injured, I might have taken one of them into a spare room and fucked some of this stress away. Really needed my dick sucked.

As it was, I wasn’t looking for company. Plenty of muffler bunnies back at the Crossroads anyway. My focus was on Mimi, and she was my priority. Since meeting her, I wasn’t as interested in chasing tail. Something about her appealed to my Reaper, and he latched onto her with ferocity.

My head lifted, and I strode back into Mimi’s room, closing the door with a soft click. Didn’t want to startle her and wasn’t sure how much she could see or hear.

I’d read somewhere that someone in a coma was vaguely aware of what was said and done around them. Half the reason I wasn’t gonna go fuck any of the staff in the hospital or whip out my cock for one of those nurses to drop on her knees and worship. There was an intense need to protect Mimi from any harm physically, mentally, and emotionally. We developed a bond in the short time since we’d met.

Wasn’t sure how I felt about her, but I knew we had a connection, and my Reaper was quickly becoming obsessed. I felt his rage renew as the memory of how I found her surfaced, and my fists clenched.

Naomi almost died that night. If I didn’t open the back of Alexi Voltoy’s black SUV and catch her as she fell out, she would have suffocated and died from the combination of the drugs in her system and the fate that awaited her as he drove into the desert to torment her one last time.

Fury rolled over the surface of my skin and I looked down at the young woman who knew far too much of the cruelty of this world.

She would never be that vulnerable again.




"When swarmed by darkness, I’ll be the light.

When doubt surfaces, I’ll keep the faith.

When gripped by rage, I’ll sharpen my skills.

When seeking vengeance, I’ll have no mercy.

When locked in battle, I’ll fear no enemy.

When I face death, I’ll have no repentance.

When my Reaper rides, I will conquer all."

– Patriot, Royal Bastards MC
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Mimi didn’t know it yet, but I was going to ensure those fuckers paid for what they did. Solonik and Voltoy were just the beginning. Now that this new Russian Sergei Resnikov had surfaced, I took the threat seriously, knowing he wasn’t the only one that would be out for blood.

No one was coming after my girl.

Since the moment Wraith called and warned me about Resnikov, I knew Mimi was still in danger. Every minute she remained in the hospital increased the possibility that either the Russians or the Scorpions would show up. I had to get her out of here before that happened. Sinking into the chair beside her bed, I lifted her hand and placed a gentle kiss on the top.

“I’m here, sunshine. I’ll avenge you. I swear it. You’ll be safe no matter what.” Swallowing hard, I leaned forward and brushed a strand of long hair away from her face. “I’ll hunt down every single one of those Russian sons-of-bitches until none of them are left.”

Her grip squeezed mine as her eyes fluttered. I swear I saw her blink. Excited, I almost jumped out of my seat.

“Mimi?”

For two seconds, I was the happiest man on earth . . . until the machine next to me went off with a series of beeps and alarms as Mimi’s heart decided to stop beating.

Flatline.

With a roar, I stood fast, yelling for the nurses, doctors, and everyone in the damn vicinity to come running. Her life couldn’t end. This wasn’t okay.

No, not my sunshine.

Anything but this.

I didn’t find her, care for her wounds, and keep her safe, only to watch her fucking die.

The room flooded with nurses as I was pulled toward the door by a bulky dude in a security uniform. Name tag read Kyle. I already wanted to kick his ass for daring to touch my arm.

“Gotta wait out here. Let the staff do their job.”

Pissed, I shrugged him off. “Yeah. I get it, but I’m not goin’ far. Too risky.”

Kyle had the audacity to roll his eyes at me. “I’ll watch over the room.” He gestured down the nearest hall toward the waiting area. “Once she’s stable, one of the doctors will come to speak with you.”

That bullshit might work with most people but not with a Royal Bastard.

My arms crossed, and I stood my ground.

“Not leaving. Pull that sidearm if you think you got what it takes to make me, but you should know I’m a Marine, and I served multiple tours overseas. Dealt with plenty of power-hungry assholes with enough arrogance to try to order me around since I got out. None succeeded. I’m not leaving this hall, and I’ll be the one making sure Naomi is safe.”

Kyle opened his mouth to argue when I heard one of the nurses shouting at him to leave me alone. The staff understood I wasn’t gonna cause trouble as long as I was allowed to stay. Only tried to kick me out once that first night and learned fast that I was a stubborn asshole. Hadn’t been bothered since.

“Run along and protect the vending machines or some shit.”

Huffing a breath, Kyle spun on his heel and stomped away as I leaned against the nurse’s station, anxious as fuck, watching the doorway to Mimi’s room. The commotion and noise lowered to a tolerable volume as a blonde nurse poked her head out of the room and smiled.

“She’s stable. I’ll let you know when you can come back in.”

Nodding my thanks, I breathed out a sigh of relief as my shoulders relaxed. My fingers twitched as a craving for a cigarette damn near had my ass running outside for a smoke.

If Wraith and Ex would get their asses here, maybe I could take a leak and grab a bite to eat. Hospital food was fuckin’ gross. Needed a burger and a beer and my own goddamn bed.

A funny feeling tickled the back of my neck, and my head turned, searching for the source of my unease. Random guests with stickers plastered to their shirts, nurses in scrubs, doctors with their white jackets, and a few kids were mingling around the vicinity.

Nothing seemed out of the ordinary until I caught the shadow lurking at the end of the hall, hovering close to a fake tree in the far-right corner.

Lighting wasn’t working right, which was odd, but I didn’t think anything of it until the stranger who lingered stepped out, ticking his head in my direction with a sinister, secret smile.

Something about him was off. My Reaper immediately tried to break free, rising to the surface of my skin with ferocity as the stranger spun on his heel and headed toward the stairs, rushing through the crowd exiting the closest elevator.

Shit!

Glancing toward Mimi’s room, I exhaled with a curse and ran toward the guy who was a clear threat. My imagination ran wild, and I came up with a dozen scenarios in my head, all of them ending up with this asshole sent here to finish what those Russian traffickers started. There was no doubt she was a target. Monsters like them never stopped. They didn’t give up. No. Men like that kept sending assassins until the job was done.

She would never be safe until I eliminated every single threat. Solonik. Voltoy. Resnikov. Didn’t matter because they were only small time. The lackeys who were given enough influence and leadership to think they were important, but the real power was the Russian prick who called all the shots. That was the man I needed to find.

Kyle rounded the corner, and I shouted in his direction, not giving two shits what he thought. “Go protect Naomi!”

Chest heaving with exertion, I flung open the door to the stairwell where I’d just seen that asshole enter who flashed me that ridiculous smile. Sweating, I pulled my weapon, aiming down as I kept running, listening to his footsteps echo only a floor below my own. Shots rang out as he fired at random, bullets ricocheting off the metal handrail. Luckily, none of them hit anything but the walls and one light as it shattered above my head and rained down shards of broken glass.

My Reaper laughed within, and I let him free, using his focus and rage to move faster, bursting outside into the brilliance of a Nevada summer sunset. I yanked my shades from my cut and placed the aviators over my eyes, blocking out the blinding rays of the sun and the distracting noises of traffic and sirens. Heavy thuds pounded the pavement, and I shot off again, following at my leisure.

I was going to enjoy this.

No need to rush. I would corner him soon enough.

My Reaper could track a drop of blood clear across the Great Basin like a fucking shark in the middle of the ocean. The stranger’s rapid breaths and thumping heart echoed in the stagnant air. He wasn’t scared, but he was certainly out of shape. Probably didn’t expect me to chase him down so fast.

When he stopped, I stalked my way forward and cornered him around the back of a strip mall. Only dumpsters lingered as he bent over, gasping for breath. There were only three options since his back faced nothing but rows of locked doors. To the left, a parking lot led to nearby crowds. To the right, I cut him off. Straight ahead, he would take his chances out in the desert. I liked that option best.

We lifted our guns at the same time, both of us ready to pull the trigger.

“Boss said to send a message.”

“Oh yeah? What message is that?”

“Trixie is marked.”

He didn’t need to elaborate. I understood.

“Ex-military like you should know when to cut your losses and retreat. This won’t end well for you or your club.”

“You should know that the Royal Bastards don’t respond well to threats.”

He smirked, and I didn’t sense any fear. Instead, he was annoyingly confident.

The watch on his wrist began beeping like some alarm went off. The sicko in front of me started laughing as I pulled the hammer back and fired. Bullet hit his left leg, and he went down, landing on his back as he continued to laugh.

What the fuck?

“See you in hell!” he yelled before I saw him crunch down on something with his teeth.

Putrid-colored liquid filled his mouth before he swallowed. His body shook once as he turned and fired shots into the desert. There was no point in doing so, and I couldn’t help but think he lost his fucking mind. Foaming at the mouth, he began convulsing as his eyes rolled back into his head.

“Fuck!” I shouted, running forward. “Who do you work for?”

He was never going to answer, but I had to try.

Frothy spit spilled from his lips and mixed with blood as he coughed, turning on his side to throw up the vile mixture. He jolted a couple of times and then flipped me off before dragging in a shaky breath.

My Reaper was pissed, and I let him come forward, reaping this asshole’s soul before he had a chance to die on his own. It wasn’t much consolation, but at least he would suffer torment in hell at Lucifer’s hands. His soul drifted up from his body, and the thin, transparent spirit hung in the air wreathed in oily darkness. No surprise there.

I shoved my gun into one of the large pockets inside my cut and summoned my weapon of choice, enjoying the way the scythe hissed with expectation in my hand. Bullets were far too easy and not nearly enough finesse. He needed to feel pain as I sent his soul to hell.

“Meet your fate, motherfucker,” I snarled, twisting with my hand and swiping with the scythe that was always ready for use. The resulting slash cut into his essence as the assassin’s flesh was permanently separated from his wretched soul, and he was cast into the pit to await judgment.

Horrified and anguished screams launched into the air, and I tilted my head back with a roar, letting in his shock and fear as they fed my Reaper and renewed his strength. This was what fed my inner beast. The one thing that never failed to soothe the monster within. There was nothing as bittersweet or thoroughly fulfilling as witnessing the terror of those who reaped what they sowed and met justice at the hands of a Reaper.

When he was nothing but an empty shell, I kicked at his body and watched as the dried-out remains burst into a cloud of dark dust that drifted away into the early evening breeze.

Only the sporadic parking lot lighting was witness to his demise.

“No one fucks with the Royal Bastards.”

I spun with a dark chuckle and found Wraith and Exorcist behind me. Ex was having a smoke and giving me a twisted grin as he puffed away. Wraith dropped a body on the ground and ticked his head toward the guy. “Brought you a present.”

My Reaper grew excited, immediately sensing the dark connection to the soul we just reaped.

“Looks like I’ll get some answers after all.”

“Sure will, brother. He was waiting in a car about half a mile away. Has to know somethin’.”

Grinning wide, I knew I was going to enjoy the upcoming interrogation. Just needed to have him secured in the dungeon of the Crossroads.

“Prospect is outside Mimi’s room. She’s safe,” Wraith promised, looking me straight in the eye.

“Good,” I exhaled in relief, relaxing my shoulders as I reined in my Reaper. “I want this fucker back at the Crossroads. As soon as Mimi is awake, I get the first word with him.”

“Yeah, brother. I feel you.”

“We got this,” Ex added, flicking the butt of his smoke on the ground before he pulled out his cell and started tapping in a quick message. “I’m texting Grim now.”

If Mimi wasn’t fighting for her life, I would never be able to walk away from this asshole on the ground. Approaching Wraith, I kicked the hitman on the ground in the gut with my boot and then pulled out a smoke, dragging the nicotine through my lungs before I returned to Mimi.

Prospect better be guarding her with his life, or he was gonna regret it.
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“He’s mine,” I snarled, flinging open the basement door and running down the stone steps that led into the depths of our own version of hell. The dungeon was a place where we played with our captives and unleashed the beasts within.

Rael was standing next to the table where our prey was confined. Thick leather straps held him down by his wrists and ankles, attached to the wooden beams that bordered all four corners. The outside edges were carved into and the grooves moved from the outside in, going down a ¼ inch with every rotation around the perimeter. The result was a table that dipped downward consistently until it ended with a drain in the center, far below the body of the unlucky bastard who hung suspended above it.

This was Rael’s latest invention and I had to admit it was a thing of beauty.

I’d seen some strange shit overseas but that wasn’t half as fucked-up as some of the things he invented or used. This particular table was genius because only parts of the body rested against the wood. The torso and hips usually ended up straining to find a comfortable position which wasn’t easy.

The straps kept the limbs pulled tight and completely straight the entire time. Any method of torture could be used and the drain ensured the mess was minimal.

Rael loved creating chaos but he sure as fuck got grumpy about cleanin’ it up.

“He say anything yet?” I asked, glaring down at the guy.

“Nope.”

“Did you?”

He flipped a serrated hunting knife around in his hand. “Not yet. Waitin’ on you.”

“You just want to watch him bleed.”

“Can’t deny that’s true,” he admitted with a chuckle.

“Then let’s get to it.”

Rael grinned wide as I stepped up, noticing Wraith as he moved in from the shadows. I gave him a chin lift and then stared down at the unlucky motherfucker dumb enough to work with the Russians and get caught.

“Who are you?”

Silence.

“Who do you work for?”

A slight groan escaped his lips but nothing else.

“Last chance,” I warned. “What do you know about the assassin sent to the hospital?”

All I received was a blank stare.

“Make him talk,” I snarled, standing back as Rael moved in.

He pressed the knife against one of our captive’s nipples. There was a quick swipe as the blade slid through his flesh like a warm knife through butter. Screams launched from his chest in quick succession as Rael dangled his severed nipple in front of his face.

“I’ll make you eat the other one.” Crazy fucker.

That must have scared the shit out of this guy because he started blubbering and yelling, shouting that he was a prospect for the Bloody Scorpions.

“What’s your name, dipshit?”

“Jester.”

Wraith snickered. “You do look a little funny missing one nipple.”

Rael’s eyes gleamed as he anticipated using the knife again.

“Tell me what you know,” I ordered, lip curling up into a snarl. I was already bored. This shit took too damn long.

“The Russian! He’s the one who demanded our help.”

“What Russian?”

“Resi, uh, Resnikov.”

“What else?”

“They said to make sure the girl in the hospital got what she deserved.”

Rushing forward, I let my Reaper free and lowered my head, getting right into Jester’s face. “You will tell me every single detail you can remember or I will reach inside your chest, yank your beating heart free, and feast on your flesh while you’re still alive.”

Jester began freaking out and I heard something dripping inside the table, trickling down the wood and into the drain. The odor of ammonia filled the air and I knew this asshole just pissed his pants.

“Haven’t lost your touch, have you?”

My head snapped up and I found the dark crimson gaze of the only creature in this world who held more power than I did.

Lucifer fucking Morningstar.
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I WAS DONE.

The booze and drugs. The endless whores who left my bed. Waking up with no memory of what I said or did because I chased the next high.

None of those things made a difference or helped.

My nightmares and flashbacks still persisted.

I kept trying to find a way to soothe the angry beast within and nothing worked. I was lost since I left Afghanistan. An empty shell of the man who enlisted a decade earlier. Plagued by guilt, loss, and the scars that ravaged my body, I was unable to move forward. Caught in some vicious limbo I saw no way out other than taking my own life.

Seemed logical. Easy.

Never gave it much thought as I swung one leg over my Harley and started the engine. I was on Hwy 95 and riding down the middle of the road fifteen minutes later, waiting for the first car to head my way.

Maybe I thought the way Jax Teller chose his own fate and ending was a little too poetic on the last episode of Sons of Anarchy. Didn’t give a shit.

I needed to leave this pain and rage behind and I saw no other solution.

The headlights of an approaching vehicle lit up the road and I welcomed the release and freedom the end would bring. My head lifted and I watched as the driver of the semi-trailer truck slammed on his brakes. The cab slid forward with the weight of the load he carried and I knew the collision was unavoidable.

A smile teased the corners of my lips and I leaned my head back, releasing my grip as I embraced freedom. The bike swerved beneath me and I lost control, allowing the inevitable crash to happen. My eyes closed and I welcomed the darkness.

It would all be over soon.

Except, it wasn’t.

I woke up about a half mile from Hwy 95 in the desert, propped up against the prickliest cactus I’d ever had the displeasure of finding. Tumbleweed rolled by my feet and flipped in the Nevada breeze as I squinted in the approaching light of dawn.

“You sure are a stupid son-of-a-bitch,” a deep voice observed as I scrambled to my feet, staring into the face of a man I never met. His features were carved from sold, smooth marble and the color of ivory. Onyx eyes rimmed in scarlet shimmered with humor but it was the perfect bow of his upper lip curling into a smile that proved his amusement. “I have my work cut out with you.”

Blinking, I opened my mouth to speak when he disappeared. Didn’t see him again until I met Grim and decided to patch in with the Royal Bastards. I could say with confidence that he intended to keep me dangling until that night. When I signed his contract and accepted the Reaper, I figured I had nothing to worry about. But the past was vicious and that night on Hwy 95 wasn’t the last time I rode off and planned to end it all.

The devil didn’t appreciate the fact that I didn’t want to live.

Grim found me the last time and I knew Lucifer would never allow my death. The entire club was pissed that I attempted to break the contract I signed. I promised they would never find me bleeding to death on the side of the highway again, especially after the same fate already claimed Keys, the previous president.

I was stuck with this life and the version of hell I was forced to endure. Sure, I’d been given the use of my Reaper but it still didn’t change the fact that Lucifer held all the good cards in a game of poker where the winner claimed all.
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BLINKING, I REALIZED I was staring into the face of the bastard that started everything. The one who presented a contract I couldn’t resist. The same smug bastard that never let me forget I owed him and would never be free.

Lucifer winked. “You always were a little different than the rest. Didn’t need to wait for the Devil’s Ride to know you would become one of my Reapers.”

For some reason the devil liked to fuck with me. Didn’t have a clue why. Far as I knew he never visited anyone but the pres. Grim had his own reasons for keeping that info to himself but I’d caught that slick bastard Lucifer popping in from time to time.

Maybe I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Hell, he probably got off on fucking with every member of the club. Wouldn’t surprise me any. He knew every secret, hidden desire, and regret we all carried. Liked to keep it dangling over your head too if you had any notions about getting out of his contract.

I should know. I’d asked more than once.

Fucker had been busting my balls about it ever since.

He knew how much I hated it when he showed up like this, taunting me, and getting off on the interaction like it gave him some kind of sick pleasure.

“A deal is a deal, Patriot.”

I knew that. Right as I opened my mouth to tell him to fuck off, he disappeared.

“Motherfucker.”

At least that deal included a special clause. I had my own unique twist. My Reaper sensed fears and the terror that was unleashed as I reaped a soul fed him like the choicest steak in the fanciest restaurant.

I’d probably be lost now without my secret hunting sprees.

Truth was, I was an addict who kept trading one vice for another, desperate to escape sobriety and the painful truth that awaited in my fucked-up reality. I probably never would have stopped running from my nightmares and guilt.

But I had one friend who never failed to remind me that we are only a product of the life we have lived and experiences that shaped who we were.

The Bishop.
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“Mimi!”

My sister’s cry of joy and surprise was a sucker punch to the gut. Even after everything that I’d told her about my life over the last few years, we still had a long way to go to repair our strained relationship. Three weeks ago, I admitted the worst of my experiences with Alexi, crying until I fell asleep out of mental and emotional exhaustion.

Nylah was shocked to hear the extent of the rape, trafficking, and cruelty I suffered. She couldn’t fathom that kind of life or the horror of being used with such apathy. To know that every single moment you were alive was because someone else allowed it.

Some small part of me wished I was still in a coma.

I didn’t want to be sitting up in a hospital bed with sunshine streaming through my windows and everyone smiling, thrilled to walk through their everyday lives and enjoy each breath that left their lungs.

What would she think if I told her that I never wanted to wake up? That staying in the hidden chambers of my mind was far easier and less traumatizing than waking up and facing the reality of my failures, mistakes, and stupid choices.

Nylah was the perfect sister. The nurse. The blonde bombshell. The good girl.

I was the drug-addicted, whoring, wild party girl that got exactly what she deserved.

We couldn’t be more different.

Nylah was leaning back after giving me a hug when the door opened. Patriot walked in and shut it with a loud click, sauntering his way forward with the prowl and grace I was becoming accustomed to every time he entered a room. He didn’t hesitate to walk up to the side of the bed and lower his head, pressing a kiss to my forehead as he bent at the waist to reach me from his towering height.

His guarded features hid everything he was feeling but the relief in his eyes.

“You’re awake.” Wasn’t hard to tell that he was pleased. “Glad to see you’re sitting up and looking well.”

Looking well?

“Uh, sure.”

He snorted. “Lookin’ good to me, sunshine.”

Sunshine.

The nickname he gave me when we first met. Still didn’t get his reasoning even after he explained why on multiple occasions. Maybe it was hard for me to imagine anyone thinking I was anything but empty, filthy darkness. A void of nothingness left behind after the very core of who I was had been ripped away.

At the lowest moment of my life, I met my savior. I just didn’t know it at the time.
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THE GROUND WAS COLD and rough, scraping against the exposed skin of my body and baring me to the perusal of every pair of eyes that glanced my way. Chills erupted along the surface, and I shivered, not quite understanding where I was or how I arrived.

My sluggish mind was slow to comprehend what was happening. All I noticed were the eyes of the man who held me in his arms, cradling my weak body against his chest as he lifted, ensuring I was secure in his strong embrace. That would have been alarming if I was coherent enough to put two rational thoughts together in my head. The stranger’s eyes betrayed emotions I couldn’t afford to indulge or consider ––compassion, concern, confusion, and even rage. What a weird combination battling for top position in eyes that I could sink into and never want to leave.

It was the color that took me by surprise the most. A stunning dark blue like the deepest fathoms of the ocean framed by dark lashes any girl would envy. Such striking mirrors of his thoughts and soul. They bled through into the blue, and I’d never been able to read someone so openly as this stranger who stared back with equal intensity.

The connection was instantaneous, and I sighed, breaking the invisible link to lay my head on his shoulder.

“Do you worst,” I whispered hoarsely, “I’ve got nothing left.”

There was a light squeeze as my eyes closed, and I welcomed the nothing back with open arms.

Time held no meaning when I awakened again. There was no concept of how many hours or days lapsed when I spotted the stranger and his hypnotic eyes. Both of us remained quiet as we sized one another up, determining our reaction. My arm was throbbing, agonizingly hot beneath the soiled bandage, and the pain that radiated from the burns was so intense that tears filled my eyes, and I had to blink them back.

Show no weakness, Mimi.

He must have read the indecision on my face because he lifted his hands. “Hey! It’s okay,” he replied calmly.

Nothing was familiar. I was resting in a room filled with dark mahogany furniture, including the massive bed where I huddled in the middle, close to the headboard. I spotted a bathroom to the left and a walk-in closet directly across. The door was to the right. I always made sure I knew where an exit was as soon as I was taken somewhere new. My life depended on learning details most people found insignificant.

“Hey, sunshine. Don’t worry. You’re safe. I promise.”

I didn’t get a good look at the rest of him before I passed out. It was late and dark. My cluttered, poisoned brain was clouded when we met under such strained and unbelievable circumstances. Dumped and left for dead, I would never have survived without his intervention.

The biker was so tall his head almost brushed the ceiling with a thick, heavy build which proved he worked out often. A bandana wrapped around his head printed with an American flag, thick dark hair peeking over the top. By his right eye was a jagged scar in addition to the tattoos creeping up his neck that ended just under his jawline. A black t-shirt stretched over taut muscles as his arms flexed and revealed more black ink reaching to his wrists.

I was five-five and small-boned. Patriot was as tall as a California redwood as he towered over me, twice as wide in the chest and in those sculpted, rounded shoulders. His face was handsome in that classic, old Hollywood heartthrob way my mother used to drool over with actors like Rock Hudson or Marlon Brando ––chiseled angles, five o’clock shadow along his jawline, and a cocky, confident smile. Not to mention a sexy swagger that could literally melt panties.

His tanned skin was kissed from the Nevada summer sun. A leather vest stretched over his broad chest, leaving plenty of bronze, bulging muscle beneath, but the most impressive part was the arms as thick as my thighs as he bent over me, staring into my eyes with those hypnotic blue orbs.

I had a thing for arms.

Some girls liked a guy’s ass or his abs. I didn’t object to any of it, but a sexy pair of arms did me in.

I could get lost in a man like him. Happily surrounded by strength and immovable steel, I would never want to leave his embrace.

Too bad it was all too late for that now.
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“ARE YOU TIRED, MIMI?”

My sister’s voice brought me back into the present.

“A little.” I wasn’t. Just woke up from a damn coma, but I didn’t feel like talking. Words were pointless. Wincing, I shot a glance at the window and sunny day that threatened to bring up more memories.

“I think I’ll close those blinds,” Patriot announced, walking over and shutting them completely.

I offered a small smile of thanks at his observational skills as I sank back against the pillows, relaxing for the first time since my eyes snapped open an hour ago.

“I’ll stay as long as you want,” Nylah announced, leaning back in her chair, and stifling a yawn.

“Did you just get off work?”

She shrugged, but I caught the truth in her weary expression that she tried to hide.

Looking at Patriot, I narrowed my eyes. “Send Rael a text and tell him to pick up my sister. She needs to sleep.”

“I can do that right here,” she argued.

“No, you can’t. Hospitals suck to sleep in. You know that. Go home with your man. I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, she will. I’ve got Shadow here with me. We aren’t leaving her side, Nylah.”

My sister shot Patriot an exasperated look as there was a knock on the door. Rael peeked in, and I had to wonder how he got here so fast, but then I remembered he must know her schedule and what time her shift ended. His freaky face was still a bit of a shock. Who walked around with horror-themed makeup on their face every day like it was Halloween?

Despite that, I liked the rough biker and his twisted sense of humor. He seemed to care about my sister genuinely. His dark eyes lit up whenever she was around.

“Naomi, good to see you’re up and no longer lookin’ like a corpse.”

I flipped him off. “Can’t say the same for you, devil man.”

He chuckled and went straight to my sister, pulling her up and into his arms as he planted a kiss on Nylah’s lips. “Lookin’ a little tired, my hellcat. You work too much.”

She slapped at his arm but smiled. “Not that you’re gonna let me sleep.”

A wicked grin spread across his macabre features. “I will eventually.”

Patriot smirked.

“I just woke up. Don’t make me puke.”

Nylah giggled as Rael gripped her ass with both hands and squeezed. “Let’s go.” She yawned again, her eyes betraying far more fatigue than I liked. “I’m dead on my feet.”

“Knew it,” I muttered, shaking my head as they headed toward the door. “Get out of here.”

“I’ll text you later, Mimi.”

Waving her off, I forced myself to smile and nod. “Sure thing, sis.”

Once they were gone, I noticed Patriot staring at me with his arms crossed over his chest, bulging muscle flexing as he frowned. Something had his dander up.

“What?”

“You need to stop pretending.”

“Pretending what?” I asked, dropping my gaze to my blanket.

“This charade. Not buying it, sunshine. You don’t have to be that way with me.”

Sure, he took a bullet for me, and I could still see the occasional stiff movement that proved the wound hadn’t finished healing yet. I really should thank him for saving my life, but it didn’t seem like the right time.

“I know.”

“Then don’t.”

Sighing, I tilted my head back.

“You forget I see you, Mimi.”

He did. I wouldn’t argue the point.

Patriot saw right through me since the moment my drug-addicted ass ended up half-naked in his lap. The thought of being so openly exposed was terrifying and comforting at the same time.
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“WHO ARE YOU?”

“Name’s Patriot.” At my look of confusion, he managed a small smile. “I’m a Marine. Was a medic while I was in. Not so much in title as in experience and skill. Been a few years now.” He shrugged. “Figured I was the best one to help take care of you.”

“Where am I?”

“The Crossroads, our compound.” He picked up a leather vest from a nearby chair and showed me the emblem on the back. “I’m a Royal Bastard. We’re an MC.”

“Motorcycles?”

“That’s right, sunshine.” He sat down on the bed and gestured to my arm. “Mind if I take a look? Heard you had a bad burn.”

My whole body stiffened with the reminder. I pulled away from the biker and tugged one of the blankets around my body tighter. “Where’s Alexi?”

“Who?”

Suddenly frightened and panicked, I contemplated running for the door. “The Russian who hurt me.”

Patriot’s lip lifted in a snarl. “So that’s his name.”

I swallowed hard and nodded, afraid to go into too much detail about his identity. “He’s going to kill me for good this time.”

“No way.” Patriot pointed to the door. “I’ll take you down to the basement if you want to see him tied up, but it’s not gonna be pretty. My pres and Rael are kicking his ass. He’ll wish he never met you.”

“Rael? He’s here?” That was the biker who saved my life. I never got a chance to thank him.

“Yep. He was hoping you would trust me.”

Our eyes met, and for a few seconds, I didn’t think I could. Trust was something earned, and few people in my life proved worth the effort.

My arm was aching, though, and I really needed the wound cleaned. The bandage was severely soiled. Slipping my arm out, I kept the blanket high up under my chin as he scooted closer.

“Is this alright? I have to be able to touch you and look at the wound. I’ll try not to make you uncomfortable and invade your space.”

He waited for my answer before moving. That simple act of asking for permission was more than I could handle. It had been far too long since anyone cared about what I wanted.

Tears filled my eyes and slipped down my cheeks as I nodded.

“Oh, sunshine. I’m sorry you were abused.” His voice held a note of sincerity that I couldn’t ignore. “I don’t want to hurt you any further, so you tell me if anything I do makes you feel uncomfortable or bothers you, okay?”

Swallowing hard, it took a few seconds to find my voice. “Patriot?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you,” I answered softly, sniffling. “No one has been that kind to me in a long time.”

“Think nothing of it.”

Patriot pulled the bandage off, and his jaw closed with a snap, a vein pulsing low in his cheek as he worked to clean the wound and care for the damaged skin. Every simple touch was painful.

I kept wincing, jerking whenever he accidentally brushed a finger over the exposed area. The tears kept falling, and I couldn’t hold them back, especially when I saw the extent of the damage to my skin.

“I’ll never be the same again,” I whispered, blubbering through my tears. “He made sure of that. I’ll have to look at that wound the rest of my life and remember what Alexi did to me.”

Patriot placed a new bandage over the top and taped it in place before dropping his supplies on a nearby table. He stood and disinfected his hands, returning with a warm washcloth. With great care, he wiped the tears and streaks of dirt from my face.

“Listen to me, sunshine.”

I lifted my chin, searching his dark eyes.

“That Russian fucker tried to take your life. He didn’t succeed. You fought. You won,” he emphasized, “because that son of a bitch will die a gruesome and painful death, but you will wake up every morning with the scars to prove that you’re incredibly strong and brave. Yeah, you’re not ever gonna be exactly the same. So? Every badass has a few scars. They’re a sign of character.”

Patriot lifted his shirt and turned around, showing a full view of his back. “You see that?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. His back was nothing but one gigantic scar, the flesh rippled, puckered, and pink in some spots while pale white in others. Some parts were much redder. One section sort of resembled strips of mangled flesh instead of muscle. “I’m sorry. Did that happen overseas?”

“Took the blast as I blocked the doorway while four of my Marine brothers escaped from the hut that we were in.” His voice was low, full of pain. “They were murdered anyway. Took me a long time to realize there wasn’t anything else I could have done to save them.”

“I understand what you’re saying.” Moving closer, I lifted a hand and brushed a fingertip over his skin. “Is that okay?”

Patriot nodded.

My palm brushed slowly over his scars as I swallowed hard. His muscles bunched slightly with my touch. “You’re still strong. I bet you’re just as strong as you were before it happened.”

“No,” he replied, turning back around. “I’m stronger. You will be too.”

“Patriot?”

“Yeah, sunshine?”

“You should go into therapy or something. You’re way too wise to ride a motorcycle all day long.”

The intended joke found its mark, and he grinned wide. “I’ll take that into consideration.”

Patriot stood and walked over to his dresser where he pulled out a locked case and inserted a key from a set he kept clipped to his belt. I heard the rustling around of pill bottles. “Got some strong painkillers and an antibiotic. You’ll need them both.” He was like a one-man drug store.

“Okay.” I took the pills with a bottle of water that was sitting on a nightstand within reach.

“You know something?”

I lay down on the bed, wrapping up in the blanket as tightly as I could. “No.”

“You’re healing well.”

“How do you know?”

He was watching me closely, sinking into a thick leather chair that he tugged closer to the bed. “It hurt when I was cleaning your arm, right?”

I nodded.

“How did it feel right after it happened?”

“Wasn’t as painful as I would have thought. It wasn’t my arm that was hurting the most.” I glanced downward, betraying the focus of my thoughts. Residual or actual pain, did it matter? I was still forced against my will. “I suppose you’re right. The pain means the nerves are repairing.”

“Yep.” He swallowed hard. “Are you healing,” he paused, and his eyes dipped lower for a second before rising again, “down lower?”

Shit. That was super weird to discuss with him. I tried to be clinical about it. “I, I don’t know exactly. I think so.” My chin wobbled a little as I held back more tears. It wasn’t like I had the opportunity to shower properly and check since I fled the hospital. Once I ate and rested, I would tackle that obstacle. Not now.

“I shouldn’t have asked.” He seemed embarrassed. “Just tell me to shut the fuck up if I talk too much. It’s a personality flaw.” He forced the smile that followed, but neither of us voiced it.

“I will,” I promised. It wasn’t the many violations I had experienced over the last couple of years that made my emotions surface. It was the stupid vulnerability I felt. What was the matter with me? I felt utterly off-kilter. Like someone had shifted every aspect of who I was, and I didn’t know if I could ever recover the parts that made up Naomi Peters.

Would I ever be whole again?

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

PATRIOT SAW ME THEN, and he did now.

He didn’t judge me, think less of me, or even try to fix me. Just focused those intense blue orbs on my face as if he could read my sorrows and regrets, pain, and shame like an open book tattooed on my face in endless lines of inky black.

His perusal hid no part of me. I was fully exposed and stripped raw before him, and only someone with the same type of past could understand what that meant.

I wasn’t ignorant of the wounds he also kept bandaged, as unhealed and festering as my own. We both lived with the aftermath of regret and the debilitating pain of personal loss. The worst kind of loss, the innocence of the soul. We’d both had parts ripped away in the worst of ways.

There was no coming back from that kind of experience. Some injuries never healed.

I finally met his tortured gaze, knowing that I affected him as deeply as he affected me.  We didn’t speak, but there wasn’t a need. He lifted his hand and tapped his heart over his t-shirt once.

With a trembling finger, I did the same.

Holding his gaze, I swallowed hard. “I know. I see you too.”

Patriot was a good man, even if he was a bad boy biker. I might have been tempted or excited by the fine male specimen entirely too close to my personal space in another life, but that wasn’t my reality.

My vision blurred a little and then cleared as I read the patches on his vest.

Royal Bastards MC. Road Captain.

“Fight it,” he whispered, knowing the deepest, most exposed parts I hid within were crying out for help I could never dare to ask or hope for in this world. Those parts wanted to pull me into despair and depression. It was so hard to resist.

Patriot was a fighter. A Marine. He didn’t understand the concept of surrender.

I closed my eyes and faced the cold, hard truth. I was nothing more than a discarded piece of trash. That was what Alexi called me. A used-up whore.

He was right.

How did you find yourself again? How did you begin to recover and walk that long, desperate road of recovery?

When you’re lost to the darkness, what hope was left?
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“Blackjack!” I roared, sitting up in bed as the word left my lips with a haunting desperation that proved I would never leave my past behind.

Soaked in sweat, I couldn’t resist a shiver as I ran a hand over my head and down my face, my fingers grazing the dark stubble on my chin. “Fuck,” I exhaled, hoping the racing beats of my heart would stop their frantic rhythm. My chest felt tight, and I had to drag in a couple of deep breaths before I felt the pressure ease.

A soft hand slid across the mattress and rested briefly on my arm. The gentle touch was instantly soothing and familiar, providing a welcome distraction from my chronic nightmares. They were less often since I met Naomi but didn’t completely go away.

Too much to hope for, I thought, gritting my teeth.

“You’re here, in the present,” Mimi whispered, “with me.”

My lungs dragged in another ragged breath, desperate to forget the memories that flooded the night and controlled the restless hours from sunset to sunrise. I didn’t want to be a slave to their vicious resurrection every time I shut my eyes. Lately, they resurfaced with a vengeance. Probably had something to do with the nights I spent alone when Mimi was in that coma.

Reaching out, I placed my other hand lightly over hers. “You’re my anchor,” I confessed. “My lighthouse in the storm. That tiny bit of light that shines in the dark and shows me where to go, that’s happy to bring me back from the unforgiving edge and preventing me from a dangerous crash.”

“A lighthouse? Is that why I’m your sunshine?”

“Yes,” I answered truthfully. “I’m no longer chained down in the pit of darkness.” I didn’t add that my darkness would always linger in the shadows and that my Reaper enjoyed the hunt, reaping souls in order to feed his ravenous hunger.

“Me either. You took me away from the cold unknown,” she agreed. “I’m safe. Warm. No longer alone.”

“Free,” I added, my voice catching. That was what mattered most. She understood what that kind of freedom meant. To not be locked down in your mind and a slave to the horrors of the past. Mimi was still dealing with the aftermath but she wasn’t a victim anymore.

“Yeah.”

I was hoping she would feel that same freedom and when she didn’t say it, I knew I would help her find her way with time.

We both remained still, barely able to see one another as the rising sun bleached the sky with shades of navy and blue.

“What’s Blackjack mean?”

Her tiny voice held only curiosity, but I still stiffened with the reminder.

“You don’t have to answer. I’ll understand.”

I knew she would. That wasn’t the problem. Saying what happened to my platoon overseas was not only painful but gut-wrenching. Didn’t think I could speak of it, even to the person who would sympathize the most.

“Not yet,” I choked out.

“Someday then. When you’re ready.”

“I will,” I promised, and I meant it.

She already knew about my back, and the physical trauma I’d endured but somehow, sharing the mental and emotional scars was much harder.

I should have been caring for her instead. This was her first night back at the Crossroads in my room after being discharged from the hospital. She was calm, but I was the one all fucked-up in the middle of the night. Mimi kept her hand on my arm and squeezed it before slipping her fingers away. I instantly missed her touch but would never stop her from doing what she wanted.

It was quiet so long that I was sure that she fell back asleep until she turned on her side, facing me with the innocent sweetness of an angel. Delicate features framed by her long hair made her seem much younger. I wanted to run my fingers along the soft contour of her cheek, but that wasn’t possible. Expressive eyes roamed my face as I rolled her way but kept my distance.

“What’s on your mind, sunshine?”

“We haven’t talked about this,” she began, and I wanted to groan since no sentence usually ended well with those words, “but should I stay in your room?”

Where else would she be staying?

“Why are you asking? Would you rather be in another room?”

Fuck. Please say no.

She shook her head. “No, but,” she paused and nibbled her bottom lip with her teeth, “I don’t want to keep you from, um, company,” she emphasized.

Aw shit. I didn’t know how to reply to that.

“You know,” she rushed on, “because it would be awkward to bring a girl in the room if I’m here. I’ve seen the other guys, uh sharing their rooms with the club girls.”

This was fuckin’ adorable.

The side of my mouth twitched in response. “If I want company of that kind, I’ll let you know.”

She visibly swallowed and then nodded. “Okay. That’s good.”

Sitting up, Mimi slid from the bed and headed toward the bathroom as if her feet were on fire. Once the door shut, I flopped back and chuckled. Little thing was unpredictable and surprising almost every damn day. She was sturdier than she realized and fierce in a way that my Reaper found irresistible.

Slipping from the bed, I headed toward my closet and a change of clothes, dressing as I heard the shower running. Good thing I kept extra deodorant in my dresser. I’d use one of the main bathrooms to brush my teeth, so I didn’t freak her out by barging in. Once my bandana was in place, and I slid my cut on, I knocked on the door.

“Gonna head to chow. Want me to bring you something back?”

Her muffled voice was low, but I heard her say she wasn’t hungry. Frowning, I wasn’t about to let her skip meals. Sure, she could do whatever the fuck she wanted, but Mimi couldn’t afford to keep losing weight. She needed to gain a few pounds after that coma. Didn’t affect how damn cute she was, but I didn’t want her unwell.

When I exited my room and entered the hall, I caught the prospect Shadow leaning against the wall, head down and hands in his pockets. Kid was borderline depressed, and all of us could see it. I knew he didn’t take Stefanie’s death well. He had a crush on Trish’s cousin and seemed withdrawn since hearing the news. Maybe it was more than a crush.

“Prospect,” I nearly shouted, catching him by surprise. “Got a job for you.”

His head snapped up. “Sure. What can I do for you, Mr. Dixon?”

Snorting with humor, I had to hide the fact that Grim had told the prospects to call us by our real last names. It was a joke that stuck. They didn’t do it outside of the Crossroads, but everyone got a kick out of it. Hazing these kids was a highlight of the club’s day.

We all put in our fair share of shit duty when we prospected. Only seemed fitting to pass the tradition along.

“Need you to stick close to Naomi. Don’t fucking call her anything else. Not Trixie or Mimi. Get her whatever she wants, and if she leaves this room, you’re her escort. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m getting her some breakfast, and I want you to knock and give the tray to her when I come back.”

He nodded, standing taller.

“Good. Don’t make me regret this.”

“You won’t.”

Didn’t think I would, but I kept that knowledge to myself.

The kitchen was full of people and busy as fuck when I entered. It was already 0900, and I needed a cup of coffee before I dealt with the rest of this day, including church. Grim wanted to meet at noon. Most of my brothers were late risers, but Nylah was a nurse, and she was up before everyone but the club girls who always made all the meals.

I caught Rael as he poured a cup of coffee and then grabbed a mug, filling another before handing it over.

“Thanks.” I took a sip and welcomed the hot liquid, burning my throat like I was used to for the last twenty years. Learned to like it black in boot camp when I was eighteen and never stopped.

“Got somethin’ I want to talk about,” he began.

I shot him a look, downing more coffee.

“Don’t be a dick. I promised Nylah.”

Well shit. “Let me grab a plate for Mimi first.”

Snooki was scramblin’ eggs and scooping them into a bowl while Becca fried bacon and flipped sausage patties. LeeAnn was buttering a mound of toast and stacking it next to the eggs. That left Harley to keep the coffee going, and boiling water for tea since a few of the girls drank it and set out orange juice and fresh fruit that someone cut up.

Plates, silverware, napkins, and glasses finished off the assembly line opposite the granite countertop. Didn’t seem like many people had gone through it yet, which meant there would be plenty of food, and it was all hot. Containers of condiments like salt, pepper, jelly, and extra butter were available for those who wanted to eat in their rooms instead of buffet style.

The dining area was a separate room but right off the kitchen. One way led to the common room and bar. The other to the chow hall, as I liked to call it. Reminded me of my days as a young Marine. Rows of tables with benches and quite a few tables with chairs. The room was fucking huge.

I ticked my head toward Snooki. She was the head club girl, and most of the guys showed her that respect.

“Gonna need a tray for Mimi.”

“Sure thing, honey.” She pulled out a plate and scooped eggs first. “She still like cheddar cheese on her eggs and sausage patties? I’ll add the apple butter she likes with wheat toast. She usually eats the fruit up, so I’ll give her extra of that too.”

I winked her way. “Thanks for setting my girl up.”

“My pleasure.”

I noticed a couple of the girls giving each other a look when I said Mimi was my girl. So what? I could call her whatever the fuck I wanted, and since she was under my protection, I needed to make it clear that she was in my room for a reason. Of course, I didn’t say ol’ lady, and they caught that too.

“Add some orange juice and cream and sugar for her tea.”

“You got it.” Once everything was ready, she covered the tray and picked it up. “Want me to take it?”

“Nah, I’ve got it.”

More looks were tossed my way. Snooki handed it over as Rael shook his head. I ignored his dumbass and headed back down the hall. Shadow immediately took the tray as soon as I was close enough.

“Tell her I’ll text later. Got some club shit to do.”

“Yes, sir.”

Spinning on my heel, I went back to the kitchen and made my own plate, meeting Rael for chow.

“Give me five damn minutes to get food in my stomach.”

He gave me one of his dark grins, sitting back as he sipped coffee. His plate was already empty. “No need to get your panties twisted. Just want to know what’s going on with you and Trixie.”

“Don’t fucking call her that,” I growled, shoveling eggs and toast down my gullet.

Rael barked out a laugh. “Fine. What’s going on with you and Naomi?”

“Why?” I asked, pausing to gulp down a little coffee.

“Nylah is protective over her sister. You know that. Won’t stop jabberin’ about how Naomi is in your room and askin’ what that means. Fuck if I know. I ain’t your goddamn babysitter. Beat your meat however you want, or go fuck one of the club girls but make sure you do it away from Naomi.”

I shot him a glare. “You think I’m stupid? I should kick your ass for sayin’ that shit to me, you fucker.”

Rael shrugged. “Gotta keep my ol’ lady happy, brother.”

“Bullshit. You’re a nosy asshole.”

His loud laughter echoed across the room. “Fuck if that ain’t true.”

Wraith and Ex joined us at our table.

“What you fuckers gossipin’ about so early?” Wraith asked, piling eggs and sausage onto a slice of toast, and folding it in half before taking a huge bite.

Ex wasn’t eating. “Already got what I wanted this morning.” He grinned wide, leaning over to Rael. “My breath smell like Becca’s pussy?”

Rael shoved him, nearly choking on his coffee. “Fuck off with that shit.”

“What? Your ol’ lady pinchin’ her thighs together?”

Rael swung as Exorcist ducked, chuckling as he barely missed a direct hit to the jaw.

“Nylah keeps me more than satisfied. Piss off.”

Shaking my head, I finished my breakfast and shoved the plate aside. I was taking another sip of coffee when Ex started in on me next.

“What you doin’ with Trixie?”

“Her. Name. Is. Naomi,” I corrected with a growl, enunciating each word on its own. “Fuckers need to start remembering that.”

Ex held up his hands. “It’s usually only Rael on his period around here.”

Rael’s punch didn’t miss this time, cracking him on the jaw as Exorcist’s head was tilted back by the force of the blow.

He took it in stride, testing his jaw as his mouth opened and closed. “Guess I should take that for the one I gave you last week.”

“Damn straight,” Rael agreed.

“I’m not discussin’ Mimi. If there’s something in the future worth knowin’, I’ll tell you.”

All three of my brothers managed to hold back laughter, but I could still see their stupid grins.

“Fuck you all,” I snapped, pushing back from the table.

They were still joking about that shit when I left for a quick ride. Needed some smokes and a clear head. All this talk of Mimi was starting to get on my damn nerves. Why did everyone always want to get in the middle of my shit?

The prospect Toad opened the gate for me as I rode out, already in a better mood the second my knees were in the breeze.
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“Coming,” I announced as I finished brushing out my hair, heading toward the door to Patriot’s room. Someone had knocked twice but I didn’t get there fast enough the first time.

“Hi,” I answered once it was open, staring at one of the younger guys who I knew was a prospect. Patriot explained they were basically like an apprentice with a sponsor. They wore a patch and learned about the club’s code, conduct, etc. but weren’t real members until they patched in.

“Hey, Naomi. Mr. Dixon said I should bring you breakfast.” He lifted the tray a little and then ticked his head toward the door.

“Sure, uh,” I began, moving out of the way. “What’s your name again?”

“Shadow.” He flashed a small smile but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Where do you want the tray?”

“The table over there,” I pointed, showing him the only available space not cluttered in the room.

Patriot wasn’t messy but he certainly had plenty of stuff in his room. There were two large dressers and both had his personal belongings on top. I’d been given two of the drawers in one to do with as I pleased as well as a large section of his closet. No one could say he wasn’t generous. I shared the bathroom and already had my own stuff spread out over the counter and a couple of drawers in there too.

The table and chairs were always kept clean. Patriot usually hung his cut over the back of one at night before bed. He was a man who observed time with a strict adherence. I’d only been here about a month but I could already see that he followed military time and a routine that never wavered unless he had something to do for the club.

As Shadow sent the tray down my phone began ringing and I swiped across the screen as I caught Nylah’s name.

“I’m awake and alive,” I joked.

“Jesus. It didn’t even ring.”

“Did on my end.”

“So freaky when that happens.”

I snorted, amused by her tone. There were so many things freakier in this world. “I guess. How’s work?”

“Two staff called off. I’ve got twice the number of patients this morning and I’m craving a bagel with cream cheese. Need more coffee too.”

“I can’t really help you there. I don’t even drive.”

“Well, you could let me help you with that.”

“Maybe.” I wasn’t all that interested in learning. Honestly, I didn’t see the big deal. If I needed something, the prospects or Patriot got it for me.

“The offer stands. You might change your mind someday.”

Not likely.

“Did you text devil man? He would probably give you whatever you want.”

“I don’t have time for a quickie in one of the lounges.”

Laughing, I was sure she wasn’t kidding. “Then why did you call?”

“I just wanted to hear your voice.” There was a pause and I thought I heard her sniffle. “Kind of scared me when you wouldn’t wake up. I don’t want to go through that again.”

This was where I was supposed to assure her that I was fine. No easy task. Who knew what the future held? Not only that but I wasn’t sure that I was safe enough with the Royal Bastards MC at the Crossroads. Were the Russians still out there? Was it possible they could forget about me and what Patriot and the rest of the club did to Alexi and his uncle Solonik?

Probably still had a target painted on my back.

“Hey, at least it was less drama, right?” Trying to laugh it off, I kept my tone light.

“Don’t say that. I love you, Mimi. I always want you around.”

At least she did. My parents cut ties a long time ago.

“I know. Love you too, sis. Gotta go. My breakfast is getting cold.”

“See ya tonight!”

After she hung up, I flopped down into one of the chairs, pushing the tray away. Didn’t have much of an appetite. Rarely did. Mostly I just had residual tremors, headaches, and tingling from the addiction to drugs my body was still recovering from. Sometimes I broke out into a sweat for no reason. My temperature fluctuated and I’d be freezing one minute and then hot as fuck the next.

Sucked big time.

The only good thing that came out of the coma was that I was no longer suffering as badly with the effects of withdrawal. I also healed up quite a bit more in several areas. My arm didn’t burn as much but it still hurt. Down below I seemed to be going back to normal. Still didn’t want to see the scars left behind from all the abuse and trauma.

Sighing, my elbows landed on the table and my head fell into my hands. I should feel less antsy and more adjusted since I was brought here. I didn’t. Patriot helped quite a bit and when he was around, I relaxed as far as I was able but when he was gone, I felt like I was going to burst through my skin and paranoia kept trying to snatch away any happiness I tried to grasp.

Remembering my conversation from this morning, I groaned. Did I really ask him if he wanted female companionship? He seemed amused by my question but adamant that I stay in his room. The whole situation was way out of my league. I wasn’t used to a guy wanting me in his bed for anything other than sex and I certainly never met a guy who genuinely cared about my feelings or needs.

Was I holding him back? What if he wanted to go fuck one of those club girls? Or what if he needed to beat off and there wasn’t privacy? A guy like him was virile and horny most of the time. He was attractive, smart, and the way he looked in jeans and leather, damn, I would be a fool not to notice.

But where did that leave me? I didn’t know my own body anymore. I didn’t have a clue how to read what I desired above pleasing a guy and making him cum. I’d been conditioned for a man’s pleasure. My entire existence was made up of survival from one minute to the next. Staying under the radar. Trying not to piss Alexi or Sean off. Spreading my legs whenever I was told without hesitation.

I didn’t know how to live my life for me.

In the whole of my existence, I’d never confronted anything more terrifying than starting all over again and figuring it all out.

The only thing worse was the way that my sister looked at me when she thought I wouldn’t notice. Like I was broken and about to fall apart again at any time. She wasn’t the only one who thought so. I caught the glances in my direction. The looks of sympathy. The judgement.

“I wish I wasn’t so messed up,” I whispered aloud, forgetting the room wasn’t empty as my head lifted.

“I know what you mean.”

Shadow’s softly voiced words sounded as tormented as my own.

“I feel like I’m drowning,” I admitted, hardly aware that tears had filled my eyes and spilled over silently down my cheeks.

“Me too.” His dark eyes were full of emotion I recognized – regret, pain, guilt, and rage.

The rage I understood the most.

“I’m hurting but I’m angry,” he seethed, sitting forward slightly as I reached across the table, reaching for his hands. “I’m so pissed off. I can’t let it go.”

“I don’t know how to stop hurting.” Gripping his fingers, I was surprised when he squeezed back. “I don’t know how to let it go either.”

“Maybe,” he faltered, “Maybe we can help each other.”

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Me too.”
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MUSIC THUMPED THROUGH my chest as I entered the common room, zigzagging my way through the crowd. The air was saturated with the scent of leather, weed, and alcohol. Becca was serving drinks from behind the bar with another girl I’d never met before with black and blue hair. Maybe she was someone new since my arrival. I didn’t really care but since I wanted something to drink, I headed that way.

Becca gave me a bright smile. “What’s your poison, Naomi?”

Naomi not Trixie. Did my sister tell everyone to use my real name?

“Diet coke with grenadine.”

“Ah, girl likes cherry,” she announced with a wink. “Coming right up.”

As soon as she handed over my drink I smiled and took a sip, giving her my thanks before finding my sister who was sitting on Rael’s lap. He was deep in conversation with Bodie, Lucky, and Grim. Every single one of the bikers had an ol’ lady with them.

Bodie had an arm slung around Sasha’s shoulders as she munched on a bowl of popcorn, rubbing her belly. Cindi was sharing the bowl and both women had tossed in Milk duds to help with their craving. Couldn’t really blame them. I enjoyed chocolate-covered caramels and popcorn too. Nylah told me they were pregnant a couple of weeks ago and had the same due date in the early fall.

Trish, the president’s ol’ lady was also pregnant but in the early stages. Everyone at the clubhouse knew she was sick most of the day and she seemed pale, dozing on Grim’s shoulder as he held her against his chest.

The whole scene reminded me that the Crossroads wasn’t just a meeting place for the members of the Tonopah Royal Bastards MC. This was their home. The bikers and their women were family.

Longing hit my chest hard and I knew I didn’t belong here. I lived here but it wasn’t my home. Not really. Just a place to rest my head at night. Patriot took care of me but how long was that going to last? Until he got tired of me or bored?

Everyone else fit in here. I didn’t.

Spinning on my heel, I rushed toward the hall and only relaxed once I was alone. I saw Shadow slipping out the side door and was tempted to follow him but I never got a chance.

“Mimi? You okay?” Patriot must have been looking for me.

I really hated being asked that question. It was growing old.

“Fine,” I answered, plastering one of those fake smiles I perfected long ago for Alexi on my face.

He frowned, planting his feet apart as he gave me a once over. Seemed like he was going to say more but then his expression softened. “I suppose it’s a lot to take in out there, huh?”

“Yeah. I think I’ll go read a book or something.”

He followed me into his room and shut the door, leaning against the wood.

“You don’t have to stay. I’ll be fine.”

“I know that. It’s just,” he paused and scrubbed a hand down his face, “I’m kind of concerned, sunshine. Your eyes are telling me that you’re in pain and I don’t like it.”

I didn’t want to be interrogated right now. “You’re reading into it.”

“I don’t think I am.”

“Don’t shrink me right now.”

He smirked. “I don’t think I could if I wanted to which I don’t. Something has you agitated.”

Why did he have to be so observant?

“Just let it go.”

“Can’t do that, honey.”

“Fine. I’m upset.”

“Pretty sure I got that part.”

“You won’t understand,” I spat almost angrily. No one did. Maybe Shadow but that wasn’t important at the moment.

“Then try explaining it to me,” Patriot replied calmly.

“I’m lost, okay?”

“Lost how?” He moved away from the door and walked my way slowly, closing the distance between us with every step.

“I’m flailing in the darkness. There’s just emptiness and hate and all the bad shit that’s happened to me. I don’t think I’ll ever find my way out of there,” I confessed, my throat thick with emotion and truth.

“Close your eyes,” he commanded softly.

I opened my mouth to argue, swiping at the tears that lingered on my flushed cheeks, falling even when I was unaware.

“Just close your eyes.”

I obeyed, sniffling as the snot threatened to dribble down my face and drop onto the front of my shirt.

“Reach out your hand.”

“Patriot.”

“Just do it, Ms. Defiant.”

He was teasing. Hesitant, I lifted my hand so slowly it barely moved until my fingers were hovering in the air, empty, alone, and without any help. Several heartbeats lapsed. Just as I was about to sob with the ache in my chest and the fear that he would abandon me, Patriot’s fingers closed around my own. Their warmth collided as our palms slid together in the cool air and he squeezed lightly. For a few seconds, we breathed in perfect sync. Two pairs of lungs functioning to give and sustain life. Easy. Effortless.

“You’re not flailing, Mimi, and you don’t have to find your way out of the darkness alone.”

He didn’t get it. Not really. “What if I open my eyes and the monsters return?”

“Feel me? Not just my hands but my presence?”

“Yes,” I answered, swallowing hard. Even with my eyes shut, I’d always be aware when Patriot was nearby. Something about his honest and open personality had connected with my lost and melancholy heart.

“As long as you can feel me, they won’t return.”

“Even if I open my eyes and you’re not there?” I was too frightened to test his words. My lashes fluttered but I didn’t dare open my eyes.

He placed his other palm lightly over my heart. “Do you feel me here?” he asked, his touch so light and delicate that I nearly forgot he was a tough biker and nearly twice my size.

“Yeah.”

“As long as there’s breath in your lungs, sunshine, there’s no chance they could take you away again. As long as our hearts continue to beat, know I’m never far enough to leave you vulnerable. I’m always close.” His voice cracked a little and I almost opened my eyes to catch the vulnerability I could hear in the deep timbre. “I’m always here.”

Silence followed and neither of us broke the connection that seemed to grow and strengthen between two tarnished hearts. We breathed in tandem, chests rising and falling at the same time. Time lost all meaning. Seconds, minutes, hours. I didn’t know how long we stood in his room, the sounds of the clubhouse fading like white noise into the background. I only knew the exact moment that he tilted my chin up and my eyes slowly opened, catching the fierceness of his gaze a heartbeat before he pressed a kiss to the tip of my nose.

“You’re gonna be just fine, little sunshine. Trust me.”

Trust? He asked once before but it was a foreign concept after all of the abuse and trauma, the unending nightmare of rape and torment. And yet, here was Patriot. A Marine with a dark and painful past. A man with his own horrors and regrets. His scars were as numerous as my own.

He wore them like a mantle, proudly on display for all to see.

I clawed and scraped to keep mine in, horrified for the world to know how low I had fallen.

“I don’t know how,” I whispered. The rawness of that truth was evident in the rasp of my voice.

“I’ll teach you,” he murmured, the deep blue of his eyes almost mesmerizing.

“Promise?” It was dangerous to hope and scary as hell to take that leap, but I believed him.

“I never go back on my word, pretty girl.”

Pretty girl. No one in my life had ever called me that. Was I ugly? No. But was I beautiful? I didn’t think so. Average, most likely.

Still, Patriot’s words sank into my heart and gave a funny little tug.

Pretty girl. I’d like to be that to someone special. Just once. Even if I wasn’t sure if I was worth the effort.

He seemed to know that hidden wish because his next words surrounded me in a warmth I hadn’t felt since I was a child.

“You’re worth it, pretty girl. Don’t ever doubt it.”
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Grim banged the gavel down and sat back in his chair, lighting up a smoke. Once he inhaled a couple of times, he got down to business. “We’ve got a lot of shit to go over. Trixie, er Naomi, is first. Patriot, fill us all in.”

Glancing down at my watch I tried not to be irritated that it was nearly 1300 and church was supposed to start at 12:30. Rael was never fucking on time and I wanted to punch him in the throat for making me wait. Nothing pissed me off more than sitting here with my coffee ready to go while a few of the members showed up when they felt like it. Mammoth at least gave them dirty looks too. VP knew my frustration.

SAA should be on fucking time, dammit.

Glaring Rael’s way, I sat back and stared around the table at my brothers, taking in their solemn expressions.

The trafficking issue was a problem and combined with the missing girls in Nevada and finding Mimi messed up in the back of Alexi’s vehicle, we were all on edge. None of that was helped by the fact that the Bloody Scorpions and Russians had worked out a plan. We were almost certain girls were lured to the BSMC clubhouse with promises of booze and wild parties and that’s how the Russians were trafficking so many through the Great Basin.

It was time I sat down with Mimi and find out what she knew but I didn’t want to reopen fresh wounds and end up traumatizing her again just when she was starting to make progress.

“There was a hit on Naomi while she was in the hospital. I tracked the fucker down and reaped his wretched soul.”

Fists pounded the table as my brothers showed their support.

“Didn’t get a chance to find out anything before he tried to take his own life but the idiot waiting for him turned out to be a prospect for the Scorpions. That’s who I’ve been interrogating downstairs with Rael and Ex.”

A few of my brothers nodded.

Exorcist cracked his knuckles before firing up a joint, inhaling a long hit and holding it in briefly before he ticked his head in my direction. “Got everything out of him we could before he was sent to meet Lucifer down below. Found out some interesting Intel. Appears that Resnikov is the head honcho. Prefers to inspect his shipments in person and try out the merchandise to be sure everything is running smoothly. Girls are trafficked up through Alaska which we already know thanks to our brothers Rain and BP.”

“Most important is the fact that we know who is running shit for Resnikov. He has an American business partner. One of Alexi Voltoy’s most trusted men. Name is Sean Jones. Fucker is taking care of the supply and shipments until Resnikov arrives. Our Intel up to this point has been a little shaky but I believe this kid. He wasn’t lying.”

“He was telling the truth,” Rael agreed, “My Reaper would have known if he wasn’t.”

“And that means we know the rest is true too,” Exorcist pointed out. “Razr is controlling shit on the outside via his VP. Goes by the road name Rattler. Prospect said we’d know him by the tattoo of a rattlesnake covering his right side from shoulder with the tail all the way up his neck to his temple where the fangs sit on his cheek.”

“That’s a hell of a description,” Grim muttered. “Never heard of this Rattler. Where did this guy come from? He’s new to the BSMC. Has to be. Fucker popped up out of nowhere. I want to know everything about him, Xenon.”

“You got it, pres.”

“Real name, family connections, what beer he drinks, who he likes to fuck. The sooner the better.”

“I’ll start diggin’ right away.”

Xenon flipped open his laptop and started clicking away, ignoring the rest of us as he did his thing.

“What else did we find out about Razr?” Grim asked, looking highly agitated. “Got enough shit to deal with right now and don’t need more stress. Trish is fucking sick all the damn time and the doctor said to let her rest as much as possible. I can’t be running all over the damn state of Nevada to find these fuckers and deal with this mess.”

“Razr still has at least a year before they’ll consider parole. Rattler is gonna be in charge for a long while. We need to be at the meeting when Resnikov shows up in Tonopah. According to the prospect it’s supposed to happen in three weeks.”

“And what about this Sean Jones?”

“Prospect didn’t overhear much about him but did say he met him once. Big bald guy that’s hard to miss. Kid said Jones reminded him of that wrestler the Rock. He pointed at Mammoth and said Jones could be his twin.”

“I ain’t bald,” Mammoth complained, running his hand over his head.

My lips twitched but I didn’t say anything. V.P. was receding bad and kept his hair short on purpose.

Grim blew out a breath and then leaned forward, slapping his hand down on the table. “If Resnikov is coming in three weeks we can bet that Jones is here already. He wouldn’t want any loose ends. Everything nice and tidy for his boss.”

Fuck. Swallowing hard, I had to fight against the urge to let my Reaper take over and hunt this asshole down. “Mimi is a loose end.”

The room silenced as Wraith clapped a hand on my shoulder. “She’s under our protection. As long as she remains at the Crossroads, she’s safe.”

Rushing to my feet, I snarled his way. “Anyone else forget we were attacked here? Fucking Solonik invaded our turf and I was shot trying to save both Nylah and Naomi!” Chest heaving, I dared any of my brothers to argue that point.

Grim met my gaze and held it. “We’re gonna handle this shit, Patriot. I swear to fuck. My ol’ lady is in just as much danger. She lost her cousin to the Black Market Railroad. We aren’t letting this slide. They will meet the Reaper and retribution will be ours.”

Fists started pounding on the table until the noise rose from a low boom to a loud roar. I sank down into my seat, fighting for every breath that passed through my lungs. Shit was about to go down and we needed to have everyone ready by the time Resnikov arrived in Nevada.

Grim was watching me and he lifted his chin, giving me full support.

If it came down to it, I would take Jones and Resnikov out on my own. This was too important. They couldn’t be allowed to live.

Nothing else needed to be said.

“Xenon, want you looking into Jones along with Resnikov, the Black Market Railroad, and this Rattler. Too many unknowns and I don’t like it.”

Xenon gave a chin lift while tapping on his keyboard.

“How are the renovations coming along?” Grim turned his attention to Hannibal and Mammoth.

“The fencing has been reinforced with new steel and barbed wire. The mechanism is the newest tech out there as well as all the surveillance equipment and the alarm system. We’ve got better advance warning in case of attack and a chance to get our women to safety before shit goes down.”

“I can vouch for that,” Xenon added, still clicking away on his keyboard.

Grim nodded, piercing Mammoth with a hard look. “What about the interior?”

“The Crossroads is under construction starting tomorrow. All of our supplies were delivered this afternoon. Try not to break all your necks while we’re reinforcing the walls and replacing the glass. New mirror behind the bar is bullet-resistant and has the Royal Bastards patch etched into the surface. It’s fucking beautiful.”

Several brothers laughed as Grim flashed him a grin. “Fine job, VP. Don’t fuck it up.”

“He might,” a deep voice growled, pushing through the doors of the chapel.

Papa crossed the room and shoved his nephew in the shoulder, knocking him out of his chair as Mammoth’s big ass nearly fell to the hardwood floors. A loud chuckle left his lips as he pulled a chair over and sat down.

“Your old ass is gettin’ slow. We started this meeting half an hour ago.”

“I’m fashionably fucking late,” Papa contradicted.

Laughter erupted around the room as Grim shook his head. “Better not see anyone show up late again or I’ll have you working with the prospects. Church is dismissed, you fuckers. Everyone stay sharp.”
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“WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU doing?”

Not an hour after church, I ran into Rael sitting on a stool in the middle of the common room. He wasn’t alone. Wraith flashed me a grin of gold teeth before taking the razor in his hand and scraping it across Rael’s head. It wasn’t the fact that Wraith was shaving another brother’s head that was weird –– it was the goddamn strip of duct tape going down the center from Rael’s forehead up and over the slope of his thick dome and then down the back of his neck nearly to his shoulders.

“I want a mohawk,” he replied defensively.

Blinking, all I could do was snicker.

“What?” Rael barked, defensive. “I can’t ever get it right on my own.”

“And the duct tape?”

Wraith’s lips twitched. “He wants the lines perfect.”

Again, duct tape? That was the best option?

“Nylah is gonna kick your ass,” I taunted.

“She’ll love it. Besides, I’ll be too busy giving her what she craves that she won’t care.” He grabbed his dick to prove the point.

“If you touch your cock again while I’m shaving your head, I’ll fucking slit your throat,” Wraith threatened.

By now, I could hardly keep from laughing.

Rael pursed his lips but quickly moved his hand to his knee. “Grumpy fucker.”

Wraith slid the blade along his skull and didn’t bother to reply.

“If that’s true,” I began, stroking the light growth of beard on my chin, “then why are you doing this when Nylah isn’t here?”

Wraith smirked like he already asked the same damn thing.

“I want to surprise her,” Rael blurted defensively.

“Bullshit.” I called it like it was while Wraith let out a loud guffaw, muttering under his breath. “Pussy.”

Rael jumped to his feet, shoving Wraith back. “Fuck you both.”

“Aw, come on, don’t get your panties twisted.” This was too much fun. I couldn’t resist fucking with him. Rael made it so easy.

Wraith lifted both hands in the air, grinning as he held the razor and jiggled it. “Don’t you want to look pretty?”

That was all Rael could handle. He flipped us both off before stalking down the hall toward his room, mumbling obscenities under his breath. Half his head was shaved bald as a newborn baby’s ass while the other was covered in shaving cream. Looked funny as fuck with the duct tape going down the center.

“I guess that means you’re off the hook,” I announced to Wraith when I was done laughing.

“Thank fuck. I couldn’t handle much more.” He tossed the razor onto a nearby table as Snooki entered the room. “Hey, honey,” he called out, sauntering her way.

Shaking my head, I stepped outside, pulling my smokes from my cut. Once the cancer stick was between my lips, I lit the bastard and inhaled deeply as I leaned against the edge of a picnic table.

Ever since Grim learned he was gonna have a kid he kept spending money on shit for the outside of the clubhouse. We had a covered picnic area, new grills, and a fucking playground that was supposed to be delivered by Friday. Some kind of bouncy turf was installed yesterday in preparation.

It wasn’t completely ridiculous. Bodie and Sasha’s son Mavy was due in September. Sasha’s best friend Gina brought her kids Rev and Olivia around often. Cindi was going to have a girl with Lucky. The club was growing and we had more ol’ ladies than anyone could remember in the Tonopah chapter in a long time.

I couldn’t imagine having a kid and bringing one into this fucked-up world. I’d seen some bad shit overseas and that wasn’t the worst of it. My Reaper had taken souls so dark and evil that I was certain it wasn’t safe to become a father. Besides, I’d murder a motherfucker in cold blood if he did something to my kid and bury the bones out in the Nevada desert where no one would ever find them.

My Reaper was already far too protective over Mimi. Wasn’t a good idea to add anyone else into the mix. The life I led wasn’t the right place for kids or family. Didn’t judge my brothers but that shit wasn’t happening for me.

No way.
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An arm was slung around my waist as I awakened, briefly disoriented as I stayed completely still. Steady, even breathing could be heard as the man beside me slept soundly. Warm breath kept tickling the back of my neck and I moved slowly, pulling away as I let his arm slip to the mattress. My feet landed on the floor without a sound as I turned and watched Patriot, his expression relaxed in a way I never saw in the light of day.

It was strange to be so near to a man and not be servicing his needs. A part of me would probably always struggle with that, my body poised to run from the room and as far and fast as I could. Shivering, I wrapped my arms around my waist and tried to slow the frantic beats of my heart. There was no danger here and sometimes it was still so hard to remember that I didn’t exist for only a man’s pleasure.

My life held little worth for the last few years. I wanted to find meaning again and a place where I belonged. There was a desperate longing to be loved and accepted that probably had everything to do with the fact that I had been torn down to the basest level of survival and now that I no longer fought for every breath or clawed my way through each and every single day, I needed to feel safety, security, and love so fiercely that I thought my chest would burst with the emotion.

No one should ever be forced to endure what I did.

Maybe that was why this entire situation was so tragic. I’d had the best chance for success and still messed it all up.

My childhood had been a good one. Proud parents, a sweet sister, decent upbringing. But the drugs changed it all. Addiction didn’t care who you were, where you came from, or what life you had. Just sank their greedy little claws under your skin and burrowed deep. It was nearly impossible to pull those barbs free.

Trust me, I’d tried on many occasions. It wasn’t like I was clueless to the destruction in my life or how it affected my family. I lost count of the years and broken promises, of the regret and lies. I’d fallen so deep into the abyss that I’d never be free.

Alexi knew this. He took advantage, pushed the drugs and booze, the parties, and the sex until I wasn’t sober long enough to figure out his plans. I’d been caught in his trap. Before long, I was passed around and shoved into any open bedroom, forced to endure humiliating and degrading acts until they became the norm and I didn’t fight them anymore. I ceased to be surprised or horrified. Nothing more than a performer, a money maker with gold between her silken thighs. He used me. Abused me. Broke me down until I was nothing left.

Nylah tried to reach out to me but I kept her at a distance on purpose. They would have taken her too. I couldn’t allow that. My soul was bargained to save my sister and other girls from the same fate. Not that it mattered. The trafficking only got worse.

No one understood that loss of control or the reasons why the drugs became my savior, preventing the total loss of my sanity. I separated reality from fiction the only way I could. Addiction was my only escape. Even now, I was still going through withdrawals. I craved a cigarette and a shot of strong liquor but I wouldn’t give in. Not now. I’d come too far and sacrificed too much.

Naomi Peters would never be that addicted, unhealthy, traumatized girl again. I’d do anything to keep her safe. Anything to prevent falling that low ever again.

I was a survivor now. I’d been rescued by a biker in a patriotic bandana in the middle of the night at my lowest point. That had to count for something.

Patriot made me want to believe in something more, that I wasn’t just lost in the past and broken beyond repair. He told me so not long ago . . .
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MY ENTIRE REALITY HAD shifted. I was helpless to control a single aspect of it. Terrified and haunted, I rocked back and forth on the floor of the shower, crouching down on the tile as my tears mixed with the swirling water. I was trembling, my mind trying to grasp the fact that my reality no longer consisted of fear, intimidation, and humiliation almost every minute of the day. A sob escaped my throat and I couldn’t hold back as my shoulders shook with the force of my cries.

“Sunshine?”

Patriot’s concerned voice could be heard on the other side of the door.

Unable to answer, I stayed where I was, broken and lost.

He opened the opposite door and switched off the water, closing it again quickly. A few seconds later he opened the far side, a huge towel in his arms. Reaching in, he lifted me carefully and surrounded my body with the towel, ensuring every single inch was covered from chest to calf. Taking another, he wrapped up my hair with a tenderness I hadn’t known in so long I forgot it existed.

Patriot’s eyes never once dipped down. They didn’t linger on my body or lewdly appraise my assets. He didn’t sneer or grab me or shove his hand between my legs.

Only a steady, protective gaze that remained as he scooped me up in his arms and headed back into his room. He sank into the leather recliner next to his bed and cradled my body close as I snuggled into his embrace.

We didn’t move or say a word for so long that I began to wonder what he was thinking. Tilting my head up, I gazed into those dark blue eyes that seemed as haunted as my own.

“Why?”

“It’s an easy answer, sunshine.” He lifted his hand and almost touched my face but dropped it instead. “You need protection and rest. You need to know that you’re not alone. Sure, your sister is here for you and that’s important, but fuck, Naomi,” he paused as my eyes widened at the use of my real name. “You need to know that not all men are monsters. Some of us can be trusted. We aren’t all assholes looking to steal something from you.”

“Patriot,” I whispered, sniffling as the tears threatened to fall again. “What’s your real name?”

“Dale Leonard Dixon.” He smirked. “I used to hate the fuck out of that name when I was kid.”

I held out my hand and he reached for it as I shook it lightly. “I’m Naomi Lyla Peters but my family calls me Mimi. You can too if you want.”

“Mimi,” he agreed. “Only if I still get to call you sunshine too.”

“Sure.” Biting my lip, I couldn’t resist my curiosity. “Why? I’m hardly the bubbly type.”

“You’re so curious,” he teased, bumping the end of my nose with the tip of his finger. “Your eyes are like a clear summer sky and your smile, what little of it I’ve seen, is a radiant beam of sunshine. Bright enough to shine through the darkest of nights. So, yeah, I think it fits.”

I couldn’t resist a small smile in response, and he grinned wide, holding me closer as I lay my head down on his shoulder.

“You know what else?”

“Nope,” I answered honestly.

“You keep my own monsters at bay,” he replied softly. “I haven’t experienced that before, not with anyone else. Your presence forced my nightmares away. You’re like magic.”

A light giggle left my throat and it was so shocking, I stiffened slightly. When was the last time that I laughed? “You’ve only slept next to me one night.”

“Technically two,” he contradicted, “but I think it’s gonna remain true.”

“You were a Marine, right?”

“Once a Marine, always a Marine.” His hand lifted and he stroked down the side of my cheek with one finger and then stopped, dropping his hand fast as he realized what he was doing. “Yeah, to answer your question.”

“That means you’re trained to protect and serve. I understand how you feel obligated right now ––”

“It’s not obligation, sunshine.” He cut me off, tilting my chin up. “It’s instinct. And I didn’t have to keep you here, but I wanted to,” he continued, “because something about you calls to me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Something in here,” he pointed to his chest and his head, “feels a pull toward you and I can’t ignore that.”

“You’re really complicated and unpredictable,” I decided aloud. “I’ve never had anyone talk to me the way you do.”

He shrugged. “I don’t play games or waste time. Just who I am.”

“Maybe you just like puzzles.”

He laughed lightly. “Maybe. I was awfully good at them as a kid.”

Searching his eyes, I swallowed hard. “If something happens to me, look after Nylah. She’s not as strong as I am.”

He flinched like I had slapped him. “Don’t say stuff like that.”

“Promise me.” I touched his cheek with a super light caress. It wasn’t sexual. I’d say it was more exploratory. I hadn’t felt gentleness in so long that a part of me craved the interaction. At the same time, I was terrified.

Patriot caught my hand as I was about to pull away. “It’s okay. Touch me.”

Hesitantly, I let my palm slowly rest all the way against the light stubble on his cheek. Our eyes remained locked the entire time.

Patriot inhaled and exhaled, the movement connecting us chest to chest. Curious, I lifted my other hand and cupped his other cheek, both hands resting against his face.

“You’re so warm.” I didn’t know why that was my only observation.

Sex was a simple transaction, two bodies merging for brief moments. Sometimes they fulfilled a need. Other times it was only one-sided.

As our skin touched, my experience with Patriot was so much more than a simple touch, so much deeper than a fleeting intimacy. He closed his eyes and sighed, opening them again with a small smile.

“Do you feel it?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

“Then you know what I meant.”

I did. “Dale,” I whispered as his grip tightened. “I’m afraid of everything, but the scariest thing of all? It’s wondering if I’ll ever be able to be with a man again.”

“You don’t need to worry,” he whispered, turning his head, and placing a kiss on my right palm. “If you weren’t capable, you would never be able to do what you are right now.”

Surprised, I knew he was right.

“I’m gonna be okay.” My words choked off, but I didn’t cry. Instead, I dropped my hands and hugged him around the neck. “Thank you, Patriot. That just gave me so much hope.”

“That’s why I did it, sunshine. Hope is the most powerful emotion in the whole world.”
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MY ARM BEGAN TO ITCH and I glanced down, noticing the scars on my skin. My body was etched into and carved with the proof of my horrific past. Those scars would never fade completely.

I would always have to endure their presence along with the way my jaw still clicked and snapped at odd times and the fingers on my left hand weren’t quite straight anymore. Slash marks covered my stomach, breasts, and arms in various stages of healing. I’d been dragged down into the pit of Hell but I was also pulled out of it.

I’d always be grateful to the Royal Bastards MC for chasing down Alexi that night. They saved my life and gave me another chance. I wasn’t sure how I would repay the kindness I’d been given but I would find a way.

Maybe I really could start over. I wanted to try. It was hard to take that first step especially with all the bridges I burned in my past. Losing friends, jobs, and my own self-respect was nothing compared to the fact that my own parents had cut all ties, but Nylah never stopped loving me even in all my brokenness. She gave me the strength to keep going.

Patriot and my sister believed in me. I wasn’t sure I believed in myself but I wouldn’t know unless I made the effort. Truth was, reaching out was scary as hell. What if I failed? What if I let them down?

Tears filled my eyes and I brushed them hastily aside, lifting my head to find Patriot standing in front of me, his intense gaze betraying his concern.

“What’s the matter, Mimi?”

I could hide the truth but what was the point? “I’m barely staying afloat,” I admitted, “and I don’t know what to do.”

“Just keep your head above water,” Patriot advised with a whisper, moving closer.

“And If I feel like I’m drowning?”

“Then remember, sunshine,” he pleaded, his fingertip caressing my jaw as his hand lifted, “I’m out there. Your own personal lifesaver. Just ask me to throw you the line.”

My voice caught as I replied, tears threatening to fall again. “I’m not too good at reaching out.”

“That’s alright. It might be hard after everything you’ve been though but I know how to reach you even in high tide.”

The sentiment was nice but I wasn’t so sure. “Sometimes the waves pull you under.”

“That’s the great thing about a lifesaver, honey. They can reach out in shallow or deep water.”

That hope he mentioned once hovered on the edges of my heart and desperately wanted to sink in.

“Let me be your lifeline, Mimi.”

“I don’t know how.”

Patriot closed the distance between us and opened his arms wide, waiting to see if I could take that next step on my own.

My lungs dragged in a heavy breath and before I could think too hard about it, I rushed forward, straight into his embrace.

“There. Not so hard. Easy as breathing, sunshine. Just one step at a time.”

Maybe he was right.
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“What have you found, Xenon?”

“Not much,” he complained. “Public records are few other than some arrests and a DUI. Debt. Normal shit but I couldn’t find any connection to family or the Scorpions. Most of the data I found is years old like someone scrubbed their information from the internet. This is intentional. Guys like Jones and Rattler have a long and sordid history. If I can’t find it, it’s been erased.”

“Fuck!” I shouted, kicking at one of the chairs in the room as it spun and crashed into the wall.

Grim leveled me with a look. “Talk to me, Patriot.”

“I don’t like this. There’s too many ways all this shit could go wrong.”

“Yeah, we established that shit already.”

“I want to hunt that fucker down. Jones is close. I can feel it.”

“No confrontation yet. We’ve been over the reasons why.”

“Yeah, I hear you, but I don’t fucking like it.”

Grim laughed, gripping my shoulder with one heavy fist. “You never learned patience in the Corps? Thought the one thing they taught was hurry up and wait.”

His humor wasn’t helping. “I’m hanging on by a thread.”

Grim gave me a shake. “Hunted recently?”

He knew about my trips into Vegas and didn’t care as long as I wasn’t stupid and didn’t get caught.

“No.”

“You talk to Bishop lately?”

“Nah. Didn’t feel the need,” I admitted.

“Feeling the need now, you stubborn fucker?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

Xenon interrupted us. “I’ve found some photos of Rattler and Jones. Still digging for Resnikov. I’ll send them to all the phones. Make sure we all have an idea of who we’re looking out for. Never know when one of those assholes will show up.”

I opened my mouth to ask him if he was still watching and recording the feeds all the time and Xenon held up a hand.

“Yeah, brother. I’ve got eyes and ears where we need them.”

“Alright.” I swiped my hands down my face and decided I needed a stiff drink.

“Have a whiskey or whatever else you fuckin’ need, Patriot,” Grim advised, “but then you give Bishop a call. Find your center.”

“I will,” I promised, leaving him behind to head for the bar.
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“HELLO,” BISHOP ANSWERED in his perfectly clipped way of speaking, answering my call on the second ring. “I will make an assumption, sir, that your beast is not content.”

Never failed to surprise me that Jordan Bishop’s intuition was always so fucking on point. He never missed a thing and he knew exactly why I was calling before I had a chance to say the words.

I was long overdue in checking in and since my nightmares had increased and my agitation was at an all-time high, I figured I might as well catch up with Bishop and get some advice. He understood that all the shit I saw and experienced overseas shaped the man I had become. I spent a hell of a long time trying to outrun my past and was struggling with the fact that I was still at war. It was just a different enemy now. 

The past was hard as fuck to get over and if anyone could understand my position, I knew he did. Didn’t make it any easier to talk about, especially since Jordan Bishop was cold and emotionless. He didn’t have feelings or struggle with them. The guy was lethal, detached, and a killer by nature. The Marine Corps only fed his own beast and provided what he needed to hone his skills.

Bishop was a Captain and Force Recon. Deadly as they come and didn’t give two shits about that fact. There was something primal about his instincts. Combined with his brilliant mind, he was the most ruthless man I ever met.

We had a connection. An understanding that we each had monsters within that demanded our full cooperation. Fighting against them only fought against our true nature. There was a reason I was so successful as a Marine. The same could be said for Jordan Bishop. The Corps gave us the freedom to become the bastards we already were and the Royal Bastards gave us the protection we needed to thrive.

I was a Gunnery Sargeant when I discharged. Served ten years for my country and my only regrets had to do with all the brothers I lost overseas during Operation Enduring Freedom. The Global War on Terrorism was why I joined after the 9-11 attacks. My patriotism and loyalty were part of who I was and my need to take down the enemy thrummed in my veins with every breath I took.

Bishop’s observation was correct.

My beast wasn’t content.

“No, not fully.”

His approach was quick, intentional, and left no doubt that he saw through my bullshit. “You need to feed the beast, Patriot.”

“I do,” I admitted, knowing that wasn’t entirely true. I still attempted to control him in other ways like alcohol or weed or sex. Since I met Naomi that had changed and now the restlessness was back.

“What mediocre substitute are you using? We both know that will not work.”

Fuck. I wasn’t feeding my beast enough. He was right. I needed to take a step back and get my head in the right place. “Yeah, I hear you.”

“You will always be a Marine. You will always need to feed that beast. Your Reaper needs to feed. If you give him the wrong nourishment you will fail in your desire to keep control.”

I blew out a breath, ingesting his words of wisdom. “I haven’t been hunting much lately.”

“That is the source of your problem.”

“It is,” I agreed. “Thanks, Bishop.”

“Patriot.”

There was a click as he ended the call. I didn’t expect anything else. It wasn’t his way.

That was fine. I didn’t need anyone to hold my hand.

The solution was maintaining balance. I needed to find a way to feed my beast often enough that he was content. I used to be satisfied with the hunts I went on in Vegas. The city of sin provided plenty of prey. There was no shortage of rapists, murderers, traffickers, pedophiles, and assholes.

But I was still on edge. Either I needed to hunt more often or I needed to figure out what was tipping the scales in the wrong direction.
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There was a knock on the door and I dropped the book I was reading on the nightstand next to the bed, sliding my feet to the floor. Shadow came by everyday around late morning and would spend the afternoon, share lunch, and then head off once Patriot returned. I smiled when I thought of the prospect. He was quiet and patient, never forcing conversation or anything else. In fact, I usually had to be the one to instigate it but he wasn’t unfriendly. Had more to do with the fact that his sorrow hung heavy over his head and the burden he carried over Stefanie’s death weighed him down.

I opened the door, flashing him a small smile. “Hey.”

“Mornin’, Naomi.” He lifted a tray. “Brought us both somethin’ special today.”

Intrigued, I leaned forward to see if I could get a whiff of what he was sharing but he turned to the side. “Nope. It’s a surprise. Made special by Snooki. She said she’d have my ass if you weren’t sittin’ down and had your eyes closed when I uncovered the tray.”

Snooki was something else. I liked her wild side. She wasn’t afraid of anyone or anything, especially herself. Confident and sexy, she had most of the single brothers eating out of her hand. On top of that she was a wonderful cook. From what I learned from Shadow she taught the club girls a lot of useful skills in and out of the kitchen.

I followed him into the room I shared with Patriot and left the door ajar as I took a seat at the table. Shadow stared me down until I closed my eyes tight. The first thing I noticed was the distinct scent of cinnamon and sugar and then tart citrus. My eyes popped open and I squealed with delight.

Fresh squeezed orange juice was sitting next to a chocolate mocha iced coffee but that wasn’t the best part. A homemade cinnamon roll oozed creamy icing and sat on a puddle of gooey cinnamon and warm dough. Fresh fruit was cut up in a crystal bowl that included strawberries, cantaloupe, red grapes, and honeydew. Sausage patties, scrambled eggs, and crispy slices of bacon were on a separate plate.

“Wow,” I whispered, “This is all my favorite breakfast food.”

“It’s pretty much all the breakfast food in existence,” he joked.

“That’s why I love it,” I teased back.

He smirked and reached for one of the extra plates beneath the cinnamon roll. We each piled food on our own and began eating, making sounds of approval and delight as we chewed. 

He wasn’t the least bit embarrassed to moan over the first bite of roll as he smacked his lips. “Fuck. This is amazing.”

“It is,” I agreed, savoring each delicious forkful until every crumb was gone. I even swiped my finger across the plate to catch the last drop of icing.

“Snooki is gonna be happy when I tell her how much you enjoyed that. Might fatten you up after all.”

Rolling my eyes, I gave him the finger. “Whatever. Patriot put you two up to that?”

Shadow shrugged but he couldn’t hide the guilt in his eyes.

“I know he’s worried about me but I eat. He needs to relax.”

Shadow let out a chuckle. “Have you met the Royal Bastards? These guys never relax.”

A giggle escaped and I startled, still surprised when I smiled or laughed. Didn’t happen often but this prospect sure seemed to be able to help me with that.

“It’s okay, you know.”

“What is?”

“To find a little happiness.”

Struck by his words, I blinked back sudden tears. “Maybe.”

He cleared his throat. “I should take my own advice, huh?”

“I think we both have reasons that make it hard to smile.”

“Yeah.”

Shadow stacked the dishes and then picked up the tray. “I’ll be back. Gonna drop this off and grab a coffee. Want anything else?”

I shook my head.

Once he was seated at the table again, I skipped the deck of cards that we used often and went for the tin that had double fifteen dominoes that were colored. Once all the pieces were on the table, we flipped them over then shuffled them around until they were mixed up enough.

“Draw your twelve.”

He began swiping dominoes in his direction and then stacked them on the sides, staring intently as he focused.

I was already starting my train. The double blank was in the center and I started lining mine up starting with the blank first, using six of the dominoes before I was stuck and couldn’t continue. I moved the draw pile aside as we weren’t using those yet. For the rest of mine, I lined them up, facing my direction so they were easy to see for my turn.

“How the fuck do you have so many already?” he asked, lining up three of his own dominoes for his train. “I swear you’re the luckiest person I know when it comes to games.”

“So not true,” I contradicted.

“Looks that way to me. Maybe it’s because we’re both sober.”

Shaking my head, another giggle escaped. “You’re crazy.”

A wicked grin hovered on his lips. “Kind of have to be to join this club.”

“They don’t seem that bad.”

“You’re not the enemy,” he pointed out softly, “and you’re protected. Big difference.”

I couldn’t argue that point.

Two hours later we finished trains and several card games. Cleaning it all up, I sat back in my chair and stretched. “I could use something cold to drink.”

Shadow hopped up. “What can I get you?”

“Hey, you don’t have to be my gopher like you are for the club. You’re not my prospect.”

“But I answer to the members, remember? It’s my job and for you, I’m happy to do it.”

He was too sweet. “Well, I’d like an iced tea without sugar. Lemon if it’s available.”

“You got it.”

I stood when he left and walked around the room, moving around a little since I’d been sitting for so long.

When he didn’t return after twenty minutes, I figured he must have been asked to do something for one of the other members of the club. After all, I couldn’t expect Shadow to hang around and keep me occupied every day. He had responsibilities and I was sure he’d get in trouble if he disappeared for too long.

Leaving the sanctuary of Patriot’s room, I ventured out into the hall. For most people, this wouldn’t be a big deal but I hadn’t left since the night of the party and I felt out of place. Trying to listen to Patriot and his advice, I ventured down the hall and even nodded my head in greeting to a couple of the bikers on my way.

Things were starting to look optimistic until I reached the door of the kitchen and I found Harley cleaning up from the most recent meal. She was talking to the new girl that was tending bar the night of the party. The one with the black hair and blue highlights. Still didn’t know her name.

“She hasn’t been here long.”

“Why doesn’t she leave her room?” the new girl asked, picking up a dish and drying it off before placing the plate in the cabinet.

“I guess it’s because she’s been through a lot of shit,” Harley answered slowly.

“Like?”

“I prefer not to say.”

“Come on,” the girl begged.

“Why do you want to know so much? You should be careful. You’re new, Neveah. Don’t fuck up your chance and do something stupid.”

Neveah shrugged. “I’m just curious about the club and the people here. I’ve gotten to know nearly everyone.”

They were so busy talking they never noticed my presence.

“Being a club girl is different than an ol’ lady. Opening your legs for the members doesn’t give you a free pass,” she warned.

“Damn,” Neveah laughed, “You don’t hold back.”

“That’s not the life I live and that’s my choice. Been through enough of my own shit in the past. I like my life here and I’m not going to fuck it up.”

“I understand that,” Neveah agreed, “but I still want to know what’s up with that girl. She never talks to anyone and she’s always hiding away. When she comes out, she’s always got her head down. The one time I met her at the bar all she did was give me a dirty look.”

“I think you misjudged her.”

“Why is she so weird? She won’t even eat with us.”

“Neveah.”

“There’s something strange going on. It’s like the club doesn’t talk about her at all. None of the guys have said a word. Sounds like trouble.”

Harley sighed and tossed down the sponge in her hand. “If you have any other questions, take them to Snooki. You’ve already been told that.”

Wasn’t hard to figure out they were discussing me.

I’d grown a thick skin with all I’d been through but hearing those things Neveah said still hurt.

This was why I’d been avoiding everyone and staying in Patriot’s room. People liked to gossip and they judged others fast. They were selfish and cruel. I knew that too well.

Since I was still thirsty, I walked to the fridge and opened it, reaching inside for the pitcher. Both girls were silent as I grabbed a glass, filled it with ice and then tea.

“Hey, Naomi. Snooki made fresh sun tea this morning. She said you might like it.”

“Hi, Harley. Yeah, it’s my favorite. No sugar, too. Snooki is the best.”

“She is. I sliced up some lemons. They’re in the white container on the top shelf.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate that.”

Once I had my lemons, I lifted my head high and nodded to Harley before leaving the kitchen. On my way out I heard Neveah comment.

“Shit. She heard me.”

“Yep. Wait until Snooki finds out.”

Sighing, I decided it was a good idea to head back to Patriot’s room. Maybe later I could try to join him for dinner with the rest of the club. He stayed with me every night and that didn’t seem fair, especially after what I overheard today.

Shadow was waiting for me, pacing the inside, and practically wearing a hole in the carpet. He seemed relieved when our eyes met until he saw the glass in my hand.

“Fuck. I got sidetracked. Sorry about that.”

Shrugging, I didn’t worry about it. “It’s fine.”

His head tilted to the right as he contemplated my answer. “Can’t say I’m an expert or anything but you don’t seem fine.”

“Ever learn stuff you’re not meant to overhear?”

He snorted, a laugh bubbling out of his chest. “All the damn time.” He pointed to his patch. “Prospect means I live to serve and I don’t know shit but sure get to hear a lot I pretend I don’t.”

“Yeah, that makes sense.”

“What did you overhear?”

Swallowing hard, I was afraid I was going to cry and it pissed me off. I’d become so emotional lately. Never used to be that way.

Ever since Patriot found me, I’d been struggling to deal with my feelings and expressing myself. I’d gone from numb to overwhelmed to confused and second-guessing myself.

“Some of the club girls were talking,” I finally admitted.

“About you?”

Nodding, I shrugged. “It’s not a big deal.”

He frowned. “It is if they upset you.”

I opened my mouth to disagree when Patriot came strolling in. He flashed a smile and I blinked, brushing the conversation with Shadow aside.

“How’s your day, sunshine?”

“It was great. I had the best breakfast ever thanks to Snooki and Shadow let me beat him at trains.”

I got a look from Shadow but he didn’t disagree.

“That sounds fun. I need a quick shower. Be right out and we can watch a movie if you want.”

“Sure.”

Shadow waited until Patriot was inside the bathroom and the water was running. “You should talk to him.”

“About what? Today?”

“Everything. I can tell he cares for you. Patriot is never this open with any of the club girls. He treats you like an ol’ lady. That means a lot.”

I knew it did.

“It’s just as easy as talking to me.”

Shaking my head, I disagreed. “No, not quite.”

“Why is that?”

“Because you don’t make my heart want to soar.”

Shadow startled, placing a hand on his chest. “Shit.”

“What?”

“That’s exactly what Stefanie said to me the first time I took her for a ride on my Harley.”

“Then you know what Patriot means to me and why this is so hard.”

He dipped his chin. “I do. Still think you should talk to him.”

“I’ll try,” I promised.

“Good.” He walked forward and wrapped his arms around me as I stiffened. “You need to let people touch you again, Naomi. It’s okay to let them in.”

My heart stuttered at the truth of his words.

“Some of us are really rooting for you. You can do this.”

Touched, I slowly moved my arms and hugged him back. “Hearing that from you after losing Stefanie, that means more than I can say.”

“That’s why we’re friends.”

He leaned back and winked before exiting through the door, smiling like I gave him a gift instead of the other way around.

“Thanks for the boost, Shadow,” I whispered. “I won’t forget.”
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Progress was a good thing. The renovations and updates to the clubhouse and entire compound were well on their way. The playground was nearly finished and I knew the prospects would have the last details done by the weekend. Brothers had pitched in to help over the last couple of days and the hard work was worth it. Even I had to admit it was a kid’s dream.

The inside of the Crossroads was still a mess but at least the clutter had a reason. Club girls and ol’ ladies worked together to keep the chaos manageable. Walls were reinforced and the painting underway. Mammoth seemed to like that job and he was not only foreman but one hell of a motivation. If his humongous, hairy ass could stand all day and get shit done the rest of us didn’t have an excuse.

Over the last couple of weeks, I’d gone on a few recon missions, keeping my ass clear of trouble like Grim asked. Didn’t have a lot of Intel to show for it and that shit was frustrating. Pres called me into his office one morning as he sipped on coffee, gesturing for me to shut the door to keep anyone from overhearing our conversation.

“Got anything worth reporting?” he asked, kicking back as his boots rested on the wood of his desk.

“No and that’s the problem. Why haven’t I seen this Jones guy yet? Not a word on the streets from any of our contacts either. Scorpions are laying low too. It’s making my nerves crawl,” I admitted. “My Reaper is getting hard to handle.”

Fuck. I was an impatient motherfucker.

“That’s because you hate waiting,” he replied with a chuckle, knowing me well enough to see right through me and the cause of my agitation. “Sit tight. Probably not gonna see much until it’s time. We’re getting close. Won’t be long now so calm your tits.”

“I don’t like it,” I complained, huffing out a breath. “Anything could happen or go wrong. We’re banking a lot on what we learned from that Scorpion prospect.”

“And you think it could be a trap or they could be settin’ us up. Already thought of that. Put a couple of calls into the other chapters. Spoke to Venom, Capone, Demon, and Ghoul. Even gave Jameson a call. We’ve got backup coming. Each of the Enforcers should be here by the weekend.”

“Fuck. We’re gonna have to welcome them right.”

“Already talked to Snooki. Club girls are workin’ on it. Ol’ ladies are overseeing it all. Gonna be a party to remember. Might as well let off a little steam before the shit hits the fan.”

He wasn’t wrong. Our plan was dangerous as fuck and once we confronted Jones and Resnikov none of our Reapers were holding back.

“And security?” Rael asked, poking his head through the door. “Don’t need any surprises.”

“We’re gonna add some extra security from the Denali brothers. They owe us after all that shit with Acid. Promised ten guys to watch the gates and help secure the perimeter.”

Rael shut the door behind him as he entered. “Are you fucking serious? Those idiots?”

“Think of it as help. No, they aren’t Royal Bastards but they are extra manpower. Besides, we all know we’re being watched. It’s not a surprise. Hoping it makes the Crossroads a little safer and more secure to have them here. They’re a deviation from our norm and that’s intentional. Keeps our enemies guessing. Besides, I can’t take any risks right now with Trish and her pregnancy. I need this place locked up tight. Xenon has eyes everywhere and he’s been keeping tabs on Vince and Antonio.”

“So, we think they can be trusted?” That was doubtful.

“I’m testing them.” Grim shrugged. “Just in case, there’s gonna be a lot of Bastards around to make sure they don’t fuck up.”

Rael was staring Grim down, clearly not happy. “They haven’t messed up a single invoice or shipment since that mess last Christmas but that doesn’t mean they’re clean.”

“I don’t see a reason to rock the boat with all the other shit we’ve got going on. Salazar is happy with shipments and we’re making decent income. The Guererro Cartel isn’t breathing down our necks and Jameson in NOLA says shit is good on his end too. Until Resnikov is handled everything else is waiting.”

Fair enough. “You got it, pres.”

“All the renovations and upgrades should be in place and finished by the weekend. We’ll be ready for anything.”

Rael stuck his hands in his pockets and agreed. “I see your point. Can’t argue when I want my Nylah safe too. Still don’t trust the Denali brothers.”

“You don’t trust anyone because that’s your job as the SAA of this club. Keep sharp but don’t fucking lose your shit, Rael.”

“Yeah, pres, I hear you.”

“I’ll be bringing up the fact that we could use another prospect soon in church. There’s a certain kid that’s paid his dues and I’d like to see him wear a full patch once his year is up.”

Rael cracked a smile, ticking his head toward Grim. “He’s a good kid. Takes his punches and keeps going. Never complains and is always ready to help a brother. Couldn’t ask for more than that.”

“He became a prospect right after Thanksgiving last year,” Grim remembered, “That right, Rael?” 

“Yep. Just a few months away.”

“We’ll bring it to vote when you’re ready.”

Rising to my feet, I noticed the late hour. Mimi would wonder where I’d been all day. I only saw her once today and I missed her, as sappy as that sounded. “Gonna head out. Need to track down Mimi.”

Rael made lip smacking noises as I walked to the door and paused, flipping him off. Like he was any better. The guy was scary as fuck and still managed to look like a pansy when it came to his woman.

Halfway down the hall I stopped when a movement caught me off guard. Shadow literally stepped right from the shadows, almost as if he floated right through the damn wall. It was creepy as fuck. Kid never seemed bothered by that fact, like he preferred to remain in the dark and enjoyed it.

He was gonna make one hell of a Reaper.

“Prospect,” I acknowledged, passing by as I headed to my room.

My steps picked up speed and I couldn’t wait to see Mimi’s smile when I asked about her day. She seemed to like it when I took interest in what she was doing. Didn’t want her to think I was too busy to check in.

When I walked inside, she wasn’t there. Surprised, I checked the bathroom to be sure and then spun, heading back down the hall. After all the time she was spending in my room it was shocking to find her lounging on a barstool. Sipping on a drink, she was chatting away with Becca at the bar. Shadow was standing beside her and lowered his head, whispering something close to her ear.

She tilted her head back and laughed, the sound booming from the center of her chest like the emotion had built over months and years, simmering with impatience, just waiting to be released. It was music –– a beautiful, soul-freeing, devastatingly pure release, and I knew I needed to hear that precious, perfect sound for the rest of my life. In fact, I was going to make it my mission to keep her laughing as often as possible.

I didn’t know what words Shadow had said to her or what sparked the light to return to her eyes.

All I knew was the sudden surge of jealousy that surfaced, hitting my body so hard that I physically jolted. My hands balled into fists as I resisted the urge to growl. He got her first laugh.

The goddamn prospect.

Swooped in the moment my back was turned. Seething, my temper flared and I was ready to set Shadow straight.

Two bodies flanked me on the left and right as my lip curled into a snarl. Wraith and Exorcist.

Each of my brothers placed a hand on my shoulder and if they hadn’t, I probably would have launched myself forward and kicked that kid’s ass for stealing something from Mimi that should have been mine.

“Stop,” Exorcist ordered low.

“Look, you dumbass,” Wraith added low enough no one else could hear the exchange. “She’s fucking happy. You wanna take that from her?”

My shoulders deflated and my fists slowly opened. He was right. Not only did she seem to be happy and having a good time, but she was smiling. A real smile that fucking lit up the whole fucking room on its own.

“Fuck,” I exhaled. “She does look happy.” That was hard to admit and I didn’t know why. I wanted her to like the Crossroads. The clubhouse was her home too. I wanted her to feel like it was a place she could see belonging to in the future. A place that sheltered her from harm and where I was her fortress.

Ex squeezed and dropped his hand. “She ain’t yours, brother. No property patch on her back.”

Immediately pissed again, I tensed up. “Not yet.”

Wraith let out a low whistle. “I fucking knew it.”

Exorcist chuckled and shook his head. “Get your head outta your ass, Patriot. Plenty of brothers or prospects that wouldn’t mind getting to know her better.”

“Fuck off,” I mouthed off back, not really pissed but annoyed enough to hold onto my anger.

For the first time I realized Mimi could develop feelings for someone else. Maybe she already liked the prospect and had an interest in him. Fuck that. I’d been playing my cards nice and slow, giving her all the time that she needed to heal. Her mental and physical scars would take time to overcome. I understood that but maybe I wasn’t clear when I told her that I wanted her to stay in my room.

I didn’t want another woman. No club girl was half as perfectly flawed. No one else was as beautiful, thoughtful, or smart as my Mimi. She was fierce and she was strong.

She was mine.

Clearly, I needed to make my move before I lost my chance and my sweet little sunshine gave her radiant smiles to another guy.
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“HOW DID IT FEEL TO mingle last night?” Shadow asked, sorting the cards in his hand.

“Better than I would have thought. It felt good to laugh and enjoy myself again.” Shuffling the cards around in my hand, I placed them faced down on the table and looked across at my friend. “Still a little weird but I’m making friends and that’s the whole point.”

“Sure is,” he agreed, slapping his cards down before he sat back. “Not feeling cards today.”

“Me either,” I admitted honestly. “I’m feeling cooped up and caged in. I hate that feeling.”

“I’m so with you on that.”

“Wish we had things to do around here. If you don’t drink or smoke or want to play video games then there’s not much else.”

A laugh bubbled up and out of his chest. “Shit. I’ve been trying to get you to play Call of Duty for weeks.”

“And it’s still no,” I added with a laugh.

“See? You’re a fun killer.”

Smirking, I shook my head. “That’s just mean.”

He lifted his arms and crossed them behind his head. “We could play a little hooky.”

I gave him a look. “Who says that word at your age?”

“What? I’m an intellectual.” Shadow pointed to his head. “Lots of smarts up there.”

“Uh huh,” I teased.

“Seriously, Naomi. Everyone is busy with the last of the renovations and cleaning. I got out of it due to the fact that I have to babysit your ass.”

“You jerk!” I shouted, leaning forward, and punching his arm. “I should make you clean my bathroom for that.”

Laughing, he held up his hands. “As long as you don’t shit a mile long like Mammoth.”

Damn. I didn’t want to know that. “Ew. You’re disgusting.”

“Let’s get out of here. I’ll grab a cage. No one will see you.”

“I’m not going in a cage!” I shrieked, jumping up.

Shadow began laughing so hard he snorted and then almost fell out of his seat. “That’s what bikers call a vehicle.”

“Oh,” I breathed out, ready to punch him again. “You knew I would think it was an actual cage.”

He shrugged at the accusation. “Maybe.”

“Get me the hell out of here then. I don’t want to see these walls for a few hours.”

“Let’s roll out.”

Roll? Must be a biker thing.

Following Shadow, I walked through the Crossroads and beyond several plastic barriers, stepping around buckets and supplies. There was so much stuff everywhere it wasn’t hard to slip away unnoticed.

We took one of the SUVs that belonged to the auto shop. The logo was plastered on the sides and rear doors. Tinted windows prevented anyone from noticing I was inside as we approached the main gate and Toad let us through.

I breathed a sigh of relief once we were free and turned to my friend. “Where would you like to go?”

“You finally leave the Crossroads and you’re asking me?” He gave me a once over. “You’re so weird.”

“It doesn’t matter. After everything I’ve been through freedom is freedom.”

“Huh. I guess I get that.”

“Seriously, where would you go if I wasn’t with you?”

His grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Not sure.”

“Liar,” I taunted, but then I figured it out. “Stefanie’s grave. Right?”

He didn’t answer, keeping his focus on the road instead.

“You haven’t gone yet, have you?”

Swallowing hard, he shook his head.

“Then we’ll go together. Right now.”

“Naomi.”

“You need to do this.”

He didn’t disagree.

“Come on. I’ll be there with you the same as you’ve been there for me. Promise.”

“Fuck,” he whispered. “Okay.”

The drive wasn’t long.

I never paid attention to the roads or what landmarks marked the desert around us. I was far too focused on Shadow and concerned as he became withdrawn and moody. I didn’t judge him since I couldn’t imagine having someone that I cared about so intimately torn from my life in such a vicious way. He was hurting and I didn’t know what to say to take that pain away.

We parked and trudged across the scorching desert sand until we arrived at our destination.

Shadow didn’t say much as we approached Stefanie’s grave. His chin lowered and I thought I saw tears in his eyes before they were out of sight. His shoulders drooped and I tried to look away but then I caught how his hands fisted at his sides and the rage within began to build.

“I know this isn’t easy,” I began.

“Easy?” he scoffed, “She’s fucking dead, Naomi. Gone. Never coming back. No, it’s not easy.” He lifted his head, inhaling a sharp breath. “They took her from me! It’s never going to be okay. I,” he choked off, unable to continue for a few heartbeats of silence, “I feel like I’m slowly dying too.” He pounded a fist against his chest, punctuating the sorrow that oozed from his soul. “Every breath hurts. Every minute I’m without her pisses me off. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to pretend it’s okay.”

“Shadow,” I whispered, my heart breaking for him.

“I don’t want to sit on my ass and do nothing while the men who took her from me thrive and continue to make money off girls like my Stefanie.”

“I understand.” Better than I could describe.

“No! You don’t!” he railed. “I want to find them and torture them. I want to slowly make them suffer for days until they beg for their death. I want to make them bleed and hear their screams.”

Swallowing hard, I nodded. “You want vengeance.”

“Yes,” he snarled.

“She was your girl.”

“Stefanie was more than my girl. She knew me. She saw me, Naomi.” His chest heaved and he let out a strangled cry of anguish. “She completed me. Everything about her. When no one else believed in me, she did. When no one else saw my worth, she did. Stef was my pretty pageant girl. She. Was. My. Everything.”

He broke down, falling to his knees, clutching at his chest as I slid down beside him, cradling his body close as he wept with a sorrow so visceral that tears filled my eyes and spilled over. Sobbing, he raged at the world and finally let the grief he’d been carrying start to surface. I cried with him, my own heart full of anguish and suffering for my friend as Shadow tried to comprehend the loss of his greatest love.

I had no words of comfort.

There were none to give but I hoped that someday he would recover from the pain of Stefanie’s loss.
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“How long has she been gone?” Grim asked, his features pinched with aggravation. “Where is Shadow?”

There was no sign of either of them in my room or around the Crossroads and Shadow wasn’t answering his fucking phone.

“I don’t know,” I admitted, ready to hunt down Shadow and make good on my promise to kick his ass. Should have pulled him aside last night and had a chat then, warning him to be careful with my girl. “Maybe Mimi just wanted to go for a ride and get out of the clubhouse.”

“She ever say she wanted to do that?”

“No,” I growled, pacing with frustration.

“Christ. Where the fuck did they go?”

He began texting someone and typing away a message. Probably asking Xenon to find out where Shadow was located. Every prospect and member could be tracked. Saved Grim’s life recently when Trish’s stepbrother tried to kill them both. We found him within minutes.

Opening my mouth to answer, I snapped my lips shut when my phone began ringing and I glanced down, not recognizing the number. A weird feeling brushed over my skin and I answered, placing the call on speaker.

“Who the fuck is this?” I asked, wondering who had my number.

A deep, sinister chuckle came over the line. “Dale Dixon. Forgive me, Patriot,” he sneered, “How is your little friend Trixie?”

My entire body went completely still.

Grim placed a finger over his lips and quietly shut his office door.

“Don’t think I know your name,” I finally replied, barely holding back the sudden rush of fury that surfaced with my Reaper.

Did he have my sunshine?

“Oh, you know me. Sure been digging around plenty to find out everything you can.”

He wasn’t Russian so that only left Voltoy’s American friend. “Sean Jones.”

“Guess you are smart.”

The insult pissed me off but not as much as the idea that Mimi was his captive.

“You fuck her yet?” he asked, chuckling over the line. “Been in every hole she’s got and fucked her until she bled. Great piece of ass.”

A roar launched from my chest as Grim’s hand landed on my shoulder and gripped tight.

“May just keep her chained to my bed and have that pussy and ass ready for me every minute of the day. She’ll be raw and dripping my cum.”

He wanted me to lose control but I wouldn’t do that. Blinking, I focused on his words and taunts.

Why say such things if he actually had Mimi? He would be tormenting and fucking her not talking about it.

“You’re a liar, Jones. Fucking worthless piece of shit.”

That did the trick. He fired off a list of threats but I lost interest and hit end.

Grim released my shoulder and shook his head. “That’s gonna piss him off. Might make him careless but can’t say I’m sorry you hung up on him. Guy like that is power hungry. He’ll be looking for an opportunity to confront you and that’s exactly what we need. Just gotta lay low until the meeting with Resnikov.”

I was still wound up. “Doesn’t change the fact that Mimi is in danger and wherever she went, she’s still a target. I’ve got to find her.”

Grim’s phone pinged and he looked down. “Xenon found them. They’re on the way back here. Should be about five minutes away.”

Running for the door, I flung it open and bolted down the hall, bursting outside into a bright afternoon sunshine. My heart pounded out a frantic rhythm as I scanned the horizon beyond the main gate and waited for any sign of their arrival.

One of the auto shop’s vehicles was approaching from a distance and my fists clenched as I imagined all the ways I would make Shadow suffer for putting Mimi at risk. He was going to regret taking her out of the compound without permission. Fucking prospect.

Toad and Spook opened the gate as Shadow drove in and parked. I was at the front passenger door, yanking it open as soon as they stopped. Mimi was pulled into my arms and I held her close, nearly crushing her against my chest.

“You’re safe,” I announced, leaning back to cup her face gently with my hands. “You good? Nothing happened?”

She gave me a funny look. “I’m fine. We just went for a drive. I needed a little fresh air.” Her cheeks were dusted with pink like she was in the sun too long.

“Let’s get you indoors and out of the heat.” I grabbed her hand and led her inside, walking straight to the bar. Once she was seated on one of the barstools, I handed her a cold bottle of water. “Drink up, baby. The desert is no joke.”

She took the bottle and gulped down a little as I spun around, searching for Shadow. My lip lifted in a snarl when I saw him standing in front of Grim. Pres was already letting him have it but I stomped forward and shoved him up against the nearest wall, getting right in his personal space.

“What the fuck you think you’re doing, prospect?”

He swallowed hard but lifted his chin. “Taking care of Mimi like you asked. She needed to get outside for a bit and I was her escort like you told me.” There was a hint of sarcasm in his voice and it pissed me off.

“Never told you to take her out of the compound.”

“Never told me not to do it either.”

Rael let out a chuckle, pulling me off Shadow with Mammoth’s help. “Kid messed up, no doubt about it. He’s sorry, right?”

At Rael’s stern expression, Shadow lowered his head. “I apologize, Mr. Dixon. I wasn’t aware that taking her out of the Crossroads was wrong.”

Fuck. He was right. Sighing heavily, I turned to Mimi as she pursed her lips.

Shadow didn’t know shit because he was a prospect and club business was only common knowledge among patched members. He should have had some common sense and asked before he left. Couldn’t tell me he didn’t think of that.

It wasn’t his fault alone though. I should have been clear and given explicit orders since I knew it wasn’t safe outside the compound. Kid was smart and used the loophole I created to do what he wanted. The only thing holding me back was the fact that Mimi wanted to leave and he didn’t let her go alone.

My body relaxed as I reined in my Reaper and my temper. Wasn’t easy but I managed to nod in his direction.

“You ever do something like this again and I won’t be responsible for what I do.”

Grim turned to Shadow. “My office. Now.”

Shadow’s shoulders squared back and he followed Grim down the hall and out of sight. Rael gave me a chin lift and I knew he had my back.

My attention focused on Mimi as she stood. Now that she was safe, I was pissed that she left and didn’t send me a text or try to call. Communication was important. I needed to know that she would be honest with me. Sighing, that was a lot to ask when I couldn’t always reciprocate. Club business remained between members only and that meant I couldn’t always fill her in on the dangers or threats against the RBMC.

My agitation increased along with my ire when I thought about how Sean Jones could have snatched her at any time. She must have seen the truth on my face because she stood and began walking toward our room.

Following, I shut the door once we were inside and turned, hoping like hell I could keep a tight hold on my temper and not fuck this up.

“Let’s talk about risk, Mimi.”

My voice was soft, too calm and it was obvious as my hands clenched at my sides that I was more pissed than she had ever seen. Didn’t want to spook her but at the same time I wasn’t letting this shit slide.

Taking a determined step toward her, my body flinched as Mimi backed away until she bumped into the bedroom wall next to my dresser. One trembling hand rose to brush the hair out of her face as I stalked forward and caged her in, hands planting on either side of her head with a loud slap.

“You went out alone and exposed yourself to our enemies.” My voice lowered to a growl as my teeth clenched hard in my jaw. I barely was able to speak the next words. “Do you have a reason for such reckless stupidity?” She had to know that the Russians and the Black Market Railroad wanted her dead. Alexi Voltoy almost killed her. Didn’t matter if she was unaware of the assassin at the hospital. She knew the Russians and their brutality firsthand.

Mimi’s chin lifted in the air. Such spirit, even after all she had been through. A fighter.

Fuck, I loved that about her.

“Those Russians will come if they want. I can’t stop them. Being cooped up in here is still making me feel like a prisoner sometimes. Freedom is important to me and I won’t stay hidden forever.” Her eyes flashed defiance but there was a hint of fear and doubt in her voice. “They won’t take everything from me, Dale. I won’t let them.”

Dale. My real name. Her sincerity soothed my Reaper but he didn’t like the fact that she felt like a prisoner in our home.

My heart was still racing from the panic I felt when I thought she was missing. Paying attention was difficult but I managed. All I wanted was to surround her with my arms and keep her caged within forever. No one could fuck with her then.

My teeth flashed with a hiss as I responded, hoping she could see how much she meant to me. “No, we won’t let them,” I declared, daring her to disagree.

“We,” she whispered as her haunted eyes strayed to mine and locked. Memories of the past were trying to take her down.

My forehead lowered to hers as I sucked in a few ragged breaths. “Us.”

“My anchor,” she whispered, “and my lifeline.”

“Always,” I choked out, knowing I’d walk across burning coals, jump in front of another bullet, or whatever else it took to ensure her survival. I did it once and I’d do it again.

“I’m scared but I won’t let them win.”

“Don’t be. I’ve got a plan. They won’t be breathing for much longer,” I swore, pulling back enough to stare into her pretty blue eyes. “I’m your vindicator, sunshine. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll make sure you’re free.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“They sent an assassin to the hospital.” She gasped. “Don’t worry. He’s dead.”

Her eyes widened. “Shit.”

“I don’t regret it. That piece of shit was selling girls.”

She nodded and bit her bottom lip with her teeth. “Why are you doing all this for me?” Mimi shook her head. “I don’t know that I’m worth all the effort.”

“Don’t ever say that,” I warned, “You are. I can’t stand knowing the men who hurt and abused you are alive. So, I’m gonna take care of it. That fragile, beautiful, patched-up heart of yours can’t hold anymore darkness, sunshine. So, it’s my job now to seek vengeance on your behalf. My blackened soul that will become further tarnished. Not yours. I’m gonna soak up all that wrath, hatred, and pain and unleash it until everyone who ever harmed a single hair on your pretty head is burning in hell for all motherfuckin’ eternity.”

Her arms slid around my waist as she rested her cheek over my heart. “This nightmare never ends.”

“I swear to you, Mimi,” I vowed, wrapping my arms around her slender body, “this will all be over soon.”
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“Did you get in trouble?” I asked, anxiously scanning Shadow’s face.

He took a bite of the Rueben sandwich in his hands and chewed, shrugging his shoulders. Once he swallowed, he answered with a smirk. “Not much. Could have been a lot worse.”

He didn’t elaborate and that irritated me. Club rules had to be obeyed and loyalty was admirable but Shadow didn’t know shit about the Russians and how they were related to me. We never talked about it since the memories were painful. He really didn’t know the connection or he would have never allowed me to leave, especially after what happened to Stefanie.

“You gonna fess up the truth or make me sit here clueless?”

“Easier said than done.”

“What is? The truth?”

“Yeah,” I answered, staring down at my plate. I barely ate three bites of the grilled ham and Swiss sandwich or the red skin potato salad. Picking up my glass of iced tea, I downed half the contents in preparation of the upcoming conversation.

“Do we need to go someplace else to talk about this?” He dropped his Reuben on the plate and leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. “I’m your friend, Naomi but I don’t need to know if it’s gonna hurt.”

God, he was so understanding. I really appreciated his compassionate nature. Shadow had more in common with Patriot than either of them liked to admit.

“I carry a lot of guilt,” I began, glancing around and noticing the nearly empty dining area. Almost everyone had already eaten lunch and were busy elsewhere.

“I know something about guilt,” he deadpanned.

Narrowing my eyes, I gave him a look.

“Fine. I’m shutting up.”

“I left behind friends I cared about, especially Katya.”

Tilting his head to the side, he contemplated what I meant. “Left behind? What does that mean, Naomi?”

“I know more about the Russians and the trafficking of girls in Nevada than anyone else.”

Shadow’s arms uncrossed as he swallowed hard and shook his head. “Don’t tell me they hurt you too.” Anger briefly flashed across his young and handsome face. “Fuck, Naomi.”

“I know what Stefanie went through . . . because I experienced almost the same exact thing.”

The bombshell was dropped and Shadow bolted to his feet, a panicked look in his dark eyes that quickly morphed into unbridled rage.

He stepped around the table and pulled me up, his slim, athletic frame trembling with the burden of the truth.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered, enveloping me in his brotherly embrace.

I thought of him that way. A younger brother that I never had. We grew close and I cared about this kid and his future.

“You can’t get crazy about this. There’s more I need to say and you have to listen. It’s important.”

Shadow sighed and released me, sinking back on his chair as I took my place again across from him.

“Okay.” He was slightly grumpy but he’d get over it.

“Patriot rescued me the night Alexi Voltoy planned my murder.” Shadow let out a strangled sound of fury but I ignored him. “I was in Alexi’s car when the club jumped him and killed his men. He was brought back here to the Crossroads for interrogation. That’s when Patriot found me. I was drugged and tied up, falling out of the back and right into his arms. He’s taken care of me ever since.”

“That how your arm got burned?”

“Sort of. Alexi forced me to, uh, m-meet,” I stuttered, “with a group of guys. They’re the ones that burned me after,” I whispered, not daring to look at his face.

“After what?” he asked with concern. “Are you saying that you were violated?”

All I did was nod in response.

“Fuck,” he cursed, “Motherfuckers! I’ll kill them.”

“Rael already did.”

Shadow let out a low whistle. “Damn. That’s another reason I love that guy.”

“I’m sorry Stefanie was taken,” I whispered. “I wish I could have been there to help her.”

He stiffened slightly but then relaxed, working the muscle in his jaw as he sat up straighter. “None of this is your fault,” he responded with conviction.

“I made a promise to my friend Katya that I would try to protect her and keep her safe but I broke that promise.” Tears filled my eyes. “She was pregnant. Nobody knew. It’s been nearly five months since then. I have no idea how she’s doing or what’s happening to her now.”

“That’s not your fault either.”

“I know but it’s still hard.”

Shadow reached across the table and placed his hand over mine as my head lifted. “We’re gonna get these assholes. I don’t know when or how but we will.”

“Patriot is working on that.”

Shadow’s elbows slipped from the table as he leaned back, releasing my hand. “No wonder he flipped out when I took you away from the Crossroads. Those Russian fuckers are still after you, aren’t they?”

“Yes. That’s something only club members know. You can’t say anything, even to Rael.”

“Well, shit.”

“Exactly.”

“I’m not ever letting you out of my sight. Patriot is right. Your life is in danger and we’re gonna keep you safe. Whatever needs to be done, I’ll do it.”

“Oh no,” I argued, rising to my feet, “not you too.”

“Yep. You’re gonna have to deal with me being an overprotective ass like him.”

“Who’s an overprotective ass?” Patriot growled, glaring in Shadow’s direction.

Neither of us noticed he was there until now.

Shadow shot to his feet. “I apologize for my stupidity, Mr. Dixon. Naomi’s safety is a priority and I promise to stick by her side as long as I’m needed.”

Patriot nodded his agreement. “Good. She doesn’t leave the Crossroads and I want regular updates sent to my cell. Need to know where she is at all times.”

“Done.”

“Excuse me?” I asked, hands planting on my hips as I stood. “I’m right here. I think I deserve to be in on this discussion.”

Shadow held up his hands and backed away, heading for the door. He didn’t stop until he was out of sight.

“You can’t do that,” I spat angrily. “This is my life. You can’t dictate every single aspect of it. That’s not fair.”

“Mimi,” he answered with frustration.

“No. You just want to keep me tucked away and make all my choices for me.”

“That’s not true.”

“Isn’t it? You keep telling Snooki what to give me for meals. We rarely join the rest of the club in the evenings because we stay in your room all night. You give Shadow instructions and order him to stay with me, stripping away my ability to make my own choices during the day or be alone. The club girls keep their distance because they don’t know what I mean to you.”

“Sunshine, that’s a bit overly dramatic.”

“No,” I argued, “I don’t have a voice. You’ve taken it over and expect me not to be upset about it.”

“Mimi,” he replied sternly, “I would never do that to you.”

“But you are,” I pointed out, growing increasingly agitated.

My emotions were out of control and I was close to losing it.

“I think you should calm down, baby. We can talk about this ––”

“I hate you,” I whispered, cutting him off, my lips quivering like a dam holding back a tidal wave of tears, splitting at the seams, and convulsing with the effort. Wouldn’t take much to crash through the flimsy barrier I constructed since my arrival at the Crossroads.

Fear. Loneliness. Pain.

They all helped to stack that wall I clung to stone by stone.

But most of all –– I was terrified of the hope that brimmed in the cavernous blue of his eyes, second to the hurt that shimmered within.

He was devastated that I would say such a thing and I wasn’t sure if I meant it or not.

Even so, a flash of heat darkened his eyes.

“Why?” Patriot asked, his head bending down to eagerly snatch the next words from my parted lips, not the least bit fazed by my harsh and unexpected rant.

All I knew was that he made me deal with all the shit I wanted to ignore and he brought out emotions that were terrifying. After all that I’d been through falling in love was even more unexpected and frightening than almost dying.

“Because you make me feel,” I admitted, breathing heavy.

“Feel what?” That husky deep tone of his voice was nearly as addicting as the way his fingers drifted across the column of my neck and swept gently upward to caress the line of my jaw, holding my gaze without any effort at all.

He made me want to admit my secrets. Confess my heart was longing for his and wanted more.

“Everything.”

“I’d give you the whole fucking world.”

“Dale.”

"I would. I'd keep you right here in the shelter of my arms forever if I could."

While that was incredibly romantic it only reminded me that I still felt like a prisoner and a pretty little pet he wanted to keep locked away and safe.

“No.” With a sniffle, I shook my head, pushing him away. “I’m not a bird. You can’t keep me in a gilded cage forever, Patriot. I’m a human being. I’m alive,” I shouted, pounding on my chest with a fist. “I’m fucking alive. I breathe and I bleed. Don’t you get it?” My voice was so loud I knew everyone in the Crossroads could hear our argument and I didn’t care. “I can’t live like this. I’m not a pet or project.” He blanched with my words. “I want more. I want to fly! I want to soar!” Shoving him in the chest, I managed to knock the big biker backward a step as his mouth dropped open. “I want to be free!”

Patriot blinked, lifting his hands in surrender. “I don’t keep you in a cage, Mimi. All I’ve ever done,” he replied quietly, “was try to help you.”

Deflated, my head hung down and I knew my outburst must have stung. “I’m sorry, Dale. I know.”

“No need to apologize.” He moved forward and tilted my chin up. “I don’t see you as a victim, Mimi. I see you as a survivor.”

“You see too much,” I announced through sudden tears. “I’m like Sybil. A dozen different personalities.”

He cracked a smile. “I see you, pretty girl, and I’m not goin’ anywhere. I’m not giving up. I promise.”

He filled me with hope and his belief in me never wavered. Even when I was tempted to let all the bad shit that happened overtake me and my emotional wreckage was more than I could endure. Patriot knew exactly how to respond. He took all that pain, anger, and doubt away, saving me from the worst of it. Even if that meant saving me from myself.

His head lowered and a light kiss was dropped on the tip of my nose. “I’m your lifeline, remember?”

Sighing, I responded with humor, knowing if I didn’t, I would only burst into tears and a sobbing mess on the floor. “More like a punching bag.”

“I’m your rock, sunshine. Kind of hard to destroy.”
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“Come on. We’re going for a ride.”

“W-what?” she asked, stammering over her words. “Are you kidding?”

“Nope.”

I sure as fuck wasn’t.

We had less than three days before shit was going down with Jones and Resnikov. No way would they make a move yet since it could compromise their shipment. This was my last chance to take her out for at least a week.

Jones texted my phone a few times but I ignored his attempt to lure me in. Asshole was getting what was coming to him and my Reaper couldn’t wait for him to beg. Right before I reaped his worthless soul, I would make sure he knew this was all for Mimi.

My hand slipped into hers and I led her outside to where all of our bikes sat in a long line of sleek metallic paint and chrome that shined bright as a new penny in the Nevada sunshine. Beautiful fucking sight. The midday sun made each one sparkle. Never saw anything so goddamn perfect. Prospects did a fine job of keeping them clean enough to eat off.

I tugged Mimi over to my bike and she flashed a grin, glancing at the tank. “Wow. You literally puke patriotism, you know that?”

The entire tank was painted with red, white, and blue and glistened as we stood there. She was right. Those stars and stripes defined who I was and I was proud of that fact.

Squeezing once, I released her hand as I reached for a helmet. “Yeah. I like my flag on everything. A mark of ownership and pride for me,” I admitted. “You’re gonna have to wear a helmet whenever you ride. No compromise on that. Same with keeping your skin covered and boots on those dainty feet.”

She nodded, excitement dancing in the blue of her eyes. “Uh huh.”

Only took a few seconds to place the helmet over her long hair and tighten the strap beneath her chin. “Lookin’ like a badass biker chick, sunshine.”

“Yes! Then get me on this motorcycle!” she shouted as one of the prospects snickered.

“Where do you think you’re goin’?” I heard a familiar voice call out.

Rael was leaning against the side of the building, ticking his head toward me and Mimi. “No one goes out alone.”

I flipped him off. “Stop bitchin’ and ride out with me.”

A chuckle left Rael’s lips. “Wraith is comin’. Won’t be far behind you.”

“Try to keep up!”

“Not a problem, brother. You’ll be in my dust as I glance over my shoulder.”
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PATRIOT STRADDLED HIS ride, throwing a leg over as his muscles bulged with each movement. Thick, tattooed arms sported ink from the sleeve of his t-shirt all the way to his wrists. Black leather gloves gripped the handlebars where his hands were placed, taking control of the massive beast he handled with ease.

He was sexy and confident and all bad boy biker.

Couldn’t say I didn’t love that.

“Hop on behind me, baby.”

This wasn’t my first ride on a motorcycle but it was long enough that it felt like it. I managed to throw my leg over and settle behind him, sliding my arms around his waist. The closeness was different than when he gave me a hug or we lounged next to one another on the bed in his room. Even sleeping side by side, we weren’t all over one another. My cheeks grew warm as I thought about how my core was right up against his ass.

Don’t stare at how those tight jeans mold his muscled thighs, Mimi.

“Always hold on. Don’t ever let go for any reason and move with me not against me. Got it?”

“Sure.”

The bike roared to life and I held on tighter, leaning against his back as I sucked in a breath. The steel beast between my legs rumbled with power and for the first time since my rape I felt the intimate caress of arousal. Squirming on the seat, I tried not to betray the fact that my clit was buzzing, turning me on. The vibrations rattled my teeth slightly and shot energy along the surface of my skin, beckoning for me to lose control and allow the seductive whisper of arousal to fan the flames of sexual need.

A breathless squeal escaped as I gave Patriot a thumbs up.

“Knew you were gonna love this,” he announced with a cocky smile.

We began to move as the bike slowly rolled backward and Patriot’s boots slid along the ground, keeping us upright and even without tipping over to the left or right. Turning slightly, we ended up facing the main gate.

“You ready?”

“Oh yeah!” I shouted, causing him to laugh.

We rode to the front gate and passed through as I held him tighter, the anticipation growing as we made our way to the other side and out into the desert. A few heartbeats lapsed before Patriot hammered down and the full potential of his Harley was unleashed.

My head nearly whipped back as we sped off and a loud gasp escaped my lips. My fingers gripped his torso tighter as we merged onto Hwy 95 and took off like a bullet exploding from a gun.

Exhilaration flooded every cell in my body and I nearly bounced in the seat.

This was amazing!

“Spread those arms out, sunshine,” Patriot yelled above the wind.

“Why?” I shouted back.

“I want you to fly!”

Endorphins raced through me as I let go and clenched the bike hard with my thighs. This went against everything I knew about safety but at the same time I couldn’t help feeling like a renegade. My head tilted back and I slowly released the hold I had on Patriot’s waist, opening my arms wide as the wind soared across my skin, billowing my clothes in the breeze.

“I’m doing it!”

“Fuck yeah, you are!”

I was flying! Everything else, the entire world and all its problems, faded into the dust behind us, and then a peace like nothing I had ever known settled over me.

Freedom.

I finally felt that elusive emotion rip through every inch of my body until my heart was pounding and I didn’t want this experience to end. Only when I couldn’t stand another moment without letting Patriot know how much this meant to me, I straightened up. My arms wrapped around him and my head lowered to his back as I squeezed so tightly that he began to slow down, reducing the speed of the bike until we rolled to a stop on the side of the highway.

Patriot lowered the kickstand and then hopped off, spinning around as he pressed up against me. The helmet was unbuckled and lifted over my head as he noticed the tears that shimmered in my eyes.

“Sunshine?”

“I finally felt it,” I exhaled, trembling with relief and gratitude.

“Felt what, baby?”

“Freedom,” I whispered, lifting up on my tiptoes and placing a light kiss on his lips.

“Damn,” he growled with a slight groan. “Do that again.”

“What? This?” My head lifted and I pressed my mouth to his, surprised when he picked me up and spun us around, deepening the kiss.

When we separated, he was breathing fast, his eyes as hypnotic as the ocean’s waves in the deepest part of the sea. “I’ve been waiting forever to kiss you.”

“You have?” I teased, nibbling on his lip.

“Yes. Fuck, you make me so happy.”

His confession brought a flush to my face. “Truly? Even when I’m a bitch?”

“You’re never a bitch, my sunshine. Sometimes the past likes to darken your glow but I’ll always be here to help you sparkle again.”

I didn’t deserve him. Not at all. The girl who stood before him was a confused, abused, emotional mess. She struggled with the multiple years of rape and sodomy, torture, and addiction to drugs. She was fighting to find her way back but some days she failed more than she succeeded.

Was I the right match for him? Or even good enough for him and all that he deserved? I wasn’t sure.

“I can see those wheels turnin’ in your pretty head. If I didn’t want you, Naomi Lyla Peters, I wouldn’t be here right now sharing one of the best moments of our life together.”

“One of the best?” I asked, letting hope sink a little further inside my heart.

“Yep. We got a lot more comin’. Trust me, baby.”

Trust. He never showed me anything that hinted he wasn’t worth the effort.

“I’ve had a lot of people let me down,” I admitted, allowing some of the past to surface and not rejecting the vile things I experienced. Every time I didn’t shove those memories away, I felt a little more exposed but also stronger.

Nothing was more frightening than opening your dark closet of horrors and flipping on the light for others to see what lurked within.

“I know,” he whispered as he placed a sweet kiss on my lips, “but that’s not me. I’m a Marine. We keep our word and we don’t run when shit is hard. I’m right here and I want to be here.”

“That’s what’s so amazing.” Shaking my head, I buried my face in his neck. “You’re everything I could ever hope for and I’m terrified something bad will happen.”

He set me down and cupped one of my cheeks. “I get that’s gonna be hard for you. When it gets to be too much reach out, talk to me. Maybe the problem is that you keep it all shoved down deep inside and then it fights until it bursts out. No fun for anyone when that happens. I’ve done it plenty of times to relate.”

“Have you?”

“When I first met Grim, I was angry and broken and I hated the whole fucking world,” he admitted with a chuckle, “but he saw through me and accepted that I had a lot of shit to work through before I was gonna be okay.”

“That’s awesome.”

“What I’m sayin’, sunshine, is that I see you and I accept that there’s gonna be a lot of rocky days before we work it all out. I’m in it for the longest ride.”

My lips lifted a little in a hint of a smile and he must have been pleased because I was hauled upward again, spinning as my arms released, opening wide, and I felt that same thrill racing through my body. Only this time I was in Patriot’s arms when it happened.

“Fuck, Mimi. You’re so beautiful.”

Maybe he just saw my potential instead of the broken girl he held but it didn’t matter. There was nothing more perfect than this moment.

When my feet touched the ground, I lifted my head and met the warmth in his gaze. My heart did a funny little stutter and I could swear that it was confirmation that Patriot was the kind of man I needed in my life. He was okay to trust. Even better, he was okay to love.

“I believe I can do anything when you’re around.”

“That’s because I’m fucking amazing,” he teased.

Believe it or not, I agreed.
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“Your lips are distracting, sunshine.”

“Is that so?” I asked, laying on my side and facing Patriot on the bed.

Rael and Wraith caught up to us on Hwy 95 after we kissed but Patriot promptly remembered the danger and insisted that we return to the Crossroads. The moment we could be alone he led me down the hall and into his room, closing the door with a soft click. Shucking his boots and cut, he flopped on the bed and patted the mattress, wiggling his eyebrows up and down.

“Is this an attempt at seduction?” I asked, sliding my hand slowly across the mattress to reach the fingers inching in my direction. Our palms met and he intertwined our fingers, giving my own a gentle squeeze.

“Is it working? I was just hoping for another kiss from those sweet, soft lips of yours but I’ll take anything I can get.”

Giggling, I scooted a little closer. “Nope. I’m completely immune to your charms.”

“Ouch. That’s a low blow to a guy’s ego.”

Snorting, I couldn’t help but tease him. “Brings you back into the same realm as the rest of us.”

He smiled wide and didn’t deny the fact that he was cocky and we both knew it. I had a feeling he toned it down for me and it was endearing.

“You look like you’re about ready to ask me something.”

“I am.”

He groaned, exaggerating as my hand was released and he flopped onto his back. “Women and their endless questions.”

I smacked his chest and he quickly leaned to the side, snatching me up as he settled my body over his. My eyes widened when I realized I was laying half on top of him.

“You can move at any time. Anything makes you uncomfortable all you have to do is tell me. We can even have a safe word if you want but I want to hold you, baby. I’ve been wanting to for a long time.”

“I’m okay right now. I think.”

“But?”

“The safe word thing is a good idea.”

He adjusted, sitting up and propping his back against the headboard. I remained on his lap, curling into his chest. Patriot’s arm kept a loose hold around me as he played with a long strand of my hair.

“What’s a good safe word?”

Took me a few minutes but I finally thought of one. “Flag.”

“Flag?” A big, throaty laugh vibrated his chest. “Okay. Flag is it.”

“Can I ask you something else?”

“Always.”

My mouth opened but before I could ask there was a knock on the door and Rael barged in, dragging my sister with him.

“Well, fuck,” Patriot cursed, glaring at Rael.

Nylah gave me a bright smile and then rushed forward, practically tackling me on Patriot’s lap.

“I knew it!” she shouted, “That’s why you’re always hiding in here.”

“Jesus. Get off my brother, Nylah,” Rael admonished, “He’s got his hands full with Naomi.”

Patriot chuckled and managed to untangle himself from the two of us as he slid from the bed. “I don’t mind handling Mimi.”

“Fuck. You’re in over your head if Naomi is anything like her sister. Got the claw marks to prove it.”

Nylah pointed to her ass and told him to kiss it. Rael grinned wide and winked.

“You two are disgusting,” I laughed, shaking my head. “Devil man, we need drinks.”

My sister turned and shook her tits, jiggling the heavy globes in his direction. “Please, Rael. I need something to heat me up before you do.”

He licked his lips and then adjusted himself, hand lingering over his crotch. “Fuck, hellcat. Stop. I can’t walk around with a monster hard-on all night.”

“If you make it to midnight, I’ll have something special for you.”

Rael perked up. “Will I get dirty?”

“Very,” she replied huskily.

He shivered, practically running for the door. The wood slammed as he left and Patriot started laughing. “You lead him by the dick.”

“It’s the only way and happens to be my favorite.”

Both of us started giggling as Patriot held up his hands. “I can’t say that’s a bad thing.”

“No man could,” Nylah agreed.

He cleared his throat and then took a step toward the door. “Gonna get a few shots. Want anything, sunshine?”

“No, but thanks.”

He dipped his chin and then headed out, leaving me alone with my sister.

“Why are you never around?” I asked, teasing her. “I swear all you do is work.”

“Tell me about it,” she replied, flopping back against the mattress as she bounced lightly. “Rael and work. That’s all I ever do.”

Like it was a hardship. “You love it. Don’t deny it.”

She rolled over, resting her chin in her hands. “That’s old news. What about you and Patriot?”

“We’re making progress,” I replied slowly. “He kissed me today.”

“What? Yes!” She sat up and crossed her legs, reaching for my hand. “That’s what you want, right?” Her concern was sweet. Nylah understood how difficult this transition was from the beginning and what a big step it was for me to consider any kind of romantic relationship.

“I like him. We’re taking things slow.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”

“Nope. He’s the most patient man I’ve ever met.”

“Rael has not patience at all but I absolutely love how he’s so passionate and unpredictable. It’s perfect for me.”

“Because you’re so rigid,” I teased.

“And that’s why Patriot is good for you. He’s solid and reliable and a protector by nature.”

“Yeah, he is.”

Nylah smiled and then changed the subject which I appreciated. I wasn’t sure where my relationship with Patriot was headed and didn’t want to speculate.

“There is one hell of a party going on out there. Tits and ass everywhere but the guys are on alert and not drinking as much as usual.”

“You think they’re preparing for something big?”

“Definitely. Rael is extra agitated and begged me to take the weekend off. He said it was club business but I think it’s related to you and those damn Russians.”

“You’re right.”

“Shit,” she whispered. “We’ll stick together then. Might as well lay low. We can watch some movies and eat a bunch of junk food.”

“Sounds good.”

Making plans with my sister was a great idea. I missed her and we had a lot of missed years to catch up on.

“There’s something you should know, Nylah.”

“Uh oh.”

“An assassin was sent to the hospital.”

“What!? Were you hurt?”

“No. Patriot took care of him.”

“Oh shit.”

“The Russians and that Black Market Railroad will never stop. They’ll keep hunting me down until I’m dead. I know too much, Nylah. I’m a loose end and a liability.”

She shook her head and then pulled me in tight for a hug. “The Royal Bastards will figure this out. They’ll make sure you’re safe.”

“I hope so.”

The reality was that every single member of this club was in danger because they took me in. I wasn’t stupid. Resnikov would finish the job and kill me next time. That Russian piece of shit was dangerous. He was the one in charge above Alexi and Solonik. When they died, he was left with the burden of making up for the loss.

He had to be pissed.

Alexi Voltoy was the nephew of Vladimir Solonik. One of the most powerful men in the country. The Black Market Railroad employed men all over the U.S., picking up girls and trafficking them into Canada and Alaska. Hundreds of women stolen from their lives and sold as sex slaves all over the world. Russia was only a springboard. They had business in every single country.

No one could stop Resnikov and the other Bratva crime lords. They were too powerful.

All I could think of was my friend Katya who was still their property and she was pregnant. Did they threaten to take her baby? End her pregnancy? Beat her for becoming pregnant and losing profits?

I had no clue and that wasn’t okay.

My thoughts were interrupted when a commotion outside the door alerted us and it swung open, banging into the wall. Patriot seemed highly distressed along with Rael as he appeared beside him.

“Mimi, there’s someone at the main gate asking for you.”

Surprised, I didn’t have a clue who would know I was here. “I don’t understand.”

“A young woman. She’s dirty and skinny with short blonde hair. Said her name was Desi.”

Desi! Shit!

Jumping up, I didn’t say another word, rushing out of the room and down the hall, pushing through the people gathered in the common room.

It was dark outside as I ran out the door and into the lot of the compound, heading right for the main gate. Desi was leaning against one of the thick steel poles of fencing, the only thing keeping her upright. Her eyes were bloodshot and she stumbled as she saw me approach. I knew right away that she was drugged with something strong, probably Rohypnol. She was filthy and appeared thinner than the last time I saw her. My heart clenched when I noticed she was holding her side, blood soaking into her shirt and trickling through her fingers, dripping onto the thirsty sand beneath her feet.

Patriot forgot one important detail when he mentioned that my friend was here.

Desi had been shot.
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“Who is this girl?” I asked, hoping Nylah had some kind of idea.

“No clue,” she answered, watching her sister as Mimi demanded that Toad open the gate.

Prospect glanced in my direction and I nodded, keeping an eye on Desi. Seemed like Mimi knew this girl but that didn’t mean she was someone the club could trust. I already stuck my neck out far and so did Rael for these sisters. We weren’t letting anyone fuck with them or put the Royal Bastards at risk.

As soon as the gate was opened wide enough Mimi rushed to grab her friend but I cut her off, lifting my hands. “She needs a doctor, baby. Let me check her over first, okay?”

Mimi was almost frantic with worry but she nodded, following close behind me as I approached Desi.

“Hey, Desi, that’s your name, right?” I asked as I did a quick inventory of her injuries.

Bruises in different stages of healing marked her slender body that ranged from dark purple to fading colors of yellow and brown. There was a deep gash on her left knee that was bleeding as badly as the wound in her abdomen. Old scars marred her skin and proved her life hadn’t been easy for many years. From what I could tell she’d been tortured for a long time.

“Trixie.”

Her words were slurred when she answered, taking a step forward as her knees buckled and I caught her before she had a chance to hit the ground.

“Shit,” I cursed.

Her eyes rolled back in her head as I shouted for Wraith and Exorcist.

“Need a table cleared in the common room so I can check out this wound in her stomach. Looks like a gunshot but I can’t be sure if there’s a bullet lodged inside her until I can get her stable first.”

Wraith and Ex assisted me plenty of times when I had to sew up wounds or remove bullets from our brothers. They knew enough basics that I could count on them to gather the supplies I needed.

Mimi followed me back inside as the music in the clubhouse abruptly turned off and the cigarette smoke began to clear as Wraith swiped across one of the tables. Glasses, bottles of booze, and ashtrays scattered to the floor as I gently placed Desi on the surface. She passed out and it was probably merciful. If I had to dig out a bullet it was going to hurt like a motherfucker.

“Is she going to be okay?” Mimi asked as I glanced her way and cringed at the tears streaking down her face.

“I think so,” I replied honestly, “but she’s going to need a lot of care. I have to inspect this wound in her stomach first.”

My sunshine bit her bottom lip and nodded.

“It would really help if you could get a bowl of hot, soapy water and try to clean her up a bit. She’s dirty and that’s a breeding ground for infection.”

Mimi swiped across her cheeks and gave me a small smile. “Thank you for allowing me to help.”

“Of course.”

The next hour and a half lapsed quickly as I cleaned and disinfected Desi’s wound and removed the bullet. Some asshole really did a number on her but no internal organs were hit. Didn’t know how that was possible but this girl must have had a guardian angel somewhere.

Once that was done, I sewed her up and then washed my hands, glancing down at my patient. The girl was still unconscious and I knew the drugs in her system wouldn’t help her recovery. She needed an IV but I didn’t want to do that here in the common room. She needed a bed first and a room where she could rest without being disturbed.

Lifting my head, I noticed the dull ache in my lower spine for the first time. My shoulders rolled back as I stood up to my full height and glanced around the room. Wraith and Ex were sitting at a table a few feet away, flipping quarters into empty cups and whenever one of them missed they had to take a drink. Snooki was lounging on one of the leather couches next to Mimi and I smiled when I saw that my sunshine fell asleep and her head was resting on Snooki’s shoulder.

Rael was watching Nylah sleeping across from Mimi but he ticked his head in my direction and stood, heading my way with a taunting grin. “There ain’t shit you can’t do, brother. Fuckin’ miracle the way you can heal others.”

“Just knowledge and experience,” I contradicted but the compliment meant a lot coming from Rael.

“Where do you want to put your patient?” he asked, looking down at her with a frown. “I know it sucks because it’s obvious she’s been trafficked or pimped out but I don’t trust her. This chick could have her own agenda and it might hurt my Nylah or Naomi.”

“Agreed.” Tired, I rubbed the back of my neck. “I need to get some sleep. I’m taking Mimi to bed.”

“Yeah, I hear you. I can take Desi to a guest room.”

“Thanks.” Walking over to the couch, I squatted down and picked up my girl, loving the way she instantly snuggled into my body for warmth.

“I’ll stay with Desi,” Snooki offered, “I promised Naomi.”

“She’ll appreciate it.”

“I know. She’s special, Patriot. Try to keep her close.”

“Already planning on it,” I announced, holding Mimi tighter.

Mimi didn’t wake up as I put her in our bed. I hated to break away from her but Desi needed that IV. Didn’t take long to get one going and then I ran pain medication as well as the saline solution to keep her hydrated.

Five minutes later I was out cold, one arm wrapped around the woman I was falling hard for, and nothing felt more right.
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THE BED WAS EMPTY WHEN I yawned and stretched, blinking my eyes as they adjusted to the morning light streaming through the one window in my room. The blinds were shut but that didn’t stop the relentless light of the sun.

My mouth felt like it was full of sawdust and I slipped from the bed, staggering toward the bathroom to take a piss and a hot shower. I grabbed my cut, keys, and smokes from the dresser on the way out the door in search of Mimi only twenty minutes later.

The dining area was empty except for the pain in my ass that never failed to irritate me every chance he got. Rael was eating chow and I pulled my phone from my cut, hissing in displeasure when I noticed the time. 0950. How the fuck did I sleep for so long? Last time I slept in this late was after boot camp. My internal clock never let that happen. Must have been super relaxed holding Mimi most of the night.

“Fuck, Patriot, it’s almost ten.”

I flipped him off, snatching a slice of bacon from his plate.

“Asshole,” he complained as I walked into the kitchen.

Damn. I missed breakfast. The club girls were almost done cleaning up. Becca and Harley were finishing the dishes as Snooki sat on one of the stools and jotted down what appeared to be a grocery list.

She smirked when she saw my sour expression. “Mimi saved you a plate. It’s in the microwave.” She hopped up and snagged a mug, pouring coffee before passing it into my hand. “That girl is ol’ lady material.”

“She sure is,” I agreed, puffing out my chest. “Gonna make sure that happens soon.”

“Glad to hear it,” Snooki announced, spinning around to chat with the other girls. Becca, Harley, and LeeAnn all smiled as I warmed up my plate.

Mimi didn’t realize how deeply those words affected me when she said that the club girls didn’t know what kind of relationship we had. That wasn’t an issue anymore. I wanted her to be respected and treated right. I knew Snooki would take care of that now that I said Mimi was gonna be my ol’ lady.

She flashed me a smile and winked as I chuckled, knowing she asked on purpose in front of the others. No room for error or mistake. I made it clear who Mimi belonged to and what she meant to me.

Snooki was a genius.

Rael was waiting for me as I sat down to eat, shutting his trap for once until I was done. I gulped down half my coffee before he finally spoke.

“Desi is awake. Nylah called off work and went in to see her with Mimi. She was too upset to leave her sister after finding another trafficking victim.”

“Is that confirmed?” I asked, slightly irritated.

“No, but I’m certain that’s how Naomi and Desi met.”

“That’s the logical conclusion,” I agreed gruffly.

“Nylah said Mimi was crying this morning. Just giving you a heads up.”

“That’s not a surprise if what we suspect is true. That’s her friend.”

“Exactly what I said to Nylah.”

“Have you seen Shadow around this morning?” 

He blinked at the change of subject. “Yeah. Stalking Mimi like a lost dog lookin’ for treats.”

“That’s not funny, you fucker.”

Rael snickered as he stood. “Let’s go. I hate when I don’t fucking know what’s going on. Puts me in a shitty mood.”

My lips twitched with humor as I stood and finished off my coffee, heading down the hall to the guest room. Shadow was perched outside and he lifted his chin as we approached.

“Just the three girls inside. No one else.”

“Anyone else come by?” Rael asked, crossing his arms. He seemed a bit agitated and on edge but fuck, he was always that way. Guy was wound up tight.

“Only that new club girl.”

“Neveah?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t let her in.”

That was odd. Why would Neveah want to go into the room?

“Stay sharp, prospect.”

“Always.”

I entered first as Rael hung back, taking everything in. The girls didn’t notice our arrival. Desi was propped up with pillows and talking to Mimi, sniffling as Mimi held her hand.

“He fucking knows, Trixie,” she was saying, “He knows where you are and he’s pissed.”

Mimi shrugged. “I’m not afraid of him.”

“That’s stupid. You should be. Have you forgotten what happened the night Katya told us she was pregnant?”

“No,” Mimi sighed.

“He’s planning to kidnap you and make you suffer before he sells you to the highest bidder. I heard Sean on the phone making threats. He was telling Mikhail Resnikov that you would bring in a big payout and make up for the loss he’s suffered.”

My lip curled into a sneer. No fucking way.

Jones wasn’t coming anywhere near Mimi.

“He’s always been like that. All talk.”

Desi shook her head. “No, this is bad. They’re working with those Scorpion bikers and shit is getting ready to go down. I overheard Sean saying something about a setup.”

Rael moved forward with the confirmation of a threat. “Tell us what you know.”

Desi startled, turning to Rael with wide eyes. “You’re the devil!”

He snorted, shaking his head. “No, but I sure as fuck work for him.”

Chuckling, I couldn’t help finding humor in that statement of truth.

Had to admit his freaky makeup scared people all the time and it was comical. Fucker had a sick sense of humor.

“Not gonna ask again, Desi. Tell us everything you know.”

She swallowed hard and squeezed Mimi’s hand. “They know about the Royal Bastards MC and they’re planning to take you down.”

“How?” I asked, my voice hardly more than a growl.

“I didn’t get all the details. I’m sorry,” she blubbered, a tear slipping down one of her cheeks. “I know they have some warehouse setup for porn that they’re planning to use. I’ve been there a few times. Most of the ride I’m usually blindfolded but the last time I was there I saw the sign outside.”

“What was the name of it?”

“VidComm Industries.”

“Anything else?” Rael asked, taking a threatening stance.

“No. I swear.”

He ticked his head in my direction. “We need to talk to Grim.”

My gaze shifted to Mimi. “I’ll be back soon.”

“Go take care of business. I’m not going anywhere.”

Despite the situation I couldn’t help but grin at those words. “See ya soon, sunshine.”
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“The Scorpions and Russians have a partnership with VidComm Industries,” I announced, staring around the table. Grim started church five minutes ago as we sat down to decide our next move. “Desi confirmed that she’s been to their warehouse a few times and it’s their main porn site.”

“She seemed reluctant to tell us that the BSMC and Russians are working together and they’re planning to set us up somehow,” Rael added. “My guess is that is has something to do with that warehouse and the shipment they’re expecting. I just can’t figure out how that would matter if we’re not the ones supplying the girls.”

Hannibal flicked the metal lighter in his hand open and closed as he frowned. “Got to be another reason.”

“That’s my thought,” I agreed. “We need to put our heads together and figure out what leverage Jones and Resnikov think they have against us.”

“None that I’m aware of,” Grim complained, scowling as he leaned back in his chair. “Those Russians like to play games. We know that shit from Voltoy and Solonik.”

“They do,” Wraith responded, staring in my direction. “Have you talked to Naomi yet?”

“About?” I asked, immediately defensive.

“The shit that went down while she was a captive. She’s got to know some inside shit, brother. Now that Desi is here it’s gonna make having that conversation easier.”

Exorcist shrugged. “He’s right. Club is in danger and the Crossroads is at risk. We can’t take any chances.”

Mammoth’s gruff voiced added to the fuckin’ peanut gallery. “Club comes first, Patriot. Not sayin’ this doesn’t suck but we need to know everything that she does. It’s all our asses on the line.”

They were right. I knew that but I still didn’t like it. “I know.” Scrubbing a hand down my face, I stood to my feet. “The sooner the better. I’ll be in touch when I know something.”

My heart gave a funny little lurch when I thought of having this conversation with Mimi and how it might hurt her to dig into her past. All those rapes, the beatings, the torment. It was fucking cruel to ask her to confront it all but I didn’t have a choice. The club was first and the other lives that we were responsible for that included ol’ ladies and club girls.

I left the chapel and headed straight for the guest room where Desi was staying. Shadow opened the door without a word as I approached, giving me a chin lift as I walked inside. Kid had suddenly become my first choice to protect Mimi and it was a bit weird to admit that I wasn’t pissed at him anymore.

“Katya misses you, Trixie. She’s not doing well.”

“I knew Katya was in trouble when she said she was pregnant. What did they do?”

Desi let out a sob, tucking her chin into her chest. “Sean beat her when he found out. He fucked her up, Trix. When she didn’t miscarry, he said she would stay pregnant and they would sell her baby once it was born.”

Mimi paled, gasping as she shook her head. “No! That son of a bitch!”

Desi was crying hard, her shoulders shaking as she clenched her fists. “I hate him! He’s the vilest human being I’ve ever met.”

“No,” Mimi disagreed, “Resnikov is worse.”

Desi reached out as Mimi accepted her hug and the two women cried together, taking what little comfort they could in such a horrific situation.

“Sunshine?” I called out softly, my heart breaking for both women. “Can we talk?”

I might be a tough biker but I wasn’t that fucking cold.

Mimi immediately leaned back and rose to her feet, releasing Desi and swiping her small hands across her cheeks. “I’ll come back later, Desi. Get some rest.”

Desi nodded, laying back against the bed as her eyes fluttered and the dark circles beneath proved she was exhausted.

Mimi reached for my hand and I took it, intertwining our fingers as we entered the hall, heading toward our room. It was ours. Everything I had belonged to her too. I wasn’t so goddamn full of myself that I couldn’t admit that Mimi was my woman and she could have whatever she wanted. We shared it all.

She sat on the bed when we entered and I dropped beside her, still holding her hand to offer as much support as I could.

“I suppose you want to know about Sean Jones and Resnikov.”

Nodding, I kept quiet, letting her take as much time as she needed to gather her thoughts.

“Sean Jones is a sadistic prick. He likes to rape the girls and keep them guessing which one is next. Solonik liked to choke girls as he fucked them. Alexi liked to beat them. Sean is twisted. He likes to take their ass as they’re being raped and prefers to be the first one who violates every girl that comes in.”

My jaw clicked in anger and I held back my Reaper, realizing that was the one thing I hadn’t revealed yet to Mimi. The final part of who I was before she could accept me for the man that would become her protector and vindicator. It was sure to be shocking when she found out. My body vibrated with rage but I held myself in check, squeezing her hand lightly as she kept talking.

“Mikhail Resnikov is on a whole different level of evil. To put it into perspective, he sold his own niece into slavery. Katya is his family. His sister’s daughter. He’s as ruthless as they come. He stood there when Katya was flown into the U.S. and thought she was here for a modeling contract, watching as she was pushed down to the ground and Sean Jones raped her for over an hour.”

Mimi’s voice cut off as she swallowed hard and my chest heaved, hating this motherfucker with every ounce of breath in my body.

“And what did he do to you?” I asked softly, hating the question, and needing to know at the same time.

“What didn’t he do? You know what Alexi did to me. I was kept chained to his bed on numerous occasions when I wasn’t sucking dick or being used. Sean liked to share me with him. The two of them together,” she paused, gritting her teeth, “was almost too much.”

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out, tugging her onto my lap as I held her as tightly as I dared. 

“I would bleed afterward and they didn’t care, Dale. Resnikov would laugh as he stood by the door, jerking off as I screamed and cried for them to stop. Any reaction only made it worse. I learned to keep quiet and it was usually over faster.”

“Did they know about the Royal Bastards MC?”

“No, not to my knowledge. That must have changed after you saved me.” She sniffled, cradling my face as our eyes met. “I never did say thank you. I don’t know what would have happened but I can’t help but feel that you did more than save my life. You gave me a fresh start and a place to heal. You’ve been my friend and my hope, my anchor, and my lifeline. Without you, I wouldn’t be whole again.”

Her words sparked a fire inside me and I wanted to lay her back against the bed and make love to her, worship her body, and prove to her that sex could be amazing.  My lips met hers in the softest of kisses, pressing with enough pressure and passion that she didn’t doubt how I felt, but not enough to overwhelm her. When we separated, I brushed my thumb across her cheek in a gentle caress.

“It means a lot to me that you opened up like that, Mimi.”

“We both know it needed to happen.”

“Yes, and I should reciprocate.”

Her arms slipped around my neck as I held her in my lap, holding her as close as I could.

“Blackjack was the name of the mission op we chose. Intel provided the location of known terrorists in a tiny town on the outskirts of Afghanistan. My team was made up of some of the best Marines I had the privilege of serving with. Guys I had known for years. Some of them I met in boot camp.”

“You were close,” she responded, understanding.

“Yes. We dropped down in the middle of the night in all our gear, moving in nice and slow as we cleared each area slowly to ensure we didn’t tip off the terrorists. We made it all the way to the house we suspected they were hiding in.”

She bit her lip, sensing the rest of the story didn’t have a happy ending and she was right.

“We forced our way in and that’s when shit got crazy. My team got separated as we took on fire and fought back, closing in on the two leaders that we were supposed to capture if possible but kill if it was necessary. The last room I moved into should have been empty. We cleared it but somehow more of their soldiers moved in behind us.”

“Oh no,” she whispered.

“There was an explosion on two sides of the room. I watched as my best friend blew apart in front of my eyes.” With the memory, my own eyes slammed shut. “I can still see the smoke and debris, smell the gunpowder and metallic tang of blood. It’s like I never left sometimes. The cries of my brothers and the heavy gunfire mix together in my head. I remember the excruciating pain in my back and I knew I was hit. All I kept thinking was that I hoped we got all of those motherfuckers and that I died with my fellow Marines.”

“Dale,” Mimi cried as I opened my eyes again, staring into the liquid pools of sky blue that were swimming in tears. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’ve been lost since that deployment. Never could find my footing or stop having those goddamn nightmares. Everything changed when we met. You helped save me too, sunshine.”

She lifted her hands and showed me her wrists. “See these scars? I tried to take my life one night after Sean and Alexi used me for nearly five hours. I was in so much pain that I could hardly breathe and I just wanted it all to end.”

My fingers rubbed over the scars and I lifted each wrist, placing a kiss on the top. “We’re good together, Mimi. Me and you, we get one another.”

“We do, Patriot. That’s something I’ve never had until now. You make me feel safe and wanted. It means everything.”

His forehead lowered to mine and we breathed together, letting the sorrow and pain of the past drift a little farther away.

“We’re gonna make it, sunshine.”

“When you say that, I actually believe you.”

I kissed her one more time, leaning back to stare at the woman I was positive that I loved. It wasn’t the right time to say those three life-changing words but I would tell her soon.

Right now, I wanted to hold her a little longer and keep the monsters that wanted to tear us apart from closing in.
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The entire day was shot. I couldn’t concentrate for shit even when I filled in the club on my conversation with Mimi. My entire focus was on the woman I wanted to take to my bed and remove the last barriers between us.

My cock was hard all day and I had to keep adjusting, pretending I didn’t notice the knowing looks that Wraith and Rael tossed in my direction. Fucking assholes. They knew my struggle and found it funny as hell that I was suffering.

Mimi sure knew how to tempt my restraint. I found her after church in the common room, sitting on one of the barstools in a yellow dress that was far too short and ended at mid-thigh. Her long tan legs ended in a pair of brown western boots. Looked smooth and silky enough for my hands to roam.

Skin was on display all over her body and my gaze hungrily swept over her bare shoulders and the way her tits were pushed up against the front of the dress and daring neckline. Her hair was pulled up into a ponytail and all I could think was that she looked like an innocent temptress that I wanted to corrupt for hours in my bed.

My tongue swiped across my mouth as I imagined how good she would taste when I dived into her pussy and savored that sweetness for the first time. I should have felt guilty for lusting after a girl who went through as much as she did but all the emotion in my brain was consumed with desire and need. Fuck, she was beautiful.

And her self-confidence was back as she sent me a flirtatious smile. My hand rose and rested over my heart as she blushed. She was so fucking brave to sit here in front of everyone and show off all those scars on her body, baring herself to the members of this club and everyone else. I didn’t see them as something that marred her skin. I saw the courage and determination that brought her this far and was proud to say this goddess was mine.

She was a fucking survivor and a badass. My ol’ lady.

Mimi slid from the stool and sauntered my way, swinging her hips in a seductive movement that stole every single brain cell from my head. Breathing faster, I stood there like an idiot and waited for her to approach, nearly growling when she lifted a hand and brushed her fingertips across my chest.

“Hi, Dale.”

She didn’t use my road name on purpose. Sneaky little seductress.

“I’m feeling a little lonely. You got a cure for that?”

Oh, fuck yeah. “S-sure do, sunshine.”

Rael snickered from somewhere close by and I raised a finger, flipping him off. Who cared if I stuttered? My gorgeous girl was needing me and that was all that mattered.

Not sure how I made it to our room because I blinked and we were standing inside, closed within as she lifted up on her tiptoes. “Would you do something for me?”

Anything.

“I’ve not had a guy between my legs because I wanted him there in a long time.” She blushed, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

“You want me to go down on you, baby?”

Aw shit. I was done for now.

“Yes.”

“Lay on the bed,” I ordered softly, forcing my hands not to reach out and toss her there.

I never wanted to taste a woman as badly as I did right now. Just the thought of crawling between her thighs filled my head with wicked thoughts but it was the trust she was placing in me, the control that really spoke more than any words that could have left her luscious lips.

“You want to take the dress off or leave it on?”

“Uh, off,” she decided, lifting the garment over her head, and throwing it over the closest pillow.

Struck dumb, I greedily devoured her soft curves and flat stomach, imagining all the ways that my tongue would devour her flesh and my teeth would nibble that sweet, soft skin. My Reaper kept pushing to surface and I had to fight hard to keep my control. He wanted to devour her and fuck her hard but that wasn’t today. In the future, oh hell yeah.

Kicking off my boots, I left them beside the bed as I draped my cut over the back of a chair and then ripped off my t-shirt. I didn’t undress any further because I didn’t know where this was leading and I didn’t want her to feel pressured.

Mimi was laying back against the sheets, legs falling open and widening as I crawled onto the bed and settled between them.

“Can I remove your thong?”

Fuck. That red material drew my eye like a flag in front of a bull. Matching bra too. Sexy as motherfucking hell.

She nodded, biting down on her bottom lip.

With as much care as I could, I lifted my hands and tugged the material gently down as she lifted her bottom and slipped the silky lingerie over her feet. My attention focused on her bare pussy and I salivated, needing to know her scent and taste so I could commit it to memory.

Sensing her unease, I chose to keep the interaction between us light, easygoing, even if I caught a brief flash of fear in her pretty eyes. Offering up a salacious grin, I winked at my sunshine right before I stuck out my thick tongue, dragging it across her core.

“Oh!”

Her deep, throaty cry of pleasure spoke to the beast within me and my mouth curved into a smile against the soft pink lips of her pussy at the same moment her hips lifted a couple of inches with involuntary need. My cock pulsed against the mattress and I fought against the urge to remove my jeans. A heavy breath released from my lungs as my hips rocked steadily into the sheets, wishing I was rocking into her instead.

Hungry to be inside her and yet torn with the desire to keep tongue-fucking her sweet little cunt, I slurped and devoured her essence like it was my last meal. Lapping at her delicate folds, I chuckled lightly when her small hands gripped my head, tugging on my hair. My tongue rimmed that tight, sexy hole as she panted, calling out my name.

Nothing ever sounded more addicting.

She slapped her palms on the mattress and then sat up, leaning back on her elbows, watching me as her thighs parted wider, eagerness etched into the feminine and delicate contours of her face. Her eyes lit up with lust and approval as I kept my gaze locked with her own.

She let out a guttural moan as I slid one finger inside her, gently moving in and out at the same time I flicked at her clit with my tongue. Two fingers slid into that wet, tight pussy next and I watched her reaction as she gently began to move in tandem, taking her pleasure from the combination of my fingers and tongue.

It was the most erotic and sensual moment I had ever shared with any woman.

A groan left my lips as she whispered my name like she’d come a thousand times the exact same way.

“Dale.”

I needed more. My fingers withdrew and I sucked each one, knowing I’d be doing this as often as I could. Grabbing her ass and sinking my fingers into that succulent flesh, I held her in place.

“Tell me what you want,” I ordered, my voice little more than a growl.

“Make me cum,” she begged, “please.”

“Please what?”

“Dale, my tough and handsome biker,” she moaned, arching her back, placing that slim throat on display.

Fuck yeah.

The beast in me wanted to sink his teeth into that delicate skin and bite down, claiming her in some wild and primitive way. Fucking barbaric but sexy as hell.

Thrusting my tongue back inside her, I used the same two fingers to bring her to the edge, noticing when she clenched down and a gush of sticky fluid coated my lips. Mimi let out a wail of ecstasy as her body jolted and her hips lifted, desperate to extend her release as long as possible. I never stopped, prolonging it for her until she fell back against the sheets and her eyes widened.

“Oh wow.”

Now that was good for a guy’s ego.

I lifted up and pressed a kiss on her forehead as I saw her eyes close. How fuckin’ adorable. I’d like to wake her up with my head between her thighs. She’d love it.

“Someday, sunshine,” I whispered aloud, thinking she was asleep, “I’ll give you more and you’ll love every moment. Once you’re ready I’ll give you the entire fucking world. I swear it.”

Sitting back, I moved to the edge of the bed and lifted my shirt, ready to tug it back on and let her rest.

“Patriot.”

Startled, I realized she was awake and heard me. “Yeah, baby?”

“Don’t leave.”

“Sunshine, I can’t stay. I want to be with you and I don’t want you to feel rushed.”
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SOMETHING BETWEEN ME and Patriot had changed and the connection we felt for one another was soul deep.

The restlessness I previously felt was forgotten. I was staring into the deep blue of home –– safety, strength, affection –– and nothing could rip this moment away.

When he whispered those words to me, I knew I couldn’t let him walk out that door. I wanted him and I needed to do this because I was tired of living my life in fear or regret.

For the first time since I was rescued, I craved the intimacy we would share, and would almost beg for his lips to caress mine and to be owned by this big biker that I adored with all my heart.

The softness of his gaze brought tears to my eyes.

“I’m asking you to make love to me,” I clarified, watching as his eyes darkened, “I don’t want to wait any longer.”

His reaction excited me. To feel that kind of desire now and be in control of what my body wanted was powerful.

I realized that I didn’t have to conform to what society dictated. I didn’t have to bend and shape myself into some mold that everyone else believed I had to fit. There was only a handful of people that I genuinely cared about in this world. Those were the family and friends that were brave enough to stand by me when my entire world shattered. One man in particular that risked his own broken heart and took a chance on a silly girl that almost ruined her life.

The man that I loved with every breath I took, every beat of my heart.

Dale Leonard Dixon. And if I did nothing else for the rest of my days, I would show him exactly how much he meant to me and how his acceptance, patience, and affection allowed me to heal from the worst kind of abuse.

I sat up and removed my bra at the same time that Patriot stood and unbuckled his jeans, stripping so fast that it was almost funny. The man stood naked and proud, his tattooed chest catching my attention for the first time. Two eagles holding an American flag stretched across his pecs and soared above a row of gravestones that were tattooed across his abdomen. I didn’t have to ask the names that were etched into his skin. These were the Marines he lost overseas. His best friends and brothers he loved and served with until the end.

My gaze dropped lower and I sucked in a breath, impressed by the monster jutting up from between his legs.

“Don’t worry, baby. I’ll take it slow.”

“I know.” Lifting my hand, I waited for him to make a move.

His muscles flexed and bunched as he joined me on the bed, moving between my thighs again. His lips lowered to my calf and slowly worked their way upward, skimming over my core and lavishing attention on both of my breasts, teasing my nipples and sucking until they sharpened into points.

“You have great tits, sunshine. They’re perfect.”

A giggle escaped until he began to massage each one, rolling the tips between his fingers and tugging slightly. My body jolted and the buzzing in my core began again as desire swept through ever inch. An involuntary moan left my lips as he lifted his head and his lips claimed mine, eager to move to the next level. His tongue entered my mouth and it was odd to taste myself but not unpleasant as he deepened the kiss and a sexy growl rumbled his chest.

His body dwarfed my own as he pressed me down and into the sheets. It was that slight movement, the feeling of being caged in that did it. Panicking, my eyes snapped open and I freaked out, shoving against his chest.

“Shit,” he cursed, backing away, and rolling to the side. “Fuck. Forgive me. I didn’t mean to make you feel held down.”

Swallowing hard, I was disappointed in myself. That wasn’t what I wanted to happen.

“Maybe we can try something else.”

“Like?”

“How about you tie me up?”

“What?”

“Yeah,” he replied with a grin. “You’re the one in control. Tie me to the fucking bed and then I can’t move without your consent.”

Holy shit. That sounded naughty and perfect.

“You sure?”

“I’m sure. I want to give you something no one else ever has, sunshine.”

“What?”

“A choice.”

Tears filled my eyes and I blinked them back, knowing that if I didn’t love him before, I would have fallen in love just from that sentence.

“Okay. Let’s do it.”
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“Mimi,” I whispered huskily, brushing my lips over the shell of her ear, “I want you, but if you aren’t ready, baby, you got to let me know.”

She was straddling my waist after tying both of my wrists to the headboard and securing them with a couple of my ties. Been ages since I had a reason to dress up and wear those silky bastards and I couldn’t think of a better reason to use them now.

“I’m fine,” she assured me, pressing a kiss to the side of my jaw. “I’d like to try something.”

Excitement flashed inside my body with enough heat to burn down the entire Crossroads. “Go for it.”

“You don’t want to know?”

“Nope. I trust you.”

Trust. It was so easily given and so easily taken away. I’d thought about trust a lot over the few months that I’d known Mimi. As far as I knew, no man ever proved as worthy of her trust as I did, allowing her to restrain me. I took a bullet to keep her safe. I’d kill again if I needed to protect her.

She slid down the mattress and aligned her head with my cock as my hips bucked and I tried not to imagine how fucking much I wanted her lips wrapped around my dick. That sweet smile of hers was combined with a wickedness that I hoped I saw a lot more of in the future.

Her little pink tongue flicked out and licked her lips as she leaned in, grasping my cock in both of her hands. My head fell back with a curse when she wrapped her hot mouth around the head and began to suck. I jolted and groaned, forcing my hips not to move as she slowly slid down the length, covering my entire erection with a warm hug. I had to see her and it was almost my undoing when I saw her cheeks hollow out and she began to glide up and down my shaft, stopping to suck hard as I began to tremble.

I wasn’t going to fucking last. Not if she kept this up.

“Naomi,” I groaned, “baby, please. I’m gonna shoot my load.”

Her light laugh was infectious and I grinned, tugging at the restraints as the urge to pull her close was denied.

My cock left her mouth with a pop and I pistoned my hips, pumping a couple of times with the need to be inside my girl. She rose up and straddled my waist. I loved that she was smiling and happy. Her tits smashed against my chest and nearly stole my breath.

The softness of her lips met mine and the kiss naturally deepened. I opened and surrendered to her when her tongue sought entrance. The kiss built and so did my hunger.

I was so fucking aroused.

Tying me up was the best choice. I wanted to dominate her, take charge, and control her, and savagely thrust into her body.

It would have been too much.

Mimi broke the kiss and began to stroke my dick with a precision and pressure that damn near killed me. I wanted in this woman so bad that it was the most delicious, sensual torture I’d ever known. My hips lifted and I groaned.

“Fuck, Mimi.”

All the blood in my head rushed south and all I could feel was this connection between her body and mine. We weren’t even having sex yet.

She released me and then slid over my dick with her core, rubbing against it as my body reacted and I lifted off the mattress, connecting with her enough that I felt the dampness of her arousal.

“I need you, baby. I’m about to lose my shit.”

She let out a loud laugh and then reached for my cock, lining me up at her slick entrance. Slowly, she began to lower herself. An inch at a time, I filled her, sliding inside the warmth and softness of her pussy. I must have blacked out because I had no idea how I didn’t start thrusting wildly because she was the one that spoke first.

“You’re so big. I feel full in the best of ways.”

Damn. “You’ve got the best pillow talk, baby.”

Her teeth nibbled her bottom lip. “I’m going to start moving, okay?”

“Please,” I groaned, nearly falling apart.

Mimi’s hips began to swivel as she rode me, grinding down as she found a rhythm she liked. Her pussy grew slicker as the natural lubrication in her body increased the more that she relaxed.

Her tits bounced and it was the sweetest torture not to reach out play with her nipples. I couldn’t quite reach with my tongue but I tried, managing to lick her enough that she squirmed.

“I’ve got to move too,” I warned.

“Do it.”

The beast inside me unleashed and I began pumping hard, lifting off the mattress as much as I was able as I slid into her pussy over and over again. One of the ties pulled free and I reached for her hip, cursing as she gripped my hand and we both moaned.

“Oh, God, I’m so close,” she announced, increasing the speed that she moved those talented hips.

“Touch yourself,” I ordered, watching the way she leaned back and how my cock was thrusting up into her, claiming Mimi as mine with every stroke. “I want to see you play with that clit.”

Her hand dipped down and she strummed that sensitive bundle of nerves, rocking faster as the pleasure intensified.

“Dale!” she shouted and I was glad that her body convulsed, fluids gushing as the proof of her orgasm drenched us both because I was ready to explode.

My body finished at the same time, pumping her full of my cum and it gave me a triumphant caveman satisfaction to know that I branded her as mine, giving a part of me I never dared to share with another. My game was always pull-out. Until now.

The idea of kids suddenly wasn’t so bad as I stared into her eyes, chest heaving, and finding the love that I felt reflected back. She tamed me and didn’t even know it. I belonged to her as much as I claimed her and Naomi Lyla Peters was gonna be my wife someday.

I didn’t doubt that she would make a perfect ol’ lady too.

My free arm wrapped around her waist and I held her, placing a kiss on her head.

“Gotta tell you something, sunshine.”

Her head lifted and the smile that graced her lips lived up to the nickname I gave her the day we met. “Me too.”

“Oh? You wanna go first?”

She flushed. “No.”

“Gotta untie my other hand first.”

She laughed and reached up, untying the silk as it fell to the sheets with a whisper.

Once I was completely free, I brought her in close and stared directly into those blue eyes that I adored so much. “I love you, Naomi. You’ve entered my life and made it worth living again. Fuckin’ can’t imagine it without you now.”

“Dale,” she whispered, “I’m so in love with you too.”

“I want you to be my ol’ lady.” I hoped to fuck she understood what that meant because it was giving her a huge part of myself and the life I loved as a Reaper and brother in the RBMC.

“Okay. I’m not sure what I’d have to do, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Hell yeah, you will. You’re born for this life, baby.”

She lowered her head and rested it over my heart as I wrapped her up into my embrace. “I never would have believed I deserved this kind of future. You’ve shown me that hope exists and it’s okay to let it in.”

I didn’t know what I did in this world right to deserve her sweetness and light but I sure as fuck was glad that I found her that day.

“I know, sunshine. It’s fuckin’ amazing.”
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“Church,” Grim announced, leaning against the door that led into the chapel. I followed him in, moving out of muscle memory more than anything else. My head was up in the damn clouds and it was the first time I could remember being this happy since before I joined the Corps.

“Fuck,” I whispered, sinking into a chair, not paying any attention to my brothers at the table.

“Why you look so fuckin’ scared?” Rael asked, punching me lightly on the arm. “You’re close enough to sit on my lap and I don’t swing that way, brother.”

A few chuckles could be heard around the room as I blinked, scooting into the center of my chair. My ass almost landed on the floor.

A stupid grin twitched my lips. “I’m fucking terrified.”

“Of?” Grim asked, crossing his arms over his chest, wondering why I looked so damn cheerful for a guy who just admitted he was afraid.

“First time I’ve been scared of a damn thing since I took the Devil’s Ride.”

The room went silent.

“I love Mimi.”

“New flash,” Wraith joked. “We’ve all known this for weeks.”

I shook my head. “No, man. I fucking love her. Like ride or die, forever in love with her. Wanna make her my ol’ lady.”

Smiles appeared on the faces of all my brothers.

“Then it’s official,” Grim announced, “Get her a property patch.”

“Fuck yeah. Gonna make it happen this weekend.”

Laughter filled the room as I rubbed the back of my neck, smiling wide enough to look like an idiot.

“She makes me happy. I’m not haunted by my demons anymore and that’s some serious shit.”

“Yeah, it is,” Wraith agreed. “Happy for you, brother.”

Fists pounded the table and I smiled, knowing I could face the future, the uncertainty and threats facing the club, and anything else thrown my way with Mimi by my side.

The doors to the chapel popped open and the company we’d been expecting strolled in. Enforcers from our brother chapters hollered out a greeting and it was leather overload. Back slapping and fist bumps followed as Angel, Scorn, Drake, and Torch filled the room. Ghoul entered last with Wily and it was a loud ruckus as we all joked that the oldest fucker had to come in last.

“Where’s Papa? Goddamn, I can’t show up nowhere without a bunch of shit thrown my way.”

Grim lit up a smoke and inhaled, ticking his head at Ghoul. “Get over here, Ghoul. Missed your big ass causing trouble.”

Ghoul chuckled, making his way across the room as I stopped in front of Angel.

Guy was nearly as tall as I was and had a swagger that most women found attractive. Club girls usually got excited when he stopped by the Crossroads. He had a special gift and I hoped to fuck we never needed to use it.

“Hey, Angel,” I greeted, slapping him on the shoulder as we shook hands. “Glad you could make it.”

“Happy I can help out.”

“Always good to see you, brother.”

He ticked his head toward Rael who flashed him a grin. “What the fuck did you do to your head?”

I snickered when I realized he was talking about the crooked mohawk Rael had been sporting since that morning Wraith tried to shave his head. He never did anything else with it other than try to match the other side and it wasn’t quite right. None of us said anything and decided he could walk around that way all he wanted and didn’t care if it was fucked-up.

Torch couldn’t stop laughing as he shook his head, slapping Rael hard on the back. “I think it suits you.”

“Fuck off, Torch.”

I liked Torch. He could be kind of quiet but he liked to blow shit up and the old saying that the quiet ones were the ones to watch and fear was true. He got off on being a pyro and it was a beautiful thing to witness.

Scorn made his rounds and we gripped hands, shaking hard. That brother was always intense. Guy was grim and barely cracked a smile. Never knew if the fucker was coming or going but I wouldn't want anyone else watching my back. He pulled me in for an all-man back slap and I returned the favor, laughing as I caught his squint.

“Ready to beat some Russian ass, Patriot.”

“That’s why you’re here,” I responded, feeling more prepared with the extra muscle.

That left Drake and he was a brother that walked close to the edge. He loved to inflict pain. Guy got off on torture and liked to make his enemies bleed. Drake was sick as fuck and he was perfect if our plan worked and we had a chance to teach those Russians a lesson.

“Feelin’ antsy, Patriot. Hate that fuckin’ feeling. Just want to pull my knives out and cut some fuckers up.”

A loud laugh left my chest and I shook my head. “Missed you, brother. Never boring when you’re around.”

“Damn straight.”

The chapel was crowded but we managed to find everyone a chair as Grim took his seat at the head of the table. “You all know why you’re here. We’ve got a shit storm brewing. Scorpions MC is fucking with us which ain’t news you all haven’t heard before but they’re working with those Russians from the Black Market Railroad and this trafficking ring that’s been stealing girls on our turf.”

“Fuck that,” Angel spat.

“Not gonna be a problem for much longer,” Drake added.

“This is a bit personal for me,” I admitted, meeting eyes with every one of my brothers, “My ol’ lady was a victim. They trafficked Naomi for three years before I found her. Saved her life when we took out Voltoy and Solonik but it’s not over.”

“Voltoy and Solonik?” Ghoul asked. “Isn’t that the same asshole that worked with Rancid?”

“Sure is,” Rael fumed, “Solonik ordered the hit on my sister Willow. Don’t regret a motherfucking second of his death or Rancid either. They had an American business partner we just learned about. Guy named Sean Jones. He’s supposed to be a big Hawaiian dude with a bald head.”

A few of my brothers mumbled under their breaths, disgusted looks on their faces. There was no love lost with Rancid’s death.

“And then there’s the new V.P. since Razr’s ass is stuck in prison,” Grim announced, “Fucking guy named Rattler.”

“Rattler?” Drake asked, “What the fuck?”

“We interrogated a prospect and learned Rattler’s taking things over for Razr. Has a huge tattoo of a rattlesnake going from the side of his face to his chest.” Wraith was puffing away on one of his expensive Cuban cigars as he spoke. “Haven’t been able to find shit on him. He’s elusive as a goddamn ghost.”

“Christ,” Exorcist blurted out, “This shit is fucking aggravating.”

“We’ve got a plan,” Grim reminded everyone. “Prospect said there was a meeting scheduled between Jones and Resnikov. The Russian is the guy in charge. We want them all but especially him. He’s coming to inspect his product and make a few decisions on the girls. That’s when we make our move.”

“And that happens when?” Scorn asked, cracking his knuckles.

“Tomorrow night.”
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“HOW ARE YOU FEELING, Desi?”

“Better.” She winced when she tried to sit up and I could see that movement was still painful. Patriot gave her some heavy painkillers but a gunshot to the stomach was going to need a long while to heal.

“Feeling up to a shower yet?”

“Yeah. Snooki promised to help me later.”

“She’s a good friend,” I observed. “I really like her.”

“Me too. She seems to understand what I’ve been through which makes me feel less judged.”

“I know. I get that vibe from her too.”

There was a knock on the door and Shadow peeked in. “Can I talk to you for a minute, Naomi?”

“Sure.” I gave Desi a hug and then headed out into the hall. “What’s up? You seem agitated.”

He was bouncing on the balls of his feet and there was something close to a crazed look in his eyes.

“I found out the name of the Russian that killed Stefanie,” he growled, pacing the back and forth in front of me. “His name is Resnikov. Same motherfucker that hurt you. Why didn’t I put that together until now?”

“Shadow, I don’t like where this conversation is heading.”

“All those enforcers from the other chapters arrived. I didn’t mean to overhear what they were sayin’ but it was hard to miss. Those guys are loud as fuck. I heard what they’re planning to do.”

I didn’t want to know. Things were good between me and Patriot. For once I wanted to have a little peace and not worry about the Russians and the threat against my life.

“Don’t tell me.”

He narrowed his eyes, scoffing. “This is your life, Naomi. Those assholes want you dead. You said so yourself.”

I threw my hands up in frustration. “What do you want me to do, Shadow? Chase them down with a gun and hope my aim isn’t off?”

“No,” he replied with venom, “I’m just sayin’ that I’m not sitting on the sidelines for this. I couldn’t protect Stefanie but I can protect you.”

Shit. I didn’t understand his meaning until now. “No way. I love you for this but you’re not going out there and getting yourself killed.”

He looked offended. “I’ve known how to ride a bike since I was twelve and I shot a gun for the first time when I was eight. I’m not an idiot.”

Throwing my arms around him, I hugged him tight. “You know I care about you like family, right? I can’t lose you. Promise me that you won’t go.”

He hugged me back, pulling away to pat me on the top of the head with a lopsided grin. “Knew it. I’m too badass for the ladies to resist.”

Whatever. He was pretty adorable. “You’re so stuck up.”

“Nah, just confident.”

“Don’t go out there, please.” Begging wouldn’t help. He wasn’t going to listen.

“Can’t promise shit, Naomi. Gotta do what I need to and that’s the way it is.”

He left me standing there in a panic as he rushed off and there was nothing that I could say to change his mind. No one was around either. Patriot was still in church. Grim and all the other members were also inside. I didn’t have a soul that I could tell to prevent Shadow from taking off.

“Fuck!” I shouted, spinning around to head toward Rael and Nylah’s room. My sister would know what to do and if she didn’t then I could find Snooki and ask her.

“Hey, Naomi,” Neveah called out, cutting me off before I could get to my sister.

She appeared out of nowhere. Kinda creepy.

“Uh, hi.”

I didn’t like this girl. She was jittery and seemed ready to jump out of her own skin.

“Can we talk?”

Right now? “Can this wait? I really need to speak with Nylah.”

“Nope. Sorry, honey,” she blurted before I felt a sharp prick in the back of my neck.

Stunned, I knew what she injected me with right away. The same drug Alexi used to use to make me docile. All inhibitions left and you followed what anyone wanted blindly without the ability to object or fight back.

That fast . . . I lost my ability to choose again.

Devastated, I stared into the sad smile that Neveah sported as she led me down the hall and outside, sneaking around the building to her car. The trunk was popped and she gestured for me to get inside, helping me in as I resisted the urge to cry.

I’d come so far, made such wonderful progress, and it wasn’t enough. I was on my way back into the world that would make me suffer before my life was ended in pain and humiliation.

I, Naomi Lyla Peters, was a victim. Again.

The car rumbled as Neveah started the engine and we glided up to the front gate. I wanted to shout, to kick and scream, to fight and let someone know that I was locked inside the trunk.

None of that was possible.

As the gates shut behind us and we merged onto the highway, I knew that my final minutes on this earth were approaching and I hoped with all my heart that Patriot wouldn’t do something stupid when he learned of my death.
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“Wait until you meet my sunshine,” I bragged, slapping Angel on the shoulder, “She’s the sweetest thing you ever saw.”

“I bet,” he laughed. “She’d have to be sweet to put up with your miserable ass.”

That wasn’t wrong. Shaking my head, I walked out of the chapel and headed toward the bar. “What you want to drink, Angel? Becca here will hook you up while I go find my ol’ lady.”

Becca was already filling beers as Harley helped her. Struck me as kinda odd that Neveah wasn’t back there since that’s one of the reasons she was brought on.

“Take your time,” Angel answered, ticking his head toward Becca. “Give me your best whiskey, honey.”

Whistling, I was happy as fuck to finally call an end to church and go find my girl. I missed her and hated the separation even if it was only for a few hours. I’d only admit that to her because Rael would never let me hear the end of it but Mimi was an addiction and obsession that I was thrilled to pursue. 

I’d given up some of my other bad habits months ago. There was a time when I was hardly sober but I saw the error of my ways, especially after I realized they only helped increase my sour mood and nightmares. I smoked weed on occasion but kept the alcohol to a minimum. Wasn’t easy in the environment I lived in but I found a way with Grim and Wraith’s help.

Finding balance was getting less difficult every minute that Mimi remained in my life. My Reaper was satisfied with sharing her and our need to feed on souls and their fear. A bargain we mutually found acceptable.

Mimi wasn’t in our room when I went there first and that wasn’t surprising. She was spending a lot of time with Desi. Nylah was often with them and it made me smile to see how much Mimi had grown. She was making friends all over the club. Snooki was determined to become one of her closest ones. Wasn’t my idea to make all those cinnamon rolls. She did that on her own. Smart chick.

Back in the hall, I shut the door and locked it, heading further down to the guest room. No one answered when I knocked. That was strange but maybe Desi was sleeping and Mimi was already back in the common room.

My Reaper was feeling a bit edgy and concerned but I didn’t feed into it. There wasn’t a reason to worry. The Crossroads was locked up tight.

Angel must have noticed my agitation when I returned because he tossed back the remainder in his glass and slid from the stool. “What is it?”

“I can’t find Mimi.”

He arched a brow, studying me before he spoke. “I think you better find out.”

Well, no shit. I was working on that but I appreciated that he was trying to help.

Becca was talking to Harley and the two girls laughed over a joke I couldn’t hear when I rushed forward, slapping my hands on the bar top. “Have either of you seen Mimi?”

Both girls shook their heads.

“What about Neveah? Doesn’t she work up here at night?”

Becca shrugged. “Sometimes she doesn’t show up. I think she’s seeing one of the brothers on the side and is keeping it a secret.”

That made sense but my intuition wasn’t buying it. Neither was my Reaper. With a growl, I spun around, shouting for Snooki.

“Hey, Patriot, what’s the matter, honey?”

“I can’t find Mimi and Neveah is missing too. She’s not working the bar.”

Snooki paled. “She told me she wasn’t feeling well earlier. I told her to take the night off.”

At the top of my lungs, I yelled for the room to quiet. Didn’t give two fucks who didn’t like it. “Has anyone seen Naomi or Neveah?”

Toad stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Neveah left about an hour ago.”

Furious, I stomped toward him and got in his face. “Prospect, did you let a club girl leave the Crossroads without permission from a club member?”

He shook his head. “No. I left to take a piss and when I got back, one of those assholes out there said he let her out of the gate. Didn’t know it would cause such a ruckus. I’m sorry, Mr. Dixon.”

Fucking Denali brothers and their extra help.

My gaze cut to Grim and he snarled, heading out the front door and into the lot. None of the guys that Vince and Antonio sent were still there. Only Spook, the other prospect.

“Fuck!” Grim roared, pulling his gun from his cut. “We’ve been played.”

Spook was out cold as we rushed forward, everyone on high alert. He’d been hit over the back of the head and had a nasty bump. This was a planned effort. It was clear that the Denali brothers were no longer on our side and that was bad news.

What did that mean for our shipments and the drugs we moved for Salazar? Were they working for the Russians and the Scorpions now? Fuck!

I didn’t have time to think that over as I realized it wasn’t just the club that was betrayed. A strangled cry of rage left my lips when I figured out that Naomi was a target and she was taken. Didn’t take a genius to put that together.

Brothers were right on my six as I ran back inside and down to Desi’s room. The door was flung open as I rushed in but it was too late.

Desi’s lifeless eyes stared up at the ceiling. She had a small smile on her lips like she was happy to go and finally found peace. Years of abuse catapulted her into the only end that set her free. It was heartbreaking. After all the effort I went through to save her she was killed by someone the club trusted.

That bitch Neveah was going to wish for death before I finished with her.

Seething, I didn’t think I could handle anymore until the final piece of this disastrous puzzle clicked into place.

My phone began buzzing in my cut and I yanked it free, staring down at the screen as I saw Sean Jones’ number. He wanted to video chat. Motherfucker.

Swiping across the screen, I held it up and snarled, “Jones.”

Even when my heart told me he had her my head tried to argue. I didn’t want it to be true.

“Got a little surprise for you, Patriot. There’s a link I sent via text. If you click on it, you’ll find an online auction happening in the next couple of hours.”

I wanted to reach through the phone and rip out his spine as he spoke but I needed every piece of information he gave me right now to save Mimi’s life.

“The prize? Oh, it’s to watch an exclusive online event.”

I was going to kill this son-of-a-bitch.

“Wanna know which girl all ten guys will be fucking?” he chortled with glee.

The camera on his phone panned the room and landed on Mimi. My ol’ lady was stripped down to her bra and thong.

That wasn’t the worst part. Her wrists and ankles were tied to the bed as she lay there, not even fighting against what he intended. The glassy, faraway look in her eyes proved he drugged her and she would be unable to do a damn thing. Her lips were moving and I caught one word spoken with apathy, but it meant more than anything else she could have said.

“Flag.”

She repeated it over and over, slurring as her head lolled to the side.

My baby was crying out her safe word.

And if I didn’t find her in time, she was going to be used for this sick pervert’s pleasure.
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“She’s too heavily sedated, you stupid bitch. I don’t want her unconscious.”

I was propped up against the wall in an abandoned room, my butt resting on the hard concrete floor. Vaguely, I recognized Sean’s voice and Neveah as the two argued.

“I did exactly as you asked, baby,” she purred, dropping to her knees. “You’re tense. Want me to give you a blowie?”

He exhaled a heavy breath and then nodded, standing there as she unbuckled his pants and yanked them down, freeing his cock as he groaned.  There was no affection or gentleness in the way she began sucking on his dick or the subsequent way he gripped her head, using both hands to fuck her mouth as she gagged and tears slipped down her cheeks, mixing with her mascara.

He forced her to remain still as he used her, nearly violent in the way his hips thrusted. The cold, emotionless way he stared down at her as if she was a worthless whore and she deserved this punishment made my skin crawl.

I wanted to shut my eyes and ignore the grunts of his pleasure as he came, shooting his load down her throat before he shoved her away like she was a piece of trash.

“Get cleaned up. I hate it when you look fucked-up.”

Neveah rose to her feet, a bit unsteady on her heels, and walked into the nearest bathroom.

Sean sauntered my way and crouched, grasping my chin as he lifted it, lining up my eyes so I could see him clearly. “If I didn’t just cum, I would fuck you raw before your video goes live.”

There was no reaction because I wasn’t able but internally, I wanted to scratch his eyes out.

“You’re gonna be the toy in the middle of an upcoming gang bang. No rules. Nothing taboo. The winner of the auction gets to decide each and everything that’s done to you.” He laughed but there was no humor in it. “Just think. Some sicko is paying to watch you get brutalized in every hole by ten of the biggest guys I could find. Monster dicks. When they take your ass, it’s gonna hurt.”

Fuck you, Sean Jones!

“We should get you ready.”

He picked me up, striding over to the bed as he dropped me in the middle. I spotted the camera that was set to record and every memory of moments like this in the past rushed to the surface as a whimper escaped my lips.

Sean paused and leaned down, smacking one of my cheeks. “Don’t get any ideas about trying to fight. I’ll use as many drugs as I need to keep you docile. Personally, I’m excited. You want to know why?”

When I didn’t answer, he laughed with a shrug.

“Oh, that’s right. You can’t speak.”

Asshole.

The final surprise is that I’m coming in after the rest of them and I’ll fuck you through all the blood, cum, and fluids that are left over. The best part? I’ll make sure those drugs are wearing off so you can scream.”

Bile tried to rise up in my throat and I swallowed it down, knowing these weren’t idle threats. Sean Jones would do everything he said and probably more.

“Let’s get you undressed and then we can call Patriot. Can’t wait to show him the video. That Royal Bastard is never going to arrive in time.”

I wondered at that moment how Sean Jones knew so much about me, Patriot, and the Royal Bastards and then it clicked. Neveah. She was a mole inside the club. A dirty rat that fed Intel to Sean and Resnikov.

This was all her fault and if I had a chance to make her pay, I would.

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

[image: Text, letter  Description automatically generated]

“WE NEED TO HURRY,” I announced, glancing down at the video where Mimi was in full view, the counter on the side of the auction climbing higher and faster as the clock counted down.

Usually, I rode my bike everywhere but Grim suggested that I ride in the cage because we didn’t know how many girls were being held or prepared for transport, or what condition they were in.

Mimi was sedated and wouldn’t be able to hold onto me so my Harley didn’t make sense.

Every second that I wasn’t at that warehouse made my Reaper pissed off. I couldn’t hold him back and I didn’t want to try. Angel, Ghoul, Scorn, Drake, and Torch had all seen our Reapers before and understood what we did. Scared the fuck out of some club brothers and others loved it.

Either way, it didn’t change facts.

The Tonopah chapter of the Royal Bastards reaped souls for the devil and we didn’t fucking give a shit whose souls were taken as long as Lucifer Morningstar held up his end of the bargain.

The only thing keeping me from ditching everyone else and heading out solo was the fact that we knew the location Mimi was being held. Desi told us about that warehouse and VidComm Industries before she died. It was the single most important piece of Intel we received.

If I could have hunted and tracked her down that way, I would have but my Reaper didn’t work that way. We needed to have a specific scent like a hound or sense the terror of our victim first. Sharks only needed a drop of blood. I only needed a hint of fear. None of that existed right now and it was frustrating as fuck.

Doubt clouded my thoughts and I pounded the dashboard, yelling for Wraith to drive faster. He insisted on driving since I wasn’t in the right frame of mind and he wasn’t wrong.

“Calm the fuck down. We’re almost there.”

“Why does this warehouse have to be out in the middle of the fucking desert?”

“Because it’s all illegal shit, dumbass.”

Flipping him off, I didn’t feel any better. We were down to ten minutes. That was cutting it too goddamn close.

“What if they start early?”

“They won’t. Greedy fuckers will want as much money as they can get.”

His logic made sense and I lit up another cigarette, smoking the tenth one since we left the Crossroads.

“Fucking hell, Patriot. I don’t even smoke that much with my cigars.”

“Don’t fuck with me right now, Wraith.”

“Hey, I offered to ride with you before Rael could hop in. How do you think you’d be feeling right now if this long ass drive was with him?”

“I’d have killed him before we made it here.”

Wraith let out a loud guffaw, keeping his foot pressed down on the gas pedal. We probably tore up the entire undercarriage of this van but I didn’t care. The shop could fix it later.

Holding up my phone, I watched Mimi, swallowing hard. “I’m coming, sunshine. Hold on for another few minutes.”

The tires squealed as we slid along the sand and rolled toward the warehouse. I could see the building in the distance and lifted my bandana, covering my face as Wraith did the same. We didn’t know what kind of cameras they used outside but we weren’t taking chances.

As soon as the van stopped, we jumped out, and pulled our guns, aiming toward the warehouse windows and doors as my brothers all did the same. I heard all the bikes and the second van that Rael drove as they skidded to a halt. The sudden silence after all those engines was deafening.

The concrete façade of the building was crumbling in several areas and overgrown weeds, cactus, and broken glass littered the heated sand. Even the snakes and lizards were keeping their distance from this house of horrors.

Gunfire erupted around us as we advanced on the building and kept Angel, Scorn, Drake, Torch, Wily, and Ghoul behind us. In our Reaper forms we were invincible but not the other enforcers. Angel was right behind me as Wraith and I entered from the south, followed by Grim, Mammoth, and Drake who went west. Rael, Scorn, and Exorcist went east. Ghoul, Wily, and Diablo approached from the north and entered the other door at the same time we busted in.

I lost the video feed in the chaos and I couldn’t be sure if the auction was interrupted or not. “Find Naomi!” I shouted, not caring if anyone heard that I was here.

Brothers split off as we began searching rooms on the first floor, subduing the Scorpion MC members we found and tying them up for later.

No sign of any Russians, Jones, or Mimi.

There was a second floor and I climbed the stairs two at a time, hoping like hell that I found her fast before something went wrong and she was hurt. Up until that point I’d been anxious but as my training kicked in and the Marine focused on his mission, my brain shut off, going into lethal mode.

I was cool, calm, and ready to fucking do whatever was needed.

A bullet hit the wall right next to my head and I snarled, rushing forward until I slammed into the guy hiding behind a row of metal filing cabinets. The whole area looked old and dated with stained carpet, ancient computers, and dusty office chairs.

I heard a shout and then a commotion as I shoved the guy aside and heard Wraith firing his gun as the thug cried out in pain. There were several rooms going left and right on this floor and I chose the left first, my gut telling me that Mimi was close. Lifting my boot, I kicked the door in and found that motherfucker Jones on the bed. He had an arm wrapped around her neck and a gun pointed to her temple.

“Try anything and I will kill her without hesitation.”

My heart was pounding as my Reaper laughed sardonically. This was too easy. Did Jones actually think he was going to survive this?

“I’ll give you one chance to lower that weapon. You still won’t live but I’ll give you a quicker death than you deserve.”

“Fuck off, Patriot.”

Okay then. Couldn’t say I didn’t warn him.

My Reaper lunged forward so fast that Jones never saw the movement. I had the gun yanked from his hand and his body suspended in the air, dangling as his feet scraped along the ground by the toe of his shoes.

“You will die, Sean Jones, and I will enjoy your suffering.”

The guttural tone belonged to the Reaper alone and when Jones realized that I wasn’t entirely human he whined like a little bitch.

“I’m sorry! Please, please don’t kill me!”

Pathetic.

“There will be no mercy.”

The guy’s heart was beating so fast I thought he would have a heart attack and I grinned wide, letting him see the Reaper as his death approached.

“Patriot!” Wraith shouted.

His panicked voice snatched my attention and I dropped Jones as Rael rushed forward and snapped zip ties around his wrists and ankles. Hogtied, he was hoisted up and carried down the stairs, awaiting further punishment back at the Crossroads.

My Reaper receded as I rushed to Mimi’s side, pulling her into my arms as I frantically searched for a pulse. I was so freaked out that I couldn’t tell if she had one or not. All the drugs in her system were probably too much and I didn’t know what to do. We were hours away from the closest hospital or medical facility.

All my training didn’t mean shit when I didn’t have the right equipment close.

“Angel!” I shouted, my voice hoarse with the thought that I could lose Mimi so tragically after all we’d been through. “Save her!”

“If she’s gone,” he swallowed hard, “I can’t.”

Chest heaving, desperation forced me to beg. “Please, you’ve got to try.”

He nodded, scooting closer as he placed his hands on her body and closed his eyes. I didn’t know what he was doing and was far too distracted to notice. All I knew was that Angel had a special gift just like we did with our Reapers. We took souls and claimed them for death. Hs saved them and brought their souls back from the brink.

I wasn’t the praying kind and if I did it would only be to Lucifer. The devil held a lot of power and I understood where my own originated from.

The seconds dragged on. Nothing happened.

“Angel!”

He didn’t answer.

My heart broke and I didn’t want to believe that she was gone.

“No,” I breathed out, “Fuck. Please, come back to me, sunshine.”

“Oh shit!” Wraith cursed as Angel collapsed, blacking out next to me on the bed.

What the fuck?

“Dale,” a tiny, sweet voice whispered, and I looked down, catching the exact moment that Mimi opened her eyes.

My heart felt like it would burst from my chest as I lowered my forehead to hers, clutching her close as a ragged breath left my lungs. “You came back to me.”

“I don’t think I left.”

“Good. Don’t ever scare me like that again.”

“You?” she teased. “Nothing scares you.”

Her eyes closed and I watched her chest, the steady rise and fall, and I knew that she was going to live.

“Let’s go home,” I announced as I stood, carrying Mimi toward the exit. “We’ve got a little justice to dish out.”
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“I want to do one more thing before we leave.”

Grim already knew what I was going to ask as I turned to Torch.

“You got all your shit with you, right?”

His eyes lit up and he rubbed his hands together. “Of course!”

Torch seemed to know his shit. He had a special mix of fuel and oxidizer that he called Big Bang. Yeah, no fucking kidding. Bottles of the mixture were left in each corner of the warehouse we just busted and every single one set with a timer. I was lookin’ forward to the aftermath of this.

Torch pulled his phone free and then showed me the app installed, his icy blue eyes gleaming with anticipation.

“Grim?”

“Go for it, Torch.”

“Light this fuckin’ place up, brother!” I shouted, thrilled that this warehouse would never imprison another woman again.

Multiple explosions lit up the fucking night as we stood and watched the flames consume the building, caving it in as the fire burned every trace of the Black Market Railroad into nothing but ash.

Hollering and whistles could be heard from the brothers that remained at my side with Grim. A few were on their way back with the second van and Rael. I watched that warehouse burning to the ground and caught the grins on all their faces. They enjoyed the fire but that wasn’t what excited them the most.

It was the anticipation for the bloodletting to come.

Sean Jones was about to face the Reaper.

The fury of hell didn’t belong to the Tonopah chapter alone. Royal Bastards in every chapter danced with the devil. The club was everything and the brotherhood led by the skull and crown were the most ruthless bastards of them all.
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“THERE’S NO SIGN OF Resnikov,” Xenon informed me, standing at the bottom of the stairs. “I wanted you to know I’m still searching. We’ll find him.”

“Appreciate that, Xenon.”

“I’m tracking Vince and Antonio and the whole fucking Denali family. They’ve gone underground.”

Grim dropped his cigarette and stomped it into the ground. “This is going to have serious repercussions with Salazar. Keep looking for those assholes and let me know when you find them.”

Xenon dipped his head and then trudged upstairs, a determined look in his eyes. He would find what we needed. It was a matter of when, not how.

Grim lowered his voice, watching as Mammoth punched Jones in the gut. We gathered down in the dungeon two hours ago and were still going the rounds, letting every brother here get a hit on him before I reaped his fucking soul. “Have you seen or heard from Shadow?”

I shook my head. “No. What about Rael?”

He rolled his shoulders. “No. Kid has me worried.”

Shadow proved he could handle shit better than any prospect we had in a long time. He was smart and deadly even before he took the Devil’s Ride. I wasn’t worried about him at all. “He’ll come around. He’s working through a lot of shit, pres. I know that burden.”

Grim understood. “I feel you.”

“Angel still asleep?”

“Yep. Took everything out of him when he helped Naomi.”

“I owe him my thanks.”

“How is she?”

“Resting. Nylah is in with her.”

“I told Toad not to move his ass from that doorway.”

A laugh tumbled from my lips. “He’s listening.”

Ghoul and Wily were taking their turn on Jones next. His fingernails were yanked away one by one followed by some of his teeth. The two brothers seemed to play off one another and enjoyed the tormented screams that Jones couldn’t hold back.

Scorn stepped up with Drake. Both held blades in their hands and I nearly cringed.

This was gonna hurt. I couldn’t wait to taste Jones’ fear.

Sadistic smiles of pleasure crossed both faces as Jones was sliced, gouged, and marked for death. His howls of agony were music to my ears. Drake slid the tip of both blades up and over Jones’ cheekbones, smiling when he saw the thin streaks of blood left behind that began to slowly drip downward. Each cheek was carved with the letter R for rapist.

Scorn stepped in as Drake set the blades aside and held Jones’ head back by the roots of his hair.  "Shhh. Shhh. Hurts like fuck at first but you'll get used to the pain." The knife gleamed in the low lighting until it plunged into our prisoner’s thigh, jabbing into the thick meat down deep, and Scorn twisted the blade. He let out a guttural groan of pleasure as Drake adjusted his dick with his other hand and flashed a wicked smile.

Sick bastards.

Jones continued to wail as the knife stayed lodged in place.

Grim was silent so long I nearly forgot he was still standing next to me. He wasn’t fazed by the carnage. “I told Naomi but I’m telling you too. Gave each of those girls we found at the warehouse a choice. They could go wherever they wanted. Rael took a couple to the hospital. Mammoth dropped half of them at the police station and that shit is gonna be all over the news.” A dark chuckle left his lips. “Hope that pisses off Resnikov.”

Grim was silent so long I nearly forgot he was still standing next to me. “I told Naomi but I’m telling you too. Gave each of those girls we found at the warehouse a choice. They could go wherever they wanted. Rael took a couple to the hospital. Mammoth dropped half of them at the police station and that shit is gonna be all over the news.” A dark chuckle left his lips. “Hope that pisses off Resnikov.”

“It will.”

“Rattler is still a wildcard. Never saw him or Resnikov. Got to be more to their plan than we saw.”

“I think you’re right.”

“How did Mimi take the news about Desi?”

“She’s sad. It broke her heart. None of the girls we rescued were Katya. She’s still out there somewhere and Mimi is worried.”

“There’s no way to find her unless Xenon has some kind of magic trick I don’t know about.”

“We’ll just have to wait and see.”

The last of my brothers took their hits and then everyone backed off, leaving me with my prey. My Reaper hissed with anticipation as I closed in, stalking forward as I cracked my knuckles.

“You’re nothing. Worthless biker trash.” His words slurred and I was surprised he could still speak. Every part of his body was bruised, bleeding, and swollen. Nothing he said mattered anyway. I didn’t bother to reply.

Closing my eyes, I let my Reaper’s power surface, sensing two of Jones’ biggest fears. One, spiders. Two, fire.

I thought it was comical that a guy who raped women and trafficked them all over the world could be afraid of such minor things.

The spiders were the easiest so I used them first. Overly large black widows should do the trick. I imagined how each of their hairy, spindly legs would tickle and cover his skin, skittering across his flesh before they bit down, injecting him with venom.

The results were better than I hoped. Jones was left enough chain to be able to move slightly but not reach any spots on his body. He could move his arms and legs about four inches but that was it. His whole body wiggled as he tried to smack at his flesh. Panicked, he looked like a demented clown dancing for the prince of hell.

I added the next layer and could almost smell the smoke and ash, feel the heat and sizzle as the flesh burned. Every single inch of his skin began to slowly heat up and sweat beaded on his forehead and dripped into the blood on his face. Flames erupted in my mind and I tilted my head back, roaring at the top of my lungs when Jones’ cries of terror and screams of pain reached their peak.

My Reaper fed on that fear, pulling in all the anguish and suffering with it like he was dining on the sweetest and most delectable morsel ever made. He was full to the point of overindulgence and I felt almost drunk off his excess.

This was what I was created for, what I lived for, what I needed. Bishop was right. Nothing else satisfied quite like feeding the beast what he craved.

When I locked eyes with Jones, I could see the terror within as he realized he was going to die. He let out a whimper and then begged for mercy. There was none to give. He never granted any in life when it was within his power and I would offer none now.

“Tell Lucifer I said hello,” I bellowed, balling my fists as I let my Reaper surface and he swiped with the scythe, slicing into the barrier that united flesh and spirit. Jones’ blackened soul was shredded apart as I hacked away, leaving nothing but the pieces that would be gobbled up in hell. A meal fit for a demon king.

The ground split open and he was sucked in, yanked below the surface that was only visible for a few seconds.

Without a word, I turned and rushed up the stairs, in a hurry to reunite with Mimi. Her smile brightened as I entered the room, the sunshine that balanced my light and lit up my whole fucking world.

She was everything.

My lips claimed hers the moment I was close enough, slamming down as I lifted her and we fell down on the bed. Our clothes were hastily tossed aside and only when I slid inside her, did I feel completely free. Cradling her face, my thumb swept across her soft skin.

“I love you, Mimi.”

“You better.”

Our fingers intertwined and I lost myself in her, the moment, and the knowledge that I found my reason to fly just like she did and it was absolutely gonna be my longest ride.

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

“YOU READY?” I ASKED, smirking when I saw Mimi’s snug t-shirt that stretched across her tits tight enough for me to become hard again and we just went three rounds in the bed.

“Yep.”

“No concern? No regrets?” I pressed, making sure my girl was gonna be okay with what was about to happen.

“I’m good.” She winked and then puffed out her chest. “Remember when you said you liked your flag on everything you own?”

“Yeah, baby.”

“Well, I’m just reminding you that I’m included.”

Goddamn. I was staring at perfection. “Shit. Now I want to feast on your pussy and taste your cum again.”

“So naughty,” she teased, reaching for my hand. “Let’s roll out.”

Someone must have taught her that and it was adorable.

“Before we leave,” I began, “there’s something I need to show you.”

She waved a hand in dismissal. “If it’s about that crazy demon thing inside you then don’t worry.”

Blink. Blink.

“I already saw him at the warehouse and he winked at me.”

What. The. Fuck.

She giggled at my look of surprise. “Yeah. I saw him right before I passed out. He’s vicious looking but sexy.”

A rumble echoed deep in my chest as a low growl left my lips.

“See? He loves me too.”

I’d heard and seen just about everything but this beat it all.

“Oh, and he likes to surface and say hi sometimes when you’re asleep.”

My eyes widened. “Are you fucking with me?”

“Totally,” she laughed, squeezing my hand. “But I do think he’s badass.”

Pride puffed out my chest. “You’re my ride or die, sunshine.”

“Good. Get me on that bike. I want to feel freedom again.”

A chuckle left my lips and we were on Hwy 95, rolling down the exit to our destination an hour later. Mimi stood and pulled off her helmet as we stopped, handing it over.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Take your time, my sunshine.”

In the distance, Snooki stood next to a girl that was buried in the hot sand up to her shoulders. Her face was streaked white with the remnants of her salty tears. 

I watched my girl give Snooki a hug before she crouched down and punched Desi in the face. The betrayer’s head snapped back and Mimi punched her again before taking the knife that Snooki handed over.

I couldn’t see what she was doing but I could hear Desi’s screams.

My phone pinged and I glanced at the screen, frowning when a picture of a rattlesnake was texted from an unknown number.

Motherfucker.

Another text came through with another unknown number. This one was a typed message. You don’t fear me yet but you will.

Resnikov.

The game was on and the enemy just played their next move.

I needed to get back to the Crossroads.

My head lifted and I found Mimi walking my way with a triumphant smile on her face.

“Get some closure, baby? How does it feel?”

“Better than I imagined.”

Laughing, I kissed her plump lips and placed the helmet over her head. My gaze found Mammoth, Exorcist, and Rael as they watched over Snooki. She wasn’t done with Desi yet and I hoped that bitch regretted fucking us over.

When I parked my bike and we returned home I was surprised to see Nylah standing in the doorway of the Crossroads. She was holding a small bundle and rocking it in her arms, cooing softly.

My confusion increased went Mimi rushed to her side and then gasped, staring down at the angelic face I noticed once I was close enough. Dark blue eyes blinked up at me while the tiniest little mouth puckered up and then smiled.

My hand went over my heart and I almost stumbled.

A baby.

Nylah handed the bundle over and Mimi’s eyes filled with tears. “He’s yours,” she announced softly, “dropped off about thirty minutes ago.”

“What?” my sunshine breathed out. “How?”

“Lady said the baby’s name is Yeva Resnikov.”

“Yeva?”

“His name means life.”

“Oh my god. Katya. It’s her son.”

Nylah nodded, swiping across her face, and removing tears. “She didn’t survive the birth, Mimi, but she left a living will and signed it, asking that her son’s custody be placed with Naomi Peters.”

Mimi’s shoulders shook as she began to cry, holding the little boy close as she placed a kiss on his forehead. “I swear you’ll be loved. Every single day I will tell you how wonderful you are and when you’re old enough, I’ll tell you about your brave and special mother.”

“You won’t be the only one, sunshine. I just gained a son.”

Mimi glanced at her sister as I surrounded my family with my arms, never feeling more content than right this moment.

“Why didn’t the social worker stay?”

“She said she didn’t need to do that. Something about keeping a low profile.”

“That’s odd.”

“Whoever she was, I still don’t know how she knew you were here.”

My spine tingled as my Reaper senses danger.

Whatever the future held, I would protect my family and the brotherhood in the RBMC.

Resnikov, Rattler, and the Scorpion MC would wish they never faced the Tonopah chapter. Our Reapers were ready to harvest. Let the bloodbath begin.
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The dry desert air was cooler now that night had fallen across the Great Basin. A shy moon peeked behind layers of filmy gray clouds. Stars shined overhead and I caught the last of the plum-colored rays as they sank below the horizon.

The was Stefanie’s favorite time of the day, or it was when I arrived at her grave.

Twilight.

The same sort of sky where I watched her dance in the summer rain and when I knew without a doubt that I loved her, would trade my life for hers, and nothing would stop me from making her mine. A night when the possibility of a future had seemed so promising and the simplest touch of her fingers brushing across my own blossomed hope in my heart. We had our first kiss under similar stars and when her head rested on my shoulder, I’d never felt more complete.

We shared an ice cream cone that night and I licked a creamy drop off the side of her sweet mouth. I pledged my soul to her in silence, handing over my heart because no other girl was ever going to mean to me as much as my pretty pageant girl.

Staring down at her grave, I blew out a breath, nodding my head once before I spun on my heel and headed back to my bike. The engine rumbled as I left the cemetery and rolled down the road with only one destination in mind.

My focus was singular. I paid no attention to the landmarks, the quiet roads, or the cool temperature of the breeze as it whispered across my skin, begging me to turn around and choose a different path.

Wasn’t possible.

When Stefanie was murdered, my choice was made.

The only thing left was the rage. It blocked out the pain. The sorrow. The guilt.

The flame from my lighter flickered in the careless wind as I started my smoke, inhaling the nicotine into my lungs as my lips lifted into the briefest of smiles.

Vindication. Vengeance. An eye for an eye.

None of those words were any comparison.

I wasn’t justice or revenge tonight.

I was death. And there would be no mercy.
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Sitting at the table, 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 figure it out.

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 head space 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.

Grim’s hand clasped down on my shoulder like he’d done a hundred times before tonight. 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 of my pres as Grim’s fingers sank through my body like I was made of nothing but air, his feet stumbling, nearly slamming face first into the nearest wall. The stricken look of panic on Ex’s face was like a knife plunge 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.

I didn’t tell the others about my little problem. Not even Grim.

My best friend was scared as fuck because Exorcist knew exactly how dire the situation was without saying a word. All I could do was flinch 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 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.
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...

If you enjoyed Patriot and Mimi’s story, please leave a review to help others decide on the book.

To read more about Wraith, click here: Grave Mistake

To read more about Shadow, click here: The Biker’s Wish

You can add more of the Royal Bastards MC to your tbr here: Royal Bastards MC Tonopah, NV
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A Special Thank you!
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Thank you so much to my readers! You’ve embraced the Tonopah, NV chapter with open arms and I’m so humbled and thrilled that you all love Grim and his Reapers as much as I do. Without you and your support, I wouldn’t have near as much fun or be able to continue writing such a unique and interesting MC.

A special thank you to my fellow authors Jessica Ghrist (Kristine Allen), Jamie Lombard, Erin Trejo, Chelle C. Craze, BB Blaque, Chris Genovese, and Crimson Syn for allowing me to use characters from your chapters in my book. You’re all the best!

I’ve enjoyed every run of the Royal Bastards MC and each one is bigger and better than the last.

I hope to be able to continue writing about Grim and his club for a long time.

Hugs,

Nikki xx
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Tonopah, NV Chapter 

#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 TBA
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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/Nomad – Hound

Member – Diablo (Cleaner)

Member – Xenon (Tech Spec.)

Prospect – Toad

Prospect – Shadow

Prospect – Spook
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...

K.L. Ramsey: Ratchet’s Revenge

Chelle C . Craze & Eli Abbott: Cocked Hammer

Nikki Landis: Hell’s Fury

M. Merin: Diesel

Kristine Allen: Chains

KE Osborn: Seeking Shadows

Scarlett Black: River

Erin Trejo: Bleed for Me

Crimson Syn: Afflicted with Desire

J. Lynn Lombard: Torch’s Torment

Glenna Maynard: Taken by the Biker

K Webster: Dragon

Khloe Wren: Flood of Bravery

Rae B. Lake: Chaos and Paradise

Misty Walker: Bexley’s Biker

J.L. Leslie: Worth the Pain

Nicole James: Climbing the Ranks

Ker Dukey: Carnage

Deja Voss: Steel Resurrection

Elle Boon: Royally Inked

Jessica Ames: Into the Flames

Shannon Youngblood: Sex and Candy

B.B. Blaque: Southern Ballz

K.L. Savage: Raven

Izzy Sweet & Sean Moriarty: Broken Lines

E.C. Land: Spiral into Chaos

Jax Hart: Desert Heat
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27 Authors. 26 Stories. One Hell of a ride!

Royal Bastards MC Facebook Group - https://www.facebook.com/groups/royalbastardsmc/

Website- https://www.royalbastardsmc.com/

...

The characters from Hell’s Fury can be found by the following RBMC authors:

Scorn by Crimson Syn

Drake by Erin Trejo

Angel by Kristine Allen

Torch by J. Lynn Lombard

Ghoul and Wily by Chelle C. Craze & Eli Abbott

Rain and BP by Chris Genovese




[image: Text  Description automatically generated]

An RBMC Anthology

Get Ready!

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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Looking for Nikki Landis merchandise?

You can shop here: Nikki’s Store

T-shirts, mugs, hoodies, stickers, phone cases, totes, & more!
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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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