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      For Riley, my reason for everything that I do.

      

      For every reader who loves a man with darker sexual tastes.

      

      For those of you who love a psychopath.
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        GOAT

        Digg

        Babe

        FAME

        Rico

        Shadow

        Pickle

        Slay Tricksters & Silent Skeletons

        The Bratva Beast’s Boo

        Slay Bells & Silent Nights

        The Bratva Bookmaker’s List
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      This book contains elements and situations that not all readers may find enjoyable. These include intentional cause of pain during sex, anal sex without proper prep, gun violence, graphic violence, mention of prison time, dubcon, choking, blood spill, anxiety that manifests in rage, bondage, collaring, BDSM aspects, body piercing without a proper body piercing technician, and tattooing without proper training.

      If you find any of the above triggering, I advise against reading.

      If you have any questions before diving in, please reach out to me via email (authortosmith@gmail.com), Instagram, or Facebook.

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Malik

      

      

      For as long as I could remember, I’d always been a problem child. Couldn’t remember a day in my life when someone wasn’t punishing me for something. And it wasn’t that I didn’t have a good home life. Mom always took damn good care of me, paid all the bills, put food on the table, and gave me all the love and attention I needed and wanted. I just, for some reason, always had this burning rage inside of me that I couldn’t control—especially when I got uncomfortable. And I got uncomfortable a lot.

      Mom tried anger management classes, but when I got sick of the mother fucker asking me questions, trying to get to the root cause of my rage, I ended up tearing his office apart. No rhyme or reason as to why. Just didn’t like him prying, and I lost my shit.

      In middle school, I ended up in what they called “alternative school”, which was where troublesome kids like me ended up when the school system didn’t want to expel kids, but they couldn’t keep them in regular classes with the “good” kids because we were too disruptive.

      And despite the alternative school having teachers with military, police, etc. backgrounds, it didn’t stop me from still always getting in fights, always arguing with authority, and somehow always finding trouble.

      Some people said I was ungrateful. That I didn’t give a damn about my mom. But they were wrong. I loved my mom to pieces, and she was the one and only person in the entire fucked-up world that I respected. I bit my tongue with her. I said “yes, ma’am”, “no, ma’am”, “please”, “thank you”, and “you’re welcome” around my mom.

      It was just the rest of the world that made me feel like a ticking time bomb.

      At eighteen, knowing I was headed down a dark path and not wanting to break her heart by winding up dead or in prison, I asked Mom to take me to see a Marine Corps. recruiter. I’d done my research. They were the easiest branch to get into. I swore, my mom had tears in her eyes when I brought it up at dinner. She thought the military would save me. Would keep me out of prison as an adult. Or out of a casket.

      And when I went four years without getting kicked out, without going to jail, without being hit with an Article 15, I thought maybe I could be in society as a normal adult. Hold a normal, steady job. Stay out of trouble. Sure, I got into it with my commanding officers quite a bit, but I mostly shut my mouth and listened.

      I was a fool for ever thinking I could be a civilian and not land my ass in jail.

      Two days was all it took for me to fuck my life up. For my straight and narrow path to bend and create a fork in the road. And of course, I went down the wrong fucking lane.

      Mom had to work that night. She got called in to cover a shift in the emergency room at the local hospital. I got bored at home, so I went out for a couple of drinks, thinking maybe I could get a piece of ass while I was out. I was flirting with some random girl in a tight little black dress with ivory skin and vibrant red hair when her fucking ex-boyfriend popped up, running his mouth and trying to drag her out of there.

      I busted a beer bottle over his head, then bashed his face into the bar top. And then, because she was crying and cradling her wrist, which was clearly broken by then, I beat his face in with my fists. Cops showed up. I got arrested and charged with drunk and disorderly, public disturbance, and battery. Only reason I didn’t get hit with assault is because that girl—Shannon—showed up at my hearing as a witness. Her story, along with proof, got the charges reduced.

      A year later, I was on the outside again, and I wasn’t the same man that’d gone in. I ran my mouth a lot, and most mother fuckers in there liked to run their mouths, too. I was a big guy with bulked-up muscles. I was built like a fuckin’ tank, really. So when they popped off at me, I popped right back.

      With words and fists.

      It was a miracle I got out on my one-year mark like I was supposed to. Parole would be a bitch for the next several years, but I’d deal. I just had to keep my ass out of jail, and I could manage the rest.

      Hopefully.

      “You.”

      I looked up from the ground, frowning at the two men in front of me. They were standing by two gleaming Harleys with leather cuts on their shoulders that named them Trick and Satan. Trick was apparently the secretary of whatever club they were with, and Satan was the Sergeant at Arms. Didn’t know what either of them wanted with me, and I wasn’t sticking around to find out.

      Motorcycle gangs were the perfect way to land my ass right back inside lock up. No fucking thank you.

      Turning on my heel, I began walking in the opposite direction. “Malik,” I paused, my muscles bunching at the use of my name, “I know you heard me.”

      Gritting my teeth, I turned back to face them. Something in my gut told me I wasn’t getting out of this conversation. “The fuck you want?” I demanded.

      “For you to come with us,” Trick said. He had a sort of baby-faced look about him with olive skin and dark brown eyes. His hair flopped over onto his forehead. He was clearly of some kind of Asian descent, and he was only about half my size.

      “You can fuck off,” I told him.

      “You walk away again,” Satan warned when I turned to do just that, his voice cold enough to freeze hell, “and we’ll take you by force.”

      The muscle in my jaw ticked, and tension rode my shoulders hard. I eyed Satan, taking in his paler skin, the curls on his head, and the shadow of a beard on his jaw. He was even slimmer than Trick, but there was something about him that warned me not to let his size fool me. There was a darkness beneath his impassive mask. Something cold and heartless.

      He had the gaze of a predator.

      “What do you want?” I snapped. “I don’t have time for bullshit and games.”

      “You made quite the name for yourself in there,” Trick said, jerking his head toward the looming fortress behind me that’d kept me captive for three hundred and sixty-five days. “We’re offering you a chance to prospect with our club. You’ll have a home. A job. Steady income. And we’ll help keep your reckless ass out of trouble.”

      I snorted and rolled my eyes. “I’m just supposed to trust the word of two strangers sitting out here waiting for me like fucking creeps?”

      Satan shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. “We’ve got people who have interests in our club that want to see you part of it. We’re giving you an option⁠—”

      “The illusion of an option,” I corrected, making him scowl at being interrupted. “If you’ve got people who want to see me part of your bike riding shindig, I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

      “Bike riding shindig,” Trick snorted.

      “Not really, no,” Satan answered, ignoring the man at his side. “You come with us now, or they’ll show up in a few days and force you. I promise you don’t want them forcing you.”

      I gritted my teeth, looking around the lot. Suddenly, the inside of that fence topped with barbed wire seemed like a better option. Joining any kind of organization—like a motorcycle club—was a lifetime deal. Take that oath and the only way out was death.

      “What’s it going to be?” Trick asked, arching a brow at me.

      I had no fucking choice. Satan was right, I didn’t want anyone forcing me. I had no idea whose attention I’d snagged while I was inside, but I wasn’t keen on finding out the hard way. Most people inside had been affiliated with some organization or another. Guessed it was better whoever was tracking me wanted me on their side rather than wanted to eliminate me… at least, not yet.

      Silver linings and all that bullshit.

      Because if I got out of prison just to find myself in a casket, my mother would bring me back from the dead just to kill me again herself. No fucking thank you.

      “I’ll be there tomorrow morning,” I bit out.

      “You don’t even know where you’re going,” Trick called after me as I began to walk off.

      I scoffed. Did he think I was a fucking idiot or something?

      “I’m sure it won’t be hard to find you.”

      I had a feeling I was trading one prison for another type of prison, but I didn’t have much choice in the matter. I lived in a city full of criminals, most of whom answered to people with deep pockets and fingers dug into many pies.

      I’d keep my cool for now and follow their lead. But eventually, I’d make sure they knew there was no bringing me to heel.

      I was Malik fucking Carter. I bowed down to no one.
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        TWO YEARS LATER

      

      

      I peered one eye open when someone loomed over me, blocking the sunlight from beating down on my face. It was cold outside, but the cooler temperature combined with the sunlight felt damn good, and I was trying to enjoy it.

      Couldn’t when some fucker was standing over me, though.

      “What?” I snapped at Chet, also known as Trick. He knew I hated being disturbed when I was trying to get some alone time. Wasn’t much of that in a club though. Sure, I had a brotherhood to belong to now. And part of me would always be grateful that Chet and William, also known as Satan, had forced my hand, even if they were doing it under the orders of someone else.

      That someone else being Rurik fucking Tarasov—the goddamn bane of my existence.

      The Ghost Born MC had kept me out of trouble with the law. Sure, I still had a quick mouth and even quicker fists, but they had pull within law enforcement, and the Russians we were all tied up with had even more pull than we did.

      If they didn’t, there was no doubt in my mind I’d be rotting in a prison cell for the rest of my life.

      The man whose radar I’d been on while inside? Yeah, that was Rurik—the Bratva’s consigliere. I had no clue what his fascination with me was, but he was doing his damnest to sink his claws deep into me. And I was fighting like hell every step of the way.

      “Rurik is on his way here. We’ve got a problem.”

      I scowled. A problem. Fucking hell. Rurik Tarasov alone was a goddamn problem in my book. Sure, the rest of the guys got along with him. I mean, we all had to considering the Ghost Born MC and the Russian Bratva were so tightly tied together due to the Mother Charter’s president’s marriage to Amaliya, the Pakhan’s daughter.

      But Rurik and I? We mixed about as well as oil and water did. He was the silent type. Was able to command an entire room with one fucking arch of his eyebrow. And he didn’t rise to anything. Like he thought he was better than all of us.

      And fuck if that didn’t rub me the wrong way. Didn’t matter how much I snapped at the asshole, how much I got in his face. Didn’t matter what I did.

      He just seemed to find me… amusing. And he was always so calm. So unbothered.

      “Goddammit,” I growled, leaning forward. Reaching into my hoodie pocket, I pulled out my cigarettes and lighter. Chet’s lips twitched in amusement. Chet didn’t take much seriously. Everything in life was a game to him, and my intense dislike for Rurik was a major source of comedic relief for the asshole.

      Rurik was the reason I’d been pulled into the Ghost Born family. I’d beat the absolute dog shit out of one of his soldiers when he’d been inside to get intel, and that put me on his radar. Come to find out, Rurik was also the reason nothing more ever got added to my sentence for all the shit I stirred up inside those walls. All the fights. The disobedience toward the guards.

      He’d been the key to getting and keeping my freedom, and it just made me hate him even more.

      Lifting a cigarette to my lips, I lit it and deeply inhaled. Chet dropped down into the chair beside me and slouched, his legs spreading—the perfect image of relaxation. That’d been me before I realized Rurik was on his way here.

      “What’s your deal with Rurik anyway?” Chet asked.

      “Besides the fact that he’s a pretentious, rich asshole that thinks he’s better than everyone else?” I flicked my ashes onto the ground. “He’s got a silent way of taunting me.”

      Chet snorted, and without even looking at him, I knew he was rolling his eyes. “Brother, you lose your shit over the littlest things,” Chet reminded me. “Maybe you’re just overreacting.”

      “Oh, fuck you,” I growled, pushing to my feet. Chet’s snickers followed me as I stormed off toward the garage. We were technically off today, but knowing Rurik was on his way had me sitting on a knife’s edge. I needed something to do. Something to focus on.

      Using my keys, I unlocked the office door, then stepped inside. After unlocking the door between the office and the bays, I stepped in and pulled up the garage door that opened up the bay where the car I’d been working on was, letting in the cool, fresh air to hopefully chase away some of the cloying scent of gasoline and oil. I didn’t mind it, but I also wasn’t trying to die from the fumes.

      My mom would bring me back from the dead just to kill me again for dying from something so preventable.

      Holding my cigarette between my lips, I popped the hood on the old Corolla and set to work on replacing the water pump, pulley, and belt. I didn’t know how much time passed, but apparently, enough did that the sound of tires over gravel finally reached my ears. I ignored it, knowing one of the guys would deal with Rurik.

      Because I had no doubt it was him.

      Car doors shut, and then, silence rang again. I focused back on the task at hand. Maybe they wouldn’t need me inside for anything, and Rurik could go in there, tell Hyram, our president, what was going on, and then be on his fucking way without us having to cross paths.

      “You should be inside.”

      Every muscle in my body tensed at his voice. Grunting, I set my wrench aside, then turned and snagged my pack of cigarettes off the work table behind me. I lifted one to my lips, and just as I was about to grab my lighter, Rurik was suddenly there, holding his torch up to my cigarette. I narrowed my eyes at him as I inhaled, letting him light it.

      Rurik was about half a foot shorter than me with a much slimmer build. Ink covered every bit of exposed skin I could see, apart from his face. With a strong jawline, narrow nose, and dark hair that flopped over onto his forehead, he could easily be a model. Instead, he’d chosen to become an underboss, second-in-command to the Pakhan. Didn’t make sense to me, but what the fuck did I know.

      “What do you want?” I asked, turning back to the car. I could feel his eyes on me, and it had tension thrumming through my muscles. “Surely, you can just tell Pickle what the fuck is going on and be on your way back to Washington.”

      Pickle was Hyram’s road name. His name had something to do with his little sister, Francesca, who was married to Arlo, the mother charter’s road captain. She called Hyram Pickle, for some reason I didn’t understand. So, when he’d been named President, Pickle had stuck for everyone.

      “No, I can’t do that,” Rurik told me. “I need you at that table, Malik, so let’s go.” Reaching forward, he gripped my arm, attempting to turn me away from the car. I yanked my arm out of his grip, baring my teeth at him. I snatched my cigarette from my lips, and my upper lip curled into a sneer.

      “Keep your fucking hands off of me.”

      Rurik evenly met my gaze, not the least bit intimidated by my size or the rage pulsing through me like a separate, living being. “Chapel, Malik.”

      “Fuck you,” I snarled. “I don’t follow your goddamn orders, Rurik.”

      Before I could really even register what he was doing, he swung his leg out, knocking me in the back of my knees. I was barely aware of what was happening before I was on my knees in front of him. He knocked my ballcap off my head and wrapped his hand around my throat. My cigarette was long forgotten on the ground as I snarled at him, my body vibrating with the urge to knock his teeth down his mother fucking throat.

      “You do starting today,” he told me. I hated every bit of his demeanor. His breathing was steady, and his eyes were still calm as he stared down at me. Not a single bit of his clothing or hair was out of place. His suit was still impeccable, fitted to his slim form like it’d been specially tailored for him. Fuck, maybe it had been. He had more money than he’d ever spend in three lifetimes.

      I tried yanking back from him, but he just reached forward with his other hand and gripped my shirt, yanking me closer. He leaned over me until our noses were mere inches apart, his bright blue eyes staring into my dark ones. In that moment, he looked every bit of the man with all the power in the world.

      And I fucking hated that it made me tremble the tiniest bit.

      “I’ve played your little games long enough, Shadow,” he said, a silk-edged warning weaving through each word he spoke. A shiver raced down my spine. I didn’t miss that he’d used my club name. It was a name that’d been used numerous times since I’d joined the Ghost Born MC, but it was the first time Rurik had used it. And the way he used it was almost like a promise.

      A promise that my life was in his hands. A cold, cruel reminder of who I actually belonged to. And it wasn’t this club.

      Rurik had owned me from the moment he realized I existed.

      “Now, we start playing my games.” Abruptly, he released me, and then, he stomped out my cigarette with his shiny, expensive shoes. I clenched my jaw but kept my mouth shut. “Get up and get inside that chapel.”

      With that, he turned and walked off, adjusting his suit jacket as he did so.
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