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Wraith Book 1

You think you can take what’s mine, and there’ll be no repercussions?

I will hunt you.

I will torture you.

I will make you tell me your secrets, then dispose of you.

My daughter is my most precious possession.

I will make them regret the day they came near her.

I will destroy the Harbingers of Death MC and the Petrov family. They will regret ever having touched what I protect. These men have never come up against a Wraith, and I swear, this Wraith will be the last thing they see before they meet their miserable end.

Wraith – Fealty Book 2

My name is Jamison Felder.

I used to be with the CIA.

My code name was Wraith.

My daughter, Ann, got into Stonewall University, full ride.

It’s an old institution with a good reputation. Their students go on to become powerful, rich, successful people.

The Elite.

This should have sent up warning signals.

I should have been more careful.

You see, it’s not Ann they were after, but me.

I’ll do anything for my daughter and the life we now have.

Here’s hoping Stonewall University looks after my girl.

For my name means—a ghost or a ghostlike image of someone, especially one seen shortly before or after their death. And if they hurt my daughter, I will be the last person they will see.

Wraith – Shadow Book 3

Once again, we go behind the walls of Stonewall University.

A place of privilege, learning, murder, and betrayal.

This time the Wraith has stolen something from Jonathan Stonewall.

He’s come out of hiding to teach the dean a lesson.

But will it be him who gets taught?

Will Jonathan Stonewall finally overcome one of his greatest adversaries?

Or will the Wraith’s overconfidence mean the end for him and his precious daughter, Ann?
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Prologue
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WRAITH

Wraith

noun

~ a ghost or ghostlike image of someone, especially one seen shortly before or after their death.

––––––––
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My hands are slick and warm. I delve deeper into my work, relishing in the heat. I pull, prod, and explore, but this one’s not right. I can’t find what I’m looking for in this shell. But this one will be remembered. She fought, she begged, she even tried to seduce me, but nothing would or could stop me in the end. I pull my hands out of her corpse and frown. So quickly the cold wraps itself around me. I plunge my hands back inside, but the fun’s all gone. With a sigh, I drag myself away. Blood drips from my hands as I stare out the window to the snow that covers everything. I can’t stay here long. Even with the cold, she’ll stink everything up. 

Karen, that was her name. She did give me some information—she gave me the next person I’m to interrogate. My methods may seem brutal, horrific, even distasteful to you, but it’s necessary. I must find the one I’m ultimately seeking. 

The next person on my list is a member of an MC. His name is Declan Jones. I’ll need to prepare, to change my appearance, get a motorcycle. Apparently, he’s a patched member of the Harbingers of Death. He’ll get me closer to the one I’m looking for, the one who needs to pay. I’ve been through eight people or as I like to call them, evildoers. By my figuring, there can only be two or three to go before I find the one.
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Chapter One
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DECLAN

––––––––
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It’s fucking cold. The kind of cold that rips through your leathers and bites into your bones. Occasionally, I ride through a warm spot, but it’s fleeting, and it makes the cold worse. I hit the city limits and slow my bike down. I don’t need the police on my ass for a bullshit offense like speeding. I’m headed to the only diner in this town worth eating at, and it’s also the place that we, the Harbingers of Death MC, conduct most of our business. I park at the side of the building. I get off my bike, groaning as I straighten my frozen limbs. 

“It’s fucking cold, hey?”

I pull down the bandanna that covers the bottom half of my face and turn toward the voice. It’s a man who’s a little taller than me and maybe a little older. I cast a look around the carpark. There’s another bike parked at the other end of the lot. The Harbingers don’t pay me to consort with strangers, so I nod and keep going. Footsteps sound behind me, and I glance over my shoulder. The stranger is following me in, his eyes are fastened to the ground. I pay him no more attention as I enter the diner.

“Declan! What the fuck are you doing out in this cold?” asks Lucy, the diner’s owner and trusted friend to the club.

“You know, same old, same old. How’re things?”

“Business is good. How’s Ham?”

I smirk. Ham is Hammer, our President, and Lucy has held a torch for him as long as I can remember. She means nothing to him. She’s just another in a long line of hopefuls. 

“He’s good. Can I have my regular? And a large cup of coffee, the biggest you have.”

I watch as the man walks past me and takes a seat in the back. Whoever he is, he’s positioned himself so that his back is covered, and he can see trouble coming. Smart. It also means he’s either wanted or used to trouble. I take the booth opposite him, but I’m sitting in the window. It’s not as safe as his position, but I have nothing to fear here.

“Tell me, what brings you to Medina?” I ask.

“Nothing. Just passing through. Needed a place to warm up before I move on.” He holds out his hand across the aisle. “Gordon Barnes.”

I shake his hand. “Declan Jones.”

He smiles, nods, and looks up at Lucy as she draws near with two cups and a pot of coffee. She places one in front of me and fills it.

“Mister, you want a cup?” Barnes nods, and she does the same for him. “Know what you want?”

“Special of the day.”

I chuckle, and both of them look at me. “Trust me, you don’t want the special.”

“Fuck you, Declan. You don’t even know what the special is,” replies Lucy sassily.

“I’d bet my last dollar whatever it is, it’s a day or more old and eating it might just kill him. Do you want to commit murder, Lucy?”

Lucy frowns at me, then looks back to him. “Ignore him. He thinks he’s funny.” 

I nod and spread my hands wide. “It’s your funeral.”

“What would you recommend?” Barnes asks.

“Lucy, give him what I’m having.”

“Whatever!” replies Lucy as she stomps away.

“You always torment her like that?”

“Lucy is used to me,” I say loudly, then I lower my voice. “The special is for suckers.”

Gordon Barnes smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. I’ve seen that look in more than one man’s eyes—the eyes of a man who’s killed before because he’s liked it. I reach down and touch the gun in my waistband, assuring myself it’s there.

“You affiliated?” I ask.

“Nope, didn’t take. You?”

I frown. He walked behind me, so he had to have seen my cut.

“Harbingers of Death MC,” I state.

“Interesting name. Do you live up to your reputation?”

“Fuck with us and find out,” I say, flatly.

Barnes smirks, spreads his fingers wide onto the tabletop, and nods. “Fair enough.”

I sit staring at him for a while, and he stares straight ahead. I only turn my head when Lucy reappears and puts our meals in front of us. The food here is always good, but this guy, this Gordon Barnes, has made my stomach turn sour. The meal is tasteless as I analyze our conversation in my mind. Whoever he is, he met me here on purpose, and to what end, I don’t know.
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Chapter Two
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WRAITH

––––––––
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I ate my meal. Declan Jones was right, it was good. I could tell he knew what I was. It was the subtle way he touched his gun and kept giving me sideways glances. It’s hard to disguise what I am. The harder I try to conceal my inner demon, the more it peaks it’s head out. If I'm honest, I like that people cross the street when they see me coming or instinctively get out of my way. But it’s not going to work if I don’t find what I’m looking for. I need to be better, smarter.

So, I left Declan in the diner, thanked the waitress, Lucy, and rode away. I’ve been watching him for a little while, so I know which road he’ll take. It’s winter, and not a lot of people are out and about, the cold keeping most people inside. But Declan Jones will need to get back to his club, and he always takes this road. Stupid. The key not to getting caught is originality. Don’t repeat the same route or kill the same way. Change those habits, make it different. See, that’s the problem with people. They do the same things over and over again, making it easy for someone like me.

By now, Declan will have completed his business, such as it is and be headed this way. I’ve prepared a simple wire across the road fastened to a tree on either side. All I need to do is pull, fasten it, and wait for his sorry ass to slide down the asphalt. It’s risky. Someone might be on the road at the same time, but I’ve been here for a couple of hours, and in that time, there’s only been one car. If he does come off in front of witnesses, I need only disappear into the woods.

The sound of a Harley punches through the air. I’m so excited that I’m giddy, even grinning to myself. I pull hard on the wire, fasten it, and wait. A loud thud sounds as man and Harley hit the road hard. Slowly, I stand, listening for a car or anyone else. The only sound is the Harley, and it sounds like it’s about to die. I chuckle to myself and approach the road. 

Fuck! 

The wire severed his head off. Declan's head is rolling about, and his bike and body are several feet down the road. In frustration, I kick his head, sending it off into the woods. 

Fuck, fuck, fuckity, FUCK!

I jog down to his bike, steal his wallet, knapsack, and bedroll, then double-time it to the car that I’d stolen to transport him in. 

Now what? He was my lead. I rummage through his wallet and don’t find anything useful except for the cash. I empty Declan’s knapsack and find more money, a notebook, and some protein bars. 

I punch the steering wheel and roar. 

It can’t be the end. 

It can’t. 

She must be avenged. 

Sitting there, I suck air into my lungs as I try to calm down. Ripping open a protein bar, I eat it, slowly, deliberately, not really tasting it but concentrating on the act of chewing to try and get myself under control. It’s not about the food as I’m not hungry, it’s about regaining my composure. After five minutes, my breathing is back to normal. 

I need to move. I start the car and drive to the spot where I’ve stashed my bike. All of Declan's belongings go back in the sack, and I pick up the bedroll. It all gets transferred to my bike, and I head to Spofford. It’s a small town with lots of empty houses. Less than a hundred people live there. I need to be careful. It’s not like a big town where everyone is too wrapped up in their lives. Here, people take notice. I’ve done the ride in an hour and a half, but I need to calm down, so it’s going to take me longer. I estimate two hours. Two hours to sort this mess out in my head and come up with a plan.

***
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By the time I get to the house that’s on the outskirts of town, I’m no closer to sorting out this mess. I park the Harley in a shed at the back of the property. If you drove past, you’d never see it. It’s a three bedroom, one bathroom home, that’s seen better days. I’ve cleaned the bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen. They are the only rooms I need. 

I unlock the back door and go inside. The windows are all boarded up. All I had to do was install new locks in the front and back, and she’s as good as a safe... well, almost. I’m stealing power, so I have hot water and can cook myself a meal. I place Declan’s knapsack and bedroll on the rickety old dining table. I’m stiff and cold. I need a hot shower to loosen my muscles. 

***
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The next day, I empty the contents of the knapsack, eat another protein bar, and go through everything again. The wallet has nothing unusual in it, so I toss it in the trash. The notebook has names, phone numbers, and what looks like code but without a cipher, which I’m not going to crack it anytime soon. That just leaves the bedroll. With a sigh, I undo it, shaking it onto the floor so I can see it in its entirety. Nothing flies out. Nothing is hidden within it. Unzipping it, I open it up, flattening it out, and I find another notebook. My hopes soar, but I know it could be nothing. Nonetheless, I pick it up, and inside is a list of names and addresses. The first is Karen’s. My heartbeat quickens. Next to her name, it says, ‘bait.’ Then I find Declan’s name and next to his, ‘handler.’ Now, I’m excited. It’s progress, it’s a lead. Flipping the page, I find the name Darius Todd, ‘negotiator,’ and under his, Thomas Strike, ‘seller.’

I’ve done it. I’ve found them all. Part of me knows that Karen and Declan will already have been replaced, but these next two, if I can rid the world of them, that means she will have been avenged.
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Chapter Three
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DARIUS

Harbingers of Death VP

––––––––
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I’m at the Coroner’s Office in Medina. They have Declan’s body on a slab, and as I’m the closest to family, I’m here to identify the body. It’s as cold in here as it is outside. The walls are painted a mint green. I read somewhere once that it was supposed to remind us of life. Green, in any shade, reminds me of money. 

“Mr. Darius Todd?” asks a small woman as she enters the room. I glance at her and nod. “Thank you for coming in. I know this is an awful time. I’m so sorry for your loss.” False platitudes from a woman who’s probably done this dozens if not hundreds of times. “I’m Doctor Hernandez. Are you ready to give an identification for...” she looks down at her clipboard, searching for a name.

“Declan Jones,” I state flatly.

Doctor Hernandez flinches and looks to her colleague who has remained off to one side the entire time I’ve been in here. Their unspoken language moves him into action. Doctor Hernandez places a hand on my arm as he opens the draw. 

“Prepare yourself,” Doctor Hernandez whispers.

I look down at her hand, and she pats me like a dog and tries to look sympathetic.

“Let’s get this over with, shall we?” I ask.

I stare at the body bag, then take two steps toward it and grab the zipper.

“Markus will do that,” Doctor Hernandez says quickly.

I grunt and look at Markus, who avoids eye contact and unzips the bag.

Declan’s head is detached from his body. I lean in for a closer look. It’s a clean slice like a knife through butter.

“What the hell caused that?” I ask, pointing at the severed line between his head and torso.

“It appears as though Mr. Jones fell victim to a wire that was strung up across the road. Death was immediate.” I glance at the doctor. “It was quite clean really,” continues Doctor Hernandez matter of factly.

“It’s Declan Jones. Do we know who did this?” I ask Doctor Hernandez.

“That’s a question for the police, but the general consensus is it’s gang-related.” 

I pin the good doctor with a look, and she wisely takes two steps back.

“I’m not in a gang, I’m in a motorcycle club, an MC, that’s filled with other members who enjoy riding motorcycles,” I reply with acid dripping off every word.

Her hand flutters to her neck. “Of course. My deepest sympathies.”

“Keep them. This is Declan Jones. Is there paperwork I need to fill out?”

The doctor thrusts her clipboard at me and points to the bottom of the page. I hold out my hand for a pen. She pulls one out of her top pocket, and I sign and head for the door.

“Wait!” I stop, hand on the door handle. “What would you like us to do with the body?”

Staring at the door, I say, “Burstow’s Funeral Directors have been notified.” I glance over my shoulder at her. “As soon as you’re done with him, they’ll pick him up.”

Roughly, I open the door and get out of this building. I liked Declan. He was good for a laugh and handled business well. Replacing him isn’t going to be easy. They need to have the right temperament, be good-looking and know how to pick the right girls. Declan was exceptional at all of those things.

Outside, I find Hammer sitting on his Harley.

“Was it him?” he asks.

“Yeah, the head was cut clean off.”

“No shit?” asks Hammer.

“No shit. Cops think it was gang-related.”

Hammer scoffs. “First Karen, now Declan. You seeing a pattern here, Darius?”

“My thoughts exactly. You think I’m next or you?”

Hammer shrugs. “Come on, I’ll buy you a beer.”

I’m VP in the Harbingers of Death MC, and Hammer is the President. If someone is after us, there’s no way they’re going to get close enough to hurt us. We’ve been around for a long time and are two of the most vicious men you’ll ever meet. Fuck with us, and we’ll end you.
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Chapter Four
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WRAITH

––––––––
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I have this ability to blend in, to be part of the scenery or not to be seen at all. The members of the MC walk straight past me, not even noticing me. I follow them with my eyes, and when they’ve left the building, I slowly walk to the entrance and watch as they walk across the street. The whole time the VP is animated, talking with his hands but the President, he’s calm. He’s the one I’ll need to watch. 

They enter a bar further down the street. I would have thought it was too upper class for them, but I guess a beer is a beer no matter where you go. I push through the double doors and out into the cold. With them both being gone from their clubhouse, now is the time to do a bit of snooping. I walk around the block, get in the cheap car I’ve purchased, and drive to the clubhouse. Well, near it. I change into jeans, a black t-shirt, and an army green jacket and walk past. It’s not lunchtime yet, so there’s not a lot of people about.

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly to calm my nerves, turn around and walk into the bar area. A few of the bikers stop their conversations and eye me as I go straight to the bar. 

“What’ll it be?” asks the barmaid. Their name, Harbingers of Death, is written across the black tank top that’s three sizes too small for her boobs. If it weren’t for her red bra, she’d be flashing her goods to the entire bar. Maybe that’s the point—show a little to get a little—her tip jar looks healthy.

“Whiskey, neat.”

“Haven’t seen you around here before.” I nod as she pours my drink. “You from around here?”

“How much?” I ask.

A man sidles up beside me and places his elbows on the bar. “That depends. First one is free if you can answer a simple question.” He smirks at me and winks at the barmaid.

“Man, I’ve had a shitty week. I just want a drink, in private, and then I want to leave. I don’t want any trouble.”

“Well, you see you picked our bar to come into, so them’s the rules.”

I nod, sigh, and fix him with a stare. “What’s the question?”

“Are you a cop?”

“What? No! Are you for real?” 

“We can never be too careful.” He smiles and nods at someone behind me.

“I’m no cop. I just want a drink or two or twenty, and I’ll be on my way.”

“Shitty week?” he asks.

“Yeah, like I told you,” I reply.

“Tell me about it.”

“Man, no offense, but I don’t know you, and I’m not the sharing and caring type of guy.”

From behind me a voice booms. “We don’t know you, motherfucker, and this is a club bar. Harbingers of Death own this place, so answer the fucking question or get the fuck out.”

Turning slowly, the voice belongs to a man who must be six foot six and built like a tank. I’m six foot four, but this guy’s got more bulk on than me. I’m thinking he knows how to bar room brawl but hasn’t been trained in anything else. I could take him, but if he hit me hard enough, I’d wake up next week.

“My ‘ole lady has been fucking the next-door neighbor, and my kid, my girl, has disappeared. That fucking slut didn’t even notice she was missing.”

I’ve discovered over the years, that the way to make people believe you is not to steer too far from the truth. The brawler eyes me and smiles. The guy next to me slaps me on the shoulder and pushes the whiskey toward me.

“Drink up! Women are all whores!” yells the first guy.

The bar erupts into laughter, and I quickly swallow the burning liquid.

“Another,” I say, pointing at my empty glass.

“The names, Tick.” He holds out his hand, and I grasp it in mine.

“Vince.”

“Give us the bottle, Candy. My new friend here and I are gonna get shit-faced.”

“Pay for the bottle, and it’s yours and your new friend’s,” replies Candy with attitude.

“Don’t be a bitch,” snarls Tick.

“It’s my ass that Ham will take it out of if the bar is short on bottles. So pay for it or leave it!” I throw some notes at her, and she nods. “That’s more like it.”

Tick sneers at Candy, and she winks at him and walks away.

“Fucking women,” he grumbles as he swipes the bottle and walks toward a booth.

I pick up my glass and follow Tick. He flops into the booth, pours himself a drink, and smiles at me. 

“Much appreciated,” Tick says as he holds up his glass.

I pour myself a drink. “Anytime. How long have you been a member?”

“My dad was in, his before him.” Tick chuckles and continues, “... back in the day when it was just a club. Just a place to hang out. The good ‘ole days.” Tick throws back his drink and refills his glass.

“So you grandfathered in?”

Tick laughs loud and long. “Nah, had to do my time as a prospect but there was never any other life for me. My old man made sure of that.”

“Yeah, they can.”

“Your woman, you settle the score with her?”

I shake my head. “Not worth it.”

“Your kid?”

“Ann. I’ve been following up on leads but...” 

“Yeah, they get to an age, and they don’t need us anymore. I’m sure she’ll turn up.”

“I know she will. Even if I have to skin whoever took her.”

Tick sits back, looking confused. “She was taken?”

Fuck. I’ve said too much.

I shrug. “I’d like to think so. I’d like to think she wouldn’t have just fucking left without so much as a note.”

Tick nods. “Yeah, I get that.”

“She was hanging out with the wrong crowd. People who were only trying to drive a wedge between her and me, well, her family. Ann trusted them, and they betrayed her.”

“Sounds like she was lost to you a long time ago.”

I nod, and for a while, neither of us speak. We drink in silence. Tick drinks three for every one of mine. Mind you, I’m trying to be smart and not get shit-faced.

Tick refills his glass. “Where were you? Why weren’t you at home with your girl?”

The closer to the truth, the better. “I was in the army. Deployed overseas. I guess I was away more than I was home.”

Well, a kind of truth. Similar, but not the same. I was overseas, but not military, CIA, Black Ops. I was sent to places and did things that would make a normal person’s hair curl and turn white. It gives you a taste for certain things, but it made me very good at my job.

“Fucking government!” sneers Tick.

“Yeah,” I agree.

We each have another drink, and I stand as Tick pours himself the final round.

“Where you g-going?” Tick slurs.

“Need cash, need to find a job.”

“You m-mind getting your hands dirty?”

“I don’t mind hard work,” I reply.

Tick laughs. “Not that k-kind of hard work. It’s d-dirty, though.”

I cock an eyebrow and sit back down. “What do you mean?”

“Tick! Shut your drunken mouth!” yells the six-foot-six behemoth from three booths away.

Tick gives him the finger and grins. “Fucking make me, you ugly s-son of q b-bitch!”

I stand, hands held up in surrender, and lock eyes with the behemoth. “Hey, man, I was just asking about work. That’s all.”

“You ain’t one of us. We don’t need someone like you,” the man fires back.

“Someone like me?”

“Yeah. Like I said, you ain’t one of us.”

“Who ain’t one of us?”

I turn and come face to face with Hammer, their fucking President. I’ve stayed too long.

“I’m leaving,” I state.

Hammer gives the barest shake of his head, and two men block the door, everyone in the bar goes quiet.

“You looking for work?” asks Hammer as he drags a chair toward the booth.

“Look, man, I was just shooting the shit with Tick here, having a bad fucking day, hell of a month. I’m on the bare bones of my ass.”

Hammer gestures for me to sit down, and I do. He then sits, staring at me intently.

“Out of all the bars in this town and you chose to come here?” Hammer looks around the bar, one eyebrow cocked up.

“It was the first bar I found.”

“Really? The first bar you found, and it’s an MC bar?” Hamm pauses, then continues, “I call bullshit.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rise. There’s too many of them to get out clean. I nod, my mind is scrambling for a reasonable explanation. 

“I knew it was an MC bar. I knew the Harbingers of Death owned this place. I need a job where no one asks too many questions, a place where my past... indiscretions won’t come into play.”

Hammer cocks his head to the side and smiles big. “Indiscretions?” he asks. A smile tugs at his lips.

“I was dishonorably discharged. It makes it hard to get a job. I guess I figured you’d have jobs going for someone like me.”

Hammer stands, the men at the door go back to whatever it was they were doing, and the conversations around the room go back to normal. 

“We ain’t hiring,” Hammer states as he walks away.

“I have a particular skill set.”

Hammer stops and looks back at me. “Don’t come back here again.” I nod at Tick and head for the door. As I’m about to walk through it, Hammer says, “Wait.” 

I stand stock-still, not sure whether to bolt or do as he says. I turn, and the whole bar is looking at me. Hammer clicks his fingers at Candy, who hands him a pen and paper.

“Write your name and a number where we can contact you.”

I do as he says. Hammer nods at me, and I keep walking. I don’t go back to the car—it’s not safe. The hairs on the back of my neck are still raised, which means I’m either being followed, I’m in danger, or my paranoid delusions are in full swing. Either way, it’s kept me alive for a long time, so I listen to it.
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Chapter Five
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HAMMER

––––––––
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“Rat!” I yell, and he comes scurrying toward me.

“Yes, Ham?”

“Follow him. Tell me where he goes, who he speaks to.” Rat is skinny with beady eyes that dart around the room. The man knows the underside of this world. Rat has survived a junky mother and an abusive alcoholic father. “And Rat?”

“Y-yes?”

“Don’t get caught.”

“Yes, Ham.”

Rat hands me his cut and goes outside. 

“You think the guys a plant?” asks Darius.

I shrug. “We’ve lost two, and then this guy turns up? Not sure, but it pays to be safe. We follow him. If he’s clean and he does indeed have a particular skill, set we’ll see how far he’s willing to go. If we can use him, we will. If not, he means nothing to us, and we dispose of people who are of no use to us.”

“Harbingers of Death forever.”

“A-fucking-men, brother.”

I slap him on the back, point at Candy, and head for the back room. Like the good little employee she is, she follows. I wait just inside the door. When she enters, I close and lock it.

“Tell me.”

“Fucking Tick! That bastard tried to get a bottle for free, and he’s been talking to that guy all afternoon.”

I walk toward her, not smiling as I unbuckle my belt. Candy backs away until she hits the desk. 

“I’ll deal with Tick.”

I reach down, grab her ass, and pick her up, placing her on the desk.

“This isn’t part of the deal.”

“I’m changing the deal.” 

Reaching under her skirt, I pull down her panties and push her, so she’s laying on the desk, legs dangling over.

“I’m just here to serve drinks, keep the peace, and make sure no one steals from you. That’s what you said.”

I spread her legs and push down my jeans.

“What I said was, ‘you’re here to serve.’ And right now you’re going to service me.”

I spit on my hand, rub it over my erect cock, and place it at her entrance. Candy’s been around the club long enough to know the deal. Candy is looking at me wide-eyed.

“What?” I ask, annoyed.

“I don’t do bareback.”

“You got condoms?”

Candy nods. “In my bag.”

“Get them, then.”

I move out of her way as she heads for the locked door and opens it, then I slam it shut again. 

“You better come back or send someone else in, cause my dick is getting dipped. Get me?”

Candy nods as I let her leave the room.
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Fucking bikers! Fucking Hammer! 

I am not a whore. Don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing wrong with earning a living, but that’s just not the way I choose to do things. I only took this motherfucking job because Hammer said I’d get to run the bar the way I wanted to, and this is not how I want to run it. 

I pick up my bag as one of the club whores and part-time bar wench leans over the bar and grabs my arm.

“You okay, Candy?”

“Hey, Mindy. Yeah, just got something I need to do.”

“You look pissed,” Mindy states as she lets go of my arm.

I glance at the closed door and back at her. 

“Mindy, you’ve been around the guys for a while, yeah?”

“Yeah, babe, going on three years.”

Fuck me, three years of fucking whoever they tell you to fuck, but she must like it, right?

“Ahh, Hammer is right through that door... he’s looking for some company.”

“Hammer?” Mindy shakes her head. “He’s a little... rough.”

“Yeah.” I shrug, sling my bag over my shoulder, and head for the door. “It’s been real.”

“Candy?” asks Mindy as I get close to her. I look up with eyebrows raised. “He won’t be happy if someone doesn’t go in there.”

“Not my problem,” I state.

“It will be. You know how they get.”

I look around the room. Debbie is over by the pool tables falling all over one of the guys. 

“What about her?” I ask, gesturing toward her.

“She’ll do anything for a bottle.”

I open my bag and hand Mindy a twenty. “The bars all yours. Give her the cheapest bottle of whatever we have and send her to the backroom. I’m leaving.”

“Hammer likes you. He’s not going to like this. You sure you want to cut and run?”

“I got dreams, being a club whore ain’t one of them.”

“Too good for us?” Mindy asks with an edge to her voice.

“No, love. I’m just on a different path.”

Mindy squares her shoulders and nods. “Debbie! I’ve got a job for you!” Her eyes never leave mine. 

I reach out and grab her hand, squeezing it lightly. “Thank you. You take care.”

“Right back at you.”

I turn on my heel and double-time it out the door. I don’t need this shit. My car is parked up the block. I get in it, slam the door shut, and lock it. Not that it’ll do me any good if they come after me. Once I’ve got her running, I gun it and leave. I’ll need to clear out my apartment and move. New city, new life. I’ve been in and around these lowlifes long enough to know that if one of them gets it into his head that he can have me, the others aren’t far behind. I could’ve made some real money in that joint. 

As I pull in front of my apartment, I reach over to the back seat and put on a long-sleeved blue shirt. I run up the shitty staircase, open my door, and smile like I don’t have a care in the world.

“Hey, little man!” I say to my five-year-old son, Jack.

“Momma!”

I sweep him up in my arms and rub my nose against his. 

“Suzannah, what are you doing home so early?” asks the sitter.

“I missed my little man!” I say as I tickle Jack. “Linda, you can go home.” I put Jack down, open my wallet, and give her a handful of notes. “This should make us square.”

“Honey, it’s way too much,” protests Linda as she shoves it back at me.

I place my hands over hers and shake my head. “No, you keep it.”

“Suzannah?”

In a quieter tone, I say, “And if anyone comes looking for us, you don’t know us. Got me?”

A frown creases Linda’s features, but she nods, looks down at Jack, and ruffles his hair.

“Be good, little man.” Then she turns and leaves us.

I walk into the area of our apartment that I’ve tried to block off as a bedroom. I pull the suitcase out from under the bed and begin throwing clothes into it.

“Are we going somewhere, Mommy?”

“Yeah, baby. Mommy has found us a new, nicer place to stay,” I say brightly as I continue to pack.

“Will Linda be there?”

I look down at my boy, and his bottom lip is trembling. In his short life, we’ve moved a lot. 

I crouch down in front of him and shake my head. “No, honey. But I promise, it’ll be nicer than this.”

Jack nods, and my heart breaks. I draw him into my embrace.

“What if we get a kitty at the next home?”

His little face breaks into a smile. “A kitty? Can I name him?”

“Yeah, baby, you can.”

And just like that, the thought of moving is banished from his little mind, and he’s smiling. I grab another suitcase and put our meager possessions in it, and we are ready to go.

“Look around, Jack, is there anything Momma forgot to pack?”

Jack wanders over and picks up his favorite blanket and his toy bunny. 

“You forgot bunny.”

“Well, that’s why I have you checking on me! What would Momma do without you?” I ask with a laugh. “You ready?”

“Yes, Momma.”

I open the front door and roll my suitcases out. “Momma needs you to keep up, okay?”

Jack nods and grasps the handrail with his tiny hand, and together we go down the stairs and to the car. I place him in his seat, put the bags in the trunk, and leave this shitty apartment building behind.

As I turn the corner, the guy who was in the bar earlier talking to Tick, blocks my way. I contemplate running his ass over, but Jack is in the car. So, I put it in park and roll down my window.
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I doubled back after leaving the bar, and yeah, I was being followed. The skinny motherfucker looked cold without a jacket. No doubt he left his cut behind, so I wouldn’t make him. Now, I’m following him, and he looks like he’s desperately trying to find me. When we get near the entrance to an alley, I whistle, he turns, and I clock him one. The guy goes down with one punch, but I’m not buying it. I drag him into the alley and prop him up against a wall.

“Okay, Pete,” I say to myself as I pretend to be talking to someone, “...,should we cut off his left or right hand?”

My pursuer’s eyes fly open as he looks around the alley.

“That’s better. Okay, who are you, and what do you want?”

“Hammer told me to follow you.”

“Why?”

“Wants to know if you’re legit.” The guy's beady eyes dart all around, I’m assuming looking for an escape route.

“I’m legit, and I don’t like being followed.”

The guy shrugs and holds out his hand to me. I grasp it in mine and pull him up. A searing pain goes through my side, and I look down to see a fucking knife sticking out of me.

“Never underestimate a Harbinger, motherfucker.”

A growl escapes me as I reach up and twist his head on his neck like a pretzel. Fuck! This is not how this was supposed to go. Sneaky motherfucker! I look at both ends of the alley, and no one is looking. I’ve been careless and let this fucker stick me. My DNA is all over him. I pull out the knife, and more blood runs out of me. It doesn’t feel like a bad wound, but it hurts like a bitch. I need a car. I go to the front of the alley, applying pressure to my wound and see if there are any cars available. Common sense kicks in. I go back, cover him up with rubbish that’s in the alley, and go in search of a viable car.

As I leave the alley, a car zooms past with the bartender from the MC behind the wheel. I mentally take down the plate number as I walk quickly to find a car to steal. 

***
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I walked three blocks before I was happy with the vehicle I stole. Once inside, I pull out my phone and dial a number from memory. 

“Johnston! How are you? It’s Jamison Felder.”

“Felder? I thought you were out on leave?”

“I was, I was. Hey, could you run a plate for me?”

“Sure, of course. Let me have it.”

I rattle off the plate and wait as Johnston works his magic.

“Okay, plate belongs to a Suzannah Stone, lives at apartment 15B, Harrow Street—”

“Thanks, got it. You’re the man!”

“Wait, so what are you working on? Can I get in on it? They’ve got me—”

“Sorry, Johnston, gotta go, but I’ll tell the bosses you were a great help.”

I end the call, delete my phone’s history, and go back to the alley. The skinny guy weighs next to nothing as I load him into the trunk of the car. I drive it close to where the bartender lives, get out of the car, and she nearly runs me over.

I look through the windshield, and she’s got a kid in the backseat. I look back at her, and she looks pissed, but she winds down the driver’s side window. I approach her slowly with my hands up, forgetting they are covered in blood.

“What the f-hell?” asks Suzannah. 

“I need your help, Suzannah Stone.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

“Never mind about that. I know who you are and...” I look past her to her son. “Do I really have to say more?”

Suzannah stares straight ahead, chewing her bottom lip.

“M-Momma?”

She twists in her seat to stare at her son. 

“Yes, baby?”

“Is the man okay?”

“Yes, Jack, this a friend of Momma’s from work. He just needs our help, and then we can go and get you that kitty, okay?”

The little guy nods, and Suzannah pins me with a look.

“If you so much as look at him again, I’ll end you. Got me?”

“Fair enough. I need you to follow me.” I stand, place my hand back over the wound, then bend back down. “Don’t be stupid, Suzannah. Jack depends on you.”

I tap the hood of her car, get back in the stolen car, and drive out of the city. When I feel like we are far enough away from the main highway, I stop. Suzannah gets out of the car and comes charging up to me.

In a loud whisper, she says, “What the fuck? How do you know me? And what do I have to do to get my son and me away from you?”

“Calm down. I don’t mean you any harm. I’m after Darius Todd and Thomas Strike.”

“Darius is the VP of the Harbingers of Death and Thomas Strike is Hammer. You’ve already met him.”

Fuck, Thomas Strike is Hammer?

“Strike is Hammer?” I ask stupidly.

“Yeah, get it? Strike,” Suzannah raises her hand in a fist and brings it down. “Hammer.”

“Great,” I reply as I turn around and look up at the sky. I must be fucking tired not to put that together.

“So what’s the plan?”

“Need to torch the car. Then I need you to patch me up. Can you do that?”

“I can do that. Then you’ll tell me how you know the real me and let me be on my way?”

“Yeah.”

“Safely?” Suzannah asks forcefully.

“I got no beef with you.”
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Before I’d let whoever he is in my car with my son, I grabbed a towel out of one of the suitcases and told him to keep it pressed to his side. I also didn’t want his blood in my car. 

“What do we call you?” I ask.

“Does it matter?”

“Jack and I need to call you something.”

I glance at the kid, and he smiles big at me.

“Vince, you can call me Vince.”

“How did you know my name and Jack’s?”

He gives me a frown then sort of smiles to himself. 

“People in low places.”

“Up here, take the next exit, then find the first drugstore. There’s a Super Eight not far from here. I can give you cash, but you book the room in your name.”

“What do you need from the drugstore?”

“Bandages, disinfectant, a needle, and thread.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah.”

“If I help you, you have to let us go. Jack and I are leaving this city behind us.”

“We’re getting a kitty!” yells Jack from the backseat.

“Is that so, little man?” I ask.

“That’s what Mommy calls me! How did you know that?”

“You look like a little man, that’s all.”

My son grins at this monster. He knows more about us than I thought. He knows our names, and he knows my nickname for Jack. Who the hell is he?

“There’s a drugstore up here,” I state.

“Good. I’ll watch Jack while you get the supplies.”

“No f-bloody way!”

“I can tell you’re a good Mom by the way you censor yourself, Suzannah. I can’t go in there bleeding all over the place, someone will notice. Jack and I will be fine, won’t we, Jack?”

“Yes!” yells Jack from the backseat, and I cast a glare at Vince.

“I swear if you—”

“Yeah, I know, I know. Jack and I will be fine.”

I pull up sharply into a carpark and look at Vince.

“Be calm, Suzannah. Jack and I are going to sit here and see how high we can count. If we get to two hundred, well... let’s hope we don’t get to two hundred.”

His meaning is clear. I want to reach over and scratch his eyes out, but Jack is in the car. I’m shaking and can feel tears in my eyes, Vince stares at me and smiles. He fucking smiles. All I want to do is hurt him.

“Say goodbye to Momma!” Vince says cheerfully to Jack.

“Bye, Momma!”

I reach over and touch Jack’s face. “Bye, little man.”

As I’m about to get out of the car, Vince grabs my arm. “Don’t hurry. Don’t make a scene. Get in, get what we need, and leave.”

“Gummi Bears!” yells Jack.

“And get Jack Gummi Bears.”

“Yay!”

I smile at Jack. “Gummi Bears, it is.”

Opening the car door and walking away from Jack is one of the hardest things I have ever done. It’s always been him and me. I’ve protected him from his asshole father and then the next loser I hooked up with. That was it for me with men, no more. My boy deserves better, and now look what I’ve gone and done. I went to work in that shitty bar, and trouble has found me. Found us.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” asks a lady in the same aisle as me.

“Y-yes, my son cut his hand is all and, I need to get some bandages. Boys will be boys, you know?”

“Oh my, yes! They bleed like stuck pigs, and it terrifies and makes us angry all at once! I’ve got four boys and one girl. She’s never been an ounce of trouble but the boys? Wait till he breaks his first bone.” The woman nods at me sympathetically and goes on her way.

I buy everything Vince told me to buy plus Gummi Bears, some protein bars, and a small can of deodorant that hopefully, I can use as a weapon. I put this in my pocket after I’ve paid for everything. When I get back to the car, Jack is all smiles. 

“Momma! Did you get me some Gummi Bears?”

“Yes, baby, I did.”

Vince takes the bag off me and goes through it. He holds up the Gummi Bears.

“Look what I found!”

Jack laughs and claps his hands. I look at Vince, and he’s scanning the parking lot. 

“I did what you said. In and out, no one knows anything.”

Without looking at me or acknowledging me, he says, “Let’s go. There’s a Super Eight not ten minutes from here.”

Vince points in the direction he wants me to drive, and I do as he says.
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Suzannah is so stressed out about her kid that she doesn’t realize she’d told me his name. All I had on her was her name. Calling him ‘little man’ was just sheer goddamn luck. I can’t figure her out. In the bar, she looked like any other club whore, but looking at her now, worried about her son and all covered up, she could be a soccer mom.

We pull into the hotel, and she doesn’t ask any questions. Suzannah glares at me, smiles at her kid, and goes into the office. When she comes back, she moves the car so it’s nearer the room. And she’s picked one at the end. Smart.

As we get out of the car, I say, “You’ve been in trouble before.”

Suzannah has her son clutched to her chest. “What do you mean?”

“Are we in trouble, Momma?”

“No, baby. Vince is being silly! Let’s get inside,” Suzannah says, giving me a hard look.

I ruffle his hair, and she sidesteps me into the room. Once inside, I shut the door and check the bathroom. No one is in here, but it pays to be careful.

“Now, little man, Momma needs you to eat this before you have any Gummi Bears, okay?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes, Jack, you do, and I want you to drink a glass of water as well.”

Suzannah pushes past me and fills up a plastic cup for the kid, then turns on the television and looks at me.

“Now what?” Suzannah asks with her hands on her hips.

“Jack, your momma and I are just going to be in the bathroom. You stay out here and watch TV, okay?”

“Okay.”

Jack’s eyes are already fastened to the television, so he largely ignores me. I point at the plastic bag full of supplies and go into the bathroom. Suzannah follows moments later.

I peel off my shirt, but the t-shirt underneath is stuck to me, so it’s going to hurt like a bitch. I sit on the toilet seat and psych myself up for the pain that’s coming.

“Let me help you.”

Suzannah reaches down and pulls it over my head. I suck in a breath and grit my teeth at the searing pain.

“I’m sorry.”

I shake my head and look down. The blood that was staunched with my t-shirt is now flowing again.

“Need you to apply disinfectant to the wound with clean bandages, then I need you to stitch me up.”

Suzannah pales, and I think she's going to decline, but she nods. 

***
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I’m lying on the bed. Suzannah is beside me, and Jack is asleep on the other side of her. My side aches, but she did a good job of repairing me.

“Tell me about Darius and Hammer.”

Suzannah looks at me. “They are mean, they are connected, and they are deadly.”

“So am I.”

Suzannah scoffs. “Yeah, that’s why you were bleeding all over the bathroom floor, and they weren’t.”

“One of their men took me by surprise. It won’t happen again.”

“Rat. He was sent to follow you. If he hasn’t already reported back, you’re as good as dead.”

“He hasn’t reported back.” Suzannah quirks an eyebrow at me. “Why do you think I torched the car?”

“Why would you tell me that? I didn’t know a fucking thing, and now I know that!”

“I’m not after you,” I state calmly. “You know anything about their business dealings?”

“Only the bar. I know they’re into some shady shit, but I’ve got nothing to do with that.”

“So you just serve the animals and turn a blind eye?”

Pointing to her son, she says, “You see this right here? He’s my reason. I’d do anything to keep him fed and safe.”

“How come you’ve got your car all packed up then? You leaving?”

“Hammer fucking happened. I’m not a whore. He told me that I could run the bar, and I’ve been doing a dammed fine job for the last three months, turning a profit.”

“You skimming?”

“Not too much so they’d notice. Just enough for a nest egg for Jack and me.”

“You think he noticed?”

Suzannah shakes her head. “No fucking way.”

“Tell me what happened.”

“Hammer just wanted to dip his dick, and I don’t roll that way.”

“Lesbian?”

“Do I look like a lesbian?” Suzannah asks, rolling her eyes.

I shrug. “No, but I’ve been wrong before.”

“Then you have lousy taste in women.”

“Now, that I can agree with you. So why’d you refuse?”

“Are you kidding me?” Suzannah loud whispers. “I’m a proud female, and if I choose to take you into my bed, you better treat me right and show me respect! Not push me down on a table and just go at it!”

She’s got balls. I nod at her. “Fair enough. Can you tell me anything about either of them or the MC?”

“Darius has an ‘ole lady. For a biker, he’s loyal to her. Hammer is only loyal to the greenback and his MC.” Suzannah strokes her son’s hair and asks, “Why do you want them so bad?”

“I had a daughter. They took her from me.”

“How?”

“I worked overseas a lot. My wife started banging the guy next door. Ann started skipping school. I should have come home, but I didn’t want to deal with it. My wife sent me a message telling me Ann had run away. I came home as soon as I could, but it took a month. By then, all the leads were cold.”

“What makes you think the Harbingers have her?”

“I went through her life. It’s what I do. Their fingerprints were everywhere. They used her and threw her away.”

Suzannah’s face softens. “Is she dead?”

“I think so. Her trail went stone cold, a sign that they got rid of her. All I want now is revenge and to find out where they left her body.” I sit up on the side of the bed, feet firmly on the floor. “Closure, I need closure and a good old dose of revenge.”

“You don’t need us for that.”

I look down at Jack’s sleeping form. Guilt washes over me. 

“No, I don’t. Tell me where Darius’ woman is, and you’re free to go.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”

“I was going to mace your ass.”

“What?” I ask, stunned.

“Well, not really mace,” Suzannah reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small can of deodorant. “But it would have stung like a mofo.”

I take it off her. “Pine scent? Yep, this would have crippled me,” I say with a wink.

“I knew it,” Suzannah says with a smirk.

“Why’d you change your mind?” I ask.

“I would do anything for Jack, and I have. So I get it. We want a better world for our kids. How old is Ann?”

“She’s just turned sixteen.”

Suzannah slides off the bed, trying hard to keep Jack from waking. “That’s a rough age. You have to watch them.”

“I wasn’t there for Ann or her mother. I let them both down, but she had one job, and that was to keep our girl safe. Not sure I could ever forgive her.”

Suzannah nods and stretches. I look from her to her kid.

“Where’s the father?”

“Jack’s dad isn’t in the picture. Never really was. A two-time loser.” Suzannah frowns and looks down at her son. “It’s just him and me. It’s all we need.”

“How much money you got?”

“What?”

“Moving requires cash. You’ll need more than what you’ve got, I bet. And that car,” I gesture to it. “It needs replacing.”

“What are you saying?”

“Help me, and I’ll help you.”

“With money?”

“Ten K.”

“Twenty,” Suzannah counters.

I grin at her. “Deal.”

“I’d have done it for fifteen.”

“I would’ve gone higher.”

“Shoot!” Suzannah throws her hands up in the air in mock frustration.

“Write down everything you know about Darius and his woman.”

Suzannah sits down at the desk and puts pen to paper.

“You know it won’t bring Ann back.”

“I know, but it’ll stop someone else's little girl from falling in with them. I might save someone else’s daughter.”
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