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      The wind blew off the sea as the three Harleys made their way through the last series of snaking turns and hit the straight stretch on Highway 1 running parallel to the ocean. The night was well under way, a fact that Savva “Reaper” Pajari was well aware of. He had to report to the president of his club, Czar, the moment they arrived back in Caspar, but time didn’t matter for that. Even if Czar was at his home in Sea Haven, tucked in close to his wife, Reaper’d just hit the roof and climb in through the bedroom window. He’d done it more than once.

      He lived for two things: riding free and fighting. He needed to feel solid muscle under his knuckles. He needed to feel fists hitting his body, tapping into that well of ice that covered every emotion. That swift explosion of violence and sweet pain as fists connected was his life, and had been his life since he was five. Now, he needed to stay sharp somehow, in this new bullshit direction the club had taken.

      He rode along the highway, aware of the others on either side of him. Brothers, some for over thirty years. Men he counted on. Men he called family. Still, he was apart from them and he knew it, even if they didn’t. He turned his head toward the ocean. Waves sprayed up into the air, rushing over rocks and battering at the cliffs. Sometimes he felt those battered rocks were him, time wearing him away, little by little.

      His soul had been gone so long ago that he couldn’t remember having one. Now, his heart was slowly disappearing. There wasn’t a place on his body without a scar. He had another to add from this last trip. He also would have to have Ink tat his back, three more skulls to add to the collection of those resting in the roots of the tree on his back.

      Viktor Prakenskii, the man known as Czar, was the best man he knew. Reaper’s job was to stand in front of Czar, his self-appointed task from the time he was a little boy. He’d been doing it for so long now, he didn’t know any other way of life. He stood in front of all his brothers and sisters – in Torpedo Ink, his club. He was proud to wear the club colors. He’d die for those colors and still detested any mission he ran if he had to take them off.

      They turned off the main highway onto Caspar Road leading to the town of Caspar, where they’d set up home. They’d designed their compound around the old paymaster’s building for the Caspar logging company. They had spent the first few months working on the building, turning it into their clubhouse. It housed multiple bedrooms, a bar, their meeting room – known as the chapel – and a kitchen. They shared bathrooms, whichever was closest to their assigned sleeping room. Czar had insisted each of them purchase a home nearby. He wanted those roots put down deep.

      Reaper didn’t give a damn where they all slept. As long as he could defend his club and their president, he was fine. The compound had a bed and right now, he needed one. He was forty-eight hours without sleep. He’d stitched up the wound in his side himself, making a piss-poor job of it too, but all he’d had was a little whiskey to disinfect it, and that had burned like hell. It still did.

      They rode up to the compound, and Storm and Keys parked their bikes while he scanned the lot. Either Czar was home or at the bar. Reaper was fairly certain he’d be at the bar waiting for a report. He didn’t like to disturb his wife, Blythe, or their four adopted children. Reaper didn’t shut his bike down and waited for the others to turn to him.

      “Goin’ to find Czar,” he said, unnecessarily, but they were looking at him like he should say something. He didn’t like stupid shit, like the formalities that seemed so important to others. He didn’t care if people liked him; in fact, he preferred they stay the hell away, except for his brothers, who understood him and made it clear they expected him to at least talk once in a while.

      “I can report in,” Keys offered. “You could use the downtime.”

      Reaper shook his head. “Won’t be able to sleep right away. I have to check on him anyway. You know how I am.”

      “Want company?” Storm asked.

      He shook his head. “Not necessary. Savage will be with him, probably a few others. Get some sleep. We all earned it.” Savin “Savage” Pajari was his birth brother. Like Reaper, he acted as sergeant at arms, protecting Czar at all times. Between the two men, they had their president covered whether he liked it or not around the clock. “I already texted Czar we were comin’ in when we were an hour out.”

      He was certain if he did that, Czar would go to the bar rather than have Reaper come to his home – exactly what Reaper wanted. It was the new bartender. Reaper didn’t like anything out of the ordinary. He didn’t trust it. The woman was definitely something out of the ordinary. Code could find dirt on anyone, but he hadn’t found a single trace of her anywhere. She worked for cash, under the table. She wore designer jeans, but she drove a beat-up car on its last leg, rust breaking through the paint. The fucking thing smoked every time she turned the engine over.

      Torpedo Ink had a garage up and running. Did she take her car there to get it fixed? Hell no. She drove off every night thinking no one knew where she was going. That was the hell of it. She drove back toward Fort Bragg, took Highway 20 and turned off at the Egg Taking Station, a campground in the Jackson Demonstration Forest. Why the fuck would a classy woman be bartending in a biker bar, drive a beat-up Honda Civic older than she was and be camping? It made no sense. He didn’t like puzzles, and Anya Rafferty was not only a puzzle, but one big headache.

      Reaper had watched her for over a month. Five weeks and three days to be precise. He’d learned she was a hard worker. She listened to people, remembered their names and what they liked to drink. She flirted just enough to get good tips, but not enough to cause fights. She was generous with the waitresses, sharing tips she didn’t have to share. She was careful and guarded yet gave the illusion she was open. She was kind to those less fortunate.

      He’d watched her give a homeless man a blanket she carried in her car, and twice she’d brought him coffee and a meal. Twice she’d spent money he was certain she didn’t have to get food or shoes for someone living on the streets. She seemed to have an affinity for the homeless, and he was certain she knew all of them by name. She volunteered in the soup kitchen Saturday mornings even though she couldn’t have had more than a couple of hours of sleep.

      She didn’t flinch around the bikers, but it was obvious she wasn’t from their world and didn’t have a clue how to fit in. She took her cues from Czar and sometimes asked him questions. She’d never asked Reaper a single question, but she sent him a few shy smiles, which he didn’t return. He’d spent more time in the bar in the five weeks she’d been there than he’d ever spent in a bar in his life.

      Reaper glanced away from the compound, up toward the bar. He could see the lights shining through the dark from the banks of windows. His heart accelerated. His cock jerked hard in his jeans. That was unacceptable and that was why the woman had to go.

      Every one of those in his club had been taught to be in complete control of their bodies at all times. They’d been beaten, starved, tortured and had unspeakable things done to them in order to shape them into disciplined killing machines. He felt very little emotion and certainly not physical attractions. The bitches partying hard, getting it on with anyone and everyone, did nothing for him. Not one thing. He often walked through a room full of half naked or naked women and his body didn’t so much as stir.

      One look at Anya Rafferty. Listening to the sound of her voice. Her fucking laugh. The way all that hair fell around her face like a dark cloud. A waterfall. She had more hair than two women put together, and he found he thought a lot about that hair when he should be thinking about keeping his president alive. Or himself. He refused to allow his cock to drive him. That part of his anatomy would never drive him. He didn’t trust anyone, especially not a woman who made his body ache until his teeth hurt.

      He sighed and turned his Harley, heading for the bar. He’d told Czar Anya had to go. She was a problem. Nothing about her added up. Nothing. Protecting Czar was his number one priority, and if she wasn’t forthcoming, she had to go. He told himself that shit, but he knew it wasn’t the truth. He hated bullshit. Detested it. Especially when he was trying to bullshit himself. He could make all the excuses in the world, but the truth was, the bartender upset him. She got under his skin without trying.

      Once in the parking area, Reaper swung his leg over his motorcycle and forced himself to stand upright, his two feet planted on solid ground. He’d been on his bike so long he wasn’t certain he had the legs for earth any longer. Placing his dome on the bike he did a casual sweep of the parking lot. In that one moment, he took in every detail of the cars and lines of motorcycles parked there. He recognized several of the bikes. Two prospects were lounging close, keeping an eye on the bikes. He didn’t acknowledge them, but he saw every detail. He removed the small leather bag from one of the compartments hidden in his bike and made his way across the parking area toward the bar, still looking around to every conceivable parking spot.

      What he didn’t see was the bartender’s old rust bucket. He paused for a moment at the bottom of the stairs, breathing deeply, not knowing if that made him happy or if his mind went somewhere he refused to acknowledge. She was gone. Czar had done what he’d asked, and her presence was removed. That should make him happy. Well, he was never happy. He didn’t know how to be. He’d forgotten. Relief maybe – except now he had to go to the campground and make certain she was okay. Damn it. He swore under his breath and climbed the steps leading up to the bar. His gut burned like hell with every step, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as the ache in his chest.

      Music poured out of the building, a loud, drubbing beat. That only added to the pounding in his head. He ignored it and yanked open the door. Raised voices and laughter mixed with the clink of glasses. Funny, now that it was an established biker bar, the place was hopping almost every night.

      He stepped to the side of the door and took a long look around, noting every jacket or vest with colors. Mostly small-time clubs, or weekenders. A couple of legitimate road warriors. Three wannabe hard-asses, drinking, looking for women and most likely a fight. Five, sitting in the corner, badasses wearing Demon patches. They noticed him the moment he walked in. All five were packing and they weren’t drinking, at least not enough to say they were there for a good time. He did a quick inventory of his body. He could move fast if needed. He never minded a good fight and most likely, any minute, he’d be welcoming one. He let the Demons see his gaze linger on them before he allowed himself to scan along the bar.

      He had a gun tucked in his waistband at the small of his back. Another was down in his boot along with a knife. A third gun was inside his jacket, easy access, just a cross-body pull and he was in business. The truth was, he rarely used a gun or a knife when he killed. He preferred silence, but weapons came in handy occasionally and he was proficient in the use of all of them.

      He knew he was looking for the bartender. Anya. He fucking loved that name. It suited her face. Her voice. It was possible her piece of junk car had broken down and she had hitched a ride with someone. He didn’t see her anywhere and it pissed him off that he’d even looked. Worse, the pressure in his chest grew.

      Tonight’s bartender, Preacher, looked harassed. He glanced up from the sea of customers and shot Reaper a welcoming grin, his eyes scanning for wounds, dwelling for a moment on the blood on Reaper’s shirt and then jumping back to his face. Reaper gave him a nod, indicating he was fine, and Preacher nodded back. He jerked his chin toward the hall behind the bar. There was a doorway to the left of the bar, but Reaper stalked across the room and flipped up the jointed wooden slab that allowed him to walk through the opening to get behind the bar. He moved down the long hallway straight to the office.

      The door to the back office was closed, signifying a meeting of some kind. If the door was closed, any waitress or non–club member stayed out. Unzipping his jacket, Reaper went right on in, hoping Savage didn’t put a bullet in him as he waltzed through the door. Savage was unpredictable at times. His brother gave a quick scan of his body, much the way Preacher had. Czar stood up to face him, doing the same. He frowned when he saw the blood. Shit, he’d forgotten his shirt was a mess. It wasn’t all his, either. Savage’s gaze jumped back to his face.

      “I’m fine,” he said, to stop the questions.

      Code had been poring over books with Czar, which was laughable. Czar hated number crunching and only pretended to listen to Code half the time. With Czar and Code at the table were two other club members, Absinthe and Ice, Storm’s twin brother. All had their eyes on him and the blood on his shirt. Something was up to have so many gathered this late at night.

      “What happened?” Czar snapped before anyone else could say anything.

      Reaper tossed the leather carrier bag onto the table. “Assholes called us in a little late. Who the fuck goes off to hide, leaving their wife and kid to face certain death because they don’t want to pay a gambling debt? He’s supposed to be the big-assed president of a club and he’s hiding in a dark hole surrounded by his brothers, leaving his woman and child exposed.” He poured a wealth of disgust into his voice, because, really? Who did that? Who could live with themselves? How could his brothers look up to him? “I wanted to cut his throat.” He glared at Czar. “Don’t send me on a mission like that one again. Next time, I won’t have such restraint.”

      Czar studied his face. Reaper kept his expression blank. Czar shook his head. “First, tell me how you got blood all over your shirt. Is that yours? Or someone else’s? Please tell me it isn’t the client’s.”

      Reaper shrugged because, hell yeah, some of it was that douchebag client’s. He’d gotten exactly what he deserved. The club was called Mayhem. Laughable. Truly laughable. In Reaper’s opinion the bullshit president had deserved to die so, yeah, he’d shown restraint. “Maybe I didn’t make myself clear. The weasel ran up a gambling debt and then, rather than pay it, when the goons showed up to collect, had his boys get him to safety. He went across two states and only then remembered he had a wife and daughter.”

      “And he contacted us to get them to safety,” Czar reminded, his tone mild.

      “After he made sure his ass was in the clear. Two days later, Czar. Two fuckin’ days. He didn’t even warn her. By the time we got there, so had the idiots sent to collect. Bodies or money.” He touched his side. The burn of that blade going in was still fresh. “They decided to have a little fun with the two of them before they cut them up. Girl is fourteen.”

      “You stepped between the girl and the knife,” Czar said.

      Reaper didn’t answer. What was there to say? Was he really going to let a pathetic excuse of a human being kill a fourteen-year-old girl and her mother? Not happening.

      “How many stitches?” Code asked.

      “What the hell difference does it make?”

      “Someone’s in a bad mood,” Code observed. “Five? More?”

      “Six. I don’t need the doc. I took care of it myself.”

      A small hoot of derisive laughter went up. Reaper flipped them off.

      “I gotta see this,” Ice said. “If it’s anything like the last one you stitched up yourself, you’ll be looking like Frankenstein in no time.”

      “Already does,” Code said. “Just a little.”

      Reaper glanced at Savage. He hadn’t cracked a smile and there was a slight hint of worry in his eyes, but he didn’t say anything.

      “You taking antibiotics?” Czar asked.

      “I will. I’ll get them from the doc.”

      “Tell me what really happened, because otherwise, I’m going to think you’re slowing down. You could have killed these idiots in seconds, Reaper. What the hell were you doing to take a hit that cost you six stitches?”

      “We’re done talkin’ about this,” Reaper declared.

      “We’re done when I say we’re done.” Czar’s voice dropped an octave, low enough that the room went silent. Low enough to caution Reaper that his president wasn’t asking.

      Reaper shook his head. When Czar talked like that, he expected answers. “Didn’t want the kid to see me kill him. I directed the hit where I knew it wouldn’t do much damage. She had Down syndrome and she was terrified. Her father left them hanging out there like that. Pissed me off. I didn’t want the kid to suffer any more than she already had.”

      Czar sighed. “Reaper, she’s the daughter of the president of a motorcycle club. The Mayhem club may not be as big as the Diamondbacks, but they’re violent. She’s bound to have seen things.”

      “She was terrified,” Reaper repeated. “It was my call. I had her close her eyes, turn her head away, and then I killed the bastard. Before she could look, I covered her eyes and took her the hell out of there.”

      “You don’t get to take chances with your life,” Czar hissed, slamming his palm on the table.

      Reaper leaned toward him. Looked him in the eye. “I’ve been takin’ chances with my life since I was five years old. I been killin’ that long. I know how to take a blade when I need to.”

      “The point is, you didn’t need to,” Czar snapped.

      “My call. I’m there, I have to make the decision. You’ll be happy to know, I didn’t kill her father when we delivered them safe to him, although it took restraint. He was willing to pay us the fee we asked for, but not pay his gambling debt? He put his wife and daughter in jeopardy, Czar. What kind of man does that?”

      “The club paid for the fee to have us retrieve them and bring them safely to him. The gambling debt is personal.”

      “You know, if they catch up with him, he’ll give us up in a heartbeat. He was already plannin’ to do that. I killed the two hit men. Whoever sent them out will want revenge.”

      “All of you wore a mask and gloves,” Czar said. “He never saw your faces.”

      “No, but Mr. Mayhem President put a tracker in with the money,” Reaper said. “He was plannin’ on selling us out to get out from under his debt. He’ll give up the link online, that’s all he’s got.” He smirked. “Killed the club member followin’ us and put the tracker in his fuckin’ mouth.”

      “Code said you texted him to shut down our online operation and he did. We’ll set up again later.”

      “Just so you know, full disclosure and all, I beat the livin’ hell out of that pissant president, Czar. Don’t know if he lived or not, but if he did, he’s not going to be the same man. He was going to give us up, and that tracker was the last straw. Already wanted to shove a knife down his throat.”

      Czar shook his head and pushed the bag of money across the table to Code. “Add that to everything else. We’re in good shape. We’ve got most of the businesses up and running. Still working on some of the houses. Reaper, are you going to actually move into yours?”

      Reaper shrugged. He had no idea what the hell he’d do with a house. Czar had insisted all of them have an actual home. His was on the edge of the cliffs with a stairway leading down to the cove and two roads winding around Caspar so he had access to old logging roads. He liked to know he could escape anything easily.

      “Soon.” He just required a bed. He had one at the compound. He didn’t need a house to go to every night. Empty. Echoing every time he walked through it because he’d put the minimum amount of furniture in it. A bed. That was pretty much it. Maybe, if he was lucky, the entire structure would fall into the ocean and he’d be done with it.

      He changed the subject. “Got a few badasses sitting at a table. Waiting, Czar. They request a meeting with you?”

      Czar nodded slowly. “Waited until you got here. Code found out a few things about them. They’re from up north. Demons, smaller club, but already have a reputation. They want to talk about extending their reach, using us to do it.”

      “Probably drugs.” Ice spoke. “We don’t do that shit anymore. We’re rehabilitated.”

      The others laughed. “Yeah. We don’t spread drugs around, but we kill people when it’s needed,” Absinthe said.

      “A few hard-asses out there as well, think they’re real tough from the way they’re actin’,” Reaper continued. “Look like trouble and they’re drinking heavy. Talkin’ loud. Didn’t even notice when I walked through the door, but the others did. The Demons. We aren’t a well-known club. Barely established. We aren’t even the big club in this area. Why come to us?”

      Czar shrugged. “Don’t know until they talk to us.”

      “Did they indicate they found us online through the website Code has?”

      Czar shook his head. “Don’t think so. Think they chose us because we’re here, on the coast.” He studied Reaper’s face. “I wouldn’t meet like this with someone wanting us to do a hit.” He made it an assurance.

      Reaper moved away from the door toward the back of the room where the overhead light didn’t quite reach. He was tired. Exhausted. Even if he went to bed, he knew he wouldn’t sleep, or if he did, he’d have a nightmare. He had them often now, something he was careful not to share with the others – not even Savage.

      “You up for this?” Czar asked. “We could tell them to come back.”

      “Told you, Czar, someone else should handle inquiries, make certain they’re legit. We all have a lot of enemies, but you most of all. Don’t like you out in front like this,” Reaper said. He put his back to the wall, making certain he had a clear shot to the door. Savage was on the other side of the room. They’d have the five Demons boxed in.

      “If you could, you’d build a wall around me,” Czar pointed out.

      “You’ve got Blythe and the kids,” Reaper said. “Aside from the fact that you’re the brains for all of us, you’ve got them.”

      Czar’s face softened. “I’ve got all of you. I don’t worry because I have my brothers.” Still looking at Reaper, he continued. “Ice, go get them and bring them back. They come through the door one by one. You stay behind them. Box them in. Absinthe, you search them. Tell them they want to give up their weapons.”

      Reaper was happy Czar wasn’t taking any chances. Absinthe could influence with his voice. He was smooth and charming and the moment he put the suggestion in the minds of the Demons, they’d hand over their weapons without hesitation. If there was going to be a firefight, it wasn’t going to happen on Torpedo Ink’s chosen home turf.

      “Stay to the left of the room at all times,” Reaper said, all business. “Savage and I will have them in a crossfire. None of you want to get caught in that. We’ll mark the ones between us we’ll take. The rest of you look comfortable and friendly.” He was good at planning death. He’d done it hundreds of times. Czar was equally as skilled, probably his teacher, since Czar was older. He’d been the one to get them all out of that hellhole alive.

      Czar nodded his head and Ice was gone, leaving the door open. Reaper leaned against the wall, relaxed. This was his world, one he knew intimately, and a woman like Anya Rafferty with her long dark hair and her bleeding heart didn’t belong anywhere near it. He sighed, realizing she’d crept right back into his thoughts.

      He should have followed her all the way into the campgrounds. They were a good distance from the entry, if he remembered correctly. His club had had a shootout there. A massacre. It was a place outlaws could hide, and that meant Anya wasn’t as safe as he’d like her to be. He shut down that line of thinking. He wouldn’t want any woman camping alone out there.

      He straightened suddenly. What if she wasn’t camping alone? There could be a man out there. She could be supporting some shiftless loser who didn’t want to work or take care of his woman. He should have gone all the way in. Damn it. Now his head wanted to explode and wasn’t in the game where it should be, just as he knew would happen. The woman was wreaking havoc, and it was a damned good thing Czar had sent her on her way. Still, he had to check on her, just to be certain she was safe – just the way he would with any woman.

      His bullshit meter was screaming at him but he ignored it as the first man stepped through the door. This would be their top enforcer. Sergeant at arms. The badass of the five. He studied the man’s face as Absinthe took his weapons. Yeah, he was the real deal. What was he doing in a small-time club? There had to be more to the Demons than they had ferreted out. The enforcer passed over his weapons without a murmur, his eyes sweeping the room, taking in the setup, realizing he couldn’t see either Reaper or Savage clearly.

      Both men had a way of blurring their image. It was useful when hunting others. They’d developed the skill over the years, starting when they were toddlers and Czar had them practicing. Most of it was learning to choose the right place to stand. The shadows covering them. The stillness one needed so the human eye wasn’t drawn in that direction.

      The Demons came in one by one, just as Czar directed. Ice tailed them, closing the door behind them. Reaper made certain to watch each of them as they came through, noting which one would be the likeliest to start trouble – that would be Tether, the youngest, the one eager to prove himself. The first one, the one they called Razor, was the one Reaper determined was the most lethal. He marked him as the one to take down first.

      “I’m Hammer,” one said. “President of the Demons.” His patch confirmed that.

      “Czar.” Their president extended his hand and shook. He indicated the chairs surrounding the oval table.

      Only Razor hesitated. He realized sitting put them in a vulnerable position, especially without weapons. Absinthe had conducted a search of each man even after they’d obeyed his soft, whispered command to hand over their guns and knives. He was thorough about his search, knowing Czar was in the room. They all protected their president. Czar didn’t always like it, but it didn’t matter. He was their number one priority at all times. In this instance, if things went to hell, it would be Code’s job to take Czar down and protect him with his own body, while Reaper, Savage, Ice and Absinthe killed every one of the Demons.

      Soft feminine laughter drifted down the hall and Reaper almost stiffened. Almost. He cursed under his breath but managed somehow to stay disciplined enough not to move. That sounded a lot like the bartender. He had to keep his head in the game, not worry about some woman who’d probably been sent to kill Czar. Well, okay, he didn’t believe that for a moment. He’d think about her later and the fact that those three hard-asses were looking for women. Right now, the only thing in his world was replaying step-by-step in his mind how he would kill the Demons and protect his president.

      Razor had to go first; Reaper would draw and shoot him in the head. Two bullets to make certain, although he didn’t miss. The president second, even though Code and Absinthe would go for him as well. Savage would take the two sitting to either side of their president, the ones assigned to protect him, just as Code was assigned to Czar. The two were named Weed and Shaft. Their cuts had their road names as well as their offices. It was unusual for a president, enforcer, secretary and road captain to all come to a meet at once. Something big was up.

      “How can I help you?” Czar asked.

      There was a small silence while Hammer sized him up. Razor was clearly uncomfortable with the setup, but he kept his mouth shut. His gaze moved restlessly around the room, always looking for anything that might threaten his boss.

      “I’ll get right to the point,” Hammer said. “Heard good things about your club. You’re small, but you get things done. We’ve got a situation. We’re small too. Three chapters. Good territory. We keep it as clean as possible. Don’t have trouble with the locals. Hear you’re in pretty good here as well.”

      Czar shrugged, but didn’t respond, his eyes steady on the Demons president’s face.

      Reaper had seen him give that look a thousand times. He’d learned it in the school where hardened criminals ruled and if you wanted to stay alive, you didn’t make mistakes, like flinching at the wrong time.

      “We have a route that goes from our territory to here. Stops dead and then picks up on this side of Santa Barbara.”

      Czar shook his head. “This is Diamondback territory. You want something to go through their territory, you contact them, pay the fee and they’ll take it through.”

      Hammer hastily shook his head. “They swallow any pipeline, use it for their own purposes and use a club like ours as pawns. They’d want a cut of what we’re doing, and that cut would be more than we could afford right now.”

      “You get caught, they’ll declare war and wipe you out. They have more chapters than just about any other club in the world. They’re loyal to their brothers, and out of respect we’re careful not to do anything that would step on their toes, like creating a pipeline without giving them a cut.”

      Hammer and his secretary, Shaft, exchanged looks. To Reaper they seemed a little desperate.

      “What exactly is the product?” Czar asked.

      “Counterfeit money.”

      Just the fact that Hammer told them straight up was another indication that they were desperate.

      Czar leaned toward him. “I don’t like bullshit. I’m two seconds from putting a gun to your head and pulling the fucking trigger. What are you doing here? My old lady is waiting for me and I don’t like keeping her waiting. Not. Ever. So, don’t waste my time.”

      Instead of looking worried, or even scared at Czar’s words, Hammer looked as if he was relieved. He took a deep breath and told the truth. “This is going to make my club look weak, and we’re not. We got in bed with a club that runs a gambling operation. We help launder the money. Recently they found out about the counterfeit operation we’ve been running. We keep it slow. Nothing big, feeding a few bills here and there along an eastern route we’ve got. They want to take it big-time.”

      “How’d they find out about your operation?” Czar asked, always going for the most pertinent fact immediately.

      “One of our prospects decided to try his hand at gambling and got in over his head. Instead of coming to the club, he traded his debt for information.” Hammer’s tone was strictly neutral.

      “Where is he now?” Czar’s voice dropped an octave.

      Just that tone put the room on edge. Reaper had seen him do it so many times, but each time it happened, he was always impressed.

      “He didn’t survive,” Hammer said.

      “Anyone else talkative in your club?” Czar asked.

      “The men in this room are men I trust implicitly. The ones in my chapter, same thing. The other chapters wear our colors and I’ll fight for them and with them, but I don’t know them as well as I do my own brothers.”

      That was an honest answer. No one could know every man in every chapter of a club.

      “They all in on the counterfeiting?”

      He nodded. “Distribution. We have the plates. They’re good plates. I’ve got a good man who knows what he’s doing. We play it safe and don’t get greedy, we can make it work, make it untraceable back to us. This other club wants to get greedy.”

      “How big are they?” Czar asked.

      “That’s the thing. They’re ghosts. They call themselves Ghosts.”

      Reaper stirred then, something he never did. That called attention to him and the Demons enforcer nearly came out of his seat. Reaper ignored him. “A word, Czar.”

      That was never done either, especially by one of Czar’s men. They always allowed Czar to make his play. They talked it over after.

      Czar didn’t give anything away as he rose and jerked his chin toward the only other door in the room. Reaper let him come across the room and then stepped so his body was between his president’s and the Demons.

      Czar closed the door and turned to him, his eyebrow raised, concern on his face.

      “The bastards going after the Mayhem president’s wife and child, the one we saved, it was the Ghosts after them. They weren’t wearing colors, but they referred to themselves as ‘ghosts,’ as in I’d never see it coming because his friends are ghosts. Last words out of his fuckin’ mouth.”

      “You think the Demons are setting us up?” Czar asked.

      Reaper loved his brother. Czar believed in him, in his ability to protect not only him, but his family, and the others. He believed in Reaper’s instincts, his gut. Right now his gut was telling him the Demons were in trouble with this new “ghost” club.

      Reaper shook his head. “Got a bad feelin’ in there. They don’t want to be, but they’re scared. Something more is going on than they’re telling us.”

      Czar clapped him on the shoulder. “Never think for one minute that I don’t need you, Reaper. It’s always been you and me. We lived in hell. Now we’re not, we’re calling our own shots. Don’t let the newness, the difference, fuck with your head.”

      Reaper knew he’d been taking chances with his life. Czar knew it too. Now, with his brother looking him in the eye, he nodded curtly, not wanting to talk about it. It was the damn woman. The bartender. That hair. That laughter. Her fuckin’ skin. It looked so soft he’d been tempted to actually touch her. He didn’t touch anyone unless he planned to kill them – then they were dead. No one touched him unless they planned to get dead – then they were. Not unless they were one of his brothers – he’d had to learn to tolerate that.

      “Let me go in first, Czar,” he cautioned. “Stay behind me. I’ll get you to your seat and then slide back into position. Question him after I’m where I need to be.”

      Czar didn’t argue as he often was prone to when it came to matters of his safety. He detested the others putting their lives on the line for him, but as far as Reaper was concerned, it was the one thing Czar had no say in.

      Reaper led him back in and over to the table without seeming to. He was casual about approaching the table, leaning in to snag some peanuts that were sitting in a can toward the middle. If they’d been at Czar’s home, his old lady, Blythe, would have put those peanuts in a bowl. He sauntered back to the wall.

      Czar waited until he was nothing more than a blur, just as he’d asked him to. “This club you call the ‘Ghosts,’ are they an actual club? They ride? They have colors?”

      The Demons president nodded. “They came to us with respect. We have no idea of their numbers. They’re up by the Oregon border. We don’t have much intel on them.” He rubbed his jaw. “My fault. I should have looked into them more, but at the time my old lady was…” He shook his head. “No excuses. We did what we did. I need to be able to run my product through this territory. I need you to do it.”

      “You haven’t said why. How did they get you to come to us? Did they specify us?”

      Hammer shook his head again. “No, don’t know if you’re even on their radar. I think they’re looking to get their hooks into the Diamondback club. A club that big must have gamblers. You and I both know if they start a war with them, the Diamondbacks will swallow us.”

      “Even so, why not tell them to go fuck themselves? You don’t know their size. They have no reputation. Why not just kill them?” Czar’s voice was mild.

      “They have my wife.” Hammer dropped the truth right into the middle of the room and the tension went up a thousand percent. Suddenly there was no air.

      Czar looked up to meet Reaper’s eyes. Who the hell made war on women and children? Who had the balls to kidnap the wife of the president of the Demons and hold her until the club did what they were told?

      “How long have they had her?” Czar asked, suddenly all business. He went from mildly interested to total concentration.

      Reaper loved the man, the way his brain kicked into high gear and he was aware of every detail, absorbing it, coming up with ideas and sorting through them for pros and cons until he knew exactly what to do.

      “They took her two nights ago. Gave me a week to get it done. Came to you first. Her health…” He shook his head. “She had cancer. Just finished her last treatment. Immune system is down. She’s only twenty-six. Young. Damn it, I don’t know where she is, but she’s a good old lady. She’ll keep her shit together and she’ll know I’m coming for her. I just need to buy some time to find her.”

      “These people don’t play nice,” Czar said. “This isn’t the first time they’ve used a man’s family against him. In that case, they were there to kill the wife and daughter. I don’t think you have a whole hell of a lot of time.”

      “You willing to help?”
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      Czar glanced around the room. Ice was first, tapping out a soft rhythm on the table. Savage was next, tapping on the wall, short one-two beat. The others followed until it was only Reaper. Czar was patient. Reaper weighed the consequences. No matter what, he’d go after the Ghosts, find them, take back the woman, and kill them, but if they did this, partnering with the Demons, it exposed the club and Czar even more. Their reputation was growing in the outlaw world. They didn’t need that.

      Reaper took his time weighing the pros and cons just as he had in every other situation. Finally, with some reluctance, he tapped his agreement, a short, one-two-three tap. Czar nodded.

      “Don’t give a damn about your pipeline,” he said, “but your wife is a different matter. No one fucks with our families. I need all the information you have on the Ghosts. Our man will start tonight finding out about them as well. If they’re an official club, we’ll know immediately and then we’ll have all the information we need for recon. As far as stalling them, so they think you’re working on it, tell them, if they ask, that you’ve got an appointment to see the president to pitch the idea of a partnership with the counterfeit money. He’ll believe it’s the president of the Diamondbacks. I’ll handle the Diamondbacks if there’s a problem. They owe me a favor or two.”

      Considering that Reaper had taken out two of their worst enemies to buy peace between the two clubs, Reaper felt that favor or two was a little more. The reputation of Torpedo Ink had grown faster than they’d wanted it to grow, bringing a few visits from the Diamondbacks. Things had been tense, but as always, Czar had worked it out. They didn’t do anything to compete with the Diamondbacks, which, unbeknownst to that club, was perfectly okay with Torpedo Ink.

      Soft laughter drifted into the room through the vents. Under the door. The sound surrounded him. He looked around the room, but no one else seemed to notice. Czar asked dozens of questions. He shook hands with Hammer and, at the door, Absinthe gave back every weapon, remembering exactly who had had what.

      “We’ll get her back,” Czar assured.

      Hammer nodded, his face bleak. “These guys play for keeps.”

      Czar smiled. There was no humor in that smile. He looked like the predator he was, all the easy charm gone. “So do we,” he said.

      The minute the Demons were gone and out of the bar, Czar turned back to his brothers. “Code, get on this tonight. I know everyone’s tired, but we’re going to run out of time fast. Reaper, get some sleep, even if you have to drug yourself. You look like hell, and I’m going to need you on this. Possibly you and Savage.”

      Reaper shook his head. “One of us stays on you.”

      “Every member of this club was trained as an assassin, Reaper. They know how to protect me.”

      “What happens if these Ghosts get wind of you and your family? Blythe? The girls? They’ve already been through hell. Kenny? He has too. I’m not willing to take the risk. Your family is ours. Under our protection. We don’t…”

      “Fine. Just get some sleep. Get out of here.”

      Reaper was more than happy to get out of there. He had things to do, like go to the camp and see if Anya was still there. He told himself all that laughter was some other woman and they just sounded alike. Still, as he went down the hall, his gaze was already looking for her. He stood in the middle of the hall behind the bar.

      His heart jumped. She was there. What the fuck? He’d been out getting himself nearly killed for the club. He’d asked one thing. One thing. She turned her head to look over her shoulder, flashing him a smile. His heart tripped. Went crazy. He ignored her. Wouldn’t let himself notice how much fuckin’ hair she had. Or that even swept back and tied in a long ponytail it nearly reached the curve of her ass.

      He refused to see that her tits were perfection. Under that tight tee, the generous swells were outlined, lush, soft. That tucked-in waist only emphasized she’d been gifted with breasts and hips, a biker’s dream. He wasn’t about to notice the way her worn blue jeans cupped her ass so lovingly. Or the way that ass swayed when she walked. Or the fact that he had so many dirty fantasies about her ass and tits and hair. If any other man he knew had those same thoughts about her, he’d kill them.

      He turned and stalked back down the hallway to jerk open the door of the meeting room. “What. The. Fuck.” He spat the words at Czar. “What the fuck is she still doing here?” Reaper demanded. “I told you to get rid of that bitch. She doesn’t belong, and you know it. She’s probably a cop looking to take us down. That or she’s a rich bitch slumming, wanting to fuck a biker. Either way, she’s trouble.”

      He was desperate not to feel. Not to have his cock as hard as a fucking rock or his mind in chaos, or his heart stuttering like it might stop any minute. That didn’t happen to him. Not. Ever. He’d lost all that when he was a teenager and he’d had more women than he could ever want. He’d continued to lose that throughout his twenties when he’d had to run errands for the man who’d kept him locked up and then sent him after targets, men and women he’d had to kill in order that his brothers and sisters survive. So much sex. None of it good. He’d trained to have control of his body. He had no heart. No soul. He didn’t need a woman to find her way under his skin. He was near panic and Reaper in a panic wasn’t good. People around him would die.

      Czar’s gaze shot past him, and the president of Torpedo Ink stood up slowly. It was a measure of the chaos the woman created that Reaper hadn’t known she was right behind him. He always knew. Czar’s life depended on him knowing. He swung around to face her.

      Her beauty took his breath away. Not just beauty. She was a fucking sex kitten, with all that dark, wavy hair. So much of it. A man would kill to feel all that hair sliding over his body, to see it on his pillow and brushing over his cock and thighs right before she wrapped her mouth around him.

      Her eyes were large and a deep, emerald green. He’d fantasized far too much about those eyes staring up at him when she came apart in his arms. Right now, they blazed at him, twin gems sparkling with pure anger. He didn’t speak. He rarely spoke to those outside the club, certainly not women. Her, in particular. She was everything he wasn’t. Classy. Sex kitten classy, but still, she looked like she belonged in some penthouse, not in a biker bar.

      “I haven’t done one single thing to you,” she hissed. “Not one. I’ve worked hard, and I need this job.” When he didn’t reply, the fury in her eyes increased and she stepped close, driven by pure desperation. That was in her eyes as well. “Answer me. You sit there staring at me night after night, like I’m some hideous insect you want to step on, and now you’re trying to lose me my job.”

      He didn’t answer. Czar knew what the fuck he wanted. He’d said his piece and he’d meant it.

      She shoved him. Put both hands on his chest and shoved hard. He didn’t move, but his fingers closed over her wrists like vises, holding her palms against his chest. Every one of his brothers stood, knowing no one put their hands on him and lived. No one. He’d let her. He could have stopped her. He was that fast. His brothers knew that as well.

      Tears shimmered in her eyes, and something inside his chest broke. He thought letting her touch him would end it, the insane obsession he had with her. There was no other word for what he was feeling, sitting in a bar for over a month, not saying a word, just looking at her. Just trying to keep his wayward cock under control. He’d failed miserably.

      Letting her put her hands on him was a terrible mistake. Now he had the sensation of her palms, the heat she generated. It felt like she seared her way right through his shirt to his skin. Then through his skin to his bones. That deep. Just melted right through. He could smell her scent. It was light, grapefruit and tangerine? Whatever it was, it enveloped him and seeped right through his pores. It was an aphrodisiac and his body responded to it, making him so damn hard it went from an ache to sheer pain. She had to be a witch or a woman trained as he was trained, to ensnare the opposite sex and then deliver the kill.

      He should have shoved her away. He shouldn’t be holding her tight up against his body so she could feel the steel shaft in his jeans. He stared down into her eyes. Those glittering green gems. The fury slowly receded until she looked afraid. She should have been. He had no idea what he was going to do with her. He knew no one would stop him if he dragged her into the next room and shoved his cock into her. Claiming her. What the hell was wrong with him to even think that? They might stop him if he killed her. Might.

      His brothers knew no one touched him. They also knew he could have stopped her long before her hands ever reached his chest. He hadn’t, and they were all right there, watching him, wondering what the hell he was doing. He was wondering that himself.

      “You don’t put your hands on a man’s bike, Anya,” he said softly. “And you sure as hell never want to put them on a man like me without an invitation, you got that?”

      The tip of her tongue touched her upper lip and then her teeth bit down on her lush lower one. She nodded. He had to bite back a groan of need. Looking down into her face, all soft skin, large eyes, the kind a man could stare into for the rest of his life, he knew he shouldn’t have ever spoken to her. He should never have said her name, not in front of the others. They knew him too well and everything he’d done so far was completely out of character for him.

      He didn’t want to let her go, but holding her close was putting his brain into a kill-or-be-killed frenzy. It wasn’t safe. She wasn’t safe with him. He let her go abruptly, noting as he did that he shouldn’t have held her wrists so tightly. She’d have bruises. He didn’t put bruises on women. He was so fucked. He had to stay away from Anya Rafferty.

      She swallowed hard and, still looking into his eyes, directed her question to his president. “Do I still have a job, Czar?”

      He could tell she was holding her breath. He was. He didn’t know which way he wanted the answer to go.

      Czar looked to Reaper. “It’s up to you, brother. You want her gone, she’s gone.”

      Shit. Shit. Fuck. She just stood there looking at him, her eyes wet, lashes dripping. He took a breath. There was no saving her. None. “I couldn’t give a shit,” he lied.

      “Get back to work, Anya,” Czar ordered. He was looking at Reaper, not at the bartender.

      Relief flooded her eyes. Her face. Her body. For a moment she hung her head, just breathing deeply, and then she straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin and gave Reaper a snippy look. “Thanks, Czar, and I came back here to remind you we’re still short on that order. Nothing came in today. I checked everywhere. Either someone took it, or they lied and didn’t send it.”

      “Who signed for it?”

      “I think it was Preacher. He was on yesterday as well as tonight. When he checked the order, we were short. I rechecked like he asked me to, and he was right.”

      “We’ll take care of it,” Czar said and glanced over his shoulder at Ice. Ice nodded his understanding. No one stiffed them. No one. If the company wouldn’t make good, they were going to be very sorry.

      Anya turned and walked back down the hall toward the bar. Reaper watched her go the entire way. His gaze was glued to her ass. She had a sway that made his mouth water.

      Czar nudged him. “Go home.”

      “You didn’t fire her.” He didn’t stop looking at her. That long thick ponytail called to him. He’d wrap all that silk around his fist, and use it to guide her head wherever he wanted it to go. He was so damned hard he couldn’t take a step.

      “More reason to keep her around than let her go.”

      “Never asked you for a fuckin’ thing, Czar. Not one. Never. You didn’t give me this. Why?” Because he needed to know.

      “You had your chance to get rid of her. You didn’t take it.”

      “You know fuckin’ well I wanted her gone. Why is she still here?”

      “You sat in that bar every night for over a month, Reaper. You followed her home every night. You want her gone. You tell me why she bothers you so much.”

      “That’s not the point.” She was at the bar now, leaning toward a customer. Laughing that laugh. Giving that to one of the wannabe hard-asses. He was looking down the front of her shirt. Leering. The lean had her bending over slightly. Just enough to make Reaper’s head want to explode. “She isn’t what she wants us to believe. That could be a threat to you.” Even as he said it, he knew it was bullshit. He knew it wasn’t the truth.

      “I think she’s more of a threat to you,” Czar said.

      Reaper tore his gaze from Anya and looked to the man he’d respected since he was not quite five years old. Czar wore a smirk. Reaper shook his head. “Has it ever occurred to you that I’m a threat to her? You know me. You know what I do. Hell, you were the one who sent me out for that first kill. I kill people.”

      “People who hurt others, Reaper. There’s a difference. You don’t kill indiscriminately. We’re not assassins anymore. That was what we were trained for. It was our job. We did what we had to do to survive. We all survived because of you. Eighteen children out of nearly three hundred. Those eighteen live because of what you did for us. You aren’t what you think.”

      “I am. You’re the one who doesn’t see it because you feel you owe me.”

      “Is that what you think? I feel I owe you? I would have let her go if that was the only reason. Figure it out, Reaper. Now get some sleep. And have Lana or Alena look at that mess on your ribs before you go to bed. Then tomorrow, I want you to see the doc.”

      Reaper stalked down the hall without acknowledging him. No way in hell was he going to bed now. There were three idiots leering at the bartender, and he wasn’t going to allow them to hurt her in any way. She sure as hell wasn’t going home with one of them – not that she’d ever done that. The two waitresses often did, but never Anya. But she closed. That meant she was alone in the bar and anyone could wait in the dark for her.

      He found a table to the rear of the bar. It was dark and the music was loud, annoying the hell out of him. He sat down with his back to the wall where he had a good view of the bar. She was beautiful. He leaned his head against the wall and stared at her, not caring if anyone noticed. He was too damned tired to care. He was mesmerized by her. The way she moved. The way she talked to her customers. So easy. He didn’t have that gift and he never would.

      Betina, one of the waitresses, appeared in front of him. “Reaper, you’re back. It’s so good to see you.” She bent forward until her breasts nearly tumbled from her tank top. She wore it two sizes too small, and her red lace bra showed against its black fabric.

      “Coffee.” One word. He hated even giving her that. He kept his eyes on the bartender. On Anya. She noticed the waitress at his table and was already pouring his coffee for him. Still, for some reason, there was a little frown on her face as she watched Betina practically shove her tits in his face. He wanted to push the woman away, but that would require touching her.

      “Anything I can do for you tonight? Just say the word and I’ll be happy to oblige.” She smiled again. All predatory.

      Anya was suddenly there. She put the mug of steaming hot coffee on his table. “Betina, we’re packed tonight. You know what Reaper’s order is, so get moving.”

      Betina looked shocked. She straightened immediately, glared at Anya and then flounced away. Anya turned away as well. Not looking at him. Not saying one word to him. He had no idea what his body was going to do before his brain kicked in. He caught her wrist, preventing her escape.

      She stood facing away from him, taking a deep breath. He waited. She finally turned toward him, biting her lip, looking apprehensive. He turned her wrist over very gently, the pad of his thumb sliding over her delicate skin. There were marks already coming up. Smudges. His fingerprints. On her skin. A part of him. That should make him feel like a fucking dick, ashamed of using such force. He was strong. He prepared his body every single day for war. He knew better than to manhandle a woman.

      He loved those fingerprints on her wrists. He took both hands, using his thumbs to slide over them, wishing his prints were tattooed on her. “You have trouble with those idiots at the bar, you look my way. Understand me?” It was an order. He didn’t ask. The three were getting drunker, and they wanted trouble. They also wanted Anya. She nodded, and he allowed her to pull her hands away. She walked back to the bar.

      Betina leaned into the bar, getting drinks for one of the tables. Deliberately she’d chosen to slide in between the three troublemakers. One palmed her butt, squeezing and making obscene noises, his tongue out of his mouth, simulating what he might do to her. She threw her head back and laughed, pushing back into him with her ass. When she turned with the tray, she made certain her breasts brushed his arm.

      The bar had a bouncer they employed, Fatei, one of the newer prospects. He’d been in one of the schools in Russia with Czar’s brother, Gavriil. He seemed to be a good man. He never interfered unless a waitress gave him a signal. He didn’t now. Reaper picked up the mug and took a sip of coffee. It was fresh and hot. He needed that. He stretched his legs out in front of him to ease the wound in his side. To ease the ache in his jeans.

      He shouldn’t have spoken to Anya. He shouldn’t have allowed her to put her hands on him. He could still feel her palms, just as if they’d melted through his shirt, right beneath his colors, and branded him to the bone. To the fucking bone. That’s what she’d done. He touched his chest. He shouldn’t have unzipped his jacket before going into the bar, but the blast of heat always got him when he came in from a ride, so he’d done what he always did. Now he wore her brand.

      He wanted her. He considered that. Let it settle in his mind. It wasn’t an order to seduce a woman, it wasn’t the school run by pedophiles and sick, twisted criminals forcing him to perform every sex act imaginable. This wasn’t something contrived. For the first time in his life, his body chose. He chose. His choice was her. Anya Rafferty.

      She should have left while she could. Czar should have gotten her out of harm’s way. He’d tried to save her. Sort of. Now it was far too late because he’d become obsessed with her. He wished it was Betina. He could use Betina and throw her away. She wanted that kind of lifestyle, but Anya held herself aloof. She was that elusive one. There, but not really. Unattainable. She didn’t encourage or want her customers to put their hands on her.

      He took another swig of coffee. The good thing was, he’d come in so late, the bar would close soon. He was tired and he wanted to get some sleep. He’d make certain Anya was safe and then hit the sack and sleep as long as his body would let him.

      He drifted, letting his mind wander, but like always, when he did, he didn’t go to a good place. He hadn’t seen many good places. When he was four, his parents had been murdered and he’d been taken from his home along with his younger brother and two older sisters to a “school” to rehabilitate them and make them into useful tools for their government. It turned out that Sorbacov, the man behind the murders, was using the students in their particular school for his own twisted pleasure.

      He jerked awake, refusing to go there. Russia was a long way away. Sorbacov was dead and could no longer force them to kill for him. The survivors had banded together, forming their club, coming to the United States, to the little town of Caspar where they made a permanent home. It was Czar’s idea. His woman lived on the coast and he’d come to claim her. Her and every kid needing help for miles. Where Czar went, the rest of them followed.

      “Honey, need another drink. Come over here. I’m feelin’ neglected.”

      Reaper narrowed his eyes when one of the three men called out to Anya loudly. She was serving another customer down toward the end of the bar. Preacher had hung it up for the night, leaving the closing to her. Most of the bikers were gone, just a few hanging on until the bitter end. Reaper didn’t like it that the three hard-asses were still there. They were waiting for the bar to close so they could go home with the waitresses, or they were waiting for Anya to be alone.

      She sent a sweet smile to the biker. “One minute.”

      She turned back to her customer, smiling at him. White teeth. A soft pink lipstick showing off that pretty bow of a mouth. He couldn’t decide whether he liked her upper lip or lower lip better, but suffice it to say, he loved her mouth. He didn’t love it when she gave that biker her smile.

      Very slowly he drew his legs back from the long sprawling stretch, pulling them from under the table so he could move fast if the man got out of hand. He glanced at Fatei. The prospect was alert, already having marked the three as trouble. The call for last drinks had just gone out so it was legitimate enough to ask for a drink. Just about everyone left in the bar was calling out, not that there were very many.

      An old man sat on the stool at the far end. His name was Bannister and he was often in. He had long gray hair and a grizzled beard. He wore an old vest that had seen better days, but the man was obviously an independent and he’d been in their world a long time. He rarely talked, he was polite, but he gave off the vibe that he wanted to be left alone. He finished off the last of his drink, but didn’t leave. He turned toward the three hard-asses and just waited.

      Anya smiled at them, both hands on the bar, no leaning this time. “What can I get you? We’re closing in ten minutes and I’m shutting it down, so last call.”

      “We’re waiting for you, baby,” one said. “I’m Deke. This is Trident and Skid.”

      She flashed another smile. “Drinks.”

      “Another round of shots.”

      She nodded and turned away. One of them reached across the bar, making a grab for her hair. She was gone before he touched it, and his hand dropped away. Fatei closed in on one side, and to Reaper’s surprise, the older man did so on the other. All Anya had to do, if she felt unsafe, was raise her voice and call for help or press the little panic button behind the bar. Either way, Torpedo Ink members would pour out of the meeting room and annihilate anyone threatening her. She worked for them. She was under their protection from anyone but him. He was the only one she’d need that kind of protection from because he was right there, waiting to take anyone out who even looked as if they might harm her.

      Deke looked to his left at the older man and laughed, straightening up. He was a big man and knew it. Most likely he hadn’t been challenged very often. “Got a problem with me, old man?” His tone was belligerent.

      Anya swung around, put the glasses on the bar unnecessarily loud and poured out the shots. “There you are. We don’t tolerate trouble in here, Deke. Bannister is a regular.”

      She reached across the bar and put her hand on the older man’s shoulder. Reaper hated that. More than hated that. She was touchy-feely. What the hell was that about? He’d never understood. Watching her, he knew it was a part of her makeup and she’d need that. When she was with him, there wouldn’t be touching other men. Not. Ever. He’d have to learn to touch her often. To give her that.

      What the hell was he thinking? With him? He was out of his fucking mind. She did that. She twisted him up until he couldn’t think straight. He wasn’t looking for a woman, an old lady. He wasn’t looking to be tied up in knots. Things like this didn’t last. Certainly not with a man like him. He was no prize. He was hard as nails. A killer. A scarred, weary man needing to inflict pain on others and have it inflicted on him. What place was there for a woman with a man like him?

      “You want coffee, Bannister?” Anya laughed softly at the old man’s expression. “Don’t look at me like that. It won’t poison you.”

      Deke, looking annoyed, tossed his shot back. “Let’s go,” he snapped to the others, looking around the bar. He spat at Fatei’s feet and then stepped off his stool, hitting Bannister hard with his shoulder.

      “Trash,” Bannister said. “They’ll never be more than that. Men like that find one another. You got anyone waiting around to make certain you’ll be safe tonight? I don’t like the way they were looking at you.”

      Reaper moved just enough to creak the floorboards. Bannister spun around and then settled when he recognized Reaper and the Torpedo Ink colors. He nodded, relief on his face. “Good. You’ve got someone.”

      He started across the room toward the door. Reaper signaled to Fatei to go with him. It wasn’t only Anya the three hard-asses might go after. They were mad and drunk enough to pick a fight with the older man.

      “You got this tonight?” Fatei asked. “I saw the others leave out the back door.”

      Anya nodded, mistaking the prospect, thinking he was talking to her. “I’m good, Fatei. Thanks for your help tonight.” She glanced at Reaper from under her long lashes. “You don’t have to stay. I’ll lock up. Czar and the others go out the back door and lock that one.”

      For his answer, the same answer he’d given her every night he’d been there for over a month, Reaper went back to his table. He was out of coffee and lifted the cup. He needed the caffeine to stay awake. Anya brought the pot to him, crossing the floor and pouring him another cup. He’d had three now, more than he normally ever drank.

      Betina and Heidi, the other waitress, collected all the empties and put them in the dishwasher and then wiped down all the tables but the one Reaper sat at and then called it a night. No one approached his table other than to bring him coffee or ask him if he wanted a drink again. They sure as shit didn’t bother him to wipe the table down.

      He watched Anya walk back to the bar. It was a thing of beauty, the way the woman walked. Her blue jeans were tight, cupping her ass. His palms itched. His chest burned. Yeah, she’d marked him, branded him, the little witch.

      She was tall, with legs that went on forever. Legs that would easily wrap around his waist when he picked her up and drove his cock into her. Her hair was gleaming under the lights, and her eyes were large and heavily lashed. He liked the end of the night when they were alone in the bar and the night was all around them. She worked and he fantasized, which wasn’t exactly fair, but if he offered to help she would have said no. He knew, because a few times, he’d gotten up and put the chairs on the table for her. She hadn’t liked it. He still did it and supposed he would tonight, although it would hurt like hell when he raised his arm on his left side.

      “What is it about me you don’t like?”

      Her voice startled him. Shocked him. She didn’t speak to him, he didn’t speak to her – that was the unspoken rule between them. She was breaking some law between them. She wasn’t looking at him. She was working behind the bar. Cleaning up. Counting the money in the till. She never took a dime or siphoned money off; he knew because he made Code check carefully. Nothing with numbers ever got past Code.

      “Reaper, you started this by trying to get me fired. I need the job. I would very much like to know what I’ve done to make you try to get me fired. I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      She did pause then, tilting her head, looking him straight in the eye.

      “You have the job.” That much was obvious. Czar, for some bizarre reason, backed Anya, not him. That kind of thing never happened. He didn’t want to think too much about what Czar was trying to tell him by letting Anya stay on with him. It didn’t matter that Czar had thrown it on his shoulders and he’d ducked giving an answer, Czar knew Reaper wanted her gone.

      She blew out a breath in exasperation. “That’s not what I’m asking.”

      “Leave it alone.” It wasn’t a suggestion.

      She looked hurt. God. He fuckin’ hated it when she looked like that and he knew he was the one to put that expression on her face. She turned away from him and got back to work, closing the bar. She didn’t even throw her usual attitude at him when he put the chairs upside down on the tables to allow the mop to be run over the floor. He was going to have a word with Czar about the waitresses leaving before all the cleaning was done. Anya – or anyone else closing – shouldn’t have to do all the cleaning.

      Anya was finished by three. She normally was. She was very thorough, making certain everything was done for the next shift before she turned off the lights, caught up her coat and keys and started out of the bar. Reaper did what he always did. He went through the back entrance and around the side of the building to wait for her in the shadows.

      Anya thought he’d left. That he’d gotten on his bike and ridden away, leaving her when she got into her car, like he appeared to do every evening. He looked carefully around the parking lot. She had no car. He stood in the shadows, arms crossed over his chest waiting to see what she did.

      Anya glanced at his bike. The other Torpedo Ink bikes were gone. Reaper’s was still in the parking lot. She’d seen it enough times to recognize it as his. More to the point, there were three others down the street. Reaper had seen them when he did a sweep of the road just below the parking lot. He remained in the shadows, watching her.

      She pulled on her coat, giving a little shiver, glanced again at his bike and then looked carefully around. When she didn’t spot him, she started walking toward the highway, not on the road, but using the narrow trails in the grass winding through lots to take her where she wanted to go.

      “Hey, wait a minute, sweet tits,” Deke’s voice called out. “Where you going?”

      Anya swung around, still on the narrow path, but she looked as if she might run back toward the bar. She’d never make it. Deke and the others had spread out and she could never get through them.

      “I’m going home.”

      “Party with us tonight,” Deke invited, moving closer.

      The other man with him, Skid, began to circle around behind her. Trident came at her from the left. Deke was closest. Feet from her now.

      Reaper stepped out of the shadows. “You ready, baby?” he called. He kept his eye on the main threat, Deke. The man wouldn’t like to be thwarted. The other two would follow the biker code and back their brother up. “Hurry up. We don’t have all night.” That was more of a growl.

      To her credit, Anya didn’t hesitate. She started back to him. Deke stepped directly into her path and grabbed her arm in a vicious hold. “She’s not going anywhere with you,” he snapped. “I’ve been watching this little cocktease all night. She gets a man hard and then she just —” He broke off, screaming as the knife cut through his upper shoulder. It was thrown so hard it went all the way in so the hilt was resting against flesh.

      “Get the fuck over here, Anya,” Reaper said.

      She ran around Deke, didn’t look at either of his two friends as they converged on him and, just as he’d ordered, got behind him.

      “You’re dead! You’re a dead man!” Deke screamed.

      “Call Czar. Tell him there’s three dead bodies he needs to get rid of. He’ll send someone to do cleanup. Deke’s being a whiny little bitch. I could have put the blade right through his throat, but that was me being nice. For you, Anya. Remember, I was being nice.” He was careful to keep his voice low. Conversational. Sneering with contempt in the appropriate places.

      “No need to call Czar.” Savage, his birth brother, slid out of the deeper shadows. “I’ll handle this. You take Anya out of here. No need for her to see this.”

      “Go, Reaper.” Ice stepped out from behind the building. His brother Storm was there as well. “Preacher’s lying up on the roof with a sniper rifle. He said Anya would have trouble with these pricks.”

      Deke had stopped screaming and cursing. Now, he and his two buddies edged toward their bikes. When they turned away from Reaper, they practically bumped into two more club members, Master and Keys.

      Master shook his head almost sadly. “Our bartender is under our protection. Did you think we’d let you put your filthy hands on her?”

      “She was coming on to me all night,” Deke defended.

      “That true, Reaper?” Ice asked. “You sat in that bar and let your woman flirt with pretty boy Deke here?”

      “If she had,” Reaper said, not denying Anya belonged to him, although what he’d do with a woman was anyone’s guess, “I would have fuckin’ killed him right then.” He kept his voice soft, but he heard her swift intake of breath. He had to remember she didn’t know the rules of their world. She didn’t understand the violence they’d grown up with or the jobs they’d had as assassins for their government.

      “Get her out of here,” Savage said again.

      Anya shook her head when Reaper turned to her. He didn’t like the others doing his dirty work, but then she couldn’t be a witness. “Let’s go.” He was gruff. He didn’t mean to be, but he had no idea how to talk to a woman, let alone a woman like Anya, so far out of his league he didn’t know how to breach the gap.

      She shook her head again. “What are they going to do to them? What’s going to happen?”

      “Let’s go,” he repeated, and this time he caught her upper arm in an unbreakable grip. “What happens next depends on them. We’re not in it anymore.”

      “I don’t want them dead because of me, Reaper,” she whispered, even as she let him drag her to his bike. “Seriously. Not because of me.”

      “If that happened, it would be because of what their intentions were, not anything you did.” He handed her his “dome,” the small helmet he wore because it was the law, not because it mattered to him that his head might be saved if he crashed. “Put it on.” It was the first time in his life he wished he owned a full helmet. He wanted her head intact if they crashed. He straddled the bike and looked at her expectantly.

      “I can hitchhike.”

      That pissed him off. He let her see the anger building behind his eyes. “Get the fuck on.” He waited again, staring her down.

      She bit her lip. “My car broke down.” She glanced over her shoulder. The murmur of voices was low, but his brothers had surrounded the three men.

      Savage’s voice drifted back to them. “Get my brother’s knife, Ice.”

      Yeah. That was his brothers. Taking care of business. Watching out for him, even when he was the one who was supposed to watch out for them. Satisfaction gripped him for a moment. Affection. He sometimes knew what that feeling was, but most of the time he couldn’t feel, or couldn’t identify the emotion when he had it.

      “Anya, look at me, not at them. That’s over for you. You didn’t see those three fuckers after they left. You understand me? No matter who asks, you didn’t see them. They left the bar and they were gone. You chose to stay when you had your way out. That means you live by our rules. Get on the bike.”

      He backed it out and waited. Reluctantly she threw her leg over and straddled the bike right behind him. Close. God. He could feel her body heat. He reached around, caught her hands in his and yanked her even closer so she was welded to him. She locked her hands at his waist, and then they were flying down the road.

      He’d never had a woman on the back of his bike. Not even Lana or Alena, the two female club members. He couldn’t believe what it felt like, her body fused to his, the two of them connected to the bike so they all three moved as one. Man. Woman. Machine. Anya might be afraid of him, but on the bike, she trusted him implicitly, leaning with him, moving with him, her tits pressed against his back, her hands at his waist, so close to his cock he could feel it burn. The vibration of the powerful machine had never been so erotic as it was with her clinging to him.
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