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        For those still trying to find their place, you got this, I believe in you, take the leap, and fly.
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        * * *

      

      Hey beautiful reader you!

      First, thanks for picking up a copy of Deception. You don’t know what it means to me to have your support.

      WARNINGS, POSSIBLE SPOILERS & ADDITIONAL NOTES:

      Deception (Book Two) and the rest of The Reapers series is considered a new adult, dark, medium burn, reverse harem contemporary romance. So, what does that mean? It means our badass female lead, Morana Valdis, will end up with three or more love interests before the series is completed.

      This series is not meant for sensitive readers or readers under the age of 18! The F-word is used, as well as other curse words. There are detailed murder scenes. Mentions of depression, and an unconventional suicide attempt. Assaults both sexual and other will be found in this series, in varying degrees of detail.

      Even though the series starts out when our main characters are in their teens and contains flashback memories it is a new adult novel.

      Our mains will get a happy ending in the fourth and final book — unless I get overly stabby, you just never know.

      As always enjoy your Reapers.

      — Bo Reid, The Murder Queen

      Writing Human Monsters with Heart.

      Please visit The Graveyard to become an official Reaper.
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        “Walls have ears.

        Doors have eyes.

        Trees have voices.

        Beasts tell lies.

        Beware the rain.

        Beware the snow.

        Beware the man

        You think you know.”

        -Songs of Sapphique

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1: Anthrax

          

          Morana
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      “Morana Valdis, you’re under arrest for the murder of Aeron Valdis.”

      The words ring in my ears, bouncing around in my brain but I don’t understand them. They don’t make sense. Handcuffs are slapped on my wrists and I’m being read my Miranda rights for a crime I didn’t commit.

      There’s irony in here somewhere, being charged for a murder I didn’t actually do after countless kills lay on my shoulders. I could laugh if I wasn’t being dragged down the hallway in handcuffs in nothing but Ranger’s oversized t-shirt. I wasn’t exactly expecting to get arrested this morning.

      I just have one problem with this situation, actually, I have several but let’s talk about the main one; my father isn’t dead. At least not last time I checked.

      The arresting agent pulls me towards the stairs harder than he needs to. I’m not resisting. I can hear the guys yell and scream from the open apartment door, and the sounds of a scuffle at my back echo down the hall. They’re going to find themselves in cuffs too if they don’t calm down.

      “Guys, stop!” I yell over my shoulder as I’m being dragged towards the stairway. “Call my lawyer!”

      “Where’s he taking her?!” I hear Ranger yelling, but I’m too far away to hear the agent’s response.

      The trek down the four flights of stairs is a silent one, the agent’s grip on my bicep is tearing at my stitches. I can feel the warmth of my blood begin to trickle down my arm. When I look over at him I see the slight smirk on his face as he grips me even tighter.

      In the garage, I’m hauled into the back of one of the waiting blacked-out government issue SUVs. The agent leans over to put my seatbelt on. When he pulls back, he roughly cups my exposed thigh, running his hand towards the hem of my shirt. Panic swells in my chest, but I manage to keep my face neutral. I won’t give him what he wants. A reaction, a rise.

      But I have to resist every urge in my body that’s telling me to fight him. After Maverick, those urges aren’t easy to fight against.

      He leans in close to my ear. “I’ve been after you for a long time, Sweetheart, and I can’t wait to play with you,” he whispers before he nips at my neck and I fight the urge to flinch away from him. Bile rises in my throat that I have to swallow down.

      Never react. Never show your hand.

      This cannot be happening to me, not after everything I just went through. Gosh, would you listen to me? I’m a murderer, a killer, a psychopath without empathy or remorse, and here I am crying, “oh poor me.”

      But I was done with all of that, fucking done. Again, with the irony here. We were done, we were going to walk away. Leave this place behind and walk away from a life covered in the constant red stain of someone else’s blood.

      We just spent the last week looking up properties for sale in Aspen, Colorado. We were in contact with a realtor and had flights booked for the end of the week to go look at properties. And then this shit happens?

      On top of this just being beyond shady and the timing too coincidental, I get saddled with some crooked FBI agent?

      Fuck. My. Life.

      What did I do to deserve this? Oh yeah, I killed like, a ton of people, gotta remember that. Sometimes it’s hard; when you don’t feel bad, when your actions don’t weigh down your mind forcing you to feel guilty, those actions are hard to even remember.

      My monster’s been quiet, she hasn’t been urging me. There’s been no blanket of coldness and fog, no red haze of fire and anger. I’ve just been calm, at peace. For the first time since Hades was taken from me, I feel sane.

      But it's more than that, even with Hades I felt the pull of my monster. I could always feel her beating against her inner cage, thrashing to be let out, urging me to accept her. She’s always wanted to bathe in blood and pain. She wanted to revel in the slaughter.

      But she’s been quiet, she’s been content.

      Until now. Now she wants to lash out, she’s begging me to break out of these cuffs and rip out this agent’s throat. To cut his still-beating heart right out of his chest. I can’t promise I won’t if he fucking touches me again.

      When the other agents finally meet us in the parking garage, I see Nash landed himself in cuffs. I can’t even pretend I’m surprised he did something stupid in order to come with me, but that’s Nash. As logical and laid back as he is, he’d never leave me and he’d do anything to protect Ranger and Hunter. I’m sure that’s another reason he’s being hauled into the other SUV and not them.

      I see one of the other agents is bleeding from his now broken nose, dripping the prettiest shade of red onto his white undershirt. Nash winks at me through the open door before he’s hauled into the SUV. I bite back a smile and an eye roll; he would get arrested.

      It’s strange when you think about everything. I took my first life at fifteen and never even blinked. Countless others have been lost in the last several years, honestly, I couldn’t tell you just how many. But I’m arrested for the one murder I didn’t commit?

      If my father’s even dead.

      I can’t wait to see what bullshit evidence they think they have on me. I don’t leave behind evidence. There haven’t been any bodies left over in the last few years thanks to the incinerator in our basement. So, if my father is really dead, and if there’s enough evidence leftover to prosecute someone, then this is a setup, and someone just signed their death warrant.

      I won’t go down for things I didn’t do. I’ve done plenty of shit in my life to put me in the chair, so I won’t take the fall for the one thing I didn’t actually do. If they want me, they’ll have to get me for something I did, it’s only fair.

      The agent that joins us in the SUV turns in his seat and trails his eyes over my bare thighs. “She’s prettier than I thought she’d be. Smaller too. How many murders did you say she’s accused of?”

      “No one knows the actual number, but I’d bet it’s in the hundreds,” Mr. Touchy says as he looks at me through the rearview mirror.

      I keep my face a mask of indifference. I’m not concerned about bogus charges, and I’m not worried about what they think they know. At least not yet.

      “Hey, Sweetheart, want to give us a definitive number?” Mr. Touchy asks from the driver’s seat as we pull out of the parking garage.

      I should really get his name, it’s only polite to add actual names to murder lists, at least I think so. It sounds like a nice thing to do if I had a murder list. Maybe I’ll start one.

      “For what?” I ask in an innocent voice.

      “Body count,” the partner says as he turns in his seat to face me again and I plaster a sugar-sweet smile on my face.

      “Eight,” I say as I shrug one shoulder and his eyebrows shoot up into his hairline.

      “You confessing to eight murders, Sweetheart?”

      “Oh, murders? Gosh no, I thought we were talking about how many people I’ve fucked,” I reply, batting my eyelashes at him. He scoffs and turns back around to face his partner.

      “Yeah right, like a girl that looks like that has only had eight dicks.”

      “Who said I’m only fucking dicks?”

      Mr. Touchy almost loses control of the car when he jerks around to look at me, and I just smirk.

      They’ll be so much fun to mess with, men are so easy. Tease a little pussy in their faces and they lose their fucking minds.

      We drive through the streets of Sanorah, the familiar scenery passing the window. The same people opening their shops on main street walking their dogs, and dropping their kids off at school. If my father’s really gone, what will that mean for the people of Sanorah?

      We might not be the best people to look to for leadership, but the fact remains that we are the only protection they have. The Valdis name protects this town from the bangers and thugs who would seek to come here and turn the streets into a madhouse.

      I might not be the person anyone is looking at to lead when my father stepped down, but better the devil you know and all that. Any Valdis is better than no Valdis.

      After a few minutes we pull up to the local sheriff’s station and I feel a small sense of relief, at least I’m not being transported too far away yet. Mr. Touchy gets out of the driver’s seat and opens my door. Making it a point to run his palm up my thigh when he goes to unbuckle my seatbelt, and I make it a point to headbutt him in the nose as I’m pulled out of the SUV.

      “Fuck!” he yells and drops his hold on my arm as he reaches up to cup his nose. I slip and almost crash to the ground but I’m able to steady myself on the open SUV door. Blood runs from his hand as he holds his almost broken nose. I’ll make sure to hit him harder next time.

      “Oops. I slipped,” I say innocently as one of the agents from the other SUV comes around to see what the commotion is.

      “Connors, what happened?” he asks.

      “The bitch headbutted me,” agent Connors says as blood drips onto his suit, staining it with a memory of me.

      “It was an accident, I slipped getting out of the back seat. These SUVs are just so high off the ground, and I missed the running board when agent Connors pulled me out,” I lie and make my face look as apologetic as possible. It’s not easy when you lack empathy.

      “Go get yourself cleaned up. I’ll get her into a room,” the other agent says as agent Connors grumbles something I’m sure sounds like, ‘bitch’.

      The new agent looks down at the trail of fresh blood running down my arm. “You going to give me trouble?”

      “Of course not,” I say and smile. He wraps his hand lightly around my bicep, leading me towards the station.

      “Yeah right. A girl like you? You scream trouble.”

      “A girl like me huh?” I ask him and he nods.

      “Yeah, I know all about your type. Beautiful, smart, manipulative, parents got you whatever you wanted growing up. Heiress to a criminal network and you got away with murder, literally, but not anymore Miss Valdis. You’re going down. That’s a promise.”

      When we enter the station I scan the room, spotting Nash as I watch them lead him into a holding cell. When he catches sight of Connors’ nose he smiles at me, and I shoot him a wink. Yeah, your girls still got it.

      The agent leading me stops to talk to someone about where to put me. When he gets the interrogation room number he leads me down the long hallway to the room in the back. The place they take you when they don’t want accidental witnesses.

      “What’s your name?” I ask him. He looks at me warily from the corner of his eye as we walk down the station corridor to the interrogation rooms.

      “Agent Marks,” he states with such conviction in his title that it’s cute. He actually thinks being an agent will help him in Sanorah. These are still my people.

      “Well, Agent Marks, what if I told you that you were wrong about me? And what if I told you that I know all about you?”

      “Oh yeah? What do you know?” he snorts.

      “Let’s see, I bet you grew up in a small town without a lot of crime. Your dad was a police officer, probably a sheriff deputy, career law enforcement. Something happened in your town, something drastic, an event so heinous that they’d never seen anything like it before. But they never talk about it anymore, it’s like it was erased from history. Your dad was killed as a result.” I watch the ticks of his face carefully; they tell me I’m spot on.

      “Being a small town, things were probably swept under the rug, and your dad never got justice. You vowed from a young age to make a difference. To make him happy and to arrest the bad guys without prejudice. You were recruited by the FBI out of college. Agent Connors is your command leader, and you know in your gut he’s dirty. But you have no evidence to prove that, and so you keep working with him. As the years have gone on you know it's best if he isn’t left alone with suspects or evidence. You try your very hardest to be a good agent, but sometimes cases eat away at your gut until your mind doesn’t know what’s right and wrong,” I say as we stop in front of an interrogation room door.

      “You think you know me so well after just five minutes, and a handful of words?”

      “Oh agent,” I chuckle shaking my head, “they should really up their training at Quantico. I read people for a living. In my world, you die if you read someone wrong and if you have five minutes to figure them out that’s generous.”

      “And what is it that you think I don’t understand about you?”

      “Well first, you don’t know anything, you’ve been told something and taken it as Gospel, Bible. That’s not how life works though, agent.”

      “Then enlighten me,” he says, dropping my arm and crossing his defensively over his chest.

      “Happy to. What if I told you my mother walked out on us when I was three years old? My twin brother was gunned down in front of me at fifteen, and I just got out of the hospital after extensive torture and rape.”

      I watch as his face calculates what I just said, the facts about my mother and Hades he could have found by looking me up. If he’d even bothered to do his own research he’d know this already. By the way his face contorts, I know he didn’t even bother.

      The rape could be confirmed with a court order to view my hospital records. I see his face soften slightly and I know I’ve got him. Maybe he’s right, I am manipulative, comes with the trade.

      “Do those facts coordinate with the brutal, cold, calculated, manipulative killer you’ve been told I am? Do those facts fit into the puzzle of a girl that killed her own father? If I told you that my father was a loving man, he never abused me, never did anything to harm me, I ask, why then, would I kill him? What would you say?”

      “There’s no record of you being sexually assaulted.” I snort and roll my eyes. That’s all he can come up with to reply. Pathetic.

      He turns to open the door, leading me over to the table in the middle of the room. He releases one handcuff and brings my arms in front of my body before he handcuffs me to the chains bolted to the floor. I guess they want me to stick around.

      “No police record maybe, but if you bring me a waiver, I’ll sign over access to my most recent hospital stay,” I say as I lift the hem of my shirt where my scars are bright pink and still very fresh, the worst of which still have stitches. “You’ve been told I’m a monster, but even a monster has a past.”

      I see him zero in on some of the worst gashes and swallow the lump in his throat. I should feel bad about manipulating one of the good guys. But I’m kind of over ‘good guys’ since the last one to walk into my life tortured and raped me. So yeah, my sympathy level is at an all-time low right now.

      “I’ll get you some sweatpants,” agent Marks says quietly as he turns to leave the room.

      I drop my shirt and sit in the chair, my chains clattering to the ground in front of me. “Get me that waver,” I say firmly turning to face the two-way mirror.

      “I believe you,” he whispers as he grabs for the door handle, looking at me over his shoulder.

      I tear my gaze away from my reflection and meet his eyes, allowing my pain to show in my eyes. “Get me that waiver.”

      Marks turns to leave the room once more, leaving me alone in silence with nothing but the beeping of the camera in the corner and the internal sounds of my Monster as she rages inside me. Being cuffed, the bite of metal digging into my wrists as my shirt pulls at my stitches, are a constant reminder of what he did to me.

      I used to love the silence, being alone was everything to me. It was the only time I could feel Hades; I could remember the laughs instead of the gunfire. Now when I’m alone all I hear is the way he called me Baby. All I can feel is his hands covering my body. All I can smell is him, blood, and that cabin. He took so much from me, including my silence, and my Hades all over again.

      I hear the door click open, pulling me away from my mental war and the inability to properly process my thoughts. Agent Connors walks into the room with his nose bandaged and I try not to laugh.

      “Sweetheart, why don’t you save us some time and confess? We both know this was your MO,” he says as he tosses a folder onto the table in front of me.

      “Lawyer,” I say without removing my gaze from my own reflection in the mirror.

      Instead of responding he stands on the other side of the table and opens the folder, but I don’t look down. And I don’t react when I can see the bloody crime scene images of my father in my peripheral vision. “Your father’s throat was slashed in his home office late last night.”

      “Lawyer,” I repeat, emotionless.

      When I see him look up into the camera I can see in the two-way mirror the recording light flick off, and I know I’m in trouble now. Alone with him, cuffed to the floor, without pants or a camera recording our interaction, is the last place I want to be.

      He walks around the table, running his hand along my arm as I try not to flinch under his touch. “Why don’t we make a deal?”

      “Why don’t you go fuck yourself?” I quip.

      He reaches under my arms, hauling me out of my chair, and pushes me face-first onto the table. He kicks my chair out from behind me as he steps between my legs. Still in nothing but a t-shirt, he reaches down and runs one hand up the back of my thigh while the other pins me to the table. He stops and squeezes my ass. Leaning over, he presses himself against me as I try to keep my breakfast down.

      “Why don’t I just fuck you instead?” he whispers in my ear as the door handle to the room starts to turn. He quickly straightens up, pulling me up with him and producing a handcuff key.

      “What’s going on, Agent Connors?” Agent Marks asks as he steps into the room with sweatpants and an FBI-issued hoodie.

      “Just undoing her cuffs, there’s no need for them. She’s going to cooperate. Aren’t you, Miss Valdis?” he asks looking at me. I just return his stare, not saying a word.

      I take the clothing offered to me and quickly get dressed as agent Marks sets down a sheet of paper and a pen. I’m tempted to pick the pen up and jam it into Connors’ neck, but I have a feeling that would be frowned upon. Instead, I pick up my turned-over chair and sit down. Looking over the sheet of paper, I see it’s the hospital waiver. Carefully I read it over, making sure it’s a standard document before I fill it out with the proper information and sign it. Setting the pen down I push the paper over to Agent Marks.

      “What’s that?” Agent Connors asks, motioning to the paper.

      “Waiver for access to hospital records,” Marks replies. Connors nods his head but doesn’t look pleased with the waiver. I’m guessing it’s because he knows it’ll mean one point on my scoreboard. This is a game after all, and I intend to win it.

      “Morana, why don’t you start with where you were last night?”

      “Lawyer,” I respond. With Agent Marks here to witness my request for my lawyer Connors will be forced to leave and follow the rules, funny how that works. They get up and walk out of the room. Connors shoots me a dirty glare over his shoulder, and I simply smirk at him. Good versus evil is always my favorite game. Evil wins because we don’t have to play fair.
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        * * *

      

      I pull page after page out of the fax machine from the hospital just to get a brief overview of a single hospital stay of Morana Valdis. I walk over to my temporary desk, flipping through the notes from the doctors and nurses. Sitting, I begin to look over the first few pages, just trying to wrap my head around what she went through.

      This is very clear manipulation on her part, trying to gain sympathy from me. But that doesn’t minimize what she went through, and just because it’s clear, doesn’t mean it isn’t working.

      She was brought in late one night barely two weeks ago needing a transfusion of five units of blood. Roughly half the amount of blood in her body had been drained.

      Someone had cut her and attempted to cauterize the worst of the cuts so she didn’t bleed out, but most had been ripped open again. She ended up with roughly six hundred and eighty stitches over her body, and in a morphine-induced coma for the first forty-eight hours.

      There was evidence of sexual trauma including rape. There are photos included in the report of some of the worst lacerations that nearly make me lose my lunch. I don’t understand how she survived that; let alone how she’s up for murder charges ten days later.

      I shake my head trying to clear my mind. She’s under arrest for murder, she isn’t the victim here. But that doesn’t mean she isn’t a victim.

      Could someone that underwent this level of trauma even be capable of murder, or have the force and strength it would take to overpower a man more than twice her size? She still has stitches in her body for Christ sake.

      “Talin, did you guys bring in the Valdis girl this morning?” I hear Agent Emma Holt ask as she approaches me.

      “Yeah, she’s in interrogation one, requested her lawyer,” I say as I turn around to face her. My face must betray the gut-deep doubt I’m now feeling over Morana’s charges because Holt’s face to instantly pinch in confusion.

      “You good?” she asks, and I scrub a hand down my face, letting out a deep breath.

      “Yeah I’m fine it’s just...” I trail off looking over the hospital records.

      “What are those?” Holt asks, nodding to the papers in my hand.

      “Her hospital records for her most recent stay. Someone did a number on her,” I say passing the file over to her. “She signed a waiver,” I tell her when she hesitates to take it.

      I like Agent Holt. She’s the newest member of our team but she’s a good agent, and probably the only one besides me that isn’t dirty.

      Maybe what’s getting to me is how dead-on Morana was about me. I do suspect agent Connors of breaking the rules but I don’t have any proof, and other than a few incidents I have nothing to go on. No proof, no way to make a difference.

      I’m from a small town in Montana, my father was a local sheriff deputy and was killed in a shootout which remains unsolved to this day. He’s the reason I went into this field. She was right about everything, and it seems I might have been wrong about her. Well, maybe.

      “Well shit,” Holt gasps. “And there was no investigation into this?” She looks up at me and I shake my head.

      “No report was even filed, and as far as I can tell she was never even questioned about it.”

      “Well, maybe she refused.”

      “I’m sure she did, but it begs the question as to why? This was recent too; she still has stitches that haven’t been taken out.” I lean forward, lowering my voice. “Do we really think she could’ve killed her father so recently after this brutal attack?” I ask.

      “I mean, who else could it be? Throat slitting is her M.O. and who else would be daring enough to take out a player as big as Aeron Valdis? Who could even get that close to him?”

      “We’ve been told this is her M.O. and I’m not doubting that but we have no hard evidence, everything’s hearsay or circumstantial. Nothing we have could be taken to court, it’s a wonder we even got an arrest warrant this fast, with so little.”

      “How did we get that anyways? We haven’t even been out to process the scene for ourselves, yet we already have a suspect under arrest?” she asks. “Not in custody for questions, but under arrest with a signed warrant.”

      “Where’s my client?” a booming female voice sounds at the entryway to the police station. “Morana Valdis, where is she?”

      Standing from my seat I turn to face the woman. “Ma’am I’ll take you back to her.”

      We walk down the hallway to the back-interrogation rooms in silence. I open the door to let her inside and I catch Morana’s blank expression staring into the two-way mirror. It’s like she’s looking past it, void of any emotions.

      Suspects normally act one of two ways. Someone guilty who holds remorse sleeps, it’s like a weight’s been lifted from their shoulders. Innocent people pace, they lose their minds, they can’t understand why they’re on the wrong side of the glass. Even sociopaths and psychopaths do something, try to reason, manipulate, or spill their tales, wanting the credit for their crimes. Rarely are people just blank, no emotions, devoid of any human qualities. Morana Valdis’ lack of life sends a shiver down my spine.

      “That will be all Agent,” her lawyer says my title like it’s a curse.
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      Maddison Bentley walks into my interrogation room looking fierce beyond measure. Maddison’s been our family lawyer for over a decade. She isn’t exactly the most law-abiding citizen herself so she’s a great asset to have. If the price is right she’s willing to get a little dirty for her clients, and our price is always right.

      “Maddison,” I say curtly. Maddison isn’t much for pleasantries, just the way I like my business.

      “Morana. Never thought I’d actually see you in here,” she says as she takes the seat across from me and I smile.

      “This is going to sound cliché as fuck, but I didn’t do it.” We both laugh, cause it’s just that stupid.

      “Yeah, I know. Which begs the question, who did? I’ve already set to dismiss the charges; they don’t actually have any evidence against you. They really jumped the gun on the whole investigation,” she says while jotting down notes on a legal pad. “You’ll be out of here by dinner time, but I suggest you figure out who has a big enough grudge to set you up like this.”

      I snort. “Who has a grudge? Well shit, I have no idea,” I sarcastically say as I roll my eyes.

      “Well, I suggest you get started on a list, babe, ‘cause shit like this doesn’t go away. If someone’s trying to set you up for something big, taking out your father in the process, they won’t just stop when it falls through.”

      I blow out a deep breath. “Yeah, I know. What about Nash?”

      “He’s another story. He broke a federal agent's nose. I can get him released on bail, and we’ll have to get the charges dealt with. But we’ll get him off with a fine and maybe some community service.”

      I chuckle. “Well, he always did want a more impressive rap sheet.”

      “Assaulting a federal agent will make for a hell of a story over beers,” she agrees.
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        * * *

      

      And just like Maddison promised, we’re on our way home by dinner time. She gives us a lift back to the apartment after getting a judge to drop all charges against me and Nash gets released on bail.

      I should be happy but I’m just pissed off. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy I’m no longer sitting at the sheriff station. I’m happy to not have to deal with Agent Connors at the moment. What has me pissed off is that someone thought they could not only murder my father, but that they could set me up in the process.

      Someone doesn’t understand who they’re messing with, but I intend to make sure they find out the hard way. The bloodier the lesson the better.

      “We’re going to figure it out, okay Darlin'?” Nash says as we climb the four flights of stairs to our apartment.

      “Yeah,” I grit out, my hands shaking as the heat washes over my skin and anger closes in.

      I shake my head to clear the flashbacks of Maverick and Agent Connors, willing the panic constricting the air from my lungs to leave. I’ve been fine for the last two weeks, but now? Now I’m not fine.

      Nash opens our apartment door, letting us inside and we walk into the living room. All I see is flashes of blood, but the blood isn’t actually here anymore. I know it’s not and yet it’s all I see.

      “Morana!” My name’s called and large arms are wrapped around my body, bringing me in for a hug.

      I take a deep breath and inhale Ranger’s familiar scent. I try to shake my head, try to tell myself it's Ranger, but I can't. All I smell is Maverick, and blood, and that dirty cabin.

      I scream and push away from Ranger’s chest. Putting my hands up and taking steps towards the window. “Don’t. Touch. Me,” I seethe. My hands are shaking and I can’t stop.

      “Morana? Love, it’s okay.” Ranger starts to take a step towards me, hurt and confusion evident in his features. I don’t want to hurt him, but I just can’t right now.

      “Don’t,” I say, taking more steps back until I reach the far wall in the living room. Bracing my hands behind me, I slowly sink down to the ground, fighting back the tears I didn’t realize I had.

      Is this what it feels like to be out of control? To fear something? I’ve never been scared before, never been out of control before.

      Since this morning I’ve been fighting this, fighting my urge to scream, fight, or puke, but I can't fight it anymore.

      “Love, what happened?” Ranger asks, but I can’t speak. If I open my mouth I’ll start crying, and if I cry I might just break.

      Why today? I was fine, everything was fine.

      Somewhere in the background of my mind, I hear doors opening and closing. I hear voices, but I just sit shaking.

      “Darlin'?” I hear a voice call from in front of me. When a hand is pressed lightly against my wrist I flinch, pulling back. I know he isn’t here; I know he can’t touch me. But if I know that, then why am I shaking?

      “Okay, okay. I’m sorry, Darlin'. I won’t touch you okay? But I need you to come back to me, okay? Can you do that, can I get my girl back?” It’s Nash, he’s right in front of me. I want to come back, but I don’t know how, where did I even go?

      “What’s wrong with her?” I hear another voice laced with concern asking. Hunter, my sweet Hunter.

      “Can you guys just give me a minute with her?” Nash asks.

      “No! What the hell did they do to her?” Ranger growls.

      “It wasn’t them,” Nash says softly. “Please, Ranger, you guys have to give me a minute here.”

      I’m rocking back and forth with my face buried in my hands as I hear heavy retreating footsteps.

      “Okay, Darlin', they’re gone. It’s just us. Can you come back now?” Nash asks gently. I try to speak, but the words stick in my throat.

      After a few calming breaths and a mental tug at my fog, I bring the cold back around me and push out the fire. I finally get ahold of myself enough to look up. Nash is sitting on the ground, cross-legged in front of me. He puts a hand out, offering it to me. I gently place my hand in his.

      “There’s my girl,” he whispers and a sad smile tugs at his lips.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “Don’t. We talked about this,” he whispers. “You’re going to have to tell them now, it’s only fair. I’ve given you almost two weeks. I don’t want to rush you, Darlin', but they’re worried now. And if this happens again and I’m not here, they’re going to need to know how to help you. They need to know what you need.”

      “I don’t know what I need.”

      “Come on,” he says, standing and pulling me up with him.

      “Can you tell them?” I ask.

      “Darlin'…” Nash starts to say no, but I grip his shirt in my hands, burying my face in his chest.

      “Please, Nash, I don’t think I can tell them. Especially not after that,” I say.

      “Okay, Darlin'. Let’s go get you in bed and I’ll tell them.” I nod my head and let him lead me to my room. “What happened today? Something caused this, this isn’t you.”

      I swallow down the lump in my throat. “One of the agents… he got out of hand. Nothing serious, it wouldn’t have even phased me before, but…” I trail off and Nash nods as his jaw clenches in frustration.

      “He’s dirty?” he asks.

      “At least two of them are shady, dirty, probably on someone’s payroll.”

      He nods. “You think they have something to do with this setup?”

      “Crossed my mind.”

      He places a small kiss on my forehead before tucking me into bed like a small child. When he closes the door behind him I let my tears fall, burying my head in my pillow and scream until my throat’s raw.
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        * * *

      

      I close Morana’s door behind me as I walk down the hall, knocking on Ranger’s bedroom door before moving on to get Hunter as well.

      “Where is she?” Ranger growls at me like I’m the one that hurt her.

      “Laying down. You both need to sit down,” I say, gesturing to the couch as we enter the living room.

      “No, we need to see her,” Hunter says and turns towards her room.

      “No,” I say firmly, reaching out to grip his arm, stopping him from leaving. “You need to sit your asses down and hear what I’m about to say.”

      They reluctantly agree and take seats across from me as I sit in the chair. I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees, running my hands down my face and blow out a deep breath. This is harder than I thought it would be.

      “What the fuck, Nash?” Ranger growls.

      “Do you guys remember after Morana woke up in the hospital and told us what happened while she was gone?”

      “Yes,” they both agree.

      “Do you guys remember her kicking you guys out, then later that night I brought her home and we had a classic sleepover?”

      “Yes.” They nod in unison.

      “She told me some things after you guys left and made me promise to let her tell you in her own time.”

      “Nash, get to the fucking point,” Ranger growls.

      “The point is, tonight she asked me to tell you.”

      “Tell us what?” Hunter asks.

      “Maverick raped her in that cabin.”

      “What?” Ranger growls and Hunter’s face falls, all the color leaving his features while Ranger’s face reddens in anger.

      “He became obsessed with her, and when she picked you guys over him, he lost it. That’s why he tortured her over just outright killing her. I guess, in a way, his obsession saved her life. Then when she almost died, he brought her out of the basement, cleaned her up. Acted like he was caring for her, to him she was his. He raped her, then told her he was going to kill us so she could never pick you guys over him again,” I explain, the words sticking in my throat as I reveal the details she told me.

      “Why didn’t she tell us?” Hunter asks.

      “At first she was worried you guys wouldn’t want her anymore. That you would see her as damaged goods or something. I told her that wouldn’t be the case. She asked me to give her one night of peace with all of us and that she would tell you guys after that.”

      “Only she never told us,” Hunter says in a quiet voice.

      “I know. I asked her every day for a while, but she just kept saying she was fine. That she didn’t need to talk about it.”

      “But clearly she’s not fucking fine,” Ranger growls.

      “No, she’s not, because one of those fucking FBI agents touched her. She said it was fine. That whatever he did wouldn’t have even phased her before Maverick, but that it fucked with her head. Then you grabbed her from behind,” I gesture towards Ranger, “and she just couldn’t shake it off. So, no, she’s not fucking fine.”

      “I…I didn’t mean it, I was just relieved she was back,” Ranger says quietly, falling back against the couch.

      “I know, and she knows. She doesn’t blame you. She feels bad for how she reacted,” I explain.

      “But that’s not her fault,” Ranger says.

      “You know how you feel guilty even though she doesn’t blame you?” I ask and he nods. “Well, that’s how she feels. You guys have always been like that. Always feeling guilty over something the other doesn’t even fault you for.”

      “One of these days you both might actually have to accept your feelings and fucking communicate them,” Hunter grumbles.

      “And that’ll be when Hell freezes, pigs fly, and Morana likes the summer.” I roll my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Pacing around the living room, I can’t get that fucker Maverick out of my head. I want to bring him back from the dead just to kill him again.

      The level of overkill and rage that was present in his body makes more sense now. We couldn’t put it together why our girl would spend so much time, strength, and effort to stab him repeatedly when she was losing as much blood as she was. It’s clear now. Painfully clear.

      When I can’t take it any longer, I walk down the hallway to her bedroom and knock softly. Ranger won’t come back here; he’s beating himself up for grabbing her like he did. But it’s not his fault, he couldn’t have known what it would do to her. Even so, he’s struggling to move past it.

      Seeing her like that, it was enough to break us.

      Knowing why could ruin us.

      “Pretty Girl, can I come in?” I call softly, and when her small voice calls through the door I enter.

      Instead of taking a seat on her bed or under the covers with her, I pull a chair over next to the bed. I just want to hold her; I want to be able to make her forget the pain of everything. But I don’t want to be the one to trigger another sort of panic attack.

      “Nash talked to you,” she states. It’s not a question and I nod.

      “Pretty Girl, I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “I don’t need or want your pity Hunter. You can go, that won’t happen again. I’m fine,” she says, her voice devoid of any emotion, devoid of Morana. My girl isn’t here right now.

      She thinks I’m here to tell her I don’t want her, and she’s walling herself off so she doesn’t end up hurt. She’s pushing me away like always. Always a wall up, emotions always boxed away. Always pushing us away from her, either to protect us or to protect herself. Either way, she just hurts us all in the end.

      “You’re clearly not fucking fine,” I growl, trying to keep my own emotions in check for her sake, but I’m not willing to lose her.

      “I said it wouldn’t happen again,” she says and rolls over in bed, giving me her back as she stares out the windows.

      “Why are you pushing me away?” I whisper, suddenly feeling the weight of her past on my shoulders.

      “Because it’s easier to push you away first then to hear you don’t want me anymore,” she whispers, barely loud enough to be heard and it spears my heart.

      How could she possibly think I wouldn’t want her? She told Nash she didn’t want to tell us the full truth about Maverick because she thought she was damaged. After all these years it still baffles me how she could think so little of herself.

      “Pretty Girl,” I say getting up and walk around so she has to look at me again. I lift her covers, watching her face for any negative reaction as I slide underneath.

      I reach my hand out for her. When she accepts my outstretched hand, I pull her close to me, not letting an inch of space separate us. “Tell me to stop whenever you need to,” I whisper. “But Morana, there is no way in Hell I am ever fucking letting you go. Do you understand me?” I ask, hugging her tightly to my chest.

      “But- “she starts to argue.

      “No, I’m never letting you go, and neither’s Ranger. He’s beating himself up right now for putting you through those memories again.”

      “It wasn’t him. It was just everything,” she whispers.

      “I know Pretty Girl, but you’re going to have to open up now, even the hard stuff. Communicate what you need. We’ll do whatever you need us to. Do you get that? Anything you need, just tell us and consider it done.” I plant a gentle kiss on her forehead. “We want all of you Morana, we always have. The good, the bad, the dirty, the damaged, you’re everything to us and we willingly hand over every part of ourselves to you. You know everything about us, you always have, we just want to know every part of you in return. Okay?”

      “I don’t want you to look at me differently. I don’t want pity, or for you guys to treat me like a glass doll. I just want to be me,” she whispers. “I don’t want to lose who I am.”

      “But what if something like what happened today happens again? What do you need from us?” I whisper.

      “Honestly?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t have a fucking clue,” she sighs.

      Holding her close to my chest with my arms wrapped around her, she slowly falls asleep in my arms. I hope to god we can bring her back from this, give her what she needs.
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        * * *

      

      I watch Morana as she stands at the edge of the water, letting the tide wash over her feet. We’re not sure why but she insisted we make the four hour drive out to the coast today. So we got up early and Lucinda packed us lunch and snacks for the drive. Aeron called us in sick and we took off.

      Sometimes the things he’ll do without question for his daughter still shocks me. But I see it in his eyes, the worry, the concern, the way he breaks slightly every time she walks away. When she goes to a job, coming home covered in blood and a smile on her face.

      He acts like an I-don’t-give-a-fuck mob boss, but the truth is she’s always been his world, and if you look closely you can watch as his world slowly cracks and shatters around him.

      The remote cove we stumbled upon while driving up the coast is deserted. Today’s not a beach day. The wind is harsh and cold with grey storm clouds looming overhead.

      Yet our girl stands in the freezing ocean water in nothing but shorts and an oversized hoodie, her hair whipping back and forth in the wind.

      As soon as we got here she kicked her shoes off and made her way into the water. We tried to stay by her side but we can’t handle the cold as well as she does.

      “Either of you know why we’re here?” Nash finally voices the question on all our minds. If anyone would’ve known I would have guessed it would have been him.

      “Nope,” I say.

      “'Cause she wanted to come,” Ranger says, and I chuckle. If that doesn’t sum up our lives these days I don’t know what would.

      We can use ‘because Morana wanted to’ as our reason for doing just about anything. Our lives revolve around her as much as she pushes us to do our own thing. We always end up back with her, and I’m confident that we always will.

      When Morana looks over her shoulder and smiles at us it’s like the missing ray of sunshine from this beach-filled adventure.

      “You guys decide on prom?” Nash asks us. And we shrug.

      Ranger and I both want to ask Morana, but regardless of the fact that she’d say no, we can’t ask her. We’ve come too far over the years to fuck it up now. It was hard not to fall in love with her, trust me, I actively tried. I figured she was going to end up with Ranger, he was here first after all. Dibs and all that.

      But I couldn’t help it, there’s just something about her that makes me want to dive headfirst into the unknown. It doesn’t matter where I go in life as long as I have her in my future.

      “We should all just go as a group,” Ranger says. “Unless you guys asked someone else?” he says, shrugging nonchalantly. I scoff, he knows damn well I didn’t ask anyone else, how could I? There isn’t anyone else that could hold a candle to our girl.

      Nash isn’t in love with Morana, at least not that we know about, but he loves her like a sister. He loves her how we’re supposed to love her.

      “You know she isn’t going to go,” Nash says, fixing his gaze on the horizon.

      “I just wish she could have one normal night, one night that doesn’t end in murder,” I sigh, running my hand over my face.

      “I just wish I could have one night with her,” Ranger says.

      “One night would never be enough,” I whisper.
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      “Are we sure she’s capable of what they say she is? I mean look at her!” Agent Holt yells exasperated, as we sit in an unmarked car tailing Morana Valdis and her crew.

      I understand what she means. The first thing that comes to mind is her size. She’s barely five foot two and maybe one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. Could she be capable of the force necessary to do what the rumors claim?

      On the other hand, her brothers look like they’d have no issue taking out hundreds of men. All equipped with sealed juvenile records mostly for fighting, theft, and a few minor violent offenses, but as soon as they were adopted by Aeron Valdis none of them got so much as detention or skipped school. A complete one-eighty.

      Morana, on the other hand, has never been in trouble with the law, never gotten so much as a parking ticket. For a mob princess that’s shocking, to say the least. Even her father and brother, Hades, had minor offenses on record.

      She got straight A’s in mostly advanced placement and honors classes in high school. She even graduated as the rightful Valedictorian but refused to give the speech, and at eighteen her IQ test came back scoring at one hundred and sixty-five points.

      That’s genius-level and rare. It’s the only thing that leads me to believe she could be capable of all they say she is. Someone that smart could do just about anything she set her mind to, which leads one to question, why that thing would be murder?

      Watching her this last week has painted a different picture for us, one you can’t read in a file. She hasn’t once left the apartment alone, always accompanied by one of her adopted brothers. She’s got a thing with two of them, Hunter and Ranger, and they either don’t know or don’t care that they’re sharing her. I’m betting it’s the latter.

      We’ve watched them go to breakfast and eat an unreal amount of French toast. They greet people on the street, and it seems everyone’s happy to offer a smile and a handshake.

      They walk down the street outside their apartment and play the lava game from when we were kids. You know the one? Someone yells the floor is lava and everyone has to find a place to stand so they’re not touching the ground. Whoever lost bought breakfast that day.

      As I watch I find myself wishing I could hang out with them. There’s something about whatever it is they have that makes you wish you were a part of it. Maybe there’s something in the water in this town. Everyone seems infatuated with the Valdis family, but why? What’s so special about them?

      I never had a ton of friends growing up in my small town and I’m an only child. The only friends I’ve ever really had are my co-workers and they don’t count, considering I only trust Holt with my life.

      You don’t get to count someone as a friend if you’re more confident they’ll stab you in the back while shaking your hand than invite you over for a barbecue.

      The connection Morana, Ranger, Hunter, and Nash have is the kind that makes someone ache to have the same thing. If they really are the people this town claims they are, if they really are ‘The Reapers of Sanorah’, then I have no doubt it’s that unbreakable pull, that connection they have, that made them who they are.

      It’s rare for partners to kill side by side for an extended period of time. Someone’s always the Alpha, and someone always ends up dead and replaced.

      It’s obvious that Morana’s the Alpha in this group, not because she demands it, but because they adore her. They’d give their lives for her; they’d give their lives for each other, and I suspect she’d do the same for each of them. The longer we watch her, the more I feel that same pull.

      A knock at my window pulls me out of my thoughts. When I look over, I see a small black-clad torso and two coffees. Holt and I roll down our windows. One coffee is thrust through my open window while another is handed to Holt.

      “Agent Marks, it’s wonderful to see you again today. Lovely weather we’re having, isn’t it?” Morana sing-songs as she leans in through my open window.

      I guess we haven’t been as stealthy as we thought. Just another reason to suspect there’s more than meets the eye in Sanorah. A regular citizen wouldn’t have been able to pick out an FBI tail. We’re good at our jobs, it’s why we have them.

      “Miss Valdis,” I say, and Nash Lee leans into Holt’s window.

      “We thought you guys might want a coffee since you’re stuck in this car,” he says, smiling and winking at agent Holt who blushes like a little girl.

      For fuck sake, she’s worse than me.

      “We’re on our way to the hospital now,” Morana says as she lifts her shirt and taps on a particularly gruesome set of stitches. “Gotta get these suckers out, meet you guys there?”

      I scrub my hand down my face and let out a deep breath, “How did you make us?”

      “It’s a small town agent, and you guys always drive the same type of unmarked vehicle. Do you guys get a group rate or something?” she asks. “Anyways, no one in this town drives one of these unless they’re a cop, so you were pretty easy to pick out,” she says, tapping the hood of the black Crown Vic.

      “Next time if you want to blend in get a black Toyota Camry. I don’t know why, but everyone here fucking drives one of those things,” Nash says, ever so helpful.

      “Right, thanks for the tip,” I grumble.

      “Anyways, come on, Nash, we have to get going if we’re going to make my appointment with Doctor Hottie,” she sing-songs as she stands up.

      “Do you call him that just to drive Ranger and Hunter mad?” I hear him grumbling.

      “Of course,” she tells him with a smile as they link arms and walk across the street.

      She hops on his back and he gives her a piggyback ride before letting her down to climb into a blacked-out jeep wrangler. Speaking of not being subtle, all their personal vehicles are blacked out, complete with illegal tint.
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      It's getting rather tiresome to keep up the Morana is totally fine act, but I can’t let anyone know I might not be okay. I’m supposed to be the one to take care of the guys, to take care of everything. They’re mine to look after and I don’t want to be a burden to them, a problem.

      But I can already tell it’s going to be exceptionally fun to mess with Agent Talin Marks. Twenty-six years old, born and raised in Calliope, Montana, only child, father was a sheriff deputy who died in a shootout, the case remains unsolved.

      Smart, ended up with a full-ride scholarship to college where he excelled, and the FBI handpicked him from his graduating class. He’s steadily climbed his way up the FBI ladder, and he’s been saddled with the crooked Agent Malic Connors for two years.

      And did I mention he’s damn good looking too? I mean for a cop and essentially my sworn enemy if I actually had those.

      Oh, wait, yeah, that’s right, I totally do.

      He has dark dirty blond hair with a standard-issue FBI cut, blue eyes darker than the ocean, and he fills out his cheap suit like no one’s business. Just imagine how a properly tailored suit would hug every inch of cut muscles. I bet he spends any off time in the gym, and I did spy a tattoo or two on his arms. I bet he’s one of those guys with a six-pack and a happy trail.

      God damn, what’s wrong with me? You know, besides the usual.

      “You want me to come in?” Nash asks as we park in the hospital parking lot.

      “No, I want you to go chat up little Miss FBI,” I tell him as I glance in the rearview mirror and see our tail pulling up a few spaces away.

      “And how do I do that with Mr. FBI in the car too?” he asks.

      I smile when I look over at him, “He’s coming in with me.”

      “Morana, no,” Nash says, firmly shaking his head.

      “It’ll be fine Nash, he’s not the one. He’s a good guy with a hard-on for justice. He won’t do anything out of line.”

      “Remember the last guy we thought was just another good guy?”

      “Are you really asking me if I’m going to forget about that anytime soon? 'Cause I won’t, Nash, but I don’t want to be coddled, and you guys can’t treat me like glass. I can go places on my own. I’m not broken, and I refuse to let him dictate my life when he’s already fucking dead.” My breath is ragged and short as my chest rises and falls, attempting to bring air into my lungs. I take a moment to center myself, to calm my racing thoughts and mentally pull my fog back around me.

      Nash puts his hands up in surrender. “That’s not how I meant it and you know it. Take a deep breath. I just don’t want you to get hurt,” he says gently taking my hand in his.

      “Too little, too late,” I whisper.

      “I just want to help. You were doing good. You even said she was silent. But what about now, Darlin'?”

      I flash him a wicked smile. “Now? Now she’s thrashing to rip someone's fucking throat out,” I say with a dark chuckle before I climb down from the jeep.

      I’m suddenly wondering why I needed to have the thing lifted when I’m barely five foot two, and of course I couldn’t have running boards. Silly little girl.

      “Damn it, Morana!” Nash yells as he slips out of the jeep as well. “Would you stop for five seconds and talk to me?”

      “Nope,” I say, popping the p.

      “What are you going to do when you can’t fight what she wants anymore?” he calls after me.

      Turning around to face him in the middle of the parking lot I shrug. “Why would I fight her? She’s demanding payment for our pain, and I tend to agree with her methods of getting what is owed to us.”

      Stepping up to me and gently gripping my chin in his hand, Nash whispers, “And The Reaper only accepts blood.”

      “It’s the best form of payment, one everyone can afford,” I reply, and he closes his eyes briefly but nods his acceptance of what I need. He always accepts whatever I need, they all do.

      We make our way over to the not-so-secret FBI tail, their windows already down. “Come on Marks, you’re with me,” I say as I reach for the door handle.

      “Um, excuse me?” he asks.

      “You’re with me. You’re supposed to watch me, right? You know how many exit points are in this hospital? It would be a really shitty tail job if you lost me,” I tell him. “And Nash will stay with Agent Holt here, just so you know we’re not dipping out on you guys.”

      “I really don’t think that’s necessary,” agent Emma Holt says from her seat.

      “Yeah, are you planning to ditch us?” Talin asks as he gets out of the car and crosses his arms over his chest.

      “If you don’t come in I might, just to prove that I can,” I say, smiling at him.

      He rolls his eyes but reaches onto the dash, grabbing his sunglasses and gesturing for me to lead the way.

      “Call if you need anything, Darlin',” Nash calls out, the smallest bit of concern in his voice as we cross to the parking lot.

      “I might need Doctor Hottie to give me mouth to mouth. Should I call you if I do?” I yell across the parking lot and he shakes his head while rolling his eyes, but I know he thinks I’m funny. At least the lighthearted joking makes pretending I’m fine a little easier.

      “So why am I coming in with you?” Talin asks.

      “I told you already.”

      “No, the real reason, not the fake one you used to get me to come.” Turning, I smirk at him. He’s smart, I’ll give him that, and yet he’s still following me in here, so maybe not that smart. Or maybe just too curious for his own good.

      You know what they say about curiosity, right? If you’re not careful it won't be long before The Reaper’s digging a grave with your name on it. And I really hate digging.

      Stopping at the front desk, I sign in with the nurse working the check-in. We’re immediately led to a back room so my lacerations and burns can be examined, and stitches removed.

      Hopefully.

      They’re a real bitch.

      I watch as Piper, the nurse escorting us, gives Talin a major side-eye, and warily watches my face for answers I can’t give her. Piper’s Lucinda, our old housekeeper’s, daughter and a friend and no stranger to the ways of my life, or the signs of a cop. Growing up around us for most of her life, she’s the only female I can consider to be a friend. She even became a nurse specifically to be able to help us. We were both born into the mob world, but she decided to help people instead of killing them. Yet she doesn’t judge or fear me for my actions.

      “You need to see for yourself.”

      “See what? I already looked over your file like you asked me to do, I’ve seen the photos,” he says as he sits in the empty chair in the exam room and I hop up on the table.

      “The doctor will be in shortly,” Piper says, giving me one last cursory glance before leaving.

      “Photos aren’t even close to the same thing,” I say as my doctor knocks and walks in.

      “Morana, how are you doing?” he asks without looking up from my chart. That’s what I like about him, he pretends to give a shit, but he really doesn’t care about pleasantries. There’s no real small talk, and when I don’t answer him, he doesn’t get offended. We just move on.

      When he looks up from my chart and sees Talin in the chair instead of one of my guys he looks over at me. “Is there something I should know?” he asks as he side-eyes Talin in his suit that screams law enforcement.

      That’s the thing about living in Sanorah, you begin to be able to pick out the men in suits. Who’s law enforcement, who’s a Valdis hand, and who’s a boss. The suits tell a story.

      “Doc, this is my new friend, Talin.”

      “New friend, huh?”

      “Sure, we just met about a week ago. He arrested me and has been following me around ever since, pretty sure that makes us besties,” I say and wink. Talin rolls his eyes.

      “You can ask him to leave, he doesn’t have a right to be in here if you don’t want him to be,” he says, but I shake my head.

      “No, I’m good. In fact, I think he needs to stand right here and get a really good look,” I say, pointing next to the table.

      “Fine. You heard her,” my doctor says and gestures for Talin to stand. “Let’s start with your upper body, okay?”

      I reach up and pull my t-shirt off my head and see it when Talin eyes more of my cuts and burns.

      “Lay back on the pillow. They look good so I’m going to start taking them out.” I do as I’m told without argument. I can feel as the stitches are cut and pulled out.

      “Why wasn’t this reported?” Talin asks the doctor, growing more and more angry with each stitch that’s removed. This is why I told him there’s a difference between reading and seeing.

      You can read a file all day long, even look at photographs, but at the end of the day, you’re still a step or two removed from the real trauma. Coming face-to-face with it in the flesh is a lot harder to ignore. I’m sure for someone that actually possesses empathy, seeing the scars and still-healing wounds of an encounter that was supposed to leave me dead are hard on him, which is why he’s here in the first place.

      Manipulation at its finest, ladies and gentlemen.

      My doctor stills and I can tell when he looks up, focusing on Talin with a glare. Talin wasn’t the only one unhappy with me not reporting this but doc here’s from Sanorah, and he knows that if I didn’t report it, it’s because I already took care of it. Just like I told Nash; Maverick’s already dead so what’s the point?

      All it would do is give the cops a reason to look around our apartment. To look around my cabin. To investigate our basement. We’re not going to think about everything they might find in any one of those places, let alone all of them.

      “Are you accusing me of something? 'Cause it sounds like you think I didn’t do my job. So, let me be very clear, my job was to save her life and that’s what I did. My job was to stop her from bleeding out. My job was to stitch up over forty lacerations. My job was to make sure the at-home cauterizing job that was done on her didn’t get infected, to make sure she didn’t get septic and die after living through everyone's worst nightmare. I did my job, and I did a damn good one. So maybe you should ask another law enforcement officer like yourself why there’s no investigation.”

      Oh shit, doc is pissed. I have to stifle a small laugh after he goes back to work on my torso.

      “Morana, why didn’t you report this?” Talin asks gently.

      I can’t exactly tell him the truth so instead I shrug, looking him in the eyes. “It wouldn’t have mattered anyways.”

      “Okay, Morana, lower half. You can put your shirt back on as well,” Doc says as he applies the last small bandage to my stitch-less torso. I sit up, grabbing my shirt, then shimmy out of my pants before laying back down.

      This is the hardest part. I clench my eyes shut and lace my hands together in a white-knuckle grip when the doctor moves to remove the stitches from my inner thighs. “Morana, do you want me to get one of the female nurses instead?” he asks gently.

      “No,” I grit out through clenched teeth. “Just get it over with.”

      I feel a strong hand wrap around mine, squeezing gently as the doctor works quickly to remove the stitches from my legs. When I peel my eyes open, Talin’s holding my hand with his back to the doctor, intent on not looking at my thighs.

      He looks down into my eyes and I’m shocked when I see pain flash across his features, and he gives me a sad smile. I let one hand go and lace my fingers with his, squeezing his hand as tight as I can as the doctor moves to the highest stitches.

      Maybe it was a mistake to bring him in here after all. I was intent to use this event to my advantage, to gain his sympathy. What I never expected was for him to comfort me, or for me to need comforting. At least with him here instead of my guys I can go back to pretending I’m fine when this is over, and they’ll continue to not know that I’m actually dying inside.

      When the doctor’s finally done it feels like hours have passed when really it’s just been a few minutes. I quickly pull up my pants as I’m given instructions on how to care for my newly stitch-less, mostly healed, lacerations and burns.

      The cuts and burns aren’t what really need to be healed, I’ve had worse over the years. What I really need healed is inside, and it's something the doctor can’t give me a pamphlet to deal with.

      Talin and I silently walk through the halls of the hospital, but before we can reach the front doors and my freedom, he gently grasps my arm. “You don’t have to go through this alone. There are people you can talk to,” he whispers. I shake out of his grasp.

      “I’m never alone. I have my guys, and now I have my new tail. I’m sure you’re going to be extra careful to make sure I’m never left alone.” I smile at him. “And who better to save me than the FBI? I guess the only question is who will you be saving me from?” I ask as I turn towards the doors and walk into the parking lot.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asks.

      “Let me ask you something, Talin. If it came down to me or your boss, who would you save?” He cringes at the sound of his first name when it harshly rolls off my tongue with malice.

      Oh, Honey, do your homework; I certainly have.

      “Why would I have to choose?” he asks.

      “Because there are different levels of evil in this world, and no one’s as pure as they like to think they are. One day you might have to choose the lesser of two evils. I just hope you choose correctly,” I tell him as I turn and walk away towards my jeep.

      When I spot Nash, he has a stupid happy grin on his face, and my heart seizes in my chest. It’s one thing to manipulate an FBI agent, it’s another to actually like one, and Nash doesn’t have it in his heart to manipulate someone else. Not maliciously, not like I do, and if little Miss FBI thinks she’s going to manipulate my Nash, I’ll slit her throat.

      It’s important to remember that in this story, I’m still not the fucking good guy.
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        * * *

      

      I was going to get out. I was going to make something of myself. Until the day everything changed, and I was ripped back here, given a job and forced into the Fallen Angels motorcycle club, into the family business. A place I never wanted to be, somewhere I worked my ass off to get away from.

      They wanted Valdis' business, to partner up, but the King of Sanorah wouldn’t accept them and they're pissed.

      When you think you’re bad enough to run in the same ranks as Valdis and you’re shooed away like a child interrupting daddy on a business call, it ends in a tantrum. But when MC Presidents throw tantrums they end in more bloodshed than a toddler’s.

      And now I've been tasked with figuring out a way to get the business they want, not to partner up but to take over. They no longer want to work with Aeron, they want to own him. Control him. They want Sanorah.

      And I’m just angry. Angry that I'm here. Angry that she's here. Angry that they get her. I’m just mad enough to come up with a plan to ruin her perfect little life.

      She has everything she ever wanted. The little Reaper Queen finally figured out her boys wanted her. Took her long enough. And they get to keep her. She never wanted me. She cast me aside like I wasn't good enough to stand in her shadow. Now that's over. I'm going to end her and take everything she’s worked towards.

      In the end, I'm going to ruin her.
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      “We need to get into dad’s office. If we find out who his last meeting was with that’s a good start,” I tell the guys as I pace back and forth in the living room.

      “Yeah, there’s just one problem with that: the house is a crime scene. It’s taped off. And you’re being tailed. So how do you suppose you get inside?” Hunter asks.

      “Nash.”

      “Uh, what?”

      “You think you could get little Miss FBI to let us into the house, say I need to get some things for the funeral?”

      “You know her name, why do you insist on calling her ‘Little Miss FBI’?” he grumbles, and I snap my head to meet his gaze.

      “You’re right, Nash, I do know her name. Emma Rene Holt, born May twenty seventh, nineteen ninety-six in Los Angeles, California. She has four brothers and two sisters, and she’s right in the middle. Her parents worked multiple jobs her whole life to put food on the table and send their kids to college. She was plucked out of her graduating class and thrown into the FBI, a tech genius. This is the first team she’s been assigned to and she’s the only female agent on the task force,” I list off everything I know about the agent.

      “She had one long term boyfriend in college that ended when she found out he was also fucking her roommate. How am I doing so far?” I ask. He glares at me as Hunter and Ranger watch our exchange.

      “Must you do such an extensive background check on everyone that you meet, to know their fucking third grade teacher?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?!” he demands, standing from his seat on the couch.

      “You know why!” I yell throwing up my hands as my chest heaves rapidly. Why is everything falling apart?

      The last person I let walk into our lives almost ripped everything apart, and we’re still learning how to recover. I won’t make that mistake again. Not for anyone. I can’t risk it. I can’t risk the guys. Even if my obsessive behavior costs me them, I need to know that when they leave they’ll be safe.

      “Morana…” he starts gently but trails off, taking a step towards me.

      “No,” I say softly, turning to leave the room and walking towards the back hallway.

      “Morana, wait! Talk to me!” Nash calls down the hallway as I retreat. “Morana, don’t you dare shut me out!” he yells.

      “Dude, what the fuck is your problem?” Ranger growls.

      “I-I-I don’t know. Fuck! I have no idea why I said that stuff,” Nash stutters out as I reach the end of the hallway, throwing open the window and climbing out onto the fire escape. I turn and climb up the rickety staircase to the roof, away from everything that’s crumbling at my very feet.

      When I reach the roof, I can finally manage a deep breath of cold air. Making my way to the far end, I sit on the edge of our roof, dangling my legs off the edge. I stare out at another beautiful Sanorah sunset. The beauty of this area masks the horrors and things that go bump in the night.

      The forest, high mountain lakes, and rock climbing at one side. The city can be seen in the distance as their lights brighten the landscape.

      It’s always the pretty places that hide the most evil. It’s almost like people want to be shocked. They act like their neighbor could never be a killer. The homeless guy on the corner is more feared than your brother’s best friend. but you’re seventy percent more likely to be murdered by someone you know

      People see what they want to see. It’s why I walk the streets free.
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        * * *

      

      “Go get her,” Hunter says to me as I stare out the open window to the fire escape where I know Morana disappeared to. It’s been a long time since she felt like that was the only place she could go.

      She’s always opened the windows, always had to let the cold in. After we figured out she’d go to the roof to escape, Hunter built her a small ledge out her bedroom window when we moved in here. Giving her a little piece of freedom.

      “Maybe you should go,” I say, turning to him.

      “She isn’t upset with you; she doesn’t blame you. You need to stop blaming yourself,” he says as he shoves me towards the window.

      “I just don’t want to hurt her,” I whisper.

      “You know how it hurts us when she keeps her distance? You hurt her when you keep yours,” he says. “You two are more alike than you want to admit, and you can save her in a way I can’t,” he says, letting out a deep breath.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, studying his face. Hunter and I are brother close, sleep with the same girl close, but not share your feelings close. The only person any of us open up to is the one currently hiding from us on a rooftop.

      “Nothing man, just go bring our girl back, okay?” he says, turning and walking down the hallway leaving me to make the choice myself.

      Taking a deep breath, I make my way out onto the fire escape and up the death-trap set of stairs. Stepping onto the roof I see Morana sitting on the edge, her small frame silhouetted by the setting sun.

      I take a small step towards her, not wanting to startle her. I have no idea how to get her attention when she’s so close to that damn edge, a fraction of an inch away from slipping and falling four stories.

      “I know you’re here,” she calls without removing her gaze from the horizon.

      Of course, she does. She always knows.

      I slowly make my way over to her. “Is this seat taken?” I ask lightly tapping the place next to her with my foot.

      “It is now,” she says.

      I sit down next to her but don’t swing my legs over the edge. I sit facing her as she watches the skyline, prepared in case she slips. I’ve always hated her coming up here. There’s no ledge, it’s just a flat rooftop where someone could easily fall.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her gently.

      “I don’t know what okay is anymore.”

      “Are we okay?” I ask.

      She finally looks away from the sunset and grabs my hand. “We’re okay on my end, are we okay on your end?” she asks softly.

      “Of course,” I tell her, opening my arms to her. She scrambles off the edge and settles into my lap.

      “Tell me what that was about with Nash,” I say firmly. She doesn’t want to be treated like she’s broken so I won’t.

      “I think he has a thing for that female agent.”

      “And why is that an issue other than her being FBI and a part of the task force trying to pin a murder on you that you didn’t do?”

      “I don’t want her to take him away from me,” she whispers.

      “You’ve never had any issues with him being with someone else in the past.” She sits up in my lap to look at me.

      “It’s not like that, I’m not jealous. But everyone in the past has been someone that, if it was real, we could bring them in on all of this,” she says, gesturing around. “But FBI? We can’t turn an agent so it would come down to us or her. Me or her,” she says, lowering her head. “And I’m being selfish.”

      “You don’t think he would pick you?” I ask her softly.

      “Why would he? Why would anyone?”

      “Because you’re everything we have, Love. Because you’re his home, you’re his family. And at the end of the day, he knows that you’d never make him choose. But he would, Love, he would choose you every time.”

      “What if I don’t want him to?” she whispers and I pull back to look into her face, where tears glisten in her eyes.

      “What do you mean, Love?”

      “I think you all deserve a better chance to live your lives. It was different before, but now everything is falling apart. I’m falling apart. And you guys shouldn’t be saddled into picking up my pieces.”

      “Will you please stop pushing us all away?” I whisper as I brush her hair out of her face. “We’re here because we want to be. Because we want you,” I say before placing a gentle kiss against her lips.

      She kisses me back with force, our teeth clacking together. She wraps her hands around my neck, pulling me close to her. As she moves around to straddle my lap, I move us back from the edge before gently laying her down.

      “Tell me to stop if it’s too much, okay?” I ask her, and she nods.

      I lean forward, planting another kiss on her lips before moving to her neck and sucking my way down.

      “I love you,” she whispers as I move my hand up her shirt.

      “I love you too,” I tell her as she brings her hands above her head so I can pull her shirt off. She arches her back and I move my hand around to unhook her bra, pulling it off and exposing her breasts.

      I work my mouth across her body, kissing every inch of each scar now marking her. Working my mouth over her hardened nipples, I gently suck one into my mouth, covering the other with my hand. She moans quietly and arches her back, pushing her breasts up, urging me on.

      Moving my mouth to the other nipple, I let the cold air lick her skin. Slowly I move my hand down to the hem of her sweatpants, gently running the tips of my fingers along the hem. Feeling her stiffen under me slightly I stop my hand.

      “Is this okay, Love?” I ask her quietly.

      “Yes,” she says. I move up her body to kiss her lips.

      “You can always say no. And I will always listen,” I whisper against her lips.

      “It’s okay. I need you, Ranger,” she whispers before crashing her lips against mine. As she parts her lips and I dip my tongue into her mouth, I dive my hand into her pants. Moving her underwear to the side I gently massage circles against her clit.

      She grabs the back of my neck, pulling me closer to her as I work my hand over her. When I feel her legs start to shake, I kiss my way down her body.

      Pulling her pants down over her thighs, I remove my hand from her clit and place my lips against her. Licking and sucking her, tasting her pleasure as I dip two fingers into her, pumping in and out until she’s panting, and her body can’t stop shaking.

      When she lets go and her orgasm crashes over her she moans my name, thrusting her hands into my hair. I remove my fingers from her replacing them with my tongue, darting it in and out of her, tasting every drop of pleasure she’ll give me.

      After she’s completely spent, I gently pull her pants back up. Pulling my shirt off, I lift her into my arms and dress her in my shirt. She snuggles close to my chest as I lean against the metal cooling unit on the roof.

      “What about you?” she asks as I adjust my rock-hard dick in my pants, and I kiss her forehead.

      “It’s going to be all about you for a while, Love. You deserve it, and we want to give you everything.”

      Lifting her in my arms, I carry her down the fire escape and into our apartment. Laying her down in her bed and I tuck her in for the night. I lay with her until she falls asleep, planting a gentle kiss on her forehead before leaving her snoring softly.

      “I love you,” I whisper from the doorway.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you ever want kids?” I ask Morana as she snuggles closer to my side.

      I wrap my arm around her, pulling her as close as I can get her. I rest my hand on her hip as she drapes one leg over my thigh.

      “No,” she says.

      Turning to look at her I study her face. Her eyes are closed and a small yawn breaks from her lips. The light from the TV dances over her features, and I want nothing more than to lean over and plant a kiss on her lips. To make her mine. But I can’t.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      She cracks one eye open and studies my face for a moment. “Yeah, cause it isn’t like every murderer to ever have kids didn’t royally fuck them up,” she answers sarcastically.

      “You wouldn’t fuck them up,” I say, and she just shakes her head.

      She closes her eyes again and rests her head on my chest. “Do you want kids?” she finally whispers in a sleepy tone.

      “If I found the right person.” I squeeze her hip slightly.

      She’s the right person. She’s the person I want to spend the rest of my life with. Through highs and lows, I want it all. Marriage and kids, hell I’d even take a white picket fence if she wanted one. Even if she didn’t want any of that, I’d still want her.

      “You’ll find her,” she mumbles. When her breathing evens out, her chest rising and falling in rhythm with small snores escaping her, I kiss her forehead. Leaning in, I whisper,

      “I already have.”
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      We’ve started locking the doors to the main building to avoid any more early morning surprises. So, it doesn’t come as a shock when the security camera and intercom system alert us to someone’s presence out front.

      I’m going to need people to stop showing up before like nine in the morning. Do Reapers get to have bank hours? Like we only take meetings between nine in the morning and five at night? Can we make that a rule?

      “Who is it?” I call out from the kitchen as Hunter goes to check the system.

      “Feds!” he calls back.

      “Which ones?” I ask.

      “All of them,” he grumbles, while I hop off the counter to see who’s here. Sure enough, on the video screen I see five federal agents at our front door.

      “Something I can do for you, Agent Connors?” I call through the intercom. He looks up towards the camera, startled as if he didn’t realize they were being recorded. Come on, dude, every proper mob house has a security feed.

      “We would like to talk to Miss Valdis,” he says while looking into the camera.

      “Okay, sure,” I say.

      “Could you buzz us in?” he grits through clenched teeth.

      “Yup, as soon as you hold up your warrant,” I sing-song.

      “This isn’t a search, we just have some questions regarding your father's case,” Talin offers.

      “Well, in that case, you can contact my lawyer to set up a time to talk.”

      “We’re here because you’re the victim’s daughter, not because you’re a suspect,” Agent Holt adds in and I really want to cut her, but just a little bit.

      “Forgive me if I don’t believe that considering I’ve already been arrested for this crime once.”

      “Morana, we just want to talk,” Connors says with a small grin, and I know he’s thinking he wants to do more than talk with me.

      Agent Malic Connors, thirty-eight years old, born not too far from here in Delling, just another reason to hate him. He has a spotty FBI record at best filled with numerous complaints from both co-workers and suspects.

      Everything about him screams dirty, but I can’t for the life of me figure out exactly what he’s in to. There’s no doubt in my mind that he has something to do with my father’s death, and he has a hard-on to pin it on me. I just don’t know why.

      “You’re welcome to contact my lawyer, Maddison Bentley. She’ll be happy to set up a time to sit and chat. Have a great day, Agents,” I say before cutting the intercom system off.

      They all grumble a few words before eventually turning back to their waiting SUVs.

      “Get Maddison on the phone,” I say, turning to Hunter.

      “Okay, do you still want to go to that appointment today?” he asks. I look down at the lighter scars covering my arms and nod. I want them gone.
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        * * *

      

      “Have you always been such a sociopath, or is this something new that you recently picked up?” I quip, swaying slightly on my feet.

      “Baby, you should be resting,” he coos to me, taking a step towards me.

      Fire licks across my skin, chasing away the fog I hold so dear. But I don’t need it now, now I need my monster. I pull her to the surface, welcoming her to take payment for his sins.

      “I’m not your baby,” I seethe.

      His face turns red, full of fury and anger. He steps towards me and I smirk. I was never much of a hunter chasing after my prey. I prefer them to come to me, makes my life so much easier.

      Maverick reaches his hand out to me and I quickly grab my blade, jamming it into his exposed forearm. He yanks his arm back, cupping his other hand over his new wound with a screech.

      I toss my head back and laugh, finally feeling free again. And maybe a little crazy. Oh well, when am I not?

      “Morana, don’t do this,” he grits.

      “Fuck. You.”

      Maverick steps forward, gripping my arm and managing to toss me across the living room like a rag doll. When he gets close enough I reach up and stab my blade into his thigh, smiling as he loses his balance and drops to his knees.

      I scramble off the floor and dive for him, digging my knife into his chest. Again, he manages to toss me off of him, preventing me from burying my knife as deep as I wanted to.

      I’m weak from blood loss and the only thing that’s keeping me upright is the adrenaline coursing through my veins, and the vengeance in my heart.

      Maverick straddles my waist, pinning me underneath him. “Baby, it doesn’t have to be like this,” he grits, trying to pry my knife from my fingers. “I love you; I just want us to be happy.”

      “Hey, Mav?” I ask in a sugar-sweet tone.

      “Yes, Baby? Tell me what you need.” He smiles, cocking his head to the side like he really wants to know what I want from him.

      I can't help the wicked grin that pulls at my lips as I grip my other knife, “Do me a favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Don’t go to Hell, I don’t want to have to see you there,” I quip before bringing my hand up and jamming my second blade into his throat, twisting it before pulling it back out.

      He cups his gaping wound but it's too late, he’ll never survive. I push him off of me as he tumbles to the floor. My rage gets the better of me and I bring my knife up, burying it in his torso over and over and over again.

      Stabbing him until there isn’t anything left to bury my knife in, I crawl off of him, pulling myself up. Looking down at his mutilated corpse, I sigh.

      It’s over.

      Suddenly I’m very tired and covered in blood, but I’m not sure whose blood. Maybe both of ours. The room around me starts to spin slightly as I reach up to cup my pounding head.

      I stumble through the living room and down the hallway. The cold hardwood floor biting at the bottom of my feet lets me know that it's not much farther. Then I can rest, I won't have to fight anymore.

      Falling to the ground just outside my bedroom, I don’t have the energy to pull myself up. I bring my legs up to my chest and let the darkness settle over me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper to the only family I have left, and they’re not even here to hear it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After spending the morning on a very expensive call with Maddison she was able to get us cleared to enter our old house later this week. We’re not allowed to go into the office which is still an active crime scene, but you know, accidents happen.

      “Mi Hermosa Chica!” Ricardo says as we enter our favorite tattoo shop in Sanorah.

      “Ricky!” I say, throwing my arms around the older man, giving him a fierce hug.

      Ricky’s forty-five, covered head to toe in tattoos, and he owns the best tattoo shop on the west coast. A little hole in the wall shop that people spend eight months on a waiting list to get into.

      His work is unsurpassable, but he always makes time for us. He even has a tattoo or two he let me do when I was a teenager.

      “Oh, Mi Amor, what happened?” he asks when we pull apart and he can see the scars along my arms.

      “Nothing Ricky, you know how it goes,” I say shrugging, but he cuts Ranger a glare. “Don’t, Ricky, they couldn’t have stopped it. But I want them gone. Can you make something for me?” I ask.

      He moves his gaze back to me and his eyes soften. “Of course, I’ll start drawing stuff up this week. Do you have any ideas?” he asks.

      “Nope. If you draw it, I know I’ll love it. But there’s more,” I say as I lift my shirt, and he gasps at the deeper lacerations. “And…” I trail off as I slide my sweatpants off so he can see my thighs. I want them all gone, covered in dark ink and showcased in art.

      Ranger stands at my back, blocking me from view of anyone walking by or who might walk into the shop.

      “Morana…” Ricky starts to say but shakes his head. I pull my sweats back up, and he brings me in for another strong hug.

      Ricky’s always been like that fun uncle, the one who lets you stay up past bedtime, and gives you ice cream when you didn’t eat your peas.

      At least that’s how I picture he’d be if we were more normal. But as it is, he’s the cool uncle that lets you give him a crappy tattoo when you’re sixteen. The one that gives you your first tattoo before you’re eighteen. The one that gives you your first drink at fourteen and teaches you how to throw knives when you’re eight.

      “Please tell me you got the son of a bitch,” he whispers in my ear, and I smile.

      “Of course, I did.”

      Basically, he’s the cool uncle that condones murder. Even if he isn’t really my uncle.
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      We meet Deputy Austin out front of my childhood home where my father was recently murdered. We’re here to pick up an outfit for the funeral and any other things that he wished to be buried with. At least that’s the official reason we’re here.

      We’re not supposed to go into the office as it’s still an active crime scene, but I think we’ve already established my direct inability to do as I’m told.

      Ranger stands in the entryway talking with Deputy Austin while I look around the office for key pieces of evidence. Austin’s a good guy. We went to high school with him and of course, he knows all about us. He played on the football team, but he wasn’t a mega douchebag. He was one of the few that actually understood what the word ‘no’ meant the first time it was used.

      This town’s made up of three types of people: those that pretend they aren’t afraid of Valdis blood; those that don’t try to hide their fear; and those that have an appropriate amount of apprehension. Those people generally fall into the category of not-so-legal activities themselves.

      Ranger and Austin could’ve been good friends if it wasn’t for me, they would’ve partied together. Instead, Ranger was busy burying dead bodies. They could’ve picked up girls together. Instead, Ranger was stuck watching me slit throats. All their lives could’ve been different had it not been for me. Yet, I’m selfish enough to never want to let any of them go, even if I ruin them by keeping them here.

      I shake my head clear of the damage I’ve caused to their lives and move quickly around the room, searching in all my father’s secret nooks and crannies that only I know about.
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        * * *

      

      “Morana, if anything happens to me, you look in here and you’ll find all our secrets.”

      “What kind of secrets, dad?” I ask in a small sleepy voice.

      Dad’s a large man with a kind smile. Everyone likes him and Hades, but I hide behind them in a crowd. I’m much smaller than my brother, but dad lifts me high onto his shoulders like a princess for all to see.

      I wish I could tell him I’m not the princess in the tower, I’m the dragon guarding it. The monster that just wants to be left alone, tucked into the darkness, locked away in a cave, never to be dragged into the spotlight.

      “You’ll learn them soon enough my dear, but for now I want you to always remember where our secrets are hidden. They might save your life one day. Okay? Can you do that, my dear? Can you remember where to find these things?” He kneels in front of me and holds my small hands in his large ones.

      Silently begging me to remember what he’s saying.

      “Of course, daddy, I’ll remember.” I always remember; even the things I’m not supposed to hear, not supposed to know. I remember those things too.

      “Good girl,” he says before planting a kiss on my forehead and sending me back to bed where I dream of fog and darkness.

      Dreams that would make others shake with fear are the things that make me smile. Even I know that’s wrong, and yet the bright and happy things aren’t what bring me joy. Only darkness and pain and sorrow are what spread a smile across my face.
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        * * *

      

      I push on the oversized oak desk till it exposes the corner of the rug. Throwing it back I kneel on the floor and pry up the floorboards. Hidden under everything is a safe. I quickly punch in the code, a fifteen-digit random sequence of numbers. A code no one would be able to remember by heart unless of course they created it, or have an IQ of one hundred and sixty-five. Dad made me learn the code when I was five and repeat it back to him on demand.

      It didn’t matter where we were or what we were doing, if he asked for the numbers, I would need to be able to rattle them off without any mistakes.

      Wrenching open the safe door I spot exactly what I’m after. I pull the satchel out of the safe, thumbing through the papers quickly before closing the safe door, relocking it, then putting the office back in order.

      I move to the bookshelf in the corner pulling out The Damned and the Beautiful, a leather-bound book that holds more secrets than words. A small video camera sits in the binding of the book. I created the set-up when I was eighteen after we were getting ready to move into the warehouse. The camera auto records every twenty-four hours, then transmits to a secure network within the house.

      It’s unhackable from outside the walls of this office, and you couldn’t even find the signal if you didn’t know where to look. I grab the book and toss it into the bag.

      I check the remaining more obvious hiding places, a safe behind a stupid painting, the locked drawers in his desk.

      Here’s the thing about hiding places: if you don’t use any of the obvious ones, people will look until they find your secrets. But if they think you kept your secrets behind the picture like a bad mob movie, they stop looking when they crack it open.

      They never think to move the desk, flip over the rug, and pry up a certain floorboard, unless you give them a reason to keep looking. So, make it easy for them. People rarely like to work for what they want.

      I exit the office and make my way down the hallway to my father’s room. Searching through his closet I pull out his most expensive suit, a crisp white undershirt, Rolex, diamond cufflinks, and his expensive Italian loafers.

      Whoever said you can’t take it with you when you go didn’t know Aeron Valdis.

      I open his tie drawer and my breath catches in my throat. Reaching my hand out I thumb the first tie. It’s really nothing special, but I haven’t seen him wear it for years.

      When Hades and I were six years old we went with our dad to the tailor. He said we could pick out a special tie. Hades and I argued over which one to get for him. Hades wanted something bright and fun. Like him. I wanted something dark and serious. Like me. Even at six years old we were opposites.

      In the end, we picked an aqua blue tie with gold pinstripes. It was the ugliest goddamn thing I’d ever seen. I asked the lady at the counter for a tie clip with a little skull on it. She said they didn’t have any, but she could order one, and she did. When the clip was sent to our house, I wrapped it up in black tissue paper that Lucinda bought for me and presented it to my father.

      He wore that ugly tie with the little skull tie clip to every one of our performances. For every sports game Hades played, for every piano recital I was in.

      He was present for every martial arts award ceremony and every dance performance. He never missed a single event, and he was never seen without that ugly tie.

      Until Hades died. Then there were no more events to attend. I figured he threw this away or at least hid it in the back of his closet like he hid away the rest of the memories too painful to relive each day. But no, it’s right here, front and center where he’d see it every damn day.

      “Morana, Love, are you almost done? Austin says time’s up,” I hear Ranger call from the hallway as he knocks lightly on the door.

      I quickly wipe away tears I hadn’t realized were dripping down my cheek.

      “Yeah. I’m done,” I call out, grabbing the ugly tie and adding it to the garment bag holding the rest of fathers expensive suit.

      I suddenly wish I wasn’t such a monster, that I was a better daughter. A better sister. That I could’ve just been the princess he wanted me to be.

      That Hades wasn’t killed, that my father was still here. That I hadn’t let the last few years get between us.

      That I could crawl into my father’s strong arms after a bad dream. That he could tuck me in and tell me the dark is nothing to fear because without the dark there would be no light.

      Without a monster, we wouldn’t have a hero. He just didn’t realize I was the monster in my own nightmares.

      I wish I still had my dad; I wish I was still that little girl who was told where to find the secrets.

      I just wish I could be better.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Pretty Girl, you good?” Hunter asks as I stare out the window of our apartment without seeing anything around me.

      “Huh? Oh yeah, I’m fine, just thinking,” I say as I turn to face him, giving him a smile that’s fake as fuck, but I don’t want him to worry.

      He raises one eyebrow at me. Busted. “You’re not, but I’ll let it go for now. Have you looked through any of this stuff yet?” he asks, motioning to the papers, notebooks, and recordings spread across the coffee table.

      “Not yet,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Do you want to do it now? I can help you, but I’m not sure what we’re supposed to be looking for.”

      “Yeah, let’s get started. Here,” I say, handing him the book with the camera in it.

      He takes it, turning it over in his hands, “You know I’m not much of a reader.”

      I roll my eyes at him while taking the book back, and sit down to start peeling the binding off. I pop out the small camera and the attached hard drive that auto stores everything. Plugging the small drive into my laptop I press the mouse a few times and bring up the last recordings.

      It would’ve kept recording even after my father’s death so we should be able to see everyone that’s come in and out of his office since then. And see what they’d done while inside.

      “Damn, is that his office?!” Hunter asks in surprise, and I smile at him.

      “Yup. Care to see what’s been going on in there for the last four years?” His eyes get wide as saucers.

      “Four years?” he shrieks like a little girl.

      Shrugging, I say, “Yeah, I made this before we moved out, just in case.”

      “Do you have anything like this here?” he asks sounding just slightly worried.

      “Maybe,” I singsong. “Why? You worried, Hunter?”

      “Me? Worried? No, just curious,” he says but I bet he starts thumbing through all our books to see if he can find anything. He won’t.

      Sometimes I forget that the guys might know I’m smart if my straight A’s and 4.0 GPA were ever a hint. But they don’t know that father had my IQ tested after high school. They don’t know I have a near-photographic memory, that I received full-ride scholarships and research grants from every university in Northern America. Not to mention the personal invitation to study at Notre Dame.

      Just more secrets, more walls that I’m not willing to give up just yet.

      But clearly none of that mattered because, well, I’m just your everyday, average, run-of-the-mill psychopath. I mean, I’m not technically; I can’t be a psychopath because I have the ability to love and form attachments. But I’m too smart, too calculated, and my behavior’s too controlled to be a sociopath. So, I really don’t know what I am.

      You know what, let’s put a pin in the whole psychopath vs sociopath debate and come back to it at a later date. M’kay?

      “Here.” I turn my laptop towards Hunter and pass him a notebook. “Watch through these recordings. You can skip through the hours no ones in the office. Start at today and work your way backward. Mark down every time stamp where someone’s present, or when there are phone calls made. Note every person you recognize in the video, and any other details you see even if it doesn’t seem important.”

      Hunter nods, focusing on the video. “Why don’t we just start at the night he was killed?”

      I start thumbing through the papers from the floorboard safe. “I want every single detail gone over. If we start with our endpoint we won't know how we got there. We need all the details before we dive into this,” I explain.

      Going back to the papers in front of me, there are countless forms in here: notes on business dealings and meetings, bank statements for our offshore accounts, background checks, and notes on all our ‘employees,’ past, present, and possible future ones. There are even files on every member of every organization we deal with. His old calendars are in here too. Father always kept meticulous notes on everything.

      I grab a file marked ‘TWINS’ and start pulling out papers. I have to blink back more tears. Awards, school pictures, drawings, report cards, attendance records, everything Hades or I ever did as children up until the day he died is all here. It’s like when he died so did I, and in a way a part of me did.

      When that last piece of my soul died, the last thing that made me human left, nothing else mattered except my kill rate. I’m sure if I look hard enough I could even find that father kept records on that as well.

      Ours is the thickest file in the satchel. Why he felt he needed to hide this stuff with our important documents I’ll never know.
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        * * *

      

      “Dad! I drew this for you at school!” Hades yells as he barrels down the hallway towards dad’s office.

      He throws open his door stepping out into the hallway just in time to catch Hades as he rockets into his arms. I walk slowly towards them with my drawing crumbled in my hand and my head hung low.

      Dad gushes over the colors and the stick figures Hades put on his paper using crayons, and the puffs he glued on for clouds.

      Stopping in front of them, I peer into dad’s office to see four men standing and sitting around his desk. Two are wearing jeans and leather vests, the backs have a giant picture of an angel skeleton with the words “Fallen Angels MC.” The other two men are in suits. One’s Mr. Ashby. He’s always here. The other’s a man I’ve never seen before.

      I scan his features, cataloging them away in my memory. The way his suit’s meant to look expensive but even I can tell it doesn’t come close to fathers. He wants to be someone but he isn’t, at least not yet.

      When father catches where my gaze has drifted, he reaches back to shut his office door. “Morana, did you draw something as well?” he asks me and reaches a hand out to take my paper. I hesitate, but hand it to him, lowering my head again.

      My picture doesn’t look like Hades', it doesn’t look like any of the other kids’ drawings either. The teacher didn’t say it was wrong, but she didn’t gush over the pretty colors like she did with the other kids. She never says I’m wrong, she’s very careful not to use that word, but I can see the way she looks at me. She might not know just how wrong I am, but she knows I’m not like the others.

      “What’s this of, my dear?” he asks as he kneels down in front of me, setting Hades on the floor.

      I shrug my shoulders, but he reaches a gentle hand out to my chin, making me look into his eyes. Eye contact is important, I know that, but it’s hard for me.

      “You don’t bow your head to anyone, my dear, not even me,” he whispers, quiet but firm.

      “We were supposed to draw our family, our house,” Hades says.

      “It’s home,” I say and shrug.

      “What is this?” he asks pointing to the dark structure.

      “That’s our house, that’s the tower where the hero is,” I say. He smiles a little.

      “And this?” He asks.

      “That’s the monster,” I say.

      “And is the monster guarding the hero?” he asks, but I shake my head.

      “No, she’s protecting the hero.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a monster then,” he replies as Hades loses interest and runs off to find Lucinda and get a snack.

      “Morana, my dear, will you explain this? I just want you to tell me what you see,” he says gently.

      “This is our house, it’s big and dark like a castle.” He nods, settling onto the floor so I can climb into his lap. “And this is where the hero is. See, it’s bright, cause heroes are bright. And this is the monster, she’s dark cause there can’t be heroes without the dark,” I explain.

      “And who’s the hero?”

      “Hades.”

      “And who do you think the monster is?”

      “Me,” I say quietly.

      “Why, my dear?” he asks.

      “Because you can’t have one without the other, and Hades’ the light, so I have to be the dark,” I explain, and I see it in his eyes when the tears prick but don’t fall.

      “My dear, that’s not how it works. You can be the light too. There’s plenty of darkness already,” he says, but I shake my head. I know I’m the dark, I just am.

      “No daddy, I have to be the dark. But I can protect the light. I promise to always protect Hades,” I tell him before he wraps me in his arms, unable to speak.

      The door to his office opens up once more, and the men inside call out impatiently to him. He takes our drawings into his office, and the other man in a suit stares at me until the door closes.

      And more secrets are hidden away.

      But I know where to find the secrets.
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        * * *

      

      “Pretty Girl…Morana… Morana…Hey, come back,” I faintly hear Hunter calling me. A slight shake of my shoulder has me blinking my eyes and returning from my memories.

      That’s the thing about a photographic memory, you don’t just remember things, you relive them. The good, the bad, everything. Memories don’t discriminate from your pain, and a memory that might bring smiles and laughter to someone else is like a dagger straight to my cold heart.

      My memories just remind me how different I’ve always been. They tell the story of my life; they bring back the pain as I beg for the numbness to wash over me. I don’t like to feel; it never ends well for me.

      “Hey, are you okay? Where did you go?” he asks as he tries to take the pictures from me.

      Quickly I shove them back into the folder. “Nowhere, they’re just stupid pictures we drew as kids. It’s nothing,” I say as I go to grab another folder.

      “Morana, are you okay?” he asks again, squeezing my shoulder gently.

      I shrug his hand off. “Yeah. Like I said, just a stupid memory.”

      “Okay, well, I think I found something.”

      Moving around the coffee table I sit next to Hunter so I can see what it is he thinks he found. “Have you ever heard of Fallen Angels MC?” he asks.

      I’m instantly brought back to those same memories of the men in dad’s office. “Yeah, when I was little, I remember two of them coming to the house for meetings, but I don’t remember ever doing business with them. I don’t remember them coming around any time after we turned ten,” I say as Hunter rolls a recording from four weeks ago. I instantly recognize the two men in the video wearing motorcycle club cuts.

      They’re the same two men from that meeting when we were eight. I replay their faces in my mind and the other man in the cheaper suit. I can picture his face staring at me, calculating. There’s something so familiar about his face, but I can’t place it in my brain. The more I try the more my head starts to hurt.

      I reach up and rub my temples. Closing my eyes I try to place someone I saw once sixteen years ago.

      “Love, are you okay?” I hear Ranger calling but he seems far away until I feel his hand gently rest on my knee

      . I snap my eyes open, my head screaming at me to stop thinking. Memories are rarely this hard to place, so why can’t I grab the memory I know is begging to float to the surface?

      “Yeah I’m just getting a headache,” I say and give him a small smile. “Those men are the ones that used to come to the house when I was a kid. They’re older now but it’s them. Probably the president and VP,” I say, motioning to the screen that’s frozen on the aging faces of two MC members.

      Before the guys can respond the camera system dings, letting us know someone’s driven into the lot. Hunter gets up to check the camera system but doesn’t say who it is. “Uhh guys, we might have a problem,” he says as Ranger and I stand up and walk over to him. I peer around Hunter’s arm to get a look at the security feed.

      And we most definitely have a fucking problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7: Maitotoxin

          

          Morana
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      Nash walks into the apartment with a lopsided, goofy grin on his face. But when he sees us standing in front of him with our arms crossed and matching scowls on our faces, his grin drops.

      “Uh, hey guys, what’s up?” He tries for a casual tone, but a small sheen of sweat starts on his forehead.

      If I was a cartoon character steam would be coming out of my ears right now. I can’t deal with this, not right now. Not after everything. I just can’t. So instead I brush past him and wrench open the door, slamming it behind me.

      “Morana! Get back here!” Ranger calls from the door.

      I send up my middle finger as I reach the stairway. “Fuck. Off!” I yell back and rapidly descend to the parking garage.

      Just as I’m about to climb onto my street-legal dirt bike a hand grips my bicep. I turn to see Ranger’s angry gaze fixed on me. “Where are you going?” he asks, anger evident in his tone but I’m still leaving.

      “Out,” I say as I rip my arm out of his grasp.

      “Then let me take you,” he says and gestures to the truck.

      “No. I’m going out, and I’m going alone. You’re going to go back up there and knock some fucking sense into Nash before I murder him,” I say as I swing my leg over the seat of my bike.

      “Where are you going?” he asks again, crossing his arms.

      I tug my helmet over my head and kick-start my bike. “I told you. Out.”

      “Morana!” he yells at me, but I just shake my head, rev up my bike, and peel out of the garage.

      Trying to shake my head clean of the image of Nash with his tongue down Agent Emma Holt’s throat as I race down the street towards the forest.

      Let him go Morana. Just let him go.

      I repeat that to myself over and over and over again, but I don’t know if I can. He’s everything to me. He’s the last piece of the brother I lost all those years ago. I know that’s not fair to him. It's never been fair to him. I hold onto him like I wish I could hold onto Hades.

      Nash was shoved into the hole in my heart, contorted to try to fill the space that only a dead man could. It’s never been that he isn’t enough, he’s more than enough. But what he can give me isn’t the same as what I’ve already lost. I’ll never be whole again, but maybe Nash could be if I just let him go. If I freed him from his shackles maybe he could find the last piece of himself, the piece I can never give him.

      The type of love he deserves to have, that I can’t ever be the one to give him. I wish I could. I wish I could see him like that, but that’s not the love that I feel for him. It's selfish of me to keep him bound to the shoes of a dead man.
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        * * *

      

      After spending the better part of an hour racing around on the trails in the forest outside of Sanorah attempting to allow the forest to clear my mind, my body aches from being rattled around on my bike. I welcome that pain. I wish I hurt more. I want the physical pain to be unbearable, then maybe, just maybe, my heart wouldn’t hurt so much.

      I find myself in the parking lot of the hotel the FBI’s staying at. Getting off my bike, I head towards room two-eleven. The manager’s such a nice and helpful man.

      Walking through the halls of the hotel I stop in front of Emma Holt’s room and bang on the door. When it swings open, Holt’s standing on the other side with a goofy grin on her face that matches the one Nash was wearing earlier. And just like him, her face falls when she sees me. I tend to have that effect on people. I guess she was expecting a different Reaper.

      “Evening, Emma,” I say with a sinister smile.

      She attempts to close the door in my face, but I slam my palm against it, forcing my way into her room. Shoving my forearm against her throat, I push her against the wall, cutting off her air supply.

      “If you hurt him, I will kill you. Do you understand me, Sweetheart?” I ask, letting up slightly so she can catch her breath and answer me.

      “You’re threatening a federal agent,” she gasps without any real authority.

      I smile. “If you hurt him, your badge can’t protect you from me,” I whisper close to her ear before I let off her throat. Turning, I throw the door open, exiting her room without a backward glance.

      “He isn’t yours to keep!” she yells at me like I’m a little girl that’s trying to take her toy away.

      “He isn’t yours either. But you can have him, Emma, you can take him away from me and give him the life I never can,” I tell her, turning around and walking back towards her, watching as she attempts to stifle the shudder of fear.

      “But remember, I will always know where you are. I will know what you’re doing. And if you hurt him, I will come after you. That’s not a threat, Honey, it’s a fucking promise. You hurt my Nash, and I will gut you where you stand.”

      I turn and walk away, leaving a pale-faced Emma Holt behind me. Now, onto bigger problems. Like the fact that Agent Malic Connors was an attendee in a meeting with my father, Galen Ashby, and two members of the Fallen Angels MC sixteen years ago.

      Violence is a wonderful thing to trigger memories to fall into place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Talin
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        * * *

      

      I turn the car off as I park out front of the hotel we’re staying in, scrubbing a frustrated hand down my face. I can’t track down any of the team, and I lost Morana earlier today when she peeled out of their building.

      When I look up, I see the one person I’m supposed to be watching; Morana Valdis is walking out of the lobby’s front doors. I watch her walk across the parking lot, almost as if she’s in a haze. Her gaze is locked in front of her as she pulls sunglasses out of her pocket.

      I quickly open my door and jog towards her as she stops next to a dirt bike parked in the back of the parking lot. “Morana!” I call out before she can take off.

      When she looks up towards me I catch the emptiness in her eyes for a brief moment before it’s gone, and she shoves her sunglasses over her emerald eyes.

      “Talin,” she greets me curtly.

      “What were you doing here?” I ask her. It’s no secret that this is where we’re staying and it’s a small town. It wouldn’t take her long to figure out where we are. I’m sure she could even find out our room numbers. Is it wrong of me to hope she was looking for me?

      Probably.

      No, definitely.

      And yet, the hope is there.

      “Came to talk to Holt,” she says.

      I turn back to look at the hotel to hide my disappointment, my disappointment over something that I shouldn’t be upset about in the first place. What’s this woman doing to me? “Why? Something I can help you with?”

      “Nope,” she says and pops the p. “Her and my Nash are fucking around. Just wanted to make sure her intentions were pure and all that,” she says, waving her hand around.

      I can’t hide my surprise that Emma’s fooling around with a suspect. Nash Lee might not be suspected of any current murders, but if the rumors here are true it wouldn’t surprise me if he had blood on his hands.

      “Is that so? Didn’t peg you as someone to care,” I say crossing my arms.

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Fuck you, Talin. Do not accuse me of not caring about my guys. They’re all I have left, and I would gladly die before I let anything happen to any of them. You don’t know shit about me except what’s in your stupid files and those don’t even tell you half my story,” she says as she thrusts her helmet on and kick starts the bike.

      “Wait!” I yell, throwing up my hands to surrender and stop her from leaving. “That didn’t come out right.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “It rarely does,” she says. “Are you still investigating my father’s case?” she asks suddenly, and I nod. “If I were you, I’d look into your command leader’s past.”

      “And by that, you mean what?” I ask.

      “I’m not going to do your job for you, Agent. You want the truth? Start digging. And if I were you, I’d be very careful of who you trust. Whoever you share things with, you better trust them with your life,” she says.

      “Are you saying I should trust you?” I ask and she throws her head back and laughs.

      “Oh Honey, I’m the last person you should trust with your life. Your secrets, on the other hand, those I’d take to a grave,” she says before taking off out of the parking lot.

      And I don’t miss how she says, a grave and not her grave, or the grave.

      She says I shouldn’t trust her with my life and she’s right. I shouldn’t even trust her to borrow a pen. But I don’t miss the way she cares about her guys, and I know that if you’re someone that’s lucky enough to earn her affection, her trust, her love, then there’s certainly nothing you could do for her to take that back.

      It’s the highest honor to have her watching over you, and if I’m right that means you could turn your back on her, throw her away, feed her to the wolves, and in the end she would still love you just the same. 'Cause she’s the type of woman that loves with everything she doesn’t even know she has.

      It's one thing to have the love and affection of someone born to love, born to know how much of themselves they can give you. It's entirely different to gain the love of someone who doesn’t even know how to love. Cause those are the people that don’t know when to stop loving, even if it destroys them in the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8: Botulinum Toxin
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      “You couldn’t just leave her alone?!” Nash yells as he storms into my bedroom far too early. I swear all these people waking me up and showing up early in the morning are begging for me to go on a homicidal rampage.

      “Can we just do this later, Nash? Like when the sun’s up?” I quip and pull the blankets over my head.

      “No!” he yells before trying to rip them back off.

      I groan and grip the corner of my blanket, pulling it back towards me. Nash stumbles forward, letting go of his end to brace himself. I smirk and lay back down, pulling blankets up to cover my face again.

      “Morana, this is serious. This isn’t about me and her, you threatened a federal agent! When you’re already under suspicion for murder! Can you not control yourself for once?”

      Now he’s yelling and pacing. It’s too early for this shit.

      I hear my door open and more people interrupt my sleep. “Do you guys have to argue so loud at six in the morning?” Hunter grumbles and I feel my mattress dip as Hunter slides in next to me.

      “She threatened to kill agent Holt!”

      “Actually, I promised to gut her where she stood, but, you know, semantics,” I correct helpfully, and Nash groans.

      “Of course you did, Love,” Ranger says and kisses my forehead.

      “Can we talk about this later? It’s early, she hates being woken up. Why do you do this, Nash? You know she’s extra homicidal in the morning. Remember the time she tried to stab Ranger because he woke her up at five in the morning?” Hunter says.

      “It was Christmas!” Ranger defends.

      “You almost got stabbed on Christmas,” Hunter deadpans.

      “Yeah, but he never tried to wake me up after that, not even on Christmas,” I point out from under my covers.

      I hear Nash groan. “She threatened her yesterday! I only just found out,” Nash says.

      “Oh, and how did you find out, by chance?” Ranger asks with a hint of anger in his tone.

      “Uhh…”

      “Uhhhh…” Hunter mocks. “Exactly. You knew what would happen if you got caught with your tongue down her throat, which is why you didn’t tell any of us. You can’t even pretend to be surprised by our reaction. So, don’t try to sit there like Morana threatening someone not to hurt you is out of character. Hell, I’d be concerned if she didn’t threaten her!”

      “And don’t act like a fed turning on you would actually come as a surprise. Morana’s trying to protect you and instead of understanding that and treating her like the overprotective sister she’s always been for you, you storm in here and yell at her,” Ranger says.

      “Stop!” I yell and throw the covers off before jumping out of bed and stomping out of my own room. I hear all of them trailing after me. “You all need to stop fighting, we don’t need to be at each other's throats.”

      I move into the kitchen and start to grab everything to make a cup of coffee when Hunter butts in to do it for me, which just pisses me off. “Stop. I can make my own damn coffee,” I seethe. He raises his eyebrows at me. “I’m not helpless,” I say crossing my arms and pouting like a petulant child.

      “You also haven’t made your own coffee in years. So, don’t get a fucking attitude with me for stepping in and doing the one thing I’ve done for you every day since we were seventeen,” he says. And now I feel like an asshole.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, groaning.

      Like I said, it’s all falling apart. Including me. I can't even tell which way is up anymore. I can't piece together what’s something we’ve always done, and what they’re doing because they feel guilty. I don’t know if they would’ve reacted like that to Nash a year ago or if this is because we’re together. I don’t need them to gang up on him, that’s never what I want.

      Hunter puts down the coffee, cups my face with his hands, and crashes his lips to mine. I grip his hips and pull him close to me as he pushes me into the counter.

      He moves his hands down my body, gripping my thighs and hoisting me onto the counter, settling between my legs. His tongue runs along my lips, and I part my mouth for him. I wrap my hands in his hair, pulling him closer to me as our mouths devour each other.

      When he pulls back, we’re both panting. He rests his forehead against mine and smiles. “Good morning, Pretty Girl, would you like some coffee?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay,” he says as he plants a quick kiss on my lips. “Can you not pick fights anymore?” he asks as he pours creamer into my mug.

      “I’ll try,” I sigh.

      “Morana, can we talk?” Nash asks quietly from across the kitchen.

      I down half my coffee, welcoming the burn as it glides down my throat, and jump off the counter. Walking over to Nash, I grab his hand and move into the living room. We settle on opposite sides of the couch staring at each other.

      It seems like such a small thing, this distance. But it's not the physical space that’s currently separating us, it's everything that’s been left unsaid for too long. It's all the things that we’ve never wanted to confess, but now there’s nothing left for us to do but talk.

      “You know how much I love you right?” he asks, and I’m instantly transported back to a time when Hades and I were twelve years old. Back before it all fell apart the first time.

      “Yeah, of course. You know how much I love you, right?” I ask.

      “Still?”

      “Nothing will change that,” I tell him, reaching my hand out to hold his. “Nothing, Nash. You could turn me in to Holt, give her testimony after testimony. Give her enough evidence for them to fry me and I would love you when they threw that switch the same way I do right now. The same way I have all these years.” He squeezes my hand and looks up with tears in his eyes.

      “I love you, Morana, but there’s something about Emma. I can’t place it, and it seems stupid because we just met. And she’s a fed, and she’s trying to put you away for murder. But something about her calls to me.”

      “Then answer the call. For what it’s worth she’s not trying to pin me for murder, she’s just trying to work the case she’s been given with the information they tell her. Watch your back, but for fuck’s sake, Nash, do what your heart’s telling you to do,” I tell him as my own heart beats painfully slow in my chest.

      “But what about you?” he asks.

      “I’ll always be here. But Nash?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I meant what I said. If she hurts you, I will gut her. It will do you both some good to remember who I am.”

      “I’ll never forget,” he says, and I drop my head, ashamed to know what he thinks of me. “You’re my home, how could I not remember that?” he asks before tugging my hand so I land in his arms. “You’re the only home I’ve ever had and you’ll always have my heart,” he whispers.
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      One of the worst parts about this job is attending funerals to gauge the reaction of the others in attendance. We pay close attention to members of the family, colleagues, and others that show up. Sometimes it’s a useful tool and other times it just feels like we’re assholes.

      Today we’re standing away from the crowd that’s gathered to pay their respects to Aeron Valdis, which is nearly everyone in the Sanorah community. They’re a loved family despite the rumors of their activities. Or maybe that’s just fear.

      A black limo pulls up to the curb moments before the service is set to start. I watch as the children of Aeron Valdis, and our prime suspects, exit the vehicle.

      Ranger Hayes steps out first, followed by Hunter Miles and Nash Lee. The last to exit is Morana Valdis, the only living blood relative and sole heir to a vast Valdis fortune. The wealth that’s been amassed by Aeron Valdis both legally and otherwise is enough to turn heads. His fortune alone, despite Morana’s reputation, would be enough reason to mark her as a suspect. Anytime a single person stands to gain financially from someone’s death, they’re the prime suspect.

      The guys are all dressed in black suits, black combat boots, black undershirts, and black ties. Morana’s wearing a black dress, black leather jacket, black tights, and black heels. They’re all wearing dark tinted sunglasses, and Morana has one of those large brim hats, which is, of course, black.

      Even though this is a funeral and black is the prime color chosen by attendees, the children of Aeron Valdis are the only ones that look at home in their subdued colors, wearing them more as armor than for mourning.

      Instead of walking side by side, Morana walks across the lawn of the private cemetery as the guys trail behind her. I watch as she’s approached by a heavily tattooed man in his mid-forties. He wraps his arms tightly around her, and she returns the hug. He whispers something to her and runs a hand along her arm over her jacket. She gives him a tight smile and nods. When he walks away, he pats Ranger on the shoulder and gives the guys small waves. I watch as he walks across the lawn and gets onto a Harley, not staying for the service.

      The next man to approach is someone we know as Marcus ‘Mad Dog’ Martin, and Aeron Valdis' right-hand man. He offers Morana his elbow and she accepts as he leads her to the front row. As she takes her seat he places a small kiss on her cheek, and they exchange a look I can’t quite read with their eyes shielded behind dark frames.

      When he leaves Ranger takes his place, wrapping his arm around her waist as Hunter puts his hand around her shoulder. Nash stands behind them holding her hand, pressing his chest to her back. She’s fully guarded this way and I suspect they do this on instinct, protecting what’s theirs.

      I feel agent Holt stiffen beside me as she watches the way Nash and Morana interact together. I haven’t brought up what Morana said about them sleeping together, but it would be hard to miss when she clearly pines for him.

      When the service is over a young man approaches Morana on their way back to the car. He’s in his twenties with blond hair, dressed in slacks and a dress shirt. The guys around her visibly stiffen, but Morana seems unfazed. She gives him a brief hug and a tight smile before waving him off and continuing to the car.

      I watch as he continues across the lawn and the slightest head tilt is delivered in Connors' direction. Something an untrained eye would never catch but to me, it's just one more thing that sets my nerves on edge. One more trick Connors has up his sleeve.

      Holt and I have been tasked with tailing Morana again, which means going to the wake at the home of Aeron Valdis that has recently been cleared for re-entry. I’m starting to feel like all this babysitting is a way to keep our noses out of the evidence or lack thereof. We can't ask too many questions if we’re never given the chance.

      We walk towards our waiting car, then follow the Valdis limo towards the large Victorian mansion where Morana grew up. This house is so large it has wings. We searched the whole property after Aeron was killed and the charges were dropped against Morana. We had to keep in contact via radio with members of the team because the property and house are so big.

      I found what I believed to be the room of Hades Valdis, seemingly untouched by time. A vast contrast to Morana’s childhood room, which held zero personal touches. The guys’ rooms were on the opposite wing of the house and kept clean by the maid, but otherwise left as if three eighteen-year-old guys would be moving back in any day.

      Inside the mansion there are people milling about, talking and gossiping over champagne.

      This place must be worth a fortune.

      What do you think the kids will do with it?

      I wonder if there are any bodies buried on the property?

      Who did they get to cater this?

      It seems most of the people in attendance are only here to gawk at the rich. I spy a small flash of black exit through a side door. “Keep your eyes open,” I tell Holt before moving through the crowd of people.

      I exit out the side door and find a pair of black high heels discarded by the door. Scanning the lush green lawns, I barely see that same flash of black before she disappears into the line of trees at the edge of the property.

      I look around but don’t see anyone else, so I quickly make my way across the lawns after her. Once I enter the tree line, the sunlight barely breaks through the canopy of redwood trees. There’s no trail that I can see and the ground’s littered with broken tree branches, roots breaking through the forest floor and wet foliage from the recent rains.

      “Making sure I’m not running away, Agent Marks?” I hear a small melodic voice call through the trees. Turning I try and place the voice, but I don’t see anything.

      “Where are you?” I call out.

      “Catch me if you can,” she singsongs before I see another flash of black darting in my peripheral vision. Quickly I turn in that direction and attempt to sprint through the forest. I’m constantly smacked in the face with tree branches, nearly tripping over roots, and the only direction I have to follow is the sound of a harmonic laugh floating over the wind.

      “Morana, just come out!” I call after her. I don’t have the slightest clue where she went, and if I’m not careful I’ll get lost out here.

      “Didn’t peg you for one to give up so soon,” a voice calls from above me, and when I look up Morana’s lounging lazily on a high tree branch looking down at me. Clad in all black, with her dark hair falling over her shoulder she looks like a jungle cat lounging on a summer day. Like this, she seems to not have a care in the world.

      “How did you get up there?” I ask, looking around for her access point and coming up empty.

      “You know they say bears and mountain lions prowl these woods at night,” she comments. “Maybe it’s best if you go back to the house where it’s safe.”

      “Morana, would you just come down here before you fall.” She smiles and laughs.

      “You wouldn’t catch me, Talin?” she asks.

      “Morana…” I start to warn her, but she merely stands up on the tree branch and climbs higher. “Morana! Get your ass down here!” I yell while looking around for a way to get to her. Not a good plan. I grew up on a ranch; a lot of fields, not many trees.

      “You’re cute when you act like your authority means shit, Agent Marks. But this is my land, and this is my tree, and I can climb it if I want to,” she hollers from a place in the tree I can’t see.

      “I just don’t want you to fall and get hurt,” I call up. She doesn’t answer, but I start to smell the telltale scent of marijuana wafting down from where she hides in the tree. “Damnit, Morana, you’re going to fall. Please come down,” I call to her.

      “Naw, I think I’ll stay here. Come and get me when the busybodies are out of my house,” she calls.

      “She in the tree?” I hear a gruff voice call from behind me. I turn, startled at how close Ranger was able to get to me without me noticing.

      This girl has me off my game.

      “Yeah, I don’t know how she got up there, and she won’t come down,” I tell him gesturing to the tree.

      He nods and then takes a seat on a fallen tree, leaning his back against the trunk of another. He kicks his feet up, crossing them at the ankles, lacing his hands in his lap and closing his eyes.

      “Uh, aren’t you going to do something?” I ask.

      “I am,” he replies without opening his eyes.

      “You look like you’re about to take a nap,” I deadpan.

      “Guess that depends on how long she stays up there. You can go, I’ve got her. Unless you’re tasked with following her. In that case, I’d take a seat, it could be a while,” he says.

      Hunter appears from around another tree. He takes in the scene and then finds somewhere to sit, making himself just as comfortable as Ranger.

      “She’s so far in that fucking tree that I can’t see her, and she’s smoking weed, and you guys are just going to leave her up there?” I demand. She could get seriously hurt and they don’t even seem to care. I thought they loved her.

      Hunter just chuckles. He leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. “Look, fed, we get that you’re new around here. But Morana doesn’t do things because she’s asked to, she does them because she wants to. There’s no way you, me, or Ranger are going to get her to come out of that tree till she’s good and ready. And there is no way you’re going to be able to climb up there. Nash is the only other one that knows the safe route up and down, and he’s probably sneaking up to his old room with Agent Holt.”

      I groan and scrub my hands down my face in frustration. How have they put up with this for so long? I find a place to sit, shooting a text off to Holt before getting comfortable on the forest floor.

      How has this become my life? Babysitting a murder suspect who’s up in a goddamn tree refusing to come down like a sulky child. Taking advice from killers, while my partner sneaks around with another would-be murderer.

      And why is it that I’m more concerned about Morana’s safety than I am that she’s a killer? I should probably be a bit more concerned about my growing attachment to her, but I might already be too far gone to care.
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        * * *

      

      I could come out of the tree now. I’m sure everyone left the house hours ago. I asked Lucinda to make sure everyone was sent away no later than three in the afternoon, and it’s dark now, the sun having set over the forest hours ago.

      Yet here I sit, in a tree, in the forest outside my childhood castle. Just a monster in the dark forest, hiding in her cave, waiting for the princes to try to slay her.
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        * * *

      

      “Morana, where did you go? Come on, Darlin', get out here. I can’t see a damn thing through these trees! What is it with you guys and the fucking forest?!” Nash calls out, and I watch him pace below me as I lounge on a tree branch.

      “You know how much I like the dark,” I call from my perch, and he snaps his head up to find me. But it’s too dark now, and I’m hidden like always.

      “Are you in a fucking tree?” he asks, and I laugh. God, it feels good to laugh.

      “Yeah, come on up,” I holler.

      “Not a chance in hell, Darlin'. You come down,” he demands.

      “Okay, put your arms out and catch me,” I holler.

      “What?! No! Don’t you dare, I can’t even see you!” he yells with panic before I laugh and swing from branch to branch, landing barefoot in front of him on the forest floor.

      “You brat!” He hollers with a laugh, pulling me into his arms for a hug. We walk back to the house arm in arm, laughing. “I hope you know where we’re going ‘cause I can’t see a damn thing,” he says, laughing as we emerge from the tree line.

      “Don’t worry, Nash, I’m better suited for the dark.”
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        * * *

      

      I slowly make my way down the tree, jumping to the ground. When I look around Ranger, Hunter, and Talin are asleep in what I’m sure are very uncomfortable positions for such big men. I look down at my ripped and ruined tights and peel them off of me. I hate tights. I hate pretending to be the prim and proper mob princess that I’m not.

      “There’s my Pretty Girl,” Hunter says on a sleepy yawn. “Decided to come back down?” he asks, sitting up.

      I walk over to him, settling into his lap and throwing my arms around his neck. “I ran out of weed,” I whisper conspiratorially, and I feel his deep laugh rumble through his chest.

      Hearing the rustling of movement behind me I just rest my head against Hunter’s shoulder. He stands and I wrap my legs around his waist.

      “Come on, fuckers, she’s back,” he says, before he kicks at someone's foot.

      “What the…” Talin starts then trails off when he realizes we’re still in the forest.

      “Oh, finally decided to come down?” he grumbles, and I roll my eyes.

      “I could’ve just left you out here, you know. Maybe be a little nicer to the people that are going to get you out of the forest.”

      Talin stops complaining long enough to be led back to the house where Nash and Holt are standing on the back porch waiting for us.

      Holding hands.

      “We’re being called back to the sheriff station, some kind of meeting. We have to go,” she says as she eyes my place in Hunter’s arms and I fight not to roll my eyes at her.

      “Yeah, okay,” Talin says, yawning and running a hand through his hair.

      I take in his crumpled and dirty suit. The bags under his eyes, and the exhaustion radiating off of him. A far cry from the man that was hellbent on putting me in jail a few short weeks ago.

      In this town, you either flourish or you falter. Those that don’t last are the ones that fight their place. I’m not sure where Talin’s place is, but I don’t think he’ll find it here. And this case will have him questioning everything he thought he understood about right and wrong.

      Good and evil.

      Light and dark.
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        * * *

      

      Holt and I walk into the sheriff station close to eleven at night. “I got those files you wanted,” Holt says, but I subtly shake my head.

      “Not here,” I tell her.

      She doesn’t understand why I’m having her keep a lid on the stuff I’ve asked her to get, and I can’t exactly explain it’s because the person suspected of murdering dozens, if not hundreds, of people told me not to trust anyone.

      “Okay everyone, we have a lead,” Agent Connors announces as we walk into the meeting room. “We have an eyewitness testimony that puts Morana Valdis at the scene of the crime on the night Aeron Valdis was murdered.”

      “Who’s the witness?” I ask as I thumb through the papers handed to me.

      “We’re keeping his identity quiet for now,” Connors says, and I raise my head to look at him.

      “Even from your own team members?” I ask.

      “That will be all. Your assignments are detailed in your handouts,” he says without answering my question and dismisses the group.

      “Get those papers and meet me at the hotel,” I tell her and she nods, slowly starting to piece things together.
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      “So, what do we know about Malic Connors, other than he’s a mega douche?” I ask the guys.

      “We know he grew up in Delling, his juvenile records are sealed,” Nash starts to detail what we know.

      “I can get those,” I say, waving him off.

      “He was an average student at best. In college there was more than one occasion of him being under suspicion for sexual assault, tormenting his peers, and other frat shit.”

      “There’s also the fact that during his stint in college his frat house was referred to as Rape Row. Apparently, it was well known around the college that if you attended an event at that house you ran a fifty-fifty chance of being drugged and raped before the night was over,” Hunter adds in. I try not to flinch at the word, taking calming breaths to avoid losing my shit.

      Keeping a lid on my homicidal tendencies isn’t easy.

      “Honestly, we don’t have a fucking clue how he made it into the FBI, let alone how he’s been able to stay in his position. Even receiving awards and promotions,” Nash says in disgust.

      “Someone higher up than we realize wants him there, but why?” I ask pacing around the living room.

      “Love, are you okay?” Ranger asks in a wary tone.

      “Yeah, why?” I ask, confused. But all their gazes drop to my hands. When I look down, I realize at some point I managed to grab a knife. I’ve been spinning it between my fingers enough to cut my skin and now I’m dripping blood all over the floor.

      I hadn’t even noticed.

      I set the knife down and move towards the kitchen for a towel.

      “Okay, so he’s a dirty cop, and someone very high up wants him where he is. He was involved in something with my dad sixteen years ago that also involved the Ashby’s and Fallen Angels MC. What do we know about them?” I ask.

      “Fallen Angels MC is a small motorcycle club, or gang, out of Delling. They have a lot of arrests for petty crimes, a handful of manslaughter charges, mostly from out of hand bar fights. Looks like small drug possession charges and a few intent to distribute charges. Their President’s William ‘Wild Man’ Wilder. And VP is Stan ‘Trigger’ Tatum.”

      “Do they all have to have nicknames? What is this, grade school?” I ask, rolling my eyes.

      “Says the girl that goes by Reaper,” Hunter deadpans.

      “We’re The Reapers, it’s basically our gang name. I’m just Morana,” I correct him, and he rolls his eyes.

      “Morana ‘The Reaper’ Valdis,” Nash says and laughs while I scrunch up my nose at the nickname.

      “What about Nash ‘Bitch Ass’ Lee?” I ask, and his face sobers.

      “I do not like that,” he says seriously.

      “Okay, okay, enough nicknames,” I say, laughing at how upset Nash looks at his new nickname. I might have to make it stick.

      “Don’t you dare. I will stop calling you Darlin' and start calling you Brat if you try to make that stick,” he says, pointing his finger at me and I just smile.

      My phone starts buzzing in my pocket and I fish it out of my jeans. “Yeah,” I answer.

      “We’re going to need to talk, Princess.” I hear Marcus, my father’s right hand, on the other end of the line. Another one with a nickname, Marcus ‘Mad Dog’ Martin has been a member of my father’s operations since the beginning. He’s the only one that has remained loyal through and through. He’s been privy to pretty much everything having to do with the business and our family.

      “Yeah, well, things are still hot.”

      “I’m just a family friend wanting to pay my respects to my old buddy’s daughter. A daughter that I attended birthday parties for, and even a few piano and dance recitals,” he says casually.

      “Okay, old friend, where and when?” I ask.

      “Tonight. I’ll pick you and your boys up for dinner. Be ready by six,” he says before the line goes dead.

      Oh, goodie. More mob politics, my least favorite pastime. Why can’t everything be as easy as murder?
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        * * *

      

      Dressed to impress for a mob dinner, we head out to meet Marcus downstairs. Sporting all black everything, we look like murderers. Have I mentioned we’re not subtle?

      I look down the street and see a familiar black Crown Vic. I throw up a small wave before climbing into the back of a limo.

      “Friend of yours?” Marcus asks as I slide in between Ranger and Hunter.

      “Oh, you didn’t hear? I’m besties with the feds now,” I say with a smile.

      “They’re really trying to pin this on you hard, huh?” he asks as he taps his finger against his chin in thought.

      “Yeah, we’re working on it,” I say and wave him off.

      “Care to share?”

      “Do you?” I ask, and he raises an eyebrow at me. “Cut the shit, Marcus, and let’s get down to it, shall we?” I ask and he smiles.

      “That’s why I always liked you, Princess, right to the point.” I roll my eyes and gesture with my hand for him to continue. “Alright, Princess, what are we doing with the business?” he asks.

      “I don’t want it. You know I was never meant to run things. I can’t handle the politics, makes me stabby,” I say, shrugging.

      “What doesn’t make you stabby?” Hunter chuckles. I glare at him but he’s not wrong, I’m pretty stabby all the time.

      “Well, we can’t just back out, we have contracts and orders and people counting on us.”

      “No, Maddie, you have people counting on you. The only thing people expect from me is a clean kill and fear,” I say. He rolls his eyes at the childhood nickname I gave him.

      Nothing breaks down a mobster’s heart faster than a small girl with bright green eyes calling them something silly like a play on their hard mobster name. Marcus ‘Mad Dog’ Martin has been Maddie since I was two years old.

      “Are you in a position to handle things?” I ask him.

      “Of course.”

      “Then you’re taking over. I’ve already gone over the offshore accounts and started changing things according to dad’s files. You’ll be given access to a single account which you will conduct business from. I get my father’s cut on top of my current cut. The guys’ cuts remain the same.”

      “And you remain The Reapers?”

      “No. We’re done. As far as everyone knows we’re still around, but I’ll take the kills I want to take when I want to take them. I won’t have my actions dictated. Find others to take our places. After we sort out this fed shit, we’re moving out of Sanorah.”

      At that Marcus blanches.

      “Moving? Where the hell are you going to go? No offense, Princess, but not everywhere will be as welcoming to a ruthless killer as Sanorah is.”

      “We’re not starting up a new operation, we’re disappearing. Don’t worry about us, Marcus, just worry about keeping things running here as dad would want them. And if I see a penny out of order on those accounts, well… you already know what happens when I get heated,” I say, and even the six-foot five-inch mountain of muscles that every gang member and mobster this side of the border fears quivers at the thought of me being upset with him.

      We pull up to the restaurant in order to keep up appearances for our federal friends. We eat and drink, and then Marcus sends us home in the limo he rented while his driver picks him up separately. We all play our part just as we’re expected to.

      When we arrive at our apartment, I see none other than agents Marks and Holt lurking. Have I mentioned I’m so sick of constantly being followed around everywhere?

      “Morana!” he calls just before I have a chance to enter our building codes.

      “What?” I turn around and glare at them.

      He holds up a stack of files. “We need to talk.”
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      “Hey, Sweetheart, what are you doing?” I look up from my place at dad's desk to see a man standing in the doorway to his office. I narrow my eyes at him.

      “What are you doing?” I ask back and he smiles, stepping into the office.

      The way he watches my every move has my nerves on edge.

      “I’m here to see your father,” he says as he steps up to the desk and looks down at the papers I’m sorting through. I slam the small ledger closed and lean my elbows on the desk, looking up at him.

      “Well, he isn’t here right now, but I’ll be sure to let him know you stopped by mister…” I trail off for him to fill in his name, but he doesn’t. Instead, he sits across from me in one of the high-backed chairs in dad’s office.

      I casually lean back in father’s large chair that swallows my small frame, sliding a hand down my thigh and gripping the knife I always keep on me. I run my thumb back and forth along the blade to calm my racing heart.

      “You know, Sweetheart, this will all be yours someday,” he says, gesturing around the room. I narrow my eyes at him and try to place him in my memory but come up blank.

      I prick my finger on the blade, feeling the warm blood start to pool and seep into my jeans. Sometimes a little violence is just the key my brain needs to retrieve the memories, but nothing comes. Even as I come up blank I know in my gut I’ve seen him before, somewhere.

      “I’m no leader,” I say, shrugging a shoulder casually.

      “No. No, you’re not, are you? You’re so much more,” he says before standing from his seat and turning towards the door. “Be seeing you, Sweetheart,” he taunts before exiting the room.
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in the living room with two FBI agents sets my every nerve ending on edge. Everything that I’ve been taught since that first night in the Valdis mansion tells me this is wrong.

      Morana’s been staring out the window for the last ten minutes, not saying a damn thing, lost in her own mind. I don’t miss the way Agent Marks tracks her slight movements. The way he watches her, the way his eyes light up when she bites her bottom lip. He looks at her the same way we did when we first met her. Not quite like a love-sick puppy, but damn close.

      It’s that moment right before you realize just how amazing she is. That moment when you know there’s something about her, but you don’t know what that something is. When he figures it out, he’ll be done.

      And in true Morana fashion she doesn’t notice a damn thing. For someone so damn smart, so intuitive, she misses when anyone gives a fuck about her.

      “So, Malic Connors is really Malic Wilder, William Wilder’s half-brother. Different mothers? His mom got knocked up, tried to give her son a better chance by giving him up. What happened to her?” Morana asks from her place at the window.

      “Homicide. Unsolved,” Hunter says while looking down at his phone.

      “It was William Wilder Sr.,” she says definitively.

      “You don’t know that, there’s no evidence,” Holt says, and I fight to roll my eyes.

      What does Nash see in her? Morana cocks her head to the side before Hunter tosses his phone to her which she catches without even looking. She taps on the screen a few times and then turns it around to show the screen to Holt.

      “This level of overkill means a personal kill. Look at how her face is battered. They wanted information. Look at how the gun shots are concentrated in her lower abdomen, her uterus. William Wilder Sr. found out she gave birth to his son and that she gave him up. He beat her to try to find him. She didn’t crack so he took his rage out on her uterus. What we need to figure out is if Malic knows about his connection to the MC or if he’s dirty for a whole other reason,” she says as Holt’s face pales.

      “How do you know any of that?” she asks, shocked.

      Morana just shrugs.

      “That Psych degree must serve you well in the mob world,” Talin comments under his breath, but we catch it. Nash, Hunter, and I share a look, and then fix our gaze on Morana. She just shrugs.

      “Morana…” I start but have to take a deep breath. I don’t appreciate anyone knowing more about my girl then I do.

      “What? I took some online classes.” She shrugs and Talin snorts a laugh that has me clenching my hands into fists. If he isn’t careful he’ll become very well acquainted with my fists.

      He finally looks up at us and the stupid smile on his face falls. “Oh, you guys didn’t know?” he asks and looks over to Morana who glares at him. “Shit, sorry.” He shrugs.

      She rolls her eyes. “I have a few online degrees. It’s not a big deal,” she says. I start to open my mouth, but she waves me off. “You can yell at me later.”

      Having to rein in my temper for the rest of the evening while feds sit in my home and converse with my girl isn’t an easy feat. I’m pissed that once again some new fucker walks into our lives and knows something about my girl that I don’t.

      “You guys need to watch your backs. Malic claims to have an eyewitness that can place you at the scene the night your father was killed,” Talin says.

      “That’s impossible. I was here, and I have three witnesses to prove it,” Morana says, crossing her arms.

      “I’m aware of that, but for some reason, he wants you for this. And that new MC connection raises a ton of questions. Just be careful,” Talin says before they leave.

      “Any other secrets you need to share with us?” Hunter asks as Morana turns around.

      “I don’t understand what the big deal is. So, I did a few online classes over the years. I’ve been telling you three to enroll at the college for four years,” she says, crossing her arms putting her defenses up.

      I can see her putting her walls back up as she does it. This time I’m not sure if I can handle her distance, not after everything else too.

      “And not once did you tell us you were taking classes. We could’ve all enrolled and gone together,” I say. “Why wouldn’t you just tell us?”

      “I didn’t think I needed to tell you everything.”

      “Since when do we have fucking secrets?” I yell, throwing my arms up in frustration.

      “We’ve always had secrets,” she says calmly.

      “Not from each other.”

      “Actually, Morana’s always kept secrets. Haven’t you, Darlin'? It’s what you do,” Nash says.

      She shrugs. “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      “Fuck. I can’t do this,” I say, the words catching in my throat. I run my hands through my hair before moving towards the front door. “When you decide I’m good enough for you to let me into your heart the way I’ve always let you into mine, let me know,” I tell her before doing the one thing I swore I’d never do; walkout.

      I hear the door to our apartment open and close, but I don’t turn around. The heavy footfalls sound behind me on the stairs. Hunter and Nash are apparently fed up with this shit too.

      For the first time in seven years we all walk out, and we do the one thing we always swore we never would. We leave Morana alone in the darkness of her own making. Alone, just like she always wants to be.
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      The heart I just realized I had breaks in my chest as I watch them walk out the front door. It shouldn’t come as a surprise to me. I’ve spent years pushing them away. Every secret I’ve kept from them was kept with this moment in mind. The time they couldn’t take it anymore; when it would finally be too much for them.

      This was always the plan. I always knew they’d walk out eventually, I just didn’t realize it would hurt so damn much when they did. I seem to have forgotten in the last few weeks that happily ever afters don’t exist, not in the real world, not for someone like me.

      How could I let myself forget that love stories are reserved for the good guys? That’s never been me. But maybe it’s not too late for them.

      I make my way down to my bedroom, pull out a duffle bag from the back of my closet, and start to fill it. Just the important things. Clothes I can buy more of. Memories are too painful to take with me. But if the memories are all I get to take, then I deserve the pain.

      Grabbing a note pad off the kitchen counter I sit down and write a letter I’m not sure they’ll be coming back to read. They each deserve their own note, but I don’t have the time. Typical Morana; doesn’t have the time, doesn’t have the energy, doesn’t have the heart to give them each what they deserve.

      I strip off my Reaper ring, placing it on top of the letter. Walking towards our apartment door, I silently let myself out. Hauling my bag down the stairs, I load up my Jeep and drive away.

      My chest feels heavy and it’s hard to breathe, but the tears don’t come. I don’t deserve to pity myself, not when I’m the reason this is happening in the first place.

      I should’ve let them go a long time ago. I told myself everything I did was for them, but the truth is that everything I’ve ever done has been for myself, while everything they’ve done has been for me. I never deserved them, and they’ve always deserved so much better.

      I don’t deserve to know where they went, but I can’t help myself. I torture myself doing drive-bys of each of the other residential houses we own until I find where Ranger’s truck is parked. It’s at one of our downtown houses, just three blocks away from bar row.

      I hope whatever, or whoever, they end up doing tonight makes them happy. I just want them to be happy, even if it kills me.

      Making my way to Ricardo’s tattoo shop I see that he’s already inside setting up for me. I called him as I was packing up my life, and I’m grateful he was even willing to meet me tonight.

      “Mi Hermosa Chica,” Ricky greets me with open arms and a sad smile. “What did you do this time?” he asks as he finishes prepping his station.

      “What didn’t I do?” I say with a light chuckle, attempting to lighten the reality. He knows better and gives me a look, motioning for me to sit down.

      “They’ll come around,” he says as he cleans up my arms before applying the stencil. “They always do.”

      “Yeah, what if that’s the problem?” I ask, but Ricky has no comment. He just puts his head down and gets to work.

      We sit in silence with nothing but the buzz from the tattoo machine throughout the night. By the time the sun’s rising and lighting up the shop both my arms are covered in a stunning array of black and grey tattoos. I hadn’t even bothered to look at the design Ricky created for me beforehand. He’s the best, and anything would’ve been better than what was there to start with.

      “You want to keep going?” he asks me as we stand up to stretch our tired limbs. I look out at the bright morning sunshine streaming through the decorated shop windows.

      “Can you keep going?” I ask.

      “We have time to start your torso or thighs but not both, or you can come back later for those,” he remarks.

      “Yeah, let’s just do it another time. I’ll be back,” I tell him as I pull a wad of hundred-dollar bills from my pocket which he waves off.

      “Not a chance, that’s too much,” he says, but I know his prices and I know he’s worth more than he charges. Instead of arguing I slip the billfold into his toolbox where he keeps his supplies when he isn’t looking. He can fuss over it later.

      Turning around, he wraps up my arms, gives me a lecture on care like I don’t know what to do, followed by a big hug, and a kiss on the cheek

      “Be seeing you, Ricky,” I say as I step onto the sidewalk and into the sunshine. I raise my hand to shield my eyes from the bright light coming from the warm morning rays. It’s too much. It's always too much.
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        * * *

      

      What the fuck were we thinking, walking out last night? Seriously. What. The. Fuck. Is wrong with us?

      After a night of pity drinking, we walked back to the downtown house and crashed. Now we’re gathered around the table, staring into our coffee mugs, each looking worse for wear. I don’t think we could ever look how we truly feel, ‘cause we feel like shit, and not due to a hangover.

      We walked out on our girl, the one thing we’ve always promised her we would never do no matter what. It just got to be too much. The secrets, the FBI, almost losing her, -- which we never fully dealt with --, her being raped -- which we also haven’t dealt with --, Aeron being murdered -- again, haven't had time to deal with losing the only father we’ve really known. Everything just piling up brought level after level of shit onto our shoulders; onto her shoulders.

      And what did we do? Walked the fuck out like a bunch of assholes.

      “We’re assholes,” Hunter says as he looks into his coffee mug like it holds the meaning of life.

      “Yeah,” Nash agrees, and I nod.

      “How do we fix this?” I ask, looking up at the two smarter members of this group. They just shrug their shoulders at me.

      “First, we should shower cause we smell like a dirty bar. Second, we go get her back,” Hunter says as he stands up from his seat and pours his mug of coffee down the sink. Nash and I follow suit and head to the various bathrooms in this house that’s ours, but it isn’t our home.

      'Cause our home is in the heart of a small girl with dark hair, glowing emerald eyes, and homicidal tendencies.

      Feeling mildly better than we did when we woke up, we make the trek up the four flights of stairs to our living floor. I don’t think any of us will feel better until we fix this.

      “Morana!” I call out as we walk into the loft. We look around the space and nothing looks out of the ordinary, but there’s a weight in the air making it hard to breathe.

      “Love?” I call again, and we fan out to find her.

      “Was her jeep in the garage? Maybe she went out,” Nash says, and I can’t remember if I saw her jeep or not. We hear a crash sound from the kitchen and race in there to find Hunter on his knees clutching something in his hand.

      “Are you okay?” Nash asks. When Hunter looks up, his eyes are glistening with unshed tears. He lifts his hand to me and I take the paper he’s gripping.

      Guys, I’m sorry. I really am, for so many things, but mostly for bringing you into this life and for making you stay. I’m sorry for the lies over the years, for never being able to fully open up, and for never being able to be the girl you each deserve. I hope you can let go and move on from me now. I promise I won't stop you.

      Marcus will continue paying your percentages as we already talked about, whether you decide to work with him or not is your choice. I hope you guys decide to move on, figure out your dreams.

      You guys can do anything you want to do now. I promise not to hold you back anymore.

      I love each of you.

      -Morana

      I drop the letter and turn to race down the hallway towards her room. Nothing seems quite out of place, but my girl was never one for frills. I rip open her nightstand drawer and it’s missing.

      The only two things she ever cared about. A polaroid picture taken of the four of us the day we graduated high school with honors,-- All of us, tops of the class,-- and a necklace Hades gave her for their fifteenth birthday. She never wore it, but it meant more to her than any other piece of jewelry.

      I collapse on top of the bed, running my hands through my hair and gripping the ends to attempt to hold myself together.

      We did this. We fucking left and now she’s gone.

      Again.

      Only this time we might never get her back.

      Getting a grip on myself, I rise from her bed and walk down the hall. I hear Nash on the phone with someone.

      “You have to find her,” he’s begging someone on the other line. “Please.”

      I watch him pacing back and forth in front of the large windows as Hunter leans his back against the cabinets in the kitchen, still on the floor.

      “Okay, thank you,” Nash whispers before hanging up.

      “Who was that?” I ask.

      “Emma. She’s going to look for her. She’s still a suspect in the murder of Aeron, so they have to find her for those reasons, but she said she’d let me know when she was found,” he explains.

      “The picture’s gone, and her necklace,” I whisper.

      “She left her ring,” Hunter says, holding up the Reaper ring we each wear. “This is all our fault,” Hunter says, and I nod.

      “No, it’s not. She’s the one that left,” Nash says.

      “We left first,” I point out.

      “She’s spent the last several years racking up secrets, never telling us everything. Never fully letting us in. Can you blame us for needing to step back?”

      “No, but we could’ve handled that better. And with everything going on right now? Everything she’s already been through, and we fucking walk out? We fucked up, Nash, and you know it,” I say.

      I can see the anger building up in Nash before he snaps. He grips a lamp and throws it against the far wall, shattering, raining pieces onto the hardwood floor.

      “Stop fucking making excuses for her!” he yells. “I’m done! Yeah so we all fucked up, but you know what you two are so fucking in love with her that when she says jump you ask how high. That’s all well and good, but that doesn't help her! That doesn’t make her better, that just enables her to keep her fucking secrets.”

      “We need to find her, not argue,” Hunter says. “She’s alone with a dirty fed after her. You’re both right. We shouldn’t have walked out, and she shouldn’t have kept so much from us. But the bottom line is everyone was fucking wrong here. Each and every one of us did something wrong. And I don’t give a fuck what you two do but I’m getting my girl back.”

      “I’m going to get my sister back, but I’m done playing these bullshit games with you guys. You want her? You want all of her? Then you’re going to have to fucking push her to give it to you. I know you don’t want to, you never want to do anything to upset her, to make her uncomfortable, but fuck guys! We’ve been playing this game for nearly a decade and I’m over it. I know who she thinks she is, and I know who she really is. I want that girl, the one I know she can be, ‘cause that one? She’s pretty fucking great,” Nash says.

      I look to Hunter and I can see he wants to argue, hell I do too, but I can’t because I know he’s right. As much as I hate to admit it, Nash might know her better than we do. They’ve just always had this bond; one we could never form with her because we’re too distracted by a haze of love and lust. We see her one way, but he sees something else, and I’ve never been able to figure out what that thing was.
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      Maybe walking into the dirty bar on the outskirts of Delling that the Fallen Angels MC uses as their headquarters isn’t the best idea. But here I am, and I don’t back down. Plus, I’ve already lost everything worth living for, so I don’t see the point in being careful. Whoever’s doing all of this… it’s because they want me. They want Valdis blood on their hands and I’m the only Valdis left that they can take it from.

      Opening the saloon-style doors to the dark, dank, smoke-filled bar, I step inside, my heels clicking against the nearly rotten wooden floor. The further I walk into the space the quieter the rowdy crowd grows. I take a seat on the far bar stool and make myself comfortable. I shouldn’t have to wait too long.

      “What can I getcha, Honey?” the obviously strung out bartender asks me.

      “I’m here to see your Prez,” I say as I eye his prospector patch on his cut.

      “Uh, Wildman doesn’t take walk-ins usually, but I’m sure for you he’d make an exception to the rules,” he remarks as he eyes my cleavage.

      “Hey there, Sweetness.” Another member slides up to me at the bar. “Prospect, get the lady a drink,” he says without taking his eyes off me.

      “She hasn’t said what she’s having.”

      “Actually, I did. I said I was here to see your Prez. Are you hard of hearing or just stupid?” I ask, cocking my head to the side. No need to play nice here.

      “Oh, if you’re here to see Wildman, I’ll have to give you a test drive first. Make sure you’re good enough,” the member next to me says before slapping his meaty hand on my thigh.

      Before he can comprehend my movements, I swing around on my stool, grab the back of his hair, and slam his face into the edge of the bar, breaking his nose on impact. I draw one of my many blades and place it against his throat as he starts to thrash in my hold.

      He instantly stills under my grasp as the blade cuts into his neck and I feel the blood start to slide down the hilt, coating my hands. The warm blood feels comforting against my cold skin. The perfect reminder of who I still am.

      “Let me be very clear,” I start as all the noise in the bar stops around us. “My name is Morana Valdis.” He halts all of his movements and a collective gasp runs through the room. I smile, looking over my shoulder.

      “And you don’t get to touch me without my permission,” I say before digging my knife into his throat and dropping my hold of him. His hands instantly go up to grip his gaping neck wound as I turn around, blood coating my hand and knife. No one makes a single step towards me as I look around the room.

      I hear slow clapping sound from above me, and a smile starts to take over my face. Turning around I look up at the man known as William ‘Wild Man’ Wilder.

      “Where are all your manners?” he chastises his people. “Don’t you know royalty when you see it?” With the amount of silence at my back I’m guessing that no, they don’t know royalty. But they know enough not to approach the girl wielding a knife soaked in the blood of their fallen friend.

      Their very own Fallen Angel. How cute.

      “Is there something I can do for you my Queen?” he asks from the balcony.

      “You can tell me why your FBI agent half-brother is trying to pin a murder on me that he’s responsible for.” It’s an educated guess, but the way William’s eyes widen slightly before he corrects his features is just the confirmation I was after. Suddenly walking in here has been worth it.

      “Why don’t we talk in my office?” he suggests, gesturing towards the stairs. Turning, I make my way up to the second floor, but before I do, I catch a glimpse of familiar blond hair. He was quick but not quick enough, and now there’s another piece to this fucked up puzzle, and I don’t have any idea what the finished picture’s supposed to look like.

      “So, Miss Valdis, I’m not sure I know what you were talking about downstairs.” William attempts to play it cool, but I don’t miss the slight tremble of his hands or the light sheen of sweat coating his brow. I guess all those years in daddy’s office never taught him much.

      “Oh, William, are you really going to play this game? With me?” I ask, cocking one eyebrow in question. He starts to open his mouth with what is undoubtedly a very stupid excuse, but I raise my hand to halt his speech.

      “William, do you value your life?” I ask.

      “Uh, of course.”

      “Do you value the lives of any of your people?” He narrows his eyes at me before nodding his head. Maybe he values some of them, but I’d bet he’d sell their souls to the little Reaper Queen to save his own.

      “Excellent. So, here’s what’s going to happen.” I stand up, moving around his desk. I cup my bloody hand around his throat as I walk behind him and whisper in his ear, “I’m going to say what I think I know, and you’re going to confirm or deny. If I like your answers I might let you live.”

      I feel him swallow and nod his head.

      “Your half-brother is Federal Agent Malic Connors, yes?” I ask and he nods in agreement.

      “His mother put him up for adoption as an infant and your father killed her, yes?” Again, he nods.

      “He found out sixteen years ago and came looking for your father, but he was already dead. He found you instead.” He nods but I see through the corner of my gaze that he’s attempting to make a move for the gun taped to the underside of his desk.

      And here I thought we could be friends.

      I jam my knife into his hand, pinning it to the arm of his chair. He lets out a pained scream as he jerks his hand around.

      I tsk and wag my finger. “Now, William, you don’t want nerve damage, you won’t be able to ride.” He stops pulling at his hand, but his breathing is labored. You’d think he’d never been tortured before.

      Oh gosh, I might have to pop his torture cherry, take his T-Card.

      It’s like a V-Card, but for torture.

      “Now, William, back to our Q&A session. I’m guessing that sixteen years ago your brother came to you and offered you the world, but there was a hitch in his plan. Do you want to know what that was?” I ask in a giddy tone. The blood dripping from his hand is making me all warm and fuzzy inside.

      “What?” he grits out.

      “Valdis own this world, and Aeron wouldn’t deal with a bunch of low life, low IQ, biker thugs,” I say, cocking my head and smiling cheerfully at him. “So, for years Malic tried to better your little MC, pulling the strings from behind the curtain like your very own Oz. You guys sort of got cleaned up, at least clean for an MC.”

      I grip the hilt of the knife and rip it from William’s hand, causing him to let out another pained scream. I walk around his desk, twirling the knife in thought as more blood coats my hands.

      “What happened, William? Did Malic finally have enough of being the low man on the totem pole? So, he got someone to kill my father? Or did he man up and do it himself?” William doesn’t answer.

      “And why is he hellbent on pinning it on me? Just to have a fall man? Or so I can’t come after him in the end?” I ask as I hear the door click open. Before I can turn around and jam my knife into whoever just walked in, a hand wraps around my mouth.

      “Sweetheart, you’re too smart for your own good.” I hear the deep rumble and feel the vibrations of Malic Connors’ voice before a pair of handcuffs are slapped onto my wrists.

      I’m really starting to hate being cuffed when I’m not also being fucked. It’s just not the same.

      “And what am I under arrest for?” I ask in an innocent voice while my gaze remains fixed on William.

      “Trespassing.”

      “And here I thought we were friends, William,” I say, faking a pout. He just glares at me.

      “There’s quite the bloodstain on the bar downstairs. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, now would you, Sweetheart?”

      “Oh, course not, scout’s honor,” I say, raising up my blood-soaked hand and smiling wide for Malic. He rolls his eyes but doesn’t say anything as he leads me down the stairs to a waiting Delling County Sheriff car.

      “Oh, I don’t get to play with the FBI anymore?” I ask him as he hands me off to the young sheriff deputy.

      “Don’t you worry, Sweetheart, we’ll be playing again real soon,” he says with a wink before I’m lowered into the car. I hear the deputy asking about charges and things like that and being told not to book me. Oh, well this should be fun.

      When we pull up to the county jail, the young deputy pulls me from the car and tries not to make any eye contact with me. He has his serious fresh out of the academy, I’m here to do justice look on his face.

      It’s adorable, truly. I bet his mama’s so proud.

      One of my favorite pastimes used to be finding all the gung-ho rookies who hadn’t been corrupted or hardened by the unfair legal system yet and ruining them. It was truly a pleasure watching them realize everything they thought they knew about the law, right and wrong, fairness, justice, is really just a show. Breaking their poor little hearts. It was magical.

      I wonder if I can break this deputy’s soul before I go. I mean, you have to have life goals.

      Instead of being booked, officially charged, offered a phone call or my lawyer, I’m placed in an empty holding cell where I get to wait for whatever fun Malic has planned for me. Which will greatly depend on how many friends the Fallen Angels have in this jail, and how many people hate Valdis.

      When the cell door opens, I smile. I guess they have some pull here. It just won't be enough.

      Five women that look beyond strung out step into my cell. I’m guessing they’re the ‘old ladies’ or club whores for the MC members. Either way, they’ve clearly underestimated me. I don’t have a weapon of any kind, and I’m betting they do.

      “So, ladies, are you here to kill me or just rough me up a bit?” I ask without getting up from my bench.

      “What does that matter?” one of them asks, and I smile.

      “Because the reason you were sent in here will determine how you get to leave. If you’re supposed to leave me breathing, then I’ll let you live. If they want me dead? Well then, they’ll be removing five bodies from this cell, and mine won't be one of them. Choice is yours,” I say, shrugging.

      They take a moment to eye each other, probably wondering how serious I am. So, they’re club whores, considering they don’t know shit.

      “Tell you ladies what, you can turn around and walk out now, and you get to keep your faces intact. Deal?”

      “We can’t,” one says firmly.

      “Have it your way.” I shrug and crook my finger at them in a come here motion.

      The first steps up and goes for a punch which I easily block without standing. I duck and land a solid hit in her gut, causing her to topple over. I lean back against the wall again, waiting for another to make their move.

      When the next one steps forward it’s the same thing. Next thing I know the three that are still standing are coming at me. I sigh and stand up, blocking hits, kicking their legs out from under them. I don’t want to cause too much damage but if they don’t learn when to quit, then I’ll just have to make them.

      Once they’re all laid out on the ground, I land a solid kick to the first chick’s face when she tries to stand, knocking her completely out. I look down and assess my clothing. I’m wearing black so the blood hardly shows. A reaper wardrobe comes in handy.

      Walking over to the door, I pound my fist on the glass until one of the guards who let these lovely ladies into my cell steps forward. His eyes go wide when they land on the scene behind me and I smile at him.

      “Tell Malic Connors I’m done playing games,” I tell him through the door before turning around and retaking my seat on the concrete bench.
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      It’s suspicious as fuck that not only is Morana Valdis missing, but now so is Agent Connors. And despite the fact that Morana left a note to her guys that she was going to be leaving, I have a gut feeling that Malic has more to do with this than even I originally thought.

      “Marks, I think we might have something,” Holt calls over to me, and I stand from my desk. Holt has video camera footage pulled up from the night Morana’s suspected of killing her father.

      She hits play on the screen and the grainy footage rolls. I note the time stamp in the corner showing the estimated time of death.

      “What am I looking at here, Holt?” I ask. She rewinds the footage then points in the corner where a brick building is. Morana’s building.

      I see a small figure step out onto the fire escape and go up, not down. Morana. It has to be her, there’s no one else in that building remotely small enough for it to be. After she leaves the picture Holt fast forwards. By three in the morning Morana’s coming back down the fire escape from the roof, and back into the building.

      “Is there any other way off that roof she could’ve used?” I ask.

      “None. She had to have been on the roof the whole time. You can’t really see that it’s her, but it’s enough for reasonable doubt. No one else that lives there is small enough to be the figure in the video,” Holt says, and I nod my head agreeing with her.

      “Then who’s the eyewitness placing her at the house?” I muse.

      “We both know that witness is a bullshit pull,” she huffs. Holt’s a good agent. She wants justice and we both know Morana’s probably the last person to be deemed a law-abiding citizen. But if she didn’t kill her father, then someone else did, and we can’t let Morana take the fall for that.

      Also, a bigger part of me than I’d like to admit doesn’t want to see her behind bars.

      I’m sifting through years of history on the Valdis family when my phone rings, “Agent Marks.”

      “You need to get to the Delling County jail, now,” a male voice says on the other line.

      “Who is this?”

      “Just get here, soon,” he says before hanging up the phone. Without wasting any time I get up from my desk, grab my jacket, and make my way towards my car in the parking lot.

      The drive to Delling is a good forty-five minutes when obeying all traffic laws, but I’m not about to waste any time. I manage to cut fifteen minutes off the drive as I pull into the county jail.

      Getting out of my car, I walk towards the front door, when a young deputy walks towards me but doesn’t make eye contact. He brushes my shoulder and apologizes but I feel him slip a paper into my hand.

      “No problem,” I call out and wave before looking at the scrap of paper in my hand.
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      And just like that, I realize why I’m here.
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      The bodies of the unconscious women were removed from my cell a few hours ago, but other than that I haven’t had any human contact in here. Until my cell door opens and agent Marks is the one waiting for me on the other side.

      “Do you ever manage to not get yourself into trouble?” he asks. I narrow my eyes at him trying to figure out if I had him pegged all wrong. Is he working with Malic? Is he in on this whole thing? Wouldn’t be the first time I misjudged a good guy.

      “Now where would be the fun in that?” I ask as I shrug, still trying to put all the pieces together.

      “Let’s get you out of here,” he says and motions for me to follow him. I stand but I’m wary of his intentions. I hate not being able to trust my gut.

      He leads me out of the back hallway where my cell was, and I wink at the guards on the MC’s payroll. “Be seeing you boys.”

      I’ll be back for them eventually.

      When he opens the doors that lead out into the parking lot of the county jail, I scan my surroundings and note that at least Malic isn’t here. Yet.

      What I do see is the young deputy who brought me in leaning against his patrol car. He no longer holds the same justice-seeking expression on his face. Looks like I won’t have to ruin his soul after all, his co-workers did it for me.

      “So, where are we headed?” I ask as I slide into the passenger side of his not so undercover SUV. Talin rests his hands on the steering wheel and lets out a deep breath before letting his head fall forward.

      “Oh, come on Agent, life isn’t that bad,” I say and pat him on the back in a mock comforting gesture.

      “I think it’s time you and I had a long talk,” he says before starting up his car and pulling out of the parking lot.

      “Well, it’s a forty-five-minute drive back to Sanorah. What would you like to talk about?” I ask.

      “Everything,” he says.

      I roll my eyes to myself. So not happening, agent. “Yeah sure, what about global warming? What’s your stance on that? Hoax or true?” I muse as I tap my chin as if deep in thought.

      “Morana…,” he warns, his tone so fierce it causes a smile to break out across my face.

      “Yeah, I agree, totally true. I bet it has to do with all the emissions from cars in big cities,” I say whilst Talin slams his fists into the steering wheel, slams on the breaks, and pulls off the side of the road. When he turns to look at me there’s a fire blazing in his eyes.

      “You’re going to tell me everything right now, or else I can’t help you,” he says.

      I just roll my eyes. “There’s just one problem with that Talin.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “The kind of help I need? A fed could never provide it. You can never be loyal to me, and that’s what I need. Loyalty. But your loyalty’s in that badge on your hip that you think can protect you from all the evil in the world. News flash Talin, it can’t. Half the evil comes from men wearing that same badge,” I say before wrenching open the car door then hopping out. “Thanks for the bail, I’ll catch you later,” I say, slamming the door and turning to walk down the road towards Sanorah.

      I hear him open his door and get out as he curses up a storm. “You can’t walk all the way back to Sanorah!” he hollers.

      “Watch me,” I call over my shoulder before I feel him lightly grip my bicep and spin me around.

      The next thing I know my back is pressed up against a tree, the bark digging into my skin, and Talin is pinning me in place.

      “Get off,” I grit through clenched teeth. He backs up a fraction of an inch, but otherwise doesn’t let me go. I should be freaking out, I should be screaming or panicked. But I’m just pissed off, and not because he has me pinned to a tree. But because I like it.

      “Now listen to me. You are going to tell me everything, and I am going to help you,” he says, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “And why would you do that?” I growl.

      “Because for some fucked up reason I don’t want to see you in a fucking prison cell! No matter what you’ve done, or what you’ll do in the future, I don’t care. For the first time, I don’t give a fuck about justice. I just care about you,” he punctuates his words by crashing his lips against mine.

      I don’t hesitate to lace my fingers through his hair, tugging and biting at his lower lip. He groans and leans into me, grinding his very hard cock against me. We break apart for a moment to catch our breath, and he rests his forehead against mine.

      “Isn’t this breaking the rules?” I whisper in a husky voice that doesn’t sound like my own.

      “Fuck the rules,” he says before his lips crash against mine again. I arch my back, pressing my chest into him, moaning as his tongue collides with mine.

      I come to my senses and gently push him away from me, breaking our kiss. He doesn’t hesitate to listen and takes a step back from me. Panting heavily, he stands in front of me with his chest heaving.

      “I want you,” he whispers.

      “It’s not that simple,” I say, wrapping my arms around my middle, feeling confused about everything happening in my life.

      “It is if you want it to be,” he growls through clenched teeth. “I want you, Morana, I want all of you,” he says moving closer to me, reaching his hands out for me.

      “You don’t know what you’re asking for,” I whisper.

      “I know enough.”

      “Can you share?” I whisper, looking up into his eyes. “Cause that’s how things work here. I’m not giving up my guys.”

      “I thought you already did,” he remarks, and I bite my lower lip.

      “Yeah, I guess I did.” Tears sting my eyes, but I hold them back.

      “They’re worried about you. They want you to come home,” he whispers, moving forward and brushing a strand of hair from my face.

      “I don’t think I have a home anymore.”

      “People make mistakes, Morana. It's how you correct those mistakes that matter. Could you forgive them? If they asked, would you be able to forgive them and move on?”

      “I don’t blame them for walking out,” I say.

      “Do you always blame yourself?”

      I shrug. “Things are usually my fault.”

      “Tell me how this works. Sharing.”

      I let out a small, humorless laugh, shake my head and bring my hands up to cover my face.

      “Honesty? I don’t have a fucking clue. And I don’t know how it’d work, bringing you into our weird, fucked-up lives.”

      “We can figure it out,” he says, wrapping his arms around me whilst bringing me in for a hug.

      I tilt my head up and crash my lips against his. He cups the back of my neck, holding me close to him. When I pull back, he lets me go.

      “I want you, but if you hurt one of my guys, I’ll rip apart everything you’ve ever cared for. Do you understand me?” I whisper. “My guys always come first.”

      “I just want a chance to have a fraction of the love they get,” he whispers.

      “Okay, then I have some shit to fix with them,” I say.

      He takes my hand and leads me over to the waiting SUV. “Can it wait?” he whispers into my ear as he runs his nose along the column of my neck, causing goosebumps to break out along my skin.

      Talin gently guides me back until I feel the back bench seat of the SUV dig into my back. He lifts me onto the seat. Climbing in with me he puts a knee on the seat between my thighs, slowly moving them farther apart as he hovers over me. Leaning forward, he brushes his lips against mine.

      When he leans closer to me and crushes his lips to mine, we’re all hands, ripping at each other’s clothes. Teeth crashing, lip biting, urgently wanting to feel skin against skin. I reach up and grab his dress shirt, ripping it open and sending button’s flying everywhere.

      “Fuck,” he pants before moving to nip and suck on my neck. I run my hands across his torso then up to his shoulders, pushing his undershirt off of him before moving my hands down.

      I reach for the buttons on his dress slacks as he kicks out of his shoes. He pulls my shirt off and groans when he sees my bare chest.

      We move higher up the seat, giving him more room as he trails kisses down my body. He places gentle kisses along my hips, just above my panty line.

      “Are you sure?” he asks again.

      “Yes,” I manage to say between heavy breaths.

      He loops his fingers into the waistband of my pants and slowly guides them down my thighs. He moves up my body, trailing a hand up my inner thigh as he nips at my bottom lip.

      When his hand moves to cup my pussy, he moans against my mouth when he feels how wet I am. Slowly he dips one finger then another inside me while moving his palm in circles against my clit. I moan and bite his lip; my hands tangle into his hair as I pull him closer to me.

      He pulls his fingers out. Settling between my thighs, I feel him line up with my entrance.

      “Morana,” he says quietly, and I open my eyes to look at him. He balances on one elbow, tracing his hand along my face. “I want you to be sure,” he says. “There’s no turning back after this.”

      “I’m sure,” I say, reaching down to grab his dick, stroking up and down. I run my thumb along the head, tracing a drop of precum. He closes his eyes and groans. “But you need to be sure too,” I whisper, tracing my thumb over his lip as I cup his face.

      “I’m sure,” he says before thrusting into me. I arch my back and moan as his lips claim mine. He slowly thrusts in and out of me as he kisses my lips.

      Reaching his hand down he rubs slow circles around my clit. “Harder,” I pant.

      He leans down and wraps me in his arms before rolling us so he’s sitting on the back seat and I’m on top of him. He traces his hands across my hips as I rotate them in circles before lifting up and down, moving in circles so my clit rubs against him on each thrust.

      His hands clutch my hips as I speed up my thrusts, resting my hands against his shoulders for balance. He lifts his hips to meet me thrust for thrust. I toss my head back and moan. Reaching around he grasps my ass as my legs start to shake and heat spreads across my body.

      “Don’t. Let. Me. Stop,” I pant as I ride his dick. When my movements start to slow, the orgasm becoming too much to handle, he quickly rolls us back over and he pounds into me again and again.

      I come moaning his name. His lips crash against mine as his hips jerk still inside of me. He moves us again so he’s laying down on the back seat, his feet hanging out of the still-open rear door as I rest my head on his chest, attempting to slow my rapid breathing.

      “Things are different now,” he says, and I smile.

      “Honey, you haven’t seen anything yet,” I say and place a kiss against his lips before reaching around the floorboard to find my clothes.

      He groans when I cover myself back up. I pick up his ruined shirt and study it.

      “Uh sorry,” I say shrugging and he just chuckles softly.

      “I have a go-bag in the back,” he says as I climb off of him to pull my pants back on. He rummages through the back of the SUV, pulling out a new shirt. He tucks himself back into his pants and slides out of the SUV.

      “Let's go take care of your guys,” he says before kissing my forehead. My breath catches in my throat when I realized they walked out and then so did I. What I just did with Talin.

      I don’t even know if they’re still mine.

      “They’re worried sick about you,” he whispers as he helps me into the front seat of the SUV. He places a kiss on my lips. “They’re still yours, they just got upset. It happens. But they love you more than life itself. I think they will no matter what,” he says. I nod and he closes the door to the SUV, making his way around the hood and climbing into the driver’s seat.

      I pull my feet onto the seat, holding my knees against my chest. I turn to stare out the window. We’re silent for the rest of the drive back to Sanorah. We can talk about everything later. Right now, I need to fix all that I’ve ruined.

      It’s just like me to ruin things. I’m walking destruction. Chaos bottled up. Anarchy coursing through my veins. My soul is Death.

      I am The Reaper.
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      Talin pulls into the garage of our building and turns off the SUV. I take several deep breaths before opening the car door and sliding out. Talin walks next to me as we make the trek up the four flights of stairs to our apartment level. When the shaking in my hands becomes overtly obvious he grabs my hand and laces his fingers with mine. It’s both soothing and nerve wracking.

      “Holt said they’re all in there. I can wait here if you want,” he says as we crest the top of the stairs, and I look down the hall to our ominous apartment door.

      “You can come if you want,” I say and he nods, gesturing his hand for me to lead the way. I drop his hand and reach up to knock on the front door to our apartment. It no longer feels like a home, it just feels like a black weighted cloud of secrets, deception, and poor choices.

      When the door’s wrenched open I don’t look up to see who’s standing there, too ashamed of everything I’ve done. I don’t mean the murders, I couldn’t care less about those. I’ve done a lot in my life but the only thing to affect me is hurting the people who’ve cared about me for so long.

      Suddenly I’m being pulled into the apartment and crushed against a hard chest. I take a deep breath and Ranger squeezes me tighter.

      “Don’t you ever fucking leave me again,” he whispers, and I want to bite out that he left me first. But I don’t. For once I keep my fucking mouth shut. “I’m so goddamn sorry, Love,” he whispers, giving me another crushing hug.

      “It’s okay. You were right,” I whisper back, wrapping my arms around his middle. Once I return his hug, it’s like he lets a weight off his chest. He steps back and Hunter takes his place to deliver an equally crushing hug and plant a kiss on my cheek.

      “Don’t scare us like that again, Pretty Girl,” he whispers, and I nod.

      Nash steps up to me next, but instead of bringing me in for a crushing hug he runs his knuckle down my arm, now covered fully in black and grey ink.

      “It turned out great,” he says. I don’t miss the tears that glaze over his eyes that he blinks back or the way his breath catches in his throat when he stops at the section dedicated to him.

      Ranger and Hunter both touch a section of my arms, running their hands across the portion of my new sleeves that were created just for them. I knew Ricky would work magic, and somehow he knew what I wanted before I did.

      “You got this after we left,” Hunter says.

      “Yeah.”

      “We left, and you still had Ricardo do this?” Hunter asks, his voice breaking on the last words.

      “Of course.” They each look at me, and I see it when they realize that they’ve always meant everything to me.

      And they always will, no matter what.

      My right arm’s covered in four large Grim Reapers. But my left is dedicated to all the light these men have brought back into my life. There is even a section dedicated to the memory of Hades.

      “We need to talk,” I tell them, and they stiffen. “Not like that. But I do have some things I need to tell you guys,” I say and gesture to the couch. Talin steps forward, and for the first time they notice his presence.

      I watch as the four of them eye each other up. Nash’s the first to recognize the change. He looks at me and I give a slight shrug, to which he smiles.

      We all move over to the couch where I notice Emma Holt’s been sitting silently since we arrived. Nash takes a seat next to her and lifts her into his lap. I smile at the way he looks at her.

      “You want to explain this?” Ranger asks, gesturing towards Talin as I take a seat on the chair in the corner. Hunter comes over, lifting me up and sitting down in the chair before pulling me into his lap and close to his chest.

      “I’m all in,” Talin says before I can respond.

      Ranger lets out a pfft sound as he rolls his eyes. “Yeah, I bet you are,” he mutters under his breath.

      “Look, I get it, okay? I’m FBI, but so’s Holt,” he says, pointing at Emma. “And I’m all in with Morana, with you guys, with everything. Someone just has to tell me how this whole thing works,” he says, crossing his arms.

      “However she wants it to work. Things aren’t up to you, and they aren’t up to us. If she wants you, she gets you. If she wants one of us, that’s who she gets. If she wants two of us that’s what she gets. If she wants all of us, that’s what she fucking gets. Are you willing to do what she wants?” Ranger asks, walking forward till he’s nose to nose with Talin.

      “Yes,” Talin grits out.

      “Are you sure?” Hunter asks, not bothering to get up from the chair. Instead, he pulls me closer to his chest and plays with a strand of my hair. “Are you willing to sit on the sidelines while she walks into that room with someone else?” he asks, nodding towards the hallway.

      “I’ll do whatever she wants me to do,” he says, clenching his fists at his sides.

      “We’ll see,” Hunter says, looking Talin up and down. “What do you want, Pretty Girl?” he whispers, running his nose along the column of my neck.

      “You know I always want everything,” I whisper back, and I feel him smile against my neck before sucking on the place behind my ear.

      “Then you’ll have everything,” he says.

      “Okay, what else do we need to talk about?” Ranger asks as he pulls me from Hunter’s arms and walks over to the couch, sitting down with me in his lap.

      “What the fuck, man,” Hunter curses and I smile, turning to pat the cushion next to us. Hunter gets up and moves next to Ranger, pulling my legs to rest in his lap.

      For the next four hours, we talk about everything. I tell them about all the online classes I’ve taken, and why,-- In order to attempt to figure out what was wrong with my head. I still have no answers.

      I tell them about the birthday trips. I can tell how much that hurts them, but it’s time to be honest. There can’t be any more holding back from here on out.

      And Talin and Emma learn about The Reapers, and how sometimes the truth is scarier than the legends.
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      “Anyone else starving?” Nash calls from the kitchen as I hear him rummaging through the fridge and the cabinets. I snuggle closer into Ranger’s side as Hunter and Talin argue over some sports game. Ranger turns his head to plant a kiss on my forehead, pulling me closer into his side.

      “Thank you for telling us everything,” he whispers.

      I sigh. “It was long overdue.”

      “Come on, guys, let’s go get something to eat,” Nash says as he steps into the living room.

      “We could go to the grocery store and get some stuff to make dinner. Do you guys have a BBQ?” Emma asks. I don’t know how this became our life, planning a BBQ with two federal agents. But somehow, they work with us, and everything just feels right.

      “Yeah, there’s one on the balcony. We can hit up Burk’s,” I say as I turn over in Ranger's arms.

      “Burk’s?” she asks, confused.

      “Burk’s Morana’s butcher,” Hunter says.

      “You have your own butcher?” she asks, and I laugh.

      “Oh, girl, you have a lot to learn. Come on, I gotta change. You can borrow something if you want to get out of that pantsuit.” I scrunch my nose up. “Not that it isn’t awesome, but can we tone down the fed vibe you guys have?” I ask. She looks down, and so does Talin.

      “Uh, I don’t have anything else,” he says as Hunter slaps him on the shoulder.

      “Come on, you can borrow something,” he says, and I smile. My heart feels like the Grinch's when it grows three sizes. Not because I did anything good, I can’t remember the last time I did something good, but because this just feels right.

      Hunter, Ranger, and Talin each plant a kiss on my cheek as they exit the living room. I catch Emma smiling at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Oh nothing, I just don’t know how those three handle you.” She shrugs and I laugh, linking arms with her and walking down the hall to my bedroom.

      I was never one to have many girlfriends, considering I am who I am. Piper’s the closest I have to any kind of female friend, but sometimes I wonder if that’s because she was born into this life and had to make due. I hope Emma Holt and I can be friends. It would mean the world to Nash, never having to worry about choosing between us. I’d never make him choose, and I hope she won’t either.

      “Feel free to borrow whatever you want,” I say as we step into my walk-in closet.

      “You have so much color,” she deadpans, and I smile at her.

      “I mean, I am The Reaper.” She rolls her eyes and starts digging through the racks of clothes. I pull out some jeans and a tank top, throwing one of Ranger’s massively oversized hoodies over my head, then tying my hair up in a bun.

      “Can I ask you something?” Emma asks as she tugs on a plain white t-shirt and some dark wash skinny jeans.

      “Shoot,” I say.

      “How much do you know about what Nash wants for his future? Uh, family-wise?” she asks quietly, dropping her gaze to the floor.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Yeah of course,” she says.

      “What do you want for your future, family-wise?”

      “Marriage, kids, a white picket fence, dog, the whole American dream. We didn’t really have that growing up. I mean my family’s great, but big and the kids got lost in the shuffle. I want kids but only a few, and only as many as I could afford to give a good life to.”

      “Well, for starters you could have two dozen kids and be able to afford it with Nash’s cut. You wouldn’t have to work if you don’t want to, or you could work from home,” I say shrugging. “I know what Nash wants for his future, but that’s a conversation you need to have with him, not with me. I’ll let you in on a secret though.” I lean in close to her. “Nash will give you whatever you want, you just have to tell him what that is. Don’t worry about it so much,” I tell her as a knock sounds from my bedroom door.

      “Let’s go, Darlin', I’m hungry!” Nash calls from the hallway.

      “You heard your man, let’s go,” I tell her, she smiles at the sound of his voice and I know in my gut they’ll end up okay. No matter what.

      We all load up into the SUV. It’s a tight fit with so many large-bodied males in one car, but we make it work. I snuggle into Hunter’s shoulder as he wraps an arm around me. I listen to the conversations flying around the car, and for a moment I let myself imagine how our lives could be away from Sanorah.

      Until our SUV is hit. The loud crash of metal against metal rings in my ears. Hunter wraps his arm around me tighter, but I’m thrown forward. I brace my arms on the seat in front of me, but I smack my head on the roof.

      I feel the SUV spinning around until we’re hit again, forcing us off the road. The SUV tips onto its side in the ditch that runs along the road. I’m knocked around but manage to steady myself against the front seats.

      Once we stop rolling, I reach up and grab my head to keep my ears from ringing. Looking around I call out to make sure everyone’s okay. Emma and Talin don’t answer but they’re both breathing. I reach out to check their pulses.

      Ranger has a gash on the side of his head, and he is out cold. Hunter and Nash’s seat belts are stuck.

      “You good?” Hunter asks, reaching his hand out to check me for injuries.

      “I’m okay.”

      I look around and notice the windshield’s smashed and pulled up in one corner. Moving around I crawl over the seats, careful to not hit anyone. I push on the windshield till it falls loose.

      “What are you doing?” Nash asks as I start to crawl out of the overturned SUV and drop down to the ground.

      “Making sure you guys aren’t going to catch on fire,” I say as I look around. I don’t see or smell gas or smoke.

      Before I have a chance to figure out exactly what happened, a hand comes around my chest and a rag’s placed over my mouth and nose. I’m assaulted with the unmistakable scent of chloroform before everything goes dark.
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      Groaning, my eyes flutter open and I lift my head, rolling my neck to work out the kinks. I roll my eyes at the fact that I find myself tied to yet another chair. I really need to try harder to avoid these situations.

      “You finally awake over there, Sweetheart?” I hear Malic Connors call from across the dark room.

      “Yup, and I gotta say, this is the shittiest bed and breakfast I’ve ever stayed at. Really, the lack of service is astounding, one star, do not recommend,” I quip, cause even tied to a chair I’m funny as fuck.

      I hear Malic moving around the room towards me. I hear him grab what sounds like a chair and slide it across the floor. He finally plops his ass down in front of me and smiles.

      This whole cloak and dagger routine’s so tiring; the dark room, the single light swaying from the ceiling. The being tied to a fucking chair.

      “We could’ve been great allies, Morana,” Malic remarks.

      “Well, you never even asked,” I say, raising an eyebrow at him.

      “True, but I’ve been watching. For sixteen years I’ve been watching. I saw it all. Everyone thinks Hades’ death fucked up your head, but the truth is you had a bloodlust coursing through your veins long before they took him from you,” he says. I force my face to remain neutral, not even giving myself away with micro-expressions.

      “You’ve had your boys for a while, but they never really had you. Even once you accepted them into your bed, you never really let them into your heart,” he says and I fake a yawn, showing just how bored I am with this topic.

      And he laughs. “Oh, come on, Sweetheart, don’t go mute on me now, our banter’s always been so fun,” he continues with his one-sided conversation. “You remember that day you and Hades drew your father some pictures? I was there, in his office. Your green eyes tracked all our movements while Hades couldn’t care less. I saw you thinking, retaining every detail in that smart little head of yours. That’s when I knew.”

      “Knew what?” I ask.

      “Knew that you were the Valdis future, not Hades. Shame they took him from you though. The Ashby’s never saw in you what I did. If they’d figured it out, they never would’ve taken the only thing keeping your bloodlust in check. You and Hades would’ve made a great team, him as the lead. The people person, he had such a personable approach about him. But you? You were calculating, always thinking, always assessing. And of course, bloodthirsty,” he says smiling.

      “So, what changed? You get tired of waiting around so you killed off dad and tried to put me away?” I ask.

      “Actually, I had other plans for you, but someone else thought it best you suffer. Being able to pin the murder on you would’ve just been a bonus, but I was counting on you piecing everything together,” he says as I hear another pair of footsteps enter the room.

      And when he steps into the light, I smile. And the pieces start to fall into place.
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      I hear yelling and feel my shoulder being jostled around. Groaning, I try to open my eyes and lift my head, but everything feels heavy. When I shift, I feel the telltale pain of a broken rib. I bring my hand up to grip my side where the pain’s radiating. I sift through my memories, trying to remember where I am and why everything hurts.

      I vaguely remember Morana coming home with Talin, and Emma suggesting we go to the store for dinner. When it hits me that we were in a car accident I snap my eyes open and look around the overturned SUV.

      “Wake the fuck up!” Hunter yells at me as he tugs on his seatbelt, trying to get it to come loose.

      “Where is she?!” I yell frantically, looking around the car for Morana. Talin’s just starting to come to in the back seat. Nash’s fretting over Emma, who’s still passed out in the front seat.

      Hunter gets his seatbelt loose and catches himself right before he drops onto my already-broken rib.

      “He fucking took her!” Hunter yells as he looks around.

      “What do you mean he took her? He who? What the fuck are you looking for?!” I demand. If someone took my girl, why isn’t he going after them!?

      “A knife to cut you guys loose,” he says as he finds one of Morana’s blades under the seat. It must’ve fallen out of her boot when the SUV overturned.

      “Why aren’t you going after them?!” I growl. Hunter stills his movements and fixes me with a glare.

      “Because they sped out of here fifteen fucking minutes ago. So, I figured I should get you all out so we can go get her together,” he growls through clenched teeth.

      “Fine,” I grit.

      “Where is she?!” I hear Talin yell from the back seat when he finally comes to. I have slightly more respect for him now, considering the first thing he noticed after waking up is Morana missing. Our girl always comes first.

      “Malic took her. He has to be the one who hit us and made us wreck,” Nash says from the front seat.

      “Why didn’t you do anything?” Talin asks in disbelief.

      “Don’t you fucking dare, new guy,” Nash growls. I know that I asked Hunter the same thing, but if there’s one thing you don’t do its question a brother’s loyalty or love for his sister. That’s what Nash and Morana are, bonded without being blood. Family in a way we aren’t.

      Once we’re all free of the overturned SUV I call Marcus to come and bring us a new vehicle. Now we have to figure out where the hell Malic would’ve taken Morana, and why everything’s changed.

      First, he wanted to pin Aeron’s murder on her. We don’t even know who actually killed him. Come to think of it, we don’t know how Talin was able to bring Morana back tonight. Or where he found her.

      “Where did you find Morana?” I ask, turning to face Talin as we sit on the side of the road and wait for Marcus. The sooner we can formulate a plan the faster we can get her back.

      “Delling,” he says.

      “What the fuck was she doing in Delling?” Nash asks confused.

      “She was sitting in a jail cell.”

      “And she called you?” Nash asks.

      “No. She wasn’t given a phone call. A deputy called me. Didn’t say anything other than to come to the county jail. So, I did. When I got there, I got a note that I figured meant she was there, so I demanded to take her into FBI custody,” he explains.

      “And instead you slept with her and brought her home,” I deadpan.

      “That wasn’t my intention,” he grits.

      “What was your intention? Cause as far as I’m concerned, if it wasn’t for you and your shady as fuck boss I’d have my girl in my arms right now. Instead, I have no idea where she is or what’s happening to her right now,” I growl, getting in Talin’s face.

      Nash steps between us, pushing us both back.

      “Look, I get it, man,” Talin says, scrubbing a hand down his face. “I came here thinking that the whole town of Sanorah lived in fear of you guys. And yeah, maybe that’s true, and yes, you guys aren’t law-abiding citizens. And I don’t condone murder, but maybe the Valdis family did some good things too,” he groans. “I can't believe I’m saying this. Regardless of all of that, Morana’s the reason I don’t give a fuck about the rules anymore. I don’t know what it is about her, but I can’t go back to my life the way it was before. I can’t go back to not having her,” he says.

      “She’s the light. She just doesn’t realize it,” Hunter says as he leans his head against the SUV.

      “She’s home,” Nash says, and Emma squeezes his hand and smiles at him.

      “She’s a friend,” Emma says. This should surprise me considering Morana recently threatened her life, but something about the way she says it I know she understands it.

      “She’s love,” I whisper.

      “She’s everything,” Talin says and we all nod.

      Morana’s always seen the worst in herself, and maybe that’s why she needs people like us. People who see the very best. People like Hades, who saw she was the light when all she saw was darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, why was Morana in jail in the first place?” I ask as we drive back to the apartment to regroup.

      As much as we all just want to take to the streets and track down our girl, there’s no way we’re going to find her without a plan. And we can’t have a plan until we have all the facts.

      “Something about trespassing,” Talin says.

      “Where?”

      “An old bar that the Fallen Angels MC own,” Talin says. Everything keeps pointing back to those guys. Malic has to be connected in more ways than just his adoption.

      “What do we know about the operation as a whole? Their origins? Do they have any connection at all to Aeron?” Hunter asks.

      No one says anything, and it’s clear we don’t know nearly as much as we should know about them. But Morana had to have figured out something or she wouldn’t have gone there.

      “Hey, did you guys ever finish going through all that stuff from Aeron’s office?” Nash asks Hunter.

      “Fuck, no we didn’t,” he says, getting up and pulling a box out from behind the couch. “She said there should be recordings from his office going back four years. We should be able to find out who exactly killed him as long as he was killed in view of the camera,” Hunter says, tapping on the keyboards.

      “Fuck, I have no idea how to find the right date,” he growls running his hands through his hair.

      “Here, let me,” Emma says, thrusting her hand out for the laptop. Hunter hesitates for a minute, but Nash nods and he hands it over to her.

      A few taps of the keyboard later Emma is turning the laptop around to face us. Gathering around the coffee table, we watch the scene play out on the screen.

      Talin and Emma look to us for any indication that we know the other person in the video.

      “What. The. Fuck,” Nash says.

      “How in the…” Hunter says trailing off in shock as Aeron Valdis' throat is slashed.

      “That motherfucker,” I growl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17: Dimefox

          

          Morana
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      I’ve been sitting in this room for probably close to twenty-four hours and it’s getting old. Plus, I have to pee, and I refuse to piss myself, but I also refuse to ask for a bathroom break.

      The door on the far side of the room opens and I hear someone walking across the room. He steps into the light with a shit-eating grin on his face as if he’s won some big prize. I guess capturing The Reaper of Sanorah is a pretty big prize, he just doesn’t realize the game isn’t over yet.

      “Hey there Jason, how was college?” I ask, smiling broadly and watch as he loses his smirk.
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        * * *

      

      The annual Homecoming Bonfire’s tonight and it isn’t a stretch to say I’d rather be committing various felonies than sitting here. But the guys wanted to come, and who am I to deny them a normal high school experience just because we’re anything but normal.

      “Hey, Little Queen,” Jason Anderson, varsity football team captain, calls as he sidles up next to me. He extends his hand to offer me a red plastic cup of shitty flat keg beer. I lift up my hand and wiggle my flask back and forth for him to see I brought my own.

      I rarely drink, but when I do I skip the cheap keg beer and go straight for the hard stuff. Plus, I don’t accept open containers from anyone other than my brothers, and certainly not from someone like Jason.

      Now, don’t get me wrong, Jason isn’t a bad guy, he’s just your typical high school jock who thinks he’s better than everyone. He’s on his way to college on a full-ride football scholarship which sounds great, but my guess is he’ll peak in college. If his peak hasn’t already been high school.

      Pro Tip: Never be the person who peaks in high school. High school’s not this do or die period of your life. Just because you’re cheer captain or prom queen doesn’t mean shit in the real world. If you want a real life once you leave these walls then put your head down, study hard, and get as far away from the mind fuck that is high school as soon as possible.

      “So, who snatched you up for homecoming?” Jason asks. I fight not to roll my eyes. It’s no secret I won’t be attending homecoming, I never do. I never attend any of the school functions and it’s not for lack of dating options.

      I just don’t date, at least none of these people. What would be the point? Get a boyfriend and have to dip out on a Friday night movie date because I have to go murder someone? Yeah, try explaining that one to a high school boy who’s controlled by the head in his pants.

      “I’m not going,” I state, bringing my flask up to my lips and draining half of the amber liquid in one gulp.

      My gaze drifts across the bonfire where Ranger has two cheerleaders attached to either side of him. Hunter has a cute little blonde in his lap while Nash’s on the makeshift dirt dance floor grinding between two of the drama department girls.

      I wonder what it’d be like to be normal.

      “Come on, Morana, it’s our last year for homecoming. You have to go to at least one dance,” Jason says, bringing one of the plastic cups up to his lips and tipping it back, draining the cheap liquid in one swig.

      “I don’t have to do anything, Jason. I don’t want to go to the dance, or the game, or the after-party, the pre-party, or any other thing involving school spirit of any kind,” I say. It’s the same thing I told the guys for the hundredth time tonight right before my ass got dragged out here anyways.

      “But you’re here, that’s a first.”

      “Yeah, well, I got dragged here against my will.”

      “Pretty sure Morana Valdis doesn’t do anything against her will,” he says with a small chuckle. There’s no need to respond. He isn’t wrong, and he knows it.

      “But you’re here for them, ‘cause they wanted to come,” he says, tipping his second cup towards the line of trucks, on the other side of the bonfire. Again, he isn’t wrong.

      I never did mistake Jason for being stupid. He’s smarter and more observant than people give him credit for. But that’s because he plays the dumb jock part well. It suits his needs, the ones that come from inside his pants and reward you with perky blonde cheerleaders.

      “If you change your mind about the dance and all the other shit, give me a call,” he says before stepping around me and heading back towards the keg.

      My phone pings and when I look down, I’m reminded I’m not normal. I can never change my mind about doing normal things. Taking one last look towards the guys I decide they don’t need to be involved in whatever this job is, after all they wear normal so well.

      I shoot off a text to Marcus to pick me up on the edge of the woods. Tipping my flask back, I drain the rest of it in one gulp, savoring the burn from the expensive whiskey as it coats my throat. Then I turn and disappear into the tree line, into the dark, the shadows, the place a Reaper belongs.
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        * * *

      

      “College didn’t work out,” he says, feigning nonchalance but I don’t miss the way he favors his left leg over his right, or the way the sound of his steps isn’t even.

      You really shouldn’t peak in high school, because apparently when your dreams fall through you get roped into working with an MC and a dirty fed.

      Good times.

      “Shame,” I say without an ounce of emotion or sincerity.

      He doesn’t say anything, just bends down to start untying me from the chair. I watch him, carefully cataloging all of his movements. He places one hand around my bicep, gripping me tightly as he hauls me out of the chair.

      “Come on,” he says, pulling slightly towards the door.

      “So, did you do it, or was it just your idea?” I ask as we walk across the dark room. He throws open a door, reaching his hand in and flicking on a light. It’s a bathroom, thank fuck.

      “Do what?” he asks as he pushes me gently into the bathroom.

      “Kill my father,” I say, cocking my head to the side. He thinks he doesn’t react, but he does. It’s the micro-expressions that give him away. They’re nearly impossible to control.

      “There’s soap, shampoo, and conditioner in the shower. Fresh towels on the counter, and a hairbrush under the sink. Everything sharp has already been removed from here, so do us both a favor and don’t try anything stupid,” he says.

      “Scout’s honor,” I say crossing my hand over my chest and smiling.

      He closes the door, locking it from the outside, leaving me to shower and stew on the fact that Jason Anderson, high school varsity football captain, murdered my father and set me up.
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        * * *

      

      I can’t really remember at what point I started hating her so goddamn much. I just remember that I do. She always cast me aside in high school. I was probably one of the few people that understood the rumors surrounding her family were true. But I couldn’t tell her that because I had secrets of my own.

      Football was my one and only shot to get out of this life. I took one wrong hit and college, my career, and my life was over before it really ever got started.

      But she was here the whole time, doing what she’s always done. Maybe her life isn’t exactly every little girl’s dream, but she’s always been the Queen; that’s more than I can say for myself.

      My father was one of the founding members of the Fallen Angels MC, and he always wanted me to follow in his footsteps. Mom wanted me out of the life. They compromised. I got shipped off to live with my aunt and uncle in Sanorah, but that didn’t exactly protect me.

      Football was my chance to get out. I made a deal with my dad. If I got into college and got a scholarship, then I could go away. But if something happened my ass would be right back here. And here is where I find myself.

      When they brought me into the fold, the little education I was able to get before my injury robbed me of the rest was useful to them. So, I met Malic Connors and learned that the hatred for Valdis blood wasn’t exclusive to me.

      We just have different reasons for our feelings. He’s the rightful president of the MC, and when he figured that out, he had high hopes for combining the MC with Valdis. But Aeron, Morana’s father, apparently didn’t see any benefit in allowing the MC to expand, and when you’re the King, you call all the shots.

      I remember the first day I saw Morana, walking down the halls of Sanorah High. She was every wet dream a fourteen-year-old ever had, and the dream just got wetter as time went on.

      When Hades was killed, any light she had got snuffed out and her bright green eyes dimmed. I wanted nothing more than to help her, to hold her, tell her it would be okay. But she wanted nothing to do with me, nothing to do with anyone.

      The first thread of hatred for them started when Ranger showed up at school. With each new member that was brought into the Valdis family, I hated her a little more. They brought the light back into her, little by little. They did for her what I always wanted to do. She paid even less attention to me after they came into the picture.

      But all that disappeared as time went on. I don’t hate her because of them. I hate everything she is, everything she represents.

      She’s the representation of everything I never wanted, wrapped inside the package of everything I ever dreamed for. I hate her as much as I love her. I despise her as much as I want her.

      And the most fucked up thing is, if she said that she wanted me right now, I’d drop everything and hand her my heart on a silver platter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18: Ethylene Oxide

          

          Hunter
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      We spend hours sitting around the apartment as Emma tries to track down Jason, Malic, and the rest of the MC members.

      In the process, we find out that Jason’s father was a founding member of the MC and still rides with them today. Jason’s football career ended when he was tackled during a game, breaking his leg in three places. He’ll never play again.

      We’re still trying to figure out why he’d be willing to murder Aeron though. It’s one thing to be involved with an MC by family ties, it’s another thing to condone murder.

      It’s a whole other ball game to be the one committing the murder. No one knows that better than we do.

      “Got ‘em. Looks like they’re at a warehouse in-between Delling and Sanorah, not too far from where the accident was,” Emma says, as she clicks through the laptop. “I’ve got the coordinates. Let’s go,” she says, standing from the couch.

      “Maybe you should stay here,” Nash says to Emma, and by the way her face turns bright red even I know that was the wrong thing to say.

      “We’ll just meet you guys outside,” Talin says moving towards the door.

      “No, fuck that,” Ranger says, stepping up to Nash and Emma before they can start throwing verbal punches. “One, she’s a federal agent, she carries a gun and has more training then we do,” he says, pointing a finger at Nash.

      “And you,” he says, pointing to Emma. “He just wants to protect you, so don’t pull a Morana and get pissed off about it. Now shut the fuck up, get in the goddamn car, and let’s go get our girl.”

      They agree, and we all turn to make our way into the garage, determined not to sit around this time when our girl goes missing. Last time might have been for different reasons, but we never should’ve let her take on the Ashby’s alone. Even if that’s what she thought she wanted, we’re a team, always have been.

      Ranger, Talin, and I load up into Ranger’s truck while Emma and Nash go towards our SUV, the one that’s blacked out and outfitted with bullet-resistant glass.

      Ranger peels out of the garage while I switch channels on the CB Radio in order to keep in contact with Nash.

      The landscape flies by in the blink of an eye until we’re pulling into the parking lot of an abandoned warehouse. We all climb out of our cars. Ranger looks over to me and we nod.

      “We’re bringing her home unharmed, even if everyone else leaves in a body bag,” he says to Talin. “If you hesitate to pull that trigger, you’ll be in one of those bags.”

      “She’s my only concern,” he says as he moves towards the building, determination evident in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I draw my weapon as we make our way into the building. We systematically clear every level of the building, room by room. Ranger takes point as we move down the stairs into the basement, but I am not prepared for what we see when we open that door.

      Blood. So much blood.

      As fast as we can we move around the room, searching every nook and cranny. All we find of our girl is blood and a pile of torn, bloody clothing.

      Ranger turns around, immediately slamming his fist into the wall, over and over.

      Hunter falls to his knees in front of the chair that seems to have been used to keep our girl still while they tortured her.

      Nash and I are stunned into silence. I can’t move, I can’t even think. How did I lose her before ever really having her?

      “Guys, come check this out,” I hear Holt call from across the room but my gaze is too fixed on the blood-soaked chair to move. “Guys, get over here, you’re going to want to see this,” she calls again with more force in her tone.

      We move towards the small room set back in the corner of the basement that we missed somehow. Holt’s standing in a small but clean bathroom, staring into a shower stall.

      “What?” Nash asks. Holt gestures to the shower. I’m not sure if it’s the shock that has us unable to comprehend what she wants us to, or if she just sees something we don’t because she’s a woman.

      In case you didn’t know, women tend to be slightly more detail-oriented and observant than men. Occasionally.

      Holt rolls her eyes before leaning in to the shower and picking up a bottle, waving it in our faces. I look to the other guys. Yeah, we still don’t get it.

      “Shampoo. Conditioner. Women’s body wash….,” she says, trailing off. “And the shower’s wet, and it smells like all this stuff in here. I know what it looks like out there, but why would they let her shower if they were going to kill her? Maybe the blood isn’t even hers. We can do a quick type test if you guys know what hers is,” she explains slowly so we all get it.

      “O Negative. It’s rare, so if it’s really not her blood it’s not likely they could’ve found another person with that type,” Nash says, his head snapping up to meet Holt’s gaze as he pieces everything together.

      “Why would they leave her torn clothing but take her body? If they wanted us to see her dead, they would’ve left her here,” Hunter says slowly, also registering what’s happening.

      “It’s a fucking set up. They want us to think she’s dead, either to ensure we’re so maddened from grief that we can’t think, or so we give up,” I say.

      “Reapers don’t give up,” Ranger growls before turning to leave the small space. “Emma, figure out who this blood belongs to,” he calls over his shoulder as his feet retreat from the basement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19: Gallium Trichloride

          

          Morana
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      “They’re going to figure it out, you know. They’re not stupid,” I say from the back of the SUV. “Unlike some people,” I mumble to myself.

      “I don’t need them to not figure it out, I just need them to be consumed by grief for a little while. We just need time, and they’re all so stuck in a pussy-haze that they won’t stop to put together the facts until it’s too late,” Malic comments from the front seat.

      “What’s the plan here, Malic? Killing me or the guys doesn’t get you Valdis’ business. I don’t run anything but homicide.”

      He turns in his seat to face me with a sinister smile on his face that I can’t wait to cut off.

      “You still don’t get it, do you? You’ve always been so distracted by that dark fog in your head. Never could see past it to realize your full potential,” he says smiling, and I roll my eyes.

      Oh, I know plenty. I know I could run this town and everything surrounding it if I wanted to. I’m smart enough to run all of this and make more money doing it. I already mapped out how to expand the business beyond our current borders.

      It’s a numbers game really. There’s just one problem: love trumps fear. When people fear you like they do me, yeah, they’ll do just about anything you tell them to in order to avoid the consequences. But when they love you? Well, they’ll jump headfirst into an ocean of consequences to please you. Even if one of those consequences is the death they try to avoid when blinded by fear.

      And that’s what someone like Malic doesn’t understand. Yes, taking out the Valdis’ might earn him respect from those we deemed unfit to work with. And he’d gain the fear of the townspeople. But they’d turn on him like a dime as soon as someone better decided to step into the picture.

      Better the devil you know than the one you don’t, and the people of Sanorah already know who their devil is.

      Me.

      “But regardless of what you could’ve been, you’ll be nothing behind bars,” Malic says, smiling.

      “I wouldn’t bet on that, Malic. I could pull an El Chapo and run shit from the inside. Might be a nice break from all the bullshit out here,” I muse out loud.

      “Are you really that arrogant?” Jason asks next to me, and I smile.

      “I might be a tad overconfident,” I say as I reach my hand over and gently cup his face. Before he can comprehend my movements, I turn in my seat, wrapping my hands around his throat, and squeeze his neck as he pulls at my hands. “Then again, when you’ve killed as many people as I have, I think I get to be an arrogant asshole.”

      I release his neck from my death grip and casually move back over to my seat. Jason grips his neck and coughs, trying to regain the breath I stole from him while I chuckle lightly to myself at the fact that Malic didn’t even try to stop me. Jason isn’t nearly as important as he thinks he is.

      He’s just another fall guy.

      I take my time to eye every aspect of the vehicle. When I spot just what I want my plan comes together. Reaching up I buckle my seatbelt across my lap, pulling the strap out to give myself a little wiggle room.

      “Oh, Malic,” I call in a singsong voice.

      He turns to face me with a bored expression on his face, “Yes, Sweetheart?”

      “I’m going to miss you,” I say, smiling. He cocks a brow at me. “When you’re dead.”

      I bend over and grab the knife tucked into Jason’s boot, snapping up and ramming it into the driver’s neck. I let my seatbelt go and it retracts back, locking into place so I get sucked into the seat. I dig the knife into the bench seat but keep a firm grasp on the hilt so I don’t cut myself. I grab the handle over the door and hold tight as the SUV spins out of control.

      We hit the ditch and the SUV overturns, sending Malic and Jason into the doors. When the vehicle comes to a stop, we’re upside down. I use one hand to brace myself against the roof before using the knife to cut the seatbelt from my body.

      My head’s pounding and my ears are ringing, but I’m done playing these games. I wanted the whole picture, but not at the expense of my guys.

      I drop to the roof and kick out the remains of the broken window on my door. I hear Jason groaning next to me and I turn to look at him. I yank on his arm and he cries out in pain. It’s a beautiful sound.

      “Just tell me why,” I say to him. He coughs and blood drips from his mouth. Internal bleeding. He’s dead anyways. Always wear seatbelts, kids.

      “Because I hate you,” he says, and I roll my eyes.

      “Join the club, babe, they have t-shirts.”

      He smiles and chuckles, sending himself into a coughing fit.

      “Just be thankful I’ve met my torture quota for the year,” I say, smiling before gripping his hair, forcing his head back and dragging the blade across his neck. His eyes widen, but it’s too late for him. This is a mercy. His injuries would’ve killed him anyways. At least this way he’s gone in seconds.

      I hear the click of a gun behind me, and I groan. Guns, so primitive. I slowly turn around to see Malic has twisted and turned in the front seat. I can see his leg’s broken, head’s bleeding, one arm’s broken, and probably a busted rib or two. Yet he still thinks that little piece of metal’s going to save him.

      “Whatcha going to do with that, Agent Connors?”

      “Well, I had planned on letting you rot in a supermax prison cell, but considering you just killed two people I think self-defense works in my favor. And then I can just be rid of you for good.”

      “Poor stupid Malic,” I say and tsk, wagging my finger back and forth. He tries to keep his eyes on me, his gaze fixed on my movements, but I have a leg up here. One that isn’t broken.

      I dart my hand out, grabbing his wrist as my other hand comes up to grip the barrel of his Glock .40, ripping it from his hand and tossing it aside. I don’t need it.

      I pick up my knife from where I dropped it in Jason’s lifeless lap, turning back to see Malic’s face a picture of stone. He’s trying so hard to be brave, it’s adorable.

      “You know, I wish I had the time to give you the attention you deserve, but I’d rather be home for dinner. After all, I have a whole MC to take out. Too bad Jason won’t be around to see me gut his daddy,” I say before driving the knife into Malic’s neck.

      I take a moment to rest against the backseat, finally taking in a few much needed breaths. Looking at Jason I sigh. I might never know what his reasons for all this were, but it doesn’t really matter much.

      I dig through Malic’s suit pockets before finding his phone. Pulling it out, I call my guys.

      “Yeah,” Ranger barks into the phone and I smile.

      “Hey there, think I could get a ride?”

      “Morana? Morana! Where are you?” he asks as I hear him moving around whatever room he’s in. The jangling of keys and him yelling at the others that I’m okay echos through the receiver.

      “Overturned in a ditch off Highway 12, headed West towards Sacramento.”

      “Are you okay?” he asks, concern evident in his voice. They saw the basement.

      “Yeah, I’m good, it was all a distraction,” I sigh, and I hear him let out a deep sigh of relief.

      “We’re on our way,” he says before hanging up.
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        * * *

      

      The guys show up about ten minutes after Marcus and the Goon Squad do. I called them in to come clean up the wreck and the bodies. Agent Malic Connors is going to mysteriously go missing. A folder of his wrongdoings and MC connections will end up on a couple of FBI desks later this week.

      I’m nearly tackled to the ground by four large men attempting to make sure I’m okay. Ranger cups my face, looking over my features for injuries. Hunter runs his hands along my arms. Talin presses his hand into my ribs. And Nash throws his arms around my waist, hugging me close to him.

      “I told them you were probably fine,” Emma says as she walks up to us with a smirk.

      “I don’t think they got the message,” I grunt out while the air’s being squeezed from my lungs.

      “Do men ever really listen?”

      “Nope,” I say, popping the P, and she laughs.

      Ranger smashes his lips to mine, and I smile against his mouth before kissing him back. When we break apart, Hunter spins me around and does the same thing. Nash finally lets me go, walking back to Emma. He drapes his arm around her shoulders, placing a kiss on her head. Hunter spins me to face Talin, who doesn’t hesitate to get his kiss too.

      Apparently, this is how sharing works. I don’t mind.

      “We’re good to go, Princess,” Marcus calls as they load the SUV, bodies and all, onto the back of a tow truck.

      “Okay, let me know if you run into any trouble,” I say, waving him off, but instead of leaving he walks towards us. The guys stiffen, but I have a feeling I know what’s coming.

      “You’re going after the rest of them, aren’t you?” he asks.

      I smile. “Of course. Just a little cleanup,” I say, patting Marcus on the chest, and he rolls his eyes.

      “You going to make waves for me, Princess?”

      “Naw, Maddie, more like a tsunami,” I say and wink at him. He grumbles something under his breath as he turns to stalk back to his car. He’ll thank me later.

      “Love?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Think you can put your fury on hold for forty-eight hours?” Ranger asks. I cock my head to the side and think for a moment. As long as the MC doesn’t catch wind of this little roadside accident, then yeah.

      “I guess, why?” I ask. Ranger smiles, looking at Hunter and Talin.

      “We have plans for you,” Hunter whispers in my ear.

      “What plans?” I ask and I hear Nash laugh.

      “My guess is their plans involve staying locked in your bedroom for the next two days,” he says.

      “And putting you into an orgasm coma,” Emma comments, and I smile looking around at my three guys.

      “Yeah, I think murder can wait till after orgasms,” I say, and they laugh.

      My own little harem. How does a girl get this fucking lucky?
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      Nash and Emma managed to disappear somewhere after the wreck, probably back to Emma’s hotel room. Really, it's for the best, things could get a little wild. We walk into our apartment and suddenly it feels like our future hinges on this one moment. What if Talin can’t really share, what do we do? How would we move on from that? Ranger and Hunter had years to come to grips with how things would work, they agreed long before they clued me in to the plan that they’d share me.

      “Pretty Girl?” Hunter whispers, walking up behind me and wrapping me up in his arms. “It’ll be okay,” he says because he knows I’m internally freaking the fuck out.

      “What if it isn’t?” I whisper back.

      Ranger steps in front of me and cups my face with his hands, forcing me to look up at him. When I see the small smirk pulling at his lips it calms me. If he isn't worried then maybe I can actually relax.

      “Come on Love,” he says, reaching for my hand and tugging me down the hallway to my room.

      “What about the others?” I ask while trailing behind him.

      “They’ll be in soon, you need to relax first,” he looks over his shoulder and winks at me.

      He opens the door to my bedroom and leads me over to the bed, slowly undressing me while placing gentle kisses along my skin. Goosebumps break out across my body as he touches me, and I shiver. He reaches behind him and pulls his shirt over his head, dropping it to the floor. Unbuttoning his pants, he lets them drop to the floor and steps out of them. I reach out and run my hand over his hard cock.

      He lifts the covers and guides me into bed, sliding in next to me. He kisses my lips softly, running his hands over my body. Dipping his hand between my thighs, he runs his hand up my core and I instantly get wet. I pull my leg over his, giving him better access to my pussy.

      I feel him smile against my mouth when he feels what he does to me. “I love you,” he whispers.

      “I love you too,” I reply as he pushes two fingers inside me.

      I wiggle and arch my back, aching to be closer to him. He places his palm against my clit and works it in circles as he finger fucks me. He bites down on my bottom lip, and when I taste my own blood I smile. The first orgasm starts to spread across my body, and I feel my legs twitch as I get closer to an orgasm. When I’m almost there, Ranger removes his hand and I instantly start to whine until he grips my hips and rolls so I’m on top of him. He impales me with his thick cock and I moan.

      I start to ride his dick as he holds my hips. He starts to slow my movements, using one hand to work my clit as I feel the bed dip behind and two hands grab me.

      “This how you like being shared?” Talin whispers in a husky voice and I feel him press two wet fingers into my ass.

      “Fuck yes,” I moan as he works his fingers inside me.

      When he pulls his fingers out I feel him start to push the head of his hard cock back into me. Ranger works my clit over to distract me as the first pinch of him entering hits me. I’m breathing heavily as he pushes into me, then two hands are cupping my face and lips claim mine. I taste Hunter on my tongue, and he’s just what I need.

      I moan into Hunters' mouth as Talin seats himself deep in my ass. He grunts behind me but doesn’t move until I’m ready. When I wiggle my hips, Talin and Ranger slowly start to fuck me. I pull away from Hunter's lips and bend down to take his cock in my mouth.

      Hunter rests a gentle hand on the back of my head, waiting for me to work him down my throat. Ranger rubs my clit and Talin works my nipples, the three of them have me in sensation overdrive and my body starts to heat up. I feel my legs start to shake as the pleasure washes over me.

      Talin reaches down to grip my hips and keep me steady while Hunter starts to fuck my mouth and Ranger teasingly rubs my clit. I moan around Hunters cock and when he stills in my mouth I feel him empty himself down my throat. I swallow and lick him clean like the perfect dick pop as my legs shake, and I can feel myself about to lose control.

      The slap to my ass hits and sends me over the edge as I moan. I toss my head back and look over my shoulder but it’s not Talin that smacked me; should’ve known Hunter wouldn’t walk away without marking me. He smirks and smashes his lips to mine again, sweeping his tongue inside my mouth. I feel Hunter place his hand over Talin’s where he grips my hip and Hunter makes him squeeze almost painfully. I love it.

      When Hunter pulls away from my kiss, he sinks his teeth into my neck and delivers another slap to my ass as Ranger and Talin still their hips inside me, cursing my name as they come.

      Talin slowly pulls out of me and I feel the bed dip as he and Hunter move into the bathroom. I collapse on top of Ranger's chest, breathing heavily and completely satisfied. Ranger places a soft kiss on my forehead before pulling out of me. I hear the water in the bathroom turn on and Ranger wraps me up in his arms and moves off the bed.

      He walks us across the room and into the bathroom, wasting no time lowering me into the warm rose-scented water. I sigh and lean back, contently closing my eyes and relaxing into the warm water.

      I feel someone plant a gentle kiss on my forehead and when I look up it’s Hunter smiling at me, “Relax Pretty Girl, I’ll get you something to eat.”

      Ranger replaces him when Hunter turns butt naked to walk out of the room, “I’ll get you a shirt to wear when you’re out,” he says before kissing my lips and turning to leave Talin alone with me.

      Instead of leaving, Talin gestures for me to move forward then moves behind me in the tub. He wraps his arms around me and plants a kiss in my hair. We’re silent for a beat and if I’m being honest I’m terrified that he’s going to tell me that was it, that he can’t do this.

      “I love you, Morana,” he whispers, and I feel the weight lift off my chest, “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      Ranger pulls me closer to his chest, wrapping his arms around me. I wiggle into him as his hard cock grinds into my back.

      “Morning, Love,” he whispers as he nips my ear, and I moan softly. He trails one hand down my naked hip, using the other to pin me to his chest. He moves his hand between my thighs, gripping one and draping it over his leg as he moves to run his fingers along my slit.

      “Mmhhh, you’re already wet, Love,” he whispers as he brings his hand up to his mouth to lick his fingers. Moving his hand back down, he works my clit in slow, gentle circles. Closing my eyes, I rest my head on his arm and enjoy it as he slowly brings my pleasure up.

      My eyes pop open when a warm mouth closes around my nipple. Talin looks up at me and smiles, softly biting my nipple as he does.

      After we got home last night, I had a moment to doubt how this whole situation would play out. It was one thing with Ranger and Hunter, they’ve known each other for years. They’d seemed to already have logistics worked out and adding Talin into the mix worried me. But no one seemed to mind as long as they each got a piece of me. Thankfully, I have plenty to give them.

      A knock comes at my bedroom door and I groan, going to move off the bed to answer it. But I’m immediately silenced by Talin’s mouth, and my movements still when Ranger dips two fingers inside me. He pumps them in and out in a torturously slow motion.

      “Talin! Come out here!” Emma yells from the hallway. “I will come in there!” she yells as she bangs on the door again. I smile into Talin’s mouth, cause she certainly would come in here.

      “I’m busy!” he yells back, moving back to my breasts.

      Emma bangs on the door again. Talin gives up.

      “Be right back,” he says with a wink as he moves off the bed. He bends over to pull on a pair of sweatpants before heading towards the door and stepping into the hallway.

      I turn in Ranger’s arms and smile at him, tilting my head up to kiss his lips. He nips at my lower lip, sucking it into his mouth and letting it go with a pop. I drape my leg over his, pulling him closer to me.

      “Can I tell you a secret?” he whispers as he moves his hand to grab his hard cock and line himself up with my wet pussy.

      “Yes,” I moan into his mouth, his tongue darting out to lick my lips.

      “I’m glad I get you alone,” he says, rubbing the head of his cock teasingly against me. I pull back a little to look at him.

      “You’re not… umm, regretting this are you?” I ask, suddenly feeling panicked. He rolls over so he’s on top of me, settling between my thighs.

      “Never, but I won’t lie. Sometimes it’s nice to just get to spend time with you,” he says, planting a gentle kiss on my lips. “Is that okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry, Ranger. I’ll do better. You guys deserve everything. I’ll make sure you each get a little more solo time,” I tell him, and he smiles.

      “We’re just happy with you, anyway we get to have you.” I pull him down with one hand, kissing his lips while I move my other hand to grab his thick cock. I line him up with my entrance and buck my hips up to encourage him to take me.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      “I love you too,” he says before pushing into me. I moan, dragging my nails down his back as he pulls out of me and thrusts back in.

      He grips my thigh bringing my leg up to hit that perfect spot deep inside me. I arch my back and moan.

      “Yes, Ranger, right there,” I pant as I grip his biceps.

      I feel my orgasm start low in my belly, the best kind of heat blooming over my skin, and when I come, I moan out his name. He moves his hand to rub my clit, prolonging my orgasm. His hips move rapidly, picking up the pace. His movements become erratic, and when his own orgasm hits, he stills deep inside me.

      He drops his head to rest in the center of my chest, placing small kisses along my breasts, across my collar bone, and up my neck. He sucks on that delicate spot behind my ear before getting off the bed and moving towards the bathroom.

      I hear the bathwater turn on. When Ranger comes back out he lifts me from my bed, turning and walking towards the bathroom. He gently places me in the hot water, surrounded by jasmine scented bubbles. He places a soft kiss on my forehead before standing up and pulling on a pair of sweatpants. I pout at the loss of my view of his dick, and he chuckles.

      “Relax, Love, we have a war to win. Later,” he says, and I smile.

      “Plotting mass murder is such a relaxing way to start the day,” I quip, sinking lower into the hot water. Visions of taking out the Fallen Angels MC flash through my mind as I start to hum Somethin’ Bad by Miranda Lambert and Carrie Underwood.
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      If it was up to me I’d pack our shit, leave this town today, and never look back. But I’m just a soldier in this war, and my girl’s calling the shots.

      I leave Morana to relax in the bath while she happily compares the benefits of a mass murder versus systematic takedown. Not much makes her happier than when she has someone to kill.

      Making my way down the hallway to the kitchen, I move around the bar to make a cup of coffee. When I hear the front door open and close, the smell of Frenchie’s French Toast hits my nose instantly.

      Hunter woke up early this morning to head to Frenchie’s before they even opened to get everyone breakfast. Luckily for us, Morana keeps Abigail's personal cell phone number on hand and Hunter was able to call her. She was more than happy to help us out.

      Hunter sets multiple to-go bags down on the counter, pulling the containers of food out and spreading everything across the bar. A French Toast buffet. Just another thing our girl loves.

      French toast and murder. Sounds like a great way for our girl to start the day.

      “Everything good?” I ask Talin as he and Emma walk into the kitchen.

      “Yeah. Our supervisor called, apparently Agent Connors is missing. And he, along with several others, received a very detailed file on all of his discretions and unsavory connections,” Talin says, smiling.

      “I put in my notice, effective as soon as I finish filing my reports on Morana’s case. Which has effectively been dismissed due to lack of evidence and her savage lawyer,” Emma says in a chipper tone as Nash comes up behind her, wrapping his arms around her.

      “What about you?” Hunter asks Talin.

      “Same. I cited reasons of misconduct within the unit. Explained that I’d reported Connors to superiors’ numerous times that went undocumented. Told them after how this case went down, I no longer have the level of confidence in the system needed to properly do my job.”

      “You sure about that? Not going to regret things later are you?” Morana’s soft voice comes from the doorway to the kitchen. We all turn to take her in. Her hair’s twisted up in a towel, and she has a fluffy black robe wrapped around her. Nash drops his arms from around Emma and steps up to Morana.

      “Hope you don’t mind, I found my old box,” she says to him as a smile breaks across her face. I look to Hunter and he just shrugs. But Emma has a shit-eating grin on her face, so something tells me she’s in on whatever this is.

      “Course not, Darlin'. Did you go through them all?” he asks.

      “Yup, kind of kicking myself for not opening them sooner,” she says.

      “Uh, I’m lost,” Hunter says.

      “She finally opened all her birthday presents,” Nash says, turning back to us before pulling Morana into a hug.

      “Oh shit, do we get to do birthdays now?” Hunter asks with enough excitement in his tone you’d think he was the one to get presents.

      “We can figure something out, but nothing crazy.” Hunter’s smile is so wide it might break his face. “I’m serious, Hunter,” Morana says, pointing a finger at him. He holds up his hands in surrender, but I see the wheels in his head turning.

      “You knew about this, didn’t you?” Nash says to Emma.

      “Maybe,” she replies with a smile, stepping into his outstretched arm before he kisses her.

      “You okay?” Morana asks Nash.

      “I’ve got my two favorite girls here, I couldn’t be more okay, Darlin'.”

      “Okay, Love, breakfast then murder?” I ask, motioning to the spread Hunter brought home, and watch as her face lights up.

      “Hell yes.”
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      “For the record, I’m not going to regret anything that you have to do, and nothing changes. I’m still all in,” Talin says as I pluck a slice of banana off his plate. He smiles and plants a kiss on my cheek.

      “You don’t have to come with us though. This isn’t your fight,” I tell him.

      “If it’s your fight, then it’s mine too.”

      “I just don’t want you to hate me when this is over,” I whisper.

      “Pretty Girl, stop trying to get rid of the man,” Hunter says as he places a fresh cup of coffee in front of my plate. “Where you go, we go. That’s how this works. Your fight is our fight. If you’re bringing a war, we’re backing you up.”

      “How are we going to play this anyways?” Emma asks.

      “Actually, I was hoping you could help with that,” I say and watch Nash still slightly, but I don’t intend on having her in the mix of everything. I’d never do that to him.

      “Sure, what do you need?” she asks.

      “Can you locate and keep tabs on all the MC members? I want to get them all out of the clubhouse. We move in and rig the place to blow, then I want to get as many of them back in there as possible and hit them at once. Whoever doesn’t make it back in time, we need to immediately track them down and take them out,” I say, and she smiles.

      “Fuck yeah, I can do that. When do you want to blow it up?” she asks.

      “Tonight.”

      By noon we’re sitting on the outskirts of the field that the rundown Fallen Angels bar sits on. One by one we watch the members peel out on their bikes. Whatever Emma did to get them to clear out like that is beyond me.

      “Okay, you guys should be good to go, but keep in mind the prospects probably didn’t go with them,” Emma says through the phone.

      “Thanks, girl,” I say as I pass the phone to Nash to keep in contact with Emma.

      We move across the field keeping our eyes peeled for any movement around the bar. Entering through the back door, Ranger silently slips his backpack off. It’s holding our arsenal.

      “Spread out and kill anyone left,” I say, and we move around the bar. The first person I come across is the prospect that was manning the bar on my first visit here.

      “Hey there, Honey, what’re you doing back here?”

      “Oh, you know, a little of this, a little of that,” I say as I step around the bar and walk up to him.

      “What can I do for you?” he asks, eyeing me up and down. I smile at him, peeking up at him through my lashes.

      “You can die,” I say with a sugar-sweet smile just before I jam my blade into his abdomen, shoving it under his rib cage and twisting it. His eyes widen as blood starts to drip from his mouth and he makes a lovely choking sound. I smile as his knees give out and he drops to the ground at my feet.

      “It’s clear, Love,” Ranger says as he steps into the room. I grab a rag off the bar and wipe down my now bloody knife, smiling over at him.

      “Can you guys move this body?” I ask sweetly, and he rolls his eyes. But he moves over to walk around the bar, looking down at the body at my feet.

      Ranger and Hunter drag the prospect around the bar and stow the body in a cleaning closet that’s never housed cleaning supplies if the amount of grime on every surface of this place is any indication.

      “Okay, let’s do this,” I say as Nash grabs the backpack. He unzips the bag and pulls out the claymore mine. Moving towards the back of the bar, he slams the spikes into the rotted out wooden floor and hands Hunter the spool of wire.

      “I’ll hold this end here. You take the spool out the back door and as far into the back field as it will go.” Hunter nods and starts unrolling the wire as he walks out the door.

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Talin asks, looking at the small plastic box.

      “Oh yeah, claymore mines have a fifty-meter kill zone. As long as they’re all inside the bar when we set it off, they’re all dead,” Nash says.

      “But to be sure, we’re going to turn on the stove and leak the propane before we go. If they don’t die from a direct hit from this little baby, they’ll die in the fire,” I finish explaining as Hunter walks in.

      “Okay, it’s about halfway in the field. It’s far enough out that we’ll be hidden behind the tall grass.”

      Nash nods. “You guys head out and I’ll get this set up.”

      “No, we leave together,” I say, turning towards the kitchen. I click the stove on and the propane starts leaking out immediately.

      Nash attaches the wire to the mine and stands. Taking one last look around the bar, we head out back and into the field to wait for our targets.

      I’m rarely one to put so much distance between myself and my kill but I’m over fucking around with these guys.

      “Emma says they’re on their way back. Seems about five of the guys are hanging back. We can hit them on our way back to Sanorah though,” Nash says.

      I nod just as I hear the first rumbles of the Harleys coming up the road. We watch from the back field, tucked into the tall grass as twenty Harleys pull up to the bar and park. They all laugh and joke. I see Stan ‘Trigger’ Tatum, the club MC, head inside as all the others trail after him. When the last man steps inside the bar, Ranger moves closer to me.

      Nash sets off the mine and the explosion of the claymore mixed with the added bang of the propane rattles the ground underneath us. Every last nail in the bar explodes as the flames lick towards the sky. Ranger crushes me when he tucks me under his body, but I smile when the heat of the inferno touches my face.

      When the dust settles, we stand from our place and take in the carnage we created. Nash throws his arm around me, planting a kiss on my forehead before picking up his phone and calling who I assume is Emma.

      “We did it, Love,” Ranger says as I hear Talin load his Glock.

      “We’re not done yet,” he says, and we nod. Turning around, we walk across the field to our cars waiting just beyond the tree line.
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      “Emma says they’re still sitting out at a rest stop off Miller Road,” Nash says to Ranger.

      “What do you want to do, Love?” Ranger asks Morana as she leans her head on his shoulder.

      “I’m pretty tired so let’s make it quick. She said five are left?” she asks turning to Nash. He nods. “Does she know who the five are?”

      “Prez is there, but she says the others are just lower level guys.” At that Morana perks up.

      “They’ll be packing guns, at least Glocks on each of them. You guys take out whoever you want and cover me. William’s mine,” she says, smiling.

      Ranger drops Hunter, Nash, and I off just down the street from where the MC is, then he turns down a back road to lead him and Morana to the other side of the members. We’re going to close them in. The three of us are a distraction, allowing Ranger and Morana to sneak up on the members.

      “You going to be okay?” Hunter asks as we walk up the road.

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “In the course of a few short weeks you’ve gone from putting the bad guys in jail to sleeping with one of them in some weird harem situation with two other dudes,” Nash says helpfully.

      “I was referring to the mass murder we’re committing today,” Hunter deadpans.

      I think about the last few weeks and how everything’s played out. “Yeah, I’ll be just fine.” I smile as we round the corner and spy five MC members sitting on their Harleys, shooting the shit. Looking beyond them, I see Ranger and Morana appear.

      Showtime.

      We don’t give them time to react before drawing our weapons and opening fire on them like sitting ducks. I think I should feel bad about the events of today. By the end of the day, I’ll be an accomplice in twenty-five murders and various other felonies, yet I just can’t find it in me to care.

      Ranger takes out the fourth guy by snapping his neck in an unnecessary show of brute force. What I’ve figured out about all of them over the last few weeks, but most importantly the last few days, is that Morana’s the leader. And they, well we, will follow her into the darkest pits of Hell without question. Ranger’s the unspoken Alpha leader, second only to Morana.

      I’m not sure if that’s because he was adopted first, or because he steps into that role with ease. Possibly a mix of the two.

      Hunter’s the voice of reason. He has a way about him that can get anyone, Morana especially, to calm down when it’s needed. But he also has the ability to control a situation if needed. His way just requires finesse while Ranger uses brute force.

      Nash’s the caring, funny, outgoing best friend of the group. The closest thing that Morana has to a real brother, minus the bloodline. Although sharing the same rare blood type and shockingly bright green eyes, they might as well be blood.

      I’m not exactly sure how Holt and I fit into this world, but somehow we’ve managed to seamlessly integrate here.

      Murderers and FBI agents.

      Killers and saviors.

      Lawbreakers and the law.

      The Reapers and the fools who love them.

      “Don’t cower, William, it doesn’t suit you,” Morana says as she stands in front of William ‘Wildman’ Wilder, President of the Fallen Angels MC, with her blade pressed against his throat.

      “Now, I wish I had time to slice and dice you, but truthfully, I’m so sick of spending time in this shit-hole town. So, I’ll make it quick.” She presses the blade into his throat, causing a thin line of blood to appear and drip down his neck.

      “They’ll come for you. You won’t get away with this,” he manages to growl and sound almost threatening, but Morana just smiles.

      “Oh, shoot, that’s right. One last thing. Your little clubhouse? Yeah, it’s gone. All those members you sent back there, yeah; they’re gone too. Blew them up. BOOM!” she says moving her hands to mimic an explosion and laughing when William’s face goes white.

      “Yeah, so no one’s coming after us. And, Honey? I always get away with murder,” she whispers before driving her blade into the side of his neck, twisting it in his throat and ripping it back out.

      Looking around I assess the slaughter we just caused on the side of a rural highway. “Uh, what do we do with the bodies?”

      “Goons,” the four of them say in unison.
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      Once again I’ve been thwarted by a goddamn Valdis. I’m truly getting tired of constantly having to deal with their blood.

      “What the hell are we going to do now?” My agent says as he paces back and forth in front of my desk.

      I shrug. “We’ll just have to figure out another course of action to get her out of the way.”

      “Sir, forgive me, but I just don’t get it,” he says, bracing his hands on top of my desk.

      I lean back in my chair, lacing my fingers together casually. “What is it that you don’t get, agent?”

      “Her. Why is ruining her so important? Aeron I get, we had to get him out of the way. But fuck, it seems like it’d have been smarter to just kill the girl too. She just took out an entire MC without batting an eye. What makes you so sure she won't come after you next?” he asks.

      I smirk. “She has no idea who I am.”

      “If we keep gunning for her, she’ll find out. I don’t know about you, sir, but I’m not looking forward to having that little she-devil mark me as enemy number one,” he huffs, going back to pacing around my office.

      A knock sounds at my door. “Come in,” I call.

      “Sir, this file was left for you,” one of our file clerks says while passing me a thick folder. She eyes the stressed-out agent in my office, but knowing her place, doesn’t say anything.

      “What’s that?” he asks, pointing at the file.

      I open it and skim across the first page before tossing it on my desk. “Apparently someone’s taken the liberty to provide a file of all agent Connors’s wrongdoings. Should fit nicely into his disappearance.”

      “You don’t think it was her, do you?”

      “Son, she not only has a lifetime of mob politics under her belt and three murderers willing to do anything to keep her, but she now has two federal agents on her team. One of which was the best technical analyst this department has ever seen. She can do anything she wants,” I huff, rolling my eyes. How did I end up with such a stupid agent on my side? I might have to resolve him sooner rather than later.

      He lets out a deep breath and collapses into a chair across from me. “What are we going to do now?”

      “Regroup,” I sigh, scrubbing a hand down my face. “We let them leave like they want to, let them live a cushy life for now, and when the time comes, we hit them hard. Next time I go up against Morana Valdis the only blood that will be spilled is hers,” I grit.

      “How long do we wait?”

      “As long as it takes. Sooner or later an opportunity to destroy her will turn up. Until then we wait. We pull the strings behind the curtain, and we watch her every move. I want her to be comfortable, to think she got out clean. I want her to think she won, and then I want to drop a war on her doorstep she never saw coming.”

      “You want to ruin her.”

      “I want to end her.”
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      “Guys what about this one?” I ask, flipping the laptop around to show them the house.

      “How many bedrooms?” Ranger asks.

      “Eight bedrooms, eleven baths, and it’s just shy of fourteen thousand square feet,” I say as I flip through the pictures the realtor sent us.

      The newly constructed mansion in Aspen, Colorado is just shy of thirteen million dollars. It might be a tad excessive, but you get to be a little excessive when you can afford to be.

      Murder pays.

      “How much?” Talin asks as his eyebrows scrunch together, probably trying to estimate the price. I keep forgetting he’s new to this life. Very new.

      “Around thirteen million.”

      Talin makes this funny choking sound as he sucks in air and Hunter slaps him on the back, laughing.

      “Darlin, you’re going to give the poor guy a heart attack,” Nash says, laughing.

      “You’re joking right?” he asks.

      “Uhh, no…” I say trailing off. “Talin, we make more than that in a year and that’s before you add in my father's cut, which is now mine. And my inheritance, plus dad’s life insurance, which is all-around five hundred million. Plus the money from the sale of the main house, this building, and the other properties around here. Unless we keep those and rent them out or something,” I explain and watch Talin’s eyes go wide.

      “How many properties do you guys have?” he asks.

      “Here? Or total between all of us?” Hunter asks.

      “Uh, total, I guess.”

      “I think forty residential buildings across the US,” Hunter says.

      “And I think Aeron had at least, what, twenty himself. Plus, all the commercial lots he owns,” Nash adds.

      “Then why don’t we move to any one of the sixty properties you guys already own?” he asks.

      “Naw, those are like disappearance houses,” I say, waving him off. “They’re for either hiding out in, disappearing to, or using while on a long-term job. Stuff like that. We all can’t actually live in one forever.”

      Talin just shakes his head, bringing his hands up to rub his temples as if a headache’s forming. I bet it is. This is a lot to take on, no doubt about that. I was born and raised into this life, and the guys have become acclimated to it over the years. But Talin and Emma are from a different way of life. It’ll take some getting used to.

      “Anyway, what do you guys think?” I say, motioning to the screen. We’ve been looking at houses again for the last two weeks.

      Emma and Talin have officially left the FBI. Emma’s going to do online stuff from home, mostly just to give her something to do with her time. Talin hasn’t really decided what he’ll do now. He’ll have to figure it out when we get to Aspen. He doesn’t have to do anything, none of us do, but it’s kind of our time to figure out what we really want to do.

      Ranger’s mentioned working in a mechanic shop. I may or may not have inquired about purchasing one in Aspen already. I wouldn’t do it behind his back, but when he’s ready all he has to do is sign.

      Hunter mentioned building stuff. He’s always been great with his hands. And the property we’re looking at now has the perfect space for a workshop if he wanted to build one.

      Nash has started drawing again. I always tried to get him to talk to Ricky, but the stubborn man wouldn’t do it. Hopefully, he finds his path.

      And as far as things go for me, I don’t have a fucking clue what I want to do. I guess I’ll figure something out.

      “Whatever you want, Love,” Ranger says, kissing my forehead.

      “Emma!” I yell into the kitchen.

      “What!” she yells back, and I laugh.

      “Get your ass out here and look at this house,” I say, and she rounds the corner with a spoon and a jar of peanut butter. My kind of girl.

      Emma and I have actually been getting along great, and she’s looked past the whole death threat thing. So that’s good.

      She and Nash are great together. She makes him happy. I see this light in him that he didn’t have before. And the best part? She never made him choose, and they’re moving with us.

      We all work together, as a family. A family created by the spilled blood of others, but still a family.

      “Damn, that’s fancy! Is the whole side giant glass windows?” she asks, climbing over the back of the couch to sit next to me.

      “Yup, and look at this view,” I say, clicking through the pictures.

      “Well, damn, I’m sold. How much?” she asks.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say smiling, and she rolls her eyes and bumps my shoulder.

      “Okay, if we’re decided I’ll call the realtor and let her know to go ahead with the sale. Hunter, can you call our realtor here and let her know we’re putting this place on the market?”

      “Sure thing. Any other houses you want to list?” he asks.

      “Yeah, actually. Can you have her list the smallest property in each state for sale? But I want to keep the Victorian for now.”

      “Actually, the Mayor wanted to talk to you about making it into a historic landmark,” Nash says.

      “The Victorian?” I ask.

      “Yeah, something about it being one of the oldest residences in the county, and you guys being the most affluent family line.” At that I roll my eyes. Affluent is such a nice way to put it.

      “Okay, well, I’ll deal with him later. There’s just one other thing I want to do before we leave here,” I say.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry I haven’t come to visit much, Hades,” I say to the headstone in the small private cemetery in front of the grave of my brother.

      “I could make an excuse and say shit’s been crazy, cause it has. But we both know I haven’t come by because it’s too hard.” I sit in front of the headstone, crossing my legs and picking at the grass in front of me.

      “We’re leaving, the guys and I, moving to Aspen. You would’ve loved the house we got. Well, it’s a big-ass mansion. You actually would’ve hated it.” I chuckle softly, “You would’ve said it’s too big, costs too much money, has too many bedrooms, just too much. You would’ve wanted a tiny cabin somewhere, but the property you would’ve loved. It’s huge and overlooks a valley. Little over two hours from Breckenridge, so I’ll get to go a lot more.” I sigh, reaching my hand out to trace the words carved into his headstone.

      
        
        Hades Michael Valdis

        Loving Brother and Son

        02/20/1995-01/14/2010

      

      

      I look to the grave plot next to his, and the almost blank headstone.

      
        
        Morana Haven Valdis

      

      

      

      
        
        02/20/1995-

      

      

      On a scale of one to ten how morbid is it to have your grave plot and headstone picked out and placed before you’re even dead?

      A part of me died when Hades did. A piece of me went into this ground when he did. But a part of me is alive today that I thought I lost a long time ago. It’s alive because of a family I don’t deserve, but somehow I’m lucky enough to have.

      “I’m not sure when I’ll be back, so I guess I just wanted to come and say goodbye for now. And that I’m sorry.” A tear slips from my cheek and lands on the grass underneath me.

      “I’m sorry for everything I did after you died. I know that isn’t what you wanted me to do. But I was just so lost without you. That’s a horrible excuse for everything I’ve done, but it’s true. I was lost, I still am, but I’m slowly starting to find my way back to the person you saw me as. I think as long as I have them I might actually be able to be who you thought I could be.”

      I feel a weight on my shoulder like a hand, and when I look up no one’s there. Smiling I turn back to the headstone.

      “I love you too, Hades.”

      Turning to the headstone marking the grave to the other side, I sigh.

      “Hey, dad. I’m sorry there was so much distance between us at the end. I never should’ve let that happen. I’m sure you never thought I’d become the monster that I did. I’m sorry I disappointed you for all these years, and you’ll never know how sorry I am every day that Hades died that day instead of me.”

      I reach up and wipe the tears from my eyes as I stand from my place on the grass. “I love you, daddy. I always have. And I never stopped. I just wish it wasn’t too late. I wish I told you sooner.” I lean over and plant a kiss on his headstone.

      Sighing I turn to walk away. Glancing over my shoulder I whisper, “I’ll miss you, daddy. Catch you on the flip side, bro.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24: Phenol

          

          Hunter
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        Two Years Later

      

        

      

      

      I watch Ranger tackle Morana into the snow while she laughs and giggles, fucking giggles. And it’s the best sound in the goddamn world. Talin bumps my shoulder and hands me a cup of hot chocolate from the lodge.

      For a fed he isn’t such a bad guy. On the plus side, he and Emma quit the FBI shortly after we got our girl back. We all moved to Aspen, Colorado two years ago after all the fucked-up shit went down with Malic Connors, the FBI, and the Fallen Angels MC.

      Nash and Emma live in the house with us. They might as well since the damn thing can probably fit ten families.

      Marcus is still taking care of business back in California, but we don’t concern ourselves with any of that these days. And it’s freeing.

      Emma and Morana have become surprisingly good friends. Since Emma’s a bit of a tech genius, she decided to use her skills to fight child predators and sex trafficking rings on the dark web. Maybe Morana spends a bit of money to send mercenaries to find said child predators and sex trafficking rings. It’s a bit of a hobby for the girls, one they take very seriously and for good reason.

      Morana finally let us all in fully. She told us all the secrets she’d been keeping, about her yearly birthday trips and what she really did. That was a hard pill for us to swallow, but we’re all in a better place these days.

      She’s been trying to teach us all to snowboard for the last two years, says we can’t live in Colorado if we can’t stand up on a board. We still suck, except Emma, but Morana’s just happy that we’re always here with her.

      And every trip we take out to Breckenridge, her final run of the night is the same one she did every year for their birthday, except now it truly is a run in Hades’ honor. Emma isn’t quite good enough to do a run that size, but I don’t think Morana would let her go even if she was. That’s still their run, and we all respect that.

      “Pretty Girl, it’s getting late. You going to catch the last lift up?” I call out to her as she throws a snowball at Ranger’s face.

      “Yeah, I’m going to head out. Meet you guys inside?” she calls out as she picks up her board.

      “We’ll be here,” Ranger says before planting a kiss on her lips.

      She smiles over at us before turning around and heading for the last lift of the day. Her smile almost never leaves her face these days; it’s like she’s free here. And we’ll do anything it takes to keep her feeling that freedom.

      “Hey, guys, let’s grab some food for the road before the kitchen closes. You know she’s going to want to make the drive back home,” Nash calls out from the lodge door.

      He and Emma called it a day an hour or two ago. They normally tap out first. But more because they like to do couple shit like snuggle in front of the lodge fire, instead of freezing their faces off messing around in the snow.

      “Yeah,” we call out as we watch Morana’s small figure disappear up the mountain.

      It’s nearly dark by the time Morana comes peeking out of the tree line. We let out the collective breath we always seem to be holding if she’s ever away from us for too long. She cuts her board to the side, spraying a layer of powder all over us. She laughs while bending over to undo her bindings.

      “Every time?” Nash asks as he brushes the snow off his clothes.

      “You’d think you would’ve learned by now,” she says, laughing. I pass her a mug of hot chocolate while Ranger picks up her board and tucks in under his arm with his.

      “Let’s go home, Love,” he says and kisses her forehead. She reaches her hand out to lace our fingers together and gives a gentle squeeze. Talin bends down to give her a quick kiss on the lips.

      “How you feeling Darlin'?” Nash asks as he wraps his arms around Morana.

      She sighs. “Free.”

      If there was ever anyone who deserved a happily ever after, it would be our girl.

      Walking to the car I see a man standing next to our vehicle and I stiffen. Looking to Ranger, Talin, and Nash, I see that they spotted him too.

      We haven’t had any problems in two years, and I don’t want to start having them now. We almost lost Morana in more ways than one the last time chaos was dumped on our plates, I don’t wish to repeat any of that.

      We slow our approach, trying to keep Morana back just in case. But of course, she doesn’t care. The young man steps into the light of the parking lot and the first thing I notice is his nearly glowing green eyes that match Morana’s to a-fucking-T. His dark brown hair and his facial features alone could place him as her twin. My eyes widen and I look to the guys to see that they notice the same thing.

      “Morana Valdis?” he asks, taking a step towards her, and she does the same.

      “Yeah, who are you?”

      “I need your help,” he says.

      “Who are you?” she asks again.

      “I’m your brother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End… For Now

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Deception, the second book in The Reapers series. You crushed that read through! If you love Morana and her Reapers, please take a moment to leave a review.

      Feel free to stalk me and be the first to get updates on where The Reapers go next, trust me guys our M-Girl gets even bloodier!

      Fun Fact:

      The chapter headings are labeled with various types of poisoning agents. They range from minor pesticides, chemicals extracted from plants or animals such as Ricin, to highly toxic substances such as Strychnine.
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