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GRAVE CURSE

The vengeance-filled conclusion in the Gravediggers MC Duology is here! Chicago’s top 1%er family, the Colgraves, will never be the same.
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Agony

I was five when my smack-addict mom met Hades Colgrave, leader of the Chicago Gravediggers, AKA the worst sadist known to man. I was raised with the other Colgrave children, including the heir to the throne, Tyr, but I was never one of them. That’s why I was the one who was beaten whenever Tyr stepped out of line, and that fool stepped out a lot. How many times did I suffer because of Tyr? My hatred for him grew with every tooth knocked from my head and every drop of blood that I lost.
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Ecstasy

War with my Uncle Hades is finally at hand. I will rain vengeance down on him for destroying my family’s club, the Chicago Gravediggers. More than that, I’ll avenge every wound Ginger Sisko suffered at Hades’s hand. Ginger is the reason I abandoned my family’s club to that madman and started my own. Now that I’m in charge, I can watch over Ginger to my heart’s content.

And watch her I do. 

To keep her safe. 

To keep everything around her under my absolute control. 

To keep her under my absolute control. Because she’s mine.

She just doesn’t know it yet.
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WAR

When Tyr set up his new club in Chicago, the same city as his uncle’s club, I knew what that meant—war. As much as I hated Tyr, I hated Hades even more, so if Tyr wants me to stay close while chaos begins to swirl all around me, I can endure it. But what I’m not sure I can endure are Tyr’s relentless attacks on my defenses against him. They’re crumbling fast, and I’m left wondering if this villain in my life has been a hero all along...

107,000 words
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*GRAVE CURSE is a contemporary romance with a true Alpha Hero who’s half-stalker, half-menace and all about the woman who is his ride-or-die. As always, no cliffhangers, love triangles, or cheating. Due to adult language, violence, death, destruction of a lingerie store, a personal toy called Mr. Happy, and several steamy scenes that don’t fade-to-black, this book is not intended for readers under the age of eighteen.*
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“IT TOOK ME A WHILE to find you.” Slowly, because I didn’t want to screw this up by rushing, I made sure the frayed wires from the ancient, unplugged extension cord curled in a sloppy manner on the garage floor. Right next to it was a spill of paint, also sloppily cleaned up, with loads of rags soaked in turpentine and a nearby open and rusted can of turpentine. The entire garage was a fire hazard all by itself, stuffed with boxes and boxes of shit collected throughout a lifetime of boring, middle-class life. Luckily there was a distinct pathway that wound its way through all the junk, wide enough to maneuver from one end of the garage to the other.

Certainly wide enough for me to set the scene for my trussed-up audience.

“See, the fact is, my uncle Hades never mentioned you by name. Just that you existed.” The mingling scents of turpentine and paint made my eyes water, and I couldn’t wait to breathe fresh air instead of sucking it in through an N95 mask. I needed to get things going before the fumes made my brain hazy. “You know what I had to do to find you? I had to go through the entire roster of guards and general personnel employed by the Illinois State Penn and put it on a spreadsheet. Don’t tell anyone, but I love spreadsheets. They make me feel like I’ve got a real solid overview of a situation.” I glanced over at my audience lying on the floor and tipped him a wink. “Control freak, plus closet nerd, equals me. That’ll be our little secret though, yeah? I’ve got a badass biker rep to uphold.”

Staring up at me with wild eyes and sweat pouring off him despite the coolness of the early October pre-dawn hour, my audience whimpered behind his gag and struggled at the bonds around his wrists and feet. I’d made sure to pad those bonds so no ligature marks would show up, but he’d been trussed up a while. I needed to move this along before he bruised himself trying to get free.

“Once I had my list of suspects, I eliminated all the women. That’s not me being sexist, so don’t go down that road. My uncle simply indicated the person he’d blackmailed into coordinating the death of my old man was a dude. But since that still left over a couple thousand names on the list, I had to get creative and figure out how to chop that list of suspects down to size. Uncle H told me the guard who helped unalive my pops was a family man. He had a college-aged daughter, so that meant he was older, like you. No offense. I’d like to get old myself one day, though I doubt it’ll happen. Generally speaking, Colgraves don’t grow old. They’re in the ground long before Father Time can look our way.”

The man on the floor mumbled against his gag.

“You’re right, I’m wasting time.” I splashed more turpentine on the ground, then let a handful of rags soak it up before tossing the rags on the extension cord. How much was too much? “So, as I was saying, I had a big-ass list, but I was able to cut it down by going through all the clues Hades had given me. My list of thousands dwindled to about eight-hundred older family men, before I remembered the guy I was looking for was a girl dad. A dad to a college-aged girl who went to not just any college, but some fancy Ivy League university. Well, that cut things down big-time. You know how many of you there are working at the state Pen? Seven. Out of thousands and thousands of you, there are only seven dads who have a daughter who made it into an Ivy League school. You should be proud.”

Behind me, the man began to cry.

“Now here’s the plot twist, dude. Uncle Hades decided to drop a name near the end of taunting me about how he’d killed my old man. He said, ‘Little Gigi would be kicked out of her Ivy League school faster than you can say three-way.’ But here’s the problem—no one had a daughter named Gigi. I began to wonder if my uncle had simply decided to mind-fuck me for shits and giggles, but I still had to investigate it to the end. I’m nothing if not thorough.” Spilled paint, check. Old, fucked up extension cord, check. Careless use of turpentine, check. Fire hazard of a garage, check. Ajar door leading into the kitchen to feed oxygen into the garage, check. 

All I needed now was a solid reason for why someone got trapped in this garage. My packrat hoarder surroundings gave me plenty of inspiration.

“I looked into the backgrounds of all seven girls but didn’t find anything. Then I looked up the name Gigi, thinking it might be a nickname for one of the names on my list. Instead I found some old movie by that name. It’s about  a young girl, Gigi, who’s being taught how to be the perfect French mistress for older, married dudes who’re wealthy enough and powerful enough to afford jailbait side pieces. Kinda fucked up if you think about it, but I try not to judge. And yeah, if that kind of shit is romanticized by Hollywood and turned into a fucking musical, I can see how that sort of thing might appeal to an impressionable girl. Thank heaven for little girls, and all that. Am I right?”

The man on the floor made a supreme effort to communicate, and it sounded like “Pease.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve got no intention of turning my sights on your kid, or anyone else’s, for that matter. This is about fathers, not daughters.” I looked at what was right above my audience and saw potential. Heavily laden planks of wood on brackets. Leaning over, I hefted one, saw that it wasn’t nailed or screwed in place, and shook my head. This was almost too easy. “You really are a half-assed slob, you know that? I’m amazed this place hasn’t gone up years ago.”

“Pease, pease, pease.” The man began to sob.

“Your daughter, Genevieve LeMieux, is the only one out of the seven Ivy League girls who uses the name Gigi on all her social media platforms. Studies both international law and French at Colombia University. She has aspirations of living in Paris as an interpreter in the diplomatic field, and you know something? I think she’ll make it. That is, if no one discovers the amateur porno flick she posted on OnlyPorn, where she’s getting pegged in the ass from one guy while taking another guy’s cock down her throat. Then her diplomatic career might be over before it begins, but hey, let’s be honest. She could also have a great career in the porn industry, and that’s okay, Hugo. Seriously, there’s nothing wrong with that. She’s obviously got talent, drive and a whole lot of self-confidence, and I think that’s something you should be proud of. I know we haven’t had the chance to talk much, but I get the feeling you’re not proud of your daughter’s life choices. That’s a real shame. I mean, if you’d just accepted that your kid has an adventurous sexual appetite and doesn’t mind letting the world see it, you wouldn’t be living your last few moments of life lying on this disgusting garage floor.” I glanced back at him, and sighed. “Lying on this disgusting garage floor, pissing yourself. Jesus, Hugo.”

The smell of urine mingled unpleasantly with the turpentine and paint.

“Pease donn.”

I knew what he was trying to say, but since these were his proverbial last words, the least I could do was let him say them. I wasn’t a complete monster, after all.

Squatting down, I tugged the gag from his mouth. “Go ahead.”

“Please don’t kill me. I have kids. I have kids.”

“So did my old man. Three of us—me, Loki and Hel, our baby sister. Crazy names, I know, but since my dad was named Odin and our uncle’s name is Hades, we were destined for the shitty names we have. I mean, my name, Tyr, sounds like the water leaking out of your eyes right now. One of my earliest memories of life is of a kid in kindergarten calling me Boohoo, and telling me to cry tears because that was my name. That’s the first fight I ever got into, but I can guarantee you no one at that school ever made fun of my name after that. Tyr was the Norse god of war, and I’ve more than lived up to that name from the time I could walk, because waging war is what Colgraves do best. Maybe you should have thought about that, and about Odin’s children, before deciding to kill him.”

“B-but I didn’t kill him. I didn’t do it myself.”

“No, you didn’t,” I agreed, nodding. “But the ones who wolf-packed him inside the facility’s laundry room... you’re the one who let them in. You’re the one who sent the guards who were supposed to be overseeing that area out on an unscheduled break. You did that, Hugo. If it weren’t for you, my old man would still be alive today. Still behind bars, of course, but alive.”

The inescapable truth of that statement was there in his eyes. He knew it, and he seemed to deflate in front of me. “I’m sorry. I swear, I’m sorry. I had no choice. Your uncle made me watch that... that video... Oh God, he was going to expose it, expose my baby girl. I’m sorry, I’m sorry...”

“I’m sure you are. I’m sorry, too. I mean that.” At last I stood, more resolved than ever to tie up this loose end. “If a Colgrave touches your life, it’s rarely for the better. We’re cursed, you know, us firstborns, like my father and me. Cursed to never know happiness. Cursed to never be free of blood and death and the deepest fucking despair known to man. Just... cursed. If we’re not very careful about what we do and who we get close to, the lives of the people we touch get ruined beyond repair. Like your life, Hugo.”

The man on the floor began to sob.

“You forfeited your life the moment you chose to help Hades kill my father. But I promise you here and now, this messy chapter ends tonight. That’s why I’m trying so hard to make this look like an accident. Usually I want a scene like this to send a loud-and-clear message that this is what my enemies will suffer if they dare to cross me. But I’m not doing that this time. I don’t want Gigi to go through life eaten up with rage and vengeance, knowing her father was murdered. And I sure as hell don’t want her to blame herself for this. Yeah, if she’d never posted that video, you and I wouldn’t be where we are now, but I don’t want her to know that. I want her to be at peace with how this was just a terrible accident that was bound to happen, considering the shithole this garage is. Not to mention she’ll get a hefty life insurance payout that much quicker if there’s no long and drawn-out investigation into your death. You’ve got a policy worth half a mil, so I want her to get it as quickly as possible. I hope that’ll cushion the blow of losing you.” With that, I stood and upended the plank shelving, letting the contents pelt down all over him.

Hugo let out a strangled scream as I plucked up the now-empty plank. 

“Y-you don’t have to do this, please, you don’t have to—”

“Everyone heard how Hades offed my old man, Hugo. That asshole crowed about it in front of the whole fucking world to make sure I’d have no choice but to make someone pay. I’m the leader of the breakaway Gravediggers, you see, so I can’t show any signs of being soft. I can only answer blood with blood, because that’s the Gravedigger way. The Colgrave way. You really should’ve thought about that, and about consequences, before bending to my uncle’s will.” I hefted the plank and paused a moment to look Hugo in the eye. “At least you won’t feel the fire when it burns you alive.”

“No, wai—”

Ten minutes later and a block away, I slung a leg over my old man’s Harley, a twenty-year-old hog that I’d kept in perfect running order per Odin’s instructions. This, I’d already decided, would be its final ride. I wasn’t the sentimental type, but this seemed fitting.

Flames began to lighten the midnight sky as I kicked the engine to life and headed out of the peaceful subdivision.
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Growing Up Among Gods
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Ginger

I ALMOST HIT THE GIRL with my bright red Mini Cooper as I buzzed around a corner mere yards from my intimate apparel shop, Vixen’s Den.

“Shit!” I slammed on my brakes. Tires squealed against the pavement as I yanked the steering wheel sharply to the left, then nearly plowed head-on into a laundry truck trundling along in the opposite lane. The rude blare of the truck’s horn told me what I already knew—that I was in his lane—before I managed to crank my car back to where it belonged. 

Holy crap.

After growing up surrounded by the dangers of the Chicago Gravedigger world, I’d nearly bought the farm thanks to a dumpy laundry truck and a brown-haired girl playing chicken in the middle of the road.

Oh.

Wait. 

The girl.

Bringing my car to an ignominious stop in front of my shop, I waited for the telltale sensation of my throat closing up, a reflex action that happened when I was terrified. Nope. Just good old-fashioned adrenaline-fueled outrage. With that, I jumped out of my car and ran-walked to where the girl looked at me with huge owl eyes.

“What the absolute hell were you doing in the middle of the damn road?” Adrenaline thumped through me, balling my hands into fists. I had weird reactions to certain stimuli, because I’d had a seriously screwed-up childhood. Terror made me go mute, and being startled or freaked out made me furious. I didn’t shake or burst into tears like a normal human being. No. I snarled and beat the crap out of whatever it was that had freaked me out. Gods didn’t get freaked out. They just flattened whatever it was that had dared to bother them. I was no god, of course, but I’d grown up surrounded by them. Growing up among gods, a weak mortal like me learned fast that the only way to survive them was to pretend I was one of them. “Answer before I toss you under the wheels of the next oncoming bus.”

“I’m sorry!” The girl—really, she looked way too young to even have a driver’s license—held up both hands as if she expected me to carry through with my threat. Her straight brown hair, parted in the middle and hanging without any life to her shoulders, made her oval face appear that much paler as she stared at me with light brown eyes as big as an anime character’s. “Please don’t hurt me, I swear I didn’t see you. I just wanted to go around my car to look at the tires, because something was thumping while I was driving along and something didn’t feel right. I’m sorry, really.”

I crashed to a halt no more than a foot from her, instinctively putting all I could into my six-foot-tall frame. I wasn’t the tallest woman in the world, but more often than not I was the tallest one in the room. I definitely towered over this little kid as I tried to get my redhead’s temper under control. 

Little kid, I repeated silently, trying to talk myself down off the attack-mode ledge. Little tiny kid who made a mistake. Quit intimidating. Don’t threaten. Don’t kill. Just... don’t kill.

Okay.

“So. Um. Your tires.” I repeated her words to buy some time as I tried to let out the steam boiling away in my brain. Whew. When it came to fight or flight response, there was never any doubt what mine would be. I could lay that nasty little character flaw directly on Hades’s doorstep, but that was weak. To conquer that madness I first had to take responsibility for it. “Okay, I get it. You stepped out into the street to check your tires, yes?”

“Y-yes.”

“I understand. Sorry I snapped. Really, I mean it. That was just adrenaline getting the better of me.” I waited a couple beats, then stifled a sigh when she didn’t budge. “I’m not sure what you’re waiting for, but your car’s tires aren’t going to magically come over to you. You’re going to have to go over to them. Go ahead and check them, okay? I’ll wait.”

She blinked. “For what?”

This time I didn’t bother stifling a sigh. She was a sweet kid, but she obviously was not the sharpest knife in the drawer. “What’s your name?”

“Olive.”

“Olive.” She looked like an Olive, so I found myself relaxing enough to smile at her. “If it’s all right with you, I’m going to stay here and wait for you to tell me if you’ve got a car problem that we can deal with ourselves, or if we need to call for help. Okay?” When she continued to just stare at me like I was speaking in ancient Sanskrit, I clapped my hands to snap her out of it. “Go on, hon.”

She jumped into action as if poked with a pin. This time she took an almost absurd care in looking for traffic before heading around her car, then gave a despairing moan when she rounded to the trunk.

That didn’t sound good. “What’s the verdict, Olive?”

“Flat tire.” She trudged back toward me as if her feet had turned to lead, her expression woebegone. “What am I going to do? I don’t have the money to buy new tires. I don’t even know if the spare has air in it. God, my life is such a shambles. Maybe it would’ve been best if you’d just hit me and then everything would be over.”

“Hey, stop that,” I said, alarmed enough to reach out to touch her forearm. “It’s not the end of the world, okay? It’s just a flat tire.”

“Sometimes a flat tire can be the end of someone’s world.”

That was a mortal’s way of thinking, and while I knew I was one, I automatically jumped into pretend-goddess mode. “Maybe for some people, but not for us. Nothing can defeat us.”

Olive’s shoulders slumped as if carrying a massive invisible weight. “Trust me, everything can defeat us.”

“You’re just having a bad morning, but don’t worry, okay? Things are about to turn around, I promise. Come on.” I tried out my most charming smile, shifting gears from towering menace to fairy godmother, and gently pulled her toward my shop. “I’m going to get you settled inside my place with something hot to drink, and then I’m going to change that tire for you. I’ll bet you anything you’re going to feel loads better an hour from now.”

“Uh, your place?” 

“Vixen’s Den. The shop you’ve always wanted to go into, but were too afraid to look.” With a laugh, I led the way toward my shop.

“That was quite a wake-up call for the morning.” The moment we walked through the door, my best friend and shop manager, Roxie LaRue, stared at us from behind the counter with wide eyes. “I saw the whole thing from the display window. Nothing like a near-death experience to get the ol’ blood pumping.”

“Remember, Rox, that which does not kill you makes you stronger and pissed off.” I tossed my hair to underscore the point, then glanced back at the girl I’d almost made into roadkill. “Please, come in, Olive. Make yourself at home while I get some coffee going, okay? Then I can head out and take care of that tire for you.”

“I...” The girl took one step into the shop, looked at the stripper pole and the mini stage it was on smack in the middle of the front room, before taking in a mannequin display next to her dressed in a neck-to-toe fishnet bodysuit with patches in all the delicate places. Then she looked around at the never-ending displays of pasties, platform heels displayed on rows of underlit wall shelving, and bedazzled bra-and-brief sets on circular racks, some of which were my own design. “Wait. What kind of store is this again?”

“We are Chicago’s fastest-growing shop for all your exotic-wear needs,” I said brightly. “Which is a polite way of saying we sell lots of sexy, smutty stuff to strippers and stripper-wannabes. Welcome to Vixen’s Den.”

“Thanks,” she said faintly, her gaze making another sweep of the fab front room before landing on me. “Who are you?”

“Ginger Sisko, owner of Vixen’s Den.” I pulled off a little curtsy. “Over there at the counter is Roxie, my bestie and all-around good egg. Get this, she was one of the best exotic dancers in all of Chicago—even won a lot of dancing awards—but then her back got crunched while she was competing at the World Pole Dance Competition about seven years back.”

“Wow.” Olive looked at Roxie like she wasn’t sure if she should applaud or back out of the door and run for it. “I didn’t even know you could compete in... uh, in something like that.”

“Oh yeah, it’s a big industry.” Roxie tossed back her glorious mane of brown hair and gave Olive a wink. “Any time you want a lesson, kiddo, I’m your girl.”

“Um...”

“She’s for real on that offer,” I said brightly, hoping to loosen the poor girl up. Everything about her reminded me of a nervously clenched fist, and the mother hen in me wanted to find a way to make her take a breath and relax. “She teaches classes here whenever she feels the itch, in addition to being the Den’s store manager. Be nice to her, she may or may not bite.”

“Only if you give me permission,” Roxie shot back without missing a beat before glancing at me. “And no need for you to put on the coffee, babe, I’ve already got it going.”

“Oh, you’re the best, Rox, thanks. I promised Olive here a cup of coffee before I headed out to change her tire for her.”

Roxie, an impossibly gorgeous brunette with an itty-bitty waist balanced by a butt and boobs that gave new definition to dangerous curves, slow-blinked deep blue eyes immaculately done up, complete with out-to-there eyelashes. “You’re going to change it?”

I gave her my best goddess-tier look. “Of course I’m going to change it. Got a problem with that?”

“Why not just call across the street and ask for help from—”

“Never ask a god for help, Roxie.” Zipping my bright red jacket up to my chin, I shot her a quelling glance. “They always make you pay for it.”

To be fair, Tyr Colgrave—the man Roxie had been on the verge of mentioning—was the most tolerable of the modern-day gods that weaved in and out of my life, I thought minutes later as I hefted the spare tire out of the back of Olive’s beat up Honda Civic. Ever since I could remember I’ve had terrifying, powerful men—all named after some ancient god or another—casting their shadow over me and my mother. For years we were pawns in a twisted game of checking the balance of power, and that balance had always seemed to be held between two opposing poles—Hades, the leader of the Chicago Gravediggers MC, and Tyr, his nephew, the leader of the breakaway chapter known only as the Gravediggers.

It hadn’t started out that way. My first memory of Hades was when I was only about four or five years old. He and my mother, drunk on what she used to call “mommy juice,” had stumbled home one night, crashed through the bedroom door and tumbled onto the unmade bed. They then proceeded to screw each other right in front of me because my mother had clearly forgotten our apartment had only one bedroom and my little cot was crammed into the corner by the overflowing closet. At the time I hadn’t understood what Hades was doing to my mom. All I knew was that she’d been laughing and begging him to give it to her hard, but since it looked like he was hurting her, I’d pulled the covers over my head and plugged my ears so I wouldn’t hear them.

I was too young to understand what was happening then. I was also too young to recognize that this was the beginning of the end for my mother.

A growl rumbled out of me as I retrieved the tire-changing tools from the car’s trunk. Careful not to make the same mistake Olive had made by stepping out into the street, I shoved the scissor-style jack under the car’s frame, slipped the cheap-ass hand crank into the jack, and cranked it like it was my mission in life. Physical exertion—dancing, working out, playing on the pole inside my shop—was my go-to method of repressing memories when they wouldn’t stay repressed. Thoughts of my mother and Hades triggered me something fierce, but that was to be expected.

Sadly, any mention of Tyr had almost the same effect.

Which probably wasn’t fair, I thought, readjusting my grip on the manual crank that had a jagged point on the end of it that poked my palm with every turn. But when it came to Tyr, I never felt fair. From the moment Hades had ascended to power as the leader of the Chicago Gravediggers, I’d become the whipping boy—or whipping girl—Hades used to keep his powerful nephew Tyr in line.

The problem with that, of course, was that Tyr never stayed in line. He never gave me a thought if he came in late, or had a bad run, or sassed his uncle. He didn’t get punished for that. I did. So what if Hades had knocked out yet another one of my teeth because Tyr pulled some stupid shit that hadn’t been authorized? It wasn’t his teeth. My smile now had four permanent fake teeth screwed in place thanks to that bastard’s carelessness with my life. And the scars on my arms and chest, from the night there had been so much blood... That had been Tyr’s fault too.

God, how I’d hated him then. 

I hated Tyr now, almost as much as I’d adored him when I was a small child and shared my very first kiss with him when I’d only been seven or so...

“What the actual fuck are you doing?”

The sharp, familiar voice barking at me made me jump. The jack’s hand crank slipped, and the jagged point sliced across my palm. I cried out, then immediately clamped my lips between my teeth, but it was too late. 

Shit.

I’d made a sound. 

Oh God, I’d made a sound of pain.

Right in front of a god. 

Panic ballooned in my chest, irrational and all-consuming. Making a sound of pain was the absolute worst. It excited those who thought they were gods and only brought more pain raining down on me. I could never allow my pain to be seen or heard by a god who would delight in it. That way lay dragons.

“Fuck.” Tyr materialized beside me, crouched beside the car’s tire while I clutched my fisted hand to my chest. I found myself staring at the man I hated—dark blonde hair that was so naturally straight it looked silken; light brown eyes the color of whiskey; a beard so short and well-manicured it could almost be scruff. When he’d been a little boy, his cheeks had been cute and chipmunk-like, but that boy had long ago disappeared. Tyr had become a granite-faced man a long, long time ago. The Night of Blood, as I always thought of it. That was the night he’d killed for the first time. He’d done it to save me.

Neither one of us had ever fully recovered from it.

My stomach rolled over hard. I squeezed my eyes shut and concentrated on not throwing up. Think of kittens. Puppies. Rainbows, Silly, impossibly high heels that looked so cute, and if they had bows or sparkles, so much the better...

“Ginger.”

“Fuck off.” Honestly, didn’t he know how much I hated him?

“Let me see your hand.”

Goddamn it, Tyr, let me go to my mental happy place. “It’s fine.”

“Ginger, let me see.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine.”

“It is.”

“It’s bleeding. You’re bleeding. Blood’s dripping from your hand like a leaky faucet. Let me see so I can take care of it.”

I almost whimpered, and I had to once again bite both my lips together from making another intolerable sound of weakness. My shoulder hit the car that I was crouched next to, telling me that I’d semi-swooned, but I still didn’t open my eyes. If I did, I might see the blood, and I couldn’t do that. No way. Not in front of Tyr. I’d throw up for sure, maybe even faint, and I couldn’t do any of that in front of him. 

So at this point my plan was simple—I just had to keep my hand balled up and eyes shut for all eternity, and everything would be okay. 

I could do that.

I could do anything if I set my mind to it.

“Snap, I need you to listen to my voice.”

Snap. Like Gingersnap. How long had it been since Tyr called me that? Before I hated him, I used to love it when he’d call me Snap.

“Listen to my voice, and do exactly as I tell you, yeah?” Some kind of woolly fabric wrapped around my hands, but I didn’t open my eyes to see what it was. “Take nice, deep breaths, slow and even. I’m here, so you know you’re safe from everything this world could ever throw at you.”

Um, I completely did not know that, actually. Yet at his words, for some reason my body let go of a bone-breaking tension I hadn’t even known was there.

“Good girl. Now, I’ve wrapped your hands up in my scarf so you won’t see the blood. Don’t look down at your clothes, just open your eyes and look at me.”

Right. Sure. Look at Tyr. The guy who used to be my best friend. My first innocent little kiss. The boy who’d turned into my enemy when we were teens. The leader of the breakaway chapter of the Gravediggers, and the man who blamed me for making him kill for the first time.

The man who had killed to protect me, and sullied himself forever.

Tilting my face up in his direction, I opened my eyes.

Darkly fringed eyes the color of whiskey stared back at me, his face so close I could see just a hint of gray in his dark blonde brows. Gray? I thought, in part to distract myself from the blatant fact that he was close enough to kiss. I knew he was only thirty because he was two years older than me. When had Tyr started going gray, and why hadn’t I noticed until now? Whether I liked it or not, I always noticed everything about Tyr. It was like my personal curse.

“There you go. You’re okay.” He kept his hands on mine—or more accurately on the black scarf wrapped around my hands, while keeping his gaze locked with mine. “Next step is standing up. Ready?”

“I told you, I’m fine.” I hated how weak I sounded, like I was inches away from a Victorian swoon. Damn it, that wasn’t like me. I could never allow weakness to be a part of my vocabulary, so I jutted my chin upward. “Or at least I would have been fine if you hadn’t jump-scared me like that. What the hell is wrong with you, Tyr?”

“Lots of things, one of them being a six-foot-tall redhead who right now is paler than Casper the ghost.”

“I’m always pale.”

“Not like this. You look like you’re about to pass out. Are you?”

“No.” I snarled the word. Passing out was for normal people who hadn’t been raised inside the Gravedigger world. I had to be made of sterner stuff. “I feel fan-fucking-tastic, thanks for asking.”

“You’re not going to feel fan-fucking-tastic when you see your hand. Or the front of your jacket. Or your jeans.”

Damn it. “That bad?”

“I’ve seen horror flicks with less blood.”

I swallowed hard and tried for a casual shrug. “No problem. I’ve got a change of clothes in my shop.”

“Uh-huh. And how are you going to get into your nice, clean change of clothes without getting them all bloody?”

Duh. “Obviously I’m going to take care of my hand first.”

“You’ll have to look at it to do that.”

My stomach rolled queasily again. Of course. He knew my problem with blood because he was there when it began. “I’ll wash it off and bandage it myself.”

“Without looking?”

“Roxie can help. Or that little Olive kid.”

“That’d be great if one of them is a doctor.”

I stared at him, baffled. “I don’t need a doctor to bandage up a hand.”

“You do if you need stitches.”

The street wobbled under my feet. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“I haven’t seen it yet, so I don’t know. We’re going to stand up now,” he went on in a matter-of-fact tone that told me he had things to do, and one of them wasn’t coddling me through a dramatic emotional meltdown. “You’re going to keep your eyes on me, and I’m going to take you over to Ride Or Die to get you all bandaged up. Don’t faint on the way over, or I might just leave you where you fall.”

“Thanks for the warning, Prince Charming,” I growled before forcing my legs to hold me as I stood with him to my full height. The anger at his careless—no, uncaring—words solidified my muscles like nothing else. The world snapped into crystal clarity, and I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. Roxie stood hesitantly at the door of Vixen’s Den, with the girl, Olive, just behind her.

“Are you all right?” Roxie called the moment she saw me pop up from behind the car.

“No, she’s not, but I’m taking care of it,” Tyr answered before I could open my mouth.

Olive, staring at Tyr as if he were the Devil incarnate, looked like she wanted to cower behind Roxie forever. “I called my brother, Ginger, and um, he said he’s going to swing by to talk to you. He’ll be here any minute.”

“Good. Let him change your damn tire. Roxie, call Misty to let her know I’m bringing Ginger over to patch up her cut hand. Have her get the first-aid kit out and ready for us in my office bathroom.”

“Don’t order her around, she’s not your servant.” Then I glanced over at a wide-eyed Roxie. “But if you wouldn’t mind, would you please call Misty and let her know we’re coming in hot?”

“On it.” With that, Roxie vanished back into the shop.

Olive, looking distressed, hung on to the shop’s open door like she feared she might drift away. “Ginger, I’m sorry you got hurt. Maybe we can take care of your hand here? Like I said, my brother—”

“Your brother is your problem, kid. Ginger is mine.” Tyr barely spared Olive a glance before tugging on my hands. To a casual observer, it probably looked as if he had me all tied up like I was his personal prisoner, and he was carting me off to his secret urban dungeon. Great. “Let’s move.”

“Tyr, I’m not your problem.” Really, I had to say it.

“If only that were the case. Now do me a favor and pipe down, yeah? I’ve got to get you across the street before you faint from blood loss.”

“I am not fainting.” I hoped.

“Across the street” wasn’t as simple as it sounded. Tyr’s Gravediggers Motorcycle Club, or MC, wasn’t just one building, like a quaint little community center. It was a massive, fenced-in and heavily guarded compound that took up approximately one commercial-sized city block. It contained several buildings, including an old 1960s-style motor court motel that used to house a stable of strung-out, haggard, used-up prostitutes, including my mother. The motel was now called the Barracks, and it could house up to two-hundred Gravedigger brothers if they ever went on lockdown. That had happened at the beginning of the year, and while no one wanted a repeat performance, Tyr remained ready to pull his army in at a moment’s notice. The kitchens were always stocked, the place was kept immaculately clean, and if anyone wanted to throw down in a big way, Tyr was clearly ready to take care of his men during a long-term siege.

That, as much as anything, made him a great leader. He always put the members of the Gravediggers first.

But of course, I wasn’t a Gravedigger. I was just a woman, so I was something the leader of the Gravediggers had no problem sacrificing.

The bastard.

The Barracks hung on the edge of a huge parking lot that connected all the other buildings. To the right was a gray-washed, solid-looking structure that used to be a bank, but was now the Gravediggers Clubhouse. I loved that place. On the surface it looked harmless and vaguely contemporary, but on the inside it was a wondrous fortress that had sublevels to it that even I hadn’t been allowed to see. As far as security went, it was a masterpiece.

In the middle of the huge parking lot, there used to be an island of trees and bushes that had been ignored until was an overgrown tangle. Now it had been cleared, and in its place stood a small, elevated structure that resembled the wooden lifeguard towers you’d find on a beach. Last winter we’d had a couple of Hades’s men hide in that tangle, and once the hubbub from that incident had blown over, Tyr ordered that thicket to be mowed down so that a watchtower-slash-central security hut could be built.

On the left side of the large parking lot, a gigantic metal warehouse-like structure dominated the landscape. That was our destination, Ride Or Die Choppers, Tyr’s pet project and secret love of his life. A legit business pulling in almost as much money as the club’s less-than-legal enterprises had never been a part of Tyr’s long-term plans, at least as far as I knew. He’d just needed a legit business front to launder whatever money came in from the club’s “extra-legal” activities. 

But over the past several years that the Gravediggers had become a separate chapter from the Chicago Gravediggers, Tyr had come to love Ride Or Die Choppers like it was his own child. Now he gave it almost as much attention as he did to the other not-so-kosher business dealings that made his Gravediggers chapter thrive, and that told me where his secret heart lived.

Not that I believed Tyr had any aspirations of going straight and living a meek little civilian’s life. The very thought made me laugh to myself as he pulled me through Ride Or Die Choppers’ showroom decorated in grays and whites, with fantastical custom-built bikes gleaming under the showroom lights. I doubted he even knew what living a straight life was. He’d been born into the Chicago Gravediggers, a club his grandfather had founded, and from the start it had been exactly what a 1%er club was supposed to be—brutal muscle-for-hire for organized crime, running drugs, guns and prostitutes with impunity. 

Tyr’s grandpa, Titan, eventually wound up in the gray-bar hotel—prison—for beating a man to death with his bare hands. The club had passed on to his son, Odin, Tyr’s old man, who hadn’t been any better than his pops. To prove it, Odin wound up beating a man to death when I was in middle school and got caught by the law, but this time the club didn’t get handed down to Tyr. Oh, no. Hades had taken control even before his brother had been officially convicted. 

From that point on, Hades had ruled the Chicago Gravediggers with a tyrannical iron fist.

Hades taking control of the Chicago Gravediggers had signaled a terrible change in my life and in the lives of the Colgrave children. Gone was the protection we’d all enjoyed when Odin was around to be a natural brake on his brother’s cruelty. I had never been used as a whipping boy for Tyr, the heir apparent, when Odin had been in power. But that insanity started almost immediately after Hades came to power. We’d all been shocked by it, most of all Tyr and me, but clearly Tyr had never been so shocked that he actually stopped misbehaving. If anything, my torture sessions got worse the older we got, and always it was because of Tyr. 

Tyr’s younger brother Loki flat-out left the MC life once he graduated high school and never looked back. He was now some kind of famous tattooist with a regular job and a passel of wild-eyed kids who were growing so fast they were threatening to be even bigger than he was. 

Tyr and Loki’s little sister Hel now lived somewhere on the rugged Oregon coast. She did cute illustrations for children’s books as Helen Colgate, and unutterably nightmarish gothic paintings as “Hell Grave,” a play on her true name, Hel Colgrave. The last time I spoke with her, she was getting ready for her first solo exhibition and was a nervous wreck—which, for a Colgrave, meant she was bitchier and more acerbic than ever.

As unexpected as all that was, Tyr did the craziest thing of all. After trying to hold the Chicago Gravediggers together while under his uncle’s insane rule, it became apparent that the chaos-loving Hades wanted nothing more than to be king of the graveyard, with the members of his MC planted in the graves. Tyr and his closest friends bailed on the club his grandfather founded, and so did I. Not that I really had to at that point; I hadn’t been linked to the Chicago Gravediggers since my mother, Hades ol’ lady, OD’d when I was eighteen. But Tyr had convinced me that to be safe, I had to be clear in my affiliation with Tyr’s new MC chapter, the Gravediggers. I’d agreed to do this because I feared Hades would try to hold on to me even after my mother’s death, and Tyr was the only one strong enough to oppose him. 

At the time of my mother’s death, I’d been designing lingerie and cute girlie clothing and selling my creations online. I’d been saving every penny I had to get the hell out of the nightmare of a life my mother had put me in, but when my mother died and Tyr broke free with the announcement that I was under his protection, I decided to try to use the money I had to buy more inventory and make a real go of my online store I’d named Vixen’s Den. Within a year, Tyr had found the dated, single-story strip mall across from his new base of operations and loaned me the money to bring Vixen’s Den to brick-and-mortar life. 

So far it had been a fabulous business decision. I’d already paid back Tyr’s loan, something that had been my first priority. The shop was wrapping up its best year yet, to the point where I could now invest in building up my online shop as well as advertise for a greater reach throughout Chicagoland. My own designs sold as well as any of the other pieces of intimate apparel I had in stock, and I was playing with the idea of starting up my own line of super-sexy platform high-heeled shoes.

You could say I was bringing sexy back, one woman at a time.

“Oh, no.” As we closed in on Tyr’s office at the back of the showroom, a statuesque blonde bombshell came out, looking distressed. Misty, my other best friend whose miserable upbringing was so similar to mine it wasn’t even funny, pushed the office door open wide so we could enter. “Girlfriend, what happened? I got the first-aid kit ready to go on the bathroom counter, but if you want I can drive you to the ER...”

“No one touches Ginger but me.” Tyr blew by Misty like she wasn’t even there, while his words smacked every coherent thought out of my brain. “Get up front, Misty, and if anyone needs me, tell them I’ll get to them in about an hour. Right now I’m in official Do Not Disturb mode.”

“Understood.” With one last worried glance my way, Misty beat a hasty retreat, leaving me to Tyr’s tender mercies.

I’d be lucky to survive to the end of the day. 
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Chapter Two
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Do Whatever with My Hand

––––––––
[image: image]


“YOU KNOW WHAT I CAN’T figure out?” I decided to go on the offensive now that Tyr and I were alone in the small bathroom off of his office. Like everything else in Tyr’s life, the bathroom was Spartan, utilitarian and sparkling clean, no doubt because he had some hot little club mama cleaning up after him, but that wasn’t why I decided now was a good time to babble. We were alone in a tiny space, cut off from the rest of the world, and all at once I couldn’t handle just how close he was. “I can’t figure out why you suddenly appeared out of nowhere this morning. What, were you out for a nice, cleansing jog in the hope of burning off a few extra pounds? Or maybe you wanted to try on some fishnets because you have a secret yearning to feel pretty? Why were you over at my place hassling me at nine o’clock in the morning?”

“Swear to Christ, that mouth of yours is going to get you murdered someday.” He dropped the toilet seat down, then turned on the hot water in the sink. “I need to clean the blood off your hands, so do us both a favor and close your eyes. I don’t want you yakking all over me.”

Diligently I squeezed my eyes shut as he unwound the scarf. “There you go again, with your smooth talk and your Prince Charming ways.”

“I try.”

No, he didn’t. Not with me. Never with me. “That still doesn’t answer my question. What were you doing across the street? You scared the daylights out of me.”

“Obviously.” I heard him suck in a small breath between his teeth, and I could feel him turning my hand this way and that, clearly examining my wound, before he tugged it under the flow of hot water. “I think I can glue this cut together, the edges aren’t too ragged. It’s going to leave a scar, though.”

“Just one more to add to my collection.” The words just sort of popped out, while the old scars on my forearms glowed in my mind.

There was a heavy beat of silence. “When was the last time you had a tetanus shot?”

“Um, let me think.” I frowned, oddly shamefaced that I’d taken that jab at him. Maybe it was because he was trying to help me instead of putting me at risk, like he had in the bad old days. “Last year, when I stepped on a nail while installing the shoe racks.”

His movements paused. “I didn’t know about that.”

“Why would you? It’s not like it wound up on the news or anything.”

He was silent for a few brooding seconds before he continued to wash my hands. “I’m going to use some antibacterial soap and sterile pads to make sure everything’s clean, then I’ll glue it back together. Fair warning, it’s going to sting like a sonofabitch. How’s your pain right now?”

“No biggie.” The meaty part below my thumb throbbed to the point where I was half-convinced it would fall off, but I couldn’t let him know that. He’d seen enough of my pain throughout my life already. “You still haven’t answered the question. Why were you over at my place?”

“Tomahawk was on guard duty at the main gate and saw you nearly die in a head-on collision. I came out to see the carnage.”

“Nice.” I’d have to talk to Tomahawk on my way out to make sure he understood my life wasn’t something he needed to gossip about. “Disappointed I’m still alive?”

“More like bewildered about why you were changing some rando girl’s tire. What’s that all about?”

“The rando girl, Olive, was falling apart and needed a hero. I stepped up.”

“More like you stuck your nose in where it didn’t belong.” 

The disapproval in his tone made me feel like he saw me as nothing more than an irritating five-year-old who didn’t understand boundaries. “I was doing just fine until you showed up.”

“You’ve always stuck your nose in where it doesn’t belong,” he went on, clearly ignoring the pivotal role he’d played in my mishap. “When Loki started up with that fight club, you ratted him out to me. What did that get you?”

“It got you fighting in that same stupid fight club, because you both clearly inherited the same loose screw.”

“It got Loki so pissed off he didn’t talk to you for six months. And remember when Hel told you she was having problems with her art teacher when you guys were in high school, so you decided to secretly record the guy everywhere he went because you believed he was jealous of her talent? Then you were caught hiding in the faculty bathroom, and what did that get you?”

“A week’s suspension, but I still say I was right. Hel’s amazing, and that talentless hack was trying to tear her down out of spite.”

“The point is, you dive into other people’s problems like you have to fix everything all by yourself, instead of stepping back and letting them solve their own damn problems.”

“You make me sound like a nosy busybody.”

“You are a nosy busybody.”

“I hate talking to you,” I muttered, opening my eyes to glare up at the ceiling. “I even hate the sound of your voice. Every time you open your mouth I want to throat-punch you, because I know you’re going to criticize me—how I live my life, what I do for a living, who my friends are, and everything else in between. So do me a favor and don’t talk to me anymore, all right? Just do whatever you want with my hand, and don’t talk.”

There was a beat of volatile silence. “Just do whatever I want with your hand? Did those words really come out of your mouth just now?”

The way he said it made my face burn, and I knew I had to be blushing. Ugh. “I said a lot more than that. Weren’t you listening?”

“I listened, and what I heard would make any man stand up and take notice, if you get my drift. A knockout woman like you needs to be more careful with her words when she’s around big, bad men like me.”

I didn’t move, not because of the vague threat sliding through his tone, but because saying anything remotely sexual was something Tyr never did. Not to me, anyway. And knockout? Not since we were little had Tyr even hinted that he thought I was pretty, much less a knockout. We didn’t have that kind of relationship. This was brand-new territory, and I had no idea how we’d gotten here or what sort of dangers were lurking just beneath the surface.

“I’m careful enough.” I almost winced at the jarring loudness of my voice. Like an idiot I’d let the silence roll for too long, and now everything was stupid and awkward. “You’re the only man who has any complaints. Then again, that’s pretty much all I expect out of you.”

“When it comes to me, you’d be wise to expect the unexpected. Sit.” He semi-pushed me onto the lowered toilet seat, and I once again closed my eyes before I managed to accidentally catch sight of the throbbing, painful mess that was my injured hand. “So I’m the only man, huh? I guess that means all the other men in your life are fine with what you tell them to do with your hands.”

I listened to him dig around in the first-aid kit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Misty mentioned you’re dating someone new.”

Thanks a lot, Misty. “Oh. That.”

“Yeah, that. Tell me about it.”

“Nothing to tell. We’re not dating as in dating. We went on a date last Friday. As in, one singular date. I don’t know if there’s going to be another, or if anything’s going to come of it.”

“Who is he?”

Better for me to tell him than to have Misty—my sweet, romantic friend who wanted everyone to be in love like she was with her man Lasso—mess everything up. “He’s the owner and sole tattooist of that little tattoo parlor that moved in next door to Vixen’s Den. He came over and introduced himself, and before I knew it he asked me out.”

Tyr sprayed something on my hand, and the screaming pain lessened as if by magic. “What’s his name?”

“Draco, but whatever you do, don’t call him Malfoy. I did that when we first met as a joke.” I grimaced. “It didn’t go well.”

“Sounds like the asshole needs to find himself a sense of humor.”

That’s what I’d thought, too. “I’m sure he’s heard the joke a thousand times before, so he’s probably sick of it.” I flinched when he wiped something over the open wound. “Sorry.”

He made a dismissive sound. “How serious did it get during your date with Malfoy?”

Good grief, I had to make sure he never crossed paths with Draco. “That’s none of your business, but generally speaking I’m not an easy-lay. And the name is Draco. Say it with me—Dray-Co.”

“Does Malfoy know you don’t like needles? Seems like this is something a tattooist should know about you.”

Like that, my world went dark. “The subject never came up.”

“Yeah? You mean Malfoy hasn’t once mentioned anything about putting his needle to all that flawless pale skin of yours? I’ll bet he has,” he went on when I didn’t say anything. “I’ll bet that dumbass can’t stop from running his stupid mouth about all that magnificent porcelain flesh he thinks he has a right to fuck up with his mark. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“Um.” Oh, wow. Tyr thought my skin was magnificent. Flawless. But since he was my enemy, I had no idea what to do with that. “You... I...”

“Yeah? Say whatever’s on your mind, Snap. Let me in.”

“How much longer is this going to take?” I asked instead, because a sweet Tyr was a Tyr I couldn’t freaking handle. Instead I focused on how bang-on target his statement was. Draco had talked virtually nonstop about seeing me as a “pristine canvas” from the moment we met, and though we’d only been on one date, his spiel was already getting kind of old. With a sigh I glanced down at my hand to see what progress had been made, and instantly regretted it.

Oh... ick.

An ugly C-shaped gash framing the meaty part of my hand below my thumb gaped like a no-lipped mouth, with blood still trickling from its ragged edges. I clamped my good hand over my mouth, partly because I didn’t want to make another sound that signified weakness and pain, partly because I feared I was about to throw up.

“Idiot. I told you not to look.” My vision was suddenly filled with Tyr, his eyes fierce as he framed my face in his hands so I had no choice but to look at him. “Listen to me, baby girl. You’re okay. You’re okay, because I’m going to make it okay, understand? You’re fine, Snap. You’re doing just fine.”

The rock-solid reality around me jolted, and for one harrowing and utterly disorienting moment I was in another place, another time. For a horrifying second all I could see was my mother’s prone form sprawled
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