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      Once upon a time, Ghost was the best enforcer the Reapers MC had ever known—until the Hydra appeared and destroyed everything he’d worked for.

      But no matter how far he's run, or how many things about himself he's changed, Nate has come to realize he will never be able to escape the man he was. Ugly monsters have risen from the ashes of everything he burned down, and now they're threatening his future.

      For Rory, Nate’s willing to be reckless. For Rory, Nate’s willing to take every single one of Hydra’s hits. For Rory, Nate’s willing to do anything.

      And in spite of their age difference, and in spite of their history, they can survive this rising tide.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      If Rory wasn’t so goddamn tired, he might think this whole thing was hilarious. After all, being stalked and kidnapped was starting to get a little old. That shit had been going on since he was a kid, and he found it almost ironic that these assholes still expected him to be surprised by it.

      Rory knew pain better than anyone—both internal and external. He’d been raised by an abusive piece of shit who saw him as a burden. He’d been abandoned by his mother, raised by his brother, and assaulted by one of the men his father trusted.

      And you’d think he’d have been ready to run when his brother had decided enough was enough, but he’d been pissed about it.

      When Aaron had announced they were leaving the Reapers to start their own life away from the club, Rory was furious. After all, his brother had ripped him from the only world he’d ever known. But Aaron had expected him to be relieved, so Rory had played the part because his brother had suffered enough on his behalf.

      Rory had learned to live as normally as possible, but he knew better than to believe Aaron would accept civilian life forever. And a few years later, when Rory heard Aaron slip on his cut bearing the name Broken Chains for the first time, he knew it had all come full circle.

      Just like he knew they wouldn’t be able to escape their past.

      His old man might have died, but there were still monsters lurking in the shadows, waiting to claw open their bellies and play with their insides. The only time Rory had ever felt fear was when he’d heard Hydra’s name on their lips again, but it was coupled with determination to get this over with—once and for all.

      Which was why he wasn’t running. He was walking at a leisurely pace back to his little rental, pretending he couldn’t hear the assholes behind him. Even after this many years, people still underestimated him.

      They figured if he wasn’t fuckin’ Daredevil, then he was some weak, helpless, disabled little boy who couldn’t take care of himself. Like if they got the jump on him—which they would—he wouldn’t be expecting it.

      Of course, there wasn’t a second that went by where Rory didn’t understand his limitations. He wasn’t a superhero, so he wouldn’t be able to outrun two sighted men on a street where he only knew one path. His cane wasn’t magical, and his echolocation skills were subpar. Like, if he banged his cane on the ground, he could tell where cars and walls were, but he couldn’t lose them if he took off at a sprint.

      His best bet was to let them take him.

      That would put a target on their backs and a price on their heads.

      Rory should probably feel bad about letting the men condemn themselves to death, but it was hard to feel pity for people who’d kill him if the price was right. When they took him, they wouldn’t be kind about it. They’d hurt him and take pleasure in it. So why should he allow any mercy?

      He was about five minutes from his front door when he finally got tired of the little cat-and-mouse game. He came to an abrupt halt, almost laughing when he heard their footsteps skid to a stop. He carefully folded his cane, slipped it into his back pocket, then turned.

      Rory could see some—though he hated calling it that because sighted people always misunderstood the word. Yeah, he could make out shapes and shadows—and if the conditions were right, he could even see a bit of color. But that was it, and the most he could do was track the movement of the three men in front of him.

      They were dark and blurry, and trying to keep his eyes from moving was giving him a headache, so he didn’t bother.

      “So do you want me to, like, fight back? Or…”

      “Shut the fuck up,” one of them spat. He didn’t recognize the voice, not that he expected to. He knew Hydra was after him as a way to get to Aaron, but he didn’t think the man would be out doing his own dirty work. That’s what these little grunts were for. Prospect bitches getting their hands dirty in hopes of getting on Hydra’s good side.

      Pathetic.

      Rory closed his eyes and bowed his head. “Could you please hurry up? You do know my brother has eyes on me all the time. You keep this up, and—”

      He didn’t get to finish the rest of his sentence. Something sharp and cold knocked him against the back of the head once—then twice—and he was out before he hit the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Rory woke up tied to a chair. It was a position he’d been in more than once, and after wriggling his wrists, he could tell he was bound with rope. Fuckin’ amateurs, he thought with a grin. Duct tape was the worst to break out of, followed by metal cuffs. Sliding his hands out of rope would give him wicked burns, but those would heal, and it would take far less time.

      Tilting his head to the side, he did a quick assessment of the room. He couldn’t hear anything besides the groan of an AC somewhere to his left, but it wasn’t enough to give him the scope of the room. Everything sounded a little muffled, but that could easily be the head injury.

      It was too dark for him to make out anything at all, so he was leaning toward being thrown into someone’s closet.

      He debated about tapping his foot on the ground to give him some idea of the room’s size, but he didn’t want to draw attention to himself just yet. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out, but the pain in his temple told him he’d been hit hard enough to cause a concussion, which meant trying to escape on his own was out of the question.

      Lifting his right leg, he brushed the top of his foot against the cuff of his jeans and almost laughed because they hadn’t even bothered to search him. His emergency burner was still strapped to his calf, which meant his brother had access to the tracker.

      There was no chance that whoever Smokey had sent to watch his apartment wouldn’t have alerted him when Rory never got home. Rory couldn’t feel his phone in his pocket, which meant those fuckers had taken it. So when he didn’t answer, Smokey would have gathered the troops, ready to rain hellfire down on them.

      He debated about breaking out of the ropes at all, but he’d rather be of use to his rescuers instead of waiting on his ass like some fuckin’ damsel in distress.

      He started twisting his arms and felt pain shoot through his temples again. He hoped that whatever happened, these guys suffered when the Chains were done with them. He wriggled a little harder, then paused, but he didn’t hear anyone coming, which meant he wasn’t being watched.

      Yeah, he was in a fuckin’ closet.

      Assholes.

      He began to move with a little more purpose now that he was sure he was locked behind a closed door, and it only took him a few seconds and a couple of nasty scrapes along the outside of his thumb before his hand was free. He immediately lifted his wrist and used his teeth to dislodge the little woven bracelet, and he dropped it into his hand. Instead of a latch, it had a sharp, one inch knife, and he used that to saw through the second rope, freeing his left hand.

      Snapping the little knife back into place, Rory stood and twisted back and forth to free some of the kinks from his arms, then waited another second to see if anyone was coming. The room was still silent, so he stretched out his hands and felt nothing until his fingertips brushed a wall. The floor was bare, and when he felt for it, there was an empty hanger bar stretching across the space. The size of the room told him it was probably some sort of coat closet.

      That meant he was in someone’s house.

      Finding the door, he put his back to the wall, then crouched down and pulled the burner from his ankle. If he was kidnapped, the guys knew better than to call him, but the moment he pushed the speed dial button, Forge answered.

      “We got someone on the way.”

      “Aaron?” he asked.

      “He’s caught up in something else,” Forge said, and Rory almost laughed. That meant he was either under fire or also tied up because there was no way in hell Aaron wouldn’t have immediately hit the road.

      “He gonna survive it?”

      Forge laughed. “You know he is. Where you at right now?”

      “House somewhere,” Rory said, keeping his voice a low murmur. “They locked me in a closet, but they didn’t strip me. I’ve got my wrist knife and the burner.”

      “Nate’s got a lock on you,” Forge told him. “He’s about two minutes away.”

      Nate. Fuck.

      Rory was just starting to forgive him for abandoning him all those years ago, and he was taking a sort of perverse pleasure in watching Nate and Aaron posture at each other instead of working through their issues. He’d started talking to Nate again mostly to piss Aaron off, but somewhere along the way, Rory had started to like him again.

      Only…it was different this time.

      This time, he was seeing Nate and understanding the man he was with an adult’s perspective. He wanted to hate him for leaving the way he did, but Rory also understood why he had to go.

      And Nate was still very much the man Rory had crushed on with his tiny little preteen heart. Only better, and braver, and stronger than he had been as Ghost.

      Not that Rory thought he had a chance with Nate, but Rory was also the sort of person who went after the things he wanted, zero fucks given to what other people thought about it. If things hadn’t been so chaotic with him trying to finish grad school amid a fuckin’ club war between his brother and Hydra, he might have made a move.

      “Still there?” Forge asked.

      Rory rubbed at his eye, an old habit from childhood, and ignored the pain in his head. “Yeah. Debating whether or not I should break out of here and distract these guys before Nate gets here.”

      “Just lie low. Nate’s on his own, but we were able to get surveillance, and there’s only a couple of them.”

      “There were three who picked me up. I’m not sure if I should feel flattered they sent so many guys after me,” Rory said, hunkering down against the wall. The concussion was starting to make him tired, and he wanted to crawl into his bed and sleep for a few days.

      “I’d say it’s appropriate.” There was a buzzing sound on Forge’s end, then he sighed. “Nate’s there, and Smokey’s got his shit handled. He said to tell you he’ll be in touch.”

      “Sounds good,” Rory said. His sentence was punctuated by gunshots, then the sounds of shouting. He really hated sitting on his ass and letting Nate fight his battle for him, but he was also hurt and—if he was being honest with himself—a little annoyed.

      He was willing to fight because club business was his business, but this wasn’t his war. Hydra didn’t want him because he thought Rory was a threat. Hydra wanted him because he wanted to hurt Aaron.

      And Rory fuckin’ hated being anyone’s pawn.

      Before he could really make a decision, he heard the sound of a boot meeting wood, then the door swung open. The light was so bright it was painful, and he threw his hand over his face as he was grabbed and tugged from the closet.

      It took him a second to realize it wasn’t Nate. The fucker who grabbed him had a gun pressed to his back. Rory had been in this position before, and while he had never been mortally wounded, he wasn’t afraid of being hurt. He wasn’t afraid of death.

      He heard Nate swear, then Rory threw an elbow up into the guy’s ribs with enough force to knock him back. He hit the ground, then covered his ears as a series of pops eclipsed every sound in the room. All he heard after that was a high-pitched whine and somewhere beyond that, Nate’s voice.

      “…okay? Can you walk?”

      Rory’s vertigo was making him feel like he was trying to walk on a moving carnival ride, and he finally relented and shook his head. “Don’t think so.”

      Nate’s hands were all over him, checking him for injuries, and he stopped when he hit the head wound and Rory hissed in pain. “Fucker.”

      “Well, I think you made him pay for it,” Rory said wryly. He gripped Nate’s arms hard as he stood up, and the world spun again, so he didn’t let go. “Any chance you took something other than your bike?”

      He was met with silence, which meant either a nonverbal answer or guilt. Rory guessed the latter.

      “Whatever. It’s fine. Just get me the fuck out of here.”

      Nate sighed and slung an arm around Rory’s waist, leading him out of the house. Rory wanted to ask about his cane, which was definitely missing from his pocket, and his phone, which had basically the rest of his life on the little device, but he didn’t think Nate would appreciate it—or go back inside to hunt for either.

      Rory managed to keep himself upright as Nate got onto his bike, then he situated himself behind the other man and held his waist as tightly as he could. The roar of the engine was fresh hell on his tender temples, but he knew he could bear it.

      And it wasn’t like he had a choice.

      Nate wasted no time spitting gravel behind them as he hit the road. Rory felt a punch of relief to finally be away from that house, even if he’d only been there a short while. The sun hadn’t even fully set, which meant they couldn’t have kept him for more than an hour.

      But Rory hated feeling vulnerable.

      He hated getting knocked out and having no idea where he was when he finally came to.

      It had happened years back—the only time Rory had been really afraid Aaron wouldn’t reach him in time. He’d been snatched after his last class of the day, knocked out, and tied up. The fuckers were trying to pressure Aaron about something, and Rory was just the collateral for his cooperation. Rory had wanted to laugh at the time because he knew Aaron was going to rain down fresh hell on them.

      But they were sadistic little fucks. They kept Rory turned around and unsteady and in pain until the Chains finally showed up to get him. The way that made him feel—weak and unable to protect himself—was something he never said aloud. He had a feeling the rest of the guys knew, but he appreciated that they never asked him about it.

      This time would be no different, but this time he was also not a trembling mess. He was just in pain, and he wanted his bed, and…

      His fantasy about what he’d do when he got home fizzled out when he realized they’d been driving for half an hour. Which meant they weren’t going to his house. He was fairly good with directions, and he could tell immediately that they weren’t heading for River Crest either.

      That motherfucker. He knew immediately why Nate hadn’t mentioned it. Rory would have kneed him in the balls, then called Forge to come pick him up because he wasn’t about to play any more of these goddamn games between his brother and Hydra. He was done.

      His rage was enough to eclipse his pain, so when they finally rolled to a halt at whatever fucking middle-of-nowhere safe house Nate had dragged him to, Rory hopped off the bike and took a swing at him. His fist connected with soft leather, and he heard Nate stumble just before the bike’s engine cut off.

      “What the hell is your problem?” Nate demanded.

      “Where are we?” When Nate said nothing, Rory took a step forward and swung at him again. Nate had the advantage of seeing it coming, and he caught Rory’s fist with ease.

      “Stop fuckin’ punching me.”

      “Where are we?” Rory demanded again.

      Nate gripped him by the wrist and tugged him away from the bike and toward what Rory assumed was some house. They were in the middle of the woods if the swamp smell and the boxed-in humidity was anything to go by, and the ground beneath his feet was definitely sand and grass.

      “Five steps,” Nate grunted.

      Rory wrenched his hand away and groped until he felt a railing, then got himself up onto the porch. “Answer me, or I’m gonna run.”

      “Go for it. I’d be happy to let you fight a couple gators.” Rory heard Nate unlock the door with a series of soft beeps from an electronic keypad, then came the click of a deadbolt.

      The door opened, and Rory took a breath of stale air and light dust. He shoved himself forward, breezing past Nate while giving him the finger, then immediately tripped over a low table.

      “Don’t laugh,” Rory said, feeling a punch of humiliation. He hated—hated—being in an unfamiliar place when he was hurt and unsteady on his feet. He didn’t pull away when Nate reached for him again, and instead curled his hand around the back of his arm.

      “I’d never laugh at you, you little shit,” Nate told him. “You’re the one being a dick.”

      “You’re the one who kidnapped me from the kidnappers and took me to your serial-killer cabin,” Rory fired back.

      Nate sighed and led him forward, giving him a quick description of where they were. An open living room with a couch, a chair, and two end tables—one of which he’d tripped on. There was a kitchen to the right and a small hallway with a bathroom and two bedrooms.

      “This was my old man’s place back in the day. Forge got it off the grid last year, and I told Smokey it would be the best place for us to lie low until he takes care of whoever Hydra sent after you.”

      “Didn’t you just do that?” Rory asked as Nate led him into the kitchen. He was brought to a stool, and he sat, his body grateful for the reprieve. In the echo of the empty kitchen, he heard Nate rummaging around in the cabinets.

      “I took care of the assholes who took you, but they were just fuckin’ Prospects. Hydra sent a couple of his officers into town. They went after Logan and Maddie at the studio.”

      Rory felt a sudden burst of rage because those two were his family. And they were civilians. They hadn’t asked for any of this. “Tell me they’re okay.”

      Nate stopped rummaging around, and Rory listened to the sound of his boots on the wooden floor as he walked closer. He set something down on the counter, which made Rory jump, then he felt Nate’s warm touch on his arm.

      “They’re fine. Logan was able to get Maddie out of there before anything happened, and Gunner handled the rest.”

      Rory could only imagine what the poor bastards had gone through once Gunner had gotten a hold of them. But they’d asked for it. He had no sympathy when these fuckers came after a child. He leaned forward a bit as Nate’s fingers made their way up his arm, and he swallowed thickly as the warmth spread through his body.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Checking out your injuries,” Nate said, his voice uncharacteristically soft. “I’m going to touch your face, then your head.”

      Nate had always been good about telegraphing his movements unlike the other guys who tended to jostle Rory around without warning. Even after this many years of knowing him, they still forgot he couldn’t see.

      Aaron had once laughed when Rory complained, asking, “I thought that’s what you wanted?”

      And Rory had goddamn nearly knocked him out for it. “I don’t want people to forget I’m blind, you asshole. I want them to stop treating me like I’m an incapable toddler because of it.”

      He was pretty sure Aaron got the difference after that, but it didn’t change much.

      It was probably why he liked Nate as much as he did. Even as a kid, Nate had been careful with him without treating him like he was fragile. He’d been considerate without acting like it was a burden. And Nate was still that way, even so many years later.

      Rory closed his eyes when Nate’s palms touched his cheeks, and he shuddered when he felt the man’s breath ghost over his skin.

      “Open your eyes for me.”

      Rory obeyed, and this close, he was able to see a decent outline of Nate’s face in the bright light of the kitchen. “Are you going to start singing Italian love songs now?”

      “Shut up,” Nate grumbled, but he didn’t step back or let go. “Do your eyes dilate normally? I want to check for a concussion.”

      “No, they don’t,” Rory admitted, “but I definitely have one. It’s nothing major, but I’m dizzy as fuck and feel kind of sick.”

      Nate swore under his breath as he tipped Rory’s head down, then he began to prod at the spot where he’d been hit. “They didn’t break the skin, so you don’t need stitches, and your wrists don’t look too bad. You want me to get you an ice pack?”

      Rory groaned. “Oh, fuck yes. You have one?”

      “The crappy camping kind, but yeah.” Nate gently let him go, waiting until Rory was able to hold his own head up, then he walked away, and Rory heard the freezer open.

      After a second, cool plastic was pressed to the back of his neck. It was heaven, and he let go of all pretense and leaned firmly against Nate’s side. “Point me toward a bed.”

      Nate carefully lifted him from the stool, then guided him with an arm around his waist. Rory kept his eyes shut, mapping the short route from the kitchen to the first bedroom. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of dust when Nate gave him a little push toward the bed.

      “When’s the last time anyone cleaned this place?”

      “Sorry, your highness. We’ve been busy trying to prevent a fuckin’ world war.”

      “You’re so dramatic.” Rory laughed, then winced at the pain as he dropped down onto his back, letting the weight of his body press the ice pack against him harder. He felt Nate hovering, and while a part of him wanted to tell the guy to fuck off, another part of him didn’t want to be alone.

      He was brave, yes. He was strong, and he’d been through more than most people in his short twenty-five years. But there was still trauma from his past that haunted him, and he didn’t always want to be alone.

      “Will you stay?” he asked.

      He waited for the rejection, but instead Nate just sighed, then crawled onto the bed next to him and took his hand. Rory let their fingers link together loosely, and he appreciated, in that moment, that he didn’t have to say a word. He could just let himself drift.
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      Nate knew he wasn’t going to be able to sleep for shit when Rory asked him to get into bed with him. But then again, he wouldn’t have slept for shit anyway. He’d done his best to play it cool when he’d gotten the call that someone had taken Rory, but panic threatened to overwhelm him at every turn.

      When he got to the house and realized they’d locked Rory in a closet, fury eclipsed every other feeling in his body, and he dropped two of the three men before they could reach for their guns.

      The third was a bit wilier, and he managed to get Rory from the closet before Nate could take him down. Luckily, Rory was well trained by his brother and threw an elbow, sending the guy far enough back that Nate could put two bullets in his chest before he could recover.

      He left the men bleeding out into their cuts that still read Prospect on the back. He felt a small surge of pity because the men were only there after being fed spoonfuls of bullshit about power and prestige by Hydra. Nate knew how that fucker worked. He’d seen it long before Hydra left the Reapers. He’d seen him trying to sow discord among those waiting in line, promising them they could have everything they wanted without having to do the time.

      All they had to do was be loyal to him.

      Nate wanted to be long gone before Hydra got his hands on real power, and he hadn’t expected to be drawn back into it after all this time. He’d spent years hoping Hydra would just burn out—or, best-case scenario, piss off the wrong guy and find himself at the end of a shotgun.

      And as the years went on and Nate hadn’t heard even a whisper of his name, he’d started to think he’d dodged a bullet. Once he got complacent, he started to focus on how the hell he was going to survive outside of a club because that life was all he’d ever known. It was all he’d ever wanted until things turned upside down. Until he rescued a kid from a monster in the middle of the night and realized those weren’t the rules he’d agreed to live by.

      Of course, taking the badge had only been a distraction. He thought being elected as sheriff would allow him to do some actual good for a small community. Instead, he’d been thrust into a world of corruption and bribery, of systematic bigotry no one was working to dismantle. At least not from the inside.

      And Nate realized it was a losing battle.

      He’d gone dirty a few times when Aaron finally started up the Chains, but there had been no guilt involved. It allowed Nate to care for his former family and to protect Rory from afar. But there had come the moment—the crossroads—where Nate had had to make a choice.

      It could be his current life, or it could be standing with Smokey and the Chains—and really, there was no question at whose feet his loyalties lay.

      When he turned in his badge, he’d only really felt relief. He hadn’t thought he’d ever be picking up a cut again, but the leather in his hands felt right once the word Nomad was etched on the back.

      Stretching out now, nestled in the safe house that no longer looked anything like his father’s place, Nate looked down at Rory’s face and felt a pang in his sternum. He didn’t look much like the little kid Nate had known all those years ago. Club life was hard, even living on the edges of it, and that showed in the lines on Rory’s face.

      He’d grown into himself beautifully, and the first time Nate had set eyes on him after he’d become a fully functional adult, there had been a moment he didn’t know what to do with himself. Rory walked with all the confidence he’d earned. He was capable and competent, and he was braver than most people Nate had ever known.

      Half the shit Rory had been through would have left most grown men pissing their pants at every loud noise. The fact that Rory simply spit in the face of people who wanted to
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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