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WITH EVERY TEMPTATION, there will be a way to escape...

Simon “The Reaper” Mortimer is after Jasper. He all but confessed to killing Jasper’s brother and the first leader of the Kings of Hades MC Club. But there are even more secrets in his past, deadlier ones that strike at the heart of the life we have planned.

I’m in love with Jasper and I don’t want to see him fall. He’s determined to take on Simon by himself, to seek vengeance for his brother and protect me at the same time. I know if I let him go through with his plan, Jasper will be the next one in the ground.

So it’s up to me to put Simon away, to deliver him to the police with enough evidence to jail him for life. Except to do it, I have to get Jasper on board. Then there is the small problem of facing a multiple murderer all on my own. It’s down to the wire and all I have on my side is the love of a good man.

Will it be enough?
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Jasper
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I WAS BACK AT WORK. It felt good to get underneath a car, to crank my wrench and fix a problem. They were the only kind of problems I could fix, apparently. The problems in my life loomed too large for an afternoon’s work.

There was Mom and Martin, two people who had been lying to me since before I was born. I had grown up with a man I thought was my father. He died years ago, leaving a hole in my life. Then Martin moved in and started pretending that he knew me.

Always after me to ask for a promotion at work, to clean up my act and make something of myself, Martin struck me as a poser. He wanted to act like a father figure but he was just my mother’s new husband. Until he wasn’t. I recently learned he was my biological father, and that Mom knew all along and had kept it from me.

Who was the man I grew up with? Were we even related? Did he know I wasn’t his kid, or had he been fooled just like me and my older brother, Clay? I was at war with myself, trying to figure it out. I felt betrayed by the one woman who was supposed to be in my corner. Everyone had a right to a loving mom, and yet mine left a lot to be desired.

She was an ex-biker, someone who had been in her share of trouble. But she had put that all behind her to raise two kids. Or, I thought she had put it all behind her. Maybe what had just recently fallen on my head was the residual mess of a lifetime spent on the fringes of the law. It only brought up more questions. The more I thought about her past, the more I wished I didn’t have to.

Were there any other children she hadn’t told me about? What else was she keeping from me? I tried to anchor onto my fonder memories but they were drowned out by my deep disappointment. She had no right to fool me like that. She should have come clean the moment I was born.

Having kept my mother’s secret, my on again, off again girlfriend, Clara, was likewise in my rearview mirror. I was through with her as completely and utterly as I was over my own mother. They could both take a long trip together for all I cared, lose themselves on a beach somewhere and never come back.

I would grieve, sure. But it would be better that way. I didn’t want to face either of them. I didn’t want them to see how much they had hurt me. Over the course of the past few weeks, it felt like the entire world had crumbled around me. I was barely holding on, and the last thing I wanted was a bunch of traitorous women trying to help me. I didn’t need their help. I didn’t need my mother, and I certainly didn’t need Clara.

Remembering her strength while facing our sworn enemy, Simon “The Reaper” Mortimer, I felt a pang of sympathy. Clara had risked everything for me. She played the temptress and lulled Simon into a false sense of security. She attended an enemy barbeque to learn the truth about what happened to Clay. She put herself in harm’s way again and again on my behalf, but still, it wasn’t enough.

She had betrayed me. By keeping my mother’s secret, she told me everything I needed to know about her loyalties. She would sell me out whenever it was convenient and I was better off on my own.

It was difficult putting one foot in front of the other. Getting up in the morning took more strength than I thought I possessed and still, I managed to do it. Only at work did I risk setting aside all my feelings to focus on the task at hand. Fixing cars and bikes was therapy. I was surrounded by people who didn’t give a damn, and that was the best medicine I could hope for.

Looking up at the undercarriage of the latest vehicle, I couldn’t help thinking about my brother. He should have been there with me. He had been next in line to take over the shop. He was on a fast track to manager and had all the underlings like me rooting for him.

It was a small garage with only about half a dozen employees. But Clay was the owner’s favorite. My older brother was boss more often than not. When the owner was away on vacation or just out of the shop, Clay took over. He even had his own office in the back. Or he had his own office until a few weeks ago.

Clay had been murdered, beaten, shot, and left for dead in front of his house. I was almost certain Simon was to blame. Simon hated us, the Kings of Hades Motorcycle Club and me in particular. He was in love with Clara. He hid it well behind macho bravado and a cold exterior, but I could tell that he cared about her. Maybe “care” was too strong a word. He lusted after her; he wanted her in his bed and he was infuriated that she had chosen me instead.

If that was what had sealed Clay’s fate, I didn’t know. What I did know was that I was with Clara when the fateful shot was fired. I had let Clay down and I wasn’t going to make that mistake again. It was over between me and Clara. There was too much at stake and I couldn’t trust her anyway.

The only thing I had going for me was the MC. The guys I rode with, Cade, Red, Andrew, and Al, were the only family I had left. They never let me down. They never went behind my back to make pacts with other people I thought were in my corner. No, the gang members were solid while the women in my life were flighty.

I didn’t need anything but work, a bottle, and a couple friends to ride with. Everything else was just noise. I fit the new brake pads in and slid out from underneath. It was getting toward the end of my shift and I didn’t even care. I could work all night without complaining. It was life outside of work that was my downfall.

I went outside to have a seat on the stool. It was an ancient seat that was first designated for smoking back in the nineteen eighties. The owner established the spot and other people took over. Throughout the years, the stool remained in its place, overseeing a plethora of assess as employees came and went.

I didn’t smoke but occasionally availed myself of the seat. It was a good place to take stock of the day, to stare out into space and burn time. There was about an hour until I could go home, but home was the last place I wanted to go. There were another two cars waiting to be fixed and a bike whose steering was shot.

Jack was working on one of the cars and the other one could wait. No one came to our garage for the speed. They came because we were a bunch of bikers who knew their way around motors. We would fix it right the first time but it might not be the same day. At least not when I was working. Not that day.

Al pulled up on his motorcycle, a six pack of beer in one hand. It was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. I grinned at him, getting down from my perch.

“My man.” I held out a hand in greeting, giving him a slap as he rode past.

He parked near the garage, climbed off, and handed me a brew. I retreated to the stool, not sitting on it but using it as a table. I popped the cap with a key and took a long drink. I didn’t care who saw me. Drinking on the job was just one of the perks. No one could fault me for living the lifestyle of a biker, since that was what we were selling. I would offer one to any customer who wanted to hang out with us. It wasn’t a rare occurrence.

Al took up residence on the other side of the stool, his own beer halfway finished. He didn’t say anything stupid like How you doing? He knew the answer to that question. I was doing horribly.

Instead, he said, “What do you think?”

“About what?”

“The beer?”

I shrugged. “It’s good.” It was a bit thicker than what I liked, a bit fruitier. But beer was beer as far as I was concerned, and it tasted like regular beer.

“It’s my own,” Al said conversationally.

“You made this?” I tasted it again with a more critical eye. “It’s good.”

“I’ve been playing around with it.”

“You’ve been more than playing around. You’ve got bottles and labels,” I examined the bottle, noticing for the first time that there was no label.

“No labels,” he said. “I’m not selling it.”

“You should.”

“Where would I sell it?”

“Nomad,” I named our favorite bar, the one we reserved for the Kings and our friends.

We were deep in discussion when Red drove up. The oldest member of the kings, Red was there before me and Clay, back when Vince, God rest his soul, was leader of the gang. Red provided a calm level of experience that I appreciated when I was in the right mood. I wasn’t in the right mood, but it didn’t matter. He was so chill, it was impossible for Red to get on anyone’s bad side.

“Did you know that Al brews beer?” I asked, pulling another bottle out of the six pack and handing it over.

Red put down his kickstand, reaching for the beverage. He popped the top on his handlebars and took a swig. “It’s good.”

“Shut up,” Al groaned.

“It is,” Red insisted. “You gonna show me how to get more pick-up outta this baby?”

“Oh yeah.” I forgot I’d told Red to come by and that I promised to show him some modifications he could make to his bike. “Bring it in here.”

Red tipped back the entire bottle, emptying it into his gullet. He tossed the empty to Al, who caught it with a smile. Al followed us back into the shop, where we all hung around Red’s bike, tinkering with pieces. Eventually, I brought out the bike I was supposed to be working on and used that to demonstrate some of the same points.

My phone rang and I pulled it out of my pocket to see who it was. There were only a couple people who would call me, and most of them were in the room. Cade and Andrew were the other two remaining gang members. Apart from them, there wasn’t anyone I wanted to talk to.

The caller ID read MOM. I switched the ringer off and stuffed the thing back into my pocket. It was no use having a phone conversation with her. There was too much bad blood. I didn’t know what to say and I didn’t want to hear her excuses. Every time I saw her name come up, it was like another needle prick to the heart. Too many of them, and it might just spell my doom.

The missed call list flashed up the moment the phone cut off. It was one big line of MOM and CLARA with a few MARTINs mixed in. The three people who had betrayed me together were doggedly pursing me. Every day I dodged a call from one or all of them. In another lifetime, I might have appreciated their concern. As it was, I only felt angry. There were no words to describe how they had treated me and I didn’t want to engage. I went back to my real friends and the job that distracted me from my pain. The last thing I wanted was to explore my own feelings.
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Clara
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I HUNG THE STREAMERS across the door frame and stood back to look at them. Pink and white, they screamed little girl’s birthday party and that was exactly what we were going for. I couldn’t tell if they were crooked. Should I have left more dangling or taped it tighter to the corners?

“It looks fine,” Zoe said from behind me. “Stop obsessing about the streamers and give me a hand with the gift bags.”

I sat down at the kitchen table without arguing. Zoe emptied a bag full of toys, trinkets, and candy onto the surface. It created a mountain in the center and cascaded down the sides, threatening to spill onto the floor.

I caught a package of Tootsie Rolls and a stray whistle. Zoe rooted around in the hoard until she found the bags. A set of pink and white plastic totes that would be used to store the goodies was wrapped in its own cellophane. My best friend ripped it open and handed me half the stack.

“Thanks for helping me get ready,” Zoe said, peaking at me over the hill of plastic crap between us.

“No problem,” I responded. “Anything for you and Allie.”

Allie was Zoe’s six-year-old daughter who was turning seven on Wednesday. The party was Saturday afternoon to accommodate working moms and dads. Zoe knew I didn’t have anything better to do, so she invited me to help decorate. That wasn’t fair. Zoe was being kind, including me in her plans. I loved Allie, and even Patrick, Zoe’s husband, wasn’t so bad. At least Zoe had a man in her life. That was more than I could say for myself.

Seven years ago when I first fell in love with Jasper, I thought he was fun and dangerous all at the same time. But as time progressed, I started wanting more. I thought that a house in the suburbs and a minivan would make me happy. I imagined play dates with other stay-at-home moms and bake sales at school. It was everything Zoe was living through, but when I saw the reality of that life, I panicked.

Jasper and I broke up because he wasn’t willing to quit the motorcycle club. He thought I didn’t love him but that was the farthest thing from the truth. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I wanted to go back and recapture the magic we had between us.

I loved riding through the city on the back of Jasper’s bike. The feel of his hips between my legs and my arms wrapped around his muscular chest was like lightning in a bottle. It was the only place I truly belonged.

Thinking I had ruined my chances with Jasper, I went looking for another biker. I chose a bar that was halfway between lively and tame, where weekend warriors went to gather. Not a fool, I wasn’t interested in getting in deep with a real gang. I didn’t want someone who was running drugs or murdering people, just a fun time every now and then.

It was at that bar that I met Simon “The Reaper.” He charmed me into thinking he actually cared, and it wasn’t until much later that I learned he ran with a group dedicated to disrupting Jasper’s gang. The Angel’s Death MC had been established with the express purpose of causing trouble for the Kings of Hades.

The original leader of the Kings had been falsely accused of causing the death of Davy’s brother. In response, Davy founded the Angel’s Death to get revenge. They were a single-minded group, born in hatred, steeped in anger. I had walked right into that one, discovering only too late that my current boyfriend was out to get my previous boyfriend.

But that wasn’t the end of it. The more I learned about Simon, the less I liked him. Jasper was convinced that he had killed both Vince and Clay. I went undercover at a barbeque to discover the truth and couldn’t come to any other conclusion. Either he was a murderer or he was sick enough to want people to think he was.

We didn’t have any proof that we could take to the police, but what I managed to uncover was enough for Jasper. I didn’t know what he was going to do with the information and that had me worried. And then there was the little issue of Jasper’s parentage.

I had overheard his mom and stepdad talking one night, and learned the secret origin of the man I had fallen back in love with, and chose to keep quiet about it, figuring he had enough on his mind with his brother’s recent death. Jasper had rescued me from the Angel’s Death one night during a fight at Nomad’s bar. I knew then that he was man for me. It wasn’t any biker that I wanted in my life; it was only him. He got my heart racing like no one else and I found myself willing to walk through hell for him.

I had made the wrong decision. I didn’t tell him what I found out about his father until a week later. By that time, he thought I was siding with his parents over him and I hadn’t heard from him since. He stormed out on me when I finally told him, leaving me stranded at his house without a ride home.

I had borrowed his sweatpants and called for a rideshare. Checking in with him multiple times, I discovered he was no longer taking my calls. It was terrifying the first day. I didn’t know if he’d been set upon by Simon and the gang. He could have been lying dead in a ditch somewhere and I had no way to know. I thought about calling his mother but held off. She was the reason I was in the doghouse to begin with.

As one day stretched into two and two stretched into a week, I realized that Jasper wasn’t dead, he was just avoiding me. I stopped calling. There was no reason to continue stubbing my toe against that particular cabinet. He would come around or he wouldn’t. There was nothing I could do but give him space.

“How’s Jasper?” Zoe asked, as if she was reading my mind.

“I don’t know,” I sighed. “He’s not taking my calls.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a long story.”

“We’ve got time.” Zoe indicated the massive amount of work in front of us.

I looked around to see if anyone else was within hearing distance. Telling Zoe all about Jasper’s family situation was one thing, but I didn’t want to inadvertently let Patrick or Allie in on the secret. Zoe already knew that Jasper’s mother had been keeping important details from him. What she didn’t know was that I had finally told him and that he blamed me for the betrayal just as much as he blamed his mom.

“I couldn’t keep it from him,” I sighed, staring down at the bags in front of me. I had yet to put any goodies in the bags. For some reason, the task seemed overwhelming. “So I finally told him the day after the fight.”

“Which fight?”

“The fight with Simon.”

“Jasper fought Simon?” Zoe gasped. “What kind of people are you running with.”

I scowled. “You know what kind of people I’m running with,” I said. “And it’s not Jasper’s fault. Simon—”

“I know.” Zoe waved me off. “I’m sorry.”

I was going to say that Simon probably killed Clay, but Zoe knew that too and it hit too close to home. She didn’t want to think about me being involved in a murderous triangle. I didn’t want to imagine myself there either, but that was the reality of the situation. I wasn’t exactly afraid of Simon. Jasper had beat him pretty good the last time we saw him.

Even though he was convinced Simon had killed his brother and his friend, Jasper couldn’t bring himself to kill the guy. That was good. There were a lot of witnesses in the parking lot. Beyond jail time, he also knew I wouldn’t stick by him if he committed murder. I was a lot of things, but I wasn’t an accomplice. That, and Jasper wasn’t a murderer. He might be full of hate and misplaced aggression, but he wasn’t evil. The band called themselves the Kings of Hades but they were good down to the bone.

“I should have told him right when I found out. I shouldn’t have kept my mouth shut for so long,” I snapped, pushing at the mountain of prizes.

“Maybe,” Zoe allowed.

“If I had, he wouldn’t be angry with me.”

“But you thought you were doing the right thing.”

“I was wrong,” I sighed.

“Don’t beat yourself up over it,” my friend advised. “He’s a jerk if he can’t see how much you love him.”

“I didn’t say love.”

Zoe glanced at me through narrow eyes, clearly disagreeing. She said nothing, to her credit, and continued stuffing bags. I picked up my own and joined in the fun, becoming useful instead of a dead weight in her living room. In just under an hour there were going to be a dozen little girls screaming all over the place. We had to be ready.

“I think he should at least give you an opportunity to say your piece, to explain why you didn’t tell him right away,” Zoe said after a moment.

I agreed but didn’t have anything to add to the statement. My phone rang. Glancing down, I didn’t recognize the number. It was local, so I took a chance answering it. To my surprise, it was Jasper’s mom.

“Clara?” she began hesitantly.

I stood up, hurrying to the back of the house where I would have some privacy. For some reason I didn’t want Zoe to listen in on the conversation. I could replay it back to her word for word but just in case something sensitive came up, I wanted that buffer. I found a spot in the kitchen away from the living room and all its occupants.

“This is she,” I replied. “Is Jasper okay?”

“I don’t know,” the woman began. “He’s not answering his phone. I was wondering if you knew.”

My heart sank. Of course, Jasper wasn’t answering his mother’s calls. If he wouldn’t talk to me, I had to assume he was equally angry with her. In fact, she was the primary culprit and I was collateral damage. I wasn’t surprised that he was blocking her.

At Clay’s funeral, we’d had a chance to talk. I told her that I had overheard what she said about Jasper’s father and that I knew they weren’t related. She begged me not to reveal her secret and I agreed, though if I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t have even bothered confronting her. My conscience got the better of me and I couldn’t hold it in. I confessed, and that’s what started this lack of communication. But dammit, it wasn’t my fault.

Why, then, did I feel so guilty? I had to tell her that Jasper knew, but the words caught in my throat. There was no delicate way to say that I had betrayed both her and her son. I was in the middle of something that didn’t actually concern me. It was an ugly place to be and I wanted out.

“I told Jasper what I overheard,” I blurted out.

There was only stunned silence from the other end of the phone.

“It wasn’t right to keep it from him,” I continued. “He had a right to know.”

The other woman still didn’t respond, so I filled the space with more words.

“He’s not talking to me either.”

“I’m sorry,” Jasper’s mom said finally.

The doorbell rang and I could hear an excited Allie race to answer it. Zoe still hadn’t finished with the party bags and the guests were arriving.

“I have to go,” I said hastily, hanging up the phone. Rushing back to the living room, I found my friend desperately glancing back at the table. “Go,” I said. “I’ll finish up here.”

Zoe grinned at me in relief. “Please hurry.”

“I will,” I promised.

She ran to the front door to stand with her daughter as they welcomed the first of many partygoing families into their home.
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