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To my readers, I hope you enjoy Reaper and Elena’s story as much I enjoyed writing it.
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Dante “Reaper” Vega finished the job in under five minutes.

The warehouse on the south edge of Devil’s Crown territory went quiet the way graveyards did. It had been sudden and absolute. Sound didn’t fade so much as it died, cut off mid-breath. 

One moment the space had been alive with voices, boots scraping concrete, the nervous rattle of men who knew they were doing something stupid but hoped luck might carry them through. The next, it was emptied of all of it.

Reaper stood in the center of the warehouse, boots planted wide on oil-stained concrete, shoulders loose, breathing slow and controlled. His pulse hadn’t spiked—it never did. Blood ran in lazy rivulets across the floor, slipping toward a rust-choked drain that hadn’t worked since the nineties. 

The puddles reflected the flickering fluorescent lights above, turning red into something almost black. The air hung thick with the sharp bite of cordite, old metal, and cheap cologne that tried and failed to mask fear. 

One of the men had pissed himself when Reaper came through the side door. The smell still lingered, sour and humiliating.

Reaper reached down and wiped his blade clean on the dead man’s jacket with practiced efficiency. He didn’t rush, but he didn’t linger either. The motion was precise, habitual, like muscle memory passed down through bone and scar tissue. He had no hesitation and no tremor. His hands were steady, the way they always were when it mattered.

Violence had never made him sloppy, instead it sharpened him.

Everything else fell away when he was like this, including doubt and regret. The noise in his head that came from being human. There was only distance, timing, and intent. A clean line from decision to action. That clarity had saved his life more times than he could count, back when hesitation meant you didn’t get a second chance.

Three men. Cartel couriers. Mid-level, by the look of them. Good boots, decent watches, guns that had seen use but not love. They’d thought they could move product through Devil’s Crown land without paying toll and without asking permission. The fools thought the club wouldn’t notice, or worse, that they wouldn’t care.

They’d been wrong on both counts. The first had gone down fast, surprise still etched on his face, mouth open as if he might argue his way out of it. The second had tried to run. Reaper had put him down before he made it three steps. The third had begged. 

Reaper crouched, checking pulses he already knew weren’t there. It was an old habit, drilled into him long before Devil’s Crown, back when leaving someone alive could be more dangerous than killing them. He pressed two fingers to a neck, then another. Nothing, no flutter, and no fight left.

He adjusted the bodies just enough to send a message. The kind of arrangement that spoke to anyone who found them later. You were warned and you ignored it. This is the price.

His kills were clean and intentional, with no unnecessary cruelty. He didn’t enjoy the suffering. He didn’t prolong it. Death was a tool, not a spectacle. That was the line he drew for himself, thin as it was.

Death in the flesh, the club called him, half-joking and half-warning.

Reaper straightened, rolling tension out of his shoulders, feeling the faint pull where old scars lived under his skin. He glanced toward the loading bay door, listening for sounds that weren’t there. There were no sirens or engines, only the low hum of electricity and the slow drip of blood.

King would want confirmation soon. Reaper reached for his phone, thumb already hovering over the screen.

It buzzed before he could touch it. An unknown number and that alone put him on edge. He answered without greeting. 

“Yeah?” Reaper asked.

“Reaper.” King’s voice came through, low and clipped. Not panicked, but tight around the edges. That wasn’t good.

“Talk.”

“Got intel five minutes ago. Cartel presence near Mercy General.”

Reaper went still. The warehouse seemed to tilt, the shadows stretching longer, darker. Mercy General wasn’t just any hospital. It sat at the edge of Crown territory, close enough to be protected, far enough to be vulnerable. 

It was neutral ground, in theory. The cartel didn’t respect neutral.

“You know what they’re after?” Reaper asked.

“No idea,” King said. “That’s why I want answers. You go quiet, you go smart. See what they’re sniffing around for, then you report back.”

Reaper exhaled through his nose. “Understood,” he said.

The line went dead. Reaper stared at his phone a moment longer than necessary before sliding it back into his pocket. The warehouse felt smaller now, as if the walls were pressing in, whispering names he’d buried deep.

Hospital. The word scraped something raw inside him.

He stepped over the bodies and headed for the door, boots leaving bloody prints behind him. He didn’t bother wiping them off. Evidence was part of the message. Devil’s Crown didn’t hide what it was and they had the local cops in their pockets. 

Outside, night wrapped around him, cool and sharp. He mounted his bike in one smooth motion, engine roaring to life beneath him. The vibration traveled up his spine, grounding him and centering him.

This was who he was now. He was a weapon, an enforcer. A guard dog with teeth sharpened by cartel training and MC loyalty. Reaper wasn’t a man who saved people.

He rode hard through the town, streets blurring into neon streaks and cracked asphalt. His mind stayed cold, cataloging possibilities. Cartel presence near a hospital meant one of three things, either recon, intimidation, or extraction. Extraction was worst.

Someone inside Mercy General mattered.

The thought settled heavy in Reaper’s chest, not panic exactly, but a slow, grinding certainty. Cartel didn’t sniff around hospitals without reason. They didn’t waste manpower on places that were supposed to be neutral unless there was leverage to be gained or blood to be spilled. 

Either someone inside those walls had value, or the hospital itself was being turned into a message. Possibly both.

As the hospital came into view, Reaper rolled off the throttle and slowed, instincts tightening his spine. He cut his headlights a block away and let the bike coast, engine ticking softly as it cooled. 

He parked in the shadow of a closed pharmacy, the windows papered over and sun-faded, a place no one paid attention to anymore. It was the perfect cover.

He stayed mounted for a moment, helmet still on, and scanned the area.

Hospitals were controlled chaos by nature. Ambulances in and out. Visitors drifting in small clusters. Security guards walking predictable loops because predictability made people feel safe. Reaper watched it all like a map unfolding in his head. 

He counted exits, the ER doors. The side entrance near radiology. The staff-only access tucked behind the dumpsters. He timed the security patrol, noted the guard’s limp, the way he favored his left side, the coffee cup always in his hand.

Then he looked for what didn’t fit. Across the street, a black SUV sat idling where no one ever parked for long. Two men leaned against it, pretending at casual. They wore scrubs, but the disguise was sloppy. 

They looked too clean and stiff. The fabric didn’t hang right on their frames, and neither man carried himself like someone who worked twelve-hour shifts on their feet.

One of them scanned the parking lot with slow, deliberate movements, gaze sliding over faces and cars with the lazy patience of a predator that knew it had time. Definitely cartel.

Reaper tightened his jaw until it ached.

He didn’t move, at least not yet. Rushing got men killed. He’d learned that lesson early and learned it well. Instead, he watched, calculated, measured distances, and counted steps. 

Reaper noted the way one man kept his right hand close to his waistband, fingers flexing like he missed the feel of a gun.

This was the discipline that had kept him breathing when others bled out screaming his name. The difference between surviving and becoming a cautionary tale.

As he stood there, the past crept in, uninvited and unwelcome.

He thought of another hospital, a different city. Years ago, when his name had carried weight in darker circles and his loyalty still belonged to the cartel. 

Back when he’d believed in hierarchy and honor among killers. Reaper had been arrogant enough to think himself untouchable.

He’d been younger then, less scarred, and certainly still stupid enough to mistake desire for trust.

She’d met him in that hospital. A nurse with soft hands and eyes that knew how to lie. She’d stitched him up after a job went sideways, her voice low and steady while she worked, her fingers brushing his skin like it meant something. She’d known exactly who he was. What he did and what kind of blood stained his hands.

She’d sworn it didn’t matter. He’d foolishly believed her.

That belief had cost him three men. Men who’d followed his orders without question. Comrades who’d died because he’d let his guard down. It had also nearly cost him his own life when the cartel raid hit and the cops were already waiting.

She’d sold him out for a lighter sentence and a stack of cash.

He could still see it—her standing there as he was dragged away, wrists cuffed, blood soaking his shirt. The way her face crumpled, tears spilling just convincingly enough to sell the performance. Tiffany was an actress to the end.

That was the last time he’d trusted a woman. The last time he’d trusted anyone outside his own circle.

Even within Devil’s Crown, trust was rationed carefully. It was earned in pieces, and bound by rules and lines drawn in blood so dark it never really washed away.

Redemption wasn’t for men like him. Reaper knew that with the same certainty he knew how to kill. The math didn’t work. You didn’t balance out the lives you took by saving a few you stumbled across by accident. 

There was no scale generous enough to tip that far back toward clean. You just kept
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