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YOU DON’T HAVE TO DIE to go to hell...

I thought I’d left that life behind. 

Instead I just exchanged it for the same one, just a little more dangerous, a little more deadly. 

After the gang fight at the bar, and the Kings of Hades MC club clearly the winner, I went home with Jasper in triumph. But when Jasper’s brother died, everything falls apart. The one time leader of the Kings was murdered and while we couldn’t be sure, it was obvious that the rival gang, the Angel’s Death, had something to do with it.

I wanted to help Jasper figure out who was to blame. I was falling for him hard and avenging his brother was the only way he could put the past to rest. Is my ex-lover, Simon “The Reaper” Mortimer, who was to blame? As we dig to get to the truth, I learn something about Jasper’s family that could shake him to the core. 

Should I tell him and risk the fallout, or keep my mouth shut and leave the skeletons in the closet?
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Jasper
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THE LIGHT WASHED OVER me, bright and scathing. There were no shadows in the room, nothing but hospital-like precision and sterile surfaces. But it wasn’t a hospital; it was a morgue. I stood, looking down at the body of my brother. He had been beaten and shot, and he lay on the examining table, unattended.

I was having trouble thinking straight. Half an hour had passed since I had been informed of his death, but I didn’t know how long he had been gone. I had been with Clara all day. I was supposed to meet my brother and the gang for a strategy session, but I had bailed. I’d had no idea I would never see him again.

Clay was older than me by a few years. He wore his hair longer and his beard was fuller. He worked alongside me at the motorcycle repair shop, and he had a side hustle that involved buying and restoring old bikes. He was the leader of the Kings of Hades Motorcycle Club; he had taken over after the death of our former leader.

That made two leaders dead, within a year. Someone had to pay. I looked down at Clay’s face. He was battered and bruised. The purple marks had yet to appear, but there were split marks on his face that I knew came from fists. That and the bullet hole that ripped out his left eye were clear indications that he had been murdered.

I had bullied my way into the morgue by telling them I was the brother of the deceased. The police wanted to talk to me, but I blew them off. I knew they thought that I had more information, but I was just as much in the dark as they were. I couldn’t prove that a member of the Angel’s Death gang had killed him, but that didn’t matter. It was a cold hard fact residing in my gut.

I took off on my bike after declaring that I knew nothing. I drove away, not with any destination in mind, just trying to put distance between myself and the morgue. I felt guilty. If I had shown up to the meeting, maybe none of this would have gone down. Maybe Clay would still be alive and able to lead our gang into the future. Maybe it was my fault. It was possible that the Angels knew where I was because I was sleeping with a woman that one of their gang members was dating.

Dating was maybe a strong word. Clara didn’t actually like Simon, and the last time she had seen him, he threatened her with violence if she didn’t show up on his arm. It was during that fight at Nomad’s bar that I last saw Clay alive. It was debatable who had won. We all went away with visible scars.

I had rescued Clara from a possible death at the hands of one of the rival gang members and beat the guy into a pulp. Hopefully he was unable to rise and had been arrested by the police, but I couldn’t be sure about that either.

The rest of the Kings had been pushing Clay to strike back on Vince’s murder. That was what the meeting had been about. But had ridden off into the sunset with Clara, turning my back on my brothers both literal and figurative. I was as good as a traitor, although I was sure none of the other Kings saw me that way.

I just needed time to clear my head. I needed to burn rubber, and race away from all my cares. I thought maybe if I drove far enough, hard enough, and fast enough that I could turn back time. I could face my brother and tell him I was sorry. I could agree to join the meeting and help him take down whoever it was who had killed him. Either that, or I could be laying in the morgue alongside him. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

I stopped off along the way at a convenience store, purchased a six pack of cheap beer and drank five of them in the parking lot. One can right after another with barely room to breathe, I pounded them down until the world blurred around the edges. Keeping one for the road, I pushed the last of the cans deep into my pocket and climbed back on my ride.

I felt numb. That was better than being hurt, so I went with it. I poured all my energy into driving, not caring where I was going. The last thing I wanted to do was acknowledge what had happened. I was chasing death, even though I didn’t realize it. I just wanted to black out and let the angels take me away. It wasn’t fair.

Clay was a thousand times more respectable than I was. He had a decent house out in the country, where he worked on his bikes and played pool. He visited our mom with much more regularity than I did. He had a long-term, loving relationship with a waitress at one of our regular haunts.

It was Clay who stopped us from getting revenge on the Angels for the death of our former leader. I supposed that Clay was also technically a former leader, though I didn’t want to admit it. I wasn’t ready to think about who would be taking the reins next. It certainly wasn’t me. I was in no shape to lead anyone and I didn’t know the first thing about plotting or managing people.

Clay had a level head on his shoulders. He had argued against retaliation time and time again, telling the Kings he didn’t want to see us in jail. There were those who were chomping at the bit, mourning Vince, our fallen comrade. Now that Clay was dead, I was sure that those voices would come back stronger than ever. I didn’t think any of the Kings were involved in Clay’s downfall. It was an Angel, for sure. But I didn’t know which one.

Did it really matter? Weren’t they all responsible? Wasn’t the next best thing to ride into their club house and start shooting up the place? I didn’t even have the presence of mind to coordinate that attack, although I hoped someone else would.

I just needed to put some distance between myself and my life. In grinding the accelerator to the breaking point, I took a turn too quickly. I thought I could make it, but my judgement was off. Maybe I wanted to fall.

I crashed into a gravel pit, falling from my bike and scraping up my hip. I wasn’t wearing any protective gear, although my leather jacket served some use. My jeans tore and the stones dug into my flesh. I felt pain and it was good. I needed that. It was like a physical manifestation of the pain I felt inside and somehow welcome as a result.

I heard my bike sliding across the rocks, the wheels spinning madly. I put my head down as soon as I realized that I had survived. The road lay just feet from my body, a dangerous situation even now that the crash was over.

I had landed on the remaining beer can and for a moment, when I felt the dampness of liquid against my hip, I thought I was bleeding out. Sounds came back to me in batches. First, I heard the motor continuing to run. Then I heard the continual scatter of gravel along the shoulder of the road. And finally, I heard the hiss of the beer leaking from its aluminum container. I wasn’t dying, but I didn’t feel very good.

Sitting up, I pressed a hand to my head. It was a good sign that I hadn’t blacked out, although that was what I really wanted. I thought maybe if I laid down and just went to sleep, some unlucky motorist would run me over without realizing it. I could join my brother and leave it up to the surviving gang members to seek revenge.

But something inside me wouldn’t let me take the easy way out. I didn’t feel any bumps or bruises on my head. It was a good thing too, since I was drunk and upset. A head injury would earn me a trifecta that I wasn’t in any shape to manage.

I climbed gingerly to my feet, testing my weight on the injured leg. Pain flared up as I tried to step on my left foot, causing me to grunt and grind my teeth. I stayed upright, thankfully. Even though I was chasing an early grave, I didn’t really want to be stranded.

I limped over to my bike, righting it and brushing gravel from the seat. At that moment, a cop car pulled up. While it was possibly just a patrol car that had nothing to do with Clay’s demise, I was suspicious nonetheless. Had they had me under surveillance since leaving the morgue? If so, why did they let me drink and drive?

I touched my pocket, soaking my hand with the remnants of the beer. It was going to be a long night.

“Fuck you,” I growled to the police before they even got out of their car.

Both officers came, parking right in front of me and getting out of their respective sides. They had their hands on their revolvers, ready to stop me if I tried anything funny. I was feeling all sorts of ways and not in any kind of mood to be helpful.

“How much have you been drinking?” one officer asked me.

I sniffed. My hip was pounding and my head was foggy. I wanted nothing more than to continue my reckless sprint toward oblivion. I spat in their general direction but it fell short. It took the pair of them all of two seconds to decide that they were going to arrest me.

“Put your hands on your head,” one instructed me.

I considered throwing my leg over the side of the bike and tearing off. But even I wasn’t that crazy. The thought of a police chase seemed like too much work. I would be better off sleeping in a cell. At least then I would know that I had hit rock bottom.

I dropped the bike and did as I was told. They came around me cautiously, one guy standing in front of me, hand to his hip, the other putting me in handcuffs. To their credit, neither of them pulled their guns. I guessed I just looked like a mess and not like a genuine threat, although they did seem pretty jumpy.

They put me in the back of the patrol car and left my bike by the side of the road. “My bike.” It was the first thing I had said in their presence. I watched it disappear into the distance, concerned only about its safety. If someone found it, they could steal it, or destroy it. I realized I hadn’t thought things through and I should have tried to make a run for it. At least then I would have had a shot. By giving up, I had placed my baby in danger.

“It’ll be impounded,” one of the officers said. It wasn’t much of a relief, but at least she wouldn’t be left out in the open like that for long.

They drove me back into town, to the police station. The city of Stroudville wasn’t very big. It didn’t have a prison but it did have a jail. The police booked me and shoved me into a cell. It was a drunk tank, designed for those who had imbibed too much to sleep off their headaches.

“Do I get a call?” I mumbled.

The guard didn’t reply. There was no use arguing. My head was spinning, not so much from the alcohol but from the fall. I lowered myself onto a bench, stretching out as best I could. There was one other guy in the cell with me, but he was asleep. I put my head down on one side, my knees bent and my feet on the floor.

The room started spinning and I fought the urge to throw up. This was by far the worst night of my life and the night was only getting started. I lay there for more than an hour, not sleeping but unable to move. When I could finally raise my head, I shuffled to the door.

There was a glass window in the metal, streaked with chicken wire. They wanted to be able to see into the cell but didn’t want us to get out. I beat against the glass with my hand, making smudge marks. Looking down, I saw that my palm was streaked with blood and sticky with beer. My hip hurt but not as much as it had in the beginning. I was ready to go home.

A guard heeded my call, standing in front of the door. I stood back, letting him open it up. I pressed my eyes shut, trying to silence the ringing in my ears. I was significantly less drunk than I had been when they brought me in and I felt ready to face the music.

“Can I have my phone call?” I asked.

The guard didn’t speak but signaled me out into the hall. There were three pay phones I didn’t notice before in the hallway right outside. He pointed to one of them, locking the door behind me.

I picked up the receiver. Having gotten myself this far, I wasn’t sure who I wanted to call. I couldn’t face my mother. If she didn’t know that Clay was dead, I didn’t want to be the one to tell her. It was cowardly, I knew. But I couldn’t deal with that at the moment. I didn’t want to call any of the Kings. I wasn’t sure if they were engaged in any criminal activity, possibly related to Clay’s death. The only other person on my radar was Clara.

I knew her cell phone number by heart. Opting for a collect call, I dialed it and listened as the operator announced my location. There was a good deal of silence on the other end, leaving me to wonder if she would pick up. But after the longest pause in the world, I was relieved to hear her voice.
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Clara
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I OPENED MY EYES, EXPECTING to find Jasper still in bed with me. We had spent a wonderful few hours reconnecting and I had fallen asleep. It was good to lie down with another person, especially someone so familiar. Jasper and I knew each other from years back. We used to date, until I decided that I didn’t want the excitement of motorcycles in my life, but that had been a mistake.

I thought I wanted a simple guy, someone who could take me to parties and restaurants, someone who could give me the American dream. I imagined how nice it would be to wake up every morning in a two-story home with a white picket fence and a couple of children to take care of. That was until my best friend, Zoe, landed that perfect life for herself.

I went to her wedding and met her husband. I hung out with her throughout her pregnancy and for years while her daughter was growing up. Alice was six and I knew that I wasn’t cut out for that life. Zoe was an amazing mom, but I could see the strain in her eyes. She was no longer able to go out clubbing, choosing family game night instead. She all but disappeared from our circle of friends, and I only got to see her because I made the effort to go to her home to hang out.

She was like my sister and I wasn’t going to give her up. But that didn’t mean I wanted that fantasy for myself anymore. I realized that I liked the freedom of the open road. I liked having fewer responsibilities, not to mention that Zoe’s experience with pregnancy had me a little bit scared. She lost all control of her own body to a tiny little alien that was adorable but incredibly demanding.

Unfortunately, when I discovered that bikers really were my thing, I ended up going on a few dates with Simon “the Reaper” Mortimer. He hit me up at a biker bar. It wasn’t one of those hard-core bars where everyone was involved in gang activities but a much more upscale place that catered to weekend warriors. I was eager to get into some trouble and he seemed like just the thing. We kept it casual until he started inviting me to places that were clearly Kings of Hades’ territory. Nomad and Wheelie’s diner were off limits to other biker gangs but Simon and his friends didn’t seem to care.

At first I thought it was a coincidence, or that they weren’t aware of the territory dispute. It quickly became clear that they were showing up at those venues just to irritate Jasper and his crew. And I was just a prop, another method of getting under Jasper’s skin.

There was a knock down, drag out fight at Nomad that I escaped only because Jasper came to my rescue. After all that I had to admit to myself that I really wasn’t over him. Simon was just a stand in for the man really I loved. And I had displayed that love to Jasper several times over the past few hours, to both of our pleasures.

But when I opened my eyes, Jasper was missing. I was confused at first. Why had he run off? I was expecting to spend the rest of the day with him. Maybe we could make some dinner and watch a movie or hang out in the back yard. I could buy some beers and we could watch the sun set over the neighbor’s house.

A little disappointed, I got up and made the bed. When Jasper didn’t appear, I took a shower and changed into something new. When he still didn’t show up or call, I texted him. I tried to make it sound light at first, a simple, Hey, where’d you go?

I waited for a good twenty minutes before following that up with, Are we getting together later? It was strange. The whole reason Jasper spent the day with me was because I was worried about being alone. He knew that Simon was focused on me and that it wasn’t safe to be by myself. I just assumed that meant Jasper would want to stick around, but that clearly wasn’t the case.

There were crickets from Jasper. I was starting to get worried. I couldn’t tell whether I should be pissed or anxious. He might be dead in a ditch somewhere or he might be laughing it up with his buddies. Either way, it didn’t spell good things for our relationship.

I tried to relax but the thought of being alone in the house was too worrisome. What had Simon said to me? The Angels knew where I lived. It was a threat and a promise to come back for me if I ever crossed them. Driving away from Nomad on the back of Jasper’s bike meant that I was a traitor and I wasn’t safe from retaliation.

I called Zoe to ask her if I could spend the night.

“Of course,” she said. “But why?”

With a sigh, I told her the whole story about the fight at Nomad, about coming back to my place with Jasper and about the sex. Finally, I told her that he had disappeared and he wasn’t answering my texts.

“What do you think it means?” she asked after a moment to process everything I had said.

“I’m worried that he was just interested in sex,” I said. It crossed my mind that things might have changed since I last saw Jasper. He was a man, after all; it wouldn’t be too big a stretch of the imagination to think that he had charmed his way into my bed.

“What if he was just trying to get back at Simon?” Zoe asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if he knew that Simon liked you—”

“Simon doesn’t like me,” I corrected her. I was sure of that, at least. Simon had been using me to get to Jasper, that much was obvious.

“But maybe Jasper thought Simon did,” Zoe concluded, her twisted web a feat of mental acrobatics.

I shook my head. It hurt to think about the situation in that light. I didn’t want to consider that Jasper could be so cruel as to use me in the same way Simon was using me. I had given him my body and my love, how could he turn around and abuse me? There had to be some other explanation. I didn’t know what it was but I wasn’t ready to write him off yet.

Jasper and I shared something meaningful, of that I was sure. It might not be true love, but it wasn’t deceitful. He was probably somewhere he couldn’t access his phone, maybe in a bar where he couldn’t hear it or in a meeting with the rest of the Kings. I couldn’t think of a rational explanation, but I knew there had to be one. Jasper wouldn’t ghost me like this. There had to be something wrong.

Zoe stayed on the line with me while I packed. I went to my room and pulled out a suitcase. Laying it on the bed, I selected a few outfits. Walking into the bathroom, I packed my toiletries bag. I had told Zoe I was only spending the night but I wanted to be prepared for a few days away. I couldn’t tell the future and I didn’t want to put myself in the crosshairs by coming back too soon.

Just as I was ready to hang up the phone and tell Zoe that I would be there soon, a phone call from an unknown number broke through. I looked at the screen, trying to figure out where it was coming from.

“I just got a call from some strange number,” I told Zoe.

“Answer it,” she demanded. “It could be him.”

“I’ll let you know,” I promised, hitting the button to switch the call over.

An operator was on the other end, asking me if I wanted to accept a collect call from the city jail. I groaned. That would definitely answer the question of why Jasper hadn’t returned my texts. If he was in jail, they probably took his cell phone away.

I pushed one to accept the charges and listened as Jasper’s voice filled my ear. He was angry. I had never heard him angrier. He wouldn’t say what the problem was, but I could fill in the blanks all on my own.

He was drunk. Maybe not fall down, pass out drunk, but definitely not sober. I asked him to slow down but he wouldn’t. He told me about driving and falling off his bike. He said the bike had been impounded and he had no way home.

“Slow down,” I begged him.

“I need you to come bail me out,” he demanded.

“Okay,” I agreed. “I’m on my way.” I hung up the phone and called Zoe back. “He’s in jail.”

She actually laughed. I didn’t feel like I could laugh but it was a good sound to hear. I knew Jasper was hot headed and him being locked up was probably the most reassuring turn of events. That meant he wasn’t lying somewhere in need of assistance and he wasn’t taking out his aggression on the Angel’s Death gang. Maybe that was what landed him in jail in the first place but considering that he was eligible to be bailed out, the charges couldn’t be that bad.

It also meant that he wasn’t ignoring me. I didn’t want to admit that his radio silence had been that painful but the truth was, I had been concerned. Zoe’s conjecture that he was using me to get back at Simon had hit home. I had felt washed up and useless. I had felt like nothing we had done together mattered. I had felt used and hurt, but it was all a big mistake.

I grabbed my suitcase, because I didn’t know where I was going to land that night, and put it in the trunk of my car. Starting the engine, I took off for the city jail to rescue the man who had come to mean the world to me. No matter what he had done, I was sure we could put it behind us. I never could have imagined the horror that had happened while we slept.
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