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To all those who wish for a spark of light in the midst of darkness . . .

Sparks are the beginning of the brightest, hottest flame.

Just look up at the night sky and see proof.

Don’t be afraid to ignite your spark and light up the world.

There are never too many stars.
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Caution: This is NOT a traditional holiday story.
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The Biker’s Wish is Shadow’s journey with the Royal Bastards MC Tonopah, Nevada Chapter and contains serious subject matter that may include triggers for some readers. If you are sensitive to such content, please don’t continue reading. I would never wish to retraumatize anyone in any way.

This book is a journey of two souls and I hope you enjoy Shadow, Stefanie, the Crossroads, and the members of the Royal Bastards MC. The Biker’s Wish is a holiday novella with dark and gritty content and is intended for mature readers only. The next two books in this series release in February and July of 2022. Eternally Mine is about the prospect Toad. Twisted Devil is part two of Rael’s story, Sergeant at Arms of the club. His story began in Ridin’ for Hell.

For best enjoyment, Devil’s Ride and Hell’s Fury should be read before The Biker’s Wish.
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There’s much more to come for Grim and his Reapers.




If you or someone you know needs help, please reach out.

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 800-273-8255

Crisis Line Text HOME to 741741

National Domestic Violence Hotline 800-799-(SAFE)7233
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...

PROTECT: The club and your brothers come before anything else, and must be protected at all costs. CLUB is FAMILY.

RESPECT: Earn it & Give it. Respect club law. Respect the patch. Respect your brothers. Disrespect a member and there will be hell to pay.

HONOR: Being patched in is an honor, not a right. Your colors are sacred, not to be left alone, and NEVER let them touch the ground.

OL’ LADIES: Never disrespect a member’s or brother’s Ol’ Lady. PERIOD.

CHURCH is MANDATORY.

LOYALTY: Takes precedence over all, including well-being.

HONESTY: Never LIE, CHEAT, or STEAL from another member or the club.

TERRITORY: You are to respect your brother’s property and follow their Chapter’s club rules.

TRUST: Years to earn it...seconds to lose it.
NEVER RIDE OFF: Brothers do not abandon their family.
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What’s In The Eye – Grey Daze

Take Me Away – Ayron Jones

I Am No One – Gemini Killer

Somebody Told Me – Motionless In White

Fakers Plague– While She Sleeps

Trouble’s Coming – Royal Blood

All My Life – Attack Attack!

Dying to Live – Sevendust

Afterlife – Holding Absence

If My Heart Had Wings – Black Stone Cherry

Low – I Prevail

King of Misery – Saul

Dear Agony (Aurora Version) – Breaking Benjamin & Lacey Sturm

Gone Away – The Offspring

Dangerous – Shaman’s Harvest

F*ck The World – Badflower

The Struggle – Black Light District

Someone You Loved – Lewis Capaldi

Chasing Stars – Alesso & Marshmello

All I Had To Lose – Mark Morton

Hurts Like Hell – Fleurie

Say You Won’t Let Go – James Arthur

Hell To Have You – Our Last Night & Sam Tinnesz

The Violence – Asking Alexandria

DiE4u – Bring Me The Horizon
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You can listen here: The Biker’s Wish Playlist
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Royal Bastards MC

Tonopah, NV Chapter
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From shadow I was born and from shadow I will rise ...

They took my angel from me and stole her without mercy. It’s been five months since I lost her, and the ache still won’t go away.

She’s gone, and I have to live every single day knowing she died and I couldn’t save her. I was too late. Much too naïve to go up against ruthless men who sell others for selfish gain.

Stefanie was my first love. The girl that understood my darkness and balanced it with her light. Her ghost is everywhere I look. Her last breath carved into my heart, leaving nothing but a jagged scar.

But it’s not over. Her pain, her misery, her last cry on this earth have become my strength and motivation.

I can’t let it end like this. I won’t allow the men who harmed her to breathe when she can’t. I’ll find them. Every. Last. One.

Vengeance? Justice? That’s only the beginning.

Merry bloody Christmas.

This holiday season, I’m the ghost of Christmas past, present, and future ... and none will escape my Reaper or his wrath.
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“I’m not afraid,” I whispered, speaking into the darkness that encroached from every angle. “Nothing scares me.”

The proud, defiant words were punctuated with a puffed-out chest as I sat inside the cupboard, staring into the void that filled the area like an inky blanket. My legs crossed as I scrunched my little body within. I leaned back against the wooden panel and relaxed.

The shadows never bothered me. Neither did the darkness. There was nothing scary about either one of them. I knew that because I was never harmed when I hid. I was always safe—no cuts, no bruises, no hands that hurt.

People were scary. They liked to smack and hit. They wanted to see the marks left behind and asked you to show them when you came in the door from school. Sometimes they liked to watch when others hurt you and laughed when the cigarettes burned into your skin. When you cried and begged them to stop, no one listened.

“I don’t like the hurting hands,” I whispered, placing my palms flat on my knees. “Someday, when I’m big enough, I’ll stop those hands, and they won’t ever harm me again.”

Indistinct whispering.

“He’s coming back,” I replied, shrinking smaller inside the confined space, wishing I could disappear or reduce down to the size of an ant. Ants were strong and mighty, even if they were little.

Whispering voices.

“The hands that hurt,” I exhaled on a shaky breath. “They always come back.”

Faint whispering continues.

“I want to be powerful like a superhero. Can you help me?”

Whispering intensifies.

“You’re my friend?”

Whispering voices grow louder.

“Promise? I won’t ever be alone?”

The whispers become urgent.

A metallic object dropped in my hand, and I picked up the blade, recognizing it as the same one that sliced up my arm two weeks ago. The steel was smooth and ice-cold, sharp enough to do what I needed. Swallowing hard, I gripped the butcher knife and clutched the handle in my fist.

Stomping feet rushed into my room.

My breath caught, but I inhaled and fought against panic. “You’re still here?”

Whispering voices began to chant, their words echoing in my ears.

The door yanked open as I cried out, launching from my hiding spot as I yelled at the top of my lungs, “No more hurting hands!”

The whispers were now roars.
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Cold, bitter gusts of wind whipped around the barren streets as I huddled deeper into my threadbare jacket. School let out a half-hour ago, and I was still trying to make it home before the predicted snowfall hit. Shivering and cursing under my breath, I hated the fact that my foster parents kept forgetting to buy me a new coat like they promised.

Thanksgiving was next week, and I looked forward to the time off. My senior year sucked, and I almost had enough credits to graduate. If my luck held and my final exams weren’t horrible, I’d be done after Christmas vacation. Then I could work full time and have enough money for decent shoes and clothes, not the cheap ass shit I was stuck with now.

At the next intersection, I paused, glancing both ways before I crossed the street. Light snowflakes drifted down from above and stuck to my nose and cheeks as I huffed out a breath. A slushy mix of freezing rain droplets mixed the snow.

How the hell was I always so unlucky?

My hands burrowed down inside the interior of my coat, chilled by the temperature but not as icy as they would have been if I hadn’t sliced open the lining inside the pockets. At least the brisk walk kept the cold at bay and prevented my body from becoming overly chilled.

The outskirts of Las Vegas were a ghost town midday. Nobody was venturing out much with the weather. All the houses in my neighborhood were shut tight as people hunkered down and prepared for the storm. Snickering, I thought about the irony of a snowstorm in the desert.

Picking up my pace, I moved faster, glad that I’d worn two pairs of pants today. Sweats kept my legs warm underneath the denim I wore. I didn’t have to worry about the rough material scraping my skin raw as the precipitation soaked into the outer layer of my clothing.

My boots crunched through the dusting of snow and ice on the ground as I heard the low rumble of an engine. Four blocks from home, I wasn’t close enough to run the rest of the way in this weather and risk slipping on the sidewalk. Everything was becoming slippery as the car drew closer. I wouldn’t be so vulnerable if I didn’t have a stupid limp in my right leg. Injuring that leg would mean missing work for weeks. That was something I couldn’t afford.

I knew I was no longer alone when laughter spilled out of the vehicle’s windows and echoed in my ears.

“Hey, gimp.”

Grinding my teeth, I ignored the car full of teens from my high school. Maybe if I didn’t react, they would just leave me the fuck alone.

The horn honked, droning on as I cringed, and more chuckles drifted out into the cold breeze.

“You cold, gimpy?”

“Need a ride?”

Knowing who the voices belonged to, I didn’t answer.

“Snow in your hair looks like dandruff,” one of them commented rudely.

“Or it’s jizz. You suck dick, gimpy?”

Laughter roared at my expense.

My fists clenched inside my coat, but I kept walking, hoping they would grow bored and drive away. The weather was far too shitty for this.

“Hey, loser, we’re talking to you.”

The engine’s rumble on my left let me know they were keeping up with me, driving at my pace. I didn’t get the whole bully thing. Why did assholes get off on it? Was it seriously that fun to fuck with people and make their lives miserable?

I’d rather play video games, screw a hot chick, or make money at my job. There wasn’t a logical outcome when you messed with people. Did they think I would cry? Beg? Scream for help?

Maybe they wanted a show, something to record and put up on social media. The thought pissed me off. I didn’t need these guys taking video again and then editing to add their own twisted bullshit. I nearly got suspended last month for punching the guy who did it.

The car stopped, and that was when I knew I didn’t have a choice. I had to run. My muscles were already warm from the walk, and I sped off, pumping my arms and legs as I turned the corner and headed down the nearest alley. There were plenty of places to hide, and I could always duck into someone’s backyard if I got desperate enough.

Somewhere in the distance, I heard a motorcycle revving the engine. The noise was surprising since I didn’t think anyone would be idiotic enough to ride on two wheels with the roads’ condition.

That was my last thought before a sharp pain shot up my right leg, and it twisted, sending my ass to the solid ground with a painful thud. Groaning, I turned around onto my back and tried to sit up, but a heavy-ass athletic shoe planted on my chest.

“You see what we got here, Zane? Fucking gimpy got shot like a turkey and landed on his ass.”

Chortling, his buddy appeared. “Yep. Damn. That was a great shot.”

Blinking, I didn’t realize I’d been hit with a BB gun until their words sank into my disoriented brain. “You shot me?”

Gleeful laughter echoed from the two idiots in front of me and several more from the car.

“Holy shit! I got the whole damn thing on video!”

“Best faceplant I’ve ever seen, Sam!”

Fuck. I would never live this down. That video would go viral and become plastered all over social media.

Sputtering, I tried to inhale a deep breath, but it was nearly impossible with the weight of Sam’s body. He leaned forward, pressing down harder as I tried to shove him off.

Zane kicked at my right leg, and I cursed, laying my head back as white-hot sparks of agony shot up my thigh and into my groin. Snow and frigid rain pierced the skin on my face like needles.

“That was the fucking funniest shit I’ve ever seen,” Zane announced, kicking at my leg again.

My eyes threatened to close permanently with the pain that pulsed and throbbed from my right knee all the way to my hip. Panting, I fought panic as my lungs couldn’t inflate properly.

“You’re a tough little shit, aren’t you?” Sam asked, tilting his head to the side. “I don’t think you’re broken yet.”

Broken? What the fuck did that mean?

Zane disappeared, returning a few seconds later with a wooden baseball bat. “I want to hear him scream.”

As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I probably would scream if he hit my leg. A groan slipped from my lips as the two assholes stared down at me with anticipation.

Zane lifted the bat, ready to swing.

“What you gonna do with that bat, boy?” A deep voice I’d never heard before interrupted the beatdown about to happen.

Sam and Zane were startled, both turning their heads in the stranger’s direction.

“Who the fuck are you?” Sam asked, opening his arms wide like he was fearless.

Zane held onto the bat, narrowing his eyes. “Nothing.”

“Damn straight.”

Both teens smirked like they thought he was stupid.

“Gonna give you one chance to walk away,” the stranger warned, closing the gap between us.

I caught a leather jacket and some kind of logo on his back with a skull and crown. His face was painted to look like a demented skeleton, and I instantly thought of the grim reaper. He gave the impression that he wasn’t someone to fuck with, and I hoped dumb and dumber with the bat pushed him too far and got their asses kicked.

“Move along, creep,” Sam ordered.

“Guess you’re even dumber than you both look,” the guy announced as he stalked forward and punched Zane in the face, snatching his bat.

Zane howled in pain as blood gushed from his nose, and he ran toward the car, yelling that he was calling the cops.

The guy in leather appeared amused. “You do that and explain why I punched you while you’re at it.”

Sam held up his hands. “I don’t want trouble.”

“You already found it, kid.”

The bat swung, connecting with Sam’s right knee. I heard a crunch and knew he had broken a bone. Sam’s cry of agony was heavenly music to my ears.

Car doors opened, and a couple of the guys helped him inside before the engine revved, and they sped away.

“Hey,” the stranger asked, staring down at me as he held out a hand, “Let me help you up.”

I clasped his palm as he heaved my body upward and I managed to stand on both feet, but my leg buckled, and I nearly crashed to the ground again.

The man in leather slid an arm around my shoulders, keeping my body upright. “Name’s Rael. I got a friend who’s good at fixin’ people. How about I bring you to him. Yeah?”

After the day I had, I didn’t have the energy or the will to refuse. “Sure.”

“You’re in bad shape, kid. You think you can manage to ride without falling off?”

I didn’t understand what he meant until I saw the Harley parked in the empty street. A light layer of snow covered the seat as he led me over. Dusting it off, he slid a leg over and then gestured for me to do the same.

“I ain’t into no man ridin’ bitch on my bike, but you need a doctor. Hop on.”

Wobbling, I missed the first time but plopped my ass down behind him on the second try.

“Hold on, kid. It’s icy as fuck. You fall off, and it’s gonna hurt like a motherfucker.”

Mumbling a response, I held onto his shoulders as Rael chuckled.

“Thank fuck you didn’t wrap your arms around my waist. I can’t give my brothers ammunition.”

Having no idea what he meant, I kept my mouth shut as he fired up the motorcycle, and we headed down the road.
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“HEY, KID, WAKE UP.”

My eyes blinked, heavy as bags of sand as I opened them wider and stared around the room of strangers. My sluggish brain took a few seconds to remember the bullies, my painful fall, and the biker who rescued me.

Rael leaned against the wall opposite of my position. Propped with pillows, I stared at him first and then the other guys in the room. They all wore similar leather jackets with different patches. The guy at the end of my bed crossed his arms and ticked his head in my direction.

“You okay, kid?” I spotted president on the front of his jacket.

“Yes, sir,” I answered groggily, wincing as I tried to sit up straighter.

“Don’t move too quick. You’ve got a lot of injuries,” another of them added. A patriotic bandana was wrapped around his head as he observed me carefully. “And they aren’t new,” he added, mumbling the last few words.

“Who are you?” I asked, wondering why all of these gruff looking strangers were hanging out by my bed. And why the hell was I in a bed to begin with? I didn’t remember falling asleep in this room.

“I’m Patriot. You passed out when I was working on your leg.”

Sighing, I flopped back against the pillows. “Hurt like a bitch,” I admitted.

Several snorts followed by a couple of chuckles filled the room.

“You’re tough as nails, son. What’s your name?”

Whispering floated into the room, and I knew I was the only one who could hear it. “Shadow.”

“Ain’t got no real name?” Rael asked, eyeing me like he figured out that I didn’t divulge the truth on purpose. “Shit, kid. We might wear leather and ride Harleys, but we ain’t the enemy.”

He was right, but I still didn’t like to tell anyone my birth name. Even the kids at school called me Shadow. Shrugging, I didn’t offer an excuse. Anything I said would be bullshit, and I wasn’t a liar.

“This is my club,” the president began, “and sooner or later, I need the truth even if you only tell me.”

Swallowing hard, I gave a brief nod.

“I’m Grim. You know Rael and Patriot. You’ll meet the rest of the guys later. Right now, I need to know where you’re stayin’ and if it’s safe.”

Rolling my eyes, I couldn’t help my sarcasm. “The government sure thinks my foster parents are safe enough.”

The three men exchanged a look.

“And what do you have to say?” Grim asked, staring me down.

Shrugging again, I preferred not to answer.

Whispering echoed around the room and then settled, a light buzzing that I was accustomed to, and I relaxed, knowing there wasn’t any danger. The whispers would have roared.

“Know what I think?” Rael asked, pushing off the wall as he walked in my direction. “I think your thin jacket that’s falling apart and the worn boots on your feet prove you ain’t got nobody lookin’ out for you.”

“Got to agree with you,” Grim added.

“And I don’t like all those old injuries you got. Fractures and broken bones that didn’t heal right. Cigarette burns. Multiple scars.” Patriot approached from the left, and I realized that I was surrounded. Grim stood at the foot of the bed. Rael was on my right.

Had this been anyone besides these bikers, I would have panicked. There was something about them that reminded me of the whispers. Fierce. Protective. Lethal.

“You graduate yet?” Rael asked, giving me a calculating look.

“What you thinkin’, SAA?”

Rael turned to Grim. “If he’s eighteen, he can do whatever the fuck he wants. We could use a new mechanic in the shop.”

Grim lifted his hand and rubbed his fingers over his short beard. “True enough. You ever turn a wrench, kid?”

I noticed they hadn’t called me Shadow yet, and I fought back a laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Rael asked, tilting his head as he narrowed his eyes.

“Yeah, I’ve turned a wrench,” I managed to say with a chuckle. “Been workin’ part-time at Gray’s Garage in Hawthorne. They would give a good reference.”

“Age?”

I locked eyes with Grim. “I’m eighteen. My birthday was in June. I’ve got enough credits to graduate after the semester ends in January. Just have to pass English and Economics first.”

I couldn’t quite place the reason, but I was opening up to these men faster than I had with anyone else in my entire life.

“He’s a smartass and a mouthy little shit,” Rael observed. “I want to sponsor him.”

Grim’s head snapped up, and he turned to Rael. “You don’t know this kid. Just met him yesterday, and he won’t even say his name.”

“Wyatt Hudson.”

Three heads turned my way.

“What? It’s sexy as fuck.”

Silence engulfed the room for about ten seconds before every single one of the bikers roared with laughter.

“Shit. He’s prospect material, pres.” Rael shot a smug look in my direction.

“I’m gonna second that,” Patriot announced.

“Then we take it to church, brothers.”

“What’s that mean?” I asked, confused by their grins.

“You’re going up for a vote, kid.”

Kid. Something told me that I wouldn’t ever be called Wyatt again.

I waited for the whispers, closing my eyes as I rested against the pillows. Fatigue pressed in as a dull ache throbbed in my right leg. As I drifted off, I heard whispering, smiling when I learned this place, the Crossroads, was exactly where a lost soul like me needed to be.
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Tonopah, Nevada, had only been my home for the last two years. Before that, I lived in Hawthorne. Previous to both of those, all over the damn state of Nevada. I liked to think I’d seen just about everything a person could since my birth. My mama didn’t want me, and it was probably best she didn’t. Addicted to drugs, she signed me over to the state the second I popped out. Even refused to hold me after she heard my first cry.

Some might have thought that beginning life unwanted, unloved, and shoved into a stranger’s home within the first few days of life meant you didn’t get a fair start. I couldn’t really say. Who knew if my life would have been better if my meth-addicted mother had brought me home? I’d probably end up worse off and still in the system.

At least this way, I wasn’t under any delusions about life or what surprises it carried.

I didn’t expect shit, and when that was what I was dealt, it wasn’t such a hard pill to swallow. That was why I didn’t know how to handle Grim, Rael, Patriot, and the other Royal Bastards. Sure, they were nice enough, but I didn’t have a damn clue what they wanted from me.

First, I got offered a job as soon as my injuries healed. Two, I got three squares a day, and it was decent food. No digging in the dumpster or waiting for discarded bags from the local restaurants. There was a hot meal brought in on a tray with a fucking flower in a vase. That last part—the flower—hit hard in my chest. I wasn’t sure why it meant so much to me, but I knew it was placed with care and my heart thumped hard when I saw it. Three, no one kicked my ass to the curb or told me to get lost. I was ordered to stay in that bed until I recovered, and I could tell by Grim’s gruff, no-bullshit tone that he meant it. And the final bit, I was given new clothes and boots.

You might think that having a few new pairs of jeans, t-shirts, socks, underwear, and heavy black work boots with a thick tread wouldn’t be a big deal. But it was to me. A hard lump settled in my throat as Rael dropped the stack on the end of my bed.

“Got ya some new threads, kid. Boots too. Get rid of all the old shit after you shower. If you want, we can burn the whole damn lot.”

Not knowing how to answer without betraying the emotion that had taken hold of my body, I nodded slightly.

“After you’re done, I want to talk.”

Shit. That wasn’t good. No one who ever said those words had anything good to say. It was the exact damn phrase all of my foster parents used when they were about to give me up, happy as fuck to be rid of the awkward kid with a limp who was a lousy student and liked to hide in cupboards.

Rael must have noticed my reaction. “Get your head outta your ass. We ain’t ditchin’ ya. Just need to square some details away with you. Feel me?”

“Okay.” Staring at his black and white makeup detailed with skeletal features, I couldn’t quite figure out what he wanted me to feel. Emotions? Yeah, I got that part. Couldn’t say I was an emotional guy. I had my moments like now with the clothes and the flower in the vase, but usually, I kept everything closed up inside, just like the whispers and the shadows.

Nothing could harm you if you didn’t let it in.

“Good. Meet me in the hall in thirty minutes.”

After three days in that bed, I was ready for a hot shower. My movements were slow and slightly jerky, but I managed to reach the bathroom without falling on my ass. The water grew hot quicker than I expected. I stepped inside the stall, admiring the multiple jets that sprayed water from crevices in the textured stone tile. Every ache and sore muscle began to relax as I soaped up and stood in the spray, cleansed from head to toe.

After I stepped out and toweled off, I dressed in the new clothes. The jeans fit like a second skin. The dark denim color matched well with my new boots, also a perfect fit. I slid a blue t-shirt over my head and winced at the tightness in my chest. My fall must have caused some bruising, but I didn’t stop in front of the mirror to take a look.

When I opened the bedroom door, Rael was leaning against the opposite wall, a smirk riding the devilish quirk of his skeletal lips. “I see we got the fit right.”

Glancing down, I tried to play it cool and shrugged. “Yeah.”

Rael’s deep chuckle proved he was on to me, and he pushed off the wall. We headed toward the left, passing multiple closed doors before we entered a kitchen. A pretty blonde in tight leggings and a crop top winked in my direction.

“Hey, sugar. I’m Becca. You need anything, let me know.”

I couldn’t be sure, but I had a feeling she was offering more than food. “Thanks.”

Rael folded his arms across his chest and ticked his head in her direction. “Becca and Snooki run the kitchen.”

“And the bar. Snooki is busy right now, but you’ll meet her later. She’s the only natural redhead.”

There was a slight cough like Rael thought her words were funny, and then he cleared his throat. “You hungry, kid?”

I shook my head. “Already had lunch.”

“You need anything, Rael?” Becca asked, softening her voice. “I’m nearly done here.”

He shook his head. “Got club business to handle.”

She accepted his explanation and returned to her duties, chopping up onions and peppers and dropping them into a giant pot.

I followed Rael through a massive dining room full of tables and chairs and into the bar. The back wall was a giant rectangular mirror with hundreds of bottles of booze ranging from hard liquor to flavored syrups. At least twenty stools sat in front of a wooden slab that was carefully oiled and already stacked with shot glasses. Bottles of whiskey, bourbon, Jack, and Tequila stood half-empty as several club members sat among the seats.

My gaze shifted to the open floor plan and the leather sofas, plasma screen TVs, and pool tables around the room.

“This is the common room. We play pool, drink, and do whatever the fuck we want. The members of the club like their liquor, rock and metal music, weed, and women. You’re gonna see a lot of shit, but it ain’t your place to comment on it.”

Understanding what he meant, I nodded my head.

“Do you know what a motorcycle club is, kid?”

“You ride bikes and party.” Shrugging, I didn’t think any of it was my business.

Rael snorted. “I suppose that’s the gist of it. We make our way in this world. Not many rules, but we have a few. Most important thing to know is that you don’t piss off a brother. Come on.”

He led me across the room and then through a set of double doors that opened into a meeting area. A heavy wooden table sat in the center. The logo on the back of all the member’s jackets was carved deeply into the surface—a bearded skull with a crown on his head and twin motorcycles branching out from behind him.

“This is our chapel. Fuckin’ gospel to the members of the club. It’s where we have church. This is the one and only time you’ll be invited into this room unless you patch in.”

“Patch in?”

“If you’re lucky enough to get voted in by the rest of us to become a member, then that’s what you’ll be: a new patch. A brother among brothers. Feel me?”

Yeah, I think I did.

“Up here on the wall is our club’s code. Our laws, if you will. Loyalty, respect, trust, honesty. They’re just a few of the qualities we treasure. You follow this code, and you’ll do well. It’s my job to ensure that you do. I’ve given my word and put my ass on the line for you, Wyatt. Don’t make me regret giving you a chance. You’re a prospect for the Royal Bastards now.”

He pulled a leather vest off the back of a chair and tossed it my way.

I picked up the supple material and ran my fingers over the patch on the front. The skull and crown were stitched proudly on the back. “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”

A chuckle left his lips. “Say you aren’t gonna fuck this up.”

“I won’t,” I promised as I picked it up and shoved my arms through the sleeves.

“Those are your colors and sacred to the men who would give their lives to this club. You never let them hit the ground, and you never take them off unless you’re in your room. In public, your leather is worn at all times.”

“Okay. I can do that.”

“Another thing,” he added, leveling me with a stern look.

“Yeah?”

“You’re gonna hate life for the next year because we’re gonna work your ass and make it tough as hell. That’s all part of being a prospect. It’s shit duty, but we all gotta pay our dues.”

Despite the warning, I kinda liked the idea of having a purpose. Not only that, the idea of working toward a goal appealed to me in a way I’d never experienced before now. “I can do this. You won’t regret it,” I promised.

“Didn’t think I would. My gut is never wrong.”

His gut? “You pity me or something?” I wasn’t sure if I got his meaning right.

“Pity? Fuck no. It takes a certain edge and attitude, perseverance, and a no-bullshit approach to life to ride with the Royal Bastards. You got somethin’ in you, kid. I can see it, and so can the pres.”

“What about my limp?” I asked, cringing as he snarled at my words.

“Don’t give a fuck about that, and neither does anyone else. You prove your worth, and we ain’t got no problems. Show us what you’re made of, kid. If there’s one thing a Royal Bastard never does, it’s judge someone by their faults. We all fuckin’ have them. No one is perfect, yeah?”

“Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

“Good. Let’s finish the goddamn tour of the Crossroads so I can grab a beer. It’s gonna be a long fucking year.”

The corners of my lips twitched as I repressed a smile. Despite the gruffness of his tone and demeanor, I’d never met anyone who seemed to genuinely care about others the way these men did. It was evident in the way they trusted one another and had each other’s backs and how they followed that code like life or death. Rael showed kindness from the moment he found me sprawled out on the ground and about to have my ass kicked, yet he didn’t treat me like I was scum under his boot or a piece of shit that deserved the treatment I received. He didn’t see my disability or my injured leg.

Rael was unlike any man I’d ever met, and he took a chance on me. That was huge. Someone believed in me. They saw my potential. Until that moment, I didn’t realize how desperately I wanted that connection in my life.

No one ever told me that I was worth the risk. I never believed I would get the chance to be a part of something like the Royal Bastards MC. All I’d known for most of my life was cruelty, rejection, and abuse.

Before today, all I saw were my flaws.

After today, I would only notice my strengths.
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“HEY, YOU MUST BE THE new prospect.”

I lifted my head, focusing my gaze from the engine of the Mustang I’d been working on over the last two days to the blond dude in front of me. We must be close in age. He didn’t look a day over twenty.

“Yeah, I’m Shadow.” Wiping grease from my fingers, I extended a hand, and he shook it briefly.

“Toad,” he croaked, and I wondered briefly if this was a joke. His voice was ragged and almost raw, the tone creaky and ready to crack at any moment. He narrowed his eyes as if waiting for some kind of sarcastic remark, and I shrugged.

“This club must like their freaks,” I joked, moving away from the car as I hobbled slightly, not the least bit surprised that my leg was stiff with all the standing I’d done today.

Toad noticed the movement and his shoulders relaxed. “Guess we both earned a spot on the wheel of fortune.”

Smirking at his comment, I couldn’t help agreeing. “Rael already warned me the shit show was beginning. They let me work, though. None of the prospect bitch duties happen until I’m off the clock.”

Toad chuckled. “I guess I’m unlucky then. I don’t work in the shop, so it’s open season on me.” He didn’t seem too bothered by that knowledge. “Diablo is my sponsor.”

“He’s the other guy that likes his face paint.”

“Yeah, he does. Black and red every day like a goddamn devil.”

“We have the craziest ones, I think.”

“Maybe,” Toad agreed. “You ready for tonight?”

“The party?” I asked, grabbing a soda from the fridge and handing one to Toad.

“Yep.”

“My first one. Should I be worried?”

Toad’s lips lifted into a wide grin. “Hell yeah. There’s gonna be so much tits and ass on display that you’re gonna wish you had blinders on. Try not to get caught staring. Grim will have your ass on a platter.”

I couldn’t help laughing at his warning. “I’ll manage.”

“The club girls made sure there’s plenty of beer and liquor. It’ll be our job to maintain the clubhouse, help with security, and keepin’ the brothers happy. Not so hard when you think about it.”

“Things usually get out of hand?” I asked, taking a few gulps of Cherry Coke.

“Never been to a party yet that hasn’t.”

“I’ll be ready,” I promised before tilting my head back and draining the rest of the liquid. A loud belch followed.

Toad slammed the rest of his drink back and then tossed the can into the recycler. “See you tonight, Shadow.”

Exactly three hours later, I stood at the perimeter of the room, dripping sweat after I finished cleaning the bathrooms and restocking ice behind the bar. I’d already filled drinks, emptied trash, hauled a drunken member to his bedroom, and swept up glass from a few broken bottles on the hardwood floors. My shoulders felt tense, and I rolled them back, cracking my neck side to side.

The party had definitely gotten wilder as the night wore on, and I caught Toad’s expression across the room as he shook his head, ticking his chin toward the bar. Rael and Patriot were sitting on stools next to Mammoth (the V.P.), Grim, and Diablo. Every single one of them was plastered. Their words slurred as they joked loudly with one another. A few of the club girls watched from the pool tables, staking claims on who they’d end up taking to bed.

A cool breeze swept inside as a couple of strangers entered. A sexy brunette waltzed in with another member, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. My gaze swept over them and then to their companion and froze. The couple was quickly dismissed as I focused on their companion.

A girl with legs a mile long smiled at a joke I couldn’t hear. Big, expressive pale blue eyes were framed by the longest lashes I’d ever seen. Rosy pink dotted the height of her cheekbones as my gaze traveled to her ruby red lips. Full, pouty, and kissable.

Black boots ended mid-calf as I drank in her beauty like I’d been dying of thirst since birth. Tight denim clung to her curves, caressed her hips and thighs, and stopped as a tight black leather corset hugged her torso. Spiderweb black fabric wrapped her arms all the way from her upper arms to her knuckles, but the gloves were fingerless. A few silver rings and black nail polish finished off the gothic look. Her slender shoulders exposed smooth, flawless creamy skin from her throat to her breasts. Enough cleavage exposed to be tempting but not too revealing.

Swallowing hard, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen in my entire life. Not even magazines and runway models could compare or do her justice. She was edgy without gaudy. Sensual without slutty. Innocence hovered over her like a silken veil.

My mouth watered, and my palms began to sweat. I knew I had to speak to her even if it was at my peril. A girl like that only waltzed into your life once, and I didn’t intend to let her go without learning her name and number.

Grim cussed and slid from his stool, momentarily stealing my gaze away. He stomped over to the newcomers and bumped his fist with the other biker. “Bodie. What’s up, brother?”

“Just showin’ Sasha a good time.”

“And Stefanie?” Grim’s gaze locked on the pretty girl.

Her name is Stefanie.

Whispers floated around the room, speaking in hushed tones as I focused on the conversation.

“Trish is MIA, and I didn’t want to leave Stefanie alone.”

Grim’s fists clenched as he glared at Bodie. “She isn’t staying here. Girl isn’t legal.”

Bodie blinked, clearly drunk as he stumbled, and Sasha kept him upright. “Well, fuck, pres. You want me to take her home?”

“No,” he roared, causing the room to quiet down. “It’ll be handled. Get your ass to your room before you fall and break somethin’.”

Bodie chortled, cursing as Sasha led him through the common room and down to the hall. Grim stared down at Stefanie as she lifted her chin.

“I’m not a little girl, Grim.”

“And you ain’t legal.”

She sighed, throwing her hands in the air as I cautiously approached.

“Anything I can do to help?”

Grim frowned, whipping his head in my direction. His agitation was apparent, but I couldn’t tell what he was getting pissed about since I didn’t know him well enough to speculate.

“Yeah. Take Stefanie home. No detours. Straight home. Hear me, prospect?”

“Yes, sir.”

Grim snatched a key from the ring looped on his belt, and tossed it in my direction. “Take the SUV that’s parked out front. Don’t scratch it or you’ll be doin’ the repairs.”

“Understood.”

He sure was a grumpy fucker when he was pissed. Mumbling under his breath, Grim returned to the bar, bellowing for a shot as Becca scrambled to get what he wanted.

Sighing, I smirked as I turned to Stefanie. “I’m Shadow. Got to take you home. President’s orders.”

She gave me a once over, her cheeks stained pink. Probably a combination of embarrassment and irritation. “Fine.”

Opening the door, I waited for her to go through and then followed, closing it with a click. Cold wind whipped around our bodies as we headed to the SUV. Tinted windows kept the vehicle dark inside as we approached. Feeling protective over Stefanie, I hurried to the driver’s side and opened the door, starting the ignition as I turned up the heater.

“You’re gonna freeze,” I observed with a murmur, shrugging out of my coat and draping her shoulders right before she reached for the handle. “I’ll get that.”

Once the door was open, she dropped onto the seat, shivering deeper into my jacket. “Thanks.”

A few seconds later, I slid back inside the SUV, yanking on the door as a gust of wind howled around us. December sure was packin’ a punch this year. Coldest we had since I moved here. The heat warmed up the interior quickly as silence permeated every inch of the vehicle.

Maybe she didn’t know what to say but I wasn’t worried.

“Where to, beautiful?” I asked, deciding not to mess around and play games. I was interested in Stefanie, and she needed to know that from the beginning.

This was only the first night of our forever.

Sure, we might not know each other yet but that didn’t mean my heart hadn’t found its other half. There was a lot of shit about life I didn’t understand but filling my greedy gaze with her flawless, pretty smile suddenly made me feel like I could conquer the world.
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“Where to, beautiful?”

The husky voice of the young man seated to my right caught me by surprise. I’d expected a squeaky teen voice, not the sexy timbre of a man. I turned his way, huddling inside the leather jacket he tossed around my shoulders. Hints of cherry, motor oil, and a woodsy, earthy scent mingled together as our eyes met. Rich melted chocolate swirled within his gaze as he leaned slightly in my direction.

“Not in a hurry?”

I loved the sound of his voice. For someone young, he sounded older and more mature than most of the guys I knew. There was something different and mysterious about him, and I wanted to learn more.

“Not really,” I finally replied. “Can we just go for a drive?”

“Sure. I can cruise Hwy 95 for a bit.”

“That’s perfect.”

He put the car in drive and headed toward the gate, fist-bumping another prospect before merging onto the highway. Silence followed for a few miles as he turned up the radio, changing the station to a metal and rock one I loved.

“Octane Radio is my favorite. They play a lot of great music.”

“I agree,” I replied, shocked when he began to sing an Avenged Sevenfold song that drifted through the speakers. It wasn’t a new hit but So Far Away played, and we both chimed in as the guitars and lyrics transported us to a place only fans could appreciate.

As the music faded, I noticed he was staring in my direction. “I love that song. So tragic but lovely.”

“Exactly,” he murmured, keeping his left hand on the steering wheel and casually placing his right hand between us. “You still cold?”

“Not really.” I started to lift the jacket off my shoulders, but he shook his head.

“No, keep it on until we get to your place. I want you to stay comfortable.”

“Thanks.”

A few more songs played on the radio that we both enjoyed until he cleared his throat, casually glancing my way. “Pres said you weren’t eighteen yet. How old are you?”

“Just turned seventeen. You?”

“Nineteen. Twenty in the spring.”

“Are you in college?”

“No,” he laughed. “Got held back. I’m graduating in January.”

“Why did you get held back?”

I couldn’t say why I was so curious about Shadow, but I was burning with questions. He wasn’t stupid. His words were spoken with a precision that few people our age ever bothered to articulate. He struck me as the kind of person who never missed a thing that happened around him. Like he saw every tiny detail other people missed.

“Been in foster care since birth but traveled all over the state. Moving around so much and never being able to put down roots, I didn’t do well in school. Ended up flunking fifth grade and repeating it. Then I missed half a year of high school and had to make it up. I’m all good now.”

Foster care? How sad. “You don’t know your parents?”

“Nope. My mom was a druggie and signed me over at birth. Been on my own ever since.”

I didn’t detect any bitterness in his tone, but I did catch the loneliness he tried to hide. “I’m sorry, Shadow. That sounds awful.”

He reached for my hand and intertwined our fingers, giving them a light squeeze. “I think I was better off in the long run. What life would I have had with a mother who didn’t love me?”

He spoke the words so nonchalantly that my heart ached for him and the loss of a relationship he should have had. It was rotten luck and a shitty hand that he was dealt. No one child should ever have to experience what he endured.

“What about high school? Why did you miss half a year?”

Shadow cleared his throat, appearing uncomfortable for the first time. “That was when I had my accident.”

Blinking, I tilted my head to the side. It didn’t escape my notice that he walked with a slight limp and his right leg dragged a tiny bit with each step. There wasn’t a hint of pain on his face, but I imagined whatever accident happened that he must have been confined to a bed for a long time and probably needed therapy.

“What kind of accident?”

“The foster parent kind.”

Gasping, I gripped his hand hard. “Someone hurt you?”

“This probably isn’t the best time to talk about that story.” His voice had grown tight and defensive, as if he were afraid that I would judge him when he told me the truth. “This conversation got serious way too fast.” He sent a small smile in my direction. “I want to know more about you.”

“Well, I don’t know a single thing about you, Shadow.”

“I like to work on things. Keeps my mind occupied and I stay focused better. I love motorcycles and fast cars and the rev of an engine.”

My lips twitched at the thought of him being a thrill chaser.

“Tinkering on things and fixing them makes me feel like I’ve accomplished something. That’s why I love working in the auto shop at the compound.”

I figured as much. “And that’s why you’re a prospect now too.”

“Well, Rael didn’t give me a choice,” he admitted with a chuckle. “But being with the Royal Bastards has given me something I didn’t think I’d ever have.”

“Family,” I whispered, instinctively knowing that was what he meant. I’d seen the way the club members looked out for one another and their women. My aunt Trish had a brief romance with Grim. By the way they both didn’t seem to move on; I had a feeling it wasn’t over yet.

“Yeah. This is a brotherhood, but it’s a lot more too.”

Nodding, I bit my lip, wondering what he would think when I told him my passion. “I love art and colors, the way you can paint or sculpt or draw and create something beautiful out of nothing. It’s my biggest passion besides modeling.”

“Modeling?” His lips curled upward with a seductive smile. “I believe that one hundred percent.”

A flush spread up from my chest into my cheeks. “It’s hard work, but it’s rewarding. Helps fund my savings for college.”

“You’re special, Stefanie.”

Taken aback, I wasn’t sure why he said that. Because he thought I was pretty? “What?”

“You got any of your artwork you can show me?”

“Right now?” I asked, slightly embarrassed.

“Yes.”

Swiping across the screen of my phone, I brought up pictures of my paintings, drawings, and other mediums I’d used. This folder contained my favorite pieces, and I wondered if he would think they were mediocre.

Shadow thumbed through every single one, taking time to linger on every piece like he was studying them. “Wow. These are amazing.”

“Thanks.”

“No. Really, you’ve got talent. I’d be a liar if I said you weren’t beautiful because you are, but what you did with these, they’re soul deep.” He tapped my forehead and then my chest lightly with a fingertip. “You’ve got a special skill some people can’t even buy. It’s buried in your mind and your heart. You see beauty from nothing. You can take a blank canvas and create a masterpiece. That’s so fucking cool.”

“You really think so?”

“Hell yeah.”

I couldn’t help the wide grin plastered on my face. “Thank you. That meant a lot to hear you say that.”

“Anyone who isn’t supporting you as an artist is a fool,” he joked, lifting his hand to caress the line of my jaw before his hand dropped to the seat.

“Shadow?”

“Yeah?”

“I do pageants too.”

He laughed and then leaned closer, his face only a few inches from mine. It barely registered that he had pulled over on the side of the road. I wasn’t even sure when it happened.

“Meeting you tonight feels like fate.”

“I’m beginning to think the same thing.”

“Good, because I’m going to kiss you.”

My eyes widened. “We just—”

Before I could protest further, his head dipped, and his lips met mine. Warmth crept inward from our joined mouths and sank beneath my skin, caressing my entire body with a hint of desire that combined with a longing for more. Shadow didn’t try to breach the seam of my lips or take anything more without permission. His only touch came from the hand that cupped my cheek and the smooth, full lips that lingered against my own.

His head finally lifted as our eyes met. Something intense lingered in the chocolate depths, but I could also see the affection, curiosity, and hunger for more burning within. “Stefanie?”

Swallowing air, I fought to take a deep breath. Emotions swirled in my gut in a way that I didn’t understand. No guy had ever made me feel like this when we kissed or cared about my artwork. We met an hour ago, and I already felt like I knew this strange, intense young man better than most people in my life. He was intuitive and caring, and intelligent. I already craved more time with him and wondered if he felt the same.

“I should take you home now. It’s late.”

Reluctantly, I nodded. “Yeah. My mom will kill me if I’m not home soon.”

He pulled onto the deserted highway and followed my directions, arriving at my house in less than thirty minutes. The engine sat idle as he cleared his throat, turning in my direction. “I want to see you again.”

“Well,” I teased, pleased he didn’t hesitate to let me know, “I’d like that. How about tomorrow?”

“When?”

“Sunrise?” I was joking, but he didn’t hesitate to jump on it.

“I’ll be here. We’ll watch it together.”

Maybe that seemed weird, but I liked the idea. “Being hot chocolate.”

“I will.”

Leaning forward, I pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Let me see your phone.”

He handed the device over as I typed in my name and number, grinning at the name I’d given myself fin his contacts.

Shadow glanced at the screen and laughed. “That’s perfect. See you at sunrise, pretty pageant girl.”

He added the pretty part, but I didn’t mind. My heart felt light as I exited the SUV and waved, knowing my dreams would be filled with a prospect and his limp, his warm brown eyes, and a kiss that could melt the ice from an entire snowcapped mountain.
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“Where the hell have you been, prospect?” Grim roared as I walked through the front door of the Crossroads, my head in the goddamn clouds as I thought about Stefanie and our date at sunrise.

“Prospect!” he yelled, and I jumped, realizing I’d walked up to the bar where he was seated and didn’t know how I’d gotten here.

“Huh?”

Rael blurted out a loud laugh, clasping my shoulder with a drunken curse because he nearly tripped over his feet. “Pussy, pres. The kid is lost to pussy.”

That comment earned a few chuckles around the room from everyone but Grim.

“The fuck?” He sized me up, narrowing his eyes. “You got a thing for Stefanie?”

“I’d have to know her better to call it a thing,” I replied carefully, knowing damn well that was almost a lie.

“Two fucking hours you been gone. No text or check-in. Just cruising out there with my Trish’s niece. You fuck her in that SUV?”

Well, shit. First, I didn’t like him thinking I’d do that. Second, I was pissed off that he did. Third, he was talking about her like she was some club whore. Stefanie was a good girl.

“I would never, ever disrespect Stefanie like that,” I growled, clenching my fists as anger swelled up inside. “You just talked about her like she’s some hooker off the strip. That’s bullshit.”

Eyebrows raised around the room, and I knew I’d overstepped the line. No one had to tell me that a prospect didn’t treat his pres or other club members with hostility.

“Give me whatever punishment you see fit. But I’m gonna say one more thing. Don’t talk about her like that around me again because I’ll lose my shit, and I won’t be sorry how I respond.”

Rael whistled low and then tugged me away from Grim. Grim’s expression was murderous. Several boots scuffed the floor as members vacated the stools in front of the bar and backed up in case Grim wanted to kick my ass. I deserved it, no doubt about it.

“Kid,” he rasped, his voice low, “You got balls the size of Texas.”

A few of the members tried to hide their laughter.

“But, you need to learn your place. We don’t disrespect women or ol’ ladies and never members. Prospects? That’s fair fucking game. You just earned an unusual punishment. Go open the hall closet and pull out the black bag.”

Snickers erupted around the room, and Rael doubled over, laughing so hard that I wanted to kick him. The bag in the closet was heavy as fuck when I picked it up, hefting it back out into the common room. It was nearly two in the morning, and every single member of the club was still awake, chasing pussy or liquor.

“Place it on the table and open the zipper,” Grim ordered.

I obeyed, muttering under my breath when I saw the girly French maid outfit and all the bottles of cleaning products within. “Shit,” I whispered.

“Shit is right, kid,” Rael murmured, shaking his head.

“Go put it on,” Grim bellowed, leaning against the bar.

Fuck. My. Life.

Next time, I would shut the hell up and learn that the pres was testing me before making a fool of myself. Snatching up the costume, I entered the bathroom and opened the package, placing the apron around my waist and tying it off, along with the frilly kerchief on my head. There was a black ribbon choker for my neck and a feather duster. Underneath all of that was a pair of sexy black high heels.

No fucking way.

I held my head high as I exited the bathroom and the entire common room exploded in laughter and sexy catcalls. Shit was said that I couldn’t entertain because my cheeks were too damn red with embarrassment, and I heard ringing in my ears.

“You forgot some of it,” Grim observed, ticking his head toward the costume bag.

Damn. He wasn’t fucking around.

I yanked up my jeans and pulled off my boots, replacing them with the heels on my feet. There was no fucking way I could make it two steps before I landed on my ass.

Rael was laughing so hard that tears streamed down his face. Asshole. Not a single Royal Bastard wasn’t laughing or trying to breathe through the hilarity. I would never live this down.

“Well, prospect, you got shitters to clean and a common room to dust. I want both rooms so goddamn spotless I could eat off the floors. Don’t think about removing the costume or heels until it’s done. I’ve got cameras all over the Crossroads.”

“Damn,” Toad muttered, shaking his head as he leaned against a nearby wall. “That’s fucked up.”

“Tow the line,” Diablo ordered, “Or you’re next.”

Toad bobbed his head, and I knew he’d think twice about doing or saying anything stupid now that we learned about the maid costume and heels.

“At least it’s not the middle of the day,” Patriot called out, trying to soothe the hit to my pride.

Yeah, it would be worse if I had to do this in front of all the club girls and ol’ ladies.

Diablo lifted his phone and snapped a pic as I shot him a dirty look. “Blackmail possibilities.”

Rael took a few shots and then hauled me up to his side, placing a kiss on my cheek. “You pretty fucker.”

I was one hundred percent sure I would never, ever live this down.

Over the next four hours, I cleaned the common room, the bathrooms, and stumbled around, tripping with my limp and the heels, but I didn’t complain, and I didn’t slow down until I finished. Was it fucked up that a kid with a limp had to hobble around on high heels? Definitely. Was I upset about it? No. They didn’t treat me any differently because of my physical disability, which was exactly how I wanted it.

Grim went to bed hours ago, so I knew he’d check over everything once he was up. I was the last one awake since the others tired of watching me prance around and trickled off to their rooms. Slipping the heels off, I slowly made my way to the room I shared with Toad and snuck inside. I felt grimy and gross and needed a shower before I met Stefanie.

My ass was dragging by the time I dressed and crept back out into the hall. The kitchen was quiet as I brewed coffee and made hot chocolate in two thermoses. There were muffins in a container on the counter, and I snatched a couple before slipping outside. The sun had lightened the sky to a light navy blue when I pulled up outside Stefanie’s house.

All the lights were out, and I wondered if she was asleep. I didn’t mind if she missed out on our date. It wouldn’t be the last time I showed up or crept to her window, hoping to see my pretty pageant girl.

The wind whipped my hair, and I tugged on my beanie, yanking it down so my ears wouldn’t freeze. My coat was zipped all the way up, and my fingers warm inside the new gloves I’d gotten from Rael. He insisted that I have the coat, gloves, and hat because I couldn’t do my duties as a prospect if I froze to death.

He didn’t fool me any. That crazy bastard was a softie.

A light flipped on inside one of the bedroom windows, and I hoped it was Stefanie or I’d have to leave. For five long minutes, I waited in the chilly morning air, stomping my feet occasionally to stay warm and sipping on my coffee. The curtains moved aside, and then I saw her—the girl who was already owning my heart.

Stefanie slid the window open and gestured for me to come closer as I jogged her way, pausing beneath. “Go around the back. There’s a gazebo out there. I’ll bring a few blankets.”

“I’ve got the hot chocolate.”

She flashed a grin and then shut the window, shivering as I saw her cross the room and layer on clothes. Out back, I found the gazebo, and the strand of twinkling white lights hung around the upper level and along the entire perimeter. Cushioned bench seats provided comfort within and a little shelter from the relentless wind.

Stefanie joined me as I wrapped her up in a blanket, then placed another around her legs and feet, tucking her in. Slender fingers poked out in a pair of leather gloves as I handed over the hot chocolate.

“It’s going to be so pretty. Look at the purple mixed with blue.”

I wrapped a blanket around my body and then huddled close, sitting next to her on the bench seat. “Yeah. It’s already beautiful.”

“You’re such a flatterer.”

“Nope. I just tell the truth and can’t shut my big mouth.” Truer words were never spoken. Look how I spent the entire night cleaning in a French maid uniform. Winking at her, I noticed her flushed cheeks. “There isn’t anywhere in the world I’d rather be right now.”

“Yeah?”

“Absolutely,” I replied firmly.

“You’re super sweet, Shadow.”

The sun was rising higher as we watched the show from her backyard, taking in the shades of amber, pink, and lavender that painted across the sky like one of her brushes.

“You ever paint a sunrise?” I asked, wondering where she found her inspiration for art.

“No, actually. It’s always been too far out of reach. How could I match that kind of radiance and beauty with paint?”

“You will someday,” I replied confidently, “Probably when you least expect it.”

“I’ve never met anyone like you,” she whispered, turning my way. “You’re so confident and sure of yourself. If you want something, you go after it.”

“Life is full of shitty moments, so we have to make plenty of happy memories to replace all the bad ones.” I’d never given it much thought before, but that was one of the reasons I didn’t let my past overwhelm my present or future. No one else was going to look after me. I learned at a young age to focus on what I wanted and needed and how to make it happen. “Everyone has the same basic needs, sweetheart. Love, acceptance, freedom, companionship. It’s just how we’re made.”

Stefanie smiled, her lips turning up at the corners in a way that brightened the morning sky and lit up my heart with warmth. She was radiance. Joy. Love. Hope. Everything I never knew that I wanted until now.

My chest ached, and I lifted a hand, pressing over my heart.

Stefanie caught the gesture. “You feel it?”

“This connection between us? Yeah, my pretty pageant girl. I feel it deep inside, and I don’t think it’s going away.”

“I don’t think it will either,” she acknowledged, lowering her head to rest on my shoulder.

We watched the rest of the sunrise that morning and the swath of colors reaching across the sky without speaking another word. Just two souls who found one another because of a biker club and the president who also loved as fiercely as his new prospect.

Sweet peppermint and chocolate swirled in the air around us while Stefanie drank her hot chocolate and snuggled closer. This was a memory I would revisit in the future often and think fondly as the one where her heart and mine formed a bond together that even the worst of circumstances could never sever.
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“Cover for me, okay?”

“Are you outta your damn mind? Grim will skin your ass, and it’s not gonna be high heels or cleaning next time if you’re caught sneaking out.”

“I need to see Stefanie. Come on. I’ll make it up to you. I swear.”

“Fuck, man. You’re too hung up on that girl.” He scrubbed a hand down his face and then nodded, picking up one of the tires from the stack Grim asked us to move. “I can’t believe we had to transfer this whole stack of tires from one side of the shop to the other. Doesn’t make sense.”

“It does if you want to give you prospects bullshit work to do,” I deadpanned.

“Fuck. You’re right.”

“There are only two tires left. You can do it, honey.”

Toad flipped me off and then picked one up, lugging the tire around the back of the auto shop. He didn’t mind the work as much as he let on. Gave him something to do since he didn’t work in the shop and the club didn’t always have errands for us to run.

Three weeks had elapsed since the night I met Stefanie, and I hadn’t gone a single day without seeing her, even if it was only for a few minutes. I usually picked her up from school and started the routine on purpose as an excuse to spend more time with my girl. We hadn’t referred to our relationship with labels yet, but I wasn’t worried. She’d come around.

The day had grown unusually warm for this time of year, and I went inside to take a shower before I left. Over the last month, I saved enough money to put a down payment on one of Grim’s motorcycles for sale in the shop. He let me choose, and I was excited to own my first Harley.

Backing out of the garage, I grinned like a lunatic at Rael as he wiped a fake tear.

“Damn, son. Your first Harley.”

Patriot chuckled, slapping Rael on the back as Diablo lit up a cigarette and puffed hard, watching how I handled the bike.

Grim crossed his arms and ticked his head, giving me his approval. “Take her for a nice long ride.”

“Oh, I will,” I quipped as the guys chuckled at the double meaning. There was only one girl in my life, but they didn’t need to know that. I wasn’t planning on pressuring Stefanie into bed and knew it would happen when it was right. Not that any of the club members knew what I was doing in my spare time. I didn’t say shit in fear that Grim would forbid dating Stefanie, and I’d lose the one person who was becoming my everything.

The road was dry and the sky clear as I rumbled to a stop in front of Stefanie’s high school. I’d worn my cut and looked the part with dark sunglasses and my shitkicker boots.

School buses lined the curb in front of me as I scanned the crowd for any sign of my girl.

“You can’t park here,” a voice announced, a little too cocky.

The guy couldn’t have been a day over seventeen with his letterman jacket and slicked hair. Expensive clothes, shoes, and a watch proved he was one of those jocks who thought money and power ruled the world—all funded by his family and not through any effort of his own.

“Tell you what, you shut your mouth, and we won’t have a problem. Then I won’t have to kick your ass and send you back to your daddy.”

The guy’s face turned red as his friends burst out laughing. “You sorry piece of shit thinking you can ride here and—”

“Got a light?” I asked, pulling a pack of smokes free and placing a cigarette between my lips. I was goading him on purpose, and he knew it. The old Shadow would have backed down to bullies. I wasn’t that kid anymore.

He sputtered and then grew so livid his face took on a shade close to purple. “What the hell—”

“Hey, sweetheart,” I announced as Stefanie rounded the corner of the bus and headed my way. “Ready to ride?”

The girls with Stefanie giggled. A couple of them stared with wide eyes. One blinked and clutched at her books. Another gave me a once over that was as close to an eye fuck as I’d ever seen. I’d drawn a crowd, and the students all seemed curious since I’d never left my vehicle to pick up Stefanie before today.

I guess the biker persona still intimidated some people. Hell, maybe they were intrigued and wanted a glimpse into my world. Wouldn’t happen, but it was amusing. Perhaps it was just the reputation of the Royal Bastards that preceded me, but I held out my hand, and Stefanie didn’t hesitate to take it, swinging a leg over my bike and then placing her fine ass on the seat behind me. Her arms wrapped around my waist as she leaned forward and placed a kiss on my cheek.

“Hey, handsome.”

“Ready, baby?”

“With you? Always.”

I wasn’t paying attention to anything around us or the reaction of the other teens. My head was wrapped up in the fact that Stefanie was pressed against my body while the breathy words that left her luscious lips echoed the yearning I had felt since the night we met.

“Here. Put this helmet on.” I made sure I had one for her and stashed it in the saddlebags. She wouldn’t be riding without it. I wasn’t taking any chances with her safety.

Stefanie slipped the strap of her bag over her shoulder and across her body before taking the helmet. I couldn’t help grinning at how adorable she looked once it was secure.

“Hold on and lean into the turns with me,” I advised, dropping a hand to squeeze her thigh before placing it back on the handlebars. “We’re going for a wild ride.”

“Yes!” Her screech of excitement was infectious.

Laughing, I eased away from the curb as her fingers gripped my t-shirt and slid around the leather of my cut to hold tight. Her touch ignited a fire within, and I had to force myself to focus on the road before I pulled over and claimed the kiss my body had hungered for since the moment she climbed on the bike.

I’d ridden dozens of times before, but nothing was as exhilarating or downright intoxicating as having my girl with me. The wind whipped at our clothes as we sped down Hwy 95. The blur of the cactus, tumbleweed, and desert was barely noticeable in comparison to the delicate fingers clasped around my waist.

After about thirty minutes I decided to take her to the new diner in the center of town. Tonopah wasn’t a big city, so everyone noticed when a new business opened. There was a large crowd of teens, both from my high school and Stefanie’s. I should have thought this through better because I immediately noticed the two assholes who made my life hell nearly two months ago.

Matt and Sam were seated at a table with quite a few others from their group. It wasn’t far-fetched to think they were the same bunch that tormented me the day I walked home from school. That was one of the worst days I’d had in a long time. I wasn’t ready to rehash a bunch of bullshit in front of Stefanie, but I also wasn’t backing down. Not this time.

Stefanie removed her helmet and shook out her hair as she flashed a bright smile. “That was amazing, Shadow.”

“Nothing beats the open road,” I agreed.

“I’m starving. It was a great idea to stop here.” She hopped off and stared at the crowd, shielding her eyes from the glare of the sun. “It’s crowded. Hope that means the food is good.”

I took her helmet and placed it back in the saddlebags before rising off the bike. “Kind of hard to mess up a cheeseburger, fries, and shakes.”

The diner was a fifties-era style with a jukebox inside that blared popular tunes from a record player and reached the crowd outdoors with speakers anchored above the doors. Neon signs, checkered floors, and red leather seats were just some of the nifty details. Old movie posters from the era sported James Dean as well as Grease. It was a fun vibe, and I knew Stefanie loved it when her eyes brightened.

“You want to eat inside?” I asked, noting all of the tables were filled outdoors.

“Sure. I can’t wait to try the chocolate shake and dip my fries in.”

Smirking, I reached for her hand, and she slid her fingers together with mine as I led her toward the doors. We had to weave our way through, and I kept a sharp eye on the surroundings as well as the ground so I wouldn’t trip. My limp had improved a lot with Patriot’s help. He showed me exercises and stretches that would help with the stiff muscles, and I took a vitamin supplement, so I wasn’t low on what I needed. I’d always noticeably have an issue with my leg, but that wouldn’t stop me from living life.

“Well, if it isn’t gimpy,” someone shouted, yelling out the words in our direction before laughter followed.

I wasn’t playing this game and ignored them, leading Stefanie toward the doors. Maybe just once, they would get the idea or grow bored, and I wouldn’t have to resort to violence. No matter what, I wasn’t putting up with any shit in front of my girl.

“Hey! We’re talking to you, gimp!”

I recognized Matt’s voice and decided to give them one more chance before I spun around and kicked ass. That ended up a mistake because Stefanie stiffened next to me and stopped, turning around to glare at the bunch of rude assholes who enjoyed tormenting others. I pulled her closer against my side as Matt stood, followed by two more guys from their group. Sam remained seated, but there was no mistaking his death stare. He turned his body toward the table but not before I saw the cast on his leg from hip to ankle. Fucker got off easy, in my opinion.

“You made a mistake coming here, gimp.” Matt’s voice was filled with venom, and I didn’t doubt he intended to make me suffer for their humiliation when Rael intervened.

“What the hell is the matter with you?” Stefanie asked, placing her hands on her slender waist. “What kind of jerks make fun of someone with a disability or physical impairment?”

The crowd quieted, watching the interaction with interest.

“Sit down, little girl. This is between us and the gimp.”

Her cheeks reddened, and I knew it was because she was angry. “Leave him alone. I mean it.”

“Or what?” Matt asked, taking a few strides in her direction. “You going to stop us?”

“Yeah,” she challenged, “I am.”

“Hey,” one of Matt’s friends called out, “It’s not worth it, man.”

“He doesn’t get away with what he did to Sam.”

“I didn’t hurt Sam,” I interjected. “You and your buddies jumped me, remember?”

“And where is your rescuer now? Pinning all your hopes on a girl to save you?”

Stefanie narrowed her eyes. “What did you just say?”

Matt laughed, clearly delighted to piss her off. “Run along, honey. Or better yet, come over here, and I’ll take care of you like a real man.”

Whispering was carried in on the breeze as it swirled around us, and I smiled, knowing that I wasn’t alone. “If you’re such a tough guy, come on over here instead of shouting bullshit like a coward in front of your friends.”

Stefanie opened her mouth to add an insult, but I shook my head, tugging her behind me. “Shadow,” she exclaimed, frustrated.

“You stay behind me where I can protect you,” I whispered low. “Please.”

“This isn’t right.”

“No, sweetheart, it isn’t.”

I squared my shoulders back, ready for a confrontation as Matt stomped forward with a murderous gleam in his eyes. However this played out, I knew one thing.

I wasn’t going to be the one on the ground this time.
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“How long have they been bullying you?” I asked, furious that these assholes were bothering Shadow because of his limp.

“Babe, this really isn’t the time.”

He was right, but I wanted to know anyway. That jerk with the loud mouth was stomping toward us, and he intended to hurt Shadow. The sneer on his face matched the vindictive look in his eyes. “Tell me.”

My tone must have been convincing because he grumbled the answer as he held out an arm, preventing me from darting forward.

“Two years off and on.”

“Since your accident?” I asked quietly.

He confirmed with a nod.

Infuriated, I tried to jump around Shadow, but he slung an arm around my waist and hauled me back against his chest. “Not now, Stef. Nothing harms you when I can prevent it.”

Blowing out a breath, I could feel the tension coiling tight inside my body. “I don’t like bullies.”

“That makes two of us,” he agreed, a hint of amusement in his tone. The bully stopped a few feet in front of Shadow as a couple of his friends closed in from behind. “Gonna give you one chance to walk away, Matt. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“You some badass now that you’re in that motorcycle club, huh? Think you can snag some chick and a bike, and it’ll make you any less worthless?”

Shadow didn’t say a word, but his grip tightened slightly as he twisted his body, keeping me out of harm as best he could.

“Too chicken shit to answer? You always were a pussy.”

Blinking, I stared at the guy and wondered where his hatred came from. Why spend so much time and energy picking on someone and being cruel? What did that accomplish? It didn’t make sense. Was he looking to puff up his ego?

“You’re a real asshole. You know that?” I yelled, trying to move Shadow’s arm, but he held onto me like steel wrapped around a pole. There was no escape.

“Move on, Matt. Your days as a bully are over. Let these good people around us enjoy their meals.”

A few people spoke up, muttering about rudeness and out-of-control teenagers.

Matt ignored the crowd. He opened his mouth to speak when the rumble of several motorcycles closed in from all directions. A few Harleys rolled up and stopped, sitting idle as the riders stared our way. Royal Bastards MC logos were prominent on their backs as a few more joined the others. A semicircle of protection flanked our position, silently showing unwavering support. I knew enough about the club to know that messing with one member, or even a prospect, was equivalent to challenging them all.

Grim wasn’t the kind of man to let that go, and I suspected that someone must have called the auto shop and let him know what was happening. A lot of people in this town supported the club and all they did for the community. I didn’t believe for one minute that they weren’t outlaws, but I also knew they were good men. I’d seen how Grim protected my aunt Trish on numerous occasions.

Shadow fixed Matt with a coldness I didn’t know he was capable of. “This is your last chance to leave me alone. Mess with me, my girl, or anyone else in the club, and I won’t be able to stop the shit show that follows.”

Matt’s lips lifted into a smile that chilled me to the bone. “We’ll be seeing one another around, gimp.” He spun on his heel and headed back toward his table, but not before his ruthless gaze roamed over my body with a promise that I didn’t have the capacity to consider.

Shadow pulled me into his embrace as I turned my head and buried my face in his chest. My appetite was ruined. As my heart raced, I didn’t want to think about what Matt meant when he threatened this wasn’t over.

“Hey, it’s going to be fine, sweetheart. I promise. Let’s grab some food to go, and I’ll take you on a little adventure.”

Nodding, I let him lead the way into the shop. Unable to release my grip on his shirt, I stayed plastered against his side and tried to ignore the fear that kept surging beneath my skin. Something wasn’t right with Matt, and he didn’t seem the type to let it go when he felt he’d been humiliated. From what I understood, that happened twice now.

Shadow’s words were soft and sweet as we returned to the bike, noting that Matt and his friends had left. Motorcycles still parked around Shadow’s bike as we approached. He ticked his head toward the others, and they revved their engines, a show of loyalty for the young man who seemed fearless as he caressed the length of my spine.

The other motorcycles turned away only once we pulled away from the curb and headed toward Hwy 95. Shadow lifted his fist in the air, and a few pumped their fists in return.

When he was certain no one followed us, he pulled over, and we ate our food, leaning back against his Harley. I didn’t have a lot to say and hoped he didn’t think I blamed him for that jerk Matt or anything else that happened.

“You okay, baby?”

The way he said the words, so soft and worried, endeared the young biker to me further than anything else he’d said in the last week.

“I didn’t like how he treated you. It was a bit scary.”

Shadow chewed the last bite of his food and crumpled the wrapper, tugging me onto his lap. “I’m sorry you had to see all of that. Bullies like to blow a lot of hot air, but he’ll cool down over time and find someone else to intimidate. He just has a hard-on for me because he’s not getting the reaction he wants.”

“Did he hurt you?”

“He tried. Rael showed up in time.”

I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his full, sensual lips. “You’re special, Shadow.”

Lips curving into a grin, he closed the distance and claimed my mouth, his hand curling around the back of my neck as he deepened the kiss. Every nerve ending in my body tingled as I turned and straddled his waist. My fingers danced along his shoulders briefly and then rose higher, sliding up the back of his head and into his hair. A groan of pleasure rumbled from his chest as I pushed the tip of my tongue through the seam of his lips, delving inside as I took control. Rough hands clutched at my back as the kiss ignited a deep yearning I couldn’t deny.

Heat flashed through my core and into my limbs as I reluctantly broke the kiss, breathing heavily as I caught the undisguised lust burning in Shadow’s dark eyes.

“Sweetheart, you’re fire. Every touch with those fingers is magical flames that burn me from the inside out. You don’t know all the dirty things I want to do with you.”

Biting my lip, I knew exactly what he meant. “When I’m ready, I want you to be the one.”

His features softened, and he caressed the line of my jaw before cradling my face. “Your first?”

Nodding, I was a little nervous to admit to him that I hadn’t gone all the way before, but I trusted Shadow, and he would never say or do a thing to hurt me. “Yes.”

His throat bobbed for a moment, and then he swallowed hard. “You don’t know how much that means to me that you would choose me, Stef. I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”

My skin felt hot, and I knew that I was blushing. “You’re more than I ever could have imagined, Shadow. I didn’t know it would feel like this.”

“Like how?”

“Falling in love,” I whispered, ducking my head.

He captured my chin and tilted it up until our eyes met. “Falling for you, it’s the one thing in my life I don’t regret. You’re my star. My light. You chase away the darkness and fill my soul with peace.”

“How do you know exactly how and when to say the perfect things?” I asked, shaking my head with a giggle.

“Maybe it’s just because the words come directly from my heart.”

My hand went straight to my chest as my heart did a funny little stutter. “See? Right there?”

He leaned in and stole a quick kiss. “I’m glad I found you too.”

My arms slid around his neck, and I hugged him tightly, wishing I could stay here with him forever.

“Let’s go for a short ride. I want to take you somewhere.”

We pulled up at a deserted park as the sun began to set. Beautiful colors streaked across the Nevada skyline and reminded me of the sunrise we watched together.

Pulling my phone free from my pocket, I swiped across and brought up the playlist with all my favorites. A rock song with heavy guitars penetrated the silent breeze that swept across the desert. Beneath us, the springy turf supported a massive playground with a slide that turned like a corkscrew until it reached the bottom. A rickety bridge, climbing bars, and several swings were familiar reminders of my childhood.

I grabbed Shadow’s hand and led him to the climbing bars, laughing as he beat me to the top. No limp stopped him from being athletic or quick.

“I think I deserve some kind of reward for being first,” he teased, tugging me closer as his head lowered.

“A kiss?”

“Yeah.”

“Sorry, no can do.” I slipped from his arms and raced across the bridge, giggling as I planted my bottom at the top of the slide.

“You’re not going down alone,” he announced, sliding behind me as he wrapped his arms around my waist. A soft kiss landed on the top of my head.

“Ready?”

“With you? Always,” he whispered, and there was something sweet but firm about the way he said it—an echo of the exact words I’d said to him when he picked me up from school. A promise of a future that we were too young to consider, and yet both of us felt so keenly it was hard to deny.

We pushed off together and slowly slid down, turning around each loop with whoops of joy. As we neared the bottom and slowed to a stop, Shadow hugged my body closer and whispered low in my ear, causing tingles to erupt along my skin.

“There’s no other place I’d rather be right now than with you.”

“You sure about that?” I teased. “Not even on your Harley?”

He pretended to consider it as I hopped up, giving him a look.

“You better answer fast before I get the wrong idea.”

Raw hunger danced in his eyes as he growled, lunging forward as I screeched, running through the playground and dodging around equipment. The song ended on my list, and my phone merged into a new one.

Gasping, I jumped up and down as Shadow shook his head, snickering at my reaction. “I love this song!”

“It’s weird,” he disagreed, but I didn’t care.

Belting the lyrics at the top of my lungs, I began to sing and dance, never feeling freer than I did at that moment. “Well, somebody told me you had a boyfriend, who looked like a girlfriend that I had in February of last year. It’s not confidential. I’ve got potential. Pace yourself for me. I said maybe, baby, please.”

Shadow started chuckling, joining in. “Well, somebody told me you had a boyfriend who looked like a girlfriend that I had in February of last year.”

Both of us were jumping around, doing silly dances and body jiggles that were horribly jerky and uncoordinated, but I loved every moment. Motionless in White was one of my favorite bands. The song ended, and I spun toward my biker boyfriend, blowing him a kiss.

The expression on his face radiated pure adoration but in his eyes shone a level of emotion that was impossible to pinpoint or break down to only one feeling. Much more than affection. Considerably more than desire or sexual attraction. I saw the unmistakable confirmation of love in his eyes, and my heart pounded in response.

Because I was already in love with him too.

Was it quick? Did he swoop in and turn my world upside down? Yes, to both. But I would rather feel his touch, experience his kisses, and take a wild ride on his Harley than anything else in this world.

Some might call me young and naïve.

All I knew was that I had fallen for Shadow, and I couldn’t imagine a future without him.
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“WOW,” I WHISPERED, knowing Stefanie didn’t hear me above the music. “You’re so beautiful.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the vision in front of me. Stefanie danced, and her eyes sparkled as she spun in a circle, darting out into the abandoned street.

Freedom. Hope. Love.

Those were only some of the emotions I felt when I watched the girl who accepted me for who I was, faults and all and stood by my side. My breath caught in my throat as I realized what I’d been missing my entire life. Unloved and unwanted since birth, not a single soul showed me kindness until I met the Royal Bastards, and they led me to the young woman who held out her arms, offering me the world.

Blinking, I forced myself not to lose my shit and blubber like a baby.

Fierce love blossomed inside for this precious girl I would cherish every day as long as I lived.

On a deserted road in the middle of the Nevada desert, I lost my heart and soul.

And I knew nothing, not a damn thing anyone said or did would ever tear us apart.
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“Where the hell have you been, prospect?”

“Sorry.” I ducked my head, trying to appear contrite before I ended up cleaning the whole Crossroads naked or some other humiliating punishment. “What can I do for you, Mr. Lanford?”

Grim smirked, crossing his arms over his chest as he narrowed his eyes. “We need to talk. My office. Now.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Rael’s frown before I followed Grim to his office. The president of the Royal Bastards sank into his leather chair behind the desk and pulled his pack of smokes out, lighting up as he turned his focus in my direction.

Silence stretched between us as he seemed to enjoy leaving me dangling about his next course of action.

“I apologize if you feel I’m not giving 100 percent. I’m fully committed to this club. Nothing changes that.”

“Not even a girl?”

“No, sir.” I put every ounce of feeling I had into that statement because it was true. The club saved me and introduced Stefanie. I owed the Royal Bastards more than I could ever repay.

There was only one thing I couldn’t do—break up with Stefanie.

“She’s underage,” he growled, leaning forward. “Don’t do something stupid before she turns eighteen. You feel me?”

I did. Nodding, I swallowed hard. I’d already thought of that and knew I wouldn’t have sex with her until she was legal. I was still technically a teen myself, but the law wouldn’t see it that way.

“Not gonna have this discussion again.”

“Okay.”

“No, you need to understand what I’m sayin’. Stay clear of Stefanie. That’s an order from your pres.”

Blanching, I shook my head, knowing I could never obey when I already loved Stef.

“I’m tellin’ you it’s gonna mean nothin’ but trouble, kid. I can’t have any backlash on the club.”

“There won’t be,” I promised.

“You can’t guarantee shit.”

Nope. He was wrong. I could. I’d see her in secret if I had to and keep things under the radar but letting her go and walking away? No way in hell.

She was worth it—whatever risks I had to take, whatever the consequences. They didn’t matter.

I’d endure every punishment imaginable for Stefanie. And I think Grim knew it.

He blew out an exasperated breath, slamming a hand down on his desk. “No underage pussy. It’s a rule of the club. If you can’t promise me that you’ll follow that rule, then you’re out, Shadow.”

Devastated, I jumped to my feet, shaking my head and backing toward the door just as it swung open. I nearly got clipped by the biker who suddenly appeared, his skeletal mask twisted with frustration.

Rael rushed in, grabbing my shoulders as he spun me around. “You’ll obey the pres, won’t you, Shadow?” There was a hint of desperation in his tone I’d never heard before as he shook me once, forcing an answer from my lips.

Once I gave my word, I knew I would have to follow through. Days like today when I could drive my girl all over the state of Nevada on the back of my bike were going to end until after her eighteenth birthday. The promise loomed over my head like a noose, but I didn’t have a choice. Leaving the club wasn’t an option any more than leaving Stefanie.

My chin dropped, and I sighed, gathering the courage to glance up and look Rael in the eye. “I promise.”

Rael’s grip relaxed as he gave me a light push toward Grim. “Tell your pres what he needs to hear.”

“I promise I won’t pursue a physical relationship with Stefanie until she’s eighteen.” That was easy. I didn’t have a problem with waiting. It was the rest of the promise I couldn’t abide by.

“And the rest of it?”

Lying to my pres was the worst kind of deception, and I couldn’t do it. I’d have to keep my promise, and that meant I couldn’t see Stefanie every day like I did now. “I’ll keep my distance,” I choked out, unable to hide the pain in my voice. My fists clenched as I held them close to my hips and refused to show further weakness.

Rael pulled me into his side and ruffled my hair. “There. Not so hard, right?” There was an edge to his voice, though, like he knew how much that just cost me to say those words and mean them.

Grim leaned back, and I could almost visibly see the weight that lifted off his shoulders. “This is for the best. You’ll see. One day you’ll thank me.”

I highly doubted it.

“Find Toad. There’re a few things to do to prepare for tonight. I don’t want to look up and see that you’ve disappeared. Show me you can keep your word, prospect.”

Fuck. There was no way I would be able to see Stefanie tonight. He would know if I left the compound, and I’d end up on the street.

“Understood. I’ll be there.”

“Good.”

Rael tossed an encouraging smile in my direction as I left the office and trudged down the hall, passing the kitchen on my way to find Toad.

“Hey, prospect.”

Glancing up, I saw one of the club girls alone in the kitchen. A new girl that Snooki recommended. Grim let her stay for a bit to see if she was a good fit for the Crossroads and the biker lifestyle.

“Hi, Skyla.”

“Hungry? I just baked off some chocolate chip cookies.”

“Uh, no. Thanks, though.”

I was about to keep walking when she darted around the corner of the counter and walked up to me, placing her hand on my chest.

“You seem a bit down. Anything I can do to help?”

“You do know I’m not a member yet, right? Not gonna gain you any points to sleep with me.” And I wasn’t interested.

“So? Maybe I just want to put a smile on your face.”

Jesus. Where did they find this girl? Were they all that eager for biker dick? Humored but also a bit flustered, I slid away from Skyla and headed down the hall.

“See ya around,” I called out, happy that she didn’t run after me and I could escape.

Toad was in the stock room, sorting through supplies as I entered, muttering under his breath.

“What’s got you so twisted?” I asked, laughing at his scowl.

“Grim asked me to find a special bottle of bourbon for tonight, and it’s like a needle in a fuckin’ haystack. There are so many bottles of booze here that it will take hours.”

Biting my lip to keep from laughing, I managed to sober enough to ask the necessary info needed to help locate the bourbon. “Which brand does he want?”

“He said something about Michter’s and being aged 25 years.”

My eyes widened. “That’s like $5000 a bottle.”

“No shit? How do you know that?”

“Because I saw Rael drinking from one once with Papa. They got into an argument about the price and looked it up.”

“Then why the fuck would he put it in the stock room?”

“He probably didn’t,” I deadpanned.

Toad turned a light shade of red. “I swear to fuck he likes to mess with me.” The words were almost garbled with his deep, scratchy timbre.

“Yeah, but you take it like a champ. He likes that about you.”

Toad snorted. “Sure.”

“I bet the bottle is behind the bar if it’s not locked up in his room or office.”

“Let’s clean this shit up, and then we’ll go grab it. I want to see his face when I give it to him. Bet he thought it would take me all afternoon to figure it out.”

Fifteen minutes later, I stood next to Toad as he knocked on the office door. Grim was involved in a heated discussion with Rael and someone else as the door opened, and Mammoth stared us down. He was the VP and the biggest guy in the club and had at least two hundred pounds of muscle on Toad and me.

“What the fuck you prospects want?” he barked, making us both jump.

Toad held up the bottle of whiskey. “Got Grim his liquor.”

Mammoth’s lips twitched as he read the label. “Prospect found your bourbon, pres.”

“Well, let them in. I’m thirsty.”

Mammoth stood back as we walked inside, shutting the door behind us. Grim’s grin widened as he ticked his head at the bottle of his favorite liquor.

Toad placed the bottle on Grim’s desk with a confident grin. “Bourbon as requested.”

Grim reached for the bottle and pulled out a couple of glasses from a drawer to his right. He filled one for Rael and Mammoth and then tilted the bottle back, tossing down a large swallow. Toad appeared amused, but as I caught the brief flash of concern on Rael’s face, I knew something wasn’t right. The tension in the room escaped me when we first entered but now I could tell that the discussion had been serious before our arrival.

Mammoth ticked his head toward the door. “Get lost. We’ll text when we need you.”

Toad didn’t hesitate. He was gone before I could blink twice. My gaze met Rael’s, and he gave a slight shake of his head. Whatever was happening, it wasn’t my place to ask about it or concern myself with it.

Someday when I patched in, all of this secretive shit would end, and I wouldn’t feel like I was on the outside so often.

Out in the hall, I pulled out my phone as it vibrated. Stefanie’s name popped up with a text. A stupid grin stretched across my face as I decided to call her instead of texting back.

Dialing her number, I walked outside to grab a little privacy.

“Hi, Shadow,” she greeted with that silky, sexy voice that I adored.

“Hey, sweetheart.”

“It’s nice to hear your voice.”

“Yours, too. Makes my whole day.” I wasn’t remotely kidding.

“I have to study all evening,” she admitted with a sigh. “Finals are later this week before Christmas break. Chemistry and AP English have entire study guides I need to finish.”

“You worried I won’t understand?”

“No,” she admitted with a sigh. “I just wanted to spend time with you, and I can’t.”

“Aw, now that just made me smile.”

“Even if you miss me?”

“I always miss you, babe. Every single minute of the day that we’re not together.” It was cheesy as fuck but not a lie.

“Will you text me later?”

“Of course. There’s a party at the Crossroads tonight, and it’s about to get crazy. I’ll probably be helping drunken members to their rooms and cleaning up empty bottles of booze all night.”

“Stay safe.”

“Always,” I replied with conviction. “You get bored or need a pep talk or just want to hear my voice again, don’t hesitate to call or text. Okay?”

“You sure you won’t be too busy?”

“Never too busy for you. Promise.”

“Shadow?”

“Yeah, sweetheart?”

“Catch the kiss I’m tossing your way, okay?”

Holding out my hand, I opened my palm and then closed it around the affection she’d sent me. “Caught it. I’ll want a real one when I see you next.”

“Okay. Goodnight.”

“‘Night, my beautiful star.”

“Your star?” Her voice grew soft as she asked, and I knew she was probably blushing.

“My bright shining light. All I need in this dark world.”

“You’re my bad boy,” she whispered as my head tilted back, and I laughed hard at the cliché.

“If you knew how much I wanted to sneak over right now, kissing all over your body, you’d know that was true.”

Her giggle echoed through my cell.

“Bye, my star.”

“Bye, Shadow.”

As the call ended, I slid my phone into my pocket and turned back toward the Crossroads. The next months were going to be hell but worth it. For Stefanie, I’d wait as long as needed.
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“Shadow.”

Grim’s shout and the firm set of his jaw didn’t bode well.

“We need to talk.”

Again? Fuck. I could never seem to catch a break. It was Christmas Eve, and all I wanted was to meet Stefanie and exchange our presents. I’d barely spoken to her over the last week. She was busy with finals. I’d kept my distance like Grim demanded, but it sucked. Missing her was a given. Feeling the dull ache in my chest with her absence? That was unexpected.

“Don’t look so down, kid,” he scolded, closing the door behind us after we entered his office. “I’m not here to give you shit. I know you’ve been doing as I asked.”

Okay. Why was I here then?

“I know you want to see her, and I’m giving you permission.”

“No shit?” I asked, beaming a fat grin.

He snorted at my exuberance. “On one condition. You don’t cross the line. Don’t let your dick call the shots. Feel me?”

Scowling, I was about to get mad a second time about the whole sex talk.

Grim held up a hand. “You need to understand where I’m coming from. I’m not that old that I don’t get how amped up you are or how crazy your hormones are and shit. Just use the right head, that’s all.”

Blinking, it suddenly dawned on me that he was having the same type of conversation a father might have with a son. If I had an old man who gave two shits about me or if I hadn’t bounced around from home to home since I was a baby, maybe that wouldn’t have meant as much as it did right now.

My hand rose and slapped against my chest as a tidal wave of emotion threatened to crash over me. He cared. Grim genuinely wanted the best for me, and he was saying what he felt he needed to because it was important to him. He didn’t want me to screw up because he didn’t want me to experience pain or regret. There were no words for how deeply that affected me. He was the father figure that I never had. Grim and Rael both.

“I won’t mess up,” I choked out, swallowing down the lump that formed in my throat.

He blinked and then wiped the corner of one of his eyes. “Damn contacts are fucking with me.”

Grim didn’t wear contacts.

“Thank you.” My words were spoken right from my heart, and I hoped he could see that I truly appreciated having him in my life.

He dipped his chin in acknowledgment, and I decided not to make him suffer by sticking around or pointing out that he had shed a tear over me. Someday though, I’d bring it up and give him shit—all in good fun. Wait until Rael learned about it.

The stupid smile on my face must have been infectious because Grim smirked.

After a brief shake of his head, he gestured toward the door. “Merry Christmas, kid.”

I took three steps before spinning around and rushing up to him, throwing my arms around his broad shoulders and giving him a hug. “Merry Christmas, Grim.”

His body stiffened for a second and then relaxed, probably shocked that I practically tackled him, which is precisely what I intended. I didn’t turn back to see his expression before I left his office, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if those contacts were giving him trouble again.

Out in the hall, I nearly bumped into Rael.

“Hey, prospect. Got somethin’ for you.” One of his hands wrapped around the back of my neck as he steered me toward the common room.

Most of the club was gathered around, drinking liquor or playing pool. The music wasn’t quite as loud as usual, and I wondered if Rael was up to something. If that was even a thing because Rael was never happier than when he was in the thick of shit and giving someone a hard time.

“The guys all chipped in, and we got you a gift for Christmas.”

Shit. By the look on his face, I was about to be humiliated. “Uh, okay.”

Toad leaned against the wall by the bar and shook his head, already knowing this would be a disaster.

Rael snatched a brightly wrapped package from underneath a short three-foot tree and placed it in my hands. The gleam in his eyes was downright frightening.

“I’m not gonna be exposed to some toxin or something, right?” I asked, carefully ripping the corner of the paper as I stared at the present like it would bite.

A few snickers erupted around the room.

Damn. Rael wasn’t the only one in on it.

“Fuck it,” I muttered, tearing off the rest of the paper as I stared down at the frame in my hands. “You fuckers,” I blurted, shaking my head at the photo. I was wearing the French maid costume and had a feather duster in my hand, cleaning the bar in my heels. Behind me, etched into the mirror above the bar, was the club’s logo.

Guffaws filled the room, and the laughter was infectious as I shook my head, unable to keep a straight face.

“Told you he wouldn’t pitch a fit. The kid isn’t a pussy. He can take a joke,” Rael declared proudly.

It was another full-circle moment for me as I caught the way Rael glanced in my direction. He tussled my hair as he closed in, slapping me on the back. Genuine affection reflected in his mischievous smile as I was reminded for the second time tonight how lucky I was to be a part of this club. I wasn’t sure what would have become of me without Rael and Grim.

“We got a gift for you too,” Rael announced, tossing a package to Toad.

He didn’t hesitate to tear off the paper, staring at the box in his hands before flipping the whole room off. Laughter erupted again as Rael ticked his head at Diablo who blew a kiss at Toad.

Mammoth gestured to the gift. “Show us what you got, precious.”

Toad muttered under his breath and flipped the box around so we could all see the front. Grown men began laughing so hard they nearly cried. I couldn’t help chuckling at the contents within. Thank fuck I didn’t get that gift.

“Figured you could use some help, so you know how to use your pecker when you find a woman.”

Hannibal’s comment unleashed lewd and suggestive jokes for several minutes as the discussion turned downright raunchy. Toad’s cheeks burned with embarrassment, but he shrugged his shoulders, opening the box and tugging the blow-up doll out. She had bright yellow hair and full, red lips shaped in a perfect ‘o’.

Someone tossed a bottle of lube in his direction as Toad caught it. “You’re all assholes.”

Diablo sauntered over and looped his arm around Toad’s neck. “Don’t go in dry. You might get road rash.”

I swear to fuck, not a single person could speak for a full minute because we laughed so hard that we could hardly breathe. My cheeks hurt as I kept chuckling, noticing that Grim was watching all of us and seemed to relax for once. There was something almost sad about the way he stayed on the sidelines, and I wondered if someone or something was making him feel that way. Maybe he was missing a girl too.

When he caught my stare, he tilted his head toward the door, giving me the chance to escape. I rushed out the door and away from the party, hopping into one of the SUVs on the lot. With the high winds currently battering against the vehicle, I held onto the steering wheel tight. The weather had grown bitterly cold, and I reluctantly left my bike in the garage.

Christmas music filtered through the speakers as my thoughts turned to Stefanie, and I sped out of the gate, racing toward my girl.
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“WOW,” I WHISPERED, staring at the vision in front of me with awe, dazzled by Stefanie’s beauty as she clutched at the tiny purse in her hand. A tight, little red dress clung to her body in all the right places ending just above her knees.

In the light, she sparkled brighter than the colorful ornaments on the tree in her living room. “Wow,” I repeated, fighting against the massive wood I had just sported. Couldn’t help it. She looked good enough to nibble on and ten times sweeter than the candy canes hanging off the branches.

“It’s freezing. Get in here, silly.” Stefanie tugged on my arm and hauled me inside, shivering as I tried not to stare at the way her perky tits bounced at the top of her dress.

I was so fucked. So. Fucked.

How the hell was I going to make it through the night without acting on all the urges in my body? She made me feel things I wasn’t sure how to handle. Sexual need coiled my body tight, but it wasn’t because I just wanted to sleep with her. Sure, I’d had about a million fucking dreams about it. My cock was going to permanently bend to the right after all the tugging I’d done since we met, but that wasn’t why I felt such a pull toward her.

Stefanie made me feel special. Like I was tough and important and needed. She looked at me like she couldn’t get enough. That smile of hers punched right into my heart with that delicious little dimple on the left side that only popped out when she looked my way. And then she did this little inhale when our eyes met like her heart was jackhammering inside her chest, and she couldn’t suck in a breath fast enough. Like all she saw were stars as numerous as the Nevada sky and twinkling merrily all around my head.

Fuck if I didn’t feel all of that too.

My greedy gaze couldn’t stop following every movement she made, devouring all the ripe, sensual curves that were on display for my viewing pleasure. Her skin glowed under the festive lights that danced behind her. She’d placed them on a setting where they blinked, traveled along the length of the tree, and then slowly faded in and out. A train traveled in a figure-eight beneath and chugged happily as it raced along the track. Tinsel and garland weaved in and out of all the colored balls, popcorn strings, and the remaining ornaments.

The tree dazzled the eye but had nothing on Stefanie.

Lifting one hand, I caressed the side of her face and ran my thumb across the delicate line of her jaw. “You’re so beautiful,” I whispered, lowering my head and capturing her mouth with a kiss.

Usually, I tried to restrain myself and not unleash the full extent of my hunger, but it was impossible tonight. I never experienced anything as sugarplum sweet as her lips. My mouth devoured hers as my tongue forced through the seam, and I tasted her as thoroughly as I desired, deepening that kiss as her fingers danced up my shirt and pushed my jacket over my shoulders.

There was no way I was going to stop what was happening between us. I’d do my best not to take her virginity tonight, but I wanted to feel the silken warmth between her thighs, and I needed to know if she tasted as intoxicating below as she did in her mouth. Who said I couldn’t give her an orgasm for Christmas? That wasn’t breaking any rules.

She would still be innocent.

She must have read my mind because her cheeks flushed with a delicate pink. “My mom is working the graveyard shift tonight. She won’t be home until after six.”

Damn. The wolfish grin that spread across my face must have confirmed my devious intent because she giggled and then held out her hand, shyly smiling as I interlaced our fingers.

“You know I love you, right?”

Why the fuck did I choose that moment to tell her when we had the entire night? Perhaps it was the feeling that tingled along my spine, an eerie foreboding that I needed to make the most of every moment we had together because the future was uncertain.

Familiar shadows crept along the corners of the room, and I shivered while whispers tickled my ears. We were protected tonight. I could have whatever I wanted.

We were in her bedroom before it registered that Stefanie tossed her purse to the side and slowly unzipped the dress, letting the fabric fall to the floor with a whisper. Pale, perfect skin revealed a body I wanted to fall to my knees and worship. The way her body curved made my mouth water. That sexy slope of her rounded ass. The inward dip of her waist. Those rounded hips. Only a red lace bra and thong covered her perky tits and virgin pussy.

If I were a guy that wasn’t honorable, I would devour her and eat her up from head to toe. A shaky sigh escaped her lips as she climbed on the bed and rolled onto her back, lifting her hands with a soft, beckoning smile.

“I can’t have sex with you,” I whispered. “You’re not eighteen yet.” Fuck. It sounded stupid right now.

She shrugged a shoulder. “We don’t have to go all the way. I just want to feel your touch and your warmth. I need to be close to you.”

My heart stuttered, and I shed my jacket, shirt, and shoes as I dropped down and crawled over her body. Her legs parted, and I settled between them while my fingers caressed her thighs. “You’re fucking gorgeous, babe.”

“I love you too, Shadow. Always.”

Always. “Do you have any idea how much you mean to me?” I asked, rising above her as I lowered my head and captured her lips. The kiss was soft but drowned in passion. A small moan escaped as our lips separated.

“I think I do. Like I’m the air in your lungs, right? Like your chest is tight, and you can’t breathe without knowing that I’m okay? That’s how I think of you. You’re my oxygen. There’s no life without you.”

My head lowered, and I wrapped my arms around her waist, hugging my girl, my everything close as my cheek rested on her stomach. “That’s exactly what you are to me, Stefanie. My oxygen.”

“Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, my precious star.”
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The cigarette between my lips gave no satisfaction. It was a distraction, a much-needed numbness to the tragedy of my life. I was simply going through the motions. I inhaled, exhaled, dragged more smoke through my lungs, but nothing changed my current circumstances. The nicotine hit my bloodstream, and the rush satisfied my craving but nothing more. All I tasted was ash in my mouth. My life had become a bitter, exhausting void of nothingness that I endured from one day to the next. Flicking the end of the cancer stick, I watched the embers hit the ground and bounce off. The sparks ignited on the asphalt for a brief couple of seconds and then were snuffed out.

Just like the light in my life.

I had nothing left.

“Hey, kid,” a familiar voice greeted, leaning against the wall as Rael lit up his own smoke. “Dark ass sky tonight, huh?”

All I responded with was a grunt.

Rael did that often now. He didn’t ask how I was doing because there wasn’t a fucking point. And I didn’t share because it didn’t fucking matter.

The end result was the same.

Stefanie was gone.

“How long has it been?” he asked, taking a long, deep drag and blowing out the smoke in an exaggerated exhale.

“Four months, nine days, seventeen hours, twenty-three minutes, and five seconds.”

“You’re still counting,” he murmured, scrubbing a hand down his face.

If I wasn’t so broken, maybe I could respond better. “What the fuck you think?”

Rael lifted one shoulder and shrugged. “Can’t say that I blame you. If anything happened to Nylah,” he choked off, clearing his throat, “I’d kill every motherfucker in the state of Nevada.”

“At least you’d be given the freedom to go after her,” I replied with attitude, pissed off at the reminder that I couldn’t take justice into my own hands. “You don’t have to follow orders from your president if shit gets personal. I do. I’m just a prospect.”

Rael shook his head. He’d met Nylah shortly before I lost Stefanie. It was a bitter, angry, resentful pill to swallow that he got to keep his woman and make her his ol’ lady while mine was murdered to send a message to the club.

“Any leads?” he asked quietly, finishing off his cigarette and tossing it to the ground, smashing the cinders with his boot.

“No,” I growled, but that wasn’t exactly true. I was waiting on word from one of my contacts. A secret connection that would blow up the whole damn club and piss Grim off if he knew.

“Listen. You hear something about Stefanie, anything at all, you come to me.”

“But you all think she’s dead, remember?”

“And you don’t,” he rebuffed, staring hard into my eyes. “We found a body. It looked like your girl. But I know a lot about strange shit, son. Sometimes what we see ain’t always the truth. Sometimes we just have to feel with our gut and trust with our hearts.”

That was rich coming from him. I was tempted to sneer at his words but stopped when I saw the genuine, concerned look he didn’t try to hide. “Is that what you did with Nylah?” I asked quietly, remembering the story about how the nurse wanted to kick his ass the first time they met because she only saw the outlaw biker and not the man who saved her sister.

“Yeah. Could have fucked it all up if I let the doubt in. Thought she was too perfect and good for my lifestyle. That I wasn’t worthy of a woman as intelligent and beautiful. She fucking saves lives for a living, kid. I fucking reap them.”

Snorting, I had to admit his logic was sound.

“But then I realized that she balanced the darkness in me. She was the light that helped me become the man I needed to be because when the revenge, and the hate, and the bloodlust are all gone, son, what you are is what’s leftover.”

My chin dropped, and I understood every word.

“She makes me better. She gives me something to live for, and she’s shown me that I’m more than a killer or an outlaw. I’m a man, and my life as a Reaper has a purpose too.”

“What are you saying?” I snapped, lifting my head to argue. “I don’t have Stefanie anymore! She’s gone!”

“You have what she gave you, what she put in your heart and your head. The memories that no one can take away from you.”

“Bullshit,” I blurted, shaking with sudden adrenaline. I didn’t want to talk about this anymore. Not tonight.

“I get your rage. I really do. Fuck. You know my life has been built upon the vengeance I had to take for my sister’s murder. If anyone is in your corner, you can fuckin’ believe it’s me.”

“But you get to come home to Nylah every night. She’s real and here in flesh and blood. All that I see is a fuckin’ ghost.”

It was true.

The ghost of her was everywhere I looked . . . soft touches on my skin, her delicate scent, even the whisper of her smooth, sultry voice. Every time I turned my head, I expected to see her pretty smile. Every single day I woke up with the knowledge that she was gone forever.

Rael didn’t understand what I was going through. No one did. You could never truly understand loss until you’d been loved by an angel and then had her ripped cruelly from your grasp without any hope of her return. That’s what it was like.

One moment I was flying high, happy and content with the knowledge that my girl was the love of my life and she loved me as much as I loved her. The next, I was torn into pieces and shattered by the news that she had disappeared. The worst part was learning that her body had been discovered, carved into by a blade from the same fucking Russians that were terrorizing Nevada with a human trafficking ring. 

Four months, nine days, seventeen hours, twenty-three minutes, and five seconds since my star stopped shining.

It was a lonely, empty, dark world without Stefanie in it.

A flicker of emotion crossed the cocky, confident biker’s expression. One fleeting moment of vulnerability few ever caught from the Sargeant at Arms of the club. Weakness was no virtue to Rael. He didn’t show his soft side to anyone but Nylah and me.

“I hear you, and I can’t fucking argue with the truth.” He slumped against the wall. “Fuck. I just wanted you to feel less alone, kid. I needed to know you’d be alright because it fucking hurts right here,” he croaked, shoving his fist into his chest over his heart, “when I see the pain in your eyes.”

Tears filled my eyes in response, but there was no way I’d let those traitorous fuckers fall. Sucking in a breath, I rushed forward and threw my arms around Rael, hugging him tightly.

That was the second Royal Bastard I’d hugged, and I expected the same awkward reaction as I’d gotten from Grim. Rael surprised me when he hugged me back, lifting me off the ground in some manly version of a bear hug. He ruffled the hair on my head as he released me and chuckled, already discarding the heaviness of our conversation.

“You come to me, son. Anytime. Prospect or not, I’ve got your back. Gave my word and vouched for you, and I haven’t regretted it a single day.”

Lifting my chin, I nodded, accepting all he said because I needed his support. I was drowning a little more each day and barely treading water. It would be so easy to give up. But I wasn’t the type of person who let fate fuck me over. No, I was going to figure out what happened to my girl. I’d learn who hurt her, and I’d find a new way to make them suffer. I’d invent forms of torment no one could ever fathom.

I had a crater-sized hole in my heart, and if I couldn’t fill it with love from my star and life, I’d fill it with blood and justice for her death.
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THE DRY DESERT AIR was cooler now that night had fallen across the Great Basin. A shy moon peeked behind layers of filmy gray clouds. Stars twinkled overhead, and I caught the last of the plum-colored rays as they sank below the horizon.

This was Stefanie’s favorite time of the day, or it was when I arrived at her grave.

Twilight.

The same sort of sky where I watched her dance in the fading light and when I knew without a doubt that I loved her, would trade my life for hers, and nothing would stop me from making her mine. A night when the possibility of a future had seemed so promising and the slightest touch of her fingers brushing across my own blossomed hope in my heart. We had our first kiss under similar stars, and when her head rested on my shoulder, I’d never felt more complete.

We shared an ice cream cone that night, and I licked a creamy drop off the side of her sweet mouth. I pledged my soul to her in silence, handing over my heart because no other girl was ever going to mean as much to me as my pretty pageant girl.

Staring down at her grave, I blew out a breath, nodding my head once before I spun on my heel and headed back to my bike. The engine rumbled as I left the cemetery and rolled down the road with only one destination in mind.

My focus was singular. I paid no attention to the landmarks, the quiet roads, or the cool temperature of the breeze as it whispered across my skin, begging me to turn around and choose a different path.

It wasn’t possible.

When Stefanie was murdered, my choice was made.

The only thing left was the rage. It blocked out the pain. The sorrow. The guilt.

The flame from my lighter flickered in the careless wind as I started my smoke, inhaling the nicotine into my lungs as my lips lifted into the briefest of smiles.

Vindication. Vengeance. An eye for an eye.

None of those words was any comparison.

I wasn’t justice or revenge tonight.

I was death. And there would be no mercy.

If my club knew my plans and the ruthless brutality that I would carry them out, no one would have let me outside the gates of the compound. Wars were started by the kind of vigilante shit I was doing tonight, but I didn’t give a fuck. Let every asshole who thought he could take me on give it a try. I wasn’t just a crippled boy with everything to lose. Now I was an arrogant, vengeful motherfucker who didn’t have a damn thing holding him back.

That was difficult for some people to comprehend.

It took a particular type of personality to truly embrace a give zero shits and hold nothing back kind of attitude. For me, it was fueled by Stefanie’s loss, but if I was honest, that wasn’t the root cause. I’d been born different. I wasn’t normal, and I knew it from a young age.

When I saw the shadows, heard the whispers, and then learned of the roars, I knew my purpose was tainted. What kind of psychotic kid spoke to the darkness and loved it? Who chose to friend the nightmares from the closet and under the bed? Only a kid born from the shadows. That was exactly who I had become.

It only took a tragedy to unfurl the beast inside completely.

The shadows were my home now, a refuge to plan my ultimate revenge, and that was exactly what I had done over the last four months. I’d plotted and researched and planned. Aching from the pain and torment of losing the girl I loved, I let that fester into something wild and deadly. Now that my contact and I had met several times and exchanged critical Intel, I was ready to strike.

Oh, they would never see me coming. They had no idea.

From shadow, I was born, and from shadow, I would rise. But oh, how glorious, how beautiful, how saturated in blood would that road to hell be paved upon.

Maniacal laughter bubbled up and out of my chest.

Perhaps I truly lost my mind.

I didn’t care.

The first visit from the ghost of Christmas was coming tonight, and how perfectly twisted and merciless it would become.
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“Do you still hear the whispers and the roars?”

Startled, I turned my head to gaze into the void of a stranger’s eyes. The man didn’t blink. And there wasn’t a pupil. Just black as the witching hour of the night without the moon. I’d watched enough Supernatural late at night when I couldn’t sleep to know this guy was either fucking around or he wasn’t human.

Honestly, my life was so fucked up right now that I could believe he was the devil himself because the man was a sight to behold. He looked like one of those guys on the expensive razor commercials with the perfect scruff on his face and hair in that slightly messy look girls adored. A dark suit was tailored to fit his frame so well it was like a second skin. Perfect, white teeth too straight not to have expensive work done were framed by full lips drawn into a macabre grin.

He had a muscular build and trimmed waist with rounded, sculpted shoulders and biceps that stretched beneath the fabric of his suit jacket. Tall, lean, and lethal were the words that popped into my head. Charm oozed from his frame and combined with a scent that reminded me of a burning fire and decent cologne.

Blinking, I still hadn’t answered him yet.

“You’d think I’d get a coherent response this time. After all, I was the one who sent the whispers and shadows for you when your asshole foster dad liked to use you for a punching bag.”

My eyes widened. “Are you a vampire?”

Amusement danced in the inky fathoms of his eyes. “Fuck no. Why would I want to limit myself to only drinking blood? Utterly boring if you ask me.”

“A demon?” Because hell yeah, I’d learned a bit about those during the seasons of Supernatural. I always did like bad guys more than the angels. They sure had a lot of fun.

A chuckle vibrated up and out of the stranger’s throat. “I like you. You’re not half as disbelieving as the rest of the club. Grim found something rare with you, didn’t he?”

Shit. Shit. Shit. I was so screwed now. The club didn’t know I was out tonight and about to fuck up the first of the men who touched my Stefanie.

“Uh, maybe?” I asked, lifting my shoulders in a shrug. “I always knew I wasn’t normal.”

“Ding. Ding. Ding. Let’s give this kid a prize.” Black smoke poofed into the air, and the man disappeared, reappearing in front of me only about a foot from my face.

“Holy shit!” I yelled, nearly shitting my pants. “How did you do that?”

This being was powerful. And if he knew about the club, he knew plenty about the Royal Bastards and the Tonopah, NV chapter. Grim never told me about this little detail. Neither did Rael.

A smirk rode the handsome, flawless features of the man as he bowed. “You may call me Lucifer. I do like your tenacity. And those dark, positively wicked thoughts in your head.” He shivered like the idea turned him on, and I took a step back. “You only like women. Such a pity,” he murmured, almost as an afterthought.

“Are you here to strike some kind of bargain with me?”

“As a matter of fact, I am. Do you understand what that means?”

“Selling my soul? Yes. If that means I can have fun with the men who hurt Stefanie and make them suffer, then yes, we can talk about a contract.”

Amused, the devil, and I knew there was no mistaking his identity, plucked a piece of parchment paper out of thin air. “This is so unorthodox I love it.”

Quirking a brow, I didn’t hide the fact that I was clueless about what he meant. “You’re gonna have to be a little more detailed.”

“Ah. Someone who doesn’t hide the truth or anything else. So refreshing. However, one also needs to know how to lie convincingly. It’s so mundane to deal with the truth all the time. All the fun lingers between truth and lie. Never forget that, kid.”

“Okay. I won’t.”

“You’ll still be taking the Devil’s Ride, Shadow. Mark my words. We’ll meet again. Very soon.”

Was he leaving already?

“I’m gonna give you a taste before you decide permanent allegiance, something I’ve never done before today. How delightfully unpredictable. I do love twisting the rules for my benefit.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Nothing, Wyatt born of Shadows. Keep the name. There is none other that suits you better.”

“The name?”

“You’ll know when the time is right.”

Lucifer’s face morphed, and all of the flesh disappeared off his bones. He grinned from his bony visage and then swiped a fingernail across his wrist. “Isn’t this fun? Just like a vampire.”

Fuck. Me.

This was nothing like a goddamn vampire.

A single drop of blood was swiped from the cut before it healed almost instantly. He marked my forehead with the crimson fluid, chanting something under his breath that I couldn’t hope to decipher. I gasped as heat blazed across the skin, and I cried out, dropping to my knees as the fallen angel, lord of demons, and the first Reaper exploded into a ball of flames, and the sky around my bike lit up for two brief seconds.

Then he was gone.

Wow. “The devil sure likes to be theatrical,” I deadpanned, knowing not a soul was close enough to hear the words.

A grim chuckle ghosted across the back of my neck, and I jumped, twisting around to find nothing but air. Great. I’d gained the notice of Lucifer Morningstar, and he wasn’t going to let me forget it.

“Thanks,” I muttered, positive that he could probably hear even if he didn’t respond.
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THE SCORPION COMPOUND was dark at nearly three a.m. No club business was conducted, and no one lingered outside the rooms where girls showed the members a good time.

A few lower-level guys were walking the perimeter with guns like that would stop me or anyone else who really wanted to get inside. Sure, the place was gated and the fencing topped with barbed wire, but that was just a logistics problem and one I would easily solve.

I’d already brought the tools I needed to create an opening. I was just going to trip the alarm and send them all running toward the front gates as I slid through the back undetected. An easy solution that would buy all the time I needed to sneak inside and find Barnaby Nickel. What a stupid fucking name. He was the asshole who grabbed Stefanie. The one responsible for kidnapping her and transporting my girl to the location where the others waited.

Barnaby would die first.

The meeting with Lucifer was still fresh in my mind. I wondered if I could call upon the shadows. Would they answer my summons? Would the whispers come to my aid whenever I asked?

Some primitive intuition guided me, and I knew they would always be whenever I wanted or needed them. I didn’t lie to Lucifer. Just because the shadows and whispers and roars weren’t always here didn’t mean they weren’t watching.

As if they knew what I desired, dark shadows began to move around me. Fingers birthed from onyx vapors curled around my body and caressed my skin, slithering over one another with anticipation. Murmuring whispers drifted toward me from all directions, and they seemed to originate from the desert sands that rolled over every surface. Fine grains trickled across the asphalt and spun in circles, causing a mini dust storm. I closed my eyes and waited, knowing wind would blow them beyond the gates of the Scorpion compound.

The whispering drew closer, and I tilted my head, listening to their suggestions. Oh, what wicked friends I’d gained. And now? They were remarkably powerful after Lucifer’s intervention.

“Go,” I ordered, opening my eyes as the shadows lurched and swayed, rolling and bubbling along the ground while they spread out until the dark apparitions chose a human form.

They walked alongside one another and grew in number until they hugged the length of the perimeter. The air crackled with power as they hovered, awaiting the perfect moment to strike. When all of the guards switched directions and turned their backs on one another, the shadows darted forward.

There were no screams. No alarm.

No sounds at all.

A slight rustling next to a tumbleweed revealed a snake that coiled, ready to strike as our eyes met. I’d never been afraid of snakes, but I didn’t particularly like them. Wary, I stood my ground as it slithered closer and used its tail on the sandy surface. The reptile stopped, flicked his forked tongue, and then sped off, disappearing into the vast danger of the desert.

I knew the exact second the shadows returned. An eerie silence engulfed the entire grounds, and I walked forward, wondering how I would gain entrance. A shadow flew through the air and landed on the gate’s locking mechanism. A few seconds elapsed before I heard clicking, and then the gate swung wide and opened.

Before I entered, I chanted the words that were my battle cry, clinging to their strength as I prepared the first wave of my revenge.

I am darkness.

The darkness lives in me.

I am shadow.

The shadows obey my commands.

I am justice.

Brutality and vengeance will be mine.

My steps were confident as I approached the compound and walked to the right, locating the lower level of rooms.

According to the Intel I received, Barnaby lived on this side of the compound. He liked to play in a basement directly below his room. The rumor I heard was that he enjoyed tormenting his victims and recording their screams and cries for help. He installed a vent that led to a row of cells they regularly used underneath, ensuring a clear connection. It was a direct link so he could hear everything that happened. Cameras were installed around the basement. Above, back in his room, he installed televisions. Recordings were made of all the suffering he inflicted, and he watched those tapes for entertainment.

Barnaby was a sick motherfucker.

“I want to know if there are tapes of Stefanie.”

Some of the shadows disappeared. I could feel their departure more than see it, and that was fucking weird. A door that led to the basement was located a few yards away. I didn’t have to ask the shadows to unlock it for me. As soon as I strode toward it, they departed in order to make it happen.

A woman was whimpering as I opened the door. Her voice cried out once, and I thought I recognized Stefanie. Rage exploded across my skin, and I ran down the concrete steps, stumbling into a scene right out of my nightmares.

The girl who whimpered was tied to a cross, and she’d been beaten. Fluids covered her naked, bruised body, and it wasn’t hard to guess it was semen. Angry red handprints stood out on her pale flesh as she moaned, held up only by the thin rope at her neck, wrists, and ankles.

Another girl was face down on a table, staring into a void with lifeless eyes. Her throat had been slashed, and the blood still trickled from the cut as a man pumped his hips into her lower body. The scarlet fluid had pooled to the edges of the table and dripped onto the floor, traveling in thin rivulets until it reached the drain in the center.

There was nothing I could do for the blonde who was already dead. The other girl, a brunette who didn’t look much older than my beloved Stefanie, appeared too traumatized to speak.

My sweetheart wasn’t in this room. I’d never been more thankful for anything in my life.

I recognized Barnaby from the photo texted to my phone. In my hand, a blade appeared, and I wasn’t sure if I had reached for it or if the shadows pulled it from my pocket. The rapist didn’t notice he was no longer alone. He was grunting, getting off on the dead girl and his brutality.

The shadows swarmed around me as we merged as one. A silent cry of rage lifted my lip in a snarl as I sprang forward, practically flying across the room. The knife plunged into the top of his head as I pierced his brain and skull, going straight down until it broke through the bottom of his jaw. I felt the jolt of power I’d used, and it was shocking but invigorating.

Barnaby jolted as his mouth opened in a silent scream. His dick must have shriveled because he backed away from the girl and then stumbled, turning my way as I smiled at the shock on his face. He should already be dead, but maybe the shadows were dragging this out just a bit longer so I could say what I wanted.

“Stefanie Holloway,” I growled, noting that his eyebrows lifted and his face paled. “An eye for an eye.”

His reaction was probably blood loss and trauma, but I liked to think he knew what I meant before he died.

His body hit the floor with a thud, and the blood drained from the head wound, spreading out as it mixed with the girl’s blood from the table and began dripping into the drain.

“Take care of her,” I whispered, ticking my head toward the body.

Shadows converged, gathering her up as she was surrounded, and then the dead girl disappeared. I knew her remains would be delivered anonymously to the police station because that was what I saw as a vision stole my sight and then returned it only a few seconds later. The shadows could communicate now. Slightly dizzy, I had to stand for a minute before moving closer to the cross.

Avoiding the blood on the ground, I approached her and noticed she was unconscious. That was probably merciful.

I hated the thought that she’d been treated so cruelly. Both of those young women deserved justice, just like my Stefanie. At least I could grant it.

I left the girl from the cross wrapped in a sheet at the entrance to the emergency room, propped against the wall next to the doors. The lot was nearly abandoned, and the shadows kept me hidden from any cameras. Phoning in a tip to the operator, I used a burner phone and called it in. There was nothing else I could do to help her since she needed medical attention.

I only lingered long enough to ensure they took her inside.

An hour later, I parked my bike at the cemetery, hanging my helmet on the handlebars before trudging across the grounds until I reached the spot that became a second home in the last four months.

Moonlight fell on her name with heavenly beams of thin silvery light. My head lowered as I stood there, unable to stop the emotion that churned and roiled within. It took everything I had not to break down and weep above her lifeless body, buried too far underground to ever escape her fate.

Long minutes came and went as I stood there, wishing I could have had just one more day with her, one more kiss, one more chance at a goodbye we never got to say.

Nothing hurt more than wishing for chances you could never have.

“Justice for the first,” I finally whispered, bending down closer to Stefanie’s grave. My fingers lifted to my lips, and I kissed them before lowering my hand to the surface where I placed my love on the cold exterior of her headstone.

In life or death, she would always be my precious star.
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“Hey, prospect,” Grim shouted. “Need to show you somethin’.”

His arm slung around my shoulders as he led me into the common room. I didn’t know what he was up to, but I could tell he was full of restless energy as we joined the rest of the club members in the room. No ol’ ladies, no club girls. Just the members as they all held up shot glasses full of whiskey.

“It’s been voted on, kid. You’re being patched in.”

Blinking, I couldn’t believe it was finally happening as I squeaked out an affirmative reply.

“You’ve done good, Shadow. It’s time for you to pledge your oath and allegiance to the brotherhood. We’re a rowdy bunch of motherfuckers, but you’ll never find anyone more loyal than these Royal Bastards.”

Hollers and whistles followed his words. A few men stomped their boots and banged a fist on the bar.

“Need you to follow me.”

Grim led us into the chapel, and I stood inside, pausing in awe as I took in the interior. The table stood in the center, and I could feel the weight of it beneath my palm as I strode forward and placed my hand on the smooth surface. The Tonopah, NV chapter’s logo and rockers were deeply etched into the surface and oiled regularly. That bearded skull with a crown and the dual motorcycles racing out from the sides was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in a long time. Lemon, cigars, cigarettes, weed, and booze combined for one hell of a scent when it mixed with all the leather.

One by one, the members filed in behind us as they held onto their glasses. A few downed their shots and refilled them from the dozens of bottles gathered in a nearby minibar. On the wall around the room were the retired cuts of the men the club had lost over the years, including the original president Keys. The largest frame held the club’s code. The laws that governed our chapter were on display, so no man ever forgot what they meant or the blood that had spilled to maintain them.

My hand went over my heart, and I read each one, proudly declaring my allegiance and promise always to put the club first. Chills erupted along the skin on my arms as I finished the last one, and silence reigned over the chapel.

“Fuck yeah!” Grim called out. “Let’s get your patch.”

Men jostled my body around, and I saw Grim’s knife flick out, barely breathing as he ripped the prospect patch off and then held up the new one. Everything felt surreal as shots were lifted in the air and my name was chanted. Every brother in the club was smiling and downing shots, slapping me on the back and cutting loose as the party began.

I didn’t even know they planned all this. I’d been so stuck in my grief and need for vengeance I missed everything happening around me.

Rael pushed his way through the crowd, and everyone quieted. I could tell he had something on his mind but wasn’t sure if he would break down or do something crazy. Knowing him, it was an easy toss-up between the two.

“We’re goin’ for a ride, brothers,” he announced, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Shadow, you’re with me.”

Pride puffed out my chest as I realized where they were taking me. The Devil’s Ride had a reputation, and I couldn’t wait to see what it was all about.

Lifting my chin, I followed Grim and Rael outside, following their lead as I straddled my bike, revving the throttle a little before we left the lot. Every single member of the Royal Bastards was in attendance. Dozens of motorcycles rumbled next to mine before we began to leave the compound in formation. I rode next to Rael as he requested.

The wind was bitter and shockingly cold tonight, helped along by the precipitation as it lightly began to snow. December was already packin’ a punch, and it wasn’t Christmas for another two weeks.

The ride lasted longer than I would have thought. We didn’t stay on the highway long, venturing into the desert as the bikes formed long rows of iron beasts galloping among the cactus, tumbleweeds, and nocturnal creatures. Dust blew into the air, surrounding us in a haze of heat and smoke that billowed behind thick tires.

The moon was high overhead and dazzled the eye with its slightly amber color thrown in with the sparkling white of the stars that reminded me of Stefanie more than I wanted to admit.

“There’s something you need to see, Shadow,” Grim announced.

At first, I couldn’t tell what the bikers were doing as I sat on my hog. Zipping around on their motorcycles, nothing made sense in the darkness as I watched the chaos unfold.

Time seemed to slow slightly, and everything appeared hazy. I felt drunk on the atmosphere and smiled lazily, tilting my head to figure out why my eyesight was playing tricks on me. Whooping and hollering filled the air as the men on the bikes began to rev their engines and spin around faster, their headlights the only illumination besides the shy and distant moon.

One minute, the figures of my Royal Bastards brothers and their bikes were completely normal, and the next . . . holy fuck!

The bikes’ tires caught fire, exploding in crimson and tangerine flames that licked up the sides of the motorcycles and lapped at the riders’ legs. The night lit up with a moving wall of fire that danced across the desert sands, almost like the flames were hopping from one rider to the next.

Mouth gaping open, I gasped at the wild, unpredictable sight and wished I was among them.

Laughter filled the air with a maniacal undercurrent as the faces of the men I had known for over a year began to morph into something much darker and decidedly sinister. One moment I was looking at a bunch of biker dudes in leather. Only a heartbeat later, I was astonished to find the twisted visage of demonic monsters astride their steel beasts. Skulls devoid of flesh stared back, eyes blazing with a feral need that I couldn’t identify. Hollow sockets were nothing more than cold, empty darkness except for the hint of flames within. Oddly at home with the shocking change, I lifted my fist and pumped the air.

Fuck yes!

No wonder Lucifer decided he wanted to pay me a visit. He knew I was going to be patched into the club. It wasn’t more than a second after that thought appeared in my head that I was standing by myself in the goddamn desert without my bike or my brothers.

The devil arrived in style as he leaned against a black mustang that was the sweetest, sexiest ride I’d seen in a long time.

“Glad you approve, Shadow.”

Well, shit. I should have caught on a lot sooner that he could read my mind.

“I’m Satan. There ain’t shit that I can’t do.”

I didn’t doubt it.

“How did you like that ride into the desert?”

“It’s fucking awesome!” I blurted, my insides fired up with all the excitement.

Maniacal laughter surrounded my body as I noticed the red haze surrounding Lucifer’s coal-black eyes. His mouth opened wide, revealing layers of shark-like teeth as his features widened unnaturally. His pleased expression wasn’t hard to miss, but oh boy, was that the freakiest fucking thing I’d ever seen.

“You never did answer my question earlier, Shadow. Do you still hear the whispers and the roars? See the shadows from your childhood and speak to them?”

“I do,” I admitted.

“Have they ever gone away?”

“Not once since the day they appeared.” I wasn’t sure what he expected, but I didn’t have any reason not to be honest. He probably knew it all and wanted to trip me up. I wasn’t playing that game. Couldn’t catch me in a lie if I didn’t say one.

“Tell me, young Reaper. Do you want to keep your limp?”

That wasn’t the response I expected. “It’s not as bad as it used to be,” I replied slowly, wondering if this was a trick.

“Everything is a trick. We only see what we want. Hear what we want. Nothing is black and white. There’s always shades of gray.”

Snorting, I wasn’t fooled. “And you operate in those shades of gray.”

The shark-like smile was back on his face. “Of course.”

“I’ve been with that limp for so long now it’s a part of me.”

“And it will remain so,” he replied with a curt nod. “As it should be.”

“Am I supposed to learn a life lesson from this experience? Because it fucking sucks.”

The shots of whiskey I had must be doing all the talking because I couldn’t figure out why the hell I just said that to the devil.

His loud guffaw rumbled the earth beneath us. “You will sign the contract I’ve prepared for you.”

Huh? “Oh, all the powers and the shadows and stuff.” I waved my hand, nearly dizzy. Something was wrong with me because I felt my body swaying slightly.

“It won’t last long. Being in this plane is taxing on mortal souls. Don’t worry. You won’t be alone anymore.”

“What does that mean?”

“Your Reaper wants to bond with you. He’s been waiting for a long time.”

“Since I hid in the cupboard?” I asked, knowing that was the first time he gave me the knife, and it was also the first time I felt my fear stop ruling every second I breathed.

“Yes.” He cleared his throat. “This contract isn’t to be taken lightly. There’s no turning back, Shadow. Once you and the Reaper merge, it’s permanent.”

“You tryin’ to talk me out?” I slurred, nearly falling over before I managed to stay upright. “Isn’t that bad for recruitment?”

“No. I want you to remember you had a choice.”

Shaking my head, I disagreed with him. “No, I was born into this decision. It’s who I am.”

A slow, predatory grin stretched across lips that suddenly seemed too thin. His handsome mask slipped, and I was looking at red skin, black horns protruding from his upper skull, hooved feet, and a massive body that was all beast.

“Well, fuck. Is that what you really look like?”

Lucifer chuckled, but it sounded more like a growl that really meant I could be as tasty as a snack if I pissed him off.

“Let me sign. I’m ready.”

“There’s one more thing. You have an obligation with your Reaper. An oath that must be filled.”

“Okay.”

“You hunt the souls I mark for destruction and let the Reaper send them to hell. In exchange, I will give you the power of your Reaper. You will share his skills.”

“Like what happened last night at the Scorpion compound?”

“Oh, that was only a taste. The full power of your Reaper has not yet been unleashed.”

Holy. Fuck. This was badass.

“And my enemies? My vengeance?”

“Reap them all.”

A contract appeared before me, and I lifted my hand as Lucifer grabbed it, sliced the tip of my finger, and shoved my hand toward the parchment. I didn’t hesitate to sign, sealing my fate with my own blood.

Everything around me faded as I blinked, staring up at a bunch of worried bikers.

“What happened? Is Lucifer still here?”

Grim’s shoulders relaxed as Rael blew out a breath.

“Should have known that sneaky fucker was here. It was Shadow’s turn,” Mammoth observed.

“He just likes to keep us guessing,” Bodie added.

Sitting up, I realized I’d fallen off my bike. Motherfucker. Scrambling to my feet, I felt something settle inside that wasn’t there before. An energy and presence that felt powerful but not threatening. I knew I wasn’t alone.

He was there.

My Reaper.
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“Just do it,” I demanded, not giving a fuck how many people tried to talk me out of it. “I want her name,” I slurred, slapping my chest over my heart, “Right here with a star.”

“S-t-e-f-a-n-i-e?” Diablo asked, double-checking the spelling as Grim placed his hands on his hips and shook his head.

“Isn’t anyone going to talk sense into him? Rael?”

“Don’t look at me, pres. The kid has a right to remember his love, and I can’t fault him for it.”

Grim huffed a breath and turned to Mammoth. “Well, VP?”

“Damn, pres. I ain’t got shit to say about love. You’re barkin’ up the wrong goddamn tree.”

“He’s drunk off his ass,” Grim muttered. “We got him plastered for his club patch, and then he has to go and get a second tattoo in the same night.”

“I’m not so drunk,” I argued, blinking as Diablo pushed me back up in the seat.

Rael had already moved me twice. He snickered, shrugging a shoulder. “Let him have this, pres. It’s all he’s got.”

“No. He has us.”

“I know I do, pres,” I promised, staring right into his eyes, “but I need her there too.” I pointed to my heart, and he nodded, understanding what I meant for the first time.

This club was family. Stefanie was my family too. Dead or not, I wasn’t giving her up.
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CALEB GIBBONS.

That was the second name. The man who cut up Stefanie with a knife and slashed her torso, ripping into her flesh to warn the club. The Russians and their Black Market Railroad would hunt us down and destroy everyone we loved if we didn’t toe the line and leave them alone.

Fuck. That.

Seeking vengeance a second time had flooded my body with warmth. I could practically taste the blood and carnage, and I swallowed hard, kind of hating the fact that my Reaper tended to enjoy the sick parts of tormenting people.

Standing in front of the mirror in my bathroom, I wiped the fog from my shower and stared critically at my face. There wasn’t a noticeable change, but I could sense the Reaper also wasn’t revealing himself yet. He wanted to deepen our connection first.

The bond we had was new, and it wasn’t hard to figure out we were both stubborn assholes sharing the same skin.

“That’s fine,” I assured him, staring at my reflection, “but remember this is my body first, and I get the final say in all decisions.”

For some reason, I felt he was mocking me.

“Don’t be a smartass.”

I didn’t feel a response to that, but it didn’t mean that he didn’t have anything to say. This bond between mortal man immortal Reaper was intense. How the fuck did you merge two different beings like that?

I had so many questions.

Good thing Rael offered to talk anytime that I wanted.

I dressed, put on my cut, and ate breakfast, heading off to ride into the desert. I didn’t have a chance to visit my girl last night, so I drove to the cemetery and sat beside her grave, telling her about the Reaper and how fucking crazy Lucifer was, unloading all of these new experiences in the hope that it would feel like we were still sharing important things with one another. She couldn’t speak, but maybe her spirit was with me.

“I’m going after Caleb tonight,” I whispered as I stood. “Number two.”

A light breeze blew across the ground, and I could swear that she was here. I felt her presence somewhere out there, and it shook me to the core. My hand slapped against my chest as the Reaper rumbled inside, angry and ready to claw his way out.

“Woah. Hang tight. We’ll figure this out.”

I rode for the address I learned belonged to Caleb and noticed the black limo parked outside his place. The shadows emerged as I parked a short distance away and hid my bike behind an abandoned trailer.

It wasn’t hard to spy on the men inside as I approached, moving with the stealth of an experienced hunter.

Must be my Reaper.

I slid through the back door and quietly rested on my haunches, listening to the conversation. Two Russians were seated at a table with a white guy dressed in super baggy clothes and big fat gold necklaces like he was a wannabe rapper. I’d seen his picture since it was sent to my phone like Barnaby’s.

The Russians were also on my list, but not today. No, this visit was only for Caleb.

I’d collected some tapes and information from Barnaby’s belongings and learned that Stefanie wasn’t on any of it. Xenon helped dig through the video files and surveillance, but it only showed the two girls found at the Scorpion compound and a dozen others. All of them had been abused in the last year.

I wasn’t the least bit sorry to let the incriminating evidence end up at the police department. They reported a break in the case on the news last night, and it felt good to know that girl from the cross would have closure. They couldn’t hold back now, and the Scorpions would be raided. Hell, they’d probably have to go on the run for a bit, and that was worth it.

Once the Russians were gone, I sprung from the shadows and circled Caleb’s throat with my hand. He lifted off the ground as I tried not to be distracted by my Reaper’s strength.

“You hurt someone I love.”

Caleb’s eyes grew wide. “What the fuck? Put me down, bitch.”

Bitch? I felt the Reaper’s fury as something snapped, and I lost my control. My bond buddy decided to slam Caleb’s head against a nearby cabinet. It would have been okay if it wasn’t too hard or an extreme amount of pressure. Guess I didn’t know quite how to tone it down a bit yet because Caleb’s head popped like a fat juicy tick and exploded. Blood, brain matter, and tissue went everywhere.

The Reaper didn’t find a problem with this.

“How the fuck is this shit getting out of my cut? I’m going to have to throw all of these clothes away,” I fumed, pissed at my Reaper.

I could feel his refusal to agree the situation wasn’t handled well.

“Oh, you want to disagree?”

It didn’t occur to me until about ten minutes later that I carried on a conversation entirely in my head, and now I was probably as close to insane as you could possibly get while still functional.

“How the fuck is this my life?”

The Reaper remained quiet, and I walked outside, knowing I couldn’t ride home like this where the whole city could see my body drenched in dripping blood and Caleb’s goo.

Luckily, I kept a change of clothes, so I just needed a place to clean up. There was an old auto repair parts shop behind one of the local strip malls that didn’t have any customers, so I found a sink and got rid of the evidence. I’d still need another shower when I got home. At least no employees saw me enter the place.

Ignoring the feeling of triumph that came from the demon inside, I headed back to the Crossroads.
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I KEPT STARING AT THE text on my phone, wondering when my contact was going to call. She said fifteen minutes, and that was almost half an hour ago. My teeth clenched together as I paced the length of my room in the Crossroads, relieved I didn’t have to worry about bullshit prospect chores or being at everyone else’s beck and call.

That shit sucked, and I was over it.

It was another ten minutes before I got her call and answered, swiping across the screen with frustration. “What took so damn long?”

“I got a tail.”

“A what?”

“A tail, dummy. Someone is on my ass. I gotta be careful.”

“Okay.”

“We need to meet. Like right now. The usual spot.”

“What the hell is going on? What’s so urgent that you don’t want to risk saying it over the phone?”

“Bad shit. Just hurry up.”

She hung up, and I could tell she was jittery. Maybe she had too much coffee. Who knew?

I took one of the SUVs since the weather was total shit, and I was freezing my balls off too much to risk riding my bike as I drove to Hawthorne and then snuck into a booth at the back of the restaurant. Per the usual, I left my cut inside, but I parked where I could watch the vehicle at all times. We didn’t want anyone to know we met or ate here plenty of times since she contacted me right before Halloween.

“What’s up, Twitch?” I asked, ticking my chin at her as I sank in the seat on the opposite side of the booth.

“That’s not my road name, dipshit.”

She was so damn easy to rile up. “Well, what is it this time? Another goose chase? We’ve gone on how many now? Ten? Twenty? A hundred? I fucking lost count.”

“Don’t get all snippy. Not my fault we haven’t found Stefanie yet.”

“If she’s truly alive and not buried in that grave,” I grumbled.

“Look, I know this has been hard. I told you it was always risky.”

“Risky I can handle. Losing my girl forever? Not so much.”

“Fuck.” Her head dropped into her hands for a few seconds before she lifted it. “Listen, I know you don’t believe me, but I’m convinced that Stefanie isn’t buried in that grave. I saw her, Shadow.”

“So you say.”

“Really. I did. When those Russian fuckers loaded up all those women and Wraith rescued Tawni; I saw her in a van with the others.”

“Maybe it was her doppelganger,” I deadpanned. This was too much. I couldn’t handle the hope anymore. It was eating me alive.

“Hey, it’s killing me too. Don’t forget I have someone I love mixed up in this too.”

“Have you told Toad yet?”

She shook her head, fear creeping into her eyes briefly. He would never forgive me.”

Snorting, I crossed my arms over my chest. “I never agreed to keep your secrets.”

“Yeah, well, too fuckin’ late.” She reached into her purse and pulled out an autopsy report. “Look at this.”

I picked up the sheet and glared in her direction. I didn’t want to read all of this bullshit about someone I loved. This was torture.

“Read it,” she practically snarled. “I swear you’re going to want to see this.”

Huffing out a breath, I started paying attention to the details. This couldn’t be right. Stefanie’s weight was off, and there was no mention of the birthmark on her inner thigh and abdomen. She had a scar from crashing her bike as a girl, and it was prominent on her left knee. None of these were documented.

“What does this mean?”

“What do you think it means?”

“She might be alive,” I whispered with wonder, swallowing hard with the sudden surge of emotion that knowledge conjured.

“She might be alive,” Twitchy agreed.

“How do we find out for sure? We can’t just dig up her grave.”

Twitchy smiled a calculating grin that meant trouble.

“It doesn’t mention her tattoo either,” I divulged, finishing the document. “This is a fake. It has to be. Nothing else makes sense.”

“Then who the fuck is buried in her grave?”

“We’re about to find out.”
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“HOLY FUCK,” I WHISPERED, staring at the arm of the girl in the coffin. She’d decomposed quite a bit, but that wasn’t the shocking part.

Her tattoo wasn’t real. It had been drawn on hastily and faded as the skin withered. Not only that, but the name was spelled wrong. There wasn’t a scar on the knee and no birthmarks, not even a hint. And someone died her hair to match Stefanie because the bush below didn’t match.

Who the fuck did this and why?

“It’s a botched job. That tattoo is the name of Stefanie’s little brother that died over ten years ago from Leukemia. She hardly ever talked about it, but I saw her tattoo plenty of times. This is all wrong.”

“Then this she isn’t your girl.”

“No. She’s not.” I knew that now. This proved it.

I needed to find my girl—like yesterday. All this time, and she probably thought that I abandoned her. Agony spread across my chest as I thought about all of the time we lost together. But worse, much worse, was the idea that someone was hurting her all this time, and I wasn’t there to stop it.

“This girl in the coffin needs closure. I can help with that.”

Nodding, I let Twitchy take the remains. I didn’t need them. Not now.

It was time I went looking for the final piece in this puzzle. The Russian responsible for all of these crimes and taking my girl away from me. The rest of it? I didn’t care.

The only thing that mattered was that this wasn’t Stefanie.

My girl wasn’t dead. Whoever this was, she wasn’t my light and my oxygen. My star still breathed, and she was waiting for me to find her.

Somewhere, out in the world, my Stefanie was still alive.
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“Shut the fuck up!” The Russian yelled, and I heard what sounded like a slap as a girl whimpered beyond my door. She was faceless, nameless, a stranger who would be used and then broken before they shipped her off someplace new.

Over the last four months, I’d heard this voice multiple times. Several Russians liked to come into the basement and “sample the new product.” Girls who were taken like I had been and brought downstairs to await a fate none of them could escape. This man, though, was pure evil.

I heard the others refer to him as Resnikov.

From the loose bricks about eye level in my wall, I could see a long line of girls awaiting his inspection. He had little patience, and when one of them cried or whimpered or begged, he would hit them. That was if he was feeling generous.

If he were annoyed or in a hurry, he would choose a guard to throw her down and rape her in front of the others.

The girl who had been slapped cried in silence as he ticked his head in her direction. “Brothel.”

She was seized by the arm and hauled upstairs as he continued his evaluation. Resnikov stopped in front of a petite redhead. He ordered her to open her mouth and then shook his head.

“She’s sick. Get rid of her.” The words were spoken so calmly that it was difficult to register that he ordered her death with no emotion at all.

The redhead tried to run, and she was caught by one of the Russian goons who struck her so hard on the back of the head that she collapsed. Her body was picked up and taken upstairs.

My hands covered my mouth as I kept silent, shaking at the cruelty these girls suffered and how close I remained every single day to becoming one of them. I wasn’t sure why I was spared. My kidnappers weren’t kind men.

All I knew was that I hadn’t yet become a victim, and I didn’t plan on letting it happen either. I obeyed the rules. I stayed silent as my soul cried out for the suffering of innocents. Every second of the day, I made a mental note of what happened here so when I escaped, I could testify against these rapists and murderers and make them pay for their crimes.

I had to believe I wouldn’t be stuck here forever. I couldn’t die in this room with faded brick walls and cold concrete. It was a prison—a cell designed to keep someone hidden in plain sight.

The Russian was never here long. It wasn’t a surprise that none of the men ever focused on their surroundings. When you were on the other side of the wall, it was obvious there was something else here. Of course, my kidnappers shoved a rolling cart full of junk in front of my door, so it always seemed like this room was empty or inaccessible.

Maybe men like that didn’t care about details that didn’t affect their bottom line. After all, the sale of humans was profitable.

The money was all they cared about, and if they got to fuck girls and take out their depraved fantasies on those who couldn’t fight back, then there was no need to care about what happened beyond their needs. The fault didn’t even originate with them. It was the demand for sexual slavery. If there were no money to be made, then it wouldn’t exist. At least not on such a grand scale.

There would never be an end to trafficking until people stopped wanting to enslave others.

Disgusted, I quietly crept to the farthest wall and sank to the floor, wrapping my arms around my knees. For the next hour, I ignored the cries and begging, the slap of flesh, and the knowledge that Resnikov chose the girls he wanted and left the rest to be “broken in” by a couple of his henchmen.

My kidnappers returned when it was almost over, and I knew they were taking their turns, getting off on the unending revolving door of girls they always took advantage of. Never mind that it was rape, even if the girls were unconscious or incapable of fighting back. Maybe that turned some of them on.

My hands were pressed over my ears as I drifted away and let my thoughts conjure happier days. Dirty glass block windows on the upper portion of the exterior wall revealed strands of twinkling lights in multiple colors. I could barely catch more than a few inches of the world beyond my prison cell, but it was enough. The sky had grown dark, and those precious, beautiful lights brought me back to last Christmas Eve, and the magical night I spent with Shadow.

My heart stuttered as tears filled my eyes. I could hardly swallow because the lump in my throat was so big and tight that I trembled, finally sucking in a ragged breath. The smooth, ruggedness of his voice filtered into my memory. His gentle, loving touch. The way he grinned when he dipped his head between my legs and touched my body in ways that I never knew were possible.

I’d given him my virginity, and I never regretted it.

Shadow was the love of my life. The young biker with a limp, and a dark aura, and the fierceness of a lion when he protected me from the rest of the world.

A sob escaped my chest as the tears filled my eyes and spilled over, trickling down my face and dripping from my chin. He didn’t come for me. Not once. I kept hoping he would miraculously show up with the rest of the Royal Bastards, and they would save me from this hellhole.

But day after day, week after week, nothing happened. Four months later and all hope was lost. If he were coming for me, Shadow would have found me.

What did that mean? Did he think I was dead?

The tremors that seized my body were almost painful. Cold settled deep into my bones, and I knew I’d never be warm again. My teeth chattered as I finally stood and went to the bed, wrapping the dirty blanket around my shoulders. A small bathroom was across from the bed, and I could hear the dripping faucet. That noise would haunt me for the remainder of my days.

I must have fallen asleep because my head snapped up as I heard the shelving move and then the keys jangling before the lock turned. The door swung open, and both of my kidnappers entered. They didn’t say anything for several seconds, and I had no idea what they wanted.

Terrified, I huddled deeper into the blanket.

“It’s time.”

Resnikov appeared, striding forward as he stared me down, giving the kidnappers a nod.

The horror of what was happening finally sunk in. They were selling me to the Russian. He approached with a wicked smile and canted his head to the side.

“The price is acceptable,” Resnikov announced. His dark gaze swept over me with appraisal.

“Is she a virgin?”

“Yes.”

“Good. This is good. She will bring high price to auction.”

No. No!

What was left of the hope I had held onto all this time slipped from my fingers and shattered on the ground.

There was no escape from this nightmare. And now it was about to become a hundred times worse because they were going to be pissed when they found out I wasn’t a virgin anymore.

I needed a plan.

Because I wasn’t going to end up like the other girls.
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“You sure this is the address?” I asked for the third time, checking the GPS on my phone.

Twitchy looked at me like I was an idiot. “Yes. Stop fucking asking.”

That final confirmation seemed to take root, and I nodded, feeling the Reaper accept it as well. All anxiety and doubt fled as I stared straight ahead, counting down the minutes until I saw Stefanie again.

There was nothing left but resolve. My jaw clenched as I glanced in Twitchy’s direction, noting she was driving slightly over the speed limit but not quite as fast as I’d like. I bit my lip to keep from saying something nasty about her driving. She would only get pissed, and then we would snip at one another like we’d been doing for the last hour.

“Don’t look at me like that. We draw attention and get pulled over, and what happens to your girl? The auction has already begun.”

A growl I couldn’t stop rose up and out of my chest, rumbling the interior of the SUV I’d taken from the Crossroads hours earlier. There was no time to explain to Grim, Rael, or anyone else in the club what I was doing or why. The second Twitchy got confirmation about the auction, she texted from her hotel room, and I picked her up.

We’d been on our way toward Vegas five minutes later as she went over the plan.

“Stop all that growling. It’s distracting.”

A mild snort was the only reply I could give. My Reaper found her amusing and attractive but nothing beyond that observation which was good because he needed to love Stefanie like I did.

“You ready for this?”

“Fuck yeah.”

“Good. It’s not gonna be a walk in the park, Shadow. We might die today.”

“As long as I save Stefanie, I don’t care. She’s all that matters. You hear me?”

Twitchy gave me a funny look. “You don’t want to live happily ever-fucking-after?”

“Of course, I do. I’m just saying if shit goes down and it’s a matter of helping her or me, you help Stefanie. Don’t hesitate.”

“Got it.”

My Reaper didn’t like any of the scenarios popping in my head or the options I’d just given Twitchy. His opinion mattered, but it wasn’t as important as saving the girl I loved. When I found her, I wasn’t letting her go unless fate decided my life was forfeit. Not much I could do in that instance.

The truth was, I kind of felt like this was a suicide mission. I needed vengeance and blood and suffering from those who kidnapped her. If she were harmed in any way, I wouldn’t be able to control myself or my Reaper. I sensed his resolve was as brutally hardened as my own.

Death was inevitable today.

My enemies were about to find out exactly why I ruled the shadows. There was nothing left to say—no other choice to make. Finding Stefanie was all that mattered. Even if she wasn’t at that auction, she was out there, and I’d search until my last breath.

I would never give up. Never relent. Never stop hunting. If I had just one Christmas wish, I’d ask to spend eternity with my pretty pageant girl. I needed to see her smile one more time and feel the softness of her lips. One last kiss, and I could die a happy man.

“You’re going dark. I can feel it,” Twitchy observed, tossing a glance in my direction.

“That’s the only way I’ll get through this without killing everyone there.”

Her laugh caught me off guard, and I flipped her off.

“Oh, stop. You’re so adorable. Stefanie is a lucky girl. Wish I had a guy who loved me that much.”

“You will.”

Her expression softened. “Yeah, maybe.”

“I still don’t understand why the kidnappers wanted me to think Stefanie was dead. It has to be more Russians, right? The same ones involved in the trafficking ring?”

“I don’t know about that, Shadow. I haven’t been able to pinpoint or confirm any details with my contacts. I still don’t know their identities. My gut is telling me we need to be careful. It’s likely not a Russian since no one knows the details.”

“I fucking hate this,” I complained, bouncing my knee up and down. “GPS says five minutes. Just five fucking minutes before I see her again. Do you have any idea how hard it’s going to be not to snatch Stefanie the second I find her?”

“I know. Breathe. You have to be smart about this. They could kill her if they think she’s a liability.”

“Fuck!” I roared, my voice more demon than man, and I knew it was the Reaper’s reaction combining with my own. “Just pull up and park. Now!” I yelled as we screeched to a halt outside of the casino.

Both of us exited the car simultaneously and ignored the valet, rushing around him as we ran inside the building. I thought I heard the rumble of motorcycles closing in but didn’t have time to figure out if that meant Scorpions or Royal Bastards.

“Left!” Twitchy yelled as I darted ahead, fighting the growing anxiety that was clawing at my insides.

Slot machines and bright lights seemed to fill the entire area. Up ahead was a hall, and I took it, my boots pounding against the ground as I noticed the dead end up ahead. The corridor split two different ways.

“Right or left?” I called out, refusing to slow down.

We were so close. So fucking close.

“Right!”

I veered off in that direction and noticed multiple banquet rooms down the long, carpeted hall that stretched even farther than the last one.

“Where?”

“Elevator,” she exhaled, catching up to me as we darted around people and huffed, pumping our arms and legs to move as quickly through the crowd as possible.

Did they know their city wasn’t just full of sin? That the evil of powerful men corrupted it?

“Where are we going?” I asked as we darted inside the open doors of the elevator at the same time as a couple exited.

“Lowest level,” she panted, bending over to place her hands on her knees.

“Straight to hell,” I observed, oddly excited by the prospect.

“You’re so weird, Shadow.”

“We all have our quirks.”

“True enough,” she agreed as she straightened, pulling out her phone. “Intel says it’s one of the private rooms. The big one they keep hidden from the normal guests. You’ve got to have a key card to get inside that area of the lower level.”

Shit. “You have one?”

“Of course,” she replied with a wink, whipping it out of her back pocket. “Nothing is stopping us.”

The elevator dinged, and the doors opened as we rushed out into another hall. This place was a maze of levels and hidden areas. A true testament to the old days when Vegas was built, and bootleggers, gun runners, and the mafia ruled the streets.

“Here!” Twitchy called out, and I followed her, noting the door with key card access only. She swiped the card, and we entered, both of us pulling out guns.

I wasn’t too worried about being shot because Grim already told me that our Reapers were invincible. I just had to let him surface. The rage and worry I’d hidden until this moment was unleashed, and I felt my body change as a red haze filled my vision.

Twitchy glanced behind her and gasped, slapping a hand over her chest. “You fucking scared me. Those Reapers are terrifying.”

Chuckling, me and my Reaper enjoyed her reaction.

We kept moving through the underbelly of the casino, passing rooms as we determined each one wasn’t suitable for an auction. There needed to be plenty of space to conduct their business.

There was a banquet room on the end with another keycard entrance. Twitchy swiped, and nothing happened. A red light appeared.

“Fuck!” I cursed as I thought I heard a girl scream from inside.

She swiped again, a little slower, and the light turned green. We tugged the door open and entered through some kind of foyer. The area was decorated with antique furniture and crystal lighting fixtures. Sofas lined the walls with end tables cluttered with glasses and empty bottles of expensive whiskey, bourbon, and scotch.

All of the excitement seemed to be coming from beyond the next set of double doors. We crept up to the entrance and slowly pushed our way in, noting that the shadows kept us hidden. The lights were primarily focused on the stage and the girls being auctioned off. Men and even a few women sat in the rows, calmly offering up bids to own other humans like it wasn’t a big deal.

My gaze swept the room, and I clenched my fists when I saw two familiar figures. Our history was a bitter one. Shocked to find the two assholes who made my life miserable, I immediately wanted to rush forward and rip them apart with nothing other than my hands.

Sam leaned against the wall, and I could tell he was uncomfortable even if he no longer had a cast on his leg. Matt turned to the side to speak to him, and that was when it all clicked. Every. Single. Heartbreaking. Detail.

Matt was wearing a Bloody Scorpions cut. The motherfucker joined ranks with the enemy.

What the fuck? How the hell were they both involved in this?

Did those assholes take my girl!? Did they touch her?

I lost all ability to cope after that.

Rage was so brutally potent that I shook, and it seized every muscle in my body. A wild, pain-filled, primitive roar launched from my chest as the shadows surrounded me. I no longer heard the whispers and the roars alone. The shadows and my Reaper combined until all of it was just one entity. A powerhouse that ruled a monster.

People stood and frantically looked around the room as others headed toward the exits. I noticed Twitchy had snuck around and locked all the doors, barricading them with sofas and other furniture as I stood on the sidelines. Screaming and cursing filled my ears, but it was only sweet melodies that transferred. These people would suffer like their victims suffered. They would know pain at their final breaths.

Matt and Sam escaped through the only accessible door, and I followed, knowing Stefanie wasn’t in this room, but she was close. I could sense her heartbeat. Smell her sweet essence.

The Reaper knew her like I knew her. He felt her as I did. I didn’t have to wonder if he claimed her or wanted her or would protect the woman I loved. He already chose.

Stefanie belonged to us both.

Charging forward, I knew the Reaper let himself be seen because none of these people would escape. I bounded down the aisles and followed through the door behind Matt and Sam, chuckling as I picked up on their fear.

Around the corner, in the only unlocked room, stood both Matt and Sam as they pointed guns in my direction. A group of girls stood behind them, and I noticed my love among them.

Give me just five minutes, baby.

The girls were terrified, hugging one another and crying. I didn’t like that, and neither did my Reaper. Gunshots fired as I rushed them, but nothing stopped a Reaper. I found Sam and his injured leg first as I picked him up and flung his body into a stack of tables. He hit hard and went down, moaning as he cradled his side, unable to get up.

“Who are you?” Matt demanded. “What are you?”

“Death,” I whispered, closing in.

Matt was out of bullets, and I plucked the gun from his grasp, tossing it away. My hand circled his throat, and I lifted him, slamming his body into the nearest wall.

“You will never harm anyone again.”

The gravelly voice of my Reaper echoed in the room.

“Please,” he begged, fighting against my hold. “I can pay you.”

Laughter spilled from my mouth. The Reaper didn’t want money.

“You will die for the rape, kidnapping, and murder of innocents. Lucifer is ready to feast on your soul.”

“I didn’t do anything! It was all the fucking Russians.”

“Liar!” I roared, slamming him against the wall a second time as he grunted. “You knew the choice you made.”

How did two dipshit losers like Matt and Sam end up forming a business plan together with human traffickers? That was an easy answer and the connection I missed before today. The Royal Bastards had one club that was our biggest rival: the Scorpions. The Scorpions had been kidnapping girls for the Russians for the last year throughout Nevada. Our club had already intervened on several occasions.

Before this moment, I wasn’t sure exactly how to fulfill Lucifer’s soul requirement. How did you reap a soul?

A scythe appeared in my hand, and I glanced at the ghostly image. The blade was sharp and sang as I swung, echoing with the voices of tormented souls. Something about that was absolutely addicting.

My gaze turned toward Matt, and I used the scythe, slicing through the air to cut into his soul. His body jerked and then tumbled to the ground, flopping a couple of times before going completely still. Vacant eyes stared at Sam across the room as he began crying out, praying to a god who would never answer.

Trapped on the end of my scythe was Matt’s soul. It had been torn in two, and I laughed when I saw the darkness that surrounded it. With a slash of my hand, the filmy apparition disintegrated and floated in the air amid onyx flakes that resembled volcanic ash.

Sam backed away from me as I smiled in his direction. Two flicks of my wrist, and he joined Matt, hovering in the air as I felt the earth quake beneath my feet. Popping noises preceded the giant fissure that split apart beneath where I stood and opened a crater wide enough for the wicked to fall in. Matt and Sam’s souls were sucked into the void where Lucifer’s laughter joined the groans and cries of suffering that echoed from below.

They were reaped—a meal for the demons in hell.

The ground closed up, and the room stilled. No one else stood across from me except for Stefanie. She was dirty and too thin, but that smile on her face was everything.

“You’re not afraid of me?” I asked, still in the form of my Reaper.

Her head shook. “No. What you just did. How you saved us.” Her chin wobbled, and tears dripped down her cheeks. “That was amazing.”

I held out my arms, taking a step in her direction as she lunged forward, and I caught her, wrapping my precious girl tight. The momentum should have knocked me over because she crashed into my body with plenty of force. I stumbled slightly but didn’t move. Multiple hands pressed against my back, and I knew that my brothers were all there. They steadied me, stood at my back in case I needed them, and proved the loyalty of a Bastard never wavered.

Stefanie’s arms and legs clenched around my neck and waist as I turned and carried her from the room. Grim, Rael, Mammoth, Diablo, and all the rest of my brothers followed. I sensed their Reapers all the way up the elevator until the door opened and then faded. We no longer needed the extra protection.

Outside, I walked back to the SUV without stopping.

“You came for me,” Stefanie whispered as I stood next to the passenger door.

Looking down, I gave her a reassuring smile. “Didn’t you know? I’d walk through fire for you, kill for you, I’d even sell my soul to make you mine. You’re my oxygen, baby. I haven’t breathed for months without you.”

“I haven’t breathed either.”

Cupping her face, I stared into my beloved’s eyes, filling up my vision with her pretty face. “I missed you so much.”

For a split second, I felt tears prickle the back of my eyelids. Stefanie was alive, and she was here in my arms, safe where she belonged.

I didn’t know what else to do but kiss her, pressing my lips to hers with a gentle but firm passion. The fates knew. Lucifer knew. He gave me a second chance at life with Stefanie. Without the Reaper, I would never be standing here.

I’d gotten my Christmas wish.

And I’d never been more grateful.

“It’s almost Christmas,” she replied, glancing at the festive decorations that were hard to miss.

“See those lights?” I asked, gesturing to the strands that hung in every direction, across every rooftop and all the buildings, casinos, and restaurants down the strip. “They’re twinkling just for you.”

“No,” she whispered, “They’re twinkling for us.”
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“Is this real?” Stefanie asked, lying on her side next to me in bed. It had been an entire year since I’d found her again, and she still had trouble believing her nightmare was over.

If I could reap Sam and Matt’s souls all over again, I would.

“It is,” I murmured, drawing her close as my hand rested on her hip. “But it’s more like a fairytale.”

“Because you’re prince charming?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m more like the beast, and you’re beauty.”

She giggled. “That was always my favorite story.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes. Maybe that’s why I don’t mind your darkness, Shadow. It’s not that scary. You might have violence inside you, but you only bring it out when it’s needed.”

“The Reaper doesn’t freak you out?”

“Nope. He would never hurt me,” she replied confidently.

A deep rumble of approval shook my chest.

“You help me keep balanced. It’s your light that brings hope in the darkness.”

“That may be true, but there’s a lot of evil in this world, and I feel better knowing I have you by my side.”

“Always,” I assured her vehemently. “We’re never gonna be separated again.”

“Always,” she agreed, lifting her head as I met her halfway, capturing her lips.

The kiss ignited a fire deep in my belly, and I rolled her into her back, pleased that she hadn’t dressed yet. Her legs parted as I sank between them and deepened our kiss. A soft moan escaped as I separated my mouth from hers and trailed my lips down her jawline and over to her ear.

“I need you,” I whispered seductively.

“Then take me, Shadow. I’m yours forever.”

I was already hard and brushed my fingers through her core, groaning when I felt how wet and warm her pussy was. My hips rocked against her until I grasped my erection and pressed into her slowly, filling her up inch by inch. Only when I was completely seated did I cup her face and stared into the mesmerizing eyes that I adored.

“I love you, Stefanie Holloway.”

“As much as I love you.”

Gliding in and out, I began to pump into her, loving the sounds of pleasure that spilled from her lips. Her perky tits bounced every time I slammed home, and it was pure heaven.

“I have something to tell you. It’s an early Christmas present.”

I slowed the speed of my strokes, making love to her as our eyes stayed locked on one another. “Tell me.”

“You don’t like secrets.”

“No.” My lips twitched because I didn’t care as long as she never left me.

“We’re going to have someone else to love soon.”

Blinking, I didn’t know what to say. Was she pregnant?”

“The kind that takes nine months to create.”

“Stefanie!” I exclaimed, pulling out of her and rising to my knees, tugging her into my embrace. “You’re having my baby?”

She nodded, and I caught the sparkle in her eyes. “Yes.”

“I love you so much! I’m so fucking happy.”

“Truly?”

“Yes.”

“Me too.”

Gently, I pressed her back against the sheets once more and slid my hard length inside her as I kissed my girl, my Christmas wish, my oxygen with all the love I felt.

I chased her orgasm and then my own, and when we both lay spent and happy, I made love to her again.

My hand drifted to her stomach and rested over the softly rounded bump. “I can’t wait to meet my son.”

Her hand rested over mine. “Or daughter.”

A laugh bubbled up and out of my chest. “Maybe both.”

“Maybe.” She didn’t seem upset or worried about the idea, and neither was I. “We’re probably going to have a big family.”

“Definitely,” I agreed.

As long as we had one another, we could handle anything. A dozen kids? Sure, I’d have as many as Stefanie wanted.
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Nobody ever told me shit, and it was really starting to piss me off. I didn’t know what was happening with Shadow or why he suddenly appeared with Stefanie. She looked like she’d been traumatized to the point that I worried if she was raped or something. The club stayed behind the doors of the chapel often, and I knew shit was serious. The bad part about being a prospect was that you didn’t know shit about club business, and you couldn’t ask either.

I fucking hated being left out.

This sinking feeling in my gut proved shit was about to go down again. We still hadn’t snuffed out all those goddamn Russians, and I knew my sister was involved with part of it because I’d heard her name brought up a couple of times by Grim. Twitchy had a knack for finding trouble. She was like a magnet for it. I didn’t fault her for that, but her heart was too big, and her mouth was even bigger, and now I was just worried about her all the time.

The Russians were still taking girls. Resnikov was still out there plotting and planning with the Scorpions MC. Shit was about to get fucking dangerous.

With a frown, I redialed Twitchy’s number. No answer. Not even voice mail.

This was bad.

Panicking, I flung open the door to my room and ran down the hall, rushing into the common room where a stranger with a military cut and a grim smile looked up as I entered. Something about the way he stood there, all stiff and aggressive, told me he wasn’t here for a pleasant conversation.

“Where is she?” I demanded, knowing this was about my sister.

“Name’s Ace,” he responded, running a hand through his hair. “Twitchy got mixed up in some bad business. I can’t find her, and I can’t get ahold of her. She’s off the grid.” He swallowed hard. “I’m worried she went rogue.”

Rogue? As a Royal Harlot, she already patched into her MC, but Twitchy always had a wild side as long as I could remember. She was independent and opinionated and did whatever the fuck she wanted. Shit. She was in trouble.

“You sure she’s missing?” I asked, cracking my knuckles.

“Yeah, Toad. She would have texted me back.”

“Well, Ace, we need to figure out a plan because we’re going to find her.”

“I hear ya, kid.”

“Good.”

Nobody was hurting my sister if I could help it—time to hunt down Twitchy.
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If you enjoyed Shadow’s story, please leave a review to help others decide on the book.

To read more about Toad, click here: Eternally Mine.

Toad’s sister Twitchy: Royal Harlots MC

Rael: Ridin’ for Hell & Twisted Devil




[image: A picture containing calendar  Description automatically generated]

#1 The Biker’s Gift (Holiday)

#2 Bloody Mine (Holiday)

#3 Ridin’ for Hell

#4 Devil’s Ride

#5 Hell’s Fury

#6 Grave Mistake (Holiday) 

#7 Papa Noel (Holiday)

#8 The Biker’s Wish (Holiday)

#9 Eternally Mine (Holiday)

#10 Twisted Devil

#11 TBA (Holiday)

#12 Santa Biker (Holiday)

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




[image: Text  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]


[image: image]


Pres/Founder – Grim “Grim Reaper”

VP/Founder – Mammoth

SGT at Arms – Rael “Azrael, Angel of Death”

Enforcer/Founder – Exorcist “Ex”

Enforcer/Nomad – Jigsaw

Secretary – Wraith

Treasurer – Han “Hannibal”

Road Captain – Patriot (Marine)

Tail Gunner – Daniel “Lucky”

Founder – Papa

Member – Bodie

Member – Diablo (Cleaner)

Member – Xenon (Tech Spec.)

Member – Shadow

Prospect – Toad

Prospect – Spook
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Get Ready to meet Twitchy!

The RBMC is about to get hit with a new wave of badness.

You've met the men of RBMC.

Now meet the women of the Royal Harlots MC.

They're sexy.

They're extreme.

They take no excuses.

And they will be the first in line to shed blood in the name of their club.

Click here to read: Royal Harlots
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“A plump, juicy, ripe little candied cherry ready to be devoured.”

Blinking, I stuttered my response, “Wh-what?”

“You heard me. You’re my holiday candy just waiting to be unwrapped.”

As cheesy as he was being, it actually worked for him. The guy was so intimidating and big that his soft words and seductive purr grazed right over my skin with a promise that was hard to ignore.

“You’re confusing me with all this.” I waved a hand at his muscled body, leather, and tattoos. “You look like a criminal who wants to ravage my body up against the wall hard and fast, but you sound like a lover who wishes to enjoy his infatuation for hours on end until we’re both fully satisfied.”

Jayce let out a low laugh and crooked a finger under my chin, holding my gaze with his own. “Damn, you have the sweetest little mouth. I want to lick each and every single one of those words and suck them right from your lips.”

“See? There you go.”

“You bring out the beast in me,” he rumbled.

“I don’t know anything about you,” I pointed out, desperate to keep the fear of the past from overtaking my life. This biker knew nothing about the horrors I’d endured. I planned on keeping it that way.

“Go out with me,” he blurted, almost like he couldn’t refrain from asking one more second.

My eyes narrowed. “Why would I want to do that? You’ll just try to seduce me on the back of your motorcycle.”

Jayce’s lips twitched. He slid his hand up and over my cheek, cradling my face as he tilted my head up a little more. “Because we both felt something the moment we met. I don’t play around, little mama. Life is far too short for games.”

Nylah walked into the room, but Jayce didn’t move. I backed away as his hand fell, my stomach clenching as I agonized over his words. I did feel that connection in the store and I felt it even stronger now, but I had a kid, and I was on the run. I’d always be looking over my shoulder. A part of me was still stuck in Texas no matter how much I wanted to break free. My ex was probably furious and trying to track us down. I didn’t think I could ever trust any man after what Chet did to me.

I was damaged goods.

“You’re overthinking it, sugar.”

I ignored the biker as Noah entered and Nylah’s lips lifted with humor. She shot an amused smile at Jayce.

“Mama, I got zapped with energy like one of the Mandalorian’s enemies! It was so awesome!”

“I bet that was better than baby Yoda.”

“Told you that you were gonna do something cool today,” Jayce added.

“He’s not really baby Yoda but it’s okay if you call him that,” Noah answered in a singsong voice. 

We recently watched the episode that revealed his name. Noah was a stickler for it now.

My son fist bumped Jayce with his good hand before he was settled again on the bed.

“Knock, knock.”

A new male voice caught my attention and I looked up as the doctor entered. “Hey there. I’m Doctor Mills.”

“Hi,” Noah greeted, staring at his white lab coat.

“I’m afraid I don’t have the best news. You’ve broken a bone in your arm,” he announced to Noah. “Thing is, I’m rather good at putting on a cast. Just have to keep it clean and dry but all your friends can sign it at school.”

Noah swallowed hard. “Will it hurt?”

“Not much. I’d say your pain was already as bad as it’s going to get, Noah. Your nurse has some medicine for you that will make it better.”

“Okay.” Noah sat up a little straighter. “I’m brave enough.”

“You sure are. I’m sure your mother is proud.”

“I’m super proud of Noah. He’s very brave,” I agreed as my voice faltered.

A broken arm? My poor baby!

A strong arm slipped around my shoulders and I sank into the embrace, immediately feeling a bit calmer. It was the oddest sensation but having Jayce there suddenly felt like it was completely normal. The doctor left and Nylah returned, giving Noah some chewable Tylenol and water. She left again to gather supplies for the cast.

“He’s gonna be fine. You’ll see.”

The words were whispered close to my ear and I noticed that Jayce’s mouth was close enough to feel the heat of his breath on my skin. A slight shiver snaked across my skin with a seductive whisper in response. Turning my head, I nearly pressed my lips to his.

“Oh,” I gasped. His beard tickled my skin before my gaze shot upward and I caught the flash of desire in his eyes.

“Santa, are you still watching over my mama?”

Noah’s innocent question caught me by surprise. “What’s that?”

“Santa said he was watching you at the house.”

A low chuckle left Jayce’s lips. “I sure was.”

Heat blossomed in my cheeks. “You’re not supposed to tell him that.”

Jayce shrugged and I caught the way his mouth twitched as he suppressed a grin. “Nothing wrong with the boy knowing I’m watchin’ and keepin’ you both safe.”

Narrowing my eyes, I gave him a slight push, but he didn’t budge. “Is that what you’re doing?”

“Sure, little mama.”

“We’ll see about that,” I responded with attitude when he lifted a hand and his knuckles brushed along the skin of my upper arm.

“Honey, you’re gonna see about a lot of things.”
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To read Papa Noel click here: Papa Noel
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