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Original Phantom Bastards MC: 

Officers/Members:

President: Tony ‘Slim’ Busch

V. President: Griffin ‘Playboy’ Busch

Secretary: Travis ‘Des’ King

Treasurer: Paul ‘Grizzly’ Stone

Enforcer: Tristan ‘Killer’ Long

Sgt. At Arms: John ‘Stryker’ Gilbert

Road Captain: Brantley ‘Wood’ Parker

Tech: Gunner ‘Fox’ Stevens

Thomas ‘Boy Scout’ Reed

Christian ‘Hitter’ Matthews

Elliott ‘Whino’ Kinsella

Craig ‘Ghost’ Tucker

Joel ‘Hound’ Carlson

Alex ‘Vault’ Stone

Zach ‘Valor’ Stone

Prospects:

Clayton Bradford

Ian Brown

Old Ladies:

Jennifer Hayes – Wood and Boy Scout

Shy Carter – Slim

Sam – Playboy

Gwen – Killer

Kim – Fox

Sally - Stryker

House Bunnies:

Trinity

Lips

Cam

Ginger

Rachel

Betsy

Collette

Kareena

Businesses:

Strip Club – Allure

Nightclub – Phantom

Bar – Bottoms Up

Tattoo Parlor – Phantom Ink

Diner – BF Diner
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New Phantom Bastards Members: 

Officers:

President: Alex ‘Vault’ Stone

Vice President: Chrome

Secretary: Dime

Treasurer: Zach ‘Valor’ Stone 

Sergeant at Arms: Crab

Enforcer: Red

Road Captain: Court

Tech: Buzz

Members: 

Slider

Abyss

Viper

Havoc

Blitz

Prospects:

George

Martin

Ol’ Ladies:

Annabell Carson – Vault

Phantom Girls:

Stella

Corey

Sidney

Businesses: 

Bar – The Den

Strip Club – Enchantment

Garage – Hound’s

Tattoo Parlor – Phantom Ink

Security – P.B. Security 

Auto Parts – Phantom Auto
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Hound:

Alex ‘Vault’ Stone

Zach ‘Valor’ Stone

*Different last name from Hound because of protection when they were younger – didn’t want them to change their last name even when they got old enough to do so

Slim and Shy:

Playboy and Sam – Carson, Dylan

Maddie and Tank (Wild Kings MC) – Zoey, Ricochet (WKMC), Kevlar (WKMC), Hawkeye (WKMC)

Annabell

Rayven

Kinsliegh
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Loss is dedicated to my very good friend. I met you when we were in college and you quickly became my confidant and one of my best friends. You’ve been there for me through so much and I will never be able to thank you enough. Thank you for everything! 
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Dear Readers,

Welcome back to the Phantom Bastards MC. While this is a new series, you will get to see plenty of characters from the past as their children forge new paths in life and start a new club. You will also get to meet some Nomad characters that have never been mentioned before. So, I hope you like them as much as the original members of the Phantom Bastards. 

In these stories you will see characters from the original Phantom Bastards MC. You will also get to see members from the Wild Kings MC, Satan’s Anarchy MC, and another MC that I can’t let you know just yet. I hope you enjoy this series as we get to see the children who were born in the original stories as grown-ups now! 

Thank you for the support and I hope you enjoy this new series and world!

Erin Osborne

Trigger Warnings

Please note these books may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this series. 

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read.
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[image: image]




Alex ‘Vault’ Stone

Grief makes you do things you wouldn’t normally do. For me, I chose to push everyone who ever cared about me away. My twin, the club I grew up in, and the girl I loved and wanted in my life. My days were full of nothing but drowning out the pain to become numb so I didn’t have to think about the horrible hole left in my life. A hole nothing will ever fill because the person who created it meant more to me in the world than anyone else ever did before. At least until I met my angel. My savior. 

I’m starting life over and choosing a different path for myself than the one I’ve envisioned for so long. In doing so, I know I’m not only going to continue hurting the girl I love, but I’ll finally push her away for good. There’s no way she’ll ever let me back in after everything I’ve done to her. 

Annabell Carson

I’ve mourned my family and grown as a person. I’m still not who I want to be yet, but I’ve made a ton of progress over the years. Unlike some people I know, I’ve embraced the Phantom Bastards and accepted the help, love, and support they’ve offered me since the night I went through the most traumatic experience of my life. I had my person, the man I fell in love with until he was struck with his own tragedy. 

It's time for me to forget the man I’ve loved for years and move on with my life. Even when I try, I can’t actually go through with it though. There’s only one man for me and now he’s never going to come back to Benton Falls again. He’s living his own life in a new town and it’s what he needs, so I’ll always support his decision to leave the past behind. 
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Vault

One week after Hound’s death

SEVEN FUCKING DAYS. That’s how long it’s been since my entire world exploded and crumbled to nothing but shards. One week where I haven’t slept, eaten, drank, or done much of anything except lay in bed and try to make sense of what happened. One second my dad was alive and the next he was taking his last breath. The last seven days have been spent playing out every single memory involving my dad. He was our only parent and was there for every second of our lives. There wasn’t a day that went by where he wasn’t asking us what was going on, attending some event, bailing us out of jail, teaching us something, or just being there for us. I haven’t let my brother, Valor, in my room because I know he’s going to wanna talk about everything and I don’t have the strength to talk to my twin about my feelings. I can sum it up with a few words—angry, hateful, unfair, and lost. Other than that, there’s nothing anyone needs to know.

Pounding on my door pulls me from the thoughts and memories swirling my mind on a loop. My eyes shift to the door but I don’t bother moving to get up and find out who’s pounding so hard my door is rattling in the frame. Pulling my blankets up higher and tighter around me, I roll over and put my back to the door. The pounding finally stops after several long minutes. Releasing the breath I was holding, I close my eyes once again and pray for sleep to finally claim me. It hasn’t happened since the night we lost our dad, but eventually exhaustion will have to kick in and I’ll sleep. I don’t know why it hasn’t happened yet though. Before I can even attempt to fall asleep, my door bursts open so hard that it slams into my bedroom wall and sounds as if it’s been pulled right off the hinges. 

“What the fuck?” I bark out, flipping over so fast I almost fall out of bed. 

“Exactly,” Killer says, walking in my room with Valor and Slim behind him. “You’ve been locked in this room for a week, Vault. Seven fuckin’ days and no one has seen or heard from you. You’re not answerin’ calls or messages, the door, or lettin’ anyone know you’re still fuckin’ alive in here. Today is your dad’s funeral so I suggest you get your ass out of bed, shower the fuckin’ nasty off, and get ready to head out. You have exactly a half hour before I walk back in this room and make you fuckin’ get ready.” 

Killer is a big fuckin’ guy and everyone I’ve ever met is scared to death of him. It’s not hard to understand why when you take a good look at him. He stands over six feet tall, has muscles from working out on a daily basis, and has a permanent scowl on his face. The only time he ever shows a softer side is when women and kids are around. Even then, he doesn’t change and gives everyone hell for even getting close to the ol’ ladies of the club and any child we have near us. He’s a fucking badass and I’ve always been a little intimidated by him. Today, he can fuck right off though. 

“Never said I was goin’ to his funeral and the party you guys will throw afterwards in his supposed honor. It’s just one more excuse for you guys to get drunk and party. I’m good here in bed where I’ve been. You can close the door on your way out,” I say, rolling over and pulling the blankets back up again. 

“Vault, I’ve given you a week to pull yourself together. You know your dad better than almost everyone in this club. I’m the exception to that. Your dad was my best fuckin’ friend and I know every damn secret and detail about him. Yeah, we’re gonna bury him and then come back here and have a fuckin’ party. It’s what Hound would want. He loved when everyone around him was happy and havin’ a good time. Your dad wouldn’t want the club to sit back without drinking, in a silent clubhouse, thinkin’ about the man he was before he was taken from us. And he sure as fuck wouldn’t want your ass in bed for another fuckin’ day,” Slim says, someone ripping the blankets from me and straight off my bed right before my mattress is flipped up and I land unceremoniously on the floor in a crumpled heap. “Get in the shower and get fuckin’ dressed. If I have to stand in your room and babysit you like a fuckin’ toddler, I will, Alex.”

Getting off the floor, I don’t say a word or look at anyone as I make my way to the bathroom and turn the water on for a shower, making it as hot as I can stand it. Taking care of business, I strip out of my clothes and leave them on the floor where they fall. I get in the shower and let the hot water rain down over me. My hair is longer than normal and hangs in my face. I don’t bother moving it because there’s no point. After several minutes of just hanging my head in the water as tears fall down my face, I stand up straight and go through the process of washing. Once my hair and body are washed, I rinse off and don’t linger in the water even though I want to. Instead, I shut it off and grab a towel from the bar and start drying off. 

Walking back in my room, I see no one’s left and the door has been shut. My mattress is back on the bedframe and I breathe a sigh of relief that I don’t have to talk to anyone. It’s the last thing I want to do right now. Getting dressed in a pair of newer jeans and a black tee-shirt, I sit down on my bed to put my socks and boots on. I grab everything I need to take with me without even looking at my phone as I leave it on the stand by my bed before grabbing my cut and sliding it on over my shoulders. The weight of the leather is a comfort I once used to relish. From the time I was a young boy, I knew I’d follow in my dad’s footsteps and join the Phantom Bastards MC. Now, I want to turn my cut in and try to figure out where I go from here. Nothing will ever be the same without my dad here. 

Everyone will move on with their lives, try to remember him the best they can, and act like the entire club hasn’t been changed completely. None of it’s fucking real. My dad was here for everyone in the club no matter what they needed. He’d give you the shirt off his fucking back if you didn’t have one. Need a safe place to talk about shit, he’d sit with you for hours and listen as you got everything off your chest. He was the best teacher I’ve ever met and never let Valor or me get away with anything. If you needed something to eat or drink, he’d make sure you got it. Even if it would leave him completely broke and unable to get something for himself. In the blink of an eye a piece of shit took him from the world and yet they still get to live their lives as if they didn’t ruin the lives of so many. Rage seeps into every inch of my body with the knowledge that these fuckers still have yet to pay for what they’ve done. 

Leaving my room, I make sure my door is locked before heading for the common room. It’s filled with every member from several chapters of the Phantom Bastards, the wild Kings, and even Satan’s Anarchy are here for my dad. He was the kind of man who would make you love him without even trying. I want to be happy so many are here to celebrate him, but I really can’t. There’s no part of me that will ever be happy again. 

“Let’s ride,” Slim calls out the second he sees me enter the room as everyone starts to head outside. 

Following behind the crowd, I’m the last one out of the clubhouse as I head straight for my bike without looking at anyone or saying a word. Valor sticks close to my side as he straddles his bike the same time I do. Once we’ve started our bikes, the club members pull out and we’re all in front of the limo carrying the ol’ ladies to the funeral home where my dad and Grizzly’s bodies are waiting for us to head to the cemetery. Yesterday everyone met there and said goodbye. I didn’t go because I wasn’t going to be the focal point of everyone because I’m about to lose my shit any second. And, I don’t need to be in a funeral home when that will only make this situation real to me. It’s already real enough and I’m ready to get this fucking day over with. 

Pulling up at the funeral home, none of us get off of our bikes. I wouldn’t have even if everyone else did. To me, funeral homes are filled with ghosts and I want nothing to do with it. Everyone is already on their bikes when we get there and when they all start the engines, the rumbling from the engines is more than enough to send vibrations through the ground at my feet. Slim and Playboy pull up in front of the hearse carrying my dad and Grizzly. The limo pulls in behind the hearse and then the rest of us all get in line behind them. We’re followed by the men and women from the Wild Kings MC, other chapters of the Phantom Bastards MC, and Satan’s Anarchy MC. Valor is at my side as Slim sticks his hand in the air and motions for us to roll out. Every bike here revs and the sound is deafening even with my helmet on. 

The hearse pulls out and we follow them through town as we make our way to the cemetery. I don’t pay attention to the people of Benton Falls as they line the streets and wave to everyone. Some of them are holding flags in the air while the men remove their hats and hold them against their chest. Women are openly crying and the kids standing with their family members have no clue what’s going on. I’ve witnessed it all before. And even though I’m not directly paying attention or looking at anyone on either side of me, I do manage to catch a glimpse or two of what’s going on around me. 

By the time we get to the cemetery, I’m ready to head back to the clubhouse and hide away in my bedroom once again. It won’t happen, but I wish I could. Instead, I park my bike behind the hearse with more than enough room for us to remove the caskets and carry him and Grizzly to their final resting places among other club members who have lost their lives doing what they love to do. Valor gets off his bike and stands next to me as the man from the funeral home walks to the back of the hearse and opens the door. For the first time, I see my dad’s casket and know I’m about to lose my mind. Valor puts his hand on my shoulder while Slim, Playboy, and Killer surround me. Slim places his hand on my other shoulder and just stands with us. Stryker steps up with us and I know we’re the men who will carry my dad. We’re the ones who knew him best. 

Valor and I step up and begin to pull my dad’s casket from the back of the hearse. Each man behind us steps up to help carry the weight as we all work together until the casket is no longer in the back of the vehicle. Turning as if we’ve done this a million times in the past, we slowly walk to the hole that’s already been dug in the ground. The men carrying Grizzly step up and remove his casket from the hearse before heading our way. Everyone else takes their places around us with the ol’ ladies sitting under a canopy that’s been set up in case it rains. The six of us lower my dad to the supports holding the casket up for now. Stepping back, I’m surrounded by the men with Slim and my twin putting their hands on my shoulders once again. They’re literally the only thing grounding me in this moment as I stare at the casket. 

“We’re not going to draw this out because it’s not what Hound or Grizzly would want to happen as you all celebrate their lives today. So, the only one who will be speaking is Slim and possibly Hound’s sons,” the priest says as he steps back and Slim squeezes my shoulder once before leaving my side for Killer to take his place. 

I finally look up, searching the crowd for Annabell. She’s not in the seats with the rest of the ol’ ladies. I become frantic looking for her among the sea of black dresses and leather cuts. For the first time in my life, I’m looking for the woman who has always been the calm and peace when I need it and she’s not here. Valor steps right next to me and whispers in my ear. 

“She’s at home with the girls. Annabell’s not here right now and it was her decision to make,” my brother tells me so no one else can hear as he looks around the crowd with me. 

“Hound and Grizzly were two of the best men I knew. They loved with all their hearts and would give the shirts off their backs to anyone who was in need. Grizzly didn’t have a family outside of the club and that’s how he liked it. He knew we would have his back no matter what and we knew he’d have ours too. Hound, on the other hand, had a family. His sons, Vault and Valor . . .,” Slim pauses to take a deep breath and get his emotions under control. Before going on, Shy steps up to his side. She finishes Slim’s speech for him as I watch our President crumble. 

“Vault and Valor were the most important people in his life beside his club brothers. He loved you both with every breath he took and every second his heart beat. His proudest moment was watching you get patched in as full members of the club. Even though he was a man of few words, I’m sure he wanted you to know you were both his greatest achievements. The club will miss Grizzly and Hound every single day. No one will ever take their spots in the family, but we all know they’d want us to go on and live our lives as if they were still here enjoying the ride with us,” Shy says as Slim cries next to her and most everyone in the crowd sheds a tear or two.

As Slim and Shy step away from the head of the caskets, Whino steps up and takes their spot. He’s always been a man who’s quiet and doesn’t say all that much when he doesn’t have to. Knowing he’s willing to step up and speak here today is amazing if I’m being honest with myself.

“Hound was one of the best men I’ve ever met in my life. The day we met, I walked into the Phantom Bastards clubhouse with the largest chip on my shoulder thinkin’ I was better than everyone else around me. Not because I had some great upbringin’ or any of that shit. It was because I was scared to fuckin’ death and didn’t know if I was gonna make it through each day without someone killin’ me for one reason or another. See, I was livin’ on the streets and had no one to look out for me. The second I walked through the doors to start Prospectin’ for the Phantom Bastards is the day my life changed in ways I couldn’t even begin to imagine. And it’s all because of Hound. He saw through the bullshit and made me realize that it wasn’t the way to live my life. Hound took me under his wing even though we were the same age and made sure I lived my best life. Grizzly was right there with him, along with Slim. The three of them were a force to be reckoned with and they made people cower in fear from a simple look. 

“He taught me how to be the best version of myself, laugh again, love, and help those around me instead of judgin’ them for the same things I’d done in my young past. If it weren’t for him, I never would’ve gotten through the Prospectin’ period and gotten my full patch. Together we became brothers wearin’ the full patch of the club we fell in love for our own reasons. Hound and I did everythin’ together. At least until he started his family. 

“The day Vault and Valor were born, I saw a grown ass man break down and cry. Hound was so fuckin’ scared he was gonna mess them up and that they’d grow to hate him because he didn’t know how to be a dad. In the middle of the hospital, he stood with a boy in each of his arms with tears sliding down his face and didn’t give a fuck who watched him cry. From the second he knew he was gonna be a dad, he loved his kids. The day he found out he’d have two kids instead of one because he always was an overachiever, he came back to the clubhouse and got drunk as fuck because he had no clue what he was gonna do. I’m pretty sure he already knew their mom wasn’t gonna be able to be there for very long and watch them grow into the men they are still becomin’. That’s just who he was. Hound always knew what was gonna happen before it actually did. It’s one of the many reasons his sons didn’t ever get away with anythin’.

“Anyway, Hound and Grizzly were the best men I’ve ever met in my life and I’ll feel their loss for the rest of my days. They was more than just my best friends. Grizzly and Hound were my brothers, teachers, mentors, my guides in the darkest of days, and everythin’ else I’ve ever needed in my life. The biggest thing they were, was my confidant. Both men instinctively knew when I needed them and let me unburden my soul to them and then we’d talk through the problem. While I know I’ll feel this loss forever, no one will miss Hound more than Vault and Valor. He was the center of their world and they lost their only parent in a matter of seconds.

“Today, we’re gonna celebrate the life of the best men we’ve all ever known. Every fuckin’ day movin’ forward, we’ll honor Grizzly and Hound and make sure we’re the best versions of ourselves as they’d want. Each time we get on our bikes, walk through the clubhouse, or make a decision that will impact our lives, we’ll do it with both men in mind. Vault and Valor, would you like to say anythin’?” Whino says, looking between Valor and me as he steps away and slinks into the shadows again.

I subtly shake my head as tears slide down my face and land on the ground in front of me. Valor hesitates but finally shakes his head no. He’s too choked up as I turn to face him and see the tears sliding down his face. Feeling me watch him, my twin pulls me into a hug as everyone begins to walk by the two men’s caskets and have one last moment with them. All the men tap the wood after they say a few words to my dad and Grizzly while the women all lay a white rose on top for them. Yeah, my dad loved flowers and it didn’t matter what kind it was. Especially if one of the ol’ ladies or kids gave him one. He’d eat that shit up and parade around as if he was the toughest asshole out there because someone gave him a flower.

“Grizzly and Hound, ride free my brothers. Until we meet again,” Slim says after picking their cuts up off the caskets and holding them over his arm.

Valor and I walk up to his casket last as everyone else begins to make their way back to their bikes to head to the clubhouse with the ol’ ladies of the clubs. I sink to the dirt at the edge of his casket and just sit there, staring down into the hole he’s been lowered into. The men are waiting to cover him with dirt, but I don’t give a fuck. I’m not ready to leave my dad behind where he’ll be all alone. My brother sits down next to me as I pull a flask from my cut and take the top off. Taking a deep drink of whiskey, our dad’s favorite alcohol, I pass it to Valor as Killer, Playboy, and Stryker step up behind us. No one says a word as Valor takes a long drink before passing the flask back to me. I pour the rest out on top of our dad’s casket before standing from my seat. 

Grabbing the closest shovel, I start to put the dirt down the hole. If anyone is going to bury our dad, it will be me. These men didn’t know him and will never understand what this fucking moment means. They won’t know or care how this is destroying me. Valor doesn’t take long to stand and join me in burying our dad in his final resting place. Soon, Killer, Playboy, and Stryker also grab shovels and the five of us work until the job is done. I don’t pay attention to the men throwing dirt down the hole over Grizzly’s casket as I focus on my dad’s. When we’re done, we finally get on our bikes and head to the clubhouse. 

After parking our bikes and heading inside, I’m met by Annabell. She’s got a plate of food in her hands and she holds it out for me to take from her. Following behind me, I head for the nearest table and take a seat as Annabell pulls out the chair next to me. Shoving the plate away from me harder than necessary so it slides across the table and crashes to the floor, I slam my hand on the table and glare at the girl who means the world to me.

“Annabell, I’m not fuckin’ hungry and I don’t need you to follow me around like a lost fuckin’ puppy. It’s gettin’ fuckin’ old and I’m tired of it. Go find somethin’ else to do or someone else to fuckin’ fix,” I shout at her, watching her gorgeous eyes fill with tears as her head drops to her chest. The same way she used to walk around when we first rescued her. 

The clubhouse has gone eerily silent and turned their attention toward us. I’ve never raised my voice at this girl for any reason and everyone around me knows it. If anything, I’ve gone out of my way to be soft and gentle for her. Annabell and I have been glued together at the hip and she’s the only one I’d give a smile to. Today, that ends. 

“What did I do wrong?” she asks, her voice wavering as tears drip from her face to the floor at our feet. 

“You’re constantly up my ass and I’m sick of it. I want you to leave me the fuck alone. Annabell, I’m not your savior and you need to fuckin’ leave me alone to live my fuckin’ life. Get a life of your own while your fuckin’ at it,” I yell, turning my back to her as I search the room for a club girl to take my mind off of everything. 

Slim is standing at the entrance of the hallway leading to his office. His eyes are sparking with the anger he feels right now. Annabell is his girl and everyone knows you don’t fuck with her or you’ll feel his wrath. I roll my eyes at him and storm from the clubhouse. Everyone can kiss my fucking ass! Annabell is a girl and nothing special. Everyone treats her like a fucking pampered princess and coddles her from the evil of the world we live in. Fuck that! I’m done acting like an ass for her. 

Annabell is the one person in my life who has always been there for me no matter what was going on. I’ve never once raised my voice to her, spoken to her in anger, or anything else. For the first time, I’m taking my emotions and rage out on the one person I know would never turn their back on me for any reason. Tonight, I fucked that all up because I can’t pull my head out of my ass and accept the help and comfort she’s trying to offer me. Who the fuck does that kind of shit?



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter Two

[image: image]




[image: A close up of a flower

Description automatically generated]

Annabell

YESTERDAY SHOULD’VE BEEN one of the happiest days of my life. Slim and Shy are now officially my parents. They adopted me after I finally made the decision that it’s what I wanted to happen moving forward. Slim and Shy took me into their home when they didn’t have to. They’ve fed me, clothed me, and been there for every single thing I’ve ever needed. When I want to do something, they encourage and support me. There isn’t a single thing they haven’t done for me since saving me the night I lost my family. So, I decided that if I got to choose my parents this time, then I wanted them as mine. Plus, I get Playboy, Maddie, and their families as my own now too. Everyone that’s been there for me since that awful night. 

Instead of being happy and excited for everything, I was lost in my own head most of the day and couldn’t celebrate with everyone else. There was a party at the clubhouse and I chose to come home and stay there on my own. Slim and Shy thought it was because of me thinking about my own family. In a way, that’s the truth. However, it’s not the entire truth. My head was filled with thoughts of Vault and the fact that he wasn’t there with me when I wanted him at my side. I haven’t talked to him since the day we buried Hound and he went off on me in front of everyone for trying to help him. That was the day our entire relationship changed and it wasn’t for the good.

Vault has been at my side since the night I was rescued and brought here. Now, he’s nothing more than a memory. He went from being my best friend and someone I was falling in love with to a man that is nothing to me at all. It breaks my heart to know that our relationship is so completely fractured and there’s literally nothing I can do to help fix it. Vault doesn’t want me around him and that’s okay. I’m nothing more than an annoying little girl. Yeah, I heard him say that to Valor the very same day he shattered me into a million pieces. So, I will leave him alone and hope he can mourn the loss of his dad and find what, or who, makes him happy for the rest of his life. For me, I’ll try to move on and forget all about the man who makes me feel alive and safe. 

Valor ended up coming to spend some time with me while everyone else was celebrating my adoption. We sat on the porch swing together and he talked to me like his twin used to. I will always remember the conversation between the two of us. 

“Pretty Girl, what are you doin’ here all alone? You should be at the clubhouse celebratin’ with everyone. Today was a big day for you,” Valor says, sitting down next to me and putting an arm over my shoulders like he’s done it a million times before. 

“Didn’t feel like celebrating with everyone. I’m not wanted or needed around the clubhouse unless I’m helping the ol’ ladies and everything is already done,” I answer him, looking at my nails that I just got done with Shy for the first day of school. 

“That’s not true and you know it, Annabell,” he states, pulling away to look at me with pain filled eyes. 

“It is true. Not only did I hear what Vault said to me when he went off because I handed him a plate of food and was going to sit next to him, but I heard what he told you. I’m nothing more than an annoying girl who hangs out at the clubhouse when I shouldn’t be there unless it’s a family day,” I tell him, tears filling my eyes as I tip my head lower so Valor doesn’t see my tears and pain. 

“Vault doesn’t know what the fuck he’s sayin’, Pretty Girl. He’s hurtin’ and so lost in his fuckin’ head right now. For the first time in my life, I don’t know how to help him. Vault has always looked up to our dad and believed he’d never leave us. I’m not sayin’ I didn’t look up to my dad because I did. Vault needs to figure his shit out, Annabell. What I do know is that when he does finally pull his head out of his ass, he’s gonna feel like shit for the way he’s treatin’ you. Don’t give up on him, Annabell. You’ve been his light in the dark and his savin’ grace when he thought he was gonna lose it all. Vault needs you like you need him. There’s somethin’ special connectin’ the two of you. So, I’m askin’ you to wait for him and not give up on him when he’s at his lowest,” Valor pleads with me, using a finger to tip my head up so he can look me in the eyes and take in all the pain I feel from his words. 

“I would never give up on Vault. But, I can’t be around him anymore. I used to think we had a special connection too, Valor. We don’t. What we have is a trauma bond because I latched onto him when my world was completely ripped to shreds. It’s time for me to grow up and move on from whatever delusions I’ve made up in my head about the two of us. I will always love your brother, but we’re both on different paths in life and that’s okay. It was the wake-up call I needed and this is my sign that it’s time to move on with my life no matter how bleak and hard it seems to be right now,” I tell him, knowing deep in my heart that I could truly never give up on Vault for any reason. 

“Thank you, Annabell. You do what you feel is best for you and know that you’ll always have me. I’m not goin’ anywhere and it’s time for me to step up and make sure you’re okay because my brother would want me to. You need me, I’m nothin’ more than a phone call away, Pretty Girl,” Valor says, pressing a kiss on the top of my head before leaving me to sit and think over our conversation on the porch alone. 

The rest of the night, I stayed inside the house so no one else would wander by and think I wanted to talk to them. Instead of helping me heal or giving me any kind of insight into what I can do for Vault, Valor only made me hurt even more. He made me realize that Vault and I will never have a relationship of any kind despite every single talk we’ve ever had since I’ve been here. I have to tell myself that’s okay because there’s really no choice in the matter. That was the first night of many that I cried myself to sleep and dreamt of a man who will never be a part of my life again. 
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Today’s my first day of school in Benton Falls. Shy is taking me instead of letting Slim after I begged him to stay at the clubhouse and not go with us. I can just imagine what would happen if I showed up to school with him. He’d scare everyone away from me before I even stepped foot inside. Plus, it wouldn’t only be Slim that took me to school. My dad would involve the entire club and they’d all ride in on their bikes looking like the badasses they are. Playboy and Slim would be the worst of the group as my dad and big brother. And it wouldn’t surprise me if they called Tank to join them either. Seeing him alone would be enough to ensure that no one ever gets near me. Especially any boys. Tank is a big man and when I first met him, I thought he was gonna kill me. Now, I know what a truly great man is, but that’s not who he’ll show all the kids my age here at school. 

I love Slim, but he’s intimidating as hell and I know everyone in town knows who he is along with the rest of the Phantom Bastards. I’m not stupid enough to believe no one is going to find out who I belong to now. But, I’ll deal with it as the situations arise. People are going to either want to be my friend to get close to the club. Or they’ll hate me because I’m around the club on a daily basis. When it comes to the guys I go to school with, they’ll probably think I’m some kind of slut because I’m around the club. I’ve heard about it happening in the past and it’s not something I ever want to experience for myself. I’m already going to be at a disadvantage because I’m starting a new school my senior year and have no friends here in town. This will honestly be the longest I’ve left the clubhouse on my own since I was brought there. 

The members of the Phantom Bastards have become my family since losing my own. It was just my parents and me. Neither one had any siblings and my grandparents on both sides have long since passed away. I love everyone in the club and wish I was more like them, but I’m not. Instead of living free, I let fear and nightmares rule my life. I never used to live my life that way. Before everything happened to me, I was free, naïve, and not afraid of anything. Other than if a boy was going to ask me out or not. I had a ton of friends and I was always doing something. It didn’t matter if I was out with friends, at sports or a game, partying with a small group I hung out with on the weekends to celebrate our latest victory, or anything else. My parents always supported me and kept me sheltered from the pure evil of the world. Now, I know there’s so much evil around me that it’s hard for me to get through the day without thinking someone is out to get me. 

Vault used to chase my nightmares away. He’d talk to me on the phone for hours when I would wake up in the middle of the night. We’d talk about everything and nothing at the same time. He would tell me about growing up with Hound as a dad and in the club while I’d share stories of the adventures I’d go on with my parents. Eventually our talks would turn to us and what we wanted out of our future.

He would always talk to me about claiming me when I was done with high school. How we’d eventually get married and I’d give him sons and daughters. I wanted all of that with him. Vault used to tell me about the house we’d live in and what he’d teach our children. Hell, we even had names picked out. Well, he did. I’m not sure I agree with them, but that’s okay. We’re not there yet and now we never will be. Vault can name his children whatever he wishes with the woman he settles down with. Hopefully she’ll be someone who fully supports him and can give him the world like he deserves. 

Shy has kept me busy since the day of the funeral. She’s taken me shopping to make sure I have more than enough clothes for the school year, gotten all my supplies, and I’ve been helping her take care of Kinsliegh and Rayven. I’ve barely had time to think about the upcoming school year, let alone Vault. I know that’s exactly what she’s hoping to accomplish, but at night when I’m alone in my room, my mind always returns to Vault and everything that has ever happened between the two of us from the very beginning. No one will ever take the pain from me and that’s okay. I’ll eventually let it dull down to nothing but a small ache in my chest until I can shove it in a box in my mind where it can no longer hurt me again. 

The days I’m not out with Shy or helping with the girls, the guys have been training me even more than before. Like the ol’ ladies here at the clubhouse, I’ve taken the time to learn self-defense from the men of the club. However, that’s not where I let it end. I talked to Slim, Playboy, and Killer to train me even more than the rest of the women around me. Not only can I shoot a gun, but Killer has been teaching me how to work with knives. He’s one of the best teachers I’ve ever had for this stuff and is so patient despite you thinking he’d be the last one to have any kind of patience when he’s working with someone in something so serious. But, every day, I work with the knives and Killer told me I’m one of the best with them and if I keep practicing, I’ll be as good as him one day. It was a compliment I didn’t know I needed to hear and gave me a boost of confidence. 

When we’ve been alone, Shy has tried to convince me to try out for cheerleading. It’s one of the many things I did when my parents were still alive. Not only was I on the school's cheerleading team, but I did competitive cheerleading with a team of girls that were amazing. I know the school team has already started practicing because their first game will be soon. Before, the main thing holding me back was Vault. I wanted to be there for him and cheerleading would take time away from me doing that. Now, I need to learn to live without him in my life because this is only the beginning I fear. Vault is intent on destroying anything that reminds him of his dad. There’s nothing anyone can do to help him until he’s hit his rock bottom.

As I walk down the stairs with my bag over my shoulder, I find Slim and Shy sitting at the kitchen table. They’re talking in hushed tones and I have a feeling it’s about the man I fall in love with more on a daily basis. When they see me, they break apart and I know my instincts were right. Vault is always a topic of conversation these days. I just wish they’d all stop tiptoeing around me.

“Morning,” I say, setting my bag down to grab breakfast before we leave.

“Mornin’ sweetheart. Are you excited for your first day of school?” Slim asks, a smile on his face that doesn’t reach his eyes as I take in all the pain and anger buried in their depths.

“I am,” I answer, taking a bite of my eggs as the lie makes them taste like sawdust in my mouth.

“Are you tryin’ out for the cheer squad?” he asks, taking a sip of his coffee.

“Yeah, I think so,” I say, plastering a fake smile on my face. “Shy, I’ll call you from school and let you know what happens.”

“Okay honey,” she answers, picking up Rayven and handing her to Slim. “I’m gonna get dressed while you eat.”

I quickly eat my breakfast while she’s changing so we can head out. My nerves are starting to get the better of me and I’m ready to get to school and get the day started. Shy has to come in with me while they finalize the paperwork and get my schedule to me. Then I’ll be shown around before going to my classes. Plus, I need to find time to talk to someone about trying out for the cheerleading team. If it’s even possible or if I’ll have to wait for basketball season. At this point, I might even find out if there’s a local competitive cheerleading team that I can join or check out to see if I’d be a good fit. 
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Today has been amazing. It didn’t take me long to lose most of the nerves that filled me with the thought of starting a new school. I’m being allowed to double up on my classes so I can graduate early. Instead of going to the end of the year, I’ll be out of high school in January when everyone else is having midterms. I think it’s because I did extra work online before starting school here. This has been a part of my plan since getting my early acceptance to college. I’ve been applying to various colleges since my junior year knowing I wanted to graduate early and I was ready to do so when my parents were still alive and I was at my old school. No one could understand why I wanted to get out of there so bad, but it’s none of their business. Now, my reasons have changed about leaving. Only a select few people know what they are and there’s no reason I’m going to broadcast them to the rest of the club because it’s my business and those who I choose to let in. 

Before going to my first class of the day, I talked to Sabrina, the cheerleading coach. She agreed to let me try out since I wasn’t in school here last year. I let Shy know that I would be staying late and that I’d let her know when I was ready to be picked up. The clubhouse isn’t far from the school so it’s not like I’d be waiting forever for a ride. After performing a routine I did with my competitive cheer squad and going through the roster of jumps and other things, the entire squad and Sabrina immediately said I could be a member. Our first game is in three days and as long as I know the cheers, I can stand on the sidelines. The only thing I won’t be able to do is the halftime routine because there’s no way I’ll learn it in time. I’m okay with that because it will be the only halftime routine I miss. 

Heading home with Shy, I listen as she talks a mile a minute about how proud she is of me. Apparently we’re all going out to dinner tonight to celebrate such a good first day of school for me. Well, not everyone. Just Shy, Slim, the girls, and me. The rest of the club doesn’t know anything about what I’m doing and I want to keep it that way. Playboy will be the only other one I tell because he’s my big brother. He’d be proud of me too. My brother has always encouraged me and I know he’ll support this decision like our parents. I might even call Maddie and talk to her about it. Maybe they can come down for one of my games. That would be pretty cool if you ask me. I’d love to have my entire family there for one of them. Even the kids. 

My heart breaks a little more with the knowledge Vault won’t be tagging along to my celebration dinner. Before, he would be here with me now. Shy wouldn’t have to take me and pick me up from school; he wouldn’t let her. I haven’t learned how to drive yet—something else Vault was supposed to help me with. I’ll have to find out if any of the other guys will be willing to help me. Slim’s got more than enough going on right now. Playboy still isn’t home from jail. That’s one of the main reasons he’s not here celebrating with us tonight. I miss him every single day and know that it’s just a matter of time before he gets released. For now, I’ll write him a letter and let him know about cheerleading. I write to him at least once a week and have been since he got arrested. I’d ask Shy to help me, but she’s also got more than enough going on in her life. I’m not going to bother her with something so small that it wouldn’t rate on her list of things to do for the week. So, I’ll find someone else who can help me besides Vault. 

I wish Playboy were here too. He’s still in jail while we wait to get him out. Sam was attacked by a man and Playboy saved her. Instead of it being ruled as self-defense, Playboy’s sitting in jail on a murder charge. Slim and a few of the guys are the only ones he’s seeing while he’s inside. When Shy and I tried to go see him we were turned away. Both of us cried all the way home before Slim explained that Playboy doesn’t want us to see him like a caged animal. I can respect his decision so I’ll continue to write to him and wait for his letters back. 

After picking the girls and Slim up, we head to a small diner in town and my past comes back to get me. The only thing I can see is my parents being brutally murdered in front of me. My breathing speeds up and my chest hurts. It feels like I’m having a heart attack as I get back in the car and lean my head back against the seat. Slim leans in as I put my hand on my chest. My eyes are wide as I look up at him and see the pain filling him because he doesn’t know what’s going on so he can take the pain away from me. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks, worry fills me at his gentle voice because my chest is getting tight and it’s even harder to breathe.

“I can’t breathe. My chest hurts too,” I pant out, sweat covering my body as I look up to my dad to make everything okay and take this all away from me.

“Take a deep breath and focus on me. Don’t let your gaze leave my face,” he tells me, slowly starting to count my breaths.

After a few minutes, my breathing begins to even out and the pain in my chest fades away to a dull ache. Slim never once leaves me as Shy takes the girls inside to get them out of the weather. It’s turned colder outside and there’s a slight sprinkle that’s quickly covering everything it touches. Including Slim as he sits outside of the car and helps me through whatever is going on. 

“You okay?” he asks me, worry filling his features.

“Yeah. I’m not sure what happened,” I tell him honestly, shame filling me because I’ve never reacted to something so quickly like that before.

“You had a panic attack,” he states, his voice strong and steady as I listen to him. “What was happenin’ just before it started?”

“I was thinkin’ about my parents and the night they were killed,” I answer, tears filling my eyes as exhaustion hits and takes hold.

“Small diner. I’m sorry, Annabell, I wasn’t thinkin’ when we came here,” he says, guilt filling him in place of the worry I just saw.

“It’s okay. I’m gonna have to get used to it,” I answer, getting out of the car and heading toward the diner with my head held high as if I didn’t just lose my shit. 

I walk in the door and find Shy sitting in a booth with the girls toward the back of the diner. Kinsliegh is in a highchair while Rayven sits in her car seat next to Shy on the seat. Seeing the only seats left over, I slide to the inside of the booth and Slim slides in next to me. I’m surrounded by my family and it slowly takes the remaining ache in my chest. Slim puts his arm over the back of the booth as he normally does and has a silent conversation with Shy. Their relationship is something I will always want for myself. I know it’s not easy and every day they fight for their love, but it’s the point that they choose to fight for one another. They struggle through the bad days as one and celebrate every single milestone as if it’s their first one. My parents didn’t even have a relationship like Slim and Shy. 

Our waitress comes over and takes our order within minutes. I order a bacon cheeseburger, fries, gravy on the side, and a chocolate milkshake. I’m not sure what Slim and Shy have, my mind is consumed with thoughts of Vault and how much he’s changed since the loss of his dad. It’s not in a good way either. Whenever I’m left alone with my thoughts, they always turn to him. I honestly can’t wait for the day that shit stops. Vault is the last person I want to think about or see right now. The sooner it happens, the better off I’ll be. 

Vault has always been sweet to me. He’s patient, kind, caring, and loving. Whenever we’ve talked, there’s been no pity, condemnation, or anything to make me feel like a child in his voice or eyes. He’s treated me like an adult every time we’re together. Vault’s also been my first kiss. No one knows about it though. Again, it’s a day I won’t soon forget because it was him and that was before everything fell apart.

We were sitting outside on the porch of the house one day. Slim and Shy had the girls at the clubhouse but I didn’t want to go with them. There are just some days when I want to be on my own away from all the chaos of the clubhouse. It’s not anything against the club members, but they’re all so loud and larger than life that it can be a bit overwhelming sometimes. So, Vault came to the house to keep me company like he normally does when I don’t show up down there with Slim and Shy. As we were swinging gently back and forth on the porch swing, I started talking to him about my upcoming school year and about my concern of the boys trying to kiss me. 

I’ve never been kissed before because I would never let a boy at my old school get close to doing anything with me. They were all only about sex and fucking all the cheerleaders. I was the only one who didn’t give into their pressure so it quickly turned into a game about who could get me to do what. That’s a game I have no interest in playing because it would mean giving up on what I want in my life and letting a guy think he has any kind of control over me that I would give into his demands whether I wanted to or not. 

Before I could stop him, Vault placed a hand on each side of my face and leaned forward. His lips brushed softly against mine in a brief touch. I instinctually closed my eyes as he pulled away, a tremor moving through my body. When our lips touched again, I gasped in shock and Vault took advantage. His tongue entered my mouth and tangled with mine. He coaxed mine to move along with his and I kissed him back. Vault gave me my first kiss so I didn’t have to worry about it anymore. I’ll never forget the way my heart raced and butterflies erupted in my belly. What truly made the moment special for me is seeing the look in Vault’s eyes. I’ve never had a guy look at me the way he did right then. He made me feel as if I were the only girl in the world and that it was our first kiss of many.

That was the day I started to fall in love with the man. For him to give me something so special and make me the way I still do about it is a true gift. Now, I don’t know what to do about the feelings coursing through me. Vault’s so cold, unfeeling, and harsh with everyone around him. And I’m not someone he’s going to keep from that treatment anymore. Even though I don’t know what’s changed in him toward me. I’ve somehow turned into Vault’s villain and that’s the role he needs me to play. Well, I’m not going to play that game either. I’m going to leave him alone and move on with my life the way I want to. Even if my heart continues to break every single day while I do it. Eventually that has to stop. 

Slim and Shy try to bring me into the conversation, but I can’t keep my head in it. My thoughts always drift to Vault and how he’s spiraling out of control. It’s like he doesn’t want to live anymore. If Hound’s not here, he doesn’t want to be alive either. My heart breaks for him. Not in pity or anything like that; in deep rooted sadness because I know how he feels. I let him in enough to talk me out of it, but he won’t let anyone get close enough to talk to him. Vault is the only one who truly knows how dark things got for me when I was rescued by the club. In fact, he's the one who found me the night I was planning on ending it all and stopped me from making that decision. 

After eating dinner, we head home. I’m quiet the entire trip home. Shy and Slim talk amongst themselves during the short ride, leaving me to my thoughts. As soon as we enter the house, I make my way to my room and lock myself inside. Throwing myself on the bed, I let my tears fall. Tears for my parents and for the loss I’m feeling of Vault and the man he’s turning into. It’s not someone I want to be around. He’s not someone I want to love anymore.
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Chapter Three
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Vault

AFTER THE OTHER day I know I need to apologize to Annabell for yelling at her. She did absolutely nothing wrong and I chewed her a new ass. She’s only been trying to help me get through my grief; something she’s already had to do. The major difference is she has no one she trusts the way I do for her now and I have an entire club to back me up. A club that I refuse to turn to because I don’t want them to tell me I should be getting over the loss of my dad. That I should be able to start moving on and letting the pain go. Or that no matter what’s going on, this isn’t how my dad would want me to act. He would be so disappointed in me because of my actions and how I’ve treated Annabell.

Annabell lost her entire family in a matter of seconds. She has the club, Shy, Slim, and me here for her. But, when she first came here, she didn’t really talk to anyone. Annabell would walk around the clubhouse, when she chose to be there if the women were there, in silence and not let anyone get close to her. A large part of that was because of what those fuckers were going to do with her and our club is full of large men who are intimidating as fuck on a good day. Put them in front of a young girl who just lost her family and then had those same men attempt to sexually assault her and I don’t know anyone who wouldn’t be scared to death. For the longest time, I was the only one she trusted enough to let in and open up to about anything. How do I repay her? I yell at her in front of everyone she’s finally starting to let in and get close to her. I’ve painted her as some pathetic, weak, villain because I can’t get over myself.

Walking to Slim and Shy’s house, I try to rehearse what I’m going to say to her. None of the words I’m thinking sound good enough or right for what I did. I am sorry for taking my anger and pain out on Annabell. Nothing I’ve done has ever truly hurt me the way that single interaction with her did. Now, I curse the fact that I’m not good with words and I don’t know what to say to make things right between us. I don’t know if Annabell honestly wants to make things right between the two of us because of how truly horrible I was to her. 

I walk on the porch and knock on the door. Hoping my President isn’t the one to answer the door. I’m not ready to face Slim or anyone else from the club yet. I haven’t been back to the clubhouse since the night I yelled at my sweet Annabell. I’ve been ignoring everyone including my brother. 

When I’m not out scouring the surrounding towns for any remaining men who killed my dad, I’m at Allure. I don’t fuck with any of the strippers or talk to anyone while I’m there. As soon as I enter the club, I grab a bottle of Jack and sit alone. If any of the guys come in, and I’m sober enough, I make my way to one of the private rooms to continue drinking until I pass out. None of the dancers ever come in the private rooms with me and they all know to leave me the fuck alone. I’ve gone off on more than one of them since I started showing up there every single night. Every morning as the sun rises in the sky, I’m back out on my bike and going up and down every road on a warpath. No one will take away this need to avenge my dad’s death from me. 

Annabell finally opens the door and my breath catches. She looks stunning standing in front of me in a pair of shorts and a tank top as normal when she’s home and not about to go anywhere. Her feet are bare showing her painted toe nails off. She looks at me as if she’s trying to figure out why I’m here while I stare at her like a man needing a tall drink of water to hold off the dehydration consuming him. I feel fucking horrible for looking at Annabell the way I do because she’s still young. However, I don’t strictly look at her the way I do because of her looks. Annabell is an old soul and she is so much smarter than anyone I’ve ever met. She’s sweet, loving, genuine, and loyal to a fault. Like Valor, I know without a doubt I can share my secrets with Annabell and no one else will know what I tell her. 

“What do you want?” she asks, her voice detached and void of any emotion.

“I want to talk to you for a minute. Will you please come sit with me and talk?” I ask her, not bothering to keep the pleading tone from my voice as I stand back and wait for her to make a decision about what she wants to do.

After looking behind her, Annabell moves out to the porch and shuts the door softly behind her. She walks over to the swing on the side of the porch and sits. I don’t sit next to her even though it’s what I really want to do. Instead, I remain standing in front of her and try to find the words I want to say to her. The silence is thick with the tension surrounding us and I’m the one who put it there. I’m the reason we no longer have a connection because Annabell isn’t looking at me the way she typically does and our long stretches of silence are no longer comfortable. 

“Bell, I’m sorry I yelled at you the other day. I don’t know why I’m pushin’ everyone away and I can’t seem to stop. Honestly, I just want to be alone most of the time and not see or talk to anyone. You didn’t deserve my anger when you did absolutely nothin’ wrong. Can you forgive me?” I ask her, finally looking at the young woman in front of me as my heart stalls in my chest and I know those simple words will more than likely mean nothing to her. 

“I don’t know, Vault. You’ve been there for me since I came here and I was just trying to help you the same way. If anyone knows how you’re feeling it’s me. Instead of accepting the help, you’re keeping everything inside and letting it eat you alive. I don’t deserve to be treated like that,” she answers, pain filling her voice and making her words waver in and out in a way I haven’t heard from her in a very long time.
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