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Common Terms
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RRMC Ravage Riders Motorcycle Club. One-percenter outlaw MC. Founded in Providence, CA 1969.

Ravagers Clubhouse Bar & clubhouse owned by the RRMC.

Pres President of the club. His orders/decisions are law.

Ol’ lady A member’s woman, protected & respected.

Brotherhood Unbreakable bond/kinship that trumps all other friendships/relationships.

One-Percenter Outlaw biker/club.

Cut Leather vest worn by club members, patches and club colors sewn on, sacred to members.

Church An official club meeting, led by president.

Chapel The location for church meetings in the clubhouse.

Prospect Probationary member sponsored by an officer, banned from church until a full patch.

Full Patch A new member voted on & approved as a new member.

Hog Motorcycle Cage Vehicle

Muffler bunny Club girl, also called sweet butt, cut slut.

Crazy Eights Local bar frequented by RRMC members.

Ravaged Syn Strip club owned by the Providence, CA Chapter.

SOMC Satan’s Outlaws, rival motorcycle club.
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​​​​​​Chapter 1 Edge 
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The concrete façade of the dimly lit warehouse pressed tightly against my back as R.J. dropped low, inching his way in my direction. Hot, humid air hung suspended in the night as I ran the back of my hand across my sweaty forehead. The cool temperature of the building seeped into my t-shirt and skin, providing a welcome distraction from the scorching temperature.

I ducked below the dirty, glass block windows and sank directly into a crouch, pausing to catch my breath. I’d run to this side of the building to avoid detection only seconds earlier. The frantic beat of my pulse thrummed in my veins from the sudden burst of adrenaline. Excitement like this always gave me a boost. The thrill of the upcoming fight and knowing we held the element of surprise sent a surge of pleasure pulsing through every cell in my body. I was like a junkie who needed their next fix—a desperate soul yearning to attain that point of oblivion where pain no longer ruled every waking moment.

Maybe I was addicted to the fucked up life I now led.

R.J. would be the first to agree that my past helped shape the monster I had become.

Bumpy impressions from the uneven surface ground into my back as I froze. Above my head, I heard boots scrape the ground through the gap in the open window. The movement inside was slow but intentional as the voices grew louder for several minutes before fading. I stayed put until I knew it was safe and wouldn’t reveal our position.

This wasn’t my first fuckin’ rodeo. I didn’t need anyone to tell me that the element of surprise was critical to our success.

Tonight was all about retribution. Any chance to give these fuckers a little payback and I was taking it.

The meager light shone through the grimy, cobweb-covered planes of glass and cast a pale yellow light through the gaps as I listened for footsteps or any indication our cover had been blown. Beside me, R.J. checked his 9mm and cocked the gun as his fingers tightened over the steel barrel and twitched. When our eyes met, I knew my club brother had my back. He never had to ask if I had his.

That was how family worked, and the MC was family.

The Ravage Riders MC was life—a death sentence without parole. Once the choice was made, that was it. You patched in. You became blood. Forever.

This life was all I’d ever have, so tonight wasn’t a chore. It was my fuckin’ duty.

I glanced behind me to check my six and ticked my chin in Jake’s direction. He nodded his head of long dark hair tied into a ponytail and indicated the rear of the building was secure. To his left and right flank, I spotted G.Q. and the unruly red hair of the Irishman Valan. Ghost stood a few feet behind, hidden in the trees where I knew his skull tattoos covering most of his exposed skin. His skeletal Halloween mask completed the look. Crazy fucker.

Beckett and Shane were on backup if needed. Everyone knew the plan.

We kept in tight formation as we headed toward the entrance of the building, gesturing to one another in the dark. My brothers and I didn’t need words to communicate. I could sense their intentions before they ever moved.

We’d always been able to control a situation like this, reaching the same goal together without much effort. A well-oiled machine where every part understood precisely how to function. That integration allowed us to work as an MC and one massive, lethal beast. I never thought about how we connected without effort, but I supposed the dangerous life we lived developed these abilities.

The outdoor lights dimly lit the property and worked to our advantage. We already knew exactly how many of these motherfuckers were gonna be on watch. Surveillance over the last few days provided the intel we needed. The first two guards outside didn’t stand a chance. Valan took out one, his beefy arm around the guy’s skinny neck before he could fight. G.Q. picked off the other as his blade sank into the soft flesh between the bastard’s empty ears.

Only a grunt disturbed the silence of the night, quickly extinguished. We hid the bodies in the bushes at the back of the property behind the dumpsters and paused to watch for the remaining members.

These bastards belonged to our rival MC, and they deserved everything coming for them tonight. I had my target. This shit was personal with Akando. A name I’d never forget.

“Edge?”

I swiveled my head in R.J.’s direction and ticked my chin toward the door. “Akando is mine. Everyone else is fair game.” Anticipation skittered along my spine.

“You got it, V.P.”

A few more SOMC members exited the warehouse. They didn’t get far. There would be no mercy. None had been given to us, so turnabout was fair play. Jake, Ghost, and Valan took them out without breaking a sweat.

I never heard the death blows that took them out, but I knew their fate. My hand tapped against my thigh with impatience. Tonight was too important to fuck up.

So far, this was too goddamn easy. We snuck close to the warehouse without much of a fight. Even when we took out the SOMC members, no one opened fire or came to check on their whereabouts. Seemed like a trap. Would they sacrifice their guys to lure us inside? Maybe.

Where was Akando?

Shots rang out as if in answer, erupting from one of the first-floor windows smashed seconds before the gunfire began to spray bullets into the darkness. Clumsy. No real threat.

It was only a matter of time before the SOMC realized we surrounded their building. No one inside would live to see the sunrise.

We easily avoided the careless shots being fired and busted through the door, spreading out and clearing the two fucktards by the windows. I opened fire before a second thought entered my head. My brothers entered right behind me.

I was a sharpshooter, taught by my old man how to hold a gun and aim from age eight. The heart or the forehead were the only two places I ever left a bullet—no loose ends. No screw-ups.

No second chances.

We kept moving, taking out more targets and searching the interior for any hidden Satan’s Outlaws MC members. The central portion of the building resembled a gutted iron beast with skeletal beams and rods without much of a ceiling other than the domed panels overhead. Several large tables sat in the middle of the dusty room covered in bricks of coke, and hundreds of little bags spread across the surface as it was cut for maximum resale. Stupid fuckers. There were other less dangerous ways to earn.

Not that our current president, Rafe, listened to me or my opinions. The asshole.

“Edge, isn’t this a surprise?”

The familiar voice echoed from somewhere to my right. I didn’t hesitate to hunt my enemy down. Turning the next corner swiftly, we ended up face to face.

“Akando,” I growled, leveling my gun right at his heart. He wasn’t going out that fast, but he didn’t need to know it yet.

“How’s Rae?” he asked with a grin. “I have to admit I jerk off every night thinking of her sweet little cunt.”

Rage pounded my temples, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a reaction. “My ol’ lady is safe. Right where she needs to be.”

He snorted, both of us creeping closer to one other. Only a few feet between us, the air rippled with expectation. All I wanted was to smash his skull into the ground. Repeatedly. But first, before he died, he needed to feel pain. I had to hear his screams. I needed to listen to him beg for his life and mercy.

Without warning, he rushed me, his head connecting with my torso, but I was ready for him. We toppled and hit the ground, the impact hard, but I ignored the jarring of my body against the concrete floor and brought my knee sharply up as I connected hard with his jaw.

Dazed, Akando sprawled on the ground, providing the perfect distraction. I landed a brutal left hook to his jaw, followed by another to his right cheek. His head flopped uselessly around on his neck as I yanked it back. Several more hits gave him a busted nose and a black eye before I landed a few choice hits against his ribs. He tried to fight back but couldn’t block fast enough. Blood flowed as he groaned.

Spitting the crimson fluid from his mouth and holding his side, he moaned, “Edge, I’m sorry.”

“For?” I roared.

“For not killing you sooner!”

Hoisting him up, I hit him again before he dropped to his knees and swayed. My knuckles dripped with his blood as I sneered. I grabbed his head by the hair, forcing his gaze to mine. “You dumb motherfucker! You’ll die for touching my girl. I’ll never let you live after what you did.”

Behind me, I knew the warehouse was secure. My brothers ensured I’d have all the time I wanted for vengeance. I was free to torture, maim, and do whatever I wanted to this asshole. Carte fucking blanche.

“I wish I would have raped her now,” he snickered.

Wrong answer.

Taking my lighter, I flipped open the lid and gestured to R.J. and Ghost as they joined me. “Hold him.”

The next hour passed in a blur. I made good on my promise of torture, burning and slicing Akando with my hunting knife, severing fingers until he passed out. Ghost found a bucket of stagnant, dirty water and threw it on him until he awakened, sputtering and mumbling curses.

“Any last words, motherfucker?” I asked, ready to send him to meet the reaper.

“You don’t know what you’ve done tonight. Striker will come for you, Edge. You won’t survive his wrath.”

“Maybe, but you’ll never know.”

His grin vanished as his eyes locked on mine. “Ask Mack about the night he was exiled. Find out the truth about Ron, your dad, and the fucking Ravage Riders. Get answers, Edge. Don’t be a fucking pussy and believe Rafe’s lies.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” I yelled, hating how his slurred voice seemed to ring with the truth.

“I’m ready to die. I know what caused the feud between us. We used to be brother MCs.” His head fell forward, and he let out a raspy sigh. “There’s betrayal on both sides.”

“Fuck,” I whispered, knowing he probably told the truth.

I walked away from Akando, disgusted with the knowledge that my reservations and questions about the death of Rae’s father and Mack’s exile were hidden behind a wall of secrets, lies, and betrayal.

“End him,” I ordered, leaving the carnage in the room behind as I walked outside and lit up a smoke, deep in thought. With all the shit that had gone down, I still never found out what happened the night Mack was stripped of his patch and forced to leave the club.

My brothers emerged only minutes later. Valan and Ghost retrieved the other bodies and added them to the pile indoors. R.J. and Jake carried red gas cans that sloshed as they walked toward the building. Once they doused the outer walls, they led a trail away from the structure and ended a few yards from where I stood.

With a flick of my smoke, I watched the fire ignite as the cinders hit their mark. The second the cigarette connected with the gasoline, a thick flame erupted that traveled quickly along the path until it reached the base of the warehouse.

Flickering flames licked hungrily at the exterior, soaring high into the blackened sky as an explosion rocked the quiet night. Popping sounds, crackling, and hissing converged from inside. I spun on my heel and walked away from the blast, confident the fire would blaze high. The towering inferno would alert the authorities.

Nearly to my bike, I turned and watched the results of the budding inferno as a boom originated from deep within the belly of the burning beast and glass shattered within the window frames. Pieces of drywall, glass shards, and metal debris were blown from the warehouse.

Thick black smoke rose upward and funneled into the inky sky. Bold flames hugged the building and engulfed the bodies of our rival MC.

Not much of the Satan’s Outlaws would remain, but that was the plan. Enough was left behind to serve a warning.

Nobody fucked with the Ravage Riders MC.

Fuck off or be fucked with. It never ended well for the other guy. I could bear witness to that shit. This night marked at least the twentieth time I had participated in dangerous and illegal activity in the last year.

All for the club.

We coughed and gagged as the stench engulfed us, but it wasn’t the fire. The cooked bodies smelled nasty as fuck.

“Fucking stinks,” Valan muttered.

Ghost howled into the night like a goddamn wolf, and I shook my head, amused. R.J. chuckled as he sat on his hog on my left and punched his fist in the air. Jake whistled on my right. My brothers, most trusted confidants, and closest friends. Crazy fuckers.

Family.

I straddled my bike with a dark laugh, pulled on my leather gloves, revved the throaty engine, and kicked up the stand before I rode away, smirking at the destruction left behind.
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​​​​​​Chapter 2 Edge 


[image: ]




Back at the clubhouse, I raised a beer as my brothers in the bar celebrated. Shit went smooth as silk because I was in charge. Yeah, I was a cocky fucker, but I had reason to be. Rafe made me V.P. once I was a full patch because I got shit done, and I didn’t fuck it up.

Brothers came home to their ol’ ladies and families. That was important. It wasn’t Rafe who stuck his neck out for the members. He didn’t rush into danger first. I fucking did. Being V.P. meant everything to me, and every member here understood the Ravage name still stood for brotherhood despite my father’s mistakes.

I remained calm as I took a seat at the bar, but I felt caged and backed into a corner, chained to this life by the sins of the past. Choices that led me to my position in the club but cost me everything I ever wanted. I didn’t regret becoming V.P., but I did regret the circumstances that shoved the title down my fucking throat.

One man dangled the rope enough that I got caught in the loop, and when the noose tightened, it was far too late to prevent the death of the boy I had once been.

Rafe, my asshole pres, knew the havoc he caused and enjoyed the control he had over my life. He took every opportunity to remind me that I wasn’t free and that I owed him. As long as he was club pres, I would constantly look over my shoulder, but the asshole better watch his own back because I was only biding my time.

Sooner or later, I’d be able to seek justice for his betrayal and lies. Someday, I’d get my answers. And when I did, I would take the fucking throne. No man should be president of the Ravage Riders MC unless he carried the fucking name.

That thought brought me back to the warehouse and those last minutes with Akando. He knew something, and I intended to discover what secrets he referred to. I had to learn the truth no matter what it cost me.

Mack’s secrets and his exile only further aggravated my current circumstances. I didn’t have a great relationship with my old man, and there were plenty of reasons.

Lost in anger and frustration, I didn’t see Rafe until it was too late. My back was slammed into the wall just feet from my bedroom in the main hall, conveniently around the corner from the loud, drunken party in the bar. Rafe’s hands fisted the neck of my shirt as he attempted to cut off my airway.

Dumb fucker.

“I heard you were looking for answers again, Edge.”

His upper lip lifted in a sneer. When I met his gaze, it blazed with hate, narrowing as he tried to intimidate me. No love was lost between us. Our arrangement was born of necessity, not respect.

Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

A lazy grin lifted the corners of my mouth as I ignored the urge to cough. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of choking or appearing weak.

Without warning, I leaned forward and rammed my forehead into his nose, busting the cartilage as I heard a crunch. He dropped his hands from my shirt, groaning as he pummeled my gut with his fists. We staggered as I shoved him from me, blocked one of the hits, and swung my arm in a left hook.

I’d trained hard to hit like that, with just enough accuracy, speed, and strength to take someone down but not inflict permanent damage. My time in the gym and behind a punching bag kept me strong, agile, quick, and coordinated.

Rafe was a fool to take me on. I pushed myself harder than most guys in the club. Boxing came easy to me. I wasn’t the only one. Ghost, R.J., and Jake were decent boxers. We could brawl with the best and take hits that would knock most guys out cold. We had to be strong, resilient, and tough fighters because our survival depended on it.

Rafe could have kicked my ass if he stayed sober long enough, but he didn’t. He chased pussy and whiskey most days. Lazy son of a bitch. I wanted to see this asshole get what he deserved, but it wasn’t the right time.

For now, I had to protect myself and any connection to the woman I loved. You’ll go down soon, you fucking prick.

Rafe laughed and wiped his nose on his shirt sleeve, blood dripping down his face as he sniffed. “You’re getting smarter and faster. Good for you, Edge.”

I didn’t acknowledge his words and kept my fighting stance ready in case he decided to come at me again. Don’t ever let your guard down. I learned that shit the hard way. The first year was a brutal teacher. The scars on my body proved my ability to adapt to the harsh, vicious environment I had been thrust into.

“No more tonight. You did good, kid. Get some pussy and celebrate. We’ll pick this up tomorrow before church.”

Fuck him. I should be holding that gavel, not this imposter who stole the throne.

Rafe didn’t like it when I tried to dig into the club’s past and the connection to the Outlaws. Too bad. He didn’t have a choice because I would do whatever the fuck I needed to sort this out. My last name had been dragged through the mud. The Ravage Riders nearly disbanded. I wasn’t giving up until I knew everything.

As he walked away, I shook my head. The RRMC needed new leadership.

“Bro, where you been?”

R.J. clapped his hand on my shoulder, and I forced a smile, breathing slowly through my nose until I was calm. “Had a little talk with Rafe.”

He frowned but didn’t ask what it was about. Good. Wound too tight, I skipped discussing it.

“Let’s get out of here. Ghost wants to see if he can get lucky at Crazy Eights. Valan and Jake are antsy. They think G.Q. will snag all the ladies.”

I snorted with humor. “He probably will. Pretty fucker.”

R.J. laughed as he pulled me from the clubhouse, swinging his fist into my side, and we wrestled like we did when we were kids, knocking each other into walls on the way out. Out of breath and grinning like fools, both of us straddled our hogs. Seconds later, the rumble of our bikes filled the air as we headed to our favorite bar outside of the Ravagers Clubhouse.

You’d think it was a hardcore biker bar, but Crazy Eights wasn’t. That was why we liked it.

Heavy wood doors scraped the rough, uneven floor when you entered. Loud music thumped along with the familiar buzz of numerous voices. Like a mixture of licorice and fried food, the comforting smell teased the senses. A large rectangular bar, shaped like the number eight, settled in the center of the room. Bartenders stood in the two circles, passing out drinks and taking orders.

The kitchen served pizza, burgers, fries, and chicken wings. They had a wide variety of beers on tap, and R.J. loved to test new recipes when they became available.

Eight pool tables were scattered around the outskirts of the room, while wooden tables and chairs hovered in the center. Everything had been constructed in multiples of eight. Interesting concept.

No live band played tonight, but the jukebox loudly blared tunes. A modest-sized stage was set up on the far northern end. Local bands played Thursday through Saturday nights when the D.J. wasn’t booked.

A dance area with a tiled square floor occupied the space in front of the stage. Strobe lights and a disco ball dangled from above the dance floor, where it would light up as the gyrating bodies pressed close together to the beat of the music.

People easily mingled throughout the room, shooting pool, drinking beer, smoking cigarettes, and hanging around the jukebox, making selections. We came here for the beer, to shoot pool, and to meet women—at least, everyone but me.

I ushered my guys toward the only open pool table. Jake went straight to the bar for drinks while I grabbed a pool stick.

“I want the first crack at you, honey,” R.J. joked.

“Bet I can beat your ass within fifteen minutes.”

He snorted. “You’re on.”

I picked up the chalk and decided to break. “Let’s make this worth something.”

“Like?”

“The next round of beers.”

“I’m in,” he agreed.

Two hours in, R.J. had lost five times before finally beating me. You’d think he won the goddamn lottery the way he hollered.

I slapped him on the back, smirking when I handed over the beer I bought him. “Lucky break.”

He snorted. “Sure.”

Leaning against the wall, I tilted my long-neck bottle back and gulped a few swigs. I had a nice buzz and hoped I could forget the past for one fucking night. Should have known it wouldn’t happen.

My gaze flicked about the room. I always stayed alert. It was a hard habit to break. I’d saved my ass more than a few times by keeping a close eye on my surroundings.

The front doors swung open with force, the heavy wood banging against the solid walls and cracking with a finality that seemed like some rabid harbinger of death. I recognized the guys who entered and strutted toward the bar with Satan’s Outlaw’s MC boldly advertised on their leather cuts.

“Edge,” R.J. grunted, ticking his head in their direction.

“Chill. Let them make the first move.”

Ghost moved in my direction only a few seconds later. R.J. stayed on my left, but his hand hovered over his shirt, ready to lift and grab his gun at the first sign of trouble.

Valan and Jake kept to their game of pool. G.Q. remained a few feet ahead of us, his arms around two hot blondes, one of whom had been fondling his junk all night. I swear that fucker got laid ten times more than any of the rest of us, but I saw him stiffen slightly, so I knew he’d seen the Outlaws arrive. I could feel the tension and braced for trouble.

I knew the moment they decided to take us out. This was a planned attack.

The seven members of the Outlaws strode forward with purpose in our direction at the exact moment the front doors of the bar swung open a second time. Nothing prepared me for who walked inside Crazy Eights.

My chest felt tight. Air failed to breach my lungs as I stilled.

What I saw defied logic.

I blinked. Twice. My throat clogged with unspoken words.

The beer halfway to my lips remained frozen in the air. Shocked, I couldn’t move a fucking muscle.

Where did she come from? How did she find me?

What the fuck was Rae doing here?

My girl, my lost love, and most profound regret, stood next to a group of friends, totally oblivious to my presence, reaction, or the dangerous SOMC members close enough to hurt her before I could help.

My heart threatened to burst free from my chest.

I hadn’t seen her in two years. Two. Fucking. Years.

“Fuck,” I whispered, the beer slipping through my fingers and falling to the floor with a shatter.

R.J. saw her next. His jaw dropped. “Rae.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her, refusing to sever that connection. It was my first mistake, but it wouldn’t be my last.

Had I been aware, I would have seen the knife that withdrew from my nemesis’s hand and his quickened steps. I’d been at odds with Bryce ‘Killer’ Hutchinson since middle school. We hated each other, but the roots of that hatred had more to do with how bad we fucked with each other more than anything else.

He was a dick. He also happened to be the son of the SOMC president.

Ghost shoved me aside and blocked Bryce’s attempt to gut me with his knife. The blade sliced into Ghost’s forearm but wasn’t deep enough to make him pause. His elbow met Bryce’s chin without hesitating as I snapped into action. Before I could think it through, the five of us ended up in a brawl with the seven of them.

I always liked low odds. Maybe I preferred to champion the underdog. Proving people wrong in their assumptions gave me a cheap thrill. I enjoyed shocking them when they found out how strong and fast I could be in the ring.

Boxing had lots of perks. Not many fucked with me once they saw I could kick some serious ass, even less when they found out I was a member of the Ravage Riders. Being intelligent and educated, too? I was fucking lethal.

I handled myself fine until I saw Bryce recognize Rae. A devilish smile curved his lips. Following his gaze, I met her startled brown eyes as they widened in shock.

Baby. I’m right here.

With that one intense and heated look, I knew I still owned her heart. Tonight, she’d know I was still hers.

Bryce broke free of Jake’s hold and ran in her direction. I wasn’t sure how I made it to her before he did, but my only thought was that I had to reach her first. I moved so fast I hardly registered the motion. There was something odd about how my body jolted forward, but I didn’t pay much attention to it.

In a split-second decision, I tackled Bryce to the floor, raising my fist and punching him as hard as I could in the head, hoping to knock him out.

While we grappled on the floor, the entire bar erupted in chaos. Fights broke out among the patrons as my brothers tried not to involve any citizens, but it was nearly impossible. The Outlaws didn’t care, using more than fists and heavily booted feet in their attacks.

Sharp blades gleamed silver in the darkened bar as they caught the dim lighting. I heard a grunt and then a scream and lifted my head as one of the Outlaws grabbed Rae. A blade pressed against the creamy skin of her slender throat.

I couldn’t say what happened next. Something inside me snapped.

I roared like a wild fucking animal and shoved through nearby bodies, using every ounce of strength I possessed to reach her, charging like a goddamn bull. Her frightened whimper increased my rage, and the feral beast inside me thirsted for blood.

Red overtook my vision and splashed it with crimson.

Nobody was going to hurt my ol’ lady.

The next thing I knew, I was on the ground, the stupid fucker beneath me as I let loose. My fists pounded his face and chest. Rae huddled with her friends, crying and calling my name, but I couldn’t stop. The monster I set free wouldn’t listen.

“Pete!”

Fuck. She was the only one who called me by my real name. It nearly brought me back from the. . .edge but screw this shit. She was the most important person in my life. I had to save her. I had to make sure this fucker didn’t go after her again. I had to—

“Edge!”

Jake and R.J. yanked me off the guy as I dripped his blood from my knuckles and heaved, my chest tight with the lack of oxygen. It was a wonder I didn’t have a fuckin’ heart attack. Pumped full of adrenaline and seething anger, I was a ticking time bomb. I fought them off, cursing and shouting, unable to control my reaction. I tried to run to Rae.

Her doe-like brown eyes revealed fear. Not of the SOMC. . .but me.

Fuck!

The front doors burst open a third time, and cops filed into the bar, guns drawn. Someone must have called. No doubt the presence of two rival MCs amped shit up a bit.

I was shoved to the ground with the rest of my brothers and the SOMC members. Several rowdy citizens joined us.

Cuffed and trying to crane my head around to find my girl, I nearly panicked. I couldn’t see her. Where the fuck was my Rae?

It wasn’t until an officer shoved me roughly into the back of a squad car that I caught a glimpse of her. Blue and red flashing lights illuminated Rae’s slim frame in the misty night. The rain had soaked her to the bone. Her hair was plastered against her face as a female officer wrapped her in a blanket. She stood near a few of her friends, crying and trembling, shaking her head as the officer indicated she should get in the waiting ambulance.

Wait. Did someone hurt her? Did I fail to protect her?

It was too dark. The night hid any injuries.

Our eyes met for a few brief seconds, and her features pinched in pain. That haunted look in her eyes. Fuck!

My heart nearly stopped.

The words I love you died on my tongue as I whispered her name. She turned away, but I caught the tears glistening on her pale cheeks. I knew then that nothing I could say or do would change how she thought of me. Her gaze spoke the words even if she never voiced them aloud.

Monster.

She was right.

I was a fuckin’ monster. A demon. And a broken man with nothing left to lose. I had become a dangerous criminal. An outlaw who took what he wanted, did what he pleased, and hurt anyone who challenged his brothers and club.

Edge.

My name and my fate.

That was where I lived and played, where I was dumped and forced to survive, where I’d continue to stay until death finally claimed me, and only then would I be free.

To understand the present, sometimes you must revisit the past...
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Three years earlier—

“Rae,” Peter called out, somewhere between a belch and a groan from his position directly behind my seat.

I rolled my eyes, ignoring him.

“Rae. Ra-e,” he dragged out, saying my name in two syllables instead of one in a sing-song voice. So irritating.

“What, Peter?”

He didn’t answer, flashing a big stupid grin when I turned around to glare at him.

Ugh.

Peter had potential, but he wasted it. He was cute when he wasn’t annoying, which happened to be almost every time I saw him. Soft, light brown curls draped his forehead. His warm hazel eyes had the prettiest flecks of amber inside mossy green. It was his smile that I adored, twitching like he held a secret he was dying to tell. His sharp wit and friendly demeanor ensured that he had lots of followers. Peter was a natural leader.

“What are you doing this Friday night?”

Nothing, at least not with him. “I’m busy.”

He pretended to be hurt, placing a hand over his heart in mock injury. “Rae, there’s a kickass party at Devon’s Friday night. You should go. With me,” emphasized, in case I wasn’t sure.

I stared into his eyes, pretending to consider it. Then I shook my head. “Absolutely not.”

This time, he seemed genuinely disappointed. “Why not?”

Did he really have no idea? “Because if I wanted to take a child with me, I would bring my baby sister.”

His friends let out whoops of laughter.

“Harsh,” Jake observed, slapping Peter on the back. R.J. watched our interaction, his expression curious as he sat to Peter’s left. Beckett smirked from the back row.

Peter wasn’t deterred. “Come on, Rae. You know you’ve been in love with me since the sixth grade.”

I snickered. Is that what he thought? Seriously? “Are you sure it isn’t the other way around?” I asked, holding back a laugh.

The brief flash of surprise across his handsome face was quickly replaced with a lazy smile. “Sure, babe. You know I’m irresistible.”

His friends teased him, but Peter’s expression seemed to reveal the truth.

“Right,” I blurted with sarcasm.

“Come with me Friday,” he begged, leaning forward so only I could hear him. “Please, Rae, baby?”

Caught off guard by the endearment, I didn’t know what to say. Was this some joke?

“Peter.” His hand rested lightly over mine. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I have to shampoo my hair or something.”

Half the room erupted in laughter. Irritated, I realized that we had the attention of most of the room.

“I won’t take no for an answer. I’ll pick you up at seven. We can go for pizza first.”

He leaned closer as the bell rang. Our friends jumped up from their seats, but the two of us remained. His body pressed nearer to mine. “Think about it. I promise you won’t regret it.”

As our eyes locked on one another, the rest of the class gathered their books and bags, leaving the room as quickly as possible for lunch. We were alone now. Even the teacher stepped out.

I sighed, not wanting to give in. “Peter.”

He pulled me up, placed his palms against my cheeks, and lowered his lips to mine. Warmth flooded my gut. I was so shocked I didn’t move or push him away.

“Rae,” he whispered as he leaned back. “You’re the only girl for me.”

I never expected his kiss. His declaration? It shocked me the most. “Why?”

His lips lifted in a teasing smile. “You know why.”

I shook my head. No, I didn’t.

He grinned like a damn fool. “Maybe I should kiss you again until you remember.”

I pushed against his chest, but Peter remained in place. An immovable statue. “Peter, please.”

His head lowered until his mouth hovered above mine. “Stop fighting me, Rae. Aren’t you tired of playing this game?”

My brain felt fuzzy. I nodded.

“Then give in for once. Say you’ll come with me Friday.”

“Okay,” I finally agreed. “One chance. Don’t screw it up.”

He squeezed me in a tight hug. “You should be careful, Rae.”

“Why?” I shouldn’t ask.

“You might fall in love with me.”

I knew he’d say something like that. He was ridiculous. “Peter!” I shouted, slapping him playfully on the arm. “You—”

I never uttered another word. He kissed me again, swooping in to capture my mouth, and I moaned. That kiss exploded into fireworks around us and weakened my knees. Wow.

“See you soon, Rae, baby,” he murmured against my mouth before leaving me alone, surprised and flustered. Before he reached the door, he winked.

Peter Harding just left my entire world upside down.

“Rae! Hey, Rae, where are you?”

My best friend Hayley rushed inside from the hallway. I grabbed my backpack and headed toward her, baffled by Peter’s sudden change in behavior. We had been at odds the entire school year. Not a day went by without him teasing me or my sarcastic remarks. Was that what he liked?

“What’s up, Rae? You seem distracted.”

“Sorry, Hay.” I tried to process the last few minutes before giving up and confessing what happened, “Peter just asked me out, and he kissed me.”

Her eyes widened. Clearly, she didn’t see it coming either. “He kissed you?”

“Yep.”

She squealed like a little pig. “How did the kiss feel? Did you like it? Do you like him?”

“Wait a sec,” I giggled, raising my hands. “It was soft and sweet. He disgusted me; at least, I thought so until five minutes ago. I have no idea now.”

She snorted. “Boys are so confusing.”

“Right?”

We discussed his kiss over lunch. I couldn’t concentrate on anything else.

Peter shared most of my schedule, but I didn’t see him again until chemistry class. He strolled in, cracking jokes with his buddies. Jake and R.J. never seemed to leave his side. Beckett and Shane followed the other three most of the time.

Peter sought me out almost immediately and winked. “Hi, Rae.” He took his regular seat next to mine, kicking back as he stretched his legs.

“Hi,” I responded, then turned to face Hayley, resuming our conversation.

An arm draped across the back of my seat and brushed the skin of my arm. What was Peter doing?

Hayley giggled. “Um, Rae.” I didn’t dare turn around. “Peter wants you.” She could hardly hide her laugh but did so behind a strained cough.

Sighing, I turned around, meeting Peter’s confident grin. “What do you want?” I asked, wary of his agenda.

“Rae,” he replied with feigned innocence. “I just want you to know I’m here.”

Uh-huh.

The chemistry lecture started, and I had a reason to ignore him, as difficult as it proved. He paid no attention to the teacher, his hazel eyes focusing on me the entire class period. The more he stared, the angrier I became. By the end of the day, I was ready to rescind my offer to give him a chance.

“Rae.” Peter’s olive-green Nova rumbled beside me as he pulled close to the curb. “Hop in. I’ll give you a ride.”

I shook my head, too flustered to accept the offer.

“Please, Rae?”

I walked faster and turned the corner, ignoring his plea. Avoiding him proved impossible. Peter followed me until I walked up my driveway, which would have been sweet if I hadn’t been so aggravated.

“Bye, Rae!”

I refused to answer him and let myself in the front door with my key, resisting the urge to glance back over my shoulder.
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THE HOUSE STOOD QUIET and empty as usual. Mom wouldn’t be home from work until after five. My glorious stepdad—insert heavy sarcasm here—would be home after six. I had the house to myself for a couple of hours until Mom returned with my little sister Leah after she picked her up from daycare.

I tossed my backpack in my room and headed downstairs, sliding the glass door open to my backyard as I breathed in honeysuckle plants. They lined the fence as they had since my childhood. This was my favorite spot in the whole world. When my dad was still alive, he built a huge wooden treehouse in the giant California redwood trees that bordered our property.

I spent my afternoons here, surrounded by my magazines, favorite drawings, and the last present my father bought me. The pink sleeping bag sat in the corner, waiting to be used. I couldn’t get rid of it. Somehow, it still smelled like him.

Memories of my father and his gentle kindness seeped into the wood and took over. It was an unspoken rule that no one followed me here. Not even my mother, or especially her new husband.

The treehouse had become my sanctuary since his death. I climbed the slatted wooden boards toward the top and opened the trap door. Slipping inside, I shut it with a slight click.

It was almost as if my father’s essence lived in this tiny room, and for just a moment, I could still see his smiling face and smell his minty aftershave. Maybe that was why I came here. Each day was a few seconds of nostalgic memory, and I clung to those precious fleeting moments like a lifeline.

Spreading a blanket on the floor, I leaned back, pulled my phone out of my pocket, inserted my earbuds, cranked Halestorm, and bobbed my head to my latest playlist.

A tiny scraping sound awakened me a short time later as Peter’s head popped up through my floor. He smiled as he pulled himself through the gap to lay next to my side, staring up at the ceiling.

“You know, I’ve always loved this treehouse.” He slipped his fingers through mine and squeezed once, something he often did when we were younger.

“I know. It’s strange, but I can feel my dad, Peter, like he never left me.” Tears burned my eyes, and I looked away, blinking them back.

He grasped my chin and turned my face toward him. “He didn’t leave, Rae. Not like that.” Peter inhaled a deep breath and let it out before answering, “I remember how he looked at you, how he loved you. You were his precious baby girl.”

A year older than me, Peter was a senior, even though we shared many of the same classes. I used to tease him about being smarter than he was, boasting that I received better grades than he did. For some reason, it seemed to bother him in middle school. Now, I had a feeling that it didn’t matter.
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