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

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

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

OLE’ LADIES: Never disrespect a member’s or brother’s Ole’Lady. PERIOD.

CHURCH is MANDATORY.

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

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

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

TRUST: Years to earn it...seconds to lose it.

NEVER RIDE OFF: Brothers do not abandon their family.
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First and foremost, I’d like to thank all you amazing readers for loving my Royal Sons and the Royal Bastards enough to want more. I hope you like Keys and Palmer as much as I loved writing their stories. And get ready y’all because shit is getting real as I borrow a few guys from the amazing K Webster’s and again mentioned the amazing guys I borrowed from Bb Blaque. I swear, I love these characters from both ladies’ world I feel like they’re mine but “sigh” sadly they’re theirs. I hope y’all take a look at each of these ladies’ books and see what I’m talking about. Rotten Apple by Bb Blaque had The Bishop and F.O.C.U.S and K Webster’s book KOYN has the guys I used, including Koyn, Dragon, Katana, Copper, and Bermuda. Yeah, I used a lot.

To my amazing team of Beta Readers, y’all rock sooo effing hard. Thank you for all you do to make my books so amazing. And last, but certainly not least, you readers are the best ever. FLOVE y’all soo hard. And last but definitely not least to Jay Aheer for these amazing covers.

XOXO,

Elle
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“Did you ever think about ringing the bell?”

Keys looked over at the man who spoke. “Hell no, man. I don’t even know where the bell is. Do you?”

His visitor gave a dry chuckle. “Yeah. I remember the first day of training when the instructor brought the fucking bell to class. We were all so cocksure none of us would ring it. I was the sixth one to get up-close and personal with it.”

“You look like you did alright.” Keys stared at the guy in his three-piece suit, looking as if he’d never seen death other than on a TV screen.

“I decided becoming a lawyer was a better option for me, not to mention safer all around.” He lifted a shoulder. “Do you remember anything about your last mission?” He tapped the manila folder on the table.

Keys looked at the folder, then back at the lawyer. “Nope. I said all had to say to my Commanding Officer. It’s all in there.” He nodded toward the folder, knowing exactly what they were doing. This dude was here trying to make like he was his friend. Keys didn’t have any fucking friends. He glanced up at the camera in the corner. They probably had a couple of psych fucks watching every nuance he made, thinking he would make some move that would show them he was a killer or had somehow killed his entire team. They could watch until their eyes bled. He hadn’t done a damn thing wrong except live. An ache in his shoulder threatened to make him move, but he held completely still. The fact he’d sustained a head injury and three bullets that should’ve killed him was a testament to what he could handle. He’d stayed completely still, even with the lifeless body of his best friend covering him. Keys used the tragedy to his advantage, hiding the fact he was alive when the enemy had swept through their camp. He and TMan had been playing cards when all hell had erupted around them. His friend hadn’t stood a chance as the first bullet had gone straight through his head, hitting Keys in the shoulder.

“The physician who treated you said you might remember once the swelling went down. It’s been two weeks. Don’t you want to find who killed your friends?”

The question was asked casually, but there was no doubt it was supposed to make him feel something. He’d been trained to not show weakness from the time he was a kid. The SEALs had only sharpened those skills, making him a trained killer. Of course, he didn’t tell this suit that or show those watching. Nope, he sat straight, back against the hospital bed with his arms resting on the sheet while he stared at the man, blinking every five seconds, which was a second longer than the average person.

“Silas, help me out here, man. I only want to find those responsible for killing the men, your team, but we need your help.” He held his hands up as if showing Keys.

He wanted to snort at the man. He hadn’t been called his given name since the first day at BUDS training. “Look, if I could remember what the fuck happened I’d be the first on a plane back there.” Of course he knew that was a lie. Medically discharged was his new label. He was officially out. Out of the military, a place he’d found somewhere he belonged, the team he’d called brothers, gone. Now, he was alone again, and he needed to regroup. Keys didn’t know who had betrayed them. Their location had been secure; their mission wasn’t dangerous, this time. Hell, they’d been helping the community not swooping in and fucking shit up.

“We done here?” he asked, keeping his voice level. If anyone was looking at him, which he knew there were probably a half a dozen fuckers watching, they’d see a relaxed soldier.

The lawyer glanced toward the camera, then back at the folder. “You don’t care about being discharged?”

“My time was up. Besides a medical discharge isn’t a bad thing. I got a metal plate in the head, a couple more scars to add to my body, and a bullet lodged in here to keep for a souvenir.” He pointed at his shoulder. “Not like ringing the bell before even getting out of training,” he said, waiting to see if the suit flinched. If he’d truly wanted to be a SEAL, his dig would’ve made him flinch or made him react in some way. Nothing. Yeah, he probably had a notebook on how to rattle the cage, or befriend a man. Dumbass, you don’t become a friend with a SEAL by sitting across from them.

“That’s it for now. You planning on sticking around base while you heal?” He looked toward Keys’ chest.

He didn’t move a muscle, except to blink and breathe as if pain wasn’t wracking his body from the wounds he’d sustained. “Sounds reasonable.” Keys didn’t say anymore, let them think what they wanted. His discharge papers from the hospital were already signed. He was waiting for the whole wheelchair shitshow to be brought in so he could leave.

“Good, good.” He picked up the folder, tapping it on the table again. “Well, I guess that’s it then. If we have any other questions, we’ll be in touch.” He stood up, chair scraping loudly.

Keys nodded, looked at the hand the other man held out, then at the camera. Whoever was there watching could suck his dick, but again, Keys kept all emotion from his face and body language. With a nod toward the unseen observers, he shook the man’s hand firmly, knowing he hadn’t expected Keys to have any strength after a couple weeks of being laid up in a hospital bed. After the door slid shut behind him, he sat there in silence. Finally, he turned to the side, swinging his legs over, getting to his feet. Folded on the chair was a black shirt and cargo pants along with a pair of socks and boots. He didn’t waste time going to the bathroom to dress, modesty wasn’t a thing in his world. Once he was clothed, he stared at the camera again, still not showing any discomfort. The door slid open; his chariot having arrived. He looked at the wheelchair the nurse had brought in. “Can I walk beside that thing?” He gave her a charming grin.

“Afraid not. Come on, I’ll make it fun.” She waved toward the chair.

Keys picked up his bag of stuff since he’d already packed before the suit showed up, sat down in the fucking chair, and plastered a smile on his face. “No wheelies.”

“I make no promises.” The door slid open as they came to it, and then he was being pushed out. He didn’t fidget or change his breathing pattern as they rolled toward the elevator. During his stint in the hospital, he’d walked the hall a few times as part of his rehab or whatever the fuck they’d called it.

“Is someone picking you up?” She asked.

Keys figured it was a normal question. “My cab should be outside.” He knew there would be one waiting since this was a busy area. At the lobby, she stopped just outside the revolving doors, giving him the opportunity to get up. “Thank you for the ride.” Keys didn’t give her the chance to protest his actions. Moving toward the exit, skipping the spinning doors, he grabbed the handle and pulled, exiting without a word, without looking back. As he walked outside, he wondered what the fuck he was going to do with his life.

Silas DeMarcus had died in that jungle with his team. The man walking out wasn’t him, hadn’t truly been in years. He’d been their weapons and computers expert, the one who could hack into computers anywhere at any time.

Outside the building, he flagged a cab down, getting in without looking left or right. Out of habit, he went on the notion he’d have a tail.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

Keys looked at the traffic ahead. “Can you get us lost in the flow of all this shit, and then I’ll decide?”

“Sure thing, mister. You running from your wife or girlfriend?” he asked, pulling into traffic and signaling as he did.

“Something like that,” Keys agreed, lifting his cellphone so he could look through it to watch behind him without turning around. Several vehicles back, he noticed a sedan bobbing and weaving. Sure, it could be nothing, but he’d stayed alive by being careful. “Can you take this exit right here?” he asked, knowing the driver would need to cross two lanes and possibly piss off a couple of other drivers.

Keys cursed the two long-ass weeks being laid up, but at least it gave him enough time to get his go bag delivered, plus it allowed him to time to the have the necessary things he’d need. He didn’t miss the gleam in the driver’s eyes the moment he’d gotten in and held up a hundred-dollar bill. Keys thanked his prepping skills and his training for when shit went south, like now.

“Yes, sir,” he agreed, jerking the wheel hard. If Keys hadn’t braced his body, he’d have fallen over.

With the phone still held up, he saw the sedan pass by, the driver probably cursing a blue streak if they were indeed following him. “Hop back on up here, would you?” Keys pointed toward the on-ramp on the other side of the exit they’d taken.

Keys knew it was risky, especially with the chance there was more than one tailing him. Paranoid maybe, but he didn’t survive this long without being cautious. Fifteen minutes later, he instructed the driver to take another exit. He was good at starting over. At eighteen, he’d done it. Now that he was thirty, he’d do it again. Only this time, it would be easier since he had money and skills he’d gained over the last twelve years.

“Right here.” He tapped the window.

After passing another hundred through to the man, Keys got out, lifting his hand as he walked away. Keys hustled to the nearest bus stop, making it in time just as the bus pulled up around the corner. In his black T-shirt and cargo pants, he fit in with the myriad of other passengers.

He sat back. Stop after stop, he rode as passengers got on and off. At the last stop, he got out and began walking. Night had fallen, and the neighborhood was one of the worst in LA. He didn’t look at anyone as he made his way to where he was going. Hell, there wasn’t a single person he passed who was more dangerous than he was. A chain-link fence with barbed wire on the top came into view, two snarling dogs greeting him. “Hey, how are my friends?” he murmured, unlocking the gates with his key. He shut and locked the gates behind himself, petting the two hairy beasts walking beside him.

“Look what the dogs drug in.” The sound of a shotgun being cocked had him stopping in his tracks.

Keys looked up at the old man standing on the rickety porch outside the trailer. “Hey, Burt. Just came to collect my stuff.” Keys stood with his hand on one of the dog’s head, the other he held ready to pull the knife strapped to his side. Old Burt might hold the gun at the ready, but Keys was pretty sure he could get his knife out and in the man’s throat before the bullet could find its mark.

“Why don’t you come on in for a minute?” Burt asked, holding the door open.

He’d gotten real good at knowing when things were off in a situation. Nothing was setting off his inner sensors telling him there was danger. He gave the dog a scratch, lifting his chin toward the gun. “You gonna put that away?”

“Ah shit, sorry.” He brought the gun down, popping it in half. “I’ve had some trouble lately.”

When he’d met Burt several years ago, Keys had given him a loan so he could keep his junkyard where he’d been renting space for his stuff. Calling it his personal belongings seemed wrong since there really wasn’t anything too personal about cash, and electronics, mixed with clothes and shit you could replace. No, personal meant things you cared about. What he did care about was Burt losing the place, so he’d given the old man the money he needed so the city couldn’t take the place from him.

“What kinda trouble?” Keys asked, walking in after Burt, looking around the small but clean-living room.

Burt walked into the kitchen area that held a fridge, small stove, and table for two, opened the fridge and pulled out two beers. “Oh, some punk ass kids messing with the gates trying to get my babies here mad enough the city will come and take them away.” He popped the tops off both bottles then handed one to Keys.

“Thanks.” Keys took a long swig. “Why would they do that, the city I mean?”

Burt guzzled half his beer, sitting down heavily in his chair. “Damned if I know. Those two are like little lambs with more bark than bite.”

He wasn’t so sure about that, but he wasn’t going to argue with Burt. They finished their beers, then Keys stood. “Thanks for the beer and for letting me keep my shit here.” He shifted toward the door.

“Where you heading?” Burt asked from his spot, wiping sweat from the bottle.

Keys cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

Burt pointed the bottle toward him, moving it up and down. “Anytime you’ve ever come here, you looked different. You’re still wearing similar clothes, but you never said you were taking your shit, which leads me to think you’re heading somewhere.” He drank the rest of his bottle. “Don’t got many folks I consider friends, but you, you I do.”

Huh, Keys hadn’t thought Burt would put him in that category. “I don’t know yet. Guess I’ll decide when I get there.” He’d rebuilt a Harley; the old bike was probably worth a pretty penny, but it was his pride.

“Well, if you don’t have anywhere in particular you gotta be, I got that extra place in the back. It’s not much, but it’s clean like this place. I don’t abide by no drugs. Women, you can have them if you want so long as they don’t mind my dogs. That is if you want to stick around until you figure out where you want to go.” Burt got up, dug inside a canister on top his fridge. He turned with a set of keys.

“Thanks, man. I don’t know what my plans are.” He wasn’t going to lie to him.

He nodded. “Figured as much. You helped me when I needed it. I repay my debts.”

“If someone comes looking for me, I don’t expect you to get in between me and them,” Keys warned him.

“Do I look fucking stupid, boy?” Burt puffed out his chest.

A laugh escaped Keys at the thin man as he tried to appear big. “Nah, you’re obviously smart as a whip inviting a dumbass into his home.”

“Tom and Lucy like you. That means you can’t be too bad. Now go on, get out of my house. I got to get to bed. Need my beauty sleep, don’t you know.”

Keys shook his head, taking his empty bottle with him. “Tom and Lucy are horrible judges of character, old man. I plied them with treats the first time I came here.”

“Nah, treats are raw steak. That shit you gave them they barfed up.” Burt waved him away, ambling into the back of the trailer. “Lock up on your way out. Lucy, Tom, come,” he yelled.

Both dogs followed Burt as Keys walked out, the humid air hit him immediately. He kept to the shadows, making his way to the back of the lot where the trailer sat. Of course, he’d known about the place in question, having scoured the area before renting the train car where he’d stored his shit. He wasn’t willing to leave his Harley or his computers. Like Burt had said, the place was small, looking rusted on the outside, but the roof was good with a small porch on the outside that could be moved away if he had a mind to do so. Keys walked around the place, looking it over, checking for weak spots. Satisfied, he went to the train car and unlocked it. He peered inside, not surprised to find everything looked the same. He went over to the floor safe he’d installed, spinning the lock until it opened. Inside sat the backpack with his computer, the one he always updated on each leave. Next to it was the duffel where he kept his weapons. He was glad old Burt never broke their trust. Sighing, he left, locking it back up, and went back to the trailer.

One year later...

Keys woke up knowing something wasn’t right. He rolled out of bed, grabbing his discarded jeans from earlier with one hand. He reached for the Glock under his pillow with the other, making sure the magazine was full. He kept his head down as he shimmied into the jeans, stuffed his feet into his boots and shrugged into a black T-shirt. Not sure what he’d be up against, he grabbed the Sig Sauer too, checking the clip before sliding it into the back of his pants. Neither Tom nor Lucy were barking, which had the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end.

He didn’t go to the only door. Instead he pulled the makeshift exit he’d created next to his bed when he’d first moved in. The metal lifted noiselessly, since he made sure he kept it oiled for emergencies. He slid out, his boots landing on the dirt ground beneath his trailer. Keys had to duck low, getting onto his stomach to make his way out. Flashes of memories from a time not long ago where his team had been killed threatened to drag him under, but he had a will of iron, pushing the memory back.

“This is it. Only one way in. Go,” a deep voice ordered.

Keys waited, watching several sets of feet move up the rickety stairs. The escape exit he’d made would be undetectable to those who entered unless they were really good. Keys didn’t think they were as good as him.

“Empty, man,” a voice called from inside.

He made note they hadn’t referred to one another as sir or soldier.

“Shit. Does it look like he’s been there?”

At the question, his eyes narrowed. Before the man could come back, a low growl sounded.

“Whoa, easy. Good, doggy.”

Shit! Tom didn’t sound happy. Where the fuck was Lucy?”

“I thought you took care of the dog?” the man growled.

“I did. I’ve got the blood right here to prove it.”

“Clearly you didn’t, asshole.”

“The fuck, man. Either this place is like that fucking movie where they come back from the dead, or he has two because I slit that bitch’s throat.” The asshole’s voice sounded smug.

Keys barely kept from rolling out and shooting every fucker he could see. Tom’s angry growl was closer. Dammit, he didn’t want the dog to get killed but he knew with a certainty he was going to see the same fate as Lucy if he didn’t do something. Where was Burt?

“Just shoot the fucker and let's go. He’s obviously already left this shit hole. Did you find anything in there?”

“No. If he’s living here, he’s cleaner than my aunt on Sunday.”

Footsteps sounded on the steps, his door clanging as if someone let it shut on its own. He stayed where he was, counting feet, waiting.

“What about the old man?”

“This is bullshit. I thought we were told they had money stashed here, enough to set us up for life.”

“Fuck. So this is a dead end? He ain’t gonna like that.”

Keys made note of their voices, hoping his cameras had picked up their images. They may not track him, but he’d find them.

“We gotta burn this place. And kill that fucking dog,” he growled.

A shot rang out, followed by a whine. Keys inhaled slowly. Knowing there was nothing else he could do, he moved to the hole he’d dug in the middle of the trailer. He thought of old Burt and sent a small prayer up, then he moved the piece of metal away from the hole, eased in and pulled the metal back over himself. When the fire went out, he’d have to hurry and get his shit and get gone, again. Fuck, his life was one big shitstorm after another. Only this time, his life got a lot more complicated.

Before he could change his mind, he shoved the cover off his makeshift escape, rolling out from under the trailer on the backside. He looked around, getting his bearings. “Fuck it, today’s a good day to die, motherfuckers.” Keys pulled both guns out. With one in each hand, he stepped around the trailer, spotting several men. One held a glass jar with what looked like a long fuse in it in one hand, a lighter in the other. The deep rumble of motorcycles drew the others' attention, but Keys didn’t stop to look. He fired, shooting the glass jar first, making the liquid inside spill down the man’s body. His next shot was the man’s kneecap.

In rapid fire, he shot the other men, taking a bullet to the leg, and another grazed his arm, neither slowing him. He tried to place the shots he aimed. He didn’t want them to be killing ones, as he moved with the shadows closer to Burt’s trailer. In their neighborhood, cops wouldn’t be coming anytime soon, but he didn’t want to be around when they showed up. At the foot of the stairs, Lucy’s body lay. Anger burned through him at the senseless loss.

He looked back at the men lying in the dirt. Their moans as they scrambled for the guns made him itch to finish them instead of just shooting their guns out of their hands. Motherfuckers.

His boots thudded against the stairs as he took them two at a time. The coppery scent of blood hit him when he crossed the threshold. “You stupid bastard,” he muttered, looking at the man who’d been the only friend he’d allowed himself to have. The living area showed signs of a struggle. Burt’s always organized space had the coffee table overturned. The small end table with the lamp lay busted. But the thing that had Keys ready to kill was the sight of Burt in his recliner. His eyes stared straight ahead. A bullet hole in his forehead, showing the proof of the merciless killing that took the old man’s life.

Keys looked around the room, trying to see what, or if, they’d taken anything. Not that Burt had anything of value lying around. Why those fuckers had thought he or Burt would have enough money to set them up, he had no clue.

“Your friends are getting antsy out there.”

Keys looked behind him. “Heard your bikes earlier. You need to go back out and keep on riding, King.” He met the other man’s gaze.

“You know that ain’t happening. Burt called me an hour ago. He asked me to come over, said he had something to talk to me about. Fuck, I told him I’d be right over, but I got tied up.” He looked at Burt’s body. “I might’ve been able to save him.”

The heavy thud of someone coming up the steps had Keys aiming his gun at the door, the other he trained on King.

“Yo, you might want to put that away before I get really angry. Besides, your friends outside done pissed me right the fuck off, and I might’ve killed one of them, so we already have a body to get rid of. Wheels is on his way with a cage, King.”

“Why would Burt call you if he had a problem?” Keys looked at King.

King glared at Keys. “Put the gun down, prospect.”

He’d met King when he’d gone to get a tattoo after Burt had told him about a guy he knew. Burt seemed to know everyone. He’d known the other man was in a motorcycle club, had seen his cut and the other men with their bikes lined up outside. “This ain’t your problem,” Keys said, lowering his guns.

“Yeah it is. First of all, Burt was a friend, a brother. He didn’t deserve to go out like this. Second, you’re a prospect, which means you’re one of us. I sponsored your ass. You saying you don’t want in? Think real hard, Keys. Royal Bastards are good to have on your side.” King kept his voice low, looking toward Burt once again. “Traeger, that cage here yet?”

“Just pulling in, Pres.” Traeger stepped out on the porch as the sound of a truck could be heard.

“Fuck, you boys are all gonna get your asses arrested.” Keys shoved a gun in the back of his pants, the other in the front.

“Nah, this ain’t our first rodeo. Get a blanket, Traeger,” King said, waving toward the back.

“I got it.” Keys stepped around the mess in the middle of the floor. “The men outside, they still alive?” he asked King.

Traeger shook his head. “They were going for weapons on their bodies. Duke took out two, I did one. Another was gasping his last breath when I got to him. Those shots though, fucking A, man, those were the shit.” Traeger moved back inside after waving to someone outside.

Keys jerked his head up and down, walking away without answering. He didn’t need to explain to any of them he’d purposefully shot the men where he had so they wouldn’t die. “Tom and Lucy, the dogs, I gotta bury them.” He said as he came back with Burt’s patchwork quilt from his bed. He and King laid it out on the floor, then put Burt in the middle before carefully rolling him up in it.

“Wheels done loaded them up. Damn shame, but he was good people. Looks like he put up a fight.” King looked around the room. “We’ll need to close this place up tight.”

The next several hours reminded Keys of his life before, when he was burying bodies in the jungle. Only this time, he was taking bodies to a gator farm. How King knew of one outside of Los Angeles, he didn’t know but made a mental note not to piss the guy off. They’d loaded their bikes on one trailer, while they all piled in another vehicle, dead bodies and all. If someone would’ve told Keys he’d be driving around with the President of a motorcycle club, a few other members, and several other dead men in the back, he’d have told them they were crazy. Yet here he was with the sun rising, driving away from a gator farm after watching a bunch of big fucking gators have a feeding frenzy until there was nothing left to see but swishing tails. “What about Burt?” he asked.

King looked in the rearview mirror. “What do you mean?”

Keys looked down at the floorboard. “Someone is going to come looking for him.”

“Nah, he already had shit in place for when he left this world. I’ve known that old man since I was a kid. My old man was a prick on the best of days.” King waited for Wheels to get off the freeway before continuing. “Burt was a brother. He didn’t leave the club so much as aged out. Said he couldn’t sit on a bike anymore on account of arthritis making it too hard for him to hold the handlebars or some shit. Do you know how old he was?” King asked.

He knew it would be rude to say he didn’t give a shit. Hell, he hadn’t known King was that close to Burt. The old man hadn’t talked about anyone other than his dogs and Betty, his ole lady who’d died. “I’d guess he was in his eighties?” Hell, that was as good a guess as any.

“Eighty-six. My old man would’ve been sixty-five this year. Burt was the old timer who was the mechanic for them. He could get anything they needed with no problem and fix their bikes, and anything else they needed him to. They liked that about him. He was also loyal to a fault. I knew about you before you showed up here a year ago.”

Keys didn’t know where King’s story was going so he waited.

“Burt told me he trusted you and felt safe with you there.”

This time he did snort. “Yeah, look where that got him, dead.”

King nodded. “That’s not on you. You didn’t pull the trigger. Now, you want to stop running and start living?”

Keys sat up straighter, eyeing King. “How do you mean?”

“I know you came from shit, and I know you were a SEAL. I also know you’re a genius on the computer, right?” King asked.

He shrugged, knowing full well Burt had been telling secrets. Computers were his thing, which was only one of the things he excelled at. “Yeah, I do alright.”

This time Traeger snorted. “Asshole, we know you got a system that would make those alphabet guys envious. We also know you would fit right in with us if King was willing to sponsor you. So, what’s it gonna be? You want us to drop you at the first bus stop, or you want to join our brotherhood? There’s more than just riding bikes and banging chicks, although that’s a perk.”

“I got cameras back at the junkyard. I want to know why they were there. What the fuck they thought we had?” Keys growled.

“And that right there is why Burt left you all his worldly possessions and why you’ll make a good Royal, brother.” King held his fist out to Keys from the front passenger seat.

On the knuckles the letters FRBF were tattooed. Keys raised his fist, bumped his knuckles with King, then Traeger. “So, there’s no bro hug or any shit like that, right?” The initials on the knuckles stood for Forever Royal Bastards Forever. On the other hand he had FRSF, which stood for Forever Royal Sons Forever, the name of their club before being patched over to the bastards. Keys looked at his own knuckles, bare of anything except scars.

Wheels snorted from the front as they continued to drive back toward the junkyard, he’d called home, knowing he’d be grabbing his shit again and finding another place. One day he hoped he’d be able to stop running like King said.
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Chapter One
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Present Day...

Keys laughed half heartily at King’s ole lady’s suggestion of Duke, the VP of the Royal Bastards, allowing them to release footage of him waxing poetic to his woman onto the worldwide web via YouTube. “Seriously, brother, I agree with Ayesha. You would make YouTube gold if I allowed her to put video footage of that shit online. Luckily for all of us, there was a malfunction in my system. The damnedest thing happened right about that time, too. Lost fifteen minutes, like poof, gone.” He shook his head, lying his ass off. He didn’t lose shit when it came to technology.

King laughed from his spot in the corner with Ayesha on his lap. “That is a shame. It was epic, brother. Where you off to, Keys?”

The question had everyone looking at him, which was exactly what he didn’t want. Fuck!

Duke eyed the duffel keys had dropped near the door. Shit, his brother didn’t miss a thing.

Keys scratched his jaw, looking in the corner at King. “Church?” He nodded at the closed door.

Cosmo came in from the back hallway looking tired, his usual smile missing. “I can’t stay here another night, King. Too fucking loud, too small of a space, and fuck, too many motherfuckers I want to kill.”

He looked behind him, snapping his mouth shut.

“You can watch my place while I take care of some business,” Keys offered. He allowed no one to stay at his place. He should’ve realized the red flag that would throw up to his prez. Fuck.

“Church.” King stood up, settling Ayesha on her feet. “Be good until I get back.”

Duke kissed Lennox. “Hang out with your dad for a few. Don’t let Ayesha talk you into anything while I’m gone.” He pointed at King’s ole lady. “You behave.”

Ayesha pointed her finger at Duke. “You just made me think of Austin Powers in one of those movies, where he’s a spy. Wait, I’m kidding.” She backed up as Duke took a step toward her.

Keys ignored their antics, followed King and the others into the room, closing the door on King’s ole lady’s laughter. “She’s a brat, brother.”

King sat back with a smile. “I know,” he agreed. His brother rubbed his hands together like he was planning all the things he was going to do with Ayesha later.

“What’s going on, Keys?” Traeger asked.

Keys sat his backpack down next to the chair at the opposite end of the table, leaning against the wall. He folded his arms, staring straight ahead, trying to figure out how to tell them without telling them. “I’ll be gone for a week, maybe two. Cosmo and his girl can bunk at my place. I was coming here to see if one of you would watch my dogs for me. Moana’s a good mama, no problems there, but Maui is a fucking dick to anyone who comes near them. I figure any of you guys could come in and make sure they got food and water and all that shit. You know, make sure they’re happy.”

“Shut the fuck up. Tell us what the hell is up?” King barked, sitting forward with a hard glare.

Keys didn’t miss the way Duke was watching him, or the fact he was eyeing his backpack with a knowing look. His friend probably knew he was ready to bolt.

“Level with us, brother. You know none of us go on a run without someone watching our back.” Even when Duke had gone to NY on what was essentially a killing mission, he had Keys and F.O.C.U.S along with The Bishop backing him. “You think we’d let you leave without the same as what was demanded of anyone else? If you think that shit would fly, you’re outta your ever loving mind.” Duke pointed at his head, tapping his temple.

“This ain’t a run, Duke. It ain’t about club business.” He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the table. “Don’t ask me to tell you what’s happening or why I’m leaving. I...shit.” He shoved away from the table.

“Keys, when I left, did I just hop on a plane and say fuck off, assholes, I got shit to handle? No, because that’s not how we do it. Yeah, I left my cut behind, so I didn’t drag my brothers down with me if I’d have fucked shit up, but I was smart. Shut up, King.” Duke didn’t look at his brother as he spoke. “You want to go all Rambo and shit, by all means go right ahead, but you remember your oath.”

“First thing, Rambo was in the Army. While I respect that branch, they are not and never will be a SEAL, HOOYAH,” he yelled.

“See, that shit makes no sense to me either. What the fuck is the difference?” Duke asked.

“Fuck that, man. Let’s get back to what matters and that’s this fucker running off like he’s a one-man whatever. Is this some SEAL shit?” King pointed an accusing finger at him.

Keys shook his head, keeping his mouth shut.

“You took an oath when you put that cut on. You may have gone through hell for our country, which I respect you and all our men and women for. I’ve seen your tattoo, brother. The Creed means a lot to you. I asked you if that was going to interfere with club business, and you said no. Our oath, brotherhood and loyalty to our club comes first. You said yes. Are you saying you’re turning your back on us?” King asked, his tone level.

“King, he’s not doing that. Keys, tell him,” Duke argued.

Keys shook his head. “You know it’s not and you know I’m not. Fucking A, man.” Keys turned away. His fist flew toward the wall, sheetrock denting under his assault. “I’m going back to the last place on Earth I ever wanted to see again.”

Duke and King were brothers by blood, both men Keys respected the hell out of. They knew what Keys had told them about his past. He hadn’t lied to them when he’d been patched in as a brother, although he hadn’t told them everything. They’d accompanied him to Twisted Ink, the tattoo shop King and he had met the first time. Tymber inked his skin, nobody making mention of the words he’d had down his side. The Navy would always be a part of him, losing his team was like losing a part of himself, but among the MC, he’d found true friendship that went deeper. A brotherhood. Could he drag them down to where he came from and still have their respect? With the Royal Bastards, he wasn’t the worthless little shit down the dirt road nobody wanted, but a man who had skills they needed and appreciated. He was more than just a soldier who was paid to get shit done. More than a SEAL who others gave a wide berth.
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