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Dedication
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To those who remember 

Vancouver before it became the 'couve. 

Sometimes, it's nice to visit my old stomping ground.
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Prologue
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Kodiak Black leaned against the far wall with his hands in his vest pockets. Tonight, the smell of warm, metallic blood filled his nostrils. The kind of blood that stained everything, even the corners of the room where his men waited for him to speak. 

The fluorescent lights hummed overhead. He forcibly blinked, wishing he could go back six hours and prevent what had happened.

The Royalla Motorcycle Club had lost one of its own. His loss settled in his chest like a heavy anchor.

Chopper, the club's Vice President, his best friend, his brother, was dead. Murdered. Shot in the back of the head. The news sent a ripple through Royalla.

He could still hear the crack of the gunshot in his head and feel the heat as he knew the bullet had hit its mark. He kept seeing Chopper's body go from fighting to slumping in the alley, eyes wide open and staring at nothing.

Kodiak's thoughts shifted, the image of Chopper's lifeless body fading for a moment as he stared down the hallway where the rooms were in the clubhouse. His night wasn't over. There was one more thing he needed to do.

The final moments of Chopper's life hit him hard, like a punch in the gut. Chopper's last wish: "Promise me, brother. Promise me you'll look after her."

The request came, barely above a whisper, but Chopper's fingers had clutched Kodiak's arm in desperation. He hadn't spoken a word, just nodded, as if agreeing was the only way he could hold onto Chopper longer.

He refused to give up. Chopper was his best friend. The one person he trusted completely.

Chopper lived exactly how he left this life. First and foremost, he thought about his daughter.

Roma. His chest tightened in dread. Sweet, young Roma. 

Chopper had raised her at the clubhouse since she was two years old, after her stripper mother overdosed. Now, Roma was an innocent sixteen-year-old who would have to face losing her father. The life Chopper tried to shield Roma from could no longer be kept hidden. Roma was going to learn the truth about how hard life was for a Royalla member. 

There wasn't a damn thing Kodiak could do to bring her father back.

Roma was the reason he remained behind in the clubhouse tonight instead of riding out and trying to find the man responsible for killing Chopper. He needed to deliver the news to Roma.

But how was he supposed to tell her that he'd failed to protect her dad?

How was he supposed to take care of her?

How would she handle losing her whole world?

She had a home at the clubhouse for as long as she wanted to live here, but Roma deserved more. She needed a dad. She needed a mom. She wasn't done growing up.

In a sick twist of fate, all Roma had was him. And he had no fucking clue how to raise a sixteen-year-old girl.
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Roma strolled into the clubhouse with a grace that made Kodiak's chest tighten. She wore a leather jacket, sleeves rolled up, revealing daisy-chain tattoos on her wrists that Kodiak hadn't been able to stop her from getting. Her brown hair, which nearly looked black, hung loose, falling in wild waves over her shoulders. Her eyes—those damn amber eyes—were the same as Chopper's, full of passion and wisdom beyond her years.

He remembered Chopper saying Roma had the eyes of an old soul. She could see past the surface. There was no hiding anything from her. She understood things beyond what others expected. Being her guardian, he'd found that her curiosity opened her up to feelings that were too big for her to handle. She'd gone through stuff most kids her age never even imagined.

Life was rough lately. The one person he trusted with everything wasn't there to push him or stop him from making the wrong choices.

Fuck. He missed Chopper.

He'd grown up with Roma's dad. They were two juvenile delinquents, constantly in and out of detention. At eighteen, he'd convinced Chopper to join Royalla as soon as he aged out of the foster care system. At that time, his dad, Geiser, ran the club. Instead of getting into trouble, they both threw themselves into riding under the patch. Chopper was there to persuade him to step up as president when his dad got cancer and could no longer lead Royalla. He was there when he had to bury his dad six short months later. He supported Kodiak during those tough first years, managing a hundred and fifty members. Chopper played a significant role in making the club what it was today.

Now, he was alone, caring for an eighteen-year-old girl who leaned on him as her grief-stricken gaze searched constantly for the father who promised to protect her— the one who wasn't coming back.

If he could take her pain away, he would have. Hell, he'd even change places with Chopper, so Roma wouldn't have to hurt anymore.

But all he could do was stand beside her and watch. He'd kept his word to his V.P. and taken care of his daughter.

He'd raised her like he raised the members of the club—tough, strong, with no room for weakness. But somewhere along the way, Kodiak realized he was losing her. Not because she was growing up, but because she was starting to become something he couldn't control.

Her independence, her fire, and her new awareness of her sexuality scared him.

When she stood in the room, looking like something out of a dream he had no right to have, he felt that fear deep in his bones.

Roma moved toward him. His tongue felt thick in his mouth. He noticed how her hips swayed in tight, worn jeans when she walked. It was impossible to ignore. She wasn't a girl anymore, not in any way that mattered. She was a full-grown woman. If he hadn't seen it himself, the looks on the other members' faces would have told him Roma was ripe for taking.

"You look like him," Kodiak finally muttered, his voice hoarse.

Roma tilted her head, a gentle smile forming at the corners of her lips. "You always say that."

Her smile was too much. It made his heart beat quicker, harder. Kodiak fought the impulse to reach out, to pull her into his arms, to shield her from the world that greedily tempted her away from him.

"Kodiak, I need to know who killed my dad." The way she said it, with that edge in her voice, was so much like her father. "You promised to tell me when I turned eighteen. I've given you a week. I need to know who did it."

Kodiak's jaw tightened. He was supposed to protect her from the grief, the anger, the darkness. But she wouldn't let him. She wouldn't forget.

"Nothing good will come of you knowing." The words slipped out before he could stop them. "You're a kid. This isn't your fight."

He'd discovered that Deception Motorcycle Club had ordered the hit on Chopper. But he had yet to find out who pulled the trigger. He only had one clue.

The murderer had a snake tattoo curled around his forearm. Everywhere he went, he looked for that tattoo. One day, he'd make that person pay for what they'd done to Chopper.

Roma's eyes flashed with something he couldn't read, something dangerous. She wasn't going to drop the subject.

"I'm not a kid anymore. You don't get to control me, Kodiak."

The way she said his name, as if it were a challenge, made his blood run cold.

Kodiak stared at her for a long moment. The air between them thickened with everything he wanted to tell her. She was too young. The world wasn't kind to women. He wanted to ask her to stay safe, to stay away from the club members, to stop pushing him until every glance her way from the other men made him lose his fucking mind.

But what could he say? She wasn't his to control.

She was her own person, and she was going to burn through this world like wildfire, whether he liked it or not.

"You promised me," she said softly, her voice trembling with a mix of anger and sorrow. "So why are you holding back from telling me?"

Kodiak's heart lurched. Her question crashed into him like a freight train. Disappointing her was the last thing he wanted to do. 

"I'm doing what's best for you." The hollow words were a lie.

He was selfish. Not only was he trying to protect her, but he wanted her at the clubhouse, under his watch.

Roma reached up, brushing a stray lock of hair out of his face. Her fingers lingered longer than they should have. The touch was electric, a shock to his testosterone-filled body.

The hair on his arms stood. Lately, it seemed every time she touched him, she knew what she was doing to him.

"You can't protect me forever," she whispered. "If I know the truth about what happened to my dad, maybe I can move on."

And that was the moment he knew—one day she wouldn't ask for permission. She was going to grow up, no matter how much he wished she'd stay young forever.

But in the back of his mind, as he stared down at her, there was another thought creeping in. One that troubled him more than anything else.

He wasn't losing her to the world. He was losing her to himself.

When he refused to give her the answers she wanted, she whirled around and stormed across the main room of the clubhouse. At least in anger, she dropped the subject of wanting to know who was responsible for killing her dad.

He knew her well enough to know she'd act with her emotions rather than common sense. Pain was life's biggest motivator. She wouldn't think about her safety. All she'd do was end up getting hurt, or worse.

Club business was best left to the members of Royalla. As president, he would find the man who killed Chopper. It might not be today or tomorrow, but one day, he'd find him.

Roma disappeared into the hallway, probably going to her room. The same room she'd shared with Chopper since she was a baby. The room was across from where he lived. There wasn't a day that went by without seeing her.

He looked away and found Rocco and Baddy returning to their conversation after following Roma with their gazes.

Every day got worse. He found himself increasingly irritated with his men for the attention they paid to Roma.

She was eighteen now.

A woman.

And no amount of denial would change that.
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Roma stepped into the hallway, the worn leather jacket draped over her shoulder. Across the hall, Kodiak's door remained closed, but she could hear the faint sound of the television, which meant he was inside. Her fingers flexed in frustration. 

She took a deep breath, steadying herself. Not often had she mouthed off to Kodiak or gone against his wishes, but when she occasionally couldn't contain her frustration with him, he always shut her down quickly.

She had spent two years learning how to steel herself, how to hold her ground even when the universe tried to break her. Kodiak had taught her how to stand strong. He'd drilled resilience into her with quiet expectations. So, if he thought she was going to fold over whatever was shifting between them, he was dead wrong.

In the main room of the clubhouse, she headed toward the bar. The familiar smell of whiskey and smoke surrounded her. The late-night calm had taken over. Murmurs of conversation mixed with the distant hum of engines outside made sure the clubhouse was never totally silent. Settling onto a stool at the makeshift bar, she stretched her legs out, crossing them at the ankles with practiced ease until her toe touched the floor. She could feel eyes on her, some of the guys watching with quiet amusement, others with curiosity. But it was the shiver rolling up her spine and her pulse tightening her throat that grabbed her attention.

There was no need to turn around and understand the reason for her awareness. Kodiak had left his room and followed her. Somewhere behind her, he stood, watching, assessing, and deciding whether to step into a battle with her or to walk the other way.

He had to feel it. There was no way he couldn't. 

A glass slid across the bar toward her. Baker's relaxed smirk settled in as he leaned against the counter. "You look like you need a drink, Miss Roma Lake."

She looked at the dark liquid with a thin foam layer on top, wondering if Baker had finally decided to let her try some alcohol. "Really?"

"That would be a hard pass." He chuckled. "No giggle juice for you. I don't want to get in trouble with Prez." 

Andrea, one of the women who entertained the bikers, waved at her from the other end of the bar. She smiled, not in the mood to engage in small talk. Instead, she pushed the glass toward Baker.

"I need a ride more than I need a root beer," she said, feeling twelve years old again.

Her gaze flickered toward the mirror behind the bar, catching a glimpse of Kodiak's reflection. His dark stare was unreadable, and he held a firm grip on the edge of the table next to him. She sighed heavily because this had turned into a game now, whether he liked it or not.

The tension in his shoulders and a flicker of danger in his gaze warned her about his mood. He always thought she was reckless, always wanting answers about her father's death and eager to hang out with the younger members of Royalla. How often had he warned her she was walking too close to danger?

But now he was the one shutting himself down, and for the first time, she wondered what caused him to be so closed off when he had always been willing to comfort her before.

Why would he stop holding her now? Was it because she was no longer a child?

Baker cleared his throat and braced his hands on the counter. "Where do you need to go so late at night?"

"Anywhere but here." She wouldn't find any answers about her dad's murder sticking around the compound.

Kodiak prohibited the men from discussing that night with her. She had searched the internet repeatedly, but of course, Royalla had covered up the crime. The only way she would get answers was if she left the compound and found the truth herself.

She couldn't figure out how she would do that. It wasn't like a guy stood on the corner, selling answers for five bucks a question.

Hunter walked behind the counter and grabbed a bottle of beer. He caught her eye and lifted his chin. 

She mouthed, "Hi."

Rumor had it that Hunter lost his hearing in one ear when he was young from a gunshot blast going off close to him. It also severely damaged his hearing in his other ear. But he could read lips well enough that most people couldn't even tell that he wasn't hearing them when they spoke to him. That all depended on whether Hunter wanted to pay attention. Often, he chose to walk in the quietness and ignore everyone else.

"You know, many men have tried to outrun their troubles." Baker leaned closer until she could see the small cross tattoo underneath his eye. "Do you know what happens?"

"What?" she asked.

"They end up slapping on a Royalla patch and sticking around for life." He shrugged. "Eventually, they learn not to run."

"I'm not a Royalla member."

"Of course, not. Chicks don't ride." He tapped the counter in front of her. "But you're family. Running away from family is the opposite of what you should do."

That made sense, except she wanted to run to Kodiak, and he kept pushing her away.

She exhaled slowly, rolled her shoulders, and forced herself to focus on the drink in front of her instead of the heat pressing against her spine. Kodiak wouldn't break first—she knew that much. But she wasn't planning on giving up either.

Let him watch her.

Let him try to fight his feelings.

Because this time, she wasn't going to back down.

She loved him. She always had. Before her dad died, she looked up to Kodiak. Everyone respected and admired him, but Kodiak was her dad's friend, his most trusted friend, and that feeling was passed down to her. No matter how grumpy Kodiak could get or how often he bossed her around, she loved him.

One day, he'd realize that the women he brought to his room wouldn't give him what he desired. They'd never satisfy him because they didn't know him. No one knew the president of Royalla, not the way she knew him.

Kodiak wasn't even looking for someone to make him happy. He wanted someone loyal, strong, and able to match him sexually. Sometimes, she felt like she knew him better than he knew himself. If only he'd listened to her, maybe he could see that they shared something special.

When she lost her dad, she spent months walking through life in her own mind. She moved through school in a haze, came home, and surrounded herself with bikers because they were her family. She spent a lot of time with Kodiak because he was the closest thing to a father figure she had. He brought her comfort.

For two years, her lonely days were spent studying him. She created childish fantasies about Kodiak and lost herself to her imagination. The more she noticed other women paying attention to Kodiak, throwing themselves at the president, thinking he would save them from their pathetic lives, she knew that she was not like them. As soon as she understood who she wanted to be, she strived to be everything Kodiak could want in a woman.

He might not even realize that growing up and fantasizing about him had given her a purpose when she felt all alone. But somewhere between grieving for her dad and going to bed alone every night, she wanted more.

She wanted Kodiak.

An arm reached over her shoulder. She lifted her gaze and saw Kodiak in the mirror as he grabbed a bottle of whiskey from the counter.

His gaze met hers in the reflection, and he bent down, kissing the top of her head. "Go to bed, Roma."

She twirled on the barstool, her eyes tracking him as he walked toward the back of the clubhouse, the bottle of whiskey swinging from his hand. She knew he was probably going to drink himself to sleep, as he often did. But there was a small comfort in knowing that tonight, at least, he was going to his room alone.

She slipped off the stool and slowly followed in his footsteps, her heart beating a little slower. Halfway down the hallway, she quietly opened the door opposite Kodiak's room and stepped inside. The room was her home. She hadn't known anything different than the sitting area off the kitchen, the bathroom on the right, and a single bedroom at the back. When her dad was alive, he slept on the couch, giving her the room.

Even now, the bedroom walls remained purple, and she still used the black comforter with daisies along the edges. Kicking off her sneakers, she plopped onto the well-worn couch and grabbed her dad's pillow that she refused to part with. Hugging the pillow to her stomach, she curled up in the corner of the sofa.

At one point, Kodiak used to let her walk across the hall and sleep on his couch during the months after her dad was murdered. But recently, he'd persuaded her to leave, telling her she belonged in her bed, not his.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3




[image: ]


Kodiak closed the last overhead door at the garage. The stolen parts they had collected over the past month were packed and loaded into the back of a trailer heading toward New Mexico, where they would be sold on the black market. He had sent the other Royalla members home twenty minutes earlier. No doubt, half of them ended up walking into the clubhouse next door to unwind after a long eight-hour shift.

He lit a cigarette and slowed his step. From his count, at least thirty motorcycles formed a line behind the fence. The Royalla compound consisted of four city lots, occupying an entire block. A six-foot cinder-block fence surrounded the property, keeping prying eyes from seeing what was happening inside.

There wasn't a damn thing the city of Vancouver, Washington, could do about his unconventional wall because his father had erected the barrier before any building codes could stop him.

He finished his cigarette, flicked it toward the can of sand placed beside the door, and went inside. The place was lively with the usual chaos—a few men arguing over a poker game, laughter breaking through the arguing. There were enough women around that, if he wanted, he could unwind.

But he wasn't in the mood for the bullshit that went along with hooking up with one of the club hoppers.

Royalla had a rough energy that infected everyone who stepped through the door. They lived for the present, not worrying about the future. But lately, Kodiak was immune. In all his forty-five years, he'd never had such a dry spell.

His focus was on Roma and what tomorrow would bring him. 

He spotted her before he noticed anything else.

She leaned against the bar on the other side of the room, laughing with Nate, one of the younger Royalla members. Her dark hair was all rolled up and contained in a messy bun on the top of her head, showing off her slim neck and big hoop earrings. She wore a pair of cutoff shorts that were too short. Kodiak's eyes narrowed as he watched her. She looked too comfortable, too relaxed, as if she truly belonged in this world.

He hated it.

She didn't belong here—not yet, not like this. She was still his responsibility. He couldn't let her get involved in the club's dangerous game. She deserved better than to become somebody's old lady.

For the last six months or so, Roma never asked for his permission to hang out in the main room with the men anymore. She never waited for him to come in after work. She made herself comfortable and blended in seamlessly.

Duke approached and handed him an unopened beer. "You look like you need this."

He twisted the cap, took a long drink, and looked at Roma. He wanted to storm across the room, grab her by the arm, drag her out, and remind her of who she was. The other part of him wanted to keep watching her. He wanted to let her be because she'd already been through enough. Another part of him wanted her to grow up.

He took another drink and slapped Duke on the back. "Thanks, brother."

"You want to ride with us tonight?" Duke tied back his hair. "A few of us are going over to Gifford's and shooting pool."

"Nah. I think I'll stay around here."

Nate's laughter broke through his thoughts. Kodiak gripped the bottle tightly.

"Well, if you change your mind, we could use another player." Duke walked away, leaving him alone. 

He growled, low enough to release some of the tension.

Roma glanced over at him, catching his eye, and for a moment, she held his gaze. Then, a smile curled her lips, and she turned her attention back to Nate, like she'd won a prize and wanted to rub it in his face.

Without thinking, Kodiak slammed his bottle down on a nearby table and pushed through the crowd toward her. His boots thunked against the cement floor with each step. She had no fucking clue what she was doing or the trouble she could get in flirting with the others.

The club grew quieter as he approached.

Roma seemed to feel his energy changing as he stopped a few feet away and turned toward him. A satisfied smile lit her face while a storm raged in him.

"Kodiak," she greeted him, her voice a mix of sweetness and challenge, eyes flickering up at him as if daring him to say something.

Nate, noticing the tension in the air, took the hint and quickly excused himself, walking toward a group by the pool table.

Kodiak refused to discuss her behavior toward him with the Royalla members present or when they were alone. To bring the subject up would be an admission to how he felt toward her. He'd have to admit he hated the way the others eyed her up and down and the way she gave the men her attention.

He stood there, watching her. Damn, she was stunning. She had a natural sexiness regardless of what she was doing. Hell, she could fold clothes or clean the fridge, and he'd have the biggest hard-on for her.

"What?" she asked.

"You were flirting with Nate." 

Roma raised an eyebrow. "Was I?"

Another growl escaped his lips. She had pushed his patience to its limits. "You're always telling me you're not a kid anymore and you want to be treated like a woman."

She nodded, a spark coming in her gaze.

"Don't think for a second that I won't stop you if you even think about touching a Royalla member in my fucking club."

Roma pushed off the bar and moved closer, as if his roughness and language never bothered her. The intoxicating scent of her perfume struck him like a punch. He hadn't been intimate in so long that even a smell sparked life into his body.

"Stop me?" She laughed, but it wasn't a soft, girlish laugh—it was the laugh of someone who knew exactly how to push his buttons. "I wasn't doing anything wrong."

Kodiak stepped forward, narrowing the space between them. "I'm your guardian, remember? I've got a responsibility to make sure you don't screw up your life by getting tangled up with the wrong people."

"I'm an adult," she spat.

"Then act like one." Kodiak gritted his teeth, stepping even closer. "Stop swinging your ass around as if you're ready to spread your legs. It's not a game, Roma. You can't flirt your way out of trouble. The men won't stop when you decide you're in over your head. You're going to end up getting hurt."

Her lips parted in shock, then twisted in anger. "Who says I'm playing games?"

And then, before he could respond, she inched forward, standing so close to him now that he could feel the heat radiating off her body. 

For a split second, the world seemed to stop. All Kodiak could hear was the rapid beating of his own heart. Her perfume, a mix of something sweet and dangerous, filled his senses, clouding his thoughts.

She was too damn close. Too damn tempting.

He opened his mouth to say something—anything—but her gaze stopped him. She wasn't scared of him. Any other woman in the place, hell, even the men, wouldn't dare argue with him. But Roma was different.

"I wouldn't open my legs for just anyone," she said softly. "But I would for
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