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        A past that defined a future...

      

        

      
        Shade has a secret.

        One he’s hidden most of his life.

        Secrets created in his past.

        Of a broken family. A little boy lost.

        Of broken dreams. With only nightmares left in their wake.

      

        

      
        As a prospect, his MC nicknamed him Shady because he’s quiet and keeps to himself.

        As a patched member of the Blood Fury, he changed it to Shade, because that’s what he prefers... to stick to the shadows.

        To remain unseen.

      

        

      
        Then he sees her. A flicker of light at the end of a long, dark tunnel.

        The only problem is, he may never escape that darkness until he sheds the chains of his past that weigh him down.
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      The sweetness of the chocolate and vanilla swirl coated his tongue as soon as he took a lick.

      He loved ice cream.

      His mommy knew just how much, too. It was why every time she dragged him to the big building with all the busy stores, and the even bigger parking lot, she bought him an ice cream cone.

      Because he’d been a good boy.

      He hated this place, but sometimes it was worth going with her just to get his special treat. It had to be a swirl.

      He followed his mommy out the doors and into the night, his sticky fingers leaving marks on the glass. His mommy had taught him to look both ways before stepping out into the street so he didn’t get smashed by a car.

      This wasn’t really a street, but cars still drove on it. Sometimes really fast.

      Most of the time she made him hold her hand so he’d keep up. She told him it was because he got “distracted.” He didn’t understand what she meant.

      Tonight her hands were so full with bags, she couldn’t hold his.

      One time when she wasn’t holding his hand, he forgot to look. She grabbed his elbow, jerked him back onto the sidewalk, yanked his arm straight up and swatted his butt really hard.

      He didn’t like that.

      It made him cry.

      She cried, too, and tried to hide it. But he saw it and it made him cry more.

      He didn’t like when his mommy was sad.

      When Daddy left, she cried all the time.

      He’d climb into her lap and put his hand on her wet cheeks and ask why she was crying. Did she miss Daddy?

      She’d hug him close and never answer him. But the hug felt good, because he missed his daddy, too.

      Julian didn’t know what he did wrong to make his daddy never come back. His mommy would tell him he didn’t do anything, but Julian didn’t believe her.

      Maybe he’d been bad. Maybe Daddy was mad at him.

      Now Daddy was gone, Mommy always brought him with her to this place.

      The place with all the people and cars.

      The place where he sometimes got spanked, but also got ice cream.

      His favorite kind.

      He looked both ways again because he couldn’t remember if he already did. Maybe that was what Mommy meant by him being “distracted.”

      Sometimes he had to think really, really hard to follow what she said or remember what she taught him, so he wouldn’t get a spanking.

      She always said those spankings were for his own good. So, he guessed that was okay.

      He wanted to be good for his mommy so she wouldn’t leave, too.

      Because if she left, he’d be all alone.

      He didn’t want to be alone. Being alone was scary.

      If he was alone, no one would talk to him.

      Without his mommy, he wouldn’t get any more chocolate and vanilla swirled ice cream.

      When he saw no cars coming, he jumped off the sidewalk onto the lane where the cars drove. Where he could be smashed.

      He ran to catch up to his mommy.

      She was talking on her phone and walking so fast! Why wasn’t she waiting for him?

      He couldn’t run and lick his ice cream cone at the same time. He had to walk slowly and be careful.

      The ice cream began to drip, so he stopped and licked his hand. When he looked up again, he knew he had to catch up. She’d be mad if he got too far behind.

      “Julian, let’s go! It’s late.” She was still walking and talking. She wasn’t waiting for him.

      With a last lick of his cone and another lick at another fat milky drop on his hand, he began to run again and his shoelace started to flap. Mommy needed to tie it for him.

      “My sneaker—” He stumbled when he stepped on his lace. He almost fell but caught himself so he didn’t skin his knees. It always burned when he did that.

      When his arms went out like an airplane to stop from falling, his ice cream cone tumbled from his fingers. His mouth made an O as he watched it plop upside down onto the pavement.

      He stared at the mess it made, and his ice cream began to make brown and white octopus legs around the cone as it melted.

      His eyes began to sting just like when she spanked him. “I d-dropped my ice cream, M-mommy!”

      “Julian! Hurry up!” She sounded mad now.

      But he dropped his ice cream! He wasn’t done with it.

      With every step his mother took, she got farther and farther away.

      She always spent way too long inside the big building. Way too long inside those stores.

      Sometimes it wasn’t worth the ice cream.

      Like now.

      Because he dropped it.

      He squatted down and picked up the cone, but none of the ice cream came with it. It was almost all a muddy puddle now. The cone had broken, too.

      “Mommy!” A sob bubbled up his chest and he let it out. He didn’t care if anyone thought he was a baby. “Mommy!”

      His heart was beating so fast and he had a hard time seeing Mommy since he was crying.

      He stood up and, with one last look at his ruined treat, he began to walk again, trying not to trip. His lace whipped around like a snake he saw at the zoo. He watched as it flipped back and forth with each step.

      Flip. Flop.

      It was fun.

      “Mommy!” he called. He couldn’t remember where their car was. He could never remember. “Mommy!”

      “Julian, come on!” she called out as she stepped back out from between two parked cars. She was no longer talking on her stupid phone and the bags were on the ground at her feet.

      He tried to run again but almost tripped. “Mommy, tie my shoe,” he shouted.

      As he got closer, she disappeared again between what he finally remembered was their van and another big black van, a lot bigger than theirs.

      He stopped and stared at it.

      Stranger danger.

      That was what Mommy taught him about big vans like that. To stay away from them. To never get in a car with a stranger. To scream if someone tried to get him inside a car or a van.

      But their van was parked next to it. That was where Mommy was waiting for him. He didn’t have to worry about the black one. It belonged to someone inside... He stopped and turned to look at the big building. The mall. That was what she called it. He had a hard time remembering.

      He spotted his spilled ice cream again, even though the parking lot was full of shadows. He took a breath so big it sucked his belly in and then he pushed all the air back out so he wouldn’t cry again. He rubbed the back of his hand over his eyes and his nose.

      Mommy hadn’t seen him crying yet. He didn’t want her to know he wasn’t a big boy. That he was a crybaby. If he told her what happened, maybe she’d stop on the way home and get him another one.

      That was what she’d do! Because Mommy loved him. Not like Daddy.

      He spun and ran, doing his best not to fall, to the spot where she disappeared.

      He stumbled to a stop.

      Two men were standing with his mommy.

      She looked really scared.

      She was crying and her eyes went wide when she spotted him.

      Julian didn’t like the way she looked.

      He didn’t like the way they were holding her.

      She didn’t look happy at all. She looked really upset.

      She looked like this after Daddy left.

      He couldn’t understand what she was saying because of the man’s hand covering her mouth.

      “Mommy?”

      The side of the black van was open, and they were trying to put her inside.

      Her arms were moving and her feet were kicking. She didn’t like what they were doing. Stranger danger!

      She was fighting them so much, it took both of them to shove her into the van.

      “Jul—”

      A needle appeared in the one man’s hand.

      He hated needles! He hated going to the doctor to get shots.

      They always gave him ouchies.

      He ran over to them to stop them from giving his mommy an ouchie, too.

      “Mommy!”

      He was too late. The bigger man with the baseball cap and the bushy beard pushed it into Mommy. The other man who was short and fat turned toward Julian.

      “What the fuck?” he shouted so loudly, Julian wanted to cover his ears.

      “What are you doing to my mommy?”

      “Fuck, asshole. She’s got a kid.”

      Julian ran to the opening of the van and saw his mommy now lying on her stomach and not moving. There wasn’t a seat in the back like in their own van, she was right on the floor.

      Was his mommy sleeping?

      Was she dead?

      She wasn’t moving. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t screaming any more. She wasn’t scared.

      “Mommy!” He reached for her and the fat man grabbed his arm and yanked him away.

      “What the fuck are we gonna do with this kid?”

      The tall man shrugged. “Leave him here?”

      “We leave him here, someone’s gonna find him and this will be reported.”

      “Then we take him with us.”

      “And do what with him?”

      “Who fucking cares, asshole! We can dump him somewhere, or let the boss deal with him.”

      “Don’t think he was part of the deal.”

      “Just get the fuck in the van before someone sees us and calls the cops.”

      “You told me to take her car.” He held up a set of keys and shook them, making them jingle.

      “Then get in her minivan and shut the fuck up. Gonna call the boss and ask what he wants done with him.”

      “He’s gonna be pissed.”

      “Maybe not. This kid’s the right age. He’s probably worth something.”

      “Maybe we can get money for him ourselves.”

      “Fuck that. I’m not risking that shit. We’ll let the boss decide.”

      “Get in the van, kid,” the tall one demanded.

      “I don’t wanna get in the van. I want my mommy!”

      “Get in the damn van!” The fat man jerked on his arm.

      Julian winced. “Ow!”

      Stranger danger.

      What did mommy say he was supposed to do?

      Yell!

      Julian opened his mouth and let out a loud shriek.

      A hand clamped over his mouth, stifling his yell. He bared his teeth and bit as hard as he could.

      “Fuckin’ A, you little asshole!”

      Julian was struck alongside his head.

      “Look, kid. We’ll kill her if you don’t cooperate. You need to be a good boy or you’ll never see your mommy again.”

      What? He’d never see his mommy again?

      Tears began to leak from his eyes.

      “You think he understands any of that, asshole? He’s what? Three?”

      “He ain’t three. Are ya, kid?”

      No, he was four.

      That was what his mommy told him when he blew out the candle on his birthday cake. It was ice cream, too. Chocolate and vanilla with chocolate crumbles in between.

      But he couldn’t answer, the man’s hand was covering his mouth.

      “Doesn’t fucking matter how old he is. We got something to tie his ass up?”

      “Need to keep him quiet, too. Can’t be driving and hearing his ass screaming.”

      The fat man’s big belly jiggled when he laughed. “Now I’m glad I’m driving her car. Wouldn’t want to listen to that.”

      “Let’s get him tied up and gagged then.”

      “We need to tie her up, too, in case that shit wears off.”

      “It won’t.”

      “You wanna risk it?”

      He tried getting loose, he tried biting the man’s hand again. Nothing was working.

      His mommy still wasn’t moving.

      She couldn’t help him.

      She couldn’t.

      He was supposed to fight and shout, “Stranger danger!”

      But he couldn’t.

      He hated the mall.

      He never wanted to come back here.

      Mommy would have to get him ice cream somewhere else from now on.

      He wasn’t coming back here again.

      He wasn’t.

      He needed to wipe his eyes so he could see. He needed to wipe his nose so he could breathe. Snot was filling it and the man’s hand was smearing it.

      He was thrown onto the dirty floor of the van and before he could scream again as loud as possible, something was tied tightly around his mouth. It tasted yucky. He’d eaten dirt before and that was what it tasted like.

      His arms began to hurt because they were yanked behind his back and his hands couldn’t move anymore. He couldn’t kick because the man tied his legs together.

      The big side door slammed shut and the back of the van got darker.

      He no longer heard the men talking.

      He couldn’t see the front of the van. He could only hear another door opening and slamming shut. Someone starting the van. The rumble of the floor beneath his wet cheek.

      He stared at his mommy’s face, making a wish just like he had with his birthday cake. He squeezed his eyes shut really, really hard and wished and wished and wished.

      He wished Mommy would help him.

      He wished she’d tell him what was happening.

      He wished she’d open her eyes.

      She didn’t.

      None of that happened.

      Not until much later.
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      Shade’s boots crunched on dead leaves as he worked his way through the woods. Since he knew the area inside and out now, he no longer needed to refer to his hand-drawn map. He no longer needed to refer to the marks—the symbols and numbers—he’d made on that map, either.

      He should probably burn it since it was evidence. It was always best not to keep shit like that around.

      Which was why he was dragging tonight’s catch behind him down the mountain instead of leaving it behind. He didn’t care that it made more noise than his footsteps.

      Tonight he hadn’t needed to go all the way up to the main clearing. Instead, he stumbled upon a “guard” close to the bottom. The Shirley clan had set up a few since the last time the Blood Fury went up Hillbilly Hill to bring home one of their own.

      The first time, last November, it had been to retrieve a pregnant Autumn, aka Red. Sig’s ol’ lady.

      Then last week, they all went up again to take back more stolen Fury property. The hillbilly inbreds had knocked Jemma out and taken Cage’s baby girl, Dyna. Then had the balls, or the lack of brains, to use her as a tool for an ambush.

      The Fury wasn’t playing anymore. They had warned the Guardians of Freedom, a sovereign nation otherwise known as the Shirley Clan, not to fuck with them after the first time.

      They dared to fuck with them again.

      Now the Fury was fucking them up the ass without any lube. Not even with a little bit of spit.

      They were doing it quietly.

      Carefully.

      Slowly.

      While Judge, the sergeant at arms, along with their prez, Trip, were in charge of this undertaking, Shade was the main player.

      He asked them. They agreed.

      Shade had nothing to lose.

      Nothing at all.

      Not like some of his brothers who had families, like Cage and Judge, or ol’ ladies, like Trip, Sig and Deacon. Or siblings, like most of the rest.

      Shade had no one.

      If he fucked up and something happened to him, it would be no loss. No one would mourn. Except maybe his brothers.

      And anyway, out of all of his club brothers, he was an expert with knives. A quiet, efficient way to cull the herd of hillbilly goat fuckers.

      While the rest knew how to handle guns, Shade did not. He stuck with what was familiar. What felt natural in his hand.

      What he’d used in the past to keep himself breathing. What he’d also used when he was too tired to breathe anymore.

      But that was only one time during a moment of weakness.

      He’d been stolen once. He decided he wouldn’t let those people steal him again by forcing his hand to do something drastic.

      So, he didn’t let them.

      Just like he wouldn’t let the Shirleys get away with stealing women or children. Or injuring his brothers, like they had with Ozzy and Dodge.

      Thank fuck both of them got off easy.

      Unlike the Shirleys.

      He glanced at the man behind him, who was now dirtier from being dragged through the undergrowth of the forest than when he’d been standing on two feet.

      The fucker had been holding an AR-15 and casually smoking when Shade came upon him. He’d also been taking a lot of nips at a flask tucked in his dirty cargo pants. It was the smoke that gave him away while the moonshine made the man numb and dumb. Dumber than normal.

      He was Shade’s perfect target. Snagging the man wouldn’t raise the alarm. They were too far from the compound.

      It had been way too easy.

      Shade stood hidden to the left of the man and threw a rock to the right.

      Easy distraction. The Shirley was too stupid to realize it.

      As the hillbilly turned to look toward the noise, Shade snuck up and made a clean slice under the man’s thick beard before he even knew what was happening.

      Standing behind the fucker until Shade was sure the job was done, he couldn’t see the man’s face, but he was sure it was full of surprise since he dropped the hand-rolled and the AR-15. Then the Shirley slowly collapsed to his knees, his own hand trying to stem the flow of blood rushing from the ear to ear slice.

      Not that anything could stop it. Fuck no, it was too late.

      Once his target’s heart stopped and his lungs went still, Shade slung the semi-automatic rifle over his back using the strap to secure it there. He grabbed both ankles and began to hoof it down the short distance to Copperhead Road, where he’d left the van.

      Black, windowless. Just like the one when he was four.

      But this one was used for Tioga Pet Crematorium, one of the club’s businesses. It was only used to steal Shirleys. Not women and children.

      At least, not yet.

      They still hadn’t decided what to do with the kids—forty of them and growing—in the compound. Or the women.

      They decided to only worry about the men first. Once everyone with hair on their balls was extinct, they could decide about the rest.

      A decision no one really wanted to make.

      Truthfully, Shade didn’t, either. He preferred to leave the kids with their mommas. Especially since he never had that chance.

      He ground his back molars and pushed onward.

      After a few more minutes of dragging the dead weight, he saw the van where he’d hidden it on the opposite side of Copperhead Road in the woods. He had built a “screen” of branches and brush to hide the van from any eyes. Especially pigs.

      He didn’t want any of them greeting him in the middle of the night with his bounty. Not only would that be fucking awkward, it would raise some questions.

      Just a few.

      Ones he wouldn’t answer.

      He’d gotten away his whole adult life never spending a minute behind bars, unlike most of his brothers, and he wanted to keep it that way.

      He’d spent too much time in a different type of prison. Ten of his thirty years.

      A whole fucking decade.

      He reminded himself now was not the time to revisit that shit...

      That was the past. He’d spent the last sixteen years trying to move past it.

      He hadn’t. Never would. But he tried not to give it more than a fucking minute of his time, at least while he was awake. He spent too much time in the past while he slept.

      Or tried to sleep.

      Shade glanced both ways before crossing the dark road to make sure no vehicles were coming. He dropped the body at the bottom of the mountain lane, jogged across the road and down fifty feet. He quickly uncovered the van and drove it back to the bottom of Hillbilly Hill.

      He could have dragged the man behind him, across the pavement and to the van, but that would leave evidence.

      Blood. Hair. Skin. Pieces of clothing.

      He shoved the van into Park, jogged around to the side and threw open the sliding door.

      He tucked the AR-15 into the van under a tarp. He’d put it in his secret hiding spot, where he was putting all the weapons he came across. His spot wasn’t on the farm since Trip didn’t want them there. Most of his club brothers were ex-felons, a couple still on probation or parole, and if the pigs—local, state or feds—found a stash of weapons on the club’s property, it would cause issues.

      Trip and Judge had told him to put them elsewhere. If Shade left them behind, the Shirleys would find them and use them against the Fury.

      The less men, the less weapons, the better.

      Even so, Shade didn’t want to destroy them, just in case the Fury needed to arm themselves in the future. They’d been outgunned the last time. They couldn’t let that happen again.

      All the Shirley’s weapons were untraceable for the most part. Not registered, no serial numbers, nothing. Good for the Fury if they got into any kind of war.

      He spread out another tarp over the floor of the van, and once he wrangled the bled-out redneck onto it, he wrapped it securely around the body.

      Just like when he picked up dead animals for cremation.

      Not dogs and cats. But like pigs and goats and the rest of those livestock animals he wasn’t sure why people made them pets.

      Wasn’t his business.

      Running the crematorium made the club scratch. It made him scratch.

      Money he’d been stashing away.

      He slammed the side door closed, ran around to the driver’s side and didn’t turn on the headlights until a half mile down the road, preferring to use the light of the moon to guide him in the direction of Tioga Pet Crematorium.

      Best fucking club purchase Deacon, the club’s treasurer, ever recommended.

      But then Deacon was fucking smart.

      Unlike Shade.
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        * * *

      

      Shade shoved the van’s shifter into Park and twisted his head toward the passenger seat. “Ready?”

      With a quick glance over at him, Cassie gave him a single nod. “Yes. I swear this never gets easier.”

      That was because she had a fucking heart. She cared about people and their pets.

      To Shade, this was just a part of the job. Of him being a part of the Fury. He did what he had to do for his club and for himself. To him, this was just another day in the many days since he arrived in Manning Grove and became a prospect. Since he proved himself last fall and earned his patches.

      He carefully formed his next words. “Don’t gotta do it. Could teach me how.”

      Judge’s ol’ lady shook her blonde head and stared out of the passenger side window to the house they were parked in front of.

      The house wasn’t huge, but it was well-kept.

      Most people who could afford it preferred to put their pets “to sleep” at home.

      They hired them because they wanted their pets treated with respect, even after they were dead. Cassie made sure that happened. Their customers’ pets got treated better than a lot of humans.

      He didn’t quite understand it, but then he’d never had a pet. At least not one with fur and any kind of intelligence. He’d named a few spiders and other kinds of bugs that had lived with him in...

      No. Not now.

      He switched mental gears back to real pets. Like Jury and Justice.

      He saw how Deacon and Judge interacted with their American Bulldogs and that always caught his attention.

      Maybe he should get a dog.

      He’d rather have a loyal dog for a bed companion than one of those sweet butts. Not that he’d be doing the same thing to his dog as a sweet butt.

      That would be just wrong. He knew that now.

      But when he was a boy he’d seen things...

      No. Not now.

      He reminded himself to concentrate on the present.

      Cassie sighed softly and pushed open the van door. “Can you grab my bag?”

      Of course he could. He always did.

      Whatever Cassie wanted, Shade did.

      He liked and respected Cassie a lot. She was a kind soul. Funny, too. But she was always trying to get him to talk more. She was always asking him questions, trying to figure him out, trying to discover his secrets and what made him tick.

      Shit he didn’t share with anyone.

      One time she just came out of nowhere and gave him a bear hug, scaring the shit out of him.

      When he pulled free, he asked, “Why’d you do that?”

      “Because it looked like you needed one,” was the answer she gave him with her pretty smile. Though, that time it was tinged with sadness. Then she simply walked away.

      Judge did good with Cassie. Daisy, on the other hand, was debatable. The six-year-old could be a sassy little shit. But the club’s enforcer doted on the girl and he was the one who had to live with the kid, not Shade.

      He needed to get out of his fucking head and focus on the job ahead. His thoughts drifted a lot, and it took an effort sometimes to keep them on track.

      Like today.

      But then, he was tired, which made it worse. He’d started the large animal furnace last night at two a.m. and it didn’t automatically shut off until early this morning. After it cooled down, he had to collect the ashes and put them in a container for disposal.

      He hid that container until he found a chance to spread the ashes in one of the far fields on the farm. Eventually those ashes would be turned with the dirt when the Amish came with their plows and draft horses and their pretty daughters.

      He might not be smart, but he certainly wasn’t as dumb as Sig and Cage for touching an Amish girl. Sig and Cage’s last names could’ve been Shirley after those dumb shits fucked up and almost screwed up the relationship between the Amish and the club. That pissed off Trip to no end.

      Shade wouldn’t make that mistake. He kept his hands to himself. No pussy was worth getting his colors stripped.

      He went to the back of the van and grabbed Cassie’s bag with the things she’d need to humanely put down the homeowner’s pet.

      A cat.

      That was what Cassie said.

      In truth, she could’ve come by herself. She could handle a cat on her own. But Shade didn’t like her going out on calls by herself if he or Easy were available. Not with all the Shirleys who were still breathing.

      Judge appreciated his diligence. But he didn’t do it for Judge, he did it for Cassie.

      He walked up the flower-lined brick walkway to the porch of the small two-story house. It was a simple red brick home with a black-painted door, black shutters and plain white trim. It had a two-story, two-car garage attached that almost doubled the size of the house.

      He stood on the porch, staring at the door, wondering if he should knock.

      He never should’ve let Cassie go inside alone. He raised his fist, but before he could rap on it, the door swung open.

      A young woman stood on the other side. Pretty. Maybe about twenty or so. Long, straight legs. Too slender for his taste. No tits or curves to her. She had to grow up a little more. Become a woman. She needed more dips and valleys yet.

      Her big brown eyes were red-rimmed, and her strawberry-blonde hair was pulled up into a long, straight ponytail, the same way he was wearing his. Her nose was also red and running since she was sniffling.

      Obviously, she’d been crying. That happened often on these calls.

      The owners cried. Sometimes a lot. Sometimes too much.

      “Come in,” the girl said with a thick voice, swinging the door open wider. “Cassie said you were right behind her.”

      He gave her a nod and stepped into the tiny tiled foyer. The staircase to the second floor was in front of him, a room was on his left, another one to his right.

      He wasn’t sure which way to go.

      “In here.” The girl pushed past him and headed to the right.

      “There he is,” Cassie said with relief when she spotted him. “Mrs. Goodson, this is my helper, Shawn.”

      Shawn. It was a name she came up with on the fly months and months ago, the first time they both went to a customer’s home. She didn’t think his road name Shade was a good way to introduce him. It might cause questions, especially if he wore his cut. Which he didn’t. Cassie didn’t allow it during working hours when dealing with the public.

      Shade didn’t care. She could call him whatever. A name was just that, a name. It didn’t define who he was.

      Only his past could do that.

      So, he went with it.

      “Shawn, this is Rachelle Goodson. She...”

      Shade was focused on another girl sitting on the floor holding a cat wrapped in a blanket. She looked just like the twenty-year-old, but younger. Maybe seventeen or eighteen. He wasn’t sure.

      Not that it mattered.

      Naturally pretty, though. Boys probably were drawn to both girls. Sisters, most likely.

      That one had a tissue crumpled in one hand and tears running unchecked down her face.

      “Hello.” The greeting was husky but feminine. Also tinged with sadness.

      He glanced up from the teenager holding the cat and focused on the woman standing next to Cassie. The one with the voice that caused his gut to heat up when he heard it.

      Cassie was curvy as fuck. She had a surplus of tits and ass, plus thick thighs that would cushion a man’s hips just right. Judge’s ol’ lady was like prime rib. Just enough fat to make the meat tender, where some of the sweet butts were like gnawing on a porkchop bone. No meat, no fat, no flavor.

      The woman standing next to her was curvy but not Cassie curvy. She also wasn’t as tall as Judge’s woman. She wasn’t petite, but her legs weren’t as long and thick, either. However, they were shapely, not straight sticks. More like a drumstick worth nibbling on.

      He blinked slowly as he took her in, then let his gaze slice over the two younger women.

      They could all be sisters.

      Maybe.

      Though the older one wore glasses and everything about her looked more mature. Her eyes held more wisdom, too.

      She’d lived a life. She wasn’t just starting out.

      No, not a sister.

      Mother.

      Same strawberry-blonde hair, same big brown eyes.

      “Shawn?” Cassie prodded like she always did when he disappeared into his head and forgot to talk.

      He shook himself mentally.

      What did she want him to say?

      Oh yeah. “Nice to meet you... Mrs...” Fuck, he forgot her last name already.

      “Rachelle. Most people just call me Chelle.” She took a deep inhale and held out her hand. “I wish we were meeting under better circumstances.”

      He raised his gaze from her feet, which were tucked into fancy flip-flops. The toenails were all painted a light pink. Nothing flashy like the nail polish the sweet butts wore.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, taking her fingers in his. Not shaking her hand but just holding it.

      Her skin was warm and soft, her grip firm. Confident.

      He liked that.

      She had a strong backbone. This wasn’t a woman who’d fall apart at the slightest thing.

      No.

      He fucking really liked that.

      “Me, too,” she said softly, staring at him with her brow dipped low as she attempted to subtly extract her hand from his.

      For some reason, he didn’t want to let her go.

      But if he didn’t, she’d think it was weird. That something was wrong with him.

      Plenty of things were wrong with him, but he tried not to make it obvious. So, he released her hand, dragging the tips of his fingers along her palm when he did so.

      He caught her soft, ragged inhale and the curl of her fingers into her palm, like his touch had hurt.

      Would never hurt you, he assured her in his head.

      “You let us know when you’re ready,” Cassie told them, pulling his attention back to the room.

      “We’re ready,” Chelle said as a single tear rolled from the corner of her eye. A couple creases marked both sides.

      Yeah, not a sister.

      Definitely their mother.

      Maybe late thirties, early forties.

      She wasn’t what he’d call pretty, not like the younger ones, but beautiful.

      Yeah, she was fully grown. She already lived through a lot of mistakes. Her daughters still had a lot of mistakes to make yet.

      He took a quick glance around the room and his eyes landed on a bunch of framed photos on the fireplace mantel. One photo was of a bride and groom. The bride looked just like the twenty-year-old who greeted him at the door and the young man wore a uniform. Had to be the mother when she was younger. When she got married and added that Mrs. to her name.

      He wondered why the husband wasn’t with his girls. Maybe he was at work.

      Or didn’t give a fuck about the cat.

      He thought carefully about his question before he asked it, “We waitin’ on anyone?”

      Chelle shook her head. “No. We’re all here.”

      “Mom,” the one on the floor said. “I’m not ready.” Tears were now dripping off her chin and her nose was running unchecked.

      Chelle gave her daughter a lopsided smile that didn’t reach her big brown eyes behind those glasses. “I know, sweetheart, but Pumpkin is ready. We don’t want him suffering anymore.”

      Shade glanced at the orange tabby in the girl’s arms. Only its head was visible from the blanket.

      “It old?” he asked.

      “Eighteen,” the older girl answered, moving to join her sister on the floor. “Can we hold him while you do it?” she asked Cassie.

      “Yes, if that’s what you’d like. You can comfort him. It’ll be painless. I promise.”

      “And then what happens?” the younger one asked.

      “Then he’ll go to sleep,” Cassie said.

      That wasn’t quite what happened.

      “Forever.” The youngest glanced up at her mother. “Then what, Mom?”

      “We already decided this, Josie.” The words came firm, but gentle. Like a mom should sound.

      Josie sniffled, nodded and hugged Pumpkin to her chest. The cat gave a weak meow.

      The older girl put her arm around her sister and glanced up at Cassie. “Okay.”

      “Do you want to join them on the floor?” Cassie asked Chelle, holding out her hand for the bag Shade still held.

      “No, I’ll let them...” The woman’s words faded off as her mouth wobbled. She was trying to remain strong, trying not to lose it in front of her kids.

      Cassie nodded in understanding and got on the floor with the girls, opening up her kit and doing her thing.

      Shade stared at the mother. She was struggling not to bawl.

      Over a cat.

      Shade glanced at the animal while Cassie quickly shaved a spot on its leg to prepare it for what came next.

      Cassie wasn’t crying yet. She always did her best to wait until after they left the house. But sometimes she couldn’t help it.

      It was who she was. She felt things deeply.

      This was probably not the best job for her.

      If she would train Shade to do it, he’d get it done quickly, efficiently and without one tear.

      Shade stopped watching Cassie, because he knew the procedure, and watched Rachelle Goodson instead. He could tell what stage Cassie was in the process just by watching the woman’s face. He could read it even though Chelle tried to hide it.

      He was good at that. Picking up on other people’s emotions.

      He was once told it was a gift.

      He was also once told that it was surprising that someone so stupid like him could be gifted like that.

      But his skill at observation made up for his lack of conversation.

      Chelle’s mouth tightened as she rolled her lips under when her daughters both began to sob. Her fingers flexed like she wanted to hold them, which she probably did, but she waited.

      She let her girls have the time they needed to say goodbye to their pet.

      A member of their family. That was what all their customers said. Their cat or dog or parakeet was a member of their family. Their child.

      Their pets were treated better than a lot of children.

      When their pets suffered, they could make a decision to end it. Most children who suffered didn’t get that choice.

      They had to bear it. Live with it. Let it shape them and their future.

      He didn’t know how long he stood there. Frozen in time. Watching. Observing the woman standing not ten feet from him.

      Eventually she lifted her gaze from the activity on the floor to him. She quickly hid her confused expression but didn’t look away.

      No.

      She fucking held his gaze. Strong. Brave. Unwavering.

      Something about her soothed his soul. Made his thoughts calm and clearer.

      He couldn’t look away, even if he wanted to.

      It wasn’t only the big expressive eyes with the thick black lashes that held intelligence, it was the length and shape of her nose. The curve and thickness of her lips. The shape of her eyebrows. The color of her hair. The way it fell loosely around her shoulders but looked a bit disheveled. Like she’d been running her fingers through it out of habit. Or out of worry.

      Her hair fell just past her shoulders but wasn’t as long as his. Hers was straight for the most part while his was curly, went past his shoulders and fell down his back when he didn’t have it pulled up. He put it up when he needed to keep it under control and out of his face. Like when he rode his sled. Or when he was working.

      But he’d always kept it long. It began to grow out of control after that day in the mall parking lot. No one ever cut it. Not one of them. They let it go. They loved the length. The curls. The way they could manipulate his head by using his hair. The way they could use it as a leash. The way they could use it to dole out pain and, on a rare occasion, pleasure.

      At seventeen he had it shorn down to the scalp, so no one could control him with his hair again. But he hated it. He felt too exposed without hair. He immediately let it grow again until it felt comfortable. Until he went back to feeling like himself.

      Or at least, who he thought he was.

      By growing it back out, he took that control back. Not letting them rule his life in any way. If he wanted it long, he would keep it long. No one else would dictate the length.

      Fuck them all.

      Even though he preferred it long, he never wanted anyone touching it.

      Never again.

      Angel, one of the sweet butts, tried to touch it one night and he almost broke her wrist. He didn’t realize how tightly he had a hold of her until she began to cry.

      Sig wasn’t happy that he’d left a bruise on one of the sweet butts when she hadn’t asked for it. The VP said that if Shade needed to create bruises to get off to find a woman who was willing to take them.

      That wasn’t what it was about, but he didn’t bother to explain it to Sig. Shade let it go. So did Angel, but she never tried to touch his hair again.

      For some unexplainable reason, he wanted the woman standing before him to touch it. To run her fingers through it.

      He wanted to see his loose curls against her tits when he sucked them. Against her thighs when he touched her down there with his mouth, too. He wanted his hair to curtain around their faces as he sunk his dick deep inside her, so it was just her and him, hiding from the rest of the world. Her wet warmth surrounding him, comforting him.

      Giving him solace and peace.

      Something sex had never done for him before.

      It was strange...

      He believed being with her would give him that.

      He had no idea why.

      He just knew.

      Her lips parted and her eyes widened slightly behind her lenses, her pupils dilating. Not enough for anyone else to notice, but he did.

      Even from where he stood, he could see the rapid pulse in her neck as she swallowed, and the change in the pace her chest rose and fell.

      He flared his nostrils and inhaled slowly, deeply, to pick up the slight change in her scent.

      Subtle. For him.

      A reaction to his attention.

      She was fighting it. As she should.

      He was only there for a job.

      Her now permanently sleeping cat.

      Her body jerked sharply, their gazes broke and they were both pulled from the strange spell when Cassie’s voice invaded his head. “Uh... Shawn?”

      He forced himself to glance her way. She was still sitting on the floor, but now frowning up at him.

      “Shawn... Can you take Pumpkin out to the van?”

      Usually the family spent time with the pet after it was gone. Talking. Petting. Crying.

      Had they done that already?

      Had he been so lost in her he hadn’t noticed how the time had slipped away?

      He gave Cassie a nod and took the cat from the older daughter’s arms. It was still warm, the body still flexible, but even wrapped in the blanket he could tell it had been mostly skin and bones.

      It seemed like that was what happened to old pets, they began to wither away to nothing. Eventually they’d probably turn to dust, but Cassie helped them get there quicker. Didn’t let them suffer any longer than necessary.

      He knew Chelle followed on his heels, because he could pick up her scent swirling around them in the air as they walked. Nothing heavy. Nothing floral. But more like...

      Vanilla, maybe.

      Cinnamon.

      Apple pie?

      Mixed with the slightest scent of woman. A woman who was enjoying what a man was doing to her.

      Not the scent of fear.

      Had he caused her arousal?

      He ignored it and kept moving but as he reached the front door, she pushed past him, her arm brushing his. She opened the door for him, not looking at what he carried in his arms, but staring at him instead.

      Trying to figure him out.

      Trying to see what lurked inside him.

      He wasn’t worried she’d succeed. No one ever had.

      She cleared her throat and that movement under the delicate skin of her long neck caught his attention.

      Fuck. He wanted to touch her throat. He tightened his grip on the cat to avoid doing just that.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a chance for a last goodbye,” she said in a broken whisper.

      He kept his voice low, too. “Didn’t wanna break down in front of your girls.”

      Relief from his understanding filled her eyes. “No.”

      He jerked his chin toward the road. “At the van. Away from the house.”

      She nodded and once they stepped outside, she closed the door behind her.

      He hoped Cassie stayed with the girls a little longer. They’d need her. Then they’d need their mother.

      That meant his time with Chelle was limited.

      He strode quickly to the back of the van and she followed right behind him.

      When he got there, he opened one side of the back double doors, then turned. “Wanna hold him? Or you want me to put him down?”

      “If you could hold him, please. I’ll say a quick goodbye.”

      He didn’t understand the point of saying goodbye once something stopped breathing, but he let her have this. It was what she needed.

      It also gave him a few more minutes with her. Something he needed.

      She uncovered the cat’s head and leaned in, her reddish-blonde hair brushing against his chest, sweeping over his arms. Tempting him.

      He wanted to rub the silky strands between his fingers, lift them to his nose.

      “Goodbye, Pumpkin. You’ve been a good boy.” She kissed its head.

      You’ve been a good boy...

      No. Not now.

      Shade did his best not to grimace. Not because of what she said, but because she put her lips on a dead animal. And not the kind served on a plate.

      Her fingers wrapped around his forearm as she straightened and she stood closer than he normally liked, but her proximity didn’t bother him. In fact, he liked it.

      He more than liked it. He wanted to be even closer. She wasn’t close enough.

      “Thank you,” she whispered and her sob turned into a little hiccup.

      Shade closed his eyes, concentrated really hard, and slowly recited the speech Cassie had taught him. “Thank you for choosin’ us in your time of need. If we can be of service in the future, please don’t hesitate to contact us.”

      He opened his eyes to see Chelle frowning up at him.

      Didn’t he get it right?

      It sounded okay in his head. Which words did he screw up? Did he just show her how stupid he was?

      Fuck. He should’ve let Cassie say that part. But he didn’t want Chelle walking away.

      Not yet.

      “I screw up?”

      She reached under her glasses to wipe away a tear clinging to her long eyelashes with the back of her knuckle. But her lips were curved up slightly in an amused smile. “That sounded rehearsed.”

      She didn’t say if he got any of the words wrong. “You understood?”

      Surprise filled her brown eyes. “Yes, of course. You said it slowly enough. I understood you just fine. What you said, though, sounded like a canned response.”

      Because it was. “Yeah,” he said, relieved he hadn’t fucked up the speech.

      “It doesn’t fit you.”

      “What fits me?”

      Cassie joined them. Thank fuck because he hadn’t wanted Chelle to answer that. Cassie’s head swiveled back and forth from Shade to Chelle and finally landed on the woman’s hand on Shade’s arm. “We’ll deliver his ashes back to you in the wood box you already chose.”

      Chelle nodded. “Thank you.”

      Shade knew one thing. He’d be the one delivering those fucking ashes.

      Chelle removed her hand and stepped back, breaking their connection. “When will I get him back?”

      “It takes a couple of⁠—”

      Shade interrupted Cassie with, “Tomorrow.” He ignored her raised eyebrows. “Will bring him back tomorrow. What day?”

      “You just said tomorrow, Shawn,” Cassie reminded him with a pointed look.

      For fuck’s sake, he had rushed to speak and chose the wrong word. He tried again. “What time?”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Uh... I should be home from work a little after three. So, four? Or is that too late?”

      “Will be here at four,” he said more carefully.

      Chelle gave them both a little smile as she moved from behind the van back onto the sidewalk. “Thank you both for being so compassionate. It made such a difficult time a little easier. Pumpkin hated going to the vet and...”

      When her lips stopped moving, he realized he’d been staring at them.

      Cassie elbowed him in the ribs. “Shawn.”

      “Tomorrow,” he repeated.

      “See you tomorrow,” Chelle answered. “Thank you.”

      With one last look at Shade and then the cat in his arms, she turned and went back to the house.

      “Do what you need to do with Pumpkin and let’s go,” Cassie said with a sly grin.

      No tears today.

      She threw her bag in the back and went around to the passenger side.

      Shade did what he had to do to secure the cat. Once he closed the rear double doors, he turned to glance at the house. He hadn’t been expecting to see Chelle standing on the porch, watching him.

      Maybe she thought he was a freak.

      Maybe she was now worried about her daughters’ safety.

      Maybe she’d call Cassie tomorrow morning to tell her she didn’t want Shade delivering the ashes.

      She lifted her hand slightly in a sort of wave.

      He jerked up his chin at her in response and headed to the driver’s door.

      Or maybe he’d see her tomorrow at four.

      And maybe she’d smell like warm apple pie and an even warmer woman.
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      He was too fucking tired to head up the mountain tonight. He’d gotten no sleep last night since he had processed the last Shirley he bagged in the Easy Bake oven.

      He spent the day cremating Chelle Goodson’s cat, along with two other pets. After scooping up Pumpkin’s ashes, he placed them carefully in the small carved box she ordered.

      He had no idea why people wanted to keep ashes.

      He didn’t get it. Probably never would.

      Now, he needed sleep.

      He also needed to make sure he got sleep. To do so, he headed out to the pavilion where it was quieter than the bunkhouse or The Barn.

      It was certainly quieter out there than Crazy Pete’s.

      The darkness of night guaranteed he could sit unseen for a little bit. Though, Easy knew his hiding spot and wandered out from The Barn and joined him not ten minutes later.

      He hadn’t said much when he came out. Once he settled on top of the picnic table next to Shade, he broke out a hand-rolled. Between puffs on his cigarette, he’d hold out his hand for a hit off Shade’s joint.

      If anyone knew Shade best, it was Easy since they worked at the crematorium together. His club brother didn’t push him to have unnecessary conversation just to fill the void. He didn’t prod Shade about his past. Most likely so Shade didn’t ask Easy about his.

      They all had secrets. Every fucking one of them. That was why he liked it here. Unless you wanted to share, you didn’t have to. As long as you worked and were loyal to the brotherhood, you were good.

      Judge didn’t trust him at first and ran a background check on him. But that was all right. He’d only had minor scrapes with the law, nothing where he’d done any time. That was because he was always really fucking careful.

      Really fucking careful.

      He reached behind him and picked up the Mason jar he brought back on one of his trips up the mountain. He’d found a hidden stash up there. The moonshine the clan made was potent and helped numb his brain so he could sleep without dreaming.

      “Where’d you get that?” Easy asked.

      Shade passed it to him and, after a whiff, Easy took a sip. “Holy fuck. Shit tastes like apple pie with a toxic twist.” He took another sip and grimaced.

      The mention of apple pie had his thoughts turning to Chelle. He couldn’t get her out of his brain.

      If the moonshine and pot didn’t knock his ass out, then he’d use the vision of the strawberry-blonde imprinted on his brain to help. Not many women caught his interest. But there was something about this one...

      He had no idea why.

      He looked forward to seeing her again tomorrow when he dropped off the cremains, but afterward he needed to scrape her from his thoughts.

      She wasn’t for him.

      Or more like it, he wasn’t for her.

      She had a husband, if the photo on the mantel was any indication. Divorced women usually didn’t keep photos of their ex around. Not unless they were still stuck on them.

      Even without the husband, she had two daughters that he knew of. A family.

      Probably a good life.

      She wouldn’t want to get involved with anyone who could disturb that good life.

      So, yeah, he needed to forget the way she looked, the way she smelled and her soft touch on his arm.

      He couldn’t go there. It was best if he kept his sex life simple.

      Easy exchanged the Mason jar with the joint in Shade’s hand. He took a sip, while Easy sucked a deep lungful of pot and held it for what seemed like forever. But then Easy was a smoker, unlike Shade.

      Shade hated cigarettes, but then, he had a reason.

      The moonshine seared his gut and warmed his blood.

      “That him?” Easy asked, jerking his chin at the cardboard box that had held the ashes of the former hillbilly.

      Shade grunted his answer and took another sip.

      “Need to burn that box,” Easy said. Something Shade already knew.

      He’d done it before. He’d do it again. He had a system now.

      He didn’t bring them all off the mountain, only when he could. Sometimes he dragged them deep into the woods and buried them under leaves and branches until the animals could get to it.

      Like the coyotes. Rodents and vultures. Whatever creatures would enjoy an easy meal. Whatever they didn’t eat, the worms and maggots would.

      Eventually the Shirley would go back to the Earth, where they came from.

      Still too many to go...

      He was also worried they’d bring in more. From Ohio. Or wherever. He had no idea how extensive the Guardians of Freedom were. They probably had clusters all around the country like the KKK, another clan that needed to be wiped clean from the Earth.

      He was leaving the current clan leader for last. If he took that guy out first, they would just replace him. So, he decided to leave the head of the snake intact and chop away at the body, working from the tail up.

      “Fuck,” he muttered as a slender figure worked her way through the dark to where he and Easy sat.

      Easy glanced in the direction he was looking, then clapped him on the back. “Someone’s out huntin’ tonight.”

      “They all were. Why I came out here.”

      Easy let out an easy laugh. “The more you resist, the harder they work you, brother. Just give ‘em a little and they’ll go away.”

      He tried that and it didn’t work.

      He was not like his brothers who needed to get their rocks off just about every night in one way or another.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t like sex. He did. It also wasn’t like he needed it to mean anything. He didn’t. Usually it was just mindless motion. A primal itch needing to be occasionally scratched.

      But there never had been a woman in his life he’d wanted to hang onto for the long haul. Not like his brothers who had found their ol’ ladies.

      Even if he was looking, he wouldn’t be looking in The Barn. He had a bit of a thing about sticking his dick where another man’s cum might be lurking. Though, for the most part, he was pretty sure his brothers wrapped it up tight when it came to the sweet butts. Or at least, he hoped to fuck they did.

      Wraps were one thing Trip made sure stayed in stock in the bunkhouse. And a lot of them. Before meeting Cassie, Judge had always used his own. For whatever reason. Some of the other guys did, too.

      Brandy, whose momma named her after the color of her hair, stopped in front of the two of them, with a tilt to her head and hands planted on her slender hips. “Why are you guys hiding out here in the dark?”

      “Nobody’s fuckin’ hidin’, sweetheart,” Easy said, the smoke from the premium Kush rolling out of his mouth. “Just chillin’.”

      Brandy’s head swiveled back and forth between him and Easy.

      Yeah, she was on the hunt to
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