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Author’s Note

 

 

Fair warning:

This is a family drama with a slow burn romance simmering in the background.

 

While MC books tend to run high on over-the-top drama this book came from a different place. It started in my head as a family drama with a twist. I wrote four chapters, and then I set my notebook aside. Apparently, I set it aside for a really long time. 

As this book lay forgotten, collecting dust amongst my many “idea books” I thought up the whole S.H.E. Series and then started delving into the Aces High books that ended up totaling 16 full length novels from the S.H.E. Series and Aces High Dakotas, Cedar Falls, Tallahassee, and Sierra High Chapters.

The Other Princess was originally written about an MC I had dubbed Joker’s Wrath, but I figured since I had the Aces High guys on deck now, and I mentioned in Angel Girl that there was a chapter in South Carolina near the beach, that I would just weave this one right into the mix when I rediscovered my notes. Hopefully, it blends seamlessly even though it revolves around more family style drama than outside influences. Sometimes, the low key stories end up being the most interesting to tell. This was definitely one of them.

 

Once again though, I warn you, while the family in this book is part of a motorcycle club, the story is one of a broken family trying to figure out where they went wrong and how to put those broken pieces back together. The MC plays a part in everything that happens, but this isn’t your typical MCs doing battle with each other drama. Everything is very much internalized. If you’re still willing to dive into some heartache before getting to the happy with the Aces High MC – Charleston Chapter, then turn the page…  


Book Description

The Other Princess

Aces High – Charleston Book 1

 

I was eight years old when I found out I had a father. It was the same day I held my dead mother in my arms while praying her life wasn't really over.

I was dropped into the middle of a new family not long after that. My dad, his wife, and their two kids to be exact. My new brother was ten years old and my sister was five. It doesn't take a genius to figure out I wasn’t supposed to be there.

My family ended up bigger than that though. My dad was a member of the Aces High Motorcycle Club. From the very beginning I was ostracized because of who my mother had been. The daughters of club members were generally known as MC Princesses. My little sister was one. My title was a bit different, and proved that my mom's sins would always be held against me. I was The Other Princess.

My family, both by blood and MC ties, did wrong by me so I walked away from them. That was until he came home from the Army.

He tried to fix everything.

He tried to win an unattainable heart that had shut down years earlier.

I would know since it was my heart he was after.

He didn't realize it would take a miracle.

Secretly, I hoped I could still believe in miracles.

 

*Note: The Aces High Charleston Series should be read in order. 

While each book revolves around different members of the Aces High MC Family, they all follow along a timeline that will lead to spoilers if you skip around. They do not have to be read in any particular order with Aces High Books from other chapters (Dakotas, Cedar Falls, etc.)
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~ Ever – 8 years old ~

 

They didn’t think I could hear them speaking from the other room, but I did. “What do we do if this doesn’t work out? I mean, she’s a stranger to all of us,” my new stepmother asked Donna. Donna was the social worker who had brought me here to South Carolina to find the man who was supposedly my dad. I was afraid of him, because my mom had always told me he was a bad man and that was why I couldn’t know who he was or go see him. I wondered why Donna would bring me to stay with a bad man, but she assured me that he had other kids my age and a wife who would be a good mom to me. It didn’t sound like his wife wanted to be my new mom though.

“She is Mr. Brothers’ biological child,” Donna explained to her. “We understand that this is an extreme situation since you didn’t know about her. If for any reason it doesn’t work out you can contact me and I will try to find her different placement. I will warn you now though that finding placement for an eight-year-old child isn’t easy. She’ll likely go into the foster care system and be bounced around there until she ages out. There was no other family on her mother’s side to take her that we could find. You are that little girl’s only option for a stable home at this point.”

“What if she’s a monster? I’ve heard horror stories about things like this,” my dad’s wife whined.

“Really, Lucy?” My father’s voice boomed sternly.

“She’s been nothing but a sweet girl since I picked her up. She’s sad right now because her mom died, and the poor thing was there when it happened. She called 911 and then held her mom until the ambulance got there. It will take a while for her to move past that. She’s a bit more quiet and withdrawn than I would like to see, but considering what she’s just been through and knowing she’s being left in the care of strangers, I can’t say that I blame her.”

“Great!” My stepmother huffed exaggeratedly. “So she’s going to be a mute, depressed kid. What if she tries to hurt my children?”

“That is enough, Lucy! We are done with this bullshit. This is MY daughter we are talking about, and you are going to stop trying to make excuses for why she can’t be here with us.” My dad’s harsh sounding words made me feel a little better while also startling me. I wondered if he would yell at me like that too. “Thank you, Donna. I’m sure we’ll adjust once all the dust settles. This has been a shock to all of us.” His voice was calmer when he spoke to the lady who had brought me here.

“I understand,” Donna started to say, but I didn’t stick around to hear anything else. Instead, I moved away from the door, my head lost in thoughts of what I would do if no one wanted me here. The foster care thing Donna talked about didn’t sound like it was going to be a nice place. Maybe I could get a job. Did jobs hire kids? I didn’t know. I wished my mom were here so I could ask her. Sadness swept through me as I thought of my mom again. I missed her so much. I got lost in memories of my mom as I walked away so I couldn’t hear the adults talking anymore. That was why I ran face first into a boy who looked to be my age, maybe a little older.

When I finally got my head on straight again I figured out that the boy was my new brother, Toby, and he had a friend standing beside him grinning down at me as they pulled me up from where I had been knocked to my butt in the collision.

“You saw your mom die, huh?” Toby asked, obviously having been eavesdropping from some other part of the house too. I merely nodded my head at him in answer. “That sucks!” He exclaimed as tears started welling up in my eyes and threatening to spill over. I did not want to be the crybaby in the house. The woman in the kitchen was already mad that I was here. How would she react to my tears? “Wanna know a secret?” Toby’s question cut through the panic that was ramping up inside me. Again, I nodded my head, because maybe whatever he had to say would keep the sadness away.

“Dad didn’t know about me at first either.” He laughed with his buddy then. “Guess pregnant women don’t much like to tell him nothin’.”

“But Lucy is your mom, right?” I asked quickly, sniffing back the stinging saltiness of the tears that escaped despite my best effort to keep them inside.

“Yep. They got back together when I was three,” Toby told me. He seemed proud of that fact.

“Oh,” was all I could manage to say.

“It will be okay, Ever. My mom’s not mean or nothin’. She’s just freaking out ‘cause my dad had another kid with another lady is all.”

I knew nothing about dads, let alone dads with hidden kids so I just stood there trying to swallow around the lump that was tuck in my throat. That’s when Toby pulled me close, wrapped me up in a hug, and told me, “Everything will be okay, Ever. Me and Jason will protect you. You’re my sister, and that’s my job. Jay will do it because he’s my best friend so it’s his job too.” 

Lucy’s gasping sob at the sight of us, or maybe at her son’s words, drew our attention. It was the first I had noticed that the adults had joined us in the living room. The fake smile Donna had been wearing during our trip brightened and actually looked real for a minute.

“It seems the kids, at least, know what to do to make things work.” Donna spoke the words softly to Lucy who ended up blubbering harder and running for another part of the house. I would later find out she ran to hide her shame over how she had behaved, but at the time I thought it was because she hated seeing her son touch me.

“You’re a good man, Toby,” our dad said to him while ruffling the short brown hair on his head. Toby’s chest puffed up with pride as he finally released me from his hug. Then he turned to Donna and told her, “Don’t worry lady, I’ll make sure she’s happy here and at school.” All the while my new little sister, who was five years old, just sat and watched everything with fascinated interest.

“I’m gonna help make her happy too,” Toby’s friend agreed. It was the first time I’d heard Jay speak, and that sound would stay etched in my heart for a few more years before he found a way to wipe any lingering fondness it once held from what remained of the little hopeful girl residing in my head.

My name is Ever Lee Brothers – a cruel joke my mom played on me, apparently – and I was just finding out what it meant to be the other princess in a motorcycle club family, because once Donna left I was taken to a barbecue party where I got to meet the rest of my new family. At least they were happy to meet me, unlike my new mom who stayed home to take care of her real daughter, Annalise.

 

~ Ever – 15 years old ~

 

There is a distinct feeling in the air, maybe it’s the bitter tang of defeat and sorrow, that hovers around you like a cloud on a rainy day when your life is about to plummet head first into life-altering change. I knew that feeling well. It clung to my eight year old memories like a second skin as I relived the nightmare of seeing my mom clutch her head and drop to the floor out of the blue. She never woke back up. My life changed drastically that day, and as a result I will never forget that feeling as long as I live. 

It’s important to note that as I stood in front of the bleachers in the school’s gymnasium, searching for my best friend, Erin, that the same peculiar, life-altering zing was in the air. I almost panicked and left the crowded, noisy space. Hell, if I had known exactly how much the next few moments would impact the rest of my high school days I would have fled that moment and never looked back. Too bad hindsight is a bitch for a reason.

I finally locked eyes with Erin whose face crinkled in confusion at the same exact moment a hand landed squarely on my shoulder, holding me in place, so I couldn’t go sit with my best friend. I turned my head to see Jay Donovan standing there and I beamed my trademark bubbly-sunshine smile up at him. Jay was my brother’s best friend already when I came to live with my dad after my mom died. He also became one of my best friends, and my protector. He was also my secret – or not so secret to some – crush. Not that I would ever tell him that. He never saw me as anything more than a friend and surrogate sister. That is exactly why the deep scowl painting his face in anger had my sunshine smile disappearing from my face in the blink of an eye.

“Who the hell do you think you are spreading rumors about Tiffany?” He yelled in my face. “You cornered my girl in the bathroom, and tried to get her to break up with me? You thought that shit would fly? You know you’re nothing but a princess and I’m about to be a patched brother after graduation and you’re trying this shit? I ought to get Double-D to spank your goddamn ass for pulling a stunt like this.”

His rapid-fire, angry, verbal shots were only confusing me more as embarrassment over the fact that he was screaming at me in front of the entire student body was burning through my face. I had to be a disgusting shade of red by now. I just blinked at him, because what could I say to someone who was berating me, telling me he was going to get my daddy to spank me, and doing it all in front of the whole school.

“You fuckin’ step one foot near Tiff, let one more bad word about her come from those lips, and I will personally see to it that you are banned from the club forever.” He shook his head angrily at me before adding the worst insult Id ever heard out of his lips, because he’d never spoken to me in that way before. “You disloyal, ungrateful little bitch,” his words were spat with pure venom and were strong enough to shatter my rampantly beating heart.

A shocked gasp escaped my lips before I could pull it back as I felt white-hot tears spill down my already overheated cheeks with his words. “Your fucking alligator tears aren’t going to fly with me this time, Princess. You fucked up good. I had other bitches try to tell me about your bullshit before, and I always took your side. Looks like I fucked up. Looks like you were more fucked in the head from watching your whore of a mommy die all those years ago than any of us realized.” He looked like he was finally going to leave me there with that parting shot that killed a piece of my soul, but no. He wasn’t quite done with me. He scoffed out a hate-fueled laugh as he glanced back. “And next time you tell a bitch I’m fucking that she’s just a placeholder for when you’re old enough, I want you to remember that you will never be good enough to ride my dick. No matter whom I’m with, you can attempt to ruin it, but it won’t matter. I’ll never be yours.”

Jay clearly didn’t realize that the venomous words he had just spewed at me were the things that would seal that fate more than any actions I had ever taken, because I certainly hadn’t been guilty of the ones he accused me of. Actually, I hadn’t done a single thing he was accusing me of. I was late to this particular assembly because his bitch-ass girlfriend had cornered me in the bathroom on my way here and informed me that I was going to regret remaining friends with Jay after she’d warned me off twice before. I guess she got her wish, after all. I definitely was regretting ever having been his friend, all the wasted years crushing on him, and the heartache I was going to have to get through after this experience burned everything into my soul.

He sneered at me one more time before speaking again. “So, you really have nothing to say? You’re just going to stand there and refuse to apologize, or even say a fuckin’ word?”

“Mr. Donovan!” A teacher was finally cluing in and coming our way. “Office, now!”

It didn’t matter. I took one last look at Jay through my blurry, tear-filled eyes, and I turned on my heels and walked away while an entire gymnasium full of students laughed at me as I went. I caught sight of Tiffany smugly giving me a little princess wave as I walked with my head held high straight out of the gym, out of the school, and then all the way across town until my aching feet carried me home.

When I came through the door of the house Lucy was standing in the living room, just hanging up the phone. “Ever, what the hell happened today? I just got a call from the school saying you ditched…” she glanced up, took one look at the state I was in, and her attitude about me skipping school fell to the wayside as she came forward and pulled me solidly into her tight embrace. “Oh, sweet girl, what in the world happened to you today?” Lucy and I had gotten off to a rocky start, but it wasn’t long before she came around and became the mom to me that I’d been missing since my own had died. Lucy never treated me any differently than her own kids after that initial shock of finding out about me. I was thankful for that in this moment, because I didn’t know whom else I would turn to. Jay might not have been a full patch brother of the MC, but he was a prospect already since he’d turned 18 three months ago. My dad had already said that Jay and Toby would get their full-patch rockers after graduation. So, Jay was his brother. I was smart enough to know that meant that Jay would have my dad’s ear, and I would not be believed over him.

“Baby girl, you have to tell me what happened.” And so I did. I blubbered out the entire story to my step-mom and she sat rocking me on the couch the entire time. Once I was finished she hugged me close again.

“I don’t know what to do, Momma-Luce. I never did those things. I wouldn’t. How could he think that? How could he say that about me being fucked in the head? He did it in front of the whole school!” I was wailing again as I asked her the questions that were on repeat in my head. Jay thought he’d been angry when he’d been led to believe I betrayed him, but I was heartsick and devastated. I hadn’t gotten to the anger portion of my feelings yet. It would come. It just wasn’t going to be today.

Before Lucy could answer any of my questions the front door was flung open and both my dad and my brother came rushing through, gunning for me. “You know better than to mess with a man’s…” the angry tirade on my father’s lips was silenced as Lucy stood like the angry momma bear she was, put herself in between where I sat cowering and where my dad stood shouting and she smacked him right in the face. His eyes went wide with shock, and he actually took a step back from his old lady before glancing back and forth between her and me.

“Don’t you fuckin’ dare come in here screaming your shit in my daughter’s face when you know fuck all about what just happened to her today.”

“Oh I know what…” he started to say, and my mother’s hand went up, not to slap him again, but to stop him from speaking.

“We aren’t at the clubhouse. We are at home. You will listen before you pretend to know something simply because a brother – a prospect actually – told you so.” Lucy then turned to Toby, who was just as tense with anger as my father. “Where in the hell were you today? Why weren’t you there to stop this from happening?”

“I sure as fuck couldn’t be in the girl’s bathroom where she was running her mouth. What do you want?” My brewed spewed out his angry, venom-laced words in such a disrespectful manner that it was shocking. He must have truly believed what Jay had said to mouth off like that to his own mother. I think that hurt worse than standing in front of the entire school while Jay yelled about how I would never ride his dick.

“You stupid little shit! I raised you better than this. I know I did. That girl has had your protection and love since before I was too messed up to give it to her, and you think this is something she would do? You think she has a conniving bone in her damn body? Dig deep, son of mine, and tell me you believe that she has personally set out to destroy every bullshit relationship your friend has attempted to start with a girl. Jay runs through girls like water runs through the creek out back, and that’s no fault of your sister’s. It has more to do with the fact that he can’t keep his dick in his pants for every new shiny thing that pops up to catch his attention.”

At that my dad actually chuckled. My brother looked between our mom and me, but he still didn’t trust what she was saying. That just stabbed the knife of betrayal a little deeper.

“Do you have any idea what your best friend…” she stopped mid question and turned her attention from Toby to my dad before continuing. “What your future club brother, said to her today in front of everyone?”

“Yeah, he chewed her out for running her mouth to his girlfriend,” Toby told her.

“Were you there?” Our mom asked only to have Toby shake his head. “I was in the locker room,” he mumbled.

“I don’t even want to know why,” Lucy stated. Dad chuckled again. “Well, let me set the two of you straight, because what he said had that girl so upset she ran all the way home from school.” At that news my dad bristled.

“Joker’s territory is between here and there.” My dad sputtered out, angry once again. The Jokers were a start-up MC that was made up of pure thugs. I knew better than to go through there on foot, and especially by myself, but I honestly hadn’t been thinking.

“Yeah, she was so upset it didn’t even occur to her how much danger she was in. Let that sink in while you’re busy judging her based on what some jealous high school cunt told your brother.” Lucy huffed. “I don’t care how mad Jay was. I don’t care if Ever did say something to try to sabotage his relationship. What he said to her…” Lucy was shaking. Literally shaking with anger. “He told her she was fucked in the head from seeing her mom die. He told her she would never ride his dick. He screamed it in her face in front of the whole fucking school, and here you two are running in to yell at her some more.”

“What the fuck did you just say?” My dad roared then he turned to Toby. “Get that little prick over here now.”

“No!” I demanded. “It’s done. I don’t want him here today. I don’t ever want to see his face again, actually. I didn’t do any of the things he accused me of. Not that either of you will ever believe me over him. He’s a brother, and I’m just your daughter and sister. I’m not even supposed to be either of things, as I’ve been so kindly reminded by the rest of your MC family ever since I was brought here.” I laughed humorlessly. “I know I don’t matter in this scenario. Jay made that painfully clear earlier when he told me he was going to have you spank me and ban me from the club forever if I ever fucked with his life again. Message received by my entire school and me.” With that, I moved to go upstairs to my room.

“Ever,” my dad croaked out to stop me. I didn’t bother turning to look back at the people who were supposed to be my family. These were the same people who had once professed how they’d always protect me. Jay hadn’t just broken my friendship with him. He’d managed to break my family today, because I would never have faith in the men who were supposed to have my back again.

“I can’t do this anymore today. Please, just leave me the hell alone. Give me that, because if you don’t…” I sighed out. “I have nothing. I had nothing. Now, it seems like I have less than that. I have no threats for what will happen other than my heart breaking even more than it already has today, if that’s possible. If you have any mercy in you at all, you’ll just leave me alone. Please,” the last word was a plea even as it came out on a whisper.

“Go ahead, but we will be talking tomorrow,” my dad informed me. It was obvious from his tone that he still didn’t believe me, even if he might have been pissed about the things Jay said in front of an entire assembly of people. I wondered if he would care if Jay had said those things in front of just the club? I wondered if he would have joined in, or laughed with his brothers at my expense. In that moment, I felt like he would have, because he clearly wasn’t thinking of me at all. He clearly never knew me at all since he believed this nonsense to begin with.

I spent the rest of the night in my room ignoring everyone. Not that there was a lot to ignore from my household. My little sister was clueless about the drama. Neither my father nor my brother bothered to check on me. Whether it was them honoring my wishes or because they didn’t care since I was apparently a disloyal bitch to their brother in everyone’s eyes, I didn’t know. Lucy came to try to get me for dinner. I refused. I didn’t want to be around anyone else in this house. Besides that, I didn’t have an appetite to speak of. Who could really think of eating when their whole world just fell out from beneath them again? The first time, I’d managed to make it eight years before my mom died and my life was turned upside down. Now, it had been almost another eight. Maybe I was doomed to repeat horrible events every eight years?

All I knew was that I was done with Jay. Things would never, could never, be the same again; because the trust I’d had in him was broken. The things he said couldn’t be unsaid, and I was not the only one to hear them. I had no doubt that I would walk into a brand new fresh hell when I got to school tomorrow. So, even if he saw the error of his ways overnight, things would never be the same for me. I was also done with my father and brother. I’d forgive them all eventually, but our relationships would never be what they once were, or what I’d hoped they could be. The fact that they both came in, storming the castle, fire in their eyes, and righteous indignation burning from their pores without a concern for obtaining my side of the situation first… Yeah, that spoke volumes to me. The brother by club was more important than the daughter or sister by blood. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true either, because I had zero doubt the same scenario would have gone vastly different if it had been Anna instead of me. She would have received the benefit of their doubt where I didn’t deserve it. The fact that they all believed I was a person of such abysmal character without even stopping to question it stamped my soul with a taint that I didn’t think I could ever scrub off. The taint they manufactured themselves, even while they apparently all thought I’d carried it with me from birth.

I’ve learned a lot about where I came from since I moved in with my father and his family. My mom apparently cheated on her husband with my dad while at a wild MC party one night. Then she tried to pass me off as her husband’s baby. He didn’t fall for it, because he had been sterile since before they got married. He’d never bothered to tell her that, and let her think that they just had reproductive issues every time she cried about wanting a baby. In the end, her husband had moved her two states away before finding out she was pregnant, and since my mom was already so far from the man who had actually knocked her up, she chose to keep me a secret so she wouldn’t have to share me. She’d wanted a baby for so long, and was already in her mid-40s by the time she got pregnant, that she didn’t want to deal with shared custody or another man trying to tell her how to be parent, or possibly trying to take her child from her.

I get it. The entire club thinks my mom was an evil, conniving, cheating whore. They’ve said as much around me. Only one of them had said it to my face in a mean way, but the rest of them never bothered to filter their opinion when I was around either. Now, I understood why they were always more than a little standoffish with me. I was literally known as “the other princess” meaning my little sister had the official title of the “MC Princess” out of all the kids who had been born to the older brothers. She had been the only girl before I came around. That left me obtaining the title as “the other princess”. It had always left me feeling less than, of course that was probably because the words were never said with kindness. 

I would lift my sister up above myself any day of the week, but knowing that everyone else felt I was beneath her, or thought that I was going to turn out like my mom – or their opinion of her – that was a hurt I could never wrap my head around. I hadn’t done anything to earn that sentiment other than being born to the wrong woman. Yet, my own family’s reactions today proved they’d been waiting for the proof that my mom’s DNA had tainted me just as surely as they thought I had been. Never mind I was half my dad too, and that I’d had Lucy raising me almost as long as my own mom had. They were waiting for me to become my mom, and now Jay’s lying-ass girlfriend, and their willingness to believe the worst of me, painted me as the person they always thought I was.

Everyone except Momma-Luce thought so anyway. She had believed me right away. She had held me, stood up for me, and if my heart weren’t so damn broken right now it would swell to bursting with the love and appreciation I had for her.

Before I knew it my alarm was blaring from beside my bed, rousing me for a fresh new school day. I had never, in my entire life, dreaded going to school. Even after my mom died, and I moved to a new town and a new school, I looked forward to the structure and mind-numbing work to keep me occupied. Today though… It was the first day that I didn’t want to crawl out of bed and go be a student.

Lucy had an ice pack ready for my still cry-swollen face when I went downstairs. I gladly threw it over my messy red-tinged cheeks and puffy eyes as I drank the protein shake she’d made me after I declined breakfast. “You missed dinner last night, and I know you’re stomach is probably knotted with tension still, but you need something to help get you through the day,” Lucy had explained while she made it for me. “Are you sure you don’t want to take the day off? We could go to Savannah for the day or something, and walk around, do some retail therapy?”

“Momma-Luce, it will be bad enough going back to school today after what happened yesterday, but it will be far worse to skip out with everyone knowing why. The torment will still be waiting for me when I return anyway.”

She hugged me tight to her side as I heard my brother’s distinctive clomping footsteps enter the kitchen. He must have grabbed something to take with him, because he mumbled out, “Gotta run by the clubhouse before school. Can you drive her?”

I heard Lucy huff from above me, and felt her tense up. She was no doubt giving my brother a death glare, but she agreed to take me to school today as my brother retreated from the kitchen quickly. “If anyone gives you a hard time today I want you to tell me, you hear?” She whispered into my ear.

I just laughed. “Sure, I’ll hand you the school directory when the day’s done.” I took the cool pack from my face in time to see the sympathy etched in her eyes. Momma-Luce wasn’t a dumb woman. She knew exactly how cruel people could be. The club whores had done a number on her years ago, and had driven her away with their antics. That’s why my dad didn’t know he had a son until Toby was three years old. 

Once we got to the school I took a deep breath, threw my shoulders back, slung my bag over my right side, and headed into my locker with my head held high. I wasn’t blind or stupid, I saw the people whispering about me as I passed them. I just chose to pretend it wasn’t happening. All of my pretending ended the moment I got to the hall my locker was on. I saw Toby standing in the hallway with his fists clenched at his sides. He looked ready to blow his top. Just down from him were Jay and his girlfriend. She looked happier than a clown being freed from the bottom of clown car pileup. Jay stood stone-faced beside her with one arm slung over her shoulder in a proprietary manor.

Slowing my pace would only delay the inevitable. I moved quickly through the hall until I got to my locker. “Ev,” my brother started to say, but I ignored him and read the writing on the wall – or the locker in this case. “Homewreking Slut” was written there in bright red marker, most likely Sharpie so it wouldn’t be easy to get off.

I sighed and turned to see a group of Tiffany’s bitchy cheerleading friends laughing. I plastered a smile on my face and looked each of them in the eye. “Do they only teach you how to spell out simple words for your cheers? One of you bitches spelled this shit wrong. I’m thinking you need to try harder next time.” With that, I turned and walked away. I’d just carry my little notebook that I kept tucked in my messenger bag with me all day, and transfer my notes where they needed to be tomorrow. It’s not like I did any homework to speak of last night anyway.

“Did she really just try to make us look stupid?” One of the twats asked another.

“Doesn’t she know she’s the home-wrecking slut?” The other asked. “I don’t get it. What does any of this have to do with the cheers we spell out?”

“Way to prove her point, morons!” I heard my best friend, Erin call out as she ran to catch up with me. That was a testament to how rattled I really was. I hadn’t even noticed Erin was back there too.

“You just slayed them with your zero fucks given attitude and the spelling jab. Sadly, they’re too stupid to realize that you made them look like bigger idiots.” Erin told me. I stopped, mid-step, causing her to run into my shoulder.

“How bad is it, Erin? Locker insults aside…”

She frowned at me. “Everyone believes it all, because Jay has never questioned you before or called you out like that publicly. So, they assume there was proof or something, and that you really were trying to break them up to get him to notice you. Of course, that has all the other bitches he’s dated feeling vindicated in the lies they told about you too. So, now everyone thinks you’re some lying, conniving whore.” She winced, so I knew there was more. “And after what Jay said about your mom, they’re repeating that too.”

“Oh,” was all I said. What more could I possibly add? Nothing. Not one damn thing. We started walking again, heading towards my first period class.

“Ev, wait,” I heard Toby call after me. I didn’t even bother looking back over my shoulder the way Erin did when she heard his voice. She had as big a crush on my brother as I’d had on Jay. Once upon a time ago, we fantasized about being true sisters one day when she married my brother and I married Jay. I laughed inwardly at that thought, and continued right on into my class where I sat in my seat in the back corner, took out my notebook, and proceeded to pretend my brother hadn’t followed me inside.

“Mr. Brothers, do you have somewhere you’re supposed to be? I know for certain it is not in my classroom,” my U.S. History teacher scolded him.

“I just need to talk to my sister real quick,” Toby explained.

“It doesn’t appear as though your sister wishes to speak with you, and I will be starting class as soon as the tardy bell rings in about 45 seconds. Get going to class.”

“We’re talking later, Evs.” Toby sighed as he left the room. Mr. Danvers knocked his knuckles against my desk, getting my attention.

“I saw your locker this morning, Ever. I already put in a work order to have it cleaned off. Do you need to talk to someone?”

“No, I’m fine.” My response was curt as Mr. Danvers wrapped his knuckles against my desk once more before moving to the front of the class.

When someone coughed out an, “Ever the Whore” comment a minute later Mr. Danvers spun around and eyed the entire class. “One more outburst like that and this entire class will suffer the consequences.”

It only took about five minutes before some twat called out “home wrecking slut,” and Mr. Danvers threw a can full of pens across the room. “Put your books away. Anyone caught with phones, or any other device out will get a zero on the next five quizzes. Test me if you wish. One piece of paper. One pencil. On your desks now. It’s pop quiz time, and I hope like hell you all studied, because this counts as a big test since you couldn’t keep your mouths shut.”

I aced the quiz, but Danvers did me no favors. By trying to keep kids from harassing me he ended up fueling their hatred even more. The rest of my day went just like that and worse. I actually got punched, kicked, and had my hair pulled throughout the day, randomly, and usually by assholes walking by me in the hall. No one had the balls to stand toe to toe with me. Once, my brother saw a junior boy shoulder check me, and he ended up pummeling the kid right there in the hallway. I didn’t bother sticking around to watch. It was just a shame the kid was a cowardly little asshole and didn’t get one hit in on Toby, because my brother deserved to have his own ass kicked for the way he had treated me the day before. It was rather hypocritical of him to attempt to come to my rescue when he’d destroyed me far more than any shoulder check from a random kid ever could.

The best part of my day had come at lunch when I had an entire plate of spaghetti dumped on me along with the open chocolate milk container that had been on the tray that “accidentally” tipped as someone tripped on their way by me. When I looked up from that incident it was to see Jay siting at a table with his girlfriend watching, and seeming perplexed by the event. Perplexed. Like he was trying to puzzle out why people were treating me so horribly. I turned away from him and walked out of the lunchroom, leaving my own saturated lunch behind on the table as I went. I cleaned up as best I could in the bathroom sink, and continued on with my day, spaghetti stained clothes and all. What did it matter? I’d probably just get worse by the day’s end anyway.

I had two months left of school for the year. It didn’t get much better. Every time my locker was cleaned off something new would be waiting for me the following day. The physical abuse tapered off after my brother got suspended for a third time for beating the shit out of a guy at school who touched me. I refused to speak to my brother though; no matter how many assholes he tackled in the hallway. He still didn’t comprehend the fact that he had caused more damage than all of them put together.

Two months after it started, the night of my brother’s graduation, I sat in the stands with the rest of my family because they wouldn’t allow me to stay home. I sat there and watched as first Toby, then Jay, crossed the stage and accepted their diplomas. Then I watched as that lying cunt that started my descent into hell accepted hers too. Something changed between them all receiving their diplomas and when they came over to see family afterward. Jay looked ashen, like he’d seen a ghost. Toby was fit to be tied, and looked like he was about to blow every gasket that his supreme gear-headed-self was made of.

“What the hell’s wrong with the two of you?” Jay’s dad asked before anyone else could. I was staring off over their shoulders to avoid any possible eye contact, as was my norm these days with all the men in my life.

“Ever,” Jay’s voice was a pained rasp, and probably the only reason I broke my new tradition and glanced over at him. He actually had tears in his eyes. “Fuck, Ever, I’m so fuckin’ sorry. I didn’t know. I thought she had been telling the truth. I thought,” his voice trailed off. I didn’t know how he had found out, but apparently this was him finally feeling a hint of remorse for turning my life to complete shit. I didn’t want to hear it though.

“What in the fuck did you just say, son?” My father asked on a growl. Jay’s punishment for how he handled my supposed betrayal was three extra months to wait for his bottom rocker and to be a full patch member. The club had gone easy on him, because he told them there was proof that I had actually said and done those things. His proof had been “eyewitness testimony” from the bitch’s friends. He didn’t bother letting the brothers know that though. Instead, they took him at his word that the proof was solid since he fully believed I’d been disloyal. 

Besides the troubles I’d had to endure at school, I had lost any the confidence that the brothers of the club may have had in me. Not that it was ever even the same level they had in my little sister, but it had been a hell of a lot more than they showed me now. Now, when I walked through the club, on the rare occasion that Momma-Luce made me attend things, the brothers would stop talking if I came within a certain distance of them. I suppose it was because I couldn’t be trusted with their words, even if what they had to say hadn’t been important enough to keep from even the lowly club whores. Yep, because of Jay’s absolute faith in his lying cunt of a girlfriend I was deemed lower than a whore by the club’s standards, and treated thusly. The only thing they didn’t do was outright disrespect me or put their hands on me when someone was around to witness it, due in part to my age, and out of respect for my father who was legally bound to keep me around until I was old enough to kick out. There was one man, PeeWee, who didn’t bother to keep his thoughts to himself. I didn’t bother telling anyone about the awful things he had to say to me though. No one would have believed me, and besides, even if they did they wouldn’t come to my defense against a brother anyway.

“I’m so sorry, Ever! I’m so, so, fucking sorry. Please, you have to believe me.” That did it. That was the last fucking straw.

“Just like you had to believe me?” I asked the question with venom-laced words, and I swear time stood still from how silent everything and everyone became around us. It was as if the whole world – or at least our bubble of it – was holding its collective breath and waiting. “You destroyed me with your words, you allowed everyone around us to continue where you left off, and it was all based on the lies of one of your whores. A whore over a friend. A whore over a sister. You believed a whore’s words over someone who never gave you one damn reason to believe they would ever do a fucking thing in this life, or beyond, to hurt you. Now, you beg for me to believe you?” I sucked in a huge, painful breath before I blew the last of my words out on a damning whisper that was louder than any yelling I could have possibly done.

“You deserve nothing from me but my back. You will get nothing from me but these final words. You get nothing from me ever again except this goodbye. You get the same amount of respect from me that you’ve shown. You get the same loyalty you reaped, and nothing more. You are dead to me, Jason Donovan. I don’t have to believe a dead man’s words. Maybe that will help you sort your priorities in future, but it won’t matter even a tiny bit to me either way anymore.” I heard the gasp from his mother as I spoke, and I knew that my words, my disowning him, hurt her terribly. Once upon a time ago she had helped build up my fantasy of marrying her son one day. The crippling blow I’d just landed cemented the fact that we would never speak again, let alone have any kind of relationship in the future that would cement our two families together as our moms had once hoped. 

I walked away from the boy who once owned a piece of my heart only to shatter it along with the rest of my entire world. I said goodbye to the little boy who once helped welcome me into my new family only to be the one to put a permanent wedge between them and me. I heard the scuffling that followed in the wake of my words, but I refused to turn around and even appease my curiosity, because none of them were innocent in the hurt that I had endured. They all played their part in shunning me, in my world becoming a sad place that I’d thought more than once about escaping in a permanent way.

My sixteenth birthday had been two weeks previous, and it had been a low point in all the mental beat downs I had endured. Prior to the incident in the school gym, Momma-Luce had been planning to throw me an epic sweet sixteen party. I had friends back then, more than just my best friend, Erin. The guest list was a good 25 deep before the MC brothers and families were added. I had to tell her to cancel the damn thing, because no one was coming. 

Luce had refused to cancel until some of the brothers and old ladies started making excuses for why they couldn’t be there. That was when it finally sank in for Lucy just how bad things had become for me. I think seeing her heart breaking for me, and watching her cry when she got the third pone call in a row saying someone else from our ‘club family’ wouldn’t be attending is what drove me as low as I went that night. I sat there in the bathtub, water cooling around me, and a bottle of Vicodin in my hands. I was ready to swallow every last one of the 18 pills I’d counted out earlier. The thing that stopped me was that I looked down and for one brief moment I saw myself how they would find me. I saw my naked body floating in the tub, and imagined it was my sister that found me dead. I imagined Momma-Luce coming in and finding me. I imagined my brother or my dad seeing me naked and dead. I threw the pill bottle into the wall as I screamed out all the frustrations that I’d kept bottled up for so long. Happy fucking birthday to me. My life was shit.

Luce had come running in the bathroom when she heard me screaming. She looked from me to the bottle that had come open and the pills that were spilled across the floor. “Oh God, no!” Her shrilly screeched words woke me up from the horrible mindset that had taken hold just before.

“I’m not going to do anything. I just… I’m so angry,” I finally said to her. “Don’t tell them. It’ll be one more reason everyone hates me.”

“I won’t tell them, but you’re going to see someone tomorrow. You’re going to tell them everything, get it off your chest, and promise to never think of this again. Do you hear me?” Her voice shook with the emotion she couldn’t contain. I nodded my head and then Momma-Luce damn near ended up in the tub of now-cold water with me as she tackle hugged me. “I’m here, baby!” She cooed the words into my damp hair as her arms secured me to her own frame. “I am here if you need to talk, cry, yell, scream. Please, don’t ever leave me like that. I love you, Ever! I would not survive losing you.”

My anger broke into a million sorrow-filled tears that I cried out on my step-mom’s shoulders that day. She kept her promise to me and never told. I kept my promise to her and never tried that shit again. Although, it would have been a much tougher thing to accomplish as Momma-Luce took her job seriously and emptied our house of every substance I could possibly use to kill myself with. Even the Tylenol was locked up, the liquor was thrown out, and the cleaning products were locked away too. My father thought she had gone nuts, but with all the tension in the house already he didn’t bother her about it, and just continued on in his own oblivious way making me wonder how he functioned as the vice president of a motorcycle club when he didn’t even have the first clue about his own family.

I ended up being pulled out of school two months into the next year, because I was still everyone’s favorite target. The damage had already been done, the fodder had been fed to the masses, and no amount of back peddling on Jay’s part after the fact had helped. They thought he just tried to make up with me after things went sour with Tiffany. I was still somehow labeled a home-wrecking whore even though I was a virgin who had never even been kissed. I was also the girl who missed out on dates, proms, and even being able to walk across the stage at my own high school graduation. Momma-Luce pulled me out of school and put me in an online school that allowed me to graduate early. I enrolled, also online, to University of Georgia – Savannah for my basic courses by the time I turned 17, and started an internship with a local tattoo artist who didn’t mind teaching me even though I wasn’t quite old enough yet.

My life was far from perfect, but I wasn’t ready to give up on it any longer. That was mostly thanks to my Momma-Luce who loved me harder when no one else would. I smiled when I thought back on the time when she swore she wouldn’t be able to love me, because I was another woman’s child. Then she realized I was a child, and had no control over who my parents had been, and she loved me because I had no one. Momma-Luce ended up taking my brother’s place as my hero in the end.

 

 


Chapter 1
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~ Ever ~

Declan Donovan is watching you like you stole the last of his favorite candy.” My best friend, Erin, wasn’t always dramatic; but when it came to men she most definitely ramped up her descriptions of things ten-fold.

I laughed at her. “He’s probably just trying to figure out where he knows me from. It has been five years since he left for the Army.”

“Oh, come on! I know he’s been gone for years, but he couldn’t possibly have forgotten you. You were always at his house with Toby and Jason when you guys were younger.” I cringed a little bit on the inside at the mention of Jason. We didn’t mention him often since the incident back in high school.

“That may be true, but the last time I saw him he was 19 and I was barely 14. I have grown a lot since then.”

“I’ll say,” Erin giggled. “Can you stop growing at some point and let the rest of us have some breasts too? It’s like you stood in line and hogged up all the good material before the rest of us caught on to which line in the body assembly factory was the most important one to get in.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ugh.” My groan was drawn out with the exact amount of dramatic flair necessary for this conversation. “If I could trade you some I would. They definitely come with their own challenges like finding a cute bra in my size instead of granny-style things for older ladies with boobs that hang to their knees. Oh, and then there’s lying out on the beach having to make boob indents in the sand first so I can be comfortable with minimal squish factor. And for our final example of the day, I’d like to offer as evidence that letch over there eating with his family while staring at my boobs. His wife is pissed, his kids are disgusted, and he’s still locked in on my chest like nothing else exists. What’s worse is that they’ll all blame me for his disgusting behavior simply because of the body parts that I can’t help instead of blaming his lecherous bullshit ways.”

Erin glanced over and pinched up her brows in disgust as she saw what I was talking about. The man’s wife finally smacked him back to reality causing his face to turn red in embarrassment when he finally noticed we were giving him dirty looks for his ogling. “Gross! I see what you mean there,” Erin finally agreed with me. We continued munching our food and tuned out the rest of the people in the food court as we did. I hated eating here, but I worked at the Hot Topic three days a week since the internship I was still under at Permanent Marks – the tattoo shop near home – was still an unpaid one. I got paid for my designs sometimes, but it wasn’t that much in the big scheme of things. Then again, neither was my pitiful little check I managed to bring home from retail hell every week.

“Yo, Deck!” Both Erin and I snapped our heads up at the shouted greeting. We glanced into each other’s eyes before she shook her head.

“I guess it was too much to ask that he wouldn’t be far behind big brother for a trip to the mall, huh?”

“Jay! ‘Bout damn time you dragged your ass up here, man.”

“Sorry, I found this hot little hunnie downstairs in that skinny girl shop, and…”

“I don’t fucking need to know any more than that, you little shit.” I actually chuckled a little under my breath at Declan’s exasperated response to his brother’s man-whoring antics. I hadn’t been around Jay for more than ten minutes at a time since his graduation three years ago. I had also kept my promise to him, and refused to speak even a single word, despite the couple times he’d pleaded with me to forgive him. Those few times were also the reason I came up with every excuse under the sun not to attend club functions. Well, it was just one of the reasons. The fact that the club members still seemed to hold everything against me, even though I was completely innocent, was the other. No point going where you aren’t wanted.

The only time I had to spend more than those couple minutes here and there near Jay was when my dad forced me to the clubhouse for some bullshit ritual the guys had in order to atone for wrongs committed against another person. Usually, it was reserved for brothers who had been wronged by another, or by the club as a whole. They made an exception in my case since my dad yelled and screamed at them until it happened, and also because even the grown ass adults – who should have known better – let some bullshit high school bitch’s lies affect how they treated me. Jay bled for me and begged forgiveness once more for his actions and how they had hurt me. The brothers, likewise, did the same. Every single one of them, my father and brother included, had all stood up and asked forgiveness. I wasn’t sure I was capable of forgiveness even though I gave them all a final parting shot about it. “Forgiveness isn’t for you. It’s closure for me, and it’s definitely not the same as forgetting. What’s broken can never be repaired with a ceremony that is more for your guilty consciences than my broken heart.”

Aside from that little ceremony – that was to make the brother’s feel better about their deplorable behavior, not me – I stayed away from most of the club gatherings, and when Jay came to the house I hid in my room or left altogether.

“Earth to Ever, did you hear me?” Erin was saying as I found my way back out of my memories.

“Hmm?”

“I said that the Donovan brothers were headed this way.” She tipped her head subtly in the direction they’d been standing moments ago. Unfortunately, I had been lost in my thoughts a little too long, and it was already too late to duck out before they got to our table. Instead, I glanced up warily to see Declan’s bright smile plastered on his face.

“Ever, I thought I was seeing things until Jay confirmed who you were.” He gave me a noticeably lingering once over. “You sure have grown up, girl.”

“That’s what happens when you’re away for five years, Declan. Some of us grow up.” My answer was slightly snippy and I regretted it the moment I saw his brows furrow together. An action that was hard to miss since his hair was still cut almost military-style short. It wasn’t quite a buzz cut anymore, but it wasn’t much more than that. The short brown pieces had quite a bit of blond streaks interspersed. Were he a different kind of man I would think he went to the salon for that look, but being Declan I knew those streaks of light were earned in the sun. His darkly tanned skin confirmed my theory too. Skin, I might add, that was packed overtop what looked like a whole lot of hard muscle.

Declan had left for the Army at 19, and had been away for five years now, making him 24. Every single one of those 24 years showed in the manly shape that stood before me. Good lord. If I were the type of girl to have sexual fantasies about men… well, actually, now that I saw Declan again, I might just be the type.

“Please, tell me you’re not going to hold whatever this dumb ass did to piss you off so badly over my head too?”

I just sat there; jaw slack, not believing that Declan didn’t already know about everything that had gone down. Then again, he’d been in a war zone for the better part of three of the five years he’d been away. So, maybe no one thought to tell him. Shame started to flood my face as I briefly remembered how my life had been turned inside out by his brother’s dumb shit. “Nope, sorry. I’m just not having the best day.” I finally managed to choke out my excuse for being rude. As excuses went, it wasn’t a bad one. I had, in fact, been having a shit day. From the perv across the way who was staring at my boobs again to my equally pervy store manager I was ready to go home and take a shower, because I was beginning to feel dirty.

I glanced at Erin then, with apology in my eyes for what I was about to do as I stood up. “Sorry I don’t have time to catch up, but I have to get back to work.” When I glanced back over to Declan, still ignoring Jay’s presence, I added, “It’s good to see you again, Deck. I really am happy you made it back home safe and sound.”

“Me too, Ever. Are you coming to the barbecue Saturday? We could catch up then.”

“Um,” I hesitated. My dad wasn’t a huge fan of me attending club functions now since I started growing breasts and never seemed to stop. Since Toby and Jay had patched in I had mostly avoided going there anyway. “I don’t usually…” I started to say as I slowly began creeping away from the table and closer to turning and bolting to my store.

“Maybe you’ll make an exception since it’s my welcome home party?” When I looked away before trying to beg off once more he really laid it on thick. “Come on, Ev! It’s been five whole years! Come catch up with me, Saturday. Please?” It was the begging with his hands in prayer position beneath his chin that held the slightest hint of a dimple in it that got me. Those deep, ocean blue eyes pleaded with mine, and I caved like the spineless little girl who always used to turn to jelly around both him and his brother. Yeah, I’d had a little girl crush on the other Donovan brother at one time too. It had transferred to Jay simply because he was more accessible considering our closer ages.

“Fine, I’ll see you there.” I turned then and started walking away as I called back to Erin, “I’ll call you later.”

“Damn, I see what you mean, little brother. She didn’t even look at you, let alone speak. What the hell did you do to her all those years ago?”

“He broke her trust, betrayed her, publicly humiliated her, and stood back and did nothing as the entire school bullied her for months without end. To top it off he ruined her relationship with her dad, Toby, and the club too. And all of that for the price of the whore’s pussy he chose over believing one of his best friends wouldn’t actually stab him in the back the way his lying cunt-ass girlfriend actually did. Only, the punishment he got for his mistake was to wait on being a patched member of your precious club. The punishment that girl got for his fuck up was that she lost everything. Literally, every damn thing a girl looks forward to in high school. Friends. Gone – except me. Prom – there was no prom for Ever. She had to drop out and do online school too so she didn’t even get to attend her own graduation like your punk-ass bastard of a brother did.” The venom dripping from Erin’s voice told me she remembered all too well what kind of fresh hell Jay had landed me in with his bullshit.

“Damn, don’t hold back or anything,” Jay whined.

“Why should I? You didn’t spare her a damn thing when you told the entire school about her dead mom or about how she would never ride your dick, did you?”

“We had an Amends Ceremony with the club to fix it,” Jay mumbled.

“Yeah? Did it make you feel better about things, Jason? Because it sure as fuck didn’t change anything my best friend went through as a result of your stupid bullshit.”

“Amends Ceremony with the club? You told her she’d never ride your dick in front of the whole school?” I heard Declan roar at his brother before I sped up and took off down the hall that led to the Hot Topic. That mess was for them to hash out. I’d already lived it, and didn’t need the fuckin’ recap. Thank you very much.

 

~ Declan ~

Seeing her for the first time in nearly five years did something to my insides. When I last saw her she was still a girl waiting to fill out. Now, Ever was pin-up perfection. Her long dirty blond hair had highlights in it that brightened her whole face, and I just knew they were natural, because the girl had always loved to be outside when she was younger. Her body had definitely lost the childhood look and had curves in abundance and in all the right places. I almost felt like a damn pervert when I first noticed she had tits, because it was fucking hard to look away or to reconcile the Ever I remembered with the one whom I suddenly wanted to take a bite out of.

Watching her slink away from us in the food court left me with an equally mouthwatering sight, because the girl was all about balance with an ass that matched her tits. Curves for days, and something my hands itched to take hold of. Jesus. I couldn’t believe the ways I was thinking about the girl who once was like a kid sister to me. I glanced at my brother who was also watching her with longing in his eyes. When I asked what he’d done to piss her off so bad that she hadn’t even looked at him once her friend, Erin, was none to quiet when it came to handing over the details, and still I felt like I was missing something huge. What the hell could have snowballed into all of that? 

My fists clenched at my sides when Erin explained how my idiot brother had yelled in her face in front of their whole school about how she’d never ride his dick. I thought he was a dumbass before when Ever used to write me about his bullshit and changing girlfriends like other people changed underwear. Now, I knew he was dysfunctional, because in no way did a hot-blooded man ever attempt to put a woman like that on a no-go list. Not unless he was completely stupid or just plain crazy.

We left, because I didn’t really want Ever’s little friend, spitfire that she was, to cause any more of a scene than she had already done by listing my brother’s deficiencies. Instead, we went back to the clubhouse. Once we were inside my brother attempted to scamper off, but I halted him and sat his ass down with me at the bar. “Tell me,” I stated, and he knew I meant that he better come clean with everything. Halfway through his explanation of the events that took place a few years ago, around the time I stopped receiving letters from Ever, Toby sat down with us.

“Where were you when all this was going on? Weren’t you supposed to be protecting your sister?”

Toby screwed his face up angrily at my question. “I should have been,” he seethed through clenched teeth. “I fuckin’ stupidly stood up for my brother instead, and he was so cocked up with the pussy he was getting he believed that bitch’s lies in order to keep getting it. I should have known,” he finally lamented.

“You think?” I asked, again wondering what kind of shit was in the water to make the men around Ever so blind to how special she was. “Even I know that didn’t sound like something Ever would do. Hell, I don’t even think I’ve ever heard her make a disparaging remark about anyone. Even when she used to write me about all the girls you were running through, and walking in on you fucking them from time to time,” I started saying to my brother.

“What?” He looked taken aback as if I’d slapped him.

“You didn’t know she’d seen you, or that she was telling me about it?”

“Neither,” he answered as anger laced his voice. “Why the hell was she writing to you?”

“Because she could, numb-nuts. Because she apparently needed someone to vent to about your dumb, blind as hell, ass.” I shook my head in disbelief again. My brother really had been a clueless idiot. He’d had the perfect woman right under his nose, and couldn’t see past quick fixes for dick to snatch her up.

“So, you not only had the hottest girl in this town pining for you, but you believed one of your skanks when she said Ever talked evil shit about her and tried to break you up? Then, in all your infinite wisdom, you approached the sweetest and most loyal girl in the world in front of an audience she wouldn’t be able to outrun, and you said all that vile bullshit? Then you let it ride for two fucking months, watching people basically torture her? And you believed the bullshit too?” Again, I glanced at Toby who looked fit to be tied. “Newsflash, brothers, she’s not holding a grudge like you told me, she’s protecting herself.”

“From what?” Toby barked in wild-eyed disbelief

“From disloyal motherfuckers who once swore to protect her, yet had zero problem thinking the worst of her, throwing her under the bus, and running over her with it. Jesus, I can’t believe I even have to point that shit out. She doesn’t trust you anymore. Either of you. I really can’t blame her, because you guys are giving me your perspective on the events that happened, I imagine from her side of things it got a whole lot worse. Just from the little tangent her friend went off on at the mall, I’d say you only saw the tip of the iceberg you floated her way.”

 

~ Ever ~

 

Two days after seeing Declan again I found myself trudging through the process of getting ready for the stupid club barbecue. “I can’t believe you decided to attend a club function,” Momma-Luce breathed out as she took in what I was wearing today. My denim shorts were long enough that my ass didn’t hang out, but it was a close call since I had a lot of junk in my trunk. The tank top I was wearing had a shelf bra in it. Yeah, I laughed about that too, but when you’re pushing out of DD territory into a DDD cup there’s really nothing to be done about it. Outside of wearing a damn burka, I was bound to look scandalous in whatever I wore. The bathing suit I was wearing beneath it all wasn’t actually helping to keep everything from jiggling around when I moved either. Erin, who was trying really hard to fill out a B cup bra, would have looked downright chaste in this same outfit. It was 90 degrees outside though, and I wasn’t about to bake in clothes that covered more flesh for everyone else’s benefit.

“NO! Hell fucking No!” Was bellowed out from my bedroom door as my dad took one step toward the threshold from the hallway. “You need to change,” he demanded.

I rolled my eyes. “No. Hell fucking no,” I mimicked my dad’s words. “It’s too damn hot outside for anything more. Besides, I have a bathing suit on underneath this. It’s summer time. What more do you want from me?”

“I want you to look like a lady, not a…” he stopped himself short of insinuating I looked like a whore, thanks in part to my step-mothers evil eye she was flinging his way.

I pointed to Momma-Luce. Not to throw her under the bus, but I was going to address the fact that she was wearing something incredibly similar to my outfit. The only difference really was that my tank was plain black while she sported a support tank for the club that had “Property of Double-D” stamped on the back. Of course, Lucy was at best, a C-cup. Again, I was being singled out because my boobs didn’t know how to stop growing. “Momma-Luce is wearing practically the same outfit.”

My father quickly grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her around to point at the stamp on the back that bespoke of whose property she was. “She’s marked so everyone knows not to fuck with her. You are not. You may be my daughter, but you’re an adult now. I can frown upon assholes hitting on you, and beat the shit out of them if I see fit, but I can’t control what I can’t see, and I don’t want to spend the entire day babysitting your ass so some brother doesn’t come along and…”

I was fuming, and Momma-Luce knew it. “Stop.” The single word from her mouth had my dad biting his tongue. “She is an adult. She’s an adult who hasn’t been to a family or club function in almost two years. Look at her. Really look at what you’re doing to your daughter. Again. You basically just told her you choose having a good time with your brothers over having her present, and having to look out for her. Considering you fucked up with looking out for her enough to cause this rift in the first place, I think you need to swallow your words, and back the fuck off.”

That was my Momma-Luce in a nutshell. She was also the only person on God’s green earth that could get away with talking to my father that way. When her fierce, inner momma-bear reared her head – especially when it involved me – he listened though.

“Fucking Christ,” my father mumbled before turning on his heels and stomping off back down the stairs grumbling shit about losing his fucking mind and killing his brothers the whole way. Lucy laughed.

“You really are going to give him a coronary one of these days, you know?”

“I can’t help that I grew giant boobs. I’d rather halve them if we were being honest. There is absolutely nothing like having to be uncomfortable in your own skin because other people can’t behave themselves.”

“Aww, sweetheart,” she gushed as she pulled me into a hug. “Men suck!” She let go and then tossed my bag to me that I had filled with sunblock and other necessities earlier. “Come on, let’s get out of here before we give your dad too much time to process.”

On the way to the clubhouse it became obvious that my dad had definitely enjoyed too much time to process after all. Of course, it could just be that he was grumpy about having to drive the truck over instead of the bike since I was coming with them. “You haven’t been to a function in a long while, what’s so important about going to this one all of a sudden?”

“I saw Declan the other day at the mall. He asked if I would come and said something about this being a welcome home thing for him,” I shrugged as I told them why I was going.

“So you’ll go for Declan, who you never really hung out with as kids, but you won’t attend special events for the other boys. For Jay. Your brother? You didn’t even go to their patching in ceremonies.” Dad was starting to sound growly and indignant again so I just huffed out a frustrated puff of air before I answered him.

“You know why I don’t bother with Jay. Declan put me on the spot when he asked. He went to war and came back, I can’t very well say, ‘no I don’t think I will attend your welcome home party’, now can I?” Dad’s fist tightened noticeably on the steering wheel so I added in a caveat. “I’ll make sure he sees that I showed up and then I’ll call an Uber to come get me and take me to Erin’s so I don’t ruin anyone’s night with my unwanted presence.”

“Jesus,” I heard my mom hiss from the front seat.

“I never said you weren’t wanted there. I was just confused about why you wanted to go.” He smiled at me through the rearview mirror then. “Besides, I think it would be great to have you around. You can help keep Anna out of trouble.”

“I didn’t know she was going to be there,” I said as I looked around the truck as if my sister had turned invisible.

“She stayed with Jane and Sally this morning in order to get her hair done,” Momma-Luce said as she rolled her eyes. “That girl is going to be a handful real damn soon.” My dad grumbled some more at Lucy’s admission. My sister was 16 going on 30 and she was a knockout already. She looked more like my age already, which drove my dad bat-shit crazy, because unlike me she didn’t have any major life trauma to hinder her boy-craziness. Nope. My little sis already had a few of the guys from the club in her sights, and some of them would legitimately be in their 30s before she was even legal in the club’s eyes.

All thoughts of my sister went completely out the window when I noticed just how big this barbecue was going to be. “Are there other chapters here today?” I asked the question, but I was already well aware of what the answer would be.

“You betcha!” My dad told me as he chuckled from up front. “Now, maybe you realize why I wanted you to change back at the house. We have a full house right now, not just our boys.”

“Well, hell.” 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 2
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~ Ever ~

 

Hey, hey, look who graced us with her royal presence today! It’s the other princess!” Trunk called out as we entered the clubhouse. I smirked at his announcement, because he was one of the guys who honestly meant it in good fun. I also found him entertaining in an odd way, because he was the first big lesson I got in how MC road names worked. I had asked my dad why everyone called him Trunk, back when I was still a little girl, and dad had paled before quickly collecting himself and informing me that it was because Billy had a lot of junk in his trunk. 

Now, I was not a dumb kid, and I knew that expression meant the person had a big ass, and Trunk did not. Years later, after a couple of conversations I was not supposed to overhear, I learned that Billy boy was packing a lot of junk, it just wasn’t in the rear. Nope, he apparently had an appendage big enough to be nicknamed  “that elephant trunk between his legs” by numerous women, and the guys in the club thought it was hilarious so it stuck. I laughed as I remembered being completely distraught at realizing every time I called him Trunk I was referencing his dick in a way.

“What’s so funny, darlin’?” Trunk asked, curiously.

“Nothing, Trunk. Just remembered something. How have you been?”

“Great, and you’d know that already if you ever came ‘round to see me.”

I mock pouted by sticking my plump lower lip out further. “I know that. I’ve just been busy working, then with the apprenticeship, school, and my general shitty attitude it all tends to keep me away.”

He grinned, and then gave me a knowing smile. “Let’s not forget the major game of avoidance you like to play with a certain someone. You ever going to actually forgive him?”

I just offered up a shrug of my shoulders, because what could I say? I wasn’t sure there was enough forgiveness in my heart for all the shit Jay had cost me. When I didn’t offer a verbal response to that one Trunk tipped his head toward the back door of the clubhouse. “Pretty much everyone’s out back already. You should head on out.”

That was when I realized Trunk was stuck on guard duty. “Why are you on the door, anyway?”

“Fucking new prospect was a no-show. He apparently had ‘real life’ obligations and couldn’t be here today. He thinks he’s coming back in tomorrow like nothing happened.”

“Oh damn, that’s going to suck for him tomorrow, I guess.”

“Yeah, well, that’s what the prospecting period is for to see if your priorities are in line with the club’s interests or not. I’ll pull one of the others off a shit duty once my old lady gets here.”

“How is Theresa?”

“She’s doing good, just started her second trimester last week, and thankful for it, because the puke fest seems to be behind us now. I don’t know how women make it through one pregnancy and choose to do it again, but I ain’t complaining. This time, I’m hoping for a boy.”

“Well, good luck with that. I’ll be sure to say hi if I’m still around when she gets here.”

“Not planning on staying long?”

“Long enough to say hello to the man of the hour since he requested my presence. Other than that I’m out.”

“Man of the hour?” Trunk asked, and I started to feel slightly uncomfortable about being here suddenly.

“I saw Declan the other day. This is like his coming home thing, right?”

Something flashed in Trunk’s eyes, and then a wide smile split his face. “Sure. Sorry, kid, you took me off guard a bit, because I thought that whole family was off limits to you since J-Bird’s big screw up.” His mood darkened his face just as quickly as it brightened. “Tiger-Lily says you don’t even speak to her anymore.”

“I don’t blame her, Trunk. She’s just always around all of them…” I stated while throwing my hand in the air.

“All my brothers, you mean?” There was no judgment in his tone at that. Trunk had gone away to prison for an assault charge after nearly killing a man in a bar fight. The man had touched his woman, so it was justified in his eyes, but the ATF Agent who had witnessed the altercation testified otherwise. That was the time period when my life went to shit, and Trunk had come out of the big house in time to see that I no longer went to school, came to the club, or spoke to any of his brothers. His woman, Tessa filled him in on the whys and hows of it all.

He shook his head. “I wish I had been here to knock some sense into these thick skulls for you darlin’. Still can’t believe they all behaved that way.”

“You joke about me being ‘the other princess,’ Trunk. The others never have. It’s real to them, and it isn’t a nice name. I’ve always just been the daughter of a conniving whore, and they were waiting for me to turn out the same. Jay gave them all the excuse they needed.”

He got ready to deny my words, but something stopped him as he glanced up behind my shoulder. A chill ran through my body as I stood there waiting to see who had entered the clubhouse behind us.

“That how you really feel about the brothers here?” Merc asked. Merc was the club president and the father to Jay and Declan.

I shrugged without turning around. “That’s how they feel about me.” When I turned I noticed Merc wasn’t alone. Damn, the entire family was silent as the grave. Tiger Lily stood behind her old man with sadness filling her eyes. Jay’s were downcast to avoid looking at me, and Declan looked ready to spit fire with his flared nostrils and clenched fists.

“You should go ahead on back home since your opinion of the brothers is so damn low still, even after everyone made amends to you.”

I stood my ground, toe-to-toe with the man. He didn’t need to know I was shaking on the inside. “I just came to welcome Deck home, and planned to leave anyway. But just so we’re clear, Merc, my opinion hasn’t even factored in yet. What I spoke was the damn truth and you and everyone else here knows it. The men of this club have always treated me differently. Look out there,” I pointed to the large windows on the back half of the clubhouse wall where you could see straight out into the courtyard. My little sister was already out there, and the guys were all smiles around her and tossing out hugs as she breezed past. “My little sister gets smiles and hugs as she passes through. I’ve always gotten the cold shoulder, and that shit started long before your son’s bullshit ruined the rest of my life. You want me to leave because you think my opinion should have changed about everyone, but none of you have bothered to make things any different either. Even after your amends ceremony, the few times I have been around I’ve still been treated like a pariah, no matter if I come in with a smile full of sunshine or wearing my heartache on my sleeve. It’s all the same to the men here. I’ve always been “the other” in everyone’s eyes. I was okay with that at first, because at least I had my blood family in my corner, but that got shot to shit too, so now, I don’t bother even worrying over it anymore. Like I said, I’m here to welcome Deck home, then I’m gone, and everyone here can carry on as usual like I don’t actually exist.”

As I had been speaking our audience grew. My family had wandered back in along with several of the other guys that were guilty of treating me like shit. My little sister looked ashen, clearly having heard how she’s treated so differently than I am. It was something I had sort of sheltered her from knowing, because I didn’t want her great experience tainted by my own shitty one.

“You made them make amends to me for going the extra mile towards ignoring me, hating on me, and downright being disrespectful at times to me. You made them make amends for failing to protect a daughter of the club, but you missed the part where you had to make them do it, because it’s what my father wanted to happen.” I flung my hand out again, indicating the brothers – some who wore faces full of shame right now. “None of them have ever understood what it feels like to be called “the other kid,” “Double-Ds extra kid,” or “the other princess,” as if I’m somehow less than Toby or Annalise because I had a different mom for the first eight years of my life. I’ve had Momma-Luce longer, but that doesn’t matter. You all decided I was some tainted, not good enough version when I got here and their opinions of me never changed. 

“I’ve been a good kid. I always did what I was told. I never spoke out. I got good grades. I always tried to go out of my way to be nice to everyone even when they didn’t deserve it, and what did it get me? Nothing. It got me easily dismissed and disbelieved by everyone including most of my own family. All of your brothers got to say words to me during your little ceremony. Not one, besides Jay, tried to expand on what was absolutely required of them. Not one. It was a formality to placate you. It was done to make them feel better about being called out for being assholes to a member’s kid. None of your ceremony was for me. I didn’t get to say words, remember? You and my dad made that perfectly clear before it went down. I wasn’t allowed to speak, except at the end to accept your fucking bullshit amends. So, no I didn’t take any of that to heart, and it certainly didn’t help to make my opinions of any of you turn from dark clouds to fluffy rainbows. My opinions and the truths I live are one and the same, and I dare any of you to tell me different.” I turned to glance at the woman who had become my mother when I lost my own. “I can’t do this anymore.”

She knew what that meant. I’d been saving since I was 16 and got my first job since online school didn’t take up near as much time as the normal stuff. I had already been looking for my own place. I had been attempting to hold out until my apprenticeship was officially done in three more weeks so I could earn more by tattooing, but I was officially done with my MC family. I took out my phone, ordered an Uber to come and get me, and put my phone back away in my pocket. When I glanced back up no one had moved. They all sort of looked shell shocked, except the women. All of them had tears in their eyes. I couldn’t see that. It would break me, and I refused to break again in front of these men who had done nothing to try to help put me back to together the two times in my life I really needed them to.

Instead, I turned to Deck who was standing beside an equally angered Trunk. Neither of them was angry with me. They were both staring at Merc like he had just killed a kid in front of them. “Sorry to bring down the party. I told you I didn’t come to these things anymore. I had real enough reasons for that. I am truly glad you’re back, Deck, and I wish you nothing but happiness, success, love, and light from here on out.” I patted his shoulder and moved to walk out before his hand reached out and grabbed hold of my elbow.

“Don’t go. You don’t have to go, Ever,” his words were a quiet plea. “I thought I’d come home and fix what my brother broke, but I didn’t realize it was already so deep before he…” Deck shook his head back and forth.

“Deck, have a good time at the party. I never planned to stay longer than to welcome you home anyway. This place isn’t for me. The people aren’t either. They never have been, and they’ve never attempted to hide that from me either. I’m just finally old enough to do something about it now.” I reached out and hugged him, patted Trunk on the arm, and left through the front doors of the clubhouse for what I fully intended to be the last time in my life.

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 3
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~ Declan ~

 

What in the hell did you all manage to do to the sweetest girl I’ve ever known? She is a shell of the person I knew before I left. Sadness oozes out of her pores every time I see her, and you’re all here throwing parties and carrying on like you all aren’t responsible for completely breaking a member of this family.” I roared at everyone standing around me. 

“Settle the fuck down, Deck. You weren’t here, and you don’t know what the hell went down,” my father snorted out as if what I’d just said was a joke.

“Oh, no you don’t!” My mom yelled at him. “I lost a daughter when you assholes pulled your bullshit, and all over some skank ass cheerleading slut – no better than a club whore in training – who lied about our girl!” My mom, who was normally a mild-mannered woman, laid into all of them without holding back. “You will stop downplaying this like it was nothing. That girl’s entire life got turned upside down because our son was thinking with his dick and the rest of you went right the hell along with it. Not once did any of you, besides Lucy, attempt to get her side of things. Not one single person here stood up for her, gave her support, or trusted in her. She didn’t do a damn thing to earn your distrust or your disloyalty over the years. Her mother’s mistakes are not hers. She is not her mother, and I don’t know how many more ways that child has to prove that fact to every person here. She shouldn’t have to prove anything. She was a child when she was brought here, and she was still a child when you all played a part in destroying everything good and sweet about her.” My mom was in full on tear mode now as she swiped angrily at her wet cheeks to brush them aside. “I’ve lost years with that precious girl, because she won’t come around anymore.”

“That’s on her!” My dad grumbled stubbornly.

“Really? Is it? Would you come around where you weren’t wanted? Hell, the first goddamn words out of your mouth were to tell her to leave if she had a low opinion of your brothers.” My mom huffed out a sarcastic laugh. “As if she could have anything else? As if that opinion ever had a hope in hell of being changed when none of you have bothered to live up to the amends you supposedly offered her? She was right. That whole ceremony was a sham to make all of you feel better about yourselves. The whole purpose of it was supposed to be to make the wronged person feel safe, comfortable, and loved in the brotherhood again. It’s to let them know YOU FAILED THEM, and that it will never happen again. But look around. You all have been failing that girl since she got here. You made your amends only to turn around and continue to fail her.

“You assholes have your own tattoo shop. Where is that girl apprenticing to be an artist? It certainly isn’t at Aces Ink. Why is that?” Both my father and hers cringed a bit at that. They certainly couldn’t deny the oversight. “Any other person affiliated with this club would have been given first priority at a spot there. Spotter’s cousin, Jared, is working there and he’s half the artist Ever is. Have any of you even seen her work? Did you even know she was an artist?”

There were a whole lot of guilty and confused faces looking back at my mom. These bastards didn’t even know basic things about the girl who should have been family to every one of them. How fucking sad was that? Jesus, how had I not known that things had gotten this bad? When I left Ever had been best friends with Jay, along with her brother Toby. I figured Jay and Ever would end up married one day, actually, and I think she did too. When the family had mentioned there had been a falling out with Jay and Ever I figured it had been over another girl, and my brother’s stupidity, but never in a million years did I think it was this bad. It wasn’t just a falling out between my brother and Ever, it had destroyed any link that girl had to this club and all its members, including her own blood family.

That brought my attention to T-Bone, or Toby as I’d known him most of his life, and I still didn’t understand his part in all of this. “You swore to her on the day she got here that you would always protect her. How the hell did you end up on the wrong side of this? Of everyone here you were the closest to her all those years before I left.”

T-Bone hung his head. “I’ve tried to make it right,” he mumbled. “She won’t let me.”

“Why the fuck weren’t you on her side from the beginning? Hell, even I’m smart enough to know that girl would have never purposely sabotaged anyone’s bullshit high school relationship. She was biding her time for my dumb ass brother to pull his head out of his ass and notice her as more than a friend,” I said turning my attention to my own little brother. “But she sure as fuck isn’t the kind of person who would force that to happen. If she had been, I’m pretty sure she would have done it a lot sooner. Think about the trail of skanks you paraded in front of her. Even I knew about the amounts of shit she put up with from your girlfriends who were threatened by her friendship with you. Hell, I’m surprised she even still wanted you back then considering some of the absolutely cringe-worthy shit she wrote me about. I’m not just talking about the bitches who were in her face saying worse things than what your ex-girlfriend accused her of either. I’m talking about her having to see you balls deep in bitches too.”

Jay snapped his head up, eyes meeting mine for the first time then, as if we hadn’t just discussed this the other day, but it occurred to me then that he hadn’t really been paying attention at the time. He’d been lost in his own thoughts, and trying to validate his actions instead of really listening to what I was saying. I laughed, and not a bit of that sound came from a good or happy place. “Seriously? You were that oblivious? I told you she used to write me letters? Hell, I think she used the letters to me as her own personal diary for a while there until they stopped coming completely. She’d let it slip that one of your bitches had been harassing her, but that she was staying strong and being your friend, because you had stood up for her in the very beginning when everyone else here made her feel unwanted and unwelcome.” 

Jay’s eyes bulged a bit, nostrils flared, and I knew he was bulking up trying to get angry instead of feeling what he should have felt. Shame. Embarrassment. Guilt. “I still have the letters she sent me. Maybe you should read them and see for yourself what you put that girl through before you actually took the time to consciously break her. There’s a whole year’s worth from when I first left to when you fucked up, and in every single one there’s a tiny little complaint about how your bitches treated her horribly, and you did nothing. Granted, she said she didn’t think you knew, but really you can’t be that fucking blind, brother.” I glanced around at the assholes I shared a patch with since I’d turned 18, and I was actually ashamed to be associated with them today. “Then again, maybe you are that blind. Seems all of you are if no one here even knew where the girl worked, that she’s the most loyal person I know, and an amazing artist.” I pushed my forearm out in front of them.

The tattoo situated there was of an eagle mid-flight with an Ace of Hearts in its mouth and a rifle in its claws. She had sent it to me with a quick note to stay safe and to carry our family’s heart with me so I knew I had a reason to make it back. It’s so realistic. The tattoo artist wished he could take credit for it, but the details were in her drawing, he just inked over them.

“This tat that everyone’s admired so much since I got back? I couldn’t have her ink it, but I had a buddy of mine do it. She sent this to me on a piece of paper the year I joined the Army. I was blown away by it, still am. Every single one of you has been. This is Ever’s work. Her art. And I’m finding out you fuckers have been oblivious to the one thing she’s so passionate about? What the fuck happened to this family while I was away?” I took a moment to explain what her note had said, and how the Ace of Hearts encompassed all of them. 

Honestly, I think a few of those fuckers choked up a bit when they realized how deep that girl’s loyalty ran and how horribly they’d all fucked up. “Every single time you look upon my ink, I want you all to remember the beautiful girl you ran out of here. Inside and out, she is stunning, and you all did your level best to ruin it while she was sending me your hearts to wear on my sleeve in the hopes that this family would bring me home safely. You assholes enjoy your fuckin’ party. I hope like hell it lifts your spirits so you can forget how goddamn disloyal you’ve been to your own family while accusing her of your own sins.” With that I left. There really wasn’t anything more to say to the bastards who couldn’t be trusted to be family when it was needed most. I pulled up just short of throwing my own patch down. I wouldn’t make a decision like that in the middle of a heated moment, but I would definitely be putting serious thought into it.

As I made it to my bike in the parking lot a feminine voice called out behind me. “Son!” I turned to see my mother racing to catch up to me. My father was in the doorway watching to see what she would do. “Can I get a ride with you? I don’t want to be here anymore either.”

“You sure about that?” I asked eyeing her carefully, knowing she’d never ridden on the back of another man’s bike – family or not – in her life, besides my father’s.

“I’m positive,” she confirmed. I handed her my helmet, but she refused and moved to my dad’s bike to grab hers off the handlebars where he’d left it. Once she had it on, she hopped on my bike, and we were pulling out of the lot. I did not miss the devastated look on my father’s face or the slump of his shoulders as we took off away from the club. My mom couldn’t have made a bigger statement for her discontent. Sadly, I think her statement came a little too late for it to matter for Ever, but at least it had happened.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 4
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~ Ever ~

 

It didn’t take long to box all my things up once I got back home. I didn’t have much to begin with. I was never a high-maintenance kind of girl so I had very few clothes, a few pairs of shoes, minimal hygiene items, and then my art supplies. They were actually the bulk of my possessions. I had a small box of things that had been salvaged from my mom’s belongings by my old social worker, Donna, before all the rest of my old life had been sold off at auction. There was supposed to be an account somewhere with my name on it that contained the monetary equivalent of what was left of my mother’s life, but I had yet to gain access to it.

It didn’t really matter though. I had three years worth of savings in the bank. Every single penny I had earned had gone into that account, waiting for this day. One phone call to Zeke Marks, my mentor at Permanent Marks – Charleston and I had access to the small apartment over the shop that he’d offered to me a time or two before over the past year and a half. I borrowed my brother’s beat up old pickup truck that sat outside, hauled all the boxes to the back, and took off for my new place. Once Zeke handed off the keys and helped me take everything upstairs I drove back to the house and dropped off my brothers’ truck, the keys, my house keys, and the keys to the car that I had been allowed to use since I turned 16.

Yeah, that was another tick in the box against my father. My brother had been given his beat up old pickup truck, title and all, when he turned 16. My father told him it would be his wheels to get him to a job so he could buy his own motorcycle like a man should. When it came my turn, two years later, I was given access to use Lucy’s old car when I asked, or when it was necessary to get back and forth to work. It had never been mine though, so I wasn’t about to attempt to take it with me. I wouldn’t need it anyway since I’d be living above the shop where I worked.

No one had been home either time I stopped by the house so I assumed the party continued on at the clubhouse despite my little tantrum. Not that I harbored any doubts the party would end, but just for once I would like to think that something would affect those guys where I was concerned. I suppose that little girl in me who always saw how all the men treated Annalise still hoped that they would find the same kind of love in their hearts for me. I knew better, and yet hope was a bitter bitch sometimes.

I took one last glance at the only home I’d known in the past ten years; and I swallowed down the thick emotion that threatened to choke me as I turned to walk away. The Uber I had called on my way here was just pulling up to take me to my new apartment. It was time to branch out on my own completely and make something of my life outside of the club, my family, and all the people that had watched me live a miserable existence while doing nothing to pull me out of it. It was time to find a reason to live again, because I needed more than the half-hearted promise I’d given my stepmother that night she found me in the bathtub with all those pills. I needed something to breathe life back into me, because I was drowning still, and I sincerely wanted to see what life would be like on the surface.

 

~*~

“Hey girly, I hear you moved in upstairs this weekend,” Kane tossed over his shoulder as I walked by his station heading to clean up the area where I would be working today. Kane was a large man, built like the proverbial brick shit house with muscles that covered every inch of his six foot, three frame. His piercing blue eyes and chocolate hair just added to the male model look he had going on. Of course, he would be one of those rugged book cover models or something though, because his tattoos and overall demeanor lent to a much edgier quality than a typical model had. Not that his looks ever really spoke to me on a personal level. Kane was my best friend’s big brother, and while he’d always been nice, he’d basically gone out of his way to avoid me whenever I’d been around as we were growing up.

“Yep,” I answered without elaborating. Everything seemed too still in the wake of my one word reply so I turned back toward Kane to see him eyeing me in an odd way.

“If you need to talk, kid, you know any of us are here to listen.”

“Thanks,” I stated before turning around and getting busy again. I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk to anyone about the mess my life had been, because as long as I wasn’t admitting that shit to anyone outside of my therapist, then I could hold back the pity party and the tears I’d want to shed on my own behalf. Denial was key to everything.

“Okay then,” Kane tacked on before getting back to work on the piece he was adding to some guy’s calf. I spent the rest of the afternoon getting lost in the monotony of cleaning the stations post tattoos as well as prepping them prior to the next client on the schedule. I even helped Ari, our piercer, work his magic on a few of his clients. The busier I remained the better. It was nearing five in the evening when I was about to get off work that I started to worry a bit about having to go back to the apartment upstairs alone. While I hadn’t felt like my family had my back in a long time, I always knew that Lucy was there for me. All I had at the moment was the tiny little television Zeke had left behind as company. 

The jingling of the door didn’t phase me, because I knew all my work for the day was done so I continued ignoring whomever had entered and was about to head upstairs when Zeke cleared his throat and basically growled at the person who had just come in. “I don’t know why you just walked through our doors, but you can turn right the hell back around and see your way out.”

That got my attention, and I turned to see Declan standing there with his hands up in the air as if he were surrendering to Zeke. “I’m not here to start shit, man. I just wanted to check on Ever and make sure she was all right. Her mom said she moved out last night after a scene at the clubhouse.”

I didn’t bother moving, and I knew that Deck could see me standing there just as well as I could see him, but I had no clue why he was checking on me.

“Well, she’s alive and kicking. You’ve seen for yourself, and now you can go back and report that shit to your boys.”

Deck’s nostrils flared as his eyes narrowed in on Zeke. “I’m not reporting on her for anyone. Ever is someone I care about, and had I known shit was going down the way it did, I would have found a way to come back sooner to straighten that out.”

This was where I decided I had to step in, be a grown up, and handle my own issues. Mostly, it was because the guys at the shop didn’t actually know my business. They knew there was a falling out between the club and me, which is why I was apprenticing with them and not over at Aces Ink, but they never pressed for more information, and I wasn’t inclined to offer it up since I didn’t want to see the pity or the disdain in their eyes that I assumed would be there.

“It’s okay, Zeke. Deck can come on back. I was just heading upstairs anyway since I’m done here.”

“You sure, Ev, because I’m not afraid of the Asses.” Most people shortened Aces High MC to The Aces, but my boss decided to dub them the Asses when he saw my work and heard that they didn’t bother to try to snatch my talent up for themselves.

I chuckled as I shook my head. “I promise, he’s not one to worry about.” I tipped my head indicating we were going to head up to the stairs to the left that would lead to my apartment. “Come on, Deck, we can talk up there.”

Deck didn’t waste a minute in following behind me. Once we were upstairs and the door was shut behind us, Declan took a look around the place. Everything was still in the boxes and garbage bags I’d managed to pack it all into because I hadn’t had a chance to go through it all yet. “So, this is your new place then, huh?”

“Yeah, Zeke offered it up a while back, but I was hoping to get on as a full time artist before I took it.” I shrugged my shoulders. “My time table just got moved up a little bit is all.”

“Understandable considering that shit show last night,” Deck muttered before turning back to look me over. “You doing all right with all of that?”

I plopped down on the little futon couch that Zeke had left behind when he moved into his own house. It was currently doubling as a couch and bed for me since I didn’t take any furniture or anything from my father’s house. I figured, much like the car situation, none of it belonged to me so I’d left it all behind. “I’m fine. Last night was nothing in comparison to the last few years. It was just a long time in the making, I guess.

“I don’t get it,” he all but whispered as he shook his head and came over to join me on the futon. “When I left, I thought everything was good. I guess I never noticed the way the guys at the clubhouse treated you differently than Anna. Then again, I usually only saw you at our house or your dad’s.”

I shrugged my shoulders apathetically once more. “It’s fine. Seriously, I’m over everything.”

“Ever, there should have never been anything for you to have to get over. I was so fucking appalled by that scene last night. I ended up laying into all those fuckers before I left not too long after you did.”

That got my attention. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I told them about themselves last night, and how I wasn’t sure I wanted to even be one of them anymore, because I’ll be damned if I want to be associated with a bunch of assholes who would treat an innocent little girl the way they’ve all apparently treated you all these years.”

“Huh,” I huffed out, not having expected that at all. It had been a long time since anyone but Lucy had been in my corner. Toby still tried once in a while, but not when it came to a brother. He never would say anything against them no matter what.

“You should know, my mom left with me after you did. She rode off on the back of my bike. I’m thinking that killed something in my dad, because she’s never ridden with anyone but him before. She chewed their asses out too, Ever. Her heart’s broken, because she feels like she lost a daughter when everything happened with Jay.”

I sighed and just leaned back further into the squishy futon. “I don’t know what to say here, because I’m sorry she was hurt in all this, but I couldn’t be around her because she was always with your dad and Jay. It was just too much.”

“I get it. After hearing everything, and seeing what you’ve been through, I get that, and so does mom. She doesn’t blame you at all. She blames them, and she told them all as much before she left.”

I nodded my head and just stared off into space for a bit letting everything he was saying settle in. “Why did you say anything to them?”

“Why wouldn’t I? I can’t believe no one else has done it sooner. Jesus, Ever, you never did anything to deserve the way any of them has treated you. Most of all, my dumb ass brother, and all the bullshit he put off on you. I read every one of your letters, honey. At least, until you stopped sending them.”

I cringed, thinking of all the things I’d said and complained about in those letters to him. Sure, I’d mailed them to him, but I didn’t always get a response so somewhere in my head it felt more like writing a page in a diary that a real person would never see. “I stopped doing a lot of things around that time. I hope you didn’t take it personally.”

“Well, I took it personally for a while, because when I asked the family what was up with you, Jay told me you two were fighting, and I wondered why the hell you had to take it out on me. Now, I get it. He had all the brothers turned against you. Why would you think I was any different?”

“I guess I did kind of feel like that.”

“I am different, Ev. Had I known…” His voice trailed off as I lifted my hand in an effort to stop his speech. 

“No use living in the past. What’s done is done, and neither of us can change that shit now. Thank you for sticking up for me last night. Let your mom know I appreciate it too.”

“Sounds like I’m being dismissed?” It came out as more of a question. I faked a yawn and looked him in the eye.

“I’m just really tired. I had a long night, and I’ve been working all day. I still have to organize all my stuff tomorrow, so if you don’t mind…”

He stood from the futon and moved until he was just in front of me. “Ever, you will always have me, no matter what. My loyalty isn’t to the brotherhood the way theirs is. Sometimes there are more important things in this life, and I’m guessing after last night a few of the MC brothers are starting to realize that. You have more than just Lucy in your corner, okay?”

I nodded my head to Deck before tipping it back so that I could look up at him. A weak attempt at a smile placated him a bit and he started for the door that would lead back down to the shop. “There’s a side door there, if you want to avoid going through the shop,” I informed him as I pointed to the door that lead to the outside stairs.

“Call if you need anything,” he offered and then he was gone. I was left wondering what I was supposed to do with the wall I’d built around my heart, because there was no way Deck could scale that sucker, and it probably wasn’t fair to ignore him because of what all his club brothers had done to me. That would be the pot calling the kettle black for sure. Still, I didn’t think I had it in me to trust a soul who wore the Aces High Patch on their kutte. 
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~ Ever ~

 

Ever’s therapy session – 19 years old.

Dr. Cindy Thompson was watching me as I fidgeted in the same chair I always occupied when I came to her office. I hadn’t been here much in the past six months, because I didn’t feel like I needed the weekly sessions that I used to have with her when all my troubles were fresh and seemed never ending. After the last couple days and my confusion over Deck actually standing up for me, I decided it was worth a visit and Cindy worked me in pretty quickly.

“Did something happen, Ever?”

“Doesn’t something always happen? Honestly, I feel like you should be tired of hearing me whine about my life at this point.”

“You know I’ll never be tired of hearing from you, and besides, it’s not whining. You’re dealing with the things in your life in a healthy way. So, tell me what’s going on with you these days. It’s been,” she stopped to look down at her notes. “Wow, it’s been two months since you’ve been in. What changed?”

“Declan Donovan came home,” I informed her.

“Declan, the older brother of Jay? Isn’t he the one in the Army that you told me you used to write to?”

“Yep, that would be him.”

“Why did Declan coming home lead to you here? He didn’t pick up where his brother left off two years ago, did he?” Dr. Thompson was supposed to stay neutral, but every now and again I caught her defensiveness of me coming out, and this was one of those times.

“Just the opposite, actually.” I told her all about Declan’s party and how he told the whole MC off for how they had been treating me. Lucy had filled me in on exactly what he’d said after I left. Once I learned that both Declan and his mom had left the party – one held in his honor – shortly after I did, I had broken down and called Lucy. “So, that’s the gist of it. He stood up for me in a way none of the brothers have ever done. It was something I thought my father and my brother should have done when everything started, or even when everyone treated me differently from the beginning. Neither of them ever did though. I almost wish I had been there to see it happen for myself, because otherwise it’s almost unbelievable, you know?”

“Ever, let’s talk about something different for a minute, because I don’t think you’ve ever explained it. We were always so focused on the incident with Jay being the catalyst for all your issues that we never went back further, and from what you’re telling me, everything goes back far beyond the incident in high school. I want you to tell me about the first time you remember being called ‘the other princess’; and how it made you feel then.”

I bit into my bottom lip as I thought back to the first time I ever visited the clubhouse with my family. “It was about two weeks after I moved in with my dad and his family. He had wanted to take me over right away so all the guys would know who I was, and not be confused if they saw me. Lucy convinced him to wait and give me a little time to adjust to being in a new family before dropping an entire motorcycle club family at my feet too.

“We went to the clubhouse as a family and the first person to greet us was by the front door when we walked in. He was this huge guy, taller than my dad, extremely thick with muscles too, and then everything about him was dark. He had a deep tan, jet-black hair, and eyes so brown they almost appeared black too. He was intimidating to say the least, but as soon as he spotted Anna he reached over and snatched her up into the air then had her straddling one hip while he tipped her back and tickled her belly. I remember, he said, ‘there’s our little princess!’ Then he gave her head a sweet a little kiss and asked if she had been a good girl. She told him she had so he pulled a lollipop out of the inside pocket of his kutte, removed the wrapper for her, and gave it over to her before putting her back down on the ground to join us.” 

“Ever, do you need a minute, or can you keep on?”

“No, sorry, I just got lost in the memory for a minute.”

“It’s okay. That happens. So, what came next? He put your sister down and then…” Cindy encouraged me to keep going.

“He noticed me. I had been smiling at the interaction he’d had with my sister too. I wondered if this man would treat me like that once he got to know me. I never had any other family when I lived with my mom, so I kept thinking about how lucky my little sister was. I remember how quickly the easy smile he had for my sister slid right off his face when he looked at me. He was back to being the scary man I thought he was when we’d first walked through the door.

“The man, who my dad had called Crow when we walked through the door, glared at me, glanced over to my dad, and then settled his cold eyes on me again. ‘The other princess, huh?’ I swear, even then I knew the way he said those words he didn’t mean anything nice by them. Lucy looked shocked. My dad just gave him a tight smile and nodded, but he didn’t say anything to the man to correct him or I don’t know, tell him it was okay to be nice to me too. The Crow man looked back down at me, shook his head, and walked away without saying another word to me. He never even said one word to me after that either. In all the years I’d go to the clubhouse with my family, he always avoided me, except the one time his son – who was Anna’s age – asked me to help him tie his shoe.”

“What did he say then?” Cindy asked.

“He just said ‘No!’ really loudly, and then he snatched his son up off the floor and took him over to the pool table. He sat him down on it, and helped him tie the shoe. Crow was a different man again. He was the nice one who gave the lollipop to my sister the day I met him. I think he told his son not to ever talk to me though, because the boy always looked at me strangely after that and would never approach me, no matter how much he needed help.”

“Do you remember how it felt to be treated that way?”

“Yeah, I do, because from there on out all the other brothers in the club seemed to take their cue from how Crow treated me, and for the most part they all behaved the same way with me. If they couldn’t ignore me outright, they definitely weren’t nice or courteous with our interactions. I felt helpless, and I wondered what was wrong with me. Then, I worried all day, and for a lot of years after, that my dad would see in me whatever those men did, and then he would send me away to the bad places that Donna had told them about where no one would ever adopt me or love me again.”

“Did you ever tell your stepmom or dad about how the men treated you, or how it made you feel?”

I shook my head no before I responded. “No, because I was afraid they’d send me away if I said things about their friends that they might not like. I told Toby though, and he said not to worry that they just had to get to know me, kind of like how they did it with the club prospects. He explained how they treated the prospects like crap until they got to know them and until they proved to be good people. Then, they were like family forever. Toby told me that was how things were with me, and that everything would be okay. I asked him if they treated all the kids like prospects at first. I just wanted to know so I could ask how he had dealt with it.”

“And what was his answer?”

“He said it hadn’t been that way with him, so he didn’t think so. He thought maybe it was because I was so old when I got there, and my mom didn’t come with me like his did.” I shrugged my shoulders. Even then I didn’t expect that I would ever be treated like the other kids, but I listened to Toby and I hoped for the best.”

“It never got better, even before the incident with Jay?”

“No, it never got better, but I got used to it all until the whole incident with Jay, then it got worse and even though they all supposedly apologized and asked for my forgiveness it still never even went back to the way things were when I was a kid.”

“Have you attempted to talk to your father or brother about that now?”

“What would be the point? They made it clear when everything went down with Jay that I wasn’t a priority, or even as important as the brothers’ opinions of me. They never spoke up for me when I was younger either. Why on Earth would they suddenly change for me?”

“So you don’t think they learned from their mistakes with the Jay incident?”

“I don’t think they ever acknowledged they made a mistake where I’m concerned. Unless you want to talk about the mistake of me having been made at all, because that’s something they like to talk about at the club even when I’m around. Lucy heard them once when I was with them. My dad was telling the guys that it was the worst mistake of his life – getting with my mom that one night – and that it almost ruined things with Lucy. He was telling them how me being there was a constant reminder of everything, and how it was hard to look at me some days because I wasn’t Lucy’s.”

Cindy appeared taken aback by what I said. “I know Lucy, and I can’t imagine she let that go.”

I smiled at Cindy, remembering my fierce stepmom that day. “It was one of the few times someone stood up for me in that place. Lucy lost her mind. I think she forgot I was there with her for a moment too, because she dropped so many f-bombs even some of the bikers were blushing that day. She told my dad if he felt like he couldn’t look at his daughter then he didn’t need to come home, because there wasn’t a damn thing wrong with me and she sure as hell didn’t see me that way. I just felt sick, because while she was defending me and talking about how much she loved me like I was her own, I still knew that it was being said because my own dad hated me.”

 Cindy seemed to be absorbing what I had told her and we both sat quietly for a moment while she processed and I tried to stop shaking. Damn emotions were going to make me end up breaking down again.

Finally, Cindy glanced at me and patted my hand gently. “I know I’ve asked this before, but do you think we could get your parents and siblings in here for a few sessions with you? I truly think it would be beneficial for them to all hear about how much you’ve struggled with feeling as though you don’t belong due to how they and their friends sometimes treated you.”

I shook my head emphatically indicating that was a no. “Not in a million years. First of all, no one outside of Lucy knows I come here, and if they did I don’t think they’d agree to come anyway. I was the accidental child with the woman everyone hated. My dad has his perfect son and his perfect daughter, he doesn’t need me, and certainly doesn’t need the headache I’d become if I had to drag his ass in here to talk about everyone’s feelings.”

“Are you still afraid to make waves and afraid asking them will drive them further away from you?”

“I don’t think you can really fear losing something that was never yours. When I was younger, I had hope that they would be mine in time, but that hope died years ago.”

“What about Lucy? She was very concerned about you when she first brought you here to me. You don’t think she’d understand and be on your side?”

“Lucy is always on my side, but there’s only so much she can do. You can’t make someone love another person and I don’t want her to get on my dad’s nerves trying to make something happen that he clearly doesn’t want, you know?”

“Let’s go back to that first night the social worker brought you to their home. Didn’t you say that your dad is the one who stood up for you against Lucy?”

“Sure, but once Lucy was in my corner, I guess my dad decided I didn’t need him there. Honestly, it was fine until after my first visit to the clubhouse. After that, he just kind of stepped back from me and I don’t know…” I drifted off for a minute, considering it was the first time I’d ever been able to put my finger on the moment when my dad decided he actually didn’t want to care about me. “I guess he saw that his brothers weren’t going to accept me like they had his other children, and he felt like that made it okay for him to feel the way he did since I was coming between him and Lucy in some way.”

“What about your sister? You almost never mention Anna in all of this, except when you talk about why you’re called ‘the other princess’.”

“I smile when I think of Anna, because she’s always been such a sweet little girl. It’s impossible not to love her. Anna is the princess everyone dubbed her. She’s pretty, but somewhat clueless about everything going on around her, I think. No one else’s drama ever really touches her, because she only sees through her rose-colored princess glasses. She’s been shielded and guarded from everything so much I honestly don’t think she’s ever noticed a problem.”

“Don’t you guys have your own sister relationship though? You’re not that far off in age.”

“No. We keep it casual, speak in passing, but we’re basically strangers who grew up in the same house.”

“Why?”

“She has all of their love. Our family, the club, everyone loves her unconditionally.”

“So you’re jealous of her?”

“No!” I struggled to get that single word out fast enough. “I stay away to protect her so that if she choses to like me and want me around as her big sister the others don’t hate her for it. My sister deserves the world. If keeping her mostly out of my life ensures she keeps that world in her palm, then that’s the least I can give her.”

“Ever,” Cindy hesitated a moment before continuing, but I could hear the sad note in her voice as she said my name. “I really think you need to speak to your family about coming in. I think that maybe you’ve been sad and disappointed by people for so long that you don’t fully grasp how everyone actually feels about you.”

I glanced down at my phone then to see that our time was up about 15 minutes ago. “Times up, Doc. I’ll ask Lucy about it, but I’d rather leave the others out of it right now.”

“Okay, Ever. At least that will be a step forward. Why don’t we go ahead and schedule an appointment for next week?”

“Sure,” I agreed, but when I left the building I never stopped to make that appointment with the front desk. Instead, I decided that I was done with therapy. It couldn’t help me any further. I had gone there to talk about my mixed feelings about Deck and all Dr. Cindy Thompson wanted was to talk about the past – the way back past – when everyone started hating me. The past that couldn’t be changed, so why bother to reexamine it when what I had really needed help understanding was in my present? I’d just have to find another way.
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~ Ever ~

 

Another text pinged my phone, and I nearly ignore the noise again except Kane glared over at me from across the station wall. “If you’re not going to answer anyone why bother keeping it turned on? Are you trying to annoy the rest of us while continuing to piss off whoever is trying so desperately to get a hold of you?”

Shame flooded my cheeks with burning warmth that I knew probably registered bright red on my face. “Sorry,” I mumbled as I silenced my cell, and took a moment to glance over the texts that had been coming in at alarming rate. There was one from an unknown number; I ignored it. Then there were five from my brother, Toby. I also ignored those. The one from my stepmother I couldn’t skip so easily. 

Momma-Luce: I didn’t want this for you, sweet girl.

Me: I know. Sorry, I’ll call later.

Mamma-Luce: Are you going to ignore your brother forever? You know he loves you, and he’s truly sorry for everything. He tried making it up to you back then. I know everyone hurt you, but are you truly going to hate the rest of your family forever?

Well that was a harsh blow. It’s not that I hated my brother, or the rest of my family. I just didn’t trust them any longer, and that put barriers in place that made it easier to just stay away than risk letting down those walls and possibly making the mistake of trusting one of them again. I couldn’t go through it a second time. The first nearly killed me in the most real way possible.

Me: I’ll call him later. I’m working.

Momma-Luce: Ok

I huffed out a sigh of frustration as I turned my cell off, tossed it in a drawer, and proceeded to prep the station I had been slotted to work in. I had one whole client scheduled. He loved my artwork when Zeke had shown him what I’d come up with based on his client’s idea. The man had asked why I wouldn’t be doing the work, and when Zeke informed him I was only an apprentice and hadn’t done enough hours on real skin, he had scoffed at Zeke. “How’s she supposed to get hours on real skin if you don’t let her at it. I’ll be the guinea pig.” He had thrown a wink my way too, and Zeke reluctantly agreed while shaking his head.

To say I was nervous was an understatement. If I screwed this up not only my non-existent reputation was at stake, but that of the shop as well. At least, that’s how I saw it. I knew Zeke felt differently, and even made a special waiver for the client to sign before he’d allow this to happen. While I was setting up Kane had finished with his client and sent them on their way.

“You ready for this?” Kane asking the question simply added to my jumbled nerves.

“I’m a bit nervous. I don’t want to screw it up.”

“Then don’t,” he offered simply.

“Sage advice,” I laughed out.

“Don’t I know it?” Kane chirped out, clapped his hand on the side wall of the space I’d be working in and then took off for the break room in the back of the studio. Kane had just disappeared around the corner when the tinkle of the bell over the front door sounded alerting me to the fact that my very first client was here.

 

~*~

“I hate to say this to you Zeke, but you may have to share this canvas from here on out,” Eddie told my boss and mentor.

“Can’t say that I blame you for that,” Zeke returned solemnly as he checked over the work I’d done. When he finished taking it all in he stood straight and looked me in the eye before he spoke again. “You did damn fine work, Ever. Make sure you get pictures of that and get them in a book to put out front.” That was it. He left Eddie standing there grinning at me while I picked my jaw up off the floor, because I knew what needing a book out front meant. 

“He just told you this was a regular thing for you, didn’t he?”

I nodded, still sort of shell-shocked.

Eddie clapped his hand down gently on my shoulder and gave me a reassuring squeeze. “I had a feeling about you, kid, and my instincts have yet to lead me wrong. Congratulations, and glad I could help get you there.”

I did something I’m definitely not prone to do then. I hugged the man. “Thanks Eddie, I appreciate your faith in me.”

“Yeah, well, I appreciate this fine ass dragon you inked on my leg.” As I cashed him out and took the extremely healthy tip he left for me I had savored the elation that had welled up inside me. Tattooing the dragon on his leg had been a high in itself. Seeing my work done so well in the end, the client happy about it, and my boss offering me a book to show off my art up front just blew everything over the top though. For the first time in years I felt hope that happiness would find me again.

Before happiness could find me, my brother showed up looking instead. The bell over the door tinkled to life causing me to glance up. It was then that Deck, Trunk, and my brother all came strolling in to Permanent Marks. A part of me wanted to run to the back and beg Kane to deal with them. The other part of me was still running on the high of my finishing my first major tat and wanted to share that news with the world, even if that world included my mostly estranged brother and his friends. I was still paralyzed by my indecision when Kane came sauntering back out to the lobby.

“You guys lost or something?”

“Nah man,” my brother started to say, but Kane came and positioned himself so that a good half of his body was hiding me from the three men who had entered the studio together. It was a protective stance if I ever saw one, and the hurt that registered on my brother’s face said that he knew it too. Kane felt he needed to protect me from the men of Aces High. It didn’t hurt that Kane happened to be my best friend’s big brother and knew all about the shit storm I had to wade through over the past couple years. 

“Damn dude,” my brother huffed out. “I don’t know whether to be thankful you have my sister’s back, or to be completely insulted that you think she needs you to have her back when her own brother walks through the door.” He hung his head a moment, and then shook off whatever he’d been thinking.

It was then that Deck stepped further into the room placing himself between Toby and Trunk and myself and Kane. “We just came by to check to see if Ever was inking people yet.”

“What business is it of yours?” Kane sniped at him. “You guys have your people over at your own shop, man. Pretty sure if you wanted Ever doing work for Aces members you would have manned up and asked her to work there, but no one did.”

“Yeah, it’s unfortunate that I wasn’t around to see that it happened that way,” Deck informed Kane. “I’m here now though, and making sure some things get set to rights around here.”

“Yeah, okay,” Kane scoffed in his direction.

“What exactly is your problem here?” Deck asked while narrowing his eyes on Kane as if he were finally seeing a problem just a man trying to protect a young girl. “Bit old for her, aren’t you?”

At that, my brother and Trunk both bristled a bit before Kane damn near doubled over in laughter. I glanced at him; feeling a bit miffed for thinking the insinuation that he might have something to do with me romantically was so damn hilarious. “Shit, that’s the funniest thing, because I’m pretty sure that would make you the pot and me the kettle, Deck, since we’re the same fuckin’ age.”

Oh shit. My brother’s head snapped around, Kane no longer his focus, as it now was entirely on Deck. I wasn’t completely sure what was going on, and I definitely didn’t like where this altercation appeared to be going. I stepped out of Kane’s shadow for the first time during this whole oddball situation. “Okay, well, now that we know how old everyone is, maybe one of you can tell me why you’re actually here, because I know you don’t care if I’m tattooing or not.”

All three of the men standing before me turned hurt eyes my way and suddenly I felt that same red-faced shame welling up that had happened earlier when Kane called me out for ignoring my texts.

“We really did stop by to check in on you, and whether your apprenticeship was heading into actual tattooing yet or if you were still just selling your art for others to put on people,” Trunk responded. “Besides, ever since I found out you were the genius behind this asshole’s tattoo, I’ve wanted to come see you about getting something to represent my old lady. Our anniversary is coming up and she’s been riding my ass for years about getting her inked on me so she can have her permanent claim or whatever.” I smiled about that, because knowing his woman, he wasn’t lying. “Been telling her it couldn’t be just some old generic shit property tag like the other guys get and then have inked over when they move on to the next willing body along with a cover-up tat.”

I wrinkled my nose at the thought, because I knew a few of the men in the club had definitely done just that over the years. I always had found it tacky, but I never showed any of them judgment for it. Now, I didn’t have to hide my disdain.

“So, you came to see if I could draw you something?” I asked Trunk with a little apprehension leaking through my voice.

“Jesus,” he hissed out and then ran his hands through his hair, tugging quickly in a show of frustration. “Until the other night when you showed up to the barbecue, I never knew how bad things had gotten for you while I was put away.” He glared at my brother for a moment before refocusing his attention on me. “I also hate that you seem fuckin’ hesitant and almost frightened to talk to us – to me. I’ve never wished you ill in all the time I’ve known you, honey.”

“I know you haven’t, Trunk. You’ve been one of the few people who have unfailingly treated me well over the years, and I appreciate that. You have to understand, I simply have a hard time trusting people.” I noticed my brother’s physical reaction to my statement. It was damn near a full-body cringe. 

“I get that, honey.” He glanced around, taking note of the men of Permanent Marks who had come out to the lobby to see what the commotion was about. “Seems like you found different folks to trust though,” he added.

“No, she really didn’t,” my boss, Zeke managed to get out as he stepped forward, standing on my other side with arms crossed and feet spread shoulder-width apart in a defensive stance. “Ever doesn’t trust a damn one of us with anything personal. It’s a shame too, because she’s a great girl who is constantly stuck holding herself back. Just before you came in, she did her first on the books tattoo, and I know how it feels when you get that first paid job done. You feel like fuckin’ flying, and you know what she did? Grinned to herself, because she doesn’t think she has anyone to share her happiness with. I don’t know what the fuck you idiots over at Aces have done to damage this girl, but if that’s what you’re here for, you can see your way right back out those doors. She may not trust us yet, but she’s ours just the same, and I’ll be damned if I allow any more hurt to weigh those shoulders of hers down.”

“Fuck!” My brother hissed out and then he did something I’ve never seen him do in all of the time we’d spent together. He lifted his hand to his face and wiped away the rogue tears that spilled from his eyes. “Jesus, Ever… I didn’t… I can’t… Fuck!” He turned his back, completely unable to get out whatever he was attempting to say. Instead, when Trunk put a comforting hand on his shoulder Toby shook him off. “I don’t deserve that,” he mumbled to Trunk, and then he walked right back out of the shop.

“It makes my heart ache to see that boy, who was your fiercest protector when you guys were little, unable to even speak to you now,” Trunk stated quietly before walking about behind Toby.

“Listen, from what I know, the things that went down were zero fault of Ever’s. I’ll be damned if you and your boys are going to walk in here and try to guilt trip her into thinking she’s the problem…” Kane started in on Deck, who was the last man standing from the Aces crew that had walked into Permanent Marks.

“I promise you, they didn’t come here for that. T-Bone’s been trying to get a hold of Ever, and when she wouldn’t answer he figured he could come apologize to her – again – in person while Trunk asked about getting work done by her. I swear no one came here with bad intentions.”

“And what did you come here for then?”

“I told you, I plan on making shit right since I wasn’t around before.”

“Seems to me her problems with that club started long before the shit with your boy J-Bird went down. My sister is her best friend, asshole. I know all about how shitty they’ve all treated her over the years. You were there for a lot of that.”

“I was a kid for a lot of that,” Deck returned. “For the rest I was a teenage, selfish fuck doing my own thing before I left for the military. I’m not saying I’m blameless, because I saw a few things and did nothing, but I also didn’t have the right to say shit. The MC has rules,” he continued trying to explain.

“Yeah,” Kane laughed humorlessly. “Rules that make it easy for big bad bikers to bully little girls and no one can call them out on their bullshit. I gathered that much all by myself, dude. Now, if you’re done here, your brothers already left, and I’m thinking you should join them.”

I honestly didn’t know what to say at this point. I didn’t feel like Deck deserved the things Kane was saying to him, but then again, I was so fucking done feeling the guilt and sadness everyone made me feel all the time. It’s as if it didn’t matter to my family or their extended biker family that they nearly ruined me for good. I was supposed to have just gotten the fuck over it since they all thought of it as being in the past. I couldn’t trust them any longer, and they were affronted by that fact instead of asking why or trying to prove any of them had changed.

Deck turned his full attention on me then. Before he could speak I held up a hand to stop him. “I was having such a great day with so much to celebrate for once, and I had already promised Lucy I would call Toby later. I didn’t plan on letting her down, but this is how it always is. I’m put in a position where someone tries to make me feel bad, and when I try to explain myself, someone else gets upset, and then I’m to blame all over again even when I did nothing, but show my emotions. I can’t help how I feel. You don’t understand, because you weren’t here for everything, Deck. You weren’t there when I had exactly one friend left. You weren’t there to read the new bullshit written on my locker ever day. You weren’t there when people were physically hurting me – people who were my friends before. You weren’t there when I didn’t even have anyone I could confide in about it at home, because there was only really one person there who would listen, and every time I burdened her with it she ended up in major fights with my father so I stopped telling her in order to spare her the hurt and the drama that no one spared me.

“You weren’t there when the only way out was a fuckin’ bottle of pills that I couldn’t even manage to get myself to swallow when not even family would show up to celebrate my sixteenth birthday. None of them were there! None of them gave a shit, not even my brother, not for a long time. None of them cared until the truth came out, and even after that… you see how it goes. Just like today. I’m still in the wrong for feeling the way I do about people who made me want to end my life. I promised Lucy, my fuckin’ therapist, and myself that I would never allow people to take me back to that point again. So, I’m sorry if I don’t want to jump right back in and set myself up for that particular failure, okay? I was happy today for the first time in a very long time, and now it’s gone again because the Aces High MC came walking through that door and stole it from me, even if that wasn’t their intention this time.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Zeke took me gently by my shoulders and guided me out of the room and back to the stairwell that would take me up to my apartment. “You gonna be okay up there alone for a minute?”

I nodded my head.

“Need you to say the words, Ever.”

“I’ll be fine, thanks.”

“Okay, go on up then. I’ll be up to check on you in a bit, so be expecting that.”

I sighed, knowing I let too much of my pain slip free once again. I imagined the guys at Permanent Marks weren’t going to want my kind of emo-drama hanging around much longer so I started packing my shit. I wasn’t sure where I would go, but damn it… I was actually too embarrassed to stick around here now that everyone knew I tried to kill myself.  

 

 

 

 


Chapter 7
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~ Declan ~

My gut twisted hearing her lash out the way she had, but to hear that Ever – one of the strongest, most vibrant women I know – had tried to kill herself, or even thought about doing it… That didn’t just twist me up it gutted me. As soon as she was out of sight I took a damn knee, right there in the middle of the lobby of Permanent Marks. I didn’t give a good goddamn who saw me do it either. There were very few things that had rocked me to my core over the years, but finding out just how low things had gotten for Ever was something I don’t think I will ever be able to fully process. The fact that my brother caused it, in part, and my MC family perpetuated enough of that hurt to cause that kind of reaction… I was sick.

“You really didn’t know?” It was a question, but I think Kane meant it as more of statement judging by the look on his face.

“No, I didn’t fucking know. Hell, if I had known things were that bad I would have come the fuck back home whether the military let me or not. I sure as fuck had no clue she would… even the thought of… fuck!”

“Your own family didn’t bother telling you?”

“My brother sure as fuck wasn’t going to tell me his part in this, because he would have known about the ass whopping he had coming. My dad, fuck, I don’t know what his excuse was other than to try to hide an embarrassing fuckup from trusting his youngest son. My mom never talked to me about Ever. She had hopes of marrying Jason off to the girl so she could have the daughter she always wanted. She never associated me with Ever like that, so I don’t think it would have occurred to her to tell me anything.”

“Well, shit. Sorry I jumped your ass then. I just heard so much of that shitty story from my sister over the years, that I was ready to go do battle for the girl. Hell, when she came begging Zeke to take her on as an apprentice before she was of age he was going to send her packing. I took him aside and gave him the short version of her story, not that I knew it all, apparently. I don’t even think my sister knew about the pills man, that’s… fucked. It’s completely fucked. I convinced Zeke to give her a shot so she’d have something. Hell, my parents talked about maybe taking Ever in, but my dad was always worried about blow back from the MC if he even suggested one of theirs wasn’t handling their kid right, you know?”

“I know a lot of people failed that girl,” I told him. “I know that when I came back and found out how bad things were I promised myself and my mom that I would make shit right again.”

“Why?” Kane asked, and I wasn’t sure what exactly he was asking until he clarified. “Why is it your problem all of a sudden to make things right for her?”

“She’s family. My family failed her so it’s only right that one of us tries to put her back together.”

“I think there’s more to it than that,” Kane explained wearily.

“If there’s more to it than that, it’s mine to know.” I gave him a look that said I wasn’t willing to delve any further into my personal reasons. Hell, I wasn’t sure I was ready to dive in that deep as to why I felt as strongly about this as I did. “I need to get out there and go try to make those two men understand some hard truths. I think it starts there.”

“Yeah, I imagine you’re right about that. Just do me a favor.” It hadn’t been a request, really, judging by Kane’s tone.

“What’s that?”

“Don’t bring them back until they’re willing to fall on their fucking sword for her. I mean it. If I see any of them around, blaming her in any way for how they made her feel, and I will start a war with the MC. Don’t matter if I can win it or not.”

“Seems like there’s more to that statement,” I parroted his earlier sentiment.

“Nah, there’s really not. I owe her and my sister as much for not doing it sooner, when it could have mattered. I thought since Ever wasn’t my friend directly that she wasn’t my problem. I was wrong. Should have done something about her shit well before she marched her talented ass in here looking for a mentor.” Kane huffed out a frustrated sigh and turned to head towards the back where Zeke had taken Ever. Before he got to the hallway that would lead him left or right he looked back over his shoulder at me. “If you’re going to step into the fray, you make sure you fight for the girl, and don’t ever fuckin’ stop fighting. I think she’s had enough people half-assing it in her life already.”

I nodded and then turned to leave the studio in order to go hunt down my brothers. We had a lot of work ahead of us, but as I caught sight of the tattoo Ever had drawn for me on my forearm an inkling of an idea began to form. There was something she had in common with all the bikers who had failed her. She loved art and ink. They did too. The bikers had their ceremony of forgiveness, but it only benefited them. It was time for them to put up or shut up and get behind a new kind of family therapy that I had in mind.

I caught up to Trunk and T-Bone as they were mounting their bikes. “I heard her,” T-Bone said to me, voice full and gravely with emotion. My spine straightened as I waited for him to explain what exactly he heard. He shook his head as his shoulders noticeably shook. “She tried to…” His hands flew to his face, no doubt to hide another onslaught of tears before the general public could see them. “I knew shit was bad, but I never in a million years thought…” He shook his head. “Why didn’t my mom ever say anything?”

I scoffed at that question. “You think Ever was going to let Lucy tell everyone how low she had gotten? Not only would that be another hit to her pride, but she would have been letting people she considered her enemies know just how deep they’d stuck that knife in her back.” I almost regretted how harsh those words were, but then I thought of Ever and how she faced down a bottle of pills thinking it was the only way out, and suddenly I didn’t care if I hurt any of their feelings anymore.

“Hey now,” Trunk started to come to T-Bone’s defense. 

“No, it’s fine. He’s right. She wouldn’t have wanted any of us to know, and she was right not to want that. At the time, they would have used it as a sign that she had a guilty conscious or something, and would have made it worse.” He sucked in a ragged breath. “I can’t believe I let my little sis slide so far. It didn’t even occur to me that I missed her birthday that year. I think it was two weeks later when I realized, and only because I heard Anna ask if she was going to have to cancel her party like Ever did. I don’t know how I could possibly ever make any of that up to her, and honestly, I don’t think she’ll ever talk to me long enough for me to try. I love her; she’s been a part of me since we were little. We bonded over being the hidden children, you know? I’m so fucking afraid I blew my entire life-long relationship with my own sister based on what Jay had to say back then. 

“I should have known. Hell, that’s a cop-out, because I did know. I knew in my gut that it didn’t sound like anything Ever would say or do. Even if it had been, I didn’t think she’d be wrong for finally snapping. Jay knew how she felt and he still paraded his girls around her. I knew it must have hurt her, but I never made him stop either. I just let my need to be one of the brothers take precedence, because I was too stupid to see they weren’t as important as my sister.”

I clapped T-Bone on the back and then moved to my machine. “I have a plan, T. You’re going to have to help me convince the others, starting with our dads.”

“I’ll do anything, man.”

“Good, because what I’m going to ask you to do is going to leave a permanent mark.” I winked at him and then glanced back over my shoulder at the name of the tattoo shop. I wasn’t sure he put two and two together yet, but Trunk seemed to understand as he nodded his head in agreement.

 

 

 


Chapter 8
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~ Ever ~

 

Two days after Declan, Trunk, and my brother stopped by Permanent Marks I was still worried about everything, and what the fallout would be. I couldn’t believe I’d kept my secret – Lucy had kept my secret – all this time, and I just blurted it out like that. Zeke tried to talk to me about it, and told me that sometimes verbal vomit was a sign that you need to get shit off your chest or go crazy. I guess, in a way, he was probably right. Even so, it didn’t stop me from feeling mortified about the rest of our interaction when he found me packing up the shit in my apartment again.

“What exactly are you running from, because if it’s the asses, I will personally see to it that you never have to lay eyes on those fuckers again.” He was angry, but more than that, he was apparently trying to protect me. I was so confused.

“I thought…” I worried my bottom lip with my teeth as I tried to put into words exactly what I had thought would happen. “I don’t know what I thought. I guess I just assumed you guys would hate me or be disgusted with me over what you heard.”

Zeke had a puzzled expression on his face before his shoulders slumped forward. “Have I ever given you reason to think I’m judging you in any way?”

“No,” I all but whispered in response.

“No,” he answered back. “Well, I’m not about to start now. I’m not going to condone you choosing to off yourself now that you’re in my life, because you’d miss out on all that is this,” he teased as he motioned to himself. “And that would be a tragedy, darlin’. Just ask all the women…”

“Yeah, I’d rather not ask any of the women you know that way,” I muttered with a hint of laughter breaking through my voice. Zeke was in older brother territory for me. He was almost thirty years old, and carried a wisdom that seemed to belie that age anyway.

“Seriously, Ever, if you get to feeling shitty about life I expect you to find one of us and let us know so we can help, or try to. Beyond wanting you to know that, I need you to understand that I get it. You’ve been dealt a hand that for all intents and purposes should have been a good one, and for whatever reason your father and his extended family dropped the ball on that shit, and turned it into a fucking nightmare situation for you instead. They topped it off by fucking you over during one of the most confusing and fucked up times in a person’s life too. I understand why you thought about it, maybe even tried it, but honey, there are better ways, and you have better people at your back this time.”

He glanced around at the sparsely decorated apartment and shook his head. “Don’t run. We don’t want you gone. Hell, I didn’t put all that time and effort into honing your skills to have you run off to some other lucky bastard’s tattoo shop and make a name for them instead.” He winked again letting me know he was being both serious and playful to lighten the mood. “Stay, and we’ll help get this shithole apartment set up right for you. I didn’t leave much behind when I moved out, because I didn’t have much to begin with since I sunk every penny I had into the building and shop. I thought you were bringing furniture from your house, but since you didn’t I know for a fact we could help you out with that. My sister is moving and she wants new shit in her place.”

“You don’t have to do that,” I cut him off.

“No, I don’t have to. I want to, and for once, you’re going to accept the hand that’s being offered without having to question the motives behind it. Got me?”

Wow, yeah, I got him. I wasn’t sure what to do with it, but I definitely got him.

 

~*~

A week passed by in a flash as the guys helped me move Zeke’s sister’s furniture into the place. I now had a real couch where the old futon had been. There was a full size bed taking up the tiny little bedroom area that I hadn’t been using before since I had no furniture and I slept on the futon. I even acquired a dresser and nightstand from Kane and Erin’s mom when he told her what was going on. My best friend had apparently gotten new furnishings for her room, or as her mom put it “the guest room,” since Erin was heading off to college in a few weeks.

My place actually looked like a cozy little lived in apartment instead of a sketch crash pad. I was excited to have the space, because it was mine to do with as I pleased. Also, I didn’t feel as though I needed to hide any of my personality away as I had in my family’s home. Instead of hiding, I had my artwork displayed everywhere. Every time Zeke came up to see me, he would look around and marvel at some of my pieces, asking if I planned on inking any of them. My answer was always no. The designs I had displayed were far too personal to give to someone else.

“I do eventually want some of them on my body, I think.” As odd as it sounded, I didn’t have much in the way of ink. I had added a couple small things to my legs when I was practicing, but that was it. The rest of my body was still a blank canvas.

“You know I’ll work on you any time, right? Just give me the word, and my time is yours.”

“Thanks, Zeke.”

“Sure thing, now get your ass downstairs, because you have a client coming in soon!” Zeke left, chuckling at himself for shifting from friend to boss in like two point five seconds flat.

I just shook my head at him. I had already prepped the transfer for my client, and it was sitting downstairs in my station waiting along with everything else I would need. So, really, I just needed to show up and get to work. That seemed to be my problem though, because I had twenty minutes before the appointment time and nothing really to do with those minutes. I couldn’t stand not being busy since it left too much time for me to think. I hadn’t heard from anyone in my old life in almost a week and a half. The day that Deck, Trunk, and my brother came in had been the last time. I hadn’t even received any calls from my stepmom. I honestly wasn’t sure if my little sister had even realized I moved out. I never heard from her when I lived there, so I hadn’t expected any different from her with me gone.

Still, it hurt a little that not one person from my family cared enough to check up on me. Hell, my new boss and my best friend’s family had to help me get my apartment together. Isn’t that what your family is supposed to do when you move out the first time? I supposed it didn’t matter because after the way I left things at the clubhouse last I was pretty sure I had finally earned myself that banning from them that I’d been threatened with numerous times over the last couple years. At least this way, I went out on my own terms, I supposed. It just meant I’d never really see my blood family again even though we lived in the same town.

“Ever, get your ass down here!” Zeke bellowed up from downstairs and I was surprised to see I had been lost in thought for quite some time. When I came flying down the steps and around the corner to head into the front of the shop where our stations and the lobby was I was surprised to hear a bunch of voices. 

“Crap,” I muttered to myself. “We got busy while I was daydreaming.”

It took a moment for the scene in front of me to finally reconcile in my brain. Standing in the lobby of Permanent Marks were my father, Merc, Crow, J-Bird, T-Bone, and PeeWee. As they shifted I noted that Deck was also with them. As soon as he noticed me he moved so that he took up the space in front of the men of his club. They were definitely the men of his club, since he was wearing his kutte right along with the rest of them.

I glanced from them to Zeke, who didn’t seem entirely bothered by their presence, and back again. “I have a client coming in five minutes. I don’t know what this is all about, but I don’t have time for it.”

Zeke nodded to me, and pointed to Robby, the client I was supposed to ink. “Robby agreed to have me ink him today, as a favor, if you’ll agree to it.”

Robby jumped up and came to stand beside me. “I’d rather it be you, so I can reschedule if you want me to.”

“No need to reschedule, Robby, I already had you on the books.”

Robby glanced around nervously at the men from Aces High then back to me. “Nah, it’s all good. Seems like you have something more important that came up today.”

I huffed out a sigh then turned on the men from the club. “It’s not enough that you guys already dragged my name through the mud, forced me to have to leave high school, took any hope for a family from me… Now, you come here, and interrupt my work, scare my clients to the point they either want to reschedule or have someone else work on them? I mean really, am I not supposed to be allowed to live my life? I fucking left. I moved. I don’t work for you. I removed myself from your club,” I looked to my dad then. “And your family entirely. Why must you continue to harass me? What did I ever do to any of you to deserve this? Why do you all hate me so goddamn much? I just don’t…” the tears fell before I could stop them, and my throat was so full of emotion I couldn’t even get the rest of my words out. “I don’t understand. Why? All I ever wanted was to love you guys and to maybe be good enough to be loved back. How was that asking too much?”

I heard Zeke shuffling Robby down the back hallway, but apparently he had sent in reinforcements, because strong arms came around me and pulled me into a firm chest, turning me so I could cry into Kane’s shirt instead of being further humiliated. It didn’t matter though, because all of the emotion came tumbling out of me in huge, heaving sobs that wracked through my body painfully.

“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” I heard someone mumble.

I felt Kane’s arm lift as he apparently pointed over my shoulder. “I think all of them here was a bit much, maybe?”

“Ever, it’s not what you think,” I heard Deck say, but I refused to turn from the now thoroughly wet t-shirt my face was planted in. Kane’s big hand ran soothing circles around on my back in an attempt to calm me. As he did, my brain fixated on his words. He had known they were coming. Judging by how calm Zeke had been, he must have known too.

“You knew?” I whispered so only Kane could hear me.

“I promise you that they are not here for any kind of bad reason. They made plans to be here before you scheduled Robby, and we didn’t think about the timing before he got here. That was an oversight on my part. Sorry, sweetheart.”

“Why would you let them come here?” I asked, still stunned that I had been so blindsided by everyone today.

“You need closure. Whether it comes in forgiveness or a final peaceful goodbye, you need it, honey. Those questions you just asked them, the hurt you’re pouring out all over my Skynard skirt, it all says that you need an ending to your heartache in one way or another. We were just trying to make sure you got that, okay? We still have your back. If you don’t like what they have to say, they’ll fucking leave this shop the minute you give the word.” I could hear the promise in Kane’s voice as he spoke. He meant what he was saying to me.

“Fine, but I need a minute,” I huffed out, still speaking quietly enough that I think only Kane could hear me.

“Have a seat. I’m taking Ever in the back for a minute. When we come back out, maybe try not to look like you’re all hear to murder someone. It tends to give people the wrong impression.”

Once we were in the employee lounge that Zeke had set up in the back Kane gently pushed me out from where I’d been clinging to his body. He then moved to the sink and rinsed a rag under cool water before handing it to me. “Here, so you can clean yourself up a bit.”

I took the rag and plastered it to my face, enjoying the cool touch on my heated cheeks as I did. Then, I wondered if it would be possible for me to just hide out under there and never come back out. Kane’s chuckle told me he had already figured out my plan.

“You can’t hide under there forever, you know,” he informed me, confirming that he did indeed know what I was attempting to do.

“I could try,” I argued as I removed the cloth from my face. “Why did you guys allow them to come here?”

“You know we would never purposely hurt you, right?” I simply shrugged, because I didn’t know. I didn’t trust anyone not to hurt me anymore. Too many people who were supposed to only love and protect me had let me down for me to even begin to think anyone else without familial obligations would take the position seriously. “Fuck man, now I’m having regrets about letting them in here. Those fuckers don’t deserve another chance after what they’ve done.”

“What chance are you talking about?  I still don’t understand why they’re even here.”

“Your boyfriend out there has a plan to make sure your big old family gets put back together all happy and tied in a pretty bow and whatnot.”

“What?” I questioned, not understanding a bit of that. “I don’t have a boyfriend, never have.” I slapped my hand over my mouth as the words popped out, and I watched Kane’s eyes flare.

“You’ve never had a boyfriend?”

“Um, no. You know with all the shit that went down in high school, I…” I stopped talking is what I did, because Kane moved until he stood in front of me and lifted my chin with the tip of his index finger. “If that fucker screws this up, just know I’ll make sure you never get to say you’ve never had a boyfriend before, you hear me?”

“Kane!” Zeke called out from somewhere over Kane’s shoulder. It took him a moment to disengage his finger from where my jaw now rested on it, but when he did Kane huffed in a big breath before turning and moving out of the room, leaving me with Zeke. Zeke watched Kane as he went, a curious look on his face as he did.

“Seems you enchant all the men in your life easily.” Zeke’s words were no more than a thoughtful musing, but one I scoffed at.

“Clearly, I do not. I guess I better get out there and see what it is they came to torment me with this time,” I managed to get out before the lengthy sigh of dread that followed.

Zeke chuckled at me. “So dramatic, Ever. No one is hear to hurt you, in any way, I promise.”

“Fine, but if I so much as chip a nail, I’m holding you responsible, big guy.”

“I’ll take it. Come on, let’s get you through this shit.”

“It seems like I’m living in a dream right now. Maybe you should pinch me or something?”

“Pinch yourself, sweetheart. I reserve that kind of shit for the hoards of women who want to…”

“No!” I huffed out on a laugh. “No, no, no! How many time do I have to tell you I don’t want to hear what you do with your hoards of women?” I had never actually seen Zeke with a woman, so either he was discrete as hell or he over exaggerated a lot. Looking at the mountain of a man, I had a hard time believing it was the latter.

“Let’s go, dream girl. You’re closure awaits.”

“Right, closure.” I resigned myself to this being the last time I’d see any of these men unless in passing. Maybe this wasn’t a dream so much as a nightmare, because as much as I wanted to be free of all the heartache they’d caused me, I had always wanted their acceptance of me more. 

 

 

 


Chapter 9
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~ Declan ~

 

The moment Ever was out of sight Double-D slumped into a chair and buried his face in his hands. His shoulders shook, and I knew he was losing his shit, and trying desperately to not show it to everyone. His words were nothing more than echoed heartache. “What the hell have I done?”

“I told you to prepare yourself, because it was bad,” T-Bone explained quietly. My own father shook his head back and forth in disbelief as T-Bone spoke, because he honestly hadn’t let himself believe that his men – his brothers, his son, he himself – had been the cause of one little girl’s complete and total breakdown. When we sat the men down to discuss my plan, I hadn’t planned on telling them how bad things had gotten for Ever, but T-Bone didn’t want them spared the guilt he now carried on his own shoulders.

Everyone had been on the fence about following through, and Crow and PeeWee had flat out refused to take part in it at first until T-Bone described the scene only his mother had been witness to. When he confronted Lucy about it after Ever mentioned it to me, she broke down and told him everything. She didn’t spare the details either about how she had walked in after hearing Ever scream like death itself was chasing her, and then what she saw once she burst through the door. Pills scattered everywhere, Ever sitting in cold water, lips taking on a bluish tint, and screaming at some unknown enemy she was trying to fight. Only the unknown enemy hadn’t been unknown. It was us. It was our club. It was what these men had done to her, encouraged others to do. It was what wasn’t done, the failures that took place, the absolute lack of faith in her and failure to protect her that had become her enemies. We, Aces High MC, had all had our part in helping to destroy this beautiful, remarkable, angel of a girl. The girl who can’t even see our kutte without preparing for battle now, the girl who should have been comforted by the sight, was so broken by the men in our club that she feared it instead. 

Once T-Bone told the men about how Lucy had found Ever that day, and got her into therapy, they all agreed to my plan. I don’t think PeeWee or Crow were going to be given much choice in the matter though, once Double-D heard the story he blew up. The man destroyed the room we used for our meetings. There were holes now adorning the walls where chairs were thrown into them, and he refused to allow them to be patched. Double-D made a firm stance that every one of the men in the club should have to look upon the scars on the walls of our most sacred area and remember that they were nothing compared to what they had all done to his baby girl.

“Hearing it second hand, and seeing that look on her face when she asked why we all hated her so much,” he started to say as he pulled his tear-stained face back out of his hands. “Jesus, what the hell kind of a father have I been all this time to not see how much she was hurting, or that we were the ones doing it? Fucking Lucy tried to tell me, and I didn’t want to…” he cut himself off, seeming to get lost in a memory as my dad sat beside him and clamped a hand down on his shoulder in support.

“We’ll make it right, brother.” My father’s promise was clear and concise. I only hoped he actually meant the words, because somewhere along the line he had been just as complacent, and had even been part of the problem. He never should have taken his son’s word, based on the word of some high school slut, and definitely never should have allowed his men to destroy a girl over it. Even if she had been guilty, she was still family, and she had been a fucking child in the big scheme of things.

I wasn’t certain how much time we should give Ever before she came back out here. Something inside me itched to go check on her, especially after seeing her break down in the arms of Kane Youngblood. I’d gone to school with that bastard and knew what kind of a ladies man he was. Besides, I had eyes, and I knew women found him very attractive. I also noted that he had started seeing Ever for the woman she had become as opposed to his little sister’s best friend. It probably didn’t hurt his attraction that she was a gifted fucking artist working right beside him day in and day out. The more I thought about their proximity, the angrier I became. 

My own feelings for Ever were something I’d tucked away and hidden over the years. At first it was because she was definitely too young for me. There’s a point in life where that age gap means bad things. Then, there was my brother, and the fact that she was always googly-eyed around him. After that I was gone in the Army, but her letters, the way she opened up to me made me want to come home so many times and just wrap her up in my arms and keep her there. Hell, the couple pictures of herself that she sent didn’t go unnoticed by my buddies either. They didn’t ask about the kid sending me letters either. They asked who the hot chick was that I was hiding back home.

When I first came back to town and saw Ever I swear my heart twisted inside my chest, the ache was so real. She truly was a gorgeous creature, inside and out. It was also apparent that she had grown into herself, very well too. Her curves didn’t seem to stop, and I overheard more than one of the brothers talking about her phenomenal tits since I’d been back. They might have hated on her for their own personal reasons, but they still appreciated the way she looked. The bastards.

“She’s not going to come back out here,” Double-D stated solemnly. “Maybe we should just go. I’m starting to think this was a bad idea.”

“So, what? You leave and never speak to her again?”

“I think that’s what she wants at this point,” he explained in an emotion-roughened voice.

“Really? You honestly think that? Did you see the same girl I saw who just broke the fuck down from seeing you all in her space together?”

“Yeah, she broke down because she doesn’t want us here.”

“I never thought you were a coward,” I told Double-D knowing full well I had probably just earned myself a beat down by the man.

“What did you just say?”

“You heard me. You walk out of here with your tail tucked between your legs before you set shit right with Ever and that is exactly what you are. Hell, it’s what you’ve been all this time anyway. What all of you have been, considering your target started out as nothing more than a little girl who fucking watched her mom die in front of her only to be thrown into a fucked up family who hated her for no fucking reason. You guys lave all your praise and love on Anna, who doesn’t even try to be in your good graces, and then there’s Ever who has broken herself trying to get the scraps anyone’s offered. The only difference is who their mom is, and neither of them can help that. The thing that SHOULD have mattered was who their father was, and that should have been everything for both of your girls. So, yeah, you heard me. If you walk out before resolving things with her, you can take my kutte with you, because I’m done being a part of an organization and a family who would destroy a girl because they’re too fucking stupid to see the amazing person standing in front of them all these years.”

 I expected a retaliatory outburst from Double-D at best, but his eyes fixed on something beyond my shoulder instead, causing me to tense. I hadn’t wanted Ever to come back out and hear that I was arguing with her father to stay and see things through. That kind of defeated the whole purpose of this trip and them walking in on their own without a fucking gun held to their heads. Not that I hadn’t thought of getting them here in just that way.

“Um,” Ever started hesitantly, making me turn around and take in the rest of the shop again. She stood there looking slightly defeated with her arms wrapped around her own waist as Zeke stood tall behind her. I wasn’t sure what to make of Zeke, and his relationship with Ever. T-Bone had told me he was her mentor here, but I’d heard enough about his escapades to wonder if he had different motivations too. At least, I was happy to see that Kane hadn’t come back out with her still wrapped up in his arms. I wasn’t sure if I could handle seeing that again without getting a little violent.

“Can one of you please explain why you’re all here so we can get this over with. It’s not fair to have Zeke’s place closed up like this.”

“Take your time, Ever. I already told you it’s not a problem.”

“No, it’s my problem apparently, and it shouldn’t affect your business.”

Zeke just shook his head in the negative and smiled down at her. “Remember our little talk last week, girl? This is one of those times when a hand’s being extended. Just take it.” With those parting words Zeke turned and disappeared back around the corner to the employee lounge, no doubt. I didn’t think he was sliding out the back door with all of us still here with Ever.

“You sure do have these boys here wound up about you,” Crow huffed out indignantly. I turned and gave him a look that could damn near kill. He blustered a bit before tacking on, “Just saying, they seem pretty loyal to her is all.”

“Yeah, take a good look, so you remember what that looks like,” I told him before turning back to Ever. “I’m not sure where to start, but that’s what they’re all here for, a fresh start, and closure on the past. We have a proposition for you.”

“A proposition?” She looked entirely reluctant to hear any more, and damn near confirmed this when she glanced over her shoulder, no doubt looking for one of the shop boys to come save her from whatever proposition we had.

“Ever,” Double-D stepped up then, but he choked out her name and then took a step back to collect himself again.

“Sis,” T-Bone stepped forward in his dad’s place. “Each one of us in this room has wronged you in some away, aside from Deck. I know that our club ceremony didn’t mean anything to you, and that not a whole lot of attitudes changed afterward which led you to believe it was a sham.” I watched as Ever just shrugged her slim shoulders at her brother. It was somewhat unfortunate that the gesture also made her tits rise, fall, and bounce in a way that made a certain part of me begin to stand up and take notice.

Luckily, for me, T-Bone was her brother and didn’t notice shit like that so he kept right on going which kept everyone’s attention rapt on either him or Ever. “The thing is, you were right about that. I think only a few of us took it seriously, and because you noticed that, none of us got the second chance that some of us wanted so badly.” His eyes were pleading with hers then. “I do, Ev. I want the relationship we used to have before everything went down. I know I fucked up – big time. I tried to make up for it, but I know it was too little too late then. I can’t stand to think that I didn’t have your back when you needed me most, Evie. It kills me inside every time I want to pick up the phone and call you, to share things about my life, or to fucking know what’s going in yours and then to realize I can’t, because you hate me.”

“I don’t hate you, Toby,” Ever stated quietly, and I saw the hope swell in his eyes right before she deflated it again with her next words. “I just don’t trust you anymore.”

“I deserve that,” T-Bone told her as he ducked his head and went to take a seat, the stench of defeat coming off of him in almost palpable waves.

“We all want you to make us a tattoo,” my idiot brother finally blurted out after watching his best friend strike out.

“You what?” Ever asked, voice raised and incredulous. 

My father moved behind J-Bird and slapped his hand across the back of Jay’s neck. “Idiot!” Instead of continuing to admonish his son, Merc turned to Ever and held his hands out, palm down, as if she were a rabid animal he was attempting to calm. “My son is an idiot, and we all learned that lesson the incredibly hard way already, so I don’t know why the hell he thought it was his turn to speak. What the dumbass was trying to say is that we would all like to wear our sins on our skin as penance to you, and as our way of letting you know how committed we all are to really making things right this time.” Merc set weary eyes on me for a moment before looking back at Ever. “My other son has a good head on his shoulders and some fine ass ink on his arm, that you are apparently responsible for. Those two things combined to come up with the idea.”

“What idea, exactly?” Ever asked once more.

“We want you to draw a tattoo for each of us. Something that symbolizes how you feel, or I suppose more to the point, how we’ve made you feel over the years. We want you to ink that tattoo on our skins, and once they’re healed we want you to tell us all about them in a family meeting. The other brother’s will know our shame, and that we wear it for the rest of our lives.”

I was actually proud of my dad for that last line, because he was finally acknowledging the fault they all shared in destroying Ever. Ever seemed to be contemplating what her response should be. “You want me to draw a tattoo for each of you and put them on your bodies?” She asked, seemingly in a daze.

“Yeah, Ever. We’re not even going to look at them until we all get up in front of the rest of the club and you explain what each one means. You get to pick, and we don’t even need to know ahead of time what they are. Just, if I could request one thing, no giant dicks.” I knew T-Bone was trying for levity with his request, but I could have kicked him, because I told them no requesting anything from her other than she does this thing to help everyone heal.

“No giant dicks,” she parroted while nodding her head and glancing down at her shoes. “Hmm,” the sound clearly meant she was thinking, but I wish I could know what was going through her head in that moment. “After this is said and done, if I ask that you all stay out of my life, you’ll do it?” 

A choking sound came from my left, where I knew Ever’s dad was, but I couldn’t look away from her. My dad was the one to answer her. “If that’s what you truly want, I will make it a club decree, if need be.” When Ever didn’t respond he asked the hardest question I think my dad has ever had to ask anyone, because the answer was something no one in this room was ever going to be ready for. “Is that what you want, Ever?”

She only offered a quick shrug of her shoulders again before answering. “I’m not sure just yet. I guess I’ll wait and see how this plays out first.”

“You have my word that our intentions are genuine this time.”

She made a noise that sounded like she was attempting to laugh, but couldn’t follow through with the sentiment for whatever reason. “Your word means nothing to me.” She turned her back on all the men in the room and started walking to the back hallway that branched off to the right and left. I knew the left would take her to Zeke in the lounge and the right would take her to her apartment. She glanced back over her shoulder before she chose which way she was going to go. “I’ll let you know what I decide.” Then she turned left to go to Zeke, and my stomach dipped before knotting up with anxiety all over again. For the first time since I set out to right everyone else’s wrongs I wondered if I had done the right thing by bringing them here and demanding even more from her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 10
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~ Ever ~

 

What just happened out there?” My question was directed at Zeke who sat with one leg crossed over the other as his booted ankle rested over the ripped spot of his jeans just about his knee.

Zeke eyed me for a moment and then patted the couch next to him. “Come sit down. We need to talk a minute.”

Anxiety immediately flooded my system with a boost of adrenaline, probably my third hit for the day which was going to mean either I was going to crash spectacularly in a short while or I was going to be up for two days straight. I never could tell how my body would react to stress.

“You need to figure out what you want from them before you move forward with anything.”

“What exactly do you mean?” I asked the question; because I had a feeling he wasn’t just talking about whether or not I wanted to tattoo those men.

“I mean you need to decide if you want a relationship with those people again, and if you’re willing to put what happened in the past and leave it there for good.” He looked me right in the eye as he spoke, and it felt like he could see right into my damaged soul. “My mom had a lot of hate for my old man for some shit he pulled when they first got together. It tore them apart for a while, but finally he convinced her to take him back. The thing was, she never let it go. She never put that shit behind them for the fresh start they were supposed to have. She threw it in his face every chance she got. Every time he did anything slightly out of step she was ready to fling past hurts on him.

“The thing is, by doing so, she was hurting them both, and as a result me and my sister too since we had to listen and hear all about how my dad was a cheating scoundrel once upon a time.” Zeke blew out a breath and went on telling me his family’s business. “My dad still swears, to this day, that he never stepped out on my mom except that one time, and that he knew when he was doing it that he was fucking up the best thing he ever had. When he got her back though, he thought he was getting that same sweet girl back. He had already damaged her though. She wasn’t the same anymore, and he had to live with what he’d done, and how it had changed her. 

“The problem was she couldn’t let it go, couldn’t move on, and get past it. Because of that, they never had a chance at starting over. My dad stuck it out with her long enough to produce kids somehow, but by the time I was seven and my sister was nine he couldn’t handle it anymore. He couldn’t handle seeing how the blowback was starting to affect his kids either. Hell, I remember the day my dad sat my mom down and gave her the reality of their situation.” Zeke didn’t look like he actually wanted to tell this part so I just sat and waited patiently until he got his thoughts together.

“He told my mom that I had asked what cheating was and why he had done it. He told her I then asked why mom hated him so much, and why telling her sorry didn’t work. He told my mom if she couldn’t get over shit that was nearly a decade in the past that they had no business being together, because he wasn’t going to have his children poisoned against him based on one mistake he made before they were ever born. My mom fell apart on him that day, I remember because I was peeking and listening in on their conversation. She said she would do better, but you see once you let that bitterness fester too long it becomes a habit. Not a week later my dad was late coming home from work and had forgotten to stop off for the milk my mom asked him to get. She was on a tear, yelling at him, accusing him of cheating again. Telling him she hoped whoever the woman was she was worth the fact his children didn’t have milk to drink.”

“That’s brutal,” I interjected before he went on. Zeke nodded his head in agreement though.

“It was especially brutal, because the reason he was late and forgot the damn milk was that he was getting her a brand new ring to celebrate the fresh start she’d finally given them.”

“Oh no!”

“Yeah, instead of handing her the ring he quietly got up, walked upstairs, and started packing a bag. He came back downstairs, handed the bag to her, and told her she could come back for the rest of her things once she had a solid place to stay.”

“How did she take that?”

“Not very well,” Zeke admitted. “She started yelling and screaming at him telling him she wasn’t the one leaving the house because she hadn’t done anything wrong. Screamed at him to get his shit and get his cheating ass out. That’s when he pulled the ring box from his hand. My mom shut up then, and stood there stunned. My dad opened the box and showed her this gorgeous three-carat sapphire and diamond ring, then he looked her in the eye and explained how he had to wait on the jeweler to finish up since he’d made sure it would fit her finger. He told her, ‘I thought we were truly starting new this time so I wanted to commemorate the occasion with this ring to show how serious I was and how thankful that you finally found it in your heart to forgive the young man I was for the one horrible mistake I made. I can’t continue to be your punching bag though. I made that clear before. I won’t allow our children to continue seeing all this anger directed towards me for something I haven’t done since before they were born. I finally get that you can’t find it in your heart to forgive me. Maybe one day you will. For now though, you need to go see someone, and work on the anger you can’t control. I’ll pay for it, because I helped put it there, but I won’t put up with it any longer. You need to get help. Once you do, you can come see the kids and we’ll discuss where to go from there.’” Zeke paused in the telling of his story then, and when he didn’t pick it back up I had to ask.

“What happened? Did she get help?”

“No, she didn’t. She left that night and went to look for help in the bottom of a bottle. When that stopped working for her she eventually started looking for help in drugs. Eventually, the drugs took her from us. She let one incident in her life define her, muddy a relationship that could have been great again, and taint her children’s lives. So, when I ask what you want it’s because I don’t want to see you travel her path, Ever.” He grabbed my hand and held it sandwiched between his two larger ones. “If you want to forgive and try again with these people, then give it all of you. If you don’t, then walk away clean and cut those ties so the hurt doesn’t fester.”

“Thanks, Zeke,” I told him as I leaned up and kissed his stubble-roughened cheek. “I’m sorry about your mom, and I promise I won’t end up like her.” With that, I left to go to my room and contemplate exactly what I wanted out of this venture, and if I had anything left to give any of them.

I had taken most of the rest of the evening to think about everything, and I still was unsure of how I felt or what I wanted to do. I was so frustrated that the thought of maybe going out and getting completely fucked up on something actually flitted through my mind a couple times, but then Zeke’s message to me would make me feel guilty for even thinking it. Again.

My cell ringing felt almost like salvation, and as a result I ended up answering without looking to see who was calling. “Hello?”

“Holy crap, I can’t believe you picked up,” a familiar male voice huffed out on a breath.

“Jay?” The question his name posed was really something like, what the fuck are you doing calling my phone? It didn’t matter, I had already picked up, now time would tell if that would be a mistake. After another moment of silence I asked again. “Hello?”

“Uh, yeah, sorry. I guess I never expected you would actually answer my call. I’m guessing you only did because you didn’t see who it was.”

“You’re not wrong so far. Do you want to get to the point, or should I just hang up now?”

“Jesus, fuck! Yeah. I just wanted to tell you that I really think you should do the tattoos, even if I end up with a giant dick jizzing all over my ass like a tramp stamp.”

“That’s a hell of a visual. Thanks for the idea,” I deadpanned.

“I’m serious, Ever. Do your worst. You’ll never know how fucking sorry I am, and how much what I did to you kills me. I fucked up bad, and there wasn’t really any fixing it once it went so far. Doesn’t even matter how the brothers made me pay for that shit either. Hell, they damn near kicked me out of the club for it, and even if they had it still wouldn’t have been enough.” He paused a moment, and I wasn’t sure if he was waiting for me to say something, agree with him, or disagree. It didn’t matter because I had nothing to add at this point. Again, he wasn’t wrong, yet.

“The thing is… shit, I don’t know how to say this without coming off as even more of an asshole.” Damn, my stomach clenched and prepared myself for the worst. “I’m so fucking sorry, but please, if you have any mercy in you – even though it’s not deserved – don’t make me the guy that completely broke the club. Your dad threatened to leave the MC if you don’t agree to this, if everyone else didn’t agree to this. He said the brothers broke his family, and they need to fix it the right way this time. Besides, our families are suffering too. Our moms, our siblings, I just want everyone to have a chance at happiness together again. Not me,” he added the last quickly before explaining. “You made it clear you don’t want me in your life anymore, and I get it. As much as I’d like your forgiveness and to start over and be the friend to you I should have been all along, I know that ship has sailed. Hell, that ship burned and sank to the bottom of the ocean and I was the cannon that took it down. I know that.

“Just, please, think about doing this. Don’t just think about it, do it. I can’t take the thought that I’d ultimately be responsible for you never being around your family again.” The pain in his voice seemed genuine. I had known Jay too long to believe otherwise. Still, I didn’t even have a starting point for what to do with the goddamn tattoos, let alone a good enough reason to do them.

I said as much to Jay. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin, and not sure I even want to. There’s been so much…”

“Start with yourself, Ever,” Jay said quickly after cutting me off.

“What?”

“Draw your own tattoo. Draw how you feel about the club, and what everything has meant to you or made you feel. Put your feelings into one single image to start. I’m not saying you actually have to ink yours. This is our cross to bear, not yours, but maybe it will help give you perspective or a direction to go in with everyone else’s?”

He actually had a brilliant idea with that. “I’m still not sure this is something I want to do, or if it would even be good for me to do it.”

“It will be good for you, Ever. I know it will, because you need your family. Lucy needs you and so does your brother. Your dad is too stubborn to admit how much all this has killed him inside, and I’d like to say your sister too, but honestly, I don’t think that girl’s head has come out of the clouds long enough to notice there’s even a rift in the family.”

I chuckled at that. Again, he wasn’t wrong. My little sister was about as clueless as they come, but it lent to an air of innocence around her that I would protect for her, because I wish my life could have been so simple and carefree.

“Besides,” Jay continued. “Deck isn’t the type to give up on what he wants, and it’s going to suck to lose him to the club and family too when he follows his heart.”

“Um,” I started to say before I asked what that was supposed to mean. 

“Tell me you didn’t!” An angry male voice shouted in the background of the call. 

“It’s not what you think,” Jay’s voice was pleading, and then the call disconnected. I knew who that angry voice belonged to, and I can only assume Jay had been told by his brother not to attempt to contact me. For once, him not listening and following directions may have turned out to be for the best. I would never tell him that, but he did give me an idea and now that the spark was there my hands itched to put pencil to paper.

It took six hours for me to perfect the image that would become my tattoo. Jay had presented the idea as a way for me to open up to my feelings, and not as an insistence that I also get marked, but I had been marked so deeply on the inside that I felt my pain and hurt deserved a chance to see the light of day too. I was done hiding how I felt. I was done being afraid that no one would accept me if I told them how unhappy I was. How unhappy they had made me. In hindsight, I could see that it never mattered, because not once had I had their approval or love anyway. Sure, I had a modicum of it from my father, brother, and even the Jay of my childhood, but the rest of the men had never accepted me. It just took me until now to realize I’d been afraid of losing something I never even had all this time, and that just made me extremely sad for myself.

I snatched up my drawing and went downstairs to find Zeke still there finishing up a client he had no doubt had to push back because of the drama earlier in the day. “What’s up, buttercup?” Zeke called out to me as he leaned in and swiped away blood and excess ink from the man’s chest.

“I have something I want to show you when you’re finished up, if that’s okay?”

“You know it’s ok. Be done here in about five more minutes.”

“Thank fuck,” the guy in the chair huffed out. Zeke and I both laughed at that causing the man to blush. He probably hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

While Zeke finished with his client, got him cleaned up, and checked out up front I managed to get my drawing swapped out to a stencil using the thermal paper and fax in the office. Now, all I had to do was show it to Zeke and convince him to ink it on my skin for me since it was going to be placed on my back. I wanted it to be seen when I chose for it to happen, but I didn’t necessarily want to see it myself after all was said and done. That probably seemed crazy, and even I had a hard time rectifying my reasoning other than to say the hurt and pain I’d endured over the years should have a permanent physical scar on my body, but that didn’t mean I wanted to look at it every day.
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~ Ever ~

 

Zeke strolled into the office as I was considering how well the stencil had turned out. He reached around and grabbed my artwork out of my hand, taking it under better light by the desk to get a good look at it. “Damn,” he muttered as he took in the image. “I guess you decided to start with yourself, huh?” 

“How did you know that one was for me?”

“Honey, this couldn’t have been for any of them. This one is definitely about your pain.” He turned toward me then and gently handed the stencil back. “Are you sure you want that on you?”

I nodded my head. “I’m positive,” I explained as I turned my back to him and pointed to where I wanted it. “Right here, if you would do the honors.”

“You know I will, but seriously, do you want some time to consider it first?”

“No, I’m positive it’s something I need to do to help me heal too.” Zeke smiled at me then, a gesture that was both warm and genuine.

“Good,” was all he said as he took the stencil back and headed toward his station. “Give me a few minutes to get this cleaned up and set up for you. I don’t have anyone else coming in tonight. Go put something on that will be comfortable for you and give me room to work without you losing your modesty.”

“You know I basically grew up around a bunch of bikers, right? Modesty is weirdly absent around that crew.”

“Yeah, I also know they kept you weirdly absent from their lifestyle so I imagine you still have a little left for yourself.”

“Well, you got me there,” I teased back. He wasn’t wrong either. Of all the “club kids” I was definitely the most conservative with the way I dressed and behaved even if I was going into a profession that didn’t always lean conservatively. Again, that went back to me trying to be the good girl so everyone would accept me. I just shrugged my shoulders at the thought, and ran up to my apartment to get an old bandeau top on. It was bright blue and fit extremely tight across my overly large chest. Considering the shirt itself was about four years old, I was guessing I would be lucky the stitching held through the entire tattoo, but it was the best I could do without going shirtless while Zeke worked on my back.

I also took a moment to sit and just breathe. I was about to put all my pain on the upper portion of my back for anyone and everyone to see depending on what I wore. Granted, there weren’t going to be many people who got it, but those in the know would understand every time they looked at it. When I thought that Zeke would be ready I finally meandered back downstairs. 

“You sure you want this?” He asked the question while taking in all that was me. All that I was in this tight as fuck shirt that my boobs were trying valiantly to pop free of. Never, in all the time I’d been working with Zeke had I noticed him checking me out, but that changed today apparently.

“My eyes are up here, buddy,” I teased him causing him to glance up so quickly I’m surprised he didn’t get whiplash of the eyeballs. I laughed then, wondering if that was even a thing. My laughter brought Zeke right out of his stupor as a huge grin formed on his superbly masculine face, making it appear softer and more refined for a moment.

“Now there’s a sight to see,” he commented, confusing me. At my puzzled look he clarified so I wouldn’t have to wonder what he meant. “You laughing is a rare thing, honey and way better than noticing the boobs about to fall out of your shirt. No offense to the boobs.”

I continued laughing as I moved passed him to straddle the chair, leaning on the back with my arms basically dangling like dead weights. It was slightly inclined already so I wasn’t lying flat as if the chair were in the bed position. Honestly, it was pretty damn comfortable, and I thought maybe I’d get a nap in while he inked me. Then, I remembered the tattoo was pretty sizable and detailed, so inevitably it would start irritating me beyond sleep.

“Last chance, Ever. You sure you want this?”

“I’m positive that I do. Is it weird that it makes me feel better to know I drew it all out, and that it’s going to be there? It’s kind of like taking the weight of it off my shoulders – you know the internal ones – and putting it on the outside where it’s less of a burden.”

“I know exactly what you mean, and for the record, I’m happy as hell this is the route you’re taking. I can already see an ease about you that hasn’t been there the entire time I’ve known you.”

I didn’t respond to that. There wasn’t really anything to say. Instead I closed my eyes and waited for Zeke to get the transfer on my skin so that he could begin inking my design onto my body. It wasn’t long before the buzzing and initial scratch-like sensation lulled me into a semi-sleepy state. As I drifted off, a smile tipped my full lips up on my face. I was pretty sure this was what contentment felt like.

Three hours later the bell over the door tinkled to life, alerting us to the fact that Zeke hadn’t exactly locked up after his last client. We were probably lucky that we hadn’t had any other intruders while he’d been working on my piece. “Hey, man, we’re actually closed up right now. If you need to make an appointment just leave your information on a scrap of paper up on the front desk, and we’ll get back to you tomorrow some time,” Zeke called out to the as yet unidentified person.

“I was actually looking for Ever. She’s not answering her phone, and Lucy’s worried. She asked if I could come check on her.”

Zeke pulled his iron away from my skin. “She’s almost done here,” he called out as I stiffened.

“You’re getting a tattoo?” Now that he was closer I could place the voice, not that it took a genius to figure out who Lucy might send looking for me.

“That’s what it feels like.” I teased.

I didn’t bother opening my eyes as I felt Zeke wiping my back, most likely cleaning me up since I was pretty certain he had finished. An intake of breath piqued my attention just before either of them spoke again. “Is that what I think it is?” Deck’s voice was laden with awe as he asked the question.

“Probably,” Zeke answered.

“Damn,” he hissed out, voice both hushed and full of emotion. Like I thought, to those in the know, the tattoo would display my pain like no other. To those who didn’t, they would probably just wonder about its meaning. “Does this mean you’ll be doing the rest of them too?”

“Yeah, I’m going to do them, but I’m not showing them to anyone ahead of time, and you’ll keep quiet about this one too. I have a plan since the guys like their ceremonies so much. They mentioned unveiling them in front of the rest of the club. Once I get all the designs done, I’ll have them sit for the tattoos back to back. It’ll probably take about two days to get through all six, maybe three depending on how complex they end up being. Once everyone’s tattoos are healed up, we’ll have a thing at the club, explain what they’re about, and each person will get to see them for the first time along with everyone else. Then they will all get to see mine too.”

“You’ll be explaining their meanings too?” Deck asked, looking for confirmation.

“Yeah, I’ll be explaining why I chose each one.”

“I’ll be sure to stock some fuckin’ tissues at the clubhouse then,” Deck joked. Only, judging by the hitch in his voice, I don’t think it was as much of a joke as he tried to make it seem. “This is fuckin’ unbelievable,” he called out with sheer reverence in his voice.

“It’s all her. I just traced over Ever’s work,” Zeke was quick to clarify.

“Did Lucy want anything specific, or was she just trying to check in?” I asked, finally remembering why Deck had said he was there.

“Oh, no, nothing major. She was just worried about you. I guess the guys told her what they asked of you, and that no one had heard from you since the request was made.”

“That’s not true,” I reminded him, since I was pretty damn sure he had been the one on the other end of my phone call with Jay.

“Well, aside from Jay, but I don’t think anyone outside of the three of us knew you talked to him.”

“No, I don’t suppose he went blabbing his mouth about that since it might have backfired on him.” I moved to sit up after Zeke applied the wrap to my skin, and when I did I immediately felt slightly woozy and resumed my original position. “Well, that sucked!”

“Shit!” Zeke huffed out. “When was the last time you ate anything?”

“Um,” I thought a moment, and honestly couldn’t remember. When I was stressed out an appetite was the last thing I had to worry about. Thinking about the tattoos and the phone call from Jay, while eventually enabling me to clear my mind and lift some of my burden, it had taken most of the day to do so. “I was lost in that drawing for about six hours, getting it just right,” I admitted.

“Go grab her a coke from the employee lounge, Deck,” Zeke ordered. “You have to take better care of yourself, Ev. If I had known you hadn’t eaten I would have made sure to give you something. Christ, that’s at least nine hours without food, girl. You do this for a living now, so I know you know better.”

“I do, I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking about it, because once I got into it I was too excited.”

“Shit, you don’t need to explain. I know exactly how that is. Drink the Coke,” he commanded as Deck handed it to me. I rose up enough so that I was comfortable while drinking, and then I took a few small, tentative sips to start me out. Before long, I had chugged the majority of the can and ended up letting out the loudest damn belch I’d managed in a long time. Thank you carbonation for another round of humiliation in my life. The guys simply laughed.

“That one definitely deserved about an eight out of ten,” Deck joked.

“Shit, I might be willing to call that a nine,” Zeke put in his two cents. 

“Ha! Ha! You two are hilarious.” Feeling better, I twisted my body and pulled one leg over the chair almost like I was dismounting a bike. Then I spun around and sat facing forward so I could see the two ass-clowns who were making fun of me. Once again, I caught Zeke’s eyes on my tits. This time he wasn’t the only one here noticing my way-too-small shirt.

“You might want to adjust that,” Zeke managed to choke out while pointing toward my chest. “I’m just gonna go clean up,” before I could even process he was gone from the station and walking so fast down the hall he might as well have been at a light jog. 

Finally, I glanced down to see that my shit had indeed slipped down to an even more precarious position where my dusky areola were on display and nips were threatening to poke their way free of the fabric. “Shit,” I huffed out as I reached down made certain that all the important parts were once again covered by cloth only to look back up when I realized there were a pair of legs still standing in front of me. Connected to those dark denim clad legs was Deck whose eyes were so enflamed with the heat they were throwing off that I wondered if he could incinerate me where I sat. Jesus. Never, in all my 19 years, had I been looked at like that. Hell, I hadn’t even had a close call for someone looking at me that way. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Deck wanted to eat me alive.

“Deck?” I questioned softly bringing him out of his heated stupor.

“Go get changed, Ever. I’m taking you to get something to eat, but if that,” he pointed toward my barely-there shirt before continuing. “Happens when I have you in public, and people see, I may be tempted to kill them.”

I don’t know why, but that made me laugh. A full-on belly laughed started from deep down inside me, and once it started I couldn’t stop it. Little tears rolled from the sides of my eyes as it continued, and Deck just stood there huffing at me in consternation.

“I don’t know what was so funny about that,” he finally muttered. I did. Someone finally felt protective of me again, and it was because my boobs threatened to spill out. A biker, worried about people seeing my boobs was just hilarious considering the conversation Zeke and I had earlier about their lax lifestyle when it comes to modesty.

I waved him off as I stood, still giggling, and moved around him to head to my apartment upstairs. “Where are you going?” He finally asked.

“I’m going to get changed. Don’t want you running around killing poor innocent people if I have a nip-slip style wardrobe malfunction,” I managed to choke out while still laughing at the absurdity of seeing my boobs being a killing offense. “I’ll be right back down.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 12
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~ Declan ~

 

I was going to kill a motherfucker dead tonight. No questions asked. It was going to happen, and once I heard the door to Ever’s apartment slam shut in her haste to get up there and change clothes I went in search of the walking dead man himself. 

Of course, the bastard had to take the wind right out of my sails by coming to find me first. “Shit, man. I did not mean to see that. Seriously, I think of her like a little sister, so if you think you’re pissed because I saw what you think of as yours, then imagine how I feel.”

Fuck! This bastard was going to make me laugh when I’d been homicidal only moments earlier. “I was so fucking shocked I couldn’t even lay your ass out before you ran off like a little bitch who’s afraid of tits.”

Zeke laughed and turned to go take a seat on the couch tucked off to the side of the lounge room. “Just be glad it was me in there instead of Kane.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“I know you’ve noticed, so no need to have me lay that out for you.” Zeke waved off the anger that started to build inside of me again. “Don’t even let that shit inflate your jealousy man. He is painfully aware of where he stands with that girl, and it sure as fuck isn’t with him anywhere in the running. At least not yet, anyway, so don’t screw it up with her or you better believe he’ll be swooping in.”

“Isn’t he Erin’s older brother?”

“Yeah, which means he has plenty of reason, other than working with her, to be around,” Zeke offered up, and Deck had the impression that Zeke was mostly just fucking with him right now.

“He’s had years though,” Deck pointed out.

“So have you,” Zeke countered.

“I’ve been gone for five, man,” he laughed out. “Kind of hard to woo a girl from half a world away, and besides, for most of that time she was too young anyway.”

“Same goes for Kane, at first he didn’t notice because she was too young, then when he did she was going through some shit. Now, she’s not really stuck in that rut as much anymore, and she’s starting to come into her own.” Zeke shrugged. “He won’t overstep, but he won’t fail to pick up pieces either, if you get my drift.”

“Yeah, I get your drift,” I growled out, much to Zeke’s amusement. “That’s a powerful tattoo you inked on her back today.”

“It is, and I’m hoping it helps her begin to heal. Hell, actually, I know it will, because I already saw the difference in her from when we talked after all of you left until the moment she brought me that image.” Zeke appeared pensive for a moment. “I just wish I could be there to see the unveiling of the tattoos. I hope these guys are prepared to actually face their own shit, and her pain, because otherwise I have a feeling all hell is gonna break loose that night.”

“I don’t think it will be an easy night, but I think it has to happen in order for everyone to move forward.”

“And you need her to be able to move forward with the club you’re in?” Zeke grumbled.

“Nah, I want her to be okay with everyone, because they’re supposed to be her family, but Ever is the girl you don’t mind walking away from everything for. Worse comes to worse, I’m prepared for that.”

Zeke grinned at me as he rose to his feet, clapped a hand down on my shoulder one good time and squeezed. “Fuckin’ glad to hear you say that, man.” With that, he walked away, and I felt like I had just gotten approval from Ever’s older brother or something. That was definitely an odd feeling considering I actually knew T-Bone, and his opinion wouldn’t have mattered as much. It was then I understood that my feelings toward my club brothers had suffered greatly because of Ever’s ordeal.

She came downstairs a few minutes later wearing jeans, riding boots, a tank top and her leather jacket. It was summer time, and she was going to sweat to death in that if I took her where I had originally planned to. Instead, I changed my plans to accommodate the girl, because as I’d just told Zeke, she was worth it.

 

~ Ever ~

“Did Zeke leave?”

“Yeah, just a minute ago,” Deck explained as he checked out what I was wearing. I wondered, briefly, if I’d been too presumptuous with my outfit. I just assumed we’d be going somewhere on his bike and I wanted to be prepared for riding. Not that I’d actually been riding on anyone’s bike before. I bought the boots and jacket a few years ago in the hopes that one of the guys would actually take me – back then I was thinking of Jay – but it never happened. My dad told me the only woman who got to ride on his bike was his old lady, of course, the next week my little sister had begged and pleaded her way onto the back of his bike too. So, it must have just been me that wasn’t allowed. My brother told me he’d never have a bitch on back of his ride. The boy of my dreams back then insisted on having each and every one of his girlfriends on the back of his bike, but never me, because that would send the wrong message. Once we were outside all those thoughts of the past faded away, because the excitement of my first ride started to cause a slight tremble in my hands.

“It’s like you read my mind,” he finally said as he reached over to grab something out of the saddlebag. “I brought my bike, so I’m happy to see you had the appropriate things to wear. Though, I don’t know why I’d think you wouldn’t since you grew up in a biker family.” He held a helmet out for me as he spoke.

I just smiled at Deck as I put the helmet on that he had ready for me. Then I proceeded to blow his mind judging by his flabbergasted response to my next question. “I’ve never actually done this before, so where should I put my feet exactly?” I was staring at the bike, thinking maybe they belonged on the tiny little pegs I could see sticking out near the back, but I wasn’t entirely sure. Worse, I felt heartsick that I had to ask this question after being around an MC for eight years. The truth was, I had purposely tried not to watch as I saw other women – the old ladies, daughters, girlfriends, and even club whores – hop on to ride with someone, because I was jealous as hell of them for being allowed to do what I couldn’t.

“What?” Deck finally asked as he managed to close his jaw enough to form the words.

I just stared at him, not sure he actually needed me to repeat myself. “What, what?” I double questioned him back, because I was honestly confused.

“How the hell have you spent all these years in an MC family and you don’t know how to mount a bike or where to put your feet?” His initial astonishment turned to a red-hot anger with each word he spat out of his mouth. Even though I didn’t think that anger was directed at me I flinched back, and glanced at the door to the tattoo studio, suddenly rethinking the idea of spending time with anyone even remotely affiliated with the club.

A deep male chuckle from the car parked behind Deck’s bike caught my attention before I could flee, and there stood Kane, keys in hand, shaking his head in admonishment while exuding an aura of bad ass man in his all black ensemble. His sleeved arms were protruding from the almost too-tight t-shirt he wore. His eyes narrowed on Deck. “You’re honestly surprised she’s never been on the back of a bike before?”

“Fuck yeah, I am.”

“Dude, she wasn’t even sixteen when shit went down with your families. When did you think she was going to do it?”

“Biker kids are on the back of bikes almost from birth, man. That’s something you don’t know shit about,” Deck spit out.

“Yeah?” He questioned then pointed directly at me. “I know that girl there has never been accepted by your fucking sorry ass biker family, and so I wouldn’t think a single one of those fucks would put her on the back of their bikes. Am I wrong sweetheart?”

I saw Deck’s hands curl up into fists at his sides whether because of the “sorry ass biker family” comment or the endearment Kane threw my way I wasn’t sure. Either way the answer to his question remained the same. “You’re right, Kane.” My response was soft spoken, and you’d have to be deaf to miss the note of dejection there.

“Fuck,” Deck hissed out, before relaxing those fists and reaching out to pull me into his body. “I’m so fuckin’ sorry, Ev.” His words were whispered on a warm breath against my ear as he tucked me close to him. I wasn’t sure if the move was one hundred percent genuine, or done to show Kane that I was his. Either way, I just appreciated being wrapped up in his arms in that moment, because seriously, I was about to turn into a total girly-girl and cry. How many more tiny little humiliations could my family continue to put me through without even having to be here to do it?

Ignoring the fact that Kane was still standing there watching us, and waiting to see how I would react Deck squeezed me tighter for a moment and then released me. “Let’s get you on my bike, babe. You’re going to love it, I promise.” With that, we made the effortless transition. He slid his leg over the bike and straddled it in the manliest pose I’ve ever seen. Then he guided my hand – which he still held – to his shoulder and squeezed it down there. “Use me to hold on to, and then throw a leg over. He pointed down to the pipes before I was able to move though. “Avoid touching anywhere around there, because unless the bike’s been sitting a good while they’ll be hotter than hell and will give you a damn good burn.”

“Okay,” I muttered as I swung my leg over. It didn’t feel as though the pipes would be that hot, but then again, he’d been inside for a while too. Before I could ask where to put my feet he was already sliding a hand down my leg, from thigh to shin, then grabbing hold and tucking my foot where it belonged. He repeated the same thing on the other side even though I had already tucked that foot in place. Then he pulled my hands around his waist and tightened his hold a moment. “Don’t let go, babe. Lean with me when we turn, sit close, and become a part of me, a part of the bike, and enjoy the ride.”

When he said those words, “become a part of me,” a tingle went straight down my spine and left my entire body feeling like a hot wire ready to spark and ignite. Then he turned on the bike, and revved the engine beneath us. Holy shit! I’d heard the rumble of the Harleys before, even from up close as my brother pulled near me on occasion. I’d felt the ground tremble beneath my feet a bit, but I never imagined it would feel this alive as you straddled one of these beasts. I didn’t even want to think about what the vibration was doing to my lady parts as it seemed to bring to life the seam of my jeans that pressed tightly, vibrating now with the bike, right against my most sensitive spot. Good lord! No wonder the women around the club were always clambering to get a ride on someone’s bike.

As Deck pulled out of the spot he threw an arm up with a middle finger extended back at Kane. Kane just grinned and tossed me a quick salute, before Deck kicked the bike into a higher gear and jutted out of there, throwing me even closer to him and bringing my attention back to the ride rather than on the man we’d just left behind. I was only wearing a half helmet so I rested my chin on Deck’s right shoulder and enjoyed the wind blowing in my face as we cruised through town at lower speeds. It wasn’t until Deck turned on the highway and kicked the bike into higher gear that I got my first real motorcycle ride experience. The wind seemed to steal my breath momentarily, kicking in my adrenaline reflexively before I managed to tuck my nose down behind Deck’s shoulder. It was such an odd experience I didn’t know, for a moment, whether to be freaked out or elated. Then, I just let go of that brief question in my mind as I breathed in the smell of leather from his kutte, and the smell of summer – like a salt-water breeze – that seemed to cling to Deck no matter what he wore.

The scent of Deck enveloped me just as the higher speeds enthralled me. We blazed past slower traffic, the wind screaming past us as my eyes watered slightly, but I refused to look away from the world as it became our bitch. Everything, from the wind roaring by to the growl of the bike beneath us and the magnificent man I was wrapped around settled deep into my bones that seemed to lift all the weight that I’d had trapped there. It felt freeing. It felt like flying. 

The only other experience I could even begin to equate it to was when my mom took me to go horseback riding a couple months before she died. A snake spooked the horse the man put me on when we were trotting through the field, and it took off at a breakneck pace. I just clung on for dear life, while also giggling the entire way. I had felt as if I was flying then too, and this was the closest to that moment as I’d ever gotten to again. My heart fluttered in my chest with the memory just in time for the bike beneath me to begin slowing as Deck turned off the highway and back into a different part of the city. 

We weren’t exactly dressed for fine dining, but that apparently wasn’t going to stop Deck from taking me to Gallantry, one of the premier fine dining establishments in Charleston. “How did you manage this? I don’t think I even know a single person who has managed to get in.” The question just flowed from my tongue as I dismounted his Harley on wobbly legs. “Oh my God!” I hissed out as Deck caught hold of my arm to stabilize me while he climbed off his bike seemingly unaffected. “Wow, that was weird,” I offered as he chuckled.

“I forgot to warn you about the jelly-legs your first time riding. It’s been so long since I’ve experienced it, I honestly forgot.” It was my turn to chuckle at his admission. “As far as how I managed this, I happen to be friends with one of the owners, but let’s keep that a secret so everyone and their brother isn’t asking me for an in. I start getting everyone else a table here and I won’t be able to get us one when we want it.”

A warm tingly feeling was set loose on my insides as he made that statement. It was an odd feeling to know one simple word held so much power in my heart. “Us,” I whispered, without realizing I’d done so out loud. Deck just smiled at me.

“Come on, babe, let’s go get some food in you.”

“Wait,” I almost yelped out while tugging on his arm. “Aren’t we a little underdressed for a place like this?”

He glanced at me then, eyes seeming to darken as he did so. His pink tongue poked out to swipe at his lower lip before he spoke again, but his hand also moved from my arm to my waist and wrapped around my middle while pulling me close to him. “We are as dressed up as we need to be, babe, but I will gladly bring you back here another time all decked out so you can play dress up.”

I scoffed at that. “I don’t even have anything to play dress up in, so that’s a moot point,” I told him as I waved off the idea as ludicrous. I’d once had a dress and shoes ready for a prom I dreamed of going to, but never ended up attending. After everything happened in my life to ruin that moment for me I never bought another nice piece of clothing again. I thought planning ahead for something that was never going to happen was silly. Deck gave me an odd look, almost as if he could see that explanation written in my features even though it was no more than a thought. 

“I’m going to make it happen one day, Princess.” I sucked in a breath at the endearment he chose to use. I’d never been called that before other than in the derogatory way the other men of the club used it to basically call me the unwanted redheaded stepchild of the MC. The Other Princess. Deck seemed to know what my sudden intake of breath meant though, and he just hugged me closer as he started shuffling us closer to the door of Gallantry where there was an honest to goodness red carpet and a man in a suit befitting the most formal of occasions there to open the ornate arched front door for us. My nerves caused my stomach to do a little flip as I took in the fact that the front door was far too fancy for my riding leathers, so no doubt the inside of this place would be far more luxurious. Deck had told me not to worry about it though, so I followed along as he guided me, hand in hand, into the candle-lit dining area.

The carpet beneath our feet was a plush burgundy color that appeared to be perfectly clean, which was surprising since this was a restaurant. It kind of made me feel sorry for any of the servers who might accidentally drop a dish at some point. There didn’t actually appear to be any electric lighting in the place, although I was sure it was just cleverly hidden for when the romantic ambiance wasn’t necessary. The ornate iron wall sconces that were placed between each table and booth lit the shadowy areas while tiny little iron chandeliers hung above each table casting gorgeous soft candlelight around the diners. It was a breathtaking sight to see for the first time, and it definitely made me feel like I should have my old prom dress on to be here, because it had been the most fancy dress I had owned in my life. This place deserved that at the very least. I blushed thinking about how out of place my jeans and leather jacket were.

It didn’t seem to matter to Deck though. He strolled through Gallantry like he owned the place, his clothing and the attitude that matched only making what should have seemed wrong appear so right together instead. We were seated at a cute little table for two near the back of the restaurant. The table itself was made out of the same sturdy, dark wood as the rest of them, but the high back upholstered wooden chairs were a work of art with their burgundy, velvet seat cushions and backs that were so tall they gave off an overwhelming air of privacy. Deck pulled my chair out for me and slid it back in to a comfortable position before taking his own seat across from me.

I watched him for clues that might fill me in on what this dinner was all about, because this seemed like too fancy of a place to take a person to drop bad news on their shoulders. It also seemed a bit unlikely that this was a date, even though my heart sped up and battered my ribs at the thought. I supposed he could just be trying to make up for all the hurt his biological and biker family had caused me by doing something nice.

“What are you thinking about?” He finally asked after a few moments of watching me trying to figure him out.

I shrugged my shoulders, and thankfully, the waiter who arrived to take our orders cut off my answer. I never did get up the guts to ask what this was all about as we sat and ate the most scrumptious food I’d ever put inside my mouth. Every bite was a taste explosion, and desert was a dive into chocolate decadence that I would probably not survive a second time. This was definitely something I would compare future dates too, even if this hadn’t actually been a date, because it was still perfect in its own way.

As we left the restaurant the sun was setting, leaving a warm orange-pink glow in the sky. The night had cooled a little, but just so that I was not uncomfortable in my jeans now as opposed to how I had felt earlier when I first stepped out of the shop in them. 

“I was going to take us on the sunset sail, but I’m pretty sure we missed it,” Deck informed me as he tossed a leg over his bike, straddling the thing as if it were a second skin he was putting on. It was such an effortless task that I was suddenly in awe, because now I knew what it felt like to have to situate my body just so. I placed my hand on his solid shoulder, and repeated the motion, throwing my leg over the bike. It took me a minute longer to get sorted, and when I thought I was doing just fine, I learned I was so very wrong. Deck took hold of both of my thighs with his hands and pulled me forward so that our bodies were molded to one another, my front to his back.

“Oh!” I called out in surprise, thinking back to our ride over here where I definitely hadn’t gotten this close until the speed of the bike sort of forced me to settle in a bit more than when I had originally gotten on. 

“Now we don’t have to worry about you sliding around. You can hold on to me with your arms and these thighs of yours,” he added as he gave each of my legs a quick squeeze before turning the bike on.

“It’s okay about missing a sail I didn’t even know about, Deck.” My response was late, but my brain seemed to be operating at half its normal speed as my heart pumped all the blood in my body to tingly places instead of the brain I normally hid behind. “That was the most amazing dinner I’ve ever had. I don’t think even a Carolina sunset from over the water could compete.”

Deck turned his head enough that I could see the grin on his face as I put my helmet on and strapped in. “Good, I’m glad you enjoyed it, babe. Now, let’s get you back before we end up ruining a good thing.” He swatted his cheek. “Damn mosquitos are coming out with a vengeance.”

I laughed at that as I wrapped my arms around his body and held on tight to his chiseled abs while the bike roared underneath us as Deck pulled carefully out of the lot and back onto the road. Once again, I lost myself in the ride, the feeling of gliding through the air overwhelming my senses and dimming everything else out as we moved through the light traffic heading back towards the side of town the shop and my apartment were on.

Once we were back, we took the stairs on the side of the building up to my apartment. I unlocked the door and looked back at Deck expectantly. I didn’t know if he was coming in, or just making sure I got inside safely since it was already after dark by the time we arrived. What I didn’t expect to see was the heat in his eyes as he looked at me. They were damn near molten as his gaze dropped from my eyes down to my lips and lingered there. Without warning his arm shot out around my waist pulling me into his body while the other hand tugged up on my neck as his fingers curled into my hair at the base of my skull guiding me where he needed me. My head tipped back slightly with the pressure of his hand tugging on my hair and then his lips were on mine, warm and soft as the hint of stubble on his face abraded the tender skin around my lips. 

The sweet kiss lasted only a moment, one that seemed like an eternity, and then, with a swipe of his tongue across my still sealed lips, it heated and became something far more. My mouth parted slightly in surprise and Deck did not hesitate to swoop in with his tongue, hot and delicious, exploring my mouth as I tentatively started returning the favor. Our mouths suddenly finding themselves in an all out war as we jockeyed for position, dominance, whatever it was we were each searching for in that kiss. A vibration between us caused him to pull away from me reluctantly. I watched in a lust-induced haze as Deck plucked a cell phone from his pocket, swiped the screen, and announced, “Yeah?” His voice was rough, almost like I would expect it to sound after a full night’s rest, but slightly more interesting and intense. “Shit,” he hissed out, his eyes telling me more than that one word he’d spoke about how he regretted picking up the phone. “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

He clicked off the phone, stuffed it back in his jeans, and ran his hand back behind my neck and under my hair again. His fingers trailed there for a moment, sending shivers up and down my spine as he did so. Deck grinned at me. “Our next date won’t be interrupted, I promise!”

My hand inadvertently went to my lips, tracing the tingly sensation left behind by Deck’s. “Date?” I asked dreamily causing his eyebrows to scrunch in confusion.

“Yeah, date, babe. What we just did…” He let the words trail off as he watched my face.

“Oh, I’ve never been on a date before,” I muttered around my finger that was still trailing across my kiss-swollen lips.

“You, what?” They were just two words, but the surprise in them startled me back to the here and now with Deck.

“I’ve never been on a date before, Deck. Never been kissed either,” I admitted foolishly. I watched as Deck’s eyes grew larger, rounding out in surprise, awe, or something I just couldn’t wrap my head around.

“You’ve never?” Deck looked away quickly, running his hand through his hair as he released me. “Shit, if I had known…” Again, his words trailed off and I wondered if it was a good or bad thing for him that I had never been on a date before him, or been kissed. “I will make this night up to you, but unfortunately, I have to get going, babe. And don’t think we won’t be talking about the fact that this was your first experience for both.” He moved, heading down the stairs of my apartment as I stood on the landing watching him go.

“Is that a good thing, or…?”

The answering grin he threw back over his shoulder stopped my heart for a minute. “Babe, it sure as shit isn’t a bad thing from my perspective. Now, get your ass inside before I go. I want to make sure you’re safe so I don’t have to worry while I’m out.” I got myself inside the apartment, and watched through the window as Deck took off for wherever that call was sending him. I figured it was club business, and so I knew better than to ask. Not that anyone told me anything anyway, but I knew that was the rule of the club. Women don’t ask questions unless they want to hear the generic, “club business” excuse bantered back to them before their men roll out to parts unknown.

As soon as Deck was out of sight I moved to the bathroom to look at my face. My lips were actually slightly swollen giving them that bee-stung look so many women pay a fortune to achieve. Then there was the slight bit of reddening on the skin around my lips from Deck’s stubble. Holy crap! I had beard burn on my face. I giggled at the thought, because just a couple hours before I was the girl everyone loved to hate. The one that had never been on a date with a boy, and now I was the girl who had her first date and first kiss with a man instead. Things were starting to look up in my life for the first time in a very long while. I realized as I looked at myself in the mirror that Zeke had been right earlier. I couldn’t remember the last time I saw a smile on my own face, and I had to admit I enjoyed seeing it. Apparently, I was beautiful when I smiled.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 13
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~ Ever ~

 

Crow was up first since his would be the easier of the two tattoos I had to do. He and my father had come in together and insisted they were to be the first to have theirs done. Crow’s tattoo was going on his left forearm since he didn’t really have room to ink anything anywhere else. I figured it would be fitting since he’d have to see it every day for the rest of his life though. Maybe it would serve as a reminder that he needed to be nicer to people, at least to people he was supposed to give a damn about. 

I had Crow’s transfer all ready to go on his skin, but as per our agreement, none of the men could see the tattoos until they were all completely done and healed since we were going to have a ceremony to reveal them to the entire club. In preparing for that eventuality, I had come with a blindfold at the ready. I turned to hold it out to my dad. “Could you do the honors? I don’t think Crow would take too kindly to me blindfolding him since he doesn’t even like me.”

I felt Crow wince beneath my hands as I shaved the fine hairs off of the inside of his forearm to prep for the tattoo. He was watching me, but said nothing to either affirm or deny the accusation. Instead he just nodded at my father who took the blindfold and tied it around Crow’s head making sure that his eyes were covered to a point where he could not see what I was doing. “Now, you need to go, because you can’t see it either. You can either wait in the lobby or in the lounge we have in back.”

“Come on man, I’ll take you to the lounge so our other customers don’t bother you,” Zeke called out to my father as I began prepping the transfer on Crow’s arm.

Once they were gone I finished applying the transfer and got to work, bending over the arm I was working on and doing my thing. I got lost in the work for quite some time before Crow decided to speak. Actually, it startled me a bit, because I hadn’t been prepared for him to talk to me at all through this process. He’d only ever had a very few sparing words to say to me over the years, and nearly all of them were either filled with some sort of spite or hatred I didn’t understand or they were dismissive and left me labeled with a moniker I’d never be able to shake. The one that left me feeling like so much less than my sister and everyone else involved with the club for years. I lifted my iron from his skin as he spoke so I wouldn’t mess up by accident, or poke too deep if whatever he had to say pissed me off.

“I never understood how much of my anger about my own situation I had put off on you over the years. You never deserved an ounce of what I put you through, and for that I am truly sorry, Ever.”

Aside from the small noise I made in the back of my throat, I didn’t respond to that. What was there to say? Instead, I continued inking my pain on this man’s body so he would never forget what he was sorry for. I hoped it also kept him from judging people unfairly as he had done with me. I wasn’t naïve enough to think my tattoo would change this man’s views on the world, but hopefully, having it plainly visible on his body would at least give him pause so no one else had to suffer with the hurt he inflicted on them the way I had over the years.

When we finished up, I put a cotton bandage over the wrapped tattoo and explained the cleaning process to him. “Since your tattoo is in a heavily visible area, I understand you probably won’t be able to avoid seeing it, especially since you need to unwrap it and let it breathe. Just remember when you see it, you may not understand it until I explain it to you.”

“I’m not going to cheat and look at it. My old lady said she’d care for it until it healed. Otherwise, I’ll be wearing long sleeves to hide it. Damn shame we did this in the warmer months though. I’m going to be sweating balls while trying to hide this thing.” His attempt at a joke worked, and we both chuckled while I scooted him out of my chair and to the lounge where my father still waited. “Give me just a minute to clean up, and get your stuff all set,” I told my father and then I hauled ass out of there before I could hear whatever questions my dad was hurling at Crow.

Crow left the studio while my dad was in the chair still. Some sort of club business was going down. They’d actually taken a break half way through the tattoo so they could discuss whatever was going on before Crow took off to ‘handle it’ for them. I didn’t really care what their club business was, but it was interesting to watch the dynamic from the perspective of an inquisitive stranger rather than the unwanted daughter position I’d occupied for so long. It was interesting being this close the fray when I knew I didn’t belong in that world.

“Sorry about that,” my dad offered as he took his seat again, straddling the chair so that I could continue to work on his back, upper right shoulder blade where his tattoo was going. It was one of the few spaces he actually had left on his upper body, and I didn’t want to have to deal with anything involving working on my own father’s lower half where pants needed to come off. Nor was I interested in working on his front side where I would have to watch him looking at me. This was better, more impersonal, considering the extremely personal nature of the tattoo I was inking on him.

“It’s no problem,” I told him, and it hadn’t been. I’d been bent over Crow’s arm, and now my father’s back for the past three and a half hours so I used the time to shake out my hands and grab a drink anyway.

“How much more do we have to go?”

“Probably half way through at this point. Did you need to leave to go handle business? If so, we can wait and do the rest once this heals.”

“No,” my father protested quickly. “I think everyone would shoot me if I made them wait even longer to get to the finish line on this one.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t want to make anyone wait to get over their shit, huh?” I asked with a bit of a bite to my words.

“Ever,” he started to say, but thankfully the bell over the door tinkled, distracting me and forcing him to keep his thoughts to himself.

“Hey man, she’s still working on her dad,” I heard Zeke greet whoever had come into the shop. That meant whoever it was knew my dad and me.

“It’s okay, I spoke to Crow. I knew she’d still be busy for a bit.”

“How did the other night go for you?” Zeke asked, and I tried to tune out the answer as I got back to work and let the buzz of my machine still the conversations going on around me. That was to no avail though, because apparently my father had tuned into the conversation and was paying some serious attention to it.

“Deck took you out?” He finally asked as I swiped away excess ink and blood from where I was working.

“Yeah, the other day,” I explained without detail.

“On a date?”

“Um, I guess so,” I answered as I continued to work.

“What does that mean? Either it was a date or it wasn’t.”

“I didn’t know it was a date until he brought me back home,” I answered and my father immediately stiffened which bunched his shoulder muscles up forcing me to have to stop my work once again. “Calm down, I just didn’t realize. I thought he was just being nice to me. When he asked me on a second date I realized that had been the first one.” I said the words nonchalantly and as my father relaxed I started back in on my work once more.

“I didn’t realize you and Deck, um, you know, liked each other that way.” I shrugged my shoulders briefly in response, not that my father could see.

“I’m sure there’s a lot of things you don’t know about me. It’s no big deal.”

“Fuck!” The word hissed out of my father’s mouth unrestrained. “Ever, it is a big deal. It’s a big fuckin’ deal that I know so little about my oldest daughter. It’s not something I’m proud of, and definitely something I want to change if you’ll let me.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just didn’t. I continued to work, and let the buzz of my machine fill the silent gaps. It wasn’t that I didn’t want those things too. Hell, I’d dreamed of having my father be interested in my life for such a ridiculous amount of time. Even before I came to live with him, I had wished for a daddy to call my own. I longed for it my entire life. What I didn’t do now was trust his words, because there was only so much let down a person could handle before they gave up on the things they dreamed of coming true. For me, I had given up on my father being a part of my life two years ago. Now, it was hard to fathom that changing, even after the tattoos. Honestly, the whole idea of forgiveness through the tattoos, while wonderful, was still kind of an unknown for me. I didn’t think it was going to be the insta-healer everyone else assumed it would.

As I finished up and explained to my father the dynamics of getting his wife to clean and care for his tattoo I noticed that Deck had edged closer to my space. He was trying to peek at the work I’d done so I moved in order to block his view. I heard him chuckle in response as he greeted my father. “Double-D,”

“Deck,” my father returned the one name greeting. “You getting some work done too?” My father asked.

“Nah, just here to see Ever.”

“Hmm.” Double-D made the non-committal noise and then grabbed my business card off the desk that sat to the side of my chair. “I’ll have Luce give you a call if she has any trouble with it. You know she’ll be able to see it if she’s caring for it though.”

“I don’t think she’ll spill the beans, so it’s fine.”

“You’re probably right. She thinks I deserve to wait it out with everyone else. Says you’ve had to wait years for me to step up and be a real dad, that it won’t hurt me to have to wait on you now.” I glanced up at my father then, because what he was saying seemed like more than just Lucy’s regurgitated words. “She’s not wrong, Ever, and I’m so damn sorry baby.”

Shit. He was making me tear up, and I really didn’t want to do that. Not here. Not in front of all the people I worked with and Deck. They all had gotten too many glimpses of my pain as is, I was getting really sick of having to share it with them. I just nodded at my father and then turned my back, cleaning up my space to keep my hands occupied since they were shaking. I heard what sounded like a hand slapping leather, and then my father’s gruff voice, low so as not to be overheard. “Be good to her,” he stated and then I heard the clomp of his boots on the floor as he walked away.

Once I had everything squared away I turned to see Deck smiling at me. “Everything go okay today?”

“Yeah,” I managed to get out before a single traitorous tear slipped down my cheek. “Sorry,” I whispered as I turned my head away to swipe the rogue tear from my face.

“Don’t,” Deck admonished as he came over to me, pulled me close, and moved to wipe the tear away himself. “This whole process is bound to be emotional, Ever. I don’t think anyone is expecting anything different. Just, don’t hide from me, okay?”

I shook my head in agreement just before he cradled my face with his hands, kissed my forehead, and pulled me into the warmth of his chest. “What do you say we get out of here for a bit so that you can let go all of the built up tension?”

“I’d like that,” I explained to his chest where I was still resting my head and taking in his fresh scent of leather and the sea. I’d bet money that he’d been out on the water today, or at least as close to it as he could get, because he smelled like salt water and sunshine on top of the leather. Don’t ask what sunshine smelled like. It was just this innate warmth that seemed to cling to the man I was leaning into. I waved to Zeke as we left since he was the only other person there. He tipped his chin up at me in acknowledgment and we slipped out of the shop without another word.

It wasn’t until we were taking off and pulling out into traffic that I noticed my father was sitting on his bike across the street watching us. I wondered what that was about, but as soon as Deck kicked his bike into higher gear and our speed increased with it any questions lulling around in my head were sent to rest as the thrill of the ride overtook me. I could not contain the joyous smile that graced my face as we moved along the street, weaving in and out of the slower vehicles as we passed. I understood completely why the men of the club were so in love with riding. I just wished one of them would have shared it with me sooner. As I let my mind drift, I changed my opinion. I was glad it was Deck I was sharing this with. It seemed right this way, because I didn’t think he’d ever do anything to taint the experience.

When we pulled up at the movie theater I laughed a little. “Date number two has you laughing already?” Deck asked me as he dismounted his bike and offered me a hand with getting myself off as well. My legs felt better this time, but I wasn’t kidding myself that I was used to the rumbling ride and therefore my legs were unaffected. It had just been a much shorter ride than yesterday’s.

“No, I don’t know why it struck me funny that you brought me to see a movie.” I shrugged my shoulders while I stalled to find the right words. “I don’t think we’ve ever even watched a television show together,” I told him as if that was enough explanation for him to get it.

“Yeah, so there are a lot of things we are going to be doing that we’ve never done before, Ever. That’s what dating is all about.” He winked at me, secured my helmet to his bike, and then took my hand. Our fingers laced together as we walked side by side to the front of the theater. I gazed at the marquee, but wasn’t really seeing what any of the words there actually said since I was having trouble seeing past my excitement.

“What do you feel like watching?” Deck glanced down at me then and it was his turn to chuckle. “I think you had a fair point a minute ago, because I just realized I don’t know what you might want to see.”

“So, what if I said that one,” I pointed to a movie poster highlighting a tortured looking couple in the latest romantic drama. Deck let out a sigh and squeezed my hand.

“Then I guess we’re seeing that one,” he offered while trying to hide the slight grimace that he couldn’t quite contain. It made me laugh once more. “I love that look on you,” he admitted, smiling genuinely then.

“What look is that?”

“You laughing. I haven’t seen much of it since I’ve been back. You used to laugh a lot when you were hanging out with our brothers before I left, but since I’ve been back, I’ve seen you do it only a couple times.”

“Not much to laugh about before you came back, I guess.” I turned back to the movie posters lining the wall, because somehow the pictures were easier to navigate than the blurring words on the marquee. “And for the record, I do not want to see that movie, at all. I’m thinking that one.” I pointed toward the poster indicating the latest comic book super hero movie, and I watched as instant relief swept over Deck. It nearly made me laugh again.

“You’re sure?”

“If you really want to see the other one I’ll make the sacrifice for you, but I’ve been dying to see how this one turns out.”

“Thank fuck,” he hissed out while using our twined hands to pull me closer to his side. He leaned in and kissed the top of my head as he moved us forward to the window to purchase our ticket.

Two and a half hours later we emerged to a thoroughly darkened sky, and my belly grumbling like I hadn’t eaten in a week. “Let’s go get some food in you before your body revolts any further,” Deck teased. 

“That’s so embarrassing. You’d think the popcorn would have staved off the hunger pangs, but I guess not. That’s what I get for working through lunch after I was too nervous to eat breakfast,” I lamented with a pout of my lower lip at the end for effect.

“You didn’t eat all day?” I shook my head in the negative as we continued to walk toward Deck’s bike. “Why the hell not?” Concern was evident in his voice as he asked.

“Like I said, I was too nervous. I only found out that morning which two people were coming in for their tattoos, and when I knew who it was my nerves got the best of me for a bit. I had a pack of crackers when my dad and Crow had to take a break to handle business, but other than that, I just couldn’t stomach anything.”

“Jesus, you don’t have to keep doing the tattoos if they’re upsetting you, Ever. It was supposed to help heal, not add turmoil to your life.”

“I’m fine, Deck. Really. I’m not as concerned with the others. Crow has always put me on edge and working on my dad was nerve racking. That’s all.”

“Okay, well, it won’t be as fancy as yesterday, but I think I know the perfect place to take you since you’re so hungry.” I cocked an eyebrow up at him in question, but his only response was to lean in and place a gentle kiss upon my lips. It was such a quick gesture that I didn’t even have the chance to savor it before his lips were gone again and he’d placed my helmet on my head. Luckily he turned his back to me while mounting his bike before my lip poked out in another pout. 

When we pulled into Big Gun Burger Shop a little later I had to laugh again. This was actually the place I’d last been with Deck before he left for the Army. His family had wanted to give him a sending off meal outside of the club, and this is what he’d picked. It had always been his favorite place for some reason, and now I had a sneaking suspicion it was about to be one of mine too.

~ Declan ~

Eating with Ever was a treat. She knew no shame, and didn’t have that thing that other girls and women had where they were afraid to eat in front of a guy. She inhaled her Bungalow Burger almost as fast as I put down my Inferno. I just grinned at her the entire time around each mouthful I consumed.

“Oh my God! That was so good. I forgot how much I loved that burger,” she cooed.

“When was the last time you were here?”

“When you left,” she answered and her admission sent a stab straight to my heart. “Don’t give me that look,” she carried on. “I’ve eaten out since you left, I just never got to come here again for some reason.”

“I didn’t think you were held captive in a dungeon while I was away, Ever. I’m just wondering why you wouldn’t want to experience these burgers on the regular.”

“Well, I’m sure my heart will thank me for the lengthy break, but now that I remember how much I love it here, I guess I’ll be coming back.” She appeared thoughtful for a moment as she remembered something. I wasn’t sure if I should ask what it was about so instead I figured I’d make her a little promise.

“Oh, we’ll be coming back, all right!” Her eyes lit up when I made the comment, and it struck me that she must have liked the idea of us coming back together even more than she seemed to enjoy the burger she’d just put down. Mission Accomplished, because it put the smile back in her eyes and removed the doubt I’d seen there for a moment.

“Do you miss the Army?” Ever finally asked once the silence between us started to linger. I swiped at my lips with a napkin before answering.

“I do and I don’t. It’s good to be home where I know I can trust the people at my back with anything.”

“You couldn’t trust the guys you were stationed with?”

“Not all of them, no.” When she just stared at me, anticipating the why I sucked it up and told her my story. I’d once thought it was a bit heartbreaking, but seeing Ever now, being here with her, I knew I hadn’t lost anything back then.

“I dated one woman seriously while I was away, and I’d come home earlier than expected from a temporary duty assignment to find her in bed with a man I’d considered my best friend at the time. I had come home with a ring, because I’d planned on asking her to marry me.” Ever’s eyes grew wide with surprise, and then a little cloudy as she moved her gaze away from me, dropping it to her empty plate.

“That sucks,” she whispered.

“I thought so at the time, but honestly, I think Michaels did me a favor, because I had just been infatuated with her. I hadn’t actually been in love.”

Ever scrunched her brows together in confusion before she asked, “What makes you say that?”

“Because now I know the difference.” That didn’t really clarify things for her, but as I watched her across the table from me I knew the man I’d once called a friend had done me the biggest favor of all. I’d never felt a tenth in Sasha’s arms that I felt in that moment sitting across from Ever in a burger joint. Sasha could never compare to the gorgeous woman before me. She lacked the strength, conviction, passion, and definitely the innocence that made Ever so damned attractive it was nearly unbearable.

“And you don’t think the guys from the club would ever stab you in the back, or steal your woman?”

“Hell no,” I started to state emphatically, but I lost the wind in my sails, as the look on Ever’s face pierced my heart in yet another way. The curious, wondrous emotion that flitted there made me want to swallow my initial reaction. My club brothers had stabbed her in the back while she was still basically a child. “Ever,” I started to backtrack for a moment, but she held her hand up to me to halt the words.

“No, it’s okay that you feel that way, Deck. I’m glad you have that. They’re different with the men in the club than they are with anyone else. I honestly don’t think you would ever have to worry about them betraying you, at least not in the classical way. I admire that, and I wonder what its like, but that doesn’t mean you have to feel a different way just because my experience was different. I know my place in that world,” she offered the last with a humorless chuckle I wish I could wipe away.

“Your place in that world is changing, Ev.” I wanted her to believe that, because if I were going to stick it out with the club then she would have to be a part of that too. It occurred to me, and not for the first time, that if I continued to make Ever mine that I may have to make a choice between her and the club I’d been raised in. She gave me a dubious look that I had to question. “You don’t think so?”

“I know you have faith in them, but you weren’t here to see what it was like for me. I don’t think I can believe it will change. Even after I worked on Crow and my dad today, I just…” she looked away as if searching for the rest of her words across the crowded restaurant. “I don’t trust them anymore, and doing these tattoos may offer some closure, but it doesn’t patch over the holes they left in me. You know?”

I swallowed thickly, wishing this wasn’t as difficult as it was shaping up to be. A choice was definitely going to have to be made, and if I stepped off the wrong path I stood to lose everything. The honest truth was that no matter which way I stumbled it seemed I would lose. Choosing Ever had seemed so easy, initially, but now I wondered what a life without the club would truly look like. I knew I’d be a happy man if I could spend my life with Ever, but I also knew there would be a hole in me where the club should be too. I just hoped I never had to make the choice between the two. It was becoming clear that I had been somewhat naïve in thinking the tattoo idea would be a solid fix for everything. We didn’t have much else to say as we were leaving the restaurant. I planned on having a serious talk with her when we got back to her apartment about where I saw things going for us, and how serious I was about her, until then, I was attempting to gather my thoughts so I had the perfect words to persuade her to trust me just a little more than she already had.

Once again, as I was dropping Ever off at her apartment, I received a text commanding me back to the clubhouse. This time I glanced around her street looking for something, and I found what I was looking for in the shadows between the coffee shop and a little boutique across the street. A motorcycle was nearly hidden there, and my blood began to boil. Instead of heeding the message and running straight to the clubhouse I took my time, kissing Ever deeply right there on the landing outside of her apartment. Whoever was in the shadows watching us would have a great view, and could take it back to the club. I had no doubt it was a prospect stuck on Ever-watch duty, but the fact that he was feeding the club her whereabouts when she was out with me pissed me off. It also made me rethink the conversation I’d had with Ever about trusting my club brothers. Clearly, there were some boundaries being overstepped that needed clarifying.

“I have to get going, babe,” I told her before laying another smoldering kiss on her pillow-soft lips. The whimper that came in response nearly had me forgetting my duty to the club. The only thing that stopped me was the fact that this was only our second date, and Ever had never been with a man before. She deserved for us to take it slow and for her memories of us together to not seem as though they were rushed. I pulled away from her lips once more, regretting the fact that I had to, yet warmed at the blissed out smile she greeted me with.

“Is it always like that?”

“What?” I asked, unsure of what she was getting at.

“Kissing, is it always like that?”

“No babe, it’s not. That feeling is only there when it’s someone special, something special.”

The wattage on her smile ramped up even more, if that was possible, and she ghosted her finger over her bottom lip before she managed to speak again. “Then I’m glad I waited for you.” Her words were a whisper on the wind, but just as permanent as if she’d tattooed them on my heart herself. I leaned in and stole one more kiss before scooting her inside her apartment so I could get going.

“Lock up babe. We’ll pick this up another night, and believe me, next time, my phone will be turned off.” Her answering giggle was all I needed to hear to set my heart quaking inside my chest. Jesus. This girl was going to be my undoing.

“Ride safe, Deck,” she called as the door shut behind her. I stood, listening to her engage the locks, and then I turned in time to see the bike that had been parked in the shadows taking off. Sure enough, it was one of our prospects. That did not bode well for the conversation I was about to have once I got back to the clubhouse.

 

~*~

“Double-D around?” I asked Trunk as I walked through the door, because he was the first person I saw.

“Yeah, he’s in a meeting with Merc right now, but they should be finishing up soon.”

“Good, can you let them know I’m here since they summoned me?” It was obvious by the growl in my voice that I wasn’t happy with the summons, yet it only made Trunk grin.

“Come on man, did you think you could date the VP’s daughter and not have him come down on you?”

“Honestly?” I asked. He tipped his head in a nod. “I didn’t think anyone here would give a shit about Ever’s dating life.”

Trunk bristled at that. “I’ve always given a shit about that girl,” he intoned darkly.

“Then you’re probably the only one,” I hissed back.

“Damn, but they fucked shit up, didn’t they?”

“Yeah, and after hearing what Ever had to say tonight, I’m not so certain that these tattoos will be the salve on that wound that I thought they would be.” Trunk clapped his meaty hand down on my shoulder.

“Don’t give up on it now, brother. Never know how these things will turn out. I have faith in Ever. If you want her, she’ll try for you.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I admitted.

“How so?”

“I don’t want her to be uncomfortable and to try to be a part of something she no longer trusts and wants to be around just to make me happy. I think that will cause too much resentment down the road, you know?”

“And what about if things go the other way, you don’t think you’ll resent her the same way?” My shock must have shown on my face, because he moved in so that his words wouldn’t run the risk of being overheard. “Don’t think I haven’t put two and two together. If she can’t hack being around the club, I don’t see you sticking around anymore either.” He moved back to look me dead in the eye then. “I would be behind that decision completely, if it came to it, man. She deserves to have someone in her life who would choose her, and I see it in your eyes. You’ve already made that choice, you’re just waiting to see if it’s necessary.”

“I think they fucked up with your road name, man. Your size is not your biggest attribute,” I said speaking of the fact that the man missed absolutely nothing.

“I know,” he offered with a shit-eating grin. “It’s my beauty,” with that he was off to the back where the offices were, laughing as he went. I just shook my head and made my way over to the bar to wait for Double-D to join me.

It wasn’t Double-D who plopped down on the stool beside me a couple minutes later. I didn’t bother to look up though, because I could smell the cloying perfume that always turned my stomach. That was something else I loved about Ever. She was all natural with hints of vanilla that clung to her in the subtlest of ways. The over powering flowery scent of whichever whore had parked her ass to my left could learn a thing or two from Ev about subtlety. I twitched my arm back as soon as the woman reached out to trace a finger down my forearm. She damn near touched the tattoo Ever had drawn for me, and that was unacceptable.

“What’s the matter, baby?” She mock pouted. “I’ve been waiting for you to notice me since you got back to town.” At that, I turned to take her in. At first glance, it was obvious she was one of the club’s whores. Her surgically enhanced tits were all but hanging out of the tight little Aces High Support tank top she wore, and the short denim skirt she had on wasn’t much more than a belt, revealing the length of her overly tanned legs and a hint of her black lace panties. Her face, overdone with makeup, seemed familiar although I couldn’t quite place her. At my puzzled look, she spoke again. “It’s me, Daphne Jacobs,” she breathed out as if her name was sexy and should mean something to me.

When I didn’t respond she gave an indignant little huff. “We went to high school together,” she added.

“Okay,” was the only response she got as I tapped the bar in front of me to signal the prospect that was tending it to snag me another beer. As he pushed the new bottle into my hand Daphne leaned in making sure her tits touched the back of my upper arm.

“Why don’t we go get reacquainted upstairs?”

“No.” It was a simple word, but conveyed a lot. She moved back slightly, but then just grinned at me.

“You don’t mean that. Why don’t you finish your beer and come find me, Sugar. I’ll make you forget about whatever’s putting that little frown on your face.”

“You are the only thing putting a frown on my face, now get the hell out of my space, Daphne.”

“You’re serious?” She asked as if she’d never been turned down before, and in this place, chances were she hadn’t.

“As a fuckin’ heart attack,” I hissed. Then I watched as Daphne cleared away from me as if the fires of hell were licking at her heels.

“You could have been nicer,” Double-D stated as he sat down on the other side of me from where Daphne had just vacated her seat. I turned to glare at him.

“Why would I do that? It only encourages them.”

“Most of the single guys here don’t mind encouraging them,” he pointed out.

“Well, I’m not most of these guys, and I’m not quite single either.”

“I think we should talk about that last bit,” Double-D intoned.

“Okay, then here it is, I’m seeing Ever. That’s not going to change any time soon, if at all, and the babysitting detail you have on her when she’s with me is going to end as of now.”

Double-D grinned at me, but I didn’t make the mistake of thinking he was actually amused. I knew him, and he was definitely gearing up for a fight. He didn’t start where I thought he would though, instead he went right to the heart of the issue. “Don’t think the tattoos are going to wipe the slate clean with all the trouble the club has caused her. She doesn’t want to be a part of the club any more. Where does that leave you, if you get involved with her?”

“I guess that would leave me with a decision to make, but you’re wrong.” At least I hoped we were both wrong. The familiar cocking of his eyebrow – a gesture Ever had inherited from him – let me know he wanted me to elaborate. “All she’s ever wanted is to belong to the club the same way your other children do. To belong to you the same way they do. That has never changed for her. I can see it in her eyes when she allows herself to talk about all of you. She’s just distanced herself, because she couldn’t handle more disappointment and rejection from the people who were supposed to love her and look after her. I can’t blame her for that, but I can give her the space to work out how she wants to handle it moving forward.”

I watched as Double-D put his hand up to his chest and rubbed there, as if massaging away an ache, or attempting to. He shook his head at whatever thought was flitting through his mind before he spoke again. “I fucked up big with that girl. I didn’t see it at the time, because I had a whole club full of assholes at my back telling me I was doing right. Hell, I had all the fucked up history with Lucy and me riding my ass too. Thought there was no way she wouldn’t look at Ever and be reminded of all our bad shit. The first couple years, I just knew she’d eventually pack up and leave me because of that girl.” I shook my head in disbelief, because he had it all wrong. Anyone who saw Lucy and Ever together could have told him that, but then again he had a club full of assholes feeding into his bullshit instead of setting him straight. “Never thought I’d say this, because I think you’re too fuckin’ old for her right now, but I can’t stop thinking about the night of the barbecue when you stood up for my baby girl the way no one had bothered to do before, outside of my Lucy. She deserves that. She deserves someone who will fight for her, even against his own brothers, her father, or whoever goes against her. As long as you can keep giving her what she needs we won’t have a problem. If you’re going to choose her, make sure you’re all the way in, no matter what.”

“You know what that might mean?” I asked the question, but I could tell by his steely gaze that he knew exactly what he was telling me. If it came down to it, he wanted me to be the man who would chose his daughter over the club. He wanted me to be the man he couldn’t be for her. I nodded my head and watched as he got up off the stool and walked out of the clubhouse. I wondered what his tattoo was, and how Ever had etched her pain into his skin, and it made me wish this process could go faster so I could see it all for myself. I wanted to see her take on the damage they had done, and if this would be enough to heal her so I wouldn’t have to walk away. There was no question in my heart that I would walk away from it all for her. I just hoped she was ready for that, because I also hadn’t forgotten that she was new to everything where relationships were concerned, and I didn’t want her to wake with regrets one day.

 

 

 


Chapter 14
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~ Ever ~

 

Two days had passed since I inked both Crow and my father. I hadn’t heard from them. It had also been two days since my second date with Deck, and I hadn’t heard from him either. I was beginning to think that someone had cheated and looked at their tattoo early, and then decided that I wasn’t worth the waste of time and effort it took to fix things. One of the guys texted me about rescheduling, but it definitely wasn’t one who I expected.

I had kept my calendar clear waiting for the other guys to come in for their tattoos, but I couldn’t keep wasting everyone’s time. Most importantly, I couldn’t keep wasting my own, because I had bills to pay now, and by not taking other clients I was only hurting myself. I was bent over a man’s calf when my phone started buzzing on the desk off to my right. The man, Jerry or Jerome, or something to that affect, winced when I hit a particularly sensitive spot I was shading. “You can go ahead and take that, you know, if you need to.” He wasn’t being kind, and the smirk that danced across my face when I looked up at him told him I was on to his game.

“It’s cool. We’re almost done here so whoever that is can wait.” I glanced over at the dude’s buddy who had been sitting in the little desk chair watching me work on his friend. “You still down for tomorrow’s appointment after seeing this?” I asked him as I tipped my chin towards his friend, who frankly, had been a bit of a bitch about this tattoo the entire time he’d been in my chair. It was a flash mermaid he’d picked off the wall and asked me to add some splashes of color to. The prick had obviously never had a decent sized tattoo before and wasn’t handling the sting of my machine well.

“Don’t worry,” his friend told me while whipping off his shirt. “I’m not a baby about it,” he added as I took in all the artwork decorating his chest and upper arms. 

“Is the day job the reason you keep them to the easily covered zones?” I asked simply because I was bored and ready to finished here.

“Yeah, I work at a bank, and they frown on creativity there.”

I laughed. “Damn the number crunchers!” I chanted lightly.

“You can put that shirt back on,” a voice stated from somewhere behind me. The man seated just to my left chuckled as he flexed his decently sized pecs before listening.

“Let me guess, you’re the boyfriend?” The man asked, eyeing the person behind me. I knew who it was, but I was actually ticked at him for not getting in touch with me the past couple days so I didn’t bother acknowledging him or answering the client’s question.

“Something like that,” Deck answered. “You almost done here, babe?”

I didn’t answer, and just continued to finish the shading on the guy’s mermaid, making it look far more awesome than he even envisioned when he asked me to ink it on his calf. A beauty he didn’t really deserve considering what he asked for. His friend blew out a breath that sounded more like he was covering a laugh. “Don’t know what you did to land yourself in the doghouse, man, but might want to fix that before someone else comes in here and snatches her up.”

I heard the answering growl before the man stood and told his friend he would wait for him outside. That was probably a good call on his part. Taunting an already worked up biker was never a good idea. It didn’t matter though. Deck was officially running off paying customers now, so I had to do something about it. I pulled my machine away from my client’s leg and turned to glare over my shoulder at him. “Either wait in the lounge or the lobby until I’m done. If you can’t do that, you can get the hell out before you run any more of my paying customers out of here. I already lost enough business holding my chair open for the past two days, I don’t need to lose any more.” It was only then that I saw my brother was standing there with Deck so I added. “You too.”

“Shit,” my brother hissed that word out as he started to walk away, but not before he grabbed onto Deck’s arm to pull him along. “Come on, brother, before we piss her off even more. Shit, she’s still got to throw ink down on me. I imagine she’s going to make it hurt now.” I laughed internally, because I could totally do that. I wouldn’t, because I’d rather see him squirm while anticipating it the entire time.

“Fine. We’ll be in the longue so we don’t scare anyone away,” Deck offered softly before backing out of my space. The only reason I knew they finally moved off toward the back was because of the sound of their boots hitting the floor as they walked away.

“You have some pretty interesting friends,” my client stated. “I thought the bikers all got their ink across town at Aces’ Ink or something like that?”

“Usually they do, but one of those bikers was my brother.”

“The other one’s your boyfriend.” It was a statement, but the inflection told me it was also a question.

“No,” was my only response, because it was the truth. Going out on a couple dates did not make someone your boyfriend. It just made them someone you’d gone out on a date or two with.

“Jake will be happy to hear that,” he told me.

“Who the hell is Jake?”

“My buddy. The guy that was just sitting in here with us,” the man stated as if I should already know this. Honestly, they’d definitely told me their names, but I hadn’t been paying much attention to that.

“Why would he care?”

“Pretty sure he thinks you’re hot. I mean, you are hot, but he definitely wanted to ask you out, I could tell.” The man never even stopped to take a breath, as if he were nervous for his friend. Maybe, he should be nervous since if I had been interested before – and I wasn’t – he probably would have just blown it for the poor Jake dude.

“Ah, well, I’m not interested anyway, so it doesn’t matter,” I explained as I swiped away the last of the ink and blood that had welled up in the area before starting to clean him up.

“Jake is rolling in money. He’s not like a teller at the bank, you know… he’s…”

“Do I look like a fuckin’ prostitute?” I seethed the words at the man who back peddled instantly.

“No, I didn’t… I wasn’t implying…”

“Why the fuck would I care how much money he makes then?”

“All women want a man to take care of them at the end of the day,” he stated simply as if his belief made that asinine statement the truth.

“No, they don’t. I definitely do not.” I wrapped his tattoo, none too gently, and handed him the care instruction card without explaining it to him. “Take care of your tattoo, the card tells you how. If you lose it I’m sure you can Google it,” I suggested. I heard Kane laugh, and realized he’d been sitting in his own little space working on some girl while all this was going down. I hoped I didn’t get in trouble for my attitude later, but honestly, some people just needed to be put in their place.

“Sorry,” the guy apologized, but it was half-hearted at best. 

“You can pay the girl up front on your way out. She already knows my prices.” With that, I turned my back on the man and started cleaning up my space.

“Damn girl, that was a cold send off for a client,” Kane murmured from where he sat working. I didn’t need to address him though, because the girl he was working on piped up instead.

“Good for you honey. That guy was a fucking jerk who got lost on his way back to the ‘50s where his little woman is waiting with a fresh baked pie.” I had to laugh at that, but then she ruined our newfound allegiance. “Besides, why would you want either of those repressed, buttoned-up boys when you had two hot as fuck bikers in here looking for you? Girl, I’d be all over that scene too if I were you! Actually, if you don’t mind sharing that brother of yours, you can toss him back out here for me.”

I gave Kane a look that said everything I wanted to spew at the girl. He just laughed and waved me off so I finished tidying and went to the back to find my brother and Deck. They were lounging out on the sofa across the back wall, both with legs spread out before them and arms where ever they felt comfortable, making themselves right at home. It took them a moment to realize I was standing there as they had both been watching the sports highlights on the television and hadn’t heard me come to the doorway.

“What is it you two needed?” I finally asked, drawing their attention to me. My brother trained his eyes on me, carefully assessing my mood, and rightfully so. After the bullshit he had put me through, initially, with the Jay debacle he’d learned to gage when to approach me for anything. That included even telling me hello, because some days I couldn’t take it any more and I would tell him to go fuck off, or worse. He was one of the few that I took my anger out on at all. The rest, I simply ignored. It’s hard to ignore the person you are most angry with though. My brother was definitely that person, because he was the last one I thought would throw me under the bus for any reason. Deck had not been around for all of that though, and didn’t know how to gage the situation or my overall mood.

“Please, tell me you’re not working on that tool who took his shirt off?” I rolled my eyes and glanced back at my brother, ignoring Deck’s question.

“Why are you here?”

“To talk to you about the tattoos for Jay, PeeWee, and me,” my brother informed me without pretense.

I made a noise in the back of my throat at that, but gave no other indication that I had plans to continue with the tattoos. When my brother looked at me with a question in his eyes, I stated the obvious. “You said you needed to talk to me about tattoos, that doesn’t require anything from me just yet. That requires effort on your part.” I glanced down at the phone I held in my hands, checking the time, but not really seeing it. It could have been two in the afternoon or ten at night for all I knew. It was a symbolic gesture to tell my brother he needed to get on with it, because he was wasting my time. I heard Deck huff out a very loud, frustrated breath, but I refused to acknowledge him even with just a look. Yes, I could be a stubborn ass sometimes, but I’d learned to be that way after getting my heart trampled so nastily before.

T-Bone cleared his throat and then stood, glancing down at his feet while fidgeting with his hands in front of him. He was never one for nervous gestures or showing weaknesses in front of others with the exception of me. He’d started attempting to look contrite after everything blew up, and he realized how badly he’d fucked up with me. “I know you’re pissed, Ev. We had club business that took us all out of town, and…”

“And you all suddenly lost your cell phones? They blew up in some crazy club business that managed to leave you looking alive and well while the cell phones didn’t make it? EMP burst, maybe?”

“What?” He questioned, and then coughed out a bit of a laugh. “No. We were on a run and were instructed that we couldn’t communicate with anyone so that there would be no leaks to…” He didn’t even need to finish, because even though he didn’t realize what he’d just said, it equated to the fact that I wasn’t trusted enough to receive a call or text about them being gone. Instead of letting him finish, I interrupted.

“Get out!”

My brother stammered his words to a stop before the shock of those two simple words caught up to him. “We couldn’t… what? Get out?”

“You heard me. Get out!” I spun on my heel and moved to go down the hall that would lead me up to my apartment, because right now I was simply too pissed off to work on another living soul without hurting someone.

“Holy shit,” Deck hissed, and I thought I heard a smacking sound before boots were echoing down the hall growing closer to me at a very fast pace. “Ever, wait,” he called out to me. I did not stop, and had gotten half way up the damn steps leading to my apartment door above before he finally caught up to me and grabbed hold of my upper arm, effectively throwing me off balance and spinning me to face him, while I wobbled on the step I nearly fell off of. “Please, hear me out,” he started.

“I don’t need to hear you out. My brother just told me everything I needed to know. I’m not trusted enough to know that you had somewhere else to be. That being the case you do not need to be here now.”

“Fuck!” This time it was hissed from my brother’s lips as he stood down below, looking up at Deck and me. “That’s not what I meant, Ever,” he stated solidly.

“Really? That’s exactly what you just told me. You were not allowed to contact anyone in case there were leaks. So, you thought I’d be responsible for a leak.”

“No, I never said that,” T-Bone argued.

“Did our father tell Mamma-Luce he’d be gone?”

“Of course he did,” my brother insisted vehemently without thinking out his too-quick response. I quirked an eyebrow up at him as if to say, ‘you weren’t worried about her spilling the beans then, just me’.

“I bet he said goodbye to Anna too,” I stated and while my brother didn’t answer I could see the guilt dripping from him in the slump of his shoulders and the pleading in his eyes.

“Ever,” Deck started, but I only shook my head.

“Did your father tell Tiger-Lily where he was going? Let me rephrase that. Did he tell her he was going on club business for a couple days and would be out of communication?”

Deck swallowed thickly, but nodded his affirmation. I tipped my head in agreement too, because I already knew the answers to these questions I asked. I knew, because I’d seen the old ladies of the club receive calls, or in person announcements before a run before.

“That’s different, and you know it. You’re no one’s old lady,” my brother argued. Deck winced, because he knew that was an implication thrown at him as much as at me.

“No, I’m not. I’m also no one’s sister or daughter right?” It was my brother’s turn to wince. “I am apparently someone whose time can be wasted without regret or consideration though.” I bowed my head, thinking things through. Then I lifted my eyes while looking down the stairs at my brother, once again ignoring the man who was still holding on to my arm. “I’ll hand you the transfers for the tattoos that still need to be done. You can take them to whomever you want to get them inked if you choose to, but I won’t be the one doing them.”

My brother sucked in a sharp breath before responding. “No! Ever, no! It has to be you. It’s meaningless without you putting it there.”

“My art, my pain, they’re meaningless?” He shook his head in a way that represented a very vehement no, but I pressed on. “Then you won’t be needing them at all. Please, see yourselves out of this building. You aren’t welcome here.” I turned, snatching my arm from Deck’s grip, which hurt because he hadn’t wanted to let go, and the movement forced it to happen.

“Damn it, Ever!” He yelled the words at me. “Stop being so freaking stubborn. This is my fault. You want to be mad, be mad at me. I wasn’t allowed to tell you, because I hadn’t claimed you. Your dad didn’t tell you, because he didn’t think you’d care. Your brother didn’t realize I didn’t break the damn rules to let you know. I’m sorry, okay? I screwed up. I told you that I would put you first, but I’m stuck between a rock and hard place here, because I can’t claim you into a club that you don’t want to be a part of. I was hoping you would change your mind once the tattoos were done, but there was nothing I could do before then, unless I wanted to bring trouble down on…”

I scoffed at that. “That’s bullshit, and we all know it. Your idiot brother has told every whore he’s ever bedded when, and most of the times where, he was going and he’s never suffered any consequences I’ve seen for doing so.”

“I think it should be obvious to you that I am not my brother, and my word means a fuck of a lot more to me.”

“So, you’d be surprised to know that Jay was the only one to let me know that he wouldn’t be able to get his tattoo yet, because HE was going on a run?” It was true. Jay had texted me, and so I thought he was the only one on that particular run. “When no one else showed up, I figured you were all together, but it didn’t make any sense that Jay could do me the courtesy of letting me know he wouldn’t be showing up when no one else bothered to do the same.” I moved up two more stairs, and turned to glance over my shoulder. “I meant what I said. You need to leave. I need time to cool off, because if we keep having this conversation it is not going to go in a good direction for anyone.” With that, I unlocked my door and walked through it, shutting them out, and relocking it behind myself.

 

~ Declan ~

I fucked up! I turned, and sat my ass on the steps to Ever’s apartment, planted my elbows on my thighs, my head to my hands and growled out some insane noise to release my frustration. I fucked up, and my douchebag of a brother made that even more apparent by actually doing the right thing for once. How had I let this happen?

“Every time I take a step forward with my sister I end up fumbling a full field back man. Shit, sad thing is, I can’t even blame her for feeling this way or for being fed up with all of our bullshit. Sucks to be you, because you get lumped with the rest of us so your mistakes are going to seem way bigger to her than they would any other woman.”

“Yeah,” I sighed out as I glanced down the steps at T-Bone. “I’m beginning to see that. I thought I would have a different slate to work off of than the rest of you, but wearing this,” I flicked two fingers at my kutte to show him exactly what I meant. “This rag is going to cost me that girl.”

“If that’s how you feel then you don’t deserve her,” T-Bone told me as he glared up at me from below.

“You saying I should toss our family aside for your sister?”

“I’m saying if you’re not willing to then you need to walk away and leave her be. She deserves more than a half-hearted attempt on your part. I’d never tell another brother to walk away from the club, from our families, for a woman. Not a single damn one. Ever is different though. With her you get all the baggage that our club and our families have packed on her back, and because of that, only a person willing to give it all up by putting her above everyone and everything else will ever have a chance at winning and keeping her heart.” He started walking away then, but turned back at the last minute to glare at me. “She’s also the only person on this earth I think is worth it, and I’ve already failed her, so you better believe I won’t stand by and watch someone else do the same. You’re held to a higher standard than the rest of us if you want to go there. You have to be better, even if that means taking that rag off and walking away from what you know.”

He was already through the door, heading back into the main studio area, before I could muster up a damn thing to say. T-Bone hadn’t told me anything I didn’t already know. I knew damn well I had to do better than my brothers, better than our fathers. I just hadn’t thought things through when my own father pointedly informed me that no one was to know that we were heading out. Now that I thought about it, he had also turned around and called my mother immediately after. Maybe he was testing me. The damn shame of it was I didn’t know whether I’d passed or failed in his eyes. I did know I’d failed where Ever was concerned though, and I wasn’t sure what to do about that.

“She hasn’t eaten all day,” a man’s voice called up to me a few minutes later. I turned my attention to the man in black that was lounging against the wall with one foot crossed over the other and his arms crossed over his chest like he had zero fucks to give the world. I wasn’t sure why Kane was trying to help me when he obviously wanted Ever for himself, but I was about to find out.

“Why are you telling me?”

“Well, I figure if you’re going to camp out on those steps you might as well do something productive with your time. The girl hasn’t eaten yet today, or much of anything over the past couple days from what I can tell. So, you either fix that shit, or I will, and if I have to do it, you won’t get another chance.”

“Why are you offering this one?”

“Because I care about that girl, and what she seems to care about is you. At least, she did before you fucked shit up. So, I suggest you pull your shit together, and figure some things out. Don’t wait too long though, because I know I won’t.” With that bit of a warning and a cockier than fuck grin, Kane disappeared through a back door, heading out for the night, no doubt. I busied myself ordering a pizza to be delivered to Ever’s exterior apartment door.

 

~ Ever ~

At first, I ignored the knocking at my door, but then a man’s voice called out and my curiosity got the better of me, because it wasn’t a voice I knew. “Gino’s Pizza,” he yelled one more time as I threw the door open.

“I think you have the wrong place,” I informed him.

“Nah, says right here, upstairs apartment above Permanent Marks. Your name is Ever?”

“Yes, but I didn’t order a pizza,” I explained.

“Someone ordered for you, ma’am. If you’ll just take this, and sign that it was delivered?” He asked impatiently, and so I did it.

“Let me go get you some tip money,” I told him as I took the oven-hot pizza from his hands.

He waved me off. “It was already covered. You have a nice night, lady.” Then the man was off, jogging down the steps that led him back to the street. I went inside, closed and locked the door, and then set the pizza on my table. I moved to the interior door that went down to the tattoo studio below. I unlocked it and yanked it open, intending to ask if Zeke or Kane had ordered the food for me, only to come face to face with Deck, who was still perched out on the steps just beyond my door.

“What are you doing there?”

He shrugged, playing it off as nonchalance when the look in his eyes said he very much cared how this all played out. “I never left,” he finally informed me.

“You never…” I glanced over at the clock on the wall. It had to have been more than thirty minutes since I went inside the apartment. “You never left?” I asked stupidly.

“That’s what I said.”

“Did you order me a pizza?”

He grinned at me then. “Sure did, you going to invite me in to share it so we can talk?”

“What if I hadn’t opened this door?”

“Then I would have knocked. Eventually.”

I sighed. Deck was nothing if not tenacious. He was also just as stubborn as I could be, so there was no point in shutting him out again. He’d just stay camped out on my steps until I went to work the next day. I moved back, throwing the door open wider so that he could get by to come inside. 

As Deck passed me his scent overwhelmed me, involuntary and unwanted, tingles ran down my spine. That leather and fresh ocean scent that seemed to cling to him just did things to me that I didn’t quite understand, and wished I could shelve for now while we had this conversation. I needed all the strength I could muster for it. I was not going to be that girl who fell head over heels for another club brother only to be booted out the door the minute he decided I wasn’t worthy. I couldn’t handle it, and I was wise enough to know my limits now. I would be everything to someone one day, or nothing at all to anyone. There really wasn’t room for an in between any longer.

I moved to the counter I had placed the pizza on, and swapped it out to the little beaten down wooden table I was using in my little kitchenette. It only had two chairs that went with it, which I supposed was enough considering there were only two of us here now. Once I placed the pizza down I moved to the cabinet off to my left to retrieve a couple plates and then to the refrigerator to grab a couple Cokes out of it. “Sorry, I’m not old enough to buy beer, so your choice is coke or water,” I explained.

Deck grinned at me again. “Coke is fine, Ever. Come sit down, you don’t have to wait on me.”

“I’m not waiting on you. I needed these things for myself too. Now, what do you want?”

“Eat first, then we’ll talk,” he commanded.

“Awful bossy for someone who barely made it through my door,” I returned. He had the decency to look chagrined at my statement until he lifted his beautiful eyes to stare directly into my own.

“I’m sorry, Ever,” he said sincerely and without hesitation. “I screwed up and I’d like the chance to make it right with you, but I think you need to eat first. I may not know everything about you these days, but I do remember that you were always hard to get through to when you were hangry.”

“I don’t get hangry!” I protested with a vehemence that belied my nearly shouted statement. Besides, I knew full well that I did get hangry.

“Okay, babe, whatever you say,” Deck cajoled me as he reached over and grabbed a slice of the pizza that I just now noticed contained cheese, pineapple, bacon, and chicken. It was my all time favorite pizza that I almost never got growing up in my family, because everyone thought pineapple on pizza was disgusting. Judging by how quickly Deck inhaled his first slice, he didn’t mind it. Then again, maybe he did and was just trying to get it over with quickly.

I grabbed my own slice, blowing on it a few times before I attempted to put it in my mouth, and managed to burn the roof of my mouth as I did. By the time I attempted to hiss cool air into my mouth to stop the burning, and managed to swallow the tiny bite, Deck was laughing at me.

“Jesus, is your mouth completely desensitized, or what?” I asked because I had just watched him inhale an entire slice while I couldn’t even manage a bite without burning myself. Deck didn’t seem to take my meaning the way it was meant, because instead his eyes were locked onto my lips, and he was shaking his head.

“Nope, not desensitized in the slightest,” he murmured with a low gritty voice that caused goose flesh to break out up and down my arms. Damn him. Now, all I could do was remember the times he had kissed me. Not that I’d had many kisses from Deck, but those that I had were amazing experiences, and definitely didn’t feel like he had trouble feeling his way around my mouth.

We ate quietly until there were only two slices left in the box, and then I sat back and waited. This was his show. I didn’t have anything to say. Well, I did, but I wasn’t sure that needed to be vocalized. It seemed pretty obvious to me.

Deck glanced up at me after wiping his face and hands on a napkin and then sat back, getting comfortable without removing his eyes from my face. I managed to sit there under the weight of his stare without squirming, but it took effort, and that kind of made me angry. I shouldn’t be the one who had to be uncomfortable, and there he sat looking cool as a cucumber while he stared me down. Finally, after several minutes of this and neither of us saying anything he relented.

“I thought maybe you wanted to go first, but I guess not.”

“Why would I want to go first? I don’t have anything to say that I didn’t already mention downstairs.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m walking a fine line right now trying to make the club happy and you happy all at once. Like I said earlier, I can’t just claim you and make it all okay, because I don’t know if you’re willing to be a part of the club again.” He waited a moment, probably wondering if I was going to answer that question now. I had no intention of doing so, and once he realized that, he continued on. “I should have called or texted at the very least.” He shook his head then, as if disappointed in himself. “I don’t know how to navigate this, Ever. The club has been my entire life, with the exception of when I was in the Army, and you were always there in the periphery then. Now, it’s like I have to make this choice every time I’m with you, or thinking of you. Do I put the club first or you?”

“I can make that really easy on you,” I started to say, but he cut me off by holding his hand up.

“Don’t even think about finishing that sentence!” Anger was brewing just below the surface, evidenced by his slightly puffed up chest and the reddening of his cheeks. The tightening of his hands into fists was a dead giveaway too. I didn’t think for a second Deck would ever be violent with me, but that didn’t mean his frustration wouldn’t show in a physical way. “You know how you’ve always felt judged and maybe even damned by the club?” I nodded my head, because that’s exactly how I’d always felt. “Well, that’s how I feel with you, now.”

A shocked squeak came out of my throat and I sat back, taking him in, and not knowing what to make of the words he just spoke. I knew my eyes were rounded in astonishment too, but he just continued on as if my physical reaction didn’t register with him.

“I wasn’t even here when everything went down. No one even told me about what actually happened other than my brother screwed up and you weren’t speaking to him. Then I come back, and fall for you, only to realize that I’m being held accountable for the shit they’ve all done too.” Tears pooled in my eyes as he continued to speak while I continued to impersonate a wax figure. “If you hadn’t had issues with the rest of the club, and didn’t receive a call from me, tell me honestly what your reaction would have been. Pretend you’re a girl I just started dating who had zero family ties to the club and zero history with it. If my president told me I couldn’t tell anyone, that would include you.”

“It would include me, because we’d have had no history to build trust. The only people who need to build trust in my scenario are the club with me, not the other way around. I’ve never betrayed them. I’ve kept their secrets, taken their unwarranted wrath, and been a dutiful daughter and sister all these years, and still I’m to be treated no differently than some chick you picked up off the street whom no one knows?”

“It’s not that simple, and you know it. I can’t change the things that have and haven’t been done. My being with you doesn’t erase the years they’ve seen you in a certain light. I don’t know why they feel the way they do, or have treated you differently, but I’m stuck in this middle ground where I’m damned one way and then the other. I’m walking through a minefield in both directions here, Ever. The least you could do is have some patience with me while I figure everything out.” When I just ignored that he asked a pointed question. “Is that not what you wanted from everyone else in the club, to give you the benefit of the doubt while they figured out what to do with you, and how you fit in? You’ve seen what happens when people don’t do that.”

He was right. I was being stubborn and unforgiving to the one person who stood up for me when he realized what was going on. When I took myself, my own history and hurt out of the equation, I could see how this would be difficult for him. He was basically being pulled in two very different directions all while trying to heal what was broken along the way.

“You’re right,” I finally admitted out loud. “It’s hard to separate you from the rest of them when I see you in that all the time,” I stated while pointing out his kutte. He immediately stripped out of it and tucked it behind him neatly on the chair rungs. “You didn’t have to take it off,” I explained.

“I did. I should have the first time I came here to take you out, because it wasn’t about the club. It was about you and me, and they shouldn’t have been in between that. I’m trying here, Ever. I’m going to screw up, because this isn’t exactly an easy situation for anyone, but I need you to be patient with me too.” I agreed with him. I owed him that. Hell, I owed myself that much too, because just as he said he’d been falling for me, the same was true from my end. I’d been falling for him and I wasn’t ready to give that up yet.

“How do I make this right?”

“I don’t know that there’s anything to make right,” I admitted. “Honestly, it shouldn’t even have been you I was most mad at. It wasn’t, I guess you just made the easier target.” I winced at that admission, because its what I had been to the club since my mother was no longer available to fill the position. “It’s not like we had a date set to see one another. The other guys had appointments for a tattoo. My brother…”

“I did have an appointment though,” he jumped in, cutting off my lament about my brother disappointing me again. “I’m the guy who takes you out and makes you forget the pain you just inked.” It hadn’t occurred to me that’s what he’d been doing with our dates, but now that he mentioned it, my heart swelled to a painful level as it thumped against my ribs. Our dates weren’t just dates. They served another purpose. He was giving me good memories to overshadow the hurtful ones. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure why I was ever stupid enough to be mad at him.

“Why are you always so damn nice to me?” I hadn’t meant to ask the question out loud, but since I did he answered without hesitation.

“Ever, I’ve known you since you first came to live with the Brothers family. In all that time I have never seen you be mean to a single person. You deserve nothing less than what you put out into the world. If other people are too stupid to treat you the way you should be treated, then I’m sorry you had to endure them, but I’m ecstatic if it led you to me.” Well, hell! Was it still appropriate for women to swoon over men in this day and age? I hoped so, because I was suddenly feeling a bit lightheaded. I stood, despite the precarious, near-fainting spell, and moved around the little table toward Deck. He changed position so that his legs were now to the side of the chair facing me, and they parted as I grew closer and he took my hands, pulling me into him so my thighs were cocooned by his. I tugged my hands free from his in order to place them high up on his shoulders near his neck, before I slid them up in order to keep his face tipped at just the right angle, and then I leaned in to gently brush my lips against his.

“I’m sorry.” Those two words were whispered into his mouth before he pulled me onto his lap and started devouring my lips with his own. Once we came up for air again his eyes met mine and he shook his head slightly as if to clear it. I understood completely, because his kisses always left me feeling foggy in the best way.

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Ev. I understand exactly what and whom I am working with here, and the fuck up was all mine, sweetheart. I promise, it won’t happen again.”

“Okay,” I managed to get out before I was drawn into another searing kiss that lit me up from the outside in. It made me wonder what things would be like if we ever took our relationship further than kissing. I already felt as though I would combust, and fire blazed across my skin where he touched me even through my clothing. I wasn’t certain if every girl felt like this with her first boyfriend, or what, but if it were true, I suddenly understood why heartbreak seemed like a daily occurrence for some people back in high school. It would be tough to go without once you knew what this felt like. Once again, a buzzing feeling near my thigh jolted me from the heaven I’d been experiencing, and left Deck heaving out a heavy sigh near my lips.

“I forgot to turn it off again,” he lamented as he pulled his cell from his pocket. He glanced at it momentarily, and then growled. “I truly think your dad has a spy in here somewhere. The minute my lips touch yours he has an uncanny ability to know it and he summons me.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. I laughed so hard, in fact, that tears actually pooled in my eyes and dripped down my cheeks. Deck smacked my ass and hefted me off of his lap all the while trying not to let it show that he was amused by my reaction.

“Why on earth was that so funny?”

“Oh you know,” I started while waving off the idea that it wasn’t amusing. “First of all the timing is definitely questionable, but only if I were one of those girls who had a father who gave a shit about that sort of thing, or anything concerning her.”

I turned as I grabbed our cups and took them to the sink, but I was stopped by Deck’s hand on my arm before I got there. “He cares, Ev, more than you think.” I just glanced at him and then shrugged, because I’d never seen evidence of that. At least, I hadn’t seen evidence of that since that first couple weeks in his home when Lucy was still being standoffish with me, and he was the only person I had to count on besides my new brother.

Deck stopped me from turning around again by increasing the pressure on my arm slightly. Then he held his phone up so I could see the message. “Get your hands off my fucking daughter and get back here to see me, now! T-Bone says you fucked up. You will answer for that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Really? Now, he wants to play protective?” I continued to clean up our mess while Deck just watched me for a minute or two. “I guess you have to get going and answer that summons,” I teased him.

“I don’t have to go,” he told me, and I knew he meant it. He would choose to stay here with me even though I had no doubt my father knew he’d seen the message by now.

“Just do me a favor and tell my father he has no say in any relationship we may or may not have. What I do isn’t up for discussion, critique, or anything else from him.”

“Oh, we do have a relationship, Ev. You’re mine, and I’m yours. And you’re right that your father doesn’t have a single damn say in that. I do have to go though, because I have no doubt that he’ll send someone here to collect me sooner than later if I don’t show.” He leaned in and kissed me once more, gentler this time than when I’d been perched on his lap. “I’ll see you tomorrow, babe!” He told me as he pulled away and moved to the door that led outside instead of back into the tattoo studio where he’d waited for me before.

“See you,” I called out, and then shut and locked the door behind him.

~*~

Jay came in bright and early the next day to get his tattoo done, as he had planned with me. I took him back and got everything ready. He had already told me where I could possibly put it depending on what size image I had to ink. What I needed to put on his body was actually the smallest of the tattoos I’d created, but possibly the most meaningful, because once he figured it out, it might actually change the way he lived his life. I hoped it would anyway, for the sake of anyone else who crossed paths with the man.

It only took about 45 minutes to finish up, which shocked Jay, and when I covered his tat, and reminded him he wasn’t to look at it ahead of time he simply assured me he wouldn’t and didn’t bother asking any more questions. Still, his worried look both amused me and made me hurt for him all at once. He was expecting the worst from my tattoo and me. He was expecting revenge for what he’d done to me. He would get nothing like that from me. That’s why it was somewhat amusing. I once thought of this boy as a best friend, and a potential future life-partner, but I was finding out he never really knew me as either. If he had, he wouldn’t have bothered with the worry. The only thing I’d stamped on his body was some life advice, a reminder to be kind. As I was finishing up T-Bone and PeeWee walked in.

“Don’t suppose you have time for us today?” My brother asked as he eyed the worried look on J-Bird’s face.

“Actually, I have an appointment in 30 minutes,” I told him.

“No, you don’t,” Gretchen called from up front. “That guy just cancelled. Something about being afraid of your boyfriend.” Gretchen giggled after delivering that message, and added, “Pussy!” 

T-Bone glanced back at Gretchen with a lascivious look that I did not want to think on any further. For her part, Gretchen went back to ignoring my brother while playing a game on her laptop she had set up on the front counter. “A gamer chick too?” My brother asked no one in particular before adjusting himself in a rather overt manner that I found disgusting. I could see Gretchen through his eyes though. She was a petite little thing with natural golden blond hair and big green eyes that almost looked like they belonged on a doll or an anime character instead of a human. Those eyes were framed with luscious thick lashes. Her perfect teeth and infectious smile just rounded out the whole perfect girl image. The blue streaks in her hair only added that hint of a wild child to her otherwise innocent features. She was just my brother’s type.

“If you ever learn some manners you might actually get a girl,” I told him. The guys all laughed at his expense prompting him to explain, “I get girls.” It was my turn to laugh. “Club whores don’t count. They’re basically paid to deal with your shit.” Again, the guys all laughed, and took the opportunity to jump in and call dibs on being next.

“Since your appointment canceled, I’ll go next. Lover boy there can wait his turn.”

“Sounds fair,” I agreed and sat him in my chair. I felt a little bad for Gretchen who then had to deal with my brother trying to convince her to give up her ice queen impression. I didn’t know if Gretchen was currently seeing anyone, but if my relentless brother had anything to do with it, she’d be seeing him, at least once. Unfortunately for her, my brother never dated girls seriously. He’d bed them and send them on their way, because he didn’t think the MC life was a place for families. I’d once asked him where he thought he came from, and all he’d said was “look how they treated you”. Fair enough. I’d let his theory drop after that, because honestly we weren’t at a place where either of us was offering life advice to the other anymore anyway.

It took around two hours to finish with PeeWee and then four to finally get done with my brother’s tattoo. Once I was added the last little bit of ink I had to give and turned my machine off my hand continued to buzz a bit as if I were still holding onto it. I shook my hands out, and then stood and stretched before wrapping him up and explaining the healing process and care procedure. It wasn’t as if my brother had never had ink before, but I still continued to go through the spiel with everyone to make it habit for when I worked with people new to tattoos.

“Okay, well, my work here is done,” I stated as a dismissal. My brother just sat there watching me as I started cleaning up around him. I wondered why he hadn’t taken the hint and gotten gone like PeeWee had once his tattoo was finished. I glanced over at him and he just grinned at me. “What?”

“So, what’s going on with you and Deck?”

“I don’t know,” I told him honestly.

“Aw, come on, I’m your brother you can tell me. I think he’s a good guy, so I’m not even going to beat his ass or anything.”

“Well, gee thanks, for that, I guess.” I rolled my eyes and went back to ignoring my brother.

“Seriously, what’s going on between the two of you? I know what he’s said, but I’m really curious about where you’re at with everything. It’s not like you have much experience dating.”

“Thanks for the reminder of how pathetic my life has been up to this point, Toby.” He winced and at least appeared to be sorry for his insensitivity. “Look,” I finally huffed out. “I don’t know what’s going on between us. We’ve gone out a couple times. That’s it.” I shrugged my shoulders up and down. “I don’t really know.”

“I thought we established the fact that you’re mine, and I’m yours, last night?” I turned to see Deck standing in the opening to my little station before tossing a glare back over at my brother. He had to know Deck was standing there when he started asking his questions. The asshole.

“Yeah, I know the words you said, but I don’t know what they mean,” I explained. Then I turned to my brother again. “You’re a dick!”

“Yeah, I figured when I heard Deck telling dad about what you two had decided that you probably didn’t understand, so now you can have a more in depth conversation about it.” My brother snatched up his shirt and his kutte and put them both back on before standing in front of Deck and grinning like a lunatic. “I’d suggest maybe keeping a few feet distance while you do it, because shoving your tongue down her throat isn’t going to make her understand your meaning, brother.”

“Fuck off already!” Deck’s response was pretty much the same as mine would have been if I weren’t busy trying to hide the burning red blush that was staining my cheeks. Clearly, I’d missed something in our conversation last night that I should have understood better if I had any experience with relationships.

Once my brother was gone Deck turned back to me with a smile on his face only to have it drop and be replaced by a look of concern. “You all right, babe?”

I swiped some stray hairs out of my face and sighed deeply. “I’m just wiped out. That was pretty much seven straight hours of tattooing not including prep work and clean ups. Apparently, we need to have a conversation about things I’m too naïve to understand, but honestly, I’m going to put that on hold until my brain can function properly if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind, but I am going to get you some food before you pass out completely. Go on upstairs and get cleaned up and comfortable. By the time you get done, I’ll be back with food.”

“I’m too tired to argue, so I’ll see you in a bit.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 15
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~ Declan ~

 

Ever ended up passing out once she had her fill of the Chinese food I’d brought to her apartment the night before. That meant I didn’t get any more of her sweet, fiery kisses. It also meant I wasn’t able to explain to her in depth what I meant about her being mine and me being hers. Instead, I had left her there, after putting her to bed and locking up. Once I had her settled in I ended up back at the clubhouse drowning my disappointment in a few beers.

“Thought you were going to be with your old lady tonight?”

“She was exhausted after working today,” I explained. “Passed the fuck out after she ate a little bit.”

My father huffed out a breath, and then took a solid look at me. “She passed out because of the work or the kind of work she was doing?”

“I don’t know, she seemed fine, just tired. I’m sure the emotional aspect of it is taking more of a toll than she’s willing to let on though.”

“Still, you’re here and not with her,” he stated as if I was once again doing something wrong where she was concerned.

It was then that I took a good, hard look at my father too. “Maybe you don’t realize this, but she’s never dated before,” I began explaining and it apparently caught my dad by surprise.

“That girl’s too pretty to never have…” He cut himself off, probably realizing the ‘why’ had nothing to do with her beauty or her personality and everything to do with the damage his own son had done to her. “Shit,” he hissed out. “You mean to tell me there wasn’t even one kid out there willing to fucking man up for her in all this time?”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m telling you. So, now you know why I’m here. I don’t think she’d appreciate waking up to a man in her bed, her place, or whatever when she’s not ready for that yet. Definitely not when she was too out of it to consent to my staying there.” My father’s earlier glacial glare seemed to melt away only to be replaced with an emotion I couldn’t really place.

“You’ve turned out to be one hell of man, son. I’m proud of you.” With that, he heaved his large frame off the barstool at my side and patted his hand down on my shoulder, squeezing once before he moved away toward the door. “Going home. Your ma still has me in the doghouse, so I guess if I tell her you’re doing right by your girl I might be able to ride that fair bit of news right into her good graces again.” He winked at me before moving through the door and out into the night’s shadows. I just shook my head and asked the prospect behind the bar for another beer as I listened to my father crank up his Harley and head for home.

I was half way through my beer when the bitch sat down beside me once again. Apparently, Debra or Delphi, or whatever the hell her name was didn’t know how to take a hint. Hell, for that matter she just didn’t know what those pesky two letters “n” and “o” meant when a person put them together to form words.

“Hey baby, looks like you could use some real grown up company tonight,” the woman tittered as she spoke. I turned slowly to look at her. Once again she barely wore clothes, but had herself painted up with enough makeup she could almost make up for the lack of clothing if only she’d spread it out past her face.

“What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“Oh, you know, there’s talk that you’re trying to get with the uptight princess who thinks she’s too good for this club. From what I hear, she’s not even old enough to drink either, so like I said.” She sneered my way in what I’m sure she thought was a sexier version of a smirk. She was wrong. “I’m here for all your adult needs.” Then she made the mistake of trying to touch me again. I leaned in real close to her, so close she probably thought I was about to kiss her, at least until she heard the venom I spat directly in her face.

“If you so much as fucking breathe my air again, or think that you have any right to touch me in any way, I vow to you that I will see you are escorted out of here and taken somewhere that will make even seeing the light of day torture for you. I will be sure that you are branded in such a way that no MC member will ever think of touching you again. The best you’ll get is some drugged out asshole that doesn’t know any better than to fuck with you. Now, get your ass out of this clubhouse, because if I see you again tonight I will make sure I’m the last person who does. You feel me?”

“You can’t talk to me like that,” she sputtered out as she began to back away, looking around for someone who would take her side.

“I just fuckin’ did, and you have a lick of sense in your head you’ll get the fuck out of here without uttering another word to me.” She spun on her heel, nearly tripped when her ankle turned wrong, and then limped her way to the door. One of the other whores went to check on her, and my mood – having been thoroughly tanked by the bitch – was just so that I wasn’t having any kindness bestowed upon her. “You checking’ on her?” I asked loudly.

“I was just... um, she’s hurt.”

“You can leave with her now. Get out! Anyone else concerned with the bitch who doesn’t understand the word no?” I glanced around and all the other whores looked away, knowing better than the first two, apparently. “As for the rest of you… Listen up! You approach a brother and he’s uninterested you walk the fuck away. Someone else here will be willing to screw you. It will NEVER be me though. And if any of you touch a brother without permission you are out of here for good. Period. Pass that on to any of the other bitches who aren’t around tonight.”

“Damn, brother, I get that you’re claiming the VP’s daughter as your own, but that don’t mean you gotta run all the fun off for the rest of us.”

“Jury, I’m pretty sure you have an old lady waiting for your sad ass at home, yeah?”

“That bitch is probably bagging half the town behind my back too,” he sneered.

“Sounds to me like maybe you should spend more time at home then,” I told him before he got fed up with my mood and moved to the other side of the room.

“I was about to come over here and intervene on behalf of Ever when I saw you lean into that broad. Then I saw your face, and damn am I glad I waited.” My brother hooted out a laugh.

“Since when are you Ever’s champion?”

“I always was before I cocked it all up,” he reminded me.

“Yeah, but then you cocked it up,” I reiterated.

“I fucked up bad, and I know it. I own it. Hell, everyone here knows, and blames me for every bad mood the VP strolls in here with, because nine times out of 10 his shit moods are about her and his lost relationship with her. Trust me when I say, there’s no forgetting on my part.”

“So, you thought I’d fuck around on her, seriously?”

“Nah, I just didn’t know how that was going to go down. That Daphne’s a bit off her rocker, man. T-Bone can’t come around without having to peel her off, and swears on the club that he’s seen her outside his apartment a time or two. She’s a fuckin’ leech.”

“Why the hell is she still around if T-Bone’s having issues with her?”

“Some of the other guys keep bringing her back around, because apparently she gives fantastic head or some shit. I hear she deep throats like a champ. No gag reflex.” My brother took the shot that had been placed on the counter in front of him.

I grunted my response at him as I finished off my beer. “Gonna crash in my room here for the night. Don’t let that bitch show back up tonight. If I come out here and see her, it will not end well for her or the dumb bastard who brings her back in.”

“Sure thing,” he told me as he tipped his second shot up toward me in a salute before downing it. “I’m glad she has you, man. I haven’t known how to fix things, to fix what I broke, you know?”

“I know, Jay, and it’s not entirely your responsibility anyway. You were still a kid too, and these guys should have fuckin’ stayed out of kid business, just like they make the kids stay out of club business. It’s done for a reason. They fucked up just as bad, so stop taking all the blame on your own shoulders.” With that I patted him on the back and then hauled my ass up to the room that was reserved for me while wishing the whole way that Ever and I were at a point where I could have stayed at her place and just held her tonight while we slept together.

~*~

A knock on my door woke me the next morning, and I was surprised when I saw my dad standing there. He wasted no time getting to his point though. “I’m headed over to Permanent Marks,” he informed me.

“Okay?” It came out as more of a question, because I wasn’t sure why he was letting me know. It’s not like I was ever privy to his comings and goings unless it directly involved me and club business.

He gave me a strange look before continuing on. “All the other guys have said that you’re always there when they get done to take her out or something. Figured you would want to know I was heading over so you could get ready.”

I smiled at my dad then. He really was going to try to make shit better, and that felt good. “The other guys don’t tell me when they’re going or when they’re done,” I informed him.

His brows scrunched together in confusion then. “How the hell do you know when to get there then? They say you always stroll in right at the end.”

I grinned again. “Zeke, sometimes Kane, let me know when she’s nearly done. Zeke did it because he figured she’d need someone to blow off steam with afterwards considering how emotional and personal this shit is. Kane, well, he did it begrudgingly as a favor to Zeke once.”

“Begrudgingly, huh?” My dad smirked. “Got some competition over there, do ya?”

“No, I fuckin’ don’t, because his dumb ass sat on his feelings too long. Now, he can choke on them, because as we’ve already discussed, she’s mine.”

Merc tossed his hands in the air as if surrendering. “All right, Deck, I hear you. So, long as you have that shit straightened out. Sounds like he’s done right by her as a friend though. All those guys over there have.” The pensive expression on my dad’s face made me wonder what he was thinking, but he didn’t make me wait too long. “Been thinking about asking those boys if they’d like to come hang around a bit, get to know all of us, see if they might want to prospect for a patch.”

“Not sure they have the highest opinion of the club right now, but I guess you could ask.”

Merc nodded. “I figured as much, but maybe they see we’re trying to learn from our mistakes and fix our shit. Sometimes, being willing to change speaks volumes above history.” He clapped me on the back then, something he was doing more and more since I came back home. “Come on, we’ll grab some coffees from that place across the street from the studio, and then you can watch your old man get inked.”

“I’m not supposed to watch. No one else is supposed to know what those tattoos are before the big reveal.”

“I’m sure Ever will share with you. Not that I’m asking you to spill the beans ahead of time, but I don’t think she’d keep it a secret from you if you wanted to know. Hell, it was your damn idea in the first place.”

It took roughly three hours for Ever to finish the ink on my dad’s upper right pectoral. It also took a lot of patience to watch her work on him without his shirt on. My dad may have been getting on up there in age, but he stayed fit, and it showed. It wasn’t even that I thought Ever would look at him in that way, but it made me realize her job was sometimes to work on fully naked, or damn near naked people. Some of those people were dudes. That did not take me to a happy place inside my head. At one point my dad chuckled, earning a reprimand from Ever about how he needed to stay still so she didn’t mess shit up.

“Sorry, just watching my son realize the downside to your job,” he told her.

“What down side? There’s nothing bad about my job.”

“I bet Deck would beg to differ,” my father teased, looking me right in the damn eye as his own crinkled in delight. Ever glanced back at me in question, but I just shook my father’s nonsense off.

“I don’t understand,” Ever finally stated as she got back to work on Merc.

“Yeah, see, he’s just now realizing I’m not the only man who will be in this chair in some state of undress or another, isn’t that right, Deck?”

I grunted, but didn’t dignify his dead-on accurate statement with a response, because what could I say without sounding like a complete and total caveman ready to bash my woman over the head and drag her off to my cave where no other cavemen could ever see her. Actually, that idea had some merit. Hell, our species hadn’t survived all this time for the lack of trying.

“That’s silly,” Ever told my dad. “No offense since you’re in my chair and all, but I don’t even think of my clients as people really.”

It was my turn to chuckle when a man in the next spot over told Zeke, “Damn that chick is cold.”

“I guess I just see a canvas and I go to work on making it beautiful. The frame holding the final product doesn’t mater, you know?”

“Perfect answer, babe,” I told her which caused my father to chuckle again.

“Stay still, or I’m going to dig too deep,” Ever scolded him again. 

“Yes, ma’am. This is your show, girl, I’m just the canvas, carry on.”

I could have sworn I heard Ever sigh, “Men!” Judging from the way my father’s eyes crinkled with mirth again, I probably hadn’t heard that wrong either.

Once she was finished and my father was on his way, I swept Ever up and took her out to my bike. We ended up riding around for a couple hours, at her request, before we stopped at the beach to go watch the sunset. While we were there we ate the food I had stopped to get us at a local deli, and Ever told me about each of the tattoos she had done in this redemption and forgiveness foray with the club, and the members who had most wronged her. I told her I would keep the information secret, and knew that her telling me was a major deal, because she didn’t trust easily anymore. We sat quietly for a while after her explanation of each tattoo. I supposed we were both soaking it all in until she finally spoke again. 

“It’s so beautiful here. I wonder what people who live in the middle of the country would think seeing this for the first time? Can you imagine growing up somewhere and never getting to watch the sun set from the water, or the moon rising over it while the sun leaves a trail of warm orange and pink clouds behind as it dips low in the sky?” She shook her head. “Before I moved here to be with my dad, I hadn’t seen the ocean. My mom never had the time to take us on vacations. She said she’d had her fill of the beach at any rate and that if we were going to go somewhere it would be the mountains, or a lake somewhere that didn’t have sharks or gators.” 

“When was the first time you got to go to the beach?”

Ever smiled so brightly then that I actually needed to hear the story that put that look in her eyes and turned her lips up that way. “About two weeks after I got here the kids were in school, and I refused to go that day, because all I could think of was that my mom was gone and the woman in the house I lived in didn’t even like me. I was so sad.” She glanced up at me long enough to show me that the ghost of that little girl’s sadness still lived inside of her. 

“Lucy came to my room after a couple hours, and she sat down in the chair across from my bed. At first she didn’t say anything, but then she asked me a question. ‘If you could go anywhere, see anything that might make you happy where would you go?’

“I just looked at her for the longest time trying to figure out if it was a trick. I had heard horrible stories about things that happened to kids while they were trying to find my father. I was in this group home, and some of the kids hoped to get fostered out of there, because the hated it, but the others wanted to be there because they said the foster homes were places where children went to be broken. I wondered if Lucy was going to break me, you know?” Ever shivered, and I pulled her closer to me. Her skin was warm, so I knew it was just the memory chilling her insides. “Finally, I figured I didn’t really have much to lose anyway, so I told her that I’d never been to the beach and it was always my dream to go.” She smiled again then. “Lucy jumped up off her chair and clapped her hands, looking super excited. I remember her shouting, ‘awesome,’ and then telling me, ‘that’s something I can do something about.’”

“She took you to the beach,” I stated as Ever snuggled back into me with her back against my front and her face turned so she was breathing her warm breath into my neck causing my skin to ripple with goose flesh. 

“Yes, she took me to the beach. We spent the whole day together that day. She took me to buy a bathing suit first, then we went to the water, and she led me over to the waves. They were small that day, thankfully. I got to jump around in them like an idiot while Lucy clapped and laughed with me. It was one of the best days of my life, and when I grew tired we sat there and just talked. She asked me about my mom, and I told her all kinds of things. We made a deal that day that Lucy would be whatever I wanted her to be. A friend. A mom. Whatever. She said no matter what I thought she was to me I would always just be one of her children now, no different from Toby or Anna. Then we watched the sun set over the small sand dune, and before we left she pointed out the moon rising over the water.”

“Lucy’s a good woman,” I stated needlessly, because Ever knew that better than anyone in this world.

“She is. She’s the best. She’s been my mom longer than I had my real mom now, you know?” I did know. I kissed the top of Ever’s head and held her a little tighter. I still didn’t understand how she’d gone through seeing her own mother die, to being thrown into the family she was, the club, and everything that happened afterward and yet she remained one of the sweetest people I knew.

As we were walking back to my bike I got a message that there was an important club meeting in an hour. “Damn those bastards,” I hissed out under my breath. I hadn’t told Ever yet, instead I just got us back to her apartment and walked her up the steps to the landing.

“Do you want to come in?” Ever asked as she gazed up into my eyes. I hated to dash the hopeful look, especially since I thought I knew exactly what she was hoping for.

“I can’t, because what I think might happen if I do is not something I have time for tonight. There’s a meeting in thirty minutes, and I have to be there. I already got the summons earlier when we were leaving the beach. Her body deflated, and it was almost a physical thing as I watched her shoulders slump inward a little. “Ever,” I called her name to get her attention and alleviate whatever doubt had crept in her head.

“Baby, when I’m with you for the first time, it is not going to be a rushed tryst. We are not going to have any interruptions, and my phone will be turned off and our schedules cleared for at least three days.” That made her laugh. “You laugh, but I’m completely fuckin’ serious. Once I’m able to fall into you in a physical way, I don’t think I’ll be pulled back out so easily.” The blush that crept up her neck and heated her cheeks just made her all the more beautiful in that moment. I leaned in and kissed her deeply. When we came back up for air it was past time for me to get gone. “I promise you, we will be together soon, and it will be on both of our terms or not at all. I have to get going for now, babe.” I turned and started clomping down the steps before I heard her call out to me again. 

“Deck,” I turned and saw the wary hesitation in her features. I cocked my head a little, trying to figure out what it was she wanted to say that had her doubting herself. Before I could ask she simply said, “Ride safe!” Then she locked herself away in her apartment, and I was left to wonder what she’d really been about to say to me.

 

~*~

“This better be important,” were the only words that needed to be said when I walked into the clubhouse after leaving Ever to her damn doubts about us.

“What crawled up your ass?” Crow asked as he tipped his head towards the room where we normally held church. “Everyone’s already inside. They’ve been waiting on you to show.”

I glanced around the common area and noticed that there were plenty of other brothers chilling out and wondered who the hell this meeting was for if not the entire club. “What’s going on?”

“Well, if we can get our asses inside I’m sure all will be explained to you.”

We entered church and I noted that the only people, aside from me, were the ones who Ever had tattooed. It did not bode well, especially after I promised Ever I wouldn’t reveal anything ahead of time.

“What’s going on?” I didn’t bother hiding the harshness in my voice as I asked the question.

“Calm down, son. We’re just here to get a consensus, because some of the people in this room wanted to get an early peek at what Ever put on us, so we aren’t completely shamed in front of the club and family when we do the reveal.”

“You all promised her!” I yelled at them. “Each and every one of you fuckers promised when you set out to do this that you would do it her way or not at all. This isn’t even about the tattoos. If you do this, she will have no faith in you. Nothing will be fixed. It will all have been for nothing, except to prove what she already thinks… that you don’t care enough to go through with it.”

“Easy for you to say since she didn’t ink you up with her emotions,” Crow sniffed.

“She didn’t have to ink me up with her emotions, because I didn’t betray her,” I reminded him. That shut his shit right the hell down.

“I know this can’t be easy for you, since it seems we’re putting you in the middle, but…”

“There is no but, and you are not putting me in the middle, because if you do this I won’t be a part of it.” I stared my father right in the eyes as I spoke the words to let him know exactly what I meant by them.

“Over an early peek at a tattoo?” My dad scoffed.

“No, it’s about your integrity. I will not stand beside men who can’t be trusted to keep their goddamn word!”

My brother stood then. “I told you all it was a bad idea. I am happy to wait, and I feel like I’m the one here who should be worried the most about what she put on me.”

“We’re all thinking those same thoughts for our own reasons, J-Bird,” Double-D told him.

“I can tell you this,” I said quietly, trying to gather my patience. “I know what each of the tattoos is already, and none of them are embarrassing in any way you could possibly muster up in your imagination. Everyone already knows what they’re about, so if that causes you embarrassment – the way you treated Ever in the past – then that’s all there will be, and it’s embarrassment you earned for yourselves at the expense of a child’s trust. The art you will display on your body is all tasteful and then some.” I sighed, running my hands through my hair to push back the length that had grown so much since I left the Army. “If you do this, if you decide to take an early peek, then you not only don’t trust your brother’s word, but you don’t trust the girl who has never done anything to earn your distrust or disrespect, and you will lose us both in a permanent way.” With that, I walked out of the room, and decided to go stay at my own house for the night. I didn’t want to be under the same roof as them if they chose to destroy everything I’d been working towards healing.

 

 

 

 


Chapter 16
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~ Declan ~

 

I picked Ever up the following day without knowing what the men had decided once I left. None of them had bothered to contact me to let me know what happened, and I wasn’t entirely sure if that was a good or bad thing. I figured even if they didn’t tell me I’d be able to tell if they’d cheated once they see the tattoos at the reveal. There was no way they’d be able to fake their responses to those images. 

“Hey, babe,” I offered with a smirk as she opened the door looking a little frazzled.

“Where are we going again?” She asked as she turned away from the door, leaving it open so I could enter. I followed her inside and shut the door behind me. 

“Nowhere special, casual dress is fine.”

“Casual dress,” she repeated. “I inked a tattoo on one of the Joker’s guys today,” she admitted before running back into her bathroom.

“You did what now?” I followed her once again, not angry, because I knew she worked in a shop that had no club affiliation, and therefore she’d have to deal with any clientele who walked through the door. Granted, she could have turned him away, but she was so green in the tattoo world she probably also didn’t have the ability to turn paying clients away just yet.

“He just wanted some chick’s name tattooed on him. I convinced him not to use her name, and instead asked him what he liked best about her.” I snickered at that thinking about the answer most bikers might give.

“You didn’t draw a pair of lips sucking a dick did you?”

She laughed as she poked her head back out of the bathroom and nearly ran right into my chest. “No, nothing like that. Apparently, she’s sort of nerdy and has a dirty librarian look to her that he can’t resist. It was sweet, so I gave him this really cool book where the ink was bleeding out and dripping down into his heart.” She pointed right over her chest where she must have inked it. “It was really sweet, and he let me take a picture of it to put in my book.”

“That’s fantastic, babe. Sounds like it was a badass tattoo, and one he won’t regret as much as if he had her name put there and things didn’t work out.”

“That’s what I figured.” She glanced up at me then, her hand stroking my chest absently as she watched me. “You’re not angry with me for inking the enemy?”

“Why would I be mad at your for doing your job? The shop doesn’t have an affiliation, babe. You’re free to ink whomever you choose to. Just be careful, because I’m sure some of them will know who you are to the club.”

“Yeah, he mentioned that he knew who my father was, but he didn’t say anything bad. Just thought it was cool that I was working there on my own merit instead of over at Aces. Once he we were done, he told me he was damn glad I was working here, because I managed to keep him from doing something completely stupid and he got to walk away with a kick ass tattoo in its place.” She beamed at me, obviously proud of the work she had done, and the praise she’d received, no matter where it came from. I pulled her in close and kissed her senseless then, because I couldn’t resist. Her smiles, which I was seeing more of as each day passed, were something I couldn’t resist.

“Where are we going today?” Her words came out as a breathless question, and I just smiled, because what I was going to show her was going to blow her mind. I just wasn’t sure if she would freak out and run on me, or if it would turn out to be that thing that sealed our fate and glued us together forever.

“We’re going to my house,” I explained and I watched as confusion swept over her stunning features.

“Is your family going to be there?”

“My family?” Now it was my turn to be confused.

“Yeah, you know, your mom, dad, brother?”

“What the hell? Why would you want to know if they would be at my house?”

“I don’t know. I just wanted to be prepared for whatever I was walking into. You know the last time I saw your dad, not counting the ink I gave him; he wasn’t exactly nice to me. And your brother is… well, he’s just an unknown at this point.” She bit her lip, worrying it needlessly between her teeth.

“We’re going to MY house, Ever, not my family’s house.”

Her nose scrunched up along with her eyebrows as she watched me. “You have your own house?”

“Where did you think I lived?”

“I don’t know either at the clubhouse or with your family.”

“I’m almost 25, Ever, I don’t live with my family, and no one could possibly survive living in the clubhouse for more than a couple weeks unless they were certifiable.”

“Oh,” she popped off the word, completely surprised by the knowledge that I had my own home. “I didn’t realize,” she continued on and I just stood there taking in her reaction, and wondering what it was about my home ownership that was throwing her. It didn’t take long to find out, as her mouth seemed to keep running with the thoughts flitting through her head whether she meant me to hear them out loud or not.

“It’s just, I guess I don’t know you as well as I thought I did. How could I not know you had your own home? That’s weird right? It never occurred to me to wonder where you went at night when you left me. I just thought since the club was calling you away, that’s where you would be.”

“Most of the time it is,” I informed her as I pushed a piece of hair back behind her ear. “I bought my home while I was away in the Army, and when I first moved back I started working on renovating it. I haven’t actually spent more than a couple nights there because of it.”

“You’re renovating a house that will be your home when you’re done, but you never spoke of it?”

Ah, I was starting to see where she was going with this. She thought I’d kept it a secret for a reason, and I had. It was a secret I was keeping for this night in particular, the night when I was ready to give her everything and have her know exactly what being mine meant. “Come on, Ever, allow me to introduce you to my home. It’s what I had planned for tonight.”

“Okay,” she spoke quietly as she took my hand and allowed me to guide her out of her apartment and down to my Harley. It never got old feeling her legs slide over the leather seat and lock in place on either side of mine. In fact, my bike felt empty – damn near lacking – whenever she wasn’t with me now. Once she was settled I still had to touch her, pretend to pull her closer by grabbing hold of her thighs and tugging even though I knew she couldn’t possibly get closer. Her warmth radiated through me and her light vanilla perfume enveloped me, tantalizing my senses. 

“Ready?” I called back to her. Her hands squeezed tight around my waist, digging into my flesh and making me wish I didn’t have plans to take her anywhere, because now the ride across town seemed too much to endure before my hands would be free to roam along her body again.

“I’m ready when you are, Deck.” She whispered the words in my ear just before I started the engine, and the way she said them made me think she wasn’t just talking about being ready for the ride.

~ Ever ~

We turned on to a road I hadn’t actually been on since I was a young girl. A boy too uncaring to notice what he’d done had dashed my dreams the last time I had come down this road. I should have known then that J-Bird would end up causing me insurmountable trouble since he was the one to shatter my girlhood dreams. Oddly enough, Deck stopped his bike in front of the exact spot it had happened too. When he killed the engine and tapped my thigh signaling me it was time to get off. I did so without question as I glanced around. There were exactly three houses on this part of the road. Two were across the street from where we parked. The other one… I couldn’t even bring myself to glance up at it, because it had once meant something to me. It had been a dream I’d had.

Once off the bike, and having secured the helmets, Deck turned to me and smiled. “Well, what do you think?”

“About what?” I asked dumbly.

Deck smirked. “About my house,” he teased and then lifted my chin with his finger and pointed my face toward the house I had dreamed of as a young girl. When I saw it, it was as if I were looking upon my dream come true instead of the old dilapidated house it had been back then.

“This is the house I used to dream about,” I mumbled.

“I know,” he whispered into my ear.

“What do you mean you know?”

“You were about, what? Thirteen, maybe,” he answered his own question as I stood there wondering what he was getting at. I was here, sitting up on the porch behind the mess of vines that had grown up there. It was the perfect spot to get away. I heard you and Jay as you came closer. He was just humoring you while he waited for Toby to finish messing around with the girl across the street.”

“Toby was across the street that day?” I glanced back over my shoulder at Deck, who now stood behind me with his arms wrapped around my waist.

“Yep, the little shit was nailing Emory Ward back then.”

“She was 17,” I informed him scandalized.

“That she was, which made your big brother a damn God among boys at your school. Not that anyone would ever tell you why, I guess.” I just shrugged.

“What does this have to do with that?” I asked pointing at the house.

“See, I was sitting here that day, thinking of what I would do to the house if I could buy it and fix it up. I had all these ideas, but then I saw you and Jay walking up to it so I hid back behind the vines and listened. You were telling him that one day you would buy this house. Then you explained how you would fix it up and paint the outside a cream color instead of white, and the shutters would be blue, because it was both bright and cheery while also being calming.” I laughed nervously, because I remembered saying those exact words, and so damn dreamily too. “You told him how you would fix the gardens out here, and what you would do to restore some of the insides that you had peeked at before.” I listened and I could picture every bit of it as if I were seeing it for real.

Something was dawning on me as he spoke about my past conversation with his brother. I wasn’t staring at a dilapidated old house any longer. It had been fixed up. Those vines were no longer a burden on the porch. The cream colored porch that matched the house with blue shutters and blue trim, just like I said I wanted it.

“You told him that one day it would all be yours along with two dogs and all the babies you would raise here.” He squeezed my waist then and I turned in his embrace.

“You painted it the way I said I would?” I asked, my voice breaking a bit on the end of the question.

He nodded his head at me. “I did, because after I heard your words it was the only way I could picture this place.”

“Your brother told me how stupid I was that day,” I reminded him. “He told me that no man would ever buy me this house, because it wasn’t worth fixing up, and should just be torn down to make way for something better.”

“I heard him,” Deck answered me. I knew he was an idiot then too. I have to tell you, I hate that he dashed your dreams that way, but I’m glad he was too much of a tool to see that your dreams were as beautiful as you are, and worth cherishing and making come true instead of stomping on them.”

Shit. I was going to cry, again. This man had a way of bringing all my emotions to the forefront. Before I could choke out any more questions, Deck was moving on with his explanations.

“I’m not done the renovations, but I thought maybe from this point forward you could help me with all the things on the inside. I have all the basics done in there. The wiring and plumbing are all updated, but most of the fixtures, painting, and flooring all need to be chosen and installed.”

“You want me to help you with the house?” My voice had a wistful quality to it that I couldn’t hide even if I’d wanted to.

“I do,” he answered simply as he rocked me gently back and forth where we stood in each other’s arms on the sidewalk in front of the house I’d always dreamed would be mine one day. “It’s more than that though, Ever.”

“What do you mean?”

“I told you that you were mine, and I was yours. I don’t just want you to help me renovate the house. I want you to help me make it a home.”

“You want…” I started, and then choked on the rest of the words that got lodged in my throat. “What?”

Deck smiled softly at me, and then leaned in to plant a gentle kiss upon my lips. He spoke without moving back so that each word was a puff of breath caressing my lips. “I want this to be our home, Ever. Yours, mine, and eventually all of our children and two dogs, if you still want them. If you’ll have me?”

The last was a question, and one I had no problem answering. “Of course I want you,” I told him before I slid my own lips against his and nipped at first the bottom, then the top. “Are you sure about this though? There’s…”

“I’m sure.” His words were firm and unyielding. “I’ve never been more certain of anything, Ev. I want you here with me. It doesn’t have to be right away. Maybe after I get the toilets reinstalled, eh?”

I laughed at that, which was what he intended. “Yeah, I bet that’ll be a big help so the bushes don’t end up over fertilized.” My face immediately flushed, because I’d forgotten I wasn’t just talking trash with one of the guys for a minute. Jesus, I was talking to the man who had just taken me to my dream home, and asked me to be a part in making it just that – with him. And here I am talking about shitting in the bushes. Ugh!

“That was really gross,” he teased, and then grabbed my hand and pulled me along with him straight up the walk and to the front door of my very own childhood dream.

“Where are we going?”

“Inside so I can show you were the working toilet is in order to save my poor bushes from your baser needs.”

I groaned while he chuckled. I should have known. He was a biker after all. No one had a worse, or better depending on your perspective, sense of humor than a man in a kutte. They were, after all, the type of men responsible for shaping my sense of humor over time. I was beginning to think that hanging out with my brother and Jay so much when we were younger probably didn’t do a lot to make a girl that normal men would be attracted to later on in life.

Luckily for me, it seemed I had a not-so-normal man completely smitten with me. Finally thinking it to myself made me smile. “I would kill to know what just put that smile on your face.”

I grinned bigger, but I didn’t tell him. “I wouldn’t be a woman without my mysteries,” I explained as he shook his head and rolled his eyes.

“Damn, I’d hoped you missed the bus on all that bullshit. I guess I’ll just have to find a reward system for when you give me each of your secrets.” He waggled his eyebrows and shot me a goofy crooked smile, but even his playful side did things, in combination with his words, that I didn’t completely understand about myself yet. Namely, the tingles that seemed to travel straight down my spine and settle in my lower belly with a fire I hadn’t really ever felt before except when Deck was kissing me.

I don’t know what triggered him, maybe it was the look on my face or the pheromones I was giving off, but Deck’s eyes suddenly glazed over and he pulled me into him, searing my lips with his in a kiss so heated I was surprised our clothes didn’t just melt off. “I was planning on dinner,” he mumbled against my lips.

“Not that hungry,” I informed him before devouring his mouth once more. I let out a startled gasp as Deck lifted me, causing me to brace myself by throwing my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist as he stomped through the house with me along for the ride. I have to admit, as eager as I had been to see the inside of the house, none of it registered. The only thing I was aware of was Deck’s hard body beneath my softer one, and the fact that his hands were holding me up by the firm grip he had on my ass.

Once we made it up the stairs and into the room at the end of the hall with the open door, I finally took note that there was actually furniture in here. Of course, I only noticed after Deck tossed me onto the unmade bed. He stripped off his kutte and laid it across a large, overstuffed cream chair that had a blue chenille blanket draped over it. That snapped me back to reality a bit, and I turned to glance around the room I was in. It had to be the master, and it was everything I’d ever dreamed my bedroom would look like as a grownup. The entire color scheme from the outside of the house had been transferred to this room seamlessly. It was done in smooth creams and brilliant blues, the aesthetic of it all taking my breath away.

“Deck,” I whispered in awe. He glanced around too, possibly seeing his room through my eyes as he did so. “This is gorgeous.”

“I’m glad you like it, because I plan on keeping you here forever now that I’ve got you here.”

I turned to him and lifted my hand, crooking my finger at him. He responded immediately by stalking towards me slowly. With each step he had removed his shirt, then kicked off his boots, and by the time he was by my side, standing in front of the bed, he had unbuckled his belt and his pants were barely hanging on once the button was popped and the zip tugged on a bit. Deck’s muscular abs were on show for me, and they did that thing where they seemed to point down into his pants. No doubt, it was nature’s way of saying ‘the best is yet to come,’ because it seemed like I was about to unwrap a prize I never fully understood that I wanted until now.

So slowly, I almost hadn’t noticed – since I was hypnotized by his body – my boots were removed from my feet. They clopped down onto the floor with a thud that finally drew my attention to the fact that Deck was undressing me now. His fingertips ghosted up over my jeans, and higher still until he bundled the bottom of t-shirt into his fists and tugged. I knew he was asking permission to remove the shirt, and I nodded my head ever so slightly while maintaining eye contact, giving him all the permission he needed before he tugged the shirt up and over my head. I was left in my white lace bra, jeans, and socks now. Deck didn’t linger on my upper body, though his appreciation was noted when his eyes soaked in every detail as he licked his luscious, full bottom lip.

Instead of lingering there his hands trailed back down my body, tightening and needing along my thighs and then my calves until he got to my feet, where he gingerly removed my socks. He smiled when he saw my toenails were painted a pretty lilac color. It was probably the girliest thing about me in that moment, aside from the blush that was heating up my chest, neck, and face as he took my clothes off while watching me so intently. “I like this color on you,” Deck mentioned as he pulled my other sock off too.

When they were both discarded on the floor along with my boots he ran his fingers back up my jeans-covered legs, and to the waistband, tracing his fingers gently over the skin of my belly just above where my jeans remained fastened. “Ever, I don’t want to rush you into anything. If you’re not ready…”

“Deck,” I called his name so that his eyes would find mine. I watched as they trailed slowly up my body, becoming more of an inky black than their normal blue as they did so. I reached out and touched his shoulders, running my hands up, scraping the nails across his exposed flesh as I did until my fingers were buried in his hair. The hair he’d grown out since leaving the Army was now a few inches long. I tugged there, pulling him toward me, wanting him closer. As I pulled he stumbled forward a bit, tripping over my boots or the ends of the blanket that were dangling on the floor. It didn’t matter, because the result was him landing so that his upper body hovered over mine and his face was right there where I’d wanted it. I took advantage of the situation and reached forward just enough so that I could lick his bottom lip before I sucked it into my mouth. The groan he emitted, plus the shudder as his muscles rippled over me let me know exactly how he felt about my bold move.

“I’ve been ready, Deck. I’ve just been waiting for you to catch up.” When my words sunk in, he leaned back, and then laughed as he moved in such a way that his jeans slid down his hips and fell to the floor to pool around his feet. He had on black boxer briefs that didn’t hide the fact that he was excited to be with me.

“You’ve been waiting on me, huh?” He started tickling my sides as he asked the question.

“Yeah, you kept kissing me, and then running away at the end of the night. At first I thought maybe you didn’t like girls that way, but then I thought, maybe he’s a virgin too,” I teased knowing full well neither of things were true. Deck had always been more discreet with his relationships when we were all growing up, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t heard rumors about his prowess from people who did know some of the girls he’d been with back then. Besides, he’d confessed about how he almost got engaged with another girl while he was in the Army. That thought twisted my stomach a little until I felt his hand ghosting back over my abdomen and then up around my back.

Before I knew what was happening my bra was gone and Deck’s mouth was hot and wet on my right breast, sucking my nipple into his mouth with a fervor I hadn’t anticipated. I sucked in a breath, and then released it on a moan as he suckled harder while gripping my other breast in his hand, kneading the flesh there that more than filled his hand. He came up for air with a pop as he released my nipple from his mouth and grinned at me. My eyes had to refocus on him after rolling up so hard in my head, but when they did and he knew he had my attention, he asked, “Did that seem like I prefer boys?”

My entire body was shaking with anticipation as I shook my head, no, while at the same time tormenting him further. “I don’t know, I think even gay men probably like to play with boobs. It’s a thing.” His answering grin, and the twinkle in his eyes gave him away a moment before my jeans were unfastened and ripped away from my body leaving both of us in just our underwear. Deck was in his boxer briefs that were like a second skin and me in a tiny scrap of white lace that did nothing to hide the evidence of how turned on I was. Deck leaned back in, hovering over my body once more, which was an entirely different experience when I could feel the heat of him so much better without that layer of clothing. I could also feel his thickness settled against my thigh and the rough touch of the hair on his legs as they rubbed across the smoothness of my own. Equals and opposites again, setting my body on fire. Then he rubbed his nose from my shoulder to my neck, scenting me as if he were a wild animal about to mark his mate.

“And now, does it seem as though I prefer boys?” His teasing words were a husky whisper against my sensitive skin of my neck just below my ear. My entire body broke out in shivering gooseflesh, a complete contradiction to the damnable fire spreading through my center. I couldn’t formulate words as a response. Instead, my legs twined around his hips and upper thighs, tugging him closer to me, and I think they were moving on their own accord, because I had no clue what I was doing here. Another throaty groan from Deck made me think the action hadn’t been wrong.

The movement centered his hardness over me in such a way that had those flames building higher and higher, especially after he flexed and pumped his hips a bit. “Jesus, fuck,” Deck hissed. “Ever, I don’t want to rush,” he started to say, but I fused our mouths together again before he could finish. I didn’t care if it was rushed, hurried, slow, fast, or more of this delicious torture. I only knew the pleasure I felt every time he moved on top of me, the singing heat coursing through my body like a symphony, the tingles that erupted everywhere he touched me with his hands, the weight of his body that made me feel so safe and even loved. Everything in concert made me want more of it all, but especially more of Deck. 

Before I was even conscious that I was doing it my feet were pushing at the underwear still keeping me from feeling all of Deck’s body against my own. He took the hint and reached down long enough to divest himself of the briefs. He didn’t go so gentle with me though, instead he grabbed hold of the fragile lace panties I’d been wearing and ripped them off. I’m sure I would feel it later, where the fabric attempted to put up a fight on one hip while giving up the ghost on the other. In the moment it was just one more amazing sensation in an overload of sensory input.

“Deck,” I whimpered as I felt him for the first time, hot and hard against my center.

“Shit, baby, you’re driving me crazy. I almost forgot,” he rolled off of me and leaned over to grab the drawer open on the bedside table. He pulled out a string of condoms and tossed them down beside me while keeping one of them in his hands and ripping the foil wrapper open with his teeth. I didn’t even get to see him put it on because I was trapped in the lust filled look in his eyes. He was just as lost to this as I was. For a brief moment, I worried that I wouldn’t be good enough, that my inexperience would send him running when it was all said and done. Then he ran his hands down my body, and the awed expression on his face told me that wasn’t possible.

“This might hurt you, baby, and I don’t want you to have a bad experience with me.” I was shaking my head, trying to deny his words, because even a little pain couldn’t take away from everything else. “Shh,” he whispered into my ear, and then he dipped lower, licking, sucking, and kissing every sensitive piece of flesh from my earlobe to my neck, then down my throat, and across my collarbone. His lips travelled further down, taking a few moments to worship both of my breasts, spending equal time suckling from each nipple before heading further south. His hot breath and warm kisses peppered down my sternum to my belly button where he dipped his tongue in and swirled it around making me giggle as it tickled. I felt his grin against my belly as he continued down further. My breath was held as he moved lower. I had obviously never experienced this even though my best friend Erin had given me a blow-by-blow detailed description of the first time it had happened to her. I hoped Deck didn’t bite me the way Erin’s ex-boyfriend had done to her.

It was a needless worry though, because Deck definitely knew exactly what to do to make it feel like heaven. It was as if someone had given him a manual to my absolute pleasure, and he studied the damn thing like it was the bible. His tongue lapped at me, flicked in all the right places, he sucked, and my body exploded in the first orgasm that I ever had that wasn’t self-induced. I cried out, head thrown back, and back bowed up in ecstasy as Deck held my lower half down with his arms wrapped around my hips as he continued to lick me until I came back down to earth. I hadn’t even realized my hands were on his head, tangled in the shaggy strands of the hair he’d been growing out.

“Sweet, so fuckin’ sweet,” Deck hissed across my skin as he began to climb up my body in the sexiest maneuver I’d ever seen. The muscles in his shoulders and arms popped and rolled as he moved while taking sweeping, heated licks up my body. When he finally moved all the way above me and looked down into my eyes the only thing I could think was desire. It was written all over his face. His eyes nearly dripped with it as he leaned in and kissed me, forcing me to taste myself on his lips and tongue. One of his arms kept him perched right beside my shoulders while his other hand travelled down my body, fingers cleverly swirling around my clit. “You’re so fuckin’ sweet, baby. Are you sure?”

“Deck, please,” I murmured and he didn’t need any other reassurance, because he had me built up to yet another climax with what he was doing to me with his fingers. The moment I started tipping over the edge Deck pumped into me, taking the last of my innocence with him. I’m sure there was a stinging sensation, but it was over-shadowed by the orgasm that had been rippling through my body. He seated himself fully in me, and then both of his large hands were framing my face as he leaned in to kiss me while our lower halves stayed perfectly still. The fullness I felt was like nothing I had ever imagined when I thought about what this would be like. It was as if our being connected had completed me somehow. The missing part of myself was back, and it was Deck. Not just the points of us that were connected physically, but all of him, and all of me together.

I moved my hips, lifting them off the mattress, and pushing further into Deck’s body. He stiffened momentarily and then he started pulling back, and just as I was about to protest the move and the emptiness that was left behind he shoved back in all the way, and bumped a part of me deep inside that sent a zipping tingle through my lower half. My inadvertent moan must have spurred him on, because then he started going faster and harder until I was screaming out, once again, as another orgasm rolled through my body. I hadn’t expected that at all, because Erin had warned me that my first time would be miserable. This was not that. It was the complete opposite of miserable. It was unforgettable in the best of ways.

Even though I had climaxed again for the third time that night, Deck had yet to blow, and continued to move in and out of me with a rhythm that seemed impossible to me. My legs wrapped around his hips and my arms around his back, trailing my nails up and down his skin as he rested his head in the crook of my neck. “Ever,” he hissed out, and a few moments later he was tipping over the edge of pleasure too, chasing his orgasm, and pulling me with him once more.

It took a moment for both of us to come back to ourselves, but the minute Deck did he was running his finger over my kiss-swollen lips. “Are you okay?”

“I’m perfect. That was perfect,” I told him, causing his face to bloom in the large genuine smile I loved so much.

“Good, I need you to stay right here, okay?” I questioned him with my eyes only, and nodded my head. I was pretty sure my bones were all liquid and wouldn’t support me just yet anyway. I watched as Deck stood, holding onto his manhood as he did. It took me a minute to clue in to the fact that he had to deal with the condom, but even that fleeting thought left me as I watched his naked, scrumptious ass move and flex as he walked across the room to a door on the opposite side from the bed. I assumed it was the bathroom, and was proved right moments later when I heard the toilet flush. That made me giggle, because it reminded me of our earlier conversation about the bushes.

Deck came back into the room, smiling and holding a washcloth. “What’s so funny?” 

“I was thinking of how you just spared the bushes outside,” I laughed.

He continued to grin as he climbed up on the bed from the bottom and moved to where he kneeled between legs, looking at the place where no one else had before. The same place I was starting to feel a definitive ache. “You sore, babe?” I wondered briefly if he wanted to go again, but it didn’t seem that way since he wasn’t hard. Instead, he moved his hand, covered in the washcloth, between my legs, and proceeded to clean me up. It was only then that I realize there was blood mixed with all the lubricant I’d produced. “Oh no, your sheets,” I cried out, worried he’d be upset that I’d just ruined the gorgeous set of blue sheets. Then, I just thanked the universe that the cream comforter hadn’t been underneath me instead.

“Don’t worry about those sheets, baby. I’m not.” He moved back off of me once he had me cleaned up, and I watched again as he ducked into the bathroom. This time I heard what sounded like a drawer or cabinet being opened, and when he came back I realized I hadn’t been wrong. He carried a pill bottle with him. “You’ll probably want to take a couple of these for now to help with the ache.”

“How did you know there was an ache?” He smiled at me then and traced over my brow with his fingers.

“I’m not a small man, baby, and this was your first time. Even though the orgasms dimmed the initial pain, there’s going to be some discomfort now.” He climbed in bed beside me once I’d taken the pills along with drinking down half a bottle of water he’d handed me. “I just want to keep you here with me a little while longer before we have to get up and feed ourselves. You okay with that?”

This man, who had given me the best first time sexual experience I’d ever heard of, was asking to cuddle me afterward? “Of course,” was the only answer I could come up with, because who would turn that offer down? I snuggled into Deck’s side as he wrapped an arm around me and kissed the top of my head.

“I love you, Ever,” he told me. My heart literally skipped a beat at his admission, and I tipped my head up to see his face then. He planted a small kiss on my lips and when he pulled away it was to see the smile he’d left on my face.

“That’s a good thing, Deck, because I’ve fallen in love with you too.” He squeezed me tight then, and I closed my eyes to enjoy the warmth and love I was enveloped in. My eyes didn’t end up opening again until morning when I felt Deck’s lips drag across my neck to whisper in my ear, “Good morning, Love.” There went my heart again. It was lost in the best possible way.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 17
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~ Ever ~

For the next two weeks Deck and I were almost inseparable. Aside from the time I was at work, or he was off doing whatever he did for the club we were together. Deck explained to me that he didn’t really have to work a normal job, because he hadn’t spent a dime of the money he made in the military. He had invested every penny. His living expenses were paid for, and apparently Merc and his mom had been sending him money while he was away too. They thought it would help him get a leg up on life once he figured out where he wanted to settle down, in case it meant not coming back here to Charleston, which had almost been the case when he nearly got engaged to a woman who wasn’t from here. 

Since Deck didn’t work a normal job, unless the club needed help from him in some capacity, he was available to be around, and more often than not could be found hanging in the studio while I worked. He had mentioned something about helping Zeke with some investments too, which gave him good reason to be there aside from me. It was sweet that he wanted to be close, but Zeke did end up kicking him out a few times after Deck got a little territorial with some clients who attempted to flirt with me without realizing I belonged to someone already. We managed to work through those little bouts of male caveman behavior though, because he saw I handled those guys, and sent them on their way if they were disrespectful or put them in their place if they were nicer about it. Generally speaking once I said I was taken, they would glance around and assume it was one of the large men from the studio anyway, and they kept their mouths shut after that.

Beyond those little hiccups, everything was like living in a dream. I knew the guys in the shop had endless tormenting quips to throw at me about how I was walking on clouds, and had rainbows shooting out of my butt. They weren’t wrong though. It was like living in an extended state of bliss. I hadn’t even slept in my own apartment since the night Deck took my virginity. We’d been crashing at his house every night. Actually, that was kind of brought to my attention when Gretchen asked me if I planned on moving out of the apartment upstairs. She did it while Deck was standing beside me too.

Deck smiled like the cat that ate the canary. “Why would you ask that?” 

“Well, you haven’t been staying there, right? I thought if you were moving in with Declan that I could take over the apartment,” her sweet mousy voice took the sting out of the embarrassment for me. 

“Um, I don’t live there. I just go over, and…” I could feel my cheeks reddening as both Gretchen and Deck stared at me while I fumbled through my response. Finally, Gretchen clued in, and her hands flew to her mouth as her eyes widened in shock. Then she grabbed hold of my arm and yanked me back to the employee lounge area.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” She shrieked at me. “I didn’t mean to put you guys on the spot, I thought…” She bit into her bottom lip nervously. “I just thought you guys already had that discussion, and that he’d asked you to move in since you were always there.”

“No, we haven’t had that conversation,” I explained to her, still trying to cool my reddening face down by fanning it with my hands.

“That’s not entirely correct,” Deck’s voice behind me caught my attention. “I told Ever that my house was her house the first time I brought her over there, but I don’t think she understood then. So, let me clarify for the both of you. I do intend for Ever to continue staying in our house. If she agrees to that, then I don’t see why the apartment upstairs won’t be free for you.” He didn’t stick around to hear what I had to say to that. Instead, Deck turned and left. He didn’t just leave the room. He left the entire studio.

“I’m so sorry, Ever!” Gretchen whined to me again. “I didn’t mean to make things awkward.”

“It’s okay. At least this way, we know where we stand right?”

“Well, we know where Deck stands, but you didn’t exactly say anything when he extended the invitation. Are you going to move in with him?”

It was my turn to go bug-eyed, because while I had been staying over there, it was entirely different to think about moving in and living with someone. What if everything went wrong, and I had to leave behind the love of my life and my dream home? Life was hard. Sometimes, I wondered if I was really ready to adult on my own. Instead of continuing on with all the self-doubt, I turned to Gretchen and smiled brightly. “I don’t know how to not be with him,” I admitted.

She bounced up and down on her toes while shaking her arms in the air in some weird little bubbly dance. “That means you’re moving in!”

“I guess it does.”

“Ever, aren’t you supposed to be doing that thing this afternoon?” Kane asked as he walked in the lounge giving Gretchen an odd look. He was probably wondering about her pseudo-dance moves like I had been.

“Shit!” His question finally sunk in, and I realized I was due to be at the clubhouse in about 45 minutes.

Kane laughed. “I guess it was a good thing Deck sent me back here to remind you.”

“Did he leave?” I asked the question knowing he had, but wondering why he wouldn’t want to show up with me.

“He did. He said he wanted to make sure,” he tossed some air quotes up. “And I quote, ‘that those morons don’t fuck anything up before she gets there,’” he explained, making me smile.

“Okay, well I better go get ready. Gretchen, I’ll let you know when I get all my stuff out.”

“Thanks, Ever, you’re a life saver.”

“Sure thing, Gretchen.” With that I went upstairs to get changed into a top that would make it easier for me to display the tattoo I had on my back. The top was a silver piece that tied around my neck and draped pretty provocatively in the front, showing more cleavage than I’d normally be comfortable displaying in front of my family and the men of the club. It was, however, the only shirt I had been able to find that was also completely backless, having just a thin strip of material down at my waist that wrapped all the way around holding it to me. Once I had that on I was running a little behind so I just grabbed my cardigan to toss overtop my shirt so as not to ruin the surprise reveal of my own tattoo.

When I got to the clubhouse I nervously sat in my car a few extra minutes just trying to catch my breath, and burn off some of the anxiety that was beginning to cripple me. Apparently, I sat there too long though, because before I could actually get my breathing back under control the door to Zeke’s car – which I had borrowed – was being pulled open and Deck stood there with his hand held out for me to grasp on to. “Ever whose car is this?”

“It’s Zeke’s. It was either use his or call an Uber and wait for them to show up.”

“I thought you had a car of your own?”

“Nope. They let me borrow Lucy’s old one before I moved out,” I shrugged off the somewhat angry look on Deck’s face then, and plastered on a fake smile. “We should go in before I change my mind and head back to the studio.”

I locked Zeke’s car up, pocketed the keys, and started toward the door with Deck’s hand wrapped around my own. Once we moved inside the easy banter I’d heard as the door opened dimmed to a hush, with barely a whisper being heard. “Wow, I guess that’s some kind of a reception. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea,” I whispered in Deck’s ear. He squeezed me reassuringly, and ignored my idea to leave, instead leading us deeper into the building until we were standing in front of the little makeshift stage that housed a stripper pole for the club whores to work their magic on if the mood struck.

There was a microphone that I hadn’t noticed right away in front of the pole. Deck walked me over to it. He glanced out at the crowd, never releasing his hold on my hand. “I’m going to issue one warning to all of you. This is my old lady, and if you disrespect her at all during this process, you will deal with me first, and then you will lose a brother, and any chance for redemption. I know the brothers are aware of this, but if you don’t have your families under control, I will count that against you as well. Make sure we’re all clear on this.” I saw a woman back towards the bar scoff, and even heard her as she began to laugh at Deck’s warning. It didn’t take two seconds before several brothers were breathing down her neck and escorting her out.

“Anyone else need to be ejected before we begin, or can the rest of you all behave?” Deck glanced around once more before he grumped, “I don’t know why club whores are here anyway. The rest of y’all get the hell out. This isn’t for you or about you.”

The women, who were all seated toward the back of the room near the bar were outraged. “What the hell makes her more important than us?” One of them had the nerve to call out.

“She’s the VP’s daughter,” Deck answered through clenched teeth.

“Like that matters,” the woman huffed. “No one cares about that girl,” she spat out. “We all know it too. I can’t tell you how many of these guys have come to my bed complaining about that bitch when she’s deemed them worthy of one of her visits.”

Normally, I wouldn’t care about a club whore’s words, but that one hit home, because I was pretty sure she wasn’t lying about that. I started to take a step back, but Deck held me firmly in place.

“Get. The. Fuck. Out,” Deck ordered. “And you aren’t welcome back here for any reason,” he said pointing at the woman who had spoken up.

“Why, because I’m the only one who will tell the truth?”

“No, because you’re the only one too stupid to shut your fuckin’ mouth. We’re all here because we already know the truth, and since you don’t know the half of it that makes you even more of a dumb cunt.” Normally, I wasn’t a fan of the “C” word, but I would definitely be making an exception to Deck’s use of it this time.

Once the women were escorted out Deck turned back to the microphone. “Ever has a specific order she’s planning on unveiling these tattoos, so stand by until she calls you up.”

With that announcement he turned, putting his back to the waiting club members while looking down at me. “You okay to do this?” I nodded my head. “I’ll be here with you the whole time, I promise.” Again, I tipped my head up and down in a quick nod of acknowledgment before I moved myself in front of the microphone that had been set up.

“First up is Crow, because he was the first to label me ‘the other princess,’ and mean it in a derogatory way. I was eight years old when that happened, and in a new home, because I had just gone through having my mom die in my arms. My father had told me I had more family to meet, and I got excited, because my mom was all I had before, and I thought the rest of my father’s family would be like my brother.” I glanced around the room and found Toby. “He told me he was going to protect me from day one,” I smiled at him. “He kept that promise for a really long time too,” I added and watched as his face fell at the implication that he hadn’t kept it forever as he once vowed.

“The first person I met when I walked through those doors was Crow, who sneered at me and called me ‘the other princess’ and even though I was only eight, I knew hostility when I encountered it. I remembered the other guys looking at Crow curiously, and then they took some kind of cue from him, because after that no one even spoke to me that day. No one said hello or introduced themselves or their children to me. I never wanted to cry so much in my whole life as I did that day knowing that my father’s family hated me on sight. For the longest time, I thought maybe I was so ugly they couldn’t love me.” A shocked gasp erupted from the crowd and I saw Deck’s mom, Tiger Lily, wiping a tear from her eye. “Anyway, since Crow was the one who started that, I figured he should go first.” Crow slowly walked up to the stage and came to stand before me. I could see the remorse in his eyes as he realized what his actions had meant to the little girl I had been. He was the reason I questioned my outward appearance for so long. When I went to bed at night thinking I was ugly and unworthy, he was the main reason for it.

Crow took off his leather kutte and handed it to Deck who held it reverently before him as we all watched the man peel off the long sleeve shirt that had been hiding the tattoo I’d given him. Once the shirt was out of the way he turned so that the prospect in charge of filming this could get a good look at it with the camera. The camera was used to project the image up onto a larger screen so everyone could take in the detail. There was a collective intake of breath upon seeing the image he had inked from elbow to wrist. At the bottom of the tattoo, near his wrist, the tip of feather turned into vines that strangled an Ace of Hearts playing card that had been buried in the ground with a dead baby crow. From the tip of the feather crawling up his forearm was a large, singular crow’s feather the fine black pieces had a slight sheen of blue in the black giving it an almost metallic look. At the top of the feather, closer to the crook of Crow’s elbow, the feather split apart and became two crows, one smaller than the other. They were flying free into the sky.

“It wasn’t until some years later, around the time I turned 15 that I overheard someone talking about Crow’s ex and the baby girl he had lost because of her negligence. After hearing that I began to understand why he had hated me so much on sight. You see he thought of my mom as nothing better than his ex, and for some reason in his mind my mother’s sins were transferred to me, even though I knew nothing of what she’d done before I moved here. I didn’t even know I had a father until the social worker told me. I was just as much a victim of the things my mom did as everyone else involved, but I became her whipping boy for Crow, and others.”

The man shifted uncomfortably as he listened to what I had to say. He hadn’t bothered to even glance down at the ink on his arm yet. I nodded to him. “Look at it,” I commanded. He bristled a moment, and then he looked, and I saw the tears well in his eyes instantly as he realized what the tiny little dead crow represented. “In case you can’t figure it out,” I began explaining. “The feather is you. The birds at the top are your old lady and your son. The roots are where our problem began, long before you knew me, when your woman betrayed you and your baby girl died as a result. You let those roots fester though, and you became the reason another child was lost to this club.” He flinched back as if I had physically slapped him.

“You’re still here,” he muttered to me.

“Physically, I’m here today,” I agreed. “When my father brought me here to introduce his daughter to the club, you made a stand – for your own reasons – that the rest of the club followed, including my own father to an extent. Instead of being welcomed and treated as all the other club children were I was shunned, pushed aside, ignored, and flat out tormented by you, the brothers, and their families. Your actions made it so that I would never be accepted despite the fact that I didn’t deserve to ever be treated that way. Your actions led directly to the damage that was done when everything went down with J-Bird’s girlfriend lying about me. If it hadn’t been for the precedent you set in how I was to be treated, things may have turned out very differently then. I almost took my own life when it became too much to handle anymore, but your actions took my soul long before that.” Tears dripped freely from Crow’s face as I finished my explanation. “You ended up just as guilty as the woman you hated, and now you wear that mark as a reminder that no one is perfect, and therefore you should never be another’s judge.”

If it weren’t for the smattering of sniffles in our audience – which I had managed to block out for the most part – I think you would have been able to hear a pin drop in the place. Crow traced his fingers down the ink on his arm before glancing back up into my eyes. “Ever,” he whispered my name, and then shook his head. “I don’t deserve your forgiveness, so I won’t even ask for it now.”

“I didn’t deserve your treatment either, so we’re going to meet in the middle, and I’m going to give you the forgiveness you can’t ask for anyway. I don’t think you understood, yourself, what you were doing or why. Maybe now, though, you’ll think before you allow your actions to take another soul unwarranted.” Crow hung his head as he took his kutte back from Deck, and walked down off the raised area of the stage. Deck moved in closer to me and gave my shoulder a squeeze.

“You okay to do the rest?”

I nodded my head, and he backed up a few paces again as he had before I’d called Crow up.

“Next up is PeeWee,” I called out and waited as the man bellied his way up to the stage. He was a stout guy with a beer belly he was proud of and shoulder length thinning hair that was looking more gray than brown these days. As he moved in closer with trepidation highlighting his features I took a breath and let it out again. 

“PeeWee took special pleasure in taunting me with ‘the other princess’ moniker. He delighted in it, and it always unnerved me to be around him, because I didn’t understand why he would take pleasure in tormenting a little girl, or a teenage girl as I grew and his heckling just became more cruel. It was especially vindictive and beyond crude when no one else was around to hear the things he would say to me.” That admission brought Deck in closer to my side, and I noticed his fists were clenched tightly at his sides so I slid my hand down over his and gave him a reassuring squeeze this time. PeeWee’s tattoo was on his left shoulder blade. When he took his shirt off I had him turn around so the camera could zoom in on the detail and PeeWee watched on the screen that was in front of him while standing with his back to the crowd as the lifting of his shirt unveiled the ink there. 

A man stood proudly with his back to the people viewing the tattoo as he looked out over a field of flowers. When the camera panned in everyone could tell the flowers were actually Aces of Hearts playing cards growing in a field. Then the camera panned down to take in the man, his kutte that was an exact replica of an Aces High MC kutte with the bottom rocker of Charleston on it too. As the camera panned down people noticed what the man was doing with his foot. He was stomping on a weed that attempted to grow through the crack in the sidewalk beneath his feet. The weed was an Aces of Spades card, and had been trampled to a point where it was ripped in places, torn from the stem it had grown from, and had a boot print clearly visible on its scuffed surface.

“I don’t think this one needs a whole lot of explanation, especially since I still don’t understand why I was always such an easy and desirable target for you,” I stated to PeeWee directly.

He shook off whatever he’d been about to say, and instead he turned to look me in the eye. “Your mother was married to my brother by blood. She knew about that party because of me. She came here and seduced your father who was heartbroken and drunk off his gourd, all because she was pissed that my brother wouldn’t knock her up. He couldn’t do so even if he had thought it was a wise idea at their ages. My brother was a full 15 years older than me. They were too old to start having children. She came here to trap a man into putting a baby in her belly, and she succeeded. You are the product of an adulterous whore who used men like they were her personal play toys. I had no doubt you’d grow to be just like her.” He spat those words at me, apparently still holding me in that same regard despite the fact that we were supposed to be here as a way to heal and change.

I nodded my head, finally understanding why he’d hated me so much. “You forgot the other part though,” I explained to him.

“What other part?”

“The part where I also belonged to my father, your club brother whom you have great respect for. The man who has loved my Momma-Luce with nothing but devotion since they figured out they couldn’t be without one another. I’m the product of your brother – a man you trust with your life – but you condemned me solely on the half of me that I’d already lost, instead of helping to insure I ended up like the half of me I had found.” I hung my head momentarily, wondering if things would have gone any differently if someone had pointed these things out to the men of the club who were supposed to be the grown adults even back then. 

“Maybe, your tattoo can be a reminder that not all weeds are bad just because they’re a little different. Sometimes, if given the chance, they can outgrow the cracks they spring from to become the bloom that brightens that space.” Having been properly chastised for his actions, and called out for not realizing there were two sides to every person, PeeWee slunk off the stage to go sit at the bar. No doubt, he’d be adding plenty of beer to that belly of his tonight.

Once he was gone Deck pulled me into a hug and whispered into my ear, “I want to know the things he said to you when no one was around to hear them.” I shook my head then looked up into the eyes of the man I absolutely loved and adored.

“No, this night is about finishing this, and letting it all go. We’ll not drag it up again once they leave this stage.” He didn’t seemed convinced by my words, and I just had to hope that he would honor what I wanted in this case and leave it be. I had no doubt if Deck, my father, or brother knew what PeeWee had said to me over the years the man probably wouldn’t walk away from the confrontation, or possibly not be able to walk at all ever again.

“Are you sure you want to keep going?” He finally asked as he glanced around the room at all the people who were enraptured with the display we were making up here.

“I’m sure,” I told him quietly, and once again he backed off. I glanced out into the crowd looking for the person I planned to call up next. I didn’t see him right away, but then I noticed his wife had moved and she was standing in the corner being comforted by the man in question. “Next up is your President, Merc,” I stated quickly before I could change my mind and direction. I couldn’t shelter his wife from the hurt this was causing her. She had already known most of it anyway, and felt much like Lucy over the years, that she couldn’t change their minds for them.

Merc walked his wife back over to the chair she had vacated earlier, the one sitting right beside Momma-Luce, and once she was comfortably back in her spot he hopped up on the stage with the grace and physical command of a much younger man. He came straight to me, tipped his head at his son, and then turned to face the members of his club. “Before Ever starts in on me, I want this club to know that I already understand how badly I’ve failed her. I saw what was happening early on, and I turned a blind eye. At first, I thought it wasn’t my place, and it was something Double-D needed to work out with the men since it was his kid. I forgot we’re a family though, and I was leading this family for most of it. I was certainly leading this family when my own son caused undo drama for Ever, and I did nothing to help her, support her, or derail the teenage drama that should have never touched the insides of this club to begin with. I take full responsibility for that, because as leader, I should have nipped this shit in the bud long ago, and there is no good reason why I didn’t. It just all seemed beneath my position. Through watching Ever persevere and seeing how strong she has had to be I’ve come to realize that nothing is beneath my position. She was just as much my responsibility, because she didn’t just belong to the Brothers family. She belonged to this club. We all failed her, and that is why we’re here tonight. In part to make amends for our wrong doing, but also to learn and heal so we don’t repeat our mistakes in the future.” He looked back at me and added, “No one affiliated with this club is beyond its reach.” He stepped back then and tipped his head to me indicating it was my turn to speak now.

“Merc already has the gist of his tattoo. He is a fierce protector, but only of what he thinks of as his to protect.” Merc’s shoulders slumped as I mentioned this and he moved to take his shirt off so that everyone could see what I had inked on his skin. Once his shirt was off the image was clear to see hovering over his chest on his upper right pec. The camera zoomed in and the image cleared up on the screen behind us. I choose the metaphor for this one, because Merc was a known fisherman. If that man got away from the club it was to a body of water with a fishing pole in his hands, so I thought it would ease the blow of his message a bit to hand him an image he could relate to.

A prominent boulder stood proud, mid-stream, forcing the water to run around it forming an almost tranquil, still pond just in front. “Merc, you’re the boulder, making life easier for the fish in your pond,” I told him with a wink that got a few chuckles from the people in the crowd who might think he was usually the one making everyone’s life harder. Loads of little fish swam in the pond. Three stayed closest to the boulder and upon closer inspection they bore the Ace of Hearts insignia in their scales. The others in the pond bore the Ace of Diamonds, and were still content and protected, even though they swam a little further out. I pointed all this out, and everyone could tell I meant the hearts to be his wife and children while the diamonds were his club brothers.

“There’s a chink in the boulder though, a weak spot, and it lets in this rush of water over here.” Once I drew attention to it the prospect in charge of the camera made certain to zoom in there. Then he was able to pick up the steady current pushing one unfortunate fish away from all the others. That fish was marked with an Ace of Spades. It was struggling, trying to swim upstream back to the other fish, but clearly unable to get there. She didn’t fall under the blanket of his protection, and so she was swept away, and removed from the others. “I don’t think I need to explain what this signifies since Merc basically did that before he revealed the tattoo,” I stated, and while at first I thought it meant he cheated and already took a peek, watching him take in the details of his tattoo made me rethink that.

Merc was shaking when he walked away, and went to go sit in the chair his wife occupied. I watched as he went down and scooped her up, depositing her back on his lap once he sat down. He tucked his head into her neck and I watched as his shoulders shook behind her. Then I looked away and before Deck could come offer me an out once more I called Jay up. Might as well finish up with this family while they were in the midst of dealing with one member being shamed for his apathy.

Jay took off his kutte, and as Crow had done before him, he entrusted it to Deck while he removed his long sleeve shirt and pushed his arm forward so the camera could pick up what was inked there. Jay’s was the simplest tattoo I had done, which I knew had confused him when it took the shortest amount of time to ink. It was a simple Aces of Hearts playing card and in the middle of it there was script that read:

Forgiveness is divine as it’s born of another’s sorrow.

Look beneath the surface to heal everyone’s tomorrow.

Jay appeared puzzled by his tattoo, but this one was different. This one was done purposely so that when he figured it out he would live a better life. His surface dwelling had caused me the most heartache. If he’d only looked past the skin deep level and ever understood anything about me, he would have known the truth behind the allegations. Until he was willing to stop being a shallow bastard he was doomed to keep needing forgiveness, and never having a present moment without needing to heal it.

He glanced over at me, question in his eyes, and I just shook my head. “I don’t really need to say anything, because everyone here knows what happened. When you figure out the tattoo, maybe things won’t continue to be so mucked up for you all the time.” With that I turned and glanced out in the crowd looking for whom I was going to call up next.

“That’s it?” Jay asked. I nodded and watched as he glanced at his brother who only shrugged at him.

“She wants you to figure it out on your own, brother,” Deck informed as J-Bird moved to get off the stage looking even more forlorn than when he’d climbed up here with me. I wished I could give him more peace of mind, but it wasn’t for me to replace what he’d freely given away.

“Toby,” I called, ignoring the proper etiquette of calling him by his road name while in the clubhouse. He would understand why I did it that way, even if everyone else thought me disrespectful. When he hopped up on stage he didn’t hesitate, and pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tightly, and whispering into my ear. “I love you, always have.”

“I know,” I whispered back. Toby let me go and handed over his kutte to Deck as the others before him had done. Then he whipped his shirt off and flung it out into the audience where one of the guys snatched it out of the air and whirled it around like a cowboy with a lasso, effectively giving everyone a solid laugh and breaking the too-thick tension in the room temporarily. Even I had to laugh at the antics of these guys sometimes.

Once his shirt was off, Toby spun around and showed his back off for the camera. There, was one of the saddest images I had rendered on skin thus far. I supposed it felt that way, because I once hero-worshipped my older brother, and never thought he could hurt me the way he did. As the camera panned to his back a few gasps rang out, one was definitely from Momma-Luce. 

In the middle of the image stood a boy with his back facing outward. He was wearing a red superhero cape while observing the road ahead. One path looked dark and dangerous with a sign showing 3 balloons were necessary to travel it. The other looked sunny and safe, but only two balloons were on its sign. The little boy was holding three balloons that were shaped like Aces of Hearts cards in one hand. One of the three balloons had been popped and in the other hand there was a shiny silver pin. He sacrificed the one balloon in order to take the easier path with the others.

Toby was watching as the tattoo was revealed and the camera zoomed in different details on. I saw his shoulders begin to shake as he realized what the balloons stood for – or rather whom they stood for – and how I really felt about his part in everything. I was the sacrifice for an easier way in life for him even though he was supposed to be my hero. He turned to me with tears filling his eyes as his shoulders continued to shake from the effort he was using to keep those tears from rolling down his face.

“Ever,” his husky voice, thick with emotion, broke on my name. “I’m so ashamed,” he stated, and then he walked away with his head down, unable to hold back the tears any longer. I had to swipe away my own tears as I watched him move to the back of the room where he faced the wall in an attempt to get himself back under control without everyone having to see. My father was there, his arm wrapped around my brother’s shoulder, offering comfort and glancing back worriedly at the stage, because now he knew the kind of pain that I’d etched on his skin too. It was going to hurt more than he’d been envisioning. 

I gave them a moment as Deck brought me some tissue and a drink. He had taken Toby’s kutte down to Momma-Luce since he’d walked away without it when he left the stage. People were speaking in hushed whispers from their seats below us, and I couldn’t look out at any of them, because I just knew they were blaming me for the torment they saw me putting their brothers through. Hell, I was blaming me. I never wanted to hurt another person the way they’d hurt me. I just wanted them to see the reminder of what they’d done so they would be careful with the hearts of others in the future.

Before long, my father joined us up on the stage. He hadn’t needed to wait for me to call him since he was the last of the six that were inked. When he got up there he wasted no time taking his kutte off, but instead of handing it to Deck, he turned to place it in my hands. I just stared at it a moment before he spoke.

“Not that I don’t trust my brother, but I think it’s necessary for you to know that I trust you too, baby girl. I would prefer you be the one to handle my kutte.” I took the leather vest reverently into my hands. It was probably the only time since I had come to live with him that I’d touched it for longer than a it took to brush against it before he moved away from me. Once I had his kutte held safely in my arms my father removed his shirt too, and turned his back to the crowd quickly so that the camera could focus in on his tattoo and reveal what I had inked there. His movements were quick and jerky, and normally I’d think he was just trying to rush the process, but I could see his hands shaking, so I knew he was just nervous and needed to get it done.

I watched my father’s face, visible to me only in profile, as he took in the image that had been inked on his back. He didn’t need an explanation. I didn’t think he would. It was pretty self-explanatory. Unlike my brother, he didn’t attempt to hold back at all. He let go of his emotion and stood there while waiting for me to say something. There wasn’t really anything to say. He was the only one that mattered, and he got it.

The image on his back was of a giant Acacia Tree off in the distance. A proud lion and his mate were walking side by side headed toward the tree of life. On either side of them was a cub, one clearly male and the other a female. They all looked forward toward that tree with their backs proudly displayed to the person viewing the ink. In the foreground, closer than all the rest was a lone cub looking sad and dejected nursing a wound. The wound looked like the heart from the deck of cards that had been featured in all the tattoos, and it was placed in the center of the cub’s chest. The red ink only filled up about a quarter of the heart as the rest had dripped out onto the ground at the cub’s paws. She was forgotten there as the family carried on with their lives.

A female voice gasped out, “Ever!” I turned to see Anna standing there with tears dripping down her face. She glanced around and looked completely stricken, as the faces around her seemed to convey pity. Whether it was pity for me, and how I felt my family saw and treated me, or for my sister having been so clueless I didn’t know. Either way, it caused Anna to run from the room. Lucy stood, looking torn about which daughter needed her the most. I nodded to her to follow Anna, and she did. My father came over and swooped me up into a crushing hug.

“You should have never had to bleed out because of me. This should have never happened. I’m so goddamn sorry, Ever. I’m so sorry.” He kept repeating how sorry he was as the people who had been there to bare witness to this event began to stand, thinking everything was done.

“Wait,” I called out loudly. “There’s one more before we’re finished here.” I saw the puzzled looks, because everyone knew I had only inked six of the brothers. I eased my dad back from me, and handed him his kutte before I removed my cardigan and passed it to Deck. As I turned around and showed the room my back I heard the gasps, and a couple cries of “oh my God,” ring out through the room. My tattoo was probably the most in your face of them all, as it should be, because it was my pain etched on my body for everyone to see. I had honestly thought about not doing any of the other six tattoos, and instead just let them just see mine, but then I figured it would be easier to overlook the message if they didn’t have to witness it on their own skin.

Across my upper back were the six men who I had tattooed. They all had their backs to the viewer and their kuttes were clearly visible, marking them as Aces High MC members. If people looked closely at the tattoo, they could pick out each individual member of the club who had just showed off their own tattoos. In the foreground, on my lower back was a little girl standing in a puddle that rippled out beyond her, ending at the booted feet of the men standing there. In the furthest ripple of water the words, ‘the other princess’ were written as if they had been a part of the water itself. The little girl’s face was in profile, showing that she was crying, and her tears had been the source of the puddle she was standing in. On the chest of her shirt that only showed in the reflection of the tear puddle was an Ace of Hearts playing card, but the hearts were melting off of it with the tears that drip down from the girl’s face.

“I don’t think I need to explain this one either,” I stated quietly. The room was so still that I almost could have sworn they could all hear my heart hammering away at my chest. Lucy ran up on the stage and pulled me into her arms. I wondered briefly where my sister had gone until I saw her standing at the back of the room with my brother’s arms wrapped around her. It was good that he was caring for her since Lucy had chosen to come hug me.

“Baby girl, what did I let them do to you?” She murmured in my ear and pulled me even tighter to her body until Deck moved in, taking his kutte off, and pulling his shirt over his head. Then he gently slid Lucy away from me so that he could cover me up with his shirt. Instead of sliding his kutte back on his body, like I thought he would, he handed it to me. Lucy stepped back, realizing this was a moment she shouldn’t be in the middle of. Deck just looked down at me as he held his kutte out. 

“What are you doing?” I finally asked.

“I’m giving you the choice. You can take it, toss it aside, and I’ll be done here.” He paused, looking around the room full of people who had been his family since birth. “You can do that, and I will walk out the door with you, because you are the most important thing in my life.” I waited a moment for him to continue with the ‘or’ part of his speech. When he didn’t, I had to ask.

“Is there another option?” My fingers were twisted into the thick leather of his kutte that had been warmed by his body. The scent of leather and the sea wafted up to me as I pulled it closer to my body, to my heart. Deck nodded his head, and I knew what the other choice was. I thought of Zeke in that moment. I remembered the story of his mother, and how her inability to move forward cost her everything. It cost her family everything too. I glanced around at everyone in the clubhouse, many of whom where watching this scene play out. I saw no judgment in their eyes, for once. They would stand by whatever decision I made here tonight.

These were the people I had wanted to love me. These were the people who I was constantly trying to be a better person for. I knew we had a long way to go before I could trust them, but they already had my heart. I’d only been waiting for them to want me to have theirs in return. They had Deck, and it was obvious they all loved him. Maybe this time would be different, because he’d been there for me, making sure his club did right by me. That was what had been missing before. I didn’t have a club member in my corner telling them to act right, telling them I deserved respect. Now I did, and I could already see the change in the saddened faces around me. They finally understood. I finally had someone there to help make them understand. Deck had his family here, doing this because of their love for him. I couldn’t take that away from him. I couldn’t lose him either. So, I did what I had to do, and I held his kutte out toward him so that he could slip his arms back into the holes. So that he could put his family at his back where they belonged.

“Are you sure?” His words were spoken softly so they didn’t carry beyond the two of us. I just stepped closer to him, so that his kutte was touching his arms, and inviting him to wear it once more. “I’ll love you no matter what, Ever,” he stated while still not accepting the kutte back from me.

“You’ll love me better with them at your back,” I explained, and his arms wrapped around me then, pulling me into his body with his kutte sandwiched between us. He leaned in and whispered in my ear. “You are the most amazing person I’ve met in my life. I am proud to call you mine, and I am so fucking in love with you it hurts.” I smiled into his chest before planting a kiss right there over his heart.

“Put this on before we’re mobbed and tossed out,” I teased, shoving the kutte into his bare stomach with a little more force than necessary. I admit, I was just feeling up his abs, but no one could really blame me. They were sculpted perfection, and I needed something solid to ground me to this moment before I floated away. Deck took the kutte from my hands and slid it gracefully back on his body to a round of gleeful shouts and cheers from the crowd. 

It hadn’t occurred to me to wonder why Deck had given me the shirt off his back until I noticed my father was clinging to the cardigan I’d been wearing, and using it to wipe the tears from his face. Deck put his hand in mine, walked us over to the bar, and ordered us both a shot. It wouldn’t matter tonight that I was underage. No one was going to dispute the fact that I had earned the shot I was about to take. I’d earned it in distrust, disloyalty, and abandonment by nearly every single person in the room. I’d always known it, but now they realized exactly what they had done too, and most of them weren’t too sure where to start with trying to repair the damage they’d done.

They didn’t realize that the healing had already started, and I didn’t really need them to say or do anything. My healing had started with the little girl’s tears that dripped down my back.

 

 

 


Chapter 18
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~ Ever ~

 

There was a club barbecue the following weekend, to celebrate one of the prospects being patched over and a hang around being offered the chance to take his place as prospect. It was the first time I’d been invited to a club event by someone other than Deck or Lucy. Since the invitation was sent out straight from the prez himself, I couldn’t very well turn it down since we were all trying for that fresh new start. 

The problem was that when I got there I was immediately swept away by Lucy and Tiger Lily. They took me up to one of the rooms on the second floor where Anna was waiting too. “What’s going on?” I asked the question as my nose crinkled at the smell of stale beer and questionable decisions that lingered in the room. “Whose room is this?”

Lucy glanced around in disdain too. “It’s just one of the open, random rooms. We probably should have chosen something else.” She wasn’t wrong, because I was pretty sure that was a condom trying to creep out from under the bed. I shivered at the thought before my sister’s pouting face turned completely around as she shouted at me.

“We bought you a dress to wear today!” Anna’s delightful squeal was only slightly off-putting, because while I was used to hearing it I had never had the potency of one of her excited squees directed at me before. Up close and personal, it wasn’t as easy to tune out.

I glanced down at my jeans and support t-shirt and rolled my eyes. “I think I’m dressed just fine for a barbecue,” I stated and got ready to turn around and leave.

“Not so fast, missy,” Lucy scolded me. “Your sister wanted to do something nice for you, and you’re going to let her.” Lucy had her momma-bear voice on, and I knew when I heard it there would be no getting out of this. I just had to hope that my sister hadn’t picked out some horrible contraption of a dress to embarrass me. She was the girliest of girly dreamer girls, if you get my drift. I could just imagine the hideous pink, rainbows and unicorn monstrosity of a dress she would pick too. Instead of me seeing it right away though Lucy draped a damn length of blue silk around my face effectively keeping me blind to whatever they were about to put me in.

“Is this really necessary?”

“Seriously, Ever? You just tried to bolt out the door when you heard the word ‘dress’ and we’re supposed to allow you to see the unfinished product?” Lucy scoffed at me, and then continued to help the other women in the room get me damn near naked, which was not something I was entirely okay with.

“This is really awkward for me,” I expressed through clenched teeth.

“Me too,” Lucy sighed, having realized I was wearing an itty bitty lace thong and a barely there strapless bra, which wasn’t doing a damn thing to hide my goods since my boobs were nearly falling out of the thing.

“Damn, I bet Deck will be happy to unwrap you later though!” My sister laughed as she delivered that bit of fun to the family that included both my mother and Deck’s.

“Anna!” My mother was laughing when she tried to reprimand my sister though, so I don’t think it did any good. I distinctly heard laughter from all the women present which was just mortifying on so many levels seeing as they were all speculating about my sex life. A still new to me sex life, at that.

“At least she’s already shaved, or waxed, or whatever,” my sister pointed out.

“What the?” I started to say, but someone smacked my ass and then tapped my left ankle.

“Lift your foot.” I felt a silky fabric being pulled up and over my leg and then my other ankle was tapped in the same way making me lift that foot too. The cool, smooth fabric was pulled up my body, and then my arms were each maneuvered so that my hands could be placed through what I assumed were sleeves, armholes, or whatever. I was made aware that it had been spaghetti straps when they were situated just so on my shoulders. I supposed it was a good thing I’d worn the slightly too small strapless bra today then. “Good thing I had to do laundry, huh?” I asked.

“What? Why?” Lucy returned.

“That’s why I have this stupid strapless bra on. I never wear the damn thing, but I couldn’t find my favorite one, and the rest need to be washed because Deck spilled something in my drawer.

“Yeah, good thing that happened,” my sister offered with a snicker, and suddenly I felt as though I had been set up from the beginning, starting with my soon-to-be-dead boyfriend.

“I see,” I stated, letting them know I was on to their shenanigans – all of their shenanigans. I wasn’t in on it though. I had absolutely no clue what awaited me on the other side of this blindfold. I waited, not so patiently, as the women around me worked their magic, and managed to get small heels on my feet along with some kind of necklace, earrings, and they even managed to get something done to my hair while keeping the blindfold in place. Once they were done primping me they began the exhausting attempt to get me downstairs while I was unable to see and wearing heels – even if they were of the small variety. I had no clue where they were taking me, but once we were descending the stairs a loud, uproarious bout of shouting, hooting, and catcalling began. No doubt, I was blushing like an idiot, because I had no clue what all these people were seeing. Clearly, I was entertaining everyone though.

Before I could manage to question where we were going, and if I could take the damn blindfold off yet, a door was opened and the scent of fresh air let me know we were headed outside. Considering the ground was somewhat squishy under my feet, I assumed the back door of the clubhouse, because the front had asphalt all the way to the door. I was brought to a halt, and the blindfold was promptly removed from my face. Still, it took me a moment for my eyes to adjust to the onslaught of light, and when they did my breath got stuck somewhere on the way to my lungs. Little lanterns and fairy lights were hung down a makeshift aisle that led straight down to my boyfriend who was sporting a wicked grin, a suit, which included black dress slacks, a blue cummerbund and tie that matched the beautiful brilliant blue throughout our home, and dress shoes. He was wearing a white dress shirt too, but had his kutte on over top of it. My brother stood next to him wearing something similar. My eyes watered as I glanced around at the seating on either side of the aisle and realized what was going on. Merc was standing at the head of the aisle grinning back at me and then a hand was touching my elbow, and I turned to see my father standing there, dressed much the same way as the other men down the aisle.

“You ready to become Mrs. Declan Donovan?”

“Is this for real?” I whispered the words, but apparently my voice carried to the last couple rows of those seated because I heard their laughter.

“It’s as real as you want it to be, sweetheart. Either I can walk you down this aisle to that man who is stupid in love with you, or we can get the hell out of here, and I’ll hide you at the hunting cabin.”

“I heard that,” Deck yelled from up front and then he was moving towards us.

“No!” I shouted, halting him in his tracks. “Get back down there where you belong,” I yelled, and again everyone laughed. My father reached up and swiped at a tear that had rolled freely down my cheek. It was then that I glanced down and saw that I was in a floor length ivory silk gown that tied around the middle with a blue bow matching the color of the tie the men wore. These were our colors, and suddenly it registered that they were everywhere. From the blue button flowers adorning the white wedding arch to the ribbons tied to the chairs covered in cream fabric the place had been transformed to the wedding of my dreams. The one I had never dared actually dream of.

My father linked his arm with mine and began walking me forward toward the man waiting there for me. The man of my dreams, the one that was changing my life and making it full of beautiful things again waited for me with the biggest smile on his face I had ever seen. Once we got to the altar up front, Merc asked who was giving me away.

My father stumbled over his words as he kissed my forehead, and smiled over at his life-long best friend. “I give my oldest daughter to the only man alive who deserves her.” He then transferred my hand from his arm to Deck’s who took it with a tip of his chin in acknowledgment of the honor my dad had just bestowed upon him. I couldn’t look anywhere, but at Deck’s blue eyes. The same shade of blue that was swimming in the periphery all around us had been born of my obsession with those eyes. I don’t think he ever realized why that color tantalized me so much. It had been one I had always been fascinated with, from the first time I saw him watching me play in the yard with our two brothers. Jay’s eyes had been blue too, but a lighter, duller shade than Deck’s vibrant ones.

Maybe, in the back of my mind I always knew which brother would be the prize, and when I thought it was lost to me I transferred my hopeful affections to the one who never really saw me. Who knew what the mind of a little girl had conjured up? What I did know was that I was ever so thankful I ended up with the right one.

As we said our vows in front of our closest family, friends, and the club the tears continued to flow down my face until Merc finally announce that Deck could kiss his bride. He hissed out, “about time,” before attacking my face in front of everyone which led to laughter, more cat calls, and the gratuitous, “get a room,” bandied about by someone sounding just like my brother. I didn’t bother to verify that because I was too swept up in my new husband to care who said what, or why. That thought made it all very real, and startled me right into reality.

“You’re my husband,” I whispered into his lips, and immediately felt his returning grin.

“That’s right, and you’re my wife. No take-backs, baby. This is for life. You’re mine, and I’m yours, always.”

“Always,” I repeated, and then he swept me up into his arms and started marching us right back down the aisle, into the clubhouse, and then right back out the front door.

“Aren’t they having a reception for us?”

“They can have it by themselves. We’re going home. I have a threshold to carry you over, Mrs. Donovan.” I giggled in response as he strapped a different helmet to my head. This one was white with blue writing on the back that said “Just Married.”

 

 

 

 


*
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~ Ever ~

…Four years later…

The stone felt cold to the touch as I placed the little toy motorcycle there. I was sure he would love it even as it made me supremely sad to know I’d never get to see him ride again. I would never get the chance to let him know how much I appreciated all the things he’d done for me over the years. There were so many bitter times for us before he passed, and now the worst pain of all was the regret for all the lost time between us. The things we could have known about one another, but would never have the chance again, stood sentinel just as much as the tombstone did thanks to its unique markings. 

I leaned down and traced my fingers over the etching of the tattoo I had done for him. I hadn’t known until it was put here that he’d requested it be done before his death. Having been one of the six, the fool had a Last Will and Testament drawn up with the words in it that would etch our shared pain in this stone for as long as it stood sentry over his dead body. I still didn’t understand why it was important for him to put it there, but it set my heart to aching for both the painful memories, and the beautiful moments we were allowed before he passed, thanks to that tattoo giving us another start. My hand shook as I pulled it away and looked up into the equally saddened eyes of my husband. He startled a bit as his phone began to ring, and he passed our niece to me. I stood; bracing the tiny little girl on my hip as Deck spoke into the phone quietly, and then glanced at me, his lips tipping up into a slight smile. Good news then. 

It was fitting we receive good news while standing here mourning the anniversary of the loss of our fallen family. My life had taken on a crazy balance over the years. For every horrible thing I had endured I had also been given its equal and opposite. I lost my mother, who had been a hard woman to love.  I ended up gaining another who was as warm as they come. I lost years to misery a club brother cost me that I never wished to endure again only to be given insurmountable peace by another. I once thought that every eight years, give or take a few months, I would experience a horrible change in my life. I knew now that the overwhelming change wasn’t always a terrible thing. This year, things would change for the better. As I stood with my niece in my arms, honoring the fallen, and watching my husband take his call I knew without a doubt that things were not going to fall apart again. Especially when in our time of mourning and remembrance there was news that put a smile on my husband’s face again.

As he hung up and turned his full attention back to me it took him a moment to speak. In that time of quiet reflection he watched me with my niece, a pensive look etched in the fine lines on his face. “We’re welcoming a new family member today. We need to get to the hospital.” I tipped my head in a slight nod as I shifted my darling niece’s weight a bit. I was a tad queasy and carrying her this way wasn’t helping. “This is a natural look for you, Ev. I can picture it clearly one day when it’s not our niece you’re holding, but our own little one.”

“So, you want to have children with me some day?”

“As soon as you’re ready, babe,” he answered which made me smile. I took his hand in my free one and grinned up at him then.

“How does about seven months from now sound?” I watched as his eyes grew wide, and his smile followed. His hand released my own and he clasped my non-existent belly with both of his palms splayed out to encompass where I would grow full and round with his baby soon.

“It sounds perfect.” Deck glanced back over at the tombstone again, his smile dimming just a smidge. “You hear that? We’re adding to the family too. I promise you, they will know all about you, as if you were never gone from us.”

A tear trickled down my cheek as I leaned into Deck for support, my knees having gone a bit weak with his promise. He took our niece from my arms, and we walked back over to my car in order to head to the hospital to welcome another cherished member to the Aces High family.

 

 

 

The End.

 

 

 

Keep reading for a sneak peek at A Love So Hard, Lucy and Double-D’s story of a lifetime. 


A Love So Hard
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Lucy

I fell in love with Charles “Double-D” Brothers when I was just 16 years old. He was 19 and had just patched in to the Aces High MC in Charleston, SC. The falling in love part didn’t matter though, because our life – our love – wasn’t destined to be an easy one. Then again, nothing worth having ever is.

In the beginning – I was too young, he was too wild, and my family was able to send me away to keep us apart.

Later, when I was 20 and he was 23 our paths crossed again. This time he was the one ready for me, but I wasn’t quite there yet. I allowed the club whores and rumors to drive me away, and then I let my pride and more lies keep me away despite the secret I took with me.

Double-D

The perfect woman was out there waiting for me to find her – again. Twice I’d lost her now, and twice it had been avoidable. It’s a damn shame that life had a nasty habit of screwing me over, because we were far from done with the roller coaster we’d been on so far. It didn’t matter though. The ride could keep on getting bumpier, and I’d never jump off. She was worth every single thing I had to endure just to feel her in my arms at the end of the day. If only I could keep her from running again…

 

*This is not an insta-love story. It’s a story of a lifetime. 

 

 

 


Preview Chapter
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(Lucy – age 16, Double-D – age 19)

~ LUCY ~

My daddy probably never realized how badly he messed up the day he let me hang out at work with him in the shop. He was a hell of a mechanic, especially when it came to working on Harley Davidson Motorcycles. My dad could make them purr like a kitten or roar like a beast, and either way they’d ride like a dream. Since he was the best there was around these parts it stood to reason that the Aces High Motorcycle Club tapped him to be there number one go-to guy when their bikes had serious problems. 

We didn’t have school since it was summer time and I would be starting my junior year of high school in the fall. I was bored and tired of hanging out with my mom learning to bake crap in the kitchen when what I really wanted to do was go learn how to fix bikes and cars with my dad in his shop. Yeah, I was the weird girl who didn’t mind getting a little greasy. My dad secretly loved it, even while telling me that I would probably never do well with the knowledge, because the type of men who rode the Harleys he fixed didn’t trust a woman to tinker with their babies. I thought it was a load of shit, and completely unfair, but daddy said it wouldn’t hurt to learn something I might find useful for myself one day. 

That was how I found myself, just a couple days post boring baking lessons, up to my elbows in engine grease and oil when I looked up into the clear blue eyes of the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. Actually, while he was still relatively young, boy was not the word I should have used to describe him.

The person standing in front of me in fitted denim jeans, a wife-beater tank top, a black leather vest over the top that stated his name was Double-D, and some kick ass black motorcycle boots was quite possibly the most handsome man I’d ever lain eyes on.

“Where’s Jack?” His voice, deeper than expected, called out causing me to startle a little even though I’d already been staring – I mean looking – at him. 

“He just stepped in back to grab a part real quick,” I finally managed to get out.

“Okay,” he stated in a cool manner that had me playing guessing games as to what would come next. “You mind telling me why a pretty little thing like yourself is crawling all around my bike?”

I had a bad habit of scratching at the tip of my nose when I was nervous. My finger slowly went there, rubbing across the tip as I stared into the bluest blue eyes on God’s green earth. The guy smirked like he was in on a joke that I wasn’t aware of, but he just continued watching me, waiting for an answer.

“I work here with my dad sometimes,” I finally managed to answer.

“Uh-huh. Your dad Jack Carter?”

I nodded my head then brushed my hair back out of my face where the flyaway had started falling into my eyes again.

“Hey, hey, what’s going on out here?” My dad called and started double-timing it over to the bay where we had been going over the bike he’d been working on all day.

“Your daughter here was just telling me that she was working on my bike,” Double-D explained. He never raised his voice, but the tone in it had changed a bit, and I watched as my father bristled a bit.

“I was just teaching her some things along the way. She ain’t doing none of the work on your bike though, if that’s what concerns you.”

“She any good at it?” The beautiful man asked, no longer concerned with me outside of his question. As a matter of fact, as soon as my dad showed up it was like I no longer existed. That is, if you discount the fact that they were talking about me while I was standing right here.

“Better than most of the guys I have working here, actually,” my dad admitted as he wiped his brow on a semi-clean rag and then tossed it my way. “Girl, clean your face up, you done got grease all over your nose.”

That made the smirk reappear on the man’s face in front of me. I glanced down at my hands, having just caught the rag flying at me in md-air with them, and noticed how filthy they were. I had just been rubbing my nose nervously, and my hands looked like this? I could imagine what my face must look like now.

“I’ll just go clean up,” I huffed before I started moving away.

“Never caught your name,” Double-D tossed out before I could get even two steps away. I glared back over my shoulder since he hadn’t been gentlemanly enough to tell me I’d gotten my face dirty.

“I never threw it,” I sassed, then turned and kept on going. My daddy chuckled at my response.

“That girl of mine is spunky, for sure. Brains for days, talent with engines, and off limits seeing as she’s just sixteen.” The warning tone in his voice wasn’t to be trifled with. My daddy may not have been part of a motorcycle club, but he was tough as nails, and didn’t take kindly to folks poking around his family or business that didn’t need to be.  I heard him carry on as I left the door to the little washroom open. “I know your club’s rules. She might be legal by this damnable state’s standards, but you boys have a hard and fast club-wide 18 and older rule. Best you stick to that,” my father warned as I cringed inwardly. Embarrassment knew no bounds with him.

 

 

 

 

 

Coming in 2019, release date to be announced! For more MC Romance books by Christine Michelle, continue on…

 

 


Dancing With Danger

Aces High MC – Dakotas Series #1
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What do you do when your husband, an ex-NFL running back, is trying to have you murdered?

You get kidnapped, run, dance in questionable strip clubs, and stay under the radar while trying to survive. 

That is exactly the path that I took, only in the end, it lead me to a motorcycle club in the Dakotas and to a family I never knew I had. I don’t know if they can keep me safe or sane, especially after meeting their VP - Rage. I do know it’s time to stop running, and to start living again.

*Meant for adult readers, strong language, violence, and sexual situations.
Over 70K word, full length, stand-alone novel with an HEA.

 

 

 


Whiskey Tango Foxtrot

Aces High MC – Dakotas Series #2
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I was sent to South Dakota with a tattoo artist, biker named Tango in order to keep me safe from whatever mess my brother had gotten himself into this time. 

Tango was a stupid name for a tough biker who was supposed to be able to protect me. How was a man named after a dance supposed to do anything to keep me safe? 

Stupid name. Sexy biker though. 

Lucky for me, I had been dead wrong about pretty much everything. 

Wrong about his name. 

Wrong about his ability to take care of me. 

I wasn’t wrong about how sexy he was though. My perpetually soaked panties were all the evidence anyone needed that Tango could dance all over my body any time, anywhere if only I was all that he wanted. 

Unfortunately for me he seemed to be in a weird relationship with his buddies Whiskey, Fox, and their girl Amy. No way was I signing on to be the lettuce in that screwed up sexual sandwich. 

Nope. Nope. Nope. 

I might need protection from an entire MC, but I did not need to share my man. Ever. Then again... 

I’d been wrong about everything else so far. 

Maybe I was wrong about this too.

 


Redemption Weather

Aces High MC – Cedar Falls Series #1

Coming January, 29 2019
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When I married Walker Smithson it was the happiest day of my life. My family was there, we had a bright future ahead of us, and the world was ours for the taking.

Then the storms started coming.

First, there was the one that took my family.

Then, there was the one that took my husband.

Moving to a new town, new state, and a new life was never on my agenda until I couldn’t take the ghosts, both living and dead, that haunted my every waking moment in the town I’d been born to, grown up and always thought I’d die in after living out my happily ever after.

I’d been wrong about my life before.

Wrong took me to Cedar Falls, West Virginia and left me on the doorstep of the same motorcycle club that had failed me before.

It took me to a place where my future was waiting for me.

If only the past would let go of us so that we could be happy.

If only tragedy and storms would stop following in my wake.

If only the weather would turn, so my happy could commence. If, for once, wrong could prove to be absolutely right.
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