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               I've always been loved.  My father who is a
                     retired Public Relations Manager of a hotel chain in Columbus, OH just an hour
                     from where we live, has always been strict.  My mother the ever housewife
                     and though often times emotionally absent, has always shared her own form of
                     love with me. 

               It's my half-brother Patrick whom I have always been the closest.
                      Patrick is ten years my senior. He left mom and dad's house when I was
                     seven.  Unfortunately we do not share the same father. His father was the
                     renegade type from a motorcycle outfit east of here that my mother thought she
                     could 'save'.  He died during a gun raid at the hands of the ATF.  It
                     was always important to my mom to be saving somebody else so she wouldn't have
                     to look too hard at herself and see that she's the one that really needed
                     saving.  

               My dad Warren, doesn't even speak of Patrick.  I'm not allowed to
                     talk of him, neither is my mother.  Dad only sees him as nothing more
                     than a bloodline to a life less than ours.  A life of crime, hate,
                     disease, and heartbreak.  

               My dad met my mom when Patrick was eight.
                         Patrick had already started to rebel as one would expect a teenager to
                        rebel, he just started early.  Once he even broke into a corner store for
                        candy because Warren had forbidden candy in his house, citing it caused
                        cavities and that was an expense he wasn't planning to garner on Patrick's behalf.  His behaviors advanced
                        rapidly as Dad continued to withhold the love that Patrick needed from him to
                        become a "productive member of our society" as Dad had once put
                        it.

                Although Patrick and I only spent seven years under the same roof,
                     this did not deter us from sheltering a bond that holds strong to this day.
                      Being that he was forbidden to be in Warren’s house or his presence, he
                     would make time to find me at the park, school, or piano lessons.
                       He would wait for me to see him and then once I communicated
                     silently that the coast was all clear of Warren, we would enjoy a visit
                     catching up.  

               Leaving at such a young age, feeling void of love and poor of riches,
                     left Patrick without all he needed to grow up and reach his true poetic
                     potential.  He sought acceptance in the only place he felt safe, the local
                     'Lights of Perils" Motorcycle Club Chapter here in town.  Back then,
                     Doc was President and known throughout our small town as a womanizer and was
                     considered as a father to all those without that paternalistic influence.
                      He loved Patrick from the beginning and invited him to join as a prospect
                     once Patrick turned the age of 18.  Doc was a good man who unfortunately
                     met his demise one year ago at the hands of Switch, the President of a rival
                     Club in the same town, Angels of the Night.  Switch however is not
                     known for his fatherly instincts but rather his trafficking of women, drug
                     sales, and now tally in cold blooded murder. 

               My brother’s Club name is Hem, due to his talent with words mirroring the
                     famous Ernest Hemingway.  Hem is soft hearted and a poet at heart but
                     dare anyone to make light of this. Although a poet, Hem still stands well over 6
                     foot and is built like a block wall.  He has always had a large frame
                     but as he got older, he just kept growing up and growing out.  Together
                     with his poetic heart and kind demeanor, it all makes him Hem. 

               Sadey Lyons is my best friend and has been in love with Hem since we were
                     five years old.  Her parents still live across the street from ours
                     in our old neighborhood.  She and I have shared a living space since we
                     graduated from college 9 months ago.  She was almost as heartbroken as I
                     was when we were seven and Hem left us in attempts of finding a home where
                     acceptance was offered to him. 

               When we were 14, she asked me what I thought about what her marrying Hem
                        would be like.  I laughed and it had hurt her feelings but by the time Hem
                        was 24 to our 14 he was, well... quite experienced.  I couldn't and did
                        not want to imagine my brother
                        and Sadey together like that.  He loved her too though, I think sometimes
                        now I can see him looking at her like she's a woman, no longer the child she
                        once was.  To him, however, I'm eternally only going to be 10 years old
                        and in dire need of his protection, whether I ask for it or not. 



          
 

      

      

   
      Chapter One

      "An intelligent man is sometimes forced to be drunk to spend time with his fools."

      --Ernest Hemingway

      "Dammit Mace, he's drinking again."  Greyson Meyer, who is my soon to be husband,
         says to me as we are pulling into the Peril Clubhouse.  He sees before I do that Hem
         is dancing with Sadey, as she is in a fit of giggles trying to keep up.  Seems as
         though Hem is blessed with moves and right now they are all on Sadey.  Oye!
      

      Greyson and Hem are polar opposite.  Greyson is a lead accountant at a firm located
         out of Dallas but works at the local office here in Ohio.  He is tall and lean with
         a strong jaw and looks delicious in his daily suits.  Rarely do you see him with a
         single hair out of place or a stain marring his perfectly pressed apparel.  He honestly
         mirrors my dad Warren, who also happens to be his personal hero.  I guess the assumption
         of wanting someone similar to our father holds true here.  He and dad are close, meaning
         that he also shares the same disdain for Hem's lifestyle as dad but Greyson tolerates
         Hem and his group for me.  He knows we all come as a package deal.  It’s me, Sadey,
         and about 60 of the rowdiest, obnoxious, big hearted fools spread throughout this
         state.
      

      "I know, but look at them Greyson.  They look happy together."  I say while sighing
         in envy.
      

      "Is that what happiness looks like, Mace?  Cause to me they just look drunk and clumsy."

      Giving him my eye roll I get out of the car and start towards the entrance of the
         compound.  Greyson doesn't drink, sometimes I wish he would.  I would love to see
         Greyson unblocked.  It probably wouldn't suit him though.  He has to be in control
         and keep up appearances at all times.
      

      "There she is, my beautiful sister!  Come here and give your brother a hug!"  Oh lord,
         he does sound a tad under the influence.
      

      Quickly looking back at Greyson for encouragement I turn and give a forged smile to
         Hem and ask, "What are we celebrating tonight, big brother?"
      

      Shame, my brothers Vice President and best friend since he was about eleven and Hem
         was nine is standing beside Hem and Sadey grinning like a schoolboy.  His dimples
         do not represent his ability to tackle and eliminate anything he deems an immediate
         threat.  He is smiling though, so something is up.  Shame doesn't smile often. He
         may have escaped his past, but he still wears the scars of pain with his sadness and
         mistrust always close to the surface.
      

      "Well, my sweet little sister, we are celebrating because we have all voted and it
         has been concluded that you, Mace Cash, are now the official Motorcycle Princess of
         the Lights of Peril MC!"  I stand in front of my brother, as if he has gone mad and
         grown three heads.  The Princess of the MC, has he lost his ever loving mind?
      

      "HAVE YOU LOST YOUR MIND?"  Alright, that seems to come out just a bit more severe
         than I had played in my head.
      

      “Hem, is this a joke?  Cause it’s not funny!  I am not a MC Princess!  You are supposed
         to find a woman and make HER the princess of this.”  I gesture my hands about my face reaching for a dramatic moment and only manage
         to make Shame chuckle even more.
      

      Turning my exasperation to Shame, “Is this funny to you?  My brother looks to have
         lost his marbles in a pint of vodka and you are laughing?  I don’t see the joke here,
         Shame.”
      

      Shame and I have had an interesting and confusing relationship throughout the years.
          His road name was given to him by Doc, who also paternally adopted Shame at the age
         of 17 and offered him a prospect position once he turned 18.
      

      Shame came from a broken home and was abused both physically and emotionally by both
         his mother and father.  He is not proud of his past and what he did to survive the
         years of abuse, but Doc wouldn’t allow him to forget the events that had created and
         instilled his character, therefore made him wear his name as a badge of honor, a survival
         tool.  They will now forever call him Shame.
      

      His given birth name was Neil Carrick but since being patched into Peril, he no longer
         acknowledges his relation to anyone but Doc and the Club brothers.  Being that he
         is Hem’s best friend and confidante, he had been the only ‘man’ in my life other than
         my father and Hem during my youthful years.  Hem trusts him implicitly and that trust
         includes taking care of me when it’s needed.
      

      That said, I have also crushed on Shame since I can remember the first time he picked
         me up off my bicycle when I was seven.  With his dark black hair and silver blue eyes,
         his bright smile and those dimples that rarely make an appearance; he makes it hard
         to remember to steer clear of any male member of the Club.
      

      I’ve seen Shame with women.  At times it was appalling, but never the less I had always
         yearned to be one of many, even if only for one night.  As I got older I was convinced
         that being Shames woman would not be an easy position for someone like me.  He doesn’t
         do relationships, hell he doesn’t even do the whole dating passage.  Nope, Shame is
         all about sex and how much of it he can get in order for him forget about his past.
          I hate this for him, he’s a good man, great friend, and it’s already been established
         the man is damn gorgeous.  He could make a woman feel lucky to have him just by letting
         her hang on his arm and many Club whores have expertise with that feeling.  I just
         had to give up the dream that I would ever be that woman.  So as I stare back at those
         dimples and remember why I seem to be fuming, I’m back at Hem.
      

      “Do you think you could explain yourself, please?”  I am seriously pissed off, not
         from just Hem but from looking at Shame.  God Shame is beautiful in a macho, badass,
         ‘I’m going to eat you for breakfast’ sort of way.
      

      Hem looks shocked and hurt, and still he’s quite a bit into the drink.  “Mace, every
         Club has a Princess, you’re it.”  Okay, I’m getting nowhere and fast.  I decide to
         end the conversation after realizing we have an audience.
      

      I look for Greyson and he is not to be found. I am relieved he missed this little
         announcement.  I hope to hell he isn’t within hearing distance because if he is that
         means my evening will be spent bringing him down from his anger and disgust towards
         the Club, my family.
      

      “I sent him to get you a glass of wine.”  Sadey pipes up from behind Hem.  “Also sent
         him to remove that plug from his ass.  Seriously Mace, how do you put up with that?
          Jeez Mama, he must be a damn Saint in the sack!  Ya know he isn’t any better than
         us but he looks down at all of us as if he is imagining crushing us with his shoe!”
      

      Well, thank hell someone was thinking and sent him away!  Greyson tolerates my family
         of bikers, but to say he tolerates them is putting a stretch to it.  He is particularly
         disgusted with Shame and Hem and he is just barely civil to Sadey, only because she’s
         not a Club member or affiliated in anyway other than Hem is the love of her life.
          Greyson doesn’t even know this because if he did she would rate next to them, lingering
         at the bottom of the food chain.
      

      “Sadey, stop being dramatic.  I’m marrying him and being that you are my maid of honor,
         you remember that position you accepted willingly?  I think it would be best if you give the guy a break, at the same time you can
         stay off my ass about it.  Your experience with relationships being ummm limited,
         you could stand to chill out and not judge mine.”  I’ve hurt her but she’s earned
         that.
      

      I look from her to Hem so she gets my point without me having to be overly obvious
         about it, but if she doesn’t shut up I am willing to go that distance.  I’m getting
         tired of defending Greyson, I choose him which means they should trust me and my decisions
         that I make for myself.
      

      Shame walks across the drive and grabs my wrist after hearing Sadey’s comment about
         Grey and I in the sack and he doesn’t look happy.  Instantly though, his touch is
         sending a million jolts of young memories of us when I was 16, he was 28 and it was
         my Junior Prom.
      

      I had spent the whole day doing my nails, hair, and making my dress look flawless.
          I wasn’t a girly girl like Sadey.  She was always willing to be in the spotlight,
         but she was so insistent that I play dress up that night and after listening to her
         beg without remorse, I allowed her to dress me up.  I was determined to spend the
         whole night away from home and in a hotel with Mark, my date.  He wasn’t anything
         special but all the other girls had the same plan, except Sadey, she was too afraid
         of the opposite sex and had lived by the mantra ‘I’m saving myself for Hem, he will
         finally see me one day’.  At the time she said this, Hem was 26 years old and on a
         fury of sex, drink, and drugs.  She only saw Hem as she had when we were kids.  To
         her, Hem would always be perfect.
      

      Well so my prom date got sick with something horrid and cancelled last moment and
         ruined my plan of becoming a woman that night.  Shame had come to my rescue though
         and escorted me to the dance so that I wouldn’t miss out on that rite of teenage passage.
          He has no idea which rite of passage I was looking forward to and if he ever had
         found out, he would have beat my ass... after Hem was done with it.  Being that Hem
         trusted that I was being protected by Shame at the dance, I was able to go and enjoy
         the evening with the only grown man in attendance that wasn’t faculty.
      

      People probably stared at us being that Shame was 12 years older than any of my classmates,
         but I don’t remember caring.  The girls swooned at the first sight of him.  He didn’t
         even have to dress up.  He was in his signature ripped at the knee, low hung jeans
         and standard issued black tee with his cut hugging close to his upper body.
      

      I remember when it was time for the slow coupled dances that Shame would put his hand
         on the middle of my back and move me on the dance floor effortlessly.  My body progressed
         with his as if his was an extension of mine. I trusted him and was familiar with him.
         Sadey had said to me that night, “He looks at you Mace, like he has stars in his eyes.
          Can you see it?  That man will be yours one day.”  I wanted to believe that.  I really wanted to believe that maybe I was Cinderella and that my Prince Charming that I
         had crushed on all the years before had finally come to take me away.
      

      When Shame dropped me off at my house that night, I remember sitting in his car and
         mentally I was refusing to get out.  He said “Goodnight Sweetheart, be good and remember
         how much I love your face”.  I didn’t want to go inside and end this evening so I
         mentally stopped time at those words.  He’s always said that to me about my face though,
         so hearing them was nothing new.  They were Shames words and his way of loving me,
         as the kid sister that the thought me to be.  He isn’t exactly the mushy or romantic
         type so when he uttered those words I closed my eyes and imagined he meant them in
         another way.  I had wished to pretend for just a few minutes that I was one of his
         girls and he wanted me as much as I wanted him.
      

      I look up to all that is Shame and I instantly blush as I step back from memory lane.
          He gives me a half grin and nods for me to follow behind him.  Of course he doesn’t
         have to pull at me much as I am following with vigor because I’m still lost in my
         memories.
      

      “Give him a break will you, Mace? He’s feeling a little lost and threatened right
         now with it being the one year anniversary of Doc’s death and nothing has been done
         about Switch and his crew.  We are one year into this and no retaliation or revenge
         is even in play.  Doc was a peacemaker, Mace.  So now he’s worried about the Club
         and its structure.  We are proving a weakness to them with no revenge for Doc.  Now
         Hem is attempting to fill in the blanks to ensure its success.  So far the only plan
         that we have in place is patching in Ace, as soon as he starts taking shit more seriously
         and Gunner, but damn if he ain’t green and so damn young.  We have other prospects
         being considered but this always fell on Doc and now Hem has to deal with this shit
         on top of having to deal with avenging Doc and looking for Switch.  Switch has apparently
         just evaporated into thin fucking air, pussy that he is, he’s probably scared knowing
         he fucked up in putting a bullet into Doc.  Then, on top of all this shit, Hem is
         worried about losing you.  Not just losing you from the Club but losing you from the
         person that you are.  He wants you to be what you spent your life growing up to be.
          He loves you, Mace and wants you happy and no one here, not one fucking person in
         this outfit believes that you are truly happy with that fucking asshole.  He’s not
         made for you Mace and you are fooling yourself kid if you believe that he is your
         forever.”
      

      I don’t even need a second to gather my thoughts, “I see that Shame, I can even understand
         that.  I’m aware of the pressure Hem is under.”  I protest skipping over his last
         jab about Greyson not being meant for me.  “But I am engaged to Greyson, he isn’t
         going to be so understanding of this little announcement and I am not ever going to
         agree to this ridiculous proposition I’ve been handed.  You and I both know that Hem
         is acting out and this ludicrous idea was born from his grief.  God knows my heart
         goes out to the Club in regard to loss of Doc, who was a great man and cannot be forgotten.
          As far as Hem’s additional responsibilities, aren’t you supposed to be his Vice President?
          You need to get into his ass Shame and make sure he doesn’t feel alone.  You know
         Hem, he won’t ask for help and he will just assume this is all on him.  I worry about
         him every day, wondering what’s going through his head and I fear he will do something
         stupid.  You know how he thinks better than anyone, can you help him?  Right now I
         need to take some distance; I’m trying to plan my own wedding.  I don’t have a loving
         and happy go lucky mother who is excited for me, okay?   I don’t want to worry about
         Hem or you right now, even though you know that I do.”
      

      I look to my feet and push a rock to avoid focusing on the growl coming from Shame
         at the mention of Greyson and our engagement and upcoming marriage.  I haven’t even
         addressed his observation about Greyson not being made for me, I don’t know how to
         do that but I need to say something because Shame is less of a fan of him then Hem.
          Shame sees Greyson as a stuffed shirt; I know this because he tells me this often.
      

      “Furthermore, I’m sorry that I didn’t ask you or Hem or even Sadey what you thought
         about Greyson, before I fell in love with him.  He’s kind to me, he’s gentle and smart
         and he adores and cherishes me which we both know growing up around this ‘outfit’
         as you put it, that I haven’t exactly been exposed to those behaviors so you will
         forgive me for enjoying it now.”
      

      “You don’t have to agree, Princess. There is nothing to agree to.  Hem is just lost
         and he’s been reflecting this week while grasping at straws in regards to you and
         Greyson.  It is what it is.  You have a dedication, a duty to Hem and to all of us
         not to change what’s in here.”
      

      He puts his hand on my chest and pushes faintly and I know he can feel my heartbeat
         in his palm and he continues.  “We love you and you are a part of this family whether
         you agree to it or not.”  Now I can hear an angry tone start and decide its best to
         just let it be... for now.
      

      “I’m ready.  Let’s go, we have things to do.  I’m not into being part of the entertainment
         here Mace, and after Hem’s little announcement or whatever that was I would say the
         party is over for us.  We have reservations for dinner at the Plaza so if you will
         come with me, let’s forget this damn visit ever happened.”
      

      Shit.

      Shame had dropped his hand that was still placed on over my heart once Greyson had
         come out walking our way.  My Greyson.  He looks disheveled and embarrassed to even
         be here.  He doesn’t understand this life and he has always kept almost quiet about
         his distaste for my brother and Shame’s choices in living but when he has an opportunity
         to insert a jab, he doesn’t shy away from doing so, thus creating more tension with
         everyone.  Cavemen must have never communicated using words, just pissing matches.
      

      “Right baby, let me say goodbye to Hem and we will go, you can go wait in the car
         is that okay?”  I’m trying to mollify him, he sees this and lets me have it. Thank
         hell.
      

      I wait until I see Greyson finish his trek down to the drive to his car before turning
         around. The man has a beautiful swag and I’ve not been known to avoid watching it
         any chance I can get.  A strong gait and confident strides just do things to a girl.
      

      Going back near the Clubhouse I find my brother, beer in one hand and Sadey in the
         other.  I study him for a few minutes, with Sadey.  They look so good together, natural
         even.  She’s got her arms around his neck and they are swaying to the music blaring
         from inside the garage.  Shakespears Sister, ‘Stay’ must have them both remembering
         our times down at the lake when we were so much younger.  It was a peaceful time in
         our lives, a time that we will always remember.
      

      Coming out of my thoughts I remember I need to get going!  “Hem, Grey and I are leaving,
         we only wanted to stop by and say hello.  We aren’t staying for the party tonight,
         I’m sorry.  Take care of yourself and please take it easy on Sade, you know her feelings
         for you.  Don’t play up to them.”
      

      Sadey whips her head to me and scowls in embarrassment.  I speak the truth because
         someone has to say it and heaven knows she does love Hem.  She wouldn’t stop him for
         having her for an evening as if she was part of the Club ass around here.
      

      “Sis, I know.  I’m well aware of how she feels emotionally and only for you I won’t
         take advantage of how she feels inside.”  He is grinning down at her I see her eyebrows lift at him and I think she’s actually
         throwing him a damn challenge!  Oh he had better not touch my girl.  Sadey is still
         pure, untainted, and with her big heart Hem would crush her and make her unrecognizable
         from the innocence she still owns.
      

      “God, you’re such a pig.  I love you and will call you tomorrow.  I mean it, take
         care and keep the mouse in the house around Sade.  Oh and Hem, by the way Greyson
         and I have finally pinned down a date for the wedding, you’re still coming to the
         wedding right?  You’re going to witness my transition to an old married wife?”
      

      I know he’s hearing me even though he’s pretending he can’t.  “Hem, you’re coming
         right?  I need you there.”  I soften my voice so he can hear that I’m being sincere.
          I couldn’t imagine my big day without Hem.
      

      Rolling his eyes in despair, “Yes, I will be there, dammit woman.  Even though you’re
         making a big fucking mistake marrying that no nut tightass when you already know that
         Shame called dibs for you years ago, but you never really listened to what I had to
         say before, did you?”
      

      Argh.  What the hell?

      He smiles as if I’m going to be tempted into having some heated words with him right
         now, but I just don’t have the time.  Adding that to my mental to do list now though,
         check!  He’s also drunk and he’s talking nonsense about Shame and his feelings for
         me.
      

      Walking out to the car, I feel another set of eyes on me.  Shame is drilling me with
         a distasteful expression and I can’t put my finger on why he’s so worked up.  Greyson
         and I together isn’t anything new to anyone here.  We’ve been together for two years
         and are to be married in less than six months.  I need to soothe my older brother
         from another mother (and father).
      

      I stop mid stride from walking towards Greyson and turn back to face Shame still standing
         on the concrete drive at the Club where I left him a few minutes ago.  His look to
         me is almost predatory and I can feel the anger dripping from his large tattooed frame.
          I make my way to him and stare into those silver blue eyes, back and forth I’m looking
         from his twitching lip ring and back up to those eyes.  My neck is angled straight
         up because I’m standing so close to him now.  My stomach flips a bit, wondering what
         that lip ring tastes like.
      

      Focus, Mace.  Shit.

      “Take care of him okay, Shame?  He’s so out of sorts and I’m a little worried about
         what this evening will bring.  Take care of yourself too; he's not the only member
         of my family I worry about.”  I tell him this again hoping he understands that I do
         love him and worry about him just as much as I do Hem. That should help soothe the
         lion as he looks at the lamb with hunger.
      

      “Oh don’t worry little sister; while you are off with a fancy dinner with your man I will handle Hem and whoever else needs handling.  He and I both will have plenty of distraction once the girls get
         here.  You know what they say, once mother mouse is away the pussy will come play.”
          He’s in asshat mode.  Okay, as long as he’s there and women are available then he
         won’t let Hem do something stupid.  Hem does not think before he acts.  Personally
         though, to me, these Club woman are considered ‘doing something stupid’ but its whatever.
      

      “You’re an ass.  Enjoy your toys then.  No one has ever even heard of that stupid
         saying either.  God Shame, sometimes you act like you’re just 10 years old, not 34.
          Maybe one day you will find someone to really love, Shame.  I know you well, best
         you remember that little buddy.  You came from hell and you have spent years trying
         to distance yourself from it.  You aren’t fooling me kid.  You love us, that includes me as well but you’re acting all macho because Greyson
         has pissed you off with just his presence.  Be a big boy and get over yourself.  Go
         run along and play nice with the other kids.”  Shame hates to be called “kid”.  I
         know this, and yet I still call him that when I’m pissed at him.
      

      Walking to me in quick strides, he tosses his cigarette to the ground and suddenly
         grabs my face.  I can smell the nicotine on his fingertips as he pushes them into
         my jaw.  I would say it is erotic but it’s just Shame.  That’s has been his scent
         for as long as I can remember.  Even when I was only seven and he was nineteen, he
         smelled like this. God, it is erotic.
      

      Again, focus Mace.  Damn.

      “I am not your kid, do not attempt to distract me from looking at that mouth and body
         of yours.  Do not make a mistake and think that just because you are my best friends
         little sister, doesn’t mean I’m blind to the fact that you are now a woman.  Hmmm,
         come to think about it, maybe while I’m dick deep in a Club tail tonight it should
         be your name I shout to my release.”  He leans into my neck and takes a deep breath
         and emits a growl, sending me shivers everywhere.  Then he drops his hands to his
         side, physically and figuratively setting me free from my mental foreplay.  I feel
         the loss instantly.  Never has he said an inappropriate word to me in all the years
         I have known him.  No time to dwell on this now, Grey is honking and he’s been waiting
         long enough.
      

      I make a hasty return to the path I was walking before my brilliance kicked in and I had turned back.  My face is flushed and my hands are
         shaking.  I still feel his thumb pressing into the side of my face as his fingers
         wrapped around the nape of my neck and I can still smell the remnants of him.  Delicious.
          Guilt wins out though and I get into the car just in time to hear the tail end of
         a conversation that Greyson is quickly trying to end.
      

      “Yes, okay.  Package is being handled. Got it, Sir.”  Greyson slaps his phone shut
         in annoyance and glares at me.
      

      “All done here, Princess?  Jesus Christ they are just trash receptacles walking and talking aren’t they?”
          His anger isn’t at me but it is about me, I feel bad about it so I’m going to let
         it go.  Greyson never does well when he feels he’s being threaten, whether it is a
         verbal threat or not.
      

      “What package?”  I’m asking to dissuade his comment also giving myself time to avoid
         my retaliation to his rudeness regarding my Club family.
      

      “Nothing for you to worry your pretty face over, baby.  Look, I’m sorry I called you
         that.  I don’t like these people.  They disgust me.”  Well, tell me what you really
         think!  He’s running his hands through his hair and he’s upset but damn, so am I.
          My attempts to bite my tongue have finally failed.
      

      “Those ‘people’ are my family and you know this so stop insulting them.  I love you,
         Greyson.  I love them as well, and if you love me then you accept them.  Once you get to know them you will see they loyalty they have to us.  It’s like
         having a family of friends that we can rely on anytime.”
      

      He reaches over after putting the keys in the ignition and leans towards me pulling
         my hair hard and putting his mouth on mine, in a non-sexual and brutal way.  I do
         not open for him to enter.  This son of a bitch is about ready to get bit!  I’m so
         shocked that my body locks until his assault is over.  It is so out of character for
         Greyson to act this way, he’s always been so gentle and easy with me.
      

      He pulls away throwing my head back as he removes his hand from the back of my neck
         and letting go of my hair.  He’s still gripping under my chin tightly now with one
         hand, I can feel him squeezing it.  “Thought you would enjoy a moment of what it would
         be like to be a whore, that’s what they like right?  Whores? Sluts? Club meat?  I’ve
         seen them in action, don’t forget that.  They like it rowdy and rough, don’t they?
          Girls are walking around in there with nothing but ass string on, being taken by
         anyone that wants them; do you like idea of that for you?  Tell me because I’m starting
         to wonder if you don’t have inside knowledge and experience.   Shame put his fucking
         hand on your chest then touch your fucking face as I sat here and watched, Mace.  From
         where I was standing you actually fucking enjoyed being manhandled by that fucking
         Neanderthal!  God Dammit, all of you make me sick.”
      

      My eyes fill with tears and he lets my face go harshly and then stares ahead after
         starting his car.  He doesn’t understand that when Shame put his hand over my heart
         it meant something, it wasn’t about making me feel less than deserving of his love.
          In this moment I feel I don’t belong here in this beautiful foreign car that was
         tailor made for Greyson.  I feel like I make it dirty.  Greyson just made me feel like a bug he wanted to squish.
      

      For the first time in two years I’m wondering if I really am meant to be with Grey.
          He’s never made me feel this way.  Why now?
      

   
      Chapter Two:

      "All things truly wicked start from innocence."

      --Ernest Hemingway

      I’ve said nothing to Hem about his so called “announcement” last week.  Why bring
         it up when I know I’m right and he’s wrong?  No sense in spinning the big brother
         up.  I hope it just blows over and he has forgotten about it.  I’m sure he has with
         all his drunkenness and Club woman from that evening.  I mentally chastise myself
         for thinking about what Shame had said about the Club slut he had planned on sinking
         himself into, then how that same evening Grey had referred to me as one of them.  Maybe
         it’s not lost on me that I still want Shame, even just for one night.
      

      I never talked to Greyson about his outrage with me in the car.  His seeing Shame
         with his hands on me probably spurred this about, saying I haven’t talked to him about
         it isn’t saying I forgive him either.  He’s never shown any alpha jealous tendencies
         in the past which is why I didn’t see it coming.  I was so taken back with his behavior
         that I still haven’t processed what he was thinking when he was physically aggressive
         towards me.  I do know that if Hem or Shame ever saw him touch me like that or even
         heard he was less than gentle with me, they would end him.  Not in a ‘roughing him
         up’ sense either, they would literally put him in the ground, six feet under where
         no one would find his remains.
      

      Tonight it is the weekly party at the Club.  Every week the Peril members gather in
         the common area to celebrate weekly successes.  Then after well, all goes.  When I
         say all goes, I mean that in the most literal sense.  Drugs and sex play out like
         a cheaply made pornography movie, with the same actors starring every week.  I do
         not attend these unless something specific is being celebrated or Hem asks me to be
         there.  Hem knows Greyson hates these, and being that he doesn’t live this life I
         can understand it.  This is something that Hem uses this against Greyson and claims
         it makes him a pussy.  Well Grey is out of town this weekend back in Texas with his
         parents. I could have gone with him, however this being the one year anniversary weekend
         of Docs passing I didn’t want to leave Hem alone.  This is what I tell myself.  If
         I’m being honest, I want to loiter around Shame without the threat of Greyson’s eyes,
         if only to just look at him without interruption.  After our moment outside last week
         it has been hard to stay away, but I have.  I haven’t seen Hem or Shame since that
         evening and I’ve been looking forward to tonight all week.  Feeling giddy isn’t a
         feeling I’m used to.  Since I’ve always known Shame was never an option, I’m used
         to watching him from the cheap seats.  If this makes me a mental slut or cheater,
         so be it because the man is seriously hot.
      

      I standing in the common area now looking around for Hem to let him know I’m here.
          I can hear sobbing but can’t pinpoint which direction it’s coming from.  I start
         walking towards the voice, nearing the bathroom closest to me.  This place is big,
         resembling a hotel so near the entrance is a bathroom, one for boys and one for girls
         or in this case one for the brothers, and the other for the skanks.
      

      It’s when I get near the ladies room I can hear someone talking, loudly.

      “Why do I love him?  I don’t fucking know.  He’s my kryptonite, that’s why.  Smug
         fucking bastard.  Seriously, are you fucking kidding me right now?  HER?  Hoochie!!!
          HER!  I’m not worldly, I don’t have some sexual scent, I don’t have a clue how to
         use my body to get a man, but I’m not some STD infected Club hooker!  I hate you,
         Hem.  Oh God, Hem I hate you so fucking much.”  The sobbing is so loud, then I hear
         the sound of something breaking, then shatter.  The bathroom mirror just took a hit.
      

      I am waiting to hear someone else speak before I put my hand on the handle to bathroom,
         where after one very long minute I finally give in and start to open the door, unsure
         what I’m walking into.
      

      “Hello?” I wait.  All the talking stops and now I can only hear muffled sobs.  Someone
         is trying to regain composure.  “Hello, its Mace, can I help?”
      

      The feral sound of a sob so loud hits me when the door is yanked fully open and I
         find Sadey standing there in her torn jeans, Peril Tee, and her signature orange flip
         flops. “I hate him!”  She grabs my arm and pulls me in before slamming her back against
         the door and sinking to the floor in sobs.
      

      “Honey, who is him?  Please for fucks sake wipe that shit off your nose or I will”.
          Sadey knows when I curse, I have to be past the point of pissed off.  She’s upset
         and seeing my free spirited friend this upset just tears me apart and Mama Bear makes
         her entrance.
      

      She stares at me with those green eyes and sniffs. I grab some toilet paper off the
         roll and give it to her to clean herself up.  I can’t have this conversation with
         all this bodily fluid staring back at me.  Yuck.
      

      “Your BROTHER!  PATRICK FRIGGEN COLLINS DUMBASS EXTRAORDINAIRE, that’s the WHO I HATE!”
          Well, alright then, maybe she’s a little upset.
      

      Although my brother tends to forget the unimportant people in his life he loves Sadey,
         I know this.  He just has this brotherly way of showing her that and she never appreciates
         it.  Even as kids Hem was constantly reminding her of her age the way he was always
         rubbing the top of her hair and messing it up or tickling her to tears.  She has always
         been known to him as his ‘Sadey Girl’ or ‘Sugar’.
      

      One day she had just had enough. Sadey tried to put on makeup in an attempt to look
         more mature, we had just turned 13 and Sadey had just started her period so she thought
         she was already a woman and being that she just started her period for the first time
         we did not recognize what hormones raged inside and the emotional mood swings we were
         capable of now.  Hem would have been 23, so you can imagine his surprise when she
         wore the brightest red lipstick into the Club, puckered her lips in his direction
         and when he let out a hoot of laughter directed at her, she took off one of those
         stiletto heels that she stole from my mom’s closet and threw it at Hem.  Unfortunately
         though she missed him, which only just made him laugh harder and she ran from there
         all the way home.  Her ego took a hit that day, and it looks like tonight was a replay
         sans lipstick and heels.  Thank God.
      

      “Breathe, again and again, in and out Sade.  Tell me what happened so I can understand
         more of what’s going on behind those green eyed beauties, honey.”  I’m trying to distract
         her with compliments.  Not a proud moment, but when you compliment the woman, she
         does turn to goo.  Sad sap.
      

      “He asked me Wednesday if I were coming to the party this weekend.  I was so surprised,
         Mace, shocked even.  You and I both know he isn’t always open to me being here with
         all the festivities going on, so I jumped at the chance just to be invited.  I spent all day mentally
         preparing for the reason he had finally asked me to be here, ya know?  I mean, if
         he’s inviting me here knowing that it will be the same as all the other parties he
         never wanted me at, then that must mean he sees that I’ve grown up, right?  I wanted
         to come here and be among the people too, Mace.  His people.  I wanted to show him that maybe I can fit in here, ya know?  Maybe I’m not as innocent
         as he believes.  I can see how he looks at me still, Mace.  He looks at me like I’m
         going to ask him for ice cream truck money like I used to when we were five!”
      

      She’s appearing to be a bit more stable.  Getting this off her chest may save Hem’s
         private parts, for now.  Any anger he gets from Sadey while she’s in this state would
         be life changing to his portions.  She’s a free spirit and when she’s as wounded as
         she is now, she won’t be held back.
      

      “How did we go from you accepting your invitation to… this?”  I motion with my hand
         to her appearance.
      

      “I was having a beer with Ace at the bar while I was waiting for Hem to come back
         from Oceana, they had that charity ride down there today, ya remember?  He and Shame
         were late getting here and Hem looked exhausted.  Shame of course didn’t hesitate
         to grab Cherry on his way to his room though.  Hem barely glanced at me when he came inside, Mace.  I thought maybe
         it was because he was tired or stressed or whatever.  I didn’t think he was mad at
         me or anything.  So Ace had asked me what I was looking at and then he saw Hem, with
         a smirk on his face he put his arms around my shoulders and whispered in my ear.”
          I know where this is going now, but I wait for her to continue through the wreck
         of hiccups that are coming on again.
      

      “What did Ace whisper?”  I ask her just knowing that this will piss me the hell off.

      “He just asked if I needed another beer, when I smiled and nodded he just turned and
         went to get me another.  No big deal, right?  I’m legally allowed to drink and I was
         still nursing my first beer as I waited for Hem.  I was even sitting at the bar all
         night, away from the action on the floor.  So after Ace left to get me another, I
         looked around to find Hem again but he was gone.”
      

      “Well, okay Sade, so here you are crying. Because… you can’t find Hem? I’m sure I can go out there and….”  I’m cutoff with her over the top, so Sadey,
         response.
      

      “No, Mace.  I’M NOT CRYING BECAUSE I COULDN’T ‘FIND’ HEM.  I’M CRYING BECAUSE I DID ‘FIND’
         HEM.  He wasn’t looking for me though.  Nope, hard to be looking for me when his cock was buried in that hooch Kegs mouth.  He was sitting in his leather
         chair, out on the open friggin floor, while combing his fingers through her bleach
         dried hair and moaning, his mouth open while he fucked hers hard and he was looking
         directly at me.  Then he smiled at me, Mace.  Fucking smiled at me!  Her mouths around
         him like that and he thought of me enough to look at me while she was finishing him
         off and he smiles at me.”
      

      Oh Dammit.  I’m going to kick his ass myself now.

      “What have I done to him that would make this okay?  I love him and he has to know
         that.  I have only ever loved Hem.  I never lied about it or tried to hide that.  One
         minute he wants me around and he touches me, smiles at me, and is so sweet from his
         inside.  It is like when we were kids, remember?  Then I’m being hit the in face with
         Kegs and having to watch her fucking mouth sucking his dick!  Mace, I feel so stupid.
          I could never compete with her or even Cherry.  Hell, Shame did not even blink when
         he grabbed Cherry when he came in, I mean she didn’t even have to work for it!  I’ve
         been working for Hem my whole damn life.  It isn’t fair.  I love him, how do I stop
         loving someone that I know won’t ever love me back?”
      

      Kegs is a Club lingering whore.  Simply put, whore of whores.  She loiters around
         with in her slut uniforms as I refer to them, just waiting for a taste of one of the
         boys.  She’s not choosy either; it’s kind of a first come first serve type deal for
         her.  She’s not after stature or trying to claim one of the men in the Club.  Nope,
         just a slut whorebag.  The boys nicknamed her Keg.  I would like to think it’s because
         she can drink with the boys and hold her own in beer, however I have heard the stories
         about the woman and her kegal abilities and okay, you get it.  Yuck.  Slut.
      

      Cherry is also a Club whore, but she isn’t as ‘used’ as Kegs.  She’s a nice girl when
         the boys aren’t around.  She’s also really quiet when the boys are around.  She helps
         out with the kids when they are at the Club, and also helps with family tasks when
         someone’s man is gone.  To say I like her is probably taking it a bit far, but she’s
         not a bad person.  I think maybe she just didn’t get what she needed as a child and
         that’s what makes her this way.  Now I’m guessing the way that Sadey explains Kegs
         and Hem tonight that maybe Cherry doesn’t have magic oral skills.  Thinking about
         Shame and Cherry upstairs right now makes my stomach turn.
      

      Ace however, he is a damn instigator.  If Ace were a woman I would have already scratched
         his eyes big brown eyes out.  He’s been a prospect here for over a year.  He’s not
         been patched in for no other reason than his antics.  Although loyal to Hem, he’s
         an ornery bastard and starts shit within the group just for fun.  He seriously flirts
         with every woman in every room, taken or not.  I’ve been around Ace on several occasions
         and I have yet to see him act like a decent human being.  As long as Hem and Shame
         have a finger on him and his actions he’s most likely harmless, but I don’t care for
         him.  The brothers tolerate him, sighting that he means nothing by this.  Right!  When
         women are like this, we know better.
      

      Also, it is known he wants Sadey.  Not to love, date, or make her his old lady, no.
          He has said on many occasions that he will bag her then tag her goodbye.  He is such
         a romantic. So, setting Hem up to fail with her comes as no surprise to me.  That
         little shit!
      

      My best friend, my sister at heart, just got a view of the Club Hem.  Friggin DAMMIT.
          He knows how Sadey feels about him, whether he wants to admit out loud and discuss
         or not, he knows.  She has loved him since she was 10 and fantasized about her wedding
         to him since we were five years old, playing at the lake outside our house.  She would
         force me to be Hem and say “I do”.  Our dog Scotch, Hem named him of course, would
         be the ring bearer.  It was so awful for her when Scotch would take off after a bird
         during this pretend ceremony.  Who gave the bride away?  Oh yeah, a broom did.  She
         actually buried the damn thing in the ground so that the proceedings wouldn’t be interrupted
         with the loud thump when the broom fell hitting the ground.
      

      As we got older, the more time she and Hem spent together it was obvious her childhood
         fantasy never left town.   By then she had picked out the colors of the wedding and
         their first born baby room patterns!   First comes love, then comes marriage… and
         all that.  I never even asked her what she named their kids, would make it too real
         for me that my friend had lost her mind.  I needed her too much so I just overlooked
         a lot during those few years of immaturity.
      

      “Oh God, Sade.  I’m sorry.”  I call her Sade when she’s upset, it has always had a
         calming effect on her.  “I don’t know what to say about Hem, honey.  He does love
         you though.  Maybe not the way you want to be loved but he would do anything for you.
          You don’t deserve this, I can’t stress this enough.  You really are too good for
         my blockhead brother.  You’re such an open person and you will find someone who loves
         you and would never hurt you like this.  Hem does know how you feel, no one can deny
         this but… you know Hem and his fear of anyone getting too close.  Although he has
         loved you since we were little, you’re forcing him to face adult feelings and we are
         talking about a 32 year old man whose longest relationship has been a 5 day trip to
         Mexico with one of the hookers from the Club.”
“I hear you and it’s not on you, but thank you for listening.  I need to find a Greyson,
         Mace.  God, you are right.  Hem only sees me as a child and that’s all I will ever
         be to him.  It hurts.  My chest hurts, Mace.  I shouldn’t have come here.  I knew
         better.  No one wants the kid next door, not anyone here anyway.  Maybe dating Ace
         would work as a distraction, huh?  He always wants to touch me, or sit near me, or
         just hang out.  He’s really sweet to me.  He offers to get my drinks, drive me home,
         fix things at the house and even offers to stay the night when I know you are going
         to be Greyson’s.  He’s not Hem, but Hem will never see me as a woman and I want someone
         to want me, Mace.  Isn’t that normal?  I mean, I can’t sit and wait for him anymore,
         ya know?”
      

      Shit.  Can she hear herself?  Damn Ace, he’s been baiting her all along.  Oh sure,
         sleeping at my house when I’m gone will get him in the door, then his charm into my
         friends bed!  Argh.
      

      “Sade, Ace isn’t the answer.  Ace is a player and is only looking to steal your quality
         to give him bragging rights.  Please don’t make that decision right now.  I will support
         you on whatever or whoever you decide, but do not settle for Ace.”
      

      “Yes, I am a living breathing 22 year old virgin aren’t I?”  She stiffens but laughs
         at herself.
      

      After wiping her down literally, I take her out to find her purse then lead her outside.
          Finally we hit fresh air.  I steer her towards my car, making our way through the
         vast number of member bikes and brothers standing around drinking and laughing. Kegs
         has removed herself from Hem’s dick and is once again center of attention with the
         boys doing body shots as she lays her body down for them to suck drinks off of her.
          I shiver as Def Leppard talks about pouring sugar.  Damn it, I liked that song too.
      

      I’m curious on where to start my vicious verbal assault that my ‘family’ has coming.
          All of a sudden I miss Greyson more than I thought I could.  Our life together may
         be simple and predictable, but oh it is so safe.  Whatever was eating at him that
         night, I know we can talk about it and get past it.  Tonight has reminded me of why
         I don’t belong here.  These men have heartbreak written all over them like a bad tattoo!
      

      “Stay here, I forgot my bag.”  I am glad to have Sadey out of the hurricane that is
         Peril and trust her to stay put until I get back so we can go.  Now if I can just
         ensure Ace the crazy, doesn’t get her alone then I’m good!  That man can sniff vulnerability
         from miles away and if he sniffs near Sadey again tonight I’m going to bald his other
         head!
      

      Walking up to the compound doors again, I stumble in my usual clumsy manner.  There’s
         the man of the hour.  Ace catches sight of me and starts to roll his eyes and turn
         back around.  Oh hell no buddy, this is happening!
      

      “Ace whatever your last name is, get your ass back in here.”

      He turns back to me and stops.  Waiting for me to meet up with him, he’s smirking
         down at me and that bald head is looking more appealing to me to use it as a breaking
         ball on the pool table.  “What can I help you with there, darlin?  You look tense.”
          He’s actually eyeing me up and down.  Gross.
      

      “Stay away from Sadey, you little son of a bitch.  I’m not kidding.  She doesn’t need
         you lurking around in circles like a hungry shark.”  As soon as I see the flicker
         in those big brown eyes of his I know his response is going to be perverse.
      

      “Well, I’m not shark but I’m willing to test out her tu...”  All of a sudden he’s
         yanked up by his cut from behind.
      

      Ace is a tall man, would bet he’s probably at least 6 foot but Shame is taller, broader,
         and is looking down at Ace in a very menacing way right now.  I’m about to enjoy the
         show!
      

      “Don’t you dare finish that fucking sentence if it is relating to who I think it may
         be relating to.  Now, apologize to Mace before I break your fucking nose and make
         up lick your blood from my boots, you little punk.”  Shame still has him by the back
         of the cut and Ace’s face is turning red from lack of oxygen since Shame has his tee
         in his hand with it.
      

      “Sorry Mace, I was just playing and didn’t mean anything by it.”  Ace doesn’t sound
         sincere, he sounds like a petulant child who got his hand caught in the cookie jar
         but I don’t give a rat spit if he’s sorry or not, I’m just glad to see him hanging
         from his fruity looms.  Oh I want some special powers right now, because I would deplete
         my energy to tighten Shame’s grip on him.
      

      Shame drops him and Ace fixes his cut and heads back into the Club mumbling something
         about women in general.  I start to walk through that same door, following Ace inside
         but I’m stopped because I hit a wall, a wall of delicious yumminess.  He’s just lit
         a cigarette in one hand and he is holding his beer in the other.  I step back, looking
         at him like I missed lunch and silently wishing I was that bottle of beer or even
         the cigarette bud, I’m not choosy.  Who thinks like this?  I flush openly with inner
         embarrassment.
      

      “Running from something, Mace?”  He grins.

      “No, Shame.  I’ve got Sadey in the car, and since Hem has decided she needed a reality
         check tonight she’s in pieces waiting for me to take her home.  This is the one party
         she comes to and Hem has to be asshole Hem and screw it up for her.  I will find him
         later so if you want to give him a warning, feel free.  Now let's add on to that the
         fact that Ace has his sights set on my girl, I don’t like it.  He’s a creep and another
         male whore around here, he’s probably as infested with STD’s as Cherry.”
      

      Oh yeah, I said it.  I know Cherry isn’t as bad as Kegs, and yes I kind of feel bad
         throwing her under the bus here, but I wanted him to know I heard of his most recent
         sexcapade tonight.  He doesn’t respond, probably because he doesn’t care to justify
         himself to the 22 year old brat in front of him that I’m being.
      

      I attempt to move him to the side, grabbing at his ribs because he’s so much taller
         than my 5’3 frame but I want to get through the door.  Being that he’s got about 150
         pounds on me, he doesn’t even flinch.  Dammit.
      

      “Baby, she doesn’t belong here.  Hem has been telling you and her both this same shit
         for years.  She’s not built to withstand our lifestyle choices and I’m sorry for her
         but it is what it is.”  He says still grinning down at me.
      

      I really do hate that sentence.  ‘It is what it is’ what the hell does that mean,
         exactly?
      

      He’s about to continue with that smirk.  “Now, Cherry on the other hand…” but oh hell
         no, I’m cutting off his line of thought before he voices it out loud.
      

      “Oh, and by lifestyle choices you mean landing your cock in any willing woman that
         enters the room.  Or unwilling, I should clarify that.  It’s disgusting, Shame.  It
         is revolting.  What’s worse is the woman you are landing in are even more disgusting then you
         doing it.  For hells sake, have some pride or dignity in yourself and the Club.”  I
         can hear the anger in my own voice, but he doesn’t acknowledge it. I just can’t not
         be angry at the thought of Shame and Cherry.
      

      “Let me pass.”
“No.”
      

      “No?”

      “You heard me, Princess.”  He smirks and the sparkle in the piercing on his bottom
         lip shines as though taunting me into wanting to know what it feels like to flick
         my tongue over it before taking it into my mouth and sucking on it.
      

      Okay Mace, focus.
      

      “First, don’t call me that.  That’s an unwanted and unfunny joke.  Hem was drunk and
         seriously just making shit up to hurt Greyson and piss me hell off!  Second, please
         move.  I need to get Sadey home and cleaned up.  Then tomorrow I’m going to deal with
         Hem and his motives to hurt my best friend!  Third, I wouldn’t want to keep you from
         Cherry.  Poor girl is probably tied up in your room right now, on your bed.”  
      

      The visual is gutting me but I’m making a point here. “Last, Greyson will be worried
         when I don’t call him soon.  He doesn’t deserve to wait or worry because the animals
         at the zoo are all acting out.”  Thank goodness my backbone appears unmoved by his
         gorgeous presence.
      

      Blank stare.  That’s all I get?  I’ve just insulted the man because I need him to
         move and I’m not able to do this physically.  But. Here. Comes. His. Anger.  Shit!
      

      He pulls his arms away from the door and comes walking towards me, briskly!  I’m feverishly
         backing up to avoid contact when in a quick swoop, Shame has tossed his cigarette
         to the ground then grabbed me behind the back and my entire body is now pressed up
         flush up with his.  God, I can smell him.  Cigarettes, beer, and Shame.  It’s a Mace
         cocktail.  Order for one, please!  Delicious.
      

      “You can smell me, Mace?  What in the hell are you babbling about, woman?”  He’s confused
         as he should be and I am mortified!  I said that out loud?  Dear God, how do I backpedal?
      

      I try for casual. “Yes, you smell like a woman you must have just devoured, cherries
         maybe?”  Strike one.
      

      “Liar.  Explain better Princess, and this time with a little less bullshit. Can’t
         imagine you calling another woman’s smell, how did you say that? Oh yes, ‘Delicious’.
          Keep going.”
      

      Dammit!

      “You smell like the Club, Shame.  Cigarettes and beer.  It reminds me of Hem when
         I was a kid and he would visit.  Good memories always smell delicious.”  Strike two.
      

      Double Dammit!

      “Liar.  You never were good at storytelling, Sweetheart.  I will just accept the compliment
         and not make you uncomfortable anymore although you trembling in my arms does something
         for me.  I do have some things I want to say to you regarding your little tirade and
         counting episode though.”  Shit, here it comes.
      

      “Well okay, big guy.  Shoot.”  I’m still pressed up against him and God it feels good
         but I’m trying to remain unaffected.
      

      “Okay... first, I can call you what I want. I’ve been calling you what I want since
         you were just a kid.  It’s my right, as your brother’s best friend and your lifelong
         friend, buddy, or whatever. Second yes, please take Sade home.  She’s looks rough,
         women crying don’t have any reason to be here sniveling, especially during a biker
         party.  I’m sure after a few Oreos or whatever food remedy you chicks select for heartbreak,
         then throw on some name calling regarding the intended target, she will survive.”
          He pauses, putting his face in my ear and I feel his warm breath on my neck as he
         continues.
      

      “Third, and you listen in close to this one Princess, because I don’t want you to
         miss any of it.”
      

      Drama queen and masochist that I am, I actually lean my body in closer to hear what
         he has to say.  I’m so caught up in his face, body, and hands that I don’t even see
         the trap he’s setting for me.  Between those beautiful white teeth and that lip ring,
         all I can do is imagine licking both.
      

      “A man has needs, Mace.  We are made to fuck and fuck hard.  That being said, if I
         want to fuck Cherry until the woman can’t walk, I will.  If I want to make Cherry
         my old lady and grab a piece of that daily, I will.  Until you decide you want to
         take your turn on my cock, shut your mouth in regards to who I expel my needs into,
         you getting this entirely babe?  Or you want me to continue explaining something that
         you already know is bound to happen?  You and I are going to happen, that’s all I’m
         sayin’.  You say the word, I will make your body feel things that your pretty boy
         at home has never even come close to making you feel.”
      

      I’m still leaning in because my mind is wrapped around his words in careful study.
          The visual of Shame and I having one night of hot, passionate sex appeals to me on
         a level I know it shouldn’t.  Even though I am sure he would be as good as gone the
         next day and it would forever alter our relationship, I would almost ante the hell
         up for it, all in.
      

      Now, he continues, “Greyson doesn’t know what to do with you, but I do.  I know exactly how I would do it, Mace.
          Given the chance I would make you burn for me, baby.”  He drops his hands from my
         body and takes a step back.
      

      “He’s a stuffed shirt, woman.  Jesus, do you really see forever with that?  Nine to
         Five, shirt ironing, barefoot and pregnant, minivan driving, golf tee wearing, self-professed
         genius?  I love you Sweetheart, but I hate that life for you.  You deserve….”
      

      He pauses while looking at me back and forth from my eyes to my mouth.  He starts
         to talk and I part my lips so he pauses again.  He just sucked in a ragged breath
         that I feel all the way down to my toes.
      

      “Finish it.  Finish what you have to say.  I want to hear you tell me what I deserve
         because I thought that was my decision.  You have never thought to say anything like
         that to me until now, this day.  Where is this coming from?   Is this a bet with one
         of the brothers?”
      

      I’m waiting with baited breath for whatever he says next.  All he said about Greyson
         is hard to hear, but true.  He just left out what an ass Grey can be at times.  How
         he detests the club, my family, and what they mean to me.  He’s good to me though,
         very loving and supportive.  I should be defending him but standing here in such close
         proximity with Shame, I can only wait for his next words.  Only it is not words he
         is going to use to explain to me what he’s trying to say.
      

      “Mace, I… dammit woman...shit.”  He pauses then all of a sudden.  “Jesus, okay. Fuck
         it!”
      

      Then I feel it.  I feel the bottom drop out from under my feet and I’m floating in
         midair in the most blindingly sightseeing moment I’ve ever had. Yes, I understand
         the mix of words “blinding” and “sightseeing” but I have no other way to describe
         this feeling.  His mouth is on mine actually no, his mouth is devouring mine.  I grab his cut and pull him even closer to me if that’s possible.  I taste,
         feel, see, and hear nothing but Shame.  He doesn’t even have to pry my mouth open
         as he invades every part of it.  I’m not even attempting to dismantle him off of me,
         not that I could right now because all of my body wants to be his.  On him, with him,
         underneath him.  I have just finished taking my masochistic mental snapshot before he pushes
         me away.  Harshly.
      

      “God Dammit, Mace!  I have to stop. You should be making me stop.  Fuck!”  Wait, he’s mad.  At me?  What the hell?
      

      “Say something.”  He commands, but I can’t.  My body is frozen, still holding on to
         his cut as if I would let it go causing the moment to never have happened; I’m grasping
         it so tight my knuckles are white.  I don’t know what to say or think.
      

      I’ve waited so long for this moment and I have played and replayed it in my head and
         that is the only comparison that I have, and I was wrong.  Nothing compares to how I feel right now staring into those silver blue eyes.  I’m tingling
         in places I know I should feel guilty about. I’m also so overwhelmed.  But lastly,
         I’m relieved.  Because it is everything I ever thought it to be, only more.
      

      “Greyson, oh God Shame, Greyson.  I have to call him; he will be worried if he hasn’t
         heard from me by now.”
      

      “The fuck?”  He’s livid.

      My brain to mouth filter have left the building, along for the ride it takes my common
         sense and manners.  What the fuck am I even doing in this situation with Shame?   Get bag, scratch Ace’s eyes out, leave Club, and
         take Sadey home.  That is all I had to do.  Check. Check. Check. Check.  Nope, not
         me.  Open mouth, insert foot.  Score!
      

      Dammit!  I need to fix this.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t... I just...”  Lord, now I’m stuttering?  Sexy.

      “Go away, Mace.”  He says sounding like he’s just bored of me.  Just take Sade home
         and go running to call Greyson.  I’m going inside, maybe Hem is through with Kegs and I can have a turn.  Sometimes
         a little pussy variety is what is needed to forget that people aren’t always what
         you want or expect them to be.”   He turns and walks away.  I’ve officially been dismissed.
      

      My heart cracks.  Shattering in my chest.  I’m left standing alone, speechless.  What
         could I say really?  Can’t blame him for throwing that at me.  I just didn’t want
         it to hurt so badly.  I head back to my car, knowing I have left my bag inside.  Doesn’t
         matter.  I can’t breathe, I want to enjoy the mental snapshot of my kiss with Shame,
         but can’t.  The hurt I saw in his eyes when he said ‘Greyson’.  What have I done?
          I waited years to feel Shame against me and all I could mumble afterwards was that
         I needed to call my fiancé so he doesn’t worry?  Shit.
      

      “What’s wrong, Mace?  You look sick.”

      Sadey has finally pulled it together and appears calmer than when I left her.  Thanks
         to my mad skills in being Ace’s cock block, she’s going to be okay.  However, the
         men in my life have just ruined the evening for us both.
      

      Bastards.

   
         Chapter Three:

         “The only thing that could spoil a day was people. People were always the limiters
            of happiness except for the very few that were as good as spring itself.”
         

         --Ernest Hemingway

         It has been two weeks since the night I felt Shame hold me against him.  I haven’t
            seen him or heard from him since, not that I’m surprised.  I’ve relived that evening
            again and again while lost in thought but I’m sure he has filed it away and forgot
            all about it.  Probably did what he said he was going to do and went to find Kegs.
             Hem has been avoiding my questions regarding that night.  He won’t talk to me about
            his display for Sadey or if Shame has mentioned our own encounter and he looks uncomfortable
            when I ask about it.  I will let it go, nothing I can do to change it anyways.
         

         Now we are at mom and dad’s house.  Being called to a family dinner that Hem was invited
            to means something is brewing, immense.  Generally, bad news.
         

         Walking in the house I can hear Hem and dad already at each other.  I don’t bother
            hanging up my coat or removing my shoes because when they get at each other it progresses
            like a scene from Rocky, cue the boxing music please.  Hem is the vicious fighter;
            dad is one with words that sting.
         

         “Warren, I’m not changing.  This is who I am, it was who my dad was.  You’ve known
            this for a while now, haven’t you?  I mean, seriously man, back the fuck off.  You
            don’t know me, you think you know me because you have lived in that head of yours
            and marked me as some sort of fuckin’ stereotype.  Now, let’s get to why the fuck
            I’m really here.  Where’s my dear old Mother?”
         

         “She’s upstairs, will be down when dinner is called.”  Dad looks tired.  He’s not
            even trying to challenge Hem with a response anymore.
         

         He glances my way as I walk inside the dining room and immediately his face softens.
             “Hey there, Sweet Pea.  Patrick and I were just catching up, come give me my hug.”
             I don’t miss that he calls him Patrick, still ever refusing to call him Hem. I don’t
            really think Hem would allow him to call him anything else anyway, but it is the way
            dad says his given name, as if the Club name is an insult to everyone in the room.
         

         “Hey Daddy.”  I glance at Hem as my dad tucks me under his arm and kisses the crown
            of my head.  Dad’s silver and grey hair looks shuffled, he’s been running his hands
            through it under the stress of even having to talk to Hem I’m sure.  Still questioning
            in my mind what the whole discussion was about, I continue as if I haven’t heard anything.
             “Where’s Mom?”
         

         “She’s coming, Sweet Pea. She’s been upstairs napping so she would be ready for your
            visit.”
         

         He looks so weak.  Immediate concern etches my face, he sees it but ignores my silent
            plea for a confession as to what’s on his mind.  Dad is usually so put together and
            in control and even if he’s not he still puts on a mask of indifference, avoiding
            confrontation.
         

         “Sister, if you’re giving away hugs you have forgotten your big brother.”  My father
            snorts and turns away as I lean into Hem uncomfortably, mirroring dad he kisses the
            crown of my head.  I can smell the alcohol all over him.  I know I can’t fault him
            for needing some liquid courage before coming back to a place that holds no good and
            true memories for him.  I’m sorry for Hem to have to be here and will do what I can
            to help him get through this evening emotionally unmarked.
         

         “Dad, you look tired.  Let me make you a drink.  Go sit down and I will bring it in.”

         He thanks me and proceeds to sit at the dinner table.  After I feel it safe I go and
            take off my shoes and coat.  Then I pour him a two finger scotch and set it in front
            of him as he stares at the table, almost in disbelief.  This isn’t just going to be
            big, I can feel it.  Something is off.  Hem and I make eye contact and Hem tilts his
            said to the side with a half-smile, as if to tell me it will be okay.
         

         After a few minutes of idle chit chat from me and the tension continuing to radiate
            off both dad and Hem I can hear mom at the stairs.  As she comes down I am shocked
            at her appearance.  She’s pale.  Her eyes are sunken.  I just know she’s been on the
            drink because she’s wobbling.  I rush to her to give her a hand and ever the emotional
            avoiding mother; she holds her hand up to stop me in mid stride.  Welcome home, Mace.
         

         “Is dinner ready?” She asks meekly looking to my father for some sort of guidance.

         They seem to carry on with an unspoken conversation and dad is at her now, helping
            her down the stairs.  I haven’t seen this part of their relationship, mom has always
            been so emotionally cut off from all of us, including dad.
         

         “Yes, baby.  Come sit and I will ring Camellia that we are ready to be served.”   Dad
            steps away to be sure dinner will be here soon.
         

         My parents’ house isn’t a mansion and although dad has always made the pretty penny
            he never allowed any of us to enjoy the spoils of what we as kids, didn’t earn.  Once
            I left for college, he hired maids and servers to lessen some unknown invisible burden
            from mom.  To each his own, or whatever.
         

         Dinner is served and Hem sits next to me.  I want him to just relax.  Camellia has
            prepared a delicious assortment of her special Italian dishes. It is a smorgasbord
            of pastas and breads.  She must have been instructed to go all out for the big family
            gathering.  About halfway through dinner though... shit hits the fan, just as I knew
            it would.
         

         A knock at the door comes as a surprise to Hem and I.  We find each other’s eyes and
            have our own silent conversation.
         

         The whole family is here and dad doesn’t do well with visitors and we already know
            mom is not herself.  Wanting to ask if I should get the door, I pause and suck in
            a deep breath upon seeing Father Marcus from St. Catherine’s Church come strolling
            in, hiding something in his emotions.
         

         I haven’t seen him since I left home for college and now the guilt hits that maybe
            he thinks I deserted the church and somehow he’s come to save my soul.  He’s in for
            a special treat once he asks Hem how his soul is doing.  I half smile to Hem but he
            doesn’t know what I’m thinking. Or maybe he does and he doesn’t think it’s funny,
            but I do.  I think it’s hilarious.  Before I can even say a hello to Father Marcus,
            Hem is already in action.
         

         “Mama, why am I here?”  Hem doesn’t like the recent addition to family dinner.  I
            can’t help him now, he hates being here on any ordinary Wednesday, let alone when
            a man of the cloth appears as if from thin air, sucking all of the air out of the
            room.
         

         “Well, I wanted my children here for dinner.  Both of you.  No truly special reason
            other than a mother misses her children.  The empty nest syndrome is wreaking havoc
            on my days recently.”
         

         Father Marcus looks at me, to Hem, and then to my mom.  “Lynda, it is time to share
            with your children what is it you have to say.  They love you, will understand, and
            will have patience in your upcoming journey.”   Said like the man of the cloth that
            he is.
         

         “Mama really, why the fuck am I here?  Something is up.  I want to know.  Now.”  Father Marcus doesn’t even flinch.  Good thing he’s well acquainted with my brother
            and his brothers at the Club.  Hem still can even try the patience of a Saint, so
            to speak.
         

         Thinking now a good time to chime right in, I attempt to soothe dad’s apparent distaste
            for Hem.  “Dad, what’s wrong?  You’re upset and I can see it.  You think you are fooling
            me but you’re not so just tell me, what is it?”  My father’s face is now wrinkled
            in disgust, and as if to avoid my question he aims fury at Hem.
         

         “My God, Hem could you take off that vest you call a cult and watch your mouth?  We are at the dinner table for goodness sakes.  We are really
            trying to enjoy this meal and no one needs to reminder of how you live your life as
            an outlaw.  God damn kids running amuck, that’s all you have been about your whole
            damn life.  Makes me sick, it shows even now that you have no respect, coming in here
            with that damn thing on.  Only serves as a reminder to your mother that you are exactly
            what you are meant to be and that is nothing, just like your father.”
         

         Shit!  Rage ascends onto Hem’s face.  The top has been blown and there is no stopping
            Biker Hem in play.
         

         “Well, Warren, no I will not.  This “cult” as you call it is the only semblance of family that I have left other
            than Mace.  Not only won’t I remove it because it may offend you, I won’t remove it
            because it does offend you.  I’m not sorry I’m a constant reminder of my dad, who was a ‘lost soul’
            as you put it.  What I am sorry for however is that I have to sit here and endure
            this bullshit charade that you’ve named a family dinner.  Since when does Father Marcus
            attend a family function, Warren?  What the fuck?  Since when do I attend a family function?”
         

         Well that was rather subtle, I must give Hem some credit.  Since when does Hem control
            his fury during one of dad’s onslaught of insults?  Oh, yes, Father Marcus.  Well
            thank the hell of all hells for Father Marcus being here.
         

         Dad throws his napkin on his plate in disgust and then I hear it.  I hear those words
            that no child wants to hear.  It’s coming from Mom.  She’s sobbing at the end of the
            table.  She looks alone and lost in thought but I hear it again and again in my head.
             It’s like a bad video replay where someone gets hurt.  Rewind and play, rewind and
            play….pause.
         

         “I’m sick, Patrick. I’m dying.  Please stop the arguing.  I’m dying and there won’t
            many more family dinners while I’m healthy enough to enjoy them.  Please stop, son.
             There.  Now you have your reason for being here.”  Mom’s voice sounds like only a
            shadow of her old self.
         

         Hem gets up, dropping his empty scotch glass on the table with a heavy hand and makes
            his way towards Mom.  He passes Father Marcus while looking at him in revulsion, as
            if any of this is his fault.  Just the position he plays at the family gathering is
            enough to put Hem off.
         

         He asks her no questions but grabs her from her chair and holds her close.  She’s
            so small and looks frail in comparison to Hems large body.  They stand, swaying for
            a few seconds before Hem stands back, both hands on mom’s face and he looks at her.
             He’s visibly shaken.
         

         “Mama, what do you mean you are sick and dying? I don’t understand.”  Hem’s voice
            is now so serious and quiet.  All the rage from the confrontation with dad has gone,
            hearing our mom’s words.
         

         “I have cancer honey, I’ve been sick now for quite some time.  It had started in my
            ovaries but now it has metastasized into the uterus, bladder, and finally my lymph
            nodes.  I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, I just couldn’t.  There’s never been
            a good time.  With little Mace announcing she and Greyson’s upcoming nuptials, and
            you’re always so busy with the boys, I just didn’t know when a good time was.  Now,
            it has progressed so much that I feel that you should know sooner than later as later
            may be too late.”  Mom pauses so she can catch my expression of sadness then she continues.
         

         “To be honest I started to feel weak months ago, but I just thought maybe I was doing
            too much.  After Mace left for school I was so depressed and felt so alone and almost
            unnecessary to life that I started making new hobbies and spending more time with
            my friends at the club.  Golf, tennis, just throwing myself into whatever I could
            to take up time that I just didn’t notice.  The years were moving so fast and then
            recently I was just so tired.  Warren suggested I go and get a physical because no
            matter how much rest I was getting I never felt very well.  So I did as Warren asked
            and the result is...well, you know now.”  My mom looks into her hands, twisting them
            in front of her.  She’s only 53 years old, how is this even possible?  So young and
            it is so unfair.
         

         I sit stoic.  Here’s my mom, the most emotionally withdrawn person I know.  Usually
            she’s soaked in her drink, but she’s sober right now.  She wasn’t wobbling down the
            stairs from vodka; she was wobbling from being weak because she’s sick.  Dad looks
            the way he does because he’s been carrying this burden alone for some time now.  For
            how long exactly, I don’t know but it has worn on him.
         

         Father Marcus comes over to stand by me.  He grabs my hand from the table and puts
            it in his and as if he wants to reassure me that I’m able to talk to him if I need
            to. The warmth of human touch encourages me to look at my mother, still standing in
            Hem’s arms.  Both his arms are covering her almost completely now and I know the safety
            she feels there, I am familiar with it.
         

         Also, I know how Hem is feeling.  She’s my mom too.  He feels that if as long as he
            holds her, he’s able to keep her sickness at bay.  My heart shatters for Hem, that
            man and his mother have a bond that cannot be explained with words, just felt with
            the heart.  I need to say something, anything to break this silence.
         

         “How long have you known, Mom?”  It’s really all I can say.  I should run to her,
            but I can’t.  I keep hearing the words in my head that she professed just moments
            earlier.  She’s dying.  My Mom is dying.  My heart hurts and I need to get out of here but I’m frozen to this spot.
         

         “Pretty girl, does it matter?  I wanted you and Patrick here so I could explain, but
            really there’s nothing to explain now.  You know why you’re here.  I love you all
            so much.  I’m going to take it one day at a time and please do not tell me how I can
            be saved.  Warren and I have seen many doctors here in Ohio, you have to know that
            he has done all he can for me.  I’ve spent some time with Father Marcus and the Parrish
            trying to get answers to questions I should have asked long ago, but I didn’t because
            I never made the time between my vodka tonics and afternoon naps.  But love, I’m at
            peace with this now, please be at peace with me.  I need you, all of you.”
         

         Her lips quiver as she says the last sentence.  My Mom has never needed any of us,
            now she does.  She’s asking us to help her into a peaceful death, ironic really.  Hem knows nothing about peace
            because of her and her choices.  I don’t want to help her find death, she’s my mom
            and she’s asking this of me, something impossible that I can’t help her with.  At
            least she’s been visiting Father Marcus to educate her on how to die according to
            God.  I feel sick and faint.
         

         “Mama, you’re not going to die.”  Hem is in denial.  I can see it.  It hasn’t hit
            him yet.  He’s still holding her tight and now her face has gained some color, only
            because his hold around her is so strong and protecting.  “You’re not going to die,
            Mama.”  He repeats.  He is breaking my heart.
         

         She pulls back from him so she can sit down again.  He cradles her frail body as she
            takes her seat as if she will break even while sitting.
         

         “My beautiful boy, I am.  Let me enjoy my last months with you and then, let me go.
             Give me peace within the family, Patrick.  I need you to do this for me, please.
             You and Warren need to work it out, get things straight so that when I’m gone Mace
            still has her family, and they aren’t always at odds with each other.  You need this
            family too, son.”
         

         I find my voice again.  “How long do you have?  Do you know?  I mean, is there a limit
            or a date or something you can tell us about what to expect from now on?  I mean,
            surely since you have seen specialists and they are telling you there is nothing to
            be done, that they have an idea of how long we have left with you.  I’m reaching my
            limit here with this Mom, this isn’t some polite everyday conversation and I have
            no idea how to even just ask you the date that you plan to die?  You’re leaving, no
            Mom never mind, you're not just leaving, you’re dying.”  I say this, and as I hear
            dad gasp I feel Father Marcus move his hand to the nape of my neck, silently asking
            me to be quiet and stop adding stress to an already sensitive situation.  God, I just
            want out of here.  Please, I need to get out of this house.
         

         Hem hiccups in quiet sobs; I see it and I can hear it.  He’s hiding his face in mom’s
            hair and it is finally more than I can bear.  God, I need fresh air.
         

         I’m out!  I stand up, releasing Father Marcus’ hold on me and no way can I look back
            at Hem again.  I start for the door and I hear the footsteps behind me.  I know its
            dad.  I can’t deal with him right now either, he kept this from Hem and I and I don’t
            even know for how long. How many days have my parents robbed me of knowing this about
            my mom?
         

         “Sweet pea, please wait.  Let me grab you a coat.”

         I don’t wait.  I keep walking.  Faster paces come on Mace, faster.  If I can just
            make it to the door I can escape and pretend this isn’t happening.  This is not happening.  Mom.
         

         Without turning around I have my hand on the door and I’m ready to bolt.

         “Dad, I need a few minutes.  Please just leave me alone and go back to Mom.  You and
            Hem need to wrap your shit up for tonight.  Mom doesn’t need it, no one does!”
         

         I turn around and look at him now.  He’s broken.  My strict, clean cut, loving dad
            looks broken and lost.  I can’t place my finger on the other emotion I see in his
            eyes.  He looks almost angry.  I know he’s angry at Hem, even though my father can
            visibly see the love Hem has for Mom and I both, Dad still hates him just for existing.
             There is just something else in his eyes.
         

         “Ok, but take this and come back when you can.  Don’t leave yet Sweet Pea, okay?”
             
         

         “Okay Daddy.”

         I take the proffered jacket and swing it above my shoulders before making my way outside.
             I shouldn’t leave dad and Hem like this, to clean up after the storm of mom’s delivery
            but I want to go to a happy place.  Somewhere I can remember what it was like as a
            child and never a worry given to losing a parent or loved one.
         

         I walk the path from the backyard to the lake where Sadey and I met as kids.  Memories
            of childhood envelope me from the darkness to the light.  A better day before this
            one, it is what I need.
         

         Mom is leaving.  No, mom is dying.  I won’t have a mom.  Although she was a distant
            mother, she was mine.  It hurts my heart to think that she won’t always be here.  I
            don’t think a child gives thought to losing a parent so young, we shouldn’t have to
            since it goes against everything we want to believe.  Growing old shouldn’t just be
            a luxury.
         

         Right now, I just want to go back in time and relive my childhood.  Spending times
            together when we were always happy if for no other reason than just being together,
            all of us.  Hem was living at home and we would spend hours at this small lake with
            Sadey and Shame.  The four of us were inseparable growing up.
         

         My mom would finally call us in from being outside all day once darkness covered us
            and she had long since gone in to make dinner.  We would come back to the house for
            ice cream, before even eating our meal.  She would give us that to keep our minds
            off the fact that she was repairing our skin from the evening we spent being a buffet
            to every bug and mosquito in the area.
         

         I know this now, I can acknowledge it.  This was her way of loving us.  She never
            said the words, never muttered an “I love you” but many memories I’m remembering now,
            her actions said words she never voiced.
         

         Mom is dying now.  She said “I love you all” back at the house.  I had almost missed
            it, covered in grief but now I can hear it in my head as if committing it to memory,
            but sooner or later my memories will fade.
         

         I turn to head back to the house to go help Hem with mom.  I know he needs me and
            I’ve gathered myself now enough to go back.  Just going back on a few good childhood
            memories has helped clear my head for now.
         

         I hear a voice over by the tire swing my dad put up when I was a kid.  It is connected
            to the oak tree that Shame and Hem had built a tree house in for Sadey and I when
            we were six. Our make believe castle that the boys guarded against all outsiders,
            keeping us safe.  I know its Shame standing here, I know before even turning around
            to look.  I can feel him here.  He’s found me at our childhood escape.
         

         “Hey Princess, you alright?”  He hasn’t moved towards me.  Smart man, he's gauging
            my mood from a distance.  He looks nervous.  He hasn’t seen me for some time now,
            but all that forgotten upon the news of mom.
         

         I deep sigh.  “How did you know to come?  How did you know I was here?”

         “Hem called me, said you left the house.  He’s worried about you kid, but he doesn’t
            want to leave your mom right now, so he asked if I could come by to check on you.
             I figured you would be here; it was the first place I looked.  So, are you alright?”
         

         He’s beautiful.  His face is etched in concern.  Concern for Hem, for me, my mom,
            and even Warren.  I love this side of Shame and wish this was a moment I could enjoy
            it but the burden is weighing so heavy I forget to breathe.
         

         I hit my knees to the hard ground.  Having Shame here, his familiarity to the family
            and the surroundings of a past that I’m so scared to forget finally become my undoing.
             I feel the wet grass from the evening rain but I don’t care so I just sit on my knees
            with my face in my hands.  He steps to me quick, and his hands go immediately to my
            back in comfort. He sits himself down in the grass, his back against the tall oak
            then picks me up and sits me in his lap.  Ever the gentle tattooed giant, he doesn’t
            want me wet or cold while I’m grieving out loud.  He just rubs my back and lets me
            cry.  His cut is cold from the fall breeze and mist but that doesn’t keep me from
            burying my head onto it.  It is safe and I feel protected. Closing my eyes, I just
            release my shock that has finally turned to sadness.
         

         He continues to just rock me back and forth slowly as I cry, murmuring into my hair
            that it will be alright, that I will be alright.  I can’t really make out all of it
            between my sobs and hiccups, but I do hear his familiar words, those words I waited
            for as a child, then as a teenager.  Beautiful words from this beautiful man that
            came here during my time of grief and no matter how angry he was at me before this
            moment, he won’t leave me until he knows I’m okay. There’s a certain peace in knowing
            that.
         

         “I love your face, Sweetheart”.  He holds my head tighter to his chest and just continues
            rocking and kissing at my hair and temple in turn.    
         

         “She’s not gone yet, baby.  You still have time and you need to use this time to come
            to peace with it.  You have an opportunity to let her go without any regrets.”
         

         I know he’s right but it doesn’t help me right now.  He moves my face so that it’s
            moved away from his chest and we are looking at each other closely.  Taking his hands
            and moving them behind my neck, he traces his thumbs across my cheeks to sweep away
            my tears.  His thumb presses under my chin to hold my head up to his.
         

         “She’s not gone yet.”  He repeats.

         “Hem isn’t okay, Shame.  He loves her so much, the bond those two have is just so
            strong.  I’m worried about him, he doesn’t have a dad and Warren is horrible to him,
            always so hateful.”  I’m adding to my worry now.
         

         “Sweetheart, Hem is much stronger than you give him credit for.  Let him absorb what
            is happening and then you lean on us for support.  You’re going to need it.  It isn’t
            Hem I worry about, it’s you.  You’ve been lucky enough to never experience real loss
            in your life yet.  Hem has always protected you from this worlds ugly, so this will
            hit you and when it does your family is here.”
         

         Shame finishes and then moves my head again so it is tucked under his chin tightly.
             Rocking back and forth, my sobs start to subside and I am able to close my eyes as
            my body relaxes and finally molds into him.
         

         “Did you talk to Hem?  When he called you, did he sound okay?  He was so broken when
            I left, but I had to walk away.  Father Marcus being there, it was like they invited
            the Grim Reaper to dinner.”
         

         He waits for just a beat, then I hear him sigh, “Yes Sweetheart, I talked to Hem. 
            No, I won’t lie to you he is not okay.  You’re right about him and Lynda.  The bond
            they have is strong, but she will help him through this.  I’m here as well.  Like
            anything else, it will just take time to get used to the idea.  I have to tell ya
            though baby, probably not good karma to be comparing Father Marcus to the Grim Reaper.” 
            I feel him smiling at the crown of my head and I let out a relieving giggle, my relief
            is short lived.
         

         I turn away from Shame’s neck when I hear a throat clearing from behind me and hear
            the voice laced with anger.
         

         “Are you about finished here, Shame?  She’s mine to console, not yours.  Put her down
            and walk away, friend.  I don’t want your disgusting hands on my girl.  Mace get your ass over here, now.”
         

         Greyson.  Greyson is here.  How?  Oh of course, Dad called him.  Nice.  Even while
            grieving Dad ensures that I remain on his perceived right path of life.
         

         Shame stills below me.  Still gripping my back but now he’s pulled me even tighter
            to him.  Malice leaks from Greyson onto Shame.  I know I should do something or say
            something but honestly, I don’t have the energy for this right now.  The protective
            cocoon that I have been spinning in with Shame feels far too safe to leave but I know
            I have to calm the storm that’s about to break.
         

         This is our place here at the lake and at this moment Greyson is the outsider and
            Shame will protect anyone that enters, in the form of thief, foe, or fiancé.  The
            definitions all mean the same to Shame and Grey is all these evils wrapped in one.
         

         “Greyson, you’re here.  Thank you.  I wasn’t sure if anyone called for you.  I’m sorry
            I didn’t, after the news I was just in shocked and came out here to get some clarity.”
             I’m rambling and I’m nervous.  I feel this, so does Greyson.
         

         “So you were thinking that you would find some clarity in… this… him?  I don’t believe
            this shit!  Are you fucking kidding me right now, Mace?  Didn’t you and I already
            talk about this once, recently if I remember right?  From the looks of it, we should probably
            talk about it in greater detail.”
         

         Oh God.  I know that he is referring to the night in the car, outside the Club.  My
            insides twist a bit and now not only am I nervous, I feel actually a bit afraid.  I
            flinch a tad under the hold of Shame.  I try to further explain.
         

         “Hem called Shame so I would be around something familiar and not sitting alone scared
            and upset, Greyson.  You know as well as I do that you hate Hem.  Hell he knows it.
             It isn’t as if Hem has you on speed dial, come on.  It’s no more than that.  Stop
            overthinking this please, for me.”
         

         “Overthinking?  No, I’m not overthinking.  Apparently I’m seeing this very fuckin’
            clear.  What the fuck are you doing sitting on his lap, Mace?  Warren called me concerned
            for you and apparently there is no need.  You are out here, sitting under your childhood
            brothel being felt up by some undereducated piece of shit that doesn’t know his ass
            from his Harley.  Do you want to be a club whore?  Do I treat you too well?  God,
            is that it?  Maybe I am too soft with you?  How about I put my cock in your mouth
            and call you a slut and see how you respond, hell my dick is getting hard just thinking
            about that scene.  Jesus, Mace.  I know you or at least I thought I did.  I see it
            on your face, you wanna be a slut?  Well alright baby, let's go home so I can bend
            you over and ass fuck you like a good little whore like you deserves.”  He’s seething
            in anger and it’s just rolling to Shame and I in waves now.
         

         Before I can gather a response I’m being thrown, literally thrown into the air and
            set down square on my ass.  Shame has moved so quickly I haven’t registered what’s
            about to happen. I’ve seen Shame pissed, but I realize in this moment that I have
            never seen anything like the Biker Shame about ready to thrown down, and I can’t move
            because everything is happening so fast that I am registering all of this in slow
            motion.  I mouth for Hem to help, my voice is lost.
         

         “Shut your fucking mouth!”  That’s all I hear coming from Shame as he throws himself
            shoulder first into Greyson.  Shame has Greyson on the ground sitting astride him
            and is beating his face with one hand and holding his fingers around his neck with
            the other, successfully cutting off Greys oxygen.  I only see the back of Shames cut
            but I can hear the gurgling coming from Greyson.  Finally regaining some composure
            I crawl my way to them and scream for Shame to stop.  Not because Greyson may have
            had this coming but because Shame will kill him if he continues this brutal beating.
         

         I grab Shames arm, the one currently closing my fiancés throat.  “Shame stop, please.
             You will kill him.  STOP!”  Nothing registers to his rage so I grab Shames face which
            is now covered with Grayson’s blood.  “Shame, please.”
         

         Now I’m talking quietly, pleading, but at least he has turned his focus to me now.
             With anger still raging inside, he turns from me to lower his face to Grayson’s getting
            very close to him. I watch Greyson roll his eyes with evident pain.
         

         “If you ever insult or mistreat her like this again you pussy assed cock sucker on
            my account or anyone else’s, I will kill you brother and I won't make it quick.  It
            is a promise to be full of pain.  Get your face out of my sight before I finish you
            now, you piece of shit.”
         

         Shame steps off Greyson, spits on him then comes towards me.  Immediately my eyes
            turn to saucers and I’m actually scared.  I’m in no way afraid of Shame, but I’m afraid
            for Greyson who just continues to lay there and gargle in his own blood.
         

         Shame grabs my hand, then my back, and presses me to him while looking me over inch
            by inch.  He thinks he hurt me physically during his path to get to Greyson.  I can
            see the cogs of his mind working, his past chasing him as he remembers his father
            beating both he and his mother and the aftermath it created.
         

         “I’m okay, Shame.”  His face relaxes in stark relief.  Grabbing my legs from under
            me, he holds me to him and tells me to wrap my legs around his hips. He lifts me in
            his arms and has me pressed into him tightly.
         

         “God dammit, Mace.  He doesn’t deserve you.  No one deserves you.”

         He’s breathing heavily into my ear from exhaustion from walking briskly while carrying
            me back to the house and the residual anger from his fight with Grey.
         

         “I don’t think that man understands a fucking thing about you, does he?  Does he know
            what a lucky bastard he is to just have you near him?  You’re so much good, you’ve
            got a heart made for only a Saint to love, so much good, Mace.  Hearing him talk to
            you like that when he said...wait…hold the fuck up... Mace...MACE, you flinched.  You
            were in my arms and held tight to against my fucking body and you still fucking flinched because
            of him.”
         

         He stops, puts me down, grabs my face with his hands.  “People do not fucking flinch
            if they are not scared. You were scared back there, weren’t you?  What the fuck, Mace?
             Has he touched you?  Has he hurt you?  Fucking TELL ME.”
         

         He starts to turn around and walk back to a struggling Greyson who from what I can
            see is starting to sit up now after his beating.  I grab onto his arm to stop him.
         

         “Let me go check on him, Shame.  You’ve bloodied him good and he needs medical attention.”
             I’m arguing with air.  I’m being ignored.
         

         “ANSWER MY FUCKING QUESTION!  Has. He. Hurt. You?”

         His arms are up in the air as he says this and his words are so powerful and full
            of anger.  I know I can’t lie to him because Shame knowing me how he does, will just
            call me on the lie and this isn’t what I want to think about while Hem is at the house
            with Mom and Warren.  Another storm I’m sure is brewing there between those two.
         

         “No, Shame.  He hasn’t hurt my physically.  I’m fine okay?  He just took me by surprise
            because I’ve never seen him that angry before.  Please take me home.”  I run to him
            and jump back into his arms without him expecting that but he catches me, both hands
            on my ass this time but if it distracts him from going back and finishing Greyson
            off he can have my ass in his hands.
         

         He keeps walking now and over his shoulder I can see the seethe in anger rolling off
            of Greyson as he stares at me and mouths the word ‘whore’.  That hurt even more than
            I wanted it to and coming from him and all he had just said, I’m surprised it still
            hurts.
         

         

          


   
         Chapter Four:

         “For we have thought the longer thoughts and gone the shorter way. And we have danced
            to devils' tunes, Shivering home to pray; to serve one master in the night, another
            in the day.”
         

         --Ernest Hemingway

         I wake to hear raised voices.  It takes me a few minutes to register where I’m at,
            then I remember the events of yesterday.  Mom is dying.  I didn’t even tell her goodbye
            yesterday before I left the house.
         

         Shame had talked to Hem outside in the yard after I insisted that I wanted to go home,
            all the while he had refused to put me down, so I kept my legs wrapped around him
            and my arms around his neck, holding tightly.  Hem had asked Shame where he had left
            Greyson.  Shame told him he was bloodied somewhere down near our lake so most likely
            Greyson was about to get another visit from a very pissed off Biker Hem.
         

         Shame wouldn’t let me go home afterwards.  He didn’t want me sitting there all night
            crying with Sadey, he seems to think women can only eat Oreos and sit around desperate
            when we are upset.  Either way, he brought me back to the Clubhouse and took me straight
            to his room.
         

         I was hesitant to discuss sleeping arrangements with him.  I was already emotionally
            drained and didn’t want to argue with him when I told him I wanted to sleep in bed,
            alone.  After a brief debate he accepted that I wasn’t budging and said he would take
            in some sleep on the couch in the common room.  I felt bad considering the action
            that couch has seen, but I needed to rest.
         

         Sometime in the night though, Shame must have stopped caring so much about my request
            because when I woke to feel the bed dip I knew it was him.  It’s that smell he has,
            I would know it from anywhere.
         

         He climbed in the bed and pulled me to him, my back to his front and held me close.
             He didn’t make a move other than to just hold me closer when he felt as though I
            was trying to get away.  Not one of my muscles moved under his hold, I was exactly
            where I wanted to be.  It felt like home.
         

         I know I have to go back to my house today.  I sit up taking inventory of my appearance.
             I’m in Shames shirt the he wore yesterday and my panties.  I nabbed it from the floor
            after he left for the couch last night.  I may not have wanted a bed guest but being
            wrapped up in his old undershirt made me feel like I wasn’t alone.
         

         Finally I get up and I dart to Shames en suite bathroom, if that’s what this qualifies
            to be labeled.  At the Club, they all have their own rooms, but these aren’t anything
            to write home about.  They are men, they live like men, and definitely they definitely
            smell like men.  Rinsing my mouth with wash and combing my fingers through my hair that
            I slept wet on, I decide to just give up.  I’m a walking hot mess.  I gather myself
            by putting my jeans from the floor even though still feel wet from last night, then
            make my way to the kitchen.  This is where all the raised voices were coming from.
         

         “Well Princess, there you are.”  Hem’s tone is laced with malice, for me.  Not good.

         “Good morning, big brother.”  I’m testing waters in attempts to gauge on my Mace scale
            just how pissed he is at me so I’m trying to act endearing.
         

         “What the fuck is this?”  He growls out at me quickly.

         He throws me an envelope and after it hits my chest it drops to the floor.  I freeze,
            shocked by his actions and look around.  In the room I’m searching for any eyes that
            look friendly or familiar, but in this moment I see only anger, especially coming
            from Gunner.  He’s the prospect that is about to patch in with Ace and if looks could
            kill, well... you know.
         

         “What’s wrong?”  Again, testing waters.  No good.

         “Take a look!  Why would I find that inside Grayson’s home, Mace?  I went there last
            night and paid him a visit just as a follow up payback on my behalf regarding his
            scene with you yesterday and after knocking him out on his ass cold, I thought I should
            do a little clean up around his place, check him out and be sure his intentions with
            you are on the up and up, only to find these!”
         

         I bend down to scoop up the offending envelope then I open it to find pictures of
            Warren and Greyson.  They are sitting in a bar, I cannot place which bar but I know
            I have been there before.  To the right of Warren, I see Hood.  The VP of the rival
            MC ‘Angels in Hell’ who share local space and turf with Peril.  I’m speechless and
            I don’t understand.
         

         “What?  You think I know what this is?”

         Shame is standing beside me, looking at me with concern but it’s not the same concern
            I’m getting from Hem.  Hem is pissed at me.  “You think I know about this, don’t you? 
            Tell me brother that you don’t actually think I’m part of this?”
         

         “Well, he is your dad, Mace.  I find these in your fiancé’s house.  A place you willingly lay down your body for that piece of shit man
            of yours.  This is quite alarming considering you fuck him freely, or does he pay
            you to fuck him good, Sis?”
         

         “Enough!” Shame shouts at Hem.

         “I don't know anything about this, you don’t believe me though.  If I did know Hem,
            I would have questioned Greyson and Dad.  This could be just a matter of circumstance.”
             More anger coming my way.
         

         “God you're either incredibly stupid or just naive.  Either way, I don't care.   Switch
            had Hood kill Doc.  We know it, everyone fucking knows it and there’s your man and
            your dad sitting there with him like long lost friends having a cup of fucking English
            Goddamn Tea!  Never thought I would see the day your dear old Dad was playing for
            the other team, a dirty MC.  All the years of torment I had to endure from that man
            about decisions I made to become what I am, with Doc.  Doc loved me, Mace.  Doc was
            the father I searched my whole miserable fucking life for.  He meant everything to
            me.  He was taken all because he was defending the right to run a clean Club and now
            I see your father and your fiancé engaged in some chit chat with him.  Nothing good
            comes of this.  Not a Goddamn thing.”
         

         “I’m sorry Hem but I can’t explain what I don’t know.”  My eyes are welling with unshed
            tears and all the spectators have left the room, thank hell.  I can hear Gunner shuffling
            behind me though.  He’s standing next to Shame now.
         

         Hem gets up from his seat at the bar, walks toward me with purpose.  Shame immediately
            steps in front of me and pushes Hem’s chest.
         

         “Brother, walk away.  Do not do this.  You don’t know shit, only seen the pictures
            and we do not know the circumstance.  Mace is right, I believe her.  She doesn’t know
            anything.  Walk away and we will talk about it later when you have cooled.”
         

         Hem is so angry at me.  “Are you fucking her too?  She yield some magic pussy?  Because
            you of all people Shame should be just as livid about this as I am.  This has everything
            to do with her!”  Hems face is now wrinkled in anger at both Shame and I.
         

         “Shut the fuck up, man.  You’re angry and you are hurting her.  Get the fuck out of
            here and calm the fuck down before you say something that you can’t take back, if
            you haven’t already.”
         

         Shame gives him a small shove in his chest and a nod, I can see his jaw clenching
            in anticipation of going head to head with Hem.  That thought really does scare the
            shit of out me.
         

         Gunner tugs on the back of Hems cut then pats his shoulder to pull him out of his
            angry state.  Gunner still scowling at me, but at least he’s calming Hurricane Hem.
             I am thankful for him right now, scowl or not.
         

         Hem backs away with his hands up in disgust and surrender.  “We aren’t done talking,
            Sis.  This isn’t over.  Gunner, let’s ride.”  Gunner follows him like a puppy dog
            looking for his next chew toy.
         

         They call him Gunner cause he insists on riding in the back of the riding chain as
            the tail gunner, but looking at him now, he not only rides behind them, he friggin’
            follows them in every aspect.  Haven’t ever really had a conversation with the man,
            but seeing that he hates me now I won’t have to worry about him and I catching up
            later to talk about the weather.
         

         After Hem walks out of the room, Shame turns to me.  Touching my face, shoulders,
            and back.  Again, always checking to see that I’m alright.
“I’m okay Shame, I’m fine.  Nothing a few hateful words from my brother to just make
            my day brighter.”  The tears that I have been holding start to fall and Shame swipes
            them with his thumb.
         

         “You can’t go back to him now, Mace.  You know this right?”  He’s looking at me questioning
            what my answer to this will be.
         

         “Yes, I do have to go back.  There are things left unsaid between him and me.  I owe
            him an explanation and he owes me one for these pictures, as well as his reaction
            yesterday.  I can’t just never go back there.  He’s my finance.  I love him.”
         

         I do, don’t I?  Even after seeing the pictures there, scattered on the floor, I can’t
            convict him without further evidence he’s dealing with the Angels.  Can I?  I’m so
            confused.
         

         “If you’re going back, I’m going with you.  You are not his, not after what happened
            last night.  You’re not going back to belonging to him, Mace.  It is not happening.
             I can’t send my kid sister into that place knowing the anger he has for Hem and I,
            he has anger for you too Mace, a fuck of a lot of it.  You saw his face yesterday;
            you know the fucking fury that was coming off of him.  This may blow over kid, but
            until it does and we have a logical explanation about these pictures you are staying
            here, with me.”
         

         “Your kid sister” I mumble not thinking he can hear it.

         “Your kid sister?” I repeat in my snarky tone. Well good, now I’m finding my voice
            again.
         

         Shame whips his head around to me, starts to speak, and then closes his mouth.  Good
            option, pal.
         

         “You don’t get to put your tongue in my mouth then call me your sister a handful of
            days later.  I’m either your sister or I’m not Shame.”
         

         “Stop, just wait.  I didn’t mean it like that.  I was saying…I…”  He’s trying hard
            compose himself and not stutter.
         

         “Saying what exactly?  You still view me as a child don’t you?  You still think of
            me as that sad little girl from prom, poor poor Mace. Her date cancelled last minute
            so you felt sorry for me and carried me away and saved the day.  I don’t need saving, Shame.  I may not know exactly what I need or who I need, but it’s not you!”
         

         We are standing alone in the common area of the compound and after Hem’s reaction
            to my presence this morning I really just want to leave, not sit here with Mr. Mood
            Swing and dwell on heartbreaking memories of the former sap, teenage Mace.
         

         “Hem, he really didn’t tell you did he?”  He’s smirking now and it adds to my exasperation.
             That damn lip ring staring at me again.
         

         “I really thought after all these years he would have told you about it, that night
            I mean.  He was so pissed at what I had done, yet the man still kept his word and
            didn’t tell you, even all these years later.  That’s funny.  All this time, you never
            found out about that night of your Junior Prom.”  He’s chuckling now and I’m growing
            impatient.
         

         “Tell me what?  No idea what you’re talking about now.  You’re all over the place,
            big brother.”  That’s right, take my jab.  Tit for Goddamn tat big guy.
         

         His face grows serious after my brother comment.  He’s nearly sneering at me, “Your
            date cancelled, yes he sure did.  He cancelled because I scared the little shit.  Told
            him he lost his date to prom and not only had he lost his date, he wasn’t going to
            the dance at all.  He was going to sit his ass at home that night, alone.  Saw him
            at the corner store in town; there was an opportunity so I took it.  Poor guy literally
            pissed himself in front of me but lucky him, he got the message I was sending and
            being that I was not vague about his outcome if he didn’t do exactly what I told him,
            it was good damn thing he heard me.  I was your date from the start, Sweetheart.  Sick
            though it may be, I was not going to let anyone touch you, no one but me.”
         

         My head is spinning.  All my young life I had longed to be with Shame.  Too young
            to identify exactly in what way I wanted to be with him, but I just knew I did.
         

         “You meant to take me to my prom from the beginning? Why not just tell me that back
            then Shame?”
         

         “Cause I was a 28 year old grown man, Mace.  You were a 16 year old kid.  Bad enough
            that I knew I wanted you then, but to admit it out loud in front of God and everyone,
            fuck no.  Fuck no!  But no way was I leaving you to a pimple face punk to get inside
            you and not even know what the fuck he was going to do to you once he got there.  Fuck.
            No.”
         

         “What does this mean, Shame?  I’m still like a little sister to you, you just said
            so yourself.  All of my life I have been a kid to you.  Then you kissed me, and I
            thought I was confused about that, but now I’m really confused!”  I’m baiting him,
            not cool, but it is what it is as he likes to say.
         

         “You are mine.  You’ve been mine since you took those training wheels off that pink
            bike of yours and fell at my feet.  Never even cried, you didn’t.  Just sat on my
            lap trusting that I had you.  Well I have you now, baby.  You’re grown up, you’re
            a woman, and you’re mine.  Mine.  You can take some time to come to terms with this,
            but you will be wasting it.  Greyson needs to go the fuck away.  He’s not fucking
            touching you again, nothing touches what is mine and I’m telling you right now that’s
            what you are.”
         

         Both his hands fold onto my face, grabbing me and pulling me towards his he softens
            at the touch, leaning his forehead onto mine.
         

         “Say something, Sweetheart.  Please say something, anything.” He’s pleading.

         Before I can muster another thought he leans in and sucks my bottom lip gently.  He’s
            waiting for my response, verbal or otherwise but I’m lost in his scent and touch.
             All the last weeks’ emotions are whirling into my head.  My mom dying, Grayson’s
            laying there bloodied at the hands of Shame, the pictures of Warren and Greyson’s
            betrayal, and Hem being so angry at me.  The man I crushed on as a child, lusted after
            as a teenager, and loved as an adult just told me I am his.  It’s poetic, almost.
             Some of the most beautiful poems are about heartache though, right?
         

         “I need to talk to Greyson, get this settled.  I can’t think about anything else until
            it is.  I owe him that.  Two years we have been together and I won’t treat him like
            he meant nothing.  I’m sorry if this hurts you, but you’re springing this on me without
            time to process, you want me to say something, I just don’t have anything to say except
            Thank you.  Thank you for being a part of my life and loving me enough to trust me
            with how you feel.  I just need a few days to process and talk to Greyson, okay?  He
            won’t hurt me Shame.  If for no other reason than the threat of you and Hem, he won’t
            put a finger on me.”
         

         I’m trying to soothe him but I know Shame and delayed gratification doesn’t suit him.
             If I’m being honest with myself, I’m not sure what Grayson’s reaction will be when
            he sees me again after all that happened.  I can say that given enough anger he could
            hurt me, but it wouldn’t be intentional.  I’m not trying to make excuses for him in
            my head because I don’t have to, Greyson is a soft man that loves me.  Even through
            all his madness yesterday, I know he still loves me.
         

         Instantly Shame drops his hands to his sides and steps away from me.  I feel the loss
            immediately and I whimper a bit to myself at the loss.
         

         “That fucking word out of your mouth again.  Jesus woman, I show you a glimpse of
            how I feel at the party weeks ago, and I get that name thrown at me.  I pour my fucking
            heart out to you now, after all these years of watching you grow up making mistake
            after mistake with men you hardly know.. and all I ask is for you to say something
            in regard to how I feel and all I get is that fucking name at me again.  Fuck it,
            Mace.  Fuck. It. All.  I never said anything to you.  Forget what you just heard.
             Go find Greyson.  Be happy with him but stay the fuck away from me.  You want him,
            good.  Maybe you two do really deserve each other.”
         

         Without another word, Shame turns and strides from the room.  Every single person
            I love right now no longer trusts me.  This is the loneliest feeling in the world.
             I take five minutes, standing up straight, and I cry.  I cry for all that I’m losing
            and don’t know how to fix.  I want to talk to Sadey because right now Oreos and tears
            sound like a perfect way out.
         

         *****

         Few hours later, I’m gathering my things from Greyson’s.  He wasn’t home when I pulled
            up.  I have to wonder now where he is, if he is with Hood again or my dad.  I still
            can’t fathom my dad and Greyson betraying all trust that I have in them, but being
            that I didn’t see Shame and his feelings for me clearly, I should be second guessing
            all of my gut instincts.
         

         I hear the front door open, I jump momentarily still shaking from the week’s events.
              I can hear Greyson in the foyer talking, but I can’t hear anyone else in the room,
            he must be on his phone.   
“No I told you before, I have it handled.  She will be handled.  Sir, just give me
            a chance to rectify it and I will let you know when all is clear of this mess.”  He
            states quickly.
         

         What the hell?  This doesn’t sound like work.   Putting down my bag I walk towards
            the foyer, still waiting to hear more of the conversation but when I round the corner
            from the hallway all I see is Greyson’s back and I hear the snap of his blackberry
            as he ends the call abruptly.  From the back of him I can see him hang his head.  He’s
            running his hands through his golden hair as if he’s upset and frustrated.  I don’t
            know what to say so I just stand there. Surely he knows I’m here because my car is
            parked outside in front of the condo.  He makes a move to turn around, head still
            hanging down.
         

         When he starts to gain momentum he looks up, and directly into my eyes.  My eyes glance
            at his face then quickly I have to look away.  Oh my god, he’s so beaten.  His left
            eye is swollen shut and he has tape above the right that appears to be holding the
            stitches in place. His nose is black and blue.  His hand is covered in bandage and
            appears blood has bled through.  So many wounds that it’s hard to tell when they happened.
             From what I understand in my brief and angry discussion with Hem, he had paid him
            another visit the day after Shame finished with him so the wounds could be from either.
             I feel like I’m going to be sick.  For once, I am totally ashamed of the men in my
            life.  They have taken so much anger out on Greyson and beat him severely; his only
            offense was that he used words to hurt me.  Those words hurt, yes.  Emotionally though,
            I can recover knowing what he said was out of anger and that anger was born of his
            love for me and seeing me with Shame triggered it.  However, what they have done to Greyson hurts me so much more.
         

         He stares at me and I don’t know what he’s thinking.  He looks confused, pissed, and
            hurt.  I am responsible for that look and my chest constricts because I have made
            my Greyson look helpless and lost.  The man I know and love is broken but I can still
            see him in there.  His eyes are still shining for me, I think.
         

         “Why are you here, Mace?”  He says just loud enough that I have to strain to hear
            him.   He puts his head back down.  I feel his embarrassment radiating off him.  He
            doesn’t want me to see him like this.  He’s always been so perfectly put together
            in my presence; this must be humiliating to him.
         

         “I came to get some of my stuff that has been here, I wasn’t sure…. I didn’t know
            where we… I don’t know, Greyson.  I don’t even know what to say.”  I want to apologize
            but it isn’t my place to apologize for both Hem and Shame.  I didn’t do anything wrong
            to have to apologize on my own behalf, my only blame is that I needed to be consoled
            after hearing about my mother dying.
         

         He snorts.  “What to say. Well, how about you say nothing?  How about you just stand
            there and look at me with those pity eyes that tell me you feel bad for what your
            insane family has done to me, Mace?  Look at me, I’m unrecognizable.  I do not have
            a strong arm, fuck I have never hit another human being in my life!  I’m not built
            like that.  Maybe you like this rough look I have here, huh?”
         

         He is now in motion towards me.  I’m frozen.  In my heart I can feel that whatever
            he’s about to say or do to me is justified and I need to let him have his moment so
            we can talk and move on, one way or another.
         

         “God, Mace.  This is so fucked up!  How did we get here?  I love you so damn much,
            you have to know this by now.  I’ve given you all of me, is it enough for you?  Am
            I enough for you?  Even though I’m hurt I still love you, honey.  So much that I still
            can’t walk away from you after what I saw at the lake.  I don’t want to share your
            heart, please tell me that I’m not.  Tell me that you still love me and want to be
            here, with me.  Please, I will beg.  Don’t leave me, Mace.  I’m sorry for what I said.
             I just saw you with him and I snapped.  God I have never been a jealous person but
            seeing that piece of shit holding you, I saw red.  Immediately I doubted we were really
            true.  I fucked up, forgetting everything about us.  I felt as if I was walking into
            a nightmare.  I’m so sorry.”
         

         He’s near enough to touch me, he raises his uninjured hand to my cheek but doesn’t
            make contact.  It’s as if he’s asking me for my permission.  I respond by leaning
            to his touch and immediately his eyes close and a single tear falls down his cheek.
             He winces when it touches his broken lip so I wipe it away gently.  Leaning down
            he kisses my temple.  He wraps his hand around my neck, never making any more body
            contact than that.
         

         “Think about what you want, Mace.  I’m not going anywhere.  I don’t want to go anywhere
            without you so I will wait.  I’m a patient man, love.  I need to go; I have a meeting
            with a client.  I love you, please think about all I have said.”  His eyes are filled
            with unshed tears.
         

         He then turns and walks away, leaving me to miss his touch.  Can a woman really love
            two men? You see it on television, read about it in books, but life?  Does it really
            happen?
         


      

      

   
         Chapter Five:

         “I know only that what is moral is what you feel good after and what is immoral is
            what you feel bad after.”
         

         --Ernest Hemingway

         It has been three days since I’ve spoken to Hem, Shame, and Greyson.  The men in my
            life are wreaking havoc on my soul, again.  I haven’t been to see Mom since her announcement
            at the family dinner.  She’s been calling, so has dad.  I can’t talk to either of
            them right now.  My voice mail is overflowing with concern but I can’t listen to them.
             I can’t make any decisions about things until I have had my chance to process.  I
            need to face these situations, I know this.  Right now though, I am in my comfortable
            nontoxic place here with Sadey surviving on Oreos and girl talk.
         

         Sadey on the other hand is currently getting ready for yet another party at the Club.
             Hope for her that this one goes better than the last.  I have no plans to be there
            so she’s on her own against Ace and Hem.
         

         The only voicemail I’ve brought myself to listen to was from Greyson.  He just wanted
            to let me know he misses me and loves me.  He is leaving Ohio and headed to Texas
            again, something about an anniversary party at home.  I’m glad he’s gone now.  Although
            I haven’t seen him, just knowing he is near makes it difficult to stay away from him.
             Going back to him without thinking through my feelings for Shame is the chicken way
            out.  I have to choose, I love them both I think, just in different ways.  Greyson
            is a sure bet.  Our lives will be predictable and probably boring with a house in
            the hills and two kids that look like me but act like him.
         

         A life with Shame would be passionate and volatile.  I don’t know if I could withstand
            a lifetime living like that.  I’ve never ever known Shame to show intentions of actually
            claiming anyone, now that it is me so I have no reference on how long we could last
            with him being tied down to one woman, and I do not share.
         

         Shame is apparently still upset at me.  He hasn’t called, sent me a text, or even
            asked Sadey how I’m doing or where I am.  In all these years of knowing Shame, he’s
            never intentionally blocked me out like this.  I’m not sure now, but maybe he really
            does hate me.  That makes my heart hurt more.  Damn.
         

         No way can I approach Hem; he’s so angry and believes that I am in on some great scam
            with dad and Greyson.  Hell, I was so wrapped up in Greyson’s words when I saw what
            they had done to him I couldn’t even begin to question him about those photos.  I
            can’t until I decide where I belong.  My brother and Greyson only agree on one thing,
            loving me.  I don’t want to choose, I can’t choose.  I want a required choice to not
            even be an option.
         

         “You know, stewing and sulking is a terrible color on you, friend?”

         I hate when Sadey is chipper.  I knew I should have added more sugar to her cereal
            this morning.  Maybe if I would have she would be coming down from a severe sugar
            rush right about now and she wouldn’t be pestering me!
         

         “I don’t know.  I kind of like my look.”

         I say this while motioning to my pink penguin pajama pants that I’ve had since my
            freshman year at the university.  They have seen better days but then again, so have
            I.  I pick at a thread that’s unraveling from my penguins so that I can avoid her
            disappointing stare.
         

         “Are you going to the party tonight?  Ace has asked that I go and meet up with him
            for a game of pool.  He’s on a run today but said he will be back by nine so I’m going
            to go and wait for him there.  We can ride together and Ace can give me a ride home
            if you’re not ready when I want to leave.  You need to talk to Hem.”
         

         Disregarding every single damn word she said after Ace, I start in. “Seriously Sade,
            did you not hear a word I said about the man after the last game he played with you
            and Hem?   Damn woman, you are a glutton for punishment!”
         

         Enter eye roll here!

         “I can’t wait for Hem, and I’m not going to wait anymore.  I’m moving on, and tonight
            I’m moving on with a bald head, tattooed, sailor cussing hottie!  If he happens to
            come in the form of Ace, so be it.  He tells me he’s going to be getting patched in,
            that’s good news isn’t it?  It proves the guys recognize that he’s changing.”
         

         “Have you heard the story about the leopard and his spots, cause I’m pretty certain
            he’s the leopard and you’re about to be pounced!”
         

         Again, I’m rolling my eyes.  This conversation is going nowhere and I’m losing valuable
            sleep and sulk time!
         

         “Get your ass up and moving into the shower so you can come with me tonight, Mace.
             You will have fun and maybe you can talk to Hem.  He loves you.  You are his kid
            sister, his family.  Come on, really.   What else do you have to do other than shower?  My friend, sweet sweet friend, you stink!”
         

         Good thing that woman is standing over 10 feet away and I don’t have the energy or
            desire to move from this couch.  She’s so annoying when I’m into my depression.
         

         “We will see.  That’s my answer.  Now, go about your own business and let me back
            to mine.”  Grabbing the remote I hit play on the movie I was watching before she steamrolled
            in here like some Saint on a mission to save.  Zombies are once again developing onto
            the screen and I’m blatantly ignoring her wheeze as she studies the gore they are
            leaving in their wake.  God the woman is a romantic, if a movie isn’t all about confessions
            of love she just can’t stand to watch.
         

         *****

         “I hate mirrors.”  I say to no one.  I’m standing in my room, looking at my full length
            mirror.  I’m not dressed up, and when I mean not dressed up, I mean I look like a
            woman in child’s clothing.  I not only do not want to attend this party, I do not
            want to draw any attention to myself during this party!
         

         Sadey left already, under the assumption that I may or may not show up later.  I already
            knew I was going but I wanted to keep her guessing.  I am only going so that I can
            talk to Hem.  He is the glue that holds me together, literally.  When he and I are
            at odds, it seems everything falls apart and right now before any more time passes
            I’m going to ask him for my damn glue back.  Hopefully he’s had some time to think
            things through and he has come to realize that I love him more than the moon and back
            and he understands I’m not involved with Grey and Dad and their alleged shenanigans.
         

         Pulling up to the compound I can already hear the party in full swing.  Nickelback
            always good party music, is coming from the common area jukebox.  Mental note, I should
            have come earlier.  I realize a bit too late that Hem could be knee deep in alcohol
            by now or dick deep in a Club whore, hooker, slut... Whatever.  Lines of bikes are
            arranged on the platform so I know I’ve got a long walk ahead of me.  Thank hell I
            wore my sneaks, ever the good choice.
         

         Out of my car walking ahead, replaying what I am going to say to make Hem give me
            back my glue, I hear a soft moan.  Not surprising being that this is the weekly Club
            party, and well, a Club party is a Club party and sex is always on the blackboard.
             It is the familiar voice that I hear somewhere next that stops me in my tracks.
         

         “Come on, Ace.  I do want you.  However you want to give it to me, just do it already.”
             Oh like hell I do know this voice!  I scan the area of cars until I spot Sadey’s
            coupe.  My steps increase as I hear her giggle.  Oh hell to the no she is not doing
            this here in her car, at a drunken party, at the Club, with asshat Ace!  Rat bastard
            of all male sluts, shit starter, lion among the lambs.  Okay, I don’t like him.  At
            least I don’t like him with Sadey or anyone else that I know.  Sadey is Hem’s and
            even though he’s too dumbass to see this at the present time, an interception from
            Ace could delay it forever.  No!
         

         “What the hell are you two doing out here?  The party is inside, Sadey!”  I whip the
            door open and she adjusts her jean shorts and barely there tank before she and Ace
            scramble out of the car and around to my side of it.
         

         “Did I miss something cause I thought it was rather chilly this evening and my sweet
            sweet friend, hooker is not a good color on you!”  I’ve used her words against her,
            score one for me please.  “Furthermore, Ace put your small bat back in the cave.  This
            isn’t an amusement park and no one wants to see the smallest bat in town.”  Another
            score for me?  I think so. Hell I’m reeling them in!
         

         Anger rolls out of Ace, but really what is he going to do?  He knows about Sadey’s
            love for Hem, the whole damn Club knows and that makes him an asshole for taking advantage.
             I am fairly certain that is a role he has played before.  Probably a role he excels
            at.  Bastard.
         

         “Wow, Mother!  Sorry I didn’t ask permission to bring my 22 year old self out on a
            date.  This is what people do on dates, Mace.  You probably wouldn’t know though,
            hard to remember dates when you only remember daydreams of the same person for the last 15 years!”  One for Sade and one big bad jab to my
            chest.  
         

         Ace raises an eyebrow at me as Sadey turns in getting close to my face.  “Shit I’m
            sorry, I didn't mean that.  I know you love Greyson, he’s great.  I’m sure he takes
            you on many dates.”  I’m not mad, just hurt.  Brutal truth, it always hurts.
         

         “Stop mumbling Sadey Marie, can you just get back to the inside please?  The last
            thing I need to worry about is you pulling out the V card in a parked car with King
            Jackass during a party at the Club.”  Right when I say that, I know I say it but cannot
            take it back.  
         

         Double dammit!

         “What?  Did she just refer to you as a virgin, Sadey?”  Ace looks...pissed?  Well
            this is new show.  I’ve never seen the little snake show any emotion other than perversion,
            which in fact is an emotion if you’re Ace and you excel at it daily, and he does.
         

         Sadey looks away, but he grabs her face with his hands and points her chin so she’s
            forced to be face to face with him.
         

         “Answer me, now.”  Yep, he’s pissed.  Really pissed.
         

         “Y-Y-YES OKAY!  I’m a living, breathing, walking, anomaly dammit.  I’m a virgin.  I
            haven’t fucked, my cherry is intact, and I’m fresh….”  She tries to continue but Ace
            roars.
         

         “FUCK!  What the FUCK are you doing with me then?  DAMMIT!  I’m not taking something
            from you that you still have, and apparently at your age you mean to still have.  How
            could you even keep this from me?  You knew where things were headed before Little
            Miss Sassy shows up and stops our....  Dammit woman, what is wrong with you?  FUCK!”
         

         Swallowing my snarky comment that I’m about to unleash at him for his obvious insult
            into my intrusion I just grab Sadey by the arm and pull her to me before stepping
            nose to nose with Ace.
         

         “Well you stupid dumbass, maybe since you fuck so many women or because you are just
            plain stupid, you should provide a questionnaire before fucking anything that walks!
             Let’s see, you could ask them about STD’s, if they enjoy ass play, if they have ever been with a man!”
         

         “DAMMIT!” is all he says before storming off towards the Club.

         “Sade, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to....”

         I’m interrupted by her fury, I’ve earned it.  I deserve it.  The look on her face
            tells me she’s not going to hold back either.
         

         “Who. The. Fuck. Are. You?  I don’t even know you anymore.  You have zero right to
            tell me how to run MY LIFE when you only run from your own!  You are a blind woman.
             Seriously fucking lost.  Let’s see, or let’s NOT see in your case, but I will help
            spell this shit out for you.  Hem is pissed at you, Shame doesn’t even acknowledge
            your existence anymore, Greyson calls you a whore but yet rather than dump his sorry
            uptight ass, and you just want “space”.  Are you fucking kidding me that you think
            with all your shit you have time to meddle in mine?  News flash, friend... being a
            raving bitch to those you love is NOT A GOOD COLOR ON YOU!”
         

         She spins and walks away but not before I lose my footing and sit on the hood of her
            car.  She’s right.  I know she’s right but all I have done is to keep those that I
            love happy and protected and in doing so I’ve left my heart without guard and its
            breaking.  I’m so busy protecting those I care about, who is protecting me?
         

         I still need to talk to Hem.  My pity party for one has to wait.  I came here with
            a purpose and although side tracked, I need to talk to Hem.  Adding another name to
            those that I love and that are angry at me only brings me more resolve.  I need my
            glue.  Talking to no one, I sigh. “Please let him be sober and willing to listen to
            me, please.”
         

         Walking through the door I am immediately assaulted by the familiar scent of smoke
            and sex.  I chuckle out loud to myself wondering what Greyson would think of this
            scene.  Although I’ve been around this life since I was eight or so, I still need
            to take pause to gather myself before looking for Hem.
         

         I don’t see him anywhere yet.  I do however find Ace.  He’s standing behind the bar
            serving himself a line of shots.  “I didn’t peg you as a guy who sulks, Ace”.
         

         “Fuck you, Princess” he hisses sarcastically at me knowing full well that the nickname
            pisses me off and he says it while he downs another shot of whiskey.  He doesn’t even
            let go of the bottle before pouring another.
         

         “Well, I did you a favor ya know.  You would have fucked her and broken her and then
            Hem would have beat your ass or put you in the ground.  You should be thanking me
            you Jackass, but just carry on with the drink, yeah?  It suits you.”
         

         I say no more, just walk away leaving him with his anger and regret.

         Leaving Ace to wallow in his sty, and it is not lost on me that I compare him to the
            pig he is, I walk into the main common room.  Vast arrays of flesh, drugs, and smoke
            come into view.  Gross.
         

         The men I get, no decency.  The life they lead is that of danger and at times whether
            I want to acknowledge it or not, crime.  I’m not blind to the fact that most of them
            do not know any different.  They live here; this is where they call home.  They are
            comfortable and are thankful to Hem and the Club that they have a place that they
            can consider collectively theirs.
         

         The women on the other hand, no.  Unless you are an old lady, finance, girlfriend,
            or relative, you are treated like trash.  These women, they know this and yet come
            to this club every week to be used, humiliated, and left either alone or unsatisfied.
             I cannot fathom what their lives are like the other six days of the week if it’s
            this they look forward to every weekend.  I will do everything in my own power to
            not allow Sadey, my sweet Sadey, to become a member of that population, even if she
            hates me for it.  Not that I think Hem would allow that anyway, but being that he’s
            not thinking clearly at the moment, it falls on me to ensure her future safely.  Life
            would be so much easier if we would all just get our shit together.
         

         I haven’t found Hem.  I don’t know where to look other than his room, but when a party
            is in play its common knowledge that the warden be around to correct the inmates if
            something gets out of hand, generally it’s Hem who does this.  I look for Sadey, nothing.
             At least I know she’s not with Ace.  Thank hell for that.
         

         Shaking my head I start towards the stairs.  I’m going first to check to see if Hem
            is okay.  Not only have I not talked to him, I haven’t seen or heard from him or about
            him in three days.  This strikes odd and renews my goal of getting my brother back,
            glue and all.
         

         Rounding the last turn towards the hallway of rooms, that resemble a hotel floor,
            I see a door ajar.  I know this room, I’ve spent time in this room enough to know
            that if his door is open on a night like this it means it is also considered an invitation.
         

         Shame likes women, hasn’t ever been a secret.  Also no secret is that he appreciates
            several at once or in a sequence of nameless faces one after the other after another.
         

         Holding in my gag reflex, I pry the door open in pretense of looking for Hem, asking
            Shame where Hem is at.  Generally Shame keeps tabs on Hem because under stress Hem
            has a tendency to overdrink, overthink, and then overreact.  This is never a great
            combination.  Rarely does my brother really stop and think things through when he’s
            on a tirade.  Yet I know that I’m lying to myself a little bit about just being here
            for Hem, but to be honest the thought of Shame with other women right now makes me
            sick.  He said I was his, but he never said he was mine. I still feel that green eyed
            jealous monster rearing her head as I edge the door open so I can get a full view
            of Shame and Kegs.  Of course he has to be with the biggest whore of them all.
         

         She’s standing above him and is in between his knees as he sits on the edge of his
            bed.  His face is buried in her chest.  All I can see from her back are his hands
            on her bare ass kneading it on either side of that string thong.  Her head is flipped
            back looking at the ceiling as her bleach blond hair cascades down her back.  She
            moans as if he’s already giving it to her good.  She looks as though she is acting,
            probably so.  She and Ace would make a good couple, oh never mind, I actually like
            Ace more than her and wouldn’t even wish her on him.  She needs to go away, for good.
             To be flushed with the rest of the shit.
         

         Before I attempt my escape I hear a pop, yuck.  I know this is his mouth coming off
            her chest so I make a quick attempt to turn around and flee.  I’m stopped immediately
            by the voice of anger before I can make it down the hall and far enough away to really
            make a run for it.
         

         “MACE!”

         He shouts loud enough to create an audience of those lingering in the halls.  His
            voice is so loud and booming that couples actually come out of embrace to see what
            the wall of Shame is about to do to me.
         

         I keep going though.  Then I’m stopped by his strong arm that grips my shoulder to
            turn me around.  My eyes are closed.  I’m trying not to open them, I’m lost in another
            time when he was beautiful, and loved me, and when he said I was his.
         

         I can’t be someone else’s when just a few days ago I was meant to marry Grey.  This
            doesn’t stop me from thinking about Shame and how he makes me feel when it is just
            us.  We have a special way when we are cushioned in our own world and away from the
            exterior bullshit also known as reality.
         

         I open my eyes finding that Shame has now absolutely buried his gaze into me.  It
            is as if the man can look at me and see me in so many different mirrors at once, a
            baby, a child, a teenager, and a grown woman.  Knowing someone your whole life creates
            this kind of bond.  I don’t really know what the hell I’m doing but my hand darts
            to his bottom lip, reaching to feel the piercing.  All these years I’ve studied it,
            but never had the nerve to just touch him like this.  It feels so intimate.
         

         Before I can even pull my hand back, he grabs it and now he’s dragging me back to
            his room, yanking me by the wrist.  I’m not even questioning this and knowing that
            skank is in there I certainly should be questioning everything right now!  The protective
            bubble he creates for me though has me moving in there as quickly as he is.  I want
            to feel safe with him right now; when the entire world is crumbling around me it is
            him that I’m really searching for.
         

         “Out Kegs, now.”  He doesn’t miss a beat as she huffs and takes a few seconds to look
            me up and down like I’m the one that shouldn’t be here.  Bitch.  He moves me by my
            shoulders towards a corner of his room.
         

         “I said OUT KEGS, you can go on your own feet or I can pick you up and toss you out
            on your ass!”
         

         “Oh you have got to be kidding me right now, Shame!  She’s nothing.  Look at her.
             Plain, simple, delicate.  She doesn’t fuck, Shame.  Hell I doubt she’s ever been
            laid, who would fuck her?”  She’s sneering at me.  Bitch!
         

         Slap!

         Oh shit.  Shame just backhanded her and his fury is still coming from every pore in
            his body.  She stands there, tears welling in her eyes. She is grabbing her stuff
            while she is calling him every name imaginable.
         

         His eyes do not leave mine and I am finding it difficult to not look away at his shirtless,
            shoeless, jeans unbuttoned, gorgeous body.  I almost want him to slap her again to
            get her out sooner; I just start to walk away so I can keep his eyes off of me. I
            need to regroup and think for a second.
         

         Finally she leaves, not without slamming the door.  Well point made, she’s mad.  Poor
            girl.  Psh!
         

         “What are you doing up here, Mace?  The party is downstairs.”  His voice is soft and
            patient, I recognize this Shame, and I love this part of him.
         

         “Well, you should say that the other party is downstairs, appeared to me that your party was in here.”  I say sweetly gesturing around the room and to the bed.
         

         I’m standing near the wall and he’s standing beside his bed.  Only about three foot
            of space separate us and since slut slammed the door completely for added props on
            her way out, the room feels much smaller than it ever has.
         

         “Is that why you came up here?  For an invite?  You never have to ask to be invited
            into my bed, Sweetheart.”  He’s walking toward me, like a panther circling its prey.
         

         Shit.

         “No, I was looking for Hem.  I saw your door was open and thought maybe you knew where
            he was.”  My voice is small.  I feel slight standing next to this tattooed, black
            haired, pierced, beautiful Adonis.
         

         “You’re turned on, Mace.  Tell me what you want.”

         “Why do you say things like that to me? Do you like me to be embarrassed?  I mean,
            I just walked in here and you had her boob in your mouth!”   I look down to avoid
            that predatory gaze that will have me surrendering to him without regard of what becomes
            of us after.
         

         “Look at me, Sweetheart.”  I can’t.  If I look at him, he will see through me again.

         “Now.  Right now.  Look at me!  I’m tired of waiting for you, Mace.  Dammit woman
            you are frustrating the shit of out me.”
         

         My insides are stewing now.  Butterflies have invaded my lower belly.  I only feel
            this way with Shame and for so long I just thought it was because of some crazy crush.
             This isn’t a crush; this is something that is so much more.
         

         I finally gather the courage to just glance up quickly.  Seeing his face looking back
            at me, I recognize this moment.  He has such intensity about him as he is standing
            in front of me. This is what I have thought about for years.  I used to sit in my
            high school classes and think about this moment.  I would imagine what his skin would
            feel like as I ran my hands down his chest and back.  I used to wonder if he would
            smell of Shame while he was making love to me, passionately.  What words would he
            whisper to me as we were wrapped in each other’s bodies, souls touching and coming
            together?
         

         This is not what I should be thinking about though. What I should be thinking is how
            to get out of this room so that I don’t clog up an already messed up life with additional
            drama, but this is Shame.
         

         “Be with me.”  I just blurted it, putting it out for him.  I’m silently begging him
            to know what to do with this.
         

         In this moment I want to capture every single hope and dream I ever had about Shame
            and I.  He may hurt me and I may be broken tomorrow.  I know this is possible, but
            tonight I’m willing to take that risk so that every day going forward it isn’t a daydream
            to just think about, it is the memory of Shame.
         

         He doesn’t need any further invitation then what I just offered in those three words.
            Grabbing my neck with one hand and pulling my waist into him, Shame devours my mouth
            with such intensity I feel like I am actually daydreaming again.  I feel his hands
            leave my body and in an instant the hem of my shirt is yanked up and in my spirit
            of obey I lift my hands over my head and he only breaks our kiss long enough to remove
            it.  The smell of him once again invades me.  I can only see, smell, and feel Shame
            in this moment and this time, heart be damned, I won’t let him go.
         


      

      

   
      Chapter Six:

      “God knows I didn't mean to fall in love with her”

      --Ernest Hemingway

      “Tell me yes, Mace.  I need to hear you say it.  Tell me you want this and I will
         give you what you want, what we want.  You have to tell me though, or I’m walking away because this changes us, it
         changes everything.”
      

      Shame’s voice is strained and I can feel he is trying to maintain some control.  I
         don’t want to keep him waiting or make him feel as though this isn’t what I want.
          I am confused this is true, but not about this.  I’ve never been confused for my
         feelings for Shame and right here and now, I know that this is where I am really meant
         to be.
      

      “Make me yours, Shame.  Really, make me yours.  Do not hold back, don’t second guess
         it, and just be with me now.  Please.  I’m here with you because I want to be here.
          Do not go gentle because you are afraid to break me.  Just take me with you and let
         me get lost in this.”
      

      I hear and feel the growl as it comes out of Shame and knowing that what I just said
         has undone him gives me quivers in all the right places.
      

      “Fuck, I want to be inside you, Mace.  Say it again, tell me you want me.  I want
         to hear it from you again and again. Tell me what you want me to do to you, baby.”
      

      He’s deliberate in his words but he’s unmoving with his body.  I inch closer to him,
         he’s trying hold that guard up, the one he always holds when the intimacy of another
         person gets to be too much.  He’s never been good with real emotions and Club whores
         don’t demand that, but I do.  So I’ve decided that if I’m giving myself to Shame tonight
         for the first time in our lives, knowing it will most likely be the last, then I want
         every part of him in this.  Body, mind, heart, and soul.  I’m taking it all, later
         my memory of this night will ask for it.
      

      “Shame, fuck me.  I want you, this, us.  For whatever it is, I want this now.  No
         regrets.  Touch me, make me feel loved, safe and protected.  I need you to do that.”
      

      I can hear the pleading in my voice and I sense his desire for me and as I look down
         to avoid his silver blue eyes again I can see the evidence of my words.  I love this feeling I have over him, even if just for
         tonight.
      

      He no longer hesitates.  He picks me up around the waist and I wrap my legs around
         him.  One hand is on my ass and the other hand has a firm grip on my back, holding
         me to him as if I were going to slip away.
      

      Staring into his eyes I see his gentleness.  He’s looking into my mirrors again and
         the only one he can recognize right in front of him is the woman who loves him.  The
         baby, the child, the teenager, and the woman have all become one now and he sees me
         for who I am.  I’m all those things, through the progression of our lives together.
          It took us so long to get here together.  I feel complete for the first time, and
         God it’s the truest feeling I have ever felt.
      

      He rolls his forehead to mine, my back is now against the door and he still has me
         wrapped around his waist.
      

      “God baby, I love your face.”   My heart swells at that sentiment.  It’s again his
         way of communicating how he feels about me, he doesn’t say those words I want to hear
         but that’s alright.  The words he says belong to Shame and I.
      

      I must have looked away during my thread of thought because I hear him bark at me.
          “No Mace, look at me.  Eyes on me and do not look away.  I want to watch you, to
         see your face beautiful girl, as I feel you from the inside for the first time.  You
         are so beautiful.  You overwhelm me.”  
      

      He puts me down and while my feet hit the floor he is raising both my hands over my
         head, effectively pinning in place while one hand reaches in front of my chest to
         unhook my bra and the other continuing to hold my hands up over my head.
      

      His touch is rough, but not meant to be.  He’s as eager for this as I am.  My bra
         comes loose and my full breasts that are aching to be touched fall against his chest.
          He gives another feral growl before freeing my hands. Watching him, I don’t even
         realize I’m just standing there.  My arms dropped to my sides. I’m so caught up in
         him I don’t register what I’m supposed to do next.
      

      Removing my bra, he reaches for the buttons on my jeans, smartly unbuttoning and dragging
         them down by thighs.  He stops, just below my belly button as if something has bitten
         him and takes in a deep breath.  Oh my.

      “Jesus Christ, I can even smell you, woman.  You are all ready for me aren’t you,
         baby? “All I can do is nod.  “Answer me.” he snaps.  “Words, Mace let me hear that
         beautiful voice.”
      

      “Y-Yes I’m ready.”

      Quickly unzipping his jeans, the buttons already undone and then lowering them just
         enough, I see the head of his cock and Oh My Dear God.  I pause.  It is not just the
         size that has scared the living shit out of me and momentarily put a hold on my erotic
         thoughts, oh no, it is the Goddamn piercing.
      

      Double Dammit.

      I hear him give me a soft chuckle against my neck while walking me backwards towards
         his bed carefully pulling me along, I can sense him wondering if I’m going to bolt.
          I won’t of course, but we need to address this and like right now.
      

      “Baby, it won’t hurt.  It will just enhance your pleasure.”

      Right, are you kidding me right now?  But before I’m able to change my mind and run,
         his body has blanketed mine on the bed.  I can feel him, every delicious inch of him
         is now between my legs, he’s rubbing himself on my thigh with his cock and I can feel the metal against me.
      

      Jesus. 

      Usually during a couple’s first time, there’s always that pregnant pause where one
         or the other may carry a second thought or feel a bit embarrassed or shy.  Maybe they
         ask for the lights off or a second to freshen up, things like that.  Human nature,
         the need to please in exchange for love.  But not now, Shame and I have been together
         in my mind so many times that I feel as though this isn’t really our first time.
      

      “Are you on the pill, Sweetheart?”  Ok, thanks for the reality check.

      “Yes, Shame. He insisted no kids, Greys…”

      “NO, he is not here.  He does not exist between us anymore, do you understand?  You’re
         mine; I’m making you mine right fucking now. This night changes it all, Mace.  Do
         you understand what I’m saying to you?  No more Greyson, no more dates, no more of
         Any.Other.Man.For.You.  You’re mine after this.”
      

      With that he thrusts into me.  Oh. My. God.  I feel every part of him.  I close my
         eyes to savor this moment; he gives me a minute to adjust before he slowly starts
         to build his momentum into me.  Whispering words in my ear about being his, waiting
         so long, loving my face, touching my skin and what it is doing to him, and how long
         he has waited.  I hear his voice, I can feel the emotion behind his words and I know
         I’ve just given my heart to him.  Although it has always been his, even as a child,
         I just signed over all rights.  He has forever ruined me for any other.
      

      “Look at me, beautiful.  Feel me taking you, holding you, and filling you?  Can you
         feel this, Mace?  Sweetheart I’m so sorry, I have wasted so much time.  I waited for
         you to see me, really see me, my beautiful Mace.  I thought if you came to me one
         day, then I would know this was supposed to happen.  I’m not a patient man, but I
         would have waited forever for this.  Jesus you feel so good. Thank you, thank you
         for trusting me enough to give me this.”
      

      He stops his movement just enough to lean down and run his tongue along my bottom
         lip.  I feel his lip piercing brush against my mouth and as I run my tongue along
         it making Shame pick up his movements again.
      

      “Fuck baby, you’re killing me. I’m gonna fuck you now, you want that?  I want to hear
         you say it.  I’m going to fuck you hard and fast now, Mace.  You are so tight, Jesus.
          Let me give you a taste of what you are doing to me.  Tell me you’re mine now and
         tell me you’re ready for this.”
      

      “I want that.  I’m yours.  Always yours.”  

      He may not catch that meaning now, but somewhere down the road he will refer back
         and know that I was always his in some form or another.  He took me as a child and
         let me into that heart of his, and now I’m asking for him to let me keep it.  It’s
         a lot to ask from him, with that thought I can feel tears start and one slides down
         my temple to my hair.
      

      Trying to stop the emotional roller coaster I’m on and just enjoy the physical one,
         I grab his hair and yank on it hard, sending a message that I want more.  He picks
         up pace, touching me all over.  My hands feel his back and I dig my nails into him
         as he closes me into orgasm number one.  I am shaking.  He takes a hand and puts it
         between us gliding it softly and gently over my clit.
      

      “Harder Shame, give me more.”

      “Jesus Christ woman.”  His voice is raspy and tight.

      He slams into me harder, and the hand that was softly rubbing my clit is now devouring
         it.  I begin to feel the immediate build and then explode.  Seeing stars, screaming
         out his name, I’m screaming it for him for the first time, but I’ve screamed it in
         my head so many times before.
      

      “Not done yet baby, I need more.  Give me another.”

      He reaches behind me to tilt my ass so that I feel him deeper.  Jesus, I didn’t think
         this was possible.  I feel the piercing hitting the spot in me, again and again with
         every thrust, and then I break, mindless and shattering all around him.
      

      I bite the sensitive skin between his neck and shoulder, not holding back.  I bite
         down hard.  I am marking him as mine.  Sensing what I have just done and the reasons
         I have done it sends Shame over his edge and leaves him with no control.  He stills
         in me and I know he’s allowing me to milk him right now as I close my walls around
         him.  He whispers my name in my ear, it feels like the slowest and most seductive
         song I have ever heard, yet not a note was played.  This is just what we do to each
         other.
      

      We lay there, entwined together with hands, legs, and neck.  He leans up on his elbows
         and blows on my sweaty chest.  I shiver because of it and he laughs.  I’m so comfortable
         here with him.  I have just made love with my best friend, and I feel no different.
          I’m sore, but emotionally I am the same, just now I’m extremely satisfied.
      

      God, I love this man.  Everything with him is easy.  He accepts me for who I am, raving
         bitch, meddler, over sensitive, and a crazyass, mad woman!
      

      “Shame, what’s your favorite color?”

      He pulls his neck back so he’s looking at me again and then chuckles a bit.  I feel
         it inside of me.
      

      “What the hell kind of question is that?”

      “I just don’t know the answer; I guess I never thought of asking.”

      “I like pink.”

      Now I’m chuckling.  “Pink?  I would have thought you more of a gray or black kind
         of fella.”
      

      “I’m not going to touch the fact you just said ‘fella’ right now, but if you must
         know my reasons for pink then I will tell you.  I like pink because it’s the color
         of your lips, I love your shiny pink lips.  This, too. Pink.”
      

      He says as he grips my nipple in his mouth and sucks it quick and hard then releases.

      “So, my favorite color is now pink.  Any other questions about that?”

      “No.”

      “Didn’t think so.”  He smirks at me now.

      “Can we talk about ice cream?”  I ask him, wondering if he can see I’m stalling because
         I’m not ready to let him go.  I’m so content just laying here in his bed.  It feels
         so familiar.
      

      “Shower Sweetheart, up you get!”

      He slides out of me and I can feel what he’s left behind dripping down my thighs.

      So damn sexy!

      He grabs my arms and pulls me up into him, now as we are both standing he wraps his
         arms around me, as if it’s sinking in what we have done.  He’s holding me out a bit
         from his body, taking mental inventory of me inch by inch always silently asking if
         I’m okay.
      

      “I’m okay, Shame.  You didn’t hurt me.”

      Instantly his face relaxes and he leans into me again, pulling me close and whispers
         in my ear, “I love your face my baby, thank you for being here.”
      

      He lets me go and points toward the shower.  I walk ahead of him, only to feel a big
         slap to my ass.  I turn to him to give my retaliation but I can’t do anything, I’m
         staring at that grin.  Jesus Mother Mary he’s a sight after he’s been sated.  Just
         fucked hair, beads of sweat on those temples running down that strong jaw.  All mine.
          Yum.
      

      We are in the shower, and I’m trying not to ruin a moment but my curiosity is unfortunately
         looking for a cat to kill.
      

      “Shame, what was that?”  I motion back to the bedroom then between him and me.

      “No, I’m not asking in the literal sense, I want to know what we are, you and I?  Am
         I still someone’s little sister that you just happened to have fucked?  Am I something
         you now would consider a Club kind of whore?  Is there some type of fuck arrangement
         we make going forward?  I don’t like the idea of sharing you but understand if variety
         is what you need.  You’re used to having that and I’m not asking for you to change.”
      

      I’m trying to sound nonchalant but I hear myself and I actually sound like a scared
         16 year old right after losing her virginity to the football captain and wants to
         face the brush off head on.
      

      Damn.

      I’m so lost in my own thoughts of me and my whiney self I have missed the fact that
         Shame is rinsing off at a pace that could break records and he’s fixing to leave the
         shower!  What the hell?
      

      “Shame? Where are you going?”  I’m puzzled. What in the world just happened?

      “I’m going to get a fucking drink, Mace.  I’m going to leave your ass up here to decide
         which of those fucking ridiculous choices you want us to be.  You just told me variety
         is what I need, maybe you’re right.  Finish your shower, dammit!  Fuck me Sweetheart;
         you can be so damn stupid!  Thank you for ruining this.”
      

      He gestures between us like I just did a few seconds ago before I put my foot in my
         mouth.  With that poof, he slams the bathroom door and I hear muttered curses as I
         presume he’s dressing.  Oh well hell!
      

      I’m done with my shower, I’ve cleaned up the best I can.  The room smells of smoke,
         sex and Shame.  His room always smells of this combination and thinking of this makes
         me a little nauseous.  Jesus, now I’m wondering how many fucks he’s had on that bed,
         in this room, with those same Goddamn sheets.  I let him take me bare tonight as well.
          I actually didn’t let him do anything; one doesn’t ‘let’ Shame do anything.  Shame
         wants, Shame takes.
      

      No sense waiting, he’s been gone nearly an hour and it doesn’t look like he’s coming
         back anytime soon.  I pack my purse and head out to the common area; I need to get
         out of this room.
      

      I came here to talk to Hem so as I entered the still populated common party area I
         look around for either Sadey or Hem.  Suppose it probably doesn’t matter at this point
         who I see first because I need to talk to each of them.  I want to see Hem first,
         having my glue back will help me patch things up with Sadey and Shame.  Again though,
         they are nowhere to be found.  
      

      I see Ace sitting at the bar.  He sees me and oh and look at those brown eyes roll.
          It is kind of funny.  Big, bald, tattooed, macho stud giving me an eye roll.  I must
         rank pretty high to get one of those!
      

      “Have you seen Shame?  I don’t see anyone else around that I umm, would want to umm,
         interrupt.”
      

      Party still in full swing and all, bodies everywhere and moans are the music.  Now
         that I think about it, I’m a bit surprised to never have seen Ace with one of these
         Club hookers.  Not going to give it another thought though, because I honestly just
         don’t care enough about him to ask why he remains alone all the time.
      

      “Yep I have.” He grins.  Fucker wants to play.  So he’s still pouting over my fit
         the last time I saw him, it’s been three hours buddy, move on.
      

      “Well... Where might have you seen him?”

      “Not really a where or with whom, more of a where and in whom.”
      

      What. The. Fuck.  I wasn’t expecting that.  I don’t deserve that.  What I said to
         Shame was real, made of innocence and fear because I know how the Club members and
         woman work and I was just trying to find out where I fit in, but instead he comes
         down here for his ‘drink’ and ends up with some fucking Club piece?  Hell. No.  I
         don’t even think he’s washed me off of him yet. That thought then enrages me.
      

      I look at Ace, he’s still grinning, fucking smug bastard.  I flip him off in as ladylike
         manner as can be done and walk to the door throwing it open and head straight for
         my car.  Jesus, how did I get here?
      

      Giving up on talking to Hem or Sadey tonight I make my way home.  I need to be alone,
         I curse myself because should have never have let Sade talk me into getting off that
         couch and out of my pink penguin jammies!  Right now I am thankful that Sadey has
         no idea how to do laundry, this means my faithful little penguins are where I left
         them in my hamper!  First break I’ve caught all night, yay for me.
      

   
      Chapter Seven:

      “I'm not unfaithful, darling. I've plenty of faults but I'm very faithful. You'll
         be sick of me I'll be so faithful”
--Ernest Hemingway
      

      The Ride home was unbearable.  With only my tears to keep me company and promises
         of my penguins giving me comfort, I could only replay the night’s events in my head.
          Hem dammit, I need to see Hem.  Get our shit straight so I can have my glue.  Where
         the hell could he be?
      

      When I pull up to our house, I see Sadey’s car parked outside.  I am relieved to see
         her car but, God I really hope I didn’t ruin her entire night.  I thought she was
         going inside to the party as I was when she left me after our fight.  She must have
         left while I was busy with Shame.
      

      My stomach turns a bit at the thought of him.  Wonder what the hell he’s doing or
         better yet, who he’s doing now.  I’m mentally running the list of Club sluts in my
         head.  Kegs, Cherry, Winnie, Bloom... oh, I mean Slut, Skank, Snatch, and Whore.  I’m
         pissed and now acting like a child. Oh my god, I need to stop!
      

      Walking in, the house is dark.  No lights are on in the front room or kitchen.  I
         hear whispers from the hallway.  This is weird.  I feel nervous in my own house now.
          I turn on every light in the front room and hallway.  I head down and hear the whispers
         again, coming from Sadey’s room.  Oh please do not tell me that Ace beat me here,
         cause if that’s the man’s voice I can hear whispering I will friggin come apart and
         I don’t care if that is a good look on me or not!
      

      Rethinking my predicament, and deciding to mind my own business, because what she
         said earlier was probably true.  I have so much shit stirring in my own life, I don’t
         have time to meddle in hers.  Also I’m 99% sure it isn’t Ace I hear, so I’m going
         to stay out of it.
      

      I pass her room when I hear a man say, “Come back over here, Sadey Girl.  You’re not
         leaving this bed until I’ve told you that you’re leaving this bed and I’m still hungry
         for you.”
      

      I stop in my dead in my tracks.  I am going to bust someone’s ass!  Not only do I
         know that voice, I have been looking for that fucking voice all night long.  That
         voice is what led me to Shame and led me also to the most beautiful yet horrible ending
         to a night in my life.
      

      “HELL NO!  PATRICK COLLINS GET YOUR FUCKING ASS OUT OF THAT ROOM, RIGHT MOTHER FUCKING
         NOW.”
      

      I am cursing and roaring like a mother bear and I don’t give a rat’s ass about anything
         or anyone else within hearing distance other than that little shit on the other side
         of that door!  I pace up and down the hall in front of Sadey’s room.  It is taking
         everything in this moment for me not to just chop the door down and with the adrenaline
         running through me right now, due to all the nights events I have no doubt I could
         do it.
      

      Then I hear it.  Sadey starts raving into hysterics.  If I weren’t so fucking pissed
         off right now I would be laughing, at least smirking.  I mean the woman is scrambling.
          Scared Sadey is like a normal Sadey on five energy drinks.  It’s a lethal cocktail
         and those within an earshot had better guard their children.  Sadey doesn’t cuss a
         lot, only when she’s scared or upset.  Right now, she’s terrified.  I want to laugh
         so bad right now, but I’m pissed at Hem.  Hell I’m pissed at them both!
      

      “Fuck fuck fuck, it’s Mace, she’s home.  She’s here Hem, and she’s pissed the hell
         off.  Fuck fuckity fuck fuck!  Have you seen that woman when she’s livid?  It is bad
         Hem, always bad, something to never witness.  Fuck fuck fuck!  Why are you fucking
         just lying there smiling?  Dammit you heifer get up and dressed.  That woman has no
         problem coming in here and chopping your damn dick off and then offering it to you
         for breakfast!  You know how she is, come on!”
      

      “Hem, hurry the fuck up!”  I’m growing tired of waiting and now I hear that little
         prick is smiling?  I have a lot on my mind and the sooner I get a load off it the
         better!  Finally he arrives at the bedroom door as I stand there in the hall waiting.
      

      “The fuck is your problem, Mace?”

      Oh and doesn’t he look just well fucked.  He’s wearing only jeans, his chest is completely
         covered in tattoos and it’s a rare thing for me to see him in this condition and I
         mentally chastise myself for picturing what lead him to me without his clothes or
         cut on.  Although, as pissed as I am I must confess that if he wasn’t my brother I
         would say that the sex of Sadey Lyons agrees with him.   Wait that means... she...Oh
         god... Hem... FUCK!  Sadey senses what I am thinking, and steps in front of Hem, meaning
         to protect him from my fury.  If I wanted at him, she couldn’t stop me.
      

      “You did not just... tell me Sadey Lyons….you didn’t... Fuckin A... you and him...
         you did not just give him your V card?”  I’m screeching!
      

      I’m scared for her response, but I don’t have to wait because she’s smirking at me
         now and here it comes.
      

      “Yep, I sure did. I am no longer a cherry lovin’ woman.”  No, don’t put it like that.
         Gag.
      

      “C'mon Mace, his name has been the only one on that card for as long as I can remember.
          You know it, he knew it, and everyone knew it.  I think even my mother and Gerald
         at the damn post office knew it! “
      

      She looks back to find his face behind her, she smiles and I see an odd look on his
         face.  It isn’t a look I’m familiar with in regards to Hem.  He’s actually fucking
         smiling.  Holy Shit.  My badass brother and the President of Peril, is fucking standing
         in front of me right now and he’s GIDDY like a damn schoolboy.  The man has had countless
         women, sometimes even sharing at the same time with Shame.  I’m talking male whores
         can’t compare to my brother.
      

      Now, I laugh!  Out loud, hysterics, belly laugh.

      “Mace, what the fuck is wrong with you woman?”

      Hem looks a little pissed.  I try to regroup but hell, I can’t.  I’m doubled over
         now, trying to get away from them and heading to the living room.  I’m about to pee
         my pants, stomach cramps are now starting.
      

      Sadey comes after me now in a slow walk.  Maybe I will bite her for good measure,
         keep her on her toes.  This makes me laugh harder but I am serious in my attempts
         to regain composure.
      

      Finally catching my breath I start to educate them on what is making me laugh, “My
         best friend and my brother finally, FINALLY get their shit together and are standing
         in front of me, both half-dressed mind you, after you have taken her into womanhood
         and you are smiling, both of you.  I’m sorry, it’s just ironic, because Shame and
         I did the EXACT same thing, minus the whole ‘V card’, sorry honey but it’s true, and
         our night ended with him leaving me in the shower to go let some Club whore to suck
         me off his cock.  So please understand that this laugh is the only thing holding my
         shit together since my brother Hem, took my glue!” I point at Hem directly for added
         effect.
      

      Okay so my rant may have been a little over the top.  They are both looking at me
         like I have lost my mind.  Hem steps in front of Sadey and now stands between her
         and me in the living room.
      

      “Sister, shut your fucking maniac mouth and let me think for a damn for a second.
          Brother got a whole lotta fucked up information to process just now.  Give a guy
         a minute.  All you Goddamn women are insane.”
      

      He runs his hands through his hair in exasperation.  Good buddy, I’m glad. Now you
         got a taste of how women see men!
      

      “Alright, so yes, Sadey and I slept together.  Yes, she is a virgin no more; you can
         mark that off your ‘mom’ list.  You have no reason any longer to protect her virtues.
         I appreciate what you have done so far, but now, well, moot point.”
      

      I visibly relax and nod. He speaks truth. He took my words well, doesn’t even appear
         mad. Good.
      

      “And as if you need to understand why, yes I am smiling.”  He continues.  “I may seem
         old to you, little sister, but I’m only 32 I am most certainly not dead.  So, yeah,
         let me smile without judgment.  You know how I feel about her, even if words were
         never spoken, it is how I have always felt about Sade.  I would cut any man that would
         have led her into temptation and have taken what was mine.  Now, no one has to wait around for poor little Hem to get his shit together.”
      

      Wow, my brother is such a romantic, and the way he says her name gives me goose bumps
         of happiness for him.  Right up of course until he talks about cutting someone for
         trying to steal her virginity away.
      

      Now his face is getting a wee bit darker.  Shit, hope he doesn’t ever find out about
         Sadey’s near successful attempt to lure Ace into helping her remove her little cherry,
         as she refers.
      

      “Now. Explain. Again. About. You. and Shame. and slow the fuck down so I can understand
         you, all these womanly feelings around me are clogging my damn brain, you women and
         you’re constant chatter, Jesus.”
      

      Shit I forgot about the rest of my rant and now Hem is livid.

      I let out a long sigh, “No, I shouldn’t have said anything, Hem.  Shame and I are
         adults, consenting adults. Shame has sex with a lot of women at the club.  I should
         have assumed when he and I were done... ya know...”
      

      My brother flinches; I can see he’s trying like hell all to avoid thinking about his
         kid sister in that position with his best friend.
      

      “I just shouldn’t have been surprised.  I’m okay, I left.  I’m good.”  I stand staring
         at the floor, twisting my fingers in front of me.  I hope I have calmed Hurricane
         Hem.
      

      Guess I did, he walks right up to me and grabs me in a large bear hug.

      “Sissy, I love you.  I’m sorry for what fucktwat did.  If you’re okay then I’m okay
         but mark this and mark it good, I will be having a chat with my VP.  It is one thing
         to bed my sister without discussing it with me as the President and you being my family,
         but to treat you like this after, to walk away and find open and free pussy while
         you are still at the Club?  No. That does not fucking happen.  Jesus, what was he
         thinking?  Now, what the hell are you talking about glue, honey? “
      

      Oh hell I’m exhausted.  I explain to Hem about what and how he’s my glue.  He did
         not get it until I went into detail about all I had thought I lost this week and how
         my world was caving.  Greyson, Mom, Sadey, Shame, and him.  He got it and wrapped
         me in his arms while I cried and let out some sadness for everything.  God, he’s such
         a good brother.  Sadey is such a good friend.  I should count my blessings more often.
      

      So now we are all sitting down, now opening our third bottle of wine in 30 minutes
         time, someone knocks on the door.  We are all look at each other and then the clock.
          Shit, it is after midnight.  Nothing good comes knocking past midnight.
      

      “Mace, open the fucking door.  I swear to Christ woman, you have about 30 seconds
         to get decent and Open. The. Fucking. Door.”  
Even Shame, after being the asshole that he was, has the sexiest rasp in his voice
         when he’s not getting something that he wants.
      

      “Well okay guys, good night.”  I say to Sadey and Hem while making a helluva hasty
         exit from the madman behind door number one.  I start walking towards the hall, okay
         I’m running towards the hall.
      

      “Fuck that sister, you pulled me out of a naked bed with a naked girl about an hour
         ago and fuck if I didn’t tolerate that bullshit for you.  Turnabout fair play, kid.
          Sit the hell down and let’s let Shame in, shall we?  Let’s get the party started
         and get some shit straight, eh?”
      

      Dammit.

      Hem grabs the handle and whips the door open while Shame is in mid-sentence with another
         threat about the number of seconds I have left to open the door.  Shame’s face pales.
          His tan complexion has faded on impact, by impact I mean Hems fist to Shames nose.
      

      Shit!

      Rushing over to get to Hem and grab his arm that is again in midair ready to strike,
         I harshly whisper to his face. “Dammit Hem, can we just for once not use our fists
         but maybe our words to resolve an issue.  Jesus Christ, we do not live in the wild.
          Step back.”
      

      I look to Shame who is holding his nose, his eyes are watering from the impact.  Hem
         rolls his eyes at me as he turns and walks to Sadey, grabbing her off the couch and
         throwing her over his shoulder.  Such a caveman!
      

      Hem turns his front and Sadey’s ass to look at Shame and I.  Shame still on ground
         outside and I’m standing at the door.
      

      “Work your shit out.  I’m going to bed, a naked bed with a naked girl and this time
         no one comes calling!” he says as he slaps Sadey with an audible pop on the ass.  Now
         she is giggling like a schoolgirl.  My heart swells, so happy for them.
      

      “I do not want to hear you guys!”  Oh please in Heaven, if there was ever a question
         on the thickness of my walls; please let me not hear them.
      

      “I will keep her gagged then, she’s a screamer.”  Oh my god, Hem.  You did not just
         tell me that.
      

      Pulled out of my reverie of Hem and Sadey, I hear Shame let out a fierce and angry
         snort.  He sounds like a bull and looking at him now, I think I’m the red flag!  Shit
         shit shit.  He starts to stand and he has regained some composure.
      

      “Why. The. Fuck. Did. You. Leave. The. Club?  Without me no less, Mace?  Why?  Are
         you seriously that unconvinced that I want you?  I want us.  God dammit woman.  I
         show you how I feel.  I tell you how I feel, which wasn’t easy for me either by the fucking way.  Bad ass bikers don’t
         share feelings like those dammit.  You know this.  Yet you scram the moment shit got
         real.  The very second you felt just a bit unspoiled.  This is me here, not Greyson
         or any other nameless fuck, you’ve been with, and this is me here, fighting with you
         and for you.  What the fuck?”
      

      He’s calmed a tad but then, “ANSWER ME!” never mind.  He’s still fuming.

      “Well.”  I’m angry but I’m unsure how much to let go of.  What he said has pissed
         me off, seriously.  Screw it, my glue is back and he’s in the other room.  Shame wouldn’t
         dare touch me anyway, he loves me too much.  So I continue.
      

      “You miserable ass.  I asked you to define what we were, just as you ‘need to hear
         the words’ well dammit Shame, I NEEDED TO HEAR THE WORDS.  I have loved you for so
         long that it wasn’t enough that this just felt real, I am too insecure and I felt
         I had to ask and get the answer before assuming anything.  Then you left me in that
         damn shower alone to get a ‘drink’.  That drink being, a Club whore.  I’m used to
         this life Shame…”  I’m interrupted abruptly.
      

      “What did you just say?”  He blinks, he really is confused but I’m still mad.

      “No no no, I get to talk, this is my time.  So you take a Club whore after you have
         at me upstairs in your room.  I apparently do not satisfy your hunger.  So, after
         hearing this news I left.  I got my shit and bolted home, yes.  No good woman would
         blame me for it.  And finally, going back to what you said.  Badass biker?  You seriously
         just called yourself that?”  I’m almost smirking.  I can’t help it.  He called himself
         a badass biker.  Do people do that?
      

      “I love your face, baby”.  He walks towards me but all I can think about is that Club
         skank he’s probably wearing.  Which one, where, with her mouth or cunt?  God, I am
         a glutton for punishment.
      

      I spit out at him now. “Don’t touch me, you are a male whore.  I don’t want to share
         you, Shame.  I have been around the life but the thought of sharing the one thing,
         the one part of me that I thought would once be all mine, I just can’t.  I love you
         Shame, never made a secret of this at all, anytime in my life, but I can’t share you.
          A heart can’t beat to half a beat.  You’re part of my heart now and I have to have
         yours, all or none.”
      

      I’m starting to let tears I was holding at bay go.  I didn’t even realize I was holding
         them back.
      

      “Baby, I don’t know what you heard or from where, but I was outside on the back deck
         with Gunner the entire time.  I was so pissed at you, so mad that you would offer
         me those options and without the option of owning you, loving you, and making you
         happy.  I was angry and needed to let off some steam.  Gunner and I downed some beers
         and shot some whiskey then he sent my ass back up to you.  If you don’t believe me,
         then you can ask him.  He’s with Winnie right now, probably not wanting to be disturbed
         but fuck if I won’t make him drag his prospect ass over here and confirm this shit
         for you.”
      

      “Friggin Ace bastard” I hate that prick.

      Shame looks at me, grins just a bit and grabs me to him while kissing the crown of
         my head.  My long hair becomes wrapped around his wrist from the back and he gives
         it a rough yank and takes my mouth.
      

      Pulling away after kissing me senseless, “Are we good now?  Are we okay?  Do we have
         to define us and this relationship this second?  Cause I have other ideas for us this
         morning baby.”  He thinks he’s so clever.  Not this time, buddy.
      

      “Tell me what you want; I want to hear you say it.”  I’m playing his game, stealing
         his lines.
      

      He obviously hasn’t caught on so I know I have some time to play, but not too long
         because I’m giggling on the inside.
      

      I’m going to keep going, “I’m going to fuck you hard baby, you want that?”  And he’s
         just about to fall right into my trap!
      

      His eyes close, “Fuck me Mace, my dick fucking hurts now.  What the hell are you doing
         to me?”  His eyes are still closed tightly so I have to think fast.
      

      “Open your eyes and look at me!  I want you to see what you do to me.”  He raises
         his eyes, looking directly into mine.  I see a flicker of recognition on his face.
      

      I push him towards the couch, I don’t care where we are, and I want Shame inside me.
          I unbutton his jeans and take his hard cock into my hand rubbing the sensitive flesh
         underneath the head and swirling my fingers around it, catching the early juices that
         are coming out of his slit, so gorgeous.
      

      “Feel me taking you, holding you, and loving you, baby? “ I say as I push him down
         to the couch and sit astride him.
      

      All I am wearing is my knee length pajama shirt.  I’m wearing nothing but a thong
         underneath.  I feel his cock twitch under me.  God I want it, but I need to wait.
          I’m baiting my man, teaching him a lesson perhaps.  I’m still smiling inside, because
         this really is fun!
      

      So I start in again on him, “Fuck baby, you’re killing me.  I’m gonna fuck you now,
         you want that?  I want to hear you say it.  I’m going to fuck you hard and fast now,
         Shame.”
      

      Holy.Fucking.Shit. He’s onto me.

      “Oh Mace Mace Mace.”  He shakes his head back and forth as an unnamed threat, I’m
         going to spank your little ass red if you don't get to riding my fucking cock woman
         and right now.  Wouldn’t be a proud moment but I’m about to fucking cum all over your
         hand if you don’t shut your fucking dirty mouth and take me, right now!”
      

      He lifts my hips, tears the thong from my body in one swoop, grabs the hem of my nightshirt
         and takes it over my head, and then his assault on me really starts.  He lifts my
         body and then slams me back onto his.  God he feels so good, filling me and stretching
         me.  I see his pulse on the side of his neck, he’s about to lose control already.
      

      I continue our reverse role play from our night together earlier.  “Look at me, beautiful.
         Thank you for this, thank you for trusting me enough to give me this.” I move his
         hand that is gripping my hip and press it against his heart, repeating his words to
         him but with entire different meaning.  Shame showed me his love tonight for the first
         time while fucking me, I wanted to show him how I love him with my heart.
      

      We have now slowed from the ravenous fuck back to a slow rock, feeling each other,
         loving each other.  I honestly don’t know what feels better, the hard fuck and quick
         emotions or the slow strain of building up and then finally letting go.
      

      “I love you, Shame.  I love you.”  I can feel him tense and as he stills in me while
         he releases.  Those words do this to him, God what a beautiful power that gives me.
      

      *****

      The next morning I awake to an empty bed.  After Shame and I made up, several times
         until dawn, we all but passed out in my room.  Sadey and Hem had remained quiet, if
         they heard us they did not acknowledge it.
      

      We are in a good place, all of us.  Children growing up into adulthood, with each
         other.  Strange how now we give ourselves permission to pair off but still, the four
         of us are each other’s world.
      

      Jumping out of bed and into the shower, I’m listing things I need to do today.  It’s
         Monday morning and since my mom’s announcement I realize that the protective and happy
         world I was living in is about to burst.
      

      I have put off looking for a job long enough; it really is time to grow up.  My degree
         is in English Literature, making me a poetic extension of Hem.  He has a natural gift
         with words that I always admired, however I had to learn and pay for mine and even
         so, I’m no fool to believe I can talk with my heart as he can.
      

      Walking into the kitchen I see everyone.  I mean everyone including, Dad, Mom, Sadey,
         Hem, and Shame.  Dad of course looks disgusted and mom looks upset.  Sadey is sitting
         on Hem’s lap and Hem is holding her tight around her waist.  Shame is making coffee.
          Great, a social visit.
      

      “Well good morning everyone!”  I’m trying to sound upbeat and positive but at glancing
         at the clock and seeing it’s already close to noon, I wince.  I’ve slept my damn day
         away!
      

      “Well, well, there she is.”  Dad sounds sarcastic and so unlike his usual business
         demeanor.  “Glad you could make the day, Sweet Pea.  You must have had quite the night,
         seeing that when I got here Neil was standing in your kitchen in nothing but a pair
         of jeans that most certainly have seen better days.”
      

      Shame glances at me quickly before finishing the cups of coffee he was preparing before
         dad’s snarky comment.  Dad, as ever, refuses to acknowledge Shame’s road name, being
         that he detests the lifestyle.
      

      “Dad, I am sure you did not come here to point out the wardrobe that Shame chose for today, what’s up?”
      

      “Hi there, my beautiful girl.  Don’t you look refreshed and upbeat this afternoon?
          I trust that you slept well.” Thanks for pointing out the obvious Mom.
      

      She looks at Shame and her lips tilt up, not enough to reach her eyes but my mom was
         never accused of being shy so I’m surprised and relieved that she’s not just spelling
         out my behavior in front of everyone.  Mortified!
      

      “Hey there Mama.”  I walk to her and go to kiss her, she lets me now which is new.
          She’s not one to be all hugs and kisses but I don’t care.  I don’t have many days
         left for this.
      

      “How about we get to the reason you're here Warren, huh?”  Hem, still holding Sadey
         and while his eyes are not leaving dad’s, he is sounding annoyed.
      

      “Grey has asked for my assistance with a situation he has in Texas, so first thing
         tomorrow morning I’m leaving with him.  He isn’t of sound mind enough to handle this
         on his own and being that he hasn’t even realized the rest of his hearts demise I
         think it best that since he asked for help, I go.  I need you both to look after your
         mother.  If she needs something, she will call; otherwise I will be back no later
         than Friday morning.”
      

      “That’s it?  You could have just picked up the damn phone and told Mace, no need for
         a house call.  Mama, you have my number and you know you can reach anyone at the Club
         and they can help you if I’m unavailable for immediate reach.”
      

      Hem said that about the Club just to get Dad riled up.  Do men ever really communicate?

      “No, she’s been instructed to call Mace first, if in dire straits she will then contact
         you.  I do not want one of your club flunkies even speaking to my wife, let alone
         being in her presence.”  Oh my god, Dad!
      

      “Fuck you old man.”  Hem then lifts Sadey off his lap, grabbing her hand, and heads
         down the hall to her room.
      

      “Well, now we got him out of the way Sweet Pea, can you make yourself available to
         mother if she needs anything at all?”
      

      He’s talking about mom like she’s not in the room after she just insulted her son
         and all of his brothers.  Dick!
      

      Turning to Mom, “Mom, whatever you need, whenever you need it you just call me.  I’ve
         got no plans other than looking for a real life job this week okay?  If you get lonely
         you can always stay here, too.  Dad, there is no reason for you to discuss my life
         with Greyson at this point.  I need to talk to him myself and discuss our relationship
         face to face just he and I.  Please, as much as you respect and love Greyson, please
         respect that.”
      

      Dad looks at Shame who is now standing behind me and holding my coffee for me to take.

      “Ya know Neil; you were always one of the better boys in the neighborhood, polite
         and respectful, just an overall good kid.  You come from shit ya know, I’m sorry if
         I offend you here but you are no more a man of society anymore as Hem and you are
         sure as hell not good enough for my girl.”
      

      With that, dad grabs mom’s hand and helps her up, wrapping her coat around her.

      My mom blows his rudeness off, “Goodbye Dear, I would like to see you this week if
         you have time.  We need to talk about a few things and girl time will certainly help
         pass the time until Dad returns.”  
      

      She walks to Shame as she pushes against dad’s hold.  Dad’s eyes widen in horror,
         not believing she has just found a backbone.  She walks toward Shame and stops, resting
         her hand on Shame’s cheek and the other hand on my wrist that holds my coffee cup.
      

      “Neil, take care of my girl.  I always knew you loved her, you had stars in your eyes
         and a fight in your heart when you used looked at her.  If you really have the girl
         you want and I believe that you do, hold onto her and make her happy.  True love really
         only comes once in a lifetime, doesn’t it?”  She winks at me and smiles at him.
      

      Shame just blinks, he’s tense from a mothers touch but he says nothing.  When she’s
         finished looking from he and I, he finally grabs her hand that is dropping from his
         face and looks at her for a second then says, “I was always jealous that Hem had a
         Mom like you, you’re a good woman Lynda and if there is anything I can ever do for
         you please don’t hesitate to ask.”  He grabs me by my waist and pulls me to him, my
         back to his front.
      

      I hear Dad hiss in disgust and he snaps at Mom.

      “Your visit is over, let’s go.”

      They exit the house leaving Shame and I completely dumbfounded.  The warden now takes
         the inmate home.  I feel something amiss, I just can’t place it.
      

      “HEM!  Alright you pussy, come on out now!”  Shame is not happy with Hem for leaving
         him alone with daddy viper.  Even the brick house that Shame is, he doesn’t like being
         cornered between retaining his manners to those older than he and being treated like
         scum from the likes of my Dad.
      

      Hem and Sadey make their way back to the kitchen table.

      “Brother, shut the fuck up.  I’m already pissed at you and we are going to hash some
         shit out right now.  My sister is not a Club whore, piece of meat, your beck and call
         girl, or any other trashy piece that you have encountered on that tiny dick of yours.
          Do not hurt her, you get me?  It has been a long time since you and I have gone toe
         to toe, but I remember beating your ass then and I will sure as fuck beat it now if
         you do.”
      

      Shame is holding back a grin because he knows this is the ‘I’m the big brother and
         you will not fuck and dump my sister’ speech.  “Righto Pres., got it.  We are good.”
      

      “You have been warned.”

      Now Hem turns to Sadey, “Woman, why the hell are you out here and not naked in that
         bed waiting for your man?  Is this your way of asking for another spanking cause Sugar,
         you don’t even have to ask.”
      

      Sadey blushes but says nothing as she scurries out of the room.  Hem throws an eye
         roll at Shame and I as if he’s trying to appear tough but then he too scurries out
         of the room following Sadey.  Only together one damn night and he’s spanking her ass
         and demanding her naked, good grief Hem.
      

      Shame is quiet.  I’m nervous because yesterday, last night, and all morning we spent
         time cementing our new relationship and something is eating at him.
      

      “What’s up there big guy?”  I brush a rogue piece of hair that has fallen from behind
         his ear.  His hair still wet from his shower before Dad’s house call.
      

      He grabs my wrist as I finish.  “Mace, are we together?  I mean, I heard you tell
         your dad that you needed to talk to Grey about your relationship with him.  This tells
         me that you may still be in limbo.  I can’t deal with that.  I have to know you’re
         mine or I can’t do this.  Sharing you would rip me apart, even sharing you for a day.
          It just can’t happen, I would be better off spending my days fucking Club whores
         again if you’re still deciding because honestly I don’t think there are any more words
         I could say to convince you that I want this.  I really want to be with you, only
         you and God knows I’ve never wanted anything more.”
      

      “I am yours, all yours.  I just need to finish and clean up with Greyson.  Two years
         is a long time to be with someone, I know you may not have experience in that but
         please trust me that I am the one who is in the eye of this storm.  I need to end
         things with him and it will hurt him and me both.  I don’t want to hurt him anymore
         than needed. There are a lot of memories, Shame and I will not lie to you about that.
          I spent this entire year believing that Greyson was my forever.  He will be angry
         and upset but I promise you I’m going to see him just to end things, okay?”
      

      He leans in and kisses my nose.  What?  My nose?  I lean my body into his and grabbing
         my upper arm tightly on both sides he pushes me and then he steps back.
      

      “No, we will talk after you end things with Grey.  Until then, I’m not risking my
         sanity here.  I love your face baby, but no.  When you and Grey are done, really done,
         I’m here.”  
With that he grabs his wallet and keys and walks out the door.  Damn, I look at his
         ass a lot during his hasty exits.  I sigh knowing that today is going to be a long
         damn day.
      

      I decide it best to text Greyson to see if he has time before he leaves town to meet
         me for coffee.  I need this to be done in a public place.  May sound crazy since I’m
         about to hurt him, but I need him to just not hurt him out loud.  I’m such a cowardice
         bitch.
      

      *ME:  Hi.  Do you have a few minutes today to meet me at our coffee place in about
         an hour?  I am ready to talk to you but it needs to be face to face.
      

      I wait for a response, not long after finishing dishes my phone chimes.

      *GREYSON:  Yes.  Will make time for you, you don’t ever have to ask.  See you then,
         I miss you, Mace.
      

      My heart sinks.  I knew this would be hard, but it is going to be harder than I thought.
          I’ve got no time to prepare so I just head to my room to finish dressing and head
         out the door.
      

      The longer I sit in the coffee shop waiting, the louder my heart beats in my ears.
          It has been over an hour and still no Greyson, very unusual for him to be running
         so late.  I see him walk in and my heart stops mid beat.  He looks disheveled, hurried,
         and anxious.  It is out of character.
      

      He walks directly to me, looking around at every patron to avoid eye contact with
         me.  When he makes it to our table he sits across from me without any physical contact.
          I know I want this to end but it does disappointment me that I didn’t get any sort
         of greeting in way of touch.  Maybe this will make it easier.
      

      “Greyson, we’re over.  We don’t work anymore.  I’m sorry.”  Rip the band aid off quick.

      “Okay.” was all he said.

      “Really?  You’re okay with it ending? I thought maybe…”  I’m immediate cut off.

      “You thought what?  You thought I would say what exactly, Princess?  Maybe cry for you some more?  No, Mace.  I begged you, pleaded with you the last
         time I saw you and told you how much I cared about you and adored you.  You left me
         anyway.  You left and went running to that piece of shit motorcycle outfit and thought
         nothing more of us.  Frankly my dear, you make me sick.  Looking at you sitting here,
         knowing you went to run and fuck that tattooed piece of shit, I’m sick.  So yes, I’m
         more than okay with this ending.  Now, if you excuse me I have places to be.  Good
         luck, Mace.  You’re going to need it.”
      

      Well that went well.  I do not recognize the man that just sat across from me.  He
         appeared cold and distant.  I’m guessing it is because he is stressed about whatever
         dad is helping him with in Texas.
      

   
      Chapter Eight

      "The world is a fine place, and worth fighting for.”

      --Ernest Hemingway

      “What do you mean you can’t find Switch?  I told you where he was at.  The coward
         has been in hiding in the Angels Clubhouse for over a damn year now.  Did ya think
         he was going to just jump out for you all to nab?  C’mon, give me something here dammit. 
         I want him put down, like fuckin’ yesterday.  It is time.  We have waited long enough
         to get him for Doc and I’m done waiting.  Find the fucker and do not call me until
         you do!”  Hem roars curses as he slides his phone off.
      

      “Hem?  You alright?”  I don’t like hearing Hem talk to people like that but I know
         it goes with his position, but usually he tries to keep it somewhat hidden from the
         rest of us.  He’s really pissed right now though.
      

      “Sis, I’m fine.  Just that no one seems to have seen Switch in quite some time and
         I hate when things get too quiet like this.  Drives me fucking nuts waiting for the
         other shoe to drop, that’s all.  Ain’t anything for you to worry about.”  He’s faking
         his calm.  I’m going to give him that.
      

      “Have you seen Shame?  I need to find him.  Sadey and I are going shopping today and
         its girl’s day, so don’t be blowing up her phone with promises of sexual favors either.
          I know how you men work that angle, you feel neglected and then you start to act
         all weepy and sad.  So, if you can tell me where you may have seen Shame, I want to
         suck on his face before I go.”  Hems face twitches as he rolls his eyes, and walks
         away as if I haven’t just asked him twice for help.  Big baby.
      

      “Oh, need to find him with who and doing what?”  Ace chimes in from behind me.  The
         smug little bastard.
      

      Whipping my head around to find the asshole I see him come strutting in with Cherry,
         Club whore number #2.  She doesn’t talk much so I tend to tolerate her a bit better
         than my pal Kegs, speaking of Kegs, I haven’t seen her today either, ahhh to enjoy
         the small favors from above.
      

      “Shut up you ass, you played me yesterday and it didn’t work.  Shame was never in
         or with anyone and you damn well know it don’t you, Prospect?”  He still isn’t exactly slated to be patched in; honestly I don’t think he even wants to be.  Much easier
         being a prick to all while doing everyone's dirty work.
      

      “Okay, I had that coming.  I’m sorry but I was in a mood and I did exactly what you
         said I did, truce?”
      

      Well this is a change.  I’m cautious and not optimistic that this will last past an
         afternoon but alright for Hem and Shame, I will play nice.
      

      “Truce, now have you really seen him today or not?”
“Yes, he’s in his room with Kegs right now, Mace.  Cherry and I just passed them on
         the way down.”   Cherry’s smile drops and she looks to Ace as if he’s got snakes coming
         out of his head.
      

      He isn’t smiling though and he isn’t enjoying this, which means he isn’t lying.

      “Don’t look like that, I’m not even saying it to rile you up, just want you to have
         some warning is all.  Kegs appeared to be lacking of clothes, more than usual.  He
         didn’t look all too eager about it, so she could just be acting like Kegs.”
      

      Cherry gives me a sympathetic look as she slaps Ace upside his head, no longer able
         to hold in her ire for the situation.
      

      “Thanks.”  I mutter as I begin walking to the stairs to find his room again.  De ja
         damn vu!
      

      Up the stairs I see his door open and I hear something similar to whining, but maybe
         it’s moaning.  Goddamn it, tell me this is not happening a-friggin-gain!  He said
         he would wait and technically we aren’t together but surely he didn’t invite Kegs
         up here for some quick head after what he and I shared last night.  I make it to the
         door and tap softly; I don’t want to see more than needed if this is really going
         the way I’m afraid it is.
      

      “Come in.”  Kegs actually coos those words.

      Pushing the door open I see Kegs sitting on the floor in nothing but her bra and thong.
          Who sits on dirty Club carpet…in a thong?  God the woman has zero dignity.
      

      “Hi Shame.  Hi Skank.”  Trying to appear unaffected and failing quickly.

      Shame looks directly at me, he’s sitting on his bed putting on his boots and silent
         pleas come from his eyes for me to remain calm.
      

      “Hi there Sweetheart, Kegs and I were just discussing the fact that I am off the Club
         whore meat market.  I’m a taken man now.  C’mere.”  His smile for me is warm and knowing
         and I love it!   Pleased, I walk to him and sit on his lap, his hands go to my waist
         and he holds me so I’m facing Kegs, still sitting on the damn floor.
      

      “Well this sucks!  He was the best of them ya know that don’t you, Mace?”  Holy Friggin
         Hell, this bitch is talking to me?  Oh lord.
      

      “Ummm sure.  I guess I haven’t really tried the others Kegs, so I don’t have a comparison
         like you do but I’m willing to just believe you, fair?”
      

      Shames body shakes under me and he has buried his face in my back trying to control
         the laugh.  What the heck, now I’m being nice to her?  I feel sorry for her because
         she can no longer have sex with my man?  Has this whole day been sent from the twilight
         zone?  Damn.
      

      She finally gets a hint and gets up, grabs her shirt and daisy dukes off the floor
         from where she was apparently attempting her strip show to entice my man and heads
         towards the door not even dressing before heading out into a hallway full of horny
         bikers, not before turning back though.
      

      “I knew when Shame fell for a girl, he would fall hard.  Mace, you don't like me,
         I already know this but I want tell you something anyway.  When Shame told me you
         all were together finally, I was glad for it.  You can believe that or not, but this
         gives me hope.  It tells me that happy endings really do happen.  Take care you two.”
          Then she was off.
      

      Today has been productive.  I’ve made some peace with both Ace and Kegs, I think.
          Greyson and I are over and Shame and I are together.  What an odd feeling that contentment
         can be.
      

       “Well, I’m unsure what just happened here, but I’m moving on. Jeez.  I’m hard press
         to believe the little witch doesn’t want to kill me in my sleep so she can have you
         back, tell me though, how many others should I fear?  She said you were the ‘best
         of them’ so I’m wondering how many you were the ‘best’ for.”  I’m still not looking
         at him, his hands are tightening around my waist and I know he wants me to turn around
         to face him but I’m not done addressing this bizarre morning.
      

      “Oh and thanks for the support you asshole, I mean it was just so much easier knowing
         you were about to bust up in stitches at her talking to me like I was one of her besties!”
      

      Finally I turn in his lap, now sitting with him between my legs and my thighs resting
         on the bed.  I need him to hear me without any distractions, because this is going
         to be an important moment for us.  I know how Shame is and trusting someone doesn’t
         come naturally for him, he forces himself to work at it.
      

      “I talked to Grey today, it is done.  We are over.”
 “Good to know.” is all he says as he looks into my eyes.  He has his mask on, so
         I have to work at this to get him to drop it and remember it’s me here with him.
      

      “Shame, I love you.  I don’t second guess letting him go.  You are my forever, he
         was just a stand in or a filler.  Saying goodbye to him should have hurt but it didn’t.
          I thought more about getting back here to you, to wrap my arms around you and love
         you without any shadows looming over me.  He’s gone.”  I just get silence, he’s still
         looking at me but saying nothing.
      

      “Say something?”  I’m really trying to be patient.

      “I love your face, baby.”  His face is serious, like he’s studying me in thought.

      Then he grabs me and pulls my body against him and hugs me so tight, his face in my
         neck as I’m combing my fingers through his hair.  I will sit like this for as long
         as Shame needs me to, he’s absorbing the moment.  I’ve had time to think and process
         this already, he hasn’t.
      

      “Thank you.” he murmurs.

      “For what?”

      “For being everything that you are.  For being all that is good in this world for
         me.  For loving me when I know I don’t deserve it.  For forgiving me for being an
         ass to you when I was too stupid to figure out what it was that my heart was trying
         to tell me about us.  I’m going to mess this up, it will happen I promise, but thank
         you for giving me a chance to love your face the way I need to love your face.  Most
         of all, thank you for loving me back, fiercely.”
      

      His face is still in my neck because he doesn’t want me to see him in such a vulnerable
         state.  I will let him hide right now and just hold him for a few more minutes.
      

      Soon I pull him away and stare into those silver eyes.  “You don’t have to thank me,
         Shame.  Just let me in and trust me with your heart, yes?  If you can do that, then
         I have everything I ever truly wanted.”
      

      He kisses me not long enough before his cell phone rings.  He grunts as he lifts me
         to the floor to retrieve it.
      

      “Shit its Hem, fucker knows I’m just upstairs but the bastard has been banging it
         out so damn much with your girl Sadey he’s actually starting to become lazier these
         days.”  I smile as he cuts off the call and throws the phone on the bed.  He doesn’t
         even answer it, bet him is appreciating that right now.
      

      “I’m going now to pick up Sadey for some shopping this afternoon.  I will see you
         later though, okay?”
      

      He gives me a swift hard slap on the ass in the same fashion Hem always gives Sadey,
         I roll my eyes at him and he smirks.
      

      “Pink, baby.”  He says.

      “What?”  I’m thrown by this odd comment.

      “I like to use my hand to make your ass pink.  Another reason it’s my favorite color.”
          Oh my, he makes me wish we had more time for him to show me that right now.
      

      “You’re such a pervert.”  And I’m yours to perverse with, I think as I wink at him.
      

      “See you later, Sweetheart.  Get me something to enjoy on you later.” he says and
         this time he gets to watch me walk out, yay for me.
      

      *****

      “So Miss Sated Sadey, how are you feeling today?”  Picking up my friend and headed
         to our girls day out, I start off on her right as she gets into the car, without giving
         her a chance to even say hello.  I’m going to enjoy a free day of taunting her.
      

      “Mace, I’m sore.  Your brother is certainly the wild man I’ve always heard about.
          The rumors are true.  The man is insatiable. Between his tongue and his hands, I’m
         not sure which I enjoy more.  Wait, it is definitely his dick.  God, they are all
         good, I just don’t know!  Should I keep going or are you grossed out enough yet?”
          She’s smiling and her face looks like it is about to split.
      

      “You can stop now.  I get it.  Oh my god, I knew not to ask.  I just haven’t had a
         chance to talk to you since well, interrupting you and Hem getting intimately acquainted
         at the house after our fight at the club in front of Ace.  So, spill it.  How did
         you two end up in that… position, so to speak?  I don’t need the graphics but I haven’t
         gotten any details because the man hasn’t let you far enough away from him to share
         with your best friend!”
      

      It is true, Hem has been hoarding her and I have yet to be given the juicy details,
         sans the amazing sex she says she is having with my brother.  I’ve missed her and
         me hanging out and chatting.
      

      “I will, but first you need to feed me some lunch, all the sex the last two days has
         given me an overwhelming appetite.”
      

      She’s right, I’ve been adding a few more calories to my day as well since Shame is
         apparently as sex hungry as his club brother, and I shudder to think what those two
         were like during their teenage years.
      

      “Okay but then I want to hear how you got Hem to take you home and remove your fruit!
          You must have been laying down some severe seduction maneuvers, maybe you can teach
         me something.”
      

      I can’t refer to her virtue as being a popped cherry as freely as she does.  Hem means
         too much to her to it be just considered that.
      

      “What’s on agenda today, Mace?  I’m feeling a bit unruly and had an idea.”  She’s
         turning a little red so I’m curious on what her big plan for our day together has
         in store.  Oh how I’ve missed her!
      

      We are eating at our favorite Mexican place, she insists on going here every single
         time we go out.  We are enjoying the afternoon margaritas while gabbing about what
         we have been up too; finally I want to get to the details of how she and Hem ended
         up together back at the house the other night.
      

      “Okay, I’ve kept you waiting long enough.  It is time for me to spill, but afterwards
         I want to hear about how you and Shame got together on that same night!”
      

      I do owe her the same explanations, and I have no problem sharing details with my
         best friend, as long as she can keep her story as PG as she can for me, being that
         it is about my brother.
      

      “Sounds good hit me with it, sister!”  I’m finishing up my first drink and licking
         the salt from the rim, giggling like a little teenager in anticipation of how my brother
         was wooed into finally giving it up to Sadey.  Although he is my brother and I hate
         to think about it, I just can’t see Hem allowing some girl to woo him.  He doesn’t
         have to try to get a woman on him, they flock to him and Sadey is the only person
         I know that has had to work to get him.
      

      “Well, as you know I was pissed as all hell at you for ruining my time with Ace….”

      I cut her off cause I see where she’s headed; I owe her a half apology.  I’m not telling
         her I’m sorry for ruining the moment with Ace, but I was probably a little over the
         top.
      

      “In your car Sade, I didn’t interrupt some romantic gathering so stop with those angry
         eyes you are pulling at me.  I did it only because I was thinking of you and how your
         decision to sleep with him would affect you, later.”
      

      “Yes, yes I know.  I am thankful for you stopping that, but I was so pissed at you
         before I found Hem that night.”
      

      She continues and I’m hanging on every word.  “After I left you and stormed into the
         Club, I was so angry at everyone.  When I walked inside I saw that Hem was sitting
         on a bar stool with Cherry on his lap and right away he noticed my mood.  I froze
         because I was certain I could not handle watching him with Cherry after you had just
         lost my chance with Ace.  I started to turn around and head back out the door, Hem
         yelled for me. Of course I ignored him and kept walking back outside but you know
         Hem, never to be ignored.  He started yelling louder, repeating for me to stop moving.
          So, sucking it up I turned to find him lifting Cherry from his lap and then he whispered
         something in her ear.  She looked at me and frowned but left the room alone.  Then
         he walked up to me and had asked if I was okay.  He looked so thoughtful and gentle. 
         He wasn’t the MC Hem, he was the teenage Hem.  I told him what I was up to that night
         with Ace.  I didn’t even censor it, Mace.  I laid it on heavy too, I had his attention
         for the first time in a long time so I just let it all go.  Even told him how wet
         my panties were just thinking about having sex with Ace.  He did not like it, oh my
         God Mace I thought he was going to spring a leak.  His face got all scrunched up and
         red.  That vein he has at his temple was throbbing and his jaw was ticking, hard. 
         But I knew he didn’t want me like that so what did it matter to him, right?  Let him
         be pissed about a man touching me, he only thinks of me like a little sister anyway.”
      

      I nod in agreement but say nothing because I want her to finish.  “Anyway, before
         I know what is happening he steps back from me a bit and he grabs my arm and pulls
         me outside and dismisses the brothers that are lingering around.  They scatter in
         fear of course because Hem looks enraged.  He pulls me to him and Mace and I’m telling
         you right now I will never forget that kiss.  I felt like I was his whiskey and he
         hadn’t had a drink in weeks.  I know that sounds corny but there is just no other
         way to describe it.  Then he asked me if I had really thought about losing my virginity
         and he wanted to be sure I thought I was ready.  When I said yes I wanted to lose
         it and I was willing to lose it to Ace, he told me that no one was going to give me
         that, but him.”  She’s looking down at her drink in memory, it is so sweet.
      

      “So, then you went back to our place and did the deed?”

      Rolling her eyes she answers me curtly, “Mace, it wasn’t even like that. Sure, I almost
         even thought that this was going to be just Hem doing me some favor, as if he were
         coming over to fix the stove or something.  Ended up though not being anything that
         I thought it would be with him.  I expected a ‘wham bam’ kind of deal but when we
         got back to the house, we talked for a bit about the emotional part of being with
         someone and how the first time should be special.  At one point I thought he had changed
         his mind, he was distant and lost in his own thoughts.  Then Hem put on some music,
         took my hand in his and asked me to dance with him.  He was seducing me with every
         move, Mace.  I will never ever forget holding him while Ed Sheeran said all the words
         Hem wasn’t saying.”
      

      “What was the song?  Do you remember?”  Nope, not just Hem who is soft and romantic.
           Oh, now look at me being all sappy, still knowing it was my brother but who can
         blame me?  Brother or not, that was an incredible moment for her.
      

      “Yes, of course I do.  He played ‘Kiss me’ and I swooned in his arms, Mace.  It was
         beautiful.  I knew Hem had a soft heart and gentle soul but he was more than I could
         have ever imagined.  We danced for a while longer then he asked again if I were sure
         this is what I wanted and once I reassured him, he picked me up and carried me to
         my room and that’s when the most breathtaking moments that I’ve ever experienced happened.
          I’ve never felt that type that closeness and Mace I’m so so so glad I waited and
         it was Hem that I finally gave myself too.  It hurt a bit at first ya know, but he
         was very careful with me.  I know you don’t need all the mechanical details so just
         know I was handled with care.”
      

      She’s lost in thought again; I can’t imagine a more romantic first time for anyone.
          I’m thankful for my brothers’ sweet nature and his love for Sadey.  He gave her that,
         how beautiful.
      

      “So, then how did you guys end up staying together that night?  I mean, surely it
         wasn’t just assumed right?  Anyone can have sex, so how did it go after?”  I’m being
         so nosey but I’m just as caught up in this as she is now.  It isn’t just the alcohol,
         I’ve waiting seriously forever to hear this news and now that I am, I want to enjoy
         it with her.
      

      “So when we finished the first time, he went to the bathroom and he had left me there.
          I thought for a few minutes maybe he was regretting it and trying to take some space. 
         When he came back with a warm cloth to ease my ache and clean me up, I knew I had
         finally gotten to him.  I think I finally really have him, Mace.  All the pieces of
         us finally clicked together and there we were, in my bed.  Large, tattooed, and heart
         sick romantic Hem, in my bed.  It was so hard to comprehend, to process.  All I said
         after was that he could go and he didn’t have to stay and that he had done what I
         asked and so much more.  I thanked him for his gentleness and the fact that this was
         something I would always remember, no one would come close to making me feel this
         way again.  I was honest and told him that he probably ruined me for my next boyfriend.
          Told him I knew what I was doing with him but because of who he was and how he lived,
         I wasn’t going to get clingy for him to stay.  Then he said the words that changed
         it all.  He had looked down at me from where he was standing beside my bed and he
         whispered to me softly, ‘No Sadey Girl, I’m never leaving you again’ and then he came
         down on top of me, using his body to get me open for him again.  We were just getting
         to another good slice of the evening when you stormed in and started screaming through
         the door.”
      

      I have tears in my eyes, I don’t even care.  We are sitting here sharing with each
         other how amazing our lives are and I’m overwhelmed with happiness.  My cup has runneth
         over.
      

      After lunch and hearing Sadey’s plan for us today I am both nervous and excited.  I
         cannot believe she thought of this and I didn’t.  She’s never one to be this forward
         and daring in using her body as expression, but I am and I can’t wait.
      

      We pull up to the tattoo shop ‘Ink Me’ and both of us stop, look at each other, and
         bust out laughing.  We head into the building looking around for someone we know,
         we are doing something crazy so having anyone be witness to this is probably not smart.
      

      Opening the door I usher her in before me but since I’m lost in my own giggles I don’t
         see her stop in her tracks and in my clumsy slip I run right smack into her backside.
          My giggling comes to an end immediately when I see what, no that would be who, she’s
         looking at.
      

      Shit.

      “Oh yeah, look who the cat has dragged in now.  Mace and Sadey, well if it isn’t trouble
         walking.  This is a pleasant and unexpected visit.  I just saw Hem and Shame the other
         night when I stopped by the club to get my cut.  How are you guys?”  Honor says innocently.
      

      He is one of the new prospects that Hem has just authorized.  He’s so sweet.  He has
         a southern accent so strong that you really have to listen close or you miss what
         he’s saying.  He’s all about the quiet charm.  He’s tall, blue eyed, blondish hair,
         and has a clean boy like complexion.  Furthermore, he doesn’t look at women like they
         are his next meal.  Very courteous and sweet, not just because we are the old ladies
         of the club VIP’s but because we are women.  I cannot even believe we walk in here
         and bam, there he is.
      

      “Ummm, hi Honor.  I’m good, very good.  How are you?  I heard about your acceptance
         into Peril, congrats to you.  I didn’t realize you worked here though.  Are you an
         artist?”  Sadey sounds cool and unaffected.  Good damn thing cause I’m about to pee
         right here in my spot.  How did this just happen?
      

      “Thanks, Sadey.”  He lets out a small laugh. “No, I’m not an artist.  I’m a piercer.
          I only work a few days a week when Steph has something she needs to take off for
         or an appointment for the baby.”
      

      Steph is who we actually came here to see not Honor, is a friend of ours from high
         school.  She knows all of us from the Club too.  She has a new baby and she’s a single
         and amazing mom.  Once I thought she and Honor had a thing.  Maybe they do.  They
         would be good together; apparently they carry the same interest of poking holes through
         people for cash.  Sadist folk is what they are.
      

      “No offense Honor but we need her, not you.”  Shit, I’m being rude.

      “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean it like that!  I’m nervous is all.  We came here to get
         a piercing done and I’m more comfortable with Steph inflicting the pain than anyone
         else.  When is she due back?”
      

      “She’s on her way now, and no I’m not offended.  Since now I’m going to be a prospect
         I would rather not suffer at the hands of Hem for hurting his kid sister anyway.  You
         can wait here for her though, I like the company.  It gets too quiet here during this
         part of the day, evening and into the night is when it gets rowdy.”
      

      Oh he’s so sweet I want to put him in my pocket and take his sweet ass home for Cherry
         to meet.  Yes, I’m growing soft towards the woman.
      

      “So, what do you want done and I can write up the order while we wait and have you
         sign the release forms and get you out of here faster and on to enjoying your day.”
      

      “Nope, not going there with you, Honor.  This is not something I want you thinking
         about when you look at me, ever.  You’re cute and sweet and I like you too much to
         avoid you when I’m done here.  Believe me, you would not ever look at me the same.”
      

      Sadey is so serious as she says that.  I let out a sigh because she’s so composed
         and still, I’m about to pee!
      

      “Sadey!  Mace!  There are my girls.  How’s are things?”  Thank God the cavalry is
         here.  “I actually have heard how things are but it is better to hear it firsthand,
         right?  So dish it, are you girls really finally with who this town was always certain
         you should be with?  Mace, you finally dumped Drip for that luscious man, Shame?”
      

      I frown in reference to Greyson.  “Ya know, a lot of women are in mourning this week,
         once the news hit the gossip ring ‘Bag and Drag’ sold straight out of tissues.  Is
         it really true?”  Steph never was one to hold back.  I’m fairly sure this tattoo establishment
         could give the hair stylist group a run for their money with meddling and drama.
      

      “Yepp, I’m with Shame.  Well, meaning we are together.  We just committed actually,
         I cannot even believe the news has traveled that fast.  It’s just been days, what
         the heck?  People must be bored, I’m pretty sure that my relationship should not be
         of anyone’s interest.”
      

      “Oh huneeee!  Girl, it isn’t you that we all are fascinated by, I mean sure we all
         wondered from time to time what the girl who stole Shame from us would be like, but
         being honest we also were well prepared for it to be you, and you just didn’t see
         it yourselves yet.”
      

      “It is still new; we are still working things out.”

      I end this conversation so I can get what I came for and get back to my luscious man
         before he forgets about me and changes his mind.  I don’t care for my insecurity but
         we’ve just started and already the eagles are circling around from above waiting for
         us to fail.
      

      Sadey pipes up, she’s defending me to Steph but there is no need.  Steph isn’t like
         that.
      

      “She and Shame were made for each other and now they are happy, dare anyone to try
         and change that and they will have 60 of the state’s biggest and angriest bikers knocking
         on their door.  People need to shut up and mind their own damn business.”
      

      “Calm down little woman, I’m with you.  I also hear some congratulations are in order
         for you and Hem as well.”  Sadey breaks from her scowl and smiles softly at Steph.
          Damn, the woman is mentally replaying her and Hem together physically in her head.
      

      “Okay Steph, so Sadey and I are here for some body art in form of piercings.  This
         is something I don’t want shared outside of us though; Shame and Hem have no idea
         that we are even here so can you help?”
      

      “Absofuckinglutely my friends!  Let me release Honor, getting his ass outta here and
         I will be right back at ya.”  She’s so easy going, I just love her.
      

      Honor comes back out with a small grin.  Although he’s my age, he sure looks younger
         and there’s a distinct innocence about him.
      

      “See you ladies this weekend; I’m assuming you will be at the Club party right?  Hem
         suggested I go before committing to be sure I can handle all aspects of the guys in motion.”  Oh gross, I can picture Hem explaining about those parties to him in detail.  You
         can claim a man’s heart but a man’s mind will always be his own.
      

      “Yes, Honor honey, we will be there and we will both see you then.  Thanks for the
         help, and the um… discretion.”  Sadey and her inability to be coy.  Honor just smiles
         and heads out the door, taking her cue for confidentiality.
      

      “Let’s get you gals pierced!”  Steph looks a little too excited but, off we go.

      Sadey opted to get her nipples pierced.  Since she went first and having hearing and
         seeing what she just went through, I skipped the nipple decor and just went with one
         in my nose.
      

      Steph is really good at her job, making us comfortable and continuing to chit chat
         about the people in this town and asking about the Club, my mom, and Greyson.  Not
         all of the discussion was uncomfortable, at least not compared to our precarious position
         laid out on her table.
      

      “I have an idea if you guys want to hear it, it really is the latest man crave.”  This
         sounds like trouble but of course Sadey and I are listening, ears up and ready to
         hear what all the young folks are doing.
      

      After it is over, we are headed home.  We are so excited to get back to the boys that
         we decide to surpass on the shopping for today.
      

      *****

      “I’ve missed you, woman.  Only been a few hours but I feel as though I haven’t seen
         you in days.”
      

      Shame missed me, I love that more than I know I should.  It makes him hungry for me
         that I was away from him.  I missed him too but I want to show him what I had done
         today with Sadey and Steph.  All of a sudden I’m nervous though, what if he gets pissed
         or he doesn’t like it.
      

      We are sitting in his room and I’m watching him clean his boots and his cut. He’s
         so engrossed in what he’s doing he hasn’t really looked at me after giving me that
         chaste kiss to say hello.
      

      “So, did you buy me anything?”  I can see he is rushing to finish his task now, he
         has an agenda and I’m game for it, so I just start in.
      

      “Nope, just for me.”  Oh he’s looking at me now, he has just spotted the nose ring.

      I’ve never been one to get something so dramatic and daring quite like this, so being
         that it’s so out of character for me I’m worried he’s going to be upset about it.
          Now he’s waiting for me to continue, in for a penny, in for a pound I guess.
      

      “Do you like it?  I know you see it, you’re staring at it.  I have never did anything
         this crazy but I thought maybe you would like it.  It’s still swollen and it hurts
         but it will get better they said in a few days.  I’ve um… seen some of girls around
         here with nose rings and was hoping you would find it just as sexy on me, maybe?  I
         mean, if you don’t like it I can take it out or go back to ‘Ink’ and have them remove
         it maybe they would even get my money back…”
      

      I’m expelling words for no other reason than just to fill the room with something because he hasn’t said anything at all.  Damn, he’s mad.  He stops my word purge
         before I can keep going.
      

      “Shut up, Mace.  Let me look at you.  First of all, you were beautiful before, you
         do not even compare to ‘the girls around here’ so don’t put yourself in their league
         again, do you hear me?  That trash talk will get you spanked and not for my pleasure.
          It pisses me off.”  His tone is quick and to the point.  “Now, to what I’m really
         fuckin wondering is who touched you at ‘Ink’?  Let’s get to that point because right
         now baby, hurting someone is all I can see.  Someone had to get real fucking close
         to your face and have his hands on you to get this done.  I swear to Christ baby,
         if you say it was Honor working you over I will fucking break him.”  His mind is bouncing
         everywhere and I’m trying to navigate where I’m supposed to be in all this.
      

      “Geez, relax for a minute would you?  Honor was there, but he left before Steph took
         Sadey and me to the back.  He knew Hem would break him for touching Sadey and everyone
         knows it goes unsaid with you, my crazy crazy troglodyte. You are worse than Hem ya
         know, and I didn’t ever think that possible.  I do think though that before I go anywhere
         next time you should hike your leg and just pee on me so that no male within 300 feet
         attempts to get close to me.  Is that a chill I feel, I mean, are we living in the
         wild?  Is the cave door open? Because I’m starting to feel a draft.  Between you and
         Hem dammit, you are making me insane.  Do you fuckin like or not?”   I know I’m dropping
         the F bomb for effect, I’m pissed and he needs to know he’s hurting my feelings.
      

      “Okay I get it, alright?  The thought of Honor putting his southern hand anywhere
         on my woman just pisses me off though.  I’m sorry.  No, there’s no need for me to
         piss on you baby, I think the ‘I’m with Shame’ bumper sticker I put on your car and
         the ‘Don’t fuck with my girl’ sandwich board that I’m going to require you to have
         to wear when you’re not with me from now on should cover it.”  He’s smiling a little
         now but he still has things to say.  “Jesus, you said you were just going shopping!
          Not out to get body alterations, do you women even acknowledge the difference?  Getting
         a hole through your fucking nose isn’t exactly what I consider adding to the certainty
         of the economy.  Now c’mere and let me get a better look.”
      

      Walking to him I drop myself into his seated lap.  Sitting here so close to him, he
         grabs the tops of my thighs and I start to tingle, down there.  Oh shit this is new.  It’s warm and I feel a bit flushed.  Damn, was this a good
         idea?  I’m already a live wire when I’m around Shame, and now I’ve just amped up the
         electricity by 1,000 volts.  He hasn’t even moved his hands, they are just sitting
         in one place now, resting on either side of me. I must take a breath.  I attempt to
         get off him so I can calm down a bit before I end up in orgasm while fully dressed
         in his arms and having to explain myself because he literally hasn’t even touched
         me.  Is there a friggin fan in here?
      

      “Where the fuck you going?”  He grabs me and doesn’t give me room to move.  “You are
         not seriously upset about what I said, are you?  I was just kidding Mace, lighten
         the fuck up.”  He doesn’t understand my intent and he doesn’t like it.  Looking at
         him here sitting on his bed without his shirt or shoes on has me feeling like now
         I’m the panther I want my prey.
      

      I break from his hold and stand right in front of him but far enough away he won’t
         be able to touch me unless he gets up and off the bed.  I turn around so that my back
         is to him and I can see him behind me in his dresser mirror.
      

      I hastily take off my shirt and can see his expression change from concerned to questioning.
          Keeping him on his toes, I remove my bra and let my breasts fall, thinking now I
         should have just gotten the same piercings that Sadey did.  Mental note taken and
         stored.  This would definitely be a shocking moment had I been brave enough today,
         but I have one more secret I’m about to expose and I want to see his face when he
         catches sight of it, or better yet the feel of it.
      

      He’s still looking at me in question, but his eyes are a bit more hooded now.  I can
         see him in the mirror, we are looking at each other closely, sizing each other up.
          I break from his stare and unbutton my jeans, pulling down both my panties and jeans
         in one pull.  When I stand back up I can see that he’s in motion.  Not towards me,
         but in the motion of touching himself.  He’s unzipped his leathers and he is now holding
         and stroking his cock while he watches my reflection in the mirror.  Oh my god, this
         is hot.  The piercing throbs against my clit, I’m excited and I can feel the wet between
         my legs.
      

      It’s only early evening so the room is still bright with late afternoon sun and I
         can see everything he’s doing and I can also hear his ragged breathing over my own.
          I stand straight up and just continue to watch him in the mirror.  If he’s not coming
         after me then I’m going to watch him get himself worked up.
      

      “Are you finished with your little striptease now, baby?  What are you waiting for?
          Is there anything else maybe that you’re looking for?” His voice is raspy and low.
      

      I turn around to face him, I’m completely exposed and he’s looking at me with such
         adoration I’m not even self-conscious because I know this is Shame, the man has already
         seen all of me.  I start to make my way towards him and his head lifts from my body
         to my face to keep eye contact with me and since he’s still sitting down on the edge
         of his bed, this makes me taller than him.  I move his legs with my knee to open him
         so that I can get closer and now that I stand between them I let my body drop.  I’m
         on my knees nearly eye level with his hands and cock.  He’s still stroking it aggressively
         and he is massive in size.  His cock ring is shining in the light of the sun.  God,
         the man looks amazing.
      

      “Give it to me.”  I say in a soft voice but he heard me because his stroking stops
         and he grabs my hand and is now stroking his cock with me, his hand covering mine.
      

      He’s showing me how he likes it.  Jesus, this is so sexy.  I feel him twitching in
         my grip so I wave his hand away, confident I can continue my assault on him without
         help.  He leans back on his forearms, closing his eyes and looking up to the ceiling.
          I see his neck muscles moving and his pulse quicken.  The tattoo on his left bicep
         is tense with wait.  Before he can react I wrap my mouth around the head of his cock
         and suck, hard.
      

      “Fucking hell, Mace. God dammit.”  
His barbell grazes my teeth and makes a clicking sound in my mouth that apparently
         turns him on even more.  He tenses and one hand comes out from behind him to grab
         my head and he starts to gently push it up and down, setting the rhythm that he wants.
          Again, he’s showing me how he likes it and I’m a very willing pupil so I let him
         guide me.  Now he’s going in and out of me at the speed he has fixed.
      

      “You are so damn good with your mouth.  Suck it hard baby, take it deeper.  All of
         it.  Do not fucking stop.  Fuck me; your mouth is so damn hot.”
      

      I continue to suck and I suck him so hard that my jaw starts to tighten.  He must
         sense that because his hands are at my face, running along my jawline with his thumb.
      

      I feel the salty taste of what’s to come and I let go of him with a pop and look up
         to see he’s been watching me, intently.  I don’t know if he wanted me to finish that
         job or not, but I don’t want to lose what he’s got for me, wasting down my throat.
          I think I will reserve that for another time.  Right now though, I want to feel him
         inside, and yes I want to test the new toy!
      

      Whoa, I’m tingling again, time to share my surprise.

      “Shame, I bought something else while I was out.  Something for us to share actually.”

      Being that we are currently in the position that we are in, he looks a bit scared.
          What in the world does he think I brought in here?
      

      “Touch me, Shame.  Put your mouth on me.  Tit for tat, baby.”  Such a setup and he’s
         falling for it.
      

      His eyes look up and down my body for a split second then lifts me off the floor by
         my arm and then like a sack of potatoes, he tosses me on the bed.  Not that I resist
         by any means, I’m so close to showing him what I bought that I am smiling without
         control.  Dammit he is going to ruin this for me if I can’t hold in the giggle!
      

      He comes down and is lying on top of me, my legs are spread and he’s nestled himself
         in between them.  Propped up on his arms his face is angled into mine, he’s looking
         down at me.
      

      “Never knew you had that talent in you, Sexy.  I love that.  You amaze me, again and
         again I always think I know what to expect from you but I don’t, do I?  I love your
         face, beautiful.”  My heart melts and I almost forget where I want this to go.  God
         his words are so damn distracting.
      

      “I love you.”  He doesn’t wince when I say it this time.  He just lets himself absorb
         the words, closing his eyes.  I’m thankful for that, it’s a small feat but it carries
         a lot of meaning for us both.  He’s starting to accept me saying this to him, he’s
         always assumed it because we’ve always been in each other’s lives but now he’s actually
         hearing the words and what it means for me to say them.
      

      Back to business though, “Now, ummm, I believe we had a tit for tat situation, and
         I’ve had my taste of you so big boy, it is your turn to taste me.  Unless you’d rather
         not, I mean I can just get dressed and come back when you’re less busy.  You kind
         of appear distracted anyway, can you even...?  I mean you’re older than me, like a
         lot a lot older... are you still... ya know, ready.. down there?”  I am pulling at
         him now.  I know he’s going to beat my ass for this one but I can’t help it.  I love
         getting at him.
      

      He leans down into me and bites my bottom lip hard, trying to get me to shut up. He
         holds my lip in his mouth until I reach up and flick his nipple with my finger.  It’s
         pebbled from arousal and I know this will get him going faster to where I want him.
          Instantly he releases my lip and I suck it to relieve the pain.
      

      “You done?  Acting like a sex starved little brat, are you done?  I’ve obviously been
         spoiling you because you are now delaying my gratification and woman this is not okay.
          I say this because you know I have better places to be than” He’s reaching for my
         clit, in quick motions.  “...son of a bitch...what the fuck....Mace, what have you
         done…?”
      

      He stops mid-sentence as he puts his hand down a little firmer on my clit and finds
         the hood piercing.  His body freezes and he says nothing.  Not one damn word.  His
         stare is blank; my boy’s eyes are now vacant.  I need to give him a minute but it
         is hard because I don’t know what he’s feeling.  I know what I’m feeling and his touch
         is setting me on fire.  Oh hell, is he pissed?
      

      “Baby, you alright?”  All I can manage to say. He has his hand on my new jewel and
         he’s remaining still. “Honey, say something.”
      

      Without delay he spreads my legs wide using both his knees and he jolts up, looks
         down and spreads me wide using his fingers and sees the barbell that I had Steph put
         in over my clit.  He takes a breath now closes his eyes, then from nowhere he bends
         down and he kisses it gently, once then twice, then again.
      

      I know it isn’t supposed to be a romantic gesture but oh hell if it isn’t to me.  That
         was Shame’s sweet dripping from him.  He lets go and climbs back up me bracing his
         arms again beside my head and moving himself in between my legs, his cock at my entrance.
      

      “You beguile me; you woo me and seduce me, Mace.  Just so much good in you.  I love
         your face, so damn much.  Not because of a new piercing either, you know this right?
          You believe that?”
      

      He pauses and is frantically searching my face before continuing.  “I don’t remember
         what it was like without you. I mean without having you like this.  It has just been days, baby. You have been a part of me for so long though and
         I can’t remember a day I didn’t wake up and think about you in some way.  I hope you
         know that no matter what you do to your body, whether that’s a piercing or a tattoo,
         or the marks our babies will leave on your skin from being carried protectively inside
         you, the wrinkles that may form on you as we get older, or the gray in your hair that
         our children and I most certainly will have caused, I disregard them all.  I see your
         heart Mace, I feel it beat with my own and it’s all consuming.  You don’t ever have
         to change anything for me.  Just be who you are and who you have always been, be with
         me in my life, and share yours with me.”
      

      He pauses and I wipe the edge of his eye before a tear falls from it down his nose.
         “Thank you for the gift though, I love it.  I love it because you did it even though
         I know you we probably fuckin’ scared, and I also know you did it for me.  My brave
         brave crazy ass woman.”
      

      Now I’m speechless and unmoving.  His declaration with words has closed my throat
         and I’m afraid to speak.  He just told me in so many words that he has every intention
         of spending the rest of his life with me.  He talks of me carrying his babies and
         how collectively they will all gray my hair.  I remember I gave him all of me the
         first time we made love, but if there was anything left after that, anything at all,
         it’s gone.  He has it, every single part of me is his now.  I hope he handles me with
         care.
      

   
      Chapter Nine:

      “When people talk, listen completely. Most people never listen.”

      --Ernest Hemingway

      Shame and I have settled into life as a couple.  It has only been a little over a
         month but we are finding that life together is easy and natural.  We already know
         one another and the brothers were all ecstatic when Shame told them we finally made
         the move to being a permanent item.  I won’t allow him to refer to me as an old lady
         though, I’m not sorry for this because I’m only 22 and when I’m 65 then maybe I will
         consider that a titled honor, but right now I want to be referred to as Shames woman,
         or girlfriend, or whatever.. I’m just not old lady material!
      

      Mom is doing alright, considering her illness.  Generally she is doused in pain meds
         and our visits are quick and quiet because her energy wears quickly.  Hem visits during
         dad’s tee time or when mom calls him to tell him coast is clear.  Last visit Hem had
         with mom he came back concerned that maybe dad isn’t doing all he can.  He mentioned
         mom had some bruising around her temple so he blames dad for not watching her in her
         weak state since she told Hem she took a small fall in the shower and hit her head
         on the spigot.
      

      Sadey has been acting weird.  This says a lot since Sadey has that type personality
         anyway.  I’m on my way home now, I have two interviews to prep for and I need alone
         time from Shame to avoid his wonderful distractions.  He and Hem are working Club
         business and I was dismissed immediately when I started asking more questions.  Big
         brother, yeesh!
      

      “Sade, I’m home!  Where are you?”

      Putting my purse on the table I make my way down the hall to my room.  I hear noises
         from the bathroom and stop outside the door.  “Sadey, you in there?  You okay?”
      

      Then I hear the retch sound of vomit.  Gagging just a bit, I open the door inviting
         myself in.  I see Sadey with her head on the toilet.  She’s completely naked and covered
         in sweat.
      

      “Oh Mace.  This sucks.  I think I have that flu or maybe the shower was too hot and
         I haven’t eaten.  My stomach won’t stop turning and I keep vomiting.  Make it stop,
         you know I hate to vomit.  Oh my god, not again.”
      

      She’s again retching into the toilet.  I start to gag a bit again and remind myself
         to hold it together.  When Sadey was seven we had her birthday party at my house.
          Dad dressed up like a clown and all the kids laughed, but not because he was funny.
          Dad just isn’t a jesting type of person. The kids laughed because all he did was
         stand around.  He did try though, I have to give him credit.
      

      Sadey had said earlier that day that she felt sick.  Mom thought it was because she
         ate too much cake.  Sadey’s mom wasn’t worried about it either.  It wasn’t until my
         dad came up from behind her and tried to tickle her to make her laugh that we clued
         the hell in.  She turned green and threw up all over his red clown hair.  Now that
         was hilarious, not to dad or Sadey though.  She ended up having the flu, looking about
         like she does now.  Sweaty and miserable.  My poor girl.
      

      “Let me make you some ice tea, you like ice tea when you’re sick, I remember.  Do
         you want some now?”
      

      “I want my mom, Mace.  Call my mom!”

      She’s forgetting that Mr. and Mrs. Lyons are on a cruise for their 25th Wedding anniversary.
          They left me with their sick daughter this time.  How lucky am I?
      

      “Honey, they are gone remember?  I will be right back and we will clean you up and
         put you to bed, okay?”  Please agree, I need a breather, please please agree.
      

      “Alright but hurry.” She concedes.

      Thank hell!

      Dashing to the kitchen and making my Sadey throw up remedy I send a quick text to
         both Hem and Shame to let them know of Sadey’s condition.
      

      *ME:  Hope you have been cautious around Sadey and not caught any germs, she’s sick
         and vomiting.  I’m going to stay with her tonight.  Sorry Shame, no ass play for you
         later.  xxoo
      

      Giggle and hitting send quickly I dash to the bathroom with tea in hand to find Sadey
         fast asleep on the bathroom floor.  Well crap.  How am I going to get this woman up
         and into bed by myself?  Thinking through a plan, I head back to the kitchen and hear
         the chime of my phone.
      

      *HEM:  Dammit sister, do not be copying me on fuck texts you are sending to my best
         friend and VP.  I knew that little fucker Shame would be an ass player though.  Give
         Sadey a big smack on the ass for me and tell her I will be with her once business
         is done.  Love ya sis.
      

      Whoops!  I forgot I had copied Hem on that text.  Well c’mon, serves him right.  Let
         him have that visual since I still carry the sight of him and all those Club skanks
         sucking his cock etched in my memory.  Ok, back to plan.  Need help getting Sadey
         cleaned and into bed.
      

      *ME: Can’t wait Hem, need help getting your girl to bed.  She’s naked and passed out
         on bathroom floor.  Suggestions?  No disgusting comments back required about her current
         position either!
      

      Immediate response, thank heavens!

      *HEM:  Call a prospect over, be sure my girl is well fuckin’ covered if he’s got to
         touch her.  Ace is at the MC.  He’s not busy.  Have him come over right now.
      

      *ME:  Ok brother bossy, will handle.

      Snidely saluting the phone in a mock gesture, I put it down and grab the brothers’
         directory.  There are sixty of them for Cripes sake so finding Ace will take a minute.
         He’s definitely not someone I keep in my personal call log.  I quickly go back to
         check on my pukey friend to find she’s not moved since I left her.  Small favor there.
      

      Finding the number I dial, Ace answers first ring.  Gees, desperate for a call much?
          “Hey there Ace, Sadey needs help.  She’s sick and I can’t move her and....”   I’m
         cutoff.
      

      “What’s wrong Mace?  What happened?  Is she okay?  Where is she and I will get to
         her?”  I pause because he sounds that scared.  “ANSWER ME WOMAN!”
      

      “Well damn Ace, let me think through all your damn questions!  She’s at home, Hem
         said to call you and you could help because you have nothing going on.  You know where
         she and I live, right?”
      

      “Yes, be there in 10.”  Click.  Well alright, no goodbyes needed.

      Wow, Ace in a hurry, I like this.  Maybe he is changing and wants to be patched in.
          I’m almost impressed.  Or maybe he’s thinking I’m going to leave him alone with my
         best friend.  Not going to happen, buddy.
      

      Going back into the bathroom, I know I need to check on Sadey one more time before
         Ace gets here.  Brother bossy has requested that I make sure she’s somewhat covered,
         Sergeant Rude does have his orders.  I cover her in a big blanket.  She’s soaked.
          I feel her fever before even touching her.  Now I’m getting concerned.
      

      Waiting for Ace in the living room and eight minutes after we disconnect he comes
         barreling through the door.  He’s breathless and red faced.
      

      “Did you run here?”  He looks like shit so I have to ask just in case he passes out
         in front of me.
      

      “Yes, my bike was blocked and everyone was in the church meeting. So, I ran, took
         the shortcut though, lots of damn dogs at my heels too.  Fuckers.”  He’s so out of
         breath.
      

      “Maybe you should take it easy on those smokes, Ace.  You don’t look so good.”

      “Where the fuck is my...fuck... wait...I mean where the fuck is Sadey?”  Whoa.  I
         hope he was not about to refer to her as his because lord help him if he thinks or even accidently were to say that out loud in
         front of one of the brothers!
      

      “Follow me.  She’s a sight for the eyes right now, so don’t you ever tell her I let
         you or anyone see her at her like this.”
      

      “Got it, Mace.  Where. IS. She?”  Whoa again.  He’s so tense.

      “Ace, are you alright?  You are acting weird.”

      “Fine Mace, I’m getting bored with you though. You called me to help, so here I am
         to help and you want to talk about my weirdness.”  He runs his hands over his tanned
         and tattooed bald head in exasperation.
      

      I lead him to Sadey who seems to be mumbling now, but I can’t understand her.  She’s
         still radiating heat from every pore and dripping in sweat.
      

      “Grab some ibuprofen, a cold cloth, and put some new sheets on her bed.  If she’s
         got infection lingering on the old ones the she won’t get better.  I’m going to wrap
         her up and keep her comfortable while you do that.”  Ace giving orders, as a prospect.
          Oh no, doesn’t fly with me.
      

      “Nope.  Promised Hem no one would see her alone during her improvised state.  You
         run through all those tasks that you just rattled off at me, I will wait here and
         then we will carry her together.”
      

      “Jesus Christ, Hem.  Fucking bullheaded donkey’s butt.  Okay, but don’t you leave
         her.”
      

      I smile while holding Sadey because I think he just referred to my brother as an ass,
         politically correct way of doing so let me add.
      

      What is wrong with him?  He’s acting damn crazy!  I hear deliberate noises and know
         that Ace is making quick work of the laundry and wet cloth.
      

      “Alright Miss Sassy, everything for her is ready.  You wanna cover her privates with
         your hands so I don’t fucking sneak a peek at her since she’s looking all kinds of
         sexy in her semi vomited state?”
      

      “I’m sorry, Ace.  I didn’t mean anything by it.  You’re not a woman and you don’t
         understand how we want our image to remain even through illness.  Don’t even act as
         if you can’t understand where Hem is coming from either, this is his woman and just
         recently so.  He’s pissed he can’t be here and doesn’t want anyone else being given
         the opportunity to see his Sadey girl when she’s not decent.  Sorry.”
      

      “It’s fine.  Let’s move this puke stain back to her room.”  He half smiles at me because
         he knows I’m right.
      

      Ace picks her up quickly and carries her to her room, laying her down as if she were
         a newborn baby.  Then wrapping her up without even trying to sneak a peek or catch
         an accidental grope.  I go back to bathroom to get the meds and cloth and come back
         and I pause by the door.  Ace is talking to her with such gentleness now that I’m
         taken back.
      

      “Sadey Bug, can you wake up for a bit so you can take something for your fever?  You’re
         not going to get better until it breaks then you can tell us how you feel.  C’mon
         Sadey... eyes open for me, okay?”   Then he leans down putting his lips against her
         forehead, pausing for just a second, it looks like he’s adding this to his Sadey memory
         box.
      

      I never would have guessed.  The little rat bag, man whore, instigator known as Ace
         is in love.  Problem is, he’s in love with Sadey. You can hear it in his voice.  Shit,
         this is not good.  Not good.

      “She up yet?  She needs to take some of this so we can break that fever.”

      I act as though I’ve heard nothing but Ace looks directly at me and then knows the
         break in my voice is my new found knowledge and his secret is out.
      

      I tilt my head to the side, “Ace, honey… did you hear me?”

      “No, here. You do this.  I need a smoke.  I won’t leave till I know she’s better so
         holler at me when she wakes.  Fuck.”
      

      He tosses both the cloth and pills at me.  Yes, he knows I know something is up.  Although
         he didn’t tell me himself, I heard him.  I heard every crack in his voice and shake
         in his hands.  You don’t need words to be in a room with Ace when Sadey is within
         eyesight or hearing distance.  You can hear it in the air, the traitorous sounds of
         someone in love.
      

      Few minutes later, Sadey comes to for me and accepts the meds, cold water, and cold
         cloth.  I tell her to go back to sleep and let me know if she needs anything.  She
         asked where Hem has gone, said she felt and heard him with her earlier.  I cringe,
         damn she thinks Ace was Hem and that’s not okay with me.
      

      “No baby that was Ace.  Hem still tied up at church tonight with the club meetings
         so Ace came to help me with you, you were scaring me girlfriend.  You look better
         so I’m going to let you rest and tell Ace he has the rest of the night off, now he
         can go wash your puke off his cut.”
      

      I laugh because she looks horrified, even in sickness she’s embarrassed.  I give her
         a wink and close the bedroom door.  Ace and I are going to talk and I don’t want her
         to hear this.
      

      I walk to living room and kitchen, no Ace.  I see his boots at the front door so I
         know he’s still here.  Looking out the back door I can now see the cherry from his
         cigarette glowing as he takes a hit from it.  Gathering my muster I head for the door.
          Ace and I don’t always agree, but now I know we have Sadey in common.  It is in everyone's
         best interest that Ace knows where Sadey wants to be and that’s with Hem.
      

      Opening the door to the deck I sit next to Ace on the bench.

      “She’s better.  Gave her some water and meds and laid the cool cloth on her head.”
         He says nothing to me.  Just stares ahead lost in thought.
      

      “You alright, Ace?  You want to talk about something?”

      He puts out his cigarette and turns his head to me.  Looking sad he says, “No. What
         would you like to talk about, Mace?”
      

      Unsure how fragile the ground I’m about to walk on is I carefully start to tread and
         say as I put my hand on his knee, “Ace, I heard you with her.  People don’t usually
         have such endearing nicknames for those they consider just a friend, what’s up?  You
         can tell me.  I’ve known Sadey all her life and I also know she’s oblivious to anyone
         who may find her attractive.”
      

      “Really, Mace?  You want to talk to me about this?  Cause I’m pretty certain this
         violates about a thousand codes.  Friends’ code, brother code, Club code, fuckin’
         pick one.  All are equal to me not being able to talk to anyone right now.  I’m glad
         she’s okay.  She scared me a bit.  When you called and told me she was sick, I just
         thought maybe Sadey was being Sadey.  Maybe overdramatizing and faking for some attention
         since Hem has been so caught up in finding Switch.”
      

      “What?  Switch still underground hiding?  Shit.”  I lost focus.

      “Yes.”  He stares ahead and I’m coming to a loss for words, but thinking about how
         it felt to have to watch Shame for so long I really can understand how Ace is feeling
         so I’m trying to help without breaking any ‘codes’.
      

      “Ace, ya know it’s okay to have feelings for someone even though they don’t return
         those feelings.  I know first-hand how hard it is, but it isn’t impossible to move
         on from them.”
      

      “Mace, I would be all sorts of killed for saying this to you.  I know you don’t like
         me so it wouldn’t break your heart if I were out of the club or in the hospital due
         to injuries caused from Hem or Shame.  I don’t just have feelings for her.  I think
         I’m in love with her.”
      

      Oh shit!

      “I’m telling you that I know I’m in love with her.  That night you found us in her car outside the Club, that wasn’t
         the only time she and I had been together.  Sure we messed around before, but I tried
         to tell her several times how interested I was in being with her.  I was an idiot
         because I went about it all wrong.  I was so confused because I have never had any
         feelings like these come to the surface, Mace.  When she’s around it is as if my life
         has never been shit.  I never felt lost and I certainly never felt alone.  Sadey makes
         me laugh, no one makes me laugh, no one.  She doesn’t do anything to draw me to her,
         it’s just something that comes naturally.  Aside from being freaked the fuck out about
         these remote feelings, then she tries to sleep with me, giving me her ‘V  Card’ that
         night, as you put it.  That has to mean something, doesn’t it?  Before Hem finally
         pulled his big head out of his ass, I think there was something between us.  Then
         he swoops in and she’s gone from me, just like that.  I don’t ever see her anymore,
         or talk to her.  I miss her and our friendship.  Problem is, although her feelings
         for me changed because of Hem, I still feel the same for her.  I just don’t know what
         to do.  The Club is my life.  I’m not patched in but soon I hope to be.  I’m unsure
         I can do that now, seeing them together all the time and him touching her and hearing
         her talk to him it just makes me crazy.  I want to be that for her and now I can’t.
          I’m such an idiot.”  His voice cracks and my heart cracks for him.
      

      “I’m so sorry, Ace.  You can trust me with this though.  I am here to listen when
         you need me, okay?  I have to tell you, I have misjudged you.  I won’t lie, I wanted
         to kick your ass from here to Sunday for some of the things you said about Sadey and
         wanting to bag and tag her but here you are, admitting your feelings for her, your
         real feelings and I just want you to know I’m sorry for what a bitch I can be.”
      

      He stands, collecting his cigarettes and lighter from the bench and he looks so sad.
         “I’m sorry I was an ass.  Tell her I was here and I said to take care of herself.
          If you need anything while Shame is away this week, just call okay?”
      

      Did I just hear him right?  Shame’s leaving and I’m hearing about it from Ace, although
         now knowing he’s a decent guy, he’s still a prospect.  I’m irked.  Glad I’m under
         darkness so I can just let him believe I already knew.
      

      “Take care, Ace and thanks again for the help and also the talk.”

      “Yeah well, don’t expect me to get all soggy and mushy again like you chicks get.
          One time shot because she scared the shit outta me.”  He smiles and starts to turn
         away.
      

      “Ace, believe this or not, I will see you soggy and mushy again.  I’m counting on
         it.  Now get outta here and go protect that barstool of yours, wouldn’t want one of
         the newer prospects moving in on your familiar territory.”  He laughs at that, good
         to hear him laugh.
      

      “I’m going to stop in and just check on her again, if that’s alright with you?”

      “Yes, but umm don’t... well just stay...uh... you know...”

      “Ok mother, I hear you again loud and clear.  No touching!”

      With that he closes the door and heads inside, leaving me to wonder how I could have
         missed his feelings for her and also wondering how the hell to keep that from Hem.
          Hem is a romantic and they can spot each other out from miles away.  Oye.
      

   
      Chapter Ten:

      “This was the price you paid for sleeping together. This was the end of the trap.
         This was what people got for loving each other.”   
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      Today has started as shit.  I mean, from the moment I opened my eyes I’ve been asking
         for a bad day.  I have to believe it can get better from here though.
      

      It is my first day at my new job.  I got a callback from the local library here in
         town, which is good because the commute time is short and this allows me to sleep
         longer in the mornings.  It has already been established that Mace likes to sleep
         and Mace without enough sleep is a bad idea in every aspect.  They called me after
         a few days after I had interviewed me and told me I had the job if I wanted it.  However
         now, today of all days, I’ve overslept.  Thank goodness I talked Shame into letting
         me sleep at home last night alone so that I could read over the material for today.
          I was up late cramming with information about the library layout, history, owners,
         and future opportunities.  I want to be well ready and prepared for anything they
         may throw at me but come, on it’s a library job how hard could this be really?  Most
         people no longer even go to an actual library since the click from home is so much
         easier, oh our lazy society.  I’m one of those people who has an appreciation for
         books though.  You know those people when you see us.  We like the old fashion, hold
         it in my hands, and check it in and out kind of books.  This makes me the stereotypical
         book nerd, I just don’t care though.  
      

      Today, I don’t care about much really.  I’m pissed I woke up late and now I’m going
         to be walking in there looking like a hot mess.  I didn’t even get lucky last night
         before leaving a pouty Shame, so I have nothing good to show for this late arrival.
          Maybe they won’t even notice, I could be over reacting.  Lack of sleep causes things
         to become out of focus for me.
      

      After getting myself and all of my stuff together, I head to the kitchen to see that
         both Hem and Sadey are sitting at the table with coffee, looking uncomfortable just
         being around one another.  They are not sitting close (or more accurately, Sadey isn’t
         sitting on Hem’s lap) and there's obvious tension in the room, I can feel it.  Hem
         won’t look at me and Sadey looks lost in thought.  I make it to the coffee pot without
         a word being said from either of them and I’m not exactly in the mood to throw some
         cheer at the situation since I’m already late.
      

      Pouring myself a cup of coffee to go along with me and grabbing my lunchbox from the
         fridge, I am wanting to escape the quiet of this room so I turn to head out the door.
          Before I make it there though I take a quick pause, and I stop in front of Sadey.
          
      

      Hem is a brute.  He has about him a tendency to be very dark and moody when he is
         stressed or feels pressured.  Right now, he’s testing Sadey.  Pushing her buttons,
         maybe because things at the club are starting to feel a little out of control due
         to the upcoming party tonight. So sensing Hem’s obvious mood, I lean into her and
         hug her tight around her shoulders as she sits, and I am balancing my lunchbox and
         coffee with the same arm.  She doesn’t respond but I hear her take in a quick breath
         and release it so I know she’s not unaffected by my obvious support.  Hem doesn’t
         miss it as he shoots me a glare and as I glance at him I can tell that my big brother
         appears to be in full pout mode, I scoff in his direction.  It isn’t fair to me to
         side with Sadey without knowing what is really going on but I’m a woman and it just
         happens to be that we live by our own codes, that being we believe hoes before bros.
          
      

      Suffer Hem, you overgrown baby, it won’t kill you.  With this, I turn to leave.

      The short commute to work is easy, I love that I’m just three minutes away.  During
         that short drive I have practiced a fake smile and when I look at the clock to see
         that although technically I’m not late, I still only have about three full minutes
         to spare.  I try to let go of this rough morning, hoping this day will only get better.
          
      

      Walking into the library I’m reminded about how excited I was when I got the job offer
         and accepted it earlier this week.  I love this place.  It has an almost historical
         ambiance to it.  I stand by the door looking for anyone to greet me.  The door was
         open so I know someone is here.  Hours of operation don’t begin for another hour but
         we have to prep the books and get late slips ready before doors open so we know who
         and what to expect for our day.  
      

      “Hello there, you must be Mace.  Can you lock the door behind you for me so customers
         who don’t bother to take instruction don’t bust in on us during prep?  I’m so excited
         to meet you.  Small town and all but we haven’t met yet, have we?  I’m Peyton.  My
         grandparents still own this joint so maybe you met Gramma during your interviews.
          She’s the one who told me all about you, adding how you’ve just finished college
         and majored in English Literature.  Sounds like you are certainly a perfect fit for
         us here!  She will be along later, she goes to see Grandpa in the home every single
         day on her way in so she usually rolls up about 10 o’clock or so.  I’m here every
         morning at 8 o’clock.  We can chat a bit before delving into what you will be doing.
          I’ve been here for about two years.  I used to live in Virginia with my mom, but
         I came out here to live with Gramma when Grandpa started failing and now, two years
         later look at me cause I’m still here.”
      

      Dear lord this little blond bombshell just doesn’t shut up.  It’s so friggin early too.  “So, do you have coffee here or should I plan to bring
         my own going forward?  I usually keep drinking it until about noon.”
      

      I’m trying to steer clear of touchy feely get to know me talk so early in the damn
         morning.  Especially after the morning I just had.  
      

      “Yep, Gramma makes it though and hold onto your ponytail girlfriend because it is
         S-T-R-O-N-G.”  She spells it out for additional effect.
      

      “No problem, maybe Gramma is onto something there.  Back to your inquiry, no I don’t
         think we have met.  If you don’t mind me asking you this, how old are you?  You look
         so young so if you tell me that you are older than I am I won’t be happy about it
         so tread carefully since I’ve just had this cup of coffee yet today.”  
      

      I smile as I talk to her, still though if she comes at me with an age older than I,
         I’m going to have to excuse myself to gag in private.
      

      “Well, technically I’m 19.  My fake ID though has me at 21.  You don’t get to tell
         Gramma about that either.  I keep pretty low key when I go to ‘Shell Horns’ on Saturday
         nights, you know that club right off Third Ave?  They have live bands that are to
         D-I-E for.  So I guard that little gem with my life and I’m willing to cut someone
         who threatens to have me part with it.  I consider it a key to a whole other world
         outside Grammas compound that she calls our house.”  
      

      She’s smiling now too but I can see she’s an ornery little shit.  I like her though
         and in her own way she reminds me of Sadey, which will make me love my job.  
      

      “Alright I get it, you’re 21 outside these door but you’re 19 in front of Gramma.”
          I roll my eyes and set my purse down on her desk since I don’t know where I’m going
         to be stationed.
      

      “Mace, ya know, now that I think about it I know we’ve never met but umm, if I remember
         something right, you are related to that hunky man that drives that big bike around
         here.  What’s his name again?  Hine, Haem, wait...”
      

      I’m going to help her out, the wheel is still spinning but the hamster is dead.  “It’s
         Hem honey and yes, that’s my big brother.  He’s hard to miss but once you get to know
         him he is nothing like he appears to be.”
      

      “Damn the man is fine.  F-I-N-E in that dirty boy kind of way.  I would love a chance
         at something that tall, dark, and dangerous.”  
      

      Enter yet another eye roll, throw in a gag this time too.  All my life people want
         to discuss my brothers apparent sex appeal, I’m his sister people, clue the hell in.  I’m surprised I have any sex drive with as many questions
         as I have always had to answer about my brother.
      

      Let me just cut this shit off right now because if she asks me for his name, number,
         address, social security information, favorite smell.. you get it.
      

      “Honey, I gotta tell ya right now, he’s taken.  Off the market, sorry buddy.  He’s
         with my best friend, Sadey.  They were meant to be together since we were kids.  They
         are happy now, still adjusting but I think every relationship continues to progress
         in some way.”  I’ve probably misspoke because she doesn’t understand relationships,
         just a guess.
      

      “Damn, well there are plenty of those Peril boys and other club boys to go around,
         right?  And you tell Sadey Lyons she is one lucky bitch.”  Hell, she’s actually more
         ornery than I thought.  I’m going into Mama Bear mode after just meeting her, figures
         she would be familiar with Sadey, birds of a feather.
      

      “Yes, but you be careful.  Not all those biker boys are friendly here, do you understand
         what I am saying and you hear me?  Several of those boys in this area do not care
         about women, children, and laws and you do not want to get on their radar.  So promise
         me to settle yourself and not just throw caution to the wind just for the chance to
         get involved with someone because they are tall, dark, and dangerous with a cut?  If
         you really want to meet some nice laid back bikers I will see about getting you invited
         to a club party at Hem’s. They happen every week whether there is reason to party
         or not.  Something tells me that you're not really the type to offend easy anyway.
          No personal offense, just an observation is all.”  
      

      I don’t want to hurt her feelings but I want her to watch herself.  She’s beautiful,
         young, and would make an easy target as biker prey, all 5’1 and 105 pounds of her.
      

      “Alright then mother, I will use caution and yes, if you could hook me up to a party
         that would be A-W-S-O-M-E.  I’ve never even spoken to a man on a bike, Gramma keeps
         close watch on me other than when I’m at Shell Horns, only because she doesn’t know
         I’m there.  They don’t allow colors in there which means I’ve never been socially
         around any of them.”  
      

      Shit this child is wearing me down, I need to stop this now.

      “If you continue to call me mother, I’m going to share with Gramma that you have a
         fake ID and you know how to use it.  You’ve already forewarned me about cutting me,
         so you can try, but I will be ready and waiting.  Also, can we dial back on the spelling
         it out for me, maybe just at least until I get a few cups of coffee in the morning,
         every morning?  It stumps me when I have to stop in the middle of the conversation
         and read the letters in my head.  Bit embarrassing to be honest, you understand.”
      

      I smile hoping she isn’t upset at my rant.  We’ve just met but already I’m about to
         bust out Mama Bear for real.
      

      “Yes, okay.”  She sighs and looks around.

      “We better get cracking this morning because we have a lot of work to get done before
         Gramma comes in, if she comes in and things aren’t to her order then the rest of the
         day she makes life M-I-S-E...err... miserable.”  
      

      She smiles shyly.  Damn she’s cute.  Surely there’s a good man out there willing to
         take care of her, because lord knows she’s a bit rambunctious!  Whoever the man, he’s
         going to have to possess a strong hand or he’s going to get ran over!
      

      She finishes showing me around then brings me back to my desk.  I get to sit up front,
         which I will enjoy.  I love kids and there are still parents that believe in the actual
         book, just not for themselves.  Elderly folks too, they come in because they have
         yet to adjust to the life of the internet.  I’m really going to like my job, though.
          Maybe the day is looking up.  Already its noon.  I haven’t talked to anyone outside
         these walls because we have been so busy so I excuse myself for lunch and head towards
         the back room to warm up my food.  I take out my phone to see a few missed calls from
         Shame but then see the text message.
      

      *SHAME: Tried 2 call u cpl x’s 2day tn relzed u wud b at wrk. Jst wnt 2 say hi n tht
         I will cu 2ngt.  xxoo S.
      

      Dear heavens, this man has me in about as many word knots as Peyton.  Why can’t people
         just use the English language as it is meant to be used?  I’m tired and a bit annoyed
         today, this doesn’t help.  These texts from Shame are always cryptic, as if he thinks
         he has to pay for each word when sending the text.
      

      Today has been a long day already and I’m so glad I agreed to start work on a Friday
         because I do miss Shame and I’m not going to see him all day. The weekend will give
         me another couple days to ease into a full week of work next week.  Tonight is the
         patch and prospect party for the boys, so Shame and I will get to hang out all evening
         then will end up staying the rest of the night at the Club.  I am really looking forward
         to being around my extended family just relaxing.  Coming out of thought, I need to
         text him back so he doesn’t go all alpha with worry.
      

      *ME:  Don’t be afraid to send multiple texts buddy, hard to decipher what you are
         saying but I miss you and am looking fwd to seeing you tonight, too.  Love you.  M.
      

      *SHAME: Ok I get your point.  I look fwd to seeing you later I’ve got plans for that
         sassy mouth of yours and it has my cock twitching in my pants now.  Spell that out
         enough for you Sweetheart?  Love your face, g2g, Hem is on a rampage today.
      

      Yes, I bet dear Hem is still pouty.  Good, let the boys at the Club take care of him
         cause Sadey looked crazed and in need of a break from his intensity.  
      

      “You are looking quite taken, little Missy.  Interesting phone call?”  Peyton takes
         my lunch from microwave and brings it to me at the table as I shutdown my phone and
         put it away.  That kid doesn’t miss a damn thing, I will have to watch for her going
         forward.
      

      “Thank you, and yes I was just talking to my man...err... boyfriend.”  I giggle now
         because still, even after all the time that has passed, I can’t wrap my head around
         what Shame and I are.  “He misses me, this is the first day I’ve had to actually wait
         to see him.  He isn’t exactly a patient man when it is something he is waiting for.”
      

      “Mmmhmmm, who is he, do I know him?  Generally a girl doesn’t look like you without
         some hunka hunka tail wrapped up on her.”  She smiles and winks as she watches me
         blush.  How is she just 19?
      

      “His road name is Shame, can’t really tell you more because it is the only name he.…”

      “SHUT UP!”  She interrupts me in a flash.  

      “I’m sorry Mace but I mean, SHUT UP!  Girl that man is fine.  Shoot, every time I
         see him out or God forbid have to be within any sort small distance of him, even if
         it’s just at the store, gas station, where ever, I gotta hold my breath.  That man
         is like sex walking.  Jesus woman, why did you get a job?  If I were his woman I would seriously make it my full time job to be at his disposal anytime anywhere any day.”  Good lord this child says what
         she means.  I’m blushing feverishly now.
      

      “I would be happy to do that but ya know what they say?  Absence makes the heart grow
         fonder?”  I’m reaching, trying to calm her hormones.
      

      “No idea what you’re even saying right now.  I hear your words but they just don’t
         compute.   Who wants absence from that man?”  She looks at me like I’m not making
         any sense.  Again, poor fella who gets her better be prepared.  What a nut!
      

      “Maybe if my librarian career doesn’t pan out then I will rethink my full time job.”
      

      We giggle over lunch then prepare the library to open back up at one o’clock.  Just
         four more hours and I’m headed towards Shame.  Thank hell.
      

      *****

      “Don’t tease me woman, get up on here.”  

      Shame is sitting on a barstool in the Club already enjoying a beer.  I just walked
         in from work and I would love a shower and change of clothes so keeping this in mind
         I make quick work of having a shot of something strong, a heart stopping kiss to give
         my man a preview of what went through my mind all day without him, and in return I
         appreciate his heart stopping smile that does things to me, there.
      

      Then I make my way upstairs with my plan.  He’s really not expecting my trickery but
         this right here tonight, is our first public outing as a couple.  The last few Club
         parties we have skipped, per my request and Hem’s dismay.  I just wanted to be sure
         that the Club skanks, brothers, and outsiders had time to adjust to the idea that
         Shame is off the radar, he’s no longer able to meet others ‘needs’.  He is taken and
         he is mine.  They can look, I can’t control that and still keep my sanity, but they cannot touch!
      

      I lay down for a quick nap, falling fast asleep trying to shake off my bad day and
         I’m determined to make this a good night, Shame and Hem leave the day after tomorrow
         for at least a week.  They are going to Texas on the heels of Switch, Hem is certainly
         in revenge mode and although I’m very concerned for his safety, it is nice to see
         that he’s letting go of the grief for Doc and heading into the angry state of mind
         so he can find whomever is responsible and give them something to think about.
      

      I’m woken by the sound of angry voices outside Shames door.  Ace.  I remember the
         sound of his voice from when he came to help take care of Sadey, now he sounds desperate.
          I can’t hear who he is talking to or what the conversation is about, but he’s upset
         and the man he’s going toe to toe with appears to have it handled and sends Ace back
         downstairs to help greet and join his new brothers being added to our family as prospects.
      

      We are also celebrating both Ace and Gunner becoming part of the family tonight.  One
         would think Ace would be excited about this.  The new cut patches arrived yesterday
         and Hem looked relieved to be adding them as part of his family.  Unsure what exactly
         is going on among the brothers, I don’t get a good feeling for tonight.  As long as
         Shame and I are good, I can take whatever anyone wants to throw our way.
      

      Out of the shower and dressed I take one last look in the mirror.  I don’t even recognize
         myself.  I’m wearing a red dress that compliments my brown eyes and hair.  Dramatic
         makeup generally doesn’t fit me but tonight I look hot, even if it’s just me here
         to say it.  I’ve left my hair hanging down my back in large curls, for additional
         effect.  If I turn around just right and my hair moves, you can see the skin of my
         back and it is obvious I’m not wearing a bra.  First time for me.  I readjust my garter,
         which I bought in mind to make Shame crazy.  I step into my black heels, reasonably
         inched to suit my height.  I’ve never been in hurry to break my neck or fall or God
         forbid give the boys a show so these heels are perfect.  I grab my phone from my bag
         and quickly text Sadey to see if she and Hem are here yet.  She had told me via text
         when I got off work that she and Hem were headed to our house to ‘work their shit
         out’ before tonight as Hem told her.  
      

      *ME:  Got my beauty sleep, making my way down now.  The party is about to kick out
         into full swing, hope you are already here and I see you down there, sister!  Hugs.
         M.
      

      *SADEY:  I’m here.  Please hurry Mace, I need you.

      Shit.  What the hell does that mean?  Sadey is never serious when I’m talking to her
         in jest.  Great, I’m hoping Hem hasn’t done anything stupid already.  Maybe I better
         send a quick text to Shame so he can be on lookout for me or Hem to ensure he stays
         out of trouble.
      

      *ME: On way down sorry for delay baby, slept bit longer than planned.  Something is
         wrong with Sadey, I’m concerned.  Hoping it isn’t Hem, keep an eye out for them?  xxoo
         M.
      

      Opening the door to the hall, I’m immediately consumed by brothers, women, drink,
         smoke, and of course sex.  Good grief it must be a packed room if they are lingering
         all the way up here.  Or maybe they are waiting and looking for open rooms.  Good
         thinking, Mace.  On that note I turn to lock Shame’s door to avoid a surprise in our
         bed later.
      

      All the way downstairs my stomach folds in nerves.  I don’t see anyone when I arrive,
         anyone meaning Hem, Sadey, Shame, Ace, or anyone else I’m comfortably close with.
          Hell I don’t even see Kegs or Cherry.  Weird how now I’m almost comfortable with
         those girls, they have taken their talons out of both Hem and Shame.  I’m almost proud
         of them for this.
      

      I do spot Gunner though, sitting alone at the bar.  He doesn’t look to be celebrating
         anything.  He’s always so quiet and scary looking.  Since I don’t see anyone else
         I make my way to him.  He and I have never really talked so I’m determined to change
         something about that now.
      

      “Hi Mace, looking for Shame? I just saw Hem with him, called him outside I think.
          I don’t know what they were looking at but Hem didn’t look pleased.”  He’s trying
         to come off as casual but the worry lines in his brow are sending out mixed signals
         of concern.
      

      “Nah, I’m not really looking for anyone per se, just wanted to get a quick drink for
         courage before I face the party.  Tonight is the first night Shame and I are making
         ourselves public.  Not that we are celebrities or royalty or anything, just ya know,
         it’s more for me really.  I didn’t want us to jump out in the open and then I have
         to remove my claws from some bitch’s eyes.”  He laughs.  
      

      Now that I remember, I have never heard Gunner actually laugh.  He only has ever scowled
         at me in Hem’s wake.  Maybe I was wrong about him too, as I was wrong about Ace and
         probably Kegs.
      

      Speaking of Ace, I want to find him and check on him.  After he and I had our heart
         to heart about Sadey I really haven’t talked to him and now I know for a fact he hasn’t
         had a great night upstairs, maybe I can help him.
      

      “Have you seen Ace by chance, Gunner?”  He looks at me skeptically.  He doesn’t want
         to answer this question and now I’m nervous as hell.  “Gunner, where’s Ace? If you
         know then you have to tell me because if you don’t tell me then that means I go looking
         all over hell for him and no telling what I run into doing this. Do you want me opening
         every door to every sexcapade in my determination to find him?”  I look at him with
         sad eyes, hoping he falls for this.
      

      “Mace, I think you need to sit this one out.  Stay here with me, I’m thirsty so let’s
         get some shots and line them up.  I’m evening willing to offer up a bet that you can’t
         hold your whiskey for more than three shots.  Besides Mace, this is not something
         that concerns you and I personally would like to not see you being witness to it.
          Hell, according to Hem even now that I’m a patched in member here, this doesn’t include
         me either.”
      

      “Gunner, you suck at stalling.  Tell me where everyone is at, I don’t even see Sadey
         and I know she’s down here because she told me to hurry and she was scared.  Something
         is wrong, you have to tell me!”  I’m aware I’m shouting now, but don’t care.
      

      “Fine.  Dammit Mace, Ace decided he would get hammered early today before the patch
         party and well, when people drink that much that fast it tends to have the truth serum
         effect.”
      

      “Shit Gunner, you have to tell me where Hem took him!  You have to tell me now.  He’s
         your brother too.  You know Hem, and if what I think happened then Ace needs someone
         to help him.”  
      

      I know said too much, I’ve just insinuated that I know what was said to Hem from Ace.
         I’m trusting Gunner doesn’t rat me out to Hem later.  
      

      “Dammit woman, you fucking knew?  You knew how he felt about her and you said nothing? 
         Holy shit, Hem is going to lose his shit and I mean really, he was borderline in losing
         his shit when Ace got in his face about Sadey and telling Hem how to treat her, but
         you want to go waltzing down there telling those boys who have him right fucking now
         that you already knew, Jesus Christ Mace, what the hell are you doing?  Now I sure
         as fuck don’t want to tell you and send you into that mess, Dammit Mace.  For the
         sister of the President of our Club, you don’t think much, do you?”
      

      I deserve his anger.  I didn’t say anything because I really thought Ace was going
         to let it go, I should have known the moment he actually referred to her as his, mishap
         or not, he wasn’t going to be able to forget about her.  Love is tricky that way.
          Shit.
      

      “Please Gunner, I can leave you out of all this, please you have to tell me.”

      “They are in the back of the compound, Mace.  Behind all the work sheds, into the
         timber a bit.  There is a slab of concrete that they take others who need a talking
         too and Mace, I’m only telling you this because Hem took Sadey with him.  She was
         frantic.  She was begging him to just let her explain and so he grabbed her telling
         her she could explain on the way.  Go see if you can help her.  Surely Hem wouldn’t
         punish her would he?  Even if she betrayed him in the worst way, he wouldn’t lay a hand on her, would he?”  
      

      I see regret in Gunner’s eyes.  He may be rethinking his commitment to the club now.
          For so long Gunner was an independent, a man who lived the biker life but was free
         to roam, never committing to any Club specifically.
      

      Without thinking I lean into Gunner and quickly kiss his cheek, wanting to ease his
         mind that he did the right thing telling me and how I appreciate his honesty.  I don’t
         have time right now to yield his guilt completely.  
      

      He doesn’t move but glances around the room taking inventory of who just saw me kiss
         him.  I send him an apologizing glance and make my way to the back door.  I’ve only
         known that pad of cement to be used for one of two things. To beat one of our own
         out of a confession or to punish someone of another cut for a brotherhood crime then
         send they back to their gang sending a message.  Talking to no one I mumble in the
         darkness, “Oh Ace, hold on buddy, I’m coming.”
      

      I take off my heels and sprint to where I can hear the pounding of flesh and Sadey
         is whimpering.  Stepping in from behind the shed, I nearly faint.  Ace is tied up
         in a standing position, hanging from a wooden post, as two nameless brothers take
         aim at his body in turn.  Hem has his hand tightly over Sadey’s face to muffle her
         cries, and she leans into him behind her.  She’s frantic, I’m unsure how long she’s
         had to witness this.  Shame catches my eye and he looks so pissed.  They don’t know
         that I knew about this so his anger is all for Ace and probably Sadey now, most likely
         she’s already been mentally convicted of an imaginary crime.  She’s an innocent in
         this, she really did not know anything about how Ace felt.
      

      “Hem make them stop, please.”  Hem turns to find me standing behind he and Sadey.
          He drops Sadey immediately from his grip and sets his furious eyes at me.  She’s
         sobbing on her knees trying to avoid looking at any of us.
      

      “Hold up a second boys.”  He roars to his brothers.  Then comes back at me.  “You
         take her back up the fucking Clubhouse.  She’s seen enough, but she needed to see
         what happens to brothers who interfere with another brother’s woman.  This ain’t personal,
         this is code, and it is how we live.  She wants to be part of this life, then by God
         she needs to really get a flavor for it.”
      

      I look directly into Hem’s face, my eyes are full of defiance.  “No I’m not leaving.”
          My eyes never leaving Hem’s, my chin remains strong as I continue.  “Sadey go now,
         go back to the house and talk to no one.  If you would rather not go to Hems room
         then go to Shames, it’s locked but Gunner can get you in.  He’s sitting at the bar.
          No one finds out about this, so don’t forget, you say nothing.  I will be there shortly
         to take us home, you can’t drive in this state so don’t leave without me with you.
          Pack your bag because you aren’t coming back here.”  
      

      She nods her head as she stands and runs away without looking back at Hem or I she
         is literally running as fast as her legs will carry her.  Shame looks at me and the
         anger continues to rise on his face.  He is clean of the blood and so is Hem, I’m
         thankful for that because Ace didn’t get the beating personally from them.  Those
         two men are so powerful and combined, I’m unsure he would have survived it.  Fuck
         if this isn’t a situation that I have no backup for.  
      

      I look at Ace.  Holy Fuck.  He’s almost unrecognizable.  No one deserves this for
         falling in love with someone.  
      

      “Why have you done this to him?”  My stomach is turning and I am talking calmly all
         the while the storm inside me still rages on.  “What was his sin Hem that you would
         allow, wait, that you would order these two men to beat him to this state?”  I’m waiting,
         getting no answer I’m headed into Mama Bear mode.  “Fucking tell me, Hem!  What was
         the great crime that matches this punishment?”  The two men that have halted the assault
         are panting, waiting for word to continue.
      

      “He’s in love with my woman!  Fucking bastard loves my woman and right after I patch his fucking ass in as part of my family, he gets fucking
         drunk as hell and then he decides he wants to have a chat with me about how I treat
         my woman!  No fucking way does that fly here, Princess.  Although I’m enjoying this
         chat, I don’t have to justify shit to you.  Get the fuck out of here and let me finish
         what we came here for.”  Sick fucking bastard.  
      

      Shame has said not one word.  This makes him just as guilty as Hem.  He has to know
         this is fucked up.  
      

      Ace starts coming to now and I pray he passes out again, no way he can even see anything
         in front of him. So much blood dripping into his eyes and I would rather he not feel
         the next blows coming.  I’m trying to buy him some time with my attempts at calming
         Hurricane Hem.
      

      “No, fuck you Hem.  No, you don’t really have to justify club business to me, do you?
          Maybe if you did you would have thought this shit through.  So you’re telling me
         his crime is falling in love with someone?  I mean, do you really believe that people
         are able to help who they fall in love with?  You think Sadey meant to fall in love
         with you all those years ago?  Look at yourself!  You fucking broke her tonight, Hem!”
      

      I turn in a full circle where I stand regain some composure before I continue. “I
         realize it’s an emotion that you aren’t familiar with but love happens Hem, we don’t
         choose who we love.  Jesus, ever stop to think how or why Sadey is with you and not
         him right now?  He didn’t fucking attempt to fuck her dammit, from what you are telling
         me his only real crime was bringing to light what a fucking asshole you are!”  
      

      I point to the hanging body of limbs in front of Hem for effect.  I’m ignoring Shame
         because he still has yet to say anything regarding this monstrous act at Hems hand.
          I’m disappointed in him for not backing me, he knows I’m on the right side of this.
          Hem pauses and finally breaks his stare at me and looks down.
      

      “Cut him fucking loose, call Honor down here.  He can call Doc Taylor and pay him
         from our discretionary funds to keep this shit quiet.  He’s going to need stitches,
         probably a few ribs taped up, and sure as fuck he will need a dentist.  We may as
         well give the new boy a full picture of what happens here when I’m crossed.  Mace
         is right, no one hears of this.  Boys, get your asses up through the garage and clean
         up before coming back down for the rest of the party.”  
      

      He walks over to Ace before the boys finish setting him free, grabbing his shirt and
         steps on his cut that has been left on the concrete floor.  “Do not ever think I wouldn’t
         take another opportunity to whip your ass again if you ever step out of line with
         me.  Nod your fucking toothless pussy bald head so I know you understand me, son.”
      

      Ace groans and Hem drops him hard onto the concrete.  In response to that sound, I’m
         suddenly sick to my stomach.  I try to hold it back but when I look down and see four
         broken teeth laying by Ace, everything comes back up.  Quickly jumping to the side
         of the concrete and out of the shining lights I lean over and let it go.
      

      When I’m done I look back at Hem, shake my head and disgust and see now that Shame
         won’t even look at me but he does look a bit relieved.  Maybe he didn’t want to be
         here, but that means fucking shit to me right now.  He had the power to stop this
         and he chose not to.  I’m disappointed in him.  That’s why he won’t look at me, he
         already knows I see through him.
      

      I leave Hem and Shame to gather their composure and talk while they wait for Honor
         to show up and handle Ace.  I want to stay with him, but I know this would spin up
         Hem again so I go back to the house to check on Sadey, trusting no more will happen
         to Ace in my absence.  
      

      When I walk through the doors, I look for Gunner at the bar.  I need to warn him about
         what happened so he knows he’s in the clear, and no one suspects he told me where
         to find my men.  He’s standing at the end of bar with a beer in hand, looking unaffected
         but I know he’s not.  He’s worried about Ace. They aren’t close but seeing a brother
         being dragged away by Hem wouldn’t sit right with anyone.  
      

      “Hey.”  All three men standing in the huddle with Gunner look to me.  My eyes on Gunner
         I lift my lips in half smile as a silent way to communicate so he knows all is okay
         for now, well as okay as it can be pending my late arrival to aid Ace.  The brothers
         continue their talk and I’m starting to visibly shake as the adrenaline starts to
         fade.  
      

      Gunner motions the newest bar keep, a prospect on duty.  “Get her some Jim Beam, brother.
          Make it a double and one for me as well.”  I’m thankful he’s taking this over.
      

      “Alright?”

      “Good as can be.”  He reaches over and grabs my hands that are twisting in front of
         me, I’m barely holding on and with that touch from Gunner I’m about to lose it.  I
         step towards him because I’m needing someone familiar, someone I’m not so fucking
         pissed with to help calm my nerves.  Gunner freezes at my advance so I start to step
         back.  He’s been so nice to me, I don’t want this ruined by my ever present insecurities.
          When I back up, I land against another body.  Turning around I see a very pissed
         off and disgusted Shame.
      

      “What the fuck are you doing, Princess?”  

      Oh god.  He doesn’t use that word with me unless he’s trying to hurt me and right
         now, that’s his aim.  I don’t think I can do this right now.  I turn back to Gunner
         quickly and start to tell him I’m going to make my exit and then I hear Shame, and
         unfortunately I hear every damn word loud and clear.  
      

      “Cherry and Kegs let’s go.”

      His tone is defiant and I’m scared because I know what he’s about to do.  He’s about
         to ruin us, right now in this moment.  If he does what he’s intending to do then it is over, we are over.  I know
         myself, I could never recover from his intentionally hurting me out of anger, hurt,
         or otherwise.
      

      “What?”  Kegs stands from the table she was sitting at before being summoned to Shame.
          She looks from me to Shame, and she’s way confused.  Welcome to the party sister,
         shit is about to get interesting.  Cherry is standing behind her now because she too
         knows about Shame and I, but she’s not about to jump in here at Kegs defense.
      

      “I said let’s fucking go!  Up to my room, out of here, I don’t care where we go as
         long as I’m not having to look at anyone’s trash.”  He never breaks eye contact with
         me as he roars those words.  
      

      My heart has stopped.  He is really doing this.  This is Shames ways of saying goodbye.  He knows I won’t share him.
          Mentally I just can’t, I’m not that girl.  He wants to hurt me in such a way that
         I can’t recover and would refuse to take him back.  This will do it, and he knows
         it.
      

      Kegs speaks for both her and Cherry now.  “Fuck that Shame.  I may be a Club whore,
         and you may not think enough about me to assume I would go with you, but fuck no.
          You’re doing this only because you’re hating something or someone, you’re not lusting
         for sex.  I’m not even sorry for saying this but Cherry and I have been watching you
         and Hem all night, you’re an asshole Shame.  That woman there is way too fucking good
         for you.”
      

      With that she and Cherry both look to me, each giving me an apologetic look as tears
         that are about the shed, remain in my eyes and then they walk away.  Wondering what
         happens next I look to Shame silently begging him not to do this.  He looks at me,
         then behind me to Gunner, then back to me.
      

      “WINNIE and BLOOM, follow me.”  Shame bellows now gaining us even more an audience
         of pity.  He walks out of the compound as those skanks follow him, leaving the boys
         they were just with to dangle, unsatisfied.  
      

      I turn to Gunner.  I can tell he wants to reach out to me, but I won’t let him.  I’ve
         caused enough trouble for this club in my mission to help Ace.
      

      I’m marching up the stairs before I know it, leaving all this chaos behind me.  I
         need to go grab Sadey and get the hell back home before I completely fucking fall
         apart.  Christ, once I realize what just happened here I don’t think anyone or anything
         will be able to pull me out of the blackness.
      

   
      Chapter Eleven:

      “I know the night is not the same as the day: that all things are different, that
         the things of the night cannot be explained in the day, because they do not then exist,
         and the night can be a dreadful time for lonely people once their loneliness has started.”
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      Last night, after getting Sadey and her bags from upstairs, we came back down to find
         a fuming Hem sitting at the bar.  From the looks of the surrounding members within
         his distance, it went unspoken that he was to be left the fuck alone.  He had glanced
         at Sadey and me as we had walked by but said nothing to either one of us.  I hadn’t
         anticipated him to say anything though.
      

      Even in his fury, he was starting to feel the self-hate set in.  Hem deals with self-hate
         through alcohol, his way of self-destructing.  Always has been his choice of self-infliction
         and his way of keeping himself numb while he works through his own shit.
      

      Luckily enough though, we did not see Shame on the way out.  Safe to assume he was
         already readying himself to be balls deep into Winnie and/or Bloom.  Shame deals with
         his self-hate by fucking his way through as much pussy as he can get, in as short
         amount of time as he can get at it.  This has always been Shames way of dealing with
         his self-hatred, women versus alcohol.  Same way of copying through an addiction,
         different drug.  Whatever Shame went through as a child kept him close to the edge
         of his fuckedupness.  I just had the audacity to believe I was enough to navigate
         him from this for the rest of our lives together.
      

      Sadey and I finally made it to the car without incident and we drove home in complete
         silence. Nothing needed to be said between us because we both knew how the other was
         feeling.  We were both silently praying to keep be able our shit together long enough
         to just make it inside the walls of our own home and then allow ourselves to grieve
         out loud in the privacy of our bedrooms, without witness.
      

      Right now, I’m lying in my bed, and in the contrast of the morning sun flitting through
         my windows bright, I’m feeling so alone and broken.  Through the night my sleep was
         interrupted by the roars of tears and anguish I would hear coming from inside me,
         waking me then reminding me that what I thought was a nightmare wasn’t and that Shame
         was no longer with me.  Sadey never came to me in the night as I had expected she
         would.  What she and I were going through was not the exact same, but it was hurting
         in the same place.  I can honestly say that my heart isn’t just broken from this,
         it feels so much more than that.  My heart is literally shattered, unrecognizable,
         and it is unrepairable.
      

      Hem had been wanting to give Sadey a taste of the club so she could view it as it
         should be, a cage of darkness that he can never leave.  He had always protected us
         both from the violence that surrounded his life.  Dirty never touched either one of
         us because he would never allow it.  He kept both of us under his protective shield,
         always ensuring we stayed innocent and clean from his dangerous and dirty.
      

      Hem also had spent years denying his love for Sadey because he didn’t want this life
         for her.  He kept me at arms distance in his own way as well, but since I was his
         sister and in order to spend more time with him I was to view at least shadows into
         his life.  Last night wasn’t a glimpse, shadow, or a taste though.  That was a full
         on, all consuming, act of hate that played out like a movie again and again for both
         Sadey and I.  We will have no choice but to replay in our heads for days to come.
      

      I wonder now how Ace is this morning and where he’s at.  I hope he’s being taken care
         of and that no more harm comes to him.  Although I’m no doctor, I could see that he
         would be better off to stay in a hospital for care, but how the injuries occurred
         and to avoid police involvement I know this won’t be the case.
      

      Ace has a good heart.  When that man loves, that man loves hard.  He wasn’t afraid
         of telling Hem that Sadey didn’t belong in this life.  He loves Sadey enough to stand
         up and take the worst beating anyone could ever expect and it came at the hands of
         his own Club brother.  I can’t say I know Ace well enough to determine if he will
         stay away from her now though.  I do know the Club is his life, he told me this the
         same night he professed his love for her to me.  Seems so long ago he and I shared
         how he had felt, had it really only been just a week?  Unsure where Ace comes from,
         if it would be a place worth leaving her for and going back to start over.
      

      Knowing I need to get up and check on Sadey I mentally prepare my checklist for today.
          I am going to talk to Hem first.  As of yesterday he was still planning to take Shame
         and some of the members to Texas in search of Switch, finally putting his plan of
         revenge into place for taking Doc’s life in cold blood.  Wonder if Hem will ever get
         enough revenge, I’m trying not to think about Hem spending the rest of his life searching
         for ‘enough’.
      

      I’m going to the Club today for another reason, not just Hem.  I need get my things
         from Shame’s room.  I have no intentions of going back there for any other reason
         than to visit Hem, but even that won’t be for a long time from now.
      

      Shame broke us, completely.  I cannot forgive his actions with Winnie and Bloom.  He
         meant for me to hurt, it was direct and intentional.  This is something I won’t forgive.
          If I were a weaker person I would wait with bated breath for Shame to return to me,
         begging forgiveness.  I’m not so weak though, I know this lifestyle and have had a
         front row seat to see how it can affect the behaviors of even taken men, men with
         wives and families.  I knew walking into Shame’s life and sharing him with that family
         that there was a chance for heartache, but still believed that once we were really
         together that we didn’t need anyone outside of us.  So wrong, he will always need
         them and I could never have been enough.
      

      Sadey needs to get over this with Hem and fast, even if by distraction.  She’s most
         likely hurting more than I am, I can admit that.  Out of the two of us, I am cognizant
         that she fell harder.  She’s a lover at heart and she has loved that stupid man all
         her life.  She didn’t have any experience of love, sex, or relationships before Hem
         took her there just a couple months ago.   He has been the only love she has ever
         known, she doesn’t have memories like I have of Greyson to give her hope of the future
         with someone else.  Not as though either of us will be leaning on hope anytime soon,
         but it’s something for me to encourage her to look forward to.
      

      I’m showered and I’ve tried to wash all the ugliness from last night off and even
         made a feeble attempt to act as though the longer I washed my skin it would also help
         wash my memories of what happened down the drain as well, but that won’t happen.  I’ve
         thrown away my dress, garters, and heels I wore last night because I don’t want to
         be reminded about how I had been so excited for Shame to see them.  He didn’t even
         get a chance to really see me last night before everything fell apart.
      

      Sitting here now drinking my coffee, Sadey walks in.  She looks like hell.  I see
         at least she ran herself through the same symbolic cleansing shower as I had.  Hope
         she had better luck washing those pictures of last night away.
      

      “Hey baby, how are you?”  Stupid question but we may as well face our rawness in the
         daylight with each other before facing the rest of the world.
      

      “I think I’m okay, Mace.  I got out a lot of tears out last night and after I finished
         I took time to really clear my head, or try anyway.  Night is always a bad time to
         think, we both know this.  So when I woke up today things didn’t hurt as much.  I
         just want to chill today.  You know the boys are leaving tomorrow right?  I find it
         hard to believe that Hem would change plan just based on the way you and I left last
         night.  Please don’t be mad at me for saying this, okay?”
      

      I’m bracing myself because I see something that resembles hope in her eyes, Sadey
         is always hopeful.
      

      “I want to see him today Mace.  That’s what I spent time thinking about last night. 
         I felt like I died a thousand deaths as I tried to come up with ways to stop loving
         him.  I can’t.  He’s it for me, no more.”  She’s nervous right now.  She looks almost
         scared of what my reaction will be.
      

      I reach to her hand that is holding the edge of the table.  She’s shaking.  “Oh Sweetie,
         of course you want to see Hem, I don’t fault you for that.  I have to head into the
         Club anyway.  I want to clear my stuff from Shame’s room before he leaves tomorrow.
          I could wait until after but he will lock his room down and I’m not putting Gunner
         in the middle of anymore shit then I already have.  I will just face Shame today if
         need be and get my things sooner rather than later.”  She doesn’t say anything at
         all.  Still hanging on to that table though.
      

      “Mace, don’t you want to see Shame before he heads out?  I mean, what if he doesn’t
         come back?  I don’t mean to sound harmful but what they are doing, it’s dangerous.
          I know you hate him for what he did to you last night.  From what you told me, he
         was beyond brutal and you didn’t deserve any of that, but this is Shame.  He’s not
         just the Shame from last night, but he’s the Shame we’ve know all our lives.  He loves
         you and you know he does, even if he hurt you.”
      

      She’s trying to get me to see something that I don’t.  I can’t find the Shame I grew
         up loving, all I see is this Shame the man who completely and utterly tore every aspect
         of my life to bits and then calmly walked away, bitch on each arm.
      

      “No Sadey, I don’t need to talk to Shame before he leaves.  There’s nothing to say.
          He’s not the same person to me anymore.  I’m sorry if this hurts you, honey.  It’s
         just that Shame didn’t trust me enough to even talk to me about what he was feeling
         before he called us through in front of everyone in the Club.  Bad enough this happened,
         but I didn’t even get the courtesy of him doing it between us, in a private moment.
          He may as well have fucking shot me in the heart, Sade.  I’m so wounded and overcome
         with this grief.  I know its only day one after hell, but I also know myself enough
         to realize that this hurt is already a scar.  It will always be there.  How can I
         ever trust him with anything ever again, including my friendship?  I can’t take any
         more risk with Shame, I gave him my heart and he gave it back to me after he broke
         it because obviously he didn’t want it.”
      

      The irony isn’t lost on me that last night Sadey and I sat in the same house though
         apart from each other, alone in our own rooms, crying over our men and woke up this
         morning with two completely different perspectives.
      

      “I do need to finish getting ready, if I’m walking into the Club and saying goodbye
         to Hem before he leaves, then I’m gonna fix up this hot mess look I have going on
         the best that I can.”  She giggles a bit then heads out of sight leaving me to suffer
         in my own silence.
      

      Shit.

      *****

      The club is quiet as Sadey and I make our way inside.  I’m nervous as hell right now
         with fear of seeing Shame.  My chest is tight and I feel like I’m about to have a
         panic attack right here in the middle of the room, full of witnesses.  I’m sure some
         of these witnesses would understand being that they probably heard first-hand what
         happened last night between Shame and I.
      

      “Mace, there’s Gunner.  I’m going to ask him if he knows where Hem is, you don’t look
         so good and the sooner we get out of here the better.”  Sadey has her own set of issues
         but of course she’s worried about me.
      

      “Sadey.  Mace.”  Gunner greets us quietly.  He’s nervous too.  I’m wondering if something
         happened to him last night after I left.  Surely not, we were just talking.  Brushing
         that thought away I start to relax and look around to be sure, for the hundredth time
         that Shame isn’t here.  He’s not.
      

      “He’s out for the day so you can chill.  He went to talk to one of the independent
         riders that has some information about the Angels that we need before heading out.
          He also went alone so I suppose he felt it was safe.”
      

      Damn mind reader.  “Doesn’t matter, I’m just here to get my stuff and talk to Hem,
         thanks though.  I do feel better knowing I don’t have to worry about running into
         him today.  Are you okay?  Did anything else happen last night after I left?”  I let
         out a breath of air.
      

      “Nah, got pretty quiet around here after Hem told everyone the party was over.  Last
         I saw of him he was drowning himself in his whiskey.  No one saw Shame after, well
         you know.  I’m sorry that happened.  That was the last thing any of us were expecting
         Shame to do after what had already went down.  Everyone is so uncertain right now.” 
         He keeps his eyes on me, so full of pity.
      

      “Gunner, have you seen Hem?  Despite last night, we still need to wish him well on
         his ride south.”  Sadey’s cool and calm demeanor rubs off on Gunner and he relaxes
         his guarded composure.
      

      “Yep, think he’s out in back.  He was on his cell phone when I saw him step out a
         few minutes ago.  You really want to talk to him Sade, then please wait for him to
         come back.  I would prefer you not go out to him alone, after last night he’s been
         even more difficult to deal with.  All the brothers are staying clear for fear of
         a striking him up again.”
      

      He frowns because he knows what happened to Ace now, everyone does because Ace never
         came back last night.  “Hem has warned everyone that right now Ace isn’t welcome here,
         he hasn’t been exiled from the brotherhood yet but doesn’t stop Hem from making a
         statement to the rest of us.”
      

      He looks at Sadey to make sure he didn’t hurt her with his words, she already blames
         herself, even though she did nothing wrong.  She’s alright, thank goodness.
      

      “I’m in kind of a rush, I don’t want to be here either so I will go get him and see
         if he has a minute, promise I will be right back and won’t leave your sight.”
      

      She doesn’t wait for Gunners reply, she just turns on her heel and heads for the back
         door.  Both Gunner and I hold our breath until she turns back and give us the thumbs
         up in okay.
      

      “He’s looks alright, mostly like shit but alright.  He said to give him just a second.
          He’s out there talking to Honor.”  No way can he be alright.  I’m not sure he even
         knows about Shame and I yet, if Shame never came back then there is a good chance
         I may have to explain that to him before he leaves.  If I can find a way around that
         I will, he can’t go on a long dangerous ride and be worried about things back here. 
         I won’t let Hem leave me here while we are at odds either.  I give Sadey credit for
         her positive outlook, she actually thinks Hem is doing alright, it is better to let
         her think that.
      

      I hear Hem coming to us before I see him.  I’m so scared to even turn around.  Then
         I feel him grab my back and put me into one of his Hem bear hugs.  I’m still scared
         but not of Hem, more because I know I’m here to talk to him about this week and what
         he is doing is dangerous.  I turn around him his arms and he crushes me harder to
         him.  He’s scared too and this does nothing to soothe my nerves.
      

      “Hi ya, buddy.”  He whispers but that’s all he says as he lets me go.  “Can we talk
         a minute, alone?”  He can see my hesitation so he continues.  “Sis, I just need a
         few words, I promise to say what needs said then you can go.  I’m not a fool who believes
         you want to talk to me right now but this is important, to everyone.”
      

      Looking at his exhausted state, I nod.  Then he turns to my friend, “Sadey, hang tight
         and I will be back in a few minutes.  I’m serious, stay here and don’t wonder.”  There
         is no emotion in his voice as he talks to her, it sounds almost mechanical.
      

      We walk to the front of the house, I need air so I lead him out the front door and
         onto the concrete drive.  Very few bikes are here, he must have really scared off
         the crew last night and they have yet to come back today.  Can’t imagine that bikers
         scare easy, but they sure aren’t here to comfort him.  “Hem, I do have some things
         I want to say...”  He stops be by holding up his hand near his face and shaking his
         head back and forth.
      

      “No Mace, not now.  I have a whole lot of bullshit headed my way.  Whatever is brewing
         with the Angels is big, really fucking big.”
      

      “Then maybe you should tell me at least a little of what his going on so I can be
         somewhat prepared.  Shit has never been this bad, Hem.”  I look at him with raised
         eyebrows hoping he decides to share something with me.
      

      Rolling his eyes and giving me a heavy sigh, he continues.  “We have got to find Switch,
         and fucking fast.  There is talk among all the Clubs within our general area that
         Angels are in process of changing Presidents and shifting positions.  This is a fucking
         problem, Mace.  I need you to know a few things before I go tomorrow because I trust
         you and since you’re here I assume you also want to talk to me about how I am fucking
         everything up, am I right?”
      

      I just nod because when Hem has something to say, it’s best to just let him have the
         floor.  “I can’t love her, Mace.  I do love her, but I can’t love her.  She doesn’t belong here with me.  She never has.  Shit, she’s just a kid and God
         knows I will hurt her.  I fuck everything up, when have you known me not to?  I mean,
         look around us.  Look at my life.  I’m literally headed out of town tomorrow to chase
         a killer, Mace.  Willingly getting on my bike to drive across the country putting
         myself, Shame, and other brothers in danger.”
      

      He pauses because he’s getting choked up.  “I love you, Mace.  Before I go I want
         you to know that.  I tried to protect you from this fucked up world, I really did.
          Then you had to go and surrender yourself to Shame, fuckin’ hell if I knew how to
         change that.  I never knew how avoid it because you were made for him, I could never
         change that.  What you saw last night, I’m so sorry.  I’m so fucking sorry for what
         I did to Sadey.  That’s what made me finally realize I’m not good enough for her.
          I can’t focus on her right now, I don’t know that I will ever be able to love her
         the way she deserves and....”
      

      “Enough! Fuckin’ enough!  Dammit Hem!”  I’m beyond pissed!  “You decide this now before you drive off to God knows where?  Seriously?  You have led this fucking life
         for years, Hem.  For fucking years you have been this person.  Now you want to change
         your fucking mind?  Are you shitting me with this because I want to act like I didn’t
         just fucking hear what you just said!  That beautiful woman loves you with her whole
         heart, that’s the only way she know how to love.  It’s a gift Hem, that woman is a
         fucking gift and you’re Goddamn idiot.  She just wants you to talk to her, Hem.  Jesus,
         you have lost your damn mind?  You are a fool.  Would you like to see her end up with
         someone like Ace?  Because honestly there are plenty….”
      

      “Shut your fucking mouth, Mace.  Sister that is enough!”  Good! Got his attention,
         now in for the kill.
      

      I continue because he needs to hear this.  I go for a swifter and softer tone though
         in hopes to get him to continue to listen.  I lean in and grab his cheek with the
         palm of my hand, “Because Hem, just because she’s not with you doesn’t mean she won’t
         end up with a brother.  You may be able to stop her from seeing someone here in your
         Club, or you may not, but there are many other Clubs out there.  You and I both know
         that no one will take care of her like you do.  She’s the way she is because she waited for you. 
         She gave herself to you during a dance while you held her with all the gentleness
         that you have.  The woman has never once in her life, asked you to give her anymore
         of yourself then you were willing to give her.  That’s what love is.  She has only
         taken what you have offered and to her, it’s enough.  Recognize that before you lose
         it.  She is yours whether you want her or not.  I don’t say this because she’s my
         best friend but because you two belong together Hem, you make sense together.  When
         our whole world turns to shit, as long as we have those people that make the world
         right again, make it worth fighting for, we are always able endure, right?  Hem, I
         love you so damn much, but fuck if you don’t seriously relish on some self-inflicted
         pain.  I don’t accept your words concerning this, I can’t.  I want you to take time
         on that open road and think about all this.  When you come back, if you still aren’t
         sure about what to do then I want you to talk Sadey, not me.  She has an opinion in
         this, this is her relationship too and you can’t just take it all away without discussing
         this with her.  You owe her at least that much, don’t take away her power in this,
         please.”  I’m begging Hem almost on my behalf because now this is hitting a little
         too close to the heart and my composure is failing.
      

      “Like Shame did to you.”  He mumbles as he puts his head down.  God Hem, you’re so fucking smart and I love you for not making me spell this shit
            out.

      “Yes, like Shame has done to me.  Now go, say hello to her Hem and put all those dark
         thoughts away for now, okay?  Don’t make your decision today, after what happened
         is so close to the surface.  Life changes far too quick so grab onto what is good
         for us with both hands.  Love you big brother, will see you tomorrow morning for sendoff.”
          With that I grab him and we hug tightly.
      

      “Are you guys about done?”  Sadey sheepishly tries to interrupt not knowing Hem’s
         mood.   “Sorry Mace, but Gunner just talked to Shame and he’s headed back, as in he’s
         almost here, so you need to get your stuff so we can go, like fast.”  Sadey stands
         now staring at Hem.  She looks so afraid of the heartbreak she senses coming.  I hope
         he does the right thing and waits until he comes back, if anything it would give her
         the peace she needs while he’s gone.  
      

      I lean to Hem for one more reassuring hug before I leave him alone with Sadey.  I
         whisper in his ear, like I’m trying to talk to his subconscious, “Hem, you’re my favorite
         person, please take what I said to heart.  Think about what you are doing before you
         do it.  You’re such a good soul with a big ole heart that beats for that girl.  Do
         all you can to keep her, fight for her Hem.  She’s here and alive and fighting for
         you, so fight back to keep her.  I love your face, brother.”  With that I wink at
         him in jest and walk into the house and run up the stairs to get my things before
         Shame gets back and I can no longer function.
      

      After finding his room unlocked, I gather my things and take one quick look around. 
         Looks like I have everything I need, other than my heart but I left that with him
         like I knew I would when this happened.  The inevitable, it sucks ass even when we
         knew it was coming.
      

      Kegs and Honor are sitting at a table when I come back down.  Kegs gives me a sheepish
         smile.  “Hey there, Mace.  You alright today?”
      

      “Yep.”  I nod as well say the word.  I do not want to talk about this, not here and
         definitely not with witnesses that saw firsthand what Shame was capable of doing to
         me.  I know it makes him the ass, but I don’t want or need anyone else’s opinion.
      

      “I’m sorry what happened yesterday, I want you to know that.  He does love you though,
         he has a fool’s way of showing it but that man is yours.”  She holds her chin up and
         looks directly at me, wondering how I’m going to react to her telling me Shame is
         mine.  Were these people even here last night?  They witnessed him putting an end
         to us and this makes him back on the market.  These women should be jumping for joy.
      

      “Thanks but please stop.  I’m literally walking the haywire of emotion right now and
         if that wire breaks and I hit bottom well, I just can’t do it here.  I appreciate
         your attempted words of comfort though.”
      

      “I understand, but I am sorry.  Both Cherry and I both felt bad last night after he
         left with them.  Shame has never been exactly nice to the Club girls, but even for
         him he was in vicious form last night.”  She gets up from the table.  “I need to go
         help Cherry start some dinner for the boys.  Maybe see you next week, Mace?  If you
         need anything, even if just an ear from a Club fool honey, I’m here.”
      

      “Thanks Kegs, that means something to me.”

      “April.  My name is April, that’s what my friends call me.  You need to call me April
         now, please?”  She smiles and walks away.
      

      I look to Honor who is rolling a damp napkin against the table, tearing a piece then
         rolling it, again and again he does this.  He looks terribly lost in thought and so
         alone.  I’m sure last night shook him up as well.  He went from putting holes in people
         for decoration, to witnessing the aftermath of Ace being torn apart.
      

      “Hey, you okay Honor?”

      “I’m fine I’m kind of nervous about tomorrow, ya know?  They have asked that I go
         with them because I’m good with my gun.  Just because I’m quick with my gun, doesn’t
         mean I’m not really nervous.  That make me some sort of feathered covered animal,
         ya think?”  He stops rolling the napkin and looks at me.  He’s so young and now he’s
         scared.  I’m noticing when he is scared and talking so quiet that his accent deepens,
         making it even harder to understand him.
      

      “Honor, my brother is actually known for taking care of his prospects, both new and
         seasoned.  He can be a bastard that goes without saying.”  I smile and so does he.
          “But he will put your safety before his own and if you can bet on something during
         this, bet on that.”  I slap his shoulder and give it a reassuring squeeze in comfort
         for him as I stand up to leave.
      

      “You're a good boy, ya know that?  Hang in there and it will be okay.  Hem will make
         sure of that.  He has protected me all his life, he has that way about him.”  I start
         to walk away and hear Honor again so I turn back.
      

      “Hey Mace wait, I was going to ask you and I guess I’m not really sure if you would
         even know but ummm do you think Kegs is seeing anyone?”  Oh Jesus, not this and definitely
         not now!
      

      “Make you a deal.  You come back unharmed and the same person that you are as when
         you leave here tomorrow, then you and I will talk about Kegs, okay?”  Again he smiles
         at me.
      

      Whew these young ones are killing me!  Ace, Peyton, and now Honor.  Shit my baby ducks
         are lining up behind me.
      

      “Get some rest for tomorrow, it’s a long ride to Texas and the chill won’t go easy
         on you.  Sadey and I will be by in the morning before you head out.  See you then,
         little brother.”
      

      “Bye Mace, till tomorrow then.”  He says with that heavy accent as he smiles.  So
         cute!
      

      I turn quickly and then start cursing under my breath, I pause as soon as I meet those
         silver blues, its Shame.  How is it that I couldn’t catch just one break today?
      

      He looks like shit but his mask is just as indifferent as when he looked at me last
         night.  Damn it!  I wanted to get out of here just five minutes ago to avoid this. 
         Oh but of course not!
      

      Shame walks to me immediately like he has done so many times.  He breaks stride in
         front of me and then just searches my body.  My face, neck, shoulders, then back up
         to my face.  He’s done this all of my life, but it has never been him as the one who
         hurt me.  I know he’s waiting for me to say those fucking words to him.  I wait a
         few seconds and realize that he’s leaving tomorrow and even though he has wrecked
         me, I need to give him as much peace while he’s on the road as I can.
      

      “I’m okay Shame.  I’m fine.”  It goes unsaid between us that this was exactly what
         he needed to hear from me.  His face doesn’t change form, just remains indifferent
         and looks through me.  Then he just steps around me and walks away, up the stairs
         probably heading towards his room to pack or bed yet another whore.
      

      Fuck, this hurts.

   
      Chapter Twelve:

      “My hearts broken,' he thought, 'If I feel this way my heart must be broken.”

      --Ernest Hemingway

      It’s Friday, the boys have been gone almost two weeks, as far as I know they are safe.
         I get texts from Honor, I know they are directed by Hem.  Hem is in the zone, he can’t
         focus on anything else when he’s working so he’s had Honor keep me posted and so far,
         they are all okay.  I’ve got to admit that I am thankful that Honor is texting and
         not one of the other boys.  Aside from the obvious that I’m comfortable with Honor,
         like him even, the kid texts using full words and messages and it’s also handy he’s
         around because he keeps his phone on him at all times.
      

      After seeing Hem, Shame, and my newly adopted little duck Honor pull out for the road
         that Sunday without knowing when they are coming back and if they are coming back
         safely, I feel like I’ve been walking in a daze.  I’ve known of past rides and the
         danger that accompanies them.
      

      My heart sinks a bit for Honor as I sit here remembering that morning because he was
         so scared, you could see it in his eyes.  I had walked up to him, as I watched him
         fiddle with his bags behind him.  I grabbed him in my hands and whispered close and
         quiet into his ear, “Remember our deal, you keep your shit together then when you
         get back you and I, we’re going to talk about Kegs with you for a night out, dinner
         and a movie.  How’s that?”  His smile broadened against my cheek and I kept him held
         to me.  I was glad I could help calm him, if ever so briefly.  He’s only 20, this
         is his first ride and it is a big one.
      

      Then I walked to Hem, he looked so concerned and unaided.  I hated sending him off
         like that when I knew he felt so misplaced.  One slip out there and it could mean
         the end of him and his boys.
      

      As I neared his bike I grabbed his face before he could object and I looked into those
         same eyes that mirrored mine, our mothers, “Hem, I love you.  I pissed as fuck at
         you right now, but love trumps being pissed so consider yourself lucky.  No worry
         though because I will still be pissed later when you’re back here and I’m going to
         have even more pissed all bottled up so you had best be ready for the Mace wrath!
          Ride safe, don’t waste time, you just do what you gotta do then get your ass back
         here and work your shit out, all of it.”  I hugged him so tight and for far too long
         because I needed to remember this, just in case.  He didn’t push me away either, he
         was logging it into his mental inventory as well.
      

      “Got it, Mace.  When you see mom you need to tell her I will see her as soon as I
         get back, she will need to hear this, okay?  Love you, sis.”  I nodded, knowing he
         was right.  Mom was always worried about Hem when he was on a ride, she knew Doc. 
         I was young then, but I remember Doc coming to the house, even before Hem had formally
         met him.  He had met my mom in town long ago and they got along well.  So opposite
         each other in every way but they stayed friends through the years.  My mom was upset
         that he was coming around the house though, she told me he saw something in Hem and
         wanted to help him.  She didn’t want that life for Hem, but knew if someone would
         watch over Hem it would be Doc.
      

      I knew Shame was standing behind my brother, but I couldn’t look back.  No way could
         I have framed him in my mind with that same indifferent look on his face that held
         for me yesterday.  I needed to remember any good times that week with him, just to
         keep it together.
      

      I still love Shame, hell I know I always will, hurt or heart be damned.  I started
         to walk back up to the door and open it, however I was pushed aside as I tried to
         walk through because at the same time Sadey had come barreling out like the damn house
         was on fire!
      

      “Hem!  God. Wait, Hem!  Hold on!”  So much for playin’ it cool, friend.  She swore
         to me she was going to stay calm.
      

      She was running to him as if she hadn’t seen in him in years and once she got close
         enough to him he had put his hands and arms out in front of him so that she could
         run straight into them.  God, to anyone witnessing this they would have to believe
         these two had done this every single day.
      

      “I love you, Bear.  See you next week, okay?”  She just said like it was just an ordinary
         every day Sunday and he was going to the market to pick up dinner.
      

      He grabbed her, pulled her up and rested her on his lap the best he could while he
         sat on the bike, such a signature Sadey and Hem snapshot.
      

      “Sugar, I will see you next week.  We will talk then, okay?  Now get your ass off
         my bike and away from me before I decide to postpone this damn trip and tie your ass
         up just for fun.”  He winked as she got up and just stood by him while he finished
         with his pack.
      

      I had to look away.  They really were perfect together, perfect for each other.  He
         loved her so much and seeing them together like that before he left, it was too much.
          He was giving her this even if wasn’t sure what their future together would bring,
         he was giving her an unspoken peace and she didn’t even know it.
      

      I was battling my own demons knowing I was going to be letting Shame go without so
         much as a word, and I hurt for that.  My pride was challenging me at that moment and
         I told myself wouldn’t fold.  Looking back now, how stupid was that?
      

      Then I had heard it.  That familiar growl coming from behind Hem.  I felt like I could
         feel him surround me, consume me, and touch me.  When I turned around to face the
         growl, Shame was standing by his bike, he was leaning into it with his helmet under
         his arm as he stared directly at me.
      

      “C’mere, come over to me.  This is important, Mace.”  I froze.  “Now, girl.  Not a
         fan of askin’ twice.”  To risk or not to risk more heartache is what I had asked myself
         as I stood wavering back and forth with indecision.  Then he raised his eyebrows with
         impatience.
      

      Risk.  I decided as I walked to him; if this were the last time I saw him than I needed
         a form of goodbye, something that I could keep with my own bank of memories good or
         bad.  This thought tugged at my heart until I started speaking out loud. “What is important, Shame?  What is so important that you are breaking your skilled
         mask of indifference to speak to me?  Because I can’t take anymore right now, not
         now.  You wanna fuck me up emotionally some more, can we get a rain check?  I’m all
         fucking hurt out!  Gave it all away this weekend when You. Broke. My. Heart!”
      

      I’m screaming now, but I’m not finished. “So, if what is so Goddamn important that
         you know you are going to inflict more pain and agony on me, please I’m asking, no
         I’m going to beg here for you to just spare me.  Save it for when you get back, or
         save it for a rainy day.  I don’t fucking care but just don’t say anything that I
         will sit in my dark room later and mourn about, okay?”
      

      Wow, I had just mean to say ‘what’ in response to him.  Not all of that.  I heard
         a few sighs and gasps within the audience around us.  He didn’t say anything for a
         few beats, I know this because my heart was beating against my chest and I was counting
         its rhythm so I had something else to focus on other than his almost thoughtful look.
      

      “You done?  Done with your little tirade?  Any other day I would be glad to lock your
         tantrum down my own way and it sure as hell would something you would remember and
         deserve darlin’, but we are leaving here soon.  Damn Mace.  Fuck if you don’t just
         make this shit that much harder.  I love your face, do you understand that?  No matter
         what, Mace.  I. Love. Your. Face.”
      

      I just stared at him, not moving or even blinking, so afraid he would take those words
         back, as if it were some sick joke so I could hurt more.  There I was though, that
         girl I said I wasn’t and wouldn’t be, the girl who deliberates her own faults waiting
         for her man to come back to her after he’s treated her so poorly.  Fuck that.  He maintains that hard look, “Say something if you get me,
         Sweetheart.”
      

      I had gathered myself and quickly slipped on my own skilled mask of indifference.
         “Yeah, sure, okay Shame.  I get it.  Be safe, please watch out for Honor and Hem for
         me.”
      

      This is the most we had said to each other since I watched him at the Club party walking
         away with Winnie and Bloom.  He just nodded, started the bike, and put his helmet
         on.  That was it.
      

      I had walked to Sadey and pulled her away from Hem.  She started sobbing.  Shame pulled
         out first, leading the group.  Then Hem had nodded to Honor to follow behind Shame,
         and then he paused at Sadey and I, gave us a quick nod then pulled in behind to take
         the back.  My boys, I thought as looked forward at Hem and Shame, they were protecting
         my newest little middle duck.
      

      *****

      So now I’m home getting ready for the day and first thing on my agenda is that I’m
         going to go see mom.  I’ve called into work for the morning because I want to see
         her while dad is preoccupied.  The last three visits I have had with mom, dad has
         always been there while I talked to her.  She sleeps a lot and she is being kept medicated
         due to the pain, but dad is so overprotective of her and he tells me he is afraid
         that someone will upset her and make matters worse so he now sits with me during my
         visits.  He also claims it is so if she needs anything or gets upset he can be there
         to calm her.  I can’t talk about Hem in front of him so she doesn’t even know that
         he’s gone, not that she would really remember.  She is quite out of it.  Today though,
         he’s not there.  He left town with Greyson yesterday and isn’t due back until this
         evening.  This gives me a chance to see my mom with only the nursing staff present.
      

      “Mama, Hi there.”  I bend over to kiss her cheek.  The bed is large, and it takes
         my whole body to get close enough to her.  She looks like she’s on an island there,
         alone.  I have brought her some flowers.  Flowers make the room look less dismal,
         right?
      

      I quickly rearrange some things on her dresser so I can place the flowers.  I look
         back at her through the mirror at her sleeping. She looks so frail and even in sleep,
         she looks worried.  Her eyes are closed, I don’t really want to wake her but I want
         her to know I’m here and I need to tell her about Hem.
      

      I step closer to her and put my hand gently against her cheek.  She’s warm, that feels
         like a twisted relief but it is my reality of her now.
      

       “Mama, can you wake up for me?  It’s Mace, I came to visit you today you know, for
         our girl time.”
      

      She feels so warm to the touch that I move the blanket back away from her neck.  When
         I do I’m shaken, I see bruising on her neck near the collarbone.  These bruises aren’t
         just ordinary bruises either.  Some look new, some old.  The colors are a varied array
         of painful areas in no particular pattern.  Oh Mama.
      

      The nurse comes in as she’s pushing a cart with all mom’s morning medications dosed
         out in individual cups.  She sighs wearily at me.  I don’t recognize her, but she
         looks at me with concern laced in her thought.
      

      “Good morning, Ma’am.  I’m about to give her some meds.  She’s been sleeping most
         of the morning so she may be about ready to wake up for a little bit before breakfast,
         you want to help me get these in her?”  She points to the small cart where four small
         white cups are filled with medicine.
      

      She looks at mom and she sees now that I’ve see the bruising.  She looks at me and
         tries to explain.  “This is normal honey, her blood is breaking down and causing the
         discoloration.  She’s alright.”
      

      I don’t believe her, not because it doesn’t sound plausible but because she’s looking
         at me with regret.  I don’t answer her explanation, I just stare down to mom who is
         starting to struggle her way out of sleep.
      

      She blinks quickly, “Mace, is that you beautiful girl?”  I grab for her hand and she
         squeezes, keeping her eyes closed.
      

      “Hi Mama, yes it’s me, I’m here.  I wanted to stop by before work and see if you needed
         anything.  Hem is out of town but he will be back soon to see you.  You feeling alright,
         I mean are you comfortable?”
      

      “I’m fine honey.  Let’s talk.  I’ve got much to say before my energy fails me.”  I
         was right when I noticed her worried sleep, she’s upset about something.
      

      “I need to administer these then I will leave you two alone.”  The nurse says ‘alone’ in a cryptic tone as if I’m supposed to catch some hidden
         meaning.  What the heck?
      

      She continues to sit mom up just long enough to give her the meds then lays her back
         down and adjusts her pillows behind her, making sure she’s comfortable.  Then she
         grabs the cart and tells mom she will be back in about 10 minutes with breakfast.
          Mom has yet to let go of my hand.
      

      “Mace, I need to talk to you… I’m so tired honey... so tired.   I don’t have long
         for girl time today.”  She closes her eyes tightly then relaxes them and now I think
         she’s sleeping again but she continues.  “Evil... man can be... I hurt... I loved
         him Mace, your... father.  I loved him.  He loved me too.  There is so much evil...
         coming.”
      

      What is she talking about?  I am so confused as well as startled.  Hem isn’t here
         and right now, I need him so much.  He would know how to help her.
      

      “Mom please, wake up.  Tell me what’s evil Mama?  Are you scared about going, dying
         I mean?  Leaving us?  We’re going to be okay, I promise.”  I’m crying on her hand
         as she lays next to me, unmoving.  No doubt that I have very little time left with
         her.
      

      She moves again just slightly.  Her eyes stay closed but she starts talking again
         and with more emotion and strength, then quickly it dissipates again. “He promised
         me the world.  He did love Hem, Mace.  He promised to protect...always love... then
         all the evil came years... later.  He found out, baby.”
      

      Her eyes have yet to open but she holds my hand with all her strength.  “Be careful
         with... instinct, Mace... evil is there.”
      

      Then her eyes open very wide, as though she just remembered something dark and it
         is scaring her.  I lean in closer, she’s about to say something but stops.  She lays
         her head down in comfort then she’s gone back to sleep, instantly.
      

      “Oh Mom, I’m so sorry.  I love you so much.”

      Silent tears are slipping from my eyes down my nose as I lean into her hand on the
         bed, gripping it for comfort.  “I was a spoiled rotten brat to you for so long.  Thank
         you for loving me, Mom.  Thank you for loving Hem and I both.”
      

      I drop her hand, reach for the covers to cover her back up, bend down to kiss her
         cheek, and turn to walk away.  Pausing though, I look back at her.  This may be the
         last time I see her alive, I can’t dwell for long because I need to get hold of Hem
         and have him get back here to say goodbye to her before it’s too late.
      

      I wish I knew what she was talking about that was so evil.  Wondering if maybe she
         was just dreaming?  I know the stories of her and dad, how they met and how he initially
         loved Hem.  The way she is talking though, he always loved Hem.  God, maybe things
         would have been so much different if Hem’s dad wasn’t part of a Club.  Dad always
         hated that, made him sick that Hem came from that then walked into it again just as
         soon as Doc agreed to let him in.  If Hem’s dad wasn’t in a Club though, then Hem
         wouldn’t be the person he is today.  Protective, loving, and even a closet romantic.
          I wouldn’t change anything about him, not one damn thing.
      

      Making my way into the daylight outside, the sun is bright and my eyes are trying
         to adjust.  I am looking down fumbling with my phone in haste because even though
         I know I am to never contact Hem personally while he’s on a ride I’m about to break
         that promise.  He needs to be here to see Mom because her time is up.  Being selfish
         I can admit that I need him here with me right now to help me through this.
      

      *ME:  Hem, you need to come back.  No danger, but I just left Mom and she’s not good.
          Come back as soon as you can please. xxoo. M.
      

      I don’t wait for a reply because most likely I won’t get one from him, if I do get
         any response it will come from Honor so that Hem isn’t distracted during business.
      

      So lost in my own thought that I am completely taken off guard with what is coming
         for me.  Putting my phone away in my bag I miss the hand that comes to grasp my lower
         arm and holds me tight.  I’m frightened until I look up into the eyes of hate, then
         I’m terrified.
      

      “Well, lookie here at you.  My Mace.”  Greyson, fuck.
      

      His tone is laced with anger.  He and dad must be back early.  He isn’t dressed in
         his suit today and he looks terrible and more so, he looks threatening.  His jaw is
         working hard, ticking in anger directed for me.  I haven’t seen him since the day
         at the coffee shop when he hissed at me as I broke things off.
      

      “Are you here to see your mother, Mace?   How is she doing?”  He gives me a sly wicked
         smile that makes my skin crawl.  Evil.  Is this what mom was warning me about?  I need to get out of here.
      

       “Let me go Greyson, you’re hurting me.”

      I try to struggle against his hold but this only tightens his grip on me.  He starts
         to pull me closer and grabs my chin, trying to avoid eye contact I look down to avoid
         his predatory glare.  That’s when I see his jeans, he’s fucking turned on right now.
          Quickly I go from being scared to fucking frantic.  “GREYSON, STOP!”  I scream as
         loud as my broken voice can so that I draw attention in the drive.
      

      “Leave her alone, Greyson.  What the fuck do you think you are doing?”  Dad.  Oh God
         dad, thank you.  Dad comes walking towards us in quick motion.
      

      “Mace, what are you doing here?  You know I don’t want you upsetting your mother.
          She needs her rest.”  He looks glacial but maybe he’s concerned I’ve left her in
         a bad state or he saw what Greyson was doing to me before he cut in.
      

      “Dad, she’s fine.  I just stopped in real quick to drop off some flowers before the
         weekend.  She never woke up, so I just arranged them in her room and left because
         I need to get to work, I’m late.”
      

      He actually looks relieved to the fact he believes I didn’t talk to mom.  Honestly
         I don’t know why I lied.  Between mom’s outlandish warning and the nurse’s very odd
         behavior I’m not sure if I should really talk about any of this to anyone but Hem,
         so I’m playing it off and working to get out of here without further incident.
      

      “Okay well, you need to get going then.”  He says sternly.

      “Okay dad.  If anything changes with her, you will call me?”

      “Yes, now you need to get to work dammit so head on out of here, Mace.”  He leans
         in and gives me a hard peck on the top of my head.  Why is he trying so hard to get
         me to leave?
      

      I start moving past him, dad makes no move for any more physical contact.  I hesitantly
         wait for anything, a pat on the shoulder or a hug, but I get no reaction.  I pass
         him and then he turns to watch me leave, almost ensuring that Greyson remains quiet
         and in place.  That has to be what this is all about, he must have seen Greyson’s
         rough hands on me.
      

      Greyson still looks at me with that evil stare.  I get to my car and quickly get in
         and while buckling up I hear Greyson let out a roar while he’s standing in front of
         dad, looking at me.
      

      “You’re a fucking whore, Mace.  You deserve whatever you get, you know that?  You
         are a fucking whore!”  God, he is screaming so loud, then abruptly his screaming stops.
      

      My dad grabs him by the back of his jacket and turns him around, heads butts him in
         the face and I watch as Greyson immediately goes down with a hard thud to the ground.
          I’m so thankful I’m inside my car because I’m feeling dizzy.
      

      I’ve never seen dad this furious.  He raises his head from Greyson, who now lays on
         the ground in front of him and lifts his head to me.  He nods toward the road, an
         indication that I am expected to drive away, and not get out of my car to check if
         either of them is alright.
      

      “Come back Hem, please come back soon.”  I whisper to no one but myself as I turn
         the car and head towards the library.
      

      Turning into work I am thankful I have had enough time to regroup.  I check my phone
         to see if I have any missed text messages from Hem, thank hell I have one.  It was
         actually sent by him, at least Hem’s phone anyway, so I know he understands my urgency.
      

      *HEM:  Business here is about done, kiddo.  We are all good and safe.  Headed home
         at daylight. You stay safe, I mean it.  Do not fuck around until I get home.
      

      Such a bully.  Sticking my tongue out at the phone I realize what a grown up I’ve
         turned out to be.  It’s not a proud moment but whatever!
      

      Finding Peyton already at her desk, I walk over to say hello.  She looks chipper as
         always, but I guess she’s been here a while already and had a chance to wake up.  “Hey
         Peyton, how are things?  Look I’m really sorry about this morning.  With Hem and my
         dad out of town I just wanted to be sure my mom was okay.”
      

      “Hey there, Mace.  Oh things are as fine as ever.  We are slow today, the new research
         contracts aren’t due here until Monday so we should plan on how to handle once they
         get here.  I don’t know if Gramma told you but we get quarterly requests from the
         local police department to research and gather data on items that they give us.  Most
         of it is C-R-A-Z-Y boring but it passes the time.”
      

      I shrug at her in silence because it sounds like a complete snooze fest than work.
          “Oh don’t look like that, some of it can be pretty interesting.  Sometimes we pull
         files on actual police cases so you have to sign a non-disclosure agreement before
         you can touch them.  Just think of it as our own personal adventure at the library.”
          She smiles, her sweet innocence is always present.
      

      “Alright fine, I will bring my happy face to work Monday, just for you.  Got any big
         plans this weekend?  Plan on using that fake ID of yours because maybe Monday one
         of those cases will be your arrest record.”  I laugh out loud, cracking myself up. 
         She scowls at me then realizes it is kind of funny and finally smirks.
      

      “Shut up, Mace.  That’s not funny.  I told you, I don’t have a life except on Saturday
         nights.  I have a great idea!  Mace, oh Mace!  Come with me tomorrow night.  It will
         be so fun, please!  Say you will come.  Please Mace, please.”  She is now standing
         and bouncing up and down like a child who is begging for ice cream.
      

      “Stop, you are making me dizzy with the bouncing.  I will ask Sadey if she’s interested.
         I don’t think she has plans but I can’t commit until I talk to her, okay?”
      

      “Text her, text her, text her.”  She’s chanting for effect and still about ready to
         drive me nuts, the child has no off button.
      

      “Okay!  Okay!  Calm down.  Why does it feel like it is only 8 o’clock in the morning
         and my patience has already worn thin with you?”  I wink so she knows I’m only half kidding.
      

      “I’m about to text her now, so don’t ask me anything about it until I tell you I have
         a reply, understand me missy?”
      

      She holds her fingers up as a girl scout salute and puts them over her heart in promise.
          Dramatic but cute as hell.
      

      *ME:  At work.  Peyton wants company tomorrow night while she is using her fake ID
         to get into Shell Horns, wanna go?  I’m not going unless you are going, so you decide.
          If we don’t go, we can sit at home and eat Oreos because we haven’t done that enough
         lately right?
      

      I say the Oreo bit because that is all we have done and we just realized that damn
         both our pants are starting to fit tight.  Depression is a breeding ground for empty
         calories and fat, she and I agree.
      

      *SADEY:  What about the boys, Mace?  What if they come back and we aren’t here?  Aren’t
         they due back soon, have you heard from them?
      

      Oye the woman is such a glutton, always.

      *ME: Ok yes, I heard from Hem just this morning.  They are finishing up today and
         are riding out first thing tomorrow morning. We have plenty of free time between now
         and then and I’m sure you could use a distraction.  Are we in for Shell Horns or not?
          What if I throw that you can dress me up, within reason?  Will even let you do my
         hair!  xxoo
      

      *SADEY:  Hell to the yeah!  Woot Woot!  I love you!

      I knew that would cheer her up.  “Well little Peyton, you got yourself some cohorts
         for tomorrow night.  What time should we meet you?”
      

      “OH MY G-O-D!  I’m soooo stoked now.  This is going to be aaafrigginmazing.  Thank
         you, Mace thank you and thank you!  I don’t have any other girlfriends with fake ID’s
         so this is going to be a blast!  E-P-I-C!  Let’s plan to meet there about 8 o’clock.
          Crowds really don’t start until about 10 or so, but this way we can enjoy some girl
         time and drinks before the meat market arrives.”
      

      Did she just refer to men there as meat?  Damn, how has she not been snatched into
         a local Motorcycle Club yet?  Shit.  She walks right to me as she smiles wide and
         gives me the biggest hug I’ve had since Hem left almost two weeks ago.  I don’t hug
         her back, I just stand there wrapped in her arms until she frees me and walks away.
          For whatever reason, her action tugs at my heart a bit and I start to get a little
         wet in the eyes so I head to my desk, without another word.
      

      On the way home for work I realize I have not been by the club since the boys left.
          I vowed to never come back, but at the time my hurt was fresh and I was being unreasonable.
          This is Hem’s home and Hem is my home so I better start showing my face to avoid
         the sad stares once Shame is back.
      

      Turning into the drive I can see some of the brothers drinking.  Music from inside
         blasts and it looks like things here are the same as when Hem is here running it.
          This says something about his leadership, the Club respects him and stays out of
         trouble in his absence.  The family here knows what Shame and Hem were after when
         heading to Texas and if they know how it ended up, they aren’t letting it show.
      

      I wonder if Ace is here and if he’s healed by now.  I have thought about calling him
         almost every day but the truth is, I feel responsible because I knew about how he
         felt.  When he told me I didn’t really give him a warning, I just listened because
         I thought that was what he needed.
      

      Kegs, Cherry, Winnie, Bloom, and Gunner are all sitting in the living area just hanging
         out.  Gunner is so reserved and quiet it is hard to tell if he’s even interested in
         a specific woman.  He certainly has a nice variety here, well two acceptable and two
         fucking whores that I hate.
      

      “MACE!  I can’t believe it’s you!  I’m so glad to see you.”  Kegs is being sincere,
         since she and I have found our boundaries around each other, we are almost friends.
      

      “Hello, April.  I just wanted to stop in and see how it was going and thought I would
         see if Ace ever came back?”  All goes quiet.  I don’t know if it’s because I asked
         about Ace or those two nasty sluts are still in this room.
      

      Here, let me address this shit and find out.  “Hey Skank and skank, have you seen
         Ace?”
      

      “Are you fuckin serious you uptight bitch?  Who the fuck do you think you are all
         walking up in here looking and acting all important.  You may be Hem’s little sister
         but you ain’t shit more than that.  You’re just living off his name.  Fuck, no man
         here wants you.  You’re too tame, prude, and plain.  Shame dumped your square ass
         and Hem isn’t here so why don’t you just go and leave the business to us.  Psh.”  Oh
         and doesn’t Bloom have such nice things to say.  At least I just figured out why they
         were always so quiet around me when I was with Shame.  These bitches were eyeing me
         like they were the fat girls and I was holding cotton candy.
      

      “Shut the fuck up, you fucking club whore.  Damn women, always bitching and moaning
         to each other or about each other.  Christ a guy could lose his nuts hanging around
         you bitches for too long.  Pres. and the boys can’t fucking get back here fast enough,
         Jesus.  How about since Mace is here, you and skank head on out of here.  No man wants
         a piece of you anyway after the shit you pulled between Shame and Mace.”
      

      And hello everyone, meet a pissed off Gunner.  Damn he couldn’t have said that shit
         better if he were me.  Maybe he could pass for one of the girls.  I bite my tongue
         because of course I want to say that out loud.  He runs his hands over his crew cut
         and down his face from the fatigue of dealing with the woman of the hour.
      

      “Maybe you are hanging out with too many women, Gunner.  You just told them what I
         was thinking!  That was impressive.”  Seriously, shocking.
      

      Winnie pipes up with all her intelligence. “What the fuck ever, Hem won’t let us go.
          We are prized old lady material.”  She walks near me, looks me up and down and scoffs.
      

      “Gunner, tell Hem and Shame we still want to hang tomorrow night so have them give
         us a shout when they get in, they promised.”  She just said too much.
      

      Sensing my fury, Kegs to the rescue.  She even beats Gunner who has risen to his feet
         as well.
      

      “Where you guys going to be?”  She starts in quick.  “I will tell them for you.  I
         mean, which corner are we talking because you need to account for commute time being
         that you’re probably paid by the hour?  Winnie, clue the fuck in.”  She says with
         an eye roll.  “We all know that as long as Mace and Sadey are living and breathing,
         hell even if they were to move away or die, those girls are with Hem and Shame for-fucking-ever.
          The sooner you realize they ain’t going anywhere and chill the fuck out, the sooner
         the boys will let you stay and loiter around here.  Right now though, you should probably
         scoot because Gunner is not looking too happy.”  Wow. Go Kegs!
      

      I look over to Gunner.  Oh shit, she was not kidding.  He has his hand around his
         back holding onto the butt of his gun.  What the heck?  He can’t just shoot them.
          Well hell, maybe he can, I don’t know I’m just here to say hi, not create more damn
         drama.
      

      “Whatevs traitor, just two weeks ago you were one of us.  Get off your high horse
         and back down on your knees where you belong, isn’t that where Shame likes you most?”
          Winnie smiles at me.  Again, bitch!  They head out the door, slamming it behind them
         as Kegs did in Shame’s room before Shame and I had our first night together.
      

      Gunner tries to lighten the mood after that gut belting comment about Shame.  “Damn,
         do they teach these Club women how to exit a room so fucking dramatically?  That shit
         has to take fuckin practice.”
      

      “Mace, they said that to hurt you.  I’m sorry.  I know you’re already aware Shame
         and I have a past but it means nothing, meant nothing ever.  That boy is yours if
         you still want him, I’m really sorry.”
      

      I can’t look at her because I am reminded of Shames past and looking at her just pulls
         me back and reminds me of the life he so willingly left me for.  I just smile, nod,
         and turn back to Gunner.
      

      “So, is Ace here?”  I’m actually asking no one in particular but Gunner answers almost
         immediately.
      

      “Yep, he’s in his room right now.  He’s alone if you want to go say hi.  He’s better
         Mace, and I think he’s in a better place mentally too.”  Gunner looks calm after the
         bitches exit.
      

      “Ok, I think I’m just going to run up real quick and say hi, if you don’t care.  I
         assume you’re to be holding down the fort and I’m not here to start trouble.”
      

      “Oh Pete’s sakie!  Just got say hi to our boy.”  Kegs winks like she’s playing mama
         to Gunner being daddy.  Kind of funny after the day I had, and that it would be these
         two that would help cheer me up.
      

      On my way upstairs my phone chimes with a text.  Wasn’t expecting anything from anyone
         so I grab it quickly in case it’s about Mom.  Nope, my heart stops mid beat instead.
      

      *SHAME:  We are leaving at dawn for the ride home, be at Club when we arrive. We are
         talking.
      

      Oh hell no we are not.  Screw that.  He cannot even be serious right now!  I just
         had my memory jogged by skank and skank, no way can I look at him again anytime soon
         and I sure as hell don’t have to listen to anything he has to say.
      

      *ME: Screw that.  I have plans, going out clubbing with girls.  I did however just
         run into your two favorites, both Winnie and Bloom are waiting with tongues and boobs
         for you to return.  Have at them big guy.  You are theirs to have, so they plan to
         enjoy.  No time to talk.  Later.
      

      I’m being a child, totally.  Oh well.  Didn’t come here to think or talk to Shame.
          I haven’t taken the time to even stop and really think about why he hurt me the way
         he did.  Thoughts have crossed my mind but what I come up with is that he probably
         just found out early that I wasn’t enough for him and that hurts more than I need
         it too.
      

      Walking down the hall I hit Ace’s room.  Knocking softly I hear him mutter for me
         to enter.  When I walk in I have to momentarily pause.  Holy crap his room is clean.
          What man in this unit has his shit together like this?  I am so friggin impressed.
      

      “Why are you smirking?”  He’s lying on his bed, remote in hand staring at me in wonder.

      “Well Ace, I just like what you’ve done with the place.  It is so... soo.”

      “Clean woman, it’s clean.  I don’t like my shit scattered like some of these gorillas. 
         It weirds me out how some live like that, okay?  Don’t knock me for it, and don’t
         be sharing my OCD cleaning habits.  I may live by a biker code, but I don’t have to
         live like some of these fools.  Sit now please, how are you?  Mace, it is really good
         to finally see you.  Gunner text me and told me you were on your way up to say hi,
         I’m really glad you’re here.”
      

      “Yes, I wanted to check on you.  Last time I saw you, well do you remember seeing
         me that night that you were uhh, ummm.. you know.”
      

      “I was getting my ass beat, Mace.  Rightly so I might add.  I fucked up and deserved
         Hem’s fury.  Just did not think that shit through that it wouldn’t be just Hem’s fury
         alone that I would get, hell as we were walking out he told two of the other boys
         and Shame to follow.  That’s when I sobered up.  Fuck, I was scared.”  He’s reliving
         it inside but he still doesn’t look regretful.
      

      “I’m sorry that happened to you, Ace.  You didn’t deserve that.  Just because you
         love....”
      

      “No no no, don’t say it.  That will never happen again and I will never, ever utter
         another word about that to anyone.  I should be thanking you though.  When I woke
         up a few days later Gunner had come up here to change the dressings on my wounds and
         he told me you were the one who pounced on Hem and made him stop.  If you hadn’t have
         done that Mace, I don’t … well I don’t know...”  His eyes are filling with tears now
         so I want to deter his thought.
      

      “You look really good.  Look like you are healing now so that’s good, right?”

      “Yeah, but when I woke up the boys were already gone on the ride so now it’s a waiting
         game, I mean he’s your brother, do you think he’s done with me?  I can’t be kicked
         out Mace, I don’t know where else to go and another Club…. well that’s not even an
         option for me.  This is my home and I pissed on it, on the brothers.  Maybe Hem will
         take pity on me and just give me another beating, do you think he would do that if
         I asked for it?”  Now he looks regretful.  A wonderful man, he isn’t pissed at the
         brothers for his beating, he’s pissed at himself for what he did to deserve it.
      

      I feel so bad for him.  He’s had two weeks of mental punishment while he’s trying
         to recover and survive the physical one.  “I think you are fine, it will take time
         for Hem to trust you again, but deep down Ace we both know Hem has heart of gold and
         big soft spot for his boys, even when they screw up.  Maybe though going forward you
         don’t want to say anything to him about how he handles his women, even if it isn’t
         Sadey, huh?  My brother he’s a good man, he would never hurt any woman.  You know
         this already though, don’t you?  No, you are not going to ask for a beating, you are
         just now really recovering from the last one.”
      

      “Yes.  I know she’s safe with him.  That wasn’t my point.  I wanted her and it wouldn’t
         have mattered if he treated her like the princess she is, Mace.  I still would have
         ran my mouth if only because I was hurt.  I was hurt, I missed her, and I already
         told you that.  It was just so overwhelming to see them together and that night, he
         had told her he was going to tape her mouth shut if she kept yapping at him and so
         I just fucking lost it.  I found an excuse to do that because I was looking for one. 
         When they started on me out there it was a relief.  Do you get that?”
      

      “Yes, I know.  Your heart will recover eventually though.  You will get past this
         want for her, I promise.  Ya know, oddly enough and you won’t even believe me but
         I think Cherry has taken a shine to you.”  He puts his hand up just like Hem does
         to me when he needs me to just stop talking.
      

      “Oh God, stop.  No way, she’s been with every one of the brothers!  I don’t need a woman, if I decided to even entertain the idea of one of these Club leach girls
         it would definitely be Kegs.”
      

      Shit!  I’ve basically already promised her to Honor and hell, she doesn’t even know
         this!
      

      “Ummm no.  I’m going to confess something, and don’t tell on me but I’m working something
         for April.  I like her.”  He starts to smile wide.  ‘’”Yes you heard right.  She did
         me a favor couple weeks ago, good person and well I kind of promised Honor that if
         he comes back from this ride I was going to set him up with April.”  He’s keeps his
         smile but now he’s trying not to break into a laugh.  “What?”
      

      “Who the fuck is April?”  He’s laughing hard now.  He’s holding his belly and wincing
         same time while he’s sniggering at me.  The man has no idea Kegs real given name was
         April.
      

      I throw my chair pillow at him, “Shut up Ace.  It’s Kegs.  Kegs is April.  You be nice to her because if you think Hem has a temper, well you haven’t
         seen ‘Mace unplugged’.”  Now he’s really laughing.
      

      “Okay, Mama Bear.”  He is smiling ear to ear and he doesn’t realize how he just hit
         the nail right on the head.
      

      “Ace, I gotta run.  It’s been a shit week and I’m tired.  You need anything you holla
         okay?”  He’s smiling at my use of words because it is so unlike me to use slang.
      

      “Bye the way the hair, I see you haven’t shaved.  Probably because of your condition
         but Ace, I gotta say... you look hot with hair.  Really, you do.  You should keep
         it.”  Now he throws that pillow at me while I’m standing at the door but it gets nowhere
         near me in his weakened state.  Funny.
      

      “I was wrong, maybe I won’t have to ask for another ass beating.  You just called
         me hot and if Shame were to hear that he would kill me!  Now get out of here woman,
         I’ve got shows to watch.”  I head for the door but hear him, “Mace?”
      

      “Yep?”

      “I know he’s your brother, but you make sure she’s happy for me, okay?  Even if it’s
         not with me, she’s a sweet girl with a gigantic heart.  When it comes down to it,
         I just think she deserves every happiness that someone can offer her.”  Another romantic
         biker.  Damn, could Shame have not cottoned on to any of them?
      

      Shit.
“You bet I will, she’s my girl.  Take care and I will see you soon!”  I wink and blow
         him a kiss, just to see his face turn red.  Damn, how is it I fall for the most moody,
         pouty, possessive, egotistical fool of them all when this place is crawling with hot
         bikers with big hearts?  Gah!
      

      My phone is blinking, I have another message.  Great, hope its Sadey telling me she
         has dinner for me cause after this day I’m stressed and hungry and I refuse to eat
         another sleeve of Oreos!
      

      Oh wait nope, not Sadey, no such luck.

      *SHAME:  If you aren’t at the club when I get back I will go find you, do not doubt
         that.  Your mouth is starting to piss me off.
      

      Unbelievable.  Oreos are definitely off the menu now.  On the way home, I’m stopping
         for wine. I’m going to text Sadey and tell her I’m stopping for wine and will bring
         something in the form of carbs home for dinner.
      

      *ME:  Hey.  I’m stopping for a tall, sexy, something to drink on the way home.   If
         you’re lucky I will also bring you home something then we can share, yum! ;)  XXOO
         M.
      

      I’m cracking up outside the clubhouse and out loud all the way to my car.  Phone dings
         again, she’s fast!
      

      *SHAME:  WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU PLAYING AT?  SERIOUSLY?  IF YOU WANT TO GO ACT LIKE
         A WHORE THEN DO IT, BUT DO NOT TEXT ME ABOUT IT.  WE CLEAR?
      

      Ummm, what the hell is wrong with him?  Gees.  I flip through the phone to see that
         I accidently sent Shame that message and in re-reading it, oh my God!  That’s just
         funny!  Whoops.  I swear that was not meant to happen, not saying I’m glad it didn’t
         because I am still cracking up.  Guess I won’t be seeing him tomorrow after all.  Not
         that I had intentions of it anyway, but if there was any question about it, there
         is no more!
      

      Trying this again, slower this time.

      *ME:  Sadey, stopping for wine and dinner on way home.  Will be there in 30.  Xxoo
         M.
      

      There.  That’s what I meant to happen.  Still laughing, I pull into the store and
         grab the wine, pizza, and junk food then head home to Sadey.  Finally, I hear back
         from her.
      

      *SADEY:  Trying on dresses for tomorrow night, I’m stoked!

      Going out tomorrow night with Peyton and Sadey both, I’m drinking early, fast and
         a L-O-T because they apparently are both “stoked”.  Oye!
      

   
      Chapter Thirteen:

      “I didn't want to kiss you goodbye — that was the trouble — I wanted to kiss you good
         night — and there's a lot of difference.”  
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      Shell Horns is packed.  I’m glad for that.  I aim to blend in, but it has to be impossible.
          All I have been today is become Sadey Lyons’ real life dress up doll.  She has mothered
         me to death.  She has put in me in makeup, a dress, and curled my hair.  She actually
         looked offended when I explained to her why I was not going to let her shave me.  This
         woman was born to have a little sister.  When she grows up and has a daughter of her
         own, I’m going to have to impede and butt in often.  The woman is seriously girly
         girl crazed.  I throw up a silent prayer, please give Sadey Lyons little boys to love.
      

      Finally we are here and we have a table, well I should say we have half of a table.
          This damn place is so busy already that the patrons share space as if privacy never
         existed.  Unfortunately for me I had forgotten that Peyton was small, adorable, sweet,
         and oblivious.  I’ve already gone into Mama Bear mode three times tonight because some of these
         men mistake her size and assume they can touch her however they feel is appropriate.
          Hell no.
      

      “I think I’ve gone and died to club heaven.”  Says the older pervert we are sharing
         this table with as he looks at Sadey, then at me, then his eyes penetrate and I mean
         that in the sickest sense available for the word, he penetrates to Peyton.  Bastard
         licks his lips at her! Now when I say old, I only mean that he’s probably only about
         40, but she’s only 19 for cripes sake!  Granted yes, she’s in a bar with a fake ID
         but even if she were 21, C’MON!
      

      “Does that line get you a lot of girls?  Cause it sounds like something my grandpa
         would say, he’s in a nursing home right now but I am pretty sure Gramma and Grandpa
         can still rock the boat if you know what I mean.”  Peyton nudges his arm while lifting
         her eyebrows up and down rapidly for effect.
      

      Sadey and I look to each other and suppress a giggle as the man stands up, throws
         a twenty dollar bill on the table and mumbles something about how women talk too much.
          After he leaves Peyton calmly looks at us while sucking the olive from her martini
         in a sexy way and says, “And that my friends, is how you get yourself a table at Shell
         Horns.”  Oh My God.  She did not just say that.
      

      We all bust up laughing and the waitress delivers our second round.  Then as if it
         were her own, she hands the waitress the twenty he had left on table, “Here ya go
         ma’am. This is for you, from one sista to another.  That appalling jackass that was
         here before us got up and left without paying his tab, I’m sorry for that so you take
         this and don’t let him ruin your night, okay?”  Holy Hell.  If Peyton seriously keeps
         this shit up I’m going to need a change of pants.
      

      “Peyton, how are you still single?  Seriously little mama, you’re like the whole package.
          You’re cute, smart, funny as hell and fearless.  I find it hard to believe that no
         man has snatched you up and has taken you back to his cavern.  Also, when you find
         your caveman honey, I need to meet him because I’m guessing you could try the patience
         of a Saint, am I right?”  Sadey is clearly impressed with our girl.  I’m glad, I like
         Peyton too.  She brings a new shade to Sadey and I’s tight circle.  The way my life
         has been going, I could certainly use another friend like her.
      

      Peyton looks a bit taken back at Sadey’s comment.  She looks sad almost.  I haven’t
         seen this emotion from her since we met and it’s upsetting.
      

      “Peyton honey, are you okay?”  I grab her hand as she sits beside me, head angled
         down lost in thought as she’s watching the table. Sadey comes around the other side
         of her and sits next to her so now we are three girls on one side of a booth, among
         all the partying and chaos.
      

      “I never had that, growing up.”  She says so quiet I hardly hear her.

      “Never had what?  You lost me, sweetie.  Tell me.”  I talk softly so I don’t scare
         her with my direct intent.
      

      “My parents never really cared for me much.  Dad was so busy working and trying to
         make money to keep mom happy and mom was so busy out with other men while spending
         daddy's money.  Dad resented me because he said I would just take after mom, because
         I looked so much like her.  I do look like her, but I didn’t ever understand how a
         person could withhold love just for resembling someone they were supposed to.  She
         was my mom.”
      

      I rub my hand over hers hoping she continues.  Looking at her, I can tell she needs
         to get this out.  “When I was 14 my mom had brought home a man while dad was out of
         town on contract.  He kept looking at me, making me feel uncomfortable.  I remember
         going to my room, not telling him or my mom goodnight.  I was in my bed a while later
         and I heard him and my mom fighting.  I didn’t have a clue what about, I was 14 and
         had never been around any other man and woman other than my mom and dad and Gramma
         and Grandpa.”  She pauses in thought now, looking as though she is composing herself
         for this before she says it.  Sadey and I change a quick look at each other over Peyton’s
         bowed head.
      

      “He opened my bedroom door with my mom’s hair in his hands, dragging her to my bed
         where I was at.  She was crying so hard and loud that I had to plug my ears and shut
         my eyes.  He yelled at me to apologize to him for being rude.  I couldn’t understand
         what I had done to make him so mad at me.  When mom tried to explain it to me he put
         his foot into her back and she hit the floor, on her knees.  I told him I was sorry
         for being rude and I wouldn’t do it again and asked if he would let my mom go and
         telling him he was hurting her.  He told me that wasn’t how I was going to apologize
         and he picked my mom up and threw her across the room, she hit the wall and fell to
         the ground.”
      

      Shit, I know where this is going.  Hem may have shielded Sade and me but we weren’t
         ignorant to the world’s evil.
      

      “I swear I thought she was sleeping or dead because she was just that still. I wasn’t sure how long he stood over me, he was just breathing soooo heavy and I
         remember his chest moving up and down while he glared at me.  He began to touch himself. 
         Then he told me to move down to the edge of the bed towards him so I could say I was
         sorry and mean it this time.  I froze in place for a second and apparently I didn’t
         move fast enough so he grabbed my ankle and jerked me towards him, hard.”  She has
         stopped in mid thought, she looks unsure she wants to continue.  I make eye contact
         with Sadey again, silently asking her to help soothe this.  This is definitely a Sadey
         area.  Before Sadey can interject though she continues, agonizingly.
      

      “After he pulled me to him, he started to undo his belt then unbutton his suit pants.
          After that he ripped off my underwear and slid his hands up my gown, holding it up
         so I was completely exposed to him.”  This time Sadey feels her shaking so she leans
         over and puts Peyton’s head on her shoulder in a side hug and kisses her hair.
      

      These two wonderful women just met an hour ago but they act like long lost sisters.
          This is what Sadey’s love does to people, even strangers.
      

      “Honey, if you don’t want to talk about it we don’t have to, okay?  There is no judgment
         from us, ever.”  I say this so only she and Sadey can hear.  We are in a crowded club,
         but Sadey and I have Peyton in our protective bubble, surrounding her in our strength.
      

      “No, I’m fine, really.  It helps to talk about, I haven’t told very many people. 
         Anyway, once he had me pinned down by my hands he got in my face as he hung himself over me.  I started to kick and scream, and I mean really S-C-R-E-A-M and all of a
         sudden I heard his loud growl and hiss of pain.  I felt so small, I actually thought
         maybe I had busted his eardrum from my screaming and that was what he was shouting
         about.  When he fell to the floor I saw my mom.  She had literally started to rip
         his balls from his body.  Her fingernails were so deep you couldn’t even see the tips
         of them anymore.  There was blood, a lot of it.  It was like she woke up and nothing
         was going to stop her from protecting me.  She’s never looked like that, she looked
         like an entirely different person to me.  So once the police came and took him away,
         reality hit my mom so she called my Gramma right after and told her what happened.
          My Gramma called my dad while he was on the road.  He was so upset and ashamed about
         how my life was turning out that when he got home he asked his mom and dad to take
         me until he and my mom could work things out.  One year after another passed and they
         just never bothered to come back for me.”
      

      She looks directly at me almost looking remorseful.

      “Mace, I’m sorry I lied to you when we met.  I was ashamed and terrified you wouldn’t
         want to be friends with me if you knew where and what I came from.  I really liked
         you from the moment you walked into the library and didn’t want to jeopardize having
         even a chance at a new older, more mature friend.  You just seemed so together and
         wise beyond your age and when you talked about Shame, you were just so confident.” 
         I nod at her in understanding but after hearing all that she endured due to her neglectful
         parents I don’t really even know what to say.
      

      “You are a very special girl, you know that?  Not many woman can survive such a scary
         situation, move away from the only life they have ever known and still come out as
         beautiful, sweet, and caring as you are.  It is an honor to meet you, Peyton.  To
         call you my friend is just that much more of a gift.”  Well dammit Sade, I’m going
         to cry.
      

      “Thank you for coming out with me.  I don’t have friends, I really don’t.  I just
         would rather not get close to anyone, they find this out and then they don’t want
         to be friends with the broken girl.  No one has ever asked why I was single and then
         told me I was cute, smart, funny as hell and fearless.  So when you said that, I thought
         you should know why I don’t believe you.”  She puts her head down as if she’s self-conscious.
      

      “Oh no honey, eyes up.  We don’t look down at ourselves, okay?”  I’m probably being
         a little sterner than I need to be with her current state of mind, but this is a lesson
         she’s going to get from me right now.  “You’re worth it.  Remember that.  You do not
         settle in life for friends, jobs, and especially a man.  You are worth it.”  She smiles
         at me slightly and I’m seeing the Peyton I know again.  I sigh in relief.
      

      Sadey stands now, “Is this a club to dance in or are we here for reading books? Cause
         right now, you people are boring the fuck outta me, I want to dance!”  Peyton catches
         my eye and we start laughing, wildly.
      

      “Shots first, then dance.  I need some shots!  You go get them Sadey, order three
         shots of tequila for me and then whatever you girls are having!”  Hell, I’m even in
         rare form tonight.  It has been long time since I cut loose and tonight I feel like
         doing just that!
      

      “You go girl!  Let’s get the party started!”  Peyton smiles wide now, back in the
         moment with us where she should be.
      

      Two hours later, as promised by Peyton the crowd starts rolling in and we are well
         on our way to forgetting everything that may have been weighing heavily on our minds.
      

      We are sweating, laughing, and completely wrapped up in girl time.  Peyton is back
         to the girl I recognize, her past demons have disappeared from the surface and maybe
         just talking about them served as a form of therapy for her.
      

      I understand so much better now on why she is the way she is, choosing to stay single
         since she has fear always lurking around and holding her back.  Now that she is 19
         she is choosing to live with her Grandmother, the one person in her life who has loved
         her without conditions.  It’s too bad she self-doubts her whole life because of that
         one night though, because she’s so much of an untainted person then she sees herself
         as.  She would make someone a great girlfriend.  One day when she is ready, she will. 
         I have to admit now too, she will fit right in at the Peril Club though.  Seems all
         of us are damaged in one way or another and we use this to build strength with each
         other, not deter us from our happily ever after.
      

      Sadey is acting even more free spirited than usual.  She’s already slurped her weight
         in alcohol, rarely does she cut loose like this and once she wakes tomorrow she will
         remember why she doesn’t do this habitually.  It’s fun to watch her though.  She attracts
         attention without even realizing it.  She has danced with a few of the guys here,
         Peyton has been familiar with each and has given her blessings on each.  Sadey belongs
         to Hem though, so to her these dances are meaningless and just a way to pass time
         until Hem gets home tonight.
      

      I haven’t even checked my phone to see if Shame has texted me again after my gross
         misuse of texting.  Thinking about this again, it probably wasn’t as funny as I had
         originally thought.  I didn’t honestly mean to send it, and his reply exposed how
         hurt he had been with it.  His ego had really taken a thrashing and he doesn’t even
         realize yet that it was a mistake on my part, he still believes I’m off sluttin’ it
         up which he knows is so not like me.  So looking back I’m starting to feel truly bad
         about the mistake, whether it was an honest mistake or not.  He has been riding all
         day and he didn’t need the angry distraction.  Shit.
      

      Quickly thinking, I run back to the table and scramble through our stuff and start
         a quick text to him.
      

      *ME:  Okay, truce.  That text I sent wasn’t what you thought.  I wouldn’t do that. 
         Hope you get this message and you are okay.  Talk to you tomorrow?  M.
      

      Just as I am about to turn off and head back to the dance floor, a beautiful cowboy
         comes stalking towards me.  When I say stalking, I mean more like coming at me looking
         hungry. He doesn’t look familiar and he is definitely not even my type.  I’ve never
         dated a cowboy.  I’ve only really have ever been with Grey, and he was a stuffed shirt
         as Shame refers to him and then of course my brief fling with Shame, but even still
         I had loved him all my life.  So this cowboy sounds like my next mistake!
      

      With liquid courage filling my pores I’m staring at him as he comes to me and at same
         time I’m sizing him up.  He’s tall, dark, with dark dark brown eyes, almost black.
          His cowboy hat, buckle and boots are all making it hard for me to look away.  He
         even has on one of those shirts with the little metal click buttons and its dark red
         just adding to his mysterious look.  Gees, it can’t have been that long since a man
         has really touched me, but my piercing down there really can’t tell time now can it?
      

      “Hi there.”  Oh and he has a vibrating deep voice, add two more hot points please.
          This guy was sitting at a Mace 9 of ten on the scale but he just went up surpassing
         the perfect 10!
      

      “Care to dance with me?”  He asks in front of my friends who are gaping at me in disbelief. 
         I look to Sadey who is giving me a hard line face now.  She’s not approving, but Peyton
         however is nodding her head up and down and if she’s not careful her chin is going
         to bump the floor.  This gorgeous giant wants to dance, with me.
      

      “Sure, I was about to get a drink first.  Want to join me at the bar?”  I really need
         some water to help quench this sudden western thirst.  Damn.
      

      He just nods and follows me to the bar, buys me a drink, then follows me back to the
         table.  We sit alone and so far the conversation is limited, boring and awkward.  We
         have nothing really to talk about other than the dance club and this the first time
         here for both of us so conversation isn’t exactly coming easy at this point.  I’m
         now wondering where my dance is.  He doesn’t have to do anything but touch me for
         my alcohol soaked self to be pleased tonight.
      

      Thankfully in the nick of time another couple type slow song comes on, he stands up
         and grabs my hand and I follow him to the floor.  Sadey is still giving me that disapproving
         look even while she’s dancing with an elderly gentlemen and he is enjoying dancing
         with her like he probably did in the 50’s with another hot young dish.  If I weren’t
         consumed inside the arms of this cowboy I would probably offer to take her partner,
         he looks adorable swaying in this club.  I would have to guess that he’s a regular
         because all the kids here treat him like a grandfather or great uncle.
      

      Peyton is just standing near the wall, she looks a little lost but when I catch her
         eye she gives me her two thumbs up for my cowboy!  I want her to stop hiding and find
         someone to dance with, maybe Sadey’s grandpa has another geriatric friend for her
         to keep company.
      

      The cowboy and I remain quiet as the song ends and thankfully after a while the music
         picks up, meaning that they have now started playing music from this decade so Journey,
         Foreigner, and Boston have been laid to rest for the time being. Pink screams into
         the speakers about her Funhouse while the live band takes a break and we are all now
         dancing in a circle in the middle of the dance floor.
      

      Sadey has dropped her scowl now that the cowboy has taken his hands off me. Peyton
         is rocking her head around in circles as if this was heavy metal concert and her blond
         hair is flying everywhere, just like the perfect groupie.  Derek, the cowboy and I
         are just spinning around and showing off our lack of dance skills.  Every now and
         then he touches my back in a subtle way but now it is starting to feel as though I’m
         dancing with a cousin or little brother.  I hate when a hot man doesn’t do anything
         for me.
      

      Miserably, I know why that is in this case.  I’m standing in a crowded room with good
         friends, hot men and I should be dancing and laughing but my mind is on Shame.  The
         hurt is back and settling in my chest.  That text I sent him, just that small form
         of quiet contact has left me feeling desolate again.  I know it can’t be possible
         but I almost feel him here.
      

      Before I can continue my route heart first into my own sadness and despair I feel
         large hands grip my hips with purpose and pull me back into a very hard body.  I’m
         stunned but that good ole liquid courage has me remaining my focus on the dance.  Derek
         gives me a curious look, Peyton’s mouth has once again dropped, and Sadey is grinning
         from ear to ear now.
      

      Well son of a bitch, this means only one damn thing.  Turning around, there he is.
          All of him.  No wonder Derek is looking at me like I’m about to be kidnapped.  He’s
         trying to decide if he should step in or let this play out.  No one can dance with
         a cowboy all night then be felt up by a biker just an hour later without someone casting
         a concern.  Shame is wearing his cut and motorcycle boots on the dance floor which
         adds to his scariness. His eyes look tired, but still laced with his possessiveness.
      

      Shame quickly turns me back around so my back is to his front.  Instantly he grabs
         my hips harder, and then leans down while moving my hair off my shoulders with his
         chin.  I can feel his two day stubble, the smell of his consumed whiskey, and his
         breath on my skin just below my ear.  My private piercing just went from awake to
         alert while feeling his warmth.
      

      “What. the. fuck. are you doing out here, Mace?  Did Hem not tell you to be a good
         girl while we were gone?”   He seethes at me.
      

      To everyone else, we look like lovers lost in an erotic dance.  The way he is grinding
         my hips against him and how good it feels, I don’t want it to stop but the voice in
         my ear sounds seriously pissed off.
      

      I ignore his words though as the alcohol continues to take me under my invincible
         sheet.  Shutting my eyes, keeping to the beat of the music I line my back up to his
         chest and slide down slowly until my heels touch my ass then bolt back up and bend
         over slightly putting more weight into his groin.  I’m wearing a tight wraparound
         dress so I am careful not to expose myself to anyone else.
      

      God all of a sudden I don’t feel like I can’t dance, I feel beautiful because I’m
         comfortable and feel safe here with Shame, I feel untouchable to anyone else in his
         presence.  
      

      Shame runs his hand from my ass to my shoulder blades while still gripping my hip
         with the other and I’m still slightly bent over, my ass is in contact with his groin
         moving in circles against his growing cock, slowly and not in time with the reckless
         music.  Can’t say at this point I can even hear the music, I can only feel the movement
         and what I’m doing to him.  I don’t think I’m drunk with the alcohol at this point,
         it is power and lust that is adding to my confidence now.
      

      He grabs my long hair, spins it around his wrist and yanks hard so I’m standing up
         again and my back is flush with his front and my neck is titled at his face, “Tell
         your friends goodbye now Sweetheart, we’re leaving.”
      

      Sadey sees our show and gives a knowing wink to Peyton to let her know it’s okay and
         that this is sexual tension not abuse she is witnessing.  Peyton is familiar with
         Shame, being that she’s admitted to how his appearance affects her so she’s still
         just standing there not dancing, just staring up at him.
      

      Derek though, I have noticed now has nearly paired off with Peyton.  Unsure if she
         even sees him with Shames presence but I approve.  He seems like a good guy, maybe
         a little boring but I realized a long time ago that I’m ruined for any man other than
         the one currently behind me stroking my ass with his hands.  He’s waiting for me to
         decide. If we were still together there would be no hesitation in dragging me out
         of here without my consent, but he knows how damaged I am right now and in his alpha
         way he’s giving me all the power to call the shots.
      

      I turn around to remove him completely from my touch.  He takes my cue and drops his
         hands to his sides.  I left my purse at the table and if we are going outside then
         I want to grab it.
      

      Heading to where my purse was left I lift my head to see Hem and another prospect
         that I have yet to meet sitting down at our table having a beer.  Hem is pissed, must
         have been some truth to Shame’s conversation starter.  Even though I preferred to
         think of it as foreplay.
      

      “What the fuck did I tell you before I left, Mace?  I fucking told you and correct
         me if I am wrong but I was clear about it, was I not?  Jesus little sister, it was
         in a damn written text message.  I could not have spelled that shit out for you any
         more than I did!  If I tell you to not fuck around while I’m gone, then you sure as
         fuck do not bring your girlfriends to a club, drink too much, and dance with men you
         do not know!”  Oh, he is roaring like an unsatisfied lion now.  Welcome back into the wild, Hem! 
         If he’s not careful he will to pop that angry vein in his temple.
      

      I am still a bit too into my liquor, lust, and power combination to argue with my
         brother.  I would lose in mincing words with him sober so I’m safe to assume that
         buzzed he would crush me.  Knowing my fight is pointless I just lean down to the seat
         next to the unknown prospect and grab my purse.  I then feel a little froggy so why
         not jump, I grab Hem by the ears and give him a big ol cheeky kiss.  He’s looking
         no less pissed so I just walk away leaving him there cursing at the table.  As I walk
         back towards the front door, Sadey and Peyton spot me and I motion and mouth, throwing
         my thumb over my shoulder dramatically to point out to Sadey that Hem is here.  She
         breaks out in smile and darts toward the table.  Maybe it wasn’t cool of me to sic
         Sadey on Hem, but hell if anyone can make that man smile right now it would be her.
          He will give her the riot act, get a whiff of her, see her smile then he will most
         likely drag her out of here on his shoulder while smacking her ass.  Unsure where
         this leaves poor Peyton for the night but Hem will ensure that his prospect handles
         babysitting duty and I will call her tomorrow and apologize for leaving so quickly.
      

      Fresh cool night air hits my face and it feels so good after being in that stuffy
         club for the last four hours.  I still have not uttered a single word to Shame, I
         have nothing to even say really.  I’m not angry anymore.  He’s been gone for two weeks
         so I’m just glad to see him back home safe.  Aside from looking worn from worry and
         tired from all the miles on the road, he looks the same as when he left so I can relax
         my guilt about that damn text mishap.
      

      Now we are just standing outside the club, I can see Sadey’s car from here.  I have
         her keys in my purse, I’m sure Hem will be taking her home or back with him to the
         Club.  I start walking slowly to her car not looking back to see if he’s following
         because I know he’s there, his overpowering frame shadowing mine.
      

      “What happened in there, Shame?”  I’m tired of waiting for answers.  “Why are you
         here?”
      

      He frowns, but he doesn’t look angry that I’m asking.  Probably just glad I’m talking
         to him after his confession of loving me, or my face that is, last time we met face
         to face.  “It was nothing.  I just saw you dancing, you and I haven’t danced together
         since your Prom so I wanted the chance and I took it.  You certainly didn’t move like
         that when you were 16, thank fuck.”  He smiles and a giggle escapes me at the memory
         of that night again.  Those were better times, before we got so caught up in whatever
         this is.
      

      Moving closer to me, he lifts his hands to my face and moves the errant hair from
         my forehead.  I have a sheen of sweat on my skin and the cool air is giving me a chill. 
         It was anyway, until he touched me.  I lean into his hand a bit, just his familiar
         scent reminds me of when we were together just two weeks ago.
      

      “Hem wanted to find you and Sadey.  I told on you, ya know.  Told him you were going
         out clubbing with the girls.  He said no one was going back to rest until we found
         you.  So, here we are.”  He looks almost ornery now, so he told on me.  Petulant man-child.
      

      “Answer the other question, why are you here?  What do you want from me?  Nothing
         has changed, you left me Shame.  Do you remember?”
      

      “I want you back, Mace.  You know I do.  You’re a stubborn little shit and you piss
         me off but God if I don’t need you.”  He stares over my head not looking at me and
         he is waiting for my response to that.
      

      The street light illuminates his features in front of me, but they aren’t the hard
         features others see.  No, this Shame standing here is the person I long for, the one
         I get when it’s just he and I alone in our cocoon.
      

      I know what I need to say in this moment.  I need to ask him to step back and get
         out of my space because the closer he gets to me the harder it is to tell myself to
         walk away and avoid more heartache.  I like to look at him like this though.  Shame
         is always so composed and secure to the outside world, but with me he’s always able
         to drop his façade and just be himself.
      

      I don’t respond to his declaration at all though.  Instead I side step him and start
         walking towards Sadey’s car again.  I want to say what I have to say of course, but
         I really want to be ready to leave after he hears it.  He’s not meant for me, and
         after seeing him with those whores again, it only cemented it.
      

      Shame has never lied to me in my life, good or bad I’ve always counted on hearing
         truth from him.  Watching him leave with those women, he made the decision to break
         us and there is just no coming back from that.  Understanding that his activity with
         them wasn’t an act of passionate or emotional betrayal because I know it wasn’t about
         expressive attachment only physical, but damn if that shit doesn’t hurt me just the
         same.
      

      Once we reach the car, he turns me to him and finally our eyes meet.  I wish he wouldn’t
         have touched me, because this is going to hurt me to say anyway but with his eyes
         and hands on me, and knowing he just put himself out there, this is going to annihilate
         us both.
      

      “Shame, I just got back from finding myself.  It took me two weeks to even start to
         function like my old self again.  I’m trying to not be dramatic here, but you have
         ruined me.  Seeing the old Shame that night, you touching them and leaving with them
         after you summoned them to your side and called me trash.  We can’t come back from that.  I know I can’t anyway.”
      

      I take a breath to avoid getting worked up and really lose my shit.  “You went back
         to those whores, even after being with me.  Choosing that life, instead of ours. 
         I was left there like the trash you referred to me as.  You will never know what that
         did to me, ever.  Saddest part about all of this is that I don’t really even know
         why you did it.  I’ve been so scared to ask myself why you decided in seconds that
         you didn’t want me because my heart knows it’s because I wasn’t enough for you.  One
         woman for you will never be enough, I made a huge mistake thinking that I would have
         been.”
      

      I’m talking so calm and it feels like an out of body experience as if I’m just watching
         myself let Shame go in third person.  “I’m sorry we ever got involved.  I will never
         be sorry enough.  Not only did I lose you because I did, I lost someone who was as
         big as part of my life as Hem and Sadey, but I also lost some of myself in the process.
          Don’t think I don’t think about that.  I have those regrets on top of knowing why
         you left me.  It has damaged me.”
      

      He hasn’t said anything, he hasn’t even interrupted me in true Shame method.  He is
         just standing there in thought, not denying anything I’ve had to say.  It dawns on
         me that I was completely mistaking our whole relationship and how he wants me again. 
         He wants me back he says, but in what context?  I can’t be his friend again and I
         can’t be a casual fuck, not after what we had, despite how brief it was.  The fear
         and reality that this is goodbye erupts inside me and in an outpour of grief and sorrow
         I finally lose it.  I lean over and put my hands on my knees and try to breathe deep
         through the tears.
      

      I feel him putting his hand on my back, this should be a form of comfort but it isn’t. 
         A few minutes go by, literally minutes I’m bent over trying to regain my courage. 
         I have to get out of here before I physically get sick.  I start searching my purse
         for Sadey’s keys, never looking over at any part of him.  Probably doesn’t matter
         at this point, not as though this could hurt any more.
      

      “You think you’re not enough for me?  Is that really what you believe?  You don’t
         think enough of me to believe that I could ever fuck anyone else after you?  God Mace,
         I couldn’t.  I wanted to hurt you, that’s what you should be angry and pissed off
         about.  I intentionally hurt you, yes.  Fuck, I’m guilty.  I have no excuse and no
         reason, other than I was hurting.  That is what just the thought of losing you does
         to me, makes me fucking crazy.”  He’s removed his hands from me and is swiping his
         forehead with his other hand in frustration.
      

      “Can you imagine what I’m feeling right now, knowing you’re walking away?  Mace, I
         saw you with Gunner when I walked in from what happened to Ace.  I was already reeling
         after what Hem allowed to happen to him.  Just before seeing you standing close to
         Gunner, with so much acquaintance, one of the brothers bitches could not wait to tell
         me you had kissed Gunner just before you went out to us.  You fucking kissed him,
         dammit!   After everything that happened with Ace and how he confessed his love for
         Sadey, I was already on the edge of trust.  I didn’t even process what that kiss could
         have meant.  I know you love me, Mace.  You do, and if I would have just thought for
         a few minutes before I reacted I would have known that whatever circumstance it was
         or if it were even true, you wouldn’t have kissed him the way you kiss me.”  His eyes
         are filling with unshed tears and rather than focus on that I’m watching his neck
         as his Adams apple bobs up and down and his body shakes.
      

      “Mace, it took everything I had Not. To. Kill. Gunner.  So yes, I aimed to hurt you,
         I can’t take that back.  I told both those fucking bitches to get gone and don’t come
         back to the Club that night the moment we walked out the door.  I didn’t even take
         them anywhere, they did not set foot anywhere near my ride.  I fucked up, baby.  God,
         you’re the one person I know who is all good and pure and I turned on you.  Telling
         you I’m sorry is meaningless, it is pathetic to even say.  I am sorry though.  My
         heart hurts aches for you and I can’t get it to stop.  Jesus, but you didn’t love
         me enough either, Mace.  I saw your eyes when you were there you the next day and
         they were empty of me, you had already moved on.  The very next day you had already
         left me.  It wouldn’t have mattered what I said.”
      

      I take my first look at him since words were said.  God he looks as broken as I feel.
          I hate that we are ending like this, I know I said I regretted what we had but I
         don’t.  I had pure happiness with him, right up until I didn’t have it anymore.
      

      “I love you Shame, I will always love you.  I should thank you and it I know this
         sounds ridiculous.  While we were together, you showed me what I want in my life.
          I want someone who loves me with passion, who touches me and then watches me ignite. 
         A person that I feel safe with.  I got all that with you, thank you for showing me
         what I was always missing.”
      

      I turn to open the car door and I hear him sob, and fuck I thought I couldn’t hurt
         more.  When I look back at him, he is on his knees looking up at the dark sky.  If
         I ever believed that he and I weren’t meant to be together, it is in this moment.
      

      “Look what we do to each other, Shame.  God, this hurts and I just don’t want to hurt
         anymore.  We are tearing each other apart piece by piece. I love you so much, too
         much.”  With that I get in the car but not before hearing his voice again, sounding
         shattered, broken, and lost.
      

      “Please Mace, don’t leave me alone.”

   
      Chapter Fourteen:

      “My life used to be full of everything. Now if you aren't with me I haven't a thing
         in the world.”  
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      I’m thankful for today being the start of my workweek.  Finally it is Monday, and
         after everything that happened this weekend I need a distraction from this aching
         pain in my chest.
      

      After leaving Shame on his knees outside of the club I went home and straight to my
         room in attempt to expel the tears and pain that were drowning me from the inside
         out.  I kept thinking about what Shame had said that night.  He told me he did not
         sleep with those sluts after he walked out of the Club with them on his arms.  I know
         I should question the validity of this, but I also know Shame and he doesn’t lie to
         me.  His childhood was built on lies.  Shame has lived his life trying to be everything
         his father wasn’t.  He meant to hurt me and it was intentional, yes.  Although that
         is certainly not cheating on me, I’m uncertain if the pain is unlike it, in some ways
         I know it is but when you love someone you want to keep them from any type of heartbreak,
         not be the cause it.  Sure, having him sleeping with someone should be the ultimate
         cause of pain, but thinking about this as much as I have I still don’t know how to
         forgive intentional hurt.
      

      I’m sitting at my desk at the library lost in thought when Peyton finishes talking
         to the detective who was waiting for us when we got here this morning.  She has a
         huge stack of files in her arms that look like they belong to a cold case unit, there
         is so much dust and tearing on them.
      

      She’s smiling big as she walks to me and throws them on my desk with her usual dramatics. 
         “Hey Mace, we have our work cut out for us today so I hope you are ready!”
      

      “As I will ever be.”  I mean that because right now, this really is as ready as I
         will ever be.  Peyton hasn’t questioned my continued solemn attitude yet.  I only
         gave her a brief overview to get her to leave me alone until I adjusted to the workday. 
         I know she doesn’t miss a beat and she’s just waiting to make her move.
      

      “Okay, so do you want to look up information on past child abuse cases or would you
         prefer to work something on drug related cases?”
      

      “Give me the drugs, I can’t handle children suffering.  I’m already a walking broken
         heart, add children suffering and you will need life paddles to bring me back.”
      

      “Little overdramatic for a Monday morning, but I get you.  I think ‘broken heart’
         resulting in sudden death is a bit of a stretch Mace, you will see him later, gees. 
         Anyway, here you go.  You just need to go through and search our records in the system,
         the internet, and any other archives we have.  These here will probably just take
         you today, then you can help me when you’re done.  I will warn ya though, don’t get
         too caught up in the information you get because you will have nightmares.  Search,
         find, print… that’s all, okay?”
      

      “Yes my dear, I’m on it.  Search, find, print… that’s all. I’m just glad to have these,
         I need something to focus on.”  I’m feeling sorry for myself out loud now.  Great.
      

      “Hey, what’s really wrong there Mace?  You doing alright?  You look a little absent.”

      “I am, just a lot on my mind is all.”

      She shifts a chair in front of my desk and sits down, using her hands to hold up her
         chin as she leans on my desk and she smiles, just like Peyton to look so cute in doing
         so during my pity party.  “Tell me what’s shaking or I’m going to start spelling words
         before you’ve had your second cup of Joe.”
      

      “Don’t you even try it.  It’s nothing really.  As I said already, Shame and I are
         over and I can’t talk about it right now, please understand.  I just want to work
         on these files and concentrate on something other than my heart breaking in my chest.
          I’m sorry, I don’t want to be a downer so just ignore me.”  I’m starting to hear
         myself talk now and I think I’m getting more depressed!
      

      “What?  You guys looked so… I don’t know… involved the other night when I saw you.  You were definitely out of your normal guarded shell
         on the dance floor once he showed up.  I know you may not want to talk to me about
         what happened, maybe you think I’m too young and can’t help you give you good advice
         but I can listen if you want me to.  So as long as you know I’m here when you want
         me, that’s what I can do.  I’m shocked is all.  People around here, well not to upset
         you more but you know they think of you and Shame as like some celebrity couple. 
         Sounds ridiculous and it doesn’t help your situation.  Never mind, I shouldn’t say
         that.  I really don’t like you upset is all.”
      

      “Honey, I know.  Thank you for trying to help.  I will tell you everything in time,
         when I can.  Right now though I just need to delve into something that has nothing
         to do with Shame and I.  I want to take my mind off my miserable life and look into
         someone else’s.”  I give her half smile while looking at the files she put on my desk
         for review.
      

      “Alright, well I feel kind of bad even bringing this up but I waited all weekend to
         tell you because I didn’t want to disturb what I thought was a great hot and sexy
         weekend you were having with that delicious man of yours but I can’t keep it in any
         longer.”  She’s blushing.
      

      “Look at you, all embarrassed.  Someone has something to tell me.  Spill the sap!”
          I’m excited for her and the only thing that makes a girl look like that is the swoon
         effect from a man, a hot cowboy of a man I hope.
      

      “Okay, so!  Derek.  After you left, he and I talked and danced and got to know each
         other a little bit.  Sadey introduced me officially to Hem and do you know how hard
         it was to sit around a table with Hem and Derek at the same time and try to stay focused
         on a conversation?  Damn Mace, the men in your life, seriously H-O-T.”
      

      I eye roll because she giggles knowing what she is doing before my second cup of coffee.
          She’s bouncing her foot on the ground as she continues, “Well, turns out that Derek
         and Hem actually know a lot of the same people and Derek is the son of one of Hem’s
         friends. They talked a lot like a lot and about things that made zero sense to Sadey
         and me.  We had a few drinks together then afterwards Derek asked if he could take
         me home.  Bad enough I’m underage and shouldn’t be drinking so I don’t drink and drive,
         ever.  I told him yes, I felt safe enough being alone with him since Hem and Sadey
         got to know him and Sadey definitely approved cause she told me this in front of him,
         Mace.  How embarrassed was I?  That girl has no coothe.   M-O-R-T-I-F-I-E-D me, Mace. 
         She talked to him like I wasn’t even at the club, let alone the table!  Telling him
         how beautiful I am, how I need a good man to keep me in line, how I am so young.  Then outta nowhere, bam!  Hem steps in and tells my cowboy if he hurts me, even
         my feelings that he would answer to Peril.  Damn!  I wasn’t ready for him to straight
         out threaten someone I just met and liked.”
      

      I giggle a bit.  “Oh yes, meant to tell you.  Nothing safe in front of Sadey and Hem.
          They will put it out there good or bad, you will get used to it.  So, then what?”
      

      “He took me home and he was such a gentleman.  He opened my truck door for me, helped
         me inside it too.  That truck is huge!  He made sure I was comfortable with the temperature
         in truck, the route we were going to take to my house, I mean everything!  I was sort
         of scared he was being like this because of Hem threatening him.  I just met him so
         I took Hem’s warnings as serious as Derek probably did.”
      

      “I’m jealous.  That’s quite the gentleman you have there and that man was into you
         all night, so stop with the worries.  I told you missy, you’re a catch.  Any man would
         be happy to court you.”  I wink at my old fashion word for dating.  She just smiles
         and keeps on talking.
      

      “Oh yes, but so I’m not done.  When we got to my house Gramma was home waiting up
         for me of course.  All lights inside and outside were on.  I told him he didn’t have
         to walk me to the door but he insisted.  Once he got me out of the truck he led me to my front door then he asked me if
         he could kiss me goodnight.  Mace, no one asks that any more do they?  I mean, most
         guys I know just assume it goes without question and go for it, right?  Not him though,
         he just got real close and leaned his head into me.  Since Gramma had all the lights
         turned on I felt a little embarrassed because he had to have known I lived with someone
         of her age.”
      

      “Friend, are you stalling on me on purpose?  Keep talking!  What happened?  What did
         you say?”
      

      “Well duh, what do you think?  What do you say when a tall sexy delicious cowboy asks
         you to put his tongue in your mouth after he’s spent his whole evening getting to
         know you and then also getting to know your friends so that they feel safe letting
         him take you home?  Duh, I said what any lady would say!  I told him before he kissed
         me I needed to see a copy of his credit report.”  She breaks out into giggles so I
         toss my box of staples at her.
      

      “Oh my god, shut up woman!”

      “I’m kidding.  I’m kidding!  Of course I told him yes.  I had already kissed him all
         the way home in my mind because I was so afraid he wouldn’t do it once we got to my
         house.  I sat in the passenger seat trying to look at him in profile without him catching
         me.  Something sexy about a cowboy in a big truck.  Anyway, he kissed me and it was
         the best kiss I have ever had!  He is one of those slow starters then when you think
         you are safe with the tempo he just throws down and the gentlemen goes out the window.
          It was a devouring, give me goose bumps, and don’t ever stop kind of kiss.”
      

      She is seriously swaying back and forth in front of me.  I am so jealous of her butterflies
         right now.  “I’m so happy for you honey. That sounds so exciting. That feeling of
         wonder and disbelief is… gah!”  We both giggle as I struggle for words.
      

      “He asked me out for this weekend too.  He works at the lumber yard in town during
         the week and gets home late during the week but he asked if he could take me to dinner
         this Saturday night.”
      

      “How old is he?”  I remember now she’s only 19 and I’m guessing he’s older than me
         so if there is a Mama Bear talk to be had with the man I need to know now so I can
         include this in my week, will giving me something to do in between the obsession over
         losing Shame.
      

      “He’s 24 and I can see your mind working overtime already, Mace Cash.  Don’t you dare
         scare him away from me, Hem already about did.  Please don’t.  He asked how old I
         was and when I told him I was only 19 it took me and Sadey a while to wipe that look
         of concern from his face.  Hem didn’t even care that he was nervous about it, he just
         kept staring at him in warning.  After watching Hem go into his alpha protective mode now I know
         exactly why you will end up with Shame.  I don’t think there is a man available to
         you out there that wouldn’t live his life with you in fear of Hem.  One. Scary. Biker.
         Dude. Mace. Hot though, sorry I know he’s your brother, but whew.  Yummmmy!  Still
         gotta say that Sadey is one lucky biatch.  Every time he smacked her ass I’m pretty
         sure I even felt it.”
      

      “And now going back to work!  No I won’t say anything, sweetie.  Apparently Hem and
         Sadey approve and I trust them completely.  You just don’t lose yourself with Mr.
         Cowboy.  If he’s the gentleman you say he is, then he will wait for anything further
         until you’re comfortable.”
      

      Relieved that I hadn’t ruined anyone's night by leaving early from the club, I mentally
         put away all of my thoughts of Shame and start in on this research.  The task itself
         is simple.  Search, find, print.  Just enough mindless work to keep me busy.
      

      The day flies, at lunch I text Sadey to check in.  I haven’t seen her since Saturday
         night but we’ve been texting since then.  Hem has her seized up with him most likely
         overwhelming my friend.  I’m leery if he’s pulled his tyrant head from his ass and
         has apologized for making her watch what happened to Ace.  That was too much for a
         girl like Sadey and he didn’t have the right forcing anything at all on her, let alone
         that.
      

      *ME:  Hey Sade, what are your plans tonight?  Would like to catch up, I miss you.

      She generally holds her phone fairly close so she doesn’t miss the chance to socialize,
         with anyone.  So I know I should be getting a text back before my lunch is over.
      

      *Sadey:  Hem is leaving for an overnight trip with Shame tonight.  I’m thinking girls
         night, no Oreos though please.  I have been feeling little light headed all day, no
         comment needed.  Sugar will put me in a coma!  How about just some wine and girl talk?
          That sound good?
      

      She’s funny. Isn’t wine just sugar in fermented form?

      *ME:  Whatever you want, it’s all about you.  See you at home, I will stop for your
         wine and my Oreos.  ;)   xxoo M.
      

      Lunch is almost over, then just three hours and I’m on my way to girl time!

      So just an hour later, I’m still at my desk and reviewing some of this research that
         was requested on a specific suspect drug runner in town.  The name isn’t familiar
         but what jumps off the paper is the address of Greys office in town.  Then his name
         is in this article.  It is dated just a few months ago, what the heck?  This had to
         have been on the local news too because it is in this paper, I had to have missed
         it!  Appears that Greyson is being named in association with a known thug from another
         town.
      

      Greyson would never associate with people he deems smaller in status than him.  This
         has to be a mistake.  I print the rest of the articles and finish the folder I’m working
         on for it, racking my brain trying to figure out what on earth caused Greyson to put
         himself in a position to deal with those people.  The more I see Greyson, think about
         him and our time together I’m starting to wonder how well I really knew him.
      

      It’s a sad thought to think that the people who you thought you knew most in your
         life, you really didn’t know at all.  Shames face pops into my head, I push it away
         unsure I could live with the fact that I may not have known him either.
      

      *****

      *HEM:  I’m away tonight, club business.  You are to take care of my girl, do not do
         anything stupid.  Stay close to home.  Do you get me?
      

      Walking in the door to my house and getting my phone out of my purse I find that Hem
         is in his Sergeant Rude and Bossy mode.  Does this really turn people on?  There is
         a distinct line between hot alpha and domestic asshole.  Could me just me, but my
         brother tends to walk on the asshole side quite often.
      

      *ME:  Ilu2 brother.  I’m fine.  Yes, all good here.  Did you say something about staying
         safe?  Because if so it got lost in translation of your asshead behavior.
      

      *HEM:  Jesus Christ, Shame has his hands full.  Just do what I tell you.  Ilu now
         tell me you get me and you will stay close to home and be safe.
      

      *ME:  I GET YOU.

      I have always thought using capital letters in text messages is rude, I don’t do it
         as freely as the boys do so when I finally use them, they get my message loud and clear and I just sent Hem a nice big translated ‘Kiss my ass’ without
         having to say it with vulgar.  Men are dumb and in need of lessons but I’m in no mood
         to educate.
      

      “Sadey, something smells delicious!  What are you cooking?”  She never cooks, she
         definitely can cook but she doesn’t enjoy it.  Hem is going to be a lucky man if he
         can convince her to cook for him more than once every few months and the occasional
         holiday.
      

      “I was in the mood.  I made salad and pasta for us.  My pasta made from scratch, too.
          I figured you were in need of some serious carbohydrate therapy after your weekend
         and since your bitch of a friend was so involved with trying to make things right
         with her man, she wasn’t here for you and will try to make it up to you now.  I’m
         sorry, Mace.”
      

      “I’m a big girl, I can wipe my own nose.  I’m glad you and Hem have started to talk
         more about where you guys are going.  I worried about him when he was gone trying
         to find Switch.  He left with so many questions about you two, but since they were
         answers only he could give I knew he just needed time to sort it out in his head.
          So how are you guys now?”
      

      She blushes, second woman today that is about to describe her butterflies and I have
         to sit there and listen like the good friend I am as my personal misfortunes linger
         throughout the room.  How lovely for me.
      

      “We are good.  He and I talked, really talked after we got back from Shell Horns.
          By the way, wow for Peyton and her man, Dave or Don or Derek.”
      

      “Derek” I corrected her.  I’m a name person, so get it right or stop trying is all
         I’m sayin’.
      

      “Yes, that’s it.  He’s sweet and he looks at Peyton like Shame looks at….”  She catches
         herself then recovers. “Shit, sorry Mace.”
      

      I shrug my shoulders knowing that just as it took time for people to adjust to Shame
         and I together, it will take even more time to adjust us not being together.  Sucks all around but as Shame says, it is what it is.
      

      “I’m good girl, go ahead.”

      “We talked about what happened that night with Ace, he apologized for being so crazy.
          He said he was jealous and knew there was some truth to what Ace was saying about
         how he treats me at times.  Hem realized that another man had listed his weaknesses
         when it came to he and I and it pissed him off.  He told me Ace had feelings for me,
         but I think Hem has made all that up in his head.  Ace and I are friends, I think
         of Ace as a very dear friend.  Hem said he would try to come to terms with that and
         he said he will forgive Ace eventually for stepping out of line, for me.”
      

      Damn could this beautiful green eyed girl be more friggin clueless?  It really is
         apparent to everyone but her that Ace has feelings that left friendship avenue weeks
         ago and now lives at the corner of love and lust alley.  This is one of many reasons
         I love her though.  She is beautiful in so many ways and she gives away her beauty
         to others without even knowing it.
      

      “I’m not sure about Ace’s feelings toward you, but they don’t matter as long as you
         are comfortable being his dear friend and Hem is comfortable with that as well.  You
         love Hem, not a person in this town doubts that and I hate that Hem does.  So you
         worked things out, are you guys together as in together or are you together as in
         just trying to find your way through?  It isn’t probably my business but I love you
         both and more importantly than knowing where you guys are at, just want to be sure
         you are happy.  Are you happy with him Sade?”
      

      “I’m more than happy.  All my life I’ve loved him, like really loved him.  You know
         that I have never imagined a forever with anyone else.  Now that I actually have him
         though, it is more than what I thought it would ever be.  You know what I’m talking
         about cause you feel a bit of the same emotions with Shame.  Have you ever really
         looked at Shame?  I mean, not in the obvious way because we both know that Shame is
         the all-consuming alpha, crazy, beautiful, here let me drop my panties for you, stand
         beside you in the wind cause your natural scent makes me cling to you, kind of way…”
          I put my hand up, just like Hem does to get her to shut the hell up and stop talking.
      

      “Oh my god Sadey Marie Lyons, did you just imagine Shame naked in your head?  Cause
         the way you just described him I think you just removed his clothes and they are strung
         out all over the imaginary floor!”  She blushes and throws the napkin holder at me.
      

      “Please!  I’m with your brother who is his own beauty, but I’m human and I’m a girl.
          Shame is the essence of male beauty.  I’m taken but I’m certainly not dead.”
      

      “Jesus, I’m so telling Hem you said all of this if you don’t promise to cook for me
         at least twice a week for the next month.”  I’m such a bitch for blackmail but damn
         this woman can cook and she knows that for my love of food I would sell her ass out!
      

      “Done, you evil witch.”  No one said Sadey was dense.  If I were to tell Hem then
         he will blister her ass just like he enjoys doing so much, from what she tells me
         anyway.  Yuck!  Mental picture snapped and immediately deleted!
      

      We sat through dinner and just talked about meaningless things such as household chores,
         the groceries she’s going to need to get so she can cook for me, bills, and work.
          She has been looking for a job, but she went to college to be an architect so there’s
         not a lot of demand here for that.
      

      To be honest, she majored in that because she felt pressure from her parents.  Sadey
         is the only child and all her life they tended to force things on her.  She used to
         tell me that she never felt the light shine on her because they consumed her in dark
         clouds.  She has no intention of leaving our home town so she has to find something
         here that’s worth doing.
      

      We say our goodnights and head to bed just after 10 o’clock.  Girl time used to be
         partying and drinking and living it up, we are only 22 now but an outsider would think
         we acted much older.  I’m sure that some of this has to do with Hem and Shame.  The
         older they get, crazier they act, and the more risks they take has aged us.
      

      I’ve had a long Monday but luckily I have evaded any alone time and avoided my thoughts
         of Shame.  I laugh out loud at Sadey’s description of him.  She’s right.  He really
         is the essence of male beauty and right now, alone and feeling lost I truly miss his
         essence.  Deep breaths, I need to keep the hurt at bay.  It does help knowing he’s
         out on a ride though.  It doesn’t stop me from wondering if he’s thinking of me as
         the miles pass, but I’m certain I’m thinking about us enough for the both of us.  Dammit,
         so much for keeping this shit at bay.
      

      A loud crash has stirred me awake.  I glance to my alarm clock and see its 3:33 a.m.
          I wait a few minutes to see if I hear anything else, I don’t but can’t shake a sick
         feeling that something is wrong.  Maybe someone is here in the house.  Sadey sleeps
         like the dead after she consumes as much wine as she did so no way she would have
         heard that.  I’m going to get up and check on her and the noise.  Remembering the
         text from Hem, he was adamant about staying close and being safe, I grab my brothers
         little league bat that I’ve kept in the back of my closet all these years as protection.
      

      First stop is Sadey’s room.  I open her bedroom door, so dark in here I can’t see
         her in her bed so I walk closer and flip on her night light.  She’s not in bed and
         I’m starting to panic.  I’m running down the hall screaming her name and I still get
         nothing.  Yelling wildly through the house checking all rooms.  Kitchen, living room,
         her room all come up empty.  Going back to my bedroom to call someone, anyone, to
         share my concern I pass the bathroom in the hall and sigh in relief because I haven’t
         even checked there!  I never claimed to be Sherlock Holmes so I cut myself some slack.
      

      My relief is short lived.  Opening the door I see Sadey laying on the floor in an
         unnatural position.  SHIT!
      

      Rushing to her I start to panic.  “Sadey, Sadey.  Are you awake?  Baby, can you hear
         me.”  
      

      Leaning over her I can feel she’s breathing so I calm a bit and get up to grab my
         phone from my room.  I’m not sure who I’m calling right now, either a prospect at
         the Club or 911.  Coming back to her with phone in hand I can see she may be losing
         color.  I’m not a doctor and this is Sadey so I’m siding with calling to get help
         for her first then calling someone to help keep me calm.
      

      After calling 911 and unlocking the front door, I return to Sadey and wait.  I have
         about three minutes to decide if I should call Hem now or wait until she’s evaluated.
          I know I shouldn’t but there is one person that shares my love for her and he’s here,
         in town.  Hem may be livid at me for doing this, but I’m calling Ace.
      

      “Who the fuck calls someone at 4 o’clock in the fucking morning, Mace?  Jesus. It’s
         a good thing I like you or ….”  Damn I don’t have time for this!
      

      “Shut up Ace, Sadey is unconscious. I called 911 and they are in route.  Meet us at
         Memorial in 10.”  Click.  I don’t want to explain to Ace verbatim or change my mind
         in calling him.  Hem isn’t happy with Ace but hopefully in his heart he knows if anyone
         should be with Sadey in his absence, it should be someone who cares about her and
         I can’t do this alone.
      

      Once the paramedics got there Sadey was starting to come around.  This isn’t the first
         time I have seen her like this but the last time was only because she had the flu.
          I’m not naive enough to believe this is the flu and this thought has me sick with
         worry.
      

      They take all of her vitals and I can hear them talking to each other and I mentally
         berate myself for not paying attention to anything other than Dr. McSteamy when watching
         my weekly shows.  If I had only listened more closely I could probably be able to
         understand more of what they are talking about.
      

      Paramedics approve me to ride along with Sadey, who is now awake but confused so she
         can’t tell me what happened.  I can guess she passed out, but she was out for a while
         which is what is making me so nervous.  I ask if she wants me to call Hem, but she
         really is so out of it I’m unsure she understands what I would be calling him for.
          The young male paramedic started an IV back at the house and the female is talking
         to hospital now giving them all of Sadey’s vitals and information so they can get
         started in helping her upon arrival.
      

      “Honey, I am going to call Hem.  I know he would want to be here but remember he’s
         gone?  He and Shame will be back tomorrow sometime though, okay?”
      

      “He’s at the house honey, he was in the shower when we left Mace and I think you’re
         just confused.”  She has so much confidence when she says this and I can’t take that
         away from her.
      

      “Oh, alright.  Well then he will be with you once he gets dressed then.”  That’s a
         lie, but I won’t be penalized for that later.
      

      I need to at least text him real quick before we get there, I don’t want to leave
         her and if I talk to him on the phone in front of her she may get upset that he’s
         not here yet.  Probably best to send a message to both Hem and Shame so in case one
         doesn’t look at the phone the other will, better be safe.
      

      *ME:  Sadey and I are in route to Memorial.  Found her unconscious in bathroom and
         called 911.  Hate doing this over text Hem, but you should know.
      

      I put the phone away so I can concentrate on Sadey.  We have arrived at the hospital
         and they are preparing her to exit the ambulance.  She’s visibly trembling now so
         I think she’s finally comprehending that this show is for her.
      

      “Mace, what’s happened?  I’m scared.”  She’s also sweating.  Her shirt is drenched
         at the neck and her face has beads of sweat everywhere.
      

      “Hi there.  Welcome back to us, Sadey.”  I say in a gentle voice as I brush the matted
         hair falling in her eyes.  “You went away for a little bit so I was giving you some
         time.  I’m right here and we are okay.  I texted Hem so he knows where to find you.
          I’m not sure exactly how you got there but you were on the bathroom floor when I
         found you earlier.  How do you feel now?”
      

      “I’m just tired I guess but I feel like I’ve already slept all night, Mace.  Is Hem
         on his way?  I don’t want him on his bike if he’s upset, worried and anxious.  Can
         you call him so I can talk to him, please Mace?  Just for a second I promise, I just
         want to hear his voice.”
      

      She knows we aren’t to call them when they are on a ride, it’s a distraction they
         don’t need if its club business but I can’t refuse her when she’s terrified and I
         know Hem is the only person to calm this situation for her.
      

      “Yes, let me call now.”  Pulling my phone back out of my purse as they start to wheel
         her in through the ER doors I open it up to call Hem but I have a text message from
         Shame.
      

      *SHAME:  Sweetheart, what the hell is going on?  We are leaving here in 15 minutes,
         just wrapping things up and the rest can wait.  Hem is out of his mind right now.
      

      *ME:  Sadey wants to talk to him.  Do you think that’s possible?  I mean, since you’re
         wrapping up?  I don’t want him upset on ride home so maybe if he talks to her he will
         be in better mind frame to ride.
      

      My phone rings and its Shame.  I don’t let it even finish a ring before I answer. 
         He doesn’t say hello, just gets right to the point.  “Just easier to talk then text,
         yes you know you can call for emergencies baby, let me get him and put him on the
         phone.”
      

      “Shame wait, I... I just...”  Words aren’t coming because I’m still lost in his endearments.
          Even after I left him there with his heart spilled out all over the ground, he still
         loves me.  I can hear it in his voice.
      

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you.  You’re being so nice after… and I probably don’t deserve it so thank
         you.  We will be friends again I have faith in that, but just so you know, I appreciate
         your kindness right now.”
      

      He pauses, I can hear him breathing and he wants to say something but then I hear
         a shuffle and then I hear one very pissed off Hem.
      

      “MACE WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON WITH SADEY?  I’M SICK WITH WORRY.  You send those
         damn texts then I find you sitting here chit chatting with your boy.  WHAT THE FUCK?”
          He’s screaming so loud that although I’m standing by Sadey’s gurney and she’s laying
         down with her eyes closed, she can hear him loud and clear.  She immediately tries
         to sit up but her IV bag pulls on her and the medic pushes her back down explaining
         it isn’t a good idea to try to move yet.
      

      “MACE! DAMMIT ARE YOU STILL THERE?”  Crap this man is roaring and it’s blowing out
         my ears.
      

      “Here Hem, talk to her.  She’s alright and she’s right here.  Do not fucking scream
         at her, do you hear me?  Get hold of yourself before you speak because you’re going
         to freak her out more than she already is you animal!”
      

      He calms and I can hear the worry in his voice.  He’s just as freaked as we are and
         he’s 500 miles away.  “Yeah I know.  I can do that.  Sorry, please put her on.  I’m
         worried here, Mace.”
      

      I don’t respond to his apology I just hand over the phone to Sadey who sits on the
         line and before she can speak I can see that Hem feels her presence on the phone.
          She’s laying down and I hear him speak to her softly as her eyes roll in the back
         of her head in relief to just hearing his voice.  This scene is tugging at my heart
         because I want what they have for Shame and I, but it isn’t possible.  I need to walk
         away before I cause an emotional scene.
      

      I tell the Medic to let her have my phone as long as she needs it.  They can work
         around her, hell it’s probably easier to work around her while Hem keeps her calm.
          I lean down and kiss her temple wet from sweat, and I signal I’m going for a drink.
          She gives a half smile to me, still lost to Hem’s voice.
      

      Turning towards the hallway out of the ER I come face to face with another very pissed
         off male in her life.
      

      “JESUS CHRIST WOMAN I AM SO FUCKING PISSED AT YOU!  YOU CANNOT CALL ME, WAKE ME FROM
         SLEEP AND SAY THAT SHIT THEN HANG UP ON ME!.  WHAT THE FUCK IS WRONG WITH YOU, WOMAN?”
          A screaming Ace, shit.  Like my ears didn’t just hear this same damn spiel, words
         nearly exact.  How the hell am I the bad guy for just wanting to inform these people?
          Damn!
      

      “Oh hell no.  Calm the hell down and get a grip, Ace.  I was in kind of a hurry considering my best friend was on the floor, I had just
         gotten off the phone with 911, and I was already second guessing my decision to call
         you when you answered like a fucking boor.  Excuse me for getting to the point you
         asshole!”  Yeah, I’m pissed at the world and Ace is the current port for relief.
      

      He stops and grips the bridge of his nose with two fingers.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.
          You’re right.  Where is she though?  What happened?  She okay?  Where are they taking
         her?  Have you called him?”  Holy crap Ace, slow down!
      

      “Stop stop stop.  Let me talk for a second.  Yes, she’s alright as far as I can tell.
          She’s already here, they are working on her now acting like there is no immediate
         danger but I’m no doctor Ace, so I can’t tell you much more.  I found her on the floor
         in bathroom.  The him you refer to, I assume is HEM and do not be around her or even
         talk in front of her with your snarky attitude.  She’s talking to him on the phone
         now.”
      

      “Have they left?  Are they on the way back?  Mace, I have a bad feeling.  I want to
         see her.  Take me to her.”  He’s really sick with worry, but this isn’t anything from
         him I haven’t seen before regarding her.
      

      “Fine, but you have to promise me and I mean it.  Really promise me that you won’t
         upset her, talk to her about your feelings, or upset Hem when he gets here whenever
         that happens.”
      

      “Stop wasting my time!  All of those things you need a ‘promise’ for, well they all
         would end up with her hurt.  I would never hurt her and you know it!  So take me to
         her now, please!”
      

      Gees, he’s right.  Now I feel bad.  Doesn’t matter because I’m the best friend I have
         to protect her from those around her sometimes and now is that time.
      

      They have already admitted her for observation and moved her to her own room.  Ace
         and I walk in and the doctor is talking to her.  He’s asking her so many questions
         so that they can start to pinpoint how this happened.  She’s sitting up and she has
         some color in her face now.  My phone is on the bed so to get it out of the way I
         reach for it but she grabs my hand tightly so I can’t take it back.
      

      “Can I keep it for now?  I’m waiting for Hem to call me back.  He promised he would
         call me every 60 miles or so.  He knows I’m worried.  I don’t have my phone, Mace.
          Is that okay?”
      

      “Of course it’s okay.”  Finally she sees Ace behind me.  She moves her head around
         me so she can see him better.  I don’t know if they have seen each other since that
         night but if not, she’s going to be shocked.
      

      “Your hair.  Oh my god, Ace.  You have hair.  Brown hair and lots of it!  C’mere and
         let me touch it.”  Even sick, she’s such a little nerd.
      

      Ace walks to her slowly never breaking eye contact with her and he’s smiling the cutest
         and shyest smile I’ve ever seen on him.  She seriously turns this man upside down
         and inside out.  My heart hurts for him, I know what it’s like to want someone in
         such a way but they don’t want you back.  Again, this loneliness and fear is eating
         at me.  I know this isn’t about me but I miss Shame so much.
He walks right to her without hesitation and with his size he takes up the entire
         side of her bed.  “Heya Sadey bug.  How you feelin’?  You look fine to me.  Were you
         being dramatic so you could ride in a car with lights flashing?”  He’s grinning at
         her in attempts for her to relax and of course, it’s working.
      

      How in the world this woman can be effected by two men that are so opposite I will
         never know.  Goes to show though, not all women have a specific type when it comes
         to a man.
      

      “I’m better now.”  She grabs his hand that is resting at his side.  I see him try
         to retract it quickly but her touch affects him and he can’t resist.
      

      “I’m so glad you’re here.  You look good and not just your hair.  I was worried after,
         ya know, that maybe you wouldn’t heal this much so fast but you have.  I’m glad.  I’m
         sorry for what happened.  You can’t talk to Hem like that.  He and I are together
         now, Ace.  He doesn’t mistreat me at all, I promise.  Thank you for standing up for
         me though, even if I didn’t need it.”
      

      She takes his hand and brings it to her mouth and kisses it.  Ace’s legs start to
         give, I can see this.  His face studies her lips as they stay on his hand longer than
         expected.  God, the woman is torturing this man.  She really truly has no idea how
         he feels about her.
      

      Quick thinking leads me to slam a chair that is just out of his reach into the back
         of his knees to catch him.  He looks to me and nods in thanks and sits next to her
         bed.  She keeps hold of his one hand with both of hers now, his hand sits in the middle
         of hers while resting on the bed.  Shit, now I’m really sad for Ace.  I even feel
         like I’m being tortured and I’m only having to watch this.
      

      “So, other than gathering some information from you, have they said anything about
         what they think caused this?”  I say, trying to keep the room busy with conversation.
      

      “No.  Doctor Rude wants to take blood still.  They need to take my blood pressure
         every hour because it seems to be very ‘erratic’.”  She uses air quotes and rolls
         her eyes as she enunciates the doctor’s words.  “One time they take it then it’s too
         high, then next time it is too low.  I think their machine is broke.”  She sounds
         educated, it’s funny because I know my BFF watches as much of McSteamy as I do and
         as little of the actual program as possible.
      

      Ace has been watching her intently, hanging on every word and making sure she’s done
         talking before he says anything again.  “Good.  I’m not leaving okay?  I can sleep
         over there on the couch if I get tired but I’m not leaving you.  Or I can sleep in
         this chair and you don’t have to let go of my hand so you’re not scared.  Mace can
         take the couch because I’m sure she’s not going to leave me alone with you.  I mean,
         you know, she’s not going to leave you.”
      

      Nice catch you dumbass but hell no I’m not leaving you alone with her, even if the
         sad sap is chained to a bed with tubes and machines.  Hem would kick both our asses,
         you are still on probation with him pal.
      

      “Thank you so much, I’m better but I’m scared.  I wish Hem were here.  I swear I don’t
         remember anything.  I thought I remembered that he was in the shower, but he’s gone.
          I don’t know.”  She is starting to sound tired and confused.
      

      “Honey, we are all tired.  How about we all catch just a few minutes of sleep.  It’s
         only 7 o’clock in the morning so we have all day to wait for Hem and this will help
         us pass some time, okay?”
      

      I can see she agrees immediately because she instantly relaxes and leans her head
         back, eyes closed, then she’s out.
      

      I look at Ace, he and I are having a silent conversation while both of us look to
         his hand as she clutches it even in sleep.  I’m warning him that it has to stay right
         there in hers and nowhere else.  He gives me a scowl as if to tell me to mind my own
         business, but he promised me and I’m making him hold that promise.  He heard what
         the doctor said and if her blood pressure is in question then Ace needs to suck it
         up or go home.  I grab the phone from her bed, since she finally let go of it to grab
         onto Ace.  I make my way towards the couch at the other end of the room so I can close
         my eyes as well.  I’m so tired.  Sending a quick text to Peyton, telling her I won’t
         be there this morning or tomorrow, I lay down and get comfortable.  I’m asleep almost
         immediately.
      

      Mumbles have filled the room.  I look at my phone to check the time, shit I’ve missed
         4 calls!  Damn!   I look at the time and holy crap, it’s almost noon.  Double damn!
          All the calls are from Hem and I bet that man is fuming at me.
      

      Then I hear it.  All was quiet just moments ago, but then I hear the news and I want
         to go back to sleep immediately because Sadey’s reaction scares me sick.  I could
         not have heard right, please no.
      

      “Doctor umm no.  You’ve got my tests wrong.  You’ve got someone else’s file.  I cannot
         be pregnant.  I cannot be a mother right now.  You don’t understand, Hem and I...
         we are working things out.  We are happy.  A baby would... oh god no... he will hate
         me.”
      

      After she says this, Ace is on his feet in fury.  He’s running his hands over his
         now crew cut length hair.  He’s angry.  Sadey is pregnant, so of course he’s pissed.
          I think the reality that she is really with Hem has finally hit him and it is overwhelming
         him right in front of my eyes.
      

      My mind starts to work and now I need to release some frustration on Ace’s behalf. 
         “Why in the hell did you just tell a room full of people about her having a baby?”
          I’m so pissed, what the hell happened to privacy?  Because of this stupid on call
         doctor I’ve got a whole lot of shit to deal with and I’ve not even had the indulgence
         of my morning cup of Joe!
      

      My phone chooses then to ring, of course it is Hem.  Why wouldn’t it be?  Damn damn.
          I slide to ignore.  He knows how this works and he’s going to freak out on me.  I
         hit mute on the ringer because now that I’ve done that, he won’t stop calling.
      

      “I apologize Ms. Cash I was under the impression this was family.  Are you not the
         father?”   He looks to Ace with a questioning stare.  Shit, open wound and insert
         more salt.
      

      “No, I’m her friend.  I love her sure, but I’m her friend just the same.”  Wow Ace,
         way to get that jab in there at a completely inappropriate time.  Sneaky bastard.
      

      “Doctor, you need to go out there and find my file and fix it.  I am not pregnant!
          I fainted remember?  That’s why I’m here?  Hello?  If I’m only just pregnant then
         why did I faint?  One isn’t related to the other.”  Yep, my Sadey, this is what McSteamy
         does to a girl.  All common sense and medical knowledge leaves the building.  Gah!
      

      “Ma’am yes, it is true that you did come into the ER in an ambulance because you fainted. 
         After many tests that were performed after your arrival, it has been established that
         your blood pressure varies dramatically in short spans of time.  It has also been
         concluded that what finally caused your episode was that you had experienced a rapid
         drop in blood pressure.  This is not entirely uncommon in pregnancy, especially the
         first trimester.  I’m definitely not an expert in this, so we are going to have someone
         come for you to do a full pelvic exam so we know how far along you are and if there
         are any complications.  Until then, you rest and we are going to see about letting
         you leave here this evening, depending on your progress throughout the day and how
         well your body responds to treatment and rest.”
      

      She says nothing.  She’s in tears so I know she’s not holding together well.   Ace
         moves back to her and sits on the bed.  He wraps his arms around her shoulders and
         pulls her to him.  She grabs his shirt chanting through tears, “I’m not pregnant,
         I’m not I’m not I’m not.”  I look at him holding her, neither of us know what to say
         so we let her cry it out until she can compose herself again.  This takes a while.
      

      When she does finally stop crying and starts talking, Ace and I are stunned hearing
         what comes out of that beautiful mouth.  “I’m not telling Hem.  You are not telling
         him either, okay?  I mean it, neither of you are saying anything about this to anyone.
          It is only between us.  I hate to use this against you guys but if either of you
         love me at all, you will keep this quiet.”
      

      Ace lets go of her and stands up, he’s on same side bed as I am and we are standing
         next to each other looking down at her like this time she’s really lost her mind.
      

      He reaches to her giving her a comforting touch as he moves her hair behind her ear. 
         “Sadey bug, you can’t just keep this from him.”  He runs his fingertips across her
         forehead now, keeping his touch on her.  He continues and botches the comforting streak
         he had going though, as only a man can.  “You know you’re just going to keep getting
         bigger, right?”  Jesus Ace, just say it.  She’s going to be growing a Goddamn watermelon
         in there.  This man is nuts, seriously.
      

      I need to stop his ridiculous attempts at calming my dear friend.  “Sadey, you have
         to tell Hem.  Not only because it’s the right thing to do because he’s the father
         but because you need some support right now.  You are obviously not okay with this
         news honey, and you and I both know that Hem calms you.”
      

      “No.  He won’t want it.  Then he won’t want me. I’m not ready to let him go, Mace.
         Come on, I just got him!  Promise me please, both of you right now, promise me you
         are going to let me deal with this my own way.  Please help me keep him for just a
         while longer. I will tell him when I’m ready but please you guys I’m not ready to
         say goodbye to him yet.”
      

      Damn.  Hem should know but keeping it from him for just a few weeks shouldn’t hurt
         an already bad situation, I hope.
      

      “Okay, alright, Sadey bug.  But you know he’s my brother and my Pres.  I have to tell
         you that although I love you, I am only giving you four weeks to tell him.  That’s
         the best I’m going to do here. I’m sorry but if you haven’t told him by then, I will.”
          Very grown up and diplomatic answer, Ace!  Friggin genius.
      

      “I agree and I’m with you and Ace on this.  We will keep this quiet for you but honey,
         you do not need four weeks to talk to him.  I think Hem will surprise you.  He loves
         kids and he will be so happy when you tell him he’s going to be a daddy.”
      

      “No Mace.  He won’t but if a month is all I have with them then I’m taking it.  Sorry
         to put you guys in middle of this.  God, how did this happen?  Why did this have to
         happen, now?”  She’s ashamed and sad.
      

      I can sense Ace tensing a bit as he tells her goodbye.  “I’ve got to take off now
         that I know you are okay.  I’m going to run and shower, check on the Club and come
         back in a little bit.  Do you need anything from home or anywhere else?  I can bring
         you anything you need, Bug.”  God he’s so so sweet.
      

      “No, but thank you and thank you for being here for me.”  Ace glares at me, and I
         don’t understand why until the bastard bends down and kisses Sadey on her cheek, then
         her forehead and whispers goodbye almost intimately in her ear.  Do you think she
         would catch that little act of silent seduction?  Hell no, Miss Oblivious is lost
         in her own mind right now.  Damn that sneaky little shit!  I glare back as he half
         smiles back at me and walks out of the room.
      

      *****

      I’m sitting outside Sadey’s room, it’s already 8 p.m.  She’s sleeping and Ace has
         already come back and gone again, she insisted he leave citing he looked exhausted
         and promised him she would let him visit tomorrow, and stay all day if he wanted. 
         Her blood pressure isn’t stable enough to let her go tonight so she’s staying here
         again tonight to give the doctors a chance to stabilize it.
      

      The walls in her room were starting to close in on me.  The beeping of her monitors
         resembled the moments of my life slipping away.  I’m overwhelmed.  I can’t remember
         a time recently that I’ve had a moment of absolute peace that I didn’t feel like I
         was getting pulled or pushed into something.  I want to get lost in a moment again,
         to just not feel so scared and alone.  The dread that I really am alone has been eating
         at me for weeks, if I’m honest with myself it isn’t alone I’m afraid to be as much
         as I am afraid to be without Shame.  God I miss him so much.  Everything is just falling
         down around me and I can’t stop it.  My mom, the news of Greyson in that article,
         now Sadey here and with a pregnancy, of all diagnosis.  I haven’t even thought to
         celebrate the fact I’m going to be an Aunt.
      

      Finally I give in, I let the tears fall without wiping them away.  I’m hoping that
         if I let it all go out here in the hall that I won’t slip in front of Sadey.  She
         needs me right now to see her through this.  It strikes me as odd that she thinks
         she would lose Hem, over a baby.  I’ve not even questioned how this happened.  Sadly
         though, knowing my brother and his limit of patience, I’m sure protection never ever
         entered his sex greed mind.  She had never even had sex before.  In the past it is
         apparent that he was thinking of protecting himself from disease but what about pregnancy? 
         Dammit Hem do you ever think before you act?  Too late now.
      

      I gather myself quickly, I only had intended to allow myself 15 minutes to get it
         together.  I laugh silently to myself and thank the heavens I’m not that ugly of a
         crier as Sadey.  My fluids don’t just come rushing out like hers do.  Standing now
         I make my way towards Sadey’s room but I’m stopped in motion and my heart skips a
         beat.
      

      Shame stands there, leaning against the door jamb.  He has his hands in pockets and
         his head tilted to the side in thought as he had watched me.  I know he has to have
         been standing there for some time because I can see his face reflects sadness for
         me.
      

      “Hi.” I say it like I’m broken.

      We haven’t seen each other since Saturday and have only spoken to him briefly through
         text and then a quick call.  I don’t think he was ready to see me like this, I was
         stronger on the phone.  I was thankful to him even.
      

      He looks me up and down slowly, knowing I’m waiting for a response from him.  I’ve
         missed him so much that my instinct is in control and I start to walk towards him
         and at the same time once I reach him I move my arms in front of me in an upward motion
         warning him that I’m about to grab him around the neck.  He finally moves and he’s
         standing up straight now while taking his hands from his pockets as he waits for me
         to get closer so he can embrace me.
      

      Once I’m there in his arms, I feel secure again.  I’m surrounded in our cocoon once
         more and it is incredible.  Nothing matters right now, nothing can hurt me not even
         him.  Even with all things going on around me, knowing that is enough.
      

      “Take me home Shame, please.  Help me forget for just a little while.  Even if it
         means nothing to you.  I just need to get lost and not think about all this crumbling
         around me.  I miss you, God I miss you so much.  Please help me forget.”  I can hear
         the pleading in my voice and he says nothing in answer to my plea.
      

      He hasn’t said a single word to me since he saw me sitting on that chair outside her
         room.  He puts his hand on my arms, since they are still around his neck he moves
         them down and away from him.  He looks in my eyes and nods as he walks back into Sadey’s
         room, leaving me cold in the hallway.  I can hear him talking to Hem quietly, not
         above a whisper, Sadey must still be asleep.  When he comes back out, he grabs my
         hand and pulls me behind him leading me outside and directly to his bike.
      

      We are on our way back to my house now.  All the way there I keep my arms securely
         wrapped around his body, not for safety but for comfort.  Every time we stop for traffic
         he takes one of his hands and rests it against mine, reassuring me that I’m going
         to be okay.  He still has not uttered a word to me so other than his looks of pity
         and concern I don’t know what he’s thinking.  I can imagine he’s probably still hurt
         because I left him the way I did the night at the club but if he is, he’s not taking
         anything out on me.
      

      Once home I open the door and see the furniture moved around.  I had forgotten the
         medics had helped move it so they could get Sadey out of there quickly.  I sigh remembered
         how scared I had been.  Shame comes up from behind me and pulls me to him as he always
         does, his back to my front and his arms secure at my waist with this face in my neck.
          It feels familiar, exactly what I’ve been longing for.
      

      “Mace, I’m going to do as you asked me to do. Yes baby, I will help you forget everything.
          We aren’t going to talk about anything right now, except that I want you to know
         when we are done we will have to talk.  I can’t do this knowing we won’t, outcome
         good or bad I just know there are things unsaid and I can’t go weeks again without
         talking them through with you.  If you agree to that, then I’m going to carry you
         to your bedroom and do to you exactly what you’ve asked.”
      

      I nod in response.  I don’t want to agree to a discussion with him but he’s giving
         me no choice.  I can listen to what he has to say and I guess I have things to say
         as well.  More than anything though, I just want him to take me with him to our place.
          That place we built where we would get so wrapped up in each other that there are
         no outsiders and the world is ours, forever.
      

      He pushes me forward with his body a bit, asking me without words to lead him to my
         bedroom.  He wants me to take initiative on this because in fairness, this was my
         idea.  He is letting me have control because knowing me so well, he knows I feel I
         no longer have control over anything.
      

      We are in my room, he goes for my bedside lamp and tries to turn it on but I get there
         with him first, “No.  No light.  No distractions.”  I’m pleading with my eyes to just
         let me have this in darkness without thought or possible remorse.
      

      He pushes my hand away from his as it sits on the lamps switch. “Sorry but I’m not
         giving you that.  If you want me to fuck you, I get it.  But Mace, I want you to see
         who it is that is fucking you.  I’m not going to be a nameless face to you, ever.
          If you wanted that then you should have asked someone else.  I don’t fuck you without
         emotion so either light stays on or this doesn’t happen.”
      

      His face is tight and I’m realizing too late that he’s dead serious.  His eyes are
         hard and his jaw is working and I know it’s because he had just suggested I have sex
         with another man, I can tell that thought is as unbearable to him as it is to me.
      

      “Okay, Shame.  Just you and I.  It’s just us.”  After I say this I can see his face
         immediately relax.
      

      “Take your clothes off, I’m going to run you a shower and make you something to eat.
          You haven’t eaten and I can see the exhaustion running through you.  I’m not going
         to be with you the way I want to be with you if I’m worried about that.”
      

      I’m not about to argue because he’s right.  I’m exhausted.  “Okay.”

      I could use a shower and something to eat.  It was a long day and when the doctor
         told Sadey she wasn’t going home today her hysterics went off the chart even for Sadey,
         so I couldn’t leave her room, not once to even grab a shower.
      

      Forty five minutes later, I feel almost new.  I’m showered and I’ve eaten.  Shame
         made me eat a bit of each food from my plate of cheese, grapes, and crackers.  Looking
         at him now, as we sit here in my room on my bed, I know he’s going to be such a good
         dad someday.  Thinking about Sadey and her reaction to her news made me sad for Hem.
          I think he’s going to be overjoyed, wish he didn’t have to wait to find out.  It
         isn’t fair to him and she needs to tell him sooner than later.
      

      “Where are you, Sweetheart?  You’re a million miles away from me.  If you have changed
         your mind about us tonight, it’s okay.  I can go, or I can stay and just hold you.
          Whatever you need, I’m right here.”  As he moves the hair off my forehead and to
         the side he keeps talking.  “There’s never any pressure for us to be anything you
         don’t want us to be.  I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when that happened with Sadey and
         that you went through that with her alone.”
      

      I roll my eyes in comfort.  His touch gives me relief and I’m so tired after my shower
         and meal.  He must sense that because he stands up, takes off his clothes except for
         his boxers then lifts me and pulls on the strings of my robe, pushes it off my shoulders
         and he lets it fall to the floor.  I’m exposed completely but don’t have time to contemplate
         that.  Scooping me up, he carries me to my side of the bed and tucks me in.  Then
         he gets in on the other side and lays down, reaching his arm out to pull me into him.
          Almost instantly I’m so relaxed I fall asleep.
      

      I wake some time later feeling rested.  I slept soundly in his arms last night, we
         didn’t change position once in the night.  I feel him behind me, his breathing isn’t
         steady so I know he’s awake.  I get up without looking at him and he releases me.
          I need to use the bathroom, sleeping for 10 hours has caused the urgency that I won’t
         ignore.  I also need to brush my teeth.  I’m that girl, that one girl everyone knows
         that won’t let anyone see her in the morning with bed head or smell her nasty morning
         breath.
      

      Coming back into the room I see he hasn’t moved a muscle.  He’s comfortable here in
         my house and in my bed.  It is fluent and feels emblematic to both of us, even though
         right now we both know we are anything but ordinary.  I crawl back to my spot that
         I left and is no longer warm.  The chill in the air gives me an excuse to burrow closer
         into this chest with my back.
      

      “Shame?”

      “No, we aren’t talking yet.  I’m going to enjoy this for just a while longer so shhh.” 
         I take a breath and try to get his attention again but he grips my hip and keeps talking,
         “I’m happy here and I haven’t been happy since before the night Hem fucked everything
         up for me with his ego attack on Ace so stop talking cause I am taking this.  I don’t
         know how long I have to wait until I feel this way again.”  Even though he’s clinging
         to me here, he sounds so sad and alone.
      

      “Well I was going to ask you what your favorite ice cream is, because I don’t know.”
          I’m smiling but he doesn’t know and I said it like I was seriously inquiring.
      

      “Woman, do you know how to shhh?  What it means to shhh?  I told you the truth and
         now I am telling you again already, I’m happy right here so let me bottle all this
         happy because when I’m not with you, I’m so not happy.”
      

      I hesitate because I still hear his sadness but I continue.  “So then I’m guessing
         your favorite has got to be strawberry cause its pink, isn’t it?  Or cherry?  Oh god
         it is cherry!  You are a sick man Shame.”  I giggle at the idea of him liking ‘cherry’
         and know he’s thinking the same thing about the insinuation of who ‘Cherry’ is.  I
         also accuse him of something ludicrous because he’s given me no reply and I’m relieved
         that I can feel his smile on the crown of my head and then I hear him inhale my scent.
          I didn’t think this through.  When I wanted to get lost last night I didn’t think
         how crippling this would be for us.
      

      “No Mace.  It isn’t cherry.  Get your head out of the gutter.”  He is coming back
         to me now, the playful and easy Shame.
      

      “Then, what’s your favorite ice cream?”  I’m pressing because now I’m just curious.

      “Do you really want to talk about ice cream?”  He pauses as he lifts his head to look
         at my alarm clock.  “At 7:30 a.m.? “
      

      “Yes, I do.  I want to know.  I’ve known you for 17 years and I don’t know this about
         you.  Just indulge me, you big tree!”  Name calling, how sexy.
      

      “Vanilla.”  He says straight out like he’s discussing the weather.  I can’t help but
         laugh.  The thought of this big, tattooed and beautifully exotic man liking just plain
         old vanilla ice cream, literally has me wanting to roll over laughing.
      

      “You’re laughing at me.  That’s really not nice.”  He sounds soft and serious but
         I can hear his smile through his words.
      

      “Then who is your favorite band?  Vanilla Ice?”  I bust out in humor.  I may as well
         keep this little ‘get to know’ meet going.
      

      “Are you done laughing at me?  Because now it’s my turn lady.”  Again he grips my
         hips and I can’t see him because he’s behind me.  He lets out a sigh that I feel into
         my neck.  “Let me see.  What do I want to know about my Mace?”  He pauses in thought
         again, then continues.  “I have one, what’s your favorite position?”
      

      “WHAT?  That’s hardly appropriate for a ‘get to know you’ question and I won’t answer.
          Keep these questions a bit more ‘vanilla’ please.”  I laugh out loud now and it isn’t
         a pretty or girly laugh, I think I even just heard myself snort.  He should have made
         up some type of ice cream flavor because I am going to have some fun with this for
         some time to come.
      

      I’m still laughing when all of a sudden I’m yanked and seems I didn’t even see this
         coming, Shame has flipped me to my back and is on top of me.  He’s hard and I can
         tell because he’s pressing his hips into me.  I can feel his piercing at my opening
         through the thin material of his boxers.  Unsure why my body just reacts this way
         to him but he met no resistance in getting his large frame in between my legs.  I’ve
         stopped laughing and now I’m looking up at him, face to face, into this beautiful
         blue eyes.
      

      “Nothing funny now is there babe?  You have any more quips, jokes, or teases right
         now?  Cause in about one minute beautiful, I’m not going to be in any mood to laugh.”
          Oh my god I’m so done talking.
      

      “Give me a minute, I will think of something… Hold on...  Be still.  Let me get it
         all out now.”  He is staring at me as I’m saying this and he looks hungry, for me.
      

      I’m stalling and I have no idea why.  I know he’s about to have me because I’ve seen
         that predatory look before so me talking isn’t going to divert his intentions at all. 
         Let’s be honest, I have no intentions in getting in his way of having me either.
      

      “You done?”  His head tilted with a smirk on his face and he’s still planted right
         at my core and I can feel him twitching in anticipation.
      

      “Yep, I think I’m do...”  Before I get the last word out, he’s already entering me
         and he’s pushing in me hard.  I’m filled.  All distractions from this horrible month
         has faded because I’m here with him and we are sharing ourselves again.
      

      “Fuck I miss you, Mace.  I miss your face, baby.  Can you feel me?  God you feel so
         fucking good right now.”  His breathing has increased and it just spurs me on so I
         move my hips to meet his and the combination is sending us both into the abyss.  I’m
         clinging to his back so tight that he’s moving us both off the bed as he continues
         to move inside me, in and out.
      

      “I miss you Shame, so much.  Please give me all of you.  Everything, right here.”

      He stops.  Literally stops moving and nudges me off him to move me back down to the
         bed under him.  “You have all of me, Mace.  There is nothing else for me to give you.
          My heart is yours, always.”
      

      He moves his hands to my face and squeezes gently around my jaw trying to keep my
         attention on him and doesn’t allow me to turn my head away.  He starts to move again,
         slower this time.
      

      “Do you want me, Mace?  Or are you better without me?  Did you think of me as much
         as I thought of you when we were apart?  It nearly kills me when I’m not near you.
          God, I miss you so so much.”
      

      His rhythm is staggering now and I can see he’s close to climax.  I’m ready to feel
         him explode in me so I close my eyes and shake my head out of his grasp and push him
         up a bit so I get a view of his chest.  Then lifting my head a bit, I take his nipple
         into my mouth and bite down, marking him mine again.  As always though, Shame knows
         what I’m doing and he gives it to me without question then he moves his hands under
         me, tilts up and drives us home.
      

      Colors change, words are screamed incoherently, and our bodies are slamming together.
          Everything around us is so blurry all I can see clearly is him.  He’s stopped inside
         me and he puts his face in my neck and keeps steady breaths in time with mine.
      

      “Yes Shame.  I love you, I miss you.  Maybe we should get cleaned up and dressed before
         we finish this conversation.”
      

      “Why?  You planning on going somewhere?  No.  We talk like this, wide-open.  Finish
         your negotiation.”  God he’s right.  I’m about to make a negotiation and he called
         me on it.
      

      “I can’t do this again with us, so we are either all in or pull your ante off the
         table now.  You’re not going to hurt me again.  If you do, if you hurt me intentionally
         again, you will never see my face or hear my voice again, ever.”
      

      My voice is cracking because I can’t imagine never seeing him again but the mind is
         there to protect the body and my heart couldn’t survive this with him again.
      

      “Then ante the fuck up, beautiful.  I’m not going anywhere and neither are you.  We’re
         in.”
      

      “Okay”

      “Okay and Mace?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m sorry I hurt you.  I will always be sorry for that mistake.  I know you can’t
         forgive me, I would be suspicious of you if you did but you should know that I’m so
         fucking sorry.  You are everything to me, Sweetheart.”
      

      I don’t say anything to that but overall that was easier than I had thought it would
         be.  Maybe today will be a better day, I haven’t had a good day in what feels like
         a long damn time.
      

      I squiggle to get out from under him but he doesn’t budge, at all.  I have no hope
         to overpower him so I look at him and give him a stare that tells him I want to get
         up.  No luck.
      

      “Oh no.  Nope.  This isn’t a ‘Mace gets her say and Shame is going to listen’ Sorry
         there Sweetheart, but I have the floor now.  Negotiations have yet to be completed.”
          I hadn’t even thought that maybe he had something to say after my rant.  This makes
         me a selfish bitch so I instantly soften my look to encourage him to talk by lifting
         my eyebrows, giving him my full attention.
      

      “When you left me there at the club that night, I really thought I was dead.  My heart
         stopped in my chest and I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs.  If that’s not a
         living death baby, I don’t know what is.”  His thumbs caress my cheeks as he’s lost
         in thought.  “I couldn’t even get up off the ground until Hem and Sadey found me there
         an hour later.  I know you said you can’t go through that again, but that goes for
         me too.  I won’t do this again.  My heart can’t take it and right now I’m scared as
         fuck to risk this, putting myself out there for you, for us, again.  You’re worth
         it to me though.  I had told you before I was going to ruin this, I’m not now.  This
         is us and we are together and this will work.  I love your face, baby.”
      

      He kisses me slow and sweet, my private Shame that no one else gets to see.  “I love
         you.”  I say against his skin of his neck.  “I’m going love you forever.”, and I mean
         that.
      

      He moves to the side so I can climb out.  I need a shower.

      “Mace.”

       I’m on my way out of the bedroom but not before his haunted voice stops me.  Turning
         around, I’m standing at the door with only my robe in my hands in front of me.  I
         can see him hesitating.  He is having an internal battle on what he’s about to say,
         but I am patient.  This is big.  I’m recognizing it while I wait for him to talk.
          Finally he says it and I will etch this in my memory forever.
      

      “Mace, I love you.  My whole life in one way or another, I’ve always loved you.  You’re
         my girl now.  You and I are going to grow old together.”  I stare into his eyes and
         I’m starting to choke on the lump in my throat.  He doesn’t give me a chance to respond
         before he continues.  “You should start agreeing on that idea soon because it may
         take some time for you to come to terms with it, but for right now baby, know that
         I love you.  Before you leave this room and before we continue our story, if you know
         nothing else that is certain you should just know that.”
      

      Oh my God!  He is that romantic guy I’m always complaining I don’t have.  I know this was monumental
         for him, he’s never told anyone he actually loves them. He hides, always talking to
         me through action but right now, he’s absolutely raw.
      

      I drop my robe where I stand and run to him on the bed, he’s still laying down with
         his head propped on his pillow and arm.  Our eyes never lose contact as I take the
         sheet from his body and I jump on top of him, covering him completely with my body. 
         I give him the longest and sweetest kiss through the tears that are now tumbling down
         my face.
      

      *****

      After shower sex and breakfast at the house we head back to the hospital to see my
         newly pregnant friend.  I’m hoping she can come home this morning.  I really am not
         excited on spending another day in that sick bed room.  She’s not sick, she’s pregnant
         and she needs to come home and be able to think clearly without being around all that
         is reminding her of this change in her life.  I can’t tell Shame her news, even though
         he and I are together I know that as kids it was us, a package deal, all four of us
         and if I tell him he will feel the need to tell Hem.  I can’t risk that.  Bad enough
         that Hem doesn’t know his good news, but hearing it from Shame would piss him off,
         rightly so.  Ace and I promised her four weeks and right now her clock has three weeks
         and six days left before it expires.
      

      Arriving at the hospital we see the line of three bikes and already know she has visitors.
          Of course Hem is here, he probably hasn’t left her side once.  I can see Ace’s bike,
         and now I’m hoping no one is physically hurt.  I think Ace will keep it held in for
         Sadey but not so sure about Hem.  He never thinks before he acts so it’s a coin toss
         if blood will be shed or not.  Also, I see Honors bike.  One of my little ducks coming
         to check on one of our own. We park next to the others and head inside.
      

      “What the hell is wrong with her?  Mace, I know you have to know something because
         I’m sure you two share a brain half the time, neither one of you can handle a thought
         or idea without the other so tell me what the fuck is going on.”  This is Hem, meeting
         Shame and I in the hall outside of Sadey’s door.
      

      “Hello there, brother.  Good to see you too.  Yes, I’ve had a shit week but thanks
         for checking to be sure I’m alright.  Damn, Hem.  If I knew something was seriously
         wrong I would have either A.) Told you already when I texted you and Shame or B.)
         Been here much earlier and explained what was going on.  Give me some credit here.
          Thanks for jumping my ass though, cause I had that on my to do list, check!”
      

      God I hate lying to him.  I know my brother and he can smell that out but his rugged
         composure weakens and he grabs me into his arms for a hug.  His grip on me is tight,
         he feels bad now and he’s probably also suffering from exhaustion as well.  I’m sure
         Ace being here isn’t helping his nerves.
      

      “I’m sorry, I am just out of myself right now.  She’s in there and all she can say
         is that she is ‘fine’ and she wants to go home.  I’m out of my mind with worry and
         the only thing that good for nothing doctor can tell me is that Sadey has irregular
         blood pressure, which really doesn’t tell me fuckin’ nothing.”  Guess the wise ole
         doctor has finally wised up and stopped telling others Sadey’s news.
      

      “Let me go in and check it out, if I sense something is off I will talk to her and
         let you know.  How about you two go and get us some coffees so I don’t want to hurt
         someone, namely you, okay?”
      

      He shrugs then Shame leans down giving me a chaste kiss on the lips.  I quickly glance
         at Hem and he is smiling ear to ear, teeth and all.  Jackass thinks he knows everything. 
         Fine, whatever.  I’ve got bigger issues right now and the woman behind door number
         one is making my brother crazy.
      

      Walking in her room I see all of her people around her bed chatting.  Ace, Honor and
         April have her flanked.  Immediately when I enter Ace moves from her side to give
         me room to get to her.  I hug her and give her a reassuring knowing smile.
      

      “No one can find Cherry, Mace.  We are worried.  Kegs went to her house and no one
         answered.  The door was locked so she didn’t go in.  Her car was in driveway.  Do
         you know where she went?”  Like Sadey needs more worry?  These people seriously didn’t
         come here just to worry her, I get that but damn if I didn’t wish for people to think shit through.
      

      “No honey, I don’t know.  I’ve been with you and home and that’s all.  Are you getting
         out of here soon?”
      

      “She is, but the doc said she needs to be with someone at all times and she’s refusing
         to stay in Hems room at the Club, help us out here Mace, she needs to be watched.”
          Ace is frazzled.  Honor gives me nod as if asking me to calm Ace and talk to Sadey. 
         Who does he think I am?  Damn.
      

      “Sadey, I can probably take off work this week but I don’t know about next week.  Until
         we know how your blood pressure will affect you then maybe next week you really should
         stay at the Club.  The brothers and April will be there to take care of you.”
      

      “Mace, whose April?  She new?  I don’t know her yet and I do not want some stranger
         taking care of me.  I want to go home!”  Stressing, she’s not even out of hospital
         and she’s already stressing.
      

      “I’m April”, Kegs says to a confused Sadey.

      “Oh, guess I never really even knew your name, did I?”  Confusion doesn’t suit Sadey
         right now, but she’s buried in it.
      

      “Ok fine.  I will stay there next week but not now please.  I want to go home and
         shower and be with my stuff.”   Her stuff, really?  Oh geez, I’m hoping this is not
         a preview to the next eight or so months.  Dang, I cannot wait to be able to talk
         to people about her while she’s growing and becoming an emotional windbag.
      

      Ace sighs in relief and I smile and wink at him so he knows I’ve got this.  Just as
         I’m about to walk out to find my cup of coffee and the two hoodwinks that promised
         it to me, in walks Derek and Peyton.  Well then, gangs all here!
      

   
      Chapter Fifteen:

      “I could feel it coming just like a tide... I just want to destroy them. But when
         you start taking pleasure in it you are awfully close to the thing you're fighting.”
          
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      Cherry has been gone a full week now.  No one has a clue where she took off to.  I’m
         beginning to wonder if I should start looking for her parents, but I have no idea
         where to start.  She’s never talked about them but I know she’s got family back in
         Nevada.  I have heard her talk about her past in passing and how she had attended
         college for a year and like to write short stories.
      

      She doesn’t talk to me much so I have never pried into her life by asking personal
         questions.  April is worried, she knows more about Cherry than any of us and she swears
         that she would never have just left her friends here without saying goodbye.  I’m
         uncertain how many friends she has here in town, most of her companions come in male
         form and aren’t so much friends as, well… ‘mates’.  Maybe I will ask April where her
         parents are, if they care to know their daughter is missing and her friends are worried.  She’s
         not an actual member of the Club so Hem won’t deploy the brothers to a full search
         to include calling in favors from other Clubs, especially when she could have just
         thought ‘screw it’ and left, no pun intended.
      

      Shame and Hem are gone again, this time just a three day ride for business.  Hem has
         given Sadey explicit instructions that she’s to stay at the Club until he returns.
          I’m working during the day at the library but I come here in the evenings to check
         on her and give her some company.  If I’m being honest, I’m also here to check on
         Ace too.  If he’s alone with Sadey too long, who knows what will come out of his mouth.
          Generally people do not have a brain to mouth filter, well when Ace is around his
         ‘Sadey Bug’ he doesn’t have a heart to mouth filter.  This would be completely romantic
         and endearing if he didn’t have a 250 pound, angry, tattooed, giant of a man just
         waiting for him to make another slip and say something to or about his woman.  I wish
         he would find someone else to love because this man has so much to give and if I’m
         being selfish, his unreturned love for her really is starting to depress the hell
         out of me.
      

      Sadey is staying at the Club per Hem’s instruction though.  She has been feeling fine
         since being released, as far as blood pressure anyway.  Her baby doctor told her that
         morning sickness would be starting sooner than later so she may want to inform her
         baby daddy of this so he understands what he’s about to see happen to her.  Of course,
         in Sadey manner, she refused and told the doctor that I said that she had three more
         weeks and if that means she’s going to be in hiding with a puke bucket and hair ties
         then so be it.  Her words there, not mine.
      

      She hasn’t started the vomiting yet phase yet, maybe she won’t.  She told me a few
         times that she has felt sick in the evenings and only when she gets too tired.  Hem
         hasn’t noticed anything different about her.  He’s been up to his ears in Club business
         as has Shame.  When he’s not up to his ears in Club business he’s up to Sadey’s ears
         driving her insane.  I can’t wait until she just tells the man he’s going to be a
         daddy.  I’m already certain he will go from being only overly protective to downright
         stupid in his actions to keep her, as the baby warmer, safe and cared for.  Good luck
         with that Sadey girl, once you throw a child into this dynamic I can no longer help
         you with settling Hem.
      

      Since the boys won’t be back until tomorrow I’m going to take Sadey to an early dinner
         to get her out of the Club.  She needs a break and she has earned some time off for
         her good behavior.  Her blood pressure is normal and she looks good, so as far as
         Hem is concerned she is back to healthy.  However, the man is intuitive, it goes along
         with his soft and poetic nature so he senses something is off and that’s why she remains
         under his thumb or I guess other appendages that I’m not going to think about my brother
         using.  I already know that she wants to have a drink.  She’s told me every single
         day about how she won’t get a margarita for eight more months.  Although I don’t have
         kids, I’m not blind to the fact that after your child is born you do not have time
         to sit around chatting with girlfriends and drinking margaritas because you are too
         busy changing diapers, burping, feeding, and just being a full time mother and I haven’t
         broken it to her that eight months is just the beginning!
      

      Sadey’s parents have sheltered her all her life.  She was the only child to an architect
         and a stay at home mother.  She knows nothing of trying to work and raise a child.
          Her mother was very picky about what Sadey wore, how she acted, what schools she
         went to, etc.  Sadey just wanted to be a little girl that played outside or with her
         Barbie’s, but her mom insisted in her always staying clean and acting like a young
         lady.
      

      Her dad was constantly on her about her grades, being responsible and never letting
         an opportunity slip by, whether that be to travel or learn something new.  She used
         to tell me that when she was at home her life was dark, she couldn’t breathe, always
         feeling suffocated.  She said she looked forward to coming to see Hem and I because
         at our house our parents were basically ghosts with dad always working and mom napping.
          Hem and I would know when Sadey was about to crack because she would come over and
         be dressed completely punked out and this was when we were as young as seven and right
         before Hem moved out.
      

      Sadey still hasn’t worked since college because we were slacking and trying to enjoy
         a last year of free time before we entered the world.  I really don’t see Hem allowing
         Sadey to work much but she will need a job outside the house just to maintain some
         sanity.  As a general observation, men don’t get that.
      

      So this evening I’m taking Sadey to dinner, somewhere healthy so I can use this to
         sooth by conscious of keeping Hem’s baby from him.  She will ask me for Mexican, I’m
         prepared for battle though.  She’s not loading up on hot sauce and grease on my watch.
      

      “You ready, little Mama?”  Sadey frowns at my nickname, she looks stressed.

      “I’m just kidding ya, what’s up?  You look like someone tore the heads off your Barbie’s
         again.”
      

      “Not even funny Mace.  Why bring those memories back?  I’m so emotional right now,
         just remembering Hem and Shame ripping those heads off and filling them with sand,
         gah I could kill them right now just thinking about it.  Remember how funny they thought
         they were being?  Now that I think about it, wasn’t Shame like 17 when he did that?
          Little immature don’t ya think?  I feel sorry for the girl who ends up with that.”
      

      Whew, she is emotional.  Cute and funny but not cute and funny, you know.

      “Let’s blow this place, you have earned some Sadey time.  What do you want to do?
          We can go get your haircut, or would you like a message?  How about we go to the
         market and get some strawberries and make us some fondue?”
      

      “Mace, I’m not about to battle you right now so if you just do as I say this will
         go a helluva lot easier on you.  I know I sound like a complete bitch but I’ve had
         damn hot flashes all day and I’m not happy about anything so you are taking me to
         that Mexican place on Franklin and if you don’t then I’m asking Ace and we both know
         he will!”
      

      Holy Shit, she’s fighting with her fists up and she’s about to right hook my ass.

      “Fine, but now I get to tell you something!  I will do this for you, my beautiful
         mama to be, however it knocks a full week of Hem not knowing.  You now have two weeks
         from today to tell him.  Deal?”
      

      “Throw in some fried ice cream then, if I’m being blackmailed and bullied you have
         to make it worth it.”
      

      “Done.”

      “Then fine, let’s go already and Mace, just so you know I would have taken two weeks
         off Hem’s knowledge if it meant I got Mexican and dessert.  Sister, you are losing your touch.”
      

      Oh the devious little bitch!

      After Sadey’s dinner of ‘plate load of crap’ is done she decides she’s too tired to
         continue our evening.  She’s completely blaming the baby but I’m won’t let her play
         that off.
      

      “Sadey, no one eats that much food filled with carbs, grease, and whatever else is
         added in there and then tops it off with that much ice cream without feeling sloth
         like.  Honey you did see they gave us two spoons in that bowl of ice cream, right?
          It was meant to be shared, not to worry though because I’ve known you long enough
         to know that when you literally growl and show teeth that you are staking your claim.”
      

      The only response I get is her eye roll.  She’s too tummy sick to talk, good!

      “I’m going to take you home now so you can relax.  The boys get back tomorrow so you’re
         going to have to leave behind your role of ‘mother to be’ and head back up to ‘Hem’s
         walking sex toy’.  Are you all ready for that?”
      

      “No I’m not.  I want to just let loose and relax but I can’t when he’s around because
         I’m afraid I will make a slip.  Ya know, I almost feel bad because I’ve been walking
         around naked all week because my tummy has been so tight and sick.  This means that
         Hem actually thinks it is because I’m trying to seduce him.  Do you understand where
         this is going?  This means he thinks I’m randy all the time.  That means I am busy
         with him all the time.  God, even I can’t wait to just get this over with!  Your brother
         is hot Mace, but c’mon he can’t believe he’s really that hot, can he?  Oh god and
         he comes back tomorrow.”
      

      I’m holding it in, counting in my head 1.2.3.4. Then I can’t hold it in anymore!  I
         roar in laughter and she slams her forehead on the table in exasperation.
      

      “Oh honey, he will understand you may be unavailable to him but I think maybe we should
         stock up on some moo moo’s just in case, that way he isn’t always looking at you like
         you’re a drink and he’s suffering from dehydration.”  I’ve just made another joke
         and now laughing again.
      

      She looks up from the table and I roar some more, no way that I can hold it in.  She
         now has half of a nacho chip stuck to her forehead.  Oh my Sadey, she gives new meaning
         to the term ‘Hot Mess’.
      

      “Take me home please.  Not back to Club.  Please Mace.  I want to go home now.”

      “No way!  Hem will kick my ass, not happening.  Let’s go, Mama.  Let’s get you back
         to the sex factory.”  Oh man, this is fun.
      

      “Please!  Shut up!  You don’t know your brother.  He never gets enough, never!”

      Now I eye roll back to her.  I do not care at all, about my big brothers sexual drive. 
         It has to be this way if I’m interested in keeping my own.  Yuck!
      

      On the way back to the house in her car, I’m driving and thinking about Hem being
         a new dad.  It dawns on me how fast she got pregnant.  She was a virgin and has never
         been on any contraception so I’m curious to know who failed on the baby protection
         method.
      

      “Hey Sadey, I’m just curious and you can tell me to mind my own, but what protection
         did you and Hem use while in that naked bed being all naked together?  I know you
         were a virgin and you never really talked to me about protection, not saying you aren’t
         educated but you never even asked what I use.  What did you and Hem use?”
      

      She studies me for a second, I take my eyes off the road to look back at her then
         she quickly looks ahead and mumbles and says, “Prayer.”
      

      Oh shit, I’m counting again.  1.2.3.4.5 But here it comes again.  I’m laughing and
         now I’m about to pee.
      

      “Shit Sadey, you are telling me that he won’t be surprised at this then.  Oh my god
         girl, I’ve had so much fun tonight.  Thank you.”
      

      “Well thanks Mace, but you can’t put this on me.  When Hem wants something, I give
         it to him.  Seriously, the caveman inside him couldn’t ever be stopped or even slowed.
          You can’t imagine or want to imagine how crazy the man is.  Hell, he has my mouth
         so tied up I wouldn’t be able to ever even ask anyway and things are always so hot
         with us I didn’t want to throw a cold bucket on it even when we weren’t busy.  I just
         kind of assume he knew what he was doing and was okay with it.”  She looks sad now
         so I put my hand on her knee and squeeze.
      

      “Honey, I’m going to be honest.  I don’t think Hem has giving a second thought to
         the chances of you being pregnant.  I’m sorry but I don’t think the man has ever gone
         without covering himself other than with you.  That was only because it was so natural,
         you guys being together.  I think once you tell him he will realize what he has done
         and forgive himself quickly.  He knows that out of the two of you, he should have
         been the one to handle that issue.  What he is getting in about eight months is all
         he will think about.  It’s okay.  Your bigger problem will be trying to keep him from
         having you pregnant and barefoot all the time.”
      

      She sighs.  “Ace said he has heard that pregnant woman are beautiful their whole pregnancy,
         even when their body changes and expands to accommodate the little one inside.  He
         told me now that he’s seen it with his own eyes he never knew why he doubted that.”
      

      Okay, my little duck is in trouble.  He’s going to get a talkin’ too.  Is he asking
         for another beat down?  C’mon Sadey, you cannot be this blind that you can’t see this
         man is starving for you.  Double Dammit, Ace!
      

      *****

      We are pulling back to the Club.  Across the street from the gated compound I see
         two beat up vans parked in darkness.  I have never seen those before and they look
         eerie.  I can’t see anyone in them so I am trying not to judge.  The abandoned apartment
         complex they are parked at is so dark that if they are inside I can’t see what they
         are doing in there.  I don’t hear anything so I just drive through slow and watch
         the gate shut behind me, sending up a silent thank you for not having Jack the Ripper
         coming blazing through to cut up Sade and me.
      

      Sade is miserable so I help her from the car as if she were just a little old woman,
         and when we finally get inside and the place is empty.  Where is everyone at?  Weird.
          I don’t have time to think about it long because I still have to pee and if Sadey
         starts talking any more of her antics I’m going to bust.
      

      I finish sitting Sadey and her now full Mexican belly in Hem’s chair, she’s the only
         one that can sit in his favorite leather chair and walk away with nothing broken.
          I’m now racing to the restroom and almost take out April and Winnie and they come
         around the corner to the common room.
      

      “Hello Mace.”  Winnie.  Yuck.  I do not like this woman.  Can’t remember now if this
         is the one I wanted to flush with the shit or not.  Her voice drips at me with sarcasm
         and if I didn’t have to pee so damn bad I could actually appreciate an exchange of
         words, I’m feeling pretty feisty.
      

      “Hi April, Sadey is sitting in there, I need to pee like a racehorse.  Give me a minute
         and I will be right back.”  I’m off!
      

      Finished with my business I head back to the girls, then I hear something loud and
         fiery and it is coming closer, repeatedly.  I’m nearly ran over by a fluid moving
         in motion Gunner and he’s screaming at the girls to get to the back bathroom and stay
         there with doors locked.  The man is moving so fast to get to one of the closets nearby
         I hardly have time to process what he’s doing in there for.  Doesn’t take long for
         him to come out with some serious automatic weapons.
      

      What the fuck did I miss?

      Sadey is in my face screaming at me to move but I can’t.  When I’m this hysterical
         everything always goes in slow motion, nearly just stopping all together.  I feel
         Sadey tugging at me and trying to pull me but I don’t comprehend why.  Then, out of
         nowhere I’m jerked, hard.  Gunner is in my face screaming, shaking my shoulders and
         I finally come out of it.  Oh fuck, we are being shot at through the windows.  I quickly
         look around and I see Winnie face down.  I don’t see blood so I’m assuming she’s just
         taking cover, unmoving.
      

      Gunner pushes me back until I am able to turn and run with Sadey.  I hear Gunner call
         a few of the other brothers and then I see that same prospect I saw at the club that
         night with Peyton and Derek.  Gunner has called him Raider.  Raider finds his way
         to the closet and starts handing the other weapons to the brothers.  They are so fluent
         in their actions, it looks like they were trained as soldiers and are now going to
         war.
      

      Sadey is still pulling me with full force behind her towards the back of the house,
         she’s screaming for all the women to hide in the back bathroom and that we are going
         to lock the doors so they need to hurry.  She is giving orders to everyone to get
         down and move with precision, and to shut the fuck up and focus.
      

      I hear a man howl in intense agony and I move to turn around but Sadey grabs me again,
         stopping my forward movement.  That howl has to be one of our family members, it was
         a cry of pain.  This is too real.  I just want to check on him and see if I can help.
      

      “No Mace, let them handle this.  Did Hem never tell you what happens to women if they
         are taken by Club of another color?  We don’t know what is out there so keep walking
         with me and let’s get back where Gunner told us to be.”  Sadey is so calm and that
         it is what is reassuring me.
      

      We reach the bathroom and most of the women are screaming so it is echoing within
         the walls, Sadey whistles and tells them to shut up, explaining that we need to let
         the guys handle this and they will come back for us when it is clear.  Not much time
         passes and the room quiets and we listen.
      

      The shots I assume that is what it was, have stopped and we can only hear muffled
         sounds coming towards our door.  A few moans of pain, some people talking, and heavy
         banging noises. Shit shit shit.  My heart is beating in my throat and I’m scared for
         Sadey and the baby. I don’t have too long to think about her in worry because just
         as the room grows completely quiet we hear it.  Someone starts pounding on the door
         as they try to open it, they are going to be making their way in.
      

      
--HEM--
      

      “Almost home, damn it is good to be back in town.  I hate these short runs, they are
         almost worse than the long ones.”  We’ve been on the road for hours and the feeling
         of relief has started to flood because now we are close.  “Being gone makes antsy
         to see Sadey even more knowing I’m coming right back.”  I’m unsure if Shame is listening
         because he’s staring off, probably into Maceville.  God my sister has that man more
         pussy whipped then I am. Jesus, grow a pair brother.
      

      “Want me to return these too?”  He’s holding up the guns we took from the warehouse
         to use in case we needed them during the ride.  I hate unloading all this shit every
         time but I’m not keeping more shit at the Club then needed in case of robbery or someone
         turns us into authorities on a death wish.
      

      “Yeah, take it all back in there and secure it up tight then let’s roll out and get
         home so I can see my girl.”
      

      “Yeah brother, all about you.  Every damn time, always about Hem.”  Shame is kidding
         but I’m not.  Let’s get the fuck outta here and go home.
      

      Pulling up to the Clubhouse we know immediately something is fucked.  Scattered bits
         of ammo shells have littered the street outside and tire tracks have left skid marks
         in their wake. Whoever left these marks fuckin left in a damn hurry and there’s only
         one reason someone would do that.  Whoever it was, was not welcome.  I’m sick to my
         stomach instantly.  I remember I had told Sadey to stay put because she was going
         to be safe here.
      

      Fuck!

      Coming out of my dreaded thought I can hear Shame barking behind me.  He’s last pulling
         up so he’s just now arriving.
      

      “What the fuck is happening?”  He’s is looking from side to side for present danger
         and Honor has already given his all clear, his gun drawn.
      

      Once in the gate we see the damage.  Jesus, so much damage.  Windows blown out, the
         damn walkway is pebbled with more shell casings and bikes are laid on their sides.
          Thank fucking God my brothers are here, just hope when I walk in that they are all
         okay.
      

      “MACE.  SADEY!”  Shame is screaming at them before we even open the door.  His strides
         are so long that Honor and I are left behind in a hurry to catch up, not knowing what
         he’s walking into.  He isn’t thinking, just knows he’s going to find the girls and
         worry about the rest later.  Brother is as frantic as I am.
      

      Gunner sees us walk in first, blood dripping from his arm and off his cut.  Laying
         on the ground he tries to talk slow enough that we can understand him but the pain
         is too much and coming too fast.  He’s been shot and he’s one pale mother fucker. 
         Brother is trying to maintain eye contact with me but his eyes are dilated so much
         I’m unsure he even knows who is here with him now.  Raider is standing over him with
         his finger on his pulse.  This brings reality screaming into the room.
      

      “I don’t know boss, we had no warning.”  I haven’t even asked him what happened so
         I know he’s in a hurry to get the story out in case something happens to him.  He’s
         really starts to go in and out now.  Shame pulls him up a bit and lays him near the
         couch so we are in the interior of a room in the case of another unprovoked attack.
          He finally passes out, thank fuck for that.  Raider looks sick now, he’s one prospect
         that I was concerned for in the event of something like this.  Unsure he’s ever witnessed
         something so disturbing.
      

      Snapping out of his thoughts, I try to help him focus.  “RAIDER!  Call the doc now,
         no cops or hospitals unless he’s in dire need, do you understand?”  Raider nods, still
         in shock.  Welcome to the Club bro.
      

      I’m about to lose my own shit.  “Where the fuck are the girls?”  Not one man speaks
         so I can see this is bad.  “WHERE ARE THE GIRLS?”  I start towards the other side
         of the room and I can see the blood stained hair on the floor.  My nerves go on end
         and Ace comes rolling around the corner straight at me and pushes back.  I’m not fucking
         happy with this brother anyway and having him put his hands on me is about to really
         set me off.  Shoving him to the ground with an easy push I walk towards the lifeless
         body.
      

      Fuck!  It’s Winnie.  Jesus Christ I should feel guilty about my relief but for that
         brief second of thinking it was… with the blood soaked hair… it looks like… oh god,
         where is she?  Where’s my Sadey girl?
      

      “ACE WHERE ARE MY GIRLS?”  I grab his cut and pull him off the floor and close to me, tight so I’m
         in his face.
      

      “I’m here, baby.”  The faintest sound has calmed my storm in a fucking instant.  I
         drop Ace and toss him to the side, then turn to see my girl.  I don’t hesitate as
         I her now picking her up and holding her close to me for a few long minutes.  She’s
         crying in my neck, I press her head to me, I smell her hair, and I feel her face checking
         to be sure she’s okay.  Physically she appears that she is all right.  She can get
         past what the scene has done to her mentally, with time.
      

      “Sadey?  Where is... Mace... where is Mace?  Sadey, she’s not here, I don’t see her...
         where... would she have... gone?”  Brother Shame has paled in worry and he is about
         to go down if someone doesn’t answer him.  Fuck he looks petrified.
      

      “She’s still in the bathroom Shame, she’s cleaning up one of the girls that took some
         glass to her back on the way down the hall, she’s okay.”  Sadey, my sweet mothering
         Sadey.  Thank fuck she’s alright.
      

      He starts to move towards where the girls are.  They are all scared and from what
         Sadey says, they are hurt.  If Shame walks in there and starts screaming and making
         all his sudden movements, we could have pandemonium in here and we still have yet
         to clear the place of scum.  He’s not thinking right now, I’m going to think for him.
      

      “Shame, help get Winnie out back before the rest of the girls see her.  Hurry up,
         get yourself together because Mace will need you to be in control.  She’s never been
         exposed to this shit man, go on.”   He glares at me.  All our lives together I have
         never seen that look on his face.  Fucker wants to challenge me right now, I see it.
          No way brother, get your shit straight.
      

      “Fucking hell Shame, do it!”  I’m using my President tone now that I generally save
         for the new prospects but fuckin’ hell this brother needs to listen to my words so
         I don’t have to put a boot in his ass.
      

      Reluctantly he motions over for a few of those left in the room to help him get her
         body outside and away from the girls.
      

      After Shame and the others have moved Winnie, the room is quiet.  So quiet it is deafening
         to me.  I’m out of my mind with anger that someone could do this.  This has to be
         personal, Switch is so far down under no one can even find him but yet his power is
         still very present.  His connections must have strengthened in his absence.  I’m going
         to find Hood though, and he can be the first in a long line of skin to pay for this.
          My girls, Jesus my girls were that close to harm.  I will die myself before shit
         gets this close to them again.  Thank fuck for Gunner and his aim.  From what he said
         to Raider as he drifted in and out there were about 10 of them fuckers on the roof
         of the building just across the street so they had zero resistance to an vulnerable
         building filled with blameless women and defenseless men.   Pussies.
      

      Winnie was our only casualty.  Can’t say that I feel terrible, hardly knew the girl
         other than a few nights she spent with Shame and I.  She was sweet in her own way
         I suppose, but if she was the only collateral damage to all of this then that leaves
         me thankful.  May make me a bastard, but this is the life.
      

      Peril has never done harm to innocent people and that’s exactly what was done here.
          This was the start of a war.  I’m not one of those members that has an appreciation
         of violence, until you fuck with my innocent family.  That shit does not go unavenged.
      

      I hear a loud sob and Mace comes barreling out of the hallway and running to Shame
         who has just walked back in.  He doesn’t give her even a moment to reach for him.
          His reaction is the same as mine, he’s gripping the back of her head and holding
         her so close to him, tight.  I will give them a minute before I check on my sister,
         Shame has her now so I know she’s okay.
      

      I’m close enough I can see that Shame is asking Mace without his words again.  This
         is his way of knowing there was a problem but he doesn’t want to say it out loud.
          He’s asking her if she’s okay.  Then I hear her broken voice and it is like music
         to my fuckin’ ears.  “I’m okay, Shame.  I’m not hurt.”  Sadey bursts into tears and
         it is just like I said to Mace before, I swear these two share a damn brain.  Goddamn
         women.
      

      “It was over in 30 seconds, Hem.  I swear it felt like forever.”  I’ve got my sister
         in my arms now and verifying she’s okay with my own eyes.  She’s always been strong
         but never Club strong.  I hate her and Sadey see sort of shit but it is this life,
         not often and rarely this raw, but it is.
      

      “Ok Sis, go finish with the girls.  Let me and the boys start clearing this shit up
         okay?  No one comes in here but brothers until I say it is okay.  You and Sadey see
         to that.”
      

      I kiss her on the temple and then have to push her towards Sadey.  She’s rattled in
         fear and doesn’t want to take her eyes or hands off both Shame and I.  Sadey grabs
         her in a one arm hug and takes her down the hall with her.  Finally they are gone
         and it leaves Shame, Honor, Raider, and myself for a few minutes.
      

      “I want a fucking meeting with Hood, neutral ground.  I’m not fucking kidding so stop
         looking at me like that for fuck’s sake.”  All of them stand around me with hands
         to hip or arms crossed, anger radiates the room.  “This is fucked and we all see it.
          These were innocent women here and they were attacked.  No one would fucking think
         about doing this other then Switch and his weasel, Hood.  If I can’t fucking put my
         fingers on Switch I can sure as fuck put a slug in Hood. Raider, find an independent
         willing to put his ass out there for a settlement.  Stack owes us for helping his
         sister last year, find him and assemble the meet, impartial ground only.  We may be
         still walking into a trap, but if that’s what is set up let’s make sure the fuckers
         have to travel to us and we aren’t close to home. Now MOVE!”
      

      I see Shame is shaking his head back and forth.  Now is not the time to question me,
         mother fucker.  “You got something to say?”  I’m past pissed and I don’t have time
         for his shit.
      

      “Nope, not a damn thing.  I was just thinking that since I am not letting you go get
         your ass killed alone that now I have to tell Mace what we are doing and she may cut
         my dick off, that bitch can be a little crazy and I’m really seeing the fuckin family
         resemblance now.”  He turns around to walk to his girl again and as he does I see
         him kick my chair and yell, “FUCK.”  He has his hands in his hair as I smile at his
         back.  I should have known no matter my decision, he was with me.
      

      “Honor, once this mess is clean you take the reins of logistics, you handpick four
         brothers besides all us to go out on the meet and decide their strengths and how this
         stage is to be set.  Leave Ace, I can’t focus on anything else but wanting to gut
         him still when I look at him.”  Honor gets me, nods in understanding and continues
         cleanup.
      

      “What the fuck you still doin’ son?  You’re no longer a prospect.  Jesus, do ya miss
         shoveling shit?  Call out the new prospects and have them clean this place up and
         you supervise.  Then go do what I told ya to do.”
      

      Dumbass stands there and just nods, feeling stupid.

      Oh Lord Honor, thanks for the laugh.  Bad timing mother fucker, but still a laugh.

      Shaking my head and praying up above out loud I walk back to my office.

      “Dear God, when you grant me a son, please for my sanity sake make the boy smart.”

   
      Chapter Sixteen:

      “No weapon has ever settled a moral problem.  It can impose a solution but it cannot
         guarantee it to be just one.”
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      --HEM--

      Still shaking my head after my heavenly prayer as I walk into my office, I’m trying
         not to think about how close we were to losing one of our own tonight.  Winnie in
         her own way was one of us and I do feel some guilt for what happened, hell it happened
         on my fucking watch.  When I exact revenge on this monstrosity I will be giving her
         some peace in my own way.
      

      I need to calm myself before we finalize our meet with Hood.  Switch is apparently
         enjoying his time away down under, wherever he is enjoying his vacation.  Son of a
         bitch would be entirely fucking stupid if he has no idea that I will wait for his
         ass to appear again.  When it finally does, it will be his very own private reckoning.
      

      I am about to go through some old files of those that owe me favors.  I have no issue
         calling in markers for this one either.  If I’m about to start a war, I’m no fool
         to believe that backup won’t be needed.  As I pull the top drawer open I feel it tug
         back, something is jamming the damn thing and it won’t open.  I do not have patience
         for this right now dammit.  Hell I’m still wearing blood that Sadey transferred to
         me.
      

      Grabbing the letter opener off my desk, I give a quick jerk and the drawer comes flying
         open.  What I find in here, Jesus Christ where is all that is good?  I see pictures,
         several pictures, five in total.  The woman in them is unrecognizable by face and
         it takes me a minute to absorb what exactly I’m looking at.  I don’t know the who
         or where of this photo but I can sense this message is loud and clear.  Someone, namely
         Switch and his gang, have taken to beating, raping, and torturing women and this fucking
         someone wants me to sit and enjoy a first seat view of it.
      

      Bile is rising quickly as I continue to study picture after picture.  One of her hanging
         limp from ropes, her hands suspended in midair.  Her body is dripping, appears to
         be in its own blood.  Her hair is matted and stuck to the sides of her beaten and
         bloody face.  Another is her same bloodied and unrecognizable face held back, it’s
         a close up and some fucking monster has her hair in his hands pulling it back while
         his limp dick is nearing her mouth.  Here’s another, it appears to be a before body
         shot.  This photographer is fucking with me because I can’t see her face clearly in
         any of these pictures.  Whoever this is, she was a beautiful woman.  From the angle
         of this picture, he’s on top of her in a position to fuck her, maybe he already had. 
         Dear God, I can only sit here and hope she’s dead and I hope she’s been dead for a
         while and didn’t suffer at the hands of these monsters for long.
      

      I throw the pictures on my desk, I cannot look at them anymore.  My mind won’t imagine
         how sick some bastard has to be to do this to an innocent woman.  I was surprised
         at the harassing attack on my Clubhouse but compared to these pictures, the attack
         on my turf was nearly humane.  Winnie died quick, probably not even knowing what hit
         her.  Whoever this beautiful woman is, she saw it coming.  What the fuck?  Now it
         appears I have two deaths to avenge for.
      

      Now that I’m coming back to my senses it hits me and fucking hits me hard.  Someone
         was in my fucking office!  Which means, if there were no opposing casualties that
         they got in and out of here without being noticed, killed, or met any resistance from
         my men.
      

      This adds to my fury.  It tells me now how unprotected my girls were from these pieces
         of shit.  Goddammit.  This could have been so much worse, so if anything else I just
         got my confirmation that this is a message and I’ve got it loud and fucking clear.
      

      “Hey man, Winnie has been handled.  Mace wants to try to contact whatever family she
         has.  Kegs thinks she had a son, about 6 years old or so that lives with her parents
         outside Omaha.  She’s going to handle all that for us, along with her cremation.  If
         we do find them, they should have rights to her.  For all they know, she could have
         been dead for years.”  Shame keeps his eyes on me, hasn’t looked to the desk yet.
      

      “That’s good.  I agree, get her somewhere she can rest because I don't think that
         woman has had a good life.  Honor working on what I asked?”
      

      Shame nods while looking at me closely for the first time since this shit rolled out
         at our feet.
      

      “We need this meet with Hood, now.  I’m not killing him though, you need to know that.
          I’m bringing him here.”  I’m so calm it even unnerves me.
      

      “What changed?  Just an hour ago you were hell bent on his blood man, what….what the…
         Hem, what the fuck are THOSE?  Why do you have those?  Who the fu...”  He spots these
         pictures on my desk now.
      

      “I don’t know man, but calm the fuck down.  You go getting all fucking crazy and you
         will alert all the goddamn girls that are still here.  They don’t touch this shit,
         do you understand?”  Fuck he’s looking at these pictures in such a rage, he’s unstable.
          Now I know what I must have looked like.  Fuckin’ scary.
      

      “Hem, Jesus Christ.  You know who this is don’t you?  It’s... oh my god... Hem...
         is it?”  He’s shaking now, grasping at the pictures.
      

      “Fuck, I don’t.  Who?”  Damn, before I thought of it as a person.  Looking at Shame
         I’m about to become familiar.
      

      I walk up close to Shame as he holds the picture of her dangling by the ropes.  Trying
         not to get sidetracked in anger, I grab it from him to concentrate on her body.  This
         would be the only way he could recognize her.  Then, son of a bitch!  I see it now,
         all familiar.  I see the two small berries and the green stem just under her right
         breast.  It’s Cherry.  Any brother who has fucked her, to include Shame and I both,
         knows those cherry tattoos on that body.
      

      I drop the pictures to the ground and step back, my hands go to my knees trying to
         breathe.  God, putting a name with this face, it’s too much.  Shame sees something
         else.  He reaches down for the pictures and gathers them.
      

      “There’s a message here.  Writing on the back of each one, did you see this already?”  
         He’s frantic.
      

      “No brother, just found them right before you walked in here.”

      “Here, put them in order!  Hurry the fuck up.”  My brother is scrambling, half crazed.

      I rise from my knees now and with my arms I toss everything off my desk in a loud
         crash onto the floor.  Shame begins to flip each photo over and lay them out.  When
         he is done he looks sick.  He’s caught on before I have.  He stares at them vacantly
         and he’s pale.  I’ve seen this from him before, right before he put the final self-protective
         bullet into his dad while he laid next to a bloodied and beaten dead woman, Shames
         mom.
      

      He is eerily calm as he begins to put them in order for me.  I’ve been distracted
         watching him but soon I glance back to my desk as he finishes.
      

      SADEY OR MACE WILL DIE - Five pictures, five words.

      Once he arranges them for me, he doesn’t takes his eyes off the desk.  Next thing
         I hear is Shame turning to vomit.  It takes a hell of a lot for a man of his past,
         size, and resilience to be physically sick.  He just imagined Mace in Cherry’s position
         in those photos.  I know this because I am doing the same with both my girls.  Jesus
         Christ help me now.  Help me find this disturbed son of a bitch.
      

      “HONOR.  ACE.  RAIDER.  In my office, NOW!”  I’m resolved to end this shit right now,
         today.
      

      *****

      All the boys, including Ace, have been briefed.  They have been advised that these
         pictures remain confidential.  We don’t know that it wasn’t one of our own that put
         them there during the outbreak.
      

      Honor has set up the meeting already with Hood.  According to him, Hood wasn’t hard
         to find and he was almost eager for the meet.  He said he has a gift for us.  I bet
         he does, but I have one for him as well and it won’t be opened quickly.  Fuck that,
         he’s going to suffer just like these girls suffered.  I have no intentions of sending
         any cryptic message back to Switch, fuck no.  He will hear me loud and clear, no guessing,
         words, or photographs for him.  Nope, he’s getting the live version.  Son of a bitch
         is getting all of me, and I’m bringing the wrath of hell along for the ride.
      

      Honor has also handpicked the four other boys that will be going on this ride with
         us tonight.  This kid is sharp and I’ve never seen anyone as quick with a weapon whether
         that be knife, gun, or a damn baseball bat.  So there is no doubt that those he has
         chosen share his skill sets.  I’m more than confident he fulfilled my request just
         as I would have done it.
      

      I didn’t want to involve Ace, but after seeing these pictures fuck if I know I need
         him right now.  He’s loyal to Sadey.  As much as that fuckin pisses me off right,
         I have to let it go.  There probably isn’t any other person I trust right now to guard
         her with his life then Shame and he’s with me on this ride.  Before involving Ace,
         I did think about leaving Shame behind.  I just can’t let my ego get in the way of
         the safety of these men.  I need Shame out there with me, if only to keep me level
         headed.
      

      Ace is clear though, Sadey and Mace do NOT leave his sight.  When I said this to him
         I was literally explaining that they are to sit in a fucking room with him and not
         leave it, for anything.  Period.  Nothing touches my girls.  He understood, I don’t
         think I needed to be so verbatim but it made me feel better at least.
      

      We have just one hour before we head out into darkness to avenge this horror.  Raider
         has already been to the warehouse where he has brought back all we need for tonight.
          No big automatic weapons, this is personal and when I rip these bastards apart it
         will be slow and painful which is why he’s brought my favorite hunting knife.
      

      “You need to calm down before we head out or you’re not going.”  Shame snarls from
         behind me, catching up with me while I’m scanning the load Raider just brought back.
      

      “Excuse me?  What the fuck you sayin?”

      “No, all this isn’t just about you now Hem.  This isn’t Doc okay?  They went after
         the girls, threatening our girls, fuck if you look at those pictures they have killed not one but two of ‘em already,
         man.  Calm the fuck down, get yourself together brother.  This is big and I need you
         clear headed and thinking, not wired and trigger happy.”  I know he’s right.  I do,
         but my emotions are high.
      

      “I’m going to see Mace before I leave.  Would suggest you go see your girl.  Clear
         your mind my friend.”  He walks away to go say goodbye to my sister.  If this goes
         bad and I lose Shame, if Mace loses Shame, I would never forgive myself.
      

      Taking his advice I inform the boys of the plan and head out to find my girl.

      *****

      “Sugar, whaddya doin in here?”  She’s in the laundry room at the sink.  I can see
         the steam as it comes up from in front of her but she doesn’t turn around to look
         at me.  “Baby?  You alright?”
      

      I see her shoulders move up and down in a quick motion nearly a hiccup, so I’m guessing
         the events of tonight are catching up and she’s finally had a chance to breathe and
         think.  Sadey doesn’t keep her shit together well on a normal day, and today was catastrophic. 
         She’s been acting so out of character since she was put in the hospital, her blood
         pressure scare may have frightened her more than I originally thought.  Christ, I
         should have been paying closer attention to her before this.
      

      I walk towards her making enough noise so she can hear me in my path to her and won’t
         be frightened.  Putting my hands on her shoulders I bury my head in her neck and give
         her a few kisses along her shoulder.  She’s washing the blood out of my clothes I
         was wearing when we had returned from the ride and entered the chaos.  I had changed
         and left them in my room, she must have found them and thought I would ever want to
         wear them again.  This is what it has done to her.  My woman is consumed with cleaning
         blood off an old and torn shirt.
      

      “Sugar, put the shirt down.”  She continues scrubbing and hasn’t looked at me yet. 
         I reach from behind her put my hand on hers in the water, fuck the water is so fucking
         hot I have to jerk my hand from the water but her hands are immersed in it.  “I said
         put the shirt down.”  Fuck me, she’s not doing well.
      

      She hasn’t said a word.  I jerk both her hands out of the water and in a quick second
         she turns to me and starts thrashing my chest, shouting at me.
      

      “Don’t you fucking leave me Patrick Collins!  Do not do it.  You are not going anywhere
         tonight, do you understand?   If you love me, you will not leave me!”  She is fucking
         hysterical and I’ve not even told her about leaving tonight.  Someone did, dammit
         Ace I’m going to kill you.
      

       Roughly I grab her hands and put them behind her back and my arms wrapped around
         her body in a tight hold.  “Shhh Sadey girl, shhh.  I’m alright honey, that blood
         isn’t mine baby.  I’m coming back tonight right after the meet, come on baby, shhh.”
      

      She calms, only slightly.  “No, you won’t.  I just got you Hem, we just fucking started,
         and I have more time before… before I tell you... I have more time.”
      

      “Tell me what Sugar, I’m here.  I’m right here.  Tell me what?”

      She’s struggling out of my hold and I can see she’s calming more now.  She’s talking
         complete fucking nonsense though, I can hear some things she’s saying but damn, she’s
         breaking me.  I need to calm her.  It is the effect we have on each other, always.
      

      “Sadey girl, I’m right here.  Stop fighting me for a few minutes please.”  She stills,
         already she’s worn herself out.  I shut off the water and put my hands to her face.
          God this woman knows how to cry.  She can make a slobbering baby look tame.
      

      As I wipe her tears, I kiss each cheek then her eyes and temple then her mouth.  When
         she feels my touch to her lips, she grabs me from the behind the head and pulls me
         to her.   She’s kissing me in fury, she’s so frightened.  My heart is breaking with
         each movement she’s making on me.  This is what I was afraid of all along.  Exactly
         what I fuckin’ told Mace all that time ago dammit.  I’ve done this to her, my lifestyle
         choices are causing her to be fear like this.  God, what I have done to that sweet
         kid she once was?  She was so innocent, loving, and free.  She gave me her good and
         look what I have done with it.
      

      Fearing she is saying goodbye to me right here, I pull back to look at her.  She won’t
         let go of me and she is holding tight.  I grab both of her arms and pull them off
         my neck so I can move back enough to see her face.  If this is her goodbye I need
         to let her have it.  If something really does happen to me, I can’t allow having her
         live with any regrets.  I will attempt to make her feel better, safer even but I need
         to let her have her say.  My caveman instincts need to back the fuck off momentarily
         and not interrupt her again.
      

      “Is this your way of telling me that Ace told you about tonight?”  She looks at me
         in defeat and nods.  “I don’t know what you have heard, but I’m taking a fucking army
         with me tonight, baby.  If I’m willing to leave that little punk around my woman without
         me here, doesn’t that tell you love that I’m coming back in haste?  Don’t you see
         Sadey girl, this is how sure I am that I’m coming right back home to you.”  Still,
         no words come out but she nods again in understanding.  “Yes baby, I get what you’re
         saying about just ‘getting’ me but come on, you’ve always had me haven’t you?   You
         twisted your finger all your life, who came running?  Hell, you had both Shame and
         I.  I’m just the lucky that I was the dumbass you chose, Mace and I would have a life
         full of lonely without you and brother knucklehead.”  She half smiles, thank fuck. 
         I grab her chin and lift it close to me so she hears what I’m saying.
      

      “So don’t you sit in worry.  I’m coming back, tonight.”

      I want her to talk to me now though.  She’s thinking, I see it in her eyes as they
         search every single inch of my face, neck, and chest.  Even as kid she was always
         capturing moments, most times though it was in humor and she would make us relive
         them later, even before it was funny again to the rest of us.  She would always remember
         something stupid one of us had done and she would live on it for a fuckin’ week.
      

      “I love you, Hem.  God, when I heard the shots I thought that was it.  Everything
         around me got dark, I couldn’t see. That awareness I may never see you again hit my
         chest.  I was so scared.  All I thought was that we haven't had enough time yet.  There’s
         so much to tell you, so much to live with you.  I thought how I don’t cook for you
         enough, I haven’t made you laugh enough, and I haven’t loved you enough.  Hem, I want enough!  Do you understand me?  I need enough!  I don’t ever want to run out of enough.  When I thought it was over, that you and I weren’t going to be together again I
         swore to myself that if everything turned out okay that you and I would make us have enough.”
      

      She has more to say, she’s had all these emotions pent up even before the shoot. 
         All of this wasn’t about just what happened, this has been weighing on her for a while. 
         She’s trying to tell me what’s in her heart now, behind the cover-up of the attack.
      

      Damn, where the fuck have I been?  Jesus, I was so busy making up for lost time inside
         the woman’s body lost in lust for her, I never stopped to check on my strong girl
         to make sure she was okay inside her heart.  I’m a jackass, a cave dwelling undeserving fucking jackass.
      

      “Then when Raider came back to get us after, and I heard your voice when you came
         back I was almost sick again, Hem.  The thought of not seeing you ever again it’s
         too heavy on me.  When I think about it I feel like I can’t breathe and dark comes
         again.  Promise me, you have to promise me, that you will come back.  PROMISE!”   She
         is getting hysterical again.  My sweet girl is at a loss and doesn’t know what to
         do.
      

      “Look at me.  Right now.  Do you see me?  I’m here and I’m fine.  I will come back
         just the way I leave you.  I promise you, Sadey.   You have to do something for me
         as well.  I can’t be out somewhere while worrying about you.  You’re a trying woman,
         you make people crazy.  So you listen good right now.  You damn well do as you're
         told while I’m gone and don’t give Ace shit, well not too much anyway you can still
         need to keep the fucker on his toes.  I need you to be safe, need to know you are
         here and safe.”  I smirk at her, she knows I still want to kill the loyal son of a
         bitch.  He loves my girl, I shouldn’t fault him for that but that don’t mean I still
         don’t wanna to beat his ass again.
      

      “Okay.” Her voice cracks.

      I need to settle this with her, need to be sure she’s good before I leave.  “You are
         enough Sadey.  Every day I am pissed at myself for waiting all this time, letting
         it go by as if I had an endless stock of days left in my life.  I’m a self-centered
         prick, you know this.  A shit like me doesn’t deserve you.  I won’t let you go though,
         even if I know it’s wrong.  I will love you enough to make up for it.  I will give
         you enough to make you never regret it.  I will share all of my life with you so don’t
         you ever think I’m not coming back to you.  It’s too good not to come back for, baby.”
      

      I’m not leaving without giving her something to think about while I’m gone, something
         I can think about on my way back home to her.  Lifting her in my arms, her legs around
         my waist I carry her and put her down on top of the washer.  Not much time left before
         we go, this has to count.
      

      “I love you, my Sadey girl.”  She smiles into my lips and pulls me closer.

      *****

      Mace is livid at me.  I can’t think of a time in our lives that I’ve seen her this
         angry with me.  She’s so pissed she even refused to see me before we left, which increases
         my resolve to get back safely.  That mouthy foul tempered smartass little sister of
         mine couldn’t live with herself if I didn’t come back as the Hem she loves.  I could
         go without the added pressure of that, but this will serve as motivation.
      

      Sadey was alright when I left.  After giving Ace just one warning punch to the gut
         I left him with my girls.  I know he will die before any harm comes to them, that’s
         good because if one fucking hair gets hurt on either head, he will wish he really
         was dead.  I had to have my say with Ace.  Fucker should have let me tell Sadey about
         tonight.  Everything was so crazy and emotions were high, he wasn’t thinking about
         the outcome.
      

      Shame punches me in the shoulder hard as we make our way to our bikes.  “Fuck man,
         your sister is fucking pissed at me.  That woman has a way with words and if I weren’t
         so amped up tonight hell I may have even cried.  Damn!  She wouldn’t even let me touch
         her before I left, Hem.  Now I’m all wired up, Jesus she’s a pain in my ass!  DAMMIT.” 
         God, I want to laugh.  He is all twisted up over her.  “What the fuck?  Hell, we both
         heard you and Sadey go at it downstairs in the fucking laundry room, all I got was
         glared at for that too like it was my fucking fault!  She was livid and I had to hear
         all about it how you didn’t have decency to take Sadey and make love to her right. 
         She was trying to find shit to bitch at me about, dammit.”  Now that I can believe. 
         I’m holding back my grin because he is off the charts pissed right now.  “She knows
         we don’t give a flying fuck about where we have our women, that’s how pissed she was. 
         She was baiting me!  You get laid, I get screeched at.  It’s fucked Hem!”  
      

       “What the fuck you want me to do for you, Shame?   Hold your hand through it?  Shame,
         she’s yours.  You wanted that woman for as long as I can remember, most of the time
         I didn’t think about it cause I would have fucking killed you for your thoughts. 
         You dumbass, it ain’t like you didn’t know how quick tempered, foul mouthed, and hateful
         she can get.  You just kept going for that though, didn’t you?  Hell, if it helps
         you get through it, she’s pissed at me too but I’m blood and I’m not worried about
         ever getting laid again.  Good luck my brother.”  I’m laughing but he gets that I
         mean that.  If something happens to me, he has to step up and handle all this shit
         but most all she is his to take care of.  I trust him, he’s my brother in every sense
         of the word.
      

      All the boys are behind me now, we are lined up and ready to ride.  One of us missing,
         recovering from a damn gunshot wound.  It’s rough to know we won’t have Gunner hanging
         in the back on this ride.  I motion the boys to head out.  Stack has told us all,
         including Hood, to meet out past the old Church right out of town.  It’s in the middle
         of nowhere and an ambush is likely so we are geared up and ready for it.  I’m only
         taking seven men total, myself included.  I want all hands back at the Club in case
         this is a trap.
      

      Rides always gives me too much time to think.  I think about Sadey and Mace as kids
         and how they looked to Shame and I for love, acceptance, and protection.  They had
         no idea how ugly the world could be, no idea what we were so adamant about shielding
         them from.  They were consumed with being girls with Barbie’s, dress up clothes, then
         as they grew it was all about boyfriends and college.  I’m proud of them both for
         handling this as they have.  They aren’t kids anymore but I will never let go of ensuring
         they are protected.  I’m lucky I’m in the position to have so many others looking
         after them.
      

      Finally we are close.  I slow our motion and raise my hand overhead letting the boys
         know we’re about a mile out now and to be on lookout.  We’ve done this many times
         and my only concern is the green prospect skill we have with us.  I have faith in
         all the boys though, so let’s go and get this over with so I can get back to Sadey
         and confirm to her that I keep my promises, especially this one.
      

      In the distance there is just one bike.  A single man is leaning on it holding a helmet
         and I can barely make out the flare of a cigarette as he sucks in a drag.  Fuck this
         does not sit easy.  I stop the boys to tell them I’m riding up alone.  Of course,
         brother Shame has to attempt to challenge me but after a few words he finds his place
         again.  He is not the fucking President of this Club, if I’m risking the lives of
         these men then I will be the first to the fight.
      

      Coasting my bike closer I see no movement behind the bush where the lone bike is parked.
          Still, it’s just the one lone rider.  I continue up the path to him slowly, not without
         a quick look back at my boys to make sure they aren’t being flanked from the back.
          Shame raises his hands at me, giving me the all clear.  I cut the engine and coast
         towards him, stopping just shy of 100 feet or so.
      

      “WELL?  C’MON I DO NOT HAVE ALL FUCKING NIGHT, HEM!” Oh fuck, that’s actually Hood
         himself.  Ballsy mother fucker to be standing alone in my view.  I came here to get
         my gift, here I come you son of a bitch.  Remembering my promise to my girl and the
         safety of those behind me, I’m cautious.
      

      “Think I will stay here, brother.  Not exactly trusting of you right now, being that
         you’ve killed a woman and those pictures I have tells me you have either killed another
         or you are about ready to.  So fuck you, I’m here.  You can come to me now.”
      

      He flicks his smoke to the ground, watching the lit ashes scatter and then gets on
         his bike.  His hands raise in surrender as if to tell me he’s not armed.  RIGHT!
      

      He slowly comes towards me, closing the distance then slides his bike next to mine
         and I can hear Shame’s pipes ride up from behind me.  Hood is staring him down as
         he does gets close but he makes no aggressive moves toward us.  Before I can start
         to say anything to Shame, Hood begins talking and hell if I’m not confused now.
      

      “Listen boys, I don’t have long.  Switch. Is. Dead.  Again, don’t have long.  They
         are probably watching us now.”  He looks around slowly, through the brush that surrounds
         us and up to the old Church on the hill.  He’s nervous and now this really isn’t sitting
         easy with me.  He’s acting like he’s a target and is about to be shot, but it wouldn’t
         be us doing the shootin’.  What the hell is he playin’ at?
      

      Shame has less patience for this than I do and cuts to the chase, “What the hell are
         you talking about you fucking snake?  How is it that dear old Switch dead but all
         this shit is still coming down on us?  We have no enemies and you know it!  What the
         fuck you gettin’ at, man?  Work your point before we lose interest and gut you where
         you stand.  Will tell ya too fucker, I’m losing consideration quick.”
      

      “Shut the fuck up you gorilla.  Jesus Hem, you got yourself a talker there.”  He shakes
         his head in exasperation.  Hood and Shame won’t ever be friends, who cares about that
         right now as long as Shame minds himself.   Oh of course he won’t.
      

      Shames starts to make a grab for Hood while both men are straddling their rides.  We
         are all on our bikes in a triangle formation and my brother is about to lose his shit
         and possibly get himself killed.  I need to stop him from pissing Hood off enough
         to put him down.  He will be pissed but damn I need a power play here before shit
         gets heated and blood is spilled before I can finish with Hood.
      

      “Shame, sit your fucking ass down and stop acting like a damn woman.  We are out here
         in the open like a crop of prey for anyone and apparently don’t have much fucking
         time so let’s all calm the hell down and get in and out.”  He looks at me and snorts
         in anger and spits in Hood’s direction, nearly missing his feet.  Mature brother,
         you and my sister are going to wear me down before my own girl has a chance.
      

      “Hood, explain cause I’m losing patience as well now and I’m willing to take anyone
         down that I believe is responsible for this shit.”  Hood is shaking.  Hadn’t noticed
         that before, probably because I’m dealing with Shame and his fucking tantrums.  Hood
         still has his eyes darting all around us like he’s expecting someone to gun us down
         where we sit.
      

      “Look, let me get to the point then.  Your girl Cherry, that her name right?  I’m
         sure she’s alive.  Boys grabbed her near that shit of a house she has and well, you
         saw those pictures man.  Sick assholes, dude.  I mean sick.  They tried to get her
         to talk about your security, members, and your girls Sadey and Mace.  FUCK!  She didn’t
         know anything, she did NOT KNOW ANYTHING!  I swear man, I tried to tell him she was
         just a whore, but he didn’t believe me man.  I’m not about hurtin’ women, who gets
         it up for a beaten and torn woman?  The big guy isn’t about that either, but he has
         that fucking yuppie ass of his.  Goes by name of Greaton or Grafton, I don’t know. 
         It ain’t even a road name.  He’s not even a member but he holds way too much power
         I’m telling you, he’s hungry for it.  He’s a rabid dog and he needs put down.  He’s got a sick mind and hell he’s creative.  He thought long and hard about what
         he wanted to do to Cherry to send you the message he wanted sent.  .  He will spend
         eternity in a special place in hell for that.”
      

      “Did you just fucking say GREYSON?”  Shame is unglued again, but I’m not close behind.

      “Yeah man, he’s crazy.  He did all that shit to Cherry and damn if he didn’t say Mace
         and Sadey were next.  I told you I’m not about that life, not women.  When we start
         beating fucking women well fuck, that don't make us men.”
      

      Shame cuts Hoods pity party short.  “Who killed Switch?  I mean, no way Greyson did.
          He’s pussy.  Who killed him?”
      

      “Dude, no.  I don't get to know this information.  Greyson told me I was lucky to
         be alive being that I was Switches right hand and from what Greyson said about the
         guy in charge now, Switch fucked up a lot of shit for him.  I swear man, Switch never
         even told me someone was over him and he and I were close.  Switch was ruthless that’s
         understood, but I don’t think this big guy was in charge long before Switch ran, now
         he’s dead.”
      

      “Where is Cherry?  I need to get her back if they kept her alive.”  Jesus, she was
         kept alive.
      

      “I got one of the other brothers to confess before I killed him, man.  He spotted
         me leaving while I was on my way here and he was suspect of where I was going.  It’s
         all so FUCKED UP.  She’s on her way back to you.  I don’t know how or when.  Look,
         need you to know this, I’m doing this to help those girls.  I had a sister raped and
         murdered.  I was there, I remember everything.  That’s the only reason I’m doing this,
         we ain't friends or brothers.  This doesn’t mean you owe me shit.  I’m pulling out
         a mark for my sister.  Just know that I’m telling you the truth on her life, I’m telling
         you everything I got.  I’m out.  I’m leaving town and never looking back.  Fuckers
         may find me and kill me but better dead than live like this.  I gotta ride.”
      

      With that he puts his helmet back on and starts the bike.  Over the pipes we see him
         tilt his head and we hear, “Good luck” and with that, he’s gone.
      

      Was a long ride back to the Clubhouse.  Shame and I both in silent worry, this storm
         is starting and once we are in the eye of it we both know that everything we’ve ever
         known will change.
      

      ******

      Arriving back at the Club, we find that everything is as we left it.  Can’t say that
         I wasn’t nervous about the possibility of walking into another tragedy just as we
         did this morning.  Thinking about everything Hood said has led me to believe that
         the man may have been telling the truth.  I had heard rumors of his past and that
         of his sister.  She really was raped and murdered in front of him, by a street gang
         no less.  There is no honor among those men.  This is what had led him to finding
         Switch and becoming part of a brotherhood, just happened to be one of the most fucked
         up brotherhoods in the state.  Now, he’s doing all he can to escape it.  If all he
         says is true then I don’t care what he says, we do owe him a marker for giving us
         heads up about what Greyson thinks he is planning.  Fuck, just knowing Greyson is
         behind this is enough to send me reeling.
      

      Greyson Meyer.  The pussy that I knew he was actually behind some of this shit.  No
         way could he have masterminded this though, no way.  He’s a moron and I don’t think
         he has the stones to pull anything like this off.  If Switch is in fact dead, then
         someone else is pulling all the strings.  The unknown is our biggest threat at this
         point.
      

      That bastard knows a lot about Mace and Sadey too.  He knows their schedules, routines,
         habits, and even how they think.  He’s been in my Club house on several occasions
         with Mace.  Now I have to wonder if he didn’t manage to make it into my office himself
         and plant those pictures.  Damn, if Gunner had found him and confronted him before
         we knew he was an enemy, I shudder to think of the damage he could have done to the
         girls and my brothers before they even knew what was happening.
      

      Knowing I need to find Sadey and Mace and tell them about those pictures turns my
         stomach sour.  Fuck, those girls don’t deserve this fear and the message that was
         on the back of those pictures will certainly make them believe the worst is coming
         for them.  How in the hell do you tell someone you love that they are being hunted
         like prey and the person hunting them is actually a fucking animal?
      

      Hood said Cherry was on her way back to us.  He never mentioned when or how, this
         doesn’t sit easy with me either since the threat of my girls lingers so blatantly.
          If whoever is really behind this is contemplating a trade of women of sorts then
         I will be ready, they won’t get another taste on my watch.
      

      I need to rally my inside guys and have them take a closer look at the boys in our
         club, making sure no one’s hands are dirty.  Greyson knows my boys, he’s been around
         them enough to see how the inside works.  He would only have to find a weakness in
         one of them and attempt to put enough doubt in their minds and poison them against
         the Peril family.  In all my time belonging to Peril this has never been a threat.
          This is the telling knowledge that it is personal, just don’t know to whom yet.  I
         won’t really know this until I find out who the mastermind really is.  I don’t think
         I’m overthinking this either.  Has to be someone that knows us all and carries one
         big damn grudge.
      

      Certainly Mace and Sadey have no quarrels with anyone, hell Sadey doesn’t talk to
         anyone outside our group and Mace works at the damn public library.  Greyson loved
         Mace, I don’t believe he would kill her even if he was ordered, could be wrong though.
      

      Then there’s Peyton, I don’t know enough about that woman to decide if she carries
         a threat.  Mace told me that her parents are no longer in the picture.  Unsure if
         they are still alive.  She comes from a shit past maybe one of them see either of
         my girls as threat against them somehow, if they are still alive.
      

      Shame and I have enemies, that’s common in our life; however I run a clean shop and
         we do not deal in drugs or women so if either of us has pissed anyone off, it has
         to be from the past that is now catching up to us.
      

      Fuck, if it isn’t good to be home though.

      I didn’t have long to revel in my thankful homecoming.  As I pull off my helmet I
         hear screaming from all the way inside the Club.  It’s one of the girls too, but between
         the two of them it’s hard to decipher which, since the fear of either one of them
         being hurt fuckin’ frightens me straight to my bones.
      

      “OH MY GOD.  GO!  WE HAVE TO GO!”  I hear it again.  Go where?  Shame dismounts as
         fast as I do and we signal to the others to remain here, in case something is going
         down and we require surprise backup.  Five pissed off and adrenaline wired men could
         do a lot of damage if needed.
      

      Finally making my way to the front door I see Sadey holding the phone and Kegs and
         Mace are trying to pry it from her but she’s got a death grip on it and isn’t giving
         it up.
      

      “What the fuck is going on dammit?”  I roughly grab the phone from a visibly dazed
         Sadey.
      

      Click.  The line goes dead as soon as I put it to my ear.  Whoever called must have
         heard me and hung up in a hurry.  Jesus, these really are pussies we are dealing with.
      

      “Cherry… she’s... Hem... they said she’s...”  Sadey can’t talk so I look to Mace in
         anger hoping to get this shit out.
      

      “Mace!  What the fuck is it?”

      “She’s at the lake, Hem.  They called and a robot voice came on and told us she was
         at the lake.  She could be hurt... or she could be dead.  Hem we have to at least
         go look.”  Mace is pulling her shit together for me, not the time to be proud of her
         for it, but I am.
      

      “THERE’S NO ‘WE’ ABOUT IT MACE!  You stick your ass here and not leave this house,
         do you understand me?”  I’m roaring so loud I hear blood in my ears but damn if that
         woman isn’t thinking.  She’s going nowhere.
      

      Shame now has hold of her and he’s trying to pull her to him but she is on her way
         out of her mind, along with Sadey.  This is exactly the chaos I’m trying to avoid. 
         The girls don’t even know about the threat that was printed in those pictures.  Thank
         fuck I locked those up on our way out.
      

      “Shame, get the boys before they unload.  Add Ace to the mix and head out to the lake
         and you call me before you step foot on that perimeter.  If she’s really there in
         plain sight, then you grab her or call 911.  You decide which option is best, I trust
         you brother.  We can handle the law, fuck may need them on our side in this.”
      

      Shame only nods, not wanting to add worry to the girls.  He kisses Mace on the temple
         and walks out the door but not before Mace follows him quickly and holds him tight
         to her.  With the calling coming in just as we pulled up, she hadn’t had a chance
         to thank the lord for bringing him home from Hood’s company safely.  She’s blind to
         the fact that Hood isn’t a threat anymore, what we have now is much greater and uglier.
      

      *****

      --MACE--

      My brother has holed himself securely up in his office while he waited to hear from
         Shame first.  I am waiting for a call from Shame myself, but know he has to talk shit
         through with Hem during this operation but finally I get my call.  Three hours is
         a long time to wait for this news, almost thought my damn phone wasn’t working.  The
         phone doesn’t get a second to finish the first ring and I’m on it, “Hello!  Shame? 
         What’s happening?”
      

      “She’s headed to the hospital now Sweetheart.  Took a while for us to find her, it
         was a lot of ground to cover.  We found her though, okay?  She’s alive and I’m sorry
         but I don’t know much more than that.  Get with Sadey, Hem, Honor and whoever else
         he wants and meet us at Memorial as soon as you can.  Ace and I are on the bikes en
         route there now.”
      

      “Okay Shame.  I will.”  I’m about to hang up the phone and I hear him again.

      “Mace? You still there?  I love you baby.”

      “I love you Shame, see you in a few.”  If he and I weren’t able to communicate how
         we felt in words before this mess, we are now.  It brings emotions racing to the surface
         and not telling the ones you love how you feel isn’t an option, it’s a requirement.
      

      I’m riding in Sadey’s car on the way to Memorial Hospital, she’s driving and we aren’t
         talking because we are each trying to process this.  Cherry is alive and we are both
         thankful but we don’t know what kind of condition we are going to find her in.  We
         have no idea how she got to the lake or who the caller was that informed us of where
         she was.
      

      God, we really thought she had just had enough of this life and took off.  I was almost
         happy for her because maybe she finally realized she was better than just a piece
         that she saw herself as.  Guilt is eating me because I know I didn’t do enough to
         find her, just in case something happened to her.
      

      Hem and Shame both haven’t said much about the meet with Hood, not that there has
         been any time.  It’s so dark out now that Shame probably doesn’t know the extent of
         damage to Cherry since he only saw her near the lake, as she sat outside in the elements.
          We don’t know how long she was waiting for us to find her there.
      

      “Mace, do you think she will make it?”  Sadey is crying, I hadn’t noticed while deep
         in thought.
      

      “I don’t know any more than you Sade, but we can pray on it right?  How are you feeling? 
         I mean with the baby?  Are you okay?  The last two days have been a lot for you to
         handle, and I’m sure your stress level has been wearing you out.”
      

      “Yeah.  I’m alright.  With everything going on, I haven’t even had time to think about
         the morning sickness that was starting.  I’m so sorry for Cherry, I just don’t even
         know how to help her.  Have you talked to Peyton lately?  Is she safe?”  She sounds
         small and she’s so worried.  Shit I hadn’t even thought about checking in on Peyton. 
         I’m going to send her a quick text and if I don’t get a response I’m going to have
         Hem find someone to get to her.
      

      *ME:  Hey girlfriend!  How’s it going?  Things are nuts here and I won’t be at work
         again tomorrow.  Tell Gramma I’m sorry but I swear I will make it up to her.  Tell
         her I will have Sadey make her famous chocolate chip muffins!
      

      This was my attempts to keep things light, Peyton is a worrier and can sense fear. 
         Her past gave her that horrible ability.
      

      *PEYTON:  I’m not home but I’m supposed to call Gramma tonight.  Derek and I are heading
         to Montana for a week.  Don’t go all Mama Bear either.  He wants me to meet his family. 
         They have a farm, how am I going to pull off cowboy boots?  Not my thing.  Ughz!  
         Are you alright?  You are kinda scaring me a little.
      

      Whew, thank you Derek!  She’s actually out of this whole damn state.  What a relief
         that is to me.  I need to get rid of her before we arrive at the hospital without
         alarming her.
      

      *ME:  Oh yeah, I’m way fine.  Just crap with Hem is all.  He will be fine, just don’t
         want to leave him alone right now.  You know what a big baby he is ;)  Tell Derek
         I said hi and I will talk to you soon.  Love ya, sista.
      

      I’m such a fraud!

      We find our way to the room they have admitted Cherry to.  Doctors told Hem that she’s
         in bad shape.  They have induced a 24 hour coma until they can determine extent of
         her injuries and this will also help with her pain.  I hate that, how do they know
         or anyone know that just because you are asleep you don’t feel pain?  Can she hear
         us if we talk around her?  No one knows this so I’m going to be sure we aren’t adding
         to her already stressed condition.
      

      “Doctor said she’s in critical, you do not need the detail of her injuries Mace, so
         do not fuckin ask me, you got that?  Just matters now that we are here and she’s alive.
          We will see her soon enough.  Kegs was here a few minutes ago, she couldn’t stomach
         it so Honor took her back and will stay with her tonight.  She’s got to stay at the
         Club, if Cherry was a target then it leaves Kegs wide open to threat as well.”
      

      Hem is in big brother mode.  He’s attempting to put the bubble of protection over
         Sadey and me but we’ve seen too much now.  His attempts are futile.
      

      “I won’t ask Hem, but if she makes it and she wants to talk about it I’m going to
         listen, you can’t control that.”
      

      “I know Sis.  I’m sorry this has happened to your friend.  I really am.  I will handle
         the fucker that did this though, for both Cherry and for Winnie.  What a mess.”  He’s
         so exhausted.  When things happen in his life, they happen quickly, not leaving him
         too much time to think.
      

      “Sadey has already slid into Cherry’s room and I hear her sobbing so I need to go
         in there and be with her.”  Hem looks pissed that Sadey helped herself into a visit.
         Sadey is definitely better at the mothering but I’m stronger when it comes to matters
         of death.
      

      “Alright.”  Hem gives me a side hug and letting me go he pushes me towards Cherry.

      As I step into Cherry’s room, Sadey turns around to look at me in horror.  “Look at
         her Mace.  Look what someone did to her.  I don’t even know if this really is her? 
         It is isn’t it?  The boys aren’t wrong are they?”  Her face is bandaged almost completely.
          She left eye is covered and her right is swollen completely shut.
      

      I grab Sadey by the shoulder and pull her to me as we stand on the side of the bed
         looking at our friend.  “We’re here, she knows we are here and when she’s ready she
         will come to us.  Believe in that, okay?”
      

      *****

      It has been an insane couple of days.  Twelve hours ago our boys came back from a
         secret meeting with Hood.  Four hours after, our friend was found alive.  We are now
         waiting for a hospital call to tell us she’s awake so we can go in and see her, talk
         to her and let her know she’s not alone and we are here for her no matter what frame
         she’s in or what she went through during the ordeal.
      

      Hem has called a meeting of all brothers and even the ladies at the Club are required
         to attend this one.  He has only advised us that he has an announcement.  This has
         never happened before so I’m a little perplexed as to what Hem is putting into play.
          Sadey assumes he knows about the baby, and to be honest it wouldn’t surprise me but
         I don’t think he has any idea right now.  I can’t see Hem calling a meeting of everyone
         to tell us he knows about the baby.  When he does know and no matter what is going
         on in his life, he will stop time to maul the love of his life and thank her for giving
         him this gift.  His mind is somewhere else right now and for the first time since
         all this shit started I’m glad Hem doesn’t have to think about the baby.  Unconditional
         love complicates everything and his mind needs to stay as uncomplicated as possible
         for now.
      

      Hem stands at the front of his meeting room and starts in without delay, “Look I’m
         about to make this quick because we all have shit to do, I’m going to get directly
         to the point.  During the chaos here the yesterday, someone was able to make it to
         my office.  This someone had to know exactly where I work from in the house.  Pictures
         were found in the drawer.  Pictures of Cherry before, during, and after her capture.
          These pictures were not pretty.  That’s all I’m saying about it so do not ask further
         questions.  Now for my orders.  Ladies, you are to stay put and remain here, do you
         understand?  You are not to leave until we have more of an idea where the threat is. 
         There have been threats made to my family members and I take them all very seriously.
          Whoever did this to Cherry has an agenda, a big one.  You will be helping me protect
         you by doing what I tell you and if you could do this without bitching and moaning
         it will help.  Your complaints will fall on deaf ears and if needed, I’m not beyond
         forcing you to stay out of harm.  Men, you are keeping your ear to ground.  Anyone
         breathes wrong then I want to know about it.  Anything suspicious and you are to come
         directly to me, got that?”
      

      Collectively and in silence everyone nods and agrees.

      “Cherry is awake now, just got the call from the nurse’s station at Memorial.  She’s
         allowed only one visitor at a time and only one every hour for about 15 minutes.  She’s
         not out of woods so it will only be those that she asks to see get to visit.  Again,
         are we clear?”
      

      Met with more silence, just nods.

      “Mace, you and Sadey are first in line after me.  I need her alert and awake to get
         the information I need from her, round up Kegs because she’s asking for her.  We leave
         in 30.  That’s it folks and stay safe.”
      

      As ever Hem, short and to the point.

      I feel a hand around my hips and I’m reassured knowing Shame is behind me.  In all
         the chaos it has been a comfort to have refuge in knowing Shame and I are together.
          “Hey baby, you ready to see her?”
      

      “No Shame.  I’m really not.  She’s not ever going to be the same person and that guts
         me.  Until this is all hashed out, none of us will be able to relax.  Let me find
         Kegs, she was outside earlier and she wasn’t looking too good.”
      

      “I know that baby, let’s go though okay?  She’s waiting for her family to get there
         and Kegs does look messy right now waiting to get this over with.”
      

      *****

      Hem comes out of Cherry’s room and he looks livid.  His fury is radiating off of him
         and it consumes the entire waiting room.  We are all wanting to talk to Cherry, one
         by one.  Hem nods at Shame and they start to walk out of the room but not before Shame
         gives me a reassuring kiss to the crown of my head and holds me tight briefly before
         letting me go.  The nurse just left after giving Cherry another round of antibiotics
         through her IV to help her avoid infections.  She signals to me that I can go in and
         although Sadey and I both know the rules, we just don’t give a rat’s ass right now.
          We are going in, together.  As soon as the nurse steps out of sight we rush in, holding
         hands.
      

      Cherry doesn’t look any different from yesterday but her swollen eye is open a bit
         now and she has tears coming through it.  Unsure if she’s in pain or if she’s upset
         from her visit with Hem.  She’s got so much to be upset about I don’t know where to
         even start talking to her.  Kegs folded out of visiting just yet so Honor took her
         for coffee before she comes in.  Of all of us, this has affected her the most.  When
         she thinks about what happened to Cherry, it hits her that it very well could have
         been her instead.
      

      “Hi.”  Cherry speaks but it was hard to understand even that.  I’m guessing she probably
         has some broken teeth to go along with that broken body.  Her arm is wrapped up in
         a cast and most of her upper body is bandaged in some way.  Her legs lay straight
         down on the bed, looks like all of her damage was actually limited to just the waist
         up, such a ridiculous thing to be thankful for, but I am.  It is devastating to see
         her like this.
      

      “Hey there baby, Kegs wanted to come in but I told her we were first.  She went to
         get some coffee but she will be up soon, okay?”
      

      “No she won’t.  This is too close to her.  She won’t want to see this.  I would rather
         she didn’t if that’s okay?  She and I are the only family the other really has.  Just
         because we are considered trash, even trash has family.”
      

      That makes me sadder than I already was.  I feel guilty, at one time I considered
         them both trash as well.  I was so wrong.  They are human, just as Winnie was and
         Bloom is, just that Cherry is so much softer than the others, even Kegs.  She was
         so quiet and kept to herself, until that night Shame tried for her and Kegs together,
         I hadn’t even ever heard her talk.
      

      I step toward the bed, Sadey at my side and I touch her hand.  She jumps a little
         on contact but she lets me hold it loosely.  “So, are you comfortable?  Are the nurses
         helping?  Is there anything you need?  All you have to do is ask, I mean that.  Whatever
         you need, we are here.”
      

      “No.  I’m fine.  Did you talk to Hem?   I told him everything.  He was so angry, Mace.
          I didn’t think he would even really care much but once he asked who it was and I
         explained that it was Greyson that grabbed me he…”
      

      I stop her, knowing there is no way I just heard her right.  “What?  What did you
         say?  I’m sorry, I…”  Shit, I’m at a complete loss.  Was it Greyson that called to
         tell us where she was?  She is confused, no matter how violent he is, I don’t believe
         he would do this.
      

      “Yes Mace, stop looking at me like that.  I know what I heard.  I know what I felt
         and I sure know what I saw.  He told me he was doing this so that Hem would go to
         him, in surrender, to get what he ‘deserved’.  He wants Hem dead, Mace.  I knew he
         hated us, but shit I had never even met the man.  He told me that unless Hem gives
         himself up to him that you or Sadey are next and he won’t be as merciful to you as
         he was to me.”  God, she looks so scared.  There was no mercy in her treatment.  Wait
         what?  Sadey or I next?
      

      Suddenly I feel tugging at my side and I see Sadey grab the nearby trashcan and she
         loses it.  I want to believe that this is morning sickness, but I know it isn’t. 
         I’m so scared all this stress is going to cause her another hospital stay, or worse. 
         I hold back her hair and pat her back through her sickness, it’s all I can do for
         her right now.  I’m in just as much shock as she is.  I’m also pissed off that no
         one took even a moment to tell us this news.
      

      I swallow and look at Sadey who is now standing completely still now as if she’s ignoring
         her body’s reaction to the news she just heard.  No way, this is not true.  Greyson
         wouldn’t do this to me and he told me once he was rather fond of Sadey when she wasn’t
         around any of the Club brothers, surely he wouldn’t hurt her.  Not even for his hate
         of Hem and his family.
      

      “You know what Sweetie, how about you rest and Sadey and I will go look for Kegs,
         I know she does want to see you.  I promise she does.  Just try and understand, if
         you can.  It is hard for her to wrap her head around this.”  I’m trying too hard to
         stay calm but what Cherry just told us and remembering the fury from Hem, I’ve got
         to go find him before he does something reckless.
      

      “Okay, guess I will wait here for her but please don’t force her in here.  When she
         sees this, she won’t ever forget it.”  She gives me a small smile and closes her eyes
         and rests her head on her pillow again.
      

      Sadey leans in, never saying a single word the entire time we are in this room and
         kisses her temple.  Even though she’s barely keeping herself together, she’s putting
         on her mothering mask for Cherry.
      

   
      Chapter Seventeen:

      “Go all the way with it, do not back off.  For once, go all the goddamn way with what
         matters.”
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      It’s been two weeks now since Cherry was found at the lake after getting that call
         to Sadey’s cell phone.  She’s still in the hospital and expected to be there for the
         better part of a month.  Hem has instructed the hospital staff that he is to be billed
         for everything, sparing no expense.  Once he told Cherry this, she started to cry
         uncontrollably and since Hem really is good with words he consoled her just as I would
         have, probably better.  He told her that she is part of this family, even though informally. 
         Her eyes showed the first sign of hope for the first time since this all happened. 
         She’s been getting some much needed mental therapy as well.  Shame recommended the
         shrink he had used years ago after all that had happened with his family and the devastation
         he had suffered through.
      

      Sadey and Hem are doing great.  She has yet to tell Hem about the baby.  She’s so
         scared and both Ace and I agreed because of what has happened that we will give her
         just a couple more weeks.  She was thankful for this and I think it probably was best
         for everyone.  When Hem learns of his new baby I want him to be able to embrace the
         idea and not have to focus on anything else.  Ace has been good too, he’s trying to
         let Sadey go.  I think he’s coming to terms that she’s with Hem and the pregnancy
         has really moved this along.  No way would she ever leave him before but maybe in
         the back of his mind he thought she might, until he heard the doctor give the news
         of the baby, then his hope was forever diminished.
      

      Shame and I are perfect, we are content and happy.  Although we have not steered clear
         of heartbreak entirely, we are holding our own now.  I don’t know if I will still
         ever be enough and only time can tell me this.  I’m willing to try though, for him. 
         Just to have him in my life I would risk the heartache.
      

      Nothing has come up from the Hood news or Cherry’s unfortunate circumstance.  Hem
         finally released us all from the Club as long as the women of the group check in constantly
         and also agreed to have strict access on where they would roam.  He encouraged even
         the Club girls, to include my friend Bloom, to hang around the Club as much as they
         want.  The four of us have been staying at Sadey and I’s place.  It gives us a getaway
         from the bullshit reminders of our situation, kind of.
      

      My mom’s health is failing quickly now.  I do visit her, of course dad is there as
         always.  He’s so protective of her, I’m starting to be more concerned with him now
         though because once she’s gone, really gone and not just bed ridden, what is going
         to fill his time?  He’s mentioned a few times that he wants to travel after she leaves
         us.  He told me that after the day with Greyson in the driveway that he cut ties with
         him completely.  He sounded disgusted at both Greyson and me and blames us both for
         that day and the behaviors that we allowed.  Unsure how I’m to blame though, strikes
         me as odd because Dad never blamed me.  I know he’s probably very upset that Greyson
         and I didn’t work out but this wasn’t about him.  I can’t say with any certainty that
         even if Shame hadn’t come and taken me from Greyson that we would have ever been married. 
         I don’t know if I would have really been happy with him so dad’s attempts to guilt
         me into ever going back never would have worked.  Maybe that’s why he’s so put off
         and angry with me.  I wouldn’t change my decisions, maybe just have gone about them
         differently though.
      

      Standing in the hallway, leaving a sleeping Shame in his room, I can smell morning
         coffee from here.  I walk into the kitchen of my home and see the same picture I always
         see, almost every morning.  Hem has Sadey on his lap holding her tight.  The woman
         is allowed to put her ass on furniture I’m sure, just not when he’s around.  Cave
         dweller!
      

      “Good morning, Sis.  Sleep well?”

      “Yes, I did.  I was beat.”

      “Sadey and I are going to go see mom this morning.  I talked to dad’s neighbor Mr.
         Anders and he’s been keeping dad busy as much as he can and today he is taking dad
         golfing so we are heading over there to see her.  Do you wanna go or are you and sleeping
         beauty going to just keep going at it like rabbits?  Jesus, I hate that I know how
         you sound while you’re ummm... ya know.  It really is fuckin’ gross!”
      

      “Shut the hell up, Hem.  You think it’s better for me to hear you spanking on Sadey’s
         ass all hours of the night?  Damn, she can’t enjoy that.  Hell, my ass hurts for her! 
         How about you two either get your own place, Shame and I get our own place, or you
         two stay at the Club?  We all need a break from each other’s... ummm... noises.”
      

      He puts his tongue in Sadey’s ear as I stop talking and she squeals with surprise,
         he didn’t hear a word I said after ‘shut the hell up’.  Never mind!
      

      As I’m starting another pot of coffee I hear a knock at the door.  Instantly, still
         on alert from whatever is going on, we all look at each other.  Shame is not out here
         so I’m unsure if I should answer it.  When trouble knocks, it’s always good to have
         backup.
      

      Hem lifts Sadey off his lap and puts her on the chair, telling her sternly not to
         move.  He never has to tell her anything twice because the woman is putty in his hands,
         he knows it.  She just looks to me like I’m supposed to know what to do.  Oh the hell
         if I do.
      

      Hem goes to the door and looks outside the peephole quickly and gives off a feral
         growl when he sees who it is.  I don’t get the chance to ask who it is because he
         opens the door with his chest out, looking as though he’s challenging the person out
         there.  “Fucking Warren Cash, what the fuck do we owe this fucking morning visit from
         the good father?”  Hem stares, not inviting him in.
      

      I come around Sadey and head to the front door and apparently I see a hell of a lot
         more than Hem, because the man I see in front of me is not in the least bit challenging
         or angry or confrontational.  Shit, he looks empty.  Right away I know, it is about
         mom.  Before he even says it I do.  “Mom’s gone isn’t she, Daddy?”
      

      He doesn’t say anything.  His eyes are so tired and sad.  Anyone could see he’s been
         crying.  Before I can start to console my dad, Father Marcus bounds up behind him,
         almost breathless.  He doesn’t say anything because he has to sense by the look on
         our faces that the news has already been spilled.
      

      “Yes, Patrick and Mace, your mother is gone.  She’s at peace now.  The nurses went
         to give her meds this morning and her breathing was so shallow that by the time they
         woke me to go to her, she was already gone.”
      

      Dad doubles over as Father Marcus puts his hand on my dad’s back.  The man is broken. 
         I am shocked and Hem is just standing there clenching his jaw.  He’s angry.  He and
         Sadey were on their way to her today and now it’s too late.  Not that Hem hasn’t said
         goodbye to mom.  I mean, every time we have seen her the last three weeks we were
         fairly sure it could have been the last time but now that she’s really gone it just
         doesn’t seem real.
      

      “Dad, do you want to come in?  I can make you some tea?”

      “No, I’m not coming in there with him.”  He looks to Hem in utter distaste.  Shit,
         mom’s been gone all of two minutes from Hem and I and he and dad are ready to duke
         it out.
      

      “We need to go, make arrangements and such.  Mace, Hem, if there is anything you need
         in way of guidance or prayer I trust you will seek me out.”  I nod and Hem finally
         tears his eyes from my dad and nods to Father Marcus as he turns my dad away while
         consoling him.
      

      I shut the door and turn back to a crying Sadey.  She never once moved from where
         she was left upon Hems instruction, but once the door clicked shut and she knew my
         father was gone, the woman was on her feet flying to Hem and I.  We hold her in a
         comforting hug as Hem tries to hold back his tears.  I’m certain he will let them
         fall eventually, maybe in the company of only himself but he will have to grieve.
      

      Damn it Sadey, will there ever be a good time to drop it to him that he’s going to
         be a dad?
      

      *****

      The funeral is as tasteful as a funeral can be.  Dad spared no expense for Mom.  Mirroring
         her life, it was all it could have been.  She’s being buried in the town’s cemetery,
         under a tall oak tree.  Believe it or not, Hem has the open burial spot to her right
         and dad on her left once they pass.  Ironic really, she was so torn between them for
         so many years that finally in death they will stay beside her, together.
      

      Dad gave a eulogy and at that point I couldn’t contain my grief.  He spoke of how
         much he loved a beautiful woman and felt she needed him her whole life, until she
         neared death and that’s when he realized it was he that needed her.  By then he said,
         it was too late to extract comfort from her, she was too weak and frail.  Her suffering
         was senseless and that it will plague him forever.  He also said there was no other
         woman in the world for him, just Mom.
      

      Hem too, got up and said a few words as well.  He told everyone how blessed he was
         to have learned from her about love and even though she was a person that never loved
         out loud, he never doubted how much she cared for us.  Once everyone thought he was
         finished as he started to step away and Father Marcus stood from his chair to take
         back the service, Hem turned to me with a look of renewed determination.
      

      He had asked me the day she died what I thought about him reciting the poem he had
         given Mom on Mother’s Day when he was 13, he was so young and his words so simple
         then.  I told him if he felt this would help his grief then certainly and it may even
         help others heal.  I didn’t think he heard me, he was just so unsure.  He turned back
         to the podium.  He knew the poem by heart, ever the poet that he really is.  I’ve
         read this poem so many times at Moms, she had laminated it and put it on the fridge. 
         She had never moved it, all these years.  I imagine I could almost read it from memory
         now too.  He is about to recite it for everyone here, with his head held down as if
         it is a prayer.
      

      Mother you are mine.

      Hand in hand and heart in heart.

      Never a time am I alone, as long as you are here.

      You’ve been a part of me from the start.

      Your arms are holding when comfort escapes me.

      You love surrounds me when I feel most alone.

      Your hands are healing when I lay sick.

      You’ve promised me that you will always love me, even once I’ve grown.

      He takes a pause.  I look up and see he is trying to get a hold of himself as all
         our family and friends look at him with deep sadness.  I glace at my Dad, who holds
         his head low in grief.  Maybe Dad is starting to realize the war between he and Hem
         should have been ended years ago, for Mom’s sake.
      

      Then I hear Hem, he starts to continue but the poem has changed.  It’s not what it
         used to be, he’s changed the words and I’m not familiar with it anymore.  I lift my
         head and as I look at him I see my big, strong, tough, fearless brother shake.  His
         hands, legs, and voice are trembling but he continues.
      

      I never told you enough Mama,

      At least never that you could hear.

      Although we are of blood, I’m no reflection of you.

      You were everything so good, true, and dear.

      I’m going to miss you Mama.

      I’m so sorry I didn’t say ‘Goodbye’.

      God knows I tried to save you Mama, 

      Never believed it was your time to….

      Hem stops, he lifts his head and his eyes meet mine.  He can’t keep going.  He’s asking
         me without words to help him.  I get up, handing Shame my bible and giving Sadey’s
         thigh a squeeze in comfort and then I run to him.  He envelopes me in a hug so tight
         and he lets it go, he lets it all out.  In front of God, the Parrish, and our family
         and friends he says his goodbye to his Mama, his way.
      

      “She’s gone now.  I miss her already, Sis.  I should have been a better son and its
         gutting me.  She never deserved me and all the trouble that came to her just for loving
         me.”  He is sobbing into my shoulder as we stand at the back of the church waiting
         for the service to end.
      

      “No, you don’t understand.  Mom loved you Hem.  She was always so proud and protective
         of you.  I remember when Doc would come over years and years ago for a visit, she
         would all but threaten the man telling him he had better be taking care of you.  She
         meant it too.  You know Mom, you just do not cross the angry woman.  Doc would fill
         her in on all your work at the Club and how you were making it a better place, she
         would glow.  She was honored to be your mom.”  I’m trying to lighten his guilty load,
         but a person feels how they feel sometimes.
      

      “Let’s get out of here please, I’m fuckin uncomfortable being in this place.”

      “A church Hem?  Really?”  I roll my eyes but take his arm in mine and walk back to
         the front just as Father Marcus is finishing the service.
      

      It’s taking us awhile to get through the condolences offered by everyone.  We are
         exhausted and Shame and Sadey have left us to get things ready at the Club.  Anytime
         anyone passed away it has always been tradition, from forever ago, that we celebrate
         their life.  This was going to be tough because it was our mother.  We realize she
         is in a better place but still the pain was new and open.  When mom told us she was
         sick she had pleaded with us to help her die, I told Hem this is part of that.  We
         are going to remember her tonight and celebrate.
      

      I talked to Sadey about the baby this morning.  I’ve asked her, actually Ace and I
         both pleaded with her that if the timing seemed right it would be a good time to tell Hem about
         it.  She didn’t agree but said she would think about it.  I’m starting to believe
         that the only way Hem will find out about this baby is if he ever notices she’s eating
         like a mother lion and she’s gaining weight.  Morning sickness hasn’t steered her
         away from chocolate, chips, or gummy bears.
      

      We are saying goodbye now to the Parrish and thanking them.  Dad disappeared a while
         ago and Father Marcus told us he has a long way to go to recover and asks that Hem
         and I check up on him.  Of course I will, not Hem.
      

      “I’m ready anytime, let me freshen up before going outside though.  I will be right
         back.”
      

      “Hurry the fuck up, I need out of this Goddamn monkey suit.”  Rolling my eyes because
         my brother is in a suit and he’s swearing in a church, I straighten his tie for him
         and he pushes my hand away like he’s 10 years old and he doesn’t want the other kids
         to see me fussin’ over him.  Mom would laugh at this, she would love it.
      

      “I’ll be right back, don’t be difficult.  We will have you back in your ‘scary wear’
         soon and you can have a few drinks.”
      

      He snorts at me as I walk away.  Such a baby!

      I am leaving the bathroom, mascara free now that I’ve wiped my raccoon eyes and I’m
         looking down putting my Kleenex in my bag and I run smack into Greyson.  Jesus Christ
         he looks scary, angry, bitter… shit.  I can’t move, not even if I wanted too.  I’m
         frozen.  Cherry has told me he did this to her, but I’ve no evidence so I’m not sure
         I even believe her.
      

      “Well Hello, my Mace.  Look at you.”  God he says my name like it’s a dirty word.  I’m fucking petrified
         right now but I know I can’t show him that.  I straighten my shoulders and look him
         in the eye.  I’m going to barter here, I’m going to sell myself out in hopes he gets
         what he wants from me, a genuine apology, and then maybe he will leave me the fuck
         alone.
      

      “Greyson, Hi.  I wanted to apologize to you for the last time we saw each other. 
         Maybe I over reacted.  I had just left from visiting my mom and you know the condition
         she was in.  I’m sorry.”
      

      “Fuck you, Mace.  You left me remember?  You don’t want to be my friend now, stop
         acting as if you do.  Actually it is good running into you.  I like seeing you like
         this, so put together and confident.  Won’t be long though, Princess.  Not long at all.  You will get everything you and that fucking ‘biker badass’ excuse
         for a human being has coming to you both.  Mark it, bitch.”
      

      I swallow, choking a bit but holding it back.  Oh my god.  He’s so angry, not just
         anger but he completely loathes Hem and I.  All because I left him?  I didn’t know
         him at all.  Suddenly I’m wishing I hadn’t told Shame to leave Hem and I.  Everyone
         has cleared out and all that left is a few of the Parrish members and some of my mom’s
         old friends.  Shit.  Thank God I don’t have to think for long.  In seconds Greyson
         walks past me, pushing me roughly with his shoulders.  I fall against the wall and
         take inventory of myself.  Damn, I’ve got to get to Hem.
      

      *****

      Hem and I are finally back at the Club.  I explained to him Greyson’s behavior when
         I ran into him and Hem was pissed at me.  AT ME!  He thinks I should have stalled
         him until Hem came looking for me.  Seriously?  I was so scared when he approached
         me I couldn’t think straight, let alone try to get him to stay close to me until the
         cavalry arrived.  Hell, Hem was whining when I left, who knows how long he would have
         taken.  Either way, I did what I felt was right and tried to soothe him and when that
         didn’t work I was just glad to see him go!  Hem can be mad, stay mad, whatever.  At
         least with Hem being pissed at me, unnecessarily, he is over his emotional breakdown
         from the funeral.
      

      Everyone is already here and Shame and Sadey and have done a beautiful job getting
         everything ready for the night of celebration in honor of Mom.  There are lights strung
         throughout the Clubhouse and the room is dimly light right now.  Soft music echoes
         in the background and everyone is quiet and courteous to Hem and I.
      

      Sadey is in the kitchen finishing the touches on the food and Shame is outside making
         sure that everyone parks where they should and they don’t block the exits.  We are
         cautious today, anytime there is something going on out of the norm, Hem wants to
         be sure that whoever has been causing us the heartache keeps themselves in check.
      

      Gunner is outside right now walking the perimeter, armed of course.  He has healed
         enough now from being shot that he’s able to help when needed.   Honor is holding
         onto Kegs, she still isn’t doing well with the Cherry situation and she has only gone
         to see her one time.  I’m hoping sooner or later she will snap out of this and realize
         how much Cherry needs her, even if she has the rest of us.  Ace is sitting in his
         bar stool, attempting to pick up one of Kegs new friends.
      

      Aside from burying my mom today, all the crap that has been going on within the Club,
         and Cherry in hospital, Hem is acting odd.  Not odd as in stressed odd either.  This
         makes me think maybe he knows about the baby but hasn’t told anyone he does.  I don’t
         like it.  He has been smirking at me since we got here.  Now that I think about it,
         other than the funeral my brother has been in an exceptionally good mood the last
         couple weeks.
      

      It is time for the toast, once the toast to Mom is complete and we’ve all had a drink
         in Mom’s honor then the party will begin.  Music will go from respectful to hard core,
         the lights go from dim to party, and the attendees go from courteous to loud and obnoxious. 
         Although I’m really proud of the boys tonight I’m looking forward to hearing some
         familiar tunes and loud voices to begin.
      

      Shame lets go of my hand and walks up near the bar, to the front of the room.  He
         has a shot in his hand so I’m guessing Hem has asked him to do the honors tonight. 
         I’m relieved because I am unsure I could handle another speech by Hem today.  He about
         broke me during the eulogy and right now I really do want to celebrate all that my
         mom was, without sadness.
      

      Shame rings the bar bell to get everyone’s attention and the room goes quiet.

      “We all know why we are here tonight, to celebrate a great lady as she passes into
         her next life.  I’ve decided I’m going to tell you all how I met Lynda Cash.  Not
         a lot of folks know where we started, God it has been over 20 years ago now.  You
         all know that she was a magnet for boys in the neighborhood, you’ve heard the stories.”
      

      The room chuckles because Shame has just insinuated my mom was a hot mom.  Hem rolls
         his eyes but he flushes anyway because we both knows it’s true.
      

      “I was only 11 years old when I first met this angel.  Her car was parked outside
         her house and she was angry.  She was fightin’ mad, kickin’ and screamin’ to no one
         in particular.   I mean, she was so pissed off that I am telling you I heard the woman
         cuss so much she would give our Pres. a run for his money.  Hem had just locked her
         keys in her car.  I remember riding by on my bike and staring at her thinking to myself…
         well, alright let’s be real, the woman was bottle blond, built, and did not look like
         any other mother I knew in person or on T.V.   I was a rather shy kid believe it or
         not, but for whatever reason I stopped and asked if she was okay.  When she told me
         about her keys, she asked if I knew anything about picking a lock.  She was shy about
         asking, but she could see that I wasn’t exactly the most educated kid on the block.”
      

      The room erupts in laughter because everyone knows Shame was trouble his whole life
         and of course he knew how to pick a lock by the time he was seven!
      

      “Anyway!  It was also the day I met my buddy, Hem.  I had just moved to the area and
         while I was talking to Lynda he comes storming out of the house, just as pissed off
         as she was.  I remember thinking to myself what a bully he probably was.  Hem wasn’t
         tall and he wasn’t thin and I’m sorry buddy but I would be lying if I didn’t say you
         were just short and fat.  He hadn’t really started growing, he was just nine years
         old then.  I explained to his mom that I could open that door but she would have to
         pay me, in food.”
      

      The room got very quiet, only a few people knew of Shames past and his abusive relationship
         he lived through with his parents.  Oftentimes, starved for food until he allowed
         one or both of them to use him as a punching bag.  They always gave him a choice though,
         that’s the fuck of it.  They mentally abused him, telling him he would starve unless
         he agreed to accept pain and allow them to relieve themselves of their frustrations.
      

      “When I told Lynda this I will never forget the look on her face.  She looked so concerned
         and then she looked almost as lost as I did.  She reached up and touched my cheek
         and asked me for my name.  I told her my name was Neil and she said ‘Yes Neil, I will
         pay you in food if you can do this for me.  I would appreciate that.’  I did not hesitate
         to grab the hangar from her hand and in about 30 seconds I had that door open.  Once
         she took Hem and I inside, she made me a hot meal.  I think it was something like
         meatloaf or Salisbury steak but I remember watching her serve me and looking at Hem
         at the same time.  He adored her, they were tight, and you could see that right away. 
         I was so envious of him.  When I was finished I took my plate to her at the sink and
         she told me that I was to be at her house every day at 5:30 p.m. sharp because I had
         done her such a huge favor that she would forever be indebted to me.”
      

      Sadey has tears coming down her face, I’m trying not to lose contact with Shame because
         I’m scared to look at Hem.  I can hear him behind me holding Sadey to his front, but
         he’s shuffling his feet and it sounds like he’s ready to bolt.
      

      “I owe that woman hope.  She gave me hope that one day I would live as free as Hem
         did.  I came to see her every single day for about a year, I think.”  He looks to
         Hem for confirmation to continue.  Hem nods.
      

      “My parents had then moved us away and I didn’t see her until years later.  In time
         I came back, on my own, and I went right to see her and Hem.  She looked the same,
         aged a bit but we all do.  Hem had grown up, just as I had.  There was a new little
         mess added to the family, who later became one of my best friends and now she’s my
         everything.”
      

      I smiled at him as he locked eyes with me again.  “I came all the way here for a reason
         though, I needed to tell Lynda thank you for giving me hope.  I was finally going
         to make my life what I wanted.  I had broken away from my parents and was looking
         to live on the street until I could provide for myself.  Doc hadn’t yet found me so
         I was alone.  Lynda was so happy to see me, she gave me a job working around the house,
         exchanging my work for room and board.  Sometimes things would break and I was fairly
         certain she broke them so I would have something to do.  Even after my parents found
         me here and my world was dark for that time and even after I found Doc and had a real
         place I called home, Lynda never forgot about me.  She was constantly checking in
         on me, either stopping by the Club or calling Doc himself making sure he was taking
         care of me, even bugging Hem endlessly for me to come visit.  She took me as her own
         and asked nothing from me in return.  My only regret is not being there for her enough.  People suffer in silence and I learned that lesson from her as well.  I’m
         sorry Lynda, I’m sorry I didn’t know you more after I grew up.  I’m sorry I never
         told you thank you for giving me Mace and Hem, my family.  You were my hope and without that influence in my life I’m unsure where I would have ended up.  So
         thank you and here’s to you, Lynda.  Cheers”
      

      The room follows suit and gives a final ‘cheers’ to Mom and then scatter around and
         resume our traditional party night itinerary.  I’m starting to bring out all the food
         from the kitchen, Sadey has done a kick ass job with preparing to feed these hungry
         heifers.  After I get everything out and start sorting through it, she comes walking
         in and she looks scared.  Shit, what now?
      

      “Hey Sade, why you looking so nervous?  Are you and Hem okay?  You need to give him
         some space if he’s being grouchy honey, he hasn’t had a good day, and you know that.”
      

      “No it’s not that.  I’m going to tell him tonight.  I’ve decided.  I mean, he’s been
         through so much and nothing is settling down and well look at me!  I’m getting bigger
         by the day and he has to suspect something is up.  I stopped walking around naked
         and not just because he was on me all the time thinking I was trying to seduce him,
         but I’m getting fat already.”  She puts her head on my shoulder in a dramatic statement. 
         I’m so relieved.
      

      “Sadey, you are about to make that man so happy!  When are you telling him?  After
         the party or like right now?”  I’m ecstatic!
      

      “I’m going to keep him from drinking himself crazy, although with all the other crap
         going on he hasn’t drank much anyway.  I’m going to tell him tonight when we are alone. 
         I’m scared though, Mace.  I mean how I am going to sell this to him if I have so many
         doubts myself.  I’ve been arguing this in my mind for weeks, ya know?  I don’t want
         a baby.  God, I’m going to be a terrible mother.  Can you imagine all the things I
         probably picked up from my damaged parents?  I’m just going to pass that shit right
         on to an innocent child.  This baby will hate me!  What do I know about crying babies? 
         Sick babies?  Hell Mace, what the freak do I know about healthy babies?  He’s going
         to leave me, isn’t he?”
      

      She starts to cry, so I grab her by her shoulders and look her in the eye.

      “Do you remember when shit went down around here?  Who led us to the back, in order,
         creating as little panic as possible among those girls?  Honey that was you.  Remember
         my reaction to the same event?  I froze.  Sadey, you are a natural mother.  God knows
         how you do it, but everyone knows it.  You have forever been a mother.  There are
         times I think you forget how old I am, when you start to mother me.  That baby will
         feel about you just as everyone else feels about you.  We love you, honey.  Give my
         brother a chance okay?  The gift you are about to give him, he will love you even
         more if it’s possible.”
      

      Ace comes strutting through the kitchen now and he looks even ornerier than usual. 
         He and I talked a bit at the funeral before he left and he said he’s in a better place
         now.  He loves Sadey, probably always will but he know he’s not ever going to have
         her heart so he’s going to try to move on.
      

      “Wenches, your men are hungry.  What gives?  Why are you just all chatting and gossiping
         for when we are waiting to eat?  C’mon dammit, feed me.  I’m a growin’ boy.”
      

      Sadey giggles at him.  He’s so charming, I want to puke.

      “Oh whatever.  How about you make yourself useful and start carrying this out then.” 
         I toss a plate full of cookies and he nabs one before heading back out.  Always lightening
         the mood, thank you for that Ace.
      

      About two hours later, Shame and I are dancing and having a good time with everyone
         else.  Kegs and Honor seem cozy in the corner and I haven’t had a chance to talk to
         either one of them alone to find out the status there.  I know Kegs has relied on
         him heavily during things with Cherry and Honor has a soft spot for her anyway, who
         knows then, maybe a blessing is becoming inside of this tragedy.
      

      Hem of course is sitting in his leather chair watching everyone.  He has Sadey in
         his lap and is smiling at her in awe.  She’s got her head nestled on his shoulder
         and her hand is on her belly.  Soon he is about to join her in this bliss of parenthood.
      

      “Where you at, darlin’?  You’re million miles away from me.  What’s up?”  Shame is
         concerned but he has no reason to be.  I just can’t share something with him and it
         is killing me.  It isn’t my news to share though, so I have to keep quiet.
      

      “Just thinking about a lot of things is all.”  Trying to pacify him now.

      He stops dancing, shit.  He took my reply the wrong way.  He moves me back and looks
         at my face, searching for answers that I can’t give him right now.  Damn, just bear with me baby, soon you will know.  He won’t stop looking at me like that though.  It dawns on me now what he’s asking,
         in his inaudible way.
      

      “Shame, I’m fine.  Nothing wrong with me.”  He sighs in relief and holds me to him
         close again.  I grab his hand and head for the bar, I am not one to drink a lot but
         he is and I want him to relax so I’m going to get him another drink.  He follows closely
         behind me through the crowd and tells Raider to go away when he approaches to talk
         to him, stopping our movement.
      

      We are sitting at the bar together, he’s on the stool and I’m in between his legs
         with his arms around my stomach.  We are just talking about nothing and everything
         when we hear Hem call attention.  Hem has walked to the juke box in the room and changed
         it from the loud ramping sounds of AC/DC to a very slow mellow tune.  He’s changed
         it to play Ed Sheeran’s ‘Kiss Me’.  Oh fuck!  No he isn’t….  I recognize it and it
         finally hits me what he has been so sneaky and quiet about today!
      

      “My family of friends I want to address you for just a second if I can.  Tonight of
         all nights is a start of a big change for Mace and me.  Saying goodbye to a loved
         one isn’t easy, we all relate to this.  It brings forth in our minds how important
         it is to hold a moment and never let another get away unpreserved and faceted to memory. 
         The people in our lives are with us for a reason, by fate or design or what have you. 
         It feels that I’ve spent my whole life searching for something and never found it. 
         After all those years of hiding from myself, never believing I deserved happiness
         I have it now.  It was within my reach all this time.”
      

      My brother and his way with words is breath taking.  Literally my heart is growing
         for them as I listen to what he’s saying.  He’s looking at his girl and grinning. 
         Sadey is standing next to him, as always she is oblivious as to what is about to happen. 
         I would giggle out loud if I wasn’t so awe struck looking at the two of them standing
         up there, together.  Hem is holding her hand out in front of her and I’m waiting patiently
         for my dense friend to catch on.
      

      Shame already has caught on because he’s kissing my neck from behind me while he’s
         trying to hold back his smile, not showing anyone yet.  He is gripping my hands at
         my waist, telling me silently he’s enjoying every moment of this.
      

      I scan the rest of the crowd and Honor has already stood up with this drink in hand
         about to toast to them.  Gunner is smiling from ear to friggin ear as he watches his
         President spill his heart like the love sick fool we all know him to be, for her. 
         Kegs has her head down and looks like she’s about to cry it out for Sadey but she’s
         holding it back, waiting patiently to let it go.
      

      After taking a moment to collect himself, Hem continues.  “I never knew anyone who
         had the patience to love me with such intensity, even when I didn’t deserve it.  I’m
         so blessed to have someone in my life who is willing to serve as my anchor, my post,
         and be the structure and frame of my life, if you will.  All of you know me, I can
         admit I have a big heart when the situation calls for it.”
      

      Oh God, he’s doing this!  He turns to Sadey and he kneels down on his left knee and
         pulls a ring box from his cut.  The man is huge, I mean he is a house, but he just
         knelt with the grace of an angel.
      

      I jab Shame in the side signaling him to look up at them now since he doesn’t have
         to hide his smile anymore, no one does.  Sadey is staring at Hem now finally in recognition as he continues.
      

      “Sadey, you have always had my heart and you have all of it now.  I gave you the final
         beat during a dance at your house, not long ago while a song I chose, told you how
         I felt because I was just too chicken to do it myself.  This is our song, Sadey girl. 
         I love you and God knows it took me long enough to admit this but damn if I didn’t
         always love you, woman.  Be my wife and I will repay you every single day for all
         that you have given to me, just by giving me your love.”
      

      He opens the box and shows Sadey the ring.  She doesn’t even take the time to look
         at it, she is on her knees and literally is now smothering my brother with a series of small kisses all over his face and between each one of
         them you can hear her whispering just loud enough to him, “yes yes yes yes”.  There
         is not a dry eye left in the place.  These two just do not do subtle, ever.
      

      Everyone cheers and starts toward the couple in motion of congratulations. Shame lets
         go of me and starts to Hem once they make eye contact to one another.  Hem wants Shame
         by his side, even now before the wedding.  This was a big step for my brother.  I’m
         frozen in my spot, until I hear it.  Shit.
      

      I turn around and my eyes go to a furious Ace.  His face is red, his hands are fisted,
         and is jaw is working overtime.  Oh my god, the man looks like he’s about to explode. 
         I move to action as quick as I can, at the same time Ace is shrugging himself out
         of his cut and headed towards the door.  He glances my way just as he drops his cut
         to the floor and pounds on the door to open it and he walks out of the building.
      

      Reaching the door just in time to have it not slam shut and draw attention I head
         outside.  Ace is about to mount his bike, helmet in hand.  I had picked up his cut
         on the way out and I’m holding it folded across my arm.
      

      “Ace honey, I already know you’re not okay.  Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Fuck you, Mace.  Really?  You cannot fucking think that one of our little ‘cheer
         up’ sessions will help me anymore.”  He’s growling at me, livid.
      

      “Ace stop.  Just talk to me, I’m asking.  You don’t even have to say anything either
         if you don’t want.  Just breathe for a few minutes before you take off on that bike. 
         You’re upset and you should calm down a little bit.”  Damn me, the second I say it
         I know I shouldn’t have.  I can’t take it back, though so I’m going to let him have
         his say.  No one is around and everyone is distracted inside, at least for a while. 
         Who tells someone to calm down when their world has just been blown to bits?
      

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP, MACE!  DAMMIT!  You do not know how I feel right now.  You do not
         have your heart in another room right now being held by another man.  The same other
         man who is old enough to be her fucking uncle!  Same man who hasn’t a clue how to
         treat a woman, I’ve watched him for years Mace.  I know what Hem is about.  Even when
         I was just a teenager loitering around this Club I knew a man whore when I saw it. 
         He and Shame both treated women like trash.  Why do you think I used to act like the
         way I did?  Huh?  Jesus.  I wanted to be Hem so I acted like Hem.  I couldn’t keep it up though.  Do you know why?  DO YOU?”
      

      I stand soundless and still, trying to give him time to let it all out so he doesn’t
         make a massive mistake and walk out of this Club for good.  He’s losing patience with
         me now though.  The vein in his forehead is throbbing and I can see his rapid pulse
         in his neck.
      

      “DO YOU FUCKING KNOW WHY MACE?”  He’s screaming so loud at me.  I just nod back and
         forth telling him wordlessly to continue working through his rage.
      

      “BECAUSE I FUCKING LOVE HER!  I wanted to BE HIM because I LOVED AND WANTED HER! 
         I would have sold my true self out for the rest of my life by acting like him, if
         she would have loved me the way she loves him.  I can’t do this anymore, no fucking
         way.  I thought I could handle them together, I told myself ‘Okay sure, I could wait
         for her’.  Then the baby, and fuck if that didn’t about kill me.  This though?  Stand
         by and watch him marry her?  I can’t.  I’m out.  I’m done.”
      

      He throws himself on the bike, puts the helmet on and before flipping the top down
         over his face and cranking the pipes and he says, “Thanks for everything you tried
         to do for me, Mace.  If you ever get a chance and you think there is ever a moment
         she needs to hear it, tell her how I felt about her.  Tell her how I will always feel
         about her.  I love her, always.”
      

      With that, I watch him leave.  I stand outside in the dark alone holding his cut in
         my arms until I can’t see his taillights anymore.  I’m speechless.  I’ve always known
         his love for Sadey was powerful, but shit the man just gave up his entire life for
         her in a sense.  Jesus, that woman is loved even by those she can’t ever love back. 
         Hem better not fuck this shit up.
      

      After standing there pulling myself together I turn to head back into the house. 
         I’m met with a pair of very pissed off eyes.  Shame looks enraged.  Lucky me I don’t
         know how much he just heard or if he witnessed it all, but I am nervous as hell waiting
         for him to address it.
      

      “So, you gonna share just what the fuck that was about?  Been waiting for you to call
         for backup babe, I would have torn him to fucking bits had you said the word.  He
         seemed a little upset about Hem’s proposal.  So go on speak now, woman.”  Oh yea,
         he’s seething.
      

      “Nope.  I’m going to put this away and go back inside and enjoy the evening with my
         brother and share in his and Sade’s good news.  So are you, so don’t start your alpha
         bullshit on me right now.”
      

      He smirks a bit, so I know he agrees that this celebration comes first.  “My alpha
         bullshit.”
      

      “You want me to explain what this means, because I’m fairly sure you know exactly
         what I’m talking about.  C’mon Shame, let’s go join them inside, then let’s go home
         and I will let you love me…. roughly.”  That got his attention.
      

      He growls and in the next second I’m against the wall with my Shame dressed tightly
         to me.  Men are so easily distracted, I almost feel bad.
      

      As the night progresses, Hem remains sober.  He’s still on ready with everything going
         on around him.  Oddly enough but not surprisingly so I guess a few of the others are
         sober as well.  Gunner, Honor, Raider, they are all no longer drinking.  Shame has
         had a few but he keeps bringing them to me so I continue swigging them down.
      

      Hem has attempted to get Sadey to drink quite a few times and he is starting to get
         a little miffed that she’s not interested in liquor.  He doesn’t know her to ever
         turn down a margarita, no one does, so it is understandable that he’s getting more
         agitated with every denial.
      

      The music is blaring, people have started to leave or head back to their rooms.  Some
         have migrated outside leaving a handful of us in here.  I move to turn down the music,
         trying to give Sadey a cue to go ahead and tell Hem.  He’s pouting because her lack
         of enthusiasm to drink and celebrate tonight.  She needs to run interference now before
         he ruins the evening for them both.
      

      I look around and find Shame starting to clean up the bar, it is sooo not his job
         and he friggin knows it but he’s trying to stall so in case Hem becomes an ass he
         can diffuse the situation.  He just still doesn’t know what the ‘situation’ actually
         is… yet…
      

      Of course though, leave it to Sadey to just drop the damn bomb like it’s lit, hot
         and about to explode.  Good Lord, I serious wonder that if Sadey and Hem ever become
         a normal couple, how will anyone recognize them?
      

      While I’m making eye contact with my full of crap, poor actor, alpha male cleaning
         man, I hear Sadey say it loud enough the whole damn room can hear it.  She was spurred
         because Hem started in on her again about relaxing and having fun tonight and trying
         to force yet another drink on her.
      

      “PATRICK COLLINS YOU ARE STUPID! YOU KNOW THAT?  THE ONLY QUESTION LEFT WOULD BE EXACTLY
         HOW STUPID ARE YOU?”   That would be Sadey.  She has her head cocked back at Hem and
         is screaming directly in his face.
      

      “What the fuck, woman?  Explain your damn self.  You’re moody, high strung, you’re
         Goddamn eating everything in the damn house, twice.  I thought you would be happy
         for just one fuckin’ night.  I ask you to marry me because I love you, and I’m in
         love with you, but hell if you still ain’t happy.  Girl, you are wearing me down!” 
         He rubs his hand over his face in quiet contemplation but he’s not done, I can tell.
          “Are you having period troubles cause I’m pretty sure you’ve got all the fuckin’
         symptoms!”   Hem starts to stand up and down tumbles Sadey off his lap, barely catching
         herself on her feet.
      

      “Really Hem, you can be so stupid.  GAH!  I don’t want to drink dammit.  I’ve told
         you this four times already, this is the fifth.  I DON’T’ WANT TO DRINK!  Care to
         ask why I may not want to drink?”  The entire room quiets from their chatter, waiting
         to see Hem’s reaction to her raised voice.  Unsure anyone here has heard anyone but
         me talk to Hem this way.  “Care to stop and shake that brain of yours up a little
         by THINKING of why maybe I won’t drink?  God, you’re dumb.  You’re lucky I love you
         so much because just the thought of another Hem running around is starting to scare
         the living shit out of me!”
      

      And action!  That’s how she tells him.  She chooses to tell the man that reproducing
         with him scares her, wait no, scares the living shit out of her.  Oh god.  Damn, that shit is funny... well tomorrow it will be funny,
         right now it’s a little more frightening.
      

      “What are you telling me, Sadey girl?”  He is grinning.  She’s not.  She’s still pissed.

      “I’m telling you that you, asshat Hem, are going to be a father and I would seriously
         appreciate it if you would stop trying to get the baby drunk!  He has plenty of time
         later to be drinking and smooching up women just like his daddy!”
      

      “You’re having a baby?”  He’s smiling!

      “Yes, you stupid jackass.”  She’s still not.

      “Sadey girl, stop sassing me right now please.  Let me enjoy this.  You are for sure
         telling me I’m going to be a daddy, is this real?”  He is starting to stand up again
         now and move to her, eye to eye.  Every person in this room is paralyzed in wonder
         waiting for Sadey to calm the hell down.
      

      “Yes Hem, you are goi…” and that’s all there is folks.

      Hem moves to her, picks her up and cradles her like a baby in his arms and off they
         go into Hems cave.  I’m fairly certain that it is safe to assume that Hem is about
         to make caveman love Sadey all night long.  She should either stop being angry or
         start meditating cause I saw the look on his face and he’s too far past asking her
         permission to have her tonight.
      

      “Congrats” is all I say quietly to no one because they are already gone.

   
      Chapter Eighteen:

      “But in the night he woke and held her tight as though she were all of life and it
         was being taken from him. He held her feeling she was all of life there was and it
         was true.”   
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      It’s been four weeks since the night of Mom’s wake, Hem’s proposal, Sadey’s announcement
         and Ace leaving.  I know it has been this long because the next day Hem told Sadey
         she had just four weeks to plan this wedding and become his wife.  She is now 12 weeks
         along in this pregnancy but she is already showing.  Hem wants her to have the wedding
         she always wanted.  She told him she wants the wedding similar to that she had when
         she was a kid, only instead of me being the groom she really does have her man.  Thank
         hell for that.  So we have planned everything, right down to her dad walking her down
         the aisle and her mom being too busy guarding and forcing signatures in the guestbook
         to care what Sadey is doing.  Sadey asked that we have it at the lake behind our parents’
         house.  I can’t think anything more fitting to be honest. 
      

      Sadey had asked me my thoughts on how to tell her parents of the wedding and the baby. 
         Knowing her parents and their ability to make Sadey feel less than what she is, I
         gave her my divide and conquer plan.  Tell them separately to avoid her being feeling
         overwhelmed or ambushed.
      

      When she told her mother about her engagement to Hem, she had cried.  The tears weren’t
         happy tears and Sadey was prepared for this.  So she then led immediately into the
         fact she was also carrying her first grandchild.  More tears, but those were of utter
         happiness.  Needless to say that once she finished telling her mom, the new grandma
         rushed to furnish a room at grandma and grandpas. 
      

      Her dad however was the opposite.  He was not upset about her marrying Hem.  He was
         in fact upset that Sadey was already pregnant before the wedding.  He just couldn’t
         wrap his head around the fact that Sadey had sex before the wedding night.  This is
         telling of the fact that he doesn’t know Hem as well as he thinks he does.  Hem wants
         something, he doesn’t wait. 
      

      Ace never came back.  Sadey thinks he had an emergency back home and had to rush away. 
         I tried to tell her the truth and I know this makes me such a bitch of a friend that
         I didn’t, but eventually I will tell her what really happened.  I can’t bring myself
         to put any sort of hindrance on this wedding or baby news for Hem. 
      

      Hem was livid when he heard Ace left, dropping his cut at the door on the way out. 
         Deep down, like way deep down, Hem took comfort in knowing that Ace’s love for Sadey
         kept her safe when Hem needed to use it to his advantage.  Shitty way of thinking,
         but that’s men.  I also believe that Hem respects Ace for leaving, knowing he’s doing
         it to make Sadey happy and be able to focus on her new life rather than have Ace around
         to cause any trouble later.
      

      Shame and I are still good.  Sure we argue over stupid things.  The time we spend
         at the house with both Sadey and Hem is really starting to wear us thin, but as a
         wedding present Hem bought Sadey a house near the hills for her and the baby to be
         away from the Club and its business.  They won’t move in until after the baby is born
         because Hem is tearing it nearly completely apart to update everything, making it
         a play for his family to be safe.  Once they move then I’m hoping Shame and I will
         have more alone time, we are at a standstill in our relationship at this point.
      

      Along with today being the day that Hem and Sadey recite their vows, it is also my
         birthday.  I never make a big deal of it, I actually hate this day each year.  It
         forces me to look back at decisions I’ve made in the past, it is habit.  This year
         I vow to just count my blessings. 
      

      Hem insisted they wed on my birthday, citing that we’ve always done everything together
         and each year we will all celebrate together.  This seems a bit much to me, even for
         Hem.  The guy is seriously a romantic at heart. 
      

      Shame is the best man and I am the maid of honor.  Kegs is handling all the backstage
         tasks, ensuring it runs smooth.  Gunner and Honor are both handling seating and security,
         they are technically supposed to be ushers but no way is that their actual position
         here.  Gunner is packing weapons and is constantly checking security to be sure all
         is clear for the event.
      

      We have yet to hear from Greyson again.  I hate to say but I am optimistic that he
         has gone away.  Cherry refuses to testify and Hem agrees that the Club will handle
         him when the time is right. 
      

      Tonight Raider has escorted Cherry.  She hasn’t been to the Club yet, says she just
         doesn’t want to face all the pity that waits her there.  She’s been staying with Kegs
         but since Kegs told her she either goes to the wedding or she finds another place
         to live, Cherry is here with Raider protecting her.  I see they have something between
         them, but I know Cherry doesn’t recognize it.  She’s far too damaged to focus on anything
         but mental and physical recovery. 
      

      Honor brought Kegs with him tonight.  I talked to him briefly last weekend at the
         party when he was with her.  He told me they have a lot in common and she has agreed
         to be with just him, for now.  She’s never really had a real relationship so this
         thing with Honor is new and confusing.  Honor doesn’t sleep with Club girls, he never
         did.  That is one thing that always endeared him to me.  Both of them are good people,
         lost among chaos.
      

      Peyton is here with Derek.  They are together, officially.  Shame doesn’t appreciate
         Derek as much as I do, but then Shame also found him touching me at Shell Horns, what
         feels like so long ago.  Peyton was ecstatic to be invited to the wedding.  She and
         I still work together at the library and we hang out sometimes with Sadey in the evenings
         since we have both been helping her plan for this big event.  Peyton tells me that
         Gramma actually approves of Derek and that she has no longer been spending Saturday
         nights at Shell Horns but has been spending the weekends at Derek’s, Gramma still
         approving. 
      

      Before the wedding I want to find Sadey alone and talk to her.  She’s surrounded by
         her family and friends and I know she’s busy but I want to give her my best wishes. 
         I haven’t been able to even find her since lunch and I’m starting to panic because
         it is only about 15 minutes till show time and after asking several people, no one
         knows where she’s at!
      

      Looking through the tents, down by the dock and the rock way, I’ve come up empty. 
         There’s only one more place she could hide without actually leaving the lake.  I tell
         Shame I will be back shortly and he gives me a concerning look but nods to me in trust,
         knowing I’m alright.
      

      “There you are, the beautiful bride.  What are you doing up here ‘Miss soon to be
         Patrick Collins’?”  She’s in our treehouse and she looks troubled.  She’s looking
         over the lake and has got tears falling from both her eyes.  She’s breathtaking in
         her white gown.  Her auburn hair and green eyes, scattered mix of freckles, and that
         button nose look like it was meant for pictures that little girls look at when planning
         their own imaginary weddings. 
      

      “I’m taking a moment.  I’m nervous and I know I shouldn’t be but Mace, this is Hem. 
         This is the man I have loved forever and I’m looking around and seeing that this is
         real.  I’m going to marry him, he wants me forever.  What if I let him down?  What
         if I’m not a good wife, friend, or mother?  I’m supposed to be the one witnessing
         the rest of his life and that’s a lot to take in and be responsible for.”  She sniffles
         again and looks out towards the water again. 
      

      I stand close to her, looking out to our lake as well.  I rub her back for comfort,
         offering her what I can.  “Honey, don’t you think that Hem has those fears?  He isn’t
         without concern but he also loves you enough to not worry about those concerns anymore. 
         He can face anything, as long as you’re together.  This baby will only know love. 
         Think about how much love both of you longed for in your life, now you’re giving it
         that child together.  He has just as much responsibility to you as you to him.  Trust
         him and all that you have with each other.” 
      

      She doesn’t say anything and I’m hoping some of what I said has sunk in a bit.  She’s
         right in some aspects, being a part of someone else’s life is a huge step but they’ve
         already been so much a part of each other that this is a natural progression. 
      

      “I love you, Mace.  I want to ask you something, I need you to be honest with me please. 
         I just need things straight in my head before I go down there, back to Hem.”
      

      “Awe, I love you too and I’m so happy for you Sade.  You were destined to be my sister
         in law and if you would hurry your boney ass down this treehouse unscathed we could
         make that official in about eight minutes.”  I glare at my wrist that holds no watch
         but smirk at her so she gets my point.  “I can be honest honey, can we be honest in
         a rush though while walking toward your wedding?”
      

      She smiles and walks with me now as I wrap my arm in hers and study her face.  She’s
         about to shock me with what she’s asking me.  She’s marrying my brother in a few minutes
         but she’s thinking about Ace.
      

      “Ace isn’t coming back is he?”

      I’m stuck.  This will hurt her and I know now is definitely not the time to give her
         the message he has for her so I just push forth and play stupid.  I will give her
         peace from him best I can, she doesn’t need to wait for him to come back.  He’s gone
         and she needs to leave him behind at the present.
      

      “No, he’s not.  I’m not sure all he was thinking when he did it but he turned in his
         cut.  He went back to his old life.”
      

      Her reaction isn’t what I had expected.  She doesn’t look shocked at my news.  “I’m
         going to miss him.  He was a good man, he deserves to find someone that makes him
         as happy as Hem makes me.”
      

      We stop walking for a second so she can compose herself.  Her father comes towards
         her, her mom is already sitting at the front and moving her head around to find out
         what happened to her daughter.  Hem is standing at the altar, looking puzzled no less
         at our late arrival but Shame whispers something in his ear and Hem’s face relaxes
         a bit. 
      

      I kiss Sadey on the cheek and tell her goodbye and that I will see her up front, squeezing
         her arm then giving her a smile of encouragement.  She glances again at the treehouse
         and the lake in remembrance of all our lives together and then she smiles and moves
         into her dad’s proffered arm.
      

      I wish my dad were here to see Hem marry Sadey.  Our family is broken, it won’t ever
         be the same.  Too much has happened throughout the years to expect that we could recover
         something from it.  I hope my mom is watching from a comfortable seat in heaven.
      

      *****

      The reception was everything that would be expected from our crazy family.  Dancing,
         drinking, swearing, and laughing has consumed us all.  It was nice to be able to celebrate
         such a thrilling event after everything the Club has been through this year.  Looking
         back just a year ago, everything has changed.  I’m no longer with Greyson, Sadey and
         Hem are finally together, Hem has recruited and pledged new members and prospects
         and although those are all the positive aspects to this year, so much tragedy has
         marked us as well.  Cherry still in recovery while Greyson is accused and yet to be
         handled through the Club, Winnie is dead, Ace is gone, and mom has died.  So much
         change taking place around us.
      

      Shame and I are dancing again tonight, apparently he intends to make up for all our
         lost dances throughout the years and that is fine by me, the man still makes me swoon
         when he holds me this close.  He has his hand on my back, lifting just underneath
         my shirt stroking my skin with his calloused hands.  I lose myself in his touch as
         the music continues to keep the room quiet.  I wonder if this will always be so effortless,
         feel so natural.  We’ve gone through our share of drama early, maybe now all we have
         to wade through is deciding what to do on a Saturday night.  Could it be so easy?
      

      “Sweetheart, are you falling asleep on me right now?”  I look up to him and give him
         a blank stare.  “I hope not cause I’m tellin’ ya now I had plans for us tonight. 
         Hem and Sadey won’t be at the house, so was thinking you could give me some love…
         roughly.”  Oh God, does this man have any idea what those words do to me?
      

      “Well, I am kinda tired.  Rain check?”  I’m so not serious but baiting him before
         rough love always helps the cause and I’m supportive, anything I can do to help he
         can count on me.
      

      “Are you being serious?  Cause if you’re serious darlin’ I think I’m going to cry.” 
         His face has no expression so I can’t judge what he’s thinking.
      

      “What if I was?  Would you persuade me?  Well I mean, I know you could try to persuade
         me, would you?  Do you think you would even be up to that?”  He’s staring at me and
         still I have no idea what he’s thinking. 
      

      “Mace.”  I see him start to smirk but I holdfast.  I have serious baiting left in
         me, it’s been a few weeks since I’ve goaded him into rough love.
      

      “Shame.  Look honey, I don’t want to hurt your feelings here okay?”  I put my hand
         on his chest and push him back for dramatic props.  “But I want to be honest, I’m
         a little nervous about us always... ya know... I mean you can’t have that many years
         left of...being able to... ya know...” 
      

      Oh shit.  The caveman has now awoken and exiting the cave. 

      He jumps back from me and I can see the silver outline in his eyes blazing, challenge
         accepted!  “I’m going to beat your ass, Mace.  I’m not even going to consider pink
         as an option.”  He’s breathing heavy in my ear, trying to frighten me.  This just
         excites me more.  “You want me to prove something here?  Let me show you what I have…
         left… you spoiled spoiled spoiled woman!”  I won’t lie now, I’m a little nervous but
         damn I’m excited.
      

      Grabbing my hand in his and whipping me around he uses his body to propel me forward
         directly out to the back patio.  I can feel he’s aroused because he’s hard when my
         backside comes in contact with all of him.  He’s still breathing heavy and I’m starting
         to rethink my baiting idea.  Damn though, if the thought of challenging this castle
         of a man doesn’t turn me on.  We’re walking outside now and we can still hear the
         party continuing inside, there’s a definite spring chill in the air however I can’t
         feel it much.  I can see it in our breaths and Shame is breathing into me something
         fierce.
      

      He stops us as we round the back of one of the work sheds, I’m vaguely aware that
         not far from here was the horrific scene with Ace and if I study each shed and patio
         setting I could probably figure out where it was but Shame has me currently pinned
         against this particular shed and he’s not about to let my mind wonder long.  Thank
         hell for that because I can feel my inside clinch knowing what I’m doing to him. 
      

      “Wanna play, Sweetheart?”  Fierce.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Honey.”  Calm.

      “Shut the fuck up, you had jokes just a bit ago.  What’s funny now?”  Just as he says
         that he takes his hand and brings it down my thigh then slowly grabs the hem of my
         skirt and brings it up so I can feel his hand on my panties.  It is pitch dark where
         we are and all I can see of him is the moon reflecting behind him.  He doesn’t look
         so angelic right now though, he looks more like a wolf hunting... me!
      

      “Spread your legs for me, Mace.”  Instantly I feel my piercing come alive and blood
         starts to rush to its surface.  His tone is lethal and sexy as hell.  I spread my
         legs while holding my face up to his, unmoving.  He hasn’t kissed me or shown me any
         sort of endearment contact really since we left the dance floor. 
      

      Within seconds he has lifted my skirt around my waist and has his finger inside me,
         pushing for entry.  I tilt my pelvis to him, asking for his attention.  He doesn’t
         move.  His other hand is now reaching up underneath my shirt and grabbing for the
         cup of my bra and roughly has taken it down.  My back still pinned to the shed and
         standing here I’m powerless.
      

      “Tell me Mace, what game you want to play?  I have one in mind but I’m not sure I
         want to share actually wait, I’m not sure I have enough years of this left to share. 
         Isn’t that what you said?  You referred that maybe I’m too old to fuck you how you
         want to be fucked?”  He sounds completely turned on, but still he’s slightly angry.
      

      “I… I didn’t...”  I can’t finish because the same time he is rolling my nipple between
         his fingers roughly, he is also pumping two fingers in and out of me with skill, roughly. 
         I’m about to see stars.  Just then he brings his mouth to my neck and bites, roughly. 
         Jesus I’m in a whirlwind and I’m about ready to let go, then he moves... fast!   He
         has removed himself completely from my touch and I’m left holding myself up against
         the shed.  What the fuck? 
      

      “Nope.  This is my game, you want to talk the good game Sweetheart you had better
         play by my rules. Get on your knees.”  I gasp in surprise but sad as it is, I’m completely
         slick with want.  I love when he plays rough.
      

      Immediately dropping to my knees I reach for his belt and jeans.  He steps back again
         shaking his head back and forth.  He’s telling me no?  Damn it!  “Tsk tsk.  She doesn’t
         know the rules.  Unfortunately baby, at my age I need time to warm up.  I’m going
         to need some motivation.  Sit on your knees, open your legs, and touch yourself. 
         I’m going to watch.”
      

      “Shame!”  He cannot be serious.  He’s taking this shit pretty far.  Pouty little bastard!

      “Shut up, you started this so you can finish it.  Or not, we can take a ‘rain check’
         maybe?”  Oh he is really pissed about me laughing at him.  Fine, I can play.
      

      Pushing him back by this thighs are he stands above me, I lift my skirt making sure
         the moonlight hits me so he can see every inch of my exposed skin and flesh.  I rip
         my thong off my body and sit on my knees and ankles, as he instructed.  Then I start
         to move.  My fingers delve into my folds and I rub the piercing with fast quick motions
         and roll my head back while I touch my chest, creating the center to pebble.  I start
         to moan then I hear his growl.
      

      “Move your fingers inside, Mace.  I want to see your fingers slick with your own juices.” 
         Dear Lord, this is insane.  Why won’t he just give in and touch me!  Again, whatever. 
         I will play.
      

      I continue to assault my piercing with my thumb but move my fingers and pump in and
         out of my body.  My eyes are open watching Shame and he is starting to breathe heavily,
         never removing his eyes from my hands.  I actually start to lose focus on him and
         more on what my hands are doing to me.  I’m starting to feel a climax building and
         I’m allowing myself this moment to just get lost in it.  I’ve got so much build up
         that now I have no intention of stopping. 
      

      Before I can get another thought in or finish my descent to self-satisfaction I feel
         Shames hands on me.  He’s grabbing my arm pits lifting me up roughly, slamming my
         back into the shed.  I was so focused on what I was doing for myself I missed him
         unzipping and freeing himself from his leathers. 
      

      “Fuck you, Mace.  You want to get off, you do it on my cock.  Let me feel you squeeze
         me.  Grab hold of me tight baby, this will be hard and fast.  You still want to question
         this, baby?”  He’s slamming into me as my feet are lifted off the ground and wrapped
         around his hips.  “This what you think I’m not able to do for you, Princess?”  He’s
         panting in my neck between nips and licks.  “Don’t you dare fucking cum without me,
         do you get that?”
      

      He’s drilling hard and fast into me and I can’t hold out much longer.  He’s pumping
         the spot deep in me with every thrust.  One more move will send me over.  I start
         to clench, then again he stops.  He still inside me but breaths heavy in my neck.
      

      “Say you were wrong and you are very sorry for saying it or so fucking help me Mace,
         I won’t let you cum for a fucking week.”  He releases my ass with one hand long enough
         to grab my hair and tilt my head back so he can see me eye to eye, letting me know
         he isn’t kidding.
      

      “Are you serious?”  I’m scared now, not of him but of his ability to be so stubborn
         that he will follow through on his threat if he doesn’t get what he wants.
      

      “Babe, I got my cock in you and I’m a hard as fuck.  I’m still willing to walk away
         right fuckin’ now to teach your ass a damn lesson.  Say it or your punishment starts
         tonight.  I’m going to finish regardless but I could certainly leave you out of it. 
         This could be a long week, baby.  Pick your poison.  Apologize now or…”
      

      Oh. My. God.  He is being completely unreasonable, but I know Shame.  He means everything
         he says.  He rarely smiles, never jokes so I know he’s completely serious about this. 
         As much as I want to teach his ass a lesson I know I’ve pushed him too far this time. 
      

      “Shame, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean…”  DAMMIT!  I didn’t even get to finish my apology!

      He’s moving so fast right inside me I can only hope he brings me up before he finishes
         his ride!  He is pumping furiously and the buildup in me starts again and I’m thankful
         he’s giving me my time to enjoy this.  I can feel my inside clenching down on him
         so I squeeze my legs harder around his hips.  I’m so close now, just a bit more.
      

      One quick movement and once Shame bites down on my shoulder and that is all it takes
         to send me out, reaching my climax.  I start to come down and then I feel him taking
         his as he stills, moans my name, and shouts obscenities after he sucks my earlobe
         and nips it just underneath.
      

      Coming down, he’s still holding me up against the shed.  While breathing heavy he
         tells me, “Do not ever make another joke like that again, Mace.  I swear to you right
         now woman, I will make you regret it.  That was your warning.  You wanna play that
         game, you had better bring both barrels.” 
      

      He’s won.  Damn it!  I start to replay my bait earlier so that I can remember to avoid
         it, then he pulls out of me and sets me down.
      

      “Woman shut down your shit and don’t overthink it.  Lesson learned, yes?  Don’t fuck
         with the sex master” Then he smiles, dimples and all.
      

      “Sex Master?  Did you mean to say that out loud?”  I am about to burst out laughing,
         but I don’t want to hurt his feelings again, I like sex with Shame too much.
      

      “I did.  Maybe more of a Mace Master though, fair to say?”  I roll my eyes and turn
         around to fix my dress but he grabs me, hugs me, and gives me what I’m always looking
         for.  “I love you, baby.”  I let out a heavy sigh, a heavy sated sigh actually.  I
         can’t help but giggle.  I love hearing him say that, even if he’s thrown in something
         about being my sex master.
      

      He wraps his arm around my neck, pulling me into his side.  “C’mon, I want to go home. 
         I have something for you.”  He sounds secretive.
      

      *****

      Hours later we are at my house, sans Sadey and Hem.  I’m unsure what Sadey had planned
         for Hem tonight and I’m trying not to even think about it.  I don’t know if it’s because
         my girl is pregnant and her hormones are completely off balance but all she has talked
         about the entire time we planned this wedding was this honeymoon and how happy it
         was going to make Hem.  Her morning sickness is all but gone so she says she’s having
         more ‘satisfying’ sex with my brother, my BROTHER. 
      

      Shame and I are relaxing at home enjoying the quiet and laying in my bed.  I look
         at the clock and see it is already 3 o’clock in the morning.  He has yet to give me
         whatever he said he has for me, but to be honest it probably isn’t his fault we got
         side tracked. 
      

      After our session outside of the Club which included Shame finding himself a new pat
         on the back nickname, we came back here and at that time I decided it was time for
         me to be branded a nick name.  I was terribly unsuccessful in my endeavor, only because
         I couldn’t focus on what I was trying to accomplish.  The man seriously owns me and
         after tonight I did admit that he has earned the ‘Mace Master’ title.  I’m not even
         going to whimper about it.
      

      Shame is staring at the ceiling still regulating his breath from our third go at it
         tonight.  Finally he turns to me, “Want your present now?  I know it’s late but I
         got you something for your birthday.  I was going to give it to you this morning but
         with all the wedding activity I couldn’t enough time alone to do it.”
      

      “Honey, I’m pretty tired and I won’t deny I’m sore.  You win.  You are the ‘Sex Master’
         or ‘Mace Master’ or whatever superhero you want to be.  I can’t keep up.” I am serious. 
         My body is whipped.
      

      “You think I’m a superhero?  I think I’m a superhero, but hearing it from you just
         confirms it.”  He smiles wide, childlike.  “Mace thinks I’m a superhero.”  I love
         it!  He rarely smiles and it is beautiful.  He looks so young and carefree right now.
      

      “I didn’t want you to get me anything for my birthday, Shame.  I have everything I
         want, really I do.  This has been the best birthday I’ve ever had and I mean that.” 
         I’m laying down next to him and I have my hand propped on my elbow so I can study
         him.  In all these years of knowing and loving Shame, never once have I tired of looking
         at him.  His eyes are dancing right now though.  He’s excited about something.
      

      He bounds from the bed and it dips before he exits completely.  He leaves me with
         a good view though, I stare at his ass in awe as he makes his way to his bag.  He
         pulls out two gift wrapped presents.  Every birthday since I can remember, Shame has
         always giving me something personal.  He calls them ‘memory anchors’, I never understood
         the term until I was older and in college, missing home.
      

      Last year, even though I was with Greyson he had given me a locket with a picture
         of me and him.  Greyson complained every time I put it on so I just left it in its
         box in my jewelry case, taking it out only to look at it whenever I felt lost and
         needed to remember better times.  In that picture, he had to have been about 20 I
         think, he was wearing his cut from the Club, a pair of beat up black jeans, and his
         black motorcycle boots.  I was standing in our treehouse that he and Shame had built
         for Sadey and me.  His hands were extended up at the time because he was trying to
         get me to jump, telling me ‘Jump Sweetheart, I will catch you.  Don’t be afraid, now
         jump Mace.’  I’m afraid he will never really understand how precise those words related
         to our relationship all of my life.
      

      “These are for you.  We’ve never been…together… like this before so I was kind of
         nervous to choose just one, so I got both.”  It’s fairly dark in here right now but
         I can see his serious expression in the moonlight casting in from the window.
      

      He walks around to my side of the bed, turning on the bed side lamp then hands me
         the wrapped gifts.  I tilt my head to the side as I examine the wrapping, hiding a
         smile.  He’s in such a good mood that I can’t help but rib him a bit. 
      

      “Did you wrap these yourself, superhero?”  I’m staring at the yards of scotch tape
         he used on one of the gifts, okay that’s fine.  Then I look to the bigger gift and
         it looks like he just said the hell with it and went straight for the thick long carpenter
         tape.  I can’t hide a smile.
      

      “If you don’t shut up and open them Princess, I’m taking them away.  If you must know
         then yes, I did wrap them.  Fuckin paper wouldn’t stick, it does now though doesn’t
         it?” 
      

      “Um, I’m going to need some help.”  I’m still grinning because seriously I don’t think
         I could get this open without a knife. 
      

      “Oh fucks sake woman, tear the front.  Jesus I thought women were good at presents,
         leave it to me to find one that wants to argue even this!”  He runs his hands through
         his hair.  My man is nervous for me to open.
      

      “Okay, don’t cry.  I’m going to open the big one first.”  I start to tear it in the
         front and I can feel his eyes on me, reading my expressions as he rests his forearms
         on the bed and his knees on the floor beside me.  I get the wrapping off and look
         at it and then I lose my breath. 
      

      Shame has framed a picture of the four of us at the lake when we were young.  I remember
         that summer because Sadey came back from France after vacationing with her parents
         and she was covered in freckles.  Her light auburn hair had nearly turned red while
         she was gone.  It was the summer before our sixth grade year, we were about 12.  Shame
         and Hem were standing behind us, the lake was our background. 
      

      Shame was behind Sadey and both his hands were on her shoulders.  She was looking
         at me and laughing, I was looking at the camera.  Hem was standing behind me but he
         had his head bent and leaning into my shoulder.  He was grinning and my smile was
         so wide that my eyes were nearly closed.  I was sun burnt from being out all day in
         the heat and water. 
      

      Suddenly I remember who took the picture.  Mom had been yelling at all of us to get
         out of the water, even the grown boys.  She used to tell us that our skin would melt
         if we didn’t add lotion every hour.  She finally had yelled at Hem and Shame long
         enough that they had come storming in the water grabbing Sadey and I and pulling us
         out. 
      

      In remembrance of my mom and this memory, I start to get emotional.  I can’t take
         my eyes of the photo.  I wish Mom had been in the picture with us. 
      

      The picture is outlined in a white border and along the edges they have all signed
         it.  Sadey making some smartass comment about her hair.  Hem telling me he loved that
         day because we were all together.  Shame just wrote what I would only expect Shame
         to write ‘I love your face, baby.’
      

      I put the picture down in front of me and as I turn around I climb into him.  He’s
         holding me tight, he can’t see my face.  I start to sob a bit, losing control of emotions. 
         This soft man loves me, fiercely.  It is all I’ve ever wanted and I’m so glad we are
         here.
      

      He uses a gentle whisper and says into my ear, “Baby, it wasn’t meant to make you
         sad.  Do you like it?” 
      

      I pull myself from him so we are now eye to eye.  “Shame you love me and I couldn’t
         ask for anything more than that.  Thank you, I love it.”  I kiss him briefly and get
         situated again on the bed, legs crossed and pull for the other gift.
      

      “No more tears, okay?  These aren’t meant to make you upset.”

      “I’m not upset, I’m not.”  I shake my head back and forth so he sees I’m alright,
         “Just missing Mom, that’s all.”
      

      I start to open the box, I already know it is some type of jewelry.  I’m a woman,
         we just know by the shape of the box and its weight alone.  I pull the box free from
         paper and open it, removing the cotton and inside sits a silver bracelet, the only
         charm is a small treehouse.  Pulling out I move it around my wrist and give it to
         Shame so he can clasp it shut for me. 
      

      “Shame, I don’t deser….”  Cutoff. 

      “Shut up.  Never say that me again, ever.  I love you and I’m the one in this that
         isn’t worthy, Mace.  I’ve done things in my life, most of it filled with some form
         of regret.  You give me your good, and it makes me good.  There isn’t anything you
         don’t deserve.”  He leans in grabs my head, pulling it to him and kissing my cheek,
         lingering there for a few seconds.  I’m still sitting on the bed cross legged and
         now leaving towards him.  I’m looking at my wrist, twisting the treehouse and thinking
         how it is that I’m still not sure. 
      

      “Shame, are you sure I’m enough?”  I say this weakly, I heard myself and now I sound
         childlike but hearing him sigh I know I’ve probably pissed him off.  “Things are too
         good.  Everywhere, things are right and I’ve never had that.  I’ve never felt the
         peace I feel and I am scared to just not wait for this to blow up and then be gone. 
         Like this is the calm before the storm and soon our time is up, and it is just over.” 
      

      “Mace, look at me.”  I can’t though.  I’m in study with the charm, flipping it front
         to back in repeat motion.  “Mace, fucking look at me.”  He’s getting angry and tears
         are coming down my face.  My insecurities are going to ruin this if I let them. 
      

      Finally I turn to look up at him, his body is intense and stiff but when my eyes reach
         his I find only gentle and soft.  His eyes are brimmed and he is refusing to blink. 
         I lunge for him again and wrap my arms around his neck and just whisper again and
         again that I love him. 
      

      “Mace you don’t remember what I came from, you were so damn young.  You don’t know
         what is was like for me as a kid, my parents weren’t nice or even decent people. 
         I was something for them to hurt and use, they were evil.  I was a kid and that was
         the only love I knew so I never expected anything more.  Until I met Hem and I had
         to learn from him how to love people and what was even harder, to trust them.  The years I spent in
         your house, it was what brought life into me.  No way can you ever understand how
         I felt those years at home before knowing your family.  If I spend my life loving
         you it still would never come close to repayment, Mace.  You’re more than enough because
         you are everything.  Do you understand?   You’re not even just enough.  You.Are.Everything.”
      

      I stop sobbing long enough to point humor at what he’s done in making me an emotional
         mess.  “When we have kids, you gonna make them cry on their birthday too?  If you
         are, can we make sure to invite Sadey so they can watch her kick your ass?” 
      

      He smiles wide understanding the conversation is over.  He’s upset and I’m not going
         to witness him relive those childhood scars, not now.  Another time perhaps, when
         he is willing to really share with me then I will listen.  I know he loves me and
         that I’m his everything but I’m unsure he trusts me enough to look at him the same
         once the stories are told, in detail.
      

      “Baby, my boys won’t cry and we aren’t having any damn girls.  Fuckin girls will kill
         me and it won’t be quick.  Jesus, they turn out like you then I may as well drown
         myself.  Nope.  Its boy’s baby, we are going to have all boys.”
      

      “All?  Shame, how many boys you think we are going to have?  I’m not a big fan of
         having a litter.  I know at times you act like a mountain man living in the wild but
         I’m drawing the line at one maybe two.”  Shit, all boys?  Hell no.  It would be out of control, utter chaos. 
      

      He sighs, heavy, “My woman, my old lady, we will have at the very least three.  You
         can’t just have one, and if you have two you may as well have three.”  Holy shit. 
         Looking at him I realize now that he is dead friggin serious.
      

      “They aren’t puppies, Shame.  Can you remember one thing before you go and try to
         keep me all fluffy, fat, and reproducing?”   I know I shouldn’t even go here but after
         how serious my insecurities made things tonight, I feel it is my duty now to break
         this tension… my bait like reflexes are back – just for this cause.
      

      “This shit should be good, what?  What do you need me to remember before I start to
         fill you with little versions of me?”  Oh god, and that’s what they would be!  I pause
         to collect myself from a mild and miniature panic attack.
      

      Before I start this though, I make myself comfortable on the bed.  I uncross my legs
         because once I say it, he won’t care if I need time to unfold.  Suddenly as though
         he’s thinking about what I’m going to say he rears his head back and braces his hands
         on the bed, palms down.  I swear if this man is already onto me and knows I’m about
         to torment him and that means all my cards are played and I’m screwed!
      

      “Well, I was just going to ask you to remember one thing about all these babies you
         think we are going to be having.  Simple really honey, it’s all about the math.  If
         you’re considering and actually set on having three children, well boys…”
      

      “Mace.”  Low growl, not too heavy.

       “And here you are my man, already 34...”

      “Shut up, Mace.”  Clipped and short now.

      “And I have to carry them for nine months each.”

      “Shut your mouth woman, that’s a warning, you’re only gettin’ one.”  He’s tense now,
         his jaws his ticking as he grinds his teeth.
      

      “Then recovery time between these baby boys, and including you being even more tired
         helping me around the house and you are still aging as this time goes by.”
      

      “Wench you’re about to pis…”  I cut him off, bringing my hand to his mouth and my
         eyes to his.
      

      “Honey, are you even going to be able to….”

      AND it’s done, I’m on my back just as I knew I would be.  He has me pinned immediately and as far
         as he knows he will win this by delivering me my ‘punishment’, but I accomplished
         what I knew I would.  He is not thinking of childhood anymore or my tears or my insecurities. 
         He’s thinking he’s going to teach me a lesson and oh hell if I’m not looking forward
         to the education.  My man is hot.
      

   
      Chapter Nineteen:

      “Later he had seen the things that he could never think of and later still he had
         seen much worse.”
      

      --Ernest Hemingway  

      It’s been a month since my birthday, everything is perfect.  Sadey and Hem are happily
         married with baby on the way in just 5 months.  Shame and I are doing great as well. 
         Everything with the Club is progressing for Hem and this has Shame and he both relaxed. 
         I’m still working at the library.  Shame has it in his head that he wants me to take
         more time and spend working at the Club.  I don’t mind working there to help out or
         fill in, but it’s not my life.  I refuse to make it my life like Sadey does.  Hem,
         as I thought, won’t allow his little woman to work anywhere but near him.  Although
         she is happy there I am concerned that she’s allowing Hem to just consume her completely. 
         She’s well into her second trimester now so she’s starting to tire.  Apparently my
         friend has a metabolism that never stops because she is all baby bump.  In her dramatic
         fashion, she’s already putting herself in maternity clothes.  God, she’s cute too. 
      

      She and Hem have decided that until the house is finished she’s staying with me. 
         Shame and I have spent more time at the Club because of this.  Pregnancy has made
         her even more sexually hungry and Hem being Hem thinks that her carrying his baby
         makes her downright irresistible. 
      

      No one has heard from Ace, at all.  He’s long gone and doesn’t look to be coming back. 
         I tried last week to track him down but he’s so far off radar that his parents had
         no idea he had left Ohio.  I will admit I miss him.  I know how he feels about loving
         Sadey and how crushed he was when she said yes to marry Hem, I hope he’s happy wherever
         he is.
      

      Hood is also gone.  We had expected him to come back to Angels but no one has heard
         anything from him either.   The silence from both the Angels and Hood have us all
         on edge.  Even though he gave Hem the information about Cherry doesn’t mean the man
         is worthy of our trust.
      

      Today is my last day before my vacation starts tomorrow.  Shame and I are going to
         Colorado for a getaway that is overdue.  We’ve never had quality alone time so when
         I was complaining about this to Gramma she suggested that I book a cabin there, using
         her timeshare.  I was elated at this and so thankful to her for offering it to us. 
         Shame has no idea about it either.  I cornered both Gunner and Honor to help me out
         with this and although Gunner was leery about working with me, Honor is making him
         help me out.   We are leaving first thing in the morning and Shame’s bags are already
         packed and ready at my house. 
      

      “Are you really leaving me here with Gramma for a week, Mace?”  Peyton hasn’t hidden
         her distaste for Shame and I going on vacation, alone.
      

      “Yes, I am.  We need to get away and you will be fine.  I’m sure Derek will keep you
         busy.” 
      

      “Shut up, Mace.  I know I have told you like a thousand times that there is only so
         many games of bridge I can play with Gramma, her friends, and Derek.  She’s like seriously
         causing me to have a dry spell.  He loves her and I’m glad for that but if this doesn’t
         stop soon I’m going to need a getaway with my cowboy and Gramma won’t be offering
         me her timeshare!” 
      

      Peyton’s grandmother really does love Derek.  On Sunday’s you can find Derek and Peyton
         spending the day at her grandma’s house with all her grandmas’ friends playing Bridge. 
         She swears to me that this is a turn off for her, but honestly I think she finds the
         way he handles her grandma sexy.  Every Sunday morning, before the guests arrive he
         collects a list from Gramma and does whatever she needs done, from groceries to changing
         her oil.  I knew that man was pure, and the way he loves Peyton makes me even happier. 
         She’s safe from her past with him, he handles her with care. 
      

      “Honey, just enjoy your life with your family.  She won’t be around forever and she
         loves you and Derek.  Hard to find a man that Gramma approves of.  Maybe for your
         birthday next year she will offer you her timeshare.”
      

      “Won’t happen.  She thinks that we don’t have sex, ever.  When she asked me about
         it I panicked.  Not a conversation I want to have with my 63 year old Gramma.  Then
         she actually tried to tell me about certain ‘feelings’ I would start to have.  Hell,
         I’m almost 20, Mace.  I should have just told her that we are at it like rabbits when
         she’s visiting Grandpa at night but I lied instead.”
      

      I’m laughing on the inside.  I really don’t have any idea how that feels.  My parents
         were too busy to even wonder who I was with and when I had sex.
      

      “Give me my list of things you need done before I leave and quit sulking about it. 
         I need a break with my man.  Did I tell you he wants three kids?”  Her eyes go wide. 
         She’s thinking he is too old for this and I smirk remembering his reaction when I
         told him about that.  “Yeah, and he says we are having all boys!  Can you believe
         that?  Like he’s just going to give me boys and all will be fine.  Claims girls will
         kill him.”
      

      “Oh Mace, I’m sorry but maybe he doesn’t realize that giving you three boys and Shame
         to deal with that you will just kill him yourself.”
      

      “Yea, I thought about that too.”

      After lunch Peyton and I are all caught up with duties.  I’m getting distracted because
         I know in just three hours I’m off to pack and get things done for tomorrow morning. 
         Hem is taking Shame out tonight and keeping him busy for me.  Gunner straight refused
         doing that, says Shame drinking makes him anxious to hurt someone.  It does and I
         can’t blame Gunner for not wanting to be available once Shame remembers that I ‘kissed’
         him.
      

      Speaking of... I need to get with Honor and be sure all is good to go.

      *ME:  Hey Sweetie.  All set up for tomorrow?  Does Shame have everything he needs
         for the week?
      

      *HONOR:  For the 100th time Mace, he’s good.  Calm down and don’t be so worried, yeesh.
      

      Little shit.

      
         For the rest of the afternoon I’m just going to file my miscellaneous paperwork and
            then get outta here on time.
         

         *****

         

         Relieved the afternoon has flown by I’m closing up my stuff. “Peyton honey, I’m out
            of here okay?  I will see you a week from Monday.  Behave yourself and play nice with
            Derek and Gramma.  Text me if you get ready to snap.  Maybe if I’m not under Shame
            I can call you and talk you down.”  I smirk as I close up my desk.
         

         Peyton throws her head face first down on the desk.  “Oh God, you’re really doing
            this.  I thought for a few days you were just kidding and wouldn’t really leave me. 
            I hate you.”
         

         Smiling I open the door and the sun is still out so I’m enjoying the light on my face. 
            Peyton is standing at the door watching me to my car, she’s really going to miss me. 
            My poor lil Peyton.
         

         I’m about to open my car door and I look back to Peyton, she’s not waiving or smiling
            at me anymore.  Before I can process what is happening a body behind me as slammed
            me to my car and a cloth is moved over my face.  Everything goes black.
         

      

      

      --Peyton--

      “No no no no no!  This isn’t happening.  Oh my God, Mace.  Oh my God!”  I’m driving
         so fast and the cars around me are looking at me as I yell to no one in my car.  I’ve
         got to get to Hem.  Fuck, why do I just not have his number!  Oh my god, Mace.
      

      Pulling up to the Clubhouse I don’t see many bikes but I recognize Hem’s silver bike
         is there.  Thank the Lord, maybe he’s around.  I slip on my way to the stairs leading
         me to the house.  I don’t feel the pain in my ankle, I’m not injured.  I start to
         open the door and find its lock. “FUCK!  HEM HEM HEM!  PLEASE COME OUT!  PLEASE” I’m
         banging on it, hard.  No response.
      

      All of a sudden the door swings open and a very pissed off Raider is standing in front
         of me in just his plaid pajama pants and socks.  I don’t have time to process that
         now.  “WHERE IS HEM?  I NEED HEM.”  I take no time busting in the door while pushing
         him to the side.  Inside I see Kegs sitting at the bar.  She looks directly at me
         and comes running to my side.
      

      “Peyton, Oh my God.  Are you okay?  What are you doing here?”

      “I NEED HEM, PLEASE SOMEONE FUCKING GET HIM HERE!  FUCK!”

      I hear someone coming from upstairs yelling at me.  He doesn’t know it’s me but I
         know it’s him.  “Who the fuck is yelling down here?   Trying to enjoy my naked woman
         and all I hear is this ruckus.  I told you Raider, keep shit quiet.  What the fuck….” 
         Finally he’s spotted me and I’m a basket case.  All of my fear has finally been released
         just seeing him come down the last step.  I’m no longer alone.
      

      “HEM!”  He comes running to me grabbing my shoulders.  His face is sick in worry,
         he knows something terrible is happening.
      

      “Hem… hem… oh god… Mace… She was… someone has…”  He shakes me so hard I think I feel
         my teeth move. 
      

      “BITCH TELL ME!  WHAT ABOUT MACE?”  Immediately he turns to Raider giving me just
         a moment to collect my thoughts.  “RAIDER, GET SHAME.  NOW.”  Raider nods and disappears
         out the back door.
      

      “She… Hem… GREYSON HAS HER!  HE TOOK HER.  HE GRABBED HER OUTSIDE THE LIBRARY AND
         TOOK HER IN HIS CAR.”
      

      The blood in his face has disappeared.  He doesn’t blink, just processes what I’ve
         told him.  I’m shaking under his touch, he’s gripping my arms tight.
      

      *****

      --Mace--

      My head is killing me.  This is my first thought as I roll to my side.  I’m sick to
         my stomach and I’m afraid to open my eyes, feels like the room is spinning.  Everything
         is quiet around me as I’m trying to gather my thoughts through the nausea and pain
         in my head.  The smell is unsettling.  I reach for my face, I feel something dripping
         into my eye.  When I move my hand, I find I am stuck.  Finally opening my eyes, I
         see where I am.  Immediately I start to panic.  This isn’t good.  Both my hands are
         restrained over my head, I can’t confirm but I’m fairly certain that blood is dripping
         over a cut near my left eye.  My stomach continues to roll.  I’m remembering what
         happened.  I was looking at Peyton…  She wasn’t waiving at me anymore.  She was scared. 
      

      “Well hello there, Mace.”  Greyson.  I don’t want to turn my head.  I can hear him
         coming closer to me, hear his steps.  “I didn’t think the hit to your head would leave
         you out so long honey, I wouldn’t have hit you so hard.  You just wouldn’t sleep you
         fuckin’ bitch.” 
      

      I turn my head.  He looks like shit.  He’s dressed in torn and bloody clothes.  That’s
         my blood.  Oh my god.  “Grey?  Is that you?  Where am I?” 
      

      He laughs.  God his laugh is evil.  He leans down to me and I feel his hand on my
         stomach.  I’m still staring at him and he’s smirking at me.  He moves his hand down
         my stomach and into the top of my skirt.  Oh no, please.  No, I can’t do this.  He
         can’t do this.  Shame, oh god.  “Please no Greyson.  Please.”
      

      He shoots his fist to me and I see the stars, he’s never once ever laid a hand on
         me.  My right cheek is screaming in pain.  I can’t cry though, I’ve got to stay in
         control. 
      

      “Please no Greyson?   Fuck you slut.  I’ve been thinking about this since I had that
         little Cherry whore laying right where you are now.”  Roughly he’s pushing his fingers
         into me.  I’m in pain, even there.  He’s pushing so hard and deep into me, the tissues
         are on fire.  “Oh honey, so dry.   Let’s hope you wet a bit or you’re in for a long
         night.” 
      

      God, I can’t move.  I’m shocked, hurting, alone, and scared.  Shame, please find me.  I love you.  

      “Where would you like to start tonight?  Want to chat about all the shit you owe me
         for, and I will be collecting every humiliating mark from you by the way.  Or would
         you like to just get down to it.” I flinch in fear but he smiles.  “Bitch I’ve been
         beating off to you for weeks, fucking weeks thinking about being inside you how I
         want to be inside you.  I’m going to fuck you so fucking hard you don’t ever get to
         fuck your man again without seeing my face.  You’re a cunt.  Seems you’re a bit dry,
         challenged extended?”
      

      “Grey please.”  He takes his hand out of me and pulls down my skirt and panties. 
         I’m completely exposed from the waist down.  I want to throw up, I feel so sick. 
      

      “Bitch, you’re going to beg just like that for a while.  Yes, you are.  It’s funny
         really.”  He rips open my blouse, buttons flying.  He has a knife now, unsure where
         it came from.  He’s pushing it into my cheek, the pain is blinding.  I shiver in agony
         now, but I’m trying to hold it in.  I remember now from our run in at my mom’s that
         he gets off on my pain.  He cuts my bra between my breasts in a quick motion.  I’m
         completely exposed to him. 
      

      “Wh…wha…what’s funny?”  I feel blood dripping from my cheek into my ear. 

      “Funny... oh yeah.  Let’s go back in time…before I fucked you soft and sweet two years
         ago.  You were my Mace, kind of.”  He tilts his head to the side and he looks sinister. 
         “You were a shit lay.  You were nothing like I wanted.  I like to fuck hard, you were
         slow and easy.  Just laid there most of the time.  Sometimes I thought I couldn’t
         even finish.  Jesus you’re nothing.”
      

      A tear starts down my cheek, stinging my recent open wound.  Another hit delivered
         my Grey and my eyes roll in the back of my head.  Oh my god, the pain.  He’s working
         that one side of my face only.  Sinister doesn’t describe him.  He’s so much evil.
      

      “Don’t you fucking cry.  You want this, I know you do.  You’re a whore, just like
         Cherry.  You’re going to get everything she got but baby, I’m going to go slow just
         how you like it.  When you pass out, I’m bringing you back so you don’t miss any of
         it.”  He licks my nipple and it pebbles with the chill in the air.  I’m in a basement
         of some sort, no idea where.  “Did you know I was never an accountant?  Nope, don’t
         even have a degree.  My boss put me in those fuckin’ ridiculous clothes and car. 
         I was instructed to get to you by romancing you.  Fuckin disgusting.  I don’t do romance. 
         I have worked for the Angels for years and was never expected to try to ‘romance’
         some bitch!  I’m not even in that brotherhood, fuck I make more money doing their
         work than being one of them.  You were so easy though.  You owe me a better fuck now
         Mace.  You’ve got a lot to make up for.”
      

      He puts the knife down and I internally sigh in relief.  He wants to keep me alive,
         I want to help him do that.  Hem and Shame will find me.  Peyton saw what happened,
         she was the last thing I saw before… what if they got her?   No, she was closing the
         door and locking it behind me as I was leaving.
      

      Slap!  Another hit from him.  “Cunt, stay with him.  Are you thinking of him?  Your
         Shame or maybe your beloved brother Hem?  He put you here.  He’s why I came for you. 
         Paid big money for it too.  I’m pulling this for one for free though.” 
      

      He leans his face down to my clit and his hands spread me open and he bites it then
         sucks it hard.  I yelp and I’m met with another blow, this time to my ribs.  I have
         no breath to expel.  I’m dizzy.
      

      “Went to Texas, killed Switch.  Pussy was in hiding, scared of my boss.  My superior
         killed Doc.  Doc was weak.  Switch was even weaker.  The Peril mighty duo about fucked
         it all up.  I wanted to kill them too when we saw them in Texas snooping.  Boss said
         no, better time to do it.  Now though, I get to do it.  They come for you, they will
         die.”
      

      He grabs my breast and pulls hard.  Both hands are on my chest pulling my skin and
         jerking them up, I whimper in pain now I can’t hold it back.  “Like that?  I knew
         you did.”  He continues to pull and push on them, I’m doing all I can to just stay
         still but my rib is throbbing, along with my face and head.
      

      “You’re so stupid, I had conversations in front of you!  They were about you!  The ‘package’, you were that very package you dumb slut.  God I wanted to tell
         you or have you catch on just so I could hurt you then.  I had to wait though, patiently. 
         No more.”
      

      He unzips his pants and bile comes to my throat.  He has his cock in his hand and
         he’s stroking it hard.  It’s stiff and he’s starting towards my mouth, oh god no. 
         I won’t survive this.  Oh god.  Then I hear someone coming at him, quickly.  Before
         I can register what is happening Greyson drops to the floor in front of me.  I look
         up and find my dad.
      

      “Oh Daddy!  Oh God, you found me!  Daddy!”  I’m crying.  I’m shaking and I’m waiting
         for him to get me out of here.  He doesn’t move.  He’s staring at me.  I’m exposed
         and he’s staring at me not moving.  He’s in shock, has to be.  “Daddy help please
         before he wakes up, please.”
      

      “Mace.”  His voice sounds shaken.  He is in shock.  “Mace, I never meant for this. 
         Fuck, I just didn’t think.  I didn’t see past… Oh Mace I’m sorry.”
      

      What?  What is he saying?  I’m so confused now.  I don’t understand why he isn’t moving
         to get me out of here.  Greyson is starting to stir on the floor beside the bed, I
         can’t see him but I can hear him groaning. 
      

      Realization is hitting me.  My dad is meant to be here.  He’s part of this, unsure
         how but I can sense he is because I’m exposed and he’s just standing there beside
         Greyson’s body on the floor and he’s looking down at me, in remorse.
      

      “Daddy, I don’t understand.  Please help me.  He’s waking up and he… he… he will hurt
         me again.  Please.”
      

      Dad looks down at Greyson and quickly moves his hips and leg and delivers a severe
         blow to Grey, then I don’t hear the moaning anymore.
      

      “Fuckin’ animal.  He’s a fuckin’ crazy, sick bastard.  Cherry I could almost deal
         with, really I could.  She was nothing more than a drain to society.  Not you Mace,
         I never meant for him to hurt you.  Fuck, I didn’t think about this.”
      

      “Let my arms go, please.  I’m hurting all over.  I’m so thirsty.  Help me please.”

      He stares at me for a few long seconds then reaches to the table in the corner of
         the room and grabs a blanket out of its drawer.  Thank God he’s going to help me now. 
         I’m trying to focus on dad and not Greyson who is still lying near me next to the
         bed.
      

      “I’m going to cover you up okay?  I can’t let you go just yet.  We’re going to talk
         and you have to hear me out.”
      

      In my mind I’m trying to reason with him, act as if nothing is really happening so
         that he doesn’t lose his shit.  I’m still confused but I’m putting it together and
         I’m starting to understand that my dad is involved in Angels, deep. 
      

      “Mace I loved your mother.  I did.  That woman stole my heart the first time I saw
         her.  She was beautiful, independent, and she was a pretty funny woman.  I feel in
         love with her so so many years ago.”
      

      Dad looks sad, lost in memory.  If I weren’t in such a complete panic state I imagine
         I would feel sorry for him, or try to help but I’m scared for my life right now. 
         I don’t know the whole story but it looks like he’s starting from the beginning.
      

      “I knew Doc, did you know that?”  He isn’t looking for me to answer, he doesn’t even
         look directly at me while he continues talking.  “Yes, I knew him through your mother. 
         He was always lingering around her in the beginning.  He looked at her like I did
         but I knew he was out of her league.  He was a monster, lived his life like one.  Hem,
         God that stupid boy, took an immediate liking to him.  I should have seen the nightmare
         unfolding before me.  Then I found out your mother and I were going to have a baby. 
         You were coming to me, on your way.  I fell in love with the idea of having a child. 
         I worked hard, Mace I swear to you I did.  I led a life that people would be proud
         of.  I lived a life that people should have envied, including that brother of yours. 
         Instead Mace, he challenged me at every turn.  He is so bull headed.  When he was
         15, your mother told me that Doc wanted him, wanted to take him from us and give him
         a chance to make something of himself.  I was out of my mind with anger.  I raised
         him since he was a child and I had given that son of a bitch everything but he wanted
         Doc.  Your mother wanted him to have Doc over me.  It fucked me up Mace, I started
         second guessing everything about my life.  Every damn decision I had made in regards
         to you even.  You were only five when my whole began to unravel.”
      

      He’s staring over me, into the nasty wall behind me.  He’s looking at the bloodstains,
         I’m guessing they belong to Cherry and his face is getting hard and his jaw is starting
         to tick.  Thinking quickly I try to interrupt his thought.
      

      “Daddy?  Why are you here?”

      “Damn it Mace, you can’t call me that.  My world broke the day I found out that you
         can no longer call me that.  The night you were called to a family dinner to hear
         of your mother and her illness do you remember that?  Months ago it has been.”
      

      “I do.  I remember.”    That was the day my world tumbled as well.

      “Your mother that morning had found out she was really dying.  She told me how she
         loved me.  I believe she did, Mace.  I truly do.  I always knew I wasn’t what she
         wanted though, but she gave me her love, her life.  She confessed something to me
         that morning.  I guess she was trying to set her life honest before she died I suppose. 
         She told me truths that I never thought possible.  She was in love with another man
         early in our marriage.  She loved trash.  You were the product of their love, not
         the love she and I had.  It gutted me, Mace.  I raised you, loved you, and protected
         you.  I was your father in all aspects.  Except really, you were never mine.  You’re
         not my daughter.”
      

      I gasp.  I shake.  Then I screamed.  “WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?  I AM YOURS!  I
         AM YOURS!”
      

      He leaned down, moving the blanket up to my neck since my screaming and movement had
         caused it to slide down my chest.  Quietly he continues.
      

      “Mace no.  Your mother, the love of my life, had an affair.  Although she confessed
         that it was a mistake and she always loved me, she felt I was hurting a young Hem
         and she sought comfort in someone who could understand her fear.  She thought someone
         else out there knew better for him.  Someone more like his own father.  So that’s
         when her affair started with Doc.”
      

      My eyes roll to the back of my head.  Mom.  Oh God.  Her words telling me about evil
         and how she loved my dad.  She wasn’t talking about Warren, she was talking about
         Doc.  I remember now how many times I had seen that man around town, around our house,
         and around Hem.  He was trying to protect Hem, from Warren. 
      

      “Dadd….” 

      “NO!  DO NOT CALL ME THAT!  I am not your father.  Are you not fuckin’ listening to
         me?  She had an affair, you are the product of her love for HIM.  He was a dirty,
         lying, thief.  God, he had been with every slut in town and yet she willingly went
         to him over me.  That’s when I knew.”
      

      Oh God.  He looks deadly.  His face no longer shows gentleness for me.  He isn’t looking
         at me the way he always had.  The lump in my throat is making it hard to breath. 
         He’s going to kill me.  I can see his absolution for my mother, his revenge for Doc
         is on me. 
      

      “You were always my Dad.”  This is true.  I never once ever thought any different. 
         “You were always my Dad.”  I repeat, hoping that both he and I believe these words.
      

      His gentleness is slowly coming back with my words.  I continue to look in his eyes. 
         His eyes are the same as mine, loaded with unshed tears that will break at any second. 
         He puts his head down and sighs heavily.  “You were…. always my dad.”  More is coming,
         I feel this.
      

      “It isn’t over Sweet Pea.  I have more to tell you.”

      Daddy’s endearment for me drags me over edge and I expel all the tears that were rising.
          They fall down my cheeks and onto my temple.  I wince because I can feel them sitting
         in my wounds again.  Immediately Warren grabs a cloth and dabs each wound, cleaning
         it best he can.
      

      “Sweet Pea, once your mother told me of her sickness, then confessed to her affair
         and that you weren’t really mine my world went dim.  I made deals with devils, baby. 
         I intend to live out what I promised them I would.  But you’re going back, Mace. 
         No more harm will come to you as long as I get what I want.  Greyson is no longer
         needed, he was at first.  Switch wanted Hem dead that was no secret.  Once your mother
         told me her story though, I wanted to hurt her.  I did but God knows I couldn’t. 
         I loved her, still.  I vowed to myself that I would get revenge on Doc though.  He
         is already dead.  Even though you are his blood you are still the beautiful woman
         I raised and I just can’t bring myself to hurt you.  I hate Hem, he is who will get
         my vengeance.”
      

      “No no no no Daddy, please.  I love Hem, please don’t take him from me.  I won’t say
         a word about this I swear.  Please!  You are my father, all my life you’ve been my
         father.  PLEASE don’t hurt Hem.  You know, you know how much he means to me.”
      

      He moves to me again and wipes more tears with the back of his hand.  How the hell
         can someone look so utterly remorseful for hurting me be so willing to gut me with
         another loss.  Hem won’t go down without a fight, I know this.  No matter what happens,
         Hem will fight until death to protect Sadey and the baby… and me. 
      

      Without thinking I start to negotiate for Hem’s life.  “Take me.  Kill me, give me
         to Greyson.  If you can’t do it, let him.”  I’m pleading with him but he’s not listening
         to me.
      

      “This is going to happen.  I promise you.  Come to terms, my Sweet Pea.  Life as you
         have always known it is over.  Neil loves you, and if I’m honest and I had to pick
         a man to love you the way I loved your mother, it would be Neil.  Once Hem is handled,
         I expect my threats against the others will disband this chapter, essentially setting
         Neil free from that life and giving him more opportunities to live clean.  Have his
         children, love him, and be faithful to him.  He loves you, I know it.  I always saw
         it, even when he was just a kid and he lingered around our house all those years. 
         He always had such a soft spot for my sweet little girl.”
      

      Wait!  “Mom’s bruises.  I saw them!  You hurt her before she died?  Daddy, I lied
         to you that day and I had talked to her.  She had bruising on her neck and that nurse
         lied to me, didn’t she?”
      

      His face turns to stone and the pupils in his eyes reflect the evil I never saw from
         him.  “No, I never touched her.  I wanted her to die in peace, without knowing what I was putting in
         play.  Greyson hated you so much, he wanted to hurt your mother for bringing you into
         this world.  When I found out, I beat him again after Hem and Shame had their turn. 
         He’s filth.” 
      

      I remember now that Hem was at Greyson’s house about that time and what he had found. 
         “The pictures.  Hem found pictures at Greyson’s.  Pictures of you both with Hood. 
         Guess this explains it.  You were planning this for so long, weren’t you?”  All this
         realization hits me at once.  Dad was in deep with Angels for a long time extracting
         his plans against Hem.  I shake a bit inside, he has to be well vested in this and
         even better prepared after all this time in planning.
      

      “That fucker wanted insurance.”  He kicks and unconscious Greyson again.  “He had
         someone snap some photos and he tried to blackmail me for more money.  He got a solid
         beating for that one as well.  I had heard from a local that he hired them to do it. 
         I went behind him and paid the local to keep quiet about everything, paid him every
         cent that Greyson was trying to extort from me.”
      

      I hear and see him rear back and kick Greyson again and again, it had to have been
         in the face.  I heard the bones, blood splatter, and then Greyson’s horrid moans as
         he wakes.  I want to vomit but I have so much left to try to mend, protecting those
         I love.
      

      He changes thought process again.  “This fucking ANIMAL hurt her when I wasn’t there
         to protect her.”  He is lost in thought about Mom again.  “Telling her my plans, my
         works with ending Switch so I can step in and do this completely.  Fucking animal
         touched my wife, my dying wife.  I’m worthless Mace, I’m evil.  Not women, never fuckin’
         women!  You do not hurt innocent women.  God, if that was the only thing Hood and
         I agreed on, it was that.  Grey had his day with Cherry, sick bastard took that while
         I was on a ride with some of the boys.  I wasn’t heartbroken over the girl and what
         he had done to her but still, she was a woman and he fucked her up good.  I wasn’t
         done with him then yet, still needed him then.  I don’t need him anymore.  He is to
         be fed to the wolves soon.  To be put down like the animal that he is.”
      

      My dad starts towards me and I flinch, I’m so scared of this man.  I don’t even know
         him anymore, never did.  “Please, don’t hurt me.  Please.”  I mutter, hoping he can
         hear me but not wanting to piss him off more by calling him daddy and reminding him
         that he isn’t mine to call that.
      

      “No Mace, honey.  I’m freeing you.  I’m releasing you from these binds, then turning
         around so you can dress.  One of these other mongrels will take you to your lake. 
         I will notify Peril and they will get you as soon as you arrive there.  When you get
         to the lake stay put, you will be safe as long as you stay put and wait for one of
         Hem’s boys.  Do you understand?”
      

      He moves my body but ensures the covering blanket doesn’t fall.  He lifts me to a
         sitting position and turns to walk back to the dresser.  He pulls out some men’s clothes,
         I have no choice but to take them, I need to be covered.
      

      Before making it back to me, he stops and puts his head down as he rubs the shirt
         in his hands.  “Mace, I’m sorry.  I failed you, I know I have. Now you know I have. 
         I’ve failed everything and everyone that I have ever loved.  You will hate me now,
         it’s the price I’m paying for the revenge that I need.  All of my life’s unhappiness
         started with Hem.  Everything I loved and thought was mine, he took from me in some
         way by seeking Doc, even as a child.”
      

      He starts to look angry and vile again so knowing I need to get out of here and quick
         because I need to warn Hem, I expel a lie so big I’m unsure he will even believe it.
      

      I’m about to lie, never have been good at it so I’m praying that my mask of sadness
         works on him.  “You’re my father.  I would never hate you.  You raised me, loved me,
         provided for me, and gave me all I ever asked.  I always knew love growing up.  My
         mother always knew love, and even dying she knew you loved her.  She told me that
         herself that last day I saw her.”  Please believe me.  Please believe me.
      

      He puts his head down again as he turns around and I start to dress quickly taking
         no time to look at Grey as he lay bleeding on the floor.  Warren hates him and I’m
         so thankful for that right now, but it doesn’t stop my concern that all this is a
         façade to get me to believe that Warren is letting me go.  If it is a trap then I’m
         playing right into it.
      

      I jump as he starts screaming before I can finish putting on this shirt.  “RISK! 
         CABLE!  Get down here and do what you’ve been told.”  These are the men that are taking
         me to the lake.  Oh God, he’s really is letting me go. 
      

      They enter the room as I finish buttoning the man’s dress shirt I was given. I have
         nothing else on, nothing underneath and I’m now well aware of this as they stare at
         me in hunger. 
      

      “Unless you two fucks want to end up like that boy Grey, I suggest you fuckin’ wise
         up right now and keep your eyes off my daughter!” 
      

      I breathe noticeably as he annunciates ‘daughter’.  He said that for me, so they would
         know not to touch me.  Finally he turns around and motions for me to come to him,
         likely for the last time.  These feelings I’m having so perplexed.  He’s going after
         Hem, but I know Hem will handle him.  He’s no longer my father and if he and Hem go
         toe to toe, Warren will be the one to die.  Hem won’t stop until he’s dead.  I feel
         like I should say something more before leaving.  I don’t get the chance though. 
         I’m hurled into a tight hug by Warren, wincing slightly as my ribs ache. 
      

      “Go, stay at the lake like I told you.  Protect yourself from what’s to come.  What’s
         more, know that I loved you and your mother.  All your life Mace, you really were
         loved unconditionally by us both.  Your mother spent your life hiding this secret,
         medicating her guilt with her drink.  At times I know you saw the real woman she was,
         as did I.  She’s at peace now and I’m thankful for that but I need peace too, I need
         revenge on Doc whether he’s alive or dead.  Hem must go away, for good.”
      

      He doesn’t give me a chance to talk again and takes my upper arm and gives me to the
         big tattooed scary man with scars on his face that mirror something from a slasher
         movie, “Take her gently boys, do not fuckin hurt her.  The lake, you know where it
         is.  Not one hair on her head is to be touch, you got that?”
      

      Scarface takes my arm from Warren giving him just a nod and leads me through a scary
         maze into the outside.  It’s so dark.  I’m waiting to just wake up.
      

      *****

      --HEM--

      Fuck I’m going crazy.  It has been seven fuckin’ hours and my sister is out there
         with that crazy lunatic.  His trail is clear, no signs of either Mace or Greyson Meyers.  
         I literally have no one to call, no one to question.  Fuck, I know I should call Warren. 
         That man is so fuckin’ broken over Mama that I’m unsure of any help he could be though. 
      

      Shame is on lockdown.  Brother went fuckin’ nuts after he walked in on Peyton and
         her hysterics while she told us about Mace and Greyson.  He lunged for her, doubting
         he would hurt the woman but in that state she was in, she was already scared.  She
         would have never been able to finish telling us what happened.  Gunner and Raider
         have him locked in the shed out back, like an animal.  I need his head in this and
         he will kill me when I free him, I know he will try but I can’t have him creating
         havoc while I’m trying to find my sister.
      

      Going back to thought, I am going to call Warren.  He has connections in the law. 
         He can help us get some more men on it at least.  People who are good at their jobs,
         who know the protocol and they can work with my men with this.
      

      Grabbing my cell phone and looking down trying to find contact information to Warren,
         it rings in my hand.  ‘WARREN CALLING’.  What the fuck? 
      

      “Warren.”  I try to keep calm, he has never called me.  Our hates for each other match,
         bit by bit. 
      

      “Patrick.”

      “What you need?  I’m busy right now.”  I want him to tell me the reason for his call
         first before I unload on what’s happened to Mace.
      

      In a calm tone, as if he’s telling me the weather forecast he mutters, “She’s at the
         lake.” 
      

      My bones fuckin’ chill in my skin.  No way did he just tell me where to find her and
         he is this calm.  No fuckin way.
      

      “Did you not fuckin’ hear me you pathetic son of a bitch!  GET TO HER NOW!  My boys
         have confirmed she’s there right now.”
      

      His boys?  What the fuck?  I do not fuckin’ understand this.  He doesn’t have boys!

      Moving the phone down from my ear, covering it to avoid Warren hearing anything being
         said I scream, “HONOR, get Shame out of his cage and then gather some brothers and
         head to lake.  I have report that Mace is there.  Same as Cherry, you proceed with
         fuckin’ caution.  You decide if she needs hospital or home.  Trust you brother but
         get her and you contact me as soon as you know.”
      

      Picking the phone back up I can still hear Warren’s breathing.  He’s remaining completely
         quiet and calm.  I’m trying to listen for half a second, placing where he could be
         but all around him is silent.  Where the fuck is he and what’s he getting at with
         this?
      

      “Patrick, this is what is going to happen.  You have 24 hours to make a decision. 
         Listen real fucking good you Goddamn worthless scum.  Mace lives, you die.  You give
         your life for hers and no harm comes to her, ever.  I will see to it.  You don’t give
         your life to me, surrender of sort, then all you love disappears one my one.  I do
         mean Sadey, baby, Shame, Mace…. Should I continue or have you got my fucking point?”
      

      “I hear you loud and fucking clear, Warren.”  I hear him, yet the words sound completely
         insane to me.  I have so much information to process but he’s not finished with this
         call.
      

      “24 hours, I expect the call back.  You for them.  Confirm or deny.  You will decide
         everyone’s future with this call.  Wouldn’t bother looking for me son, I have hits
         out on each of you if anything happens to me.”  Click.  The line is dead.
      

      “FUCK ME!”  I scream into the room, no one is around.  That fucker will die.   He
         will bleed out by my hands.  Do not fuck with my life, this lesson will be learned.
      

   
      Chapter Twenty:

      “She was sitting up now. My arm was around her and she was leaning back against me,
         and we were quite calm. She was looking into my eyes with that way she had of looking
         that made you wonder whether she really saw out of her own eyes. They would look on
         and on after everyone else's eyes in the world would have stopped looking. She looked
         as though there were nothing on earth she would not look at like that, and really
         she was afraid of so many things.”   
      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      On the drive to the lake I sit in the back seat with my hands bound and think about
         Warren and how lonely his life was all these years, being married to a woman who loved
         another man enough to have his child and protect that child from the life he led. 
         I’m angry at Mom for Warren.  Whatever Warren is planning against Hem will fail. 
         Hem will never allow himself to be put in harm’s way knowing he has Sadey and that
         baby to love and protect for the rest of his life. 
      

      I’m thankful to Warren for interrupting the vengeance I was about to be dealt at Greyson’s
         dirty hands.  That man is a psychopath who played me to get close to Hem, for Warren. 
         I spent two years loving him and never knew until the end what he really was.  I tremble
         inside with fear.
      

      Scarface pulls me out of my dark thoughts, “Here now, out.”  He comes around to my
         side of the car and opens the back door, yanking me with more force than necessary. 
         Fuckin’ bastard, I will remember him as I wince and try to pull this shirt I’m wearing
         down with bound hands at the same time.  Shame will kill him. 
      

      He sets me near the lake, taking out a knife and quickly cuts through the material
         binding me, telling me to sit tight and not move and that he’s going to be watching. 
         Fearing a setup, my mind immediately races and tries to think of a way I can subdue
         this scary man.  Coming up with nothing I nod my answer and he turns around, gets
         back in his car and drives away.  I make my way to the Treehouse, from where I was
         put it is a hike and I’m risking that asshole coming back for me.  Oddly though, I
         believe I have the upper hand.  I heard my dad, well Warren, give the orders I wasn’t
         to be hurt so I’m less afraid of Scarface. 
      

      After about twenty minutes, I’ve finally reached the Treehouse.  I haven’t cried,
         broke down, or froze since this all started.  The familiarity with Greyson, Dad, the
         lake, and now treehouse has kept me constant.  It isn’t until I hear the engine and
         see the headlights approaching in the distance that I’m allowing myself to begin my
         descent into sorrow. 
      

      It feels like it is taking forever for the car to reach me.  I can see its Hem’s truck
         coming at me and my fear is beckoning again.  If Scarface is here, he can see Hem. 
         Will he take a sucker shot to kill him?  I stand waiving my hands frantically in front
         of me and the truck stops about half a block in front of me.  No one exits and I can
         see Raider in the driver’s seat looking around outside.  He doesn’t look scared but
         he looks pissed off.  Next I see Shame fighting in the backseat with the doors.  He’s
         rocking the entire truck back and forth as he uses his body to try to break the door
         open.  Honor pops out from the front passenger side and opens Shames back door from
         the outside.  Shame immediately pushes the door onto Honor roughly and Honor goes
         flying to the ground with the force that Shame has used.  Shame doesn’t hesitate a
         single moment.  I can see him running straight towards me.  If I am to believe my
         Dad then I don’t think Shame is in any danger.  He’s running and I’m not moving, my
         vision is impaired and my ribs are screaming now that I have finally started to accept
         this situation.  I should be running for him now I am trembling uncontrollably.  
         Shame finally makes it to me, but doesn’t touch my body at all.  He’s in shock.
      

      Looking down on me with fear, “Baby.”  It’s all he can get out.  He’s looking at me
         up and down as he stands no more than two feet away from me, still afraid to touch. 
         He has been around a long time and he knows what Cherry went through.  The rape. 
         He’s asking silently for me to answer his unsaid question.  He sees I’m broken.
      

      “Shame I’m okay.  He didn’t rape me.  Greyson, he beat me and I’m broken but he didn’t…”

      I’m enveloped into Shames arms immediately.  He’s forceful but still gentle not to
         hurt me.  He’s sobbing, I can hear him above my head.  He’s tucked my face into this
         neck and he’s holding the back of my head to him, his other hand is in the middle
         of my back holding the rest of me to him. He still hasn’t said a word other than the
         initial endearment.  I try to pull back but he won’t let me go.  Although my body
         is screaming in pain, I give him a few minutes to gather himself.
      

      “Shame, we need to look at her.  She’s hurt.  She needs clothes.  C’mon man, let her
         go and let’s get out of here.”  Honor is talking to his VP as if Shame’s nothing more
         than a prospect.  He’s taking charge of a situation that Shame can’t handle right
         now. 
      

      I pull my head back again and look at Shame, in his eyes.  They are running over with
         tears but his anger is palpable.  He’s barely holding on and my fear is that when
         his anger is released it will Honor, Gunner, or Raider that takes the thrashing.
      

      “Honey, please.  Let’s go.  I want out of here.  I want to go home, please.”

      “You’re not going home, Mace.  I’m sorry.  Hem said if you looked like you needed
         medical attention and honey you do, then I’m to take you to the hospital.”  Still
         Honor in charge.   Shame has yet to say a word.
      

      “I want to go home.  Honor, I’m going home.  You’re taking me.  I do not want to go
         to hospital.  I’m fine.  Now, Take.Me.Home.”
      

      Now Shame is shaking in even more anger.  “Mace, get your ass in the truck.  You will
         be checked out tonight.  I will have Sade bring you clothes there and you can rest. 
         I won’t leave you but woman, you’re going to be looked at.  You’re face looks like
         it could use some stitches.  Let’s fuckin’ go.”
      

      I don’t have any strength left so no use in arguing with Shame.  He needs to have
         control over this situation.  His reaction to me when he saw me for the first time
         a few minutes ago had me realize he hasn’t been in control at all since I was taken. 
         He needs this.
      

      “Okay.  Let’s go.”

      On the way to the hospital, Shame has me on his lap in the back seat.  He has his
         hands wrapped around the shirt at the bottom holding my body parts in and protected
         from anyone’s view.  He isn’t talking but his other hand is gently rubbing my back
         as a sign of support.  I’ve never seen Shame so out of it.  He is radiating anger,
         fear, but I still feel his love.
      

      *****

      Once at the hospital I am able to lay down.  Hem arrived just before I was taken to
         a room and has created a scene outside my door until the staff figures out that he
         isn’t leaving and he tells them he is my family.  The doctors have already checked
         me out and Shame as promised hasn’t left my side once.  When the doctors had asked
         if I was raped I was forced to explain what happened.  I gave them all a play by play
         of the Greyson portion of the night.  The hospital staff didn’t need information about
         Warren or anything that happened after Greyson so I kept quiet about it.  The police
         took notes but you could tell that since they knew my brother and the Club were involved
         they did a half ass job with questions.  This was Club business and law enforcement
         was well aware of how that worked.  They put on a show of concern but that was about
         it.  Officer Riley told Hem that if he needed assistance, he knew his number.  Hem
         nodded with understanding although through his anger. 
      

      Many tests were taken on me to be sure nothing was broken and that while been beating
         my internal organs were okay, things like that.  I knew I was fine, I feel okay other
         than being sore from the beating.  My head is pounding and my ribs are throbbing in
         pain.
      

      Now the tests results are back, the doctors came in and woke me.  I had fallen asleep
         from exhaustion finally since I felt safe with Hem and Shame in the room.  It was
         short lived though, the doctors are about to deliver some life altering news.
      

      “How you feeling, Ms. Cash?”  I hate them using my formal name, especially knowing
         I wasn’t Warren’s daughter.  Hem and Shame have yet to know this so I don’t want to
         correct him.  I wouldn’t even know what to call myself now.  I tuck that away though,
         focusing on the handsome young doctor at the foot of my bed.  No room for him on either
         side of me, as I was surrounded by both Hem and Shame.  Looking at the doctors face
         though, I can tell he’s more comfortable at the end of the bed, closer to the door.
      

      “I’m okay.”

      “The results have all come in from the lab.  No broken bones, which is a relief since
         we feared maybe you had a broken cheekbone.  The stitches will leave a small scar
         but that will fade in time.”  He has something else he’s not telling me I can tell. 
         I try to sit up but fail.
      

      Before the doctor sends me another silent message to excuse the boys, I step in. 
         “Guys will you go get me some coffee.  I need something to feel normal.  I’m tired
         and I want to visit with my men after the doctor leaves, can you do this for me?”
      

      “Nope.” Hem states plainly.

      Right behind that I hear. “Not leaving ya, Sweetheart.”  Dammit.

      “Mace, I have more results however it is your call if you want your family members
         here to hear them.  They may be alarming and you may want to hear this without any
         members present.”
      

      “Nope, not leaving even if she tells me too so you may as well say it.  What the fuck
         is wrong with my sister?”
      

      Shame just glares down at the doctor, willing him to continue.

      “Ms. Cash, okay?”  The doctor looks concerned and a little pale as he asks for my
         approval to finish the news.  My eyes are watered, this is bad.  I nod at him just
         wanting him to get it over with.  “Well alright.  We had to run some tests on your
         kidneys.  Although you may not have been struck there directly you were under a lot
         of stress and it is routine during act of violence and how you were captured to run
         tests including urine and blood.”  He pauses looking at Shame and Hem again.  He moves
         on one foot to another in a nervous gesture.
      

      “During the routine tests it is not uncommon to look for pregnancy.”  He sees my eyes
         widen in surprise so he doesn’t make me wait.  “I will get to the point.  Mace, you’re
         pregnant.  There’s no mistake in that.”
      

      “WHAT?”  Shame shouts. 

      Hem smiles.  He fuckin’ smiles at me, leans his big ole head down and kisses my temple. 
         Oh God.  I feel faint.  Thank hell I’m already lying down.
      

      “Ms. Cash?   Were you already aware of this?”  Still no one says a word, letting this
         news process.  “We can’t know how far along you are until we examine you more closely
         but by the look on your face, you seem to be completely unaware.”
      

      “MACE!  DID YOU KNOW?”  Shame is upset.  I’m in shock and Hem is still fuckin’ smiling!

      Screw this!  I need to let go of something at someone.  I just don’t know what.  “HEM! 
         Stop it.  Stop smiling at me.  Shame, NO I DID NOT KNOW!  How am I pregnant?  I’m
         on the shot?  I cannot be pregnant!”
      

      “Ms. Cash, you haven’t had your shot in four months.  You were supposed to come in
         every 90 days for an additional dose.  You never showed for your last appointment.”
      

      “FUCK!”  Shame is not taking this well. 

      “Well sir, I’m going to need your help then.”  I’m still wrapping my head around this
         but I’m asking this doctor to give me the impossible.
      

      “Do not fuckin’ even think about it, Mace.”  Shame is growling next to me and he’s
         dropped my hand, leaving me cold. 
      

      “Shush Shame, this is about me.”

      “Fuck that woman, this is about ME TOO!  You can’t just… well no… you will NOT…” 

      It dawns on me right then, Shame thinks I’m about to ask for an abortion.  Oh my God,
         no!  I look in his silver blue eyes and pause.  I want to remember this moment.  He’s
         freaked out sure, but he would never want to give up a child.  This makes me feel
         more secure so I’m going to get to ask my favor.
      

      Ignoring Shame’s fury that is directed solely at me along with my ignorant brothers
         stupid smile that continues to grow as he grasps this situation I continue talking,
         “Doctor, if I’m really pregnant and if you know this for certain.  I’m going to ask
         your help.  I need it to be a boy.  If I don’t have all boys, my best friend and love
         of my life right here will drown himself.  He’s serious.  He can’t handle me on a
         daily basis, let alone a little miniature me.”
      

      Hem busts up laughing and I take my eyes away from a smirking doctor to look at Shame. 
         His eyes are filling fast and it has finally dawned on him that he’s going to be a
         father, boys or not. 
      

      Shame stands and grabs my face and locks his lips to mine.  He’s kissing me hard,
         closed mouth but I get the message.  I think my boy is happy of this news. 
      

      *****

      I’ve been held captive by this hospital now for over 24 hours and my patience has
         already worn thin.  Doctors have told family and friends that I’m to remain calm while
         they monitor the baby and me.  It has been determined by my OBGYN that I’m just about
         4 weeks along and the first trimester can be dangerous when the mother endures any
         kind of trauma.  So, here I sit.  I’m pissed off that I still haven’t gotten to tell
         Hem about Warren’s warning.  He’s tense and doesn’t even know my story yet.  I’m waiting
         for Shame to get here so I can check out and go home.  Just as I’m about to cuss out
         loud, which I don’t like doing but when I’m pissed I develop the words in my mind
         so quickly they all come out when Shame comes strutting in.
      

      “Hi baby.  You’re about ready to break free of this joint?”

      “Shut up.  You know I am.”  I know he doesn’t deserve my rudeness but he was the first
         one in the room and I’m tired of being here.  Hem has made Sadey keep a distance from
         the hospital so she doesn’t catch anything that is lingering around here.  Normally
         I would support that.  Normally, I wouldn’t care, but dammit NORMALLY I’M NOT HERE!
      

      Shame has something behind his back, and when he pulls it to the front he’s smiling. 
         He was late getting back here to me for a reason.  “Picked them myself Sweetheart. 
         Wild flowers from the lake.  Hope you like them.  Wanted to give you something familiar
         before you tell Hem and I what happened to you.”
      

      I’m appreciative of the flowers but knowing I have to tell them bit by bit about Dad
         and his threats against Hem I feel taken back.  I’m not mad anymore, I’m nervous and
         sad.  Everything that Hem thought was good in life is being threatened and I have
         to be the one to tell him.  Not to mention that his hero Doc, is my dad.
      

      “Thank you.  Shame, where’s Hem? Thought he was coming with you?”

      “He’s coming. He’s down the hall now.  Can I get you anything?  Nurse is working on
         discharge paperwork now.  Since you’re having to relive some of your nightmare I want
         to do it here, in case the stress is too much.  She will be in here to let us go in
         about 30 minutes.  You be okay till then?”
      

      Before I answer I see Hem coming through the door with Sadey in hand.  Literally. 
         Good lord the woman is far enough along that she’s now showing and yet Hem can’t take
         his hand off her ass.  She and I have talked nonstop on the phone back and forth since
         this happened but she hasn’t been to see me, per my dismay but at Hem’s request. 
         Her seeing me like this just makes it real.  Hem wants her here with me though while
         I go through this with them, for support.
      

      “Hey there lil Sis!  Ready to break out?”

      “Shut up, Hem.”

      He laughs but then after a few moments later he gets serious.  He wants to know step
         by step what happened.  He, Sadey, and Shame all take a seat and before I begin there’s
         another knock at the door.  Seriously?  I just want this over with.
      

      “Can I come in?”  Oh my God it’s Hood!  Shame and Hem jump up at the same time, Shame
         keeps hold of my hand in his and I feel it getting warm.  Hem needs to keep his shit
         together, his face is hard and threatening.
      

      “What the fuck are you doin’ here?”  Hem didn’t get a chance to react because Shame
         did.
      

      “Look I won’t stay.  I just wanted to come here and see she was okay for myself. 
         I’m sorry, Mace.  You don’t know me, probably hate me but you need to know that I
         did what I could to prevent this.”  He looks to Shame and Shame’s face thaws, he realizes
         that Hood really did give them warnings of this.
      

      “Thank you, I’m fine now.”

      “Anything else I can do?”  His direction is at Shame and Hem but I cut in.

      “I’m about to tell them everything that happened when I was with Greyson and Warren. 
         You could hear me out if they won’t mind, it would be good cause maybe you could help.”
      

      “Fine, only if you’re comfortable Sis.  If not, he goes.  Hear me?”

      I tell them everything.  Every detail I can remember.   During this I notice that
         Hem looks somewhat surprised but not entirely.  Shame is manic and Hood is resigned. 
         Apparently Hood really had no idea that Warren wasn’t my father and his plot included
         killing Hem.  He knew all about Greyson being a maniac though.  No one in the room
         flinched at any of those details.  The response I got from Hem during this is what
         alarmed me the most.  When he found out that Grey had beat me, assaulted me, and threatening
         me he came unglued. 
He was there when I told the police just a fraction of information to just get them
         out of here, so apparently he thought that was my whole Greyson ordeal.  I should
         have told them sooner about what Greyson had done.
      

       Hem started throwing anything he could get his hands on.  Not even Sadey could calm
         him.  He was pacing back and forth with such anger, it froze the others in the room. 
         Even Shame was at a loss to calm Hem.  When I told them about what Warren had said
         about sending Greyson to the wolves, Hem’s face lightened in an eerie way.  When I
         was done Hem and Shame excused themselves with Hood citing they were going to walk
         Hood to his bike outside in an order of protection.  Sadey and I sat and talked about
         how it has affected me emotionally.  God, it was nice to talk about that.  I couldn’t
         talk to the boys about it but Sadey got me.  She knew it was inside that everything
         was really hurting.  She suggested I talked to Cherry but I have felt guilty for escaping
         the hands of Greyson when she didn’t.  I saw what he did to her and compare to that,
         I got nothing but a few nicks and verbal assaults that just hurt my feelings.  I didn’t
         get the continuous rape and beating she got from him.  It will be awhile before I
         feel comfortable talking to her.
      

      Hem and Shame finally come back in.  Shame will hardly look at me, but Hem stares
         at me with certainty.  Something is brewing behind those chocolate eyes.  Those are
         my mom’s eyes, and it worries me instantly.
      

      “Hem, what are you doing?  Why are you looking at me like that?”  I mutter softly
         but loud enough he can hear.  Shame grabs my shoulder as a way of bracing me for this.
      

      “I’m going to kill him, Mace.  He’s good as dead.  Do you get that?  Greyson touched
         you, he fuckin’ hurt you.  He’s dead.  Those wolves Warren mentioned, Grey will wish
         he were sent to those wolves.  Fuck no that won’t happen, he’s mine.”  His voice is
         so dark and scary and his face is etched in hate.  I look away from him and want to
         block it all out.  This doesn’t even look like Hem.
      

      “No!  This is not what I want.  He did these things to me, not you.  I do not want
         his blood on your hands.  You have more shit to deal with then him!  You need to get
         to Warren and be sure no one gets hurt, namely you!  Warren promised nothing happens
         to me as long as you go to him.  You’re going to HIM dammit.  Deal with Grey later.” 
         Shame sits on my bed next to me, looking directly into my eyes.  There I have my answer. 
         It’s done.  Hem has made up his mind and he’s choosing to deal with Greyson first,
         for me.  Dammit this is not what I want.  I’m pissed at both of them.
      

      “YOU ARE NOT LISTENING TO ME.  FUCK GREYSON MEYER.  DEAL WITH WARREN SO YOU’RE SAFE. 
         YOU WANT TO JUST GO OUT AND KILL SOMEONE, DO IT.  BUT KILL WARREN.” 
      

      “No.” That’s his final word as he turns to the door but I’m not finished.

      “PATRICK, YOU DO THIS.  IF YOU DELAY YOUR SAFETY FOR ME IN ANY WAY.  I WILL HATE YOU
         FOR IT.” 
      

      Hem turns back to me and says with an uncanny certainty.  “I love you, Mace.  So much. 
         That fuckin’ animal will never touch you again.”
      

      Sadey follows Hem out the door and Shame and I are left staring at it as it closes
         with a bang.
      

      “Shame, stop him.  I mean it.  You fuckin’ stop him.  His focus is on WARREN NOT GREYSON. 
         Grey is nothing, he’s nothing!  Warren is plotting ways to kill Hem right now!”
      

      Shames shakes his head and holds me while I cry on his shoulder.

      *****

      --HEM--

      Fucking bastard.  I knew his shit was bad but that fucking bastard beat her!  He fucking
         touched her, abused her!  My mind is wrapped around ways of making him suffer at my
         hands.  This is personal, so fucking personal. 
      

      Warren not being Mace’s father doesn’t surprise me.  My sister is so much good and
         he’s a piece of shit.  Doc was good, Mace got that from him.  This thought is so peaceful. 
         The connection I always felt to Mace was a resemblance of Doc.  Everything fits together,
         it’s perfect.
      

      I will kill Greyson first. 

      I hate the call I’m about to make.  This is dangerous shit but I need to focus and
         I have faith in my brothers to have my back as I head into it.  I’m not telling them
         what I’m doing but I know my boys and they are going to help me even though I’m not
         even going to ask.  This is brotherhood, the life.  Family has your back, either way.
      

      I hit the call button, bile rising knowing I have to hear Warren’s victory song in
         my ear.  “Well Patrick, there’s my caller.  I see you still can’t tell time, as ever. 
         Your call is late but I’m willing to let it go, being that you’re going to give me
         the news I’m seeking.”
      

      “Shut the fuck up.  I want Greyson.  Before I come to you unarmed and accepting of
         your revenge, I want Greyson.  I’m going to kill him, you should know that.  Fucker
         touched my sister.  He’s dead.  Deal?”
      

      He tisks into the phone as if he’s some king on a throne.  Fuckin’ bastard is playing
         with me.  “Oh my now Patrick, are you asking now after all that has played out around
         you me if there is honor among criminals?  It’s amusing though, you asking that is. 
         You’re asking me to give you my monkey.  He’s been a good pet this year.   Did you
         know he worked for Switch before me?   He helped me kill him as well.  He’s a hungry
         animal and though I do find his energy used to hurt women offensive and vile he’s
         been loyal to me.”
      

      “Give me this.  I need to be sure Mace is safe, that she stays safe.  She told me
         the gentleness you showed her, Warren.  You cannot control that idiot.  He will hurt
         her, he almost raped her under your fuckin’ watch!”   Fuck I’m not against begging. 
         He wants even a shot at me, then I want that fucker dead in the unlikely event he
         pulls it off.
      

      “He’s yours.  If we are weighing honor among us then Patrick, I have him delivered
         to you and you do what you deem necessary.  After that, you come to me.  You contact
         me and we’ll set it up.  No fuckin’ games do you read that clear?  No brothers, no
         saviors, no alliance with my men.  You come here to claim your families’ safety, give
         me this and I give you my word your family is free from this Club and all the retaliation
         it would transfer to them if you don’t.”
      

      “My word.”  I’ve very well just signed my death warrant.  I’m giving this man what
         he has wanted all of his fuckin’ life.  In return, if I’m not careful I lose mine. 
         The stakes are high, but my ante has just been set on the table.  Now I’m betting
         on my family and that my brothers will find a way to keep me from harm’s way.
      

   
      Chapter Twenty One:

      ''He was just a coward and that was the worst luck any man could have.''

      --Ernest Hemingway

      I’ve waited for this since Mace asked me to meet Greyson years ago.   I’ve told the
         boys that I talked to Warren and somehow I had managed to talk him into just giving
         Greyson to me.  They were shocked and didn’t quite understand what I was saying. 
         Shame wants him as much as I do, but no way will I let his hands dirty over this fucker. 
         He has a baby on the way and until recently Shame was never exposed to Club violence,
         just hard life lessons.  Fuck, none of the boys were exposed to something like this
         before. 
      

      My Club has always been clean.  We were legitimate in our dealings.  Yes, will admit
         that occasionally we sunk ourselves deep into dealing drugs but only to those who
         already used, abused and resold to other junkies too far gone to come back.  We had
         Club expenses that sometimes even the dues couldn’t reach.  No violence against people
         though, not even men.  So Shame does not get to be part of this.
      

      Shame’s got a big fuckin’ mouth.  My whipped sister talked him into telling her my
         plan for Grey.  Mace has threatened to never speak to me if I go through with killing
         him.  My gullible sister believes that I can keep her safe from this fucking monster. 
         She’s already thinking like a mother, believing his mother and father will miss him
         down in Texas.  I don’t have the heart to tell her that he has no family, at all. 
         He lied to her for two years and if she finds that shit out she will doubt everything
         she’s ever believed from everyone.  I can’t afford for her to doubt the life she has
         surrounding her now.  She will soon meet my child, her little niece or nephew.  She
         now has her own baby on the way.  Shame loves her and needs her and if this all goes
         bad with Warren they will all need each other.  So no, I’m in this alone. 
      

      I’ve set up everything I need to accomplish this.  The shed has been cleared out back
         and I’m waiting for the boys that deliver the monster to get him in there tied up
         and ready for me.  I fuckin’ hate knowing Angels crew is within my compound and as
         much as I hate to do it, I have to take Warren at his word that no harm comes to Mace
         or anyone here as long as I fulfill my end of the agreement and surrender to him. 
      

      Shame has asked me again and again what I’m keeping from him.  He feels it.  He’s
         been my best friend since we were kids and if anyone sees through me it’s him.  I’ve
         thought about caging his ass again once I go to Warren.  He’s an emotional person
         and when he’s emotional he doesn’t make good decisions.  Life or death rides on this,
         I won’t risk him. 
      

      I’ve told everyone here at the Club that I need some space.  The boys have left for
         the night, I’ve given them all leave.  I told Sadey a lie, telling her I was worried
         sick about Mace and asked that she let Shame know he’s needed at the house so they
         can watch over and keep her mind of all this shit.  It’s just me here now, I’m having
         a drink before the fun begins.  Warren had that fuckin’ Scarface character call me
         about twenty minutes ago so I know they are on the way with my package.  I instructed
         where to place his ass and what position I want him in.  I swear I thought I heard
         Risk actually chuckle in the phone and if I weren’t so fuckin amped on adrenaline
         right now I would have had a laugh with him, but this is serious shit.  I’m taking
         a life tonight.  It’s been a long time since I was asked to do this, but this is not
         a question of right and wrong.  This is just right.  This man kidnapped, raped, and
         beat Cherry.  He almost got away with raping my sister for Christ Sakes.  I don’t
         want to think about the number of other women he’s tortured in that room where Mace
         told me she was held against her will.  I’m shaking in fury just thinking about him
         now.
      

      I’m jerked from thought as I hear Risk opening the front door.  Fuck the man is one
         ugly son of a bitch too, he had his hands on Mace.  She told me he was less than gentle
         with her at her drop off.  He is smirking at me while standing in the door of my fucking
         Clubhouse.  He’s a fuck of a lot bigger than I am, which is definitely saying something. 
         He has a tattoo under his left eye, probably in attempts at covering some of his scars
         but honestly it just brings more attention to them.
      

      As I being walking towards him he doesn’t even bat an eyelash at me.  Quickly to avoid
         detection I move into him and give him a gut chop.  “You touched my sister asshole,
         no one touches my sister.  Get outta my sight now before I put a hole in the back
         of your head.” 
      

      After sitting doubled over for a few seconds he stands tall, towering me.  He says
         nothing but replaces his scowl with another smirk.  This fuckin’ giant is crazy! 
         Finally he turns and walks out.  After him, I close the door and flip the lock secure. 
         I’m on my way to sort the trash now and I don’t want any interruptions.
      

      Surprisingly Scarface took my requests seriously and he looks like he even enjoyed
         himself.  Everything I had requested about the set up was done to perfection.  Scarface
         is an asshole, but not a dumb one.  I flip on the lights and immediately my eyes lock
         to a very pissed off Greyson.  Apparently since he was blindfolded on the way here
         he had no idea where he was sitting or who he was waiting here for.  Front and fuckin’
         center at my Club.  Welcome to the party, pervert.
      

      “Well look at you, brother.  All girlied up.  Nice lipstick you have on.  It’s a good
         color on you.  Maybe later I’ll let you suck my cock, huh?”  He rolls his eyes in
         disgust but says nothing.  Hard to say too much when he’s got a ball gag in his mouth. 
         I walk around him, inspecting my checklist that I asked for, ensuring it was carried
         out thoroughly. I see that the ass of his pants is a bit bulkier I give it a kick
         with my boot and yepp, sure enough Risk inserted the very large ass plug into him. 
      

      “You want to know what it feels like to be raped?  Want to feel someone exert their
         power over you just as you have done to probably countless women?  Oh Greyson, Greyson
         fuckin’ Meyer… he’s your chance to experience it first-hand.” 
      

      I go to the box that I asked to be delivered with him and pull out a very large electric
         dildo.  His eyes widen, its sinking in that this could be a very long night.  I examine
         it, while inappropriately thinking to myself what Sadey would do with this and then
         realize I wouldn’t allow her one of these.  My girl gets off to me, no one or nothing
         else.  Selfish of me?  Sure it is, but who the fuck cares, she’s mine.
      

      “I’m going to remove this gag fucker, you say nothing.  Do you get that?”  He can’t
         answer but shakes his head slightly indicating he understands.  Once it’s removed
         he shakes his head back and forth and moans in pain, presumably from that plug in
         his ass.  Because of this, I step to his back and punch it, sending jolts of pain
         throughout his body and a moan from inside of him comes out nearly piercing my ears. 
         I’ve not had any experience in torture so at this point I’m unsure what to exactly
         do next, other than start the beating I have planned before killing him.
      

      “I’m going to ask you one time and that is all I’m asking, tell me why you’re here
         in front of me dressed up like a woman with lipstick on, a plug shoved up your ass
         and tied to the rafters of this shed?”
      

      He hesitates so I belt him in the face, quickly but powerfully.  “Answer fucker, it’s
         your night.  I have time limit here.  No one is coming for you.  Warren gave… you…
         up…”
      

      I watch his eyes as the realization strikes and he knows he’s not leaving here alive. 

      “I hurt your sister.  I did love her man.”  I deal another blow to the face, this
         time blood spurts from his mouth, couple of teeth hit the floor, reminding me of Ace. 
         At the threat that Greyson ever hurting Sadey I know Ace would have already killed
         the fuck by now.  I don’t give him a minute to come to his senses before I start to
         wale on him one after another.  I’m so wrapped up in delivering blows I don’t see
         him lose consciousness.  I grab for the box and the smelling salt and quickly bring
         him to again. 
      

      “Oh no fucker you’re awake for this, all of it.  I’m going to help you out a bit though. 
         You hurt my sister, you touched my sister, cut her, beat her, and put your hands on her without her consent.  You
         nearly raped her and you were looking forward to it had Warren not caught you.  Tonight
         you’re done.  You will die today, there is no question to that.”  He doesn’t say anything
         because he’s going in and out again.  I go to the box for a hunting knife and find
         this damn thing is one of the sharpest hunting knives I’ve ever seen.  I unzip his
         pants as he comes to again, instantly he’s begging to stop me because he knows what
         I’m about to do. 
      

      “Hem I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry, man.  You’re right, I did those things, I confess.
          I’m so sorry.”
      

      “You think you’re getting outta here with an apology?  No less, a weak apology?” 
         I laugh, a full bellied laugh.
      

      My thoughts start to consume me and my world gets dark.  Remembering those pictures
         of Cherry, the mental image of Mace and what she told me he did do my Mama.  I had
         originally planned for this night to last, but my rage inside won’t allow that.  I’m
         so fuckin’ pissed I need him to just stop breathing. 
      

      I grab his cock in my hand thinking how he sure as fuck isn’t turned on now, when
         the positions are changed and he’s tied up.  With one swoop I cut him and the head
         is removed.  He screams loudly in pain and passes out.  I work the salt again to bring
         him too, he’s bleeding all over, and every heartbeat sends more blood onto the floor. 
         He’s paler now.  I take the knife to his left cheek.  This mirrors Mace’s scar.  The
         scar this animal put there and I mark him, exacting the location and size of what
         he had done to Mace.  Again these mental images of him doing this to her are replaying
         in my mind and I’m fuckin’ pissed.  I then take the knife and insert it into this
         throat, just past the artery.  I want him to die slow.  He lets out a gasp and he’s
         forming words.  After a few seconds I start to recognize what he’s saying.  He’s fuckin’
         praying for his soul to be saved. 
      

      “Fuck that asshole.  Rot in hell.  I then start at his torso, moving the knife in
         and up, in and up, in and up.  I’m creating chaos inside and I can feel I’m hitting
         organs.  I don’t care, I’m channeling all my anger at the entire situation and he’s
         getting it full force.  His head slams down and he’s out.  He’s no longer breathing.
      

      Although I will admit I’m half pissed I let him off so easy, I’m also relieved this
         fucker is dead.  The animal has finally been put down.
      

      I’m not a smoker but I grab a pack from the box, stepping outside the shed and light
         one up.  I call Warren as we agreed, letting him know it’s done and his boys need
         to come clean the mess.  Also setting up a time that I’m to go to him.
      

      “It’s done.  Same spot he was left in.  Have your boys retrieve him and clean up as
         we agreed.  Tomorrow night 6 p.m.  I’m yours.  Coming directly to you unarmed and
         alone as you have instructed.  I’m not going back on this, you gave your word and
         I’m giving mine.  Once this happens no threat of harm remains to any of my family. 
         We good?”
      

      “Good.”  Click.  With my word, Warren is finished with this and we are set.  Tonight
         I will pray.  I will give my promise to God to be the man who saves my family and
         hope he promises to watch over them in my absence.
      

   
      Chapter Twenty Two:

      "You're a very small god with a face that breaks my heart."

      --Ernest Hemingway

      This morning I wake up, look at my beautiful wife beside me and my heart breaks in
         my chest.  I’m leaving her today and delivering myself into the hands of a monster. 
         She will never forgive me and her anger even in death, is something I don’t relish. 
         She will feel as though I’ve deserted her, she’s not alone though.  She has Mace and
         Shame and soon she will have our child.  She’s lying beside me and her gentle breaths
         are steady.  Tonight I may not come back, the thought hasn’t escaped me that she will
         never be the same woman I’ve loved all our lives.  She knows I owe her everything
         that I am.  When things in my life were shit, she was there to get me through the
         darkness.  I’m planning to repay her by leaving her.  I cannot tell her this out loud. 
         She wouldn’t understand why I was doing this, and then her life and those of all that
         I love would be in danger.  I can’t ask for their protection. 
      

      So here I am, reliving past memories while she’s in my arms.  She is wrapped around
         me so tight, almost as if she senses things are off or something unwelcome is coming. 
         I can feel her tension and I long to take it away.  With any luck, I will be back
         with her after Warren is dead.  I’ve not given up completely, I’m just absolute in
         my actions to guard my family from evil.
      

      I’ve sensed the silent action among my men.  I know they are planning something big
         and in my favor.  I still cannot tell them what I’m doing.  I’ve known Warren all
         my life and I know his hate for me has grown for as many years as I have.  The man
         hates me and is ready to destroy me so there is no doubt he has this plan and it’s
         in play until the end.  So whatever my boys are planning, I pray they know what the
         fuck they are doing.
      

      Mace won’t understand.  She hasn’t talked to me since the other day in the hospital
         when she told me not to hurt Greyson.  That good heart of hers didn’t want me to be
         tainted and responsible for someone’s death but this was never a negotiation.
      

      I know my girl sleeps beside me, feeling secure because I’m here.  She has her hand
         on her growing stomach, where she’s keeping my child safe inside her.  I swallow a
         lump in my throat knowing I may never meet him or her.  I won’t know if it has my
         eyes and Sadey’s humor.  Unsure if it will have my strength but with any luck it will
         have Sadey’s ability to love.  I’m overcome in grief as I make my way to wake her. 
         God, I need to hear her voice and feel her again.  More than that I need her to feel
         me, if this is the last time.
      

      I stand only to remove my remaining clothes and let them fall beside the bed.  She
         stirs as she feels the bed dip.  “Sadey baby, come here love.”  She nudges towards
         me again, innocent of my actions.  “There’s my girl.  So tired are you?”  She hums
         in agreement, telling me she’s beat.  I move my hands up and down her back and she’s
         buried to my side, her head lays in my neck.  I know she feels my pulse race above
         her.  I try to calm myself before laying her out and climbing on top of her.  I’ve
         done this a thousand times.  Every time I’m named a Caveman for it, so she probably
         just assumes that I’m taking what I want again.  I smile as I kiss her naked breast. 
         I hear her stir again, this time with a moan. 
      

      I move my hands between her legs to feel her there, so warm, wet and ready.  My hands
         are the only hands that have touched her this way and I fight back the knowledge that
         it is possible they won’t be the last.  I can’t dwell on the thoughts of who will
         hold her when I’m gone.  How long would it take her to find someone else to love?
      

      I’m hard for her already, I want to take her softly before she fully wakes. I position
         myself and enter her, getting lost inside her warmth and love.  She arches her back
         in response to feeling me.  She’s with me now, awake and she’s touching me.  She clings
         to my back with force and looks directly into my eyes.  Although it’s still dark I
         can see her through the light coming in the window beside our bed. 
      

      She’s smiling up at me, that beautiful sexy grin she has and she feels me fill her
         again and again with a firm pace.  God, she’s so perfect for me.  “I love you baby,
         I love being woke up like this.”  Her voice is raspy from lust and sleep, she will
         never know what that does to me.
      

      “Sadey Girl, I love you.  Don’t you ever forget that.  Ever.  You’re mine.”

      “Only yours, Hem.  Forever yours.”

      The guilt is tearing at me but I can feel she’s close so I continue.  “Come for me
         baby, let it go on me.  Let me feel my Girl give it to me.”  She tenses under me and
         I know I have her.  I lean down and grab her ass to tilt it and then she explodes
         while crying out my name and telling me how much she loves me.  I capture the moment
         to memory and hold her tightly close to me as I still inside her giving her this. 
         As I continue the motion of moving inside her I feel her grab me and lock on from
         the inside and I can’t control it.  I let myself go and I feel myself filling her. 
      

      I kiss her long, hard, and passionately.  “Sadey Girl, I love you baby.  I love you
         so fuckin’ much.  You don’t ever forget that.  You’re going to make a wonderful mother. 
         God I love you.”  I hold myself inside her, I don’t want to ever let her go.
      

      I’m trying to keep it together so I move from on top of her to her side quickly and
         then grab her and hold her close.  We stay like this for the next three hours.
      

   
      Chapter Twenty Three:

      “Life had seemed so simple that morning when I had wakened and found the false spring.”

      --Ernest Hemingway

      Six months later

      --MACE--

      “Jesus woman, aren’t you ready to go yet?  You’ve been in that bathroom for an hour
         and I’m out here waiting for you cause you just told me 20 minutes that you would
         be ready in 5!”  Shame has tried to have patience with me this morning.  He’s all
         but lost it now. 
      

      I open the door to his smiling face.  How long has he been standing on the other side
         of the door waiting for me to open it?  The man is such a tyrant and being that I’m
         carrying his son you would think that he would kiss the very ground I walk on.  I’m
         as big as a house with his baby boy number one, due in just a little under 8 weeks. 
         I’m not sure I can grow anymore.  I know I’m supposed to appreciate my man for wanting
         me all the time but I’m not crazy, at this stage of baby making I’m a hot mess.
      

      Sadey had the baby.  She had an adorable boy and when that boy arrived she cried and
         cried screaming that she had no idea what to do with this child, let alone it being
         a boy and the fact it was Hem’s boy and mirrored his appearance really freaked her
         out.  The child’s chocolate eyes were mesmerizing.  Sadey took one look deep into
         them and she gasped!  Although I was there when she delivered, I kept my distance
         from everyone.  I know the brothers are fed up with my childlike attitude towards
         Hem the situation and they feel I should have forgiven him months ago.  I’m working
         on this now, it’s been a daunting process. 
      

      I haven’t been to see Hem since he thought it wise to go to Warren alone and unarmed. 
         I was so pissed at him for leaving us here while he went to play hero that I’ve shut
         him out.  I thought if I shut him out of my life I could forget him, or at least forgive
         him.  I haven’t been able to do either.  I’ve only been making myself crazy since
         then.
      

      Today I’m taking the big step to him.  I’m going to see him and talk to him.  I don’t
         really have much of an idea how to start or what to say because we have never allowed
         this much time to go by not being there for each other as a family should.
      

      Warren is dead.  Shame gutted him during the raid on the Angels compound to get to
         Hem.  Shame knew something was up with my brother that week and had set up a small
         band of brothers to have him followed that night, leaving Sadey and I in the dark
         about what was going on. 
      

      Shame moves from the bathroom door in order for me to get by, “Mace I know that you’re
         uncomfortable like this.  I’m not trying to be a hard ass here but time is wasting. 
         We still have to get to the Club before the party starts and I’ve been waiting for
         this day for months.  Let’s go see your brother, huh?”
      

      He thinks I’m uncomfortable ‘like this’.  Funny, I still have eight weeks left.  He
         has no idea how uncomfortable I’m about to be and I’m going to find a way for him
         to experience it with me. 
      

      “Yes, I know all of this.  You have given me the same spiel almost daily so now that
         we’re really going you could probably stop harping on me for 30 seconds and let me
         finish.  I can’t handle heartburn, back aches, and you just being you all at once.” 
         My poor Shame really has been a hero to me through this. 
      

      He was elated when he found out he was having his first of three boys.  I do not believe
         that he has a clue what he’s in for.  He hasn’t really been around his nephew to know
         how much of a struggle a new infant can be.  Little Patrick is just a little over
         four weeks so sleep and rest haven’t been easy for those helping to watch over him. 
         I’ve sent Shame to the Club purposefully to visit him but every time he comes home
         he is just happy to have seen him.  Little Patrick and I are going to have to chat. 
         He needs to show Uncle Shame what life in the infant zone is really about.
      

      “I’m going to stop and get Hem a bottle of whiskey, this should help move the peacemaking
         along.  Maybe not for his sake, I get that.  For me it will though.”  Shame stares
         at me funny.  “Just do what I’m asking please Shame.  The faster you do what I tell
         you to do the faster we get out of here so you can get to the party.”
      

      “Fine you crazy woman, get your shit and let’s go already.”  He’s not looking at me,
         he’s playing with his phone.  He is nervous about me visiting with Hem.  He knows
         it is taking everything I have to go to him and get this over with so I imagine he’s
         trying hard not to over analyze my mood.
      

      We pull up the side road and I spot Hem’s bench, near the tall oak tree.  I know he’s
         there because I can see him.  Hem and I were always close, so this talk we are about
         to have is an important one.  I’m not oblivious to the fact that I will have to do
         all the talking but in a way that’s good.  He needs to hear what I have to say.  I
         have a lot to yell at him for and I’m not going to hold back.  It has been six full
         months since I’ve seen his face or heard his voice.  We had terrible words last time
         we were in the same room, fighting over Hem and his need for revenge and his lack
         of ability to think things through.
      

      “I’m staying in the car.  You go to him and have your talk, just don’t forget his
         whiskey.  You got him the good stuff, he should appreciate it.”  Shame grabs my neck
         and pulls me to him, kissing the crown of my head hard.  When he lets go he stares
         at me, searching my face.  I’m so nervous right now and I don’t want to fall apart
         so I give him what he’s asking for, yet again. 
      

      “Shame honey, I told you I’m fine and I really am.  Just let me do this now before
         I lose my nerve and go another 6 months without seeing him.”
      

      He lets me go and I get out of the car, not forgetting the whiskey.  I haul it with
         me to the old tree and as I get closer to Hem my heart starts to race.  I need to
         start this conversation and say what I have to say before I can enjoy a visit of any
         other kind. 
      

      I put the bottle down and look at him.  Before even a second passes I start to breakdown
         and then talk.  “Brother I’m so sorry.  I’m sorry I haven’t been here.  You must hate
         me right now.  I just couldn’t bring myself to come see you.  I’ve missed you though.” 
      

      Tears are starting to fall down my face.  To distract myself momentarily I grab the
         bottle, opening it, and set it down for him.  “Things aren’t the same without you
         in my life, Hem.  I’m so damn pregnant and these hormones aren’t helping me get through
         any of this.  I miss my glue.” 
      

      I take a second to examine the ground in front of me.  I see that there is debris
         laying at my feet near the bench so I bend down to swipe it away and it’s a direct
         hit to my heart.  I haven’t been here since any of this happened.  I was in shock
         at the time and I had refused to go to the funeral.  Father Marcus wouldn’t leave
         me alone, but I told him that if I go to the funeral then it makes all this real. 
         It wasn’t real for me then, I wouldn’t allow it.  That is how I coped the last six
         months, actually I wasn’t coping at all, I was just in denial.   Until now.
      

      Patrick ‘Hem’ Collins

      1981-2013

      Beloved Son, Brother, Husband, and Father

      Watch over us from Heaven

      I have waited so long to come here because I couldn’t face looking into the ground
         and knowing he was never coming back.  This makes it real.  I have to believe that
         I’m not without him entirely and that he is watching over us from above. 
      

      He never will have met his son.  Hem got to marry the love of his life and he made
         a beautiful baby boy with her but never got to meet him.  Their son is such a resemblance
         of the two of them.  Hem’s physical features are the most prominent but when that
         baby sighs, smiles in sleep, or cries big and heavy tears – that’s all Sade.
      

      I have many more things to say, if I don’t focus on that than I won’t get through
         it.  “Shame came too late that night, Hem.  He hates himself for it.  He was a mess
         for a long time after you left us, blaming himself.  Why didn’t you tell us what you
         were doing?  We could have helped you.  Why did you go to Warren?  You had to have
         known what he planned for you.  Shame was so messed up after you died, he had to be
         locked down.  Took a while before he came back to me, he had to get help after you
         left him here.  He misses you like we all miss you but he’s lucky, he allowed himself
         to grieve and move on.  He’s upset with me because I’m holding on to a memory in hopes
         that by some chance miracle you’re coming back.  You’re not though, I know this. 
         It is something I can admit to after being here and seeing you.”   
      

      It gives me a bit of relief knowing that Hem is with Mom and Doc and for the first
         time in any lifetime that he’s been given, Hem knows love from both Mom and the man
         he thought of like a father, my father. 
      

      “I love you, Hem.  We’re going to look after Sadey and the baby.  With him here now
         I don’t feel completely without you.  Your son Patrick Neil, he has your eyes.  I
         see your gentleness in him.  He sees through me as if he’s looking for you.  He’s
         a beautiful healthy boy.  Our family will be okay in time.  Sade and Patrick aren’t
         alone, but you already know that.  You wouldn’t have done what you did if you didn’t
         know they would always be safe.  I will come back and see you again soon.  The boys
         are waiting for me at the Club, it’s time to finally lay you down to rest and with
         my final acceptance, we are all doing it tonight.  I love you brother.  Look after
         all of us from above, we will need it.”
      

      I look up for the first time and see Shame coming towards me.  He has a look of concern
         for me on his face but honestly I’m better now than I thought I would be.  I’m glad
         I came but I also know I couldn’t have come any sooner.  I wasn’t ready and it would
         have been too overwhelming.  I had more to think about than just myself. 
      

   
      Epilogue:

      “You are everything good and straight and fine and true—and I see that so clearly
         now, in the way you’ve carried yourself and listened to your own heart.  You’ve changed
         me more than you know, and will always be a part of everything I am.  That’s one thing
         I’ve learned from this. No one you love is ever truly lost.”
      

      --Pauline Pfeiffer Hemingway

      

      --Sadey--

      “Goodnight my sweet boy, I love you.”  

      He’s so tired from being around those rowdy bikers at the Club, he’s going to need
         to get used to that.  I need to put him down in his crib for sleep, but I can’t tonight.
          I don’t want to be alone after reliving the memories of Hem with Mace and all his
         brothers.
      

      I’m so relieved that Mace came back to the Club this evening.  She needed to put things
         to rest with Hem.  She’s been dealing with his loss so slowly before going to see
         him today, I’m hoping she heals now that she has finally said goodbye.  God, I know
         I need heal too but I don’t know how to do anything without him here helping me, including
         this.  
      

      I’m in this room again, our room, and I feel so out of place here.  The memories of
         us are everywhere but here the memories seem real.  It is so quiet, sometimes I feel
         I can actually hear Hem talking to me in rhythm of Patrick’s breaths as he sleeps.
          
      

      No one knows that I’m going crazy, but I am.  I’m losing my mind a bit more every
         day.  I am struggling to let him go because I don’t want to let him go.  I loved him so long that my heart beats to a broken measure without
         him.
      

      “Hem, can you hear me?  I need your help and I know you’re there.  I can feel something.
          I can hear you sometimes ya know, I swear I do and I know I feel you here in this
         room with me.
      

      I think you talk to Patrick when he sleeps, you watch over him in his dreams, do you
         go to him? Does he know you yet?
      

      I need you.  I spent my life walking this path from dark to light, Hem.  I need your
         light, please send me your light again.  Everything here is so dark without you.  
      

      I miss you so much, you left me and I’m so angry at you for it.  We haven’t had enough
         yet!  Damn you, Hem!  
      

      You are my calm, you give me quiet when things aren’t how I need them to be.  Please
         come calm me now.
      

      I see you in every face, Hem.  Honor, Mace, Shame, and Patrick.  God, it is just suffocating
         me, I can’t breathe.
      

      There is no car, plane, or train to take me to where you are.  I can’t get to you
         now.  I can’t reach you.  I’ve been left behind and I can’t accept it.  
      

      Can you take me with you?  Just help me find you.

      Tell me you’re there, please.  Tell me you can hear me.  I miss you, please come back
         for me.”
      

      Maybe I really don’t feel him here.  I think I just need to believe he is so close
         so that I don’t feel alone.  I’m so tired, I feel weak from worry.  
      

      Our beautiful boy lays beside me, I lay my hand on his chest to feel his breathing.
          I cuddle him close to me, curled into my side.  I’m holding him tight and keeping
         him safe.  I find peace with our child in my arms, I’m finally ready to sleep.
      

      
 
      

       
      

      “Why, darling, I don't live at all when I'm not with you.”   

      

      --Ernest Hemingway

      
 
      

      --Hem--

      Hello, baby.  

      Yes love, he knows me.  I’ve been watching over him since I left.  The breath you
            hear from him that’s us honey, you and I - shared in our boy.

      I’m sorry I can’t be there to teach him about life.  You need to do this now.  You’re
            strong enough, I know that you are. 

      Teach him to be honorable and take care of all the people in his life.

      Teach him to respect women.  You as his mother and Aunt Mace lead him by example,
            showing him the love he should expect from a wife because he will be a husband someday,
            and he will need the practice.  

      You have to show him that a love worth fighting for can withstand anything, even death.
             We are witness to this now.

      Have him learn about life’s tough lessons from Shame, Shame has a lot of those lessons
            to teach.  

      Protect him from himself when he starts to overthink things as I did, help him come
            to the honorable decisions, just as you always did for me.  Be that same anchor for
            him, when he feels the storm is too consuming to shelter it alone.

      Tell him never to take love for granted, life goes by too fast and can change too
            soon.  Regrets cost too much in the end.

      Share with him our childhood stories.  Take him to the lake and the treehouse that
            we built for you and protected as kids. 

      Teach him of his name and tell him that it was born from a brotherhood, a bond, and
            a family.

      Most of all, be sure to tell him that his father would have made the decision to leave
            him again and again if it meant keeping him safe.  Ultimate sacrifices are worth it
            every single time.

      Please don’t be angry anymore and forgive me for leaving.  It wasn’t a decision that
            came at no price to me.  I would have stayed with you if I could have.  

      Kiss my boy every night from me and don’t let him forget I’m always with him.

      I have to go now, Sugar.  It’s time.  I’m at peace here.  Doc and I have a lot catching
            up to do, there’s an endless open road that stretches wide here for us.  

      You’re going to be okay.

      Last, I say to you now with heavy heart, that there is someone else for you there
            waiting on me to let you go.  He loves you just as much as I do, never doubt that.
             I can see it in him now, you are a part of his dreams.  He’s young and so strong.
             He will love my son and keep you both safe for me in my absence. 

      You won’t have to look for him baby, he’s already on his way to you.  

      Be happy.  I’m counting on that, Sadey girl.

      Always yours.
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