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      It is recommended that you read "Heaven Hill Generations" before starting this series, or you will be spoiled and lost!

      

      
        
        Caelin Blackfoot

      

      

      

      I was forced to make an adult decision when Justice Walker was kidnapped by a traitor within our club.

      

      Now I'm dealing with the repercussions of my actions and the blanket of guilt that smothers me from within.

      

      Or am I?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s dark inside my room. The way I used to always love it. As a kid, I'd never been scared of the dark. Not in the way everyone else was. One of the things my dad taught me was darkness could lead to an amazing light. It was just on the other side, and all I had to do was wait.

      For seventeen years, I believed him.

      Until I was forced to make a decision to save a friend, and now I’m struggling with that darkness. It’s threatening to smother me, get rid of all the light. I’ve never been that person who slept with a light on, but now I do. Not that anyone knows, I make sure it’s the light in the bathroom attached to my bedroom. But it gives me just a little bit of a glow. Enough to shine around and make sure there aren’t any monsters.

      Now I know monsters aren't under your bed. They're live and in color, around every corner, and in every person you know. That's the biggest lesson I've learned this year, and I'm not sure I'm going to ever be able to forget it.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have everything you need for school?” Mom asks, as I sit at the breakfast bar, wolfing down the scrambled eggs and bacon she made me.

      No matter what, Meredith Blackfoot makes sure I’m sent off with a very full stomach.

      “Yeah, it’s only half a day today for most of the school, I’m hoping I’m part of it, some sort of teacher in-service. I’ll be heading out to the clubhouse later. I’m still trying to figure out everything he did.”

      He is Travis Steele. The person who sent us all into a tailspin when he decided to betray the club. Not only the club, but everyone in it. The two of us tense, as everyone always does when he’s mentioned. Two months later and we still aren’t sure how to handle the whole situation. Most of us are angry while the rest of us are just trying to live our lives.

      “You know you don’t have to, right?” Her voice is soft. “No one would blame you if you can’t take it. At least I wouldn’t blame you,” she puts more eggs on my plate.

      “I know, Mom, but the club needs me, and I want to feel needed.”

      “Do you?” She sits down next to me. “Do you really? Is this your dream, Caelin? If it’s not, there’s absolutely no shame in admitting it.”

      “I want Dad to be proud of me,” I take a bite of the bacon.

      “You have to know he’s proud of you no matter what you do,” she pushes.

      I do know that, but I’m having issues on being proud of myself. Even though I saved Justice, I still feel as if I could have done more. If they had come to me earlier, maybe I could have prevented the whole thing.

      Mom is watching me, and it’s like her eyes know everything I’m thinking. Like she can read my mind before I even say a word.

      “You’re too damn much like your dad, Caelin. Just remember you don’t always have to be the strong one,” she gives me the rest of my food and then leaves the kitchen.

      I’ve always had an appetite. Up until two months ago, that is. It was ruined right around the time I shot Travis Steele through the neck. Right around the time Justice and I started texting daily. She’s not doing well, about as well as me, and just like me, she’s scared to tell her family.

      Because I know Mom will be checking, I force myself to eat as much as I can, and then toss the rest in the trashcan. Right now, I wish we’d gotten that pet Addie and I asked for, for so long. At least then I could hide how much I’m not eating. Checking the clock, I realize I’ll be late for school if I don’t leave now.
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        * * *

      

      My bike. It’s my favorite place to be if I’m not with my family. Last year Dad helped me build it, and I’ve been proud of it ever since. Sometimes it’s my best friend, the only thing that doesn’t ask questions or let me down. The air going through my long hair is exactly what I need to feel as I drive towards the high school.

      I feel so much older than all these kids. I have responsibilities that most of them have never even fucking thought of. I can guarantee the rest of them aren’t prospecting for the Heaven Hill MC. Of course I can’t wear my cut at school, but I do wear it most of the time, and I guess it is cool I don’t have to do the stupid shit most prospects have to.

      Remy keeps telling me I’m lucky. But I don’t feel lucky. Fuck if I don’t feel stuck right now. I always imagined this shit would be my choice. I’d decide to follow in Dad’s footsteps with a huge amount of fanfare, not in a blaze of glory that saw me murdering the former IT expert of the club. I still can’t get his face out of my mind. Nobody told me when that would happen either.

      I’m half-tempted to talk to Doc Jones. At least she would understand, and I know I can trust her. Dad trusts her, and he trusts no one. That’s my next step if I can’t sleep through the night soon; there’s only so much of these damn dreams I can take.

      Walking into the school, I sigh heavily. Immediately eyes focus on me and conversations stop. It’s been like this since it was found out I was fucking a teacher. Not one of my prouder moments, but damn it was fun. Neither of my parents thought it was fun, but I’ve been getting female attention since I was thirteen, and now that I have my bike? It’s ridiculous.

      The gazes follow me to my locker, watching every move I make. I wonder a lot about what they expect me to do. Am I supposed to drop my jeans, or maybe flash them a smile that shows the dimple in my cheek?

      “Hey Caelin,” I hear a feminine voice beside me.

      Long hair is a blessing when you want to ignore everything and everyone around you. But this voice I can’t ignore. She’s the coach’s daughter and she’s one of the only people who doesn’t treat me like a piece of meat.

      “Hey,” I answer back, pushing my hair out of my face. “What’s up?”

      “You quit the football team?” Her voice sounds pained.

      “Look Jules, I’ve just got a lot of shit going on right now,” I do my best to apologize to her with my tone. There’s no way in hell I want to bring anyone else into the fuckedupness that is my life right now.

      “Well so does my dad, Cae. They’re gonna fire him if we don’t win state this year.”

      I wish that were the worst of my problems.

      “Don’t you think you could come back? Just this season, Caelin,” she sticks out her bottom lip in a move I’ve never seen her do before. Other cheerleaders and other girls? Yeah. Jules? Never.

      “Jules,” her name is a sigh. “I have a lot of personal shit,” I try again.

      “I would consider it a huge personal favor,” she runs her finger down my stomach, hooking it in the waistband of my jeans, pulling.

      Grabbing hold of her hand, I grip it tightly. My other hand coming up to hold her chin in the palm of my hand. Her head is tilted back and she’s looking at me with her huge green eyes. “Jules, honey, this isn’t you. Don’t hand something over to me you’ll never be able to get back.”

      Immediately I know I’ve not only offended but also upset her. It’s in the way tears gather in the depths of her eyes, the way her skin blotches a deep red. “How dare you?” She hisses. “I’m offering you my virginity on a silver platter, Caelin.”

      This shit pisses me off, it’s what I get for trying to be nice. For trying to explain to people who have no idea how much fucking pressure I’m feeling.

      I turn from her, slamming the door to my locker before I turn back. “And I’m telling you, Julie. Your virginity isn’t something I want.”

      She slaps me hard across the face. The hallway goes silent as the two of us stare at one another.

      “Go to hell, Caelin.”

      I don’t even look at the faces of the people staring at us, I just walk to my first class, mumbling under my breath. “Already there sweetheart, already there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Eyes are on me from every direction. Again, I can feel them. Most people are at least polite enough to avert their eyes when I catch them looking, but a few want to try me.

      This anger, pain, and frustration aren't who I am. It's not who I've ever been, but it eats at me, making me wonder who to trust in this crazy ass world and if I'll ever be normal again.

      “You know, you could smile once in a while.”

      Those words come from one of the only people whose stood beside me as I’ve gone from happy-go-lucky jokester to the serious person I am now. Casen’s dad is a cop, but he doesn’t seem to care who I’m affiliated with. Together we played on the football team. His quarterback arm always made sure to pass to my fast running back feet. Something happened to him this year too. He quit football around the same time I did.  The only difference is, he hides his pain from the world.

      “Like you?” I take a drink of the milk I got with my lunch. “Hide behind a fake one and pretend everything’s completely okay when it’s not? That’s not who I am.”

      “You don’t always have to be who you think you are, Caelin. Sometimes you can be more, other times you can be less. You don’t always have to walk around here with a scowl on your face. It’s okay to smile.”

      But is it? I’m having a hard time coming to grips with what I did. I feel like my mom looks at me differently, and I know the men of the club do. There’s an air of respect coming from them I didn’t have before. To some it would be almost intoxicating, for me right now it’s smothering. And then there’s Justice. We text almost every day now, and she asks me questions I just don’t have the answers to. Most days I don’t know if I’m coming or going, and it’s seriously starting to fuck with my brain.

      “I’ll remember that,” I take a huge bite of the pizza on my tray, hoping that puts an end to the conversation.

      It doesn’t taste great, but then nothing from a high school lunch counter ever does. Once I took pleasure in food though, today isn’t one of those days. Fuck, I’m a melancholic fucker, and I hate being surrounded by all these kids.

      Even though we’re the same age, I feel so much older than the rest of them. Honestly, I always have, but this is different, a separation I’m not sure I’ll be able to overcome. Looking at the clock in the cafeteria, I see it’s eleven in the morning. Fuck it, I can’t take this anymore.

      Getting up without a word, I take my tray to the trashcan, throw away my half-eaten food and head for the entrance. Once I’m in the hallway outside of the cafeteria, my motorcycle boots thunder in the echoey stillness. Once at my locker, I open it with ingrained motions. These days, unlike my first day of high school, I don’t think about my combination. It’s second-nature to me, if someone asked, I probably wouldn’t even be able to tell them the numbers. Spinning it, I unlock the mechanism, reach in and take out my jacket.

      For a split second, I think about what I’m doing. Then I think fuck it. Putting the jacket on, I dump all my school shit, put my aviators on and strut like I own the place to the exit. The look on my face dares some fucker to stop me. Then I hear it.

      “Caelin Blackfoot, where are you going?”

      It’s the coach. Someone who’d been important to me in the before, but not necessarily the after. Especially since his daughter propositioned me today.

      “Home,” I answer, no doubt in my voice.

      “You can’t leave school property.”

      “Watch me.”

      Defiant hasn’t been my shtick for long, but fuck if I don’t own it. Almost like I was born to do it.

      “Caelin, I can’t let you.”

      My eyes meet his and I dare him to stop me. I pull out my one ace in the hole, even though I hate to get her involved in this. I can't stay here anymore today. "Talk to Mrs. Stone about it, she'll verify she gave me permission."

      He looks like he wants to call me on my bullshit, but he doesn’t stop me as I leave, thankfully. As I leave the dimly lit school into the brightness of the world, my spirit lifts. Breathing in fresh air that’s not been recirculated amongst an entire building does me good. It makes me feel alive, not dead like Travis Steele was on the floor of that building. The sunlight hits my back, heating me up, but I welcome it, another instance of the world letting me know I’m alive. I gather my hair up at the nape of my neck, securing it with a hair tie I keep for hot days like this. By the time I get to my bike, it’s up, my neck already starting to cool. Within seconds, I’m on the back of my bike spitting gravel from the over-flow parking lot at my high school. With a squeal of my tires, I go straight out onto Louisville Road, zero to sixty-five in faster than should be legal.

      But finally, with the wind in my hair, sun at my back, I feel free. I can breathe easier, and I don’t feel like I’m a fucking science project that somebody worries will blow at any time. For a short time I feel like Caelin, and only Caelin.
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        * * *

      

      I end up at CRISIS, and I’m not sure why. For most everything my first stop is usually my dad, but today I want to see someone else. Her car is parked in the lot, so I know she’s there. Luckily another car is gone, and I give out a sigh of relief. I park beside her car, and then walk up the steps, putting in my code before going inside. Nobody’s at the front desk, which doesn’t surprise me.

      “Addie, you here?”

      “In the office,” she yells.

      I give it to her, her first response wasn’t to chew my ass about not being in school. So we’ll see how this goes. I enter the office cautiously. She and Wild got married two weeks ago.  After this whole Steele thing, they decided they didn’t want to wait. They’re newlyweds who have been caught no less than five times in the last fourteen days getting busy where they fuckin’ shouldn’t be.

      “You can come in,” she laughs. “Wild’s at the shop.”

      “Thank fuck, I never wanna see his bare ass again,” I give her a grin as I plop down in the seat across from the desk. “What are you up to?”

      “Seeing what donations we have this month, and calling if we need more. You know my cheerful personality gets us stuff all the time,” she bats her eyelashes and smiles widely, showing her perfect smile.

      We both had braces and it fucking sucked.

      “Why aren’t you in school?”

      There it is.

      “Didn’t feel up to it today,” I shrug.

      “You never feel up to it, baby bro. Shit’s going on inside that head of yours and you need to talk to someone about it.”

      “That’s what I have you for,” I tease her, knowing she’ll rise to my bait.

      “I’m not qualified for that fucked up mess you carry around,” she points to my head. “Even though you do have the most beautiful hair I’ve ever seen on a man, and I’m wildly jealous of it.”

      “Then what do you think I should do?”

      I'm half-teasing, but at the same time, I do wonder what my big sister would do. She's come through the other side of many things in her life. I respect the hell out of her, even if we do argue half the time.

      “Doc Jones would love to hear from you, you know she hates that she’s had to move to that home.”

      The smile slowly disappears from my face. For years, Doc Jones lived with us, until she broke her hip about six months ago. She had trouble with the surgery, and now she’s made the decision to stay there indefinitely. Her mind is still sharp, but her body – it’s failing her. I hate seeing her in that place, even if I do know many of us will end up there before we’re done with our time on this earth.

      “I know, I just hate seeing her there.”

      “And I hate seeing you without the spark in your eyes, but here we are. She can help you; she’s the only one who can. Don’t look that gift horse in the mouth, Caelin. Go visit her, and get your head put on straight. I know you’re texting with Justice. Don’t be giving her advice you won’t fucking follow yourself,” she moves her head back and forth, an eyebrow raised with all the attitude she can muster.

      "Shut up," I throw a piece of crumpled up paper at her.

      She ducks, throwing another one back at me. We have a little war until we stop, laughing together.

      “I love you Caelin; get your shit together.”

      “Love you too, sis,” I get up, going over to give her a hug.

      Years ago, I outgrew her, and even though she’s shorter and smaller than me, I still feel good and safe wrapped in her arms.

      “Gonna get out of here,” I tell her as I grab my sunglasses.

      “Tell Doc Jones I said hi!”

      I flip her off as I leave, feeling better than I have in a long time.
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      Homes like this always have a sickly smell, even if everyone I know tells me it’s not a nursing home, it’s a retirement home. There’s still the ever-present knowledge that everyone here is on the downward slide of life. They don’t have infinite time left, and maybe that’s what bothers me the most about Doc Jones being here. She’s always been such a force in my life, an ever-present stabilization, one I never had to wonder about being there. There was never a doubt Doc Jones would be. But now, I’m not so sure.

      I stop at the front desk, signing in like we’re required to do. That’s also something that pisses me off about almost having to ask permission to see her. I never had to do that when she lived with us. Her bedroom door was either open or it wasn’t. She made that decision.

      “Go on back,” the receptionist tells me.

      Walking in here is like walking into another time, one none of us are looking forward to. Most of these people are still spry, they can still do many things on their own, they’re just scared of being home alone. It makes me think of Steele and Christine. I robbed them of this.

      No. He robbed them of this, but it’s so hard to wrap my head around it. So hard to let go of the self-loathing and the hatred, even if I do know it’s warranted. I get to her room, knocking softly before I hear her voice.

      “Come in, Caelin.’

      She’s sitting with her back to the door, looking out over the garden. We made sure when she decided to move here, she had a good view. I’m pretty sure Dad came in here and scared every single person that works here to get it, but he gave zero fucks, and neither did we.

      “How’d you know it was me?” I walk in, holding the bouquet of flowers I got her. When she turns around, she’ll have a surprise. She loves surprises.

      “Nobody knocks like you,” she snickers. “They announce visitors.”

      “I forgot that about this place,” I have a seat on her bed, because I’m too big for the chairs. They’re made for older, frail people. Both my dad and I have broken one a piece. We learned quick.

      She turns in her wheelchair. God I hate seeing her in that contraption. “They’re beautiful,” she smiles, looking at the flowers I’ve set down beside me.

      “I’ll put them in water for you.”

      “Caelin, I can do it. Just takes me a little longer. Besides I’m sure you didn’t come here just to give me flowers.”

      “How do you always know what people are going through?” I question.

      “Most people are asking that of your dad, but I’d be lying if I told you I haven’t spoken to several members of the club in the last month and a half.”

      That at least makes me feel better, knowing I’m not the only person struggling. I don’t know what that says about me, that it makes me feel better, but it’s the truth. Right now truth for me, is very hard to come by.

      As she’s putting her flowers into water, I walk over, shutting her door.

      “It’s one of those talks huh?”

      “Yeah,” I sit down on the bed again, letting my head fall forward, before I scrub my face with my hands. “It’s one of those talks.”

      “That’s what I’m here for, Caelin. The happiest moments of my life have been helping you and your family through the hardest of theirs.”

      Somehow, I know she’s not feeding me a line. It’s the honest truth, and fuck if it doesn’t make me feel better on some sort of level it shouldn’t. She rolls back over, facing me.

      “Talk to me, Caelin. There is zero judgment here, in this room I help you come to terms with your past and show you it’s possible to live in the future. No matter what you’ve done.”

      For a long time I sit there, not saying anything. She doesn’t press, doesn’t question, and doesn’t fidget like she’s sick of waiting on me. Tears come to my eyes, they fall down my cheeks, the heaviness in my chest increases, almost to the point where it’s ready to suffocate me, but it doesn’t. Just when I think I’m about to have to ask for medical help, the feeling lets up, loosens and breaks free. My throat opens up enough so that I can let words flow, and for the first time I utter these words out loud to someone.

      “I shot Travis Steele. He died by my hand.”

      And that opens up the floodgates. For the first time I purge every single emotion from my body. Anger at him for forcing me to do it, and guilt for taking a life. It all comes out in body-wracking sobs and shudders. Doc Jones wheels over to me, putting her hand on my knee, squeezing, and then she opens her arms. I fall into them like I have so many times before.

      This time I worry I've hurt her because I'm so much bigger now, but she doesn't protest, she holds my broken spirit, putting the parts back together again. It's dark when I'm done. I don't see sunlight outside anymore, the garden isn't visible, and I wonder how long I've been there.

      “I should go,” I wipe underneath my eyes.

      “No you shouldn’t,” she argues. “Now is the best time for you talk about what’s happened. You’ve come this far, Caelin. Let’s get it out. How do you feel?”

      I search for the vocabulary to put it into words. For long moments, I wonder if I’m even equipped to do so. Then it all comes out, tumbling from me like word vomit.

      “How do I feel? On one hand I feel like a piece of shit because Travis was a friend,” I get up, walking around the room, putting my hands in my hair. “He was a friend, Doc Jones. He taught me a lot of the shit I know. I went on rides with him, looked up to him, and Christine? She gave me my first haircut when I was a kid. She’s the only one I trust with my hair, and I know that sounds fucking conceited, but I trust her. And she trusted me,” I stop pacing. “She trusted me and I killed her husband.”

      Doc Jones stops me with a question.

      “Why did you kill her husband?”

      I give her a look that screams the duh I’m feeling. “He kidnapped Justice, who had nothing to do with this shit. He was going to hurt Drew, someone had to stop him. Who knows who else he would have hurt. The biggest fear I had was him taking all of us out and then heading for our families.

      She softly speaks to me. “What you just described to me, isn’t someone who killed another human in cold blood. They were a hero, they saved Justice and who knows how many more. What would you say if someone had saved a kidnapped child, even if they had to kill the kidnapper?”

      “A hero,” I answer without any hesitation.

      “You’ve just described yourself. Let that sink in for a minute. Take yourself out of the equation and understand what you just said. You’re a hero.”

      “I don’t feel like one.”

      "We never give ourselves the benefit of the doubt because it's human nature. You have to do proper affirmations. Remind yourself daily you are a hero. Every day won't be easy and there will be times when you struggle. You may even fail, but that doesn't make your life a failure, Caelin. It means it’s a bad day.”

      I look over at her, my eyes concentrate completely on her. “Doc Jones?”

      “Yeah?”

      “What do you see when you look at me? Truthfully. Don’t feed me bullshit. How do you see me?”

      She smiles wistfully. “I see the little kid who used to climb up in my lap for a story. The one who would put pink fingernail polish in his hair the minute I’d turn my back. I remember the young man who worried about his sister when she and your parents were at odds. But right now, I see someone who’s very confused, which is normal. You’re still there, but you’re hovering between an adult and the teenager you’re supposed to be. You’re finding yourself and that’s okay. You don’t have to have all the answers right now,” she smooths her skirt over her lap. “Even at my age I don’t have all the answers.”

      “No way,” I play along. “You have every answer I’ve ever asked you for.”

      “Then I must be a genius, or I must love you very much to find out the answers for you.”

      "I love you too, Doc," I walk over, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek. "I think it's time for me to go to the clubhouse. I'm sure B wants my ass on a platter, I used her name to get me out of school today."

      “You should apologize.”

      “She doesn’t like flowers like you do.”

      Doc Jones laughs. “She’s tougher than I am. Good luck.”

      "Thanks," I hug her before putting the jacket I've shed back on. "I'll see you soon."

      “I’m counting on it. Remember, you are a hero, and if you wonder exactly what you are, ask Justice. She’s the only one whose opinion really matters.”

      I think about what she’s said, and she’s right. Justice was the one in danger. Maybe I should talk to her. We’ve been texting back and forth, but talking to her wouldn’t be bad.

      “I will.”

      And unlike all the other times I’ve agreed to do things that are supposed to help me. This time I actually mean it.
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      “Caelin Blackfoot, I’m going to suspend the fuck outta you!”

      Those words are my greeting as I enter the clubhouse. Bianca Stone, better known as B to anyone who knows her, means business, and I’m kinda worried. “I’m sorry! I had to leave, school was closing in on me, I had to get my head on straight,” I try to explain.

      “Instead of explaining to her, you might want to explain to us,” that voice is my dad, and fuck if I’m not kind of shaking in my damn boots. Mom stands beside him, and I feel like I’m looking down the barrel of a loaded gun.

      “Can we talk?” I question the two of them.

      I try to ignore the way the clubhouse has gotten quiet, the way everyone is acting like they aren’t watching, but are totally watching. I don’t want to play this out in front of an audience, but I know sometimes we have to do what we have to do.

      “I talked to Doc Jones,” I blurt out.

      “Let’s go to your dorm,” Dad points to the row of doors that lead to dorm rooms. Even though I’m not an official member yet, I have one, dad freely gave his up when he handed over his VP patch. It’s weird, because the one I have used to be his. I can remember staying there when I was little. I haven’t done much to it, but eventually I will.

      The three of us walk back, in a straight line. Typically with my family there’s pushing, shoving, laughing and generally just being jerks to one another. Today there’s none of that, and it worries me. After we enter, we all stand around like idiots, afraid to speak.

      “I hate this,” I break the silence. “No one knows how to act around me anymore, and I don’t know how to act.”

      Mom has a seat on the bed. “You’ve been through trauma, Caelin. If anyone understands, it’s me. I’ve been giving you the space to come to grips with what’s happened, but maybe that wasn’t the best thing to do for you.”

      “What do you mean you’ve been through trauma? And you understand where I’m coming from?”

      “We both do,” Dad has a seat next to her. “Maybe it’s time to tell you how we got together. Addie knows, but it’s because she’s so heavily involved with CRISIS.”

      “And I never wanted you to look at me differently,” Mom finishes, a sheen of moisture in her eyes.

      I know without a doubt I have to sit down for this. Whatever they’re going to tell me won’t be easy to take. I plop down in the chair, even though it’s small and makes me knees come up to my chest. “Today has been a day of revelations, so lay it on me.”

      It’s kind of flippant the way I say it, and I can see my mom flinch. I never meant for it to come out that way, but before I can apologize, she’s speaking.

      “I was a reporter when Tyler and I first met. I was researching Heaven Hill, hoping to catch them doing illegal things around the Bowling Green area. In my head, if I caught them, and I broke the story, I’d be a highly sought-after reporter. It was my dream, at the time, to work for some big place like MSN or CNN. I wanted to be the person that people came to for breaking news,” she stops for a second, grabbing dad’s hand. “In hindsight, it was stupid.”

      “They say it’s twenty-twenty,” I remind her.

      “In this case, it really was. I had an informant and one night he asked me to meet him under the bridge downtown. We’d met there before, if I remember correctly, but there was something different about it this time,” she reaches over, grabbing Dad’s hand. “I was attacked and raped, left there,” she finishes, tears falling down her cheeks.

      “I found her,” Dad picks up the story. “She fought me, thinking I was involved, but I got her here,” he looks around the dorm. “Brought Ashley out, and had her looked at.”

      “Yeah, the consensus was, I was pretty okay physically, the wounds would heal,” she takes over the story again. “But the mental wounds, those took much longer. He found Doc Jones for me, and we both went to sessions with her. I did everything she told me to do and eventually, I started to feel better.”

      “But me,” Dad grimaces. “I wanted revenge. Had to have it. I looked for him for a long time, even though I didn’t know who he was, or even what he looked like. For me, he was every nameless and faceless man I passed on the street. It was when we were at Jagger’s concert one night though,” he rubs his face. “At Wet Wanda’s, we were outside, and a cell phone rang.”

      “He had a particular ringtone,” Mom cuts in. “A small child singing him happy birthday, his daughter. He had a daughter. He had a woman he loved enough to make a child with, and he still did what he did to me.”

      “I confronted him,” Dad continues. “I kept telling myself I could be a good guy, I didn’t have to do what was in my heart, but I couldn’t. I ended his life.”

      “Not in front of me, but he did tell me.”

      My brain is spinning as I listen to the story they’re telling me. My whole life I’ve had one vision of my parents and now it’s turning into something I’m unsure of. “Did you ever look at him differently?” I ask the question I’m dying to know the answer to.

      “No,” she shakes her head. “He was my hero. I never had to live in fear anymore. I mean you don’t understand what it was like. I freaked out at Walmart because someone was wearing a hoodie and it was Halloween. I lived in complete terror. As bad as it sounds, I was glad to know he was gone.”

      "And how did you feel?" I look at my dad.

      “Guilty, but at the end of the day, I knew I’d taken a bad person off the streets and he’d never be able to hurt anyone anymore. People like that Caelin, they don’t rehabilitate, they don’t get better and find God. They stay evil. Once you get a taste of power, you don’t come back from it.”

      “Is that what you think happened with Travis?”

      “Power affects people differently, some get drunk with it. Others can deal with it. It just depends on what type of a personality you have. There were moments where I could see the person he had turned into, and I refused to believe it, because he was Steele.”

      “Did you really?” Mom asks, looking at him.

      “Yeah, I mean it was mostly comments and the way he’d be jealous of anyone who got anything. Most people laughed it off, saying he was just hating, but shit like that festers, eventually it’s going to show. I’m just sorry Christine has to deal with it.”

      “That’s where my guilt comes from,” I sigh. “She lost her family.”

      “No,” Mom reaches out grabbing my hand. “She has her family, what she lost was someone who would eventually turn on her, as we saw he did with us.”

      “But what’s going to happen to her?” That’s my biggest fear.

      “She’s already looking for another place to live. She’s doing things in her salon she’s wanted to do for years, and she’s also seeing Doc Jones,” Mom tells me. “She’s got us girls too, she’s never going to be alone. Eventually she’ll feel like dating again, maybe welcoming another man into her life, but that will be totally up to her. Of course she’s upset, but Caelin she doesn’t blame you. She even said to us the other day, that if you hadn’t saved Justice, she would have. You’ve got to let this go. The person to blame all of this on, is Steele. Period. End of story.”

      I’m not exactly sure I totally believe them, but what they’re saying is making sense.

      “What did Doc Jones tell you?” Dad asks.

      “She told me positive affirmations. I need to remind myself I’m a hero every day, until I start to believe it.”

      “Then that’s what you need to do, and anytime you need to be reminded, you let me know.”

      Mom looks like she wants to say something, and I wait longer than I should. Eventually, I squirm. "I can tell you want your piece too."

      “Okay, don’t hate me, but I have to ask this. You’re my son, and I have to know. Is this what you want?” She motions to everything around us. “The patch on your back, the motorcycle, the MC, is that what you want? None of us want to force you into something you don’t want.”

      “This is all I’ve ever wanted, but I kind of feel like I got picked because there wasn’t anyone else for the job.”

      “Fuck that,” Dad gets up, putting his hand on my shoulder. “You were picked because we knew you could do the job, not because you were the only one. We could have put the word out, but we all trust you and want you to carry the patch.”

      “You’re not the VP anymore,” Mom reminds him gently. “Stop saying we, you weren’t even part of the decision.”

      He gives her a look. “People still respect me, doesn’t matter if I carry the VP patch or not. I’m still a patch holder.”

      None of us have any doubt.

      “Since we’re being open with each other. Can I talk to you about getting my GED? That school is making me crazy. I quit the football team and now the coach’s daughter is offering me her virginity, it’s like a TV show.”

      “What?” Mom screams. “She offered you her virginity? What did you say?”

      “I mean I tried to spare her feelings, but I’ve already had someone’s I don’t need hers.”

      “Jesus,” she falls back on the bed. “I’ll look into it and see what you have to do.”

      “Thanks,” I give her a grin, even though she can’t see it. “Thank you both for being my parents. I’m thankful I got the two of you.”

      "We're thankful we got you too," Dad says as he smiles at me. "For so long we weren't sure whether we would or not, and no matter what happens, you're my son first, my brother second."

      I stand up, going over to hug him. “I’m honored to be your son, and I’m looking forward to carrying the Blackfoot name into Heaven Hill for years to come.”

      Silently I add. Because I’m a hero.
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      Two weeks have passed since I spoke with Doc Jones and my parents about all the shit that was bothering me. To say I’m doing better is a huge understatement. I’m happy to wake up in the morning, and I look forward to the days that follow.

      I’m checking to see if I have enough credits to graduate early, or if I need to get my GED. Either way, I haven’t had to go back to school, that’s made a huge difference. My new schedule is everything I could have asked for. My mornings are spent at the garage, helping the guys out with anything they need, and then my afternoons are spent in the cave. But I’m moving it. There are way too many memories in that room. Dad and I are adding a room onto the clubhouse with the blessing of Drew and Dalton.

      Speaking of Drew, he's heading right toward me and the look on his face makes me want to run. I don't though, I do what I've been taught and stand my ground. As he gets closer, he holds out his hand to me.

      “Caelin, good work lately.”

      I don’t expect the praise, but I shake his hand just the same. “Thank you.”

      “Care to come out back with me? I need to have a smoke, and I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

      What is with everybody wanting to talk to me? I know we have a lot of feelings to unpack, I get it, but I’m not sure how much more I want to unpack. Either way, I can’t tell my pres no. Following behind him, I almost wish I was a smoker as we have a seat on the picnic tables, and he lights up.

      “I haven’t yet had a chance to thank you for what you did for Justice. I know it goes without saying, but her mother and I are extremely grateful to you. None of us know where would be if something had happened to her. I know what went down hasn’t been easy for you. It hasn’t been easy for any of us, but thank you.”

      I don’t know what to say, and I struggle for a solid minute.

      “I think I did what anyone else would have done faced with that situation.”

      “No,” Drew shakes his head. “You didn’t. Many others would have been like fuck it, I’m not getting involved. But you did. You showed your bravery, skill, the type of man you really are. You may feel regret, and I get that. Trust me, I do. I have my own regrets about how all that shit went down, but I’m here to tell you, we are thankful.”

      Do I tell him? Do I be honest? I juggle it back and forth for longer than I really need to, but in the end, I decide he needs to know. “Doc Jones told me I’m a hero, and I’ve been struggling hard since this all went down. I’m doing my best to believe she’s right in what she’s said to me, but it’s hard.”

      “I know it is, nobody goes into a day thinking they’re going to be faced with the choice of putting down a motherfucking piece of shit or letting a child get hurt. I know when I woke up that morning, I had no goddamn idea he’d be gunning for my daughter. Maybe I should have,” he situates himself so that we’re looking right at one another. “Maybe I should have assumed he’d do whatever the fuck it took to piss me right off, but I underestimated him, Caelin. We all did. All of us wanted to think he was the Travis we all knew, but shit wasn’t what it seemed.”

      I’m wondering what he’s not telling me. “I feel like I’m missing part of this story.”

      “I’ve spoken with Christine and let’s just say some things had been happening in their home that were odd. I can’t say for sure, but there were some mental health issues that ran in his family. She thinks perhaps that was happening during all this.”

      “So he could’ve gotten help?”

      Drew looks like he doesn’t want to speak to me about this, but we’re being honest with each other. More honest than we’ve ever been, and right now it’s time to lay all our shit out on the table. “Dad told me he approached him years ago when things happened regarding the deal where he asked for money, and Travis refused to admit something was wrong. He seemed to be okay after that, but then all this happened. I mean it makes sense, depending on what you have, there are parts of your life where you have mental breaks. Christine didn’t want to talk about it much and I didn’t want to press her, but there were apparently moments when he couldn’t remember what he’d done. All I’m saying is there were so many things at play with this situation that were out of your control, Caelin. You did the best you could with what you had, and that’s truly all anybody can ask of you. If you hadn’t killed him, how many would he have killed?”

      I don’t know the answer to that question.

      “Would Bowling Green have been the next place on TV with a mass killing? I don’t know,” he shrugs. “But it’s a possibility. We don’t know what he wanted, all we do know is we’re alive. Perhaps not okay, but alive.”

      We’re quiet for a few minutes. Neither one of us saying much. I’m feeling better about my role in all of this. Good enough to ask a question that’s been at the back of my mind for a long time.

      “How’s Justice? I mean, how’s she really doing? She texts me every once in a while, but I haven’t seen her since…” I can’t mention the situation.

      “Thank you for letting her text you, I know that’s a bright spot in her day,” he starts off, before he sighs. “I don’t know how she’s doing. She won’t really talk to me or her mom, and I’m starting to get super worried about her. She’s my bleeding heart of the two. Inherently she’s always wanted to believe that people are good, no matter what they’ve done. I think this broke her, Caelin. She doesn’t get angry, she doesn’t get sad, she’s just blank. I want her to show me something, to feel, and it’s like she’s dead inside.”

      I can fucking relate. I’m starting to feel happiness again, starting to come through on the other side of sadness, guilt, and sorrow, just like Doc Jones told me I would, but it’s a much slower process than I anticipated it being. “Can I help her?” I find myself asking, although not sure how I could help.

      “I think she’d find it very helpful to talk to you,” Drew rests his hands on his thighs. “You were someone who was there with her, you saw what was happening, and you saved her. I think she looks to you as her hero, and I have a feeling she’d be much more open with you than she is with us.”

      Before I know what I’m doing, I’m telling him to take me to her. “Is she at school?”

      “No,” Drew frowns. “She hasn’t gone to school since this happened. That’s part of the problem. She doesn’t want to be anywhere her family isn’t. Even Harley can’t convince her she’ll be fine in school. Right now she’s at Mom and Dad’s. Every morning, I drop her off, she goes in there, does online school, bakes cakes with Mom and has Dad read her a few books, I pick her up, and we go home, where she barely talks to any of us. Doc Jones said you might be able to help her. Would you?”

      “I don’t know what I could do to help her that you aren’t doing, but I’d be willing to give it a shot.”

      Drew looks relieved and lighter than I’ve seen him in weeks. “Can we go now?”

      "What about the shop?" I glance back to the bay I'd been working in, the car I have a part to change the oil.

      “Fuck the shop, someone else can pick up where you left off. Let’s get out of here. If you can help her, I’ll double your salary.”

      I stop him by grabbing his arm. “It’s not about the money; all I wanna do is help her. Luckily for me, my sister chewed my ass and got me the help I needed.”

      “Sisters are like that aren’t they?” He grins.

      “Yeah, especially the one I have, she doesn’t take no for an answer.”

      Drew looks at me, from the top of my head down to the boots on my feet. When he speaks, his voice sounds like he’s almost in awe.

      “You are a man in a teenager’s body, Caelin Blackfoot and you have my eternal gratitude and respect.”

      I’m not sure what to say, so all I do is nod, and follow him to where our personal bikes and vehicles are parked. As I drive behind him, I hope like hell I haven’t gotten involved in something that’s way over my head.
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      It’s quiet as we enter the home of Liam and Denise Walker. I’ve been here many times, of course, considering my dad and Liam are best friends. I can’t remember a time though, when I’ve been this nervous.

      "Hey Mom," Drew kisses Denise on the cheek as we enter the kitchen. She's standing at the counter, making some lemonade.

      “Hey,” she answers back. Her eyes flit over to me, and it’s like she knows why I’m there. “Would you boys like some lemonade? It’s her favorite.”

      It goes without saying who they’re talking about.

      “How is she today?” Drew asks as he gets some glasses down from a cupboard.

      I’ve been in this kitchen numerous times, but I’ve never noticed just how bright and big it is. The Walker family is large, and getting larger by the year, they have to have enough room for everyone. When I hear Denise begin to talk again, I turn my attention back to them.

      “Quiet, I don’t know what’s going on with her, but she’s way quieter than she’s been the last few weeks. It’s why I’m making lemonade. I hope it’ll bring her out of whatever funk she’s in. We made cookies earlier and she’s not even touched them. I told her I’d wrap them up and we could send them home for Charity.”

      “Oh she’ll eat them. Her sweet tooth is out of this world,” Drew mentions his pregnant wife. “Had my ass at Walmart at three am getting her some damn Oreos. I’ll take those cookies and be fucking grateful.”

      We laugh at the expression on his face. “Y’all when she has a craving, you don't get to say no."

      “Why don’t you take this out to her,” Denise hands me two glasses of lemonade, almost like she knows why I’m here. “We’re gonna head to the living room and sit a spell. Let us know if you need anything.”

      Drew gives me a nod when I look over at him. If he trusts me, then I know I have to do this right, have to do this to the best of my ability. He’s trusting me with his child. The little girl with the soft heart.

      When I enter the screened-in porch, she turns to me, a look of surprise crosses her face. “I brought you some lemonade,” I lift up the glass so she can see it over the couch she’s on.

      “Thank you.”

      She’s so polite, but so stiff as I come around the couch, setting our glasses on the coffee table in between the couch and chair. I have a seat in the chair, getting comfortable. I take off my cut, because it’s stifling hot to me. Not because of the air temperature, but because I know this means so much. What I’m about to say can mean nothing or everything to the little girl sitting in front of me.

      I wonder what I should say, and then I remember what Doc Jones always used to ask me when she wanted to get me to talk. “How are you doing?”

      “Okay,” she answers, taking a sip from her glass.

      She looks so small sitting over there, turned into herself. I’ve got to get her out of her shell, away from her comfort zone, but comfortable enough with me.

      “I quit school,” I blurt out.

      Her eyes widen. “Your parents let you do that?”

      “Yeah, I’m seventeen, so almost an adult. I couldn’t take the stares anymore. Ya know?”

      “Yeah, I do know. Everywhere I go, I feel people staring at me. Harley comes home and tells me people ask her horrible questions about what happened to me. I’m scared to go to school, but I’m scared to stay here too. It’s like I’m stuck in the middle.”

      “Right? Like you’re trying to figure out who you were before and who you are now. You’re not sure which person wins.”

      “Yes!” She yells, setting her glass down. “I don’t know if I can ever be the same person I was before. I was so trusting, and Travis knew that. I’m scared to let people know how I feel and what I think. What if it’s used against me? What if I’m not the same person I used to be?”

      I feel all this fear deep to my bones; I know what she’s going through. “Justice, none of us are the same people we used to be. Travis stole that from all of us, and what I’ve figured out in the past few weeks is we aren’t expected to be. We’re just expected to be who we are. The people in this family, they will love us, regardless of what we’ve done or what we’ve been through. You don’t have to be scared with your family.”

      “But he was a member of our family,” she protests. “The cuts scare me, and I’ve never been scared by the cuts before.”

      Those words break my heart, and I know there’s only one thing that can help her. I reach over, grabbing the cut I’ve put beside me. “Here, you wanna try it on?”

      She shrinks back into the couch, as far away from the piece of leather she can get, shaking her head.

      "No, feel it," I slightly push it forward to her. "It's a smooth piece of leather, weathered in the short time I've had it, but it still feels buttery."

      She giggles. “That’s a weird word.”

      “But it’s true, here,” I go over to sit next to her, cautiously taking her hand and running it along my cut.

      I watch as she pushes her little fingers over the patches, feeling in between the indentions, asking me what each of them mean. I’m sure Drew or Liam have done this with her before, but she’s feeling close to me in this moment. “Did you get this one because of what you did,” she points to the patch that reads Communications Officer In Training.

      “Yeah, I did. I’m working to make things better though. We’re boarding up his office, so that none of us have to see it every time we go to the clubhouse,” I tell her, because I know she hasn’t been there since this all happened. “Dad and I are working on the room in our spare time.”

      She’s quiet for a long time, longer than I would like for her to be, but I know she’s processing. Both of us are, and honestly, it feels good, better than I thought it would.

      “Do you think I could help?” She asks out of nowhere.

      “Help with what?”

      “Building the new office. I think I’d like to help if you’d let me.”

      A part of me wants to tell her she might get hurt, another part of me knows this is part of the process she’s got to go through to heal. “If your parents say it’s okay, then I’m good with it.”

      “You’ve asked me questions all afternoon,” I take a sip of my long-forgotten lemonade. “Can I ask you one?”

      “Of course, we’re friends now.”

      I have to laugh at the easy way she answered. “If people ask you about the guy who saved you, what do you say?”

      “I tell them my hero, Caelin, saved me.”

      Those words bring tears to my eyes and I think she sees it because she wraps her small arms around me, holding tightly. “Thank you, Caelin,” she whispers.

      “You’re welcome, Justice, and thank you for being who you are.”

      We hug each other until I think we’re both coming through on the other side of this mess. When we pull apart I think we both look better. “How about we go ask Drew if it’s okay for you to help us.”

      She’s quick to smile, and I know she’s not okay, but I think she’s going to get there. She’s up and into the house before I am. Reaching down, I grab my cut, shrugging it on, feeling more like a member of the club, than I ever have. All thanks to a little girl who managed to bring tears to my eyes.
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      My alarm blares on my bedside table. I reach over, shoving it into the floor by accident, but today I’m not dreading getting up and going about my life. Since Justice and I had our conversation, about a month ago, things have changed for the both of us. Every day after she gets out of school, we meet at the clubhouse. The two of us and Dad have been putting the final touches on the new communications office. It’ll be revealed to everyone in the next few days.

      That’s right, she’s going to school with her sister again. Some days are better than others, but I’m proud of her. She’s making good decisions, and she’s not letting anyone tell her what to do.

      Me? I had enough credits to graduate, got my damn diploma and now I'm living life how I want to. Speaking of, I smell breakfast and damn it smells good. I take a shower in record time, running down the stairs with still-wet hair.

      “Morning,” I grin at my mom as she stands over the stove, cooking eggs.

      “Morning to you too, I got your orange juice already.”

      “Do you think I should start drinking coffee?” I ask her seriously.

      “What?”

      “I mean I am a man now, shouldn’t I start drinking coffee?”

      She laughs as she plates my eggs, along with some hash browns and a couple of pieces of sausage. There’s a plate beside mine, a new tradition she and I have started. We have breakfast together before we head to work. Sometimes Dad eats with us, sometimes he doesn’t. Looks like this morning, he’s sleeping in.

      “Just because people drink coffee doesn’t mean they’re grown-ups. Were the guys giving you a hard time at the shop?”

      “Yeah,” I admit. “I’m the youngest, and truthfully I should be prospecting, but we all know about that,” I wrinkle my nose.

      “It’ll be over soon, Caelin. It’s their way of showing you they respect you. They really do like you, son. You’ve done an amazing job.”

      “Thanks,” I shrug as I sprinkle hot sauce over everything on my plate, then take a huge bite. “I just feel like they see me as a kid.”

      “Honey, you’re seventeen. You are a kid.”

      “Sometimes I forget I am,” I admit.

      I don’t even say it in a melancholy way. It is what it is, I’ve never felt like a child, even when I was acting out, trying to get attention.

      “But you are, and you have to earn your place,” she advises. “You’ll be fine.”

      “I know,” I squirm in my seat. “It’s just… I don’t even shave.”

      “Oh my God!” She laughs. “Is that what’s bothering you? Tyler still doesn’t get a super full beard, you know that’s because of the blood that runs through your veins. If I were you I’d want this gorgeous hair anyway,” she runs her fingers through my hair. “Which would you rather have?”

      I think for a minute, taking another bite of my food. “The hair,” I decide. “Chicks dig the hair.”

      “Oh yes they do,” Dad says as he shuffles into the kitchen. “It’s why she married me,” he points to Mom as he fixes his plate. “She couldn’t say no to the hair.”

      Mom laughs, her cheeks going pink. “Yeah,” she rolls her eyes. “That’s exactly it, Tyler Blackfoot, that’s exactly it.”

      As I sit back watching the two of them, I smile. Things aren’t perfect and they never will be, but being with my family and doing what I love? Without a doubt, this is my home, and I’ll be damned if anyone takes it from me.
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