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Cristen ‘Cricket’ Takle

We started out as nothing more than pen pals. An older man who was already out living his life in one of the most dangerous ways possible. Kaiden, known as Goliath to everyone else, was in the military on the same team as my brother Drayven. Over time, feelings changed and I wanted more with the man. A man who doesn’t hold my past against me. While he says he wants the same thing, I’m not sure if he’s being completely honest. We don’t really know one another the way we should in order to decide if a relationship is the next step for us. The only thing I know for sure is I want a love like my parents; pure, true, and lasting. 

Can I be the woman Goliath is truly looking for? 

Kaiden ‘Goliath’ Sebring

In the military, I meet a group of guys who become my brothers. They have my six and know I have theirs without a doubt in their mind. With one of those men, my best friend Scorch, comes his little sister and her best friend. Cricket and Ophelia begin sending us care packages with small letters in them. Cricket soon becomes a pen pal for me. She’s young and has her entire life in front of her and I’m already becoming jaded by the things I see on a daily basis. Soon, feelings begin to grow and change unexpectedly. I’m already the keeper of her secrets, but it’s not enough for me. I want a love like my Pappy and Nanny had; full of love, respect, and a ride or die kind of thing. 

Will outside forces tear us apart before things even get started between us? 
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This series has been nearly two years in the making as Erin and I started plotting in either late 2020 or early 2021. We wanted to bring a new MC series to our readers that was a bit different, which is why we started out with the eight letters the way we did. So, this first full-length book baby is dedicated to y’all - our readers. The ones who started with Erin when she published “Skylar’s Saviors” and those who took a chance on me when I released “Bountiful Harvest”. While it’s not an official number, I think between the two of us including all of our cowritten books, we’ve published close to if not more than two hundred books for your reading pleasure. 

Hopefully, the Tattered & Torn MC men and women will become your newest favorites!

Darlene & Erin
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Please note these books may contain the following trigger warnings: sexual assault/rape, kidnapping, mental abuse, physical abuse, emotional abuse, swearing, sex, drinking, drug use, and other trauma. Please read knowing there’s a chance you’ll see these in this series. 

*This does NOT mean you will find any or all of these possible triggers in this book. It is just a warning of any possibilities to see this in the pages as you read.
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Cricket

Six months after Letters from Home/War

THE LAST SIX months have both flown by and dragged on as if each day lasts more than twenty-four hours. For the first four months after learning about the bombing that almost cost the lives of seven men who have come to mean a lot to me, my family was in complete turmoil. Drayven didn’t want us to come see him while he was still in the hospital, and it hurt. More than I will ever admit to a single soul. Including my bestie. She’s heard me cry, held me when I’m upset, and has tried her damndest to keep me occupied so my mind isn’t on what’s happening to the two most important men of my life after my dad; Drayven and Kaiden. Or as everyone else calls them, Scorch and Goliath. They’ll never be that to me though. 

The guys weren’t in the hospital that whole time, but they were in rehab and dealing with the military about getting their discharge. Seven men all getting a medical discharge because one person didn’t do their job. At least unofficially. No one is speaking about what happened over there, but the men have certainly voiced their opinions on the matter. I’ve listened to Drayven bitch about the subject for hours on the phone. Not so much with Kaiden, but my brother has no trouble holding back his feelings when he’s pissed about something. Kaiden tends to internalize his feelings. It’s something we’ve been working on. I guess it’s easier to do when you’re writing letters back and forth. There’s no need to hide the emotion in your voice or keep the feelings you have from your eyes when you’re on FaceTime. 

While I still haven’t seen my brother or Kaiden in person, I know they’re now out of the hospital they were all transferred to and have been busting their asses on some secret project. No one will tell us what’s going on. I’ve begged, pleaded, and tried using my tears on Drayven. He’s a stubborn asshole when he wants to be though. Nothing any of us do has gotten them to tell a single one of us what’s going on. At least no one here in Odin’s Gap. I don’t know if the other guys’ families know. I mean, I’m a nosy bitch! I might not spread gossip and shit, except to Fee, of course, but I need to know what’s going on around me! Especially when it concerns my brother and a man who means more to me than he probably should.

What I do know is there have been a ton of sales going on around town. Properties have been getting bought up left and right, including the land some wealthy man used to own. His plan was to turn the place into some sort of upscale retreat for the wealthy. Odin’s Gap might have wealthy inhabitants, but we don’t have a damn thing to do for a bunch of snobs for fuck’s sake! I mean, we get snow during the winter so there’s skiing nearby, and trails for snowmobiling, but other than that, nada, zip, zilch. The scuttlebutt around town is that the new owner is some big shot business tycoon who buys, trades, and sells property all over the world. The five hundred acres he owns here in Odin’s Gap is no longer his, but I don’t know who bought it. Our town’s rumor mill has been running rampant too. The diner regulars suspect everything from a high-roller casino to a brothel, although I think Mr. Delbert may just be doing a bit of wishful thinking. He’s so old that he’d have to take two blue pills before he was able to enjoy something like that and I suspect Mrs. Ethel would hit him upside his head with her cast-iron skillet.

This land would make a perfect resort of some sort though. It’s on the outskirts of town, already completely fenced off, and sits between our two massive hills. I call them mountains, but that’s just me. Anyway, from what I understand this business man already made a lake on part of the property, there are several smaller one or two-room cabins built, and a large lodge directly between the two hills. I’m not sure if that’s all that’s been done to the property because none of us have ever been allowed to step foot past the fence. It’s impossible to see past the trees between the fencing and where things have supposedly already been built as well. The place is extremely private, and everyone wants to know who the new owner is and what his, or her, plans are for the place.

That’s not the only place that’s been bought up though. Several buildings that have sat empty for the longest time have been scooped up, construction crews have moved in, and Odin’s Gap is busier than normal. The good thing about this is the tips at the diner have been freaking fantastic. There’s even a few new buildings being built from the ground up not too far from the fenced-off property. It appears as if a small strip mall or something is going to go in not too far from the duplex I share with Ophelia. 

Everyone is talking about the changes our small town is experiencing. I’ve had several conversations with Ophelia about our theories, and they’re pretty outlandish. I suspect there’s a mafia family moving to town while Fee votes for a wealthy businessman who’s trying to monopolize our town and turn it into something it’s not. No one here will be happy if that’s the case. For the most part, we’re simple people with simple tastes. We don’t want, or need, a ton of high priced stores and services around here. If we want that, there’s a few places in the gated community Fee’s parents live in where you can get that stuff. It’s not a lot, but it’s something for the so-called elite of our small, bustling town. 

While I’d say we won’t be happy about a mafia family either, there’s really no point. Not far from Odin’s Gap, there’s a one-percent motorcycle club called the Reckless Demons MC. They don’t make it a habit to hang out in our area, but it’s not uncommon for you to hear the deafening roar of their bikes either. Especially if you’re on the highway just past the ‘Welcome to Odin’s Gap’ sign. I’ve seen them in the Double M a time or two as well. 

Maude and Miriam apparently know a member or two. Maybe they’re related to them. I’m not really sure and those two old biddies are extremely tight lipped about everything. Trust me, I’ve tried to pry information out of them to no avail. The funny thing is, while they won’t divulge anything to anyone, practically every person in our town has told their stories to the pair! I suspect if they ever talked, ears would burn. Hopefully, they never lose their faculties, because then, all bets would be off, I’m sure!

Anyway, today is a big day for me. I’m diving back into work at the Double M. Maude is going to be showing me the books as we go over every single line and detail. I’m truly loving learning how to run a business from the old women who are like grandmothers to every single person in this town. They have been in business for longer than I’ve been alive along with most of our community members. If they’ve been successful this long, there’s no better people to learn from. It’s obvious to everyone how much they love their diner and what they’ve done over the years to ensure it’s a success. 

Maude and Miriam are sisters who couldn’t be more different from one another. Miriam is outgoing, kind, loves to laugh and joke around. You’ll find her at her happiest when she’s out on the floor talking with customers and greeting anyone who steps through the diner’s doors. Maude is cantankerous, never smiles except for extremely rare occasions, and has no problem putting someone in their place. She gives no fucks about what comes out of her mouth, how she dresses, or what anyone thinks of her. She’s the one I love spending my time with because of her brutal honesty. Miriam is very honest as well, she just has a better way of saying what’s on her mind. She doesn’t go out of her way to piss someone off just because. Like I said, polar opposites, yet somehow, it works for them as well as the town. And they love one another with their entire being. 

The Double M diner is a home away from home for Ophelia and myself. Ophelia spends her time in the kitchen cooking and baking until she’s smiling like a loon. Or she’s on the floor handing out meals and having conversations with the customers. I’m usually in the storeroom or office. If we’re busy, which is how it’s been recently, I’ll waitress and help out where I’m needed. I would just much rather learn what makes these women so damn successful so I can open my own bar eventually. My entire dream is to open a bar here in town. We used to have one, but it closed a few years ago. The owner became too greedy and stopped caring about doing business the legal way; making sure he wasn’t serving minors and shit along those lines. 

As soon as you walk in the diner, you’re transported back in time. The Double M is truly a blast from the past in a fifties style decor. There are black and white checkered floor tiles filling the entire place, wood paneled walls showing off more pictures than should probably be displayed in a business, and red booths and stools. Black and white photos from when the diner first opened of Maude and Miriam lead way to colored pictures of their customers over the years. Ophelia, Drayven, and myself are in multiple spots on the walls here. The red vinyl booths have been recovered on multiple occasions to repair the cracks, holes, and general wear and tear after being open for so many years. Small tables fill the middle of the dining room floor with red seats to match the booths and stools lining the counter. 

On the outside of the diner, you have the old tin that wraps around the entire place leading straight up to the tin roof. It’s always so loud during a storm as the rain pings off the metal and echoes despite all the conversation and music playing on low in the kitchen. Double M is displayed boldly in red lettering along the front and the sign at the very front edge of the roof. I don’t honestly know when the tin was last replaced as it’s so rustic looking from the sun beating down on it or the rain leaving behind water marks that never get dried off. Overall, I love the appearance of the diner. It’s got a feeling of home as soon as you pull in the pothole-filled parking lot. We always know when someone from out of town pulls in because they haven’t mastered the fine art of dodging potholes and other dips in the gouged-out pavement.

“Fee, are you up yet?” I loudly call out just outside her door.

“Yeah. You can come in,” she returns, her voice muffled letting me know she’s still in bed and mostly under her covers even through the door.

Opening up her door, I find her exactly as I knew I would. Her head is buried up to the very top under her blankets giving me the barest glimpse of her auburn hair. From what little I see, it’s a rat’s nest which tells me she’s spent another night tossing and turning while trying to hide her feelings from me. Something is going on with my best friend and she’s not sharing. For the first time in our lives, Ophelia is keeping a secret from me and I’m not sure how I feel about the matter. It also tells me this secret has something to do with Drayven. If he’s done something to hurt my best friend, I’m kicking his ass. 

“It’s time to get up, hooker,” I inform her, sitting on the edge of her bed.

“Nope, not yet. I’ve got five minutes still. Why are you in here waking me up so damn early, slut?” she returns, her voice slow and still filled with sleep.

“What’s going on, Fee? Don’t give me the same bullshit you’ve been feeding us all for the last several months either. I wanna fucking know what has you so upset,” I demand, unwilling to see my best friend and sister from another mister so miserable without trying to find a way to help her.

“It’s nothing, brat. I’ll be okay. I’m just not sleeping good right now. I’ll be up in a little bit and head out to the diner. I know ya have to get there. Tell Miriam I won’t be late please,” she pleads even as she evades my question as usual. 

“You’ve got two minutes to get your ass out of this bed and in the shower. If not, I’m calling my mama and ya know she’ll have her ass over here in a heartbeat,” I threaten Fee knowing she doesn’t want my mom giving her the third degree for any reason.

My mom might be sweet as pie and love us more than anything, but she can be worse than a damn tyrant when something is going on. If secrets are hidden, Grace Takle has torture tactics the military should be using to get the information they need from their enemies. Not a single one of us have ever been able to resist her when she wants to find out a secret. Between my brother, Ophelia, and me, she’s had plenty of practice perfecting her technique over the years. Especially with Drayven when he was still home.

With muffled grumbling and more than a few swear words from Fee, the blankets are tossed from her body revealing her rumpled clothes from yesterday. Her hair used to be up in a messy bun but is now nothing more than a glorified rat’s nest with pieces hanging here and there while knotted with other loose pieces of hair. Her face has smudged leftover makeup in spots while red lines crease her pale skin from the pillow and blankets she laid on for however long. Fee stomps toward her en suite for a shower as I leave her room and head out to make her coffee. It’s the only thing that will somewhat calm her down and soothe her pissed-off mood. 

Today is going to be a long as fuck day and it’s really just getting started. Fuck my life!

After making coffee and filling two to-go cups with nectar of the gods, Fee makes an appearance only managing to look somewhat alive compared to what she was just looking like. At least her hair is washed, and she has clothes on that aren’t rumpled and stained with whatever she cooked yesterday at the diner. Fee doesn’t say a word to me as I hand over her cup and we make our way out of the duplex we share. Hopping in my Jeep I affectionately call Ruby, I start the engine as music blares from the speakers. Right now, Simple Man by Shinedown is playing from one of my playlists. Ophelia doesn’t even bother to sing along despite us doing car karaoke on a daily basis. Yeah, something is definitely going on with her. One way or another I’ll get the information I want from her. Just maybe not today.
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Goliath

Present day

OUR TIME IN the military is officially over. We’ve all been medically discharged, gone through all the interrogations about what happened the day we almost lost our lives, and all the other bullshit we’ve had to deal with. Including going through physical therapy for most of us, talking to counselors, and putting so many plans into place as we transition into the next phase of our lives. Scorch has been by my side every second along with Hulk and the rest of the guys. Not a single one of us has been left alone, but especially Anguish and myself. We’ve taken the blame on our shoulders because we both feel we should have noticed something was off with Jared. I mean, we all noticed something was off with him, but we could have done so much more to ensure this didn’t happen. 

His last piss test, he tested positive for multiple drugs. I’m not sure if he just got tired of fucking with getting a passing test so he wouldn’t be kicked out of the military, or if he just got reckless with the amount of drugs in his system. The only thing we do know for sure right now is the drugs became the most important thing in his life and his own life didn’t matter any longer. Nor did our lives. His rash, inexcusable behavior is what got us into this mess. Now, we’ve just finalized putting our plans into motion while keeping the surprise from everyone. Well, other than my family, Wheels’ family, Country’s mom, and Anguish’s family. No one else knows what’s going on and where we’re finally going to make a permanent home for ourselves.

Cricket is pissed as hell at me because I’m being sketchy as fuck. Her words, not mine. Yesterday and again this morning when I tried to call her in between all of my running around, she didn’t answer. It’s been hit or miss with us being able to connect for over a week now. She could have honestly been at work, but there’s a large part of me that doesn’t buy that shit. Cricket will remain silent and not talk to me when she’s pissed off or upset. This isn’t like when I was in the service and there was time between our letters to one another. Now, we have phone calls and FaceTime, as well as texting on a daily basis. Gotta admit, I definitely prefer being able to talk to her in some fashion as opposed to waiting for letters to arrive. Although, the letters helped bring us together, so I won’t complain too much. In fact, sometimes, I find myself reaching for a notebook and pen out of sheer habit. I suspect it’ll always be that way, though, since that’s how we started.

It was bad enough when Drayven decided he didn’t want to see anyone in his family. In the beginning, when we were all still in the infirmary and then the rehab hospital, I could understand his need to keep them away with the amount of injuries he had covering his body. Even as everything healed and he started looking like his ugly as fuck self once again, he still refused to see them right away. Cricket cried and screamed at him, and me, so many times over the last six months. But as upset as she was, I got where he was coming from. He’s always been her hero, bigger than life, so he didn’t want his little sister seeing him hurt, confined to his hospital bed, and unable to do anything he wanted. 

I mean, we had a valid reason for not being able to talk or communicate a lot for the last six months. Every second we were not at counseling, therapy, or some meeting for the military, we’ve been putting our plans in motion, buying what we needed, packing up our belongings, and doing what was necessary in order to make the move we’re about to make easier. One call after another was made daily to lawyers, realtors, and construction companies as we finalized all the details for our plans. It was honestly Drayven’s idea and we all stepped up to the plate to make it come true. This will be good for all of us. The fresh start we need more than anything in the world right now. 

The hardest part of this entire process has been contacting some man named Bane. He’s the President of the Reckless Bastards MC just outside of Odin’s Gap. Not only is the man hard as fuck to get on the phone, we have to follow his rules in order to get a meeting via phone with the rest of his club so they could approve or deny our request. Our goal isn’t to step on anyone’s toes here; we just want to put the last six months behind us and move on with our lives. At least that’s what my main goal is. I mean besides the obvious of getting to Cricket and finally making her mine in every way possible. So, we’re trying to do everything by the book and take all the necessary steps to ensure we don’t have trouble in the future for any reason.

Anyway, we had a phone conference with Bane and the rest of his club. They wanted to know in detail what our end goal was and why we wanted to make the move we were hoping to take. We explained our goals, what we hoped to accomplish, and why we wanted to go to Odin’s Gap. After being put on hold for what seemed like hours as our fate was discussed between a group of men we know nothing about, Bane finally came back on the line.

“We have no problem with y'all movin’ into Odin’s Gap. The only thing we want to request is a meet up with y’all once you get settled in. We’ll come to you, and you can show us around the place. Always been curious as fuck about the fortress,” Bane states, his voice dark and graveled from what sounds like years of smoking.

“You got it. It shouldn’t take us too long to get everything set up,” Anguish responds as smiles break out on all of our faces. “Thank you, Bane, and the rest of your club for letting this happen. If you ever need a hand with anything, don’t hesitate to reach out.”

“You got it. Same goes for you. We can always use a good ally and don’t get much better than a group of men who fought for our freedom,” he responds as banging on the table sounds from their end of the phone. “We look forward to hearin’ from you soon.”

Anguish hangs up the phone as we all soak in the news Bane just gave us. This is really fucking happening. Now, we just have to get to Odin’s Gap and put all the finishing touches on everything before opening day. See, we’ve decided to start a motorcycle club. Our name is Tattered and Torn MC. In the military, we formed a brotherhood we know we won’t find anywhere else no matter where we go or who we’re around. This group of men have had my back for eight years now and I will never trust anyone else the way I do them. We’ve been to hell and back countless times, only being able to rely on one another for safety. Now that we’re out, we want to keep the same feeling and bond we created with one another. The best way to do so is for us to form a club. 

Making the move to Odin’s Gap is a no-brainer as well. Cricket is there, Scorch is from there, and it’s far from everything we’ve ever known before. I’m not saying we’re leaving behind our family at all. We’re not. They all know what’s going on and are fully on board with supporting us in this new journey. I can’t even begin to think of going anywhere Cricket isn’t going to be. Plus, we’ll be helping her start her dream. Even if she doesn’t know it at this point in time. It’s only a matter of time before she finds out and hopefully isn’t pissed as hell at us. Scorch and I know about her dream of opening a bar and we’re going to make it a reality for her. As long as she accepts our offer.

Now that we know for sure we can move forward with everything, it’s time to get on the road and head for our new home. There are businesses to check on, our new clubhouse to take a look at since pictures only give you a certain idea of things, not actual dimensions and shit, and people to hire for these new businesses we’re starting. So much work is still left to do and not a lot of time if we want to open up in the next few weeks. The only reason we’re even close to being ready is because we’ve hired several construction crews to get started on the projects. 

For the last several months since getting out of the hospital, we’ve been staying in a motel so we can all be together. It’s easier to help and support one another if we aren’t all separated in different areas around town, or with our families. I’m more than ready to get the hell out of here after hearing the prostitutes work nightly and others fight over drugs. It reminds me too much of shit I’d rather forget. 

Today, we’re all in Anguish’s room for the last call we needed to make and now to celebrate our good news. It’s no better than the ones the rest of us have, but he’s got his own room while the rest of us share. Plus, it’s just easier to meet in one room and not go back and forth from one place to the next while leaving things behind. Anguish is the leader of us so we all drifted toward his room and it’s just stuck so far. 

“Alright, guys, this is finally it,” Anguish begins as he passes out beer to all of us. “I want to be on the road in the morning. First thing. Have you all checked out your bikes and made sure everything you need has been shipped to Odin’s Gap?” 

We all nod our heads in response to his question as I down a large gulp of my beer. It’s cold but I don’t particularly care for beer. I’d rather have a glass of Jack sitting in front of me. Beggars can’t be choosers though. 

“We just got back from seeing Nanny and are ready to head out,” Hulk answers for us. “She’ll be comin’ out to see us once we get settled in.” 

Knowing Nanny, she’ll come bearing canned preserves and homemade quilts. The thought has me grinning.

“I imagine every member of our family will be making the trip out eventually,” Nova states as he stands from his chair to pace the room.

“Alright, I’m getting dinner and heading to bed. I want to leave here by eight. We have to stop to get our leather, so we have it for the ride to Odin’s Gap now that we have our approval. Scorch, you’re gonna have to find us someone closer to town when we get there. Or we can more than likely ask Bane when we meet up with his club. If you’re getting dinner with me, I’m heading over now. Thank God it’s the last meal we’ll have to eat in this disgusting place. I’m surprised we haven’t gotten sick by now.”

“First thing I’m doing is hitting up the Double M when we get to town,” I state, already tasting the amazing food we had there when we stayed with Scorch’s family before. 

“I agree,” Scorch adds in his two cents. “My sister will more than likely be there. Fee too.”

“You heard from Fee?” I ask as we stand from our chairs to make our way to the diner across the street.

“Nope. Every time I talk to my sister, she’s either not at the duplex or is busy doin’ something. It’s been over six months since her last letter, and I don’t know if she’s gonna talk to me once we get to town.”

This shit with Fee has been weighing heavily on Scorch’s mind since he got the letter from Fee after we were almost killed. I honestly don’t know what it’s gonna take to make her talk to him at this point. So far, she’s stuck true to her word about leaving him behind and not putting in any effort to stay in contact with my best friend. Even knowing about what happened, she hasn’t reached out or been around whenever he’s talked to his family. We’ll see what happens when we show up. Hopefully he can finally talk to her and make her see things from his point of view. Or at least understand why he’s been the way he has toward her. 

Either way, I’ll continue to have his back and help him out no matter what happens. 

Making our way across the empty street, I hear an engine roar to life before a car in the motel parking lot backfires. We all jump slightly at the loud noise before searching out our surroundings. This happens every single day by another person staying at the motel. He’s going out to get his fix from somewhere else, so he doesn’t have to wait for the dealers to show up when it gets dark outside. Plus, with us staying here, the dealer's business has been decreasing. We don’t want that shit anywhere near us. If we weren’t trying to draw attention to ourselves, we’d take care of every last piece of shit doing drugs in the motel. The dealers would also be dealt with in a way leaving an impression on them for a long while. Fortunately for them, we’re not bothering to waste our time. We’ve been too busy and focused on our end goal. 

The waitress, a woman staying at the motel who hits on us repeatedly, takes our order with a sultry smile on her face. It does absolutely nothing for me. Not when I have someone like Cricket waiting for me in Odin’s Gap. No one will ever compare to her and make me feel the way she does. I’m not gonna fuck some random bitch for a release when it could fuck up everything I’ve been working toward with Cricket. I have a hand and I know how to fucking use it. 

We spend as little time as possible in the diner, trying not to touch too much. I wish there was a fast food restaurant or something close by, but there’s not. We’ve looked on a daily basis for something better than this. This town literally has a diner, the motel, and one stop light. It’s nothing to write home about. The only thing it does is make us miss being around more people than anything else. No one here is outgoing or friendly. They’re too worried about their next fix or finding someone to fuck for the night. 

Once we’ve eaten, paid, and left, I head straight for bed. I’ll take a shower in the morning to loosen up my tight muscles before getting on the road. In just two more days we’ll be in Odin’s Gap. Two more days before I can see Cricket again and finally pull her into my arms. Scorch isn’t gonna stand in my way unless I hurt his baby sister. If that ever happens, I won’t bother stopping him from kicking my ass. 

“Night,” I call out as I wait for Scorch to unlock our door. “See you assholes bright and early.”

Scorch and I both get ready and settle in our beds for the night. Thankfully we managed to get a room with two beds so there is no sharing or any shit like that. I can’t say the same for Wheels and Soul though. They might share women, but their cocks never touch. For now, they’ve been sharing a bed and we all tease them mercilessly about it. 

“Two more days,” Scorch mutters as we turn the lights off and leave the TV on muted so there’s a little light in the room with us. It’s something I never needed before but now, it’s become a necessity. Fucking PTSD sucks, but we’re alive so I’ll deal with the changes I’ve had to make in order to feel normal.

“Two days, brother. You’ll fix it and get to see your family again.”

We fall silent as sleep begins to claim us. It’s taken a long time for both of us to be able to find sleep even remotely easy. Tonight happens to be one of those nights for me, thankfully. That’s another reason we chose to start a club; we’ve found that when we’re in the vicinity of each other, we’re able to sleep. Hopefully it will continue to happen once we make it to Odin’s Gap and settle in without worrying about all this bullshit.
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Chapter Two
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Cricket

TODAY IS ANOTHER long ass day at work. I’m on my own in the office working on paperwork so I can work on an order soon. Maude and Miriam are working the floor and Ophelia is cooking orders while also baking in between. It’s Monday and we’re usually really slow after the lunch rush. Again, another long, boring ass day. I wouldn’t change being here though. Not when it’s familiar, comfortable, and one of the places I love spending time. 

I don’t even have plans once I get out of work either. Normally Fee and I plan something, or I make plans of my own to pass the time. Today, absolutely nothing. Maybe this is some cosmic power telling me it’s a day to stay in and find out what the fuck is going on with Ophelia. She’s still not talking about what’s wrong and spends almost all of her time locked in her room. 

Honestly the only time her door is unlocked is when she goes to bed for the night. We have a rule about keeping the door unlocked in case there’s an emergency or something else we need immediate access for. However, if the light is off then we’re not allowed to go in for anything other than an emergency. And I’m not talking about something like needing a bottle of nail polish or condoms. Yes, I may have burst in my best friend’s room before for a condom. Fee chewed me a new ass and then asked why the hell she would even have them. My girl is still a virgin and has no plans to change her status anytime soon. I used to know why, but now I’m not so sure the same reasons apply.  

Fee can be extremely cranky when she’s tired and woken up for bullshit reasons. It’s something I’ve dealt with for as long as we’ve been friends. Still, I manage to make it my mission some days to wake her up. At least recently. It at least shows my friend is still in there somewhere. That she’s lost right now and will eventually come back to being her normal self. At least that’s my hope. 

Anyway, I am so out of sorts today, I don’t even have a playlist playing through my phone. That’s definitely not like me. I usually have music playing no matter what I’m doing. Especially in the office though. Maybe I’m getting sick. Who knows? 

Tipping my head back toward the paperwork littering the desk in front of me, I try to concentrate on all the numbers blurring together in front of my eyes. I’m almost done since I’ve been here for over four hours already. I try to come in with Fee so I can help with the lunch rush. It doesn’t always work out the way I want it to, but today it did. 

Shaking my head to clear the fog or whatever I have going on, a sudden commotion fills the diner. There’s shouting and stomping feet. Everything is so loud it’s echoing off the office walls. The coffee mug holding our pens is even rattling, slipping closer to the edge of the desk. 

I jump out of the old, hard chair and race from the office to find out what the hell is going on. As soon as I get to the dining room, I’m greeted by a group of large men wearing leather vests. They look brand new without scratches or discoloration from the sun beating down on them, the leather scent filling the area as I look for Miriam and Maude. It takes several minutes for my eyes to land on them as I frantically search high and low. My bosses are smack in the middle of the group with large smiles on their faces. Definitely something going on considering Maude never smiles. 

Not only is the leather brand new, but the patches on the men’s backs are new as well. The white has no stains, and the colors haven’t been faded by the sun. They’re bright and fresh looking. We might not get a lot of bikers in here, but I’ve seen more than my fair share of them and studied the various patches I’ve come across over the years. Including when the Reckless Bastards MC come into town and happen to stop in the diner for a meal. This isn’t a club I’ve ever heard of before; the patches proclaim them to be members of Tattered and Torn MC. 

What the actual fuck? I think to myself. The bottom says Odin’s Gap. 

We do not have a motorcycle club here in town. I’d know if we did. Is this who’s been doing all of the construction projects around town? So many questions fly through my brain. But I need to get to my bosses and make sure they’re okay. 

“What the hell is going on out here?” I yell out in an attempt to be heard over the boisterous group as they all talk over one another. 

No one turns to face me as I cautiously step closer to the group. I still don’t recognize anyone as I stare at large backs of men. Until one of the men closest to me turns to the side and I catch a glimpse of a familiar face. 

“Drayven!” I scream out as my big brother turns to face me. 

Without hesitation I’m racing in his direction. At the very last second I jump up, knowing without a doubt he’ll catch me. Drayven will never let anything happen to me. He never has and never will. 

Drayven catches me with ease as I wrap my arms tightly around his neck. Tears are steadily falling down my face and soaking into his neck, tee-shirt, and I’m sure his leather. I don’t really give a shit. I haven’t seen my brother in over six months. A time when I would have been at his side for any reason as he continued healing from the last mission he ever had. A time when he needed to be surrounded by people who love and care about him. Instead, he didn’t want any of us making the trip to see him. Talk about being gutted. He’s always had my back no matter what, but won’t accept the same in return from me. It hurts more than I thought it would. 

“I’ve missed you so much!” I cry out, not letting Dray go for any reason. “Do Mom and Dad know you’re home yet? And you’re staying? You’re all staying?”

I finally lift my head searching the group of men for one face in particular. Kaiden. I haven’t seen him since we left the hospital when we went for a visit either. Honestly, I miss him. However I’m mad as hell at him right now too. I’ve barely heard from him in over a week now. While I understand he’s been busy, it doesn’t mean he can’t spare a second to let me know he’s okay. Fucker! 

“Can I put you down now?” Drayven asks me, humor filling his voice as his arms tighten around me for a second. 

“I guess so,” I huff out as if he’s just highly insulted me. 

Standing back I take in my brother. Right now with him wearing jeans, boots, his tight tee, and cut I don’t see all the marks and bruises he had while in the hospital. Rationally I know he won’t have them marring his skin any longer. It’s the small part of my brain reminding me of how horrible he looked that’s making me check for anything now. Today he’s also wearing a black bandana tied around his head, covering up the short, barely there strands of hair he keeps shaved close at all times and a silver chain holding his dog tags and a cross. Both new additions to his wardrobe. My brother hasn’t lost any muscle mass based on his looks. If anything, he’s gained more lean muscle to add to what he had before being injured. 

I shake off the fear as I remember just how bad all of them looked when they finally got back to the States. Casts, stitches, bruises. They had them all. The scariest one was Raiden, though, as he was hooked up to various machines that were keeping him alive until he woke up. Kaiden and I spent a lot of time at his side as he pleaded with his brother to wake the fuck up. And remain awake. He woke up just before they were transferred back to the States, and then was put back into a medically-induced coma for a few days to ensure his body was resting without working so hard. The flight back wasn’t an easy one and no one wanted to take chances with his life. 

“I’m okay, Cricket. I promise. Every now and then I have a limp, but it’s normally when I’m tired as hell and have been on my feet too long,” he assures me, not even needing me to say a word to him. 

“You gonna say hi to the rest of us?” Kaiden questions, walking up to me and pulling me into his arms

For a minute I let myself soak in his clean scent mixed with sweat and leather. I let his hard body and huge arms wrap around me and lift me from the floor, so he’s not bent over. Feeling him against me reminds me just how much our relationship has changed and now that he’s out of the military, I can’t wait to see where life takes us. Until I remember I’m pissed at him. 

Pushing away from the man I’ve gotten to know through his letters and the small amounts of time we’ve spent together, I glare at him. Every single man surrounding him starts to chuckle as they take in our standoff. Kaiden has to know I’m mad at him. However, it doesn’t stop me from taking in his appearance with definite appreciation. 

He’s wearing a pair of old, worn jeans with a few holes in various parts of the legs. His dark blue tee-shirt hugs his body like it’s been molded to his chest and arms. The leather covering his torso hangs open as he stands in front of me. Kaiden’s hair has all been shaved off so he’s now bald. However, his beard is clearly on point and longer and thicker than I’ve ever seen it since we first met so many years ago. His tattoos snake down his arms as my eyes follow their path until I get to the ink gracing his knuckles. A few scars fill in the skin on his arms, but don’t detract from how mouth-wateringly gorgeous he is. This man doesn’t have to do anything for me to want him more than I’ve ever wanted another man. 

“Goliath. It’s nice to see you again,” I greet him coolly. 

“You don’t ever call me Goliath,” he states, folding his arms over his chest as Hulk and my brother flank him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“I haven’t heard from you in how long, Goliath?” I taunt him, not being able to help myself. 

“Cricket,” he warns, letting me know I’m pushing his buttons. 

I smirk at him, happy as hell I got a reaction, but unwilling to make nice. Yet.

“Alright. Why don’t you guys all grab a seat and we’ll get your orders?” Miriam suggests as she wraps her arm around my waist in a quick hug before turning to leave us in the dining room. 

Turning to find Fee, I barely see her through the window to the kitchen. Her back is turned toward me, and it looks as if her shoulders are shaking. Is she crying? 

“Cricket, get some menus for the guys who haven’t been here before,” Maude orders as I turn to head for the stack and grab a handful. “I already know what Drayven is going to order. It’s not like he changes from his rotation of three meals whenever he’s in here. The only question today is do you want a milkshake, soda, or coffee?” 

“Am I really that predictable?” he questions with laughter filling his voice. “And I’d like a shake and a glass of water please.”

“You are that predictable, Dray. Every time you come in here, you always get the same thing. Maybe change it up every now and then and we wouldn’t have to pick on you,” I tease my brother.  

We typically keep the menus on the end of the counter close to the register, so no one has to hunt them down when customers come in. Yes, most everyone we serve knows what they want and doesn’t bother opening the damn things up. However, there are always some who haven’t been here before and want to take a look at what we have to offer. Or someone wants to change up their regular order if they’re feeling adventurous. It’s rare, though, for someone to take several minutes to look over the four page menu. 

I hand out the menus around the largest booth we have in here before including the few guys at the table next to them. I know all of these men didn’t serve with my brother and this team. Some are clearly older, well one is anyway, and others are younger. Too young to have served and gotten out already. Not without having a dishonorable or medical discharge. At least in my opinion. I could be very wrong though. 

Heading for the kitchen to check on Fee, I quickly push through the doors to find Miriam and no one else in here. My head twists and turns to see if I can find her hiding somewhere in here. Or to find the door of the walk-in freezer or cooler opened revealing her grabbing something she needs. 

“She’s not here,” Miriam states, keeping her attention on me. 

“Where did she go? She didn’t even say hi to the guys,” I return, thoroughly confused. 

Fee would never leave the guys hanging without going out for a quick hello. I mean, she didn’t go with us to the hospital when they were all hurt, which kind of shocked me. However, in the end, it wasn't a big deal considering we had no clue what we were walking into. Now, I’m getting really concerned for my sister from another mister. If Drayven did, or said, something to her I’ll beat his ass. He’s the only reason she’d be avoiding the men we’ve helped take care of as much as we could for over eight years. Men who she has never once shied away from in the past. 

“She needed to take care of something so I sent her on her way. There’s plenty of time for her to greet everyone. Maybe she thought you needed some time with your brother,” Miriam hedges. “Why don’t you go help my sister take care of them. Fee will see you soon I’m sure.”

With a nod, I head back out to the guys. Drayven is staring at me as I move straight for him. With a slight shake of my head, I silently let him know she’s not here. I’m sure he’d like to see my girl, but it won’t be today. 

“Later we have something to talk to you about,” Drayven says. “After you get out of work why don’t you come back to our new place and take a look around with us?”

“Where is it?” I ask him, not wanting to be on the road all day and night. 

I am kind of tired. 

“It’s not far from here. With us just getting into town we haven’t had a chance to go through everything yet,” Anguish answers me instead of my brother. “We want you to be the first. Then we can talk.”

“I guess so. I just can’t be long. I have something I need to take care of at home.”

Maude lets me know I’m done for the day. With the guys here, she knows I’m not going to get any work done. I’m not saying she’s wrong either. However, my best friend is more important than anything they can show me or what they want to talk to me about. Fee is my ride or die and has been there for me through every high and low I’ve ever had in my life. I’m going to be there for her. No matter what’s going on. And if I have to kick my brother’s ass, I will. 

“Drayven? Can we wait until tomorrow morning? I don’t work tomorrow and won’t be as tired. Plus, I really do have something I need to take care of.” 

To emphasize how serious I am, I use the pout that typically has him agreeing to everything I want because next up is tears. He knows all of my tricks and games after witnessing them countless times over the years. I’ve got him pegged and he knows it. Still, he falls for it every single time I want, or need, something. He loves me despite his claims of barely tolerating me. An argument we have on a regular basis. Or one we had before he left eight years ago. 

“I’ll swing by your place in the morning because you’re going to have to follow me there,” he advises. 

I know his ulterior motive is to see Fee, but she’s apparently avoiding him at least so I’ll be sure to warn her. I’m not about to make her do anything she’s not ready to do. There are times I’m not going to be able to help her escape a run-in with my brother, but I’ll protect her as much as possible if he’s the one she wants to avoid seeing. Drayven can be stubborn and will eventually ensure he runs into her. Hopefully Fee is ready for it to happen. 

“Make sure you bring me some good coffee and you’ve got a deal,” I reply. “Just no earlier than nine. It is my day off, after all.”

Drayven only smiles at me in response. Yes, I can be a coffee snob and won’t tolerate shitty coffee that’s been sitting in a pot for hours. He knows what I like and will make sure it’s made appropriately before knocking on my door. The entire time I’m speaking with my brother, I can’t help but feel Kaiden’s eyes locked on me. He’s not saying a word, just watching me. A warm tingle flows through me as I keep my attention far from him. 
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Chapter Three
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Goliath

SEEING CRICKET AGAIN yesterday was both Heaven and Hell. She barely talked to me or even looked in my direction while we all ate at the diner. All through the meal, she’d laugh and talk with everyone surrounding us, getting to know the new guys we brought with us for the club. Her eyes barely strayed in my direction and if she did, it wasn’t for more than a few seconds at most. Scorch kept looking between the two of us, not sure what to make of the situation. I don’t even know what the fuck to make of it. All I know is I don’t like this shit and she’s not gonna get away with it for much longer. 

I know Cricket’s not playing games. That’s not her style at all. No. I hurt her and she’s letting me know in the only way she can. By freezing me out until she’s ready to talk or see me. Well, I’m not going to make it easy on her. Cricket and I have some things to work out between the two of us and this includes working on our communication. Everything is going to be so much different now that we’re both in the same town and will be seeing one another. We won’t have thousands of miles between us. I know her parents have a good relationship plus my nanny and pappy did, so the sooner we get shit straight between us, the better. 

After leaving the diner last night, we headed straight for the clubhouse. For the property we now own. Anguish talked to our realtor and got the keys for the gate at the new compound and the lodge. He’ll make copies for all of us today and then hand them out. Well, to those of us who are getting them. Some of the guys haven’t earned the right to them yet. They will in time, but not right off the bat. We have a really hard time trusting anyone who didn’t serve with us. It’s something ingrained in each member of my team and I don’t see it changing anytime soon. The only two who have our full trust at this point are Cricket and Ophelia. They’ve been silent, absent members of our team since the day we started boot camp in a way. 

We walked through the lodge which is our clubhouse. It’s a-fucking-mazing. Everything inside and out is made of wood, like a log cabin. Huge windows fill the first floor, letting in a ton of sunlight to brighten up the space. We’ve had them switched from regular glass to bullet proof for times when shit gets out of control. I’m not saying it will, but we want to be prepared for every possible scenario. The first floor contains a large main room we’re making our common room, a bar taking up the right wall of the space where the check-in counter used to be. There’s an industrial kitchen just beyond the end of the bar with enough space for the ten tables with chairs already in there. We have two bathrooms, three offices, and a conference room also on the first floor. We still have things to add to the space, but we’ll get it all put together by the end of the week. Most things we’re still waiting to be delivered. Such as the tables for the common room, two pool tables, and a few other things. 

The large conference room is going to be used for church, or our meetings as a club. Anguish ordered a custom table with our colors burned into the top. It should be here in a few days. Honestly, it’s going to take all of us to move the damn thing from what he’s been told. And it won’t be moving again once we get it into place. He’s also ordered brand-new chairs for us to use so we’re comfortable. Some of us can’t just sit in regular wooden chairs with the damage that’s been inflicted on our bodies. Thankfully, Anguish more than understands so accommodations based on our individual issues have been made. Glad to have someone like him overseeing all of this shit, because it’s a bit mind-boggling what has gone into making this happen.

The second and third floors of the lodge contain rooms. We’ve had the ones on the third floor altered so they’re bigger and will only be for the Officers of the club. With the addition of Soul. Every member of our team will be on the same floor. Soul’s not an officer because he didn’t want a position like that. He prefers to remain in the background offering assistance to the rest of us as it’s needed. The second floor will be for the full-patch members, Prospects, and any club girls we decide to bring in. 

Personally, I don’t give a fuck one way or another if girls are here. The only person I want is Cricket and no one else will work to do anything for me. However, every man we have with us here is single and going to want to get their dick wet eventually. I smirk thinking of all the condoms we still have left from my nanny. All of the guys were careful whenever we went into town because none of them wanted an unplanned pregnancy. As for me, well, I went through a shit ton of lotion and tissue. 

We ended up bringing a few guys with us when everything finally came together. One of the men we call Flask. Anguish knows him and the man always has a filled flask on him. He doesn’t drink if he knows we’re going to be riding, but always prefers to be prepared. I can’t say I blame him, but it’s not my choice. Another full-patch member we call Flame. Country knows him from back home in Texas. He’s a good man from what I can see and has always been willing to lend a hand when it’s needed on Country’s farm. Especially after he enlisted. Flame wanted to get out of Texas and has stayed in semi-regular contact with my brother over the last eight years. We didn’t have a problem with him joining our band of misfits. At this point, the more the merrier. Within reason, of course. Jared’s betrayal nearly killed all of us and that’s not something we’re going to forget when it comes to allowing new people into our lives.

There’s also two Prospects we have with us. Fetch is a kid we found living on the streets close to the motel we were staying in before heading here. After aging out of the foster care system, he found himself on the streets. He was literally doing anything he could to eat and stay alive. None of us were about to let him remain in that situation when we could help him out. So, we talked to him, slowly drew him out of his shell, and made sure he had proper food to eat. When we left, we brought him with us. Anguish, Hulk, and I actually went in on the cost of a simple bike for him to ride. Fetch will be paying us back as he earns money and was quick to assure us he’ll do whatever we need him to do. It doesn’t seem as if the kid has ever had a single person step up to help him out. I can’t even imagine what he’s been through. Suffice it to say, he was in the right place at the right time because we’re not going to let him down.

The other guy is named Creed Pierce. He grew up with Nova in California and was excited to hear about the club we were starting. Creed is lost in life; not sure where to go after trying college and a few other failed ventures. So, when he asked if he could tag along, we brought him in. We’re just waiting for him to get a bike. He flew in from Cali late last night and met us here. We’ll be taking him bike shopping in the next few days. More than likely when we head out to look for a few trucks, vans, or SUVs for the club’s use when we can’t ride. According to Scorch, the weather here is usually rather mild, but winter storms come through and because of our location, we end up with a ton of snow. 

I’ve found there’s no other way I want to travel after spending two days on the back of my bike. There’s nothing freer than feeling the wind whip around your body as you roar down the road. I’m not sure it’s time to add a passenger on my bike since I haven’t been riding very long, but I can’t wait for Cricket to be sitting behind me with her arms wrapped tightly around my body as we ride through Odin’s Gap and the surrounding towns. 

“Goliath, is there anything you need me to do?” Fetch asks as I make my way down to the common room first thing this morning. 

He’s already dressed in the new clothes we got him with a leather cut covering his back. His hair is much shorter than past his shoulders in a tangled mess as it was when we first saw him. For the first time since meeting him, the kid is clean and wearing a large smile on his face. Even his eyes shine brighter as if he’s been brought back to life. It’s a good look on him and I can’t help but be excited for the kid. 

“Is there coffee ready yet?” I question him, still not fully awake after trying to put my room together last night with the shit I had shipped here. 

“It should be finished now. I just started a pot. I’ll get you a mug. I’ve already washed all the new dishes that were delivered and put them away. There’s been a food delivery as well. I’m not sure where it came from, but if you guys want me to change anything, just let me know and I’ll get it taken care of,” he tells me before disappearing from the room as I take a seat at the bar. 

As I wait for my coffee, Scorch, Hulk, and Anguish make their way down to me. Each man takes a seat at the bar on either side of me as we wait for Fetch to come back. He must hear their loud asses stomp through the place as he appears with four steaming mugs of coffee, sugar, creamer, and spoons for us all. This kid is really on top of shit!

“What time are you heading to your sister’s?” I ask Scorch, needing to see her.

“As soon as I drink this cup of coffee. Gonna grab her a cup from the diner along with something to eat for the girls. You riding with me?” 

“Yep. What else is on the agenda for the day, Anguish?”

“Other than talking to Cricket about the bar and then taking her down to see it, we have to walk through the other business, I want to tour the rest of the property here, and then we’ll have church to finish figuring out how many people we want to hire for each business and where we’re all gonna work. I think we might have another guy coming into the club too,” he states, not looking up from his coffee. 

“What guy?” Hulk growls out his concern for bringing in more new guys to our club. 

“You already know him, Hulk. We all do. Metal from the tattoo parlor close to base. He’s not happy with the way shit’s going at his current spot, already rides, and we all have met him. If you don’t want him here, I get it. We’ll talk more about it in church,” Anguish assures my brother.
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