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      I know that this series is set in the Eighties, but I have added a flare of present times to enhance the enjoyability of this storyline. Things will begin moving further along in years so that when I get to the next generation, they will be on our current timeline. Also, if you don’t like cussing, provocative scenarios, fighting, rowdy and raunchy bikers, this book is not for you. But if you do… happy reading.

      

      XOXO,

      Lib
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      This story is dedicated to all of the DreamCatcher Motorcycle Club fans. Thank you for loving this wild group of men and women the same way I do. Without you, I would’ve trashed this series long ago. As a matter of fact, I almost did. Without the encouragement of several readers, I kept going until they finally found readers who enjoyed this unique club.
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      Cole, who’s known as Powerhouse by his brothers, steers clear of relationships. Why? Because his mother taught him a valuable lesson in love. Never give your heart away and always keep your distance. He had a rough and rowdy childhood, one full of traumatic events. He’s lived by a code. But now he’s met her, and he can’t remember any of those reasons. She makes him question all of his beliefs. His heart beats for her, which is weird, because it barely beats for him.

      Salem had a wonderful upbringing, full of love and laughter. Her dad was her everything, and her mother was her best friend. Until her father lost his life, and her mother’s heartbreak made her take off in search of greener pastures. Salem lost them both. Despite her world crumbling around her, she never gave up on life or love. She’s a dynamo who’s determined to break down all of Cole’s defenses. Giving up is not a word in her dictionary. She may think she’s not picture perfect for him, looks wise, but she knows she’s what’s best for his heart. Their motto: Never give up, fight the good fight, never go to bed angry, and always kiss and make up.

      Will the club’s enemies put their future at risk? Or will their strengths boil over and fill the club with hope?
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        POWERHOUSE

      

      

      For three months, we’ve been trying to find a needle in the haystack. Hemingway, Master’s baby sister, has been very well concealed from the prying eye of the public.

      We’ve dug deep; hell, I’ve sledged my way through the thick, dark underground world, hitting up some unsavory characters in my attempts to find out her whereabouts.

      Plain and simple… nobody knows jack shit. Our threats, promises of a marker; nothing has yielded the desired result of finding her.

      Tyson is tirelessly searching, doing whatever it takes to get his mind off Amara’s suicide. Not that a single one of us blames him for keeping his mind from becoming idle.

      Unfuckingfortunately, Amara wasn’t able to get past the skeletons that burrowed deep inside of her closet and made it their dwelling.

      She’d relived her torture sessions daily—every hour, minute, and second, they haunted her. Regardless if she was awake or asleep, those monsters tended to invade her mind and control her life.

      What Amara lived through was fucked the hell up. It would’ve made any female a drooling mess. I hold a lot of blame on my shoulders for that day’s outcome. I was given the task to watch over the women, and I failed exponentially.

      Tyson’s been holding a grudge against me, keeping me at arm's reach. Again, I don’t blame him one bit, I just wish I could turn back time and prevent the tragedy from happening.

      Sadly, time machines are only available in the make-believe world of Hollywood, so in an effort to fix things, I keep up my punishing lifestyle, sleeping only when I’m past exhaustion, so I can find the answers we all seek, but he desperately needs.

      Growing up in a household where my mother lived in her own, mentally chaotic hell where I was dragged along for the ride, was draining on my fragile, still developing psyche.

      Suicide attempts were a daily obstacle I had to hurdle as a child.

      Every day, I walked through the door after school, praying I wouldn’t get a dose of seeing my mother lying in a pool of her own blood.

      It’s my belief that no kid should end his day worrying about his parents' mental health and if they’ll be alive when they walk through the front door of their house. I know I’ve got a fuckton of baggage I drag along with me which dictates how I handle each and every situation I’m presented with, but at this point, I don’t give a fuck.

      I matured ahead of my class which caused some rifts between me and my other classmates.

      I was considered the weird one.

      I became a leaper when I was fourteen. That’s the day that she succeeded in ending her life. I can remember it like it was yesterday.

      “Mom! I’m home. Where are you?” I shouted as I kicked off my shoes and tossed my bookbag on the shelf for my things that were sitting by the front door.

      “Mom!” I try again, but all is quiet, not a sound reverberates other than the echo of my voice as it carries down the hallway and bounces back to me.

      My skin pebbles, because down deep, I know that she’s not responding to me because she can’t, not because she doesn’t want to.

      I scan the entire house from front to back, finally coming to the realization she’s not here. A cold chill wracks my body, and I instinctively know I’ll never see her again.

      For hours, I sit at the kitchen table, looking out the window hoping that this day is nothing more than a bad dream that I’ll eventually wake from.

      Only, the nightmare intensified when knocks came later on that night. Two detectives stood on the front door’s stoop and delivered the news as delicately as they could.

      I ended up with my bags packed and was delivered to an aunt and uncle that were dangling on the fine line of living an unsavory lifestyle. They were in the pockets of some low-level drug dealers, worked side-by-side with some loan sharks, and tried dipping their hands in some petty crimes, using me as their scapegoat more often than not when they got caught.

      I used to dream that someone would step in and drag me away from their household. But you know what they say about hopes and assholes, everyone has one, that doesn’t mean they’ll come true or be wiped cleanly.

      Then the day came when we discovered that due to my mother’s dramatic leap in front of the train, we wouldn’t be receiving any of her insurance benefits.

      According to her autopsy report, she’d taken a handful of pills to give her the courage to try something she hadn’t attempted before. She’d walked in a dazed fog in front of a moving train. She’d crossed the tracks moments before the locomotive passed the tracks she’d chosen.

      My life went downhill fast from there. I saw the inside of a cell more often than not, and not just the one provided to me from time-to-time by the local police department. The assholes tasked with raising me welded their own version for me, and it became my new home until I escaped and began living in the bowels of the streets with the rest of the destitute.

      I dumpster dived for my dinner, used cardboard boxes for shelter, and took odd jobs that weren’t always up to par.

      Surviving on the streets isn’t for wimps, that’s for fucking sure but I’ve got the physical and mental scars to prove I managed to do so.

      That’s how I met Pops.

      He helped me find shelter, forced my hand by putting me back in school, showing me the type of man I wanted to measure up to, and eventually become. When I was in lockup for a bad decision, I met Texas and things progressed from there. He enticed me to join the DreamCatcher Motorcycle Club, and my life finally made sense and had meaning.

      Tyson has finally convinced Master and Gunner that he can make better ground without me tagging along, so I find myself back home where once again, my life makes a drastic turn for the better.

      
        
        SALEM

      

      

      Taking the position offered to me by Aspen has been a dream come true. I love to dance, have always been naturally gifted at it, but never wanted to do anything further with my talent outside of teaching and choreographing.

      The way the human body can move, twisting this way, and bending that way, is a conundrum to our skeletal makeup.

      It shouldn’t be possible, but it is awe striking when I see the way my youngsters manipulate gravity’s continuum.

      “Good class,” I say as I turn off the music. “See y’all next week.”

      “Bye, Miss Salem,” Oakley remarks as she grabs her tote bag with a pair of pirouetting ballerinas on it, takes off her dance shoes and slips off her tutu, replacing the items with her sneakers and a pair of shorts.

      “Miss Salem?” Juniper snags my wrap skirt that covers my leotard, pulling on it to grab my attention. “Next week, can we practice my leaps?”

      “We can,” I answer before advising, “Practice pointing your toes.”

      “I will, I promise,” Juniper acknowledges, sending me a megawatt smile.

      Their ride is running behind, so I spend the next few minutes giving her some exercises that will help her memory automatically perform the duty without stopping to think about it when the roar of a jacked-up truck comes purring into the lot.

      My mouth waters at the sight that greets me once the driver's side door opens and a fine-looking specimen steps out. I’ve never seen a man who’s so mouthwatering delicious in my life.

      My body instantly responds, my nipples pebble and my core clamps in a painstaking grip.

      “Who is that?” I whisper, lifting my finger up and swiping it across my bottom lip to make sure no drool is dripping down my chin.

      That’d be embarrassing.

      “That's our uncle, Cole,” Oakley submits. Glee at seeing her relative have her irises dancing in their sockets.

      “He’s not a blood relative,” Aspen supplies, wearing a knowing grin, which she doesn’t hide from me.

      Isn’t that a written rule in the girl code handbook or something?

      Even if you know your friend is salivating over someone and he’s starring in some pretty racy fantasies, you do not toss that up in her face.

      You hide that shit behind your hand or keep it held inside.

      That’s what I’d do anyway if the roles were reversed.

      Sometimes.

      Maybe.

      Oh hell, who am I kidding, I’d let that shit fly. “He’s a brother in the club.”

      “A brother?” I ask, still stupefied that a man could be so well-sculpted and developed. It’s like an artist plucked the perfect prototype out of my head, and sketched him—he’s that damn yummy and perfect.

      “Careful, Salem. Them cobwebs you’ve kept from dusting may blow away in the wind,” Aspen teases me.

      “About damn time someone tackles and dusts them,” I wisecrack. Aspen snorts at my clever comment, but the girls look lost and confused.

      Just as they prepare to ask a slew of questions, a bell dings above the door indicating someone entering, and said “dust cloth” is the one who walks, no struts through.

      Oakley, obviously still in the dark, asks, “Who’s gonna dust Miss Salem’s cobwebs?”

      My face turns a bright crimson shade of red.

      How do I know this is happening?

      The simplest answer is this… I can feel the fire from the blush seeping through my skin and flowing like lava through my capillaries burning me from the outside in.

      My head hangs, my eyes finding a spot on the floor, hoping and praying that a hole will open up and swallow me whole.

      But as luck would have it, no sinkholes present themselves offering me a hasty retreat. When I feel as if I have enough courage to face this dreamboat head on, I lift my eyes and they connect with his. There’s a gleam of satisfaction beaming back at me, and the icing on top of the cupcake is that he shoots me a wink that has my knees wobbling. The confetti sprinkling is the fact that it takes all the muscle strength I have to keep myself in an upright position.

      Face planting in front of this hottie is not an option!

      For fuck’s sake! Where’s a bottle of Calgon when a girl needs to be taken away?

      Aspen clears her throat, then starts introductions. “Powerhouse, I’d like you to meet my newest employee and friend, Salem. Salem, this is Master’s club brother, Powerhouse.”

      “Pleasure, Darlin’,” the walking, talking, tasty man-candy states. His tone is suave, smooth, and charismatic making me wish I could be his sugary treat.

      “Likewise,” I squeak, then begin internally scolding myself for the less-than-smooth first impression… I sound like a damn mouse.

      My free-spirited, fluent in three languages, literary mother, would be so proud of my stumbling eloquence. Not.

      Epic. Fail.

      Strobe lights flash through my mind, the catchphrase, “you lose, do over” gleams behind my eyelids.

      Only, there’s no capability of backtracking from my disastrous bumpy start.

      The jury has come back with their verdict; I’m a complete and utter loser.
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        POWERHOUSE

      

      

      Salem isn’t my usual, go-to type. Usually, I fall for blondes with huge tits.

      Dolly Parton was my fantasy as a young boy, but there’s something so daringly unique and drawing about her, that I find myself basically stalking her. Her darker strands, dancer build with smaller breasts, along with those startling hazel eyes, captivate me. More than a handful is a waste, anyway.

      I volunteer before anyone is asked to pick the girls up from their classes at Dream Dancers Studio, Aspen’s business that the club backed and is a silent partner in. I do this just to get a glimpse of her, I’ve lost my manhood since meeting Salem. I’ve nearly become obsessed with her. I go to bed and wake up with her on my mind.

      She even manages to invade my dreams.

      Today, when I pick up Oakley and Juniper, I’m determined to ask Salem out. I’ve never dated before; I’ll have to do some asking around to find out what’s considered a suitable first date place to take her to.

      I’ll ask one of the old ladies, I don’t want to give the guys a reason to razz me.

      I have a reputation for fucking faceless women and sending them on packing—no attachments, no strings, just a fuck and go.

      When you’re connected to someone on that sorta intimate level, they have the power to hurt and destroy you, which is why I’ve kept a wide berth and usually steer away from relationship commitments.

      I’m cordial with the women, but never allow them to believe our pairing will go further than the one night I offer them. In fact, I’m quite clear about my intentions; I’ll show them a good time while they ride a biker’s cock, but they needn’t expect to hear from me again.

      Some say I’m an asshole. I can’t help the way they look at me, I know differently. I guard myself, and my heart, never allowing anybody to have the power over me to shred my soul the way the only woman I’ve ever loved did—my mother.

      It’s amazing to me how fucked up she left me. The woman who was supposed to love me unconditionally ended up loving herself more. So now, I protect me, myself, and I above all else.

      My brothers and their families have my loyalty, but until I met Salem, no woman has ever broken down the steel walls that surround my heart.

      But with her, I want it all.

      And have it, I will.

      There’s no question in my mind that for some reason, she’s been calibrated with me in mind. My southern grandmother would bless her heart because I’m not an easy man, and she’s gonna need a strong resolve to not give up on me as I navigate my way through this thing called trust.

      Whoever was foolish enough to believe I deserve a life partner is insane.

      I won’t break her, I’ll treasure, adore, and cherish her, because somewhere, somehow, she’s changed my point of view.

      In other words, I’m completely, and utterly, fucked. I’m not sure what it is about her, but I’m determined to find out why she tugs at my strings unlike any female before her.

      Salem is what they call a game changer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sitting in my truck for forty-five minutes before class lets out has played havoc on my nerves. I’m still going to ask her to go out with me, but every line that’s rummaged through my head seems cheesy and could get my balls crushed by a knee to the groin.

      “Just be yourself,” I mutter. “And cup your nuts if your mouth gets away from you and you make an ass out of yourself.” After all, my family jewels must be top priority.

      With a sigh of annoyance, I exit the truck and head into the dance studio. A slow melody rings through my ears as it plays from the record player… the class is winding down.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I see Aspen, and the smile spread across her cheeks is nerve wracking somehow, she knows exactly why I’m here and it has less to do with the two little aspiring ballerinas and more to do with their luscious instructor. Shaking my head, I plaster my eyes on Salem’s hips as they sway and pivot one way, then the other.

      This time, it’s me who’s smiling as I watch with apt attention as the youngsters mimic her rhythmic moves.

      With Salem the movement is tempting, alluring, desirable, and corruptive to young vulnerable minds.

      “What, pray tell, just put that frown on your face, Cole?” Aspen whispers, hassling me as she silently makes her way over to me.

      The damn woman is light on her feet and moves like a stealthy ninja, for fuck’s sake because I didn’t hear her approaching me.

      Do I dare tell her where my mind just went?

      “Should the little ones be doing that?” I ask, waving my hands in their direction.

      “They’re cooling down,” Aspen giggles. “Keeping their muscles loose and limber so they don’t seize. I’m not understanding what the issue is.”

      “You're okay with your girls learning to tempt a man by rotating their pelvis that way?” I quiz her, appalled that this is considered to be an appropriate maneuver for minors.

      “Careful, Cole. Your alpha is showing,” Aspen teases me. “But honestly, is that what you really think? Or are you upset because a certain attractive teacher is alluring to men as they pass by?” She waves her arm toward the heavy, yet clear glass that allows the community to see the class without the protection of the sheet rocked walls, “or is it because bystanders see the children’s.” She vigorously clears her throat before picking up her statement where she left off, “Salem’s activity.”

      “I think that the guys and I need to reconfigure the design of this place,” I utter, completely ignoring how she’s trying hard not to laugh at me. These are valid concerns as far as I’m well… concerned. I need to figure out how to bring it up at church first because those fuckers will probably laugh me out of the room. “There are some pretty sick people in this world, Aspen.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt. Met a few not too long ago,” she reminds me.

      “That you did,” I agree, placing my arm over her shoulder and tugging her toward me. “But they aren’t a threat to you any longer.”

      “But there’s still a threat looming over the club. A few if memory serves,” she prompts.

      She’s not wrong about that. We have the Crumley brothers and Master’s missing sister to still contend with.

      “I’m gonna give you a check you can take to the bank and cash… we’ll take care of them too.”

      “Only if y’all find them before Pops does,” she remarks, rubbing her swollen, pregnant belly.

      The action bothers me. I turn her in my arms to where I can look at her face when I ask her, “Do you need to get off your feet? Some water maybe?” Glancing down past the huge basketball that is her stomach these days, I see her legs and feet don’t look particularly swollen, but we can’t be too certain. “Are you sure you’re not retaining fluid?” I start to crouch to check for myself then think better of it in case she opts to use one of those feet to nab me in the gonads.

      “What is it with you men?” She huffs. “I know my limitations, Cole. I won’t do anything to harm either me or this baby.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” I agree, mirroring her prior words.

      As the music shuts off and little feet pitter-patter across the floor, my attention turns from my friend to my soon-to-be woman. She sashays across the room, removing her ballet slippers and replacing them with a pair of fluffy house shoes. As she heads in our direction, the unicorn heads atop each of her feet bobbles causing laughter to burst from me.

      “What? These?” Salem asks, pointing down at her feet. “They’re all the rave. Don’t ya know I’m hip?” she giggles. “They were a gift from my students for my birthday, how could I not wear them.”

      “Your birthday? When was that?”

      “Today,” she meekly answers, ducking her head as her cheeks blush. Unbeknownst to her, it’s a tantalizing and alluring look on her delicate features.

      And this just gave me the perfect excuse to take her out.

      
        
        SALEM

      

      

      “Your birthday, huh?” Cole probes, his voice masculine and husky, causing a shiver to traverse up and down my body. His throaty tone, on its own, causes the women of the world to quiver and solicit his desire.

      I’ve seen how the females on the street bat their eyelashes and push up their assets with desperation to gather his unsolicited attention, yet he either doesn’t notice, or dismisses their advances without a glance shot in their direction.

      The problem lies, that they’re all drop dead gorgeous and I’m plain… just a hair above what the tabloids view as being average in looks and build—even with my dancer's physique. I’m nothing spectacular, which means if they don’t catch his regard, what chance do I have of getting him to look at me twice?

      “Yeah,” I shyly answer his question.

      “Well, we need to do something to celebrate,” he remarks, causing my heart to skip a beat.

      “Wh-what?” Unsure if I heard him correctly or not, I clear my throat, and ask, “Did you just ask me out? Like, out-out?” My words fumble out of my mouth like an undereducated, stuttering simpleton. No wonder the opposite sex scurries away posthaste after sharing a few words with me, I freak out and stammer when a good-looking man hits on me.

      I’m a walking, talking advertisement for how to lose a man in mere minutes. I’m the “don’t do that” example mothers use when talking to their daughters. “Watch Salem, see how she epically failed. She's the epitome of what not to do when trying to draw in a future spouse.”

      “I did,” Cole confirms with a saucy smirk curling at the corner of his top lip.

      “A date-date, or the two of us hanging out as friends, kinda date?” I’m in awe, even if it’s only as an acquaintance type of get together.

      I’m flabbergasted… utterly giddy like a geeky teenage nerd who was asked out by the star quarterback.

      I’m ecstatic and complacent with the context of hanging out with him—getting to know him on a molecular, platonic level.

      I’ve turned into that needy girl who eagerly snatches up the bread crust laid before her and is happy with the fact that she’s getting offered the crumbs. I’ll make a hearty sandwich using those discarded leftovers and eat it with untoward pride, even if it’s likely to be pieced together specks of dried mush. I’m so freaking pathetic right now I wish a hole would open up in the middle of the gorgeous wooden floors that are waxed to perfection as the heat of embarrassment rushes through me.

      Aspen’s throat clearing drags me out of my self-condemnation. “I’ll, uh, leave y’all to do your planning.” She shoots a playful, supportive wink to me before rotating herself in quarter chunk spins, then wobbles her pregnant self into her office as fast as the baby growing in her womb allows, rounding up Oakley and Juniper along the way.

      An amused chuckle has my eyes swiveling from my boss and friend to the Greek Adonis standing before me.

      “Getting back to your earlier question, I’d like to take you on a date-date to celebrate,” Cole resolves.

      “No reason to pay tribute to my birth, Cole. All it does is remind me of everything I’ve lost,” I say, my throat clogging as my voice chokes up. “My father died on my birthday, and he may as well have taken my mom along with him. She stopped living, stopped being a mother, and embraced her current nomadic lifestyle.”

      “How long has it been?” he inquires, pulling me out of a trip I don’t want to take down memory lane

      “Since?” I ask because that’s a damn loaded question if I’ve ever heard one. I could fill that blank with many different episodes from my past. All separate sequences of events, but each one hurts as bad as the first.

      “Since your dad died. Since you’ve seen your mom. Since you’ve celebrated your birthday. I’d like to hear the answers to all of the above-mentioned questions.” He pushes, trying to unwrap the painful box that is my life. “Plus more I’ll come up with along the way, I’m sure.”

      “Multiple choice, huh, Cole?”

      “Changing the subject, huh, Salem?”

      “Touché,” I harrumph. “Six years for my dad, five and a half years since I’ve seen my mom, and I haven’t celebrated my day of birth since the year before Dad passed. We had a get-together planned for later that evening, but I’m sure you can guess that never happened for obvious reasons.” My toes drag on the carpet as I shift in awkwardness, restlessly shuffling from one foot to the other. “My life is as pathetic as a soap opera, Cole.”

      “Days of our Lives?” he asks, raising a brow. A giggle escapes me that he knows the name of one of the popular daytime airings.

      “No. More like All My Children,” I wisecrack followed by a mortifying snort.

      “Susan Luci bad, huh?”

      “You know who Susan Luci is?” Once again, I find myself thunderstruck and taken aback by this man… he’s an enigma. “Care to share how you’ve found yourself privy to this information? The programs are typically catered to the female variety.”

      “My mom was addicted to the shows. Every summer, every holiday, she’d plop me in front of the television and torture me with them.”

      “Poor Cole.”

      “I know, right?” He expresses this by tossing his arms up in the air and outrageously widening his eyes.

      “Was it a punishment?” I taunt.

      “Yes, but not because I was bad, but because it was too much of an effort to wrangle me,” he answers, but I swear I see some guilt radiating from his irises.

      “You okay, Cole?”

      “Yeah. It’s just hard talking about her.”

      “Who? Your mom?” I continue probing.

      “Yeah,” he answers with the singular word. I decide to drop it, I know how much it hurts to embark on a subject that’s painful.

      Instead, I switch topics and answer his previous question, “Yes.”

      “Yes?” he asks me, confused with the swift change of conversation.

      “Yes. I’ll go out with you. As long as we don’t make this about my birthday. Deal?”

      “Well, alrighty then. That’s a deal. Give me your contact information and address and I’ll see you at seven tonight.”

      I jot down my address and home telephone number on a loose scrap of paper I find sitting on the front counter, he tears a piece off the bottom portion of the sheet for himself, writes down his contact details for me, then he grabs the two giggling girls and leaves.

      My mind whirls, anxiousness stays settled in my gut, my wardrobe flashes through my memory as I mentally put together an outfit, and unfortunately, the rest of my workday drags on as slowly as sand through an hourglass.

      I have a date!
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        SALEM

      

      

      My hands shake in anticipation as I examine myself one last time. Satisfied with the outfit I chose, I skim myself from head to toe in my vanity’s mirror, nod my head in approval before dashing out to my living room.

      Cole phoned me earlier, encouraging me to wear a pair of ankle-cuffed jeans, boots, a weighted jacket, and a tight top. “Nothing that’s flowy or can get tangled,” he stated.

      One of the last presents my father gifted my mother before he passed was a fringed leather jacket. Mom loaned it to me once and it’s been in my closet ever since. She never asked for it back, so I never reminded her that I still had it. As far as I’m concerned, it’s a win for me. Her loss, my gain. It’s not like she’s banging down my door for all of the articles of clothing I’ve accumulated over the years since she pulled her disappearing act and hit the road.

      “Don’t let the door hit you where the good Lord split you,” I rumble the same phrase I use anytime she comes to the forefront of my mind.

      Just as I’m fixing to traverse down a road that should be less traveled, a rasping knock on my front door interrupts my downward spiral into la-la land and I let out a relieved breath full of many thanks.

      “Coming!” I holler as I grab my wallet and stuff it down my front pocket. It’s a good thing clothing manufacturers make women’s jean pockets deep. Before my hand lands on the knob, I comb my fingers through my hair before smoothing the flyaway strands down.

      Gathering my courage, I swing the door open and my breath hitches. My god this man is pure perfection. I can’t help but wonder if his parents were this spectacular. “Hi.”

      “Hi yourself,” Cole responds. “Are you ready?”

      “Yeah.” Reaching up, I pull my keyring off the nail I hammered into the wall and shut the door behind me.

      “Here, let me, Salem.” Cole reaches out, steadying my hand that I hadn’t realized was trembling and places his over top before gently removing my keys. “This one?”

      “No. It’s the square one that’s brass, not the silver one,” I direct.

      My eyes zone in on his strong fingers as he rotates his way through the numerous keys I have before finding the right one.

      “Why so many?” Cole inquires.

      “One for my house of course. Another for my car, one for the studio, one for my post office box, one for my parents' house, and one for my next-door neighbor. I feed her cat whenever she leaves town on a business trip. Instead of leaving her key in the mailbox where anyone can get it, I just keep one on me. Outside of her family, I’m the only one she trusts to feed Cloudy and change out his litter box.” I rush, expanding my explanation so he doesn’t think anything fishy when it comes to me having Jamie’s house key.

      “That’s awfully neighborly of you,” he says, his voice sincere and sugary sweet, but I can still sense a tinge of sadness embedded in there. “When I lived at home, our neighbors avoided us like the plague. We were the white trash of the neighborhood. We were blamed for the decrease in their home's estimated value.”

      “They stayed away from you too?” I ask him.

      “Like I was a contagious virus,” he clarifies. “I was a product of the two most hated people on our street, after all.”

      “Some people are judgmental assholes,” I hiss, perturbed that a child had to suffer for the dislike of his parents.

      It’s shamefully pathetic.

      “Story of my life, sweetheart.” Cole shakes as if he’s trying to dismiss the thoughts in his head then shoots me a blinding smile. As we reach his motorcycle, he asks me, “Ever ride before?”

      “Yes. My dad used to ride on the weekends, and he’d take me with him Sunday mornings,” I explain, enjoying the memories my answer conjured. “Saturday was his and Mom’s time. They lived the hippie lifestyle.” I chuckle as I think back to their wardrobe choices and how they’d freely smoke their weed regardless of if we were in the privacy of our home or out and about in the public.

      They believed that they had the right to smoke, have sex, and walk around in the nude whenever the mood struck.

      They acquired quite the fan club, rap sheet, and reputation around town.

      People loved them.

      Every time they were arrested, there was a protest from the peers in front of the jailhouse. And I was always there with them, picketing and hollering about the injustices with the masses.

      It was awesome.

      “That’s nice. I don’t have an extra helmet, so you’ll wear mine,” Cole solidifies.

      Yeah, because I’m gonna give into that edict so easily.

      Whatever.

      He’s a fool if he thinks I’ll sit behind him with my noggin protected while he is exposed to potential injury.

      “Cole, neither of us is riding without a helmet. Hang on a second.” Reaching out, I swipe my keys from his hand and walk to the side of my house and unlock my shed’s double doors. “I haven’t used mine in years, but it’s been kept in its holster so it should be dust free.”

      Finding the black bag, I pull it down off the shelf and begin unzipping it. When the helmet my father had custom designed for me is exposed, a tear slips free and falls down my cheek.

      “I miss him. Every day, something reminds me of him and makes his loss fresh all over again.”

      “You had a good relationship with him. It’s good you have mementos like this to remind you of the good times, Salem. Don’t let the pain of his loss override those memories.” Cole reaches down and wipes my cheek with the pad of his thumb. “The penmanship on this is really good. It’s clean and well done.”

      “My dad’s best friend paints antique cars as a hobby, he did this design for me,” I tell him.

      The helmet is blended in matte gradient shades of black and gray. The scenery’s what’s breathtaking. On both sides are twig-like tree limbs with an owl sitting on top, watching over their surroundings. Underneath them is wildlife running amuck. On the back are wolves who are laying on their hind quarters watching over the smaller animals, protecting them instead of preying upon them. One wolf is the color of my dad’s hair and the other my mother’s. Their eyes are the exact hue as their irises and between them, is a pup who has the same shade of fur as her mother with her father’s eyes peering back at you. It feels as if my wolf counterpart is watching your every move. To me, I’ve always believed she’s watching over her parents as they watched those around them.

      “Do you want to put the knapsack in my saddlebag to tuck it into when we get to our destination?”

      “Is that my cue that we should get out of here and on the road?” My voice is twinkling with humor and my eyes are dancing with mischief.

      It’s rare that I’m able to enjoy myself after thoughts of my dad resurface.

      
        
        POWERHOUSE

      

      

      When our fingers link and lock with each other’s, a spark shocks my hand and travels up my arm then throughout my body. I’ve never felt a gravitational pull to another as I do with her.

      I knew the first time I set my eyes on her that there was something exceptional about her, but it still blows my mind.

      I feel those walls I’d erected begin to crumble and tumble.

      My heart is exposed to her—for her, opened wide. I just hope she protects it for the gift it is because I’m at a loss of how to safeguard it myself now that she’s barged into my life and ripped the control I had honed over it away from me.

      It’s a mind fuck that with only a handful of encounters, she’s enchanted me the way she has.

      Today, I decided not to overly question my uncharted feelings, to let things play out as they will, let nature navigate things and see where we land. Life is full of unknowns, I thought I was protected from falling down that hole, but it seems I’m not as immune as I believed I was to the relationship virus.

      It’s amazing how a little slip of a woman can come in and annihilate my guarded restraint, but that’s exactly what she’s managed to do.

      “Where are we going?” Salem asks as I help her with her strap.

      Once I have it securely buckled underneath her chin, give it a shake to make sure it’s secure, I answer. “The ladies wrangled me into agreeing to bring you to the clubhouse for a barbeque, they’ve agreed to keep it low-key and not mention your birthday, but before that, I thought we’d take a ride and enjoy the weather. Sound good?”

      “It sounds great, Cole! I love the women and men I’ve met. I always feel like there’s a live skit to entertain me with. The things that come out of Juniper and Oakley’s mouths make gloomy days shine.”

      “All of the kids have a gift to make us smile regardless of what the day’s been like,” I confirm her words. “I’m glad you like them, they’re important to me.”

      “They’re your family, of course they are, Cole. Family comes before anything.”

      “Only a handful of people call me that,” I admit, loving the way my name sounds rolling off her tongue.

      A pang of delight bounces around my chest, glad that she’ll understand that there may come a time that I’ll have to cancel a date to help one of my brothers out of a sticky situation.

      “Should I call you Powerhouse in front of your family? I don’t want to screw anything up. I don’t understand the ins and outs of a biker's life and I want to fit in,” she submits, chewing on the side of her mouth.

      “No, you can call me Cole, sweetheart. I like it, and I want you to keep doing it. Some of the ladies do, but some don’t. But if you call me Powerhouse, I’ll know I’m in deep shit,” I chuckle, imagining her hands fisted on her hips, her glare sent my way and my road name hissed.

      It makes me hard as nails thinking about her sass showing. Why? I have no clue, it’s as confusing to me as she is.

      “Ready?” Grabbing my helmet off the handlebars, I toss it over my skull and buckle the chin strap.

      “Ready,” she answers, excited to hit the road echoing up and down the street.

      “Well then, what are we waiting for?” I ask, mounting my bike then helping her get settled behind me.

      As we ride with her tits pressed between my shoulder blades and her pussy pushed against my ass, all feels right in my world.

      A first, but hopefully, not a last.
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        * * *

      

      “I forgot how amazingly freeing the open road feels as it brushes your skin,” Salem says as we tuck our helmets on the seat of my Harley.

      “That’s why I’m on my bike as much as I can be,” I admit. “The weather has to be severe to force me into my truck. I use it for the girls every week, but even then, I have the windows rolled down just to feel the wind on my face.”

      “And the radio cranked up,” Salem laughs.

      “And the radio cranked up,” I agree, joining her in laughter. “If I’m gonna be confined, I need to jam with some good tunes.”

      “I love rock. Who’s your favorite?” she probes.

      “It’s a toss-up between Mötley Crüe and Guns N’ Roses,” I confess. Most of my brethren prefer Metallica, but the pounding of heavy metal gives me a migraine, so I stick to the genres that I don’t have to fight in order to understand their lyrics.”

      “For me, it’s Whitesnake and Bon Jovi,” Salem confesses.

      “I like their music too,” I claim, just one more item to check off of the list bearing reasons this woman is my idyllic match.

      “Cole, get your thumb out of your ass and come join the party!” Kruger, our VP bellows with his old lady, Stella, wrapped in his arms.

      “Coming, Veep,” I yell back. “Ready to join the chaos?”

      “I was born ready,” Salem snickers as I cart her through the dirt path where we stop at the cooler to grab each one of us a beer.

      The women all but rip her from me and drag her away as I get bombarded with rapidly asked questions by the men.

      I swear they live off of gossip and drama more than the females of our group do.

      I’ll add a box of tampons for each one of their stockings.

      My to-purchase Christmas list is ever-growing.
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        POWERHOUSE

      

      

      Throughout the evening, I find myself gravitating to Salem more often than not. My eyes never waver from her, I know where she is at all times when she’s not by my side. She always seems to know when I’m looking at her because she twists her body, and our eyes connect.

      She’s just as attuned to me as I am to her.

      There’s some sort of invisible, magnetic string that ties us to each other.

      “Man, the women aren’t going to drag her away and teach her how to make voodoo dolls,” Kruger chuckles at his joke as he watches me watch her. “Your dick is safe from being punctured with a sewing needle.”

      The guys around us begin laughing like a bunch of overgrown teenagers who’ve just opened their first porn magazine and snicker at the prize between a woman’s thighs.

      “Fuck off,” I groan, pinching the bridge of my nose.

      The observant fucker sees too much, more than I want him to, that’s for damn sure.

      “Since when do we sit around the firepit and talk about our bleeding pussies?” Gunner asks, disgust written across his face. Then, he sighs, “Gone are the days of talking about bikes, fucking, and fighting.”

      “Those were the good ole days,” Shamus grunts in reminiscence. “Now we talk about shitty diapers, kid-proofing our houses, and colic.”

      “Fuck, he’s right,” Master adds. “Next we’ll be making s’mores, wiping away each other’s tears, and trading recipes.”

      “I could go for s’mores,” Texas states, rubbing his belly and licking his lips.

      “Dude. Your stomach has you on a leash, that’s all you fucking think about,” Malice snorts with appalment.

      “Fucker. It’s chocolate and marshmallow… combined! Ain’t nothing better tasting than that,” Texas contends.

      “I disagree, our woman’s pussy tastes better than any treat cooked over a campfire,” Malice debates, daring Texas to go against him.

      “Ain’t that the damn truth, I was wrong,” Texas admits, his stare turning in their old lady’s direction. “Speaking of, it’s my turn to taste her sweet essence. Sucks to be you, Malice.”

      “You snooze, you lose, buddy,” Malice taunts Texas as he jumps up from his seat and rushes over to Jessia where he yanks her from the women and hauls her into the clubhouse.

      “That’s cheating!” Texas growls as he stomps his way after the duo.

      “Damn,” I hear gurgling and look over the flames to see Salem fanning her face with her palm. “That’s hot. Can you imagine two men fighting over feasting on you?”

      “Yeah. But I can only handle one Kruger, thank you very much,” Stella deadpans.

      “That’s right, babe!” Kruger hollers, his chest puffing out.

      “That was not a compliment, you beast,” Stella chastises, her eyes glaring at him which doesn’t deter him in the least.

      “Sounded like it was, didn’t it sound like that to you too, Powerhouse?” Kruger pokes, drawing me into this argument. “To me, she was saying I’m too much of a man to handle.”

      “That is not what I said,” Stella growls, stomping over to us and popping her old man on the back of the head.

      “Woman!” Kruger shouts, “that shit hurts.”

      “Well, it wasn’t supposed to tickle,” Stella rebukes, her glare not lessening.

      “I’ll give you something you can tickle,” Kruger divulges with a sarcastic and sexually suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows.

      “Yuck, I think I just threw up in my mouth,” I confess, a convulsive shiver wracking up and down my spine. “Take y’all’s foreplay somewhere else, would you? I’d like to keep the beer I’ve consumed down.”

      “Now that’s an instance where it’s better left in than let out,” Gunner drawls as Cameron’s face turns beet red in what I’m presuming to be embarrassment.

      “Gunner!” she hisses. “Stop being so damn crude.”

      Gun huffs before replying, “So says the crudest female I know.”

      “Am not,” she argues, “that’d be your sister.”

      “Hey!” Charlee shouts with a stomp of her foot. “I resent that implication, thank you very much.”

      Looking over, I see Salem with her hand cupped over her mouth in an attempt to hide how her face is scrunched up with laughter. Yet when the wheeze is let through the gap in her fingers, she loses all control and allows the hilarity to filter out in full force.

      She’s fucking stunning. Breathtaking. And she’s all fucking mine.

      “Whatever,” Charlee huffs, “I had a great teacher, i.e., your man.”

      “My man taught you how to be crude?” Cameron probes, egging Charlee on because she knows damn good and well that her man is who helped make Charlee all that she can be and more.

      “Amongst other things,” Charlee harrumphs.

      “This is better than any television shows I could watch,” Salem states, coming up behind me and plopping her hand atop my shoulder.

      “Susan Luci, good?” I tease.

      “Yeah,” she agrees with an added chuckle.

      “That’s good, darlin’. Real good,” I say, preening from her assessing words, happy that my friends’ ridiculous behaviors provide some much-needed entertainment.

      Their foolishness has her forgetting her life’s hardships, for that act, I’m grateful to them. I witnessed the sadness on her face earlier when her father’s name was brought up, the fact that a frown no longer sits heavily on her face lifts a weight from my chest, one that I hadn’t been aware was holding me down until this very minute.

      This woman has a way of sneaking all stealthy-like right on in there, capturing my emotions, fileting my heart wide open without me noticing how weak and defenseless I am when it comes to her.

      
        
        SALEM

      

      

      The slight lift of his upper lip emanates a radiance that has me under a trance-like state of mind. I’m one hundred percent hypnotized by Cole.

      No ifs, ands, or buts about it.

      I feel myself falling into a sinkhole of surrender. Yes, I’m ready to succumb to him and give him all I have to give of myself.

      He has me hook, line, and sinker.

      The abyss I’m sinking into is one filled to the brim with fondness and tenderness. I have a penchant for falling for the bad boys, and Cole is as hardcore as a man can get. But on the flip side of the coin, he’s also kind, supportive, understanding, and protective—qualities that none of the men I dated previously in the past exhibited.

      “Whatcha thinking about so intently, Salem?”

      “How do you know that I was thinking tensely about anything, Cole?”

      “Because you have a scornful look, your nose is wrinkling, and your face is scrunched up,” he forthrightly comments.

      “Huh. I wasn’t aware I did that,” I murmur while contemplating what all he’s said.

      He chuckles before asking again, “So, you gonna tell me what it is that has you lost in your thoughts?”

      “You,” I honestly mention.

      “Me? Care to expand on that answer, Salem?”

      “I could,” I jeer, “but what’s the fun in showing your hand when you have an ace up your sleeve?”

      “Am I that card up your sleeve?” Cole questions. “Am I your ace?”

      “Maybe. But a lady never exposes her innermost secrets,” I reveal, attaching a wink to my statement. I’ve seen him do this several times, but I have a feeling mine didn’t come across anywhere near as sexy as his does.

      “Cheeky wench,” he affectionately grumbles.

      “Oh, honey, you’re in for one helluva shock because that’s only skimming the surface of what I am,” I inform him in a flirtatious manner.

      “Yeah?” His surprise at my naughty provocation earns me a lifted brow accompanied by a deliciously mischievous smirk. “Tell me more.”

      “I will, as soon as you deal the cards,” I laugh, making an escape while I’m ahead.

      The only reason I’m so free with my dalliances is that he makes me feel at ease and I know that he feels the magnetic pull I do.
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        * * *

      

      As the night grows darker, and more alcohol is consumed, the hungrier I get. The smell emanating from the grill has my belly growling.

      “When do we eat around here?” I ask Charlee as she tosses a chunk of chocolate into her mouth.

      “The guys get to drinking and forget about eating. It’s why we always come prepared with goodies in our travel packs. I have crackers that I applied a generous amount of peanut butter on, cookies, candy bars, and sliced apples. What’s your poison?” She dangles a full bag of snacks on her fingers and angles it in my general direction.

      “Um,” I stammer, feeling a tinge of guilt for taking something intended for themselves and their children.

      “If you don't want any of that, I have oranges, yogurt, and snack cakes,” Stella volunteers, but the thought of warm yogurt has my stomach souring so I’ll decline that as graciously as I can.

      “I’ll take some peanut butter crackers and apple slices if that’s okay. That sounds really good, but thank you anyway, Stella.” I settle with as an excuse for not accepting her kind offer.

      “Wouldn’t have offered it to you if it wasn’t,” Charlee humorously chides, but seeing as it's a friendly beratement instead of a snarky one, I don’t get offended.

      As we snack, the kids run amuck making us laugh at their childlike antics. They’re mini versions of their parents, all of which I’m highly enjoying getting to know on a molecular level.

      As we drink, converse, and snack, time passes by, and I almost forget about the men barbequing until hollers of dinner being finished echoes around the chaotic screams of children playing. As the word is given, my stomach rumbles. I nearly become embarrassed by its growling until a couple of the old ladies' bellies follow suit. The women shake their heads, share some looks I can’t decipher, then make their children’s plates first as the rest of the adults step aside. Not wanting to seem like an asshole, I rush over and assist them and help the line of starving munchkins move quicker.

      Then, surprisingly, the men shove us out of the way and serve us before themselves. In our household, it was children, men, then the women, so their actions blow me away.

      “Thank you,” I tell Powerhouse as I grab the plate from his outstretched hands. His reply is simple, yet earth shattering.

      He winks in that pornographic way of his and my knees become weak, barely holding me in an upright position, which I’d like to think has more to do with him and less with the alcohol I’ve consumed. “You’re welcome, darlin’,” he replies.

      Now, I’m not sure which affects me the most… that wink, or his husky, throaty voice.

      My face must be flushed from my reaction to his sexy dalliances as I take my seat next to Charlee because she asks, “You’ve got it bad, dontcha?”

      “Yeah. I think I do.”

      “Welcome to the family, Salem. We’re a bit untamed, but we’re a fun-loving bunch,” Cameron expresses with a gleam of impishness in her eyes.

      “What’s that look for?” I can’t help but ask.

      “Buckle up, sweetheart. You’re in for one helluva ride,” Aspen says around a giggle.

      I nod my head to her announcement because the thoughts floating through my mind aren't considered to be appropriate for a southern lady to share out loud.
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        SALEM

      

      

      The moon illuminates the sky as Cole drives me home. I’ve never watched the scenery with this carefree outlook before. I’ve never taken the time to enjoy the serene beauty that surrounds our small, western town.

      It’s breathtaking.

      But with the way my life is nothing but a rush from point A to point B, I never took the opportunity to just drive and savor the backdrop that surrounds my local community.

      As we pull into my driveway, sadness wraps around me.

      Saying goodbye, even if for a short amount of time, has my chest concaving and my mood dampening. How this man who’s only been a part of my life for such a small span can affect me like this is dumbfounding.

      “What’s wrong, babe?” Cole asks as he turns off the engine and swings me around to face him.

      My chest is pressed firmly to his before I have a chance to contemplate the strength it took for him to switch our positions like he just did or how he knew something was wrong without seeing my face. I take a moment to consider my words carefully, no reason to scare him off before I can draw him in and hook him to where he never wants to leave me.

      While he patiently waits for me to answer his question, he starts unlatching my chin strap and removing my helmet. He removes his shortly afterward, but while doing so, his eyes stay permanently glued to mine.

      “What’s running through that beautiful head of yours, Salem?”

      “You,” I breathlessly admit. “You’re all I can think about.” Where the courage came from to answer him honestly and not bullshit him is baffling. I usually tend to keep my inner turmoil to myself.

      Trusting someone with my heart is not easily done for me. It’s been broken twice—those scars are profoundly embedded in my soul and the cuts are still more than skin deep.

      First by my father’s death, then by the abandonment from my mother.

      “What about me?” he probes, unraveling my braid and twirling a fallen strand of hair loosely around his finger. A moan escapes my throat as my scalp tingles from being toyed with. I love it when someone plays with my hair, it always soothes me, which is why I visit my hairdresser once a month for a scrub and wash.

      “I can’t say it aloud, Cole,” I demurely whisper. “It’s embarrassing.”

      “There’s never going to be anything embarrassing between us or about us, Salem. You will never see judgment in my eyes or hear it in my tone. Feelings are neither right nor wrong. Say it. Tell me what has you frowning.”

      “I’m afraid that once you drive away, you’ll forget about me and move on with your life. I like you, Cole, and I don’t want this to be the end.”

      “The road ahead of us is wide open, Salem. There’s only a beginning point, but there’ll never be an ending to that road. Not for us.”

      “Can you promise that, Cole?”

      “I can do you one better than that, Salem. I guarandamntee it. Now, stop wallowing, let me be a gentleman and walk you to your door.”

      “Then what?” I gaspingly ask.

      “Then, I’ll give you a kiss goodnight, wait until you lock your door, and call you tomorrow to ask you out again.”

      “I’ll say yes,” I whisper. As far as I’m concerned, I’ll say yes to anything he asks me.

      “That’s good to know, darlin’, but I’m still gonna ask you all proper-like,” he remarks with a canted smile.

      “Okay,” I reply with one word.

      “Okay,” he replicates. “Let’s get you safe and sound behind a locked door. I’ve gotta work early in the morning tomorrow.”

      I nod my head and jump off his bike.

      He swings his leg around his bike a lot more suave than I did and laces our fingers together as he escorts me to my door where he cups my face in his palms and leans down, placing a chaste kiss to my lips.

      “Night,” I murmur, still wishing he would stay but not having the guts to ask him to do so.

      Cole traces my jaw with his thumb before saying, “Night, sweetheart.”

      With that, I steel my shoulders, unlock my door, and walk in. Letting out a deep breath, I lock the door then smile when I hear his feet carry him down my walkway.

      “See you soon, Cole,” I gurgle to the closed door. “I hope.”
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        * * *

      

      Aspen and I have chosen to start a competitive dance team. Today, even though it’s our off day, there are open auditions.

      We will have several ranges in age and three different troupes of positions to fill. Each team will consist of fifteen girls with two backup dancers in case, for any reason, one of the girls cannot compete.

      The parents have to sign non-disclosure contracts. In order for their children to be added to the team, they’ll have to agree to all of the terms and conditions around rehearsals and competitions laid out before them. They’ll also receive an itemized statement containing costs, travel expenses, and so on.

      Aspen and I did a lot of research on how much everything will be and have added a ‘just in case’ fund to the calculations. Material for costumes and gas prices to fill the bus we acquired, so we can travel together as a team, change periodically and we can’t guarantee it’ll always be the same to everyone’s pocketbooks. It’s an expensive endeavor, but will be great for future college applications and scholarships.

      To be fair, since Aspen has two daughters trying out, we’ve brought in an outside panel from another town to judge the entries. Also, this way, others can’t claim that Aspen was influenced by her maternal instincts to protect and make her young ones happy.

      Three classrooms have tables set up in the back and there will be groups of five girls demonstrating their craft. They’ll perform the choreography we’ve been practicing for the last three weeks.

      The top twenty finalists will have to memorize a two-minute routine that they won’t learn until twenty minutes before their final judging. It’s a test that’s hard to pass, but they won’t have to know it perfectly, we just need to know who’s passionate about joining the squad and willing to put their all into what we teach them.

      Once the girls are separated by age, and which troupe they want to compete in, teachers span out and observe. They go from giggly, squirming young ladies to professional artists the very second the music begins playing. Excitement floats through the air as soon as each group starts.

      Coaching girls who have aspirations to take their gifts further than simply doing what their friends are doing, has a smile spread wide across my face.

      I foresee a lot of these gifted youngsters going far.

      There is a lot of talent in our small town.

      I can say to the world-at-large that I watched them grow, mature, and come into their own.

      This right here is all I’ve ever dreamed about doing with my life.

      Teaching.

      Inspiring.

      Rewarding.

      Uplifting.

      Invigorating young minds.

      It’s an uplifting experience that I will treasure as long as I live.

      
        
        POWERHOUSE

      

      

      Not able to resist the pull to see Salem, even with her being busy today, I ride by the studio and glance inside to get a peek of her doing what she loves. Her face radiates happiness, and something about that settles the nightmare that woke me early this morning.

      PTSD, the shortened acronym for posttraumatic stress disorder, is a downright bitch to suffer from. Apparently, I have a buttload of survivor’s guilt from my mother’s multiple attempts at ending her life and eventual successful suicide.

      I didn’t understand what that diagnosis entailed until I was diagnosed, and it was explained to me thoroughly by the therapist I was forced to speak to while doing time behind bars in county lock up.

      Lucia Carmichael, my mandated therapist, claims that there will always be a part of me that takes responsibility for not hovering and watching over my mom twenty-four seven.

      It was my sole responsibility as her only child to keep her from taking her own life, in which I failed exponentially.

      My first colossal fuck up in life was not doing my job as her son; her caregiver, the man of the house.

      When I screw up, I do it spectacularly… i.e., not hiding the tools she needed to put an end to her life’s afflictions.

      Even if I was only a teenager at the time of her death, I still considered myself as her protector and blamed myself for not skipping school on that day, like I did on so many other occasions, when I knew she was having a mental crisis. I always knew, but on that day, I was fucking tired and wanted to just be a kid… something I shouldn’t be ashamed about, but am.

      However, that cross is still carried by me, and I doubt it’ll ever be lifted.

      I saw the warning signs that morning, but I had football tryouts and the coach thought I had a real shot at making the team. In my adolescent mind, I thought that was more important than holding her hand, hiding her pills, and locking all the knives away. Never, not once, did I think of hiding her car keys or cuffing her to her bed.

      Not one damn time.

      If my father hadn’t lost himself in the bottom of a bottle, left us for greener pastures, his sugar mama and new kids, my life may have been somewhat normal. But he couldn’t deal with my mother’s issues, he claimed they were too hard for him to bear, it hurt too bad to watch her spiral, so instead, he left his son behind to carry that load for him.

      Shutting off my bike, I replace my riding glasses by grabbing my reading glasses from their pouch which is attached to my handlebars, and plant them on the bridge of my nose. When everything clears up, and the blurry sight is gone, the smile I saw earlier from Salem is magnified tenfold. In reaction to her happiness, I find a smile breaking across my face.

      She does this to me, though.

      Every time I feel down and out, all I have to do is look at her and her enthusiasm for life and I catch it. Her zest for life is what draws me to her. I’m the fly buzzing around who gets caught in her honey trap every single damn time.

      Being near her has become instrumental to my soul, I need to know she’s okay in order to breathe. I don’t know how she manages to do it, but that solemn place that exists inside of me is grateful that she does. She’s a breath of fresh air that I’ve needed in my life.

      When I look down at my watch, I’m surprised at how long I’ve sat here content to just watch and admire her as she praises her students and floats around the studio encouraging everyone she encounters.

      Aspen spots me through the plate glass window and waves at me, a sly, knowing smile and a wink sent in my direction. I shake my head and chuckle. Aspen points at me and I follow her line of sight and send a thumbs up to Oakley and Juniper who are bouncing on their feet when they notice me sitting here.

      I can’t seem to help myself; I want to be close to wherever Salem is at any given time.

      A sedan passing at a slow rate catches my attention. I take notice of the make, model, color, and memorize the license plate because something is suspicious about the way they’re creeping past the studio. There’s only one person in the car, they’re behind the wheel, which means that they’re casing the joint.

      Conflicted on if I should ride and tell my brothers what I’ve seen or stay and keep guard over the most precious of our club has me floundering. Deciding I can do both, I hop off my bike and walk at a steady pace in order not to draw any attention to myself inside of Aspen’s studio.

      Aspen, noticing the suspicion marring my face as I cross the parking lot immediately opens the door and waves me inside. “Had to unlock it, we’re closed to the general public today.”

      “Appreciate it, sis. Need to use your phone and I’m gonna need a little privacy for this call. Can I use your office?”

      “By all means. Let me unlock it for you,” she says, pulling her set of keys out of her pocket and jiggling the ring they’re attached to before twitchingly inserting the key in the lock and opening it up for me. “Is everything okay, Cole?”

      “Everything’s fine, darlin’,” I express with a rock-steady tone not wanting to alert her. This could all be my imagination running wild, but it’s always better to be safe than to be sorry later on down the road because I wasn’t proactive. I learned a long time ago to trust my gut and since it’s screaming at me, I’m going to proceed with my earlier plan which is to get in touch with my brothers.

      “Alright, Cole. I’ll put the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the door handle so no one bothers you.”

      “Thanks, sis,” I respond, dragging her in for a hug because I can tell that, even though I told her everything is on the up-and-up, she’s still uncertain and wavering on whether or not she should believe me.

      Once the door is shut behind her, I pick up the receiver and dial the digits that’ll connect me with the club’s main line. “Clubhouse,” Kong greets. He’s a member that’s always in the background and it’s unusual that he’s the one to pick up the phone.

      “Kong, it’s Powerhouse. I need to speak with Gunner or Kruger.”

      “They’re behind closed doors,” Kong informs me.

      Usually, we don’t interrupt them when they’re in seclusion like this, but desperate times call for desperate measures. “Interrupt them.” I infuse enough force behind my tone so he knows this is serious, he doesn’t argue at all, which is a good thing because I’d likely give him an ear full when I arrived back at the clubhouse. With him being one of the elders and a founding member I have to cool my jets instead of flipping my lid and reacting with my fist like I would with a younger brother.

      “Gotcha. Give me a few to give the guys a heads up then I’ll transfer you over to them,” Kong tells me.

      “Thanks, brother.”

      “Welcome,” he says before there’s a click on the line letting me know I’ve been put on hold.

      A few minutes pass by before I hear Gunner answer, “Powerhouse. What’s up, man?”

      “It may be nothing, but–”

      “Your gut is telling you something else.” Gun finishes my hanging sentence for me.

      “Exactly. Listen, I was sitting outside of Aspen’s studio, checking up on the ladies making sure everything is on the up-and-up when I noticed a vehicle moving past at a slow rate scoping out the place. It made the hair on the back of my neck stand up on end. Did what I could to get as much shit as I could so we can hunt the fucker down.”

      “Give me a sec to grab some shit so I can write this information down.” I can hear the rollers of his chair and the rustling of paper in the background as he gathers materials. “Tell me what you’ve got, and we’ll get our man on the inside at the transportation office to check into it for us,” Kruger demands. “Ready when you are.”

      Recalling every detail I can remember I state, “Black sedan, four doors. One occupant, the driver, small in stature, probably female, didn’t get a close look. License plate XJG 443. It had one of those stickers from a rental car agency. Urban Rentals, I believe. It was their logo brand I saw on the back windshield as it passed by.”

      “We’ll get a man to head there now and politely ask for the name of the driver and any information they have on the driver. If they didn’t use a fake, we’ll know who it is in a few hours,” Gunner supplies.

      “Do y’all want me to stay here and keep an eye on things?” I ask my pres and VP. Not like I was actually planning to go anywhere, but I figure I should ask.

      “Yeah, we take no chances with our women and children. Keep them safe or it’s your head, Powerhouse,” Kruger grunts.

      “Will do,” I convey before hanging up the phone. No time for pleasantries, I’ve got to watch over my charges and make sure they return home without a hair out of place.
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