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      After the absolute hell that Julia put me through, no one is happier than I am when I get the call from Mane that she’s no longer a threat and I’m able to come home. Because now that the danger’s past, I want nothing more than to claim my woman and see if there’s a place for me in the club, as well as with Kings.

      But there’s still trouble afoot when it comes to light that Julia may have shared some intel on the club to somebody else, and when my youngest brother comes up missing, all the plans that’ve been made fly out the window.

      Because he will be found, no matter whether or not it ends up costing me my chances with the club, Kings, or even Mane.

      
        
        Mane

      

      

      All the months of talking have built an undeniable connection between me and Mason. While I don’t know what will eventually happen between the two of us, I’m confident that he’ll find his place, either in the club or working for Kings. Hopefully, both, since this is the life I’ve chosen, and I want him alongside me. He’s my one. I know this after growing up around my parents, uncles, and aunts, and while I’m fiercely independent, I want to do life by his side.

      Still, when he comes home, there are adjustments that everyone has to make because Mason’s background is completely unlike ours. As changes are considered with respect to the club, a threat that we thought was literally dead and buried raises its ugly head, sending all of us down a path to ensure what we’ve built by starting Kings isn’t blown out of the water.

      With Mason’s youngest brother now missing, we’re heading to his hometown to find him before he’s injured. I can only hope it’s in time, because I can’t watch someone else destroy the man I’ve grown to love.

      AUTHORS NOTE: This is a slow burn romance. The spice level is low, but the drama and angst are high.
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        MANE

      

      

      After Ella came and informed me that Julia had been taken care of—permanently, a rush of stark relief swept through me. This means Mason is no longer in danger from the psychotic woman. He can go home and start living his life again.

      I’m elated he can reconnect with his friends and family and that I’ll no longer be his only source and link to the outside world. Both excitement and dread race through me as my fingers shake when I pick up my burner phone to let him know he no longer has to stay under the guise of his fabricated identity.

      The sensation of moths fluttering around in my belly takes root as I press the button in my address book that’ll sync me to the man I’ve fallen hopelessly in love with.

      “Hello?” The masculine voice on the other side of the line answers. His low, gravelly voice always causes my skin to break out in the shivers. I reach down with my free hand and rub my skin, noticing the way it’s pebbled.

      “Mason?”

      “Mane? Baby, is everything okay? Why does your voice sound so shaky?”

      “Everything’s great. Perfect actually,” I say, as nervous flutters dance in my belly.

      “Are you coming to see me, baby? I fucking miss you like crazy. I’m going out of my mind wanting you beside me.” I’m glad to hear I’m not the only one feeling lonely and miserable without the other.

      “No, Mason, I’m doing something better than that,” I tell him, swallowing the lump that’s lodged in my throat.

      “Oh, yeah. What’s that, my luscious Mane?” My breath hitches when he calls me that, it has ever since the first time the pet name escaped his lips.

      “Mason. I’m bringing you home.”

      “Julia?” he asks, his voice wary and hesitant. “What about her? She’s vowed to kill me if she ever sees me again.”

      Keeping the sobs at bay, I tell him, “Gone. She won’t bother you ever again. You can come back home and reclaim your life.”

      “And what if I want my life to be wherever you are, baby girl?”

      “Then pack your bags and come claim me, Mason. I’ll be waiting.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can. Keep the bed warm for me, my love.”

      “I’ll leave a light on and illuminate the way for you, Mase.”

      “See that you do because it’ll help me find my way to you faster. See you soon, Mane.”

      “Soon,” I vow, a tear trickling down my cheek as I disconnect the call.

      I can’t believe it’s finally over and I can be with Mason without reservations. I just hope everyone else is supportive and understanding of our relationship. We crossed a few lines, but every reprimand I’ll receive is worth the love he gives me.

      Murmuring to myself, I put out my hope to the universe. “I’m counting down the days until you get here, Mason. Love you. Safe travels home.”
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        * * *

      

      There must be a full moon out this evening because I’ve taken an influx of calls tonight at Kings Domestic Rescue. I took the witching hour shift so that our counselor, who works overnight, could take the night off and be at home with her sick baby.

      This late hour of the night makes me a nervous wreck, because as the saying goes, “nothing good ever comes from anybody out and about after midnight,” and I can attribute that to the phone ringing during that timeline as well.

      “Kings,” I answer, booting up my computer in case this is an intake request.

      “Why are you working the overnight shift?” my dad asks, his tone gruff and a little on the pissed off side.

      “Calliope's kid is sick, what’s your excuse for tracking me down at two in the morning, Dad? Stalker much?” I huff in annoyance. My dad is Gunner, the president of the original chapter of the DreamCatcher Motorcycle Club and he isn’t used to answering anyone.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” he harrumphs. “Plus, your mom is putting her Christmas list together and I wanted to see what Jacob wanted so I can pass that along.” Jacob is Calliope's son and all of the men have adopted him as a pseudo grandson.

      “Dad,” I moan, clamping the bridge of my nose with my fingers to stall the impending headache I always seem to get when he calls. “It’s freaking May. Christmas is seven months away, why are you really calling? You tracked me, didn’t you?”

      “I will neither confirm nor deny that,” he replies.

      “You need to find another obsession, Dad. The way you keep tabs on your kids and wife is above and beyond lunacy.”

      I swear to God if he could, he’d get all of us chipped like a damn pet. He uses Life360 as if his mission is to ensure we’re all where we’re supposed to be. It’s annoying as hell, especially since it means I’m not able to sneak around without him knowing. Even using a burner phone I’m not out of the woods, since somewhere on my car there’s a freaking tracker! I honestly don’t mind that too much because of what I do, but it’s still annoying that he knows every time I hit the liquor store for some wine.

      “Look at you using your degree and psychoanalyzing your dad,” he proudly states. I graduated and earned my diploma as well as my certification a few months back.

      I’ll officially walk across the stage with the rest of my class this summer. Due to my lack of a social life, I ended up with all of my credits a half semester before they did. It’s been hard for all of us to break free from each other after living in Pops’ underground town for as long as we did. Trust doesn’t come easy to any of us these days since we were so insular for so long. There are no secrets between any of us, that’s for sure.

      “You need an intervention, Dad,” I berate. “Or you need to retire.” As soon as those words leave my lips I begin to panic. I can’t even imagine the lengths he’d go in his boredom to keep track of his flock.

      “Bite your tongue, little lady. I’m too damn young to retire,” he snarkly responds. Stereotypical response from a hardass biker like my dad is. “Why are you so grumpy, Mane?”

      “I don’t know. It could be because I’m a grown ass woman whose dad still treats her like she’s five,” I grunt out. “This is one of the reasons I moved out so that I’d have some independence and freedom from the crazy antics of you and my uncles.”

      A chuckle escapes him when he asks, “What have your uncles done now?”

      “Uncle Kruger came to check my tire level, after he got an alert from my car saying the air pressure was low. Care to explain to me how he’d have an app that’d give him that knowledge?”

      Not only that, but why wasn’t an alert sent to me? The car’s owner! I swear to God, they probably track each pizza I order as well. My physiological profile is likely out there as well so they can ensure I’m getting enough fluids and my fat to muscle ratio is within acceptable parameters.

      “I plead the fifth,” he clucks. “When it comes to your uncles, I can’t explain the shit that they do.”

      “Who told Texas that I was going out of town last weekend?” I mean, don’t they remember they taught all of us kids to spot a tail? I saw him within ten minutes of leaving town.

      “Your mom,” he lies, tossing her under the bus.

      “Sure she did,” I huff. “Care to explain why he trailed me all the way to Brownstone and back?”

      “Can’t explain something I didn’t know about, Mane.”

      Even though he can’t see me, I roll my eyes while I bite back a sarcastic snort. There’s no way that my father wasn’t aware of each footstep I took last weekend. That’s what’s made it so challenging to see Mase while he’s been gone. These overprotective, hulking Neanderthals refuse to recognize that we’re all, for the most part, grown ass adults. We don’t need them guarding us from all enemies any longer. They’ve trained all of us, and we’re more than capable of handling whatever comes up without their constant interference.

      “You didn’t put him on my trail?” I inquire, my tone so saccharine sweet it makes my own teeth hurt.

      “I didn’t. No,” he fibs.

      “If you didn’t, then who did, Dad?”

      “If I had to blame anyone, I’d blame your aunt,” he accuses.

      “Charlee wouldn’t do that to me and you know it,” I argue, rolling my eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me, little lady,” Dad growls. “That’s the second time in minutes you’ve done such a thing. It’s rude.”

      Anger rolls through me as I stand and begin looking around the room. We have cameras for our protection, but now I’m wondering if he’s installed his own or if he’s piggy backing off of ours. “Are you watching me?” I ask, my tone low and deadly.

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” He backtracks and suddenly becomes quiet. That’s because he knows he’s busted. “Besides, I’m a partner in Kings and have every right to know what’s going on when I’m not around.”

      “A silent partner,” I snap, seething.

      “My money’s not silent and neither is our transporting of your people when shit hits the fan,” he emphasizes.

      “Dad,” I say, my enunciation is a warning. “Might want to think before speaking.”

      “Why’s that, little lady?”

      “Because I might just do this,” I explain, hanging up the receiver and flipping off the cameras. Speaking loud enough so the speakers pick up my words, I state, “I’m telling Mom!”
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        MASON

      

      

      Packing up my life for the second time is easier than it was the first time I did it. Even though I have more things with me than I did back then, I’m excited to get out of here so putting my belongings into bags and boxes is done with a breeze. Before, leaving my entire family behind was hard on my heart, and even though I’ve decided not to go back to my hometown, my shoulders are lighter because I know that they’re no longer on my can’t contact list. It dawns on me that while I was hidden away under a false identity, it wasn’t too long in the big picture. People who are in federal witness protection leave their old lives behind forever. I don’t think I could do that, but until Julia was eradicated, I didn’t have much choice in order to keep others from dying because of her crazy obsession with me.

      The second I got off the phone with Mane, the woman who now owns me heart and soul, my mother was the first call I made. She cried for the first half hour we were on the phone, but afterward, when I explained my sudden departure and the reason behind the lack of communication, she was irate. I never hid the fact that Julia was a lunatic from them, I told them everything she did down to sporking my yard. They knew how dire my situation was in regard to her, so by the time we hung up, and she was told that the threat to me and anyone in my life had been neutralized, she was relieved and the tears dried up.

      I can’t wait to see my family, reconnect with them, and start living my life again. Hopefully, Mane will be onboard with what I see our future becoming. I know it’s going to be a challenge, especially with her family, but it’s one I will willingly accept.

      I’ve had the privilege of meeting nine tenths of her family, not all of them share the same blood as she does, but are her family, nonetheless. Gunner, her very protective father, has come to see me more than the rest. At first, I was caught off guard with his sudden appearance on my front porch, but when he explained who he was and asked what he could do to help me adjust to my new path, he won me over. Mane doesn’t know that he’s made a trip here several times to visit with me, he asked me to keep that between us, and as a man who hopes to one day be accepted into their family, I obliged.

      He’s made it crystal clear that if I pursue his daughter, I better do so with honorable intentions. That day required more than a six pack of beer to be drunk as I laid down my intentions without holding anything back. When I said my peace, I was expecting to face the firing squad, but instead, Gunner patted me on the back and wished me luck. I didn’t ask him to further explain that because I got the meaning and read between the lines. Mane comes with a lot of cousins, uncles, and aunts that would rather see me six feet under than a single tear slip free from her ducts. Meeting the majority of the men already, I know that while they’re rough and tumble, it’s going to be the women I’ll need to win over.

      As I tape up the lid of the last box to be packed, I sit back and release a breath of warm air. Tomorrow, the moving van will be here to load up my shit and take it to the DreamCatcher clubhouse where I’ll be staying until I decide if I want to pick up my old life and career, or if I want something different. Ella extended that offer and I accepted without any pause. To outsiders, they’re a scary group of people, but to me, they saved my life and I owe them everything. Mane may be disappointed with my choice of living accommodations, but I don’t want to play house with her, I want to build something special and monumental with her. She’s my future, and she deserves to be taken out on the town and spoiled. Even though we have had several phone conversations, and I feel like I know her better than I would if we were simply dating, she and I need time to solidify the bond we’ve formed.

      When my phone rings and I pick it up, the time slaps me in the face. It’s past two in the morning and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why Gunner would be calling me. Unless something’s happened to Mane. In a rush to find out, I hit the answer button and slap my cell phone to my ear. “What’s wrong?” I bark out.

      “Your woman is a pain in my ass,” he grumbles. Most people would say ‘hello’ but considering I didn’t, I can’t bitch that he jumped right into a conversation the way he did.

      I’m not a therapist, but even I know I need to be cautious when asking, “Why?”

      “She was mean to me. The little shit hung up on me,” he mutters. A sigh of relief rushes out of me as it finally clicks that this is a bitch session and that everything is kosher with my woman. “I promise, her mother and I taught her manners, she just forgets to use them when it comes to me. I don’t know why she gets her panties in a twist when she realizes I’m watching over her. So what if I infringed on their security system and used it to see what’s going on with my daughter, niece, and nephews? I need to know that they’re alright when I’m not there to protect them.”

      I’m a straight shooter, so I ask him, “You don’t think she’s upset because you invaded her privacy? Gunner, that’s over the top, don’t you think?”

      “Just you wait, Mason. One day, you’ll have a daughter and you’ll understand a father’s need to know his baby girl is safe.”

      “But Mane has said that all of you have trained them, explicitly, so by watching them in this way, aren’t you telling them you don’t trust they can react appropriately if a situation comes up?” I question.

      “We’ll know if we’re needed,” he retorts. “All of them are fully capable of handling anything that comes their way, but sometimes, you need back up.” I don’t bring up that they have a club in their backyard they could utilize if that were to happen. That’d be like ripping a scab off a sore spot for him. He still believes that the kids who’ve taken over Pops’ operation and ingrained it with a secondary branch of the club need him and doesn’t see past his blindness when it comes to the fact that they’re all adults now.

      The visual that hits me of Gunner and his club brothers rolling up on their trikes because they’re now senior citizens when something ‘comes up’ they feel they need to help their ‘kids’ who would be middle-aged by that point, has me nearly choking to keep from laughing. Hell, by then, there could even be grandkids old enough to be part of the club.

      “You alright, boy?” Gunner asks.

      “Yep, all good,” I lie. Knowing that tomorrow will be a busy as hell day, I need to find a viable excuse to get off the line without offending my future in-law. “Gunner, I need to get off soon because the movers will be here bright and early.”

      “You coming home, son?”

      “I’m not going back to my hometown,” I answer. “I’ve been invited to stay at the clubhouse by Hydro and a few of the others and I decided to take them up on it.”

      “Good. That’s good, Mason. What are you doing with your furniture and stuff that won’t fit into your room at the clubhouse?”

      “I’ve got them being put into a temperature controlled storage unit,” I inform him.

      “Need any help unloading?” he questions, and I know this is a roundabout way for him to get permission to show up at Mane’s homecourt.

      “What is going to be your reason for coming around?” I ask, my eyebrows raised because this man may come off as hardnosed and usually he blames the uncles for his antics, but he’s just as mischievous and gets into just as much trouble as they do. He just happens to stand behind them and let them take the fall. Others may not realize that’s what he does, but I’ve got his number.

      “A father doesn’t need a reason to visit his kids,” he rationalizes.

      “That may be true, but from what you’ve just told me, you aren’t Mane’s favorite person right now,” I remind him.

      “She’ll get over it,” he says, blowing it off.

      “Damage control? I know you miss your kid, Gunner, but be real with me. You’re going because you can’t stand the thought of your baby girl being upset with you.”

      “True ‘nuff. However, this is something you need to know, she doesn’t stay mad at me for long. Her mother on the other hand,” he begins but quickly stops speaking when his old lady, Cameron, starts hollering for him in the background. “Gotta go. Safe travels.”

      He disconnects without even a ‘see ya’. I chuckle because I know that my woman has called her mother and Gunner is in hot water. Wonder how he’s going to finagle his way out of this one.
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        * * *

      

      Driving down the freeway after handing in my keys to the landlord, a smile breaks free across my face. Knowing that I’ll be pulling up to the clubhouse in the next twelve hours has eased the pressure that’s been growing in my chest since I got the phone call that I’m now free from an obsessed psychopath.

      Usually, being stuck in the cab of my truck for this length of time would have my skin crawling, yet anticipation about seeing Mane and the others at Kings overrides that anxiety. As the tires eat up the asphalt, and the miles I put behind me steadily increase, my tension continues to lessen. They saved my life in more ways than one. Intuition tells me that if I had stayed where I was I would no longer be walking this earth.

      When the decision was made that I’d be going to the DreamCatchers instead of heading home, Mane put me in contact with several of the men from the club. The bond of those men calls to me in ways I’ve never felt pulled to before. Hydro has been sharing bits and pieces about club life with me. The way he talks about the brotherhood has me longing for that type of connection.

      I have siblings, and we were close growing up, but as we moved out of our parents’ house and started living our own lives, we weren’t as close as we were as kids. Before I was given a new identity and was told I couldn’t have any contact with anyone in my family, loneliness unlike anything I’d ever felt set in. I found myself growing depressed and Mane was my only salvation.

      I get that’s a lot to lay on her shoulders, but she handled that weight with class and never made me feel like I was burdening her. I placed her on the top of the totem pole, a position I refuse to let her get knocked down from because out of everyone I know, she deserves to be there. She’s always felt misplaced in her family. She can fight and shoot as well as they do, but she doesn’t have a mean bone in her body like the rest of those she grew up with which made her feel like a misfit. Not that they’re mean per se, it’s just that because they’ve been raised by a group of loudmouthed bikers who literally had to rebuild their own lives, they don’t take shit from anyone. They’d just as soon as shoot than talk, while Mane is willing to give people the benefit of the doubt. Okay, I guess that does make them mean after all.
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        MANE

      

      

      The past two nights of working the graveyard shift meant that I didn’t spend my nights tossing and turning in bed, worried about Mason. I don’t like the fact that he’s traveling that far of a distance alone, but I have to keep in mind that he’s a grown man that’s been by himself for a long time now.

      From the last text I received from him, he’s an hour out so I quickly jump into the shower so I can shave, shower, and hydrate my hair with the mask I use once a month so that my hair is shiny and healthy looking. Maybe I should’ve started this process earlier in the day, but I’ve been so uptight that I’ve been puttering around the house instead. As I methodically go through my process, I worry that the feelings I’ve developed for Mason may not be reciprocated to the same degree.

      He calls me baby. He hasn’t hidden his desire to be a couple, as a matter of fact, he reminds me of the bikers I’ve grown up around because he all but claimed me as his. I wasn’t the kid that fantasized about having a biker as an old man, but the more I imagine Mason in a cut riding a bike, the more that fantasy has taken fruition.

      I’ve never been one who falls into line as far as being like the rest of my family goes. I’ve always marched to the beat of my own drum and refuse to apologize for doing so. I’m all about fixing what’s wrong with the human mind instead of putting someone down. Although, through time as well as gaining experience since getting my degree and working at Kings, I’ve discovered that some people aren’t redeemable.

      It’s a damn shame that some people’s wires get crossed in their brains the way they do. Even with the advances through psychology and scientific explorations, there are some diseases that still confuse all fields of medical professionals. Unfortunately, no amount of intervention can help those sorts of individuals.

      As those thoughts float out of my head, I look back at myself from the mirror and bob my head in satisfaction. I’m not dressed flashy, I decided since I’m going to the clubhouse for a welcome home party the club is throwing, I should dress the part. I’m in a racerback tank top, tight blue jeans with natural rips in the material, and my boots. My makeup is done at a minimum—I have cotton candy pink chapstick on my lips, a light brushing of foundation and blush on my face and cheeks, plus I swiped some mascara across my lashes. I’m not a girly-girl, I’ve always been too active of a person to deck myself out. Hell, I was a tomboy up until I graduated from high school where I discovered my own unique style.

      The alarm on my phone goes off letting me know it’s time for me to head out and pick up the cake I ordered from Heartland Bakery. I can’t wait to see it, it’s been customized and seeing as the bakery has only recently opened, I was one of her first customers so I got it at a great discount as a thank you from the owner.
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        * * *

      

      “Ireland, this is phenomenal. You did a fabulous job on this!” I exclaim, admiring the personalized cake. Mason’s not club, but he is a rider who owns his own chopper.

      “Did I get the right shade of blue for the gas tank?” she asks, chewing on her bottom lip.

      “It’s dead on,” I confirm. “Matches the swatch I gave you flawlessly.” I’ve only seen photographs of Mason’s bike through text messages, but I opened up my album at the paint store and the salesman helped me find the closest hue to the paint that coats his bike. The tank is the only color on his bike, everything else is black as night. Even the pipes, which are usually chrome, are dark.

      I open up my phone and search through our text strand before finding the picture I want. “See? Here’s his bike.”

      “Whew,” she hums with relief, but there’s a huge smile gracing her face. “Let me get the lid secure and I’ll help you cart it out to your car.” Now I’m the one releasing a sigh of relief. I was antsy about carrying this box that’s nearly as long as I am tall out to the car without jostling it and possibly losing my footing.

      “You should come out after you close for the night,” I suggest. “I know you’re new to town and haven’t had the chance to make many friends.” She looks hesitant but then I see excitement light up her eyes.

      “Are you sure it would be okay for me to come?” she asks. “I mean, it’s not really wild or anything, is it?” I’m not sure how to answer that question and be honest about the way I word it because the parents are coming too and with my uncles mixed into the group, you never know what the night will consist of.

      I internally laugh because some of the parties do get out of control, but that typically happens after the old ladies and the kids have left for the evening and the single men are left to their own devices. I seriously doubt Ireland will be there that late, she’ll most likely take her leave when the rest of us women do but I make a mental note to keep an eye on her so she doesn’t get traumatized because some of the single brothers are a bit—wild.

      “Okay, so it can be wild and crazy, but initially, it’s a family party so there’ll be kids, as well as young teens, in the mix. However, before it gets completely off the chain, the old ladies and the kids will leave. That’s when the single guys kind of let it all hang out, so if I happen to be occupied and you see any of the women leaving, go ahead and head out. Otherwise, they’ll think you’re there for another reason.”

      “What other reason?” she questions as she tapes the box to secure it for the drive.

      “Um, well, there are women in town who like to come to the parties because they want a walk on the wild side.” When she still looks confused, I continue. “They want to take a ride on a biker’s dick.”

      “Oh!” she exclaims, her face flushing. “I’m not looking for that at all.”

      I snicker then say, “Well, at least, not right now. We all got needs, girlie.”

      “Maybe so, but I’m such an introvert, I know there’s no way a biker would be interested in me at all.”

      I raise my brows because she’s got that all American girl next door appeal that I know several of the brothers would claim in a heartbeat. They might enjoy sowing their oats with the club whores, as well as the townies who come prowling around at the clubhouse for their next conquest, but at the end of the day, the cousins I grew up with, as well as myself, want what our parents have—someone to grow old alongside. Someone loyal and committed to you and never, not once, glance at another woman because you are their entire world.

      “Well, don’t worry during the family part of it. I’ll introduce you to some of the other women around our age because we all need a posse to go shopping with, or bitch about the male race, or grab some coffee, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know there’s more to life than my bakery and my pug, Mugsy.”

      “Oh my goodness! They’re so cute!” I reply in regard to her pup. I love their squishy faces and the way their little tails curl.
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