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      “War?” A rugged voice crackles on the other end of the phone line.

      I recognize fellow Satan’s Pride club member, Guard’s voice immediately. “Yeah?”

      “Ava wants The Smoking Guns for the party—including Maddie.”

      Sighing deeply, I’m dreading the way this conversation is going to go.   “I tried, man.  You know I would do anything for Ava, but their guitarist, Maddie’s brother, Paul, said she isn’t into it.”

      Guard and his old lady Ava’s anniversary party is set to be the biggest and baddest the Satan’s Pride MC had ever thrown. But I’m having trouble securing Ava’s favorite band, The Smoking Guns. The celebration is to be a coming together of all the neighbouring MCs.

      It all started when Ava risked her life to protect her man and the members of Satan’s Pride against a rival club.  This made Ava the “Queen” of old ladies.  When a woman dedicates herself to the Pride and her love, she becomes a sister to all.

      “Listen, War,” Guard’s tone is stern, “My wife is pregnant and moody.  This is our first anniversary and her only request is for Maddie and The Smoking Guns.  You need to make it happen!  Offer more money.  Find a way—keep it friendly though,” he adds, stressing the friendly part.

      “I was friendly. Her brother says she’s really shy and only does a few concerts a year these days.  Apparently, some asshole took her and held her hostage.  Did enough damage that she doesn’t want the gig.  I offered more money; she’s doesn’t want that either.  I offered connections and she doesn’t want those.  Paul says she just wants to make music.  Fuck if I know what that means.” I’m fed up with the whole thing.  I’m used to getting what I want when I want it without negotiating. The whole concept of “asking nicely” has been torture to my badass biker soul.

      “Take a meeting with Paul. I’ll come too. Make it tomorrow afternoon.”

      I have a feeling Guard isn’t going to take no for an answer.

      We arrive at the only decent recording studio in the area the following day.  The simple décor with clean simple furniture consists of a coffee brown reception desk, several chairs, and sofa in cream and tan off to the right.  To accent the simplicity are green ferns and plants throughout the small area.  In behind the reception is a hallway that leads to the actual studios.

      “Hey guys,” Paul greets us, extending his hand to shake each of ours as he heads toward us.  I know we look intimidating; two brawny bikers wearing official Satan’s Pride jeans, t-shirts, and motorcycle boots, along with our MC vests.  We figured a little visual intimidation couldn’t hurt.

      “Hey,” Guard growls, nodding toward Paul as he approaches. “Listen, we wanna talk to you about that gig the MC wants to book.” He pauses before continuing, his tone suddenly more determined. “We need the whole band to be there. Anything else is not acceptable.  My wife wants, and deserves, the best and I intend to give her just that.”

      Paul takes a step back, eying us with the look of a man who doesn’t want to piss off the biggest MC in the area.  Satan’s Pride has a reputation and although the club has made an effort to help the town, nobody wants to get on our bad side.

      Paul raises his hands in a calming manner. “I’ve tried to reason with Maddie,” he says, keeping his voice low.  “I don’t know what else I can do. You think we don’t want your money or this gig?  We do.  Maddie doesn’t.  I’m at my wit’s end.”  He pauses to run a hand through his hair.  “My sister only wants to make music here in the studio.  Concerts are something she limits because she hates doing them.”

      “Let me talk to her,” Guard requests, though it sounds more like a demand. He stands with his legs slightly parted, his arms crossed over his massive chest.

      Paul runs a hand down his face, clearly frustrated. “You’re not listening to me.  This gig would scare the hell out of her.  Maddie is skittish.  Some shit went down at a concert a couple of years back and ever since, Maddie doesn’t feel safe up on stage.  When we told her this gig would be for a bunch of drunk, rowdy bikers, she vetoed the whole thing.  Normally we vote, but Maddie dug her heels in and though she thinks we’re the show and she’s an add-on, she’s the main vocal sound.  We have tried everything and even promised her she would never be alone.  We told her that she could leave immediately afterward.  I don’t know what else to do.” Paul throws his hands in the air in frustration. “The rest of us can be there if you want us.”

      “Where is she?” I ask, finally breaking my silence.  I’ve let Guard do the talking because I’ve had my fill of “nice” conversations since the negotiations with Paul began. I am tired of playing games.

      “In there, recording.” Paul points to the studio.  “She’s very vulnerable right now.  She has been ever since the incident.  Definitely not the rocker chick everyone sees on stage or in the videos.  She only does that when it’s necessary to promote our image.” As Paul leads us into the recording booth he says, “I am really proud of how she has fought back the fear and steps out on the stage when she does. She is a survivor. If you stand in this spot, she won’t see you.” He points to a place in the booth and Guard and I move to it.

      Paul hits the microphone that broadcasts into the recording room. “Maddie, can you do the last verse for me again?  I wanna check the sound.”

      Maddie turns around and I suddenly find myself speechless.  My mouth is dry.  She looks much younger than her twenty-nine years.  A natural beauty for sure, with long auburn hair and natural curls that reach down her curvy figure to touch her lower back.  Her eyes are huge and a brilliant shade of blue.   Her perfect full lips look like they were made for kissing. As I watch her, she bites down on the lower one, as though she’s tempting me. I admire her simple boy-cut jeans and loose-fitting, black, capped-sleeve top as she approaches the microphone looking petite compared to the pair of blonde model-type backup singers.

      “Ready?” she asks quietly.

      “On three.” Paul holds up his hand and counts them down. 1-2-3.

      The smooth, sexy, soulful voice that emerges from such a tiny woman hits me like a sledge hammer; I am completely drawn into her.  I can’t tear my eyes away.

      Midnight warrior, you’re what I need.

      Fire feeds your existence,

      Lead me on, oh baby, lead me home to you.

      Paul mutes the volume and faces where the two of us wait near the door before returning his attention to the mic.

      “Maddie, it sounds good. Take a break. I’ll be just a minute.”

      Paul passes by Guard and I and we follow him back out into the main entrance.

      “That’s Maddie,” he says with his hands outstretched. “Not what you expected right?”

      “Fuck. No wonder Ava wants her,” I reply.  My eyes feel hazy as though I’ve been dreaming. give my head a shake, trying to refocus and knock the haze out.

      “Bring her out here,” Guard says.

      Paul shakes his head. “Won’t work. I promise you, I’ve tried everyth—”

      “Bring. Her. Out. Here.” Guard repeats. I know that tone. Guard is losing his patience.

      “Fine.” Paul sighs and moves toward the main door of the studio.

      When he’s out of earshot, I look over at Guard and say, “Holy Fuck! That girl is unbelievably hot.”

      Guard laughs loudly. “Glad you think so.”

      I’m not sure I like the sound of Guard’s suddenly lighthearted change of tone. “What? Why?”

      But before Guard can answer, Maddie walks out with Paul, stopping dead at the sight of us in full biker gear. Her mouth falls slightly open as her gaze moves between Paul to us and back again.

      “A pleasure to meet you Maddie.” Guard extends his hand.  Maddie hesitates a long moment before finally placing her hand in his.  His hand appears to be twice the size of hers.   Maddie immediately lifts her chin in a decree of silent strength. “Maddie, it seems we have a little problem.  My gorgeous, pregnant wife wants you to sing at our anniversary concert.  Your brother here tells us this is an issue for you.  I’m hoping we can come up with some solution to that issue.”

      “Um…” She looks from Guard to me and back to Guard again.  “I don’t do many concerts.”  She starts to back up.

      Her attempt to cut the conversation short and retreat to the studio is interrupted by Paul’s request. “Maddie, hear them out.”

      I am completely entranced by Maddie, sensing her inner fight.  Having seen the news coverage of her abduction, I feel a deep need to protect Maddie.  I have to taper the need to pull Guard aside, knowing this would be completely disrespectful to the president of my MC and brotherhood.

      “Tell me why you won’t perform,” Guard persists, frustration setting his jaw.

      “I prefer to record only.” Her voice is soft and sweet; musical just like her.  She fidgets with her hands, wringing them together yet defiantly keeping her chin up.

      “You’re not telling me why.” Guard says firmly, though I can tell he’s trying to maintain a softness in his voice to not upset her.

      “I just don’t think it would be a good idea,” she replies firmly.  “I’m better in the studio, leaving the stage shows to Paul and the guys.  They’re better at it.”

      “No offense to your brother, but my wife wants you,” Guard tries again. “I feel like you’re still not telling me why.”

      Maddie’s eyes flit from Guard to myself before landing on her brother.  “I don’t want to do this,” she says, shaking her head. “I don’t even want to be having this conversation.”

      “I swear to you, Maddie, you would never be left unattended,” Paul promises. “The shit from before—that will never happen to you again.”

      Maddie crosses her arms in front of her, almost like a shield.  “You can’t make those promises.” Her voice is a hissing whisper.

      “What if I give you your own personal body guard from the time you drive into the parking lot and I will have him take you home afterward?  He will make damn sure that no one comes within reaching distance of you.”  Guard can be very persuasive. “I want my wife to be happy.  This is the only thing she wants for our anniversary. You can understand that, can’t you Maddie?”

      Maddie continues to wring her hands together in frustration. “I do understand, and I think it’s great that you want to make your wife happy, but I’m still not sure about this.”  Her eyes hold a tremendous amount of concern.

      “You’ll have my fiercest man by your side until you get home. My word—you’ll be safe.”

      Paul pipes up. “Maddie, think about what an opportunity this is for the group.” He turns his head to Guard.  “Guard will give you his best.”

      “In fact, you’re already looking at my best.” Guard motions over to me with a nod.  And now I understand his teasing tone earlier.

      Maddie’s face turns toward my six-foot-three-inch frame. She’d been avoiding eye contact with me before, but now solidly meets my gaze.

      “You doubt he can protect you?” asks Guard.

      “Um...no. I guess not.” Maddie replies hesitantly.

      “Any problem taking this on, War?” Guard faces me, looking for the answer he already knows he’s going to get.  Our friendship goes way back.  He is secure in knowing that I would do anything for him.

      “No problem,” I say simply, still staring at a very agitated Maddie. I make the decision right there, in that moment, that nothing will ever terrify Maddie again.

      “Okay, then we’re done here.  I’m going to make my wife’s day.”  Guard looks at Maddie and smiles. “Thank you for making me a hero with my old lady.”

      “Looking forward to protecting you, Kitten,” I utter as Guard turns away.

      Maddie opens her mouth but doesn’t say a word.
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      It has been three weeks since we approached Maddie, leaving her stunned.  I am sure she feels she was sledgehammered into performing at an anniversary party for a bunch of rough bikers and their posse.  I am sure she had replayed the conversation in her head over and over again.  She never actually agreed to anything. And yet, I was informed by Paul that she’s arranging the lineup of songs and running through the stage setups.  Whether she agreed to the gig or not, Maddie wants the music to be fresh and solid.  Paul says that Maddie prides herself on putting on a performance to be remembered.

      I learned quite a bit from her brother; forever a perfectionist, Maddie has always been methodical and purposeful when putting together a kickass performance.  Despite her recently developed stage fright, The Smoking Guns are continuing to gain in popularity, and Maddie knows that it has a lot to do with the quality of the music and ensuring concert-goers have an experience like no other.

      No one would guess that “stage Maddie” and “everyday Maddie” were one and the same.  It’s as if a totally different person emerges when the lights are flashing, the stage makeup serving as her mask, the applause her incentive to keep playing and singing.

      But according to Paul, it’s definitely getting harder. Even prior to the abduction, she has never really been caught up by the insanity of it all.  This uphill battle has been getting harder and harder. Paul says that Maddie doesn’t want to think about the past or talk about it—with anyone.  It’s something the rest of the band is learning to live with, even if it’s unhappily.

      I watched an interview from a couple of years back.  They have the entire segment with the interviewer and Maddie sitting on her sofa with her knees to her chest, drinking a camomile tea and chatting.  She talks about her brother, Paul.  She tells the world that he’s so talented as their lead guitarist.  She talks about growing up in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and how they’d both dreamed of leaving.  What I learn from a deep search off the grid revealed an unhappier start. Their parents had been dead-set against any kind of music career, believing music was an immature dream.  There were horrible fights, some had even turned physical, until Maddie turned seventeen. The arguments went from bad to worse; the words were becoming more heated.  It wasn’t long before fists were flying, her brother took yet another beating, but refused to retaliate against his own father. Paul pulled Maddie into his beat-up jalopy that night and they finally left to pursue their music dream. They spent years working on making amends and now, managed to go home for major holidays, avoiding the topic of career and music all together.  I think it’s all for show.  They want to give the appearance they had a happy childhood.  Their parents would never want it to get out that they abused their kids.

      In the interview, Maddie went on to say that since two people didn’t make a band, she and Paul had actively looked for a bass guitarist, keyboard player, and drummer.  Through open mic nights at a club, they eventually met Darren, Troy, and Alex, and soon, their band was complete. So began the glory of the Smoking Guns.  She spoke about how she self-taught herself how to play each of the instruments and with the help of her bandmates, she was getting better and better.  But her voice and her ability to write lyrics were her real passion and contribution to the group.  They released a few songs and it wasn’t long before they had a following.

      This heart to heart with Paul has been enlightening.  We walk to Maddie’s door and I rap solidly on it.  I can hear the pitter patter of her feet making their way to us.  Paul aligns himself to the peephole, obviously a routine.  I can see she is appeased when the door swings open.  She immediately casts her gaze to Paul’s sandy brown hair and deep brown eyes.

      “Hi,” Maddie says, as the door opens wider, she sees me standing right behind Paul, looking noticeably surprised.

      “Hey, sis, you ready?” Paul takes a step in and Maddie watches as Paul and I waltz right into her apartment.  I notice how compact the place is, or maybe it’s because my frame just enhances it smallness.

      “Hey Maddie.” I say, looking deeply into her eyes as I flash a smile her way.

      Maddie looks up at her one-man protection team and settles her shoulders before innocently sending a half-smile my way.  She seems calm and relaxed.  Maybe because of my large rugged frame or my don’t mess with me attitude, she feels safe.  It could be that she senses my confidence.  Or it could just be that I’m being calm.

      I can see the flash of calm disappears and I can almost read her mind.  She’s probably wondering, but can I really trust anyone?

      I tower over Maddie. My huge arms would probably engulf her. I’m not stupid and I’ve had my fair share of women who comment on my looks.  They seem to have a thing for my dark wavy hair that curls around the nape of my neck when I’m too lazy to go get it cut like now. The leather jacket and t-shirt just magnify the largeness of my body.  I maintain myself and strive to always be at my fittest.

      “Hi,” she says, avoiding my eyes.  Instead, she looks down at my deep tanned motorcycle boots, then turns to Paul and asks, “Where is everyone else?”

      “In the van.  You ready?” Paul replies.

      “Yes. Let’s go.  We have a couple of hours to do sound check and a quick run through.” A certain confidence always seems to arise when Maddie talks business.  I lift my brow, thoroughly amused.

      “Get your stuff. Let’s move.”  I rumble.  Maddie hops at the sound of my deep voice as it vibrates through the room.

      Exiting onto the curb, Maddie eyes the van and starts to walk over to it. I stop her with a firm hand, grasping her upper arm.  She turns her head to see me holding onto her.

      “You’re with me,” I tell her.

      “Umm, I can go—” Maddie begins but I don’t give her the opportunity to finish her thought.

      “I’m responsible for your protection, so you come with me.” I am dead serious, leaving her looking a little shell shocked as she stared into my eyes.  She stares for a minute and then looks at Paul and the van.

      “Meet you there, sis,” Paul says, being no help at all to her pleading face.  “We’ll be right behind you.”

      Allowing herself to be led away, Maddie finds herself in view of my Harley. “I’ve never been on a bike,” she says softly.

      “Not a problem.  All you have to do is hold on.”  I climb on and direct her. “Take my hand.” Maddie looks at my hand and cautiously slides hers into mine.  This is the first time I’ve had the opportunity to touch her and something as simple as our hands connecting sends an electrical current through me.  I distract myself by checking to make sure her helmet is on safely.  “You’re safe.  I won’t go fast or try to freak you out, okay?””

      “Okay.” She is still tense but lets out a small sigh.

      “You need to hold on,” I instruct her.

      “To what?” she asks as she lifts her shoulders in question.

      I turn my head over my shoulder and smile. “To me.  Wrap your arms around me.”

      She hesitates, I take the liberty to tug gently on her arms and pull her closer, wrapping her arms around my waist.  Now she is firmly nestled with her front to my back, our thighs melded together, her arms around my abs.

      I fire up the bike.  “Don’t let go, Kitten.” Easing into the ride, I take it slow for her sake.
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      Regrettably, I feel Maddie’s hands release their grip from my waist.  We reach the club, or more accurately, the tents set up along the field behind the club.   I watch Maddie carefully. She removes the helmet and returns it to me politely, saying thank you.  She then appears to take in the whole scene, watching the members and prospects bustling about getting things ready, though she doesn’t say a word.

      I notice Paul backing up the van next to the stage.  Maddie makes a move toward Paul and once again, I take her arm in my vice-like grip.  “Maddie, you don’t move without me.” I look down at her stunned face.  Her wide-eyed expression of confusion is adorably cute, makes me want to kiss her so badly.  I hold back with great restraint.

      “I need to go help unload,” she murmurs quietly.  Her eyes move toward her band mates, ready to take off as soon as I let go. “We’re a team.  We do this together,” she said more sternly.

      Is she kidding? No way can she carry any of that equipment.  Demon is standing near the tent and I call him over.

      “Get some prospects to help unload and setup the band’s equipment.   I’m taking Maddie to the tent.  When the guys are ready, send someone over.”  I look down at Maddie, still staring at me and looking a little irate at my taking over. “All set.  Let’s get you out of view so these boys can focus on setup and not your pretty face.”

      I tag her hand and lead her to the tent.

      Catering to Maddie’s concern about security, Guard had this tent setup right next to the stage with everything the band might need available to them.

      “Kitten, you ever going to say more than two words to me at a time?” I try to make conversation, get her to open up to me a little.  This patience crap is difficult for me.  I just want to let her know how this is going to go from now on.  Tell her she will always be protected because I won’t have it any other way.

      “What do you want me to say?” she asks carefully, looking up at me.

      “Anything you want to ask me?” I smile. “You aren’t curious at all?”

      “Why do they call you War?”  Her voice is quiet and she tilts her head to the side as she asks.  It’s a simple question but has a dramatic history I’d rather not divulge at this point.  I want her to feel safe and secure around me, not want to run off.

      “A while back, when we all settled here and made this our home, some rival clubs decided they were going to make our lives difficult.  We held out and never backed down and I was put into some nasty situations—always came out ahead though.  I would go to war for my brothers and told them that.  When I got patched, Guard called me War.” I give the PG rated version of the story, and I still think I worry her.  She’s biting her lower lip again.  “My turn.  Why do you hate the stage?”

      “I didn’t know I had to answer questions.” She smiles shyly with a glint of daring and teasing in her tone.

      I take in her smile, reveling in the change of demeanour.  She almost looks relaxed.

      “Fair is fair.” I say and smile back.

      She lets out a sigh and turns away from me.  “A few years back, someone stormed the stage.  He had a knife and held it to my neck before forcing me to go with him. I can’t remember much more.  I blocked stuff out.  I do remember his voice and the threats of what he was going to do to me.” She’s visibly shaking.

      I want to find this fucker and kill him with my bare hands, slowly and painfully.  I walk behind her, put my hands on her shoulders, pulling her back, and gently say, “No one gets near you.  I swear.  I would have to be dead for anyone to get within five feet of you.”  I am so close I can smell her.  Vanilla and strawberries.  Fuck! I want this woman and I can’t do this the way I know how.  Gentle does not describe me.  I’m not even sure I can do gentle.

      She turns around to face me and puts her hand on my forearm.  “Thank you.  I do feel better knowing that you’re here.  I know it must be no fun playing babysitter.”  Her head is on my heart and I swear she can hear it pounding.  I wrap my arms around her shoulders and relish the moment.

      “Am I interrupting?” Guard is standing at the entrance of the tent.  I can see he’s stunned by the sight of Maddie wrapped up in me.  “I just wanted to check that you have everything you need.”

      Maddie jolts back, but I hang on to her and keep her loosely at my side.  “We’re fine.”

      The entire entourage of The Smoking Guns enter the tent, all staring at me and my arm around Maddie.  They look confused and the girls have their mouths hanging open.  Again, Maddie shifts to move away from me.  I know it’s because people are staring, not because she wanted to move.  I hang on tight.  I don’t want to lose contact and I love the way her body fits into mine.

      “We should start getting ready.” She looks at Paul and he nods but doesn’t actually say anything.  Maddie clears her throat, trying to get back control of the situation. “Is the stage set?”

      “Yeah.  I think we should get dressed first and then try the sound.” And with that, Maddie chameleons into an assured persona.

      “Okay, Brianna and Michelle, let’s unpack the makeup and get moving,” Maddie commanded.  Wow! All fucking business. Who is this woman? The mere mention of music and she turns into the confidence queen.

      “Sure,” one girl said while the other nods. No idea who is who at this point. Although they’re both lookers, they don’t hold a candle to the attraction I feel to Maddie.

      “Guys, get out.  We need to get changed.  Paul, can you guys have a dozen water bottles just off-stage?  I want to make sure we stay hydrated.”

      And the direct, all-business attitude continues to roll.

      “Sure, sis.” Paul turns to Darren, Troy, and Alex. “Let’s give them some space.”

      “We’ll be ready in half an hour and then meet you on stage.”  Maddie moves to where a mirror and table are setup on one side of the tent.

      Everyone but the girls file out.  “Maddie, I’m standing just outside the door. You yell if you need me,” I assure her.

      Maddie lifts her eyes to me and quietly says, “Thank you.”

      Guard is waiting for me just outside the tent flap. The attack starts as the moment I walk out. “What the hell is going on between you two?” he growls.

      “Nothing yet,” I reply calmly.

      “I promised her she was going to be safe.  Watch yourself, War.  She’s off limits,” he commands.

      “She is safe,” I counter loudly.  And then add in a much lower, more deliberate tone, “She is mine.  I want her.”  And with that statement said out loud, I know my life was changing fast.  I have never given any woman the title of being mine.

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?!” Guard retorts.  I’ve clearly pissed off our president.

      “Before you go all ballistic on me, did anything stop you from getting with Ava?” I counter.  I dig into the fact that he was so far gone over his wife that nothing she said, nor any barrier she put up deterred him from being with her.

      “Jesus!  That was completely different.” Guard rubs a hand over the back of his neck.

      “I’m not going to do anything until tonight is over.  My job is to stay close and keep her safe.  No one gets near Maddie tonight,” I say. “Tomorrow I work out a plan to keep her with me.”

      He looks shocked. “You’re out of your mind,” shaking his head.

      “Maybe. But I’ve been loyal and have never asked for anything.  You ask, or the crew asks, and I give.  Now I’m asking; I want Maddie.  You with me?”  I ask.  I’m blunt, but I want this woman.  I have shown loyalty over and over. “I plan on talking with her about this damn soon, so I want this settled now.”

      “Fuck! If you can get her, then yeah, I’m with you. But you do not cause any problems with the band or the club, and don’t freak her out.”

      “Well, I might unintentionally freak her out.  Some shit happened and she’s completely on guard.” I smiled then added, “But I like a challenge.  And I always get what I want.”

      Guard slaps me on the back. “Wait until the guys hear about this.” He lets up and gives me smile that says, you’re completely screwed.

      Guard was right; the guys are going to have a field day with this.  I swore never to take a woman permanently and here I am plotting to make Maddie mine forever.

      After the stage is lit and the equipment is all setup, Maddie, Brianna, and Michelle exit the tent and walk onto the stage.  Maddie is wearing black leather shorts and a red Harley t-shirt with rebel rocker written on the back.  She has black leather bands around her forearms with chrome detailing.  Holy hell! This is going to be a long night.  I stand in front of the stage, watching them work.

      “Guys, all tuned up?” Maddie asks matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah,” come three separate responses.

      “Jimmy, we are going to do a run through. You ready with the lighting?” she asks.

      “Ready when you are,” Jimmy says, beaming a smile her way.

      Paul takes the lead. ” Let’s do Road Rebel.” He turns to Maddie. “Let’s work this song fierce, real rocker chick.  Play to the audience.  We need to grab and hold them for two hours and keep them wanting more. Counting it off on three.”

      It was one of their hits, a hard, fast, soulful song about a man who walks out on life and rides the road, searching for a reason to believe again.  Maddie sings and I listen wide-eyed and stupid, breathing in the life she exudes with her voice.  Her movements on stage mimic the story of deceit and torture and how one woman makes his dark life light again.

      The Smoking Guns perform one more song, moving from rock to soul.  Sounds like she can sing it all.  Maddie blends in sync with the other girls when she’s not lead in the song, allowing everyone in the group their deserved spotlight, until it’s her turn once again.  When she moves back to center stage, she is sexy and smooth.  She’s nothing like the Maddie who clung to me on my bike.  This Maddie is a vixen capable of drawing you into her world with song.

      By the time the sound check is done, a small crowd has gathered around the stage.  The final line of the song says, “Who’s coming home with me tonight? Is. It. You?”  There are whistles and applause, but Maddie just smiles and takes three steps back, moving closer to her brother.  Paul notices right away and puts his arm around her.  This gesture does not go unnoticed by me.  Something went terribly wrong at that concert two years ago and I need to know more.
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      It’s coming up on nine o’clock. Our brother MCs have arrived and there are plenty of them.  Five different clubs and they hold church before the party gets started.  Someone will fill me in later.  Maddie is my priority right now.  I can see the crews filing out, the emblems on their jackets evident.  Some of these guys are questionable in moral judgement, but the majority are great men, our allied brothers.  Our club is about brotherhood and many of the fellow brothers came running when Ava was in trouble and Guard called for reinforcements.

      Ava wants to meet Maddie.  Guard, as always, asks me to guide her in.

      “Maddie, can I come in?” I ask, standing outside the tent with Ava.

      Her soft voice replies, “Um... yeah”

      We walk in and Maddie reaches out to take Ava’s hand.  “Hi Ava,” she says.

      “How do you know who I am?” Ava asks smiling.

      “Well, I’ve heard nothing but ‘my beautiful pregnant wife’ from Guard, so I think it’s a safe assumption you’re the famous Ava,” Maddie teases.

      “Oh, dear.  Guard is a little protective.” She giggles, though Ava loves her doting hubby.

      “I bet.  I hope you enjoy the concert, Ava.  I’m sorry I was up in the air about this,” Maddie explains.

      “I understand.  I’d love to chat more after the show if you can. I’m such a huge fan.”

      “I’m sorry.  I actually plan on leaving right after, but if you are ever near the studio, let me know and maybe we can meet up,” Maddie offers.  “Do you know what you’re having?” She points to Ava’s belly.

      “Yes, but Guard doesn’t know yet. I was hoping you can sing something to give him the hint tonight.”

      “How cool!” Maddie says with excitement. “Whisper it to me.”

      Ava whispers and Maddie says, “I have just the song,” then whispers something back.

      “I love it!” Ava is jumping up and down. Well more like bobbing and bouncing with the belly.

      “Okay, I’ll let the band know at the halfway point.”

      I can’t help but think about how great Maddie will fit in with Ava and Vi, another one of the old ladies.  I know that what I’m thinking is crazy, but I need to have this woman.  I also need to go gentle, which is going to be the real challenge because it’s not me at all.  I’m used to getting what I want on my terms.

      Paul strides in. “Show time, sis.  You ready?” He looks at her, concerned.

      “I’m good,” she says quietly and not very convincingly.

      That’s when I pipe up, “Maddie I am going to be right in front while you’re on stage.  If anything freaks you out, you look right at me. “

      Maddie stares up at me and smiles. “Okay.”

      I walk her to the stage and keep eyes on her until I
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