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Prologue



The Start of Something New

Guard

“Good to see you, man,” Hawk says as he slides into the booth inside the run-down diner. Hawk and I have been working on opening several garages throughout the state. Hawk and the Redemption Riders do the mechanical work, while Satan’s Pride supplies the parts.

Hawk’s done well for himself. He’s got a sweet setup in a small town outside Lincoln, Nebraska, called Wellington. His club is growing strong, and his men are solid and loyal.

“Love where you set down roots,” I tell him. I look out the window of the small café. This place looks a lot like our town.

“Following my mentor’s plan.” He laughs, and I join him. Hawk and I have been friends for a long time. Years ago, I asked him to join Satan’s Pride, but even then, I knew Hawk was destined to be a leader. So when he asked for my guidance in setting up his own club, I gathered the leaders of the surrounding clubs, and we became his mentors. It’s finally time for Hawk to fly solo, and we’re all impressed with the way he’s pulled his new club together.

“Glad you could come see me off,” I say.

“Where’s War?”

“He’s talking to his wife. I’ll bring him back something. He’s anxious to get home.”

“You could have stayed at the clubhouse. You’re always welcome, you know,” Hawk says.

“Definitely, but you’re under construction. Next time, I promise.” Hawk wanted us to stay over, but it would have been a strain on his guys, and they’re already cramped in their clubhouse. The Redemption Riders finally have enough money to add a second floor to the compound they’ve built, and the place is a madhouse. They’re doing a lot of the work themselves. Risk has been down to help with the designs and make sure the plans pass inspection.

Hawk and his men have always made their home at our compound, and not being able to reciprocate makes him unhappy.

“I’m holding you to that,” he says. “Let’s order. We don’t want to make War wait any longer than he needs to.” He calls the waitress over by name. Liana was born and raised in town, and it seems she’s well acquainted with Hawk.

She brings our coffee, making sure to brush up against Hawk, and does the same when she brings our food not long after.

“She’s got a thing for you,” I tell him after she goes back behind the counter.

“Good woman, but not my woman,” he responds, taking a bite of his scrambled eggs.

“You should get one. Ava’s the best thing that’s come into my life.”

“Not too many Avas around. But I’ll keep looking.”

Suddenly, the door bursts open, and a woman rushes in, only to be yanked back when a hand reaches out to grab her arm.

“Don’t you dare walk away from me,” a tall, very fit, and very corporate-looking man shouts. There’s not a blond hair out of place on his head, and I can tell he’s the type who goes to the gym every morning to look good.

The woman shrugs him off and pulls away.

“Leaving you means I can do whatever I like. You should know, Robert, since you’re a lawyer. A lawyer who was fucking his secretary in our bed. What part of we’re over do you not understand?” the spunky redhead retorts furiously.

I glance at Hawk, who’s taking in the entire scene, but there’s a spark in his eyes I’ve never seen before.

I’ve got a feeling this is the start of something new.


ONE
Ginger’s Passion


HAWK


The minute that asshole grabbed the woman’s arm, I was ready to wade in. Not because she’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life, but because no one has the right to lay a hand on a woman without her consent, and she definitely didn’t want the guy touching her. She tears her arm out of his hold, and the emerald shade of her eyes turns a turbulent dark green as she stares this Robert guy down. The adage “if looks could kill” suits the situation perfectly.

“Lower your voice, Etain. Does the whole world need to know our business?” Robert grits out through clenched teeth, looking around the room to see who is watching them. Well, we’re all watching, dickhead, I’m thinking. The guy is a complete moron if he cheated on this girl. Have the balls to end it with her before dipping your dick in another woman. Personally, I can’t imagine fucking around on this beauty.

“You have qualms about letting strangers know our business, but none whatsoever about screaming for everyone to hear in our apartment building, ‘Yeah, baby, slap Daddy’s ass harder,’” she exclaims, slapping her own ass. Then she gets right in his face, nose to nose. “I loved you, and you turned my love to hate. I never thought I’d hate anyone, but you managed to accomplish that.” Then she jabs a finger in his chest and says, “Leave me alone.”

“We had a good thing.” Robert softens his tone, but she won’t have it.

“Had. Past tense, correct. Now we have nothing.”

Robert’s expression turns ugly. “Well then, I’ll take the keys to the car. It’s in my name.” He puts his hand out.

“I paid for the car,” she exclaims. “You went and picked out the one you wanted, and I paid for it. Every last monthly payment, you dick.”

“It’s in my name so by law, it’s rightfully mine.”

“You barely passed the bar exam, you idiot. I know more about law than you do. Take me to court. I have all the payments documented. You’d only make a fool of yourself,” she throws back at him.

“You’re fired,” he shouts back.

“No shit, Sherlock!” She plants her hands on her hips, leaning forward. “Why do you think I drove to another state?”

“You don’t have a job or money. What are you going to do, sleep in your car?” he mocks. “It’s not like you finished college. What? Are you going to wait on tables?”

“You condescending jerk! I paid for your education by waiting on tables. And I went to night school. I made it through then, I’ll make it through now, and without a two-hundred-pound weight dragging me down,” she retorts, looking him up and down, then crossing her arms over her chest.

She’s fucking fabulous! I catch myself smiling and, what’s more, I feel a fire I haven’t felt for a long, long time. I’m no saint and have had plenty of women warm my bed, but none have had staying power. I’m not conceited; I’m a good-looking guy with a bad-boy attitude that women love. The difference is that my motto is “Live free and live hard.” That doesn’t mean we treat others badly. It simply means that when we want something, we go for it with all we have.

“This is your last chance,” the guy warns, motioning for her to go outside.

“Oh please!” she drawls, rolling her eyes. “Go home.”

“My mother⁠—”

“That’s going to be an interesting conversation. What are you going to tell Mommy, I wonder?” She taps a finger on her cheek. “You see, Mom, Etain left me because I’m a cheating scumbag. Yeah, I had a good woman who saw me through my worst, but I decided I’d earned the right to fuck a bitch in our bed. She didn’t agree and left me.” Then she bats her eyes, feigning innocence.

I burst out laughing so hard and so long that both Robert and Etain turn to look at me. Guard is doing his best to keep it inside, but I can feel his body shaking with laughter.

“Look at what you’re doing. You’re causing a scene,” Robert hisses. But Etain, she stares right at me like she’s trying to see into my soul. Her eyes lock with mine, and I swear, I can feel her heart racing, much like my own. “Etain, let’s take this home,” Robert says, trying another tactic, lowering his voice into a sickeningly sweet tone.

Etain veers back in his direction. “I have to find a place to live and a new job. I don’t have time for you,” she declares. She stomps off to sit on a stool, completely ignoring Robert. Then she looks to old Harry Duggan and asks, “Sir, could I borrow the want ads section of your paper?”

Old Harry doesn’t delay in giving it to her and asks Liana to bring Etain a cup of coffee, his treat. That’s the reason I love this town. People treat their neighbors with kindness and respect. A bunch of bikers came into town, and instead of causing a fuss, they gave us a shot. They love us even more now that we’re starting up new businesses and providing jobs for the locals.

Her ex, Robert, is astonished when Etain doesn’t even glance back at him. His pride is taking a beating, and when he notices that he’s left looking like a fool, he turns on his heel and storms out of the restaurant.

“How long are you going to let her sit there before making your move?” Guard asks. I guess I haven’t hidden my interest in the firebrand who took my breath away.

“She’s on the rebound?” I murmur. “Not a good way to start off.”

“You’d rather she finds another guy to fuck for a month or two while you wait for your shot?” he says with a smirk.

That doesn’t sound good at all. I don’t even like the idea of Harry buying her a cup of coffee. Yet, there she sits, shooting the shit with a sixty-year-old trucker who hasn’t once laughed as loud as he is right now at whatever witty thing Etain is saying.

Liana comes back to the table with Guard’s order for War. He moves out of the booth, and I get up with him. He gives me a manly hug, slapping my back and telling me he’ll be in touch. “Gotta hit the road. Ava’s probably losing her mind with Gavin and Ryder. Those two can be a handful. Don’t wait too long, brother. A woman like that isn’t going to be alone for long,” he says, jerking his head to the counter.

I scan the room, and every man, young and old, has his eyes set on Etain. I move closer to the edge of the counter. Liana is refilling Harry’s thermos with coffee before he hits the road.

“Nice meeting ya, Etain. Don’t let that jerk back into your life,” Harry tells her.

“Your parting words of wisdom, huh, Harry?” Liana says with a laugh. Then she turns to Etain. “He’s right, you know.”

“Oh, no worries. Robert is D-O-N-E, done!” Etain replies with oomph. “Do you know of a decent motel or hotel until I decide where I’m going next?” she asks Liana.

“What? You’re not leaving, are you?” Liana replies.

“I need to find a job. I’m not sure there would be much call for a bookkeeper or office manager around here.” Etain sighs. “Besides, I pretty much made a spectacle of myself. I’m sure the gossip will spread like wildfire about the crazy redhead who was played for a fool by her boyfriend. Now, there’s no recommendation for a job,” she says sadly.

I don’t want her to leave town. I don’t want her out of my sight. I guess Guard’s right. It’s time to go for what I want. I saunter up to the counter.

“You need your bill, Hawk?” Liana asks. Etain looks sideways at me.

“Yeah, thanks,” I reply, never taking my eyes off Etain. “I got an office manager position to fill. It’s more of an everything job. Some bookkeeping, some reception, ordering parts. That is, if you’re interested.”

“Are you serious?” Etain whispers, looking hopeful.

“Dead serious.”

“But you don’t know anything about me.”

“Tell you what, come by the garage tomorrow. I’ll show you around, and we’ll talk.” I try to sound casual, not wanting to scare her off. I hand her the card for RR Mechanics. We named our shop after our club, the Redemption Riders.

Etain looks at the card. “You don’t even know my name.”

“Etain, right. Couldn’t help overhearing. Cool name,” I say.

“It’s Irish. It’s spelled E-T-A-I-N, but pronounced Ay-teen. I hated it when I was a kid, but I love how unique it is now,” she says with a smile. Damn! She’s even more gorgeous when she smiles. “Sorry about the scene, but he wasn’t getting it.” Her smile turns into a frown.

“Think he got it this time,” I say.

“Nope. He doesn’t like to lose. He’ll be back.” She sighs, then takes another sip of her coffee.

I don’t like that idea at all. “Well, if you decide to work at the garage, I promise you that Robert won’t get anywhere near you.”

Etain puts an elbow on the table, resting her cheek in her palm. “I can’t figure out if you’re a good guy or a bad guy.” She’s not only beautiful, but she’s also savvy.

“I’m both. Treat me right, I give it back. Fuck with me, I’ll make sure you won’t do it again.” I’ve never been anyone but who I am. I don’t hide that I’m a biker or live by my own code. It’s taken me some time to learn how to temper my emotions and control my impulses with the help of my mentor, Guard.

The bell dings over the door. I turn to see if Robert has returned, but instead see Drifter standing there. Drifter’s my VP and my best friend. We met years ago in Texas at a honky-tonk. I had just turned eighteen and had finally saved enough for my bike. It was old, and it took six months to get it running, but it was my baby. I still have her, and when I get the urge, I take her out for a spin, usually when I need to clear my head. Drifter worked at The Hound as a bartender. His father owned the place. He was a good man and loved his son fiercely.

We’ve been friends ever since one fateful evening when our lives changed forever. I’d trust Drifter with my life, and he’s proven to have my back over and over. Where I have dark hair, his is light brown, and where I have blue eyes, his are chocolate brown. His strong jawline and permanently fixed scowl would scare many men, and he’s built like a heavyweight prizefighter.

Drifter looks from me to Etain, then back to me. An elusive smile crosses his face. “You ready?” he asks, giving me a nod.

“See you tomorrow, Ginger,” I tell her.

Her eyes flash a deeper green. “Don’t call me that. I hate that name,” she grumbles.

“Nine o’clock,” I reply with a sly grin. I follow Drifter out, forcing myself not to look back. “Yo, get Winger to keep an eye on her and keep her safe,” I order.

“Someone special?” he asks.

“We’ll see,” I answer, but I already know I’m into her. I’m also itching to see my Ginger’s passion. I climb onto my bike and ride off together with Drifter.


TWO
A Bed for the Night


ETAIN


Iflip the card over and contemplate my situation. After years of being with Robert, finding out he’s a total douche is a hit to my pride. I thought my heart would hurt, but I’m just angry. The sex was all right, and he was a good companion. We were both driven at work, and when Robert hung up his shingle to start his own law practice, I provided an added bonus and was able to provide bookkeeping services for him, but had an add-on service for clients.

I poured everything I had into our joint venture, but apparently, while I was working late nights, Robert was fooling around. When I came home early one night and heard sounds coming from our bedroom, I was stunned to see Robert in bed with the newly hired receptionist.

My temper flared, and I took out my phone and started snapping photos. “Say cheese,” I said with sugary sweetness. They stopped and stared at me. “Can’t wait to post this shit.” Then I grabbed my overnight bag and started to pack.

Robert pleaded with me to talk to him. He was only worried that I’d post the pictures I took and his clients would drop off. I told him I was coming back to get the rest of my things the next day and he could watch me delete them from my phone. He had no choice but to agree. I’m not stupid; I saved my photos to the cloud, just in case Robert decided to get nasty.

I packed all I could in my car and put any furniture I had into a small storage locker until I decided where to go from there.

As I sit at this counter now, I think of my options. I could go back and work it out with Robert. After all, I invested a lot in the business. Not a chance in hell! No way I could ever trust him again. I guess I could get back in my car and keep driving to a bigger city where I could cast a wider net among the job prospects. But I like the quiet of a small town, and I’ve been working crazy hours that have amounted to a mountain of nothing.

My final choice would be to take Hawk up on his offer and go to the garage tomorrow. I have enough money to last me for a while. I’ve always been a saver, and somewhere inside me, I must have had the inkling that I couldn’t depend on Robert.

I tap the card to my chin. Hawk is nothing like the guys I usually go for. He’s hot! Not just handsome, but hot! The kind of man who comes to you in your dreams and does deliciously dirty things to you, making you wake up panting for more. I could stare into those cobalt-blue eyes for hours.

I should get in my car and keep driving, but I won’t.

I snap out of my thoughts. “Liana, right?” I say, looking at the name tag on the waitress’s uniform.

“Yeah, sweetie. What can I get you?” she replies with a smile.

“I need a place for the night. Is there anything close by?”

“If you’re looking for one night, Andy’s motel is down the road, about a ten-minute drive from here. If you’re looking for something more permanent, Sasha has a cottage for rent. It’s newly renovated, and she’s an awesome person.”

I think about it for a second. “Where can I find Sasha?”

Liana giggles. “I thought you’d say that.” She hands me a piece of paper with a phone number on it. “It’s still early, and she could probably show you the place.”
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Sasha is nothing like I was expecting. She’s young and so pretty, with dark, wavy hair pulled back and up in a high ponytail. Her face is free of makeup, so she looks like the girl next door. Her home is next to the cottage she’s renting. She keeps the yards immaculate, with lots of greenery and flowers.

Sasha greets me with a smile and welcomes me into her home while she grabs the keys to the cottage. Her jeans look well worn, hanging loose around her waist, and her baby-blue T-shirt looks cozy, but it’s far too big for her. I’m wondering if she has a boyfriend or husband and she’s stealing from his closet. I look briefly around her place, but find no traces of anyone else living with her.

“Liana mentioned that you might be coming by to see the cottage. I just renovated it. I did it mostly myself,” she says with pride.

“Wow. That’s impressive. I’m not that handy,” I reply. “Your home is so nice and cozy.” It smells like chocolate chip cookies and is filled with warm colors that give it a feeling of peace and quiet.

“Thank you. I love it.” She scans her place like she’s seeing it for the first time. I can tell that she’s a woman who likes serenity and enjoys the simple things in life. “What brings you to our little town?”

“Full disclosure? I was with a man for years and found him screwing his secretary in our bed. I won’t ever forget that sight and know I could never forgive him. We also had a business together, but they were all his clients. There was nothing to keep me from leaving,” I tell her with a shrug. “So, here I am, looking for a new home and a new start.”

“Oh honey, I’m so sorry. That sucks!” She pulls me in for a hug. Her hugs must be magical, because suddenly, I don’t feel so alone.

“Do you want to know the worst part?” I whisper.

She pulls back and searches my face. “What’s that, honey?”

“It’s not him I’m upset about. I should feel lost or hurt. But I feel pissed that all I worked for is being tossed out the window. It makes me question my reasons for being with him. Did I love him? Is that why he screwed around?” I’m not expecting an answer, but Sasha does one better.

She grabs my shoulders, her eyes piercing into my own. “There is no excuse for cheating. Ever!” she states emphatically. “He should have told you what was in his head. Maybe it would have gotten better and maybe it wouldn’t, but either way, you both would have come to a conclusion, and it could have ended in a more civil and respectful way. And one more thing: you don’t seem to me like a woman who would enter into a relationship if you didn’t love him at the time. You probably did, but love can grow and flourish, or it can die. Perhaps you had your part in that, but he did too. Sometimes, the kindest thing you can do for another person is to walk away because they’ll never have the courage to do it themselves, even if they knew it wasn’t working anymore.”

“Do you really think so?” I ask.

“Subconsciously, I think he wanted to get caught. Why on earth would he choose to cheat with someone in your apartment?” she asks, raising her brow.

Okay, so Sasha is deep. She’s very intuitive, and she offers a unique perspective that I admire. “He could just be stupid,” I mumble.

Sasha bursts out laughing. “He could at that.” She jingles the keys in front of me. “Come on, let’s take a look at your new place.”

We walk the thirty feet across the stone path between the houses and enter a home similar to her own. It’s slightly smaller, but has the same dark wood beam ceilings and cream walls with dark oak floors. It has a small sofa and chair, with a television in the sitting room of an open-concept design linked with the kitchen with an eating area. The windows are huge and let in a lot of light.

“The bedrooms are this way. There are only two, one master and one that can be used as either a den or a second bedroom. There are two bathrooms. One is here.” She nudges the door open to reveal the powder room, then takes me down the hall, opening yet another door to show me the four-piece bath, complete with a sink and claw-foot tub. It’s perfect.

“This place is amazing.” Too amazing. I’m not sure I can afford it. Yes, I have money set aside, but until I have a job, that will have to last me a while. “Can I ask how much you’re renting it for?”

She must sense my apprehension. “Etain, I’m looking for someone who will take care of my home like it was their own. I’d rather make some money than no money. Let’s talk about what you’re comfortable with for rent, and when you feel more settled, we can revisit it. What do you think?”

“It sounds too good to be true,” I say with a grin.

“Consider me your fairy godmother.” She tilts her head to one side and bites her lower lip, then says, “I’m not comfortable around a lot of people. I force myself to get out and do things, but I’d much rather be in my garden or on my porch swing. I like you, Etain. I know we just met, but you’re one of the few people I instantly had a connection with.”

I’m so relieved to hear her say that because I really like Sasha. “It seems like I found my first friend,” I declare, and we both laugh.

“Let’s celebrate with a glass of wine. Then I’ll help you unload your car. How does that sound?” Sasha says.

“Sounds great. And thank you.”
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Several hours later, my car is unpacked and we’ve already had a trip to the local Walmart for bedding and pillows, as well as some basic kitchen items. It’s a small dent in my wallet, but I’ve made the decision to give this place a go.

On the way back to my new place, Sasha and I pick up a pizza, and she brings over the rest of the wine we started earlier. We sit and talk for hours. Well, I talked, Sasha listened. She’s a great listener. I did find out that she came to town almost three years ago and she works from home as a computer programmer. She takes on contract jobs from all over the world and has been offered many full-time jobs, but she doesn’t want to uproot herself. Sasha avoids my question about family, and I certainly don’t want to upset her.

When we finally say good night, I move to the bedroom, make my bed with my new sheets, and lay my head down on the pillow, hoping I’ll dream of the cobalt-eyed biker named Hawk.
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Hawk

The phone rings once, and I pick it up.

Winger doesn’t even wait for me to say hello. “She’s got a bed for the night. Might even be for the foreseeable future.”

“What do you mean?”

“She went to see Sasha McGrath. They’ve been together most of the afternoon and evening. They even took a trip to the store. Seems to me that this woman is planning to stay awhile.”

A smile forms on my lips. Sasha’s one of the sweetest people I’ve met. Heart of pure fucking gold. Etain couldn’t be in better hands. It’s a relief to know that Etain has decided to stay. I had a gut feeling that she was, but knowing she’s come to that conclusion on her own is a relief. I was already contemplating how to lure her back if she decided to leave town.

Now that I know Etain is safe, I can go to my own bed for the night, although I wish Etain was in it with me.


THREE
Wrench or Hammer


HAWK


The shop is already busy. Flex, Decker, and Shooter are working on cars and bikes that need to be done today. We service all makes and models of cars and bikes, but love a good restoration of a classic. They may take months to complete, but the sense of accomplishment is a high unlike any other. I know my men, and they’re going to get these cars in and out quickly so they can get back to the fun stuff.

Meanwhile, I keep glancing at the clock on the wall: eight fifty-five. Where the hell is she? Technically, I told Etain to be here for nine, and when I texted Winger for an update, he didn’t respond.

I hear a clank on the floor where Flex is working on a Dodge Charger, then follow his gaze as Etain sashays through the bay door, wearing a slim fitted skirt molded to her frame and an emerald-green short-sleeve button-up shirt, looking extremely professional and very sexy, down to her three-inch kitten heels. Her hair bounces around her face as she walks through the shop, stopping just short of Flex.

“What’s up, Red? How can I help you?” Flex asks with a grin. The dumb fuck thinks he’s got a fucking shot in hell with Etain. I’m putting a stop to that right now.

“Flex, back to work. Ginger’s here to see me,” I tell him. My voice is curter than it should be, but I think I held my cool well considering I wanted to punch him in the face for the leering glance he gave Etain.

Etain sees me standing at the far end of the shop and comes toward me. Flex can’t help himself and takes another look as she walks away, his eyes on her ass, then gets back under the hood. I can’t say I blame him; Etain has a fine ass, and legs, and everything else.

“I told you not to call me Ginger,” she starts.

“I think it suits you.”

“And to think my parents agonized over what to call me, just to have you rename me,” she replies sarcastically. “Shall I get it officially changed?”

“No need. I’m the only one who will ever call you that,” I tease. She rolls her eyes, and I immediately want to haul her into my office, spread her across my desk and fuck her until I can’t walk. I nudge the door open and motion for her to step inside. I sense the other guys on the floor watching, but refuse to acknowledge them, stepping in after her instead.

It’s torture seeing how her skirt hugs her ass, my fingers itching to skim under the hem and inch it upward.

“Have a seat,” I say, tapping the backrest of the chair. She takes her seat, and I stand in front of her, leaning on the edge of the desk, bracing my hands on the wood.

“I’ve brought a copy of my résumé. Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to add my last job. As you know, I haven’t had the opportunity to get settled, and this interview came out of the blue,” she says, handing me her neatly organized résumé, complete with plastic covering.

I pretend to scan her qualifications, but I already know I want her with me. It will be a bonus if she can get this mess of paperwork I’ve been drowning in organized and ready for the accountant. I’ve been putting him off for the last month.

“I don’t put a lot of stock in paper,” I tell her, waving her résumé, then setting it down on the desk. “This is the hell I’m in.” I point to several piles of invoices and packing slips sitting on the desk and filing cabinets around the room.

She gazes around at the clutter strewn about. She shakes her head and asks, “Don’t you have a system?”

“We started the garage two years ago. It was a slow go for the first few months, then it exploded. I can hardly keep up with keeping parts stocked and handling the shifts for all the men. It’s only gotten progressively busier, and customers come first,” I explain.

“And you didn’t think to hire someone before now?” Her voice rises an octave. “Do you even have accounting software?” She must see by my sheepish expression that I don’t. “It’s going to take over a month to go through all this and enter it into the database, then I’m going to have to match it to the bank accounts to make sure everything is accounted for.”

I can already see the wheels spinning in her head. “I’ll need you full-time, and I’ll pay above the going rate, plus expenses, but I need you to start immediately,” I say.

She looks at me, confused. “What expenses? Pencils?” She laughs. Her laugh is contagious, and I find myself laughing along.

“Whatever you need.”

“First things first, we need to buy software and install it. You do have a computer, right?” she asks, looking around the room for it.

“We all have laptops, and there are tablets at each bay. We mark down all the parts we use for each vehicle. I do the markup and labor and produce an invoice. I have everything we’ve invoiced in that cabinet, and all the bills paid in that one.” I point to the two filing cabinets at the far side of the room.

“I’ll need somewhere to work.”

“No problem. We’ll put another desk in here for now. We plan on expanding to the unit next door. We need at least two more bays to work on the cars, plus a few offices. Eventually, I’m going to need to move Drifter into solely doing the parts purchasing. I can’t handle it all on my own and also open another shop.”

“Another shop?” she asks. “Don’t you think it wise to see where you sit financially before investing in another shop?”

“Then you’d better get to work, because we have construction going on at the compound, and we have to finish that. The guys are cramped because they’re doubling up in rooms. They each need their own space, and that has to happen like now.” If I hear one more man gripe about sharing, I’m going to lose my mind.

My Redemption Riders have been patient, and they’ve been good to wait this long, but after two years, our patience is wearing thin. The parties on the weekends are a great distraction, but they always end with men fucking their biker bunnies in full view. That was fine when I was younger, but it holds no appeal for me anymore. And there’s no way in hell I would want to fuck Etain in front of the others. She’s mine and mine alone.

“When do you want me to start?” Etain asks, biting her lower lip.

“Now’s good,” I reply.

She smiles. “I need to do a few things today, but I can get the software you need. I can start tomorrow. I can be here for eight. Does that work?”

“Place opens early. I’ll be here,” I tell her. I don’t want her to go, but I can’t think of a single reason to keep her with me.

“I’ll fill out the paperwork tomorrow,” she says, rising to her feet.

“Paperwork?”

“For payroll and taxes. You must have those, right?”

“Somewhere in here.” I throw out my hand.

“Never mind. Once I’m set up, I’ll print out what we need, and we can have everyone fill out the forms; then, when the tax man comes calling, we can rest easy,” Etain replies with a sigh. She steps toward the door, then stops and pivots back to me. “I want to thank you for this chance,” she says. Her tone is soft and sweet. It’s even more adorable than her feistiness. “Yesterday was ugly, and you haven’t brought it up once.”

“Hey, we all have a past. For what it’s worth, I think he’s an idiot,” I say. She looks vulnerable and sad. I want to wrap my arms around her and make her feel better, but it’s too soon. I’ve met women who’ve been through a breakup. When I was younger and less concerned with anything but getting laid, I met a few who were out for a good time at the bar, and we’d end up in bed together. It could go one of two ways. They either hated themselves for going in too soon or ended up with them getting clingy as fuck, and I’d have to find a way to shake them off. The first kind I could deal with; I wasn’t looking for anything but a good time, and we’d both move on. The latter was far worse. My phone would blow up with texts and voicemails. They’d go from sugary sweet to crying binges. I’ve always tried to let them down gently, but it never worked as easily as I hoped.

I learned my lesson and have avoided those women like the plague, until Etain. I haven’t spoken to my men yet, but they’ll soon know that I plan to make her mine.

“I hope you realize that I don’t know a wrench from a hammer.”

I take in her elegant business outfit. “I think I got that, Ginger. I’m hiring you to be my office manager. If I find you under a car, I’m gonna be pissed. We keep this place immaculate, and we have the best equipment money can buy, but I need you to be careful,” I say very seriously.

“Gotcha. No wrenches or hammers,” she replies, giving me a wonky grin from the corner of her mouth that’s too cute for words.

I walk with her through the shop to the front and accompany her all the way to her car. I hold her door open, and she climbs in behind the wheel, exposing the skin of her creamy white thighs. I instantly go hard.

“I’ll swing by the store and pick up some of the office supplies I need. In the meantime, I’ll download the accounting software I’ll be using, and be here bright and early tomorrow,” Etain says happily.

“Bring the receipt, and I’ll reimburse you.”

“Aye-aye, Captain,” she jokes. I shut her door and watch her drive off. When I turn back to the garage, Flex, Shooter, and Decker are standing at the edge of the bay, looking on with expressions of humor and curiosity.


FOUR
Phones Are the Devil


ETAIN


I’ve got seven phone messages and thirteen missed calls, and that’s only because there is no room left to leave any more voicemails, all from Robert. I deleted all of them without listening to them. I’m not interested in what he has left to say.

After my interview with Hawk, I sat in the parking lot at Best Buy, thinking about how easy it was to talk with Hawk. It was the easiest interview I’ve ever had. Part of me thinks he’s taking pity on me after seeing the pathetic display in the diner, but I’ll take it. I’m used to hard work and taking care of myself. My parents gave me and my sister all they could, but we were by no means wealthy. I learned to budget from the time I was ten years old.

Dad was a farmer, and Mom worked part-time at a day care in town. It was Dad’s dream to keep his father’s farm, and he worked himself to the bone to keep it. The place was hugely mortgaged when Dad took it over. Mom worked just as much as Dad to build the dream, but that meant there wasn’t a lot of cash to spare.

My sister, Kiera, and I made our own clothes, shopped at thrift shops, earned our own money, and learned how to stretch a dollar. We each paid for our own college courses. Kiera graduated and currently works at a big corporation in Dallas, Texas, in the marketing department and is kicking ass. I was on course to finish school until I met Robert, and then I fell into his dream, putting mine on the back burner. I wanted to become an accountant. I managed to get my bookkeeping degree from night school and have promised myself to go back to college once I’ve put enough money away.

Working for Hawk will help me finish what I started. It means I can keep the money I built up in the bank and move forward. I thought he was cool not to mention what happened at the diner. It would be impossible not to see that he’s gorgeous. So much so that a tingle ran down my spine when his eyes met mine.

But I’m not looking for a relationship. I’m swearing off men for a while. Robert’s left a sour taste in my mouth, and I’m not sure I trust my own judgment at the moment. How could I have been so wrong about him?

When we first met, Robert was attentive and sweet. Over time, he began to grow distant. I thought it was because he was busy at work, and he was determined to create the future we talked about and was doing his best to get us there. I should have noticed how we were changing when he would ignore me at the office when his new clients were around, as if I were working for him and not with him.

Shame on me for letting him take advantage! This was a rude awakening, but, as always, I’ll rally and move on. I grab my purse beside me and am about to get out of my car when my phone rings again. The screen flashes with Sasha’s name. I let out the breath I was holding and answer.

“Hi, Sasha.”

“Hey, sweetie, how did it go?” Sasha asks impatiently.

“Hawk hired me,” I announce.

“Well, of course he did. He’d be a fool not to,” she responds. “He’s a great guy, you know.”

“I don’t really know him, but if he’s willing to take a chance on me, then I’ll show him I’m worth it.”

“It doesn’t bother you that he’s the president of the Redemption Riders MC, does it?”

“He’s what?” I shriek. Shit! The last thing I need is to jump from the frying pan into the fire. I left a crappy situation, and my plan is to get back on track and finally get my CPA degree. I’ve even thought of starting my own accounting firm.

“Hawk is solid, Etain.” Sasha breaks into my reeling thoughts. “He’s won this town over. Hawk’s bringing business to Wellington, and we need that. We were all wary at first too, and I’m a harsh critic when it comes to my safety.”

“Don’t they have enemies? I hear about rival gangs and turf wars. I thought MCs are all about drugs and stuff. I can’t get involved in that. I have plans for my future, and they don’t include prison. I look terrible in orange,” I blurt out. I know I’m panicking, but two minutes ago, I had a plan and a job, and now I could be making another mistake that I can’t afford.

“Calm down,” Sasha says soothingly, “I’ve known Hawk for a while, and he’s never once brought ugliness to the town. He has, however, chased away monsters who tried to intimidate the local business owners. Hawk’s always said that he won’t ever create a problem, but he won’t be pushed around either.” She says, “I trust him, Etain, and that says a lot. I don’t trust easy.”

She’s been hurt, and I wish I knew by who because I’d hunt them down myself. Sasha’s so sweet and bighearted that I can’t imagine anyone doing her wrong, but I found out the hard way that sometimes we don’t see others for what they are, but for what they pretend to be.

“If it bothers you, talk to Hawk,” Sasha urges.

“Maybe I will,” I mumble.

“I’m baking scones,” she says with a lilt. “We can have tea and blueberry scones when you get back.”

“Make it coffee too, and I’m in,” I tease.

She giggles. “You got it.”

“I’m just about to go into a store to buy a few things. I should be back around noon.”

“Yay! You can taste my tomato chickpea salad.”

“You don’t have to feed me.”

“I know. Please let me do this,” she says quietly.

“Once I settle in, I’m cooking for you.”

“Looking forward to it. Gotta go!” And with that, she’s gone.

Time flies by as I walk up and down the aisles. I started with the highlighters, then got lost in the rest, discovering my cart was much fuller than it should have been by the time I got to the register. It’s the craziest thing, but I love weirdly shaped Post-It notes and fancy pens. Okay, so I’m a nerd. I own it!

Before I know it, I’ve been here for over an hour and a half. I pay for my things and hurry back to my car. I toss the bag in the back seat, and my phone starts ringing again. Absentmindedly, I pick up, thinking it’s Sasha wondering why it’s taking me so long to get back.

“Sorry, I got lost in the pen aisle. I have an unhealthy attraction to fine pens and highlighters.” I laugh.

Robert’s deep voice sounds in my ear. “I know. I made the mistake of sending you out for printer paper, and you came back with a cartful of shit we didn’t need.”

I suck in a breath. Damn! I’m not prepared for another sparring session with Robert. I knew he’d be back, but I was hoping to have a few days before we had another round of squabbling.

“I thought you were someone else. What do you want, Robert?” I let out a heavy breath in preparation for what comes next. He argues like a petulant child, insisting on the same point until you’re too tired to fight him. Well, I’m done with that.

“Are you ready to discuss this calmly?” he asks. Same old routine. He’s trying to make me feel guilty. “We have a business to run. It’s unprofessional for you to disappear without giving me time to find a replacement.”

“Unprofessional!” My voice rises at his insinuation.

“Very unprofessional.”

“You should have thought of that before you cheated on me. I was building a life with you. I forfeited my education for yours, and I did it happily because we were doing it for us. I didn’t object when you made all the clients I do work for believe that I work for you instead of us working side by side. It was insulting and hurtful, but if that was what you needed, I let you have that. I also know that my bookkeeping earns over fifty percent of the profits. Which, by walking away, I’m leaving to you. You think this is unprofessional, but I’m calling it generous,” I tell him. “So, do me a favor and fuck off.” I hang up before he can get another word out.

I’m furious. When it comes down to it, I’m mad at myself for allowing Robert to manipulate me and for believing his bullshit. Argh! I want to scream. I can hear my mother’s voice in my head saying, “Three deep breaths, Etain. Breathe in and out.”

I’ve always had the tendency to explode when I felt life was being unfair. Mom blamed it on my flaming-red hair, which added to my fiery temper. My father decided I had an aversion to injustice and I was going to become a politician and try to save the world. I can’t imagine the corruption in Washington. It’s better to be oblivious to some things, and I don’t think I have enough finesse to become a senator. Mom readily agrees.

Sasha’s waiting for me, and it’s time to let go of the anger flowing through me. Robert doesn’t get to turn my good day into a shitty one.
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Hawk

All morning, the guys have been ribbing me about hiring a sexy fox as our office manager. I let them have their fun, but I make it clear that Etain is off-limits to them. They understand me, but that doesn’t stop them from razzing me.

I’m their president, but I don’t pull that card unless our safety is in jeopardy. For the most part, I treat them like brothers, and it’s okay for brothers to drive each other nutty, as long as we remember to do it with respect. When it comes to running the garages, I have the final say, but even then, they know there’s nothing I hide from them.

Then there’s club business, and that has a layer of authority that all the men must abide by. We have our club rules, largely adopted from the same regulations Guard’s put into place with Satan’s Pride MC. Are we one hundred percent clean? Nah. But we’ve turned the corner, and we’re pulling away from the poison that seeped into the club a couple of years back.

I should have trusted Guard’s instincts. When Guard met Meteor, he knew he was bad news. I was stupid and was asserting my rank as president when I went ahead and accepted him as a member, against Guard’s better judgment. Meteor was in the club for a year, and for the first few months, everything was good. Then he started disappearing, being late for meetings, and his excuses weren’t making sense.

Drifter was the one who followed him and found out he was making deals with a rival club and running their drugs for them. The worst part was, he was using our prospects to run the drugs. Two of our prospects got caught. One of our founding members, Phantom, took the heat for the younger prospects. Phantom is an older man. He’s ex-military, huge, and mean as fuck to the enemy, but loyal as hell to the Redemption Riders. He’s doing time now because of Meteor. Meteor is gone, and by gone, I mean he doesn’t exist in this world any longer. Phantom has another year left on his sentence, and when he comes out, he’ll take his rightful place in our club and as an important part of the crew. He’s paid a price he shouldn’t have had to. I blame myself and my ego for not seeing what I should have seen.

I’ve learned and grown since then. I beat myself up pretty badly because of it, and Guard picked me up and helped me be a better leader. “Focus on the here and now,” he said, and that’s what I’ve done. I go see Phantom every week, and I make sure the guards are paid off well to ensure his safety. It’s not nearly enough for his sacrifice, but he’ll be home soon.

No drugs are allowed in the club. If the brothers want it, they do it off-site. Some might smoke a joint, but most are clean. They know my stance on the subject and my lack of tolerance. Because of Meteor’s “deal” with the rival club, we’ve spent the last two years extricating ourselves from their hold. We’re almost there. One more week, and we’re done.

“Church tonight?” Drifter asks, interrupting my thoughts.

“Yeah, meeting is at eight. I want everyone there. No excuses.”

“Prospect will sit at the door,” Drifter replies. We always have a man standing guard. We’ve been noticing the Jackals driving through town more often than they used to, and that’s not a good sign. The Jackals have been trying to find a way to keep us connected in running their drugs. Meteor set us up for a fall, and the Jackals took advantage of the situation. Our deal with them is nearly done, and that means the Jackals are going to try every underhanded trick they know to keep us doing their dirty business.

“Yeah. They’re beginning to get on my nerves.” I run a hand through my hair and let out an exasperated breath.

“You think they’re getting ready to strike?” Drifter asks.

“Can’t ignore their threat.”

“We should strike first.”

“Maybe, but their new president is volatile, and Guard’s trying to get some intel for us. If we strike, I want to know what we’re going up against,” I say.

“Makes sense, but we need to prepare,” he says.

“That’s part of the meeting.”

“I’ll make sure everyone’s present,” he assures me before he takes off.
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Etain

Ihave lunch with Sasha, then make the necessary calls to have the rest of my stuff from storage delivered to my new place. It arrives tomorrow. Thankfully, Sasha has agreed to hang around to let the movers I hired in.

I couldn’t handle the onslaught of calls from Robert and ended up turning off my phone. I turn it back on to make sure I didn’t miss a call from my parents, and sure enough, I did. I call them back immediately, knowing they’ll be worried. I never let their call go to voicemail.

“Hey, Dad. Sorry about earlier.”

“My girl! I thought I was going to have to drive across three states to check on you,” he jokes.

“I had to turn my phone off. Robert has been pestering me all day.”

“He has some balls.” Dad was pissed when he heard Robert cheated on me. “Do I need to have a talk with the man?”

“No, Dad. I’m taking care of this myself. I’ve moved on. I even have a new job,” I say, trying to change the subject. We talk for a while longer about Sasha and my new home, and my new job as an office manager for RR Mechanics.

“We’re so proud of you,” my mother says. “Will you be able to come home for a visit soon? We miss you, honey.”

“Not sure. Starting a new job means I might not get a vacation for a while. Give me a few weeks to settle in, and maybe you can come out here to see me,” I suggest.

There’s a knock on my door. “Got to let you go, Mom. There’s someone at my door.” I’m halfway to the door when I hang up and hurry the rest of the way to look out the peephole. A cop is standing there, with Robert beside him.

“Officer, to what do I owe the pleasure?” I ask in a sugary-sweet tone, not bothering to look at Robert.

“Your fiancé was worried about you, ma’am. Said you weren’t answering your phone. He insisted that this isn’t like you. You all right, ma’am?” the officer asks.

Right then and there, I decide that phones are the devil! Fucking Robert and his tricks. I open the door wider and wave my hand around. “As you can see, Officer, I’m all alone and very safe. What the gentleman behind you hasn’t told you is that we were together and now we are not. Robert doesn’t like that I’m not taking his calls and, hence has enlisted your help to see me.”

“I was genuinely worried!” Robert says indignantly.

The officer looks from me to him, his fists clenching. I’m sure he’s not happy about going on a wild-goose chase. I’m about to ask them both to leave when Hawk comes up the steps.

“Hey, Syd, how’s it going?” Hawk asks.


FIVE
I Protect My Own


HAWK


As soon as Titan saw the police cruiser pull up to Etain’s driveway, he called to let me know that something was up. Titan could have handled the situation, but when I hear that Etain is involved, I tear out the door and I’m on my bike in minutes.

I ride to her street and catch Titan’s gaze. He was guarding Etain’s place tonight and was just about to leave to make our club meeting when the police car arrived. He follows me up to the house now and is by my side when I see that Syd is the officer at the door.

“Hey, Syd, how’s it going?” I ask. Officer Syd is a good man and takes his job seriously. When we first got to town, he was a straight shooter and came to see me. After I assured him that the Redemption Riders were making this place their home and our intention was to establish a legitimate business, he calmed down. It didn’t happen overnight, but the local cops and the Redemption Riders have been able to work amicably together, and we’ve all been better for it.

“Hawk,” he says, acknowledging my presence. He glances at Etain and back. “What are you doing here?”

“Etain is my new office manager.”

“Since when does an employer come to the home of their employee?” Robert asks. Up to now, I haven’t paid any attention to Robert, but I take a good hard look at him now. He’s an arrogant asshole, but when I stare into his eyes, I see uncertainty and fear.

Lawyer or not, Etain was the brains of his enterprise. “None of your business,” I respond. I look over Syd’s shoulder at Etain. “Are you all right?”

She crosses her arms, sending a stabbing glare at Robert. “I was perfectly fine five minutes ago.” She then directs her anger at Robert. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? You bring a policeman to my door for no reason other than that you didn’t get your own way. Earlier today, I told you not to contact me anymore. And what do you do?” She takes a breath and continues, “You’ve called me thirty times, until I couldn’t stand it and turned my phone off, making me miss a call from my parents. What do you want, Robert? And don’t say for me to come home, because that’s not going to happen. You can keep the clients, the apartment, and your new plaything. Just leave me the hell alone.” Her chest is heaving, her eyes turn vibrant green, and I can’t help but smile at her ability to speak her mind.

“You can’t walk away from everything we’ve built,” Robert starts.

“Wrong! I just did.”

“You’re being ridiculous.” He steps closer to her, but I intercede and push past him and Officer Syd to put myself between Etain and Robert.

“Stop right there. I believe Etain has made it perfectly clear that she doesn’t want to speak to you. I think ignoring your calls was enough of a hint, but you seem to be averse to catching on.” I catch Office Syd’s eye. “This has gone on long enough. He needs to leave. He brought you here under false pretenses, and this is bordering on stalking.”

“Stalking! Are you out of your mind?” Robert exclaims. “I’m a lawyer, for God’s sake.”

“It’s time to go, sir. You can see that Miss Huggart is safe and is unwilling to speak with you,” Officer Syd says with a sigh.

“She needs to listen,” Robert shouts, pointing a finger toward Etain.

“She doesn’t need to do shit. I suggest you put your finger away before⁠—”

“Hawk, zip it,” Office Syd says, shaking his head. I rein it back in. Threatening Robert in front of a cop is a no-no, but Robert being a lawyer would be a problem too.

“Etain, are you done?” I ask, looking down at her reddened cheeks, another clue to her anger.

“More than done.” She manages a smile for Officer Syd. “Thank you for checking on me. I wish we could have met under nicer circumstances. Good night, Officer,” she says sweetly.

Robert’s about to protest, but Officer Syd gives him an expression that has him closing his mouth, turning around, and stomping back to the police car.

“Wait for me,” I tell Titan. It’s the first time Etain notices him.

She blinks. “Have you been here all this time?”

Titan laughs. “Yup. I enjoyed the drama,” he teases. He gives us a two-finger salute and walks down to the edge of the lawn, where he climbs on his bike and waits. I push Etain lightly with my hand on her belly into the house and shut the door.

“Can you believe that guy? He called the cops because I wouldn’t answer his calls. He’s loony!” Etain is pacing around the room, her hands waving dramatically as she speaks. “How is it that he cheats on me, and I have to deal with his idiocy?” She suddenly stops and stares at me. “Wait! What are you doing here?” Then, without waiting for a reply, she says, “Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind, and I’m fired.” She ends with her hands on her hips, almost daring me to announce her impending doom.

“I heard there was trouble and came to help,” I state calmly.

“You came to help me?” Her eyes brim with tears. All this time, she’s been tough, hiding her soft underbelly, but she’s vulnerable. My girl is a mixture of steel and feathers. Tough to crack, but once you get in, she’s soft and cuddly. She turns away to keep from showing me her tears, but I see her wipe her hand across her cheek.

“Hey, babe,” I say to her gently, turning her to face me. “You don’t have to worry. I got your back. Your job is safe.”

Her eyes meet mine. She takes in a deep breath. “How did you know Robert was here?”

“Titan’s been watching your place. When you told me your ex wasn’t done with you yet, I decided to keep tabs. You were right. He showed. Titan called me, and I came.”

“You’re having me watched?” she asks with a shocked expression.

“More like protecting you from your ex.”

“I don’t know whether to thank you or yell at you.” She furrows her brow, clearly thinking of her options.

“If I get a say, I’d go with thanking me.” I grin, and that gets me a sliver of a smile. “Hey, you’re part of RR Mechanics, and we look after our own.” She bites her lower lip, and I can see she has something on her mind. “Spit it out, Ginger.”

“Sasha told me you’re part of a biker club.”

“I’m the president of Redemption Riders. We employ club members, but we also have others onboard who are just plain employees. The two are separate for the most part. Club business doesn’t touch you.”

“You don’t do anything, um, like, uh, illegal?”

“We run legitimate businesses. I’m not going to lie to you, the club has enemies, but so do many corporations. Difference is that in the corporate world, they call it takeovers, but it’s just as ugly and vicious. With our MC, there are rival clubs that want our territory, or they ask for favors we want no part of. I’ve drawn a line in the sand and made it known not to fuck with us.”

“And if they do?” she whispers.

“No one takes what our club has worked for, and we protect what’s rightfully ours. If it makes you feel better, Redemption Riders are part of an alliance with other clubs that have the same moral code. Anyone who comes for us is fighting an army. It wouldn’t be a smart move.” I reach out and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “You don’t know me well enough yet, but I swear to you, you’re as safe as you can be with me and the club. You good with that?”

Her green eyes sparkle brightly, and she nods her head once. “I believe you,” she replies quietly. I want to kiss her so badly, but I know that if I do, I’m going to hate to leave her, and when we have our first kiss, I want to be able to take my time and savor her mouth.

Etain wants me to kiss her. Her body sways closer, her lips part slightly, and her eyes beckon to me. I steady her and take a step back.

“I’ve gotta go. I’m already late for a meeting. I’ll see you tomorrow. Eight o’clock sharp.” I get the hell out before I cave in to my urges and carry her into her bedroom.
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Titan and I are the last to arrive at the compound. We’ve already started the addition, and it comes as both a blessing and a curse. The site is a mess, but since it’s only temporary, we’re getting by. The much-needed addition will give everyone their personal space, and as bikers who love our freedom, that’s a must. Redemptions Riders is a close group of men. We started with six original members, and we’re growing fast. We currently have thirty members in the club. Some are still serving our country, but when they’re home, they come straight to the club. Others are on loan to other clubs to help them out in one capacity or another; the rest are here tonight.

As soon as Titan and I enter the room, the heavy wooden door slides shut, and Flex flips the lock. If a brother shows up late, he pays a fine, and I have to have a word with him privately. It’s not something I enjoy doing, but to keep us all accountable, I will.

I scan the room and see that everyone’s present, so I bring the meeting to order.

“There are two items up for discussion,” I announce. “The Jackals are encroaching on our turf. They haven’t made a move except to flex their muscle and point out that we still have one more run to do for them. They’ve got a plan, and we’ve got to get ahead of it. They’ve been hanging out at the Sweet Shack just outside town.”

Drifter pipes up. “I got people on the inside. I’ll make a few calls and see what I can find out.”

I nod. Drifter knows how to get information from the streets. He seems to have connections everywhere. “Good. That may not be enough, though. This run is end of next week, and the Jackals have too much time to plan a way to get the cops on our ass. Phantom’s already paying the price of our fuckup. We’re not having a repeat performance.”

At the sound of Phantom’s name, their faces grow hard. Each of us bears the burden of what went down that day, and we all swore we would make it up to him. More importantly, we decided it would never happen again. We’re smarter and more lethal than we were when this all went down a couple of years ago.

We spend the next hour dividing tasks. Drifter has his role, but Flex and Shooter have been working on finding out who is the main supplier of the Jackals’ product. Flex comes from the grittiest part of Texas, and he knows how to hunt for information. Shooter is suave and an excellent negotiator. He exudes this “nice guy” persona, but he’s dangerous as fuck. If they can get an in with whoever is supplying the Jackals, we can change the course of the delivery.

Raven’s been scouting the delivery site and has been away for a week, watching and tracking the members of Jackals MC. Raven’s back from a stint in Syria. He’s due to go back in three weeks for his last tour. When he came home and was told of our predicament, he swung into action faster than I could relay the situation. His strength is tactical planning. He’ll find every hiding spot, every hidden road, and make it work for us. He’s invaluable, and I just wish he wasn’t going back to Syria when this is all said and done. Raven checks in nightly, and I keep him in the loop as to what’s happening.

With a firm plan in hand, I move on to the next topic.

“This isn’t going to be a surprise for some of you, but I’ll make it official. I hired a new office manager for the garage. Etain is off-limits to all of you. She’s also got an ex who doesn’t like the word ‘no’ and is being a pain in the ass. The idiot got Officer Syd involved because she wouldn’t return his calls,” I say. “The reason I’m telling you is because you need to keep your eyes peeled. He’s a shifty lawyer, and I got a feeling he doesn’t play nice when his toys are taken away.”

Drifter lifts his brows and smirks. “And…”

I look him directly in the eye and say, “Etain is mine.” Then I scan the room to see Shooter grinning as he looks down at his boots. Flex isn’t even hiding his amusement. Decker is the only one who seems surprised.

“The babe from this morning?” Decker asks.

“Her name is Etain Huggart,” I retort with a scowl, not liking that he called Etain a babe. She is a freaking knockout babe, but I’m the only one who gets to call her that. Decker mockingly holds up his hands to ward me off.

“Relax, brother. I go for blondes,” he says with a laugh.

“Does she know anything about cars or bikes?” Flex asks.

“Not a damn thing, but that’s not what she’s here for. She’s going to take care of the books. The rest stays the same. Only change is that we’ll be able to find the fucking paperwork to back up the invoices. She’ll make sure our suppliers are paid on time and keep us profitable,” I reply.

“We still ordering our own parts?” Shooter asks.

“If it’s a rush, then yeah, but make sure you write it down and get it to me. Same with pickups. I want the slips to match when we get invoiced. If we can do bulk orders, then it goes on the clipboard, and I’ll place an order once a day,” I tell them. “I know we’re making money, but I have a feeling we should have more in the bank. We grew fast, and the accounts are getting out of hand. Etain is the solution to the problem.”

“Fine by me,” Drifter replies with a shrug. The others agree.

“What if her douche ex shows again?” Decker asks.

“Keep her in her office and call me. After his piddly ass move with the cops tonight, I don’t want to see him anywhere near her.”

“We done?” Drifter asks, looking like he has somewhere else he’d rather be.

“Got someplace to go?” Shooter teases. Drifter is known to get a lot of pussy, and he doesn’t hide the fact that he enjoys women. All the guys have a slew of biker bunnies at their beck and call. They come to the club parties and have a great fucking night. The guys get what they need, and the women understand that this is how we live. You’re not part of the club unless you’re an old lady, and so far, none of the guys have taken a steady woman they’re willing to commit to.

It’s a far cry from Satan’s Pride, with all their main members hooked to their women. I’ve met them all a couple of times. Ava is Guard’s wife, and she’s gorgeous. But she’s a strong woman, and that’s necessary to play the part of the president’s old lady. The other women look up to Ava, and she makes sure the other old ladies have a leader. They even call themselves the Lady Pride. It’s cute, but I wouldn’t dare laugh about it in their presence. The Lady Pride take their role seriously. Especially Vi! She belongs to Orion, and sometimes I wonder who would be scarier to cross. Vi speaks her mind and is fiercely protective of her man, her kids, Satan’s Pride, and her Pride sisters. I think Etain and Vi would get along really well, but I’m not sure it’s such a good idea to have them mingling. I could just imagine the trouble they would get into.

“We’re done,” I announce. I’m fucking wiped. It’s been a long day, and I still need to connect with Raven.
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Ashort time later…

“Yo, brother, what’s happening?” Raven answers the phone on the first ring. I give him the lowdown on what we’re planning with the Jackals. In return, he sends me a pile of photos he’s taken of the drop site where the exchange is supposed to go down. He’s also sent pictures of some of the Jackal members. I’ll send those along to Guard. They have two amazing tech geniuses, and we haven’t yet got a member who’s got that as a special talent.

Guard has offered his help, and I’m taking him up on it.

“This time, it’s going down our way,” I tell Raven.

“Preach, brother. I’m done with the Jackals’ shit.”

“This time, we protect our own at all costs,” I conclude.


SIX
First-Day Jitters


ETAIN


Ifeel like a schoolgirl on the first day of high school, and I want the cool kids to like me. Well, one cool kid in particular. For the last three and a half years, I’ve had devoted clients who would pay a monthly fee. I would either go to their place of business or set up an online Dropbox system and get them caught up, providing them with an income statement and balance sheet, and making sure the accounts were balanced with the bank. It was easy and organized, and I was proud of what I had accomplished.

It was easy to walk away, though, because the bookkeeping portion of what Robert and I had set up was all part of the legal firm and under his name. I did the work, but now he gets to keep the clients. Unfair, I know, but the only regret I have is that I’m unable to contact the clients to let them know the real reason I’m gone.

I look into the full-length mirror. I’m wearing dark gray fitted pants, a navy-blue sleeveless shirt, my hair is up in a high ponytail, and I’ve got on minimal makeup. I think I look professional and cute. I apply a dash of blush to each cheek and a pink gloss, which I slip into my purse, and then I head toward my car.

“I’ll bet you didn’t eat breakfast,” Sasha says, standing by my car with a to-go cup of coffee and a brown paper bag, the top neatly folded.

“What’s this?” I ask with a grin.

“A couple of scones, and I know how you need a cup of coffee in the morning.” She hands me my goodies.

“You didn’t have to do this, you know.”

“I know, but friends help each other.” In the short time I’ve known Sasha, she’s become like another sister. I’m not sure why she’s living in this small town on her own, but it looks to me like she values her solitude. She hasn’t mentioned family at all, and the only friends she speaks of are people from town. She doesn’t have a bad thing to say about anyone. Except, maybe, Robert. And even then, she calls him a lost soul who hasn’t yet discovered what’s important.

“You keep spoiling me, and I may never leave,” I tease.

“Then I’ll just have to keep spoiling you,” she says. “Have a great first day! I’m off to do my yoga, then I have to get to work.” Besides her work, I know very little about Sasha.. A pang of guilt hits me. It’s been all about me for the last couple of days. I make a note that I need to be a better friend.

What’s worse is that I don’t have any other friends. I put so much of my time and effort into helping Robert build what I thought was our future that I never made time for friends. It was work, home, and repeat. Outside of my parents and sister, I didn’t socialize much. Once in a while, Robert had to attend a function of some sort and I would be his plus one, but that’s not the same as connecting with a girlfriend and being able to confide your deepest, darkest secrets.

I’ve been driven from the day I was born, according to Dad. I had to walk early, talk early, and wreak havoc early. Mom says this is the best part of me because I know what I want and I go for it. In a way, I feel like I let her down. I let Robert pull me from my dreams, and I have to start over.

Sasha gives me a hug and waves me off as I head down the road to the garage. This is a quaint town. The main strip has a small clothing boutique, a flower shop, a bakery, a post office, and other shops that bring the town to life. On the outer edge, and that’s basically a seven-minute drive, are some of the larger stores like Walmart, Home Depot, and such, all together in an outdoor mall setting. The garage sits between the two areas.

When I went for my interview, I saw a larger building in the back of the garage that was entirely fenced in. Through Sasha, I found out the Redemption Riders call it their compound. Sasha also told me about their club parties and how they can be wild. She hasn’t been to any of them, but it’s a small town, so nothing stays buried for long.

I park my car in the empty spot near the door and hustle inside. It’s not quite eight o’clock, but I want to get in early and make a good impression. The aroma of coffee as I walk through the door leads me to a group of hot bikers hanging out and joking with one another.

“Hi, I’m Etain. The new office manager.” I stick out my hand to the man closest to me.

He takes it and grins. “Name’s Flex.” He lets go of my hand and jerks his thumb to the guy next to him. “This is Shooter,” he says, then moves along to the next man. “That’s Decker. Hawk’s in the office.” Without hesitation, the man names Flex knocks on the closed door behind him, then hands me a cup of coffee. “You’re going to want this. It’s the best coffee in town.” He’s right that I want it, mainly because I downed Sasha’s on the way over.

“Thank you. Tomorrow, it’s my turn. Do you like donuts?” I ask, lifting the cup to my lips.

“You don’t have to feed them, Ginger.” I hear Hawk’s smooth, low voice rumble. I peer over Flex’s shoulder and there he is, the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. It’s not just that he’s handsome. It’s the sense of authority he exudes when he enters a room.

“I like donuts. It’s actually a selfish act. Then I can eat one and not feel guilty because it’s all in the name of team camaraderie,” I joke. The guys chuckle, and Hawk breaks out in a smile.

“Go, team,” Hawk replies and holds out his hand. “Come on. Let’s get you settled.”

I take his hand and climb the steps to the office.

“Later, Red,” Shooter calls out, and I give the guys a parting wave.

Hawk has reworked the office so his desk sits at one end of the room and mine is at the other. A brand-new desk awaits me, along with a new computer. The room is still cluttered with piles of papers and files, but I can see he’s made an effort to clean up to make room for me.

“Once we finish the construction on the compound, we’re adding on to the garage. This will have to do for now,” he says.

“This works.” I put down my things, and we go over the ins and outs of the office. Hawk’s kept manual tallies of expenses, but they all have to be matched to the suppliers and packing slips, provided they’ve kept those. It’s a challenge, but I’m up for it.

I get to work, and before I know it, I’ve weeded through one drawer of files and entered the information into our new database. I ignore my stomach rumbling because I’m so fixated on what I’m doing. That is, until I feel Hawk’s presence looming over my desk.

I have to tip my head all the way back to look at his face. “Lunch,” he announces.

“Pardon?”

“You have to eat.” He comes around the desk, pulls back my chair, and hands me my purse. “Burritos okay?”

“Burritos?” I sound like a parrot.

He grins. “Do you like burritos?”

“Huh, yeah, but⁠—”

“Then we’ll get burritos. Jake’s makes the best. It isn’t that far, and we need a break,” Hawk says. I’ve been so immersed in my work that although I knew Hawk was in and out of the office, I had no idea what he was working on.

“Tough morning?” I ask as he walks us to his bike.

“Can’t find a part that I need for a rebuild. It’s a vintage car, and we have a ton of money sunk into it already.” He hands me a helmet.

I stare at it. “I don’t know how to ride. I can take my car.”

“A virgin rider,” he says with a sultry smile that makes my knees tremble. “I’ll take it nice and slow, babe.” I give the motorcycle another tentative glance. “It’s like a drug. Once you ride, you’ll never want to stop.”

I bite my lower lip and put my purse strap cross-body to secure it, then slip on the helmet. Hawk secures my strap before putting his own helmet on and climbing onto the bike. He takes my hand and helps me to swing my leg over and slide in behind him.

“You’ve gotta hold on,” he says. I hang on to the sides of his jacket. He takes my hands in his and moves them around to his front. I have to scootch forward with my thighs pressing against his and my chest pressed tight to his back. The scent of his cologne is a light musk and manly. The unruly waves in his dark brown hair look so soft that I want to run my fingers through them. “Keep your legs and feet away from the exhaust.” He points to a safe place where I can plant my feet.

I nod, not trusting my voice. Hawk eases out of the garage and pulls onto the main street, taking it slow at first, then gaining speed as he moves past the traffic and onto the road that leads toward a more secluded avenue. At first, my fingers are gripping so tight, they begin to ache, then Hawk says, “Relax. Look around you. This is the next best thing to flying.”

He’s right. When I begin to look around, I take in all the beauty of the trees and feel the warm wind. The rumble of the engine that scared me half to death when he started it, I now find soothing. I loosen my death grip and flatten my hands on his stomach. Even through his leather jacket, I can feel his hard, sculpted abs.

We reach our destination sooner than I would like. Hawk helps me off, then he gets off. He unsnaps my helmet. I take my hair out of the ponytail and shake it out. When I look at him, I see an expression that stuns me. His eyes are heated, his jaw is tight, and he’s staring straight at my mouth. His arm comes around my waist, and he tugs me closer to his side as we walk into the shack where he says Jake makes the best burritos.

Once inside, he doesn’t let go of me, but he does a full scan of the room. The tables are practically all taken, and there’s a line to order, but as soon as the older man behind the counter sees Hawk, he gives Hawk a wink and places a handwritten “reserved” sign on a table.

“That’s Jake,” Hawk says, leading us to the table where his friend is waiting for us. Jake pulls Hawk in for a manly hug. “Good to see you, man.”

“Ah, Hawk. It’s been too long.” Jake looks at me. “If this lovely lady has been taking up your time, I forgive you.” He chuckles, then Jake reaches out to take my hand in his then bends to kiss my cheek. “Jake Frontinac, owner of this dive, and loving every part of it.” He introduces himself with the biggest, brightest smile.

“It’s good to meet you. Hawk says I have to have the burrito experience from Jake, so hook me up,” I say, causing Hawk and Jake to laugh louder.

“Joint’s busier than ever,” Hawk says, scanning the room.

“Yeah. I can’t complain. Sit yourselves down, and I’ll get you your regular, Hawk.” Jake turns to me. “And I’ll fix you my famous burrito.”

He’s gone before I can say thank you. Hawk holds out my chair for me to sit. Even though the place doesn’t look like much from the outside, inside, it may be rustic, but it’s homey. The tables and chairs are made from repurposed wood, and the walls are a warm blue with abstract-painted hubcaps mounted on the walls. It’s unique, and I love it.

I’m loving the ambiance, but I can see that Hawk’s mood quickly shifts when several men come in through the front door wearing biker jackets a lot like the one Hawk has on, but with a different insignia. As they walk by, I see across the backs of the jackets: The Jackals, in a bold red script. I can feel the shift in Hawk’s mood. When they see us, the men turn and head in our direction, their grins turning into sneering, mocking smiles. Hawk begins to tense up.

I’m at a loss for words. The smoldering hatred radiating from Hawk is enough to make me want to bolt. “Not a word, Etain,” Hawk warns.

I haven’t even opened my mouth and have no idea what he’s referring to until a big man with a long, scraggly beard hanging down to his chest and longish blond hair half covering his face approaches the table. His legs are as thick as tree trunks, and he has a bit of a gut, but it’s the tone of his voice that sends shivers down my spine.

“Hawk.” A single word dripping with so much animosity that I feel it run through me.

“Gunner.” Hawk acknowledges the man leading the group of three.

“And who’s this? Your new little biker bunny?” Gunner asks, his focus dropping to my chest. I’m riled up and about to give this jerk a piece of my mind when Hawk reaches over to grip my hand and give me a stern expression, reminding me to keep quiet.

I avert my gaze back to Hawk, who looks right at me. “Go see if Jake has our food ready in the back.” He stands and motions for me to head to the kitchen.

“You’re not going to introduce me?” I hear Gunner ask as I step away.

“Women don’t play into our business. Never have, never will,” Hawk replies.

“I might be inclined to forget the rest of your debt if I get a couple of hours with the pretty redhead. If she gives good head, I might even owe you a favor.” Gunner breaks out in a chuckle, and his buddies do the same.

Hawk does not. “We have one more piece of business together, and that ends soon. After that, you go your way, and we’ll go ours.”

“I think we should reconsider our business agreement. The Jackals and Riders could rule this state.”

I shouldn’t be listening, but I can’t help myself.

“After the next run, we’re done,” Hawk says. He keeps talking, but Jake shows up at my side and hustles me into the back room.

Jake sees the concern on my face. “Hawk can handle himself.”

“There’s three of them.”

“Not nearly a fair fight for the Jackals. Hawk will destroy them if they try anything,” Jake replies. I gasp, and Jake says, “It won’t get that far.”

“How do you know?”

“I put a call in to Drifter as soon as I saw those punks come in.” Jake grins.

“Who are those guys, anyway?”

“The Jackals have their own club across the state border. They’re not good people. They believe in ‘ride hard and die hard’ and don’t give a shit who they hurt in the process. They’ve tried to recruit Redemption Riders to amalgamate with their club to create a bigger territory for themselves to peddle their product. Hawk and his brothers have repeatedly refused,” Jake explains, but I can see he’s only telling me part of the story.

“There’s more, isn’t there?”

“It’s Hawk’s story to tell. He and the other Riders are good people. I trust Hawk with my life. If you’re part of his club, he’ll make sure nothing touches you.”

“It’s not like that,” I quickly respond. “I work for Hawk. I’m the new bookkeeper for the garage. It’s not like that at all.” I shake my head.

Jake smiles. “It’s not like what?”

“Well, you know, personal,” I finish with a shrug.

“You think Hawk takes all his pretty new bookkeepers out for lunch at his favorite place, on the back of his bike?” His smile widens.

“I’ve never been on a bike. Hawk thought it would be an experience.”

“Was it?”

I can’t hide my happiness. “I loved it.”

“You’re hooked.”

I feel my cheeks heat up.

“Do you know what it means when a biker puts a woman on the back of his bike?” Jake asks. When I look confused, he says, “It means the woman means something to him.”

I’m about to ask Jake to explain when a hand lands on the small of my back. I twirl around to see Hawk there, looking none too happy, but his attention is fixed on Jake. “Food ready yet?”

“Coming right up,” Jake replies, and adds, “Boys are on their way.”

“Yeah, I know. Drifter sent me a text. Better make enough for the guys too,” Hawk says.

“Already thought of that. Gunner and his goons still around?” he asks.

“Yep.” Hawk sighs, but doesn’t say another word.

“He’s enough to give anyone indigestion. Come with me,” he says, and we follow him through the back door, where a picnic table sits under a tree. “You and the guys can eat out here.”

“Thanks, Jake.” Jake takes off back inside, leaving Hawk and me alone. “I’m sorry about ruining your first time at Jake’s.”

“Eating alfresco is so much better than in a stuffy diner,” I tell him, trying to lighten the mood.

“Those guys are trouble, but you’re safe. No one touches you. I swear,” Hawk says in a serious tone.

“What do they want with you?”

“It’s club business, babe, and you don’t factor into it.”

“Is it, uh, safe?” I murmur.

“It’s not the best situation, and not the worst. It’ll be over soon, and with any luck, I’ll never have to see Gunner or his boys again.”

Jake runs back out and puts down a red checkered tablecloth. One of his staff puts two laden plates down along with two beers. Jake and his helper are here and gone in no time. Although I want to ask Hawk more about the Jackals, it’s clear that Hawk isn’t talking, so I change the subject.

Hawk urges me to take a bite of the delicious-looking burrito, and when I do, an explosion of flavors bursts in my mouth. My eyes grow wide, and I let out a groan. “Oh my God!”

“Told you,” he gloats and takes a bite of his own.

Not long after, Drifter and some of the other guys join us. They joke and laugh, and I forget that inside sits a table of Jackals, until I feel eyes on me. I jerk my head to the gate that separates the diner from where we’re sitting. Gunner is staring right at me. A shudder of disgust runs right through me. It’s not that he’s ugly. As a matter of fact, he would be handsome if he did something with his overgrown, scraggly, blond beard, and cut his hair in a style that would complement his rugged face. I take in a harsh breath, alerting Hawk beside me.

“We’re gone,” he tells the guys. “We ride two, three, two. The others ride behind us.” Then he takes me gently by the arm and leads us back to his bike. He reaches for my helmet, but before he puts it on me, he says, “No one touches my Ginger.”


SEVEN
Escalating


HAWK


Ihate leaving Etain in the office alone after our return to the shop. I could feel her shaking on the back of my bike all the way back to the garage. I leave Shooter watching over her while Drifter, Flex, and I take a tour around town to see if any of the Jackals are hanging out.

Everything seems clear, except outside Sasha’s place, I notice a parked Mercedes. Sasha’s a private person, and she lives a quiet life. We’ve been around for a while, and never have we seen a Mercedes outside her home. Drifter and I cruise past, and as we get closer, I look inside the large living room window facing the street. I see a gray-haired older man shouting at Sasha, waving his arms around like a lunatic. Sasha doesn’t move from her spot.

By this time, Drifter and I have stopped in front of her home, ready to step in if need be. Drifter lets out a frustrated growl when he sees the man grab hold of Sasha’s arm, pulling her along. She tears away from him. The man storms to the front door, and we can hear him yelling, “This isn’t over! You need to get over it and come home. Friday night dinner, do you hear me?” Sasha doesn’t say a word. He jabs a finger at her. “I’m warning you, Sasha, don’t make me come and get you.” He storms out to his car and sees Drifter and me at the edge of the road. “What are you looking at?”

“Not much,” Drifter replies, his voice filled with disdain. It doesn’t go unnoticed, and the tall, bulky, gray-haired man begins to walk toward us.

“Just go, Dad,” Sasha says quietly. “I won’t be going Friday, and I won’t be around if you come for me. Don’t come here anymore.” With that, she shuts her door. Through the window, I watch her walk through her home and disappear into a room.

Her father gets in his car, then screeches his tires as he skids around the corner and is finally gone. “What the fuck was that?” I ask.

“I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Drifter grumbles.

“Let’s get back to the garage. I want to check on Etain.”

“I’ve got to meet up with a guy. Go on without me. I’ll meet you back at the shop later,” Drifter replies. I leave, but Drifter is still sitting outside Sasha’s place, arms crossed, waiting. Waiting for what, exactly, is beyond me.

Drifter’s had Sasha in his sights since the second he first laid eyes on her. We were sitting in the diner in town, eating burgers, when Sasha came in. It’s fucking weird because she’s totally not his kind of woman. She’s soft and sweet, and he’s always gone for the edgy, straight-up, fuck-’em-and-leave-’em kind of woman.

This weird attraction hasn’t stopped Drifter from having a good time with the ladies, but whenever Sasha’s around, I can see his expression changes, and suddenly, he disappears, making an excuse to leave. So why he’s sitting on the road outside her place now is a mystery.

I need to get Raven on the line and catch him up on today’s events. If they’re trying the intimidation strategy, it isn’t going to work. But I fucking hate that the Jackals have seen Etain. Gunner was looking at her the way a starving man eyes a juicy steak.

The Jackals have always been problematic, but since Gunner took over, they’ve been my nightmare. I know it was Gunner who got Phantom his two-year prison sentence. It would have been ten if it wasn’t for Guard and his fancy lawyer, who was able to cut a deal.

Guard and Satan’s Pride despise the Jackals as much as we do. Demon, one of the Pride men, has a history with drugs, and he wants Gunner and his crew gone. And by gone, I mean dead. He knows what the stuff is doing to kids on the streets. Every day, we hear about more and more kids getting lost in drugs, and the stats of those who die from overdoses are climbing.

Fentanyl is a death sentence, and I wouldn’t put it past Gunner to use it in his product. This situation is going from ugly to an all-out war. Gunner hitting Jake’s is new. It means he has eyes on me, or the club, or both. Playing it smart means knowing when to ask for help.

First Raven, then Guard. I hate going to Guard, and then I remember his words of wisdom: “Pride doesn’t make the man. Doing what must be done, in spite of your ego, makes you a leader.” Pride has been my biggest obstacle. I’ve always felt I had to do everything myself, and it had to be done right.

It was Guard who broke me down and built me back up. Running an army unit has prepared me in many ways to run the club, but in others, it has been a barrier. Delegation isn’t an issue, but setting unrealistic expectations is. Since I enlisted, the importance of following the rules has been drilled into me. I lived and breathed rules and regulations. Following orders from the commanders above me felt natural. Then one day, it didn’t. Seeing my peers unnecessarily disciplined because they weren’t liked by their superiors had me questioning everything I believed in.

I left the army and became a civilian. But the army never leaves you. It holds a piece of you. I fought it and tried so hard to bury that part of me. Then Guard pointed out that I’m fighting a worthy talent that could be useful in many other ways.

Transition is always difficult. I saw that when I started changing, and so did the men around me. We’re now tighter than ever. We were friends at the start, but now we’re brothers. That’s why when they burned our brother Phantom, it was a blow to all of us.

I’m not surprised to hear my phone ring and see Raven’s number pop up on the screen. “Hey, Rave, you all right?”

“I’m good. But the Jackals are meeting up with some sleezy-looking hoods arriving in black limos. Doesn’t look promising. I’ve got pics of the guys and am sending them to you. I need different wheels. I saw one of their guys eyeing the van. I punctured a tire and had a tow truck come pick it up and hitched a ride back to the closest motel,” he tells me. Raven’s clever to come up with the plan he did.

“You haven’t been seen?” I ask to make sure.

“No way. When they pull up the plates, who are they going to connect the car to?”

“Already thought of that, bud. Horatio Dobson from Indiana. He was passing through and got a flat. Poor shmuck.” Raven chuckles, and I join in. “I’ll get a car to you tomorrow,” I add.

“Don’t bother,” he says. “I’ve set myself up in the woods. All I need is a pickup in three days.”

“Whatcha got planned?” I ask. Raven takes too many chances, and I worry.

“Gotta trust me, Prez.”

“I trust you. I also don’t want you taking any risks that aren’t necessary.”

“I’ll call every night. If I don’t call, come burn the place down. But I’ll call, and we’ll be much further ahead.”

“Rave—”

“Revenge for Phantom, redemption to right our mistake in trusting that fucker, Meteor. Trust. Me.” I feel his pain as he speaks. I’m not going to be able to talk him out of it unless I make it an order.

“Twice a night, I want a call. Once at five, one at ten. If you hit trouble, you get out and call me immediately. If I don’t get a call, I’m going to take it as a sign that the Jackals have caught you. I’ll be calling, and the Jackals are smart. They’ll make you take the call. If they have you, then when I ask how you’re doing, you say, ‘It’s all good.’ I’ll know you’re in trouble, and we’ll come for you,” I instruct. “Three fucking days and we pick you up at the designated spot.”

“Two calls, got it. Letting you go for now.”

“Right, brother. Stay alive.”

That’s one call out of the way. I call Guard next. I tell him that Gunner and his crew came to Jake’s. He agrees that it’s Gunner’s ego and his way of psyching us out. I forward him the pictures Raven sent to me. He’ll have Orion and Wildcard, two of his best men, dive into the web and find out who the Jackals are hooking up with.

“We want in on this one, Hawk,” Guard says.

I let out a heavy sigh. Guard’s been asking to step in and help us on the delivery and to act as backup if shit goes south.

“Redemption Riders have got to fight our own fights. We’re never gonna be respected if Satan’s Pride comes to our rescue.”

“Bullshit!” he snaps. “Thunder needed you, and the Riders waded in to make sure he and his woman stayed safe. We owe you. Thunder’s been barking for days to get involved. Demon is losing his mind because, well, you know why. You make the plan. We follow your plan.”

“I’ve got to run it past the guys.”

“Do it. Meanwhile, the photos are on their way to Orion. He’ll get on it ASAP.”

“Thanks, man.”

“No thanks necessary. We had a man go under, and it nearly cost me my brother. It hits too close to home,” he says before hanging up. He’s talking about Ghost, who is more than a member of his club; he is Guard’s brother. He was a shadow until Guard was finally able to bring him home.

Satan’s Pride has had its fair share of drama and has emerged stronger and more united than ever. Redemption Riders will do the same. But I fear that Guard is right in assuming that we’re going to need help with this one. The battle has started and is escalating. There’s too much at stake. The very existence of our club means we need to take a stand, no matter how much blood is shed.


EIGHT
A New Car


ETAIN


Step one in any project is to develop a plan. I did that and set about going through all the invoices and organizing them in numerical order and by date. Next, I made sure all suppliers’ invoices had the same filing system. Hawk and I decided earlier that day that I was going to go back twelve months and see if I could get it all to balance from that point on. I’m only into the first month before I find out he’s overpaid invoices two and three times over. Not only did he pay the original invoice, he did it again when the statement arrived.

The good news is that the company has the money. The bad news is that it should be earning interest in RR Mechanics’ bank account. There’s twenty thousand four hundred and seventy-five dollars and thirty-eight cents that’s owed to them from overpaid invoices, and that’s just from one supplier, in the first month alone.

Hawk’s going to flip his lid when he finds out. I know I would. That’s a lot of money! When I think of the Jimmy Choos I could buy with that money, ah! It’s going to be a while before Jimmy and I reconnect, and even when we do, it’ll be on sale items only, as always. Yes, I like my shoes and clothes, but I’m not the type who indulges often. And I can find some amazing deals at the retro vintage shops. I’d rather have quality over quantity. I get that from my mom. She knows how to save and how to maximize the income she and Dad make with the farm.

Hawk left me in the office. He didn’t look happy, and I could hear his muffled voice through the door. It sounded like he was giving orders. I popped my head out a couple of times, but the garage was empty except for Shooter and another older man, Eric. Eric doesn’t have the same jacket or tattoo as the other guys, so I’m assuming he’s one of the “regular” guys Hawk told me he hired on as a mechanic.

The first time I came out to take a break, Shooter came over as soon as he saw me. “What’s up, Red? You need something?” he asked. Shooter is hot, like the others, but with a more boyish look: blond, wavy hair, baby-blue eyes, and dimples. He’s handsome, but in my eyes, there’s no one better looking than Hawk.

“Just stretching my legs. Staring at a screen is making my eyes go wonky.”

“That’s not my gig. I like working with my hands and feeling the purr of an engine,” he says with a grin.

“And all I ever learned was how to change a tire. My father insisted that a girl needed to know how to change a tire in case of an emergency. I was okay with it, mainly because it meant I got to spend time with Dad. My sister, though…” I sigh. “She argued that since she has AAA, she shouldn’t waste her time.”

Shooter laughed, got me a Coke from the vending machine, and hung out for a little longer, then went back under the car he was working on.

When I check my watch now, I’m surprised to find it’s nearly four o’clock and Hawk isn’t back. It’s not that I need to see him, but I don’t want to just leave without letting him know what I’ve accomplished for the day. I believe that making a good impression on your first day of work is important, and since I know he took a chance on me, I want to prove to him that he made a good decision.

When my phone rings and Hawk’s name appears on my screen, I’m taken aback. He never gave me his number, and I don’t remember giving him mine. He must have got it off my paperwork.

“Hello?” I answer.

“Babe, are you still at the shop?” His low, sexy voice sounds so good, I forget to respond. “Babe, are you there?”

“Um, yeah. Sorry, I got distracted. With the spreadsheet, I mean.” Crap, I need to get my head together. I sound like a complete idiot.

He chuckles. “Still buried in paperwork, huh?”

“I’ve only gone through a month and a half. Only ten and a half to go, to get caught up, that is.”

“I’m on my way back. Wait for me, okay?”

“Sure. I wasn’t too sure if you’d be coming back. I was going to hang out awhile longer.”

“Great. I’ll take you home.”

“I have my car.” He knows this. My car is in the lot.

“You need a tune-up and a full check. One of the guys said it was sounding rough.”

“But I need it to get to work tomorrow,” I remind him.

“No worries. I’ll pick you up.”

“My car can wait. You guys are busy.” I see the lineup of cars waiting for service. The mechanics have been working steadily all day, and besides that, a mechanic’s bill is not what I need at the moment. “Besides, I’m just getting settled and really don’t have the money to put out at the moment.” I figure it’s best to be honest with him.

“You’re not paying. You work for RR Mechanics, you get free service. Everyone does, but they pay for the parts if it’s something major. I don’t want you driving an unsafe vehicle.” His tone changes to soft and sweet. It makes my heart beat a little faster.

“If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble,” I murmur.

“Be back soon, Ginger.”
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Hawk

Etain is in deep concentration and doesn’t hear me opening the door. Her head is down and her fingers fly over the keyboard as she enters data. She’s completely oblivious to her surroundings.

“Etain, you’ve been at it for hours. Time to go home,” I tell her. Her head comes up. Her glasses have slipped down her nose, and she pushes them back up. I haven’t seen them on her all morning, but she looks cute. Really cute. “I didn’t know you wear glasses,” I comment.

“After staring at a screen and teeny tiny numbers”—her thumb and forefinger come together with the most minute space between them as she squints, which is also adorable—“I find it easier to put them on.”

I laugh. “Professional hazard, I see.”

Her melodic laughter rings out. “You could say that.”

“Come on. I’ll take you to dinner.”

Etain stands and stretches, then looks around for her purse, finding it on the chair next to her, along with a pile of files. “You don’t have to do that. You bought lunch today,” she says as she collects her things and shuts down her computer.

“It’s the least I can do. I was hoping to come back and be around if you needed me, but something came up.”

She tilts her head to one side and watches me closely. She bites her lower lip, and I know she wants to ask questions and is stopping herself from doing so. Then she quietly asks, “Are you okay?”

“Perfectly fine, Ginger. And so are you.” I lock the office as we leave. Shooter comes with us as we make sure everything else is locked up tight. Then Etain and I walk to the parking lot, where she heads for my bike. “We’re taking my truck, babe.”

“Oh. Sure.” She’s disappointed. Etain has caught the bug of riding on the back of a bike. Works for me, but not tonight. If there’s a Jackal around, I want to keep them guessing about where to find me. The truck has tinted windows, and I know this town inside and out. I like having the advantage.

I hold open the door and help her in, then move around the hood and get into the driver’s seat. As we drive down the road, I ask, “How’s the work going? You’re not going to quit on me, are you?”

She giggles. “No way. You’d be lost without me. By the time I’m done, you’re going to have enough money for a new car.”

“Say what?” I spare a glance in her direction. Her eyes are shining, she’s so excited at what she’s accomplished.

“I’ve only just started, but I’m finding that you’ve double paid and triple paid some invoices. You’re owed at least twenty thousand four hundred and seventy-five dollars and thirty-eight cents, and the number is climbing. At this rate, you may get free parts for six months,” she says happily.

“How the hell did that happen?” I know I’ve been drowning in paperwork, but I didn’t realize we were getting snowed.

“I think you forget to mark them paid, then you pay them again. It’s from one company.” She gives me the name. We only used them in case of an emergency, and since I started using Guard’s company as our supplier, I’ve noticed our expenses have lessened.

“The fuckers knew I was double paying and didn’t say shit,” I snap.

“It’s not ethical, but in all honesty, it’s kind of your fault. You don’t put what you’re paying for on any of the check stubs, and it’s up to us to keep tabs. Of course they’re going to take the money.”

Yet one more thing I like about Etain: she doesn’t hold back. She calls it as she sees it. I fucked up, and she called me on it.

“I guess I made the right decision in hiring a pro, then, huh?” I tease.

“Best decision ever, Hawk,” she agrees with the biggest shit-eating grin on her face.

“A new car, huh?” I say, and Etain bursts out laughing.


NINE
Stalking


HAWK


Instead of going for a bite, Etain asked if we could grab takeout. I called ahead to Ming Chinese Restaurant. “Egg rolls, Singapore noodles with shrimp, lemon chicken, and wonton soup, for me,” Etain says. How on earth is she going to eat all that? I wonder, but it’s good to see a woman with a healthy appetite.

I throw in a couple more items and hang up. “Ming has good food,” I say.

“For a small town, you do have a lot to choose from,” she notes. “A kickass coffee place, a great pizza joint, great burgers from Johnny’s, according to Sasha, and now a Chinese place. I won’t starve.”

“I don’t mind eating out, but I like cooking when I can,” I reply.

“You cook?” She looks surprised.

“Yeah. And I like it.”

“Do you cook or do what guys call cooking, which is really barbecuing?”

“I do both. I love my grill in the summer. A good steak and potato always work. But I like to bake chops, and I make a mean chili.” Her eyes grow wide. “What about you? You like to cook?”

“I’m pretty good. I like it when I have the time to do it right. I like baking cookies, though. I love the way the house smells of sugary sweetness. It reminds me of home. Mom bakes all the time, and when I go home to visit, the aroma of chocolate chip cookies wafts into the street. I smell home before I can see it,” she says with an expression of longing.

“You miss home.”

“I miss my parents,” she says. “I’m not made for farm life, and I never had any ambition to take over Dad’s business. I think Dad would have liked a son to carry on, but he knows my sister and I were meant for other paths. My parents are great people, and I love them, but I needed to find my own way. I’ve tripped, fallen, and veered off in the wrong direction the last couple of years, but I’m back on course now.”

“What course is that?”

“I want to get my accounting degree. I started it and never finished because I allowed myself to get sidetracked by Robert’s future. At the time, I thought it was the right thing to do. I see now that it wasn’t,” she says with a shrug, but it’s clear that it hurts her.

“I think we all veer off course, as you put it. I’ve had my fair share of deviations and dissolutions, but in the end, that’s what makes us stronger,” I reply as I park in her driveway. The smell of the food makes my stomach grumble.

“We’d better feed you before you faint,” she teases as we go to her front door.

“Would you carry me if I do?”

“Good Lord, I’d have to call for backup. You’re nearly twice my size.” She turns the key in the lock, then moves inside and drops her keys on the kitchen counter while I set down the food. “Can you grab the plates in the cupboard over there?” She points to the drawer. “Forks are in there, if you don’t mind.”

Suddenly, I see that we’re completely in sync and genuinely comfortable with one another. I’ve never felt this way before, except with my brothers. I’ve dated and even gotten serious with a couple of good women, but it was always work, and as the relationship progressed, it was more complicated than it should have been. With Etain, talking is easy, and the stuff I share about the garage is taken in stride. She’s not trying to solve my problems; she just listens and offers her perspective.

The last woman I dated was great at the beginning, then became clingy and needy. I got calls or texts every hour on the hour. I was ready to go to her place, take her phone, and smash it into tiny pieces. Instead, I told her I felt our relationship had run its course and we should both move on. That only led to more calls and texts, ending with me throwing my phone against the wall and having to get a new one.

Etain speaks, and I want to hear more. I want to know everything there is to know about her family. I want to know her aspirations and all about her friends.

We sit down to dinner, sitting side by side. Etain swallows a mouthful of rice and says, “What you see is what you get.”

“What do you mean?”

She waves her arms around the room. “This is it. My home doesn’t need to be lavish as long as it feels like a home. My bedroom is girly because I like nice things. My closet is jam-packed because I like shoes and clothes. I could probably sell half my shoes and pay for tuition for the courses I’m going to need for my degree, but I can’t bear to part with my shoes.” She does this little pout thing with her lips, and I want to kiss her so badly.

“Shoes, huh?”

She sighs. “And clothes. But I’m also frugal, so when I go on a shopping spree, I hit all the gently used clothing shops first. You’d be amazed at all the great finds that are hanging in my closet. What’s your thing?”

“Bikes. I like to rebuild them, but I can’t let them go. I have my own garage with a dozen bikes, and the more I see, the more I want.”

“You can only ride one at a time.”

“You only need one pair of shoes until you wear them out,” I counter.

She scrunches her nose. “Fair point,” she replies and gives me a smile. “I liked riding today. I’ve never been on a motorcycle, but I think I’m hooked.”

“Saw that in your face. I’m glad. I want to take you out on my bike again. Next time, we’ll plan for a longer ride. How’s that?” There it is, her warm eyes crinkled and smiling at me, her lips curved upward. She’s more beautiful than anything else I’ve ever seen.

“I’d like that,” she murmurs. I reach out and touch her cheek. Her lips part slightly, like she’s waiting for me to kiss her. I drop my head, and our lips are just inches apart when I see flashes of light outside her window.

“Fuck!” I curse and go to the window. A motorcycle is sitting on the other side of the street. It’s dark, and I can’t make out who it is, but it can’t be a Redemption Rider. The men all know that I’m with Etain tonight, and they were off duty. I have a gnawing ache in my gut that Gunner has a man watching Etain.

“What is it?” She comes over to me.

“Stay there, babe,” I order. I want her out of sight until I can be sure of what we’re dealing with. I text Drifter and tell him what’s happening. He’s going to do a drive-by and check it out. I want to keep the curtains open so we don’t spook whoever is out there, but I also want to keep Etain out of view. “Coffee would be good, Ginger. Do you think you can put on a pot?” Her kitchen is out of the line of sight, and making coffee will keep her occupied long enough to let Drifter do his thing.

“Sure,” she replies. She’s suspicious, but she doesn’t hide it; she simply states her mind. “It’s the other MC, right? Are they looking for you?”

I don’t want to lie to her. It’s not a good way to start off. I was hoping to keep her away from the Jackals, but today’s incident at Jake’s has put her on their radar. Her head comes up while she’s perking the coffee, and our eyes connect.

“Are you in danger?” she asks. There’s a tremor in her voice. I go to her, and with one arm wrapped around her waist, I pull her flush against my body. She presses into me, one hand braced on my chest.

“There’s a time when you need to make a choice. The moment I saw you in the diner, I knew I wanted you. Your spirit, your beauty, all of you. I can’t tell you what it is exactly, but I know it’s you. So I know what I want. The question becomes, what do you want? You’re attracted to me, but is that enough? Redemption Riders is my life. I’ll never turn my back on my brothers or their families. Can you accept that? Does danger lurk in dark corners? Absolutely, but danger is everywhere. I’ll die before I let anyone hurt you. That’s the promise I make to you. No matter what you choose, the job at the garage is yours. You want to go back to school, have at it. I love brainy chicks.” I give her a sexy grin. “I’d like to have more time for you to get to know me, but I haven’t got that to spare with everything that’s happening in the club. How about it, Ginger? You ready to take a chance on me?”

Etain looks at me, stunned. Her jaw is hanging open. She closes her mouth, clears her throat, and starts to speak, but nothing comes out. It feels like I wait a lifetime for Etain to say something, anything. Then her fingers fist in my hair, she tugs my head down, and plasters her lips to mine. The kiss is raw and hungry, our lips moving this way and that, her breasts pressed against my chest.

When I finally tear my mouth from hers, we’re both breathing heavily, and her swollen lips and hazy eyes make her more stunning than ever before.

“I’m a mess. I just got out of a relationship⁠—”

“The past is in the past. He’s your past. I’m your present and future. We’ll find our way,” I tell her, brushing my lips over her swollen ones.

“The club is in trouble?” Her brows furrow with concern.

“It’ll be over soon. But I need to stay on task. We all do. That was the plan, but then you came along, and I couldn’t resist the temptation. That means I have to keep you close and safe while I find a way to slay the dragon. You’ve got to trust me.”

She swallows and looks toward the window where I was standing. “They’re watching me, aren’t they?” she whispers.

I hate to say these next words, but Etain needs to keep her guard up. “It’s a possibility. Or they could be looking for me and followed us.”

“They saw us together, and they’re not stupid. They saw that we were, um, kinda flirting,” she says as she blushes profusely.

“I was flirting shamelessly,” I state with a laugh. “If you think it was ‘kinda,’ I wasn’t doing a very good job of it.”

“What happens now?” she asks. My next thought is to kiss her again, but a knock at the front door stops that cold. No way a Jackal would be bold enough to waltz up to Etain’s front door.

“Yo, it’s Drifter,” comes from the other side. Reluctantly, I let Etain go, but I take her hand and bring her with me to open the door.

Based on Drifter’s expression, it was a member of the Jackals, and he’s not impressed with the audacity of them strutting through our town like they own it. Twice in one day is an aggressive statement. Jake’s and Etain’s today; not good.

“Got a second, Prez?” Drifter asks, looking at Etain, then back to me. He doesn’t want to speak in front of her, probably so as not to upset her.

I turn to Etain and caress her cheek. “Baby, get our coffees, yeah? I’ll be right out front.”

She nods and looks back at Drifter. “I’ll pour you a cup too.”

“No need⁠—”

“You’re always welcome here, and I have cookies,” she interrupts.

Drifter snickers. “Can’t refuse cookies.” Etain giggles, and Drifter and I go out onto the porch.

Drifter looks around, then turns to me. “Gunner sent a man to watch Etain. His guy out front was his tracker. Made a couple of calls and found out Gunner’s been talking about a pretty redhead he’s looking forward to sinking his dick into.”

“Fucking fucker!” I curse.

“He’s stalking his prey.”

“I’ll cut off his dick if he touches her.”

“Shit, you’ve got it bad.” He laughs. Then he becomes serious. “Look, we all like Etain. If she’s yours, then she’s part of the Riders. We’ll take care of her.”

“I don’t want her out on the streets on her own. Until we finish this with the Jackals next week, Etain has a man on her at all times.”

“No argument here,” Drifter replies. “Are you going to call Gunner out on his shit?”

“It’ll only make him think he’s gotten under my skin.”

“He has.”

“Yeah, but he doesn’t need confirmation of that,” I say. “We need to finish our business with the Jackals.”

“That doesn’t guarantee Gunner isn’t going to cause more problems.”

“He won’t be around, if everything goes as planned,” I say with steely determination.

“We’re going in for the kill, then?”

“Absolutely. Stalking my woman just cost Gunner his life.” Gunner has been a thorn in my side from day one. The situation between the two clubs has been escalating for years, and when they turned our man Meteor against us, I knew we were headed for war. When shit went down with Phantom, we began preparing for battle, but stalking my woman has earned him a coffin.


TEN
Ethan Hawke-Volpe


ETAIN


While Hawk and Drifter move their conversation outside, the severity of what’s happened in the last forty-eight hours makes my head spin. My life has been completely turned upside down and inside out, and I must be crazy because I’m still smiling. Not about the stalking thing or the Robert part, but because Hawk makes me feel safe and happy.

Finding out Robert was cheating stung. It was a betrayal, but it also made me come to terms with the fact that I wasn’t in love with him like I thought I was. I loved him, but wasn’t in love with him. Still, it hurt that someone I trusted threw what we had away in the blink of an eye. We could have stayed friends or at least remained civil. He could have told me his feelings had changed, and we might have been able to salvage part of what we had together. Then again, maybe not, but I would have felt like we made the decision together.

On the plus side, meeting Sasha and finding a friend in the midst of the insane changes going on is nothing short of a miracle. I used to be an outgoing person and loved meeting new people, but my sole focus became Robert, and I lost who I was. My bad, I mentally chastise myself.

In one fell swoop, I met a friend, found my place, and have found a full-time job. All the nervousness I had when I walked into the garage disappeared when I saw Hawk. The more I get to know Hawk, the easier it gets to open up to him. When Hawk laid it all out, I should have shut him down. I should have said I’m not ready for a relationship. It’s too soon. There’s too much going on in your club. There is so much I could have said, but instead, I kissed him. And it was hot! So hot!

He tastes so good, and the way his soft, firm lips moved over mine made my knees weak and my head spin. One kiss and I needed to change my panties.

It sucks that the Jackals are jerking Hawk and his brothers around. It’s a power struggle, and in the MC world, it’s probably uglier than I could imagine. It bothers me that a Jackal is sitting outside my place, watching my house. I got a creepy feeling when Gunner came to our table and eyed me like frosting on a cake he wanted to lick. Ewww! He makes my skin crawl.

Any normal woman would pack up her belongings and skip town, start over someplace else. I’ve never been normal. It’s like I’m a mix of rational and irrational. I’m an expert when it comes to money matters and planning. The logical side of me thinks ahead. But there’s this other side of me where I follow my gut and do what feels right, and staying where I am with Hawk feels right.

Being around Sasha feels right. I know there’s so much she isn’t saying, and I hope one day, she’ll trust me enough to share what’s going on with her. I want to be as good a friend to her as she’s being to me.

And Hawk, well, it’s crazy, and I can’t explain what I feel. I feel alive! Hawk was honest. Even about the ugly part about the club having troubles. He was giving me an out, making it my choice. And I pounced, kissing him like a desperate wanton, needing to feel his body against mine.

Well, Etain Rogan Huggart, you’ve signed up for a wild ride with Hawk and Redemption Riders. Is this safe? Who knows! What I do know is that I won’t forget my own dreams this time around.

I’m so lost in my own thoughts that I don’t notice Hawk and Drifter coming back inside until Hawk comes into view. He watches me intently, tilting his head.

“Did I leave you alone for too long?” Hawk asks. He’s worried I’ve changed my mind. A normal woman would, but as I’ve already established, normal isn’t an option for me.

I push a mug toward him across the counter, then another to Drifter.

“Cookie?” I hold out a plate and give him a grin.

Hawk smiles. Drifter chuckles and takes a cookie.

“What’s the plan, handsome?” I ask.

“I’m spending the night, babe,” he says. I lift my brows. “Keeping you safe,” he adds quietly. As much as Drifter tries to give us space, I live in a tiny home. There’s no way he can’t hear us talking.

“Am I unsafe?”

“Not with Redemption Riders in your corner,” Hawks says, coming to me and putting his arms around my waist. His voice still soft, he says, “The Jackals are setting us up for a fall. We know this, and we have a plan. Last time, our man Phantom paid the price. This time, we’re ready for them. Gunner saw you today. And he saw me. He knows what kind of man I am and figured out you mean something to me. He’s trying to rattle me. For my piece of mind, I’m asking that you ride this out with me. There’ll be a Rider with you whenever I can’t be. I know it’s a lot to take seeing as you’ve already been through enough in the last few days to last you a lifetime, but I’m asking anyway.”

“Like a bodyguard?”

He nods. He must sense my hesitation. “It’s who I am, Ginger.”

“I don’t want to lose who I am,” I declare.

“I don’t want that either. I’m asking you to give me time to sort this out. After that, if you want to go back to school, I’ll be glad to date a co-ed,” he teases.

I giggle. That’s something else I haven’t done in a long time. Laugh. I’ve laughed more in the last two days than I have in two years.

“I think I might be crazy, but okay.”
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Drifter hangs with us for a while longer, then finishes his coffee and takes two more cookies. Surprisingly, he’s got a great sense of humor. He’s intimidating as hell when you first meet him and would scare the life out of anyone in a dark alley, but he can be funny. He’s got the kind of dry sense of humor where you’re not quite sure if he’s kidding or not, but then his sly grin tells you he’s pulling your leg.

He’s handsome in a different way from Hawk. His light brown hair looks like soft sand from a Caribbean beach, and his chocolate-brown eyes are deep. They look like they hold a lot of secrets. He has a scar that runs across his temple close to the hairline, but that doesn’t take away from his good looks. It adds an air of mystery to his already mysterious nature.

Hawk is hotter, in my opinion, but that could be because I’ve already had his kiss, and it’s branded into my memory forever. I find myself staring at his mouth, and when he catches me looking, he squeezes my knee as he sits on the couch next to me. He whispers in my ear, “Keep looking at me like that, and Drifter’s gonna catch an eyeful of what I do to you with my mouth.”

Drifter is sitting in the armchair across from us. With the two of them in the living room, there isn’t much space for anything else.

“Hitting the road, Hawk. I’ve got to get me some sleep,” Drifter says, setting down his empty mug and rising from his seat. I’m sure he caught what Hawk was murmuring and is making himself scarce.

“We’ll meet you at the shop at eight. Gather the others for nine,” Hawk tells him. They clasp their hands together in some manly handshake, and Hawk walks him to the door, securing the lock before heading back to me.

I collect the cups and carry them to the sink. I hate leaving dishes until morning, so I give them a quick wash. Boy, oh boy, I’m becoming my mother! She always says, “Why leave it to tomorrow when it takes seconds to get it down today?”

“Babe, you look wiped. Go get ready for bed. I’d appreciate a pillow and an extra blanket if you’ve got one,” Hawk says, leaning his elbows on the kitchen counter.

“You can’t sleep on the couch. Only half of you will fit on it.”

“Slept on worse.”

“You take the bed. I’ll fit on the couch.” It’s true, and I find it easier to fall asleep there. Maybe it’s from years of listening to the television drone in the background that does it for me.

“No way am I taking your bed, Ginger. And when I’m in your bed, you’ll be with me,” he states.

I want him in my bed, but this is moving very quickly. and I need to think with my head. The last time I let my heart lead me, it was a disaster.

“I’m not ready for that,” I say in a hushed tone.

“No, you’re not. I don’t force women, and I would never hurt you, Etain. You need time? I’ll give that to you.”

I let out a breath. “Could you sleep in the bed with me, but not…you know…?” I sound like an idiot, and I’m sure my face is matching my flaming-red hair.

He rests his cheek in his palm and bats his eyes. “You know?” He bats his eyes some more. “Know what, babe?” I bite my lip, and he reaches over to take my hand. “I can curb my baser instincts. We won’t take it there, until you’re ready.” ”There” meaning sex. I find it cute that he’s being so playful. It doesn’t stop me from blushing, but he’s been so adorable.

“We can share the bed. I trust you,” I tell him softly.

“Thank you, baby.” His fingers trace the apple of my cheek. “Go get ready for bed. I’m going to take my time to lock everything up tight.”

I do my best not to scurry off and to look somewhat cool when I walk away. I even put a little jauntiness in my step, but inside, my belly is full of butterflies. Not because I don’t trust Hawk, because I do. But because I don’t trust myself. I loved our kiss, and I jumped him the last time. I can’t be certain I won’t do it again.
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Hawk

Fuck me, she has a perfectly rounded ass, and as she walks away, I think my patience is being tested to the limits. I get where Etain is coming from; she walked out on a relationship she thought was based on mutual trust, and in a little over forty-eight hours, our lips were seared together in a kiss that is burned into my brain forever.

The timing of our getting together sucks. With the Jackals on the prowl and Robert wreaking havoc and screwing with Etain’s mind, the smart thing to do would be to wait it out before we start on us. When I saw Gunner looking at Etain, though, there was no way I could hold off.

Women come and go, and I can usually take ’em or leave ’em, but not Etain. It was an instant connection. I felt it so deep that I swear my heart was speaking to hers. She felt it too. Even in the diner, when our eyes met, there was a moment between us. Giving her a job and a safe place was my way of keeping her in town until our business with the Jackals was over. Plans don’t always go as planned, and that means that I need to take Etain into account and protect her until this is done.

I give Etain some time before walking into the bedroom. The room is lit by a lamp on the bedside table, and in the center of the bed is Etain in a purple tank top, her bottom half covered by the sheet, drawn up and tucked into her sides. Her face is scrubbed clean of makeup, her hair frames her face, and she’s more alluring than ever.

“Got an extra toothbrush?” I ask.

She grins. “I left one by the bathroom sink for you.”

I want to climb into bed, take off her top, and suckle on her breasts until she begs me to take her. Instead, I go into the bathroom and splash cold water on my face. It’s not enough to cool me down, so I turn on the shower, strip out of my clothes, and let the cold water rain down on me. Still, the image of Etain waiting for me in bed has me stroking my cock and relieving myself of the pent-up sexual frustration I’m experiencing.

By the time I return to the bedroom, Etain has shifted over to one side to give me space. I text Shooter to have a prospect bring me fresh clothes for the morning before I climb in beside her with a towel wrapped around my waist.

“If you’re trying to tempt me, it’s working,” Etain murmurs.

“Sorry, babe. I wasn’t planning on staying.” I chuckle. I lift my hands so she can see them. “I promise to be good,” I tease.

Her big green eyes grow wide. “It’s not you I’m worried about.”

I burst out laughing and she rolls over onto her side with her back to me. I settle in beside her, but can’t help pulling her to me so that we’re spooning. “Be good, baby. Don’t take advantage of a helpless man.”

“You may have to distract me.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Your real name’s not Hawk.”

“Not entirely.”

“I feel a little ridiculous wanting to jump your bones and not even knowing your real name,” she mumbles.

“Ethan Hawke-Volpe is my name.”

“That’s why they call you Hawk.”

“Not really. I got the name in the army. I was part of a scouting patrol, and I was always able to spot trouble way before anyone else. I have a keen sense of danger. A gut instinct that hasn’t let me down yet, and eyes like a hawk. It stuck, and soon, the entire troop called me Hawk.”

“It suits you. I should have trusted my gut instinct a year ago. I knew things weren’t right between Robert and me. I ignored it,” she murmurs.

“It was meant to be this way. I never would have met you if you’d done it a year ago,” I whisper.

“I guess you’re right. Do you have family? I mean, besides your club brothers.” I go to move my hand, but she clenches it tight to her belly. I don’t like talking about my family. My parents are snobs, and my older sister, Tara, took off to the farthest college as soon as she could to put distance between them. She settled in California, met a good man, and got married. No kids yet, but they’re trying.

“I do. I’m close to my sister. You’ll meet her one day soon. She’s cool and smart and feisty. Her husband, Donnovan, is a good guy. He’s in construction, renovating mostly. They’re happy, and I’m happy for them.”

“Are your parents still, um, around?” she asks cautiously. She’s assuming my parents are dead. There were times when I was a kid that I wished them dead, but they’re still very much alive.

“They live.” I manage to get the words out.

“You’re not in touch with them?”

“Not unless I have to be.”

“When was the last time you saw them?” She turns her head to look over her shoulder at me.

“Tara’s wedding. They arrived the night before the wedding and caused more chaos than a tornado. In just twelve hours, they managed to upset everyone and threatened not to come to the ceremony if Tara didn’t accede to their demands. Tara was in tears. Donnovan was ready to string my father up by his neck. Mom insulted Tara at every turn, saying everything they’d planned was quaint, according to my mother.” Even a year later, it burns my ass that hurricanes Mandy and Coran blow into town to tear apart their own daughter’s wedding. Of course, our parents would only throw out the insults when I wasn’t in the room. They knew I would never allow their bullshit.

“Quaint is good, isn’t it?” she asks innocently. “I like quaint. Small and personal, simple and elegant. That’s the way I’d like my wedding to be.”

That’s good to know for the future, I decide. “Not to Mandy Hawke-Volpe. To the illustrious parents, “quaint” is another word for cheap. Our mother and father are all about society’s dos and don’ts. Prestige and influence. All kids must attend Ivy League schools, and the men must marry debutants and have two-point-four kids, and a froufrou dog named Precious,” I grit out through my teeth.

She senses my anger, and her fingers strum soothingly along my arm. “We don’t have to talk about them. I didn’t mean to get you upset.”

I let out a heavy sigh. “You might as well know that I hate them. They don’t know what love is and never will. They had kids because it was the appropriate thing to do after getting married. If surrogacy had been an option back then, they would have opted for that so Mom didn’t suffer stretch marks. Some people aren’t meant to have children, and Mandy and Coran are two of them. I got out by joining the army as soon as I turned eighteen. My father lost his mind. Not because I could get killed, but because he was concerned with what people would say. To this day, he tells everyone that I joined to serve my country. And that’s partially true, but I did it to escape the hell I was living in. The pretentious environment where the servants are banished to the other end of the mansion.”

“That’s a mighty big step for a young man. Looks to me that you turned out pretty darn great, though.” She turns in my arms to face me. Her palm cups my cheek. “You rose above the despair and made something for yourself that you’re proud of. I see the way the guys look up to you and respect you.”

“Each and every one of those men has greatness. In our club, I might be the president, but I consider us all equals.”

“And that’s why they recognize your leadership. They know you’re in it with them and for them. It’s too bad your parents haven’t figured out the gifts they’re throwing away. One day, they will, and hopefully, your heart will be big enough to forgive them,” Etain says with a hopeful grin. I want to tell her it’s not fucking likely that’ll happen.

Instead, I say, “Maybe. Someday.” I brush my lips over hers, then over her eyelids. I feel her body relax, her head resting on my chest.

“Your parents did one thing right,” she murmurs.

“What’s that?”

“They gave you an awesome name. Ethan Hawke-Volpe. Strong and sexy, just like you.” Etain places a light kiss on my pec.

My parents were more interested in themselves than they ever were in Tara or me. They weren’t physically abusive. In order to be that, they’d have to be present in our lives. Our nanny, Tilda, was more of a mother to us than our own. It was Tilda who got us ready for school, made our lunches, played games with us, and taught us how to be kids and have fun.

As soon as we were old enough for boarding school, Tara and I were shipped off, and Tilda was no longer employed. But Tilda would come to parents’ day, knowing that our own parents wouldn’t be there due to some charity event that they just couldn’t miss. After the army, I drifted for a while, but I always found work and I made sure that Tilda was taken care of. Tilda now lives in a cottage by the lake, as she always dreamed of, and although she needs constant care, I make sure she has all she needs, because she is my mother. An egg or a sperm donation doesn’t make a parent. Love does. Tilda taught me that.

But I’ll acknowledge that my parents did give me a cool name. I haven’t been called Ethan in so long, and it sounds so much better when Etain says my name.

I hear her steady, even breathing. “Sleep, baby,” I whisper, kissing the top of her head.


ELEVEN
Home at Last


HAWK


Finding the pillow beside me empty is a rude awakening in the morning. I jolt up, about to call out for Etain, when I hear a faint humming and smell the aroma of bacon sizzling. I climb out of bed, remembering that I still don’t have fresh clothes to change into, and reach for my phone to see what’s keeping Shooter from bringing my overnight bag over. Then I hear Shooter’s booming voice coming from the other room.

“Thanks for inviting me to breakfast. Diner’s got great eats, but it’s sure nice not to have to fight the breakfast rush,” I hear him say.

“It’s nothing special. Just bacon, eggs, and toast, but there’s plenty. It’s nice to get to know you better,” Etain replies, and then she asks Shooter how long he’s been working at the shop. Before they get too far into their conversation, I call out to Shooter.

“Yo, bud, before you two continue shooting the shit, bring me my bag.” In seconds, Shooter is knocking on the door.

“You decent?” He pokes his head in. “Hey, man. Here’s your stuff.” He holds up the black leather bag.

“Thanks. Drop it over there. I thought you were sending a prospect.” I run a hand over my face, wiping the sleep out of my eyes.

“I thought I’d come by with news from Drifter. He’s got some insight into Gunner’s plan for the drop. He’s already called Raven. Drifter was going to call you last night, but decided to give you a night to yourself. He’s going to meet you at the tattoo shop for ten,” Shooter says.

“You and Flex are on Etain after I drop her off. I’ll take Decker with me.”

“Sounds good. I’m going to see if I can help Etain with breakfast while you get ready.” He leaves me to get dressed. Shooter’s a good man with a big heart. Unfortunately, he learned the hard way that not all people are as kind as he is. His biological brother fucked his wife and then took his house in the divorce. His brother and ex-wife have since married and are having a kid together. What’s worse is that Shooter’s parents are caught in the middle of it all. They don’t condone what Brett’s done, but they don’t want to be excluded from their grandchild’s life. It’s a bitter pill to swallow, and Shooter’s decided that he wants nothing to do with his brother, ex-wife, or their kid. It sucks because Shooter and Brett were best friends growing up.

“Be right out,” I say at the closed door. I quickly get dressed and saunter out to see Shooter sitting at the table and talking to Etain like she’s been part of the Redemption Riders for years. They both see me watching from the hallway, and Etain’s the first one to speak.

“Hey, honey. Shooter’s joining us for breakfast. How did you sleep?” She says it like it’s happened a hundred times before and doesn’t bat an eye. I walk over to her, placing my hand on the back of her head, holding it steady, and kissing her hard on the mouth.

“I slept good, Ginger. Next time you’re up before me, wake me,” I demand.

“Whatever for? You needed your rest,” she says innocently, still breathless from our kiss.

I shake my head and give her a sexy smile. “Babe.” The meaning behind my words dawns on her, and she gives me a playful slap on my arm.

“Grab a plate and go eat,” she orders. I fill my own plate, and join them. I watch as Shooter and Etain gab away, noticing just how easily she fits in. First Drifter, then Shooter. Etain has a simple way about her that puts everyone at ease.

A knock on the door has me up before Etain, but she tugs on my arm.

“Relax, it’s probably Sasha. She usually does a ‘good morning’ visit,” she says, then goes to open the door. Sasha’s waiting on the other side with a platter of muffins.

“Good morning!” Sasha says cheerfully. “I made chocolate zucchini muffins.” She sees that Etain is not alone. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” She tries to hand off the muffins, but Etain drags her inside.

“Have coffee with us,” Etain insists. Sasha hesitates to come in any further. She’s always been reserved and quiet. I’m sure it isn’t often that she walks into a place with two big bikers sitting at a tiny kitchen table in a house that looks like it’s made for a princess.

I checked out Etain’s place yesterday and saw that it was decorated with a woman in mind, with soft, warm colors, crystal chandeliers, and nothing else a guy would have at his place.

“You’re busy,” Sasha replies. “You have guests.”

“I’m never too busy for my friend,” Etain tells her, linking her arm through Sasha’s. “Besides, you know Hawk.” She extends her hand in Shooter’s direction. “Then that’s Shooter, wolfing down his bacon and eggs over there.” Shooter gives Etain his sad puppy-dog eyes, like he’s wounded by her words, causing her to laugh.

“Hi, Shooter,” Sasha says with a little wave. She looks up at me. “Hi, Hawk, want a muffin?”

“Zucchini and chocolate? How does that work?” I’m not a baker, but a vegetable and chocolate don’t seem like they’d mix together.

“They’re really good. Honest,” she says. I don’t know what I’m in for, but I can see that Etain is very close to Sasha, and I don’t want to hurt her feelings. I take one off the plate and bite into it.

The light chocolate and cinnamon combination is delicious, and I wouldn’t even know that zucchini was part of the recipe. “Oh my God, these are fantastic.” I turn to Shooter. “You’re going to want to try this.” Shooter looks skeptical, but Etain hands him one anyway. He takes a bite, and his eyes grow wide, but he doesn’t say a word, he just simply reaches out and takes two more and puts them on his plate.

Sasha begins to laugh. “I’m glad you like them. I made far too many and have another dozen at my place. There’s no way I can eat all of them.” She follows Etain and sits on a stool while Etain pours her coffee.

“The guys at the shop would devour them,” I tell her. “You like to bake, huh?”

“Yeah. I find it calms me down. The house smells good, and it feels homey.” She shrugs. “I like looking at them when they’re done. It feels like I’ve accomplished something.” She looks up at me. “Silly, right?”

“Not at all. It’s kind of like what I feel when I get under the hood of a car and can make the car purr. I totally get it.” I see Sasha’s body begin to relax. She’s very pretty, with long, wavy brown hair parted in the middle that falls down nearly to her ass, big hazel eyes, and a sweet smile. Not as beautiful as Etain, but still a beauty.

“I’ll be happy to deliver them to the shop for you, Sasha,” Shooter volunteers with a sly grin.

“Don’t listen to him. They’ll never make it to the shop,” I tell her.

Shooter shrugs. “I had to give it a shot.”

Etain laughs, and Sasha joins in. The girls drink their coffee while I finish breakfast, and Shooter shoves another muffin in his mouth. I don’t know how he can eat like that. We all work out at the clubhouse, in the gym we built, but the way he eats, he should have to be there four hours a day to work it off.

“We’ve got to get going, Ginger. I’ve got parts to order before I meet Drifter,” I say, and automatically, Sasha’s gaze falls to the floor to hide her expression. I’ve known for a while that Sasha likes Drifter, but she avoids him at every turn. Even around town, whenever Drifter enters the diner or a local shop, Sasha makes a quick exit. Drifter thinks it’s because he scares the life out of her. I know better, and I’m just waiting for Drifter to see what I see.

“I’ll go pack the rest of the muffins,” Sasha says to excuse herself.

Etain gathers her things, and we head out. Sasha has a container in hand, waiting for us by the truck. She hugs Etain and waves as we drive off.

“She’s been amazing, you know. I showed up on her doorstep, and within minutes, she made sure I had a new place to live, fed me, and has been the best friend a stranger could ask for,” Etain says, holding tight to the container. “She knew I was scared.”

“Sasha’s a good woman.” I glance over to see Etain’s serious expression. “What’s on your mind?”

“Friends share. You know, give and take. So far, I feel like I’m taking and giving nothing in return. I know very little about Sasha.”

“Then talk to her, babe. But to be honest, I’m not sure anyone knows much about Sasha. She’s a private person. What I do know is that she says what she means. She’s quiet, but she packs a wallop when it means something to her. When Redemption Riders decided to root themselves in this town, people were freaked out about a motorcycle club bringing problems. Not long after we opened the shop, Sasha came in and straight out told me why we weren’t getting any business. When I assured her that we weren’t settling here to make trouble, but to create jobs, the shop got busy. She’s good people, babe.” I haven’t thought of that moment for a long time. Shit! Sasha’s the one who spread the news, and she was the first one in town to drop off her little bug for an oil change and tune-up. In her own way, she led the town to accepting us as one of their own.

“I like her a lot. She reminds me of my sister in a way. Kiera is way more outgoing and is driven in her profession, but she has kind eyes just like Sasha, and when Kiera speaks to you, she makes it about you. Sasha’s like that, selfless and kind,” Etain says.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see a bike peeking out from between two trees. I go on high alert and slow down to get a better look. I don’t see the rider anywhere near the bike. Etain notices the change in my demeanor, but remains silent. I reach over, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. “It’s fine, babe. I’m cautious, is all.”

“Okay.” She nods, but not convincingly. Shooter is behind us and sees what I see. He veers off down the small lane that leads around the back and is going to turn back to take another look.

I hit the button to call Drifter.

“Hey, man, what’s up? We meeting soon?”

“Bike’s parked in old Dalton’s field. Shooter’s going to get a better look. I don’t want him out there alone. Who’s close by?”

“Hold up,” Drifter says. He calls out to Decker and tells him to find out where Flex is. I hear the two of them talking back and forth; then Drifter comes back to me. “Flex will be there in two minutes. He’ll connect with Shooter.”

“I’m not far from the shop. I’ll drop off Etain and meet you.”

“Good. I think we may finally have the upper hand,” Drifter replies.

“About fucking time.” I exhale.

“Say hello to Etain for me.”

“She can hear you. You’re on speaker.”

“Hey, Drifter, I’ll save you a muffin,” Etain tells him. “Sasha made them.”

I can hear his intake of breath as soon as Etain mentions Sasha’s name. “What kind?”

“Does it matter?” she asks.

“Yep.”

“Chocolate.”

“Save me one,” he replies and disconnects.

“You lied, Ginger,” I say, tossing her a look and giving her a sly grin.

She turns up the corners of her mouth in a proud smile. “No, I didn’t. There’s chocolate in them.”

When we arrive at the shop, Etain settles back behind her desk and gets to work. She dives back into where she left off, and I collect the parts request form and get on the link for Guard’s parts place and place the order. Then I set off to meet Drifter.

“Take him his muffin, babe. I promised,” Etain calls out to me as I’m leaving.

The tattoo place is three doors down. Phantom is a tattoo artist, and he wanted a shop of his own. This is his to run when he gets out. We hired Luke, who is almost as good as Phantom, to get the place open and start attracting clients. It’s slow going, but we haven’t had time to put much effort into it since we’ve been concentrating on the auto mechanic side of things. After Phantom’s sacrifice taking the fall for his brothers, this is the least we can do.

Luke locks the door when he’s working on a client, but I see Drifter waiting for me. He’s got his phone to his ear, but he sees me coming, gives me a chin lift, and keeps right on talking.

“Prospect, huh? Did you tell him he’s working for the wrong club?” He pauses, then Drifter does an evil laugh. “I bet he was shitting his pants.” Another pause, then, “Fine. Get back to the shop. I’ll fill Hawk in. Later.”

“A Jackal prospect?” I ask.

“Not anymore. Kid got a rude awakening. The Jackals left him out there all night in enemy territory. Guy’s barely sixteen. They used him. Shooter saw he was scared shitless. He and Flex explained how the game is played and took him out to his school and told him to stay there. They confiscated his bike,” Drifter explains.

“I assume he didn’t have any useful information, then.” I cross my arms over my chest, leaning back against the reception counter.

“His vest said “prospect,” but the kid knew less than nothing,” he says.

“Got any good news for me?”

“I do, my friend.” Drifter drops his ass in the waiting room chair. I follow him and sit in the chair next to him. I motion for him to go on. “The Jackals are working with the Benito family. Old Mafia with deep pockets. The Jackals have been contracted to carry their product across the state line to the end buyer. Cicco Benito is a nephew and low man on the totem pole and acting on behalf of Gino Benito, who lives in the old country.”

“So far, I’m hearing nothing that’s going to help us out.”

“Raven’s been tracking the merchandise. The same amount being brought into their dive of a warehouse is not the same as what’s leaving. Gunner’s keeping some for himself and is selling to local dealers,” Drifter says with a crocodile smile that would scare any mean motherfucker.

“Fact?” I ask. I need pure hard facts if I’m going to approach Guard with this information.

“Raven’s bugged the warehouse. There’s a storage room with product, then a hidden room behind that, accessible by code only. That’s where the extra is being held. A pound here and there is going to go unnoticed, and by the time the shipment gets to the final destination, anyone can be blamed. Raven’s got it on video. He’s got it in his hand,” Drifter tells me.

“I want him pulled out and returned here. If they find him, considering what he has on them, he’s a dead man. It’s not safe.”

“He’s on his way back. Left two hours ago. Flex is meeting him to make sure he makes it back safe.”

“Flex isn’t enough. The Jackals run in packs. They’ll never be able to hold them off if shit goes south.” I rake a hand through my hair. “Where are the rest of the men?”

“Most are on the edge of town waiting for them to show. Shooter and Decker are on Etain.” Drifter blows out a breath. “It’s a matter of another hour at most.”

“It took only a few minutes for the Jackals to set off alarms and trap Phantom, Flex, and Shooter,” I remind him. I pull out my phone and dial Guard.

Guard answers on the first ring. “What’s up, brother?”

“Taking a chance by asking, but do you have anyone nearby? We’re bringing Raven home, and he’s carrying important information. Flex is with him, but we’re fucked if they get caught.”

“Hold up.” I hear him call out. “Wildcard, where’s Roscoe and Hammer?” There’s a pause before Guard comes back to me. “Roscoe and Hammer are on the main highway to your place. They dropped off a skip and can meet up with Raven. They’re in a black GMC Terrain.” He rattles off a license plate and a phone number so that the men can connect before he lets me go.

The next hour seems like a lifetime. After calling Flex and giving him the information for Roscoe and Hammer, Drifter and I ride out to meet them.

“I’m fucking starved. I should have stopped for breakfast,” Drifter grumbles as we keep watch on the road. I remember the damn muffin I was supposed to give him and whip out the paper bag I put it in.

“Here.” I toss it at him. He catches it midair. He opens the bag, pulls out the muffin, and takes a bite that devours half the muffin in one go.

“Holy fuck! This is good,” he manages to say around a mouthful. “Got any more?”

“I’ll have Sasha make you a tray all for yourself.”

“Sasha?” He swallows, and I hear the change in his tone, now filled with curiosity.

“She brought them over to Etain this morning and insisted we bring the rest to the shop. Shooter must have eaten half a dozen before we left.” I laugh.

“The fucking guy should be five hundred pounds with the amount of food he inhales,” Drifter says with a huff. “Ain’t gonna be any left by the time we get back,” he mumbles. I hide a snicker, knowing he’s right.

When my cell phone rings, I see it’s Motown. He’s a newly anointed prospect who just became a full-fledged member of the Riders. “Prez, got two Jackals on Broad Street, headed to town. Racer is tailing them in his SUV. I told him to stay out of sight. Thought you should know.”

“Any sign of Gunner or his muscle, Tank?”

“Nah, I think they’re trying to rattle our chain, but we’re not biting,” Motown responds.

I hear the rumble of pipes heading our way. “Keep vigil. Wait for my call.” I hang up and look in that direction to see Flex leading the way with Raven right behind him, and tailing Raven are Roscoe and Hammer. I breathe a sigh of relief.

The guys see us immediately and stop where we’ve parked. “Hey, boss,” Raven says with a grin. He digs into his leather jacket, unzipping a pocket on the inside, and pulls out a USB key. He drops it into my open palm. “We’ve got the assholes.”

Meanwhile, Roscoe’s pulled up his truck and has rolled down his window. “Guard wants to know if you need anything else before we head home,” he says.

“No, man, but let us feed you before you head out. It’s the least we can do,” I tell him and glance over to Hammer. They both turn their heads, but it’s Hammer who answers.

“I’ve been two days without my girl. I want to get home, but rain check for sure. I hear you cook some mean ribs. I’m up for that whenever you make them,” he says with a chuckle.

“Me too,” Roscoe adds.

“Must be some pretty hot babes if you won’t hang for a couple of hours,” Drifter teases.

“Just wait, brother. Your time will come when someone comes along, and you’ll be so loopy, you won’t be able to think straight until you have her in your arms. Then I’m going to remind you of this moment,” Roscoe warns him.

“By the way, Thunder says hey,” Hammer adds. He looks to his bud. “Let’s roll.” They both give a sign and then take off the same way they came. I curl my hand into a tight fist around the gift Raven just laid on me.

“Let’s go home, men,” I say.

Raven looks around at the place we call home. “Hot shower, good food, and an actual bed. Sounds like heaven. Home at last,” he says, revving his bike to life. It’s good to have us all together, with the exception of Phantom. Soon, though.


TWELVE
Besties


ETAIN


It’s not until later in the afternoon that Hawk comes back, and with him are a whole slew of Redemption Riders that I’ve never met before. I can’t keep them all straight. It’s good that their road names are stitched into their leather vests and jackets. I’ve seen the tattoos they all have on them. They are literally covered with tattoos, but they all have one in common. A dagger, dripping with blood, with Redemption scrolled around it.

I’ve now met Raven and Motown. They seem like good guys. Racer arrived a little later, but after Hawk introduced me, they all huddled together while Hawk took me back to the office. I’ve seen him happy, but this is a different kind of happy. He’s beaming, and it’s a good look on him.

“You’re happy.” I put my hands on his shoulders, come up on my tiptoes, and press my lips to his. Suddenly, his arms band around me, and I’m being pressed tight to his body. One of his hands roams down to my ass, giving it a squeeze, while his lips plunder mine in a devastating kiss that has me wishing there was a bed in this room. At the very least, I wish we could shove the papers off the desk and he could take me right here and now.

When he tears his mouth from mine, I whimper at the loss. “Ginger, I’m holding on by a thread here. The first time I fuck you isn’t going to be in an office with a bunch of my brothers just outside the door. It isn’t going to go fast. I’m going to savor every fucking second and watch your face as you come undone in my arms,” he murmurs.

That sounds all kinds of sweet and sexy, but it doesn’t do anything to assuage my need. Still, I get his point. I lean forward and touch my forehead to his. “Okay.” I lick my lips, close my eyes, and take a deep breath.

“Why don’t you knock off for the day? Me and my brothers have a lot to talk about, and it’ll give you time with Sasha,” he suggests.

I turn my head to look at the pile of papers on my desk. “There’s so much to do.”

“It’ll still be there in the morning, babe.”

“Is my car ready?” They were supposed to work on it today, but I haven’t seen it being brought into the bay yet.

“Not yet. I’ll have Declan and Lee drop you off. They’ll be hanging around outside your place to be on the safe side.”

“Why don’t they have road names?”

He shrugs. “They’re prospects. They want to be Redemption Riders, but they have to prove themselves and pay their dues.”

“Like a fraternity?”

He laughs so loud, I’m sure everyone in the shop can hear him. It takes him a minute to settle, then he tells me, “Hell no! Redemption Riders are serious people. We believe in loyalty to each other and the club for the rest of our lives. We’re not frat boys out to get drunk and laid. We can do that anytime. It’s a process, and because I fucked up once in taking in a guy who wasn’t serious, the club paid a hefty price for it. Now, it takes at least two years before you can become a full member, and you’re tested along the way. Every member gets to decide whether the prospect lives up to the crest we wear. No shortcuts, no excuses. If you want it, show me that you belong.”

“Sounds intense, honey,” I murmur.

“It is, and if it isn’t for them, well then, so be it. But if a guy makes the commitment, then he has brothers for life. There’s nothing we won’t do for him.”

I see how serious he is and sense the amount of responsibility that comes with his title. Being elected as the president, the leader of them all, has to be the greatest honor a man can receive from his brothers. “They love you,” I say.

“I fucking hope so, ’cause I love them. We came together because each of us has fought a battle. Each man’s story is his to tell when he’s ready. But until he gives it to me, I won’t move anyone along to be a full member. It’s got nothing to do with knowing their business, because we all have screwed-up pasts. It’s about trust. You either trust your brothers or you don’t,” he says, slowly letting me go.

“What if it’s so bad, they don’t want to relive the past?”

“Can’t move forward without facing the past, Ginger. It’ll always stay with you until you let it go. You gotta learn from the past and still move ahead. Easier said than done, I know,” he says. Wise words. Words I need to think about regarding my own choices and my past.

I used to think that I fell into situations, good or bad, and had to make the most of it. Then, my thoughts became about the decisions that mold the shape of my future. Somewhere along the line, I lost sight of my choices. It doesn’t have to be just this or that. Why can’t I have it all? Sure, not all at one time, but that doesn’t mean I can’t work, go for my certification, and eventually start my own accounting firm. I want to get married, have babies, and have the love of family, just like my parents gave me and Kiera. I need to let go of the what-ifs.

“I want kids one day,” I blurt.

His face freezes for a moment, then a smile breaks out. “How many?”

“Three.”

“That’s specific.”

“A boy, a girl, then it wouldn’t matter.”

“Why not just a boy and a girl, then?”

“Because a girl could use a sister.”

“No guarantees you’d have two girls. And you just said it didn’t matter.”

“Another girl would be good, but with two brothers, no one will ever pick on her. They’d be her protectors.”

“Won’t matter. Their daddy will protect all three of them and teach them how to take care of themselves,” he finishes. My insides go soft and squishy. I picture Hawk with a baby on his chest, his hand cupping their little baby booty. A baby with cobalt-blue eyes, just like his daddy.

He reaches out to take my hand. “Taking you home now, baby.” I let him lead me out the door, where he calls over to Declan and Lee. They drop what they’re doing at the sound of Hawk’s voice and come running. “Take Ginger home for me. It’s your job to keep her safe until I get there. Eyes wide open, you hear?”

Declan and Lee look at one another, both stating an unequivocal “Yes, sir.” Their faces go from serious to super serious. I say my goodbyes to the guys, then I climb into the car, and we set off down the road. Declan is driving, but Lee scans the streets for potential dangers. I feel like a rock star in the back of a limo with bodyguards. I would almost laugh, but I don’t think Declan or Lee would think it’s as hilarious as I do.

We pull into my driveway, but as I move to open my door, Lee says, “Please don’t. If you don’t mind giving me your keys, I want to go in and check it out.” He extends a hand for my keys.

I reach into my purse, but feel compelled to speak. “I don’t think that’s necessary. I’m sure we locked up before we left.”

“Please, Etain,” Declan says. “This is big for us, and we don’t want to take any chances.”

I give a shrug and drop the keys into Lee’s hand. “If it makes you feel better, go right ahead.” I think it’s sweet that these guys are taking precautions. Declan waits outside with me while Lee goes in. We seem to have caught Sasha’s attention, as she waves from her garden. “Do you have time to come over and hang out for a while?” I ask her.

“Isn’t Hawk coming by?”

“Not till much later. I could use the company. I was thinking of making a homemade pizza. Care to join?”

Sasha smiles at me and replies, “Love to, but only if I can contribute to our dinner.”

“Bring whatever you like. By the way, your muffins were a hit. I had to pry them out of Shooter’s hand for him to share with the others.”

Declan jumps in. “You made them? Hell, they were awesome. I was only able to get one away from the rest of the men, though,” he says with sad puppy-dog eyes.

I see her beaming with pride. “I’m glad they went over well.” She brushes her hands over her well-worn, faded, blue jeans. “I’m going to clean up, and I’ll be by in about a half hour.”

I give her two thumbs-up and watch her go inside as Lee comes back out. “All clear,” he says. Declan accompanies me inside, and I drop my purse on the counter.

“I’m going to get changed. Be right back. Help yourself to whatever’s in the kitchen,” I say, then go into the bedroom to find a comfortable pair of dark leggings and an oversized white Metallica T-shirt. I pull my hair up into a messy bun on the top of my head.

When I come back into the living room, Declan is looking out the front window, at what, I have no clue, and Lee is standing near the back door. These guys are taking this to the extreme.

“Aren’t you guys taking this a little too far?” I ask.

“Hawk tells us to look after his woman, we do it, and we do it right,” Lee answers.

“Okay, but this is silly. You can sit in this chair”—I pat the armchair—“and still see the door.” Then I look at Declan. “And from here, you can see the entire expanse of the front yard and down the street.” I indicate the other chair. “You can even move them around if you want. It’s going to be a long night with you two pacing around.”

Declan and Lee exchange looks before deciding to arrange the chairs the way they like them and taking a seat.

“Is that better?” I giggle. They both crack a smile, barely, but I’ll take it. I go to the kitchen, take out a couple of pops, and hand each of them one. “I would give you beer, but I have a feeling you won’t drink it.”

“Thanks,” Declan says as I hand him his.

“We’ll take one to go once Hawk takes over,” Lee adds, this time with a grin.

It takes a while for the guys to warm up to me, but eventually, they begin to share about how they met Hawk. In Declan’s case, it was Hawk who approached him outside town, hitchhiking. He didn’t say any more, but I know there’s a story there that’ll be interesting to hear. Lee came into the fold through Flex. He and Flex were in the army together.

“I was in a bad way. I couldn’t relate to anyone. I’m used to getting up when I’m told, eating when I’m told, then I come home, and I’m completely lost,” Lee says, shaking his head. “When you’re in the army, all you can think about is going home and getting back to normal, but no one tells you that normal doesn’t exist anymore.”

“How are you doing now?” I ask with genuine concern. I’ve read about veterans returning to their families and not being able to assimilate into civilian life.

“I’m with brothers who understand what I’ve experienced. I can talk about it and not feel guilty for sharing my trauma. My parents are great, but I couldn’t put this on them. They weren’t too happy with me when I told them I needed my space, but they see now that this was the best thing for me. They’ve met Hawk and Flex and know I have good people to lean on,” Lee shares.

I get what he’s saying, although not to the extreme he’s experiencing it. They say you can’t go home, and I know that when I visit my parents, it’s homey and warm, but not my home anymore. “I don’t dare compare my woes to what you’ve seen, but I see what you mean. My mom would hover over me until I suffocated, and my dad would agonize over every little thing. Both my sister and I had to spread our wings. Going to visit is great, but we’re making homes where Kiera and I choose to land.”

The doorknob jiggles, and then we hear Sasha’s voice. “Hey, what’s with the locked door?”

“Coming,” I reply, but before I get to the door, Declan is up and opening it. He escorts Sasha in, then locks it once more. Sasha sees this and gives me a look that screams, What the heck is going on?

Ignoring her expression, I hustle her into my tiny kitchen, and we get started making pizzas. Sasha dices and slices, while I do the rest. When she sees that the guys are engaged in their own conversation, she raises a brow and asks, “Want to tell me what’s going on?”

I grab a couple of wineglasses and pour us each a glass. “Hawk is being careful. We went to Jake’s for lunch and met another club. Their leader, Gunner, had someone watching my place, and Hawk isn’t too happy.”

Sasha’s eyes bug out. “Oh my God. That’s horrible! No wonder you have personal bodyguards.”

“Personally, I think he’s making much more of it than he should, but he insists, and since he has so much on his mind, I don’t want to add to it.” Sasha tenses, biting her lower lip. “I know you like the quiet life, Sasha. If you want me to find another place⁠—”

“Don’t you even finish that sentence. This is your home. We’ve just met, but I really like you. I consider you a friend.”

“Let me tell you a secret,” I whisper. “I haven’t had many friends in the last few years and the ones I had disappeared over the years. I could use a best friend.”

Sasha’s smile lights up, and she hugs me tight, nearly causing both of us to spill our wine. “Me too,” she murmurs in my ear. “I’ve always wanted a bestie.”

My giggle turns into a laugh, and Sasha joins in. I pull back, stretch out my hand, and hold out my pinky finger. Sasha hooks her pinky with mine. “Pinky swear: besties for life.” Tears well up in her eyes, and she sniffles.

Lee’s voice pulls us apart. “Women. I’ll never understand them.”

Declan lets out a roar of laughter. “And you never will, man. They are the world’s greatest joy and the greatest mystery at the same time.”


THIRTEEN
No Greater Sweetness


HAWK


With the USB key locked away and a copy created and emailed to Guard and the Satan’s Pride crew, I’m relieved. As soon as my brothers and I had our meeting, I called Guard, and he was more than thrilled that we have leverage.

Drifter, Raven, and I linger in the back meeting room after everyone else has gone to do their thing.

“Hell, brother, you take too many chances,” Drifter says, lightly slapping Raven’s back.

“We were blowing in the wind. The Jackals set us up once, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let them try it again. I want to go see Phantom before I have to report back to base,” Raven responds. Raven’s got a few more weeks with us, then he goes back to the US Army for another six months, and then he’s released for good.

“We’ll go see him as soon as this is done,” I tell him. “I’m grateful you did what you did, but Drifter’s right, you can’t be taking chances like that. If they caught you, you’d be dead. The Jackals are out to take our territory. They’ve made that apparent. I’ll be damned if I’ll let them do that, but more importantly, we’re in this together. We can’t lose you, man.”

Raven shows me a grin. “Uncle Sam owns me for another six months, but after that, try to shake me loose. I’m a Redemption Rider for the rest of my days.”

“Go let off some steam tonight. You deserve it,” I tell him. “I’m sure the guys have a private party planned for you.”

“You’re not joining?” he asks.

“I’m with Etain tonight.”

“Bring her along,” Drifter says.

“Not this time.”

“She should know what she’s getting into,” Raven says.

“Etain will see us as we are. She won’t judge.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Raven asks.

“He wants to be alone with her,” Drifter says with a smirk, jolting Raven’s shoulder. Raven smiles.

“Keep in mind that when you two idiots fall for your women, I’m going to remind you of this moment. Hell, I’ll have you on late shifts just to yank your chains,” I threaten. I’ll make good on my promise, but at the same time, I’ll be happy as hell for them.

Raven chuckles. “Not likely to happen anytime soon for me, but I’ve got to admit that it’ll be good to have a woman who’s waiting for me when I get home.”

“Maybe Etain has a friend she can introduce you to,” Drifter teases.

“There’s always Sasha.” I say it just to needle him, and I get the reaction I was hoping for. Drifter gives me a side glance that would pierce a hole right through me, then looks at the floor.

“Whatever,” he mutters. Raven already knows his soft spot for Sasha, even if Drifter won’t admit it.

“Not my type, but keep looking,” Raven says. He puts an arm around Drifter’s shoulders. “You promised a party for all my hard work.”

“Later, men,” I call out to them as they walk away. I lock up the shop, and as I pass by the compound, I can hear that the party is already getting started.

The guys bust their asses every day, and letting off steam is necessary. Part of the reason we set up the compound away from the main strip was so that it wouldn’t cause tension with the people in town. I was into partying with the rest of the Riders up until several days ago; then came Etain, and there’s no place I’d rather be than by her side.

The parties can get wild. Biker bunnies flock to the club for a good time. Some just love the sense of freedom; others try to get noticed and hook their star to a Rider in hopes of becoming their old lady. What I know for sure is that the shop is going to open late tomorrow.
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Ican hear Etain laughing from outside the door, and Sasha right along with her. Declan sees me coming up the walkway and before I can knock, he has the door open.

“Hey, Prez,” Declan greets me.

I see Lee coming to meet us. “Any trouble?” I ask.

“Nothing. Although, I’m pretty sure Etain and Sasha are schnockered. They’ve polished off a bottle of wine,” Lee responds with a grin.

“Hawk’s here!” Sasha announces in a loud voice. Yeah, she’s tipsy! Sasha is extremely soft-spoken, but alcohol loosens inhibitions, and she’s smiling like a fool, an adorable one, and giggling.

“Did they eat?” I ask, coming farther inside. Etain rushes toward me.

“They ate pizza,” Declan tells me.

“Hi, honey!” Etain lifts her face, puckering her lips for a kiss. I drop a hard, swift kiss on her mouth. “Sasha and I made awesome pizzas, and we left you some.”

“Thanks, Ginger.” I hook my arm around her waist, and instinctively, she melts into my side, wrapping her arms around me. I turn to the guys. “Party’s started. Go have some fun.”

“We can stay and keep watch,” Lee offers. Declan nods in agreement. Lee and Declan have been solid prospects and have gone the extra mile. As days go by, I can see they’re shaping up to be solid members. It’s not often that the guys pass up a night of women and booze to stand watch and be bored out of their minds.

“Thanks for the offer. Tonight is a celebration, so go enjoy. I’ll appreciate you keeping your phones on,” I tell them.

“For sure,” Declan replies. “Later, Etain. Thanks for the food. Later, Sasha.”

“Yeah, thanks for everything,” Lee puts in.

“Hold up, I’m leaving too,” Sasha says. She seems fine, but I don’t want her walking back to her place alone.

“Make sure Sasha gets home,” I tell Lee.

“That’s sweet, but I don’t need help,” Sasha says.

“It’ll give me peace of mind,” I tell her.

“I’m just next door.” She flings her arm in the direction of her house.

“I insist.”

“Well, okay. It’s silly, though. I’ve been looking after myself since I was five,” she says, and quickly catches herself. “Um, well, got to go.” She’s out the door so fast that Lee and Declan are caught off guard and have to run out after her to make sure she gets back to her place safely.

I put that piece of information in the back of my mind. Sasha looking after herself from an early age has me thinking there’s more to this woman than she’s letting on. I lock the front door and follow Etain into the kitchen, where she places two huge slices of pizza on a plate and hands them to me.

“It’s the best I’ve made so far,” she says proudly. “And I have beer too.”

“Thanks, babe.” She grabs a bottle out of the fridge and hands it to me. I sit on the stool and take a bite of pizza. “Really good.” Etain smiles. She leans forward with her elbows on the counter, bracing herself, resting her cheeks in her palms. She watches me as I eat, her eyes landing on my mouth. Etain probably doesn’t even realize she’s doing this, but she pulls her bottom lip between her teeth.

“You’re very handsome,” she says, her voice breathy. I swallow and give her my sexiest smile, dropping the rest of my slice on the plate.

“Come here, Ginger,” I command. Slowly, Etain moves around the counter to my side. I hold out my hand and guide her between my legs. My fingers pull a tress of her hair over the curve of her ear, then I slide my hand across her cheek, my thumb gliding over her bottom lip. I soften my tone. “How much have you had to drink, babe?”

“Not that much,” she whispers, leaning closer, our lips so close, I can feel her breath.

“The first time I make love to you, I want you to remember it. Every second of it, every touch,” I tell her, kissing the corner of her mouth.

“I’m not drunk.” Her eyes meet mine. “I’ll remember.” I kiss the other side of her mouth. Her hands land on my thighs. Etain teasingly strokes her fingers in a circular motion over my jean-clan thighs. Still, it has an effect on me, so I want to plant her ass on the counter, tear her pants down her long, luscious legs, and taste my prize.

But not on our first time. I need this to go slow. I want her to feel it all. I want it etched in her memory forever.

“I want you to go to your bedroom. Get naked, baby, and wait for me in the middle of your bed,” I say. “Will you do that for me?”

“Yes,” she murmurs. Her eyes grow wide, and she places her hand on my chest as she raises herself to her tiptoes and kisses my jaw.

The scent of vanilla and strawberries is tantalizing, and the feel of her soft, full lips against my scruffy whiskers makes it hard to let her go, but I manage, then watch as she turns and heads toward the bedroom, sparing a glance over her shoulder before disappearing down the hall. I finish my pizza and check the locks on the windows and doors.

I’m giving Etain time to get ready, but also time for her to think about all the delicious ways I’m going to make her scream my name. It gives me time to slow things down. The mere sight of Etain in a tight skirt makes me insane. My pants are already strained, my cock bulging against the zipper of my jeans as I imagine my woman naked in bed.

I make my way to the bedroom, hesitating a moment before turning the knob. The door creaks open. Etain’s head snaps up. She watches as I enter, and I can’t take my eyes off her. She sits with her legs tucked beneath her on her heels. Her long, flaming-red hair falls over her breasts, covering her nipples. She’s completely nude, yet looks innocent and sweet.

All her creamy ivory skin is on display, waiting for my touch. I want to pounce, but anticipation is such a heady aphrodisiac that I take my time. I lift my tee over my head and toss it to one side. All the while, my gaze never leaves her face. I unbuckle my belt, undo the button of my jeans, and pull down the zipper. I let them hang low on my hips as my motorcycle boots come off.

I take off my pants and boxers, letting them fall to the floor, and step out of them, then I approach the bed. I place a knee on the mattress. It depresses under my weight, and I adjust my stance to sit on my heels as Etain looks at me lovingly. I reach out to move her hair aside, exposing her delicate collarbones and her full, ripe, taut nipples. Pretty pink nubs that I want to taste. My mouth waters at the sight of them. My hands move to the underswell of her breasts, feeling the weight of them. They fit perfectly in my palms. The tips of my fingers run over her pebbled nipples. A tremor runs through her as she grips my biceps to steady herself.

Etain is extremely responsive to my touch. I lick my lips, then bend my head and close my mouth over her nipple, all while keeping my eyes fixed on her face. My action elicits a sexy moan from her lips, her eyes drifting closed and her head tilting back. I push her lightly so that she’s lying on her back, and I come over her, laving her breast with the attention it desires, suckling gently. With my thumb and forefinger, I roll the other nipple. Etain arches her back to get closer.

My hands roam everywhere: down her middle, then across and over her hips, holding her in place, and my mouth moves to lavish the other nipple with the same much-needed attention. All the while, Etain murmurs incoherently. If it weren’t for my hands holding her down, her hips would be gyrating. She squirms beneath me, rubbing her legs together. In one motion, I place my knee between her thighs, then move the other beside it, spreading her open. I pull my thighs farther apart, spreading her wider.

“Hawk.” Her voice is heated, desperate, wanton.

I move my mouth from her nipple. “Yeah, baby, you want more?” I ask, my tongue already tracing a path down to her belly.

“Please,” she moans.

I continue to leave featherlight kisses on her hip bones, moving lower, and at the same time, my fingers run through the wetness between her legs. Her pussy is soaked with her juices. I need to taste her essence. I’ve imagined her lying just like this, with her hair spread over the pillow, her face filled with passion, her body quivering for more of my touch.

She’s fucking tight, and I feel her walls contract as my finger enters her core. My thumb rubs over her clit. I push my finger farther inside her, pumping in and out. I settle myself lower, pulling her knees up and out to the sides so I have a full view of her pink pussy lips, oozing with her delicious nectar.

My tongue runs the entire length of her slit. Etain groans loudly, and her fingers grip my hair so tightly that I feel the tug on my scalp. The nip of pain only makes it hotter. I lap, nip, and lick until she’s begging for me to let her come. I know she’s close, but our first time is going to be with my cock buried deep inside her hot, wet pussy. I tongue fuck her until I know she’s on the brink of her orgasm. I barely manage to slide the condom on, then align my cock at her entrance and plunge inside her hard and fast, causing her to cry out my name.

I can’t stop! I drill into her like a madman on a mission. I need to consume her. I want her to feel the effects of our lovemaking for hours after we’re done. I want her pussy swollen and still feeling me the next morning.

“Oh God!” she cries.

I’m on the verge of my own release and need her to hurry. “Get there, Ginger. Now, baby. Hurry,” I groan in her ear. Suddenly, her pussy is strangling my cock as she practically bows off the bed, saying my name over and over. Not Hawk, but Ethan.

Her body trembles as she soars. I kiss her long and slow. Etain’s arms tighten around my neck as I stroke inside her several more times until I find my own release. I root myself inside her and know there’s no place I’d rather be. Not just now, but every night for the rest of my days. This wasn’t sex; this is Etain and me and our destiny.

When I peer down at her delicate face, she looks like a sated angel in my arms. Her face is flushed, her eyes gleaming with tears.

Immediately, I worry I was too rough with her. “Did I hurt you, baby?” I ask, framing her face with my hands.

“No, Ethan. It was perfect.” A single tear rolls over her cheek.

“Then what’s this about?” I brush away the wetness.

“I’m happy,” she replies, her lips trembling and more happy tears threatening to fall.

I slowly pull out of her. You’d think my cock would be satisfied, but he’s only semisoft and looking to recover quickly so he can have another go. He’ll have to wait, because I roll to lie on my back, bringing Etain with me and tucking her next to me, her head resting on my chest.

Placing my finger under her chin, I guide her to look up at me. “You’re mine now, Ginger. What we did just now sealed the deal.”

“A person can’t belong to another person,” she replies, her eyes burning with fire. That’s another reason I’m falling in love with this woman: her saucy nature.

“Well, that’s true. But our hearts made that decision for us.” My voice is soft as I run my hand down her back, tracing a pattern over her bare skin.

“Ethan,” is all she manages to say. Her throat seems clogged with emotion.

“This, right here, right now, there’s no greater sweetness. The way you look at me…” I brush my lips over hers. “You know, baby. This is good.”

“No, Ethan. This is great.”

No other words are necessary, at least for now. Etain falls asleep, but not for long. Her leg finds its way between mine, and with her wriggling against me the way she does, I have no choice but to make love to her again. And somewhere in the middle of the night, I am compelled to fuck her once more, for the sheer pleasure of hearing her beg me to let her come.


FOURTEEN
Mounds of Honey


ETAIN


Hawk is still asleep in my bed. I somehow managed to crawl out from under his heavy arm and over to the edge of the bed. I scrambled to grab my robe and went directly into the kitchen for coffee. I admit it: I’m a coffee addict. Then again, there are worse things to be addicted to, I think as I fill the mug to the brim, inhaling the aroma.

I’m deliciously sore between my legs, a reminder of last night. Hawk played my body like a violin virtuoso. There’s no place he hasn’t touched me. I feel branded by his hands, and like a wanton woman, I want him again. I sip my coffee and walk over to relax on my sofa, where I can see the rest of the street. It’s early, and the sun is coming up. I see Sasha walking up and down her walkway, watering the flowers.

“Ginger, you didn’t wake me.” I hear Hawk’s voice. I turn to find him coming toward me, clad only in his jeans. Can bare feet be sexy?! I guess they can, because I think Hawk walking around in bare feet in my house is so hot.

“I made coffee.”

He tugs my hair back, bending my head to rest against the back of the sofa, looking up at him. “Kiss first, coffee second,” he says, and plants a kiss on me. When he’s done, he grabs a mug out of the cupboard, and I twist my body to watch him in my kitchen. A warm, gushy feeling fills my belly. I like Hawk in my space.

The roar of an engine grabs my attention. I see a very fancy car racing around the corner and braking sharply in front of Sasha’s home. Sasha is already heading to the door, her expression concerning. I bolt up from my seat and rush to the door.

“Where are you going?” Hawk asks.

“Something’s not right,” I tell him as I yank open the door. Hawk reaches my side and stops me from going out onto the porch. We can both hear the banging on Sasha’s door. “I’ve got to go.” I look at him pleadingly. “She’s my friend.”

“Not in just a robe,” Hawk states. “Go get some clothes on.” He follows me back to my bedroom, but grabs his boots and disappears again. I rush to pull on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. I’m hop-skipping while trying to put on a pair of sneakers all the way to the living room. By the time I get to the door, I can hear Hawk arguing with an older, gray-haired man. This man is tall and has broad shoulders. He’s nowhere as big as Hawk, but still, he’s no slouch. And he’s yelling right in Hawk’s face.

Hawk stands his ground, planting himself between Sasha’s front door and the gray-haired man. “Calm the fuck down, man,” Hawk says calmly. “Seems to me that Sasha doesn’t want to talk. Maybe you should step back, cool off, and give her a call.”

“Get out of my way. I have every right to speak with my daughter,” he snaps. Then he directs his next comment to the window where Sasha is watching this all unfold. “I warn you, Sasha. I told you your mother wants you at that dinner. It’s the least you can do for her,” he shouts. Sasha pulls the blinds.

I don’t bother to hear anymore. Hawk sees me approaching. He takes me by the hand and maneuvers us so I’m standing behind him. I knock gently at the door.

“Sasha, it’s Etain. Please let me in.” The door opens a smidgen, barely enough to let me slide through. I glance at Hawk, but he shakes his head and nudges me through as he continues to stand sentry.

“I’m sorry for the noise,” she says. Sasha is visibly shaking as she grabs the teapot and pours. She ends up having to use two hands to steady herself. “Here I go on about not allowing loud parties and preferring the quiet life. And here you are, subjected to my father’s imperious shenanigans. I can assure you it doesn’t happen often, but when it does, he must be heard by the entire town.” She paces across the floor, gripping her cup like it’s a lifeline. “He probably sped through town, making sure to squeal his tires. Gordon McGrath has no concern for anyone else. He doesn’t care if your baby just got to sleep or if you worked the night shift and are in dire need of rest. Nope, if it’s not on his agenda, then it won’t matter.” Sasha slams her cup on the counter, causing the cup to break into pieces. Hot tea spills everywhere, and everything on the counter rattles from the sheer force of the impact.

What’s worse, as she gasps at what she’s done and reaches to try to clean the mess with her bare hands, a shard from the cup becomes embedded in her palm.

“Ouch!” she cries, clutching her palm.

“Sasha, stop!” I tug her away from the counter and sit her down on the closest chair, grabbing a handful of paper towels and wrapping them around her hand. “Do not squeeze. We have to get that piece out.”

A few seconds later, Hawk comes through the door, along with Drifter, who sees the blood on Sasha’s hand and exclaims, “What the fuck is going on?”

“She cut herself on that.” I point to the spilled tea and broken cup. “Sasha, sweetie, where are your tweezers?” I ask gently. She stares at me blankly. “Tweezers, hon? Where are they?” I say again, shaking her shoulder lightly.

“Um, bathroom. Under the sink,” Sasha manages, but before I can run to the bathroom to get what we need, Drifter has Sasha in his arms and is carrying her to the bathroom down the hall. Sasha gives a tiny shriek of surprise, but Drifter whispers something softly in her ear, and she settles immediately.

“What on earth!” I exclaim, but Hawk watches Drifter walk away with a smile.

“Let it be, Ginger. He was in the emergency response in the army. He’ll take good care of her. Let’s clean up this mess,” he says, then gets to work picking up the broken cup, while I go in search of a mop.

It doesn’t take long to clean up, and as we’re finishing up, I ask, “Is he gone?”

Hawk sighs, then says, “Yup.”

“He’s coming back, isn’t he?”

Hawk doesn’t hide his disgust for the man when he clenches his jaw and makes a face that would scare the pants off you. “Unfortunately. He doesn’t seem to accept ‘no’ for an answer, and he likes to throw out threats.”

“What did he say?”

He shakes his head. “He’s going to call the cops. He says I’m keeping him from seeing his daughter.”

“That’s not true!”

“I know. I was there. Then he threatened to shut our business down because, apparently, he ‘knows people.’”

“How dare he!” I can feel the anger rising within me. I want to get in my car and find the prick and give him a piece of my mind. “Who does he think he is?” I’m practically yelling at this point. My hands are on my hips, and I tap my foot angrily.

“Been around those kinds of people all my life. They can’t hurt me or the Redemption Riders. We run a clean business, and we do excellent work. If he wants to waste his time and call whoever it is he wants, let him.”

“You’ve been around people like that all your life?” I ask.

“Yeah, babe, but that’s a story for another day.” Hawk glances down the hall. “We need to make sure Sasha’s okay, then I have to get to the shop.”

“Right. I should go get changed.” I look down at my casual jeans and T-shirt.

“First off, you look good just as you are,” he says, and I grin at him for being so sweet. “And second, Sasha needs you today.”

“I have so much to do.”

“And it’ll still be there tomorrow. But if you want, I’ll have some of your stuff brought over, and you can work here.”

It’s a great idea, and I’m about to tell him so when Sasha comes back into the room. “I’m okay,” she says. “You don’t have to go to any trouble on my behalf.” She flits her gaze from me to Hawk, then adds, “I’m sorry you had to bear witness to that scene. He’s not an easy man, and I do my best to avoid him. Lately, he’s being more demanding.” Sasha looks back at me. “Normally, he calls and lets me know he’s coming. Then I disappear for a few hours. When he gets tired of waiting, he leaves. He’s figured out my plan and doesn’t give me advance notice anymore. I’ll try to keep it from disturbing you from now on, though. I’m really sorry.”

Sasha looks at the bandage on her hand. I walk right up to her and tell her, “No one mistreats my best friend. Not even her father. Especially not her father. And don’t you dare keep it to yourself. Next time he comes over, I want a phone call immediately. I have a few words I want to say to him.” Then I throw my arms around her, hugging her so she can feel my warmth. She’s ice cold. I walk her to her couch and sit her down, wrapping the throw blanket over her legs and settling in beside her.

Sasha clasps her good hand over mine and, in a quiet voice, says, “Thank you.”

“I’m taking first watch,” Drifter says with a rumble. Sasha turns her head to stare at the two men.

“I need you at the shop,” Hawk states.

“First watch,” Drifter insists. “Once Flex gets here with Etain’s stuff, I’ll leave.”

“Car has got to be done tonight. The paint has to be right. The design has to be perfect. He’s a high roller, brother. We can’t afford to piss him off,” Hawk explains.

Drifter won’t back down. “It’ll get done. Tell Flex to hurry.”

Sasha interjects. “He’s gone. It’s all over. You can all go about your day.” Drifter gives Sasha a stern look, but she says, “I don’t want anyone to get in trouble.”

“Flex will be here within the hour,” Hawk concedes. “A word, brother. Outside,” he says to Drifter, then walks over to where Sasha and I are sitting. I tilt my head back, and he kisses me languorously, his hand gentle on my neck. “Be good, Ginger. No leaving this house without one of my men, understand?”

“How can you be so caveman and so sweet at the same time?” I ask, staring into his beautiful blue eyes.

“I’m mounds of honey, babe.” He chuckles. Drifter bursts out laughing as he walks to the door, and Hawk follows him out.


FIFTEEN
Clearing the Mind


HAWK


“What went on in there?” I ask. Drifter’s leaning on the wrought iron railing on the porch, one foot crossed over the other and arms crossed over his chest.

“Her father’s an asshole” is all he says.

“Yeah, and?”

“He’ll be back.”

“Agreed. I’ve already texted Flex and given him the plan for the day. That still doesn’t explain you sweeping Sasha off her feet.”

“Knock it off. It wasn’t like that. She was injured, and I took care of it.”

“It was a tiny shard, and Etain was seeing to it,” I remind him.

“It was taking too long, and I know what I’m doing,” Drifter says.

“You sure as fuck do, but you usually avoid using your talent unless it’s a brother.” Drifter should have been a doctor. He still could be if he’d listen to us, but he decided to close the door on that part of his life when he left the army. We’ve both seen too much, but to throw away a gift that he so obviously has pisses me off.

Drifter remains silent, gazing off toward the street.

“Look, brother, if you want Sasha, go for it,” I urge. Drifter avoids Sasha at all costs, yet something snapped in him today. Even though Sasha’s father was already leaving, Drifter barrelled into the house, and when he saw Sasha bleeding, I heard the growl come out of his throat before he leapt into action.

“There’s nothing there. Let it go,” Drifter says.

“Jesus! Really?”

“Let. It. Go.” He enunciates the three words with such conviction that I know he’s shutting this down again.

“Right. I’m heading to the shop.” I’ve got to put some distance between us before I lose my shit on him. I head back to Etain’s place and finish getting dressed. Then I hop on my motorcycle and ride off, leaving Drifter, standing guard over Etain and Sasha.

As soon as I get to the shop, I hunker down under the hood of a car. It calms me. I’ve loved tinkering for as long as I can remember. I would take shit apart just to see how it worked, then put it back together. That’s why I pursued a degree in engineering while serving my country, but somehow I ended up working with bikes and cars. No regrets. I love what I do.

Respect is the key to leadership. Not only receiving respect, but giving it. Our club is still in its infancy, and we’ve made plenty of mistakes, but we’re growing and learning every day. Drifter crossed the line today. I should have torn a strip off him for the way he spoke to me. Any other MC president would have beat the shit out of him to teach him that lesson. My men have a past, and sometimes it surfaces and brings out the worst in them. Being the president of Redemption Riders means I have to guide them to the road we all agreed on. This is a hard role, but I wanted it, because I know I can be the leader the club needs.

I still remember the day the core six of us decided to make it official. We’d talked to Guard and the Satan’s Pride MC brothers before we decided to create our own club. Guard offered to let us join the Pride, but I knew I needed to spread my wings. I wouldn’t be content for long as a Pride member. Guard knew this too and encouraged us to work together and form our own chapter.

Flex, Shooter, Phantom, Drifter, Decker, and I sat down to talk it through. Flex and Shooter are our scouts, Decker is the treasurer, Phantom is the sergeant-at-arms, but when it came down to deciding on a president and vice president, Drifter decided I should be the president. He never gave his reasons and willingly took on the role of vice president, but insisted I take the lead.

I give a lot of leniency to the founding members of the Redemption Riders because we’ve been through some rough times together. But today, I wanted to knock Drifter in the head for his stubbornness. His barking at me is unacceptable and damages my credibility as the president. It’s a conversation I have to have with him, but I hate it.

It takes a bit, but once I’m focused on the crankshaft, I let the tension of the morning ease out of my body. Then I hear a knock on the hood, and I roll out from under the car.

“Sorry, brother. I want to give you an explanation, but I can’t right now,” Drifter says.

“Soon,” I insist.

“Yeah” is all he says. I can see he’s not ready to give me more. I could push, because as president of the club, I have every right to know what shit is whirling around in his head. Especially with the Jackals setting us up for a fall and us having to prepare for a battle.

“I need to know I can count on you. That the club can count on you. The storm is heading our way. I need your head in the game, Drifter. You’re my best friend. I’d do anything for you, but you know how many are depending on us. We swore we’d never be taken down again, and the Jackals are circling,” I remind him. I get to my feet, put my hand on his shoulder, and quietly add, “I’m always here if you need me.”

“I know. Need to sort it out myself first. No matter what, I’ll always be here for my brothers. This has nothing to do with the club.” He looks over at the next bay to the car waiting for him to work on. “Going to get to work.”

I nod, and he leaves. I disagree with the idea that this has nothing to do with the club, though. If a brother needs space, we’ll give it, but in the end, we are one. What affects one of us affects us all.
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Etain and I have exchanged texts throughout the day. Apparently, Sasha has jumped onboard to help Etain out with the accounting stuff. Sasha is filing and sorting, and Etain is doing the rest. This is Lee and Declan’s fourth run to bring more files out to them. Each time they return, there’s a note on where to store the paperwork with explicit instructions on Etain’s new filing system. Not the most glamorous job, but Lee and Declan don’t complain.

Me: You’re keeping my boys busy.

Etain: Sorry :)

Me: Everything okay? How’s Sasha doing?

Etain: All good here. Sasha doesn’t want to talk about it. I’m respecting her wishes.

Me: She might need some time.

Etain: Yeah. She’s happy I stayed. I can tell.

Me: Miss you here, though.

Etain: I miss you.

Me: Got a club meeting after work. Lee and Declan staying with you and Sasha until I come for you. Be good, baby.

She throws me emojis with kissy faces and hearts. Normally, I would gag if a woman sent me that, but with Etain, I find it adorable.

“What has you smiling like a fool?” Decker asks as he comes to join me in the office. Then he answers his own question. “Let me guess. Etain.”

“She’s unique,” I say.

“Totally. We all like her. She’s cool,” he says with a grin. “Are you going to make her your old lady?”

“Eventually, yeah.” Decker raises his brow. I go on to explain, “I want to give her time to adjust to all this, and I want the Jackals out of the picture before I make it official.”

“Sounds about right,” he replies.

“Ready to go?”

“Came to get you. The others are already at the compound waiting,” he tells me. Decker must have locked up before coming in to see me because the place is dark except for the light leading out the side door, which leads directly to the compound.

It’s a short walk, and the guys are waiting in the main area. Some are sitting at the bar grabbing a beer, a few others are around the pool table, while others are scattered around the room. They hear Decker and me come in and move to the secluded meeting room. Drifter’s already sitting at the table with one of our burner phones in hand.

“Call Guard,” I order, and the others take their seats.

“He’s on,” Drifter announces, placing the phone in the center of the table.

Through the phone, Guard’s voice booms. “I’m with Ghost and Orion.”

“Thanks for being part of this,” I begin. “You got the information we sent yesterday?”

“Got it,” Orion’s voice answers. “Great job, Raven. The information is clear as a bell. The Jackals are going to fry for fucking around with the Benito family.” He has a deep chuckle, but Ghost’s laugh is lower and scarier. I’ve met both men several times, and I would trust them with my life. Orion is a big bear of a man, but he can be funny, and he’s a genius hacker. Ghost is intense, big, and as lethal as they come. He’s a sniper and has never missed a shot, or so I’ve been told. He also has the uncanny ability to show up just when you need him the most.

“What’s your plan, Hawk?” Guard asks. He knows the plan. We discussed it yesterday, but this is a Redemption Rider fight, and Guard’s letting me lead. I know my men respect Guard as much as I do.

“You’ve made the connection with your contact in the mob?” I ask.

“Risk has set the meeting with his people in Nostra Casa. The Benito family is an extension of their business. Date is set for tomorrow,” Guard replies.

“Great. We’re supposed to pick up the product from the same spot as the last one, but based on what we heard on the recording, they’re going to change locations at the last minute. We can’t make it to the designated drop-off because the Jackals are going to have the cops ready to pounce. We need a reason to reroute the shipment,” I say.

“We can arrange for a truck to overturn and dump a load on the highway. That’ll be something that can’t be avoided,” Orion suggests.

“That’ll work,” Drifter comments.

“The Benitos will insist that the load be delivered straight to their door along with Gunner. They’re going to demand that they get Gunner. Don’t fight it,” Guard tells us.

“They can have Gunner. There are enough Jackals for the rest of us,” I reply.

“Demon and Thunder want a piece of the action,” Guard says.

“So does Steady,” Ghost adds. Both Steady and Demon have a hate on for drug pushers, Demon because he was an addict and it nearly killed him, and Steady because he volunteers at a youth shelter and sees firsthand what kind of trouble comes through the shelter doors, largely due to drugs. And Thunder, well, he’s an old friend. We served together in our special ops days, and he led me to the club life and introduced me to Guard, which led to me forming the Redemption Riders.

“We’re shutting down the Jackals for good. Whoever wants in is welcome,” I tell them. For the next hour, we lay out a detailed plan. Satan’s Pride is in this with us all the way. Orion, Shooter, and Decker will set up the blockade. Ghost and Raven will see that cops are detoured to a different site, and Risk has already set up a meeting with Reno Viale and Gino Benito. Guard and I will be at that meeting, which means I’ve got an early start in the morning.

After I bring the meeting to an end, Drifter approaches and says, “I’m coming with you tomorrow. You need backup. Before you say no, the car’s done. Lee and Declan will do nothing but watch over Etain, and the guys can handle the rest.” He looks me right in the eye. “Let me be there.”

My best friend through it all. He’s never left me hanging. “I could use the company,” I joke. His face breaks out in a smile. “We leave at seven. It’s a long haul to meet up with Guard. And who knows where we need to go from there.”

“I’ll pack my toothbrush,” he replies with a grin.

“Fuck that. I’m coming home tomorrow night,” I tell him. I hate the idea of leaving Etain at all, but it’s not safe to take her along. Drifter busts out laughing, slapping my back as we walk out to our bikes. “Where are you going tonight?” I ask, seeing that he’s getting on his bike.

“Just out for a ride. I need to clear my head.”

“Keep your eyes peeled. I don’t like any of us riding alone until this mess is over.” I know Drifter, and he needs his space. He does this a lot when he has something on his mind. He’s been like this the last few months. He goes out for a ride and comes back in a couple of hours, but never mentions where he was or who he was with. A man has the right to his privacy. Redemption Riders is about living a good life and feeling free.

“I’m not going far, and I’ll meet you at Etain’s place tomorrow at seven,” he confirms, then he snaps on his helmet and leaves.

There’s a whole lot of good that comes from riding. I get what Drifter means when he says it clears his head. It’s the quiet rumble of the pipes, the power of the machine, and the sense of control you have over your motorcycle. Sometimes, you lead your bike; other times, it leads you where you need to be. A ride is all it takes to clear your mind. Well, most days.


SIXTEEN
Come Home


ETAIN


My day with Sasha was amazing, and with the two of us working together, I was much further along with sorting out RR Mechanics’ financial dilemma. I’m itching to see their tax returns because I have a feeling that Hawk’s overpaid there as well. The tally is now thirty thousand seven hundred and twenty-four dollars and twelve cents that’s owed back to them in invoice overpayments.

Despite the way the morning started off, Sasha rallied, and it wasn’t long before she was back to her calm, Zen self. She was a tremendous help in organizing and sorting. Sasha never brought up the incident with her father, and I didn’t want to bring it up either. I thought a safer topic was work.

Sasha’s a computer programmer. I never would have imagined her behind a computer, but I guess it just goes to show that you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.

“I work freelance. I’ve built a list of clients, and whenever they need me or refer me, I see if I like the project and decide if I want to take it,” she said with a shrug. “I do okay for myself, and I have all I need,” she adds, looking around at her carefully decorated home. “I’m happy.”

She said those words, and I believe her, except for the happy part. Don’t get me wrong, I can see that Sasha’s a happy person most of the time, but not always, and definitely not today. She did show me some of work, not that I understood it. She’s creative and smart, and she can be funny.

Before I left to head back to my place, I gave her a humongous hug. “Later, bestie!” I chirped in her ear.

“You’re the best friend I could ever have asked for,” she returned.
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Lee and Declan hang out outside while I make dinner. Tonight is chicken marsala with twice-baked potatoes and salad. While I have the food in the oven, I decide to take a shower. I turn on the hot water and slip in under it, letting the water cascade over me. I close my eyes, turn my face up, and feel the tension of the day ease away.

Suddenly, the shower door slides open, and I let out a shriek. A fully naked Hawk steps in. Before I can say a word, he has me pinned up against the tiled wall, and his mouth is on mine. It’s not just a kiss; he’s devouring my mouth. My arms go around his neck, while he hoists me up, wrapping my legs around his waist.

“Can’t wait,” he murmurs, his lips still touching mine. “This is going to go fast, baby.”

“Don’t wait.” He surges inside me, his long, thick cock filling me up. “Ethan!” I cry. This is the hottest sex I’ve ever had. He feels so good and even better as he thrusts in and out, hard and fast. It’s like I’ve lost all control, and all I can do is feel the electricity sparking between us and my body craving more of what he gives me.

Hawk’s grunts and groans in my ear only excite me further. I love how he loses himself, and watching him come is a sight to behold. He’s a warrior celebrating his latest victory with his roar. There’s no one else like him, and he’s mine.

His hands on my ass pull me forward, tilting me slightly, but just enough so that on his next thrust, he hits just the spot to have me begging for more.

“Baby, please. Ethan, I have to come.”

“Let go, Ginger,” he urges.

And I do. Not a moment later, Hawk releases a primal groan, his face in my neck as we both remain connected, with him still holding me up against the wall. He slowly pulls out and sets me on my feet, his hand on my hip to steady me. A good thing, as my legs feel like jelly. How embarrassing would it be to drop at his feet right after sex?

With one hand, he moves my hair from my eyes. “You’re so beautiful, Etain.”

My heart skips with joy. I give him a shy smile. “I think you’re pretty amazing too.” I pull my lower lip between my teeth. “That was, uh, really hot.” I look up at him through lowered lashes. His salacious grin is sexy as hell.

“Get used to it, babe. Never know when the mood will strike me to strip you naked and fuck you hard.”

Christ! I’m almost ready to come again with his dirty talk. He grabs the loofah and squirts the bodywash on it, then begins to wash me. I’m so stunned, I let him. He turns me around and washes my back and then gets to work on my hair, massaging shampoo into my scalp. I lean back into his solid chest.

His soapy hands roam down around my waist, one staying there to hold me to him, the other moving between my thighs, where he starts playing with my pussy.

“Hawk—”

“Hush, I’m cleaning my pussy,” he whispers, nipping my earlobe. His fingers work my pussy, then he begins finger fucking me. My body moves in rhythm with his hand until I shudder and moan out my second orgasm. “Fuck me, baby. I could do this all night just to hear you come,” he murmurs. I’m too exhausted to do anything but let him rinse me off.

Slowly, he slides open the shower stall door and helps me out, wrapping a towel around me. “Check on dinner, Ginger. I’ll be out in a minute.”

I gasp. I completely forgot I had food in the oven! I hightail it out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. I wrestle on a robe and rush out to the kitchen. I don’t smell anything burning. I open the oven door, silently praying that our dinner is edible. Although, even if it weren’t, it would still have been totally worth it.

The chicken smells heavenly, and the potatoes are perfect. I take both trays out of the oven and set them aside. As I’m about to go put on some clothes, Hawk comes out of the bedroom wearing a fresh pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He looks just as good with clothes on as he does with them off.

“I’ll get changed, then we can eat,” I say as I try to brush past him, only to have him reach out and grab me by the wrist to stop me from moving away.

“I like you looking just like that.” He hauls me up close so that we’re pressed together.

That’s so sweet, considering my hair is dripping wet and a tangled mess. I’m barefoot and wearing nothing but an old terry-cloth robe cinched at the waist. Who am I to deny him? I decide. And instead, I kiss his jaw.

“Okay. Let me get our dinner on the table,” I respond.

He drops a kiss on my lips and releases me. “What can I do?”

“There’s wine and beer in the fridge. Could you get the drinks?” We work together in the kitchen. Hawk reaches above me to grab the glasses as I plate the chicken and potatoes. He takes the plates from my hands and sets them on the table as I take out the salad and dress it with my homemade dressing.

Hawk is waiting for me, but he’s made some minor adjustments to my table setting. He’s moved my place setting so now I’m sitting right next to him. He holds out my chair, and as he tucks me in, his lips find a sensitive spot on my neck.

He sits down and says, “This looks fantastic, Etain.” My chest swells with pride, and when he takes the first bite and moans his approval, I feel like I’m walking on a cloud. “This is great, babe. Thanks for making me dinner. I can’t remember the last time someone made me a proper dinner.”

“I like to cook. I forgot how much until tonight,” I admit. “My mother’s a great cook. My sister and I learned from her. Does your mom like to cook?”

“I’m not sure if my mother knows how to use a stove,” he jokes. I giggle. “But she sure as hell knows how to complain if it isn’t to her liking.”

“I want you to meet my parents. They’re awesome, and Dad will take you out to his favorite fishing hole and talk your ear off.”

“Fishing, huh? Never been.”

“Dad says the only thing better than fishing is being with Mom,” I say. “When I see them together, it reminds me of how love should be. They may not have a whole lot of money, but they have each other.”

“Money comes and goes, baby. Means nothing to have it if you don’t have someone to share it with.”

Once we finish dinner, Hawk insists on doing the dishes while I laze on the couch, still in my robe. I twist to rest my chin on the back of the couch, watching as Hawk rinses the last dish. When he’s done, he comes over to sit beside me. He pulls my legs up on his lap and begins to rub my feet.

It dawns on me, Robert never took the time to take care of me. It was always me trying to make Robert’s life easier.

“What’s that look on your face?” he asks.

“You’re taking care of me.”

He gives me a quizzical expression. “Go on.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s something.”

“Not really.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“The last time my feet got this kind of attention, I had to pay a masseuse,” I kid. But Hawk isn’t laughing.

“He never took the time to care for you,” he states. Hawk has it all figured out. He knows Robert never gave me the attention I craved. “He took all the goodness and never gave. He’s a selfish prick.”

“He’s gone, honey,” I murmur.

“Yeah, but he didn’t do right by you. I’d like to teach him a lesson.” His jaw clenches.

“Please don’t. He hasn’t even called since that night, and we’re happy. Let him live in his misery,” I say, reaching out to touch his shoulder. “Promise me that you’re going to forget all about him, because I already have.” I give him a pleading look.

He gently removes my feet from his lap and hauls me closer to him. I straddle his thighs, facing him, his hands on my hips. But with nothing on under my robe, my bare flesh rubs against the denim at his crotch, and I feel his hard cock beneath his jeans.

“He left scars, Ginger, but I’m going to erase them all,” he says, undoing the sash of my robe.

A lump forms in my throat. “How—How are you going to do that?” My gaze drifts to his fingers now spreading open the front of my robe. His fingers trace around my areolas, then down the cleft between my breasts.

“I’m going to work tirelessly, every day, to create new memories to replace the old ones,” Hawk says. “I’ll start here.” He kisses one nipple, then the other. Then he closes his mouth over one nipple while his fingers work their magic on the other.

A small gasp escapes me, but he completely ignores this and moves his other hand between my legs, sliding through my folds. I quiver with excitement.

“Baby,” I moan.

“Take off the robe, Ginger,” Hawk orders, then licks and sucks on my nipple, which is standing erect and begging for more. I shrug the material off my shoulders, letting it pool around my waist. “My woman’s so pretty,” he says, his thumb finding my clit and moving over it in circles, heightening the intensity of what I’m already feeling.

His lips leave my breasts, and, with one hand behind my head holding me steady, he smashes his mouth down on mine. Our heads tip this way and that, desperate and needy. His tongue duels with mine. When he finally wrenches his lips from mine, he commands, “Up on your knees.” He tears at his belt and unzips his pants, then pulls out his engorged cock. My mouth waters at the sight of it. “Not this time, babe.” He strokes himself a couple of times, then says, “Climb on. Time to ride your man.”

I take his hard, thick cock in my hand, and place it at my entrance and slowly take him inside me. He’s so big, I can feel every inch of him filling me up.

“Fuck me, you’re so tight.” Hawk leans back with his hands on my hips and lifts me up and slams me back down over his cock.

“Oh my God, you feel so good.” I move up and down at the pace he sets.

He moves his hands away and says, “Go on, baby. Ride me hard. Make those tits bounce for me.”

That’s all the encouragement I need. I begin to move faster. With every stroke, I feel my orgasm bubbling to the surface, the walls of my pussy clenching tighter. Hawk slaps my ass.

“Not yet, Ginger. Hold it for me,” he commands.

“I need to come,” I plead.

He grabs my breasts, pushing them together, his teeth gently rasping over the tips of my nipples driving me crazy. The muscles in my legs tense, and my breath is ragged.

“Ethan, please!”

“Come for me, baby,” he whispers, taking his mouth from my breasts. He watches as I throw my head back, his hand squeezing my ass as my orgasm flows through me. His arm comes around my waist, and suddenly, I’m beneath him. My legs are spread as wide as they can go, and he’s fucking me hard. “Hand on your clit, Ginger,” he demands.

I do as he says. Although I think there’s no way I can come again, my sensitive clit thinks otherwise, and a renewed spark flickers. Hawk gyrates his hips, and I feel it building bigger and bigger. My body is his instrument to play, and when he does, my body reaches heights I’ve never believed possible.

Hawk thrusts inside me once more. I arch my back, taking him all inside and feeling him throb out his release. My second orgasm isn’t as intense, but it’s just as amazing. Hawk waits until our breathing returns to normal before saying, “Wrap your legs around me.”

I can hardly feel my legs, but I do as he asks. His arms come around me, then he lifts me from the couch and carries me into the bedroom. He lays me down in the bed, leaves for a moment, then returns with a cloth to clean us both up. He cuddles me close as I fall asleep in his arms.

[image: ]


The tickle of his whiskers on my shoulder wakes me. My eyes flutter open, and there he is, dressed and ready to go, sitting on the edge of my bed. He dips down, kissing me lightly on the mouth.

“Got to go, Ginger. Club business. I’ll be back late tonight. Lee’s outside and will take you to work and back,” he says.

The sun is beginning to shine, but when I look at the clock, I see it’s just past six. Club business, he said, and that makes me nervous. Club business can mean anything.

“Come home to me, please.”

“Nowhere else I’d rather be,” he replies.

I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him down for a long, sweet kiss. “Love you, Ethan,” I whisper. The words just come out naturally. Hawk’s expression changes from serious to elated. “I—don’t… expect⁠—”

“Don’t ruin it, Etain. Don’t say another word. I’m going to walk out the door knowing you feel about me the same way I feel about you. Made my day, beautiful.” His voice is low and husky. His fingers caress my cheek. I lean into his hand and close my eyes, memorizing this moment.

I feel the weight on the mattress lighten, and Hawk’s hand slips away from me before he walks to the door, looking back over his shoulder and leaving me with a wink full of promise.


SEVENTEEN
Viale and Benito


HAWK


It takes every ounce of strength I possess to leave Etain this morning. By the time I make it outside, Drifter’s waiting in the driveway, his ass leaning on the seat of his chopper, arms crossed over his chest, but he isn’t facing my direction. His gaze is set on Sasha’s house. I follow his line of sight and see the silhouette of Sasha through the curtain as she does her yoga exercise. Each pose is meaningful and completed with grace and ease. Drifter is transfixed and doesn’t hear me approach until I’m nearly at his side.

He tears his eyes away, barely. “Ready?”

“Yeah.” I expel a heavy breath. It’s going to be a long fucking day, but if all goes well, it’ll be the beginning of the end for the Jackals.

“Etain, doing all right?” Drifter asks. What he really wants to know is if Sasha’s okay after yesterday’s incident with her father.

“I think hanging out with Sasha was a good idea. Etain would have been worried sick if she had to leave her and it gave the two of them time to talk,” I tell him.

“Did Sasha say anything more about her father?”

“Nothing much. Etain said she shut it down whenever she brought it up.”

“He’s an asshole,” Drifter grits out.

“I think that’s a fair assumption based on yesterday’s antics,” I reply.

“More than yesterday. He was a fucker before he married her mother, and if anyone should have been neutered and not allowed to have kids, it should have been him.” Drifter knows more than he’s saying, and for him to get this pissed, it isn’t good.

“Then Sasha wouldn’t be here. And that would be a tragedy,” I remind him.

He lets out an exasperated breath. “Yeah, there’s that,” he grunts. “We gotta get moving.”

I climb onto my motorcycle, catching Lee’s eye. He waves us off, letting me know that Etain is safe with him. Any one of my brothers would protect my woman, but I can see that Lee and Declan are committed to making sure that she stays safe. I’d still rather be the one by her side, but this is the next best thing. I remind myself that the Jackals will soon no longer be a threat, and Etain and I will have lots of time to spend together.
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The meetup point for Guard and his crew would normally be a nine-hour ride; Drifter and I made it in eight. We’re used to long rides, and since we love the open road, it’s no hardship for either of us. We make it to the gas station, where Guard is already waiting for us. He has his brother, Ghost, and his VP, Orion, with him. The other two men are Saint and Thunder. These men and I go way back. Saint, Orion, and Thunder from our special ops days in the army. Ghost was in special forces too, but I got to know him more after we were both out of the military. Couldn’t have asked for better men to serve beside, and they watched out for me. I was the youngest of the unit and worked my ass off to prove myself. They encouraged me and trained me to be the best I knew how to be. I’ll forever be grateful for how they took me in.

I climb off my bike, and without hesitation, Saint and Thunder are the first over to me. Their arms come around me in a manly hug.

“Fuck, brother, so good to see you,” Thunder says.

“You look good, man. Being the prez works for you,” Saint teases.

“Thanks. How are Izzy and Rose? All good?” I ask. The clubs have always worked together, but it wasn’t until Rose came into some trouble that Guard asked Redemption Riders for help.

“Rose is great. Still wanting you to come for a visit, though,” Thunder says.

“Izzy’s doing great. We’re pregnant, you know,” Saint tells me with a grin. Saint’s gonna make a great dad, and Izzy is one of the cutest, most adorable women I’ve ever met. She’ll make an awesome mom.

“That’s big news! Happy for you, brother,” I tell him.

Guard steps up with the others, stretching out his hand to shake mine. “Good to see you again. I see things have changed since the last time I saw you at the diner,” he teases. Guard was there when Etain caught my eye, and as he often does, he called it. I merely shake my head and smile. No point in denying it. “We’ve got to get on the road. Reno’s expecting us. Risk is already there. He went last night. They’re having their own brand of family reunion.”

“You’re going to have to tell me the story behind that,” I say. I’ve met Risk and Hanna and their son, Romeo. Hanna is shy and cute and no one you would ever imagine with a biker. Yet they make it work. Normally, bikers and Mafia men don’t get on well. At best, they try to stay out of each other’s way, but it seems like Risk has found a way to bridge the gap. This works in our favor, seeing as we need Reno Viale and his brothers on our side.

“It’s Risk’s to tell, but a fine bottle of scotch loosens his tongue,” Orion says with a chuckle.

I could use a little more time before hopping back on my motorcycle, but Risk and Reno are waiting for us. Guard and I lead the pack, Drifter and Ghost right on our tail, and the others following behind them.

If I didn’t know Guard, I would have thought we were heading to the middle of nowhere to be ambushed when we veer off onto a gravel road that leads off fields and farmland. We’re riding for at least another hour before the Guard leads us onto a long dirt pathway. It’s wide enough for cars, but I can tell that it isn’t used often. We come up on an old farmhouse, but we continue on past it to the barn behind it.

There are several black Mercedes SUVs parked nearby, and we park our bikes next to them. The rumble of the pipes must have caught their attention, because Risk comes out of the barn to greet us. There are several Mafia soldiers standing guard, and three men, one of whom I assume is Reno, come out to greet us alongside Risk.

Risk greets his brothers first, then comes over and puts his arm around me. “How’s it going, Hawk? Good ride, I hope.”

“When is riding free on your bike not good?” I counter, giving him a grin.

“True enough,” Risk admits, and then turns to the three other men with him. “Let me do the introductions.” He nods to the man on the left. “This is Reno Viale, capo of Nostra Casa.”

Reno takes my outstretched hand. “I hear good things about you and your club.”

“Thank you for meeting with us today. This is a unique situation, and we could use your help.”

“This is my brother, Sebastian. He’s my consigliere, and he hates missing out on the bloody fun,” Reno states with amusement in his tone.

“Fuck off! It’s my turn,” Sebastian jokes, but he’s quick to shake my hand with a smile. “Risk says you’re a friend, and I take him at his word. Don’t make a liar out of him,” he warns.

Definitely odd how close Risk is to these guys. I’ve got to get Risk alone for the full story. “Never, man. I’ve come to make sure none of us is sucked into more of a mess. The Jackals are going to try to screw us over…again.”

“I am Gino Benito, the head of the Benito family.” Gino Benito is an older man in his late sixties, but he looks great for his age. His gray hair only makes him more distinguished looking, and I can tell that he takes good care of himself. “I understand that you have news that our family is being undercut, and this does not make me happy.”

I’m about to respond when Reno interjects, “Let’s go inside.” We move past the guards and into the barn. Some barn! The place is fully equipped for war. The walls are solid, and there’s a target range, boxing ring, and obstacle course situated within the massive space. We reach the stairs leading to the loft, where there are several offices, but we move to the end of the hall to the largest space, which is set up like a boardroom.

“This is a very impressive place,” I tell Reno.

“Dante’s suggestion. My other brother is extremely disciplined, and his mind thinks strategically. Training our men is a huge undertaking, and Dante had this vision,” Reno states.

“Shall we get down to business?” Gino asks impatiently.

“Watch your tone, Gino,” Reno replies, his tone low and lethal. “I’ve allowed you to keep the Benito name for your men, but in an instant, I can remove it. You are all under Nostra Casa, and you know it.”

Gino quickly changes his tune. “No offense, Capo. There’s a lot to be done, and I want to move things along.”

“I decide when and how to move things along. You will listen,” Reno warns. Then he points to the chairs around the table. “Take a seat. I’ve had Dante key in the information you’ve sent me.” He then looks at Sebastian. “Do you have Dante on the line?”

“He’s here,” Sebastian responds.

“I’m ready when you are, Capo,” a voice says through the conference phone set up in the middle of the table.

“Go for it,” Reno instructs, then takes a seat and turns his attention to the screen where the audio file pops up and begins to play. It’s the information we sent Guard, but I can see that this is the first time Gino’s heard it because his face is red with fury. I think the final straw is when he hears Gunner saying, “Cicco’s an idiot, and he thinks he’s taking over for his uncle. Fucking priceless. Two stooges. Once we take over their territory, we can hit the big guys.”

The recording ends. I don’t know this Reno guy at all, but his anger is obvious. He hasn’t said a word, but his silence speaks volumes. That and the stony expression as he comes to his feet and glares at Gino.

“This is the second time I’ve heard the recording. It’s not a good feeling to trust a man only to find out he can’t control his own men. I left you in charge, Gino. I did this out of respect for our traditions and history in the old country between families. That ends today,” Reno states.

“Wait, Reno!” Gino implores. “I’ll take care of Cicco.”

Reno slams his hand down on the table. “Oh, no,” he responds, so quietly scary, I can feel the hair on the back of my neck prickle. “I’ll take care of Cicco. Our business is going to change, and you should be happy that I don’t kill you here and now. The only thing saving you, Gino, is the kindness you showed me as a boy, but as of this moment, any international business will go through me.”

Gino seems to know that his time as boss has ended, and to tell you the truth, he almost appears relieved. “My family⁠—”

“Your wife and children will always be protected as long as they understand that the Benitos no longer exist. We are all Nostra Casa, and I am capo. I’ll make this clear, and for their sake, so should you,” Reno says.

“Just saying, brother,” Risk starts, “but we need the Jackals out of the way. And they’re the ones skimming from your pot of gold. Our business is to eliminate them from our territory. We’re asking for a little help in trapping them at their own game.”

“Gunner is mine,” Reno demands.

“Because of him, a good man and brother is sitting in a jail cell,” I tell Reno. “Gunner scared my woman half to death, and he’s ramping up for a war between MCs. But I don’t give a shit about who kills him. I just want him gone.”

Reno gives me a scary smile. “I like you, Hawk.” I don’t know whether I should be alarmed or relieved. He goes on to explain, “You see, with you, it’s not about revenge. It’s about making sure your people are safe.” He looks to Guard, then at Risk. “I’ve never had much use for bikers, until Risk. I see now that your brotherhood is much like our family.”

“I would die for any one of them,” I tell Reno truthfully. I sense Drifter shift beside me.

“We have a plan, Mr. Viale,” Drifter says. “A way to solve both our problems. Guard is in agreement, and we want to run it by you.”

Sebastian moves next to Drifter and puts a hand on his shoulder, saying, “Lay it on me. I’m up for a good fight.” He lets out a laugh, and Drifter chuckles along with him.

We lay out our plan for Reno and his brothers. Gino’s listening but hasn’t said a word. His mind is on other things, I’m sure. I’m not in their Mafia lifestyle, but it’s obvious that this Cicco fellow is not going to make it out of this situation alive. Perhaps Gino is fine with this, but having to step down from his role of authority and being flat-out told that the Benito clan is no more has to be a huge hit.

It’s none of my business, but in Reno’s position, I would have come to the same conclusion. When Meteor betrayed our trust, he was gone. And gone in a way where he will never return.

“We agree, then?” Guard asks.

“Yes, we agree,” Reno confirms. “The Jackals owe us a pile of money.”

“You’re never going to see it. Gunner has a tendency to spend more than he earns, or steals, in this case. The Jackals have expensive tastes. I’m happy to let you go through their club looking for cash, but I doubt you’ll find any,” I explain.

“Based on the timeline when product’s gone missing, and noting the amount we’ve been short, that comes to over three hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars.” Dante’s voice resounds over the phone. I forgot he was still with us since he went dead quiet after Reno started in on Gino.

I shrug. “Like I said, you want to hunt for it, be my guest. I could be wrong.”

“You’re not wrong, Prez,” Drifter says, backing me up. “Gunner likes the ponies, and word has it he paid off a large debt a while back to the tune of seventy-five grand. Who knows how much he’s lost to his gambling debt, and let’s not forget the new bikes he’s been adding to his collection. Shooter tells me he’s had four custom bikes built to order, each one over twenty-five grand.”

“I could use a new bike,” Sebastian says, glancing over at his brother.

Reno shakes his head and grins. “Jesus, Sebastian. Go collect the damn bikes,” he says with a huff. He then turns to me. “When does this go down?”

“Three days,” I say.

“Looks like we’ve got some calls to make. I’ll take care of the cops. Gino will be delivering Cicco to me by noon tomorrow.” Reno looks at Gino, who nods quickly in agreement. “I’ll make sure he makes the call to move locations. We’ll be waiting on the other end to take care of Gunner,” Reno confirms.

“We’re planning a surprise attack after you have Gunner and whoever comes along with him. I want them gone,” I tell them.

“We’re in on that,” Saint reminds me, and Ghost gives a grunt, acknowledging his participation in what is about to happen.

“See you Wednesday, boys,” Sebastian says.
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Drifter and I make good time coming back, but it’s nearing dawn before we make it home. I contemplated going straight to the club and climbing into my own bed, which I haven’t seen in a while, but I couldn’t resist the temptation of holding Etain in my arms while we sleep.

The street is dark except for a lonely streetlamp. I called Declan to let him know I was coming. He and Lee are taking turns making sure that Etain is safe. It doesn’t seem likely, with everything that’s going down with the Jackals, that Gunner would have time to make Etain a priority, but he’s a smug bastard, and I wouldn’t put anything past him.

My legs and ass are sore as hell. I’ve done long-haul rides with my motorcycle many times, but I normally take a few breaks along the way. I was desperate to get home; the only break we got was to get gas and take a piss. Gas station coffee is shit, and Drifter and I survived on candy bars for food. Yet, never once did Drifter complain. He knew I was on a mission to get home. He was so happy to see the compound that he lifted a hand to let me know he was off.

Declan is waiting for me in front of the house. He looks wiped out, but who am I to talk? I’m dragging my ass, my body screaming for a bed.

“Thanks, Declan. Where’s Lee?” I ask.

“Round back. I’ll go get him.”

“Good job today. You got tomorrow off. Sleep in, do whatever you want,” I tell him. “Lee too. You’ve both earned it.”

Declan grins. “Later, Prez.”

I wave him off and move inside. I beeline straight for the bedroom, where Etain is sleeping in her PJ shorts and tee with the sheets kicked aside. She’s lying on her belly with her hand tucked under the pillow. The shorts have risen up, giving me a glimpse of her ass cheek.

As tempting as it is to take a bite of her ass and wake her up to make love to her, I’m too damn tired. I strip down to my boxers and slip in beside her. Instinctively, she turns and cuddles into me, slinging her leg over mine and nestling her cheek into my shoulder, letting out a small sigh of contentment.

Time to let go of the day. The Viales were grateful to find out what was happening in their own family, and thankfully, it fed into our plan for the Jackals. Reno Viale and Gino Benito have their own shit to sort out. I learned quickly today that Reno Viale is not a man you want to fuck with.

I close my eyes and take in the scent of Etain’s sweet, scented shampoo. I lock my arm around her to keep her close and fall asleep.


EIGHTEEN
Best Sex Ever


ETAIN


It started with Hawk looking incredibly sexy, lying in my bed. I’m not even sure what time he showed up last night, but I was told later that he hadn’t gotten home until dawn. So, I spent most of my morning checking on him to make sure he was okay. He doesn’t snore, but his heavy breathing told me he was in a deep sleep. Me, being a great girlfriend, ignored my impulse to wake him with my mouth on his cock and let him continue sleeping.

It was nearly noon before Hawk woke up, and when he emerged from the bedroom, fully dressed, I kicked myself for not making my move earlier. Hawk didn’t want to wait for breakfast or lunch, as half the day was gone, and instead wanted to get to the shop to make sure everything was running smoothly.

I was already dressed in a tight-fitting jean skirt and indigo-colored blouse, and it had to do because Hawk was in a hurry. The only stop we made was to the diner, where he’d placed an order earlier to feed the guys, and ourselves, of course. Then Hawk walked me to our office, set down my BLT and fries, and was gone.

Every hour or so, Hawk would come to see me, chat for a few minutes, and kiss me, then he would leave, only to return and flirt with me some more. It’s now five o’clock with the workday over, and I glance out onto the shop floor to see that the last of the guys are filing out the side door, leaving Hawk, who must have been finishing up, as he’s closing the hood of a very hot vintage Camero. Now, I know nothing about cars, but I do know a sexy car when I see one. This one’s red with a white stripe running along the sides. It’s sleek and very cool.

What’s even better is Hawk, ass in tight jeans as he bends over the hood to wipe it down, making the car sparkle and shine. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me, but I’m craving Hawk. I decide I’m going to call it a moment of insanity, and that will be my plea if anyone finds us. I notice Hawk heading toward the door to lock up and see my chance as he checks over the rest of the shop.

I unbutton my blouse and shrug it off, draping it on the chair. I slip off my skirt and hustle my butt to the car he was working on. I hop onto the hood and strike a pose. I lie on my side, bending one leg in front of the other, propping my head up, and wait for Hawk to circle back. Just as he’s about to veer off to the office, I drop the wrench I picked up earlier to catch his attention.

Hawk snaps his head around to see where the noise is coming from. His jaw drops open as he sees me reclining on the hood. His lips turn up in a wicked smile, and he struts over to me. The slight chill in the room and the cool metal of the car has my nipples as hard as pebbles. Hawk notices quickly and scans my body until, finally, his gaze settles on my face. Holding my gaze, he bends to pick up the wrench and put it back on the workbench.

“Oops! It fell,” I say, already sounding raspy and breathless, and he hasn’t even touched me.

His wicked grin turns into a sexy smile as he comes even closer. “Were you trying to get my attention, Ginger?”

“Maybe.”

He reaches out and traces a featherlight path from my hip downward to my ankle. “Well, you have it.” In a mock-stern tone, he says, “It’s dangerous to throw tools around. This type of behavior will not be tolerated in the workplace.”

I feign horror, bringing my free hand up to my throat. “Oh my! It was an accident.” He walks around to the front of the car, then his hand wraps around my ankle, tugging me down and twisting my body until I’m lying on my back. I quickly brace on my elbows, propping myself up to watch what he does next.

“There are consequences to creating a workplace hazard,” he goes on, pulling me to the edge of the car, my knees cocked and pulled apart. His hands run along my inner thighs, stopping at my baby-blue panties.

He has me so wound up that I wish he’d rip off my panties and sink his cock into my pussy. But all he does is let his fingers flutter over the thin material, edging toward the seam. I silently beg him to dip his fingers inside me. He’s tormenting me, and I’m panting like a puppy waiting to be petted.

Well, two can play at this game, I decide, and slide one of my hands down between my legs and into my panties to work my clit. Hawk snaps his hand over mine.

“Wait,” he commands, and with one yank, my panties are off. “Go for it, baby. I want to watch you come.”

That’s not exactly the reaction I was expecting. Ripping the panties off, absolutely. Watching me touch myself, not really. I suddenly become shy, trying to clamp my legs shut, but Hawk’s strong hands hold them apart.

He raises his eyes to mine. “There’s nothing more beautiful than watching you come. Show me, baby.”

I bite my lower lip and whisper, “I’ve never done that in front of anyone.”

He kisses one knee, then the other. “I’d never make you do anything you’re not comfortable with, but it’s a fucking turn-on to see you spread out and waiting for me. If you’re not ready for this, I’ll wrap you up and take you inside and show you how much I love your body and you. Say the word, baby.”

I want to please Hawk, and he’s certainly turned on, based on the bulge in his pants. I gather my courage and begin to play with my clit. I start off soft and gentle, but immediately, the friction over my clit spirals, and the need for more beckons. I’m so engrossed in my rising need to come that I close my eyes and throw back my head, jutting out my breasts. Hawk clamps his hand over one, kneading and running his thumb over my nipple.

With my desire at a fevered pitch, I’m on the cusp of my orgasm when Hawk pushes my hand away. I let out a mewl of frustration that lasts but a millisecond, only to have my fingers replaced with his cock pushing its way inside.

“Yes!” I cry. Hawk moves in nice and slow so that I can feel every inch of him. Then pulls out just as slowly. He does it again and again. “Faster, honey,” I plead.

“I like it slow,” he groans as he moves at his pace.

“Please, Hawk. More,” I pant. He gives me more, moving faster and harder. “Oh God!” I can feel my stomach muscles clench and my legs tense, and I’m on the precipice of a mammoth orgasm. It’s going to consume me. I feel it.

Hawk thrusts inside, once, twice, and there it is. Bigger than big, and I’m flying on a cloud, riding out the euphoria of my orgasm. Hawk’s hands tighten at my waist as he plants himself firmly in me, and I wrap my arms around his neck to hold him to me. He buries his face in my neck to drown out his own cry of release.

I wrap my legs around his waist and hold on tight as the afterglow reigns over us, not wanting to lose our connection. We remain like this for a while, then he lifts his head, finding my eyes, then kissing me so sweetly that I want to cry from the tenderness.

“What did I say, baby?” He doesn’t wait for my response. “You’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.”

“You’re going to make me cry,” I whisper, my lower lip quivering.

“Rejoice, Ginger,” he says with a chuckle. “Mission accomplished. I’ve been waiting for the right moment to get you alone all day to have my way with you. Then you came out and gave me the greatest surprise and the best gift. Love you, baby.”

“Love you, Ethan,” I respond.

He kisses me once more, then pulls out and zips himself back up. Hawk reaches for my clothes and helps me to dress.

“Let’s go home.” He takes my hand. I hesitate and wait for him to turn to me. “Etain?”

“Best sex ever, honey. You’re going to have a hard time beating that,” I tease, then enjoy the moment as I hear him laugh.


NINETEEN
Dangers Never Sleep


HAWK


Since the night in the shop with Etain, things have been fantastic. So good that the idea of being with Etain is frightening. Her spunkiness is contagious. The Riders love her, and she makes an effort to fit in. She comes out and joins the rest of us for lunch, jokes around with them, and just plain cares about us.

We wake up together and go home together. You’d think that after two days, I’d want some time alone, but I don’t. She makes me happy, and judging by her expression as she sits across from me at the table, I can see I make her happy too.

“The club is not going to be working at the shop today. We’ve got a date with the Jackals. This is it, babe. Moving forward, we’ll have nothing to do with them,” I say, leaving out the part that there won’t be any of them left to cause us problems.

“It’s dangerous,” she says, concerned.

“No more dangerous than running through enemy territory to capture a rebel leader bent on destroying a village filled with women and children,” I tell her. During our many talks, I gave her some insight into army life and some of the situations our unit was involved in. I kept out the horrifying parts about the dead bodies burnt to a crisp, the children crying for their mothers, and a slew of other ugly details.

“You’re trying to make me stop worrying, but I won’t, you know.” She leaves her chair and settles onto my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck and pressing her forehead to mine. “I’ve fallen in love with you. You’re my dream man. You’re smart, funny, sexy, and you have a family who would die for you. You always know what to say to me. When I’m sad, you make it better by just being there. I always thought loving someone takes work, but it doesn’t, because with the right person, it comes easy.”

“Baby, you’re killing me,” I tell her, kissing her softly. “If there was any way I could stay with you today, I would. But I need to take care of us, and that means the Redemption Riders and you and me. You’re one of us now. I’m waiting until this day is over, then announcing you as my old lady.” I cup her cheek. “Do you know what that means to me and the club?”

“It means I belong to you,” she murmurs.

“Yes, but more than that. It tells not only our club, but any other MC what you mean to me. You don’t mess with the women in our circle. Being an old lady comes with its own responsibilities.”

“Like what?”

“You’re the woman who leads the other old ladies, for one.”

“Are there others?”

“Not yet, but I see the door about to swing open. It’ll be your job to see them through the tough times, like this one. You’ll have to keep your head and lead them into what it means to be part of the club,” I explain. “Can you do that for me?”

“For you, I’d walk through fire,” she answers.

I close my eyes and thank God above for sending Etain my way.
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Etain

It’s been a couple of hours since Hawk left. He didn’t want me to be alone all day and asked me to call Sasha and see if she’d hang out for the day. Hawk also left Declan behind to keep an eye on things.

Normally, it’s Lee and Declan, but this time, only one is with me. This tells me that whatever’s going down today needs all the men they can get.

“Sasha and I will be fine if⁠—”

“Not happening, Etain. Hawk says I stay, then I stay,” Declan insists.

“But he needs you more.”

He shakes his head. “Hawk knows what he’s doing, and he’s not alone in this. I can’t say much more because Hawk will lose his mind, but he has all the help he needs. He told me that the best thing I could do was to make sure you were safe. It would be a load off his mind. I’m doing that so he can focus on the business at hand,” he explains.

Sasha’s been quietly listening to us, then she gets up, takes my hand, and drags me to my feet. “You need to do yoga and meditate. It does wonders for you.”

“Sasha—”

“You can either sit there and worry or give Hawk the peace of mind he needs to get the job done. Your choice,” she says with her hands on her hips.

“Let’s do yoga.”

Declan helps us move the coffee table and roll out the mats. He keeps himself busy checking around the house, while Sasha introduces me to the land of peace and meditation. I haven’t forgotten about Hawk or the dangers that he’s facing, but I do feel more in control of my emotions.
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Hawk

Shooter and Decker are driving the truck with the product while the rest of us are in our set positions or traveling close by to keep an eye on the truck. We’ve seen several Jackal members throughout the ride. That’s Gunner’s way of making sure we don’t screw him.

He was waiting for us at the warehouse and took great pains to explain the route over and over. Of course he did; the fucker is setting us up for a fall and doesn’t want us to deviate from the plan. That’s the last time I’ll see him, until he falls into our trap.

We’re five miles out from where the cops are supposed to be waiting for us to search the truck when we see the truck turned over on the road, blocking our path. Right on cue! Damn, Guard’s good!

I make the call to Gunner. “Hey, man, we got a problem,” I say, and go on to tell him what’s going down. “You better make the call to your end guy, ’cause we’re not going to get there today at this rate.” I exaggerate to get him riled.

“It’s got to be there tonight,” Gunner insists.

“Then make the call.”

“Hold up. I’ll get a new drop point,” he relents, knowing the Benitos, a.k.a. Nostra Casa, will not be happy with the delay. So far, all is going according to plan, but we can’t let our guard down. The Jackals are unpredictable, and Gunner is the sleaziest of them all.

I wave Shooter over to the side of the road and pull up next to the driver’s window. Decker leans in to listen along with Shooter. “Looking good, Riders, but stay sharp. With these assholes, we can’t put anything past them.”

Shooter nods, while Decker does a scan of the streets, then says, “The Jackals have men scattered all over the route. I’m on it.” He pats his piece strapped into the holster under his vest.

Just then, Gunner’s call comes through.

“Yeah,” I answer. I don’t even bother trying to be nice.

“Sending you the new location via text. Benito’s pissed because of the change. I’ll meet you there,” Gunner says, sounding annoyed.

“Nothing I can do about an overturned truck,” I respond.

“Right. Just get there,” he replies curtly.

I hang up without saying goodbye. I check my text to make sure the location Gunner’s sent matches. It does, and I send a text to Guard to let him know we’re on our way. I turn to Shooter. “Drifter and I will lead the way.”

He gives me a two-finger salute, Drifter does a chin lift, and we set off on the last leg of the journey. As we near the end of our trek, I notice some of our Satan Pride brothers. They’re not visible unless you’re looking for them, and since this was part of our plan, I see them. I have to say it gives me some degree of comfort. One meeting with Reno and Sebastian Viale tells me that these are men you don’t want to mess with, and Risk is their connection. Having the Pride with us adds a level of security into the mix.

When we turn onto the long drive that ends in front of the warehouse, I see that outside stand three of Reno’s soldiers. I recognize them from our first visit. Reno stands with a man I don’t know who is visibly shaking. I’d bet my last dollar that’s Cicco Benito. His hair and clothes are disheveled, and he keeps glancing pleadingly in Reno’s direction.

Shooter parks the truck, and both he and Decker get out of the truck and walk toward Reno. Drifter and I dismount our bikes and head to our positions around the side of the warehouse to wait for Gunner to make his appearance. It’s not long before the sound of bikes approaching is heard, and through the dust, they come into view.

Unbeknownst to Gunner, the second they drove through the gates, Reno’s men closed them in, cutting off their escape route. Gunner senses something’s off and grinds his bike to a halt. He takes one look at Cicco and understands his situation is dire.

Immediately, he reaches for his gun, and his Jackal brothers do the same. I watch as the bullets fly through the air from both sides. This is Reno’s fight; he made that clear. I’m content to witness Gunner’s demise from where I stand. Gunner swerves his bike and races in the direction he came from, only for a bullet to hit him in the shoulder. He tumbles from his moving bike. Gunner’s shaken but looks around to see his brothers all lying on the ground around him. Some are moaning in pain; others are dead. I step out from behind the warehouse. He sees me and clearly knows that the tables have turned.

“Bring him to me,” Reno orders. Gunner looks at Reno, then at me. As Reno’s men approach, Gunner lifts his gun to warn them off. He then does something I’d never expect. He puts the gun under his chin and pulls the trigger.

“Holy fuck!” Drifter exclaims. “What the hell!”

Gunner knew what he would be subjected to if Reno got his hands on him. The torture would have been excruciating and long. The Mafia men are as demented as we can be and could have Gunner hanging in the balance between life and death for days before finishing him off. He chose a quick death for himself instead.

Ghost emerges from behind the trees, along with Demon and Saint. They begin to walk toward Reno. I do the same, with Drifter, Shooter, and Decker following close behind.

“Well, he took the fun out of it,” Reno grumbles.

“I was looking forward to seeing the life drain out of him,” Sebastian complains.

“You’re welcome to join us at the Jackals’ clubhouse,” I offer with a laugh. Reno grins, then laughs along with me.

“A deal is a deal. Although, Sebastian wants his collection of motorcycles,” Reno adds. “Let’s unload the truck, then we can all be on our way.” He looks at Cicco. “I have other matters to attend to.”

“Please, Reno, I can make this up to you, I swear,” he begs. Reno grabs him by the throat, cutting off his air supply. Cicco is gasping for breath, turning purple, his hands clawing at Reno’s grip and getting nowhere. When Reno finally lets go, Cicco drops to the ground, coughing and gasping.

“I trusted you once. Never again,” Reno replies menacingly. “Take him inside,” he tells one of his men.

We all pitch in to unload the truck. The sooner we get this done, the sooner we get to the Jackals’ club. We still have the element of surprise. They won’t be expecting Gunner back anytime soon, and the senior members are dead.

Once we’re done, I call the rest of the brothers and tell them where to meet us. The Redemption Riders will ride together to finish the job.
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Iwatch the Jackals’ clubhouse burn to the ground. Guard is beside me to my right, and Drifter’s on my left. The flames are high, and the black smoke drifts with the wind. Sebastian, driving the truck loaded with Gunner’s motorcycle collection, gives a wave as he takes off. We have to leave soon; the cops have been held off with a call from Sebastian, but the fire department has been alerted by the locals.

The clubhouse is a bloody mess. The Jackals are no more. The only ones who escaped with their lives were the young prospects. And I do mean young. Gunner had the audacity to recruit kids as young as fourteen. It’s not to say they got off scot-free. We roughed them up to teach them a lesson. Ghost and Steady took the lead on the young recruits. Most are just street kids, and Gunner was molding them into Jackals by showering them with praise first, then he’d make them really work for it. To become a full member of the Jackals, they would have to go a round with each of the other members in a ring. I’ve heard horrific stories about some of the outcomes.

“We’ve got to go,” Guard says, interrupting my thoughts.

“Yeah,” I sigh.

“Fucking glad to be rid of them,” Drifter mumbles.

“There’s always another monster that pops up,” Guard says. “Can’t get too comfortable, brother.”

“Christ! Let me enjoy the moment,” I counter.

Guard chuckles. “I get it. This”—he waves his hand out at the flames—“is over. But Etain”—he shakes his head—“has a cloud hanging over her. Eyes wide open, Hawk.”

I’ll never doubt Guard’s instincts. I’ve seen the results personally. I raise my hand and call out to my brothers for us to be on our way. I call Declan to check in, and he assures me that everything is good. Etain is asleep in her bed. I order him to stay inside the house until I get there. Guard reminds me that danger never sleeps.


TWENTY
On the Mend


ETAIN


Aweek later…

Hawk’s being just as careful as he was before the Jackals were taken care of. I’m not sure what went down that day, except that the rest of the Redemption Riders have been riding a high, knowing that the rival troublemakers are no longer an issue. All but Hawk, who still seems tense. Not as bad as before, but tense all the same.

We’ve fallen into a great little routine where we go to work together and come home together, although Hawk’s taken me to the clubhouse and introduced me to his room and bed there. Hawk is a fabulous lover and extremely creative, proving to me that the time on the car was just the beginning.

Sasha and I make time every week to do something together. This week, we’re spending the day at Haven’s Spa. It’s a lovely little spa in town. The owner is a sweet young woman named Gennie. She’s a native of the town and has never had the desire to live anywhere else.

“I’m leaving now,” I tell Hawk and drop a kiss on his cheek as he’s going over the rest of the books I’ve finished adding to our new computer system. I’ve finally reconciled last year’s books, and Hawk’s livid with both himself and the previous parts vendor for taking advantage of RR Mechanics.

He lifts his head. “I’ve got to go pay a visit to Gerry.” He indicates the invoices I set in front of him earlier. “Get Lee to go with you.”

“I highly doubt that Lee wants to sit outside and wait for Sasha and me to be done. I’m more than capable of driving myself, and besides, Sasha and I need some girl time.” Hawk doesn’t seem happy with my decision. “You need to trust me, Hawk.”

“I trust you,” he replies quickly.

“Then it’s settled.” I don’t give him a chance to respond and open the door to leave, turning back to add, “And I don’t want to see any of the guys hanging around outside the spa either.”

I hop in my car and skedaddle down the road toward town.
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Hawk

Leaving Gerry’s Auto Supply Store with a check in hand for the money owed for double paying invoices is very satisfying. The extra money is going to go a long way toward investing in the tattoo parlor. I’ll bring it up at our next meeting, but I’d be shocked as hell if anyone objects.

My phone rings as I’m about to leave Gerry’s lot and Sasha’s name flashes up on the screen. Immediately, my gut clenches in fear.

“Hey,” I answer.

“Is Etain still at the shop?” Sasha asks. “Our appointment was a half hour ago, and she’s still not here. I figured she got lost in her paperwork, as usual.”

“Fuck! She’s not with me.”

“What?”

“Go home, Sasha, and check her place. See if she’s home. I’m going to start looking for her,” I finish. I dial Etain first, but it goes straight to voicemail. I curse myself for not putting a tracker on her phone, but our relationship is still new, and Etain balked at the idea as “overkill.” I call Drifter next. “Etain’s missing.”

“I’ll get the guys searching,” Drifter responds.

“Thanks, brother.”

“We’ll find her.”

“We fucking better. I love that woman.”

“I swear to God, we’ll find her,” he repeats and hangs up.

My motorcycle roars to life, and I drive like a bat out of hell, heading for Etain’s house. I wind around the curves of the streets, taking the shortest route. As I get closer, I see Sasha banging on the door, calling out for Etain, then sorting through her keys.

By the time I run up the steps, Sasha’s shaky hands finally have the key in the lock. I move her out of the way and turn the knob myself. I shove the door open, but Etain isn’t here. I race through the house and find the back door wide open. There’s only one set of prints in the dirt, but it looks like Etain was dragged out. Beyond the house is the line of trees that surround the property. It’s a small, forested area and seems like the logical place to start searching. With Drifter right behind me, we weave through the trees to look for my girl.

I hear a faint voice. “Quiet!” I shout. Drifter doesn’t move; neither of us does. There it is again. I turn in the direction of where I hear the sound coming from. In the distance, I see Etain lying on the ground.

I rush to her side and press my ear to her chest to listen for her breathing. “Call 9-1-1,” I shout. I cradle her in my arms, lifting her from the hard ground. I feel her faint breath on my chest. Drifter is on the phone calling for help, and as soon as Sasha sees us running back to the house, she rushes over. Drifter wraps an arm around Sasha and moves her out of the way so that I can get Etain to the couch and lay her down. She’s so pale, it scares me. “Baby. Etain, come back to me,” I say, vaguely hearing Sasha sobbing in the background.

Her eyes flutter open. They’re glassy and hazy. “Ro-bert,” she manages to say.

“Shh, baby. Ambulance is on its way. Everything’s going to be okay,” I whisper soothingly. She blinks her eyes and squeezes my fingers.
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Ididn’t leave her side when the paramedics were looking after her, and insisted on riding with her in the ambulance. Drifter had to tear me away from her when they wheeled her in for tests. I don’t even remember when Drifter got there.

Now I’m sitting in a chair next to her hospital bed, a riot of emotions running through me. I’m scared out of my mind I’ll lose her, even though the doctors said she’ll heal just fine. But she hasn’t woken up again since the moment I found her, and I need to see her beautiful, loving eyes.

“Why don’t you go grab something to eat? I won’t leave her side until you get back,” Sasha suggests gently.

“No. You go ahead,” I say. Sasha hasn’t left either, and Drifter has been in and out of the room. Half the club is in the waiting area, I heard. The other half is out looking for Robert. While the EMTs were working on her, they found skin under her nails and sent it out for DNA testing. I called in a favor, and Orion was able to get the results. It was Robert who took her and drugged her with the intention of killing her. Sasha’s pounding on the door must have scared him off before he could finish what he started.

None of this was making any sense until Orion got back to me to let me know that Robert had taken an insurance policy out on Etain a couple of years ago, naming himself as beneficiary. Apparently, Robert’s business has been tanking since Etain left, and with his lavish lifestyle, he thought it would be easy to get Etain out of the way and collect the money.

Sasha sits back down. Drifter comes back into the room, this time loaded down with sandwiches and coffee.

“You both need to eat.” He shoves a sandwich into my hand. “Etain is going to lose her mind if she knows you’re not looking after yourself. How can you help her if you don’t eat?” he lectures. He goes over to Sasha. “You too, sunshine.”

“I should have called you sooner. I just thought she was late,” Sasha says quietly. “I never thought…” She can’t go on without crying. The woman’s been crying for hours.

Suddenly, I feel Etain’s hand move. Her eyes open, and she looks up at me. “Love you, Ethan.”

“Love you more, baby.”

With a sob, Sasha gets up from her chair to come to her side. Etain holds her hand.

The door opens, and Drifter comes in with the nurse. “The doctor’s on his way,” the nurse says. “You had all your friends worried.”

“Hawk. A word,” Drifter says. I know that look. He’s got news. I glance down at Etain, but it’s the nurse who answers.

“I’ve got to take her vitals. Go on,” she urges.

“I’ll be right outside the door,” I tell Etain and reluctantly let go of her hand. I follow Drifter out the door.

“We found him. Hauled his ass down to the club. He’s in the basement,” Drifter says. “What do you want us to do with him?”

“He’s mine,” I growl.

“No shit. But someone’s going to notice he’s missing. Cops are looking for him, remember? Whatever we’ve got to do, we have to do it fast. You didn’t make it a mystery in front of the police about what would happen if you found him first,” he reminds me.

“I can’t leave Etain.”

“I can take care of him, or we can hand him over to the cops and let them deal with it,” Drifter suggests.

“Hold him. I’ll take care of him tomorrow,” I state firmly. “Get his car and hide it. Robert’s going to have an accident.”

“I’ll get Decker and Flex on it.” Drifter slaps my back. “Good to see she’s doing better. Guys are waiting just outside.” He points to the waiting room. “Be good if you tell them yourself.”I look toward Etain’s room. Drifter adds, “I’ll stand guard.”

The waiting room is a sea of Redemption Riders, all very relieved to know that Etain is through the worst and is on the mend.


TWENTY-ONE
Acceptance


ETAIN


Several days later…

The hospital let me go the next day. The last thing I remember was stopping off home to get changed to meet Sasha at the spa, when I saw Robert coming at me.

He immediately closed his hand over my mouth and dragged me into the house. I hit my head on the doorframe as I struggled against him, which gave me a slight concussion. Before I could scream or fight him off, I felt a needle prick, then the rest is a blur. Sasha filled me in on how they found me. Drugged and dazed, I must have stumbled out the back of the house and into the woods before I collapsed. Hawk doesn’t want to talk about it and is beating himself up for letting me leave alone, which is crazy because I insisted.

Hawk hasn’t left my side except for the next night, and that night, I had half the club and Sasha in my home catering to my every whim. It was sweet, but I was so tired, I slept through most of it.

The television is droning in the background while I’m tucked into Hawk’s side when the news comes on, and Robert’s face flashes on the screen.

“A man wanted in connection to kidnapping and attempted murder was found dead this morning. It appears that Robert Sutton was driving his car when he missed a turn and drove over the edge and down a cliff,” the news announcer says.

Hawk lowers the volume on the television, and I look at him.

“Robert’s dead,” I gasp.

“Man almost killed you. Good fucking riddance,” he snaps. He gets up and skulks into the kitchen.

I get up and go to him. “Hey, I’m not sad, or mad, or anything. It’s weird, but I feel nothing, if that makes any sense. He got what he deserved.”

“He did,” he says, gritting his teeth.

Hawk has something to do with Robert’s accident. I see it in his face. I can sense it in his demeanor. He was a soldier who protected the weak. In Redemption Riders, he protects his brothers, and now he’s protecting me. I can either walk away or accept Hawk as he is.

“I love you. All of you.” I wrap my arms around his middle and nestle into him. His arms band around me immediately.

“He can’t hurt you anymore,” he whispers, kissing the top of my head.

“You need to know, honey, that I accept all of you.”

His voice cracks when he says my name, then he kisses me soft and sweet.


TWENTY-TWO
Limo and Ball Gown


DRIFTER


It’s been weeks—no, months—of watching Sasha. I feel like a goddamn stalker, but after the incident with her father, I haven’t been able to sleep without knowing she’s safely in her own bed. The minute her lights are turned off, I can relax. Especially knowing that I’ve installed a couple of cameras that alert me if someone shows up at her house. We should have put the cameras in sooner and then Etain would have been covered, but since she was renting, Etain didn’t think it was fair to Sasha.

I’m sitting across the street in an SUV when a limousine drives past me and parks in Sasha’s driveway. Immediately, I get out and settle in behind the bushes. I creep through the trees to jump in when her father steps out of the car. But it’s not her father; it’s a much younger man, a male version of Sasha with the same caramel-brown hair. He’s tall and lean.

From where I’m situated, I can hear him knocking on the door. Sasha steps out in the kind of dress you would see in a movie or on an actress going to the Oscar’s gala. She looks like a starlet in her shimmering silver gown, her hair up, showing off her graceful neck. Her makeup is dramatic, with a smoky, sexy vibe. Sasha is beautiful in her yoga pants or loose-fitting hippy jeans, but she’s an absolute knockout in this dress.

“Hey, big brother, right on time,” she says, greeting her brother with a hug. He hugs her back with a serious expression on her face.

“Sasha, you don’t have to do this. I can make an excuse, say you’re sick or something,” her brother says.

“Simon, you know that won’t fly. Dad will lose his mind, and Mom will make my life hell for months if I don’t show up at her charity event. Besides, we made a pact: neither of us walks into the lion’s den alone.”

“If that fucker comes anywhere near you, I’ll fucking kill him,” Simon snaps.

“Thank you, but you know he’ll come over to say hello. Keep your cool. We’ll nod politely, have dinner, and leave.” Her voice is calm as she links her arm through his.

“You go nowhere without me. Not even the bathroom. Promise me,” he pushes.

“Promise.” She forms a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

“The fucker should be in prison,” Simon growls. “And Dad should be his cellmate for defending the asshole.”

Sasha stops in her tracks and waits for her brother to face her. “I don’t want to relive that night. Not now, not ever. Please, Simon, we go, we eat, we leave.”

He emits a heavy sigh. “Fine.”

Simon helps Sasha into the back of the limousine, and they take off, leaving me with a whole hell of a lot of questions and a burning feeling in my chest. Who the fuck hurt Sasha? Whoever it was is going to pay.


Play List



Songs and Artists

“Exes,” Tate McRae

“Love On,” Selena Gomez

“A Symptom of Being Human,” Shinedown

“II Most Wanted,” Beyoncé and Miley Cyrus

“Bad Feeling,” Jagwar Twins

“Illusion,” Dua Lipa

“When I Get Old,” Christopher and CHUNG HA

“Too Sweet,” Hozier

“Made for Me,” Muni Long

“Slow It Down,” Benson Boone

“A Bar Song,” Shaboozey

“I Had Some Help,” Post Malone featuring Morgan Wallen

“Miles on It,” Marshmello and Kane Brown

“Belong Together,” Mark Ambor

“Thinkin’ Bout Me,” Morgan Wallen
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