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        Who the Hell Is She?

      

      

      That’s the biggest moving truck I’ve ever seen come to town. The old Bell Blue Cottage, as it’s called, has been completely renovated. I know this because Risk was the contractor for the job. It’s far from a cottage. It’s a two-level, three-bedroom home with a solarium added on by the new owner. A high-end reno, according to Risk. The owner spared no expense in getting what they wanted and never once squawked about the cost. Risk says Francesca Deleigh was the easiest client he ever had to work with.

      I’m not a snoop, but it’s hard to ignore since the back of the compound aligns with the road to the only house within walking distance, and that house happens to be Bell Blue Cottage. When a bright blue Mazda CX-50 drives into the lane and parks next to the moving truck, I’m curious to see the new owners.

      “Getting a glimpse of the rich and famous?” Risk teases. His lips form a sly grin.

      “To be honest, yeah.”

      A woman exits the driver-side door, and even if I can’t see her up close, I know she’s a looker. A long blonde mass of waves cascades down her back, a headband keeping it off her face. She’s toned and fit. Not a skinny nothing, but a woman who takes care of her body.

      What’s noteworthy is that no one else exits the car. “Where’s her family?” I ask. There’s something about her movements. The way she reaches out to touch the newly painted railing on her porch, the way her eyes follow the birds in flight, and how she drops her bag next to the rocking chair and takes a seat, like this is where she’s meant to be.

      “No family. Just her.”

      “Who the hell is she?” I ask, not expecting an answer.

      “Just a woman,” Risk replies.

      No way in hell is Francesca Deleigh “just a woman.” This I know because I’ve seen and been with plenty of women, but never have I felt so compelled to get to know all there is to know about any of them like I do about this one.

      Risk walks away, leaving me to enjoy the view of a simple woman rocking on her porch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            This Is Me

          

          FRANCESCA

        

      

    

    
      My porch. Breathe in and out.

      My rocking chair. Breathe in and out.

      My view. Breathe in and out.

      My home. Breathe in and out.

      Peace.

      I close my eyes and inhale the warmth of the summer breeze and let the sun’s rays beam down on me. It’s only taken an ocean’s distance, three very expensive lawyers, and a quarter of a million dollars in renovation fees to finally find the elusive quiet that I hope to savor for eternity.

      My stepfather’s last name is synonymous with corruption in Britain and most of Europe. He would have been convicted in the United States as well if the fink hadn’t escaped to Moldova, where he’s now hiding. He took his new young wife, leaving me to answer the millions of questions from the authorities and to suffer under scrutiny for over a year.

      My mother’s family is wealthy in its own right, and I have enough money to live several lifetimes without worry. Family money comes with expectations and responsibilities, though. It also comes with judgment. I was a darling daughter of Phoebe Deleigh, of Deleigh Holdings. The collection of companies under the umbrella includes everything from oil and construction to perfumes and cosmetics.

      Mom married Jessop Cannington after being a widow for over five years. When I was a baby, Dad died in a plane crash while on a business trip. He was desperate to come home to his wife and child, but the plane had technical issues and went down. There were seven people on the flight, including the crew members, and none made it home alive.

      I was five years old when my mother walked down the aisle. Even at five, I knew that Jessop wasn’t the man everyone thought he was, but my mother loved him, and I loved my mother. My Grandparents made sure I went to the best schools and was introduced to society in a grand manner. It was also my grandparents, who saw Jessop for what he was and cut my mother off, except for a generous allowance.

      That allowed us to live comfortably for the most part, but it also drove a wedge between Mom and her family. I was in college when Mom fell ill. Grandma Nora and Grandad Ian became my rocks. Not only did they pay for the best medical treatments and personal care for my mother, but they became my world.

      Jessop, on the other hand, at first played the part of the devoted husband. That wore off quickly when the doctors told us that Mom would get progressively worse and that the muscular dystrophy would eventually take her from us. Jessop’s golden goose was gone. He spent the next three years filling his pockets and building his reputation in the business world. Little did his business partners know that it was all smoke and mirrors.

      Jessop played the grieving widower, appealing to any unsuspecting soul who’d believe him. I moved in with my grandparents because I couldn’t take his hypocrisy any longer, especially when I found out he was dating a girl around my age.

      I kept my distance from Jessop as much as I could, but that wasn’t always possible. That was my mistake. For appearance’s sake, I would occasionally meet him for lunch and celebrate his birthday with him. I played the dutiful stepdaughter, even when he decided to remarry, and, like an idiot, I was one of the bridesmaids at their wedding.

      Grandad Ian was a very intelligent and shrewd man, and he changed his will, leaving me everything as his sole heir. Several years after my mother’s death, Grandma Nora died from a massive stroke. My Grandparents had no other children, and when Grandad Ian passed last year, at the height of the investigation into the fraud charges against Jessop, I inherited everything. The police, naturally, assumed that the Deleigh companies were integrated into his mess.

      I still attribute my grandfather’s death to the stressful situation we were forced to endure. In the end, as I already knew, the Deleigh companies were cleared of all the dirty money Jessop was laundering. My grandfather never trusted Jessop and would never allow him anywhere near the companies that our family had built through the years.

      However, the damage was done, and the best way now to deal with salvaging my sanity is to leave the business dealings to the boards of the organizations and to make myself present when required. The lawyers I hired have found legal representation here for me, and headed by the corporate bigwigs, the companies will continue to thrive.

      I don’t care about the money, but I do care about our employees and their families’ security. Grandad taught me that it’s our obligation to give the best of ourselves back to those who work with the organization. It doesn’t matter what title we have, we’re all still people doing the best we can. Some of my best times were when Grandad Ian would take me to work with him to visit with everyone. I spent summers working at the different offices and learning all I could.

      I thought I’d live in England forever, following in my grandfather’s footsteps, but Jessop screwed things up so badly that, for my own peace of mind, I needed to leave the country I called home.

      So here I am, in the United States, where my father, Christopher Rawlings, was from. Mom told me wonderful stories about my father and how they met when he came to England on business and fell madly in love at first sight.

      I thought about changing my name to Rawlings, but I refuse to be bullied by the paparazzi and decided that as much as I respect the stories about my father, I never really knew him, whereas my mother and grandparents raised me and loved me. Mom also thought that I would have more doors open for me with my mother’s surname. I stuck with the Deleigh name, and I will wear it proudly.

      I’m ready for new beginnings, starting with my recently renovated home. I should get inside and start unpacking, but the sun beckons. Just a little longer; the boxes aren’t going anywhere, I decide.
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      I watch her for over an hour, and when she finally decides to go inside, the silhouette from the window shows her opening boxes, taking out each individually wrapped treasure, and setting it aside with loving care. Francesca is an enigma. Why would a woman with this much money come to a tiny town? To hide, of course. But from what?

      Even from my room at the compound, I can see her house, and for some strange reason, I only settle into my bed once the lights in Francesca’s home are turned off.
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      Since the married men have moved into their own homes, the compound is usually quiet in the morning hours, but something’s going on because I can hear Vi and Ava running after their brood, and Hanna’s humming in the kitchen.

      The good news is that when Hanna’s around, we eat like kings. Then again, when the entire Lady Pride is in attendance, it means something’s afoot. Normally, this doesn’t worry me, but as I’m walking through the living area, I hear Ava say, “I don’t think we should all go over and ambush the poor girl.”

      As I turn the corner, I see Vi throw up her hands and say, “Fine, I’ll go.”

      “Oh sure! You’re the most intimidating of all of us,” Ava tells her.

      Hanna and Maddie giggle, and Vi turns her head to them with her hands on her hips. “I am not! I’m as sweet as pie,” she announces loudly. “Well, I am.”

      Abby and Izzy put their arms around Vi. Abby says, “Well, of course, you are, but even you have to admit that you’re a no-nonsense type of lady and we don’t know this person. She might be super shy.”

      “We adore you, Vi. You know that,” Izzy says, soothing her with her soft tone.

      “I have to go,” Sofia says. “I’m her representation here in the United States. She’s from London, England, you know.” I didn’t know, and I’m further intrigued that someone so young would leave the big city of London to retreat to a small place like this. “My office has already informed her that I’ll be dropping in this afternoon.”

      “I think it’s brave to go on an adventure like she’s on. Leaving all she knows and all,” Willow says.

      “You need another adventure, baby?” Roscoe sidles up next to his wife, giving her a swift kiss on the mouth.

      “I have all the adventure I need as long as you’re with me,” she murmurs before she kisses him back. Those two are so fucking adorable together. Willow makes Roscoe happy. You gotta love Willow. There’s no way you can’t love the women of the Lady Pride. Each one, in her own unique way, is a fabulous woman. Together, they add flavor to our already crazy Satan’s Pride family. If it weren’t for Izzy, I never would have met the Pride at all. My sweet baby sister married Saint, who is not only a Pride member, but an amazing doctor with a clinic in town. I wasn’t too sure about Saint until I met him, but we immediately hit it off. We’re both military men, and so are Orion, Risk, and some of the others.

      Once I finished my last tour, I had to get out. I was stuck about what I wanted to do next, and although my parents wanted me to go to Florida to be closer to them, it felt right to stay here. The clincher was my talk with Guard, our president and Ava’s husband.

      Guard’s a man unlike any other I’ve ever met. He has an uncanny ability to read people. It’s like he can see into your soul. I’ve been through two tours in Afghanistan and have seen more tragedy than anyone should ever have to, and yet I found my first meeting with Guard unsettling. After Saint’s introduction to the club, Guard took me for a ride out near a lake.

      “What your eyes have seen will stay with you forever,” he said. “So much hate exists. You gotta wonder how fucking angry you have to be to put a gun in a five-year-old’s hands and make them a killer.” His words took me right back to the moment I decided I was done with that life.

      Me and four of my unit mates were driving into the town to help with the evacuation of the civilians. We heard the rebel soldiers were planning an attack and wanted to get as many out as we could, as soon as possible. We’d loaded up the last of the farmers and were heading back to base when I saw a small child standing in the middle of the dirt road, holding a rifle. The fucking thing was bigger than the kid. I stepped out, and he aimed the gun right at me. I tried to talk him down, but when I watched his finger begin to squeeze the trigger, I knew it was a lost cause.

      Jack Wagner has to live with his decision to shoot and kill the child. It was the child or me. Jack never made it back to our unit. He was sent home, and the last time I saw him, he was still in therapy for that one incident that changed our lives forever. I replay that moment in my mind over and over, agonizing about what I could have done to change the outcome.

      “They took that child’s life away from him the second they took him from his family. You didn’t do that, they did,” Guard insisted. “The club has firm rules, but the first one is loyalty and honor. I see an honorable man standing before me. You understand family, or you wouldn’t have come all this way to check up on Izzy. You’re never going to forget that boy, nor should you. His death serves a purpose. It’s ugly but real. It’s our duty to protect those who can’t protect themselves. We do this in our neck of the woods the best way we know how.”

      I knew then that I wanted to be part of Satan’s Pride. I still had two months to finish on my last tour, but as soon as I could, I came back. Izzy and Saint wanted me to stay with them, but I needed a place of my own. For one thing, those two were constantly on top of each other, and as much as I love them both, I felt like a third wheel. I ended up at the club, and I love it here.

      I’m doing work I love, with Ghost leading the team in our bounty-hunting business. Roscoe, Wildcard, Priest, and I were brought in at the ground floor of this new venture, and we’re rocking it. We’re already making a profit, and Ghost is even talking about expanding into other states.

      “Hammer. Hammer!” I’m so lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t hear Risk calling. He waits for me to focus on him before saying, “Heading across the way to do some minor repairs. I could use a hand.”

      “I’m meeting with Ms. Deleigh this afternoon,” Sofia interrupts. “We can head over together, as planned.”

      “I’m in,” I say quickly.

      Risk gives me a sly smile and shakes his head. “Come help me pack my truck, then,” he orders, and I follow him out.

      A few hours later, we’re driving up the newly paved driveway to Bell Blue Cottage. The place was named after the hordes of bluebell flowers all over the property. In the spring, all you see are flowers surrounding the cottage.

      Sofia knocks on the front door, while Risk and I carry bundles of goodies from Hanna and the other ladies. When the door opens, I’m stunned into silence at the beauty standing in front of me. Her eyes are the color of the cool blue ocean, and long blonde waves frame her heart-shaped face. With her cute button nose and perfectly bow-shaped pink lips, she looks like a delicate doll.

      “Hello,” she says softly and greets us with a sweet smile.

      “Hi. I’m Sofia Bardon, your attorney. I’m here for our meeting,” Sofia says, then turns to introduce us. “This is Risk, your contractor, and this is Hammer.”

      “Please come in. Excuse the boxes. I’m still in the midst of unpacking.” Francesca steps back from the door to make room to let us through.

      “Nice to meet you in person, Ms. Deleigh,” Risk says.

      “Francesca, please.” She walks through to the family room, and we follow. “Can I get you anything? I have coffee made, but if you prefer tea, I’m happy to make some.”

      “Coffee, coffee, coffee,” Sofia chants. She’s a caffeine junkie, and Demon has started buying decaf. I’m thinking this will be Sofia’s first caffeine jolt of the day.

      Francesca’s English accent is so damn sexy, and her giggle is even sexier. “Coffee it is. What about you, gentlemen? I have juice, water. I’m fully stocked,” she says as she pours Sofia her cup of java and tops off her own.

      “I’ll have a cup of coffee, if it’s not too much trouble,” I say.

      “Me too,” Risk says.

      Francesca takes her hostess role seriously. She concentrates, her manners meticulous, as she ensures her guests have their coffees in hand.

      “How are you settling in?” I ask.

      “I’m thoroughly enjoying the quiet.” She looks around at the piles of boxes. “I’m not loving the unpacking part, though. It’s incredible how much one person can accumulate. I should have purged before having everything shipped over, but I just didn’t have the time.”

      “I can give you a hand,” I offer.

      Francesca looks at me, her cheeks turning bright pink. “Oh, I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. I-I wouldn’t want to impose,” she stutters.

      Risk chuckles, and Sofia puts an arm around Francesca and laughs. “That’s priceless.”

      “What is?” Francesca asks in confusion.

      “Relax, Francesca. I’d be happy to help. If anything, I’m the one being too forward,” I say, hoping to allay her fears. “And those two”—I wag a finger between Risk and Sofia—“are looking for an excuse to have a Pride gathering. The Lady Pride across the way, over there”—I jerk my head toward the compound—“were arguing about who got to welcome you to the neighborhood.”

      Francesca looks out the window. “They’re more than welcome to visit. I do hope to make this place my forever home,” she says quietly.

      “I think they’d love that, but that’s for another day. You have business with Sofia today, and Risk and I are going to finish the touch-ups around the house. Then I’ll stay and help out, but only if you’re comfortable,” I tell her. “I won’t be offended either way.”

      I want to stay, but I won’t push her too hard. There’s so much I want to know. For instance, why is she living in this house all alone? Why did she move so far from everything she knows? She’s timid and wary. It could be her nature, or maybe she’s nervous around people.

      My eyes lock with hers, and I see it, the hurt. Someone hurt Francesca. I decide to move Risk along. “Where do we start?”

      Risk puts down his empty cup and leads me down the hall, leaving Francesca and Sofia alone.

      For the next couple of hours, I follow Risk’s lead and work with him patching and repairing some items. Risk is a perfectionist and walks around, inspecting every nook and cranny. He’s the kind of guy that, if he takes a job, he does it right, on time, and within budget. I think Francesca’s job was making him a little nutty with the constant changes to the plan. The price kept climbing, and he hates asking for more than they’d agreed upon per the contract.

      In the past, Risk has dealt with several clients who wanted the world, but didn’t want to pay for it. He nearly fell off his chair when Francesca not only didn’t balk at the price, but gave Risk and his crew a completion bonus, with a note that read, Thank you for taking extra care in making my house a home.

      When we make it back down to the family room, Sofia and Francesca are coming out of the study. “Everything is signed, and I’ll make sure to keep you informed. I don’t expect anything out of the ordinary,” Sofia says, placing a file in her briefcase. “Are you boys done?” she asks when she sees us.

      “Yeah.” Risk nods to Francesca. “Everything looks good, but if you see anything that needs my attention, I’m only a phone call away.”

      “I don’t doubt that everything is perfect. You do excellent work, Risk. You and your crew did a fabulous job. I love everything about this place, especially the solarium,” Francesca says with a smile. Then she turns to me, biting her lower lip. “Is your offer to tote boxes still open?”

      I thought for sure she’d never mention it again and I’d leave with Risk and Sofia. I’ve already been thinking of another excuse to come by.

      “Absolutely. I’m at your service.” I give her my brightest smile, showing off my dimples. Her face lights up, and she lets out the breath she seemed to be holding. After Francesca sees Risk and Sofia to the door, she comes back to where I’m waiting for her near a stack of boxes. “Put me to work, Frankie!” I say.
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      “Frankie?” She giggles. “Never been called that before.”

      “What do your friends call you?”

      “Francesca.”

      “You don’t like Frankie?”

      “I like it, just never been called that before.”

      I tease her a little more. “I can call you Duchess?” She scrunches her nose at that. “Lady D?”

      “That’s even worse.” She pouts.

      I want to reach out and haul her into my arms and kiss those sweet plump lips, but instead, I say, “Frankie it is, then. Now, point me in the direction of what you want done.”

      “We can start with the boxes behind you. They should all be kitchen stuff,” she replies. She moves to grab a box, and I stop her.

      “No way. I tote and carry, you unpack.” I can tell she’s about to protest, so I add, “Trust me, you’re going to have plenty to do putting stuff away.” I carry the first box into the kitchen and rip open the lid. The stuff looks brand-new, and most of the items are in their original packaging.

      Francesca begins to pull out small appliances, taking her time wiping them down and finding just the right spot for them. Everything she owns is high-end brand-named stuff. I notice her taking the owner’s manuals and putting them aside in a drawer with other manuals she’s accumulated.

      The next box is full of cookbooks. Francesca lovingly holds them close to her chest before arranging them on a special shelf at one end of the room.

      “You like to cook?” I ask.

      “I don’t know how, but I want to learn. The last time I spent any time in the kitchen was with my Grandma Nora. She loved to be in the kitchen. Grandma Nora used to make dinner every night for Grandad Ian. No matter how busy they were, they always found time for one another. When I moved in with them, I really wanted to learn from her, but I never made the time. One of my greatest regrets.” She sighs. “Most of these are hers. She has all her special recipes earmarked. I want to try them all. I’m sure I’ll never be as good as Grandma Nora, but I’m going to give it a go.” There’s a wistful expression on her face. She clearly misses them.

      “Maybe they can come visit once you’re settled,” I suggest.

      “I’m afraid they’ve passed on,” she says sadly.

      “I’m sorry.” It’s a lame thing to say, but it’s all I can think of.

      “Do you have family?” she asks as she continues to set the books on the shelf.

      “My parents have retired in Florida. I try to visit as often as I can. I love my mom and dad, but I need some distance. Mom has a tendency to treat me like I’m still five.” I chuckle.

      “There could be worse things.” A simple phrase, but very telling.

      “Your parents aren’t around?” Her expression says I’m right. “What happened?”

      “My father died when I was a baby. Plane crash. Mom died a while back. She had muscular dystrophy, and eventually, it took her life.”

      “All alone in the world,” I murmur.

      “I wish,” she mumbles. She straightens her shoulders and plasters a practiced smile onto her lips. “You don’t want to hear all this.” She promptly changes the subject. “Can you get me that other box?” She indicates a box at the top of another pile.

      I drop the subject. Pushing too hard will only push her away from me. I do as she asks and start to unload dishes, setting them on the counter until she can decide where she wants them. We spend the next couple of hours mainly talking about me. I tell her about my sister, Izzy, and how she’s married to Saint and, in turn, to the club. I expect Francesca to freak out when she hears about the motorcycle club, but she doesn’t. Instead, she seems intrigued.

      “It must be wonderful to live with the mindset of freedom and riding out whenever you like.” Francesca’s eyes are bright and excited.

      “It is. But we also work for our future. We work hard and we play hard. Guard is selective about the men who are allowed to join Satan’s Pride. We’re a tight brotherhood. Loyalty, honor, and respect, those are the words we live by.”

      “So, you’re not one of those clubs that are always in trouble?” she teases.

      “Our businesses are legitimate. That’s the way we want it. Sofia is the club lawyer, and she’s married to a club brother. I’m not going to say that trouble doesn’t come our way, because that would be a lie, but we never start a war. But we’ll sure as fuck end it.”

      “Trouble comes in many forms. I can understand problems creeping up on you. I’ve been sucked into a vortex of problems myself lately. I’m hoping the worst is over.” She doesn’t give any details, but now I want to know who the hell is causing her problems. I know better than to pursue the subject, though.

      When Francesca’s stomach starts to rumble, I notice it’s getting late, way past the dinner hour. “Do you like pizza?” I ask.

      “Do they deliver?”

      “Noah will pick it up for us.”

      “Another club member?”

      “Not yet. He wants to be, but Guard insists he finish his education. If he still wants in after that, he’ll have to prospect with us until he becomes a full member. He’s also Charlotte’s brother, and she’s married to Wildcard. Poor kids got sucked into a nasty gang. The Pride got him out of that mess, and he’s been devoted ever since. To the kid’s credit, he would have died to save his sister. Thankfully, we got to
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