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DEDICATION

 


Not really a dedication, but to
everyone who has been diligently waiting for the next book in this
series, thank you! I appreciate your patience. It was a long time
coming, I know.


Chapter 1

Coming Home

Most people feel sad when they get
divorced.

I am not most people.

I am overjoyed. Elated. Absolutely flipping
ecstatic.

The day I signed my divorce papers was one
of the best of my life.

According to experts, there are seven stages
of a breakup—questioning, denial, bargaining, relapse, anger,
acceptance, and hope for the future. I experienced the first five
stages during my marriage. I plowed through acceptance the instant
I filed papers and am now in blissful stage seven.

For the first time in ten years, I am
hopeful. I’m enthusiastic about life and my future.

Also, for the first time in as long as I can
remember, I do not know what next week will look like, which is as
daunting as it is exhilarating. My life is finally in my own
hands. I can do what I want, where I want, how I want, with
whomever I want, with zero reprisal. For the first time ever in my
life, I am free to just be me.

The only problem is, I’m not sure who that
is, and that scares the hell out of me.

 


I haven’t stepped foot in Halsey, Michigan
in over nine years since I moved to New York City with my
ex-husband, Alex. As much as I wanted to come back to visit my
friends and family, Alex made it impossible. In the beginning, he
claimed he was uncomfortable with me traveling alone. He worried
something might happen to me. But every time I asked him to make
the trip with me, he gave me the same, tired excuse… “I’m too busy
with work.” To appease me, he flew my mother in for surprise
visits. When I explained it wasn’t just my mom I missed, that I
longed to visit my aunt Kelly and Uncle Wrench, along with other
friends and loved one's back home, he said, “It’s time you leave
that life behind.”

That’s when it all became clear to me.

Alex did not approve of the life my aunt and
uncle lived as part of the Halsey Hellions aka Double H Motorcycle
Club. He called the members and their old lady’s cretins—a
derogatory term I will detest until the day I die. But really what
it came down to was Alex didn’t want me around my ex-boyfriend,
Gabriel Cartwright. Gabriel was and still is a club member.

When I started dating Alex, my mother told
him all about her distaste for Gabriel. She made up outrageous lies
about Gabriel being abusive throughout our relationship. Though I
insisted she was lying, Alex believed her. He especially believed
her when she said, “Keep Ginnifer away from that white trash
hoodlum at all costs or you will lose her.”

My mom hated Gabriel with a passion, though
she had no reason for it. She never took the time to get to know
him. That he wore a Double H patch was reason enough for her to
view him as scum of the earth. She rarely speaks to her own sister,
Kelly, because she married into the club. During my
three-and-a-half-year relationship with Gabriel, she often
threatened to disown me. She vowed to never speak to me again if I
married him. She absolutely meant it.

As I exit the airport, I scan the area for
my aunt’s black Chevy SUV. Eager to see her, my heart takes off on
a sprint. It doesn’t take long for me to spot her with her fire red
hair, hollering my name and jumping up and down like a mad
woman.

With my small luggage bag in tow, I hurry to
her as fast as I can. I nearly knock her over as I throw my arms
around her.

Holding me tight, her body shakes as she
cries. “I’ve missed you so much, my Ginny.”

“I missed you too.” God, how I have
missed her.

She leans back to look me in the eye, “We’re
all so glad you’re finally home where you belong.”

 


When we pull up to my new house, my car is
already in the driveway. I had it, along with all my belongings
shipped in last week. Not that I have many belongings. The only
things I took with me in the divorce were my personal effects such
as clothes and a couple of family heirlooms my mother had given me.
I’m surprised she hasn’t asked for them back. Upon learning about
my split, she was none too happy. She was even angrier when she
found out I was moving to Halsey to be near Aunt Kelly. Mother had
presumed I would remain in New York to be close to her since she
moved there six years earlier to be near me. She assumed
incorrectly. I hate New York vehemently, of which she is well
aware. I can’t imagine why she thought I would stick around.

The house is perfect. A new construction
craftsman style home with three bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a
two-stall garage. With the money I received in my divorce
settlement combined with the inheritance I got from my father’s
death when I was young, I was able to buy it outright. I ordered
furnishings online and with Kelly’s help, it is move in ready.

“It’s even cuter in person,” I say once
we’re out of the car.

“I knew you’d love it the moment I found the
listing.” She’s every bit as excited as I am. “Here are your
keys.”

Clutching the shiny keys in my hand, I
inhale slow and deep. I haven’t stepped inside, and it already
feels like home.

“If you don’t like what I did to the place,
me and the guys will help you rearrange.”

Tears pool in my eyes as a wave of emotion
comes over me. “I’m sure it’s perfect.”

This is the first house I’ve ever owned on
my own. Every home I shared with Alex, be it an apartment in
Manhattan or a house in the country, was of his choosing. I had
zero say in anything. He even hired professional decorators, and it
was up to him and the lead designer as to how it was furnished. His
taste was ultra-contemporary, while mine is more traditional. I
like a home to feel lived in while he prefers to reside in a cold,
pristine museum. None of our dwellings felt like home. Needless to
say, I’m extremely excited to have a place of my very own.

Eager to get inside, I sprint the rest of
the way to the house. Unlocking the door as fast as I can, I swing
it open only to find another, much bigger surprise. Uncle Wrench
along with Mick—the President of Double H—and his wife Camilla are
here to greet me. They filled the room with balloons and streamers,
and hung a huge welcome sign on the wall.

“Welcome home, Darlin’” Uncle Wrench says,
pulling me in for a bear hug.

Oh, how I have missed his hugs. Happy tears
spill down my cheeks and my voice cracks, “Thank you, Unca.”

“We sure have missed your pretty face around
here. Let me look at ya,” he says, and leans away. Though he has
lived in Michigan his entire life, he somehow has a southern twang.
“You’re even more beautiful than the day you left.”

“You’re not too shabby yourself.” I poke his
puffed-up chest. “Still as stout as ever, Old Man.”

And it’s true. While he has a few more
wrinkles on his face, and his hair has turned gray, Unca looks as
burly as I remember. He always was a brute of a guy. I’ve seen many
a man cower to him, and I bet they still do, advancing age be
damned.

“Damn straight, I am.” He flexes a large
bicep and we all laugh.

Camilla darts to my side and takes me into
her arms. She hasn’t aged a day and her Puerto Rican accent is as
strong as I recall. “Ginny, Sweetie, I can’t tell you how good it
is to see you. You have been missed by so many.”

For all intents and purposes, I consider
Camilla my aunt. When I was a girl, she looked after me as if I was
her blood. If I ever needed anything and Aunt Kelly wasn’t around,
she would be front and center, taking care of me. If not for
Camilla, Gabriel and I may never have gotten together. She was the
one who pushed him to admit his feelings for me. And whenever he
and I argued, she was there offering sage advice and helping us
patch things up.

“I’ve missed you too, Aunt Camilla, so
much.” I squeeze her tight, breathing in her familiar scent. After
all this time, she still wears the same perfume. “I’m sorry it took
me so long to come back home.”

Pulling back, her expression is soft as she
cups my face with a palm. “All that matters is that you’re home at
last and out of the clutches of that controlling asshole.”

“Where’s my hug?” Mick butts in, standing
behind his bride. His beard is longer than I recall, but it suits
him.

“Uncle Mick! Of course I have a hug for
you.” I drape my arms around him. He’s not as brawny as Wrench, but
he’s not far off. Overcome with emotion once again, tears of joy
spring to my eyes.

“We’ll get out of your hair,” he states as
we separate. “But we had to be the first ones to see you.”

“I’m so glad you’re here.” I wipe a tear
from my cheek.

“We know you want to check out your new
house,” Aunt Camilla says, “so we’ll get going. But, I’ll warn you
now to get some rest this afternoon. We are throwing a party
tonight, in your honor, at the clubhouse.”

“What?” I choke, and my face flushes and my
heart races. Why is the club throwing a party for me?

She nods. “Yep. Seven o’clock sharp, young
lady.”

Before I can react, Wrench drapes a heavy
arm across my shoulder and says, “We have to celebrate your return.
This is a big deal. Our Ginny Girl is finally home!”

 


Once everyone has gone and it’s just me and
Aunt Kelly, I spin on my heels and ask, “You knew about the party
and didn’t tell me?”

She holds up her palms. “I was sworn to
secrecy, Baby Doll.”

“I’m not up for a party.” Thinking about it
makes me perspire in places I rarely perspire. A party with the
entire club? I thought I was just having dinner with my Aunt’s and
Uncle’s and perhaps my cousin Rooter and his wife.

“You can’t bum out,” she says. “They’ve been
planning this for weeks. Everybody is so excited.”

“Everyone like who?” Doubtful, I cross my
arms. “No one else can possibly care about my return.”

“Of course they do!” She rolls her hazel
eyes as though I am being ridiculous. “The guys and their old
ladies have known you your entire life. The club is a family and
you are part of this family.”

I avert my gaze to the dark wood floor. “I’m
surprised anyone would see it that way after all this time. I
disappeared for ten years.”

Not only wasn’t I permitted to visit Halsey,
Alex made it so Kelly and Wrench couldn’t come visit with me. They
made a surprise trip to New York City a year after we’d moved
there. The night they called to tell me they had arrived, Alex and
I were hosting a group of his colleagues from his company’s
California office. It was a weekend long affair, and he wouldn’t
let me steal so much as an hour to see my aunt and uncle. I was
devastated, and so were they.

She clasps my hand with hers. “And everybody
knows it’s not your fault.”

“Isn’t it?” I challenge. “I chose to marry
the jackass. I went along with his rules and conditions.”

“Ginny, we all know the real reason you
left.” My aunt’s words strike me like a match.

They do? “I don’t even know why.”

“You were tired of fighting with your damned
mother, that’s why. That woman made your life a nightmare. She was
hell bent on turning you into a cloned version of herself. And,
when you and Cartwright broke up… it destroyed you.”

Everything she said is true, but I’m a
person who takes responsibility for the choices I make. No one
forced me to be with Alex. It was my choice. And I did it because
he was the opposite of Gabriel. He was polished and classy. Almost
aristocratic in demeanor. He wasn’t crass and didn’t push my
buttons. He was settled and mature and didn’t live by the seat of
his pants. And… he made my mother very, very happy. At that point,
her happiness was more important to me than my own. Though I’ll
never understand why.

My mother made my life miserable the entire
time Gabriel, and I were together. She was the reason we broke up.
I was torn between the two, trying to please them both, but in
trying to do so, I drove myself crazy.

Before I can respond to her statement, Kelly
continues, “And of course, Cartwright’s prideful, dumb ass waited
too damn long to try to get you back. He’s just as much to blame
for you leaving. Everyone knows it, Cartwright included.”

Say what? I arch a brow, skeptical.
“Did he say that?”

“He did. If you don’t believe me, ask him
yourself. He’ll be at the party.”

I shake my head. “No sense digging up
ancient history. I made the choice to leave. That’s on me.”

Kelly cups each side of my face, gazing at
me with deep maternal affection. My mother never looked upon me
with this much love. Unlike my mother, she unfailingly accepts me
despite my many flaws. “Sometimes in life, things happen to make us
do shit we wouldn’t normally do. No one makes good decisions under
duress. Nobody here holds you responsible for that and neither
should you.”

 


After giving me the grand tour of my new
house, Kelly leaves to help Camilla with last minute party
preparations. I had hoped she would stay and ride with me to the
party, but she promised Camilla she would help. That’s what old
lady’s do. They work behind the scenes, planning, organizing, and
getting everything done. Since Uncle Wrench is the club VP, she has
a duty to be there. Next to Camilla, they consider Kelly a club
matriarch. Essentially, Camilla is the First Lady, Kelly is the
second.

Now that I think about it, I should have
known they would make a big deal of my homecoming. Kelly and Wrench
never had children of their own. As far as they and the club are
concerned, I am their daughter. Ergo, I am held in high esteem by
the members and their families. Much like royalty, I’m considered a
“club Princess.”

As I turn into the clubhouse parking lot, my
heart rams within my chest. I spent the entire drive here trying to
convince myself I have no reason to be nervous. These are my
people. I grew up with them. There was a time when this was my
favorite place in the world to be. I’ve had more fun here than
anywhere else on earth. When I was a child, I spent countless hours
on the Double H playground. As a teenager, I spent every free hour
here, following Gabriel around like a little lost puppy. When he
finally noticed me and we started dating, I spent even more time
here. This was my home.

But I haven’t seen these people in almost a
decade. A lot can happen in that amount of time. A lot has
happened, and as a result, I am not the same person I once was. I’m
no longer a doe-eyed, naive girl. I am a grown woman with a life of
experiences. While I was gone, life here went on without me. As
much as I’ve changed, people here likely have as well.

Most of all, I’m nervous about seeing
Gabriel. To proclaim otherwise would be a lie. While a part of me
longs to see him, the other part is scared shitless. How will he
react to seeing me?

Right before my marriage to Alex, Gabriel
pulled out all the stops to convince me to stay. The night before
my wedding, he begged me to marry him instead of Alex. Lord knows,
I was tempted. But so much had happened between us. We had hurt
each other so badly. Too much damage had been done to ever go back,
or so I thought. And there was my mother to contend with. She was
never going to accept Gabriel. At the time, I believed moving on
was in my best interest.

Gabriel’s last words to me were, “If you
leave, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.” Truer words
have never been spoken. Marrying Alex and moving away was the
biggest mistake I’ve ever made.

The party is being held outside. Party-goers
are scattered everywhere, but as I pull into a parking spot, they
gather near the massive bonfire. Double H is known for their
bonfire parties. My first kiss with Gabriel was in front of a
bonfire just like this one. The memory gives me goosebumps.

The instant I step out of my car, the crowd
erupts with roars, claps, and whistles. It’s a welcome like no
other. Walking toward me is, Kelly, Wrench, Mick, Camilla, Rooter,
his wife Sophie, and Sparrow. Admittedly, my heart falls when I see
Gabriel isn't with them.

The first to greet me, Sparrow scoops me up
and spins me in his arms. “Welcome home Baby Girl!”

“Thanks, Uncle Sparrow,” I say once he sets
me on my feet. Sparrow is a club lifer and though we aren’t
related, I have referred to him as Uncle Sparrow all my life. He
looks exactly the same. Long salt and pepper hair, a lanky build,
and a scraggly beard. “It’s good to be home.”

“Sure took ya long enough,” he scolds, but
with a smile. No one ever smiled as often as he did. It was one of
the things I appreciated most about him.

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Better have your party hat on, young lady,”
he pats my head just as he used to when I was little. “We have a
lot of dancin’ to do tonight.”

“Sounds good.”

“Long time no see, Cuz,” Rooter says,
pulling me into an embrace.

“Too long.”

Although I can guess the answer, I ask
anyway, “Is Bear here?”

With a sigh, he shakes his head.

I cast my gaze to the ground. After all
this time, he still hasn’t forgiven me.

Bear’s ex-girlfriend, Ashley, was my best
friend. During an attack against Bear eight years ago, she was shot
and killed. At the time, I was overseas with Alex. I tried my
hardest to get back for her funeral, but Alex refused to let me
make the trip. He was in the middle of an “important business deal”
and thus unavailable to make the flight with me. As such, he
forbade me from going without him. I tried to sneak out, but he was
one step ahead and his security team stopped me. I’ve never
forgiven him. And Bear, despite my pleas, has never forgiven me for
my absence.

Once upon a time, I considered Bear to be
the brother I never had. He and I, along with Rooter and Ashley,
attended the same high school. The four of us were thick as
thieves. We did everything together. While the dynamic will never
be the same again, given Ashley’s absence, I would love nothing
more than to be close to Bear again.

“Give him time, Gin.” Rooter squeezes my
hand and gives me a reassuring look. “He’ll come around.”

“I hope so.” Ready to change the subject to
something positive, I gesture to the dark-haired beauty at his
side—Sophie. I’ve seen her face in pictures, but we’ve never
spoken. “How about you introduce me to your lovely wife?”

“Ginny, I’d like you to meet Sophia Noelle
Russo,” he emphasizes the last name while hugging her close,
“the woman who changed my life.”

It’s shocking to see him so lovestruck.
There was a time when I was sure Rooter would never settle down. He
was a wild and debauched bachelor in his younger years, harboring
zero interest in commitment. But, I must say, marriage looks good
on him. His entire demeanor is different. He’s relaxed and calm
when before he was often keyed up and on edge.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Sophie.” I
extend my hand, but she pulls me in for a hug.

“We don’t do handshakes in this family,” she
chuckles.

But she’s right. Shaking hands is almost
viewed as rude by the club. People here are huggers through and
through. So am I.

 


At least an hour passes as I make my way
through the throng of people here to greet me. So many familiar
faces with even more new ones. I still haven’t seen Gabriel, but
I’ve been told he’s around here somewhere. Is he avoiding me?
Perhaps he’s waiting on me to seek him out? That doesn’t seem
right, though. Gabriel was never one to wait. If he had something
to say, he said it. If he wished to see someone, he saw them. That
I haven’t seen him must mean he doesn’t want to see me. But if
that’s the case, why come to a party being held in my honor?

“What would you like to drink?” Sophie asks.
She has been by my side since I got here. “Beer? Booze?”

I almost say beer, but it’s been years since
I have cut loose. Alex expected me to be prim and proper at any
parties we attended or hosted together. Even when we were home
alone, if I got a little tipsy, he insisted that I slow down
because I was being “loud and unladylike.”

“Is there any Fireball?” I ask. I have
always wanted to try it, but Alex looked down his nose at people
who drank it. He insisted that, “Ladies drink wine.” And when he
said drink, he meant sip, and slowly. I’m so tired of
being polite and ladylike that I could puke nails. If I never have
another glass of wine, that’d be just dandy.

“Of course, girl! Coming right up,” Sophie
says and skips to the bar. What with all the goings on, we haven’t
spoken much, but with her friendly vibe, I sense I’m going to like
her.

With her off to fetch drinks, this is the
first moment I’ve had alone since my arrival. With my eyes closed,
I inhale a deep breath. This is the most relaxed I have been in a
decade.

A familiar, husky voice gives my heart a
start.

Gabriel.


Chapter 2

Long Time No See

I twist to my right to find Thor
the Hammer God standing at my side. Jesus, Mary and Joseph… Holy
shit. My mouth falls open and I blink slowly. Am I seeing
things?

“Gabriel?”

A deep laugh rumbles from within his chest.
“It’s me.”

I eye him up and down, taking in the sight.
The man standing beside me is not the Gabriel I remember. This man
is gigantic, covered in thick muscle. His dark blonde hair flows
past his shoulders and he has a full beard. The last time I saw
him, his hair was shoulder length and his face was clean-shaven.
And the tattoos… He had a few when we were together, but now both
his arms are inked all the way up to his neck. Besides his face,
there isn’t a single spot of plain skin to be seen. He also sports
several more piercings. In addition to the nose ring he had back
then, he now has metal in his eyebrow and bottom lip, and his left
ear is covered in piercings. Though I don’t want to appear to be
staring, with the way his gray t-shirt clings to his torso it seems
he has nipple piercings as well.

“Wow. You look…” Good.
So, so good.

He chuckles again, raspy and sexy as I
remember. “Getting tattoos has become a hobby, as you can see.”

Among other things…

“It suits you.” I smile. As changed as he is
physically, his soulful green eyes remain the same. Even if his
face was covered in tattoos, I would recognize him.

Casting his gaze to the ground, he rocks
back and forth on his heels. “Sorry it took me so long to get over
here. I wanted to give everyone a chance to say hi first.”

With the bow of my head, I scan my brain for
something, anything to talk about. “So, how are things?”

He shrugs. “Same old, same old, I guess. How
about you? Glad to be home?”

With a sigh, I nod. “Very glad. It’s been a
rough ten years.”

He kicks a pebble with his boot. “That’s
what I hear.”

What has he heard? Should I ask? Probably
not. Unsure what to say next, I stay quiet, and an awkward silence
hangs in the air.

“Kelly and Wrench are stoked to have you
back,” he states. “It’s all they’ve been talking about for
weeks.”

A sexy brunette sidles up to him, looping
her arm through his. It seems a natural thing. I try not to be
jealous, but I can’t help it.

“You must be the
legendary Ginny I keep
hearing about,” she says with the fakest smile I’ve ever
seen.

“That’s me.” I offer my hand and she takes
it.

“I’m Courtney.”

It pleases me that she doesn’t add that
she’s Gabriel’s girlfriend. Surely if she was, she’d say it. Though
I can’t see him being in a relationship with her. He never much
cared for brunettes or club bunnies. Based on her appearance,
that’s what she is. Her boobs spill out of her midriff baring top,
and her skirt doesn’t cover her entire ass. Gabriel always claimed
to prefer women who left a little to the imagination. But I don’t
know Gabriel anymore. Perhaps his taste in women has changed.
Besides, who am I to talk? I married a man who was the exact
opposite of what I’m attracted to.

Just in the nick of time, Sophie arrives
with my shot and a beer chaser. “Down the hatch.” She motions for
me to swallow the Fireball.

I take a sniff and it smells fantastic.
Lifting the plastic shot cup to my lips, I toss it back. It tastes
as wonderful as it smelled and it’s warm going down. “Oh, my God,
that was so good. Those could get me in trouble.”

“You’ve never had Fireball?” Sophie asks,
wide eyed, and I shake my head. “Have you been living under a
rock?”

“Basically,” I reply.

Gabriel eyes me with a curious
expression.

“Court,” Sophie starts, “we need more ice
for the cooler in the tent. Why don’t you go grab Amber and fill it
up?”

Visibly unpleased, Courtney turns to walk
away, but Sophie stops her and tells her to stock it up with beer
while she’s at it and make sure all the guys have fresh drinks. In
other words, scram and make yourself useful. Courtney is definitely
a club bunny.

“You gotta put ‘em in their place,” Sophie
says to me with a sinister laugh.

“Thanks to Mama’s tutelage, you’ve become
very good at that,” Gabriel tells her and they both snigger. I
assume by “Mama” he means Camilla. Everyone in the club refers to
her as Mama.

“If you ever get serious
about that,” Sophie points in the direction Courtney went, “I’ll
put you in your
place, Mister.”

“I have no doubt,” he replies with a
grin.

Good, they aren’t
serious. Wait… why do I care?

Sophie turns to me. “I’ll go grab another
round of shots while you two catch up.”

After wracking my brain, I ask about his
parents, “How are Dee and Paul? I hope they’re well.”

“They are, thanks. They say hello by the
way. Like everyone else, they’re happy you’re back.”

Like every one else… Does that include
him?

“Once I get settled in I’ll stop by their
house for a visit.” And then it occurs to me they may not live in
the same place. “Are they still on Inverness?”

His large bicep flexes as he raises his arm
to brush his fingers through his long, thick hair. “Yep.”

Transfixed on his new look, I’m in a daze.
It astounds me that after all this time, his presence has the same
effect on me that it always did. I find myself keenly aware of my
heartbeat as it palpitates, and my thoughts and focus are fixated
on him. Overcome by a sudden, intense longing, I yearn to reach out
and touch him… anywhere. An arm, his face, or feel the softness of
his hair. I wasn’t prepared for this reaction. I assumed by now,
after being apart for so long, I wouldn’t feel such things
anymore.

“I saw your house,” he says, filling the
silence. “It’s nice.”

“You saw it?” My belly flutters.

He nods and brings his beer bottle to his
mouth. Oh, those lips. It doesn’t help that I know how they feel…
everywhere. “I helped move some furniture.”

I stutter, “I—I didn’t know. Thank you.”

He slips his free hand into his jeans
pocket. His tone is nonchalant, “Everyone helped.”

Fiddling with my necklace, I clear my
throat. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without Kelly and Wrench
and the club.”

His emerald eyes soften the way they used to
when he looked at me and it steals my breath. “That’s not something
you’ll ever need to worry about.”

“I’m starting to understand that.”

He arches a brow. “Why would you doubt
it?”

“Well… I’ve been gone a while.”

“Yeah, but home is home and family is
family.”

“I’m starting to realize that, too.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Ginny, but…”
his voice is gentle with not a hint of accusation, “you left us, we
didn’t leave you.”

Gabriel’s profundity hits hard, causing
tears to well in my eyes from a mixture of shame and gratitude. But
before I can respond, Sparrow appears and tugs my hand.

“It’s time for my dance,” he slurs, already
three sheets to the wind. Sparrow always liked his booze, but was a
total lightweight. Some things never change.

An eighties rock ballad plays as Sparrow
leads me away from the fire to an open area to dance. “You okay,
Doll?” he asks.

“Yeah, why do you ask?”

He cocks his head to the side. “You have an
Olympic sized pool of unshed tears in your eyes, that’s why. What
did that boy say to upset you?”

“Nothing.” Nothing bad, anyway. “I’m just
emotional being back home.”

He still isn’t buying it. “I never could
figure you two out. You were drawn together like magnets, but
whenever you got too close, you went up in flames, and not in a
good way.”

“It isn’t like that anymore. We’ve been
apart a long time.”

His laugh is sarcastic. “From what I just
saw, it’s exactly like that.”

As we dance, my eyes flit to where Gabriel
stands. He’s watching us and when he notices me looking in his
direction, he smiles.

 


“You have settled in well,” Aunt Kelly says
as we sit at my kitchen table to enjoy the tuna subs that I’ve
whipped up for us.

With a nod, I glance at my surroundings. It
has been an unbelievably easy transition for me. A week has passed
since my arrival and all I’ve done is nest. I didn’t leave the
house for three days after the party. I didn’t need to. Kelly made
sure my fridge was fully stocked. But on the fourth day, I finally
ventured out to the beach. It was a reunion of sorts. Lake Michigan
has a special place in my heart. As such, it was an emotional day.
I spent my first hour at the water’s edge crying tears of joy and
regret. I never should have left Halsey.

“Is it odd that I’m so happy about my
divorce?” I ask. “Most people experience sadness, loss and failure
when they get divorced. But I don’t feel any of that. All I feel
is… relief.”

“Of course you’re relieved and happy. That
controlling bastard made you miserable—sorry if that was too
harsh.”

I shake my head. “Not too harsh. It’s true.
He is a controlling bastard. And a prick, and judgmental, and
uppity, and self-important.” Alex has far more negative qualities
than positive. Qualities I would have seen in the beginning if I
had opened my eyes. Or maybe I did see them but ignored them. The
jury is out.

“The good news is, he’s not your problem
anymore.”

“Let’s toast to that.” I raise my glass of
soda and she does the same. We clink our glasses and each take a
drink.

It’s at this moment I realize my aunt isn’t
her usual chipper self. She seems on edge as she twists her bangle
bracelets and her mouth is turned down ever so slightly into a
frown.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

With her eyes trained on the table, she
shakes her head. “I suppose there’s no sense delaying the
inevitable. There’s a reason I asked if I could come over.”

“Oh? What’s up? Anything I can help
with?”

Her dread filled amber eyes meet mine.
“There’s been an incident.”

My heart jumps. In the
past, whenever someone referenced an “incident” it was club related
and involved violence. Please God, don’t
let her be here to tell me Uncle Wrench has been hurt.
“What happened?”

Aunt Kelly sighs and lowers her head into
her hands. “Your uncle and some of the crew got into a tangle with
the Henchmen at Sully’s Bar a couple days ago.”

Images of Wrench and Gabriel getting hurt
enter my mind, and my stomach turns. I squeeze my eyes shut. “Is
everyone okay?”

“It turned into a huge bar brawl and there
were three Henchmen for every one Hellion. Nobody knows what
started it. If the Henchmen even think you’re looking at them
wrong, they’re out for blood.”

Just the name Henchmen
makes my skin crawl. Their only interest is in wreaking havoc and
they do it everywhere they go. They’ve spread like cockroaches
throughout the Midwest and are moving through the rest of the
country. When I was younger, Double H and the Rebels were doing a
good job of keeping them out of Michigan. But everyone knew it was
only a matter of time before they made their way in. Ivan, the
President of the Henchmen, wants total domination
everywhere. His wish is
coming true as his MC leaves dead bodies scattered in their wake.
They make the national news regularly.

That she didn’t answer my question is
worrisome. I ask again, “Are the guys okay?”

“The men are whole, but they got some gnarly
bumps and bruises.” She sags into her chair, looking more tired
than I’ve ever seen her. “I’m telling ya, some days, it doesn’t pay
to be in this MC. I keep asking your uncle when he will step down.
He’s getting too old for this shit.”

“How long have the Henchmen been here?” I
ask.

“About a year and they get a stronger
foothold every day. Even with our alliance with the Rebels, they’re
still bigger than us. The club has been recruiting like mad for the
past six months.” She takes a breath. “You saw how many guys were
at your welcome home party. Double H has gotten too big for its
britches. There’s dissension in the ranks with all the clashing
personalities. At this point, it’s constant damage control inside
and out.”

This is a lot to take in. All the times
we’ve talked on the phone and she never said a word. “I had no idea
all this was going on, Aunt Kel.”

“When you were in New York, there was no
reason to worry you. But now that you’re home, you need to know
since it affects you.”

Affects me?
The hair stands on the back of my neck as a chill
comes over me. “Should I be worried?”

“Anyone with ties to the club should be.
There’s no telling what Ivan will do next.”

Ivan is a vile human being and as ruthless
as they come. With all the things he’s done, it’s a wonder he’s
still walking free. He must have some very influential and powerful
people in his pocket.

“I guess this means that Uncle Wrench and
the club are in danger.”

She gives a careful nod. “He won’t admit it,
but yeah. The entire club is in danger every second of every day
and it only gets worse as the seconds tick by. It’s reached a
boiling point. Something bad is coming… I can sense it.”

My posture is rigid, and my scalp prickles.
For my aunt to be talking this way, it must be serious. She is the
most upbeat person I’ve ever known. To hear her say such things is
unsettling. She always shrugged off potential dangers. Her motto
was, “No use worrying about something until it comes to pass.”

“As of this morning,” she starts, “you will
have a security detail until they rectify the situation.”

“What?” Why me? No one has any reason to
target me.

“It’s necessary, Sweetie. I have one, too.
Darren and Jonesy are outside right now.” She points to my front
door. Jonesy and Darren are longtime members of the club. Both are
good guys. Once upon a time, when I was chasing Gabriel around,
Jonesy had a thing for me. It was cute. “Ivan has been out for
Wrench and Mick for a while and this has brought it to a head.
Since Ivan’s M-O has always been to target family and loved ones,
we have to make sure you’re protected.”

I push away from the table and stand to pace
the kitchen. Given this revelation, it seems I have jumped from the
frying pan into the fire with my move to Halsey. Not that I have
any regrets.

I’ve been through this before. When I was
with Gabriel, there were a few times the club went into lockdown
and because of my connection to the club, that included me. It
wasn’t too bad, as I recall. But this is different, or at least it
feels that way, being that it’s because of the Henchmen. And this
time, I’m alone. I don’t have Gabriel by my side to protect me like
I used to. Even with security, I feel vulnerable.

“There’s more,” she says and I spin in her
direction.

“More?”

“Everyone is on high alert. All our men are
standing guard which makes it hard for work to get done at the
shop.” Mick and Wrench opened a motorcycle restoration and
customization business right around the time they formed the club.
It serves as the club’s primary source of income. “With you being
here, alone, we think it’s best for you to spend your days there.
You’ll be surrounded by the guys, which means more protection. And
Rooter needs help at the shop. He needs to be hands on with the
Henchmen situation and the new members. He can’t be tucked away in
his office, buried in paperwork.”

Rooter handles everything in the office from
quoting to finances and payroll. He has also been training to take
the reins of the shop from Mick. Being that he’s the Sergeant at
Arms of Double H, his first priority is club business. He must be
present to deal with the Henchmen. And I understand my aunt and
uncle wanting to keep me close.

“I’m happy to help, of course, but I’m not
trained.” I haven’t had an official job since I got married. As a
high-ranking executive’s wife, I spent my time on charity boards
and representing my husband in his philanthropic endeavors.

My aunt flicks her wrist, like my lack of
experience is no big deal. “Camilla and I know how to do everything
in the office. We will be there to help you.”

This is not at all what I planned for my
return to Halsey. Financially speaking, I don’t need to work. I
imagined taking a couple months to decompress. My intentions were
to eventually get involved in volunteering, perhaps at local
shelters and food pantries. But one thing I’ve learned in life is
to be flexible. While it’s important to make plans, be ready for
them to go awry. They almost always do. And while I don’t wish to
be tied to a desk job, I’d feel better at the shop surrounded by
the club.

“Okay. I’m in.”


Chapter 3

So Much For Plans

Another thing I didn’t plan for…
sharing my new home with a man.

Jonesy is staying in my guest room until
further notice. They did not give me much choice. It was either
invite him in or he was ordered to sleep on the porch. Uncle Wrench
isn’t taking any chances with my safety. I don’t mind him being
here, though. Jonesy and I always had a great rapport and I trust
he will keep me safe, should the need arise.

Still… I had been looking forward to a man
free life and home. It’s nice getting up in the morning and making
whatever I want for breakfast, and not having to follow a strict
diet. It’s lovely to not have to plan out three course meals every
day of the week. If I don’t want to cook dinner, I can order a
pizza or grab a burger from a fast-food joint. With Alex, I had to
sneak in junk food, and if he found out about it, I was
reprimanded. After being with a man who never gave me any breathing
room and never let me just… be me, I looked forward to being alone.
I crave time to get reacquainted with myself. Time to relax and
partake in activities I enjoy. I suppose I can still do that, but I
will have a shadow.

As far as shadows go, I could do worse than
Jonesy. Not only is he a cool guy, he’s easy to look at. With his
ripped physique and chiseled features, he is rather good
looking.

“What do you usually eat for breakfast?” I
ask when he appears in the kitchen.

“I’m not picky,” he says. “I’ll eat whatever
you have, with a smile on my face.”

Why can’t all men be this
easy? I glance at the clock on the wall. We
need to be at the shop in twenty minutes. Today is my first day at
the office. “Since we’re running behind, your choices are cereal,
cinnamon bagel, or yogurt.”

“Cereal it is,” he says, and as I open the
pantry, he reaches for my hand to stop me. “I don’t expect you to
serve me, Ginny. Just tell me where everything is.”

As he makes himself a gigantic bowl of
cereal, I sit at the kitchen table sipping my latte. After Aunt
Kelly left yesterday, Jonesy stayed here with me. We spent hours
catching up last night. He told me funny stories about the guys and
things that happened while I was away. When I told him about my
life with Alex, he shook his head and said he couldn’t believe I
would tolerate living that kind of life. I admitted, looking back,
I have a tough time believing it as well.

As surprised as he is as to the path my life
took, I’m equally bewildered about him. Not only is Jonesy an
attractive man, he’s kind and has a great personality. He’s close
with his family, especially his nieces and nephews. He adores kids.
I assumed he would’ve settled down with some lucky woman and
started a family by now.

“How is it that you’ve remained single all
this time?” I ask as he joins me at the table.

He arches a brow. “I
haven’t been single the whole
time.”

I tilt my head to the side. “You had an old
lady?”

“No,” he shakes his head, “but I was close
once. She didn’t like the danger that comes with club life.”

“I understand that all too well. Being
connected to Double H isn’t for the faint of heart.”

“No, it’s not, especially in these times.”
He chews as he speaks, which under normal circumstances I find
annoying, but with Jonesy, it’s endearing. “At this point, I’m
steering clear of relationships. I refuse to put this shit on
anyone.”

“Is it really that bad?”

His silver eyes bore into mine as he
absentmindedly stirs his cereal. “Ginny, this is the worst it’s
ever been. I’m not supposed to say anything, but you couldn’t have
picked a worse time to come home. It’s not safe here right
now.”

I gulp. He certainly didn’t sugar coat it.
“Why didn’t my aunt and uncle tell me?”

“I think they believe they can keep you out
of the crosshairs.” A sad expression befalls his face. “When you
told them you were getting a divorce and coming home, they were so
happy. They may not have brought you into this world, but they love
you as if you are their own. They didn’t want you to be
afraid.”

One thing I never question in this life is
the love Kelly and Wrench have for me. It’s been constant and
unconditional since the day I was born. “Even if they had told me,
I would’ve come, anyway. This is my home. Where else would I
go?”

“I don’t want you to be scared, either.” He
shifts forward in his seat, placing his callused hand on mine. “I
will do everything in my power to protect you, but, I won’t lie to
you. The Henchmen are targeting Wrench and Mick, which means you
have a bullseye on your back. You need to keep your eyes open. Be
aware of your surroundings at all times.”

A chill creeps up my spine. “I don’t even
know what I’m looking for.”

“Watch for anyone who seems out of place.
Anybody who appears to be watching you. The Henchmen are known to
recruit women to do surveillance, so don’t be quick to befriend
just anyone. Don’t make small talk with anyone you don’t know. If
some chick chats you up in the grocery line, blow her off. Catch my
drift?”

“Jesus. Maybe I shouldn’t leave the house,”
I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

“I’m not saying you can’t live your life.
None of us want that for you. But you need to be on guard at all
times. Consider everyone you don’t know a suspect.”

The more we talk, the more anxious I become.
I get the point he’s making. Shit is bad. But this isn’t how I
imagined living. It isn’t the way I want to live. I want to be
free. That was my whole intention coming here. But it isn’t
possible. I clench a fist beneath the table where he can’t see. My
palm is slick. But I’ve no time to dwell on my feelings. I’m
starting my first day in the office and I won’t be any good at my
job if I’m upset and distracted. I need a moment and pull myself
together.

Thankfully, by the time I arrive at the
office I’m calm and have managed to put my conversation with Jonesy
in the back of my mind.

“Hey, Baby Girl,” Aunt Kel greets me with a
smile in the corridor that leads to the offices. “Want some
coffee?”

I shake my head. “I’ve consumed enough
caffeine this morning to keep me up for a week.”

“Okay, I guess we’ll get to it.” She
gestures for me to enter Rooter’s office. “You and I will work in
here. Camilla will be next door in Mick’s office.”

They have changed the office to accommodate
us both. When I came inside the building the night of my party,
there was only one desk in here. Now, there are two pushed
together, so my aunt and I will face one another. We each have a
laptop and other various office supplies on our desks. I imagine
Camilla and Kelly did this over the weekend.

“You will work with accounts receivable,” my
aunt informs me. “I will handle accounts payable. Camilla is taking
care of customer service and quotes.”

I am stricken with a sudden, overwhelming
urge to bite my nails. “I don’t know anything about AR Aunt
Kelly.”

“It’s easy, Honey. And I’ll be here to
help.”

“You know how to do this?”

“Sure. I work in the office whenever Rooter
and Mick are away on club business.”

That makes me feel a little better. At least
it isn’t the blind leading the blind. “So what do I do?”

“It’s really very easy,” she says with a
warm smile that puts me at ease. “We don’t have too many
receivables. The only receivables we have are for jobs that are
done or nearing completion. Once a job is completed, one of the
guys will make the call to let the customer know and you print an
invoice. The customer comes in, approves the work and pays. You
close out the invoice. In the event that we accept a check, the
customer’s property stays here until it clears. Once it clears, you
contact the customer to tell them they can pick up. But most of the
time, they pay with a credit card. Every now and then we get cash.
You enter that information on the receivables ledger.”

“That’s it?” I ask, feeling a tremendous
sense of relief. It sounds easy enough.

My aunt nods, “In a nutshell.”

 


After an hour, there’s nothing much left for
me to do, so I help Kelly with AP data entry. There are definitely
more accounts payable than receivable. But by the time the lunch
hour rolls around, we are both caught up and sitting in the office
making small talk. In the break room, Aunt Kelly suggests taking
our food out to the picnic table.

Once outside, I close my eyes and angle my
face into the breeze as the warmth from the sun falls over me. If I
had it my way, I would be at the beach right now.

“I can’t believe how warm it’s been this
Spring,” she says. “Seventy-four degrees on May eleventh is unheard
of.”

“It’s probably going to be a hot summer,” I
comment and pull my strawberry blonde hair into a ponytail. I can’t
stand it when my hair sticks to the back of my neck.

“Mind if we join you?” Jonesy says from our
right. Gabriel stands at his side. As tall and strapping as Jonesy
is, he’s dwarfed by Gabriel.

“Not at all, Boys.” My aunt pats the empty
space on the bench next to her.

Already on that side of the table, Jonesy
sits alongside her and Gabriel takes a seat by me. That neither of
them have any food means they only came out to keep an eye on us.
It’s at once reassuring and unsettling.

“Aren’t you guys gonna eat?” I ask.

“We ordered a pizza,” Gabriel answers.

Kelly talks about wanting to remodel her
bedroom to include a master bath like mine, but I’m distracted when
Jonesy asks Gabriel if there’s been any word on Mick. Neither he
nor Rooter have been in the shop today, and I assume it has to do
with the trouble with the Henchmen. I didn’t ask about it because
I’ve had a hard enough time keeping that subject at the back of my
mind.

“Nothing yet,” he replies.

Jonesy turns to my aunt, “Anything on Rooter
and Wrench?”

She shakes her head. “We should hear from
them any minute now.”

“Where are they?” I inquire, even though I
can guess her answer.

“Handling club business,” she answers
vaguely, as I expected, and takes a bite of her sandwich.

“Henchmen business?” I press.

“You know I can’t say,” she reminds me, “but
there’s nothing to worry about. They’ll be back soon.”

Annoyed, I cross my arms. Frankly, I don’t
believe her. “In my experience, whenever someone in this club said
not to worry, there was reason to worry.”

Jonesy nods in agreement, seemingly by
accident, and Gabriel shoots him a pointed look.

“They’re okay, Ginny.” Gabriel turns to me
with a small smile. There’s not a hint of uneasiness in his eyes.
But that doesn’t mean much. He always had a fantastic poker
face.

“Don’t placate me.”

“I’m not.” He looks at me as though I have
no reason to not trust what he says. But I haven’t forgotten how
these things have played out in the past.

“I remember how things work around here,” I
say, and glance at my surroundings. “As far as I can tell, half the
guys are MIA. Mick, Wrench and Rooter are all gone. Usually one of
them is always here unless something really big is happening. So
don’t blow smoke up my ass telling me there’s nothing to worry
about when clearly, there is.”

Gabriel sucks in a long breath and looks to
my aunt to lead.

“We can’t give you details, Baby Girl,” she
says. “But if something was wrong, we would’ve heard by now.”

Having lost my appetite, I push my plate
away. “How are you so calm? I hate not knowing what’s going
on.”

“So do I,” she admits and wipes her mouth.
“But it’s just the way it is. I have to wait patiently until we get
word.”

“Well, I’m not a patient person.”

All three chuckle.

“Some things never change,” Gabriel jokes,
and I swat his arm.

It’s true that patience has never been my
strong suit. I hate waiting for answers. I prefer to know what’s
going on as it happens. I like being informed. What’s wrong with
that? The one thing I despise about club life as a woman is that we
just sit idly by, waiting. Always waiting. Praying for the best,
but trying to be prepared for the worst. Whenever Gabriel was sent
on a club run, I was a nervous wreck. I couldn’t tolerate going
hours on end without word regarding his wellbeing. I felt like I
was living on the edge and it wasn’t fun. It was an issue we often
argued over.

“How do you all do this?” I ask,
incredulous. “Just sit here like nothing is going on? Like
everything is okay?”

“It’s all in the mindset.” Jonesy taps his
temple. “We’ve trained ourselves to be this way. No sense worrying
about something until it happens. Otherwise we’d be strung out all
the time.”

“Or maybe you’ve become numb to it all,” I
point out. “Perhaps you’re so used to being in danger that you’re
immune to fear.”

“That pretty much hits the nail on the
head.” Gabriel points to my water bottle. “Do you mind if I take a
swig?”

He doesn’t wait for me to answer as he takes
the bottle and brings it to his lips. I wouldn’t have said no, and
he probably guessed as much. Watching him drink my water is a
pleasant distraction from the conversation at hand.

“I’m never going to be as relaxed about this
stuff as you all are,” I admit, and tear my eyes away from Gabriel.
“I didn’t like it before and I don’t like it now.”

“None of us
like it, Gin,” Aunt Kelly
says. “This is the part we all hate.”

With a shrug, Jonesy adds, “It just comes
with the territory.”

“Yeah, well, it sucks.”

 


It isn’t until late in the evening that we
get word on the guys. Me, Aunt Kelly, Camilla, Gabriel, Jonesy and
Axle are in the clubhouse when Camilla gets a call from Mick. He
and the men with him are fine and on their way home. As for Wrench
and Rooter, they received some intel that is sending them
elsewhere, but I am not privileged enough to get that information.
While I’m relieved to know everyone is whole, I wish my uncle was
coming home tonight. Based on Kelly’s frown, it’s obvious she feels
the same.

“Do you want to stay with me tonight?” I
offer, and her tired eyes soften. “We can drink White Russian’s and
listen to classic rock out on the deck.”

The first drink I ever had was a White
Russian made by my aunt on my seventeenth birthday. I can recall so
many nights hanging out with her, getting tipsy and making fun of
her love of eighties hair bands. Truth is, I enjoy that music,
too.

“That sounds fabulous.” She pulls me to the
side, away from the others. “Cartwright is my escort now after a
minor issue between him and Isa.”

“What issue?”

My aunt rolls her eyes and laughs
sarcastically. “Evidently, she thought parading around naked in
front of him was a proper thing to do.”

I choke. “She what?”

My aunt shakes her head and laughs once.
“Yep. Anyway, he’s with me now, and Darren is with her. So if I
stay tonight, Cartwright will be with me. Is that okay?”

“I don’t see why not as long as he doesn’t
mind.”


Chapter 4

The Warning

Three hours and I don’t know how many drinks later,
my aunt is sloshed. I’m not drunk, but with the alcohol in my
system, I’m loosening up. Playing a mixture of eighties and
nineties music, Kelly has been dancing nonstop for the past hour.
She is much more at ease since talking to my uncle a little while
ago. He promised her he and Rooter are safe and will be home
tomorrow evening or the next day at the latest.

Gabriel and Jonesy sit with us and play
cards, but refrain from partaking in the alcohol. Every so often
one of the guys does a perimeter check of the house. An eerie
reminder that they’re not here socially.

“This is almost like old times.” Aunt Kelly,
out of breath and sweaty, sits and turns down the music so we can
talk. “Do you remember all the nights we sat outside drinking and
playing loud music?”

“I do.”

“I remember the first time you got drunk
with me.” She giggles.

“So do I. Well, I remember most of it.”

She laughs harder. “I’m surprised you
remember any of it. Do you remember it, Cartwright?”

His eyes flit to mine. “I most certainly
do.”

Gabriel and I hadn’t been together long at
that point. I was still a virgin. We were trying to take it slow,
even though neither of us wanted to. Ashley told me that if I
wanted him to take me seriously, I had to make him wait at least a
month. And Gabriel, knowing I was a virgin, wanted to wait until we
were sure about the relationship. Being that I was his VP’s
daughter by proxy, he couldn’t treat me like any other girl. He had
to do right by me. Even though he really liked me, he wasn’t
willing to risk his patch if he wasn’t sure. There was also the
issue of me being a minor when we started dating. I was seventeen,
and he was twenty.

But that night was my eighteenth birthday,
and we had been dating for just over three weeks. It was obvious
that the wait was coming to an end. We were both on the verge of
spontaneous combustion. In my inebriated state, I couldn’t keep my
hands off Gabriel, and it was driving him crazy. When I thought my
aunt and uncle weren’t looking, I dragged him into the woods at the
edge of their property. While I didn’t lose my virginity that
night, he served up my first spine tingling orgasm.

I didn’t know it for a while, but the
following day, Unca had a not so friendly chat with Gabriel about
taking his Princess out to the woods to have his way with me. But
when Gabriel explained that we hadn’t had sex yet, my uncle
developed a new level of respect for him. That was the day we
earned his seal of approval.

“Those were the good old days,” Aunt Kelly
sighs. “Things were simpler then.”

The good old days indeed. It seems like a
lifetime ago. As a wave of nostalgia falls over me, I glance in
Gabriel’s direction. Staring out into my backyard, he nods in
agreement. After a moment, he stands and says he’s going to check
the perimeter once more. I follow him with my eyes until he
disappears from view.

“There’s a look I’ve seen a thousand times.”
Aunt Kelly points at me as she laughs.

Genuinely curious, I ask, “What look?”

“Don’t even try to deny you were staring as
he walked away.”

I shake my head, “I wasn’t staring.”

“Bullshit,” she cackles. “Your eyes were
glued to his ass the whole way.”

I playfully smack her arm with the back of
my hand. “They were not!”

“They were too.”

Perhaps they were. Who could blame me? I
take a sip of my drink rather than engage further.

“It really is a shame the two of you didn’t
stay together,” my aunt says, taking a more serious tone. “I
imagine by now you’d have little Cartwright’s and Ginny’s running
around.”

I choke on what’s left of my White Russian.
Jonesy watches me from across the table, waiting for my response to
her statement, but it doesn’t come. This isn’t a conversation worth
having, especially when she’s three sheets to the wind







































































































tmp_f999ddf7c80cc51604b41a9ef53c0170_29f7v6_html_m75ee4a8.jpg
DOUBLE H ROMANGCE SERIES

TEIRAN SMITH





tmp_f999ddf7c80cc51604b41a9ef53c0170_29f7v6_html_m31f971b2.jpg
TEIRAN SMITH





cover.jpg





