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      The Victim & The Protector

      

      Tyler & Meredith Blackfoot

      Tyler and Meredith Blackfoot have a long and complicated history. A relationship born out of the worst thing a woman can endure has blossomed into a greater love than either of them could have ever imagined. Now, with answered prayers and Addie a permanent part of their family, they are ready to move forward.

      Meredith is working as Director of the CRISIS center. Tyler busy mentoring younger members of the club and the teenagers that look up to him with wide-eyed amazement.

      Life is going exactly the way they want it to when a woman shows up at CRISIS that could threaten everything they’ve worked so hard to achieve. She’s dangerous, and only a select few know why. Secrets are kept and stresses mount as the Blackfoot’s get the biggest surprise of their lives.

      Tyler will do anything to protect the woman he loves and the young family they’ve created together. When the reason he breathes is threatened, he does everything in his power to prove it’s not the end, but the beginning of forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Meredith Blackfoot tensed as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and did her best not to bite down. Her hand gripped that of her husband, who stood at his full height next to her, as still as she was. They were both, it seemed, holding their breath. In actuality this breath had been held for the past eighteen months: the length of time since Addalynn had come to live with them, how long it had taken for their petition for adoption to be seen before the court, and how long they had lived their lives looking over their shoulders.

      The obstacles they faced had, at times, seemed overwhelming—yet here they stood. As one united front.

      “Whatever they say, we’ll make it through.”

      She heard the soft words spoken by the man who held her heart, who’d held it since he’d saved her on the most awful night of her life. He was right, they would, but goddamn, it would hurt if they took Addalynn away. Their attorney had cautioned them before they walked in that if things went to shit there were always appeals, but Meredith wasn’t sure her heart could take it. There were only so many times that a heart could be broken, and hers was about at its limit.

      His larger hand held hers tightly, his thumb rubbing circles over the skin there. The touch soothed her as the judge took his seat before the court and the hearing started. The whole thing went by in a blur until she heard the words that she had wanted to hear for so long.

      “This adoption has been approved, and the minor child will be able to remain in the custody and home of Tyler and Meredith Blackfoot.”

      Those were the sweetest words Meredith had ever heard in her life. They were free to move on and enjoy their time together. There would be no more looking over their shoulders, wondering if they hadn’t been as thorough as they had tried to be when searching for Addalynn’s family members. She did research every day in her job for CRISIS and knew that she’d done the best she could.

      “Let’s take our daughter home,” Tyler told her, the smile on his face as wide as she had ever seen it.

      Taking their daughter home. Words she had always longed to hear, but never thought she would.
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        * * *

      

      Two Months Later

      “You go ahead and go on home, Mer. I know Tyler and Addie are waitin’ on you,” Christine told her friend. “I’ll take care of getting this family settled and signed in. You’ve worked more than your fair share this week.”

      Christine was right, they were waiting on her. This was their first holiday as an official family, and this year the Heaven Hill MC was doing Fourth of July up right. Steele and Rooster had gone into Tennessee earlier in the week and bought a whole bunch of fireworks. The women had all asked them why they didn’t do business inside of Bowling Green, but they all just rolled their eyes and said Tennessee was the place to go. Either way, the group was apparently going to witness an insane spectacle tonight as soon as the sun went down.

      “Are you sure?” She absolutely did not want to take advantage of the other woman, who also had someone important at home. “Steele’s waitin’ on you.”

      “True, but he doesn’t have a two-year-old little girl to get ready.”

      Meredith giggled. Her Tyler was doing well in all aspects of parenting except fixing Addie’s hair, which they all considered hilarious given his penchant for wearing his long. “You’ve got a point. I need to go before this child’s head is bald.”

      The two women exchanged a hug, and Meredith made her way out to the SUV that they purchased when Addalynn had come to live with them. They couldn’t very well strap her on the back of a motorcycle, and Tyler had been nervous about handing her up in his big truck. Getting in, Meredith grinned at the car seat that was in the back.

      “Everything happened for a reason and it all happened like it was supposed to,” she told herself as she backed out of the parking lot and made her way onto Louisville Road.

      She may not have given birth to Addalynn, but she was the child that she had prayed for, and that was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

      “Damnit,” Tyler cursed as he tried once again to do the easy pull-back thingy to Addie’s hair that Meredith had showed him. It looked so easy when she was doing it, and honestly, he could put his own hair in a braid; this shit should be easy. “Can we sit still for five more seconds?” he asked the two-year-old.

      “No,” she told him plainly, shaking her head.

      He breathed out slowly, telling himself that this would not defeat him. He’d kicked ass for a long time in his life. A simple hairdo would not be the end of him or his patience. It wasn’t. So he took a deep breath and pulled the hair back again, only to have the barrette snap when he went to close it. “Motherfuckin’ piece of shit,” he swore harshly.

      “Shit,” Addie yelled, clapping her hands, grinning as she did so.

      It was then that he felt the presence of the only woman who ever made him stop running, made him stop looking for approval from others when he knew he wouldn’t get it. Turning around, he grinned at the woman who wore his necklace. “She didn’t get that from me.”

      Meredith gave him her own grin back. “I stood here long enough to know that she did. Still not good with the hair?”

      “I don’t know how you do it.” He shook his head. “I can’t seem to get the hang of it, no matter how hard I try.”

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret,” she told him as she walked over to the two of them and had a seat on Tyler’s lap, pulling Addie into hers.

      He watched as she went about pulling the mass of curls all up, not even bothering to try and still the squirming toddler. “I’m all ears, babe. Any secrets you got to tell, I’m willin’ to listen.”

      Meredith shivered slightly. His lips at her ear still had the power to get to her. “I practiced with an old baby doll of Mandy’s until I had it right.”

      He was stunned for a moment and then let out the loudest laugh she’d heard. “Are you fuckin’ serious?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I’ve never been a girlie girl. My friends and I didn’t do each other’s hair, I was never really into makeup that much, so I was at a loss for what to do. I did watch some YouTube videos.” She shrugged.

      His large hand circled around her thigh. “You’ve always been all woman to me.”

      It should have been illegal how much they still wanted each other. Had anyone told her she’d have a relationship like this when she was younger, she would have laughed. For her, life was all about career. No one needed a man—especially not her—who had prided herself in how many things she could do on her own. One night changed her whole outlook on life, and funny as it sounded, she was glad. Her life hadn’t turned out the way she’d planned, but it was so much better than she’d ever assumed it could be. “Stop.” She smacked his hand away playfully. “We gotta go. They’ll start the fireworks in a few hours, and I need to help Denise with the food.”

      “Okay,” he sighed. “But tonight, I say we make our own fireworks.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, her eyes meeting his. “You got yourself a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “I swear to God, Drew Walker, you push me in this pool again and I’m going home!”

      Meredith laughed along with Denise as the two of them sat out all the side dishes on the deck that had been erected around the above-ground pool. Drew and his best friend Dalton had put the pool up themselves the summer before, and they had been the ones out here building the deck, just in time for the cookout. It looked like Drew was reaping the rewards of a job well done.

      “Charity’s going to go home, isn’t she?” Denise mused as she nodded towards them. “’Cause my son ain’t gonna leave her alone.”

      “She’s such a nice girl,” Meredith told her. “You lucked out on that. I see some of the sullen teenagers that come into CRISIS, and I fight to ask them if it’ll hurt to smile. I know they’ve been through a lot. I mean if they’re at CRISIS then life isn’t what any them thought it would be, ya know? But I want to tell them that a smile can change a person’s whole outlook on life.”

      “She is a nice girl, no matter what her momma does for a living,” Denise affirmed. “I’m just afraid one of them is going to get their heart broken. Not only is she a nice girl, but she’s a smart girl, and she wants out of this town.”

      “Well, I don’t blame her,” Meredith put out a bowl of fruit salad, leaving the cover on to keep the flies out of it until they could all sit down for the meal. “I have a stigma of a rape victim on me, even if it’s just to a few people. She has a stigma of being the daughter of a stripper. She’s never going to outgrow that, no matter how smart or beautiful she is. There are only so many stigmas we can escape at a time.”

      “I know, and believe me, I get it. I think baby boy’s gonna be left with a broken heart at the end of this coming school year.

      It was hard for Meredith to believe that Drew and Mandy were old enough to be seniors in high school, but that’s what they would be, come August. “Then you’ll do what all mothers who care for their children do. You’ll nurse his broken heart back whole and let him know that there are other fish in the sea.”
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      "We're gonna head out."

      Meredith glanced up, seeing Layne and Jessica standing together holding hands. She knew that given his past, Layne sometimes couldn't handle loud noises and flash booms…it didn't happen every time, but on those rare occasions that it did send him into a flashback, it could be hard to get him out of it. He wasn't a fan of giving it a try and just assuming he would be okay in the end. He'd had a few flashbacks with Jessica around, and he was always worried he'd hurt her. When children were around, he was even more careful, which was probably why he was making a quick exit tonight.

      "Thanks for comin'," Tyler stood up, hugging the younger man.

      Liam, Travis, and Rooster were in the field, getting things set up, and it was customary for the other members to say their goodbyes before heading out. Jagger was talking shit with some of the teenagers that had come with Drew and Mandy.

      "It's always a great time," Jessica grinned.

      They still lived at the clubhouse, but Meredith knew that for this night they would probably be getting a room at their favorite hotel. It had always surprised Meredith how quickly and easily Jessica had given up her previous life, but she never acted as if she missed it. She hardly ever talked about it. She truly was happy in her life as a girlfriend and an erotica writer.

      Talk and movement were beginning to die down. They had eaten and socialized. Everyone nursed full stomachs, and they were all moving from the picnic table and patio furniture to blankets that had been set out earlier in the day. The sun was finally beginning to set, and they were all getting excited for the fireworks show.

      "You ready, doodlebug?" Tyler hitched Addalynn up on his hip. She'd been his doodlebug since she was five months old and he'd caught her playing with a crayon, making random doodles on a piece of paper.

      She nodded, even though her head was heavy against his shoulder. The little girl was fighting sleep in a big way. If this were a normal night and not a special holiday, they'd be having bath and story time right about now. This family was nothing if not on a schedule.

      "Not too much longer," Meredith told her, smoothing back some of the hairs that had escaped the up-do she'd placed it in.

      They had a seat on their blanket, in between Drew and Charity on one side, Dalton and Mandy on the other. Drew and Charity were wrapped up in one another; Drew had his arm around Charity's neck, and he was saying things in her ear that made her giggle. On the other end of the spectrum were Mandy and Dalton. They weren't close together, but it was close enough to make Meredith wonder what was going on with the two of them. Their heads were bent at an angle talking to one another, and Dalton reached over to grasp her hand, running his fingers along her palm. Whatever Dalton said caused a blush to form on Mandy’s cheeks.

      "You two keep it PG," Tyler's voice boomed over at Drew and Charity. "Tatum's runnin' around someplace, and you know she'll end up over there."

      The two teenagers’ faces lit a bright red as they realized what the older man had implied.

      "Tyler!" Meredith smacked him on the chest. "Don't embarrass them like that."

      Tyler let a slow grin work its way across his face and leaned close to his wife. "He and I still work out together, ya know? I have a pretty good idea of what they're doing when he takes his shirt off and he has scratches down his back deeper than mine."

      Now it was her turn to blush. She'd known Drew since he was twelve; there was not one part of her that could even begin to imagine what Tyler was saying to her. "What am I gonna do with you?"

      Before he could answer, loud booms filled the air along with all colors of the rainbow. Talking ceased, and the only sounds that could be heard were the oohs and ahs of the crowd and gasps of pleasure from the little kids. Tyler looked down at Addalynn, who happily clapped her hands; his heart was as full as it had ever been.
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        * * *

      

      "She's out like a light," Tyler whispered as he and Meredith made their way into the dorm room they still sometimes used. It was nice to have options, especially on nights like this when it would be a late drive to their home.

      "Then I'll give her a bath in the morning. No reason to wake her up tonight," Meredith said as she pulled back the covers in the bed that they used for Addie when they were here. It was a converted toddler bed, but it got the job done.

      Tyler stopped what he was doing and looked at her, his brown eyes bright.

      "What?" she asked, not able to help the grin that spread across her own face.

      "She's out…most everybody else is either in bed or they've moved the party somewhere else for the night…" he let his sentence die off.

      Being together for years meant that you knew what your significant other was getting at or trying to say, but sometimes she liked to make him work for it. "That means we should sleep really good tonight. It's been a super long day. Working at CRISIS means you don't get to take holidays off." She exaggerated a yawn and raised her arms up over her head, stretching.

      He took the opportunity to grab her around the waist and lift her up. Using his hands, he spread her thighs and let her legs circle his mid-section. "I think you know just what I'm gettin' at, sweetheart. No reason to act like you don't."

      Of their own accord, her arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him in to a kiss that was hot enough to cause sweat to break out on his brow. He groaned in the back of his throat, tightening his grip on her ass.

      "You're right." Her voice was breathless as she pulled away from the kiss. "Where can we go?" Some people were okay with having relations while a child was around, but that had never been her thing and probably never would be.

      "Neither one of us got to swim tonight."

      "Give me five minutes to make sure that someone can watch Addie if she needs something before we get back and to grab my swimsuit." She hurriedly grabbed the baby monitor they used while they were here and went in search of a friend.

      "Five minutes, and that's all you get."

      The tone of his voice told her there would be no argument.
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      "Go on, enjoy that piece of man meat you call yours. I'll make sure Addie is taken care of, if she needs anything. I'm pretty sure she won't, but don't worry about it," B told Meredith, grinning at her like a lunatic as she held up the baby monitor in one hand.

      "Why are you so happy I'm going to go have alone time with Ty?" she asked, her eyes squinted together in question.

      "I just have a really good feeling about tonight. I've thought about it the whole night…every time I look at you, I think it's a special night."

      "Whatever." Meredith laughed. "Thanks for watching her."

      Not waiting for B to spout off more weird words to her, she high-tailed it back down the hallway and to the dorm room they called their own. She closed the door as quietly as she could. "B and Jagger got it if Addie wakes up; let me just change real fast."

      When she turned, her mouth went dry, like barren desert dry. "How is it that every time I look at you without a shirt on, you're hotter than you were the time before?"

      "I keep tellin' you. It's the workouts with Drew, plus I wanna keep it tight for you."

      Keeping it tight was one way of putting it. She was pretty sure he now sported an eight-pack on his abdomen.

      "Go change, I'm ready for some adult time with you," he ordered, stepping up to kiss her on the cheek. His hand cupped her hip and pulled her to him for a fraction of a second. That fraction was enough for her to know that maybe B was right, maybe this night was special.

      "Be right back."

      Meredith's heart pounded in her chest as she made her way to the bathroom. She tried to think back to the last night they'd had like this and realized it had been a while. Playing mommy and daddy, not to mention the stress of the court case to get Addie, had taken a toll on their intimacy. She wanted a little bit of that back tonight. Digging through the bag of swimwear she kept at the clubhouse, she looked for one bikini in particular…it was skimpy, and she hadn't worn it in a couple of years. Partly because she'd gained a few pounds and partly because those few pounds she'd gained made the damn thing look indecent. Quickly she got out of her clothes and put the suit on. Her hair had been up in a ponytail for most of the night because she'd let it air dry before they came. Taking it down, she was happy to see that it had naturally curled. She took a few minutes to arrange it before she put a cover-up on and then made her way out to the room.

      "Really? A cover-up?" Tyler’s face was a mask of disappointment.

      She laughed. "The only person I want to see me in what I'm wearing is you. So yes, a cover-up."

      Grabbing her hand, he pulled her out of the room, and within a minute they were down the hallway and outside on the deck. Tyler watched her, his eyes dark, as he moved around the space, lowering the lighting that had been placed here and there to give it some atmosphere. "Don’t want anybody to be spying," he explained.

      Meredith knew without a doubt that no one would be spying—everyone respected Tyler in such a way that almost any person she knew would rather kill themselves before they would disrespect or disappoint him. "While you do that," she started to take off the cover-up, "I'm gonna get in."

      His intake of breath was sharp as he saw the bikini she wore. It gave her satisfaction to hear it and made her feel powerful. It was one of the best sounds she'd heard in a very long time.

      Glancing over her shoulder at him, she gave him a saucy smile before she jumped in. When she resurfaced, pushing her hair back from her face, smoothing it with the water from the pool, he was still standing. Staring. His gaze was so intense she could feel it in every part of her body. It was almost unnerving. "Aren't you gonna come in?"

      He went down into a squat and used his index finger to call her over to him. There were no words exchanged between the two, but there didn't need to be. They could speak with looks and sounds; they didn’t need words.

      It was as if he had a string and she were attached to it. His gaze pulled her across the water until she stopped in front of him. Sitting on the edge of the pool, he put his legs in, using them to encircle her. "You're not gonna get away," he teased.

      "I never wanted to." She gazed up at him under wet lashes.

      There was something in her gaze that called to him. Every time they were intimate, she gave a piece of herself over and he took that piece and held it close to his heart. It was one of the things he'd loved about her from the beginning. He'd had tons of meaningless sex in his life, but with her—every look, every touch, every sound meant something. "Give me your hands," he told her.

      She did as he asked, gasping as he used his upper body strength to pull her up out of the water. To stabilize herself, she quickly spread her thighs, straddling his hips. Using her hands, she gripped his shoulders to keep her balance, and it was then that his lips claimed hers.

      One large palm went to the nape of her neck, tangling in the mass of hair there. His other went to her hip, settling her more firmly against the hardness of his body. Meredith moaned deeply in the back of her throat. He owned her, always had
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