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Dedication
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The heart is the strongest organ you have. Take care of it.

JG - I would walk 5,000 miles for you. In the snow, rain, and at boiling point.
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Prologue
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LIGHT FLASHED ACROSS the sky. Tee stared down at her bare feet. Sometimes storms scared her, especially when they happened at night. 

Water splashed off the concrete onto her legs like teardrops. She wanted to go inside the house.

"I’m not coming back." Her dad squatted in front of her, yet she still had to look up to see his face. "Do you understand?"

Whiskers covered his usually smooth face. The last time he came to see her, he hadn't had the white line down his cheek.

She stepped on the top of her foot and wobbled on one leg. "You're going on a trip?"

"Something like that." Her dad took her hand. "I want you to listen to me, okay?"

She nodded.

"You're a big girl, now." Her dad's gaze softened. "Five years old."

She touched the tattoo that appeared to come from underneath his shirt and wrapped around his neck. "I'm big."

"I want you to remember tonight." He picked her up and straightened.

The rain dripped off her nose. She wasn't cold. It was hot today, even though the sun had disappeared, and the moon was out.

"No matter what happens tomorrow or next week, I'm your dad. If your mom gets some guy to come and live with you, I don't want you to call him daddy, okay?"

She arched her back, looking at his face. Why would momma have someone else live with them?

"Remember who you belong to, Tee." He patted her bottom. "You remember me."

"When are you coming back?" she asked.

"I'm not."

Tears leaked out of her eyes. She looked behind her at the house, expecting her mom to come and get her. But the door remained shut. Had her mom left her?

Her mouth opened, and she screamed. Her dad wrapped her in his arms, pressing her against his chest. Who was going to take care of her? She didn't want to stay with Mrs. Preisly next door.

"Shut up now. Stop your crying." Her dad jiggled her until she couldn’t breathe. "I got something for you."

She sniffled. He set her on her feet.

Lightning lit up the sky. She jolted, wrapping her arms around her dad's leg.

"It's okay." Her dad patted her back. "Storms won't hurt you. Even owls fly in a storm."

She squeezed her eyes shut, refusing to let go of him. He pried her arms away and forced her to stand in front of him. Squatting down, he pulled something out of his pocket. She tried to see what he had in his hands, but he kept his fingers curled closed.

She grabbed his thumb, trying to pull it back and see what he had, but he was strong. "Let me see."

"Just a minute." He chucked her chin. "I'm going to give you something you can't show anyone. You can't even show your mom. Are you a big enough girl to keep a secret?"

She nodded excitedly. No one had ever told her a secret before.

As if by magic, he opened his hand and flashed something shiny and round stuck on the tip of his little finger.

She brushed the rain off her face. "What is it?"

"It's a special ring." He held her face, hiding the gift, and making her look at him. "It's too big for you now, baby. But one day, it'll fit you. Don't wear it until it fits."

"I want to wear it now."

Her dad let her go and reached into his pocket. She leaned forward to see what he would show her next, and he pulled out a small box.

He opened the lid and stuck the ring inside. Then, he closed the container with a snap.

She jumped back. The sky grew darker, and thunder clapped overhead.

Scared of the storm, she hurried to the front door and tried to turn the doorknob. Her wet hands made it impossible to get inside.

Tears filled her vision, and her nose ran. She wanted to go to her bedroom.

Her dad clamped his hand on her shoulders and turned her around. She raised her fists and rubbed her eyes.

He took her hands and forced them open. "Take the ring, baby. Hide it in your room. Don't even forget about it. Wherever you go, make sure you never lose the ring. Don't tell anyone you have it. Okay?"

She no longer wanted a secret. She wanted to go inside out of the rain and the thunder. She hated the loud noise.

Her dad opened the door. She darted forward, and he grabbed her.

"Keep it hidden until you're bigger, and the ring will stay on your finger. Don't ever lose it," he said.

She broke away from him and ran into the house. All she wanted to do was get rid of the box. She no longer wanted the present. She didn't like the ring.
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Chapter One
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ACHOO.

“Bless you,” said a man with a deep voice.

Even though she’d sneezed into her elbow, Tee stepped over and washed her hands in the sink. Tonight felt twice as long as usual for an eight-hour shift that had started at four o'clock that afternoon.

She dried her hands. The biker stood in front of the mirror, putting his vest back on after receiving a tattoo from John on the back of his shoulder. “Thanks. I'm battling allergies.”

“It's the wind.” He gathered his dark, almost auburn, hair behind his neck and tied a leather strip faster than she could put a hair tie in her hair. “In the Aspen trees. The pollen. On everything.”

She leaned against the counter, drawn in by the way he kept adding tidbits to what he wanted to say. “We need a good rain. That usually helps wash the pollen away. At least it gives me a break from my allergies.”

He grunted, whether agreeing or disagreeing with her. Feeling as if she was going to sneeze again, she stepped away and returned to the front desk. Scott's last customer was another biker from Killere Motorcycle Club getting filler on his sleeve. In a half hour, she could go back to her apartment and crash.

Erika stepped in front of her. “He's outside, having a smoke.”

“Who?”

“The sexy biker you've watched for the last hour while he got his tat,” whispered Erika. “Take your break and go talk to him.”

She glanced at the glass door and spotted a red ember from the end of a cigarette. “I wasn't gawking at him. I had nothing else to look at. The desk is ten feet from Scott’s station. Besides, he walked in with the other customer. He's probably waiting for him.”

“Sure, if you say so.” Erika raised her brows. “He's hot. You'll miss out on a wild night.”

Erika considered herself an expert on everyone's love life. She had to hear about all the available men who walked into work, and when she got home, Erika always begged her to go out with her to pick up guys.

They were more than roommates. She and Erika were best friends. Having grown up in foster care until she was eighteen years old, she never had a permanent family. Ever since she met Erika in the seventh grade, they'd remained close, even through several moves across town.

Once she aged out of the system, she and Erika moved into an apartment together, thanks to Erika's Uncle, who gave them the security deposit and got them a job working at Rooster's Nest.

“Aren't they from that motorcycle club your uncle is in?” She glanced at the other biker getting his tattoo done. “Killere, right?”

“Yeah, but there are hundreds of members. I don't know these guys.”

Erika's uncle raised her after her mom overdosed when she was ten years old. Tee bonded with her over their similarities. Tee had grown up a child of the state in foster care after her mom lost custody of her—and then died from her habits.

Neither one missed having a mom, considering the ones they had were bad examples of what a mother should be.

Being raised in foster care wasn't bad. When she was a teenager, it was easy. No one cared what she was doing, so she ran around without adult supervision and never got in trouble for staying out all night or not checking in. All the foster parents cared about was receiving their monthly check from the state for housing a kid and making sure they went to school.

Erika had a harder time getting out of the house because her uncle set down hard rules she had to follow. In some ways, she was jealous of Erika’s situation with her Uncle Rager and wished someone would put down rules and make her follow them.

But that was a long time ago now. They'd lived together for two years now.

She sat down behind the desk and shut off the computer. A yawn took her by surprise, and she covered her mouth.

“He's coming back in,” whispered Erika.

Tee sneezed.

Erika kicked Tee's chair. “Go talk to him.”

“I'm not doing anything tonight. My allergies are driving me crazy. Besides.” She sniffled. “I'd sneeze all over him.” 

“Take an antihistamine and get some lovin'.” Erika picked up the empty coffee cup on the corner of the desk.

She laughed. “I'd fall asleep before having any fun.”

“Girl, you need to straighten out your life and put your priorities first.” Erika's gaze intensified, and she nodded. “We've got our age working for us. We just need men.”

“Get out of here.” She scoffed. “Sex isn't the only thing in life. I need to concentrate on making more money so I don't have to worry about you kicking me out and getting a new roommate.”

“Never.” Erika's gaze flickered to the back of the room. “Have you seen Matt tonight?”

Matt owned the shop. He was also a shitty boss and let the tattoo artists who rented out the stations run everything in his absence. 

Everyone at Rooster's Nest knew Matt gambled on the side. When Matt stayed away, it meant he was hiding out because he couldn't afford to pay his employees or winning big at the casino.

“No. I haven't seen him.” She wiped the counter. “Have you?”

“He better show up tomorrow night with my check.” Erika's lips tightened into a firm line. “I'm tired of him flaking.”

Tee exhaled in shared frustration as Erika carried the dirty dish into the break room. Straightening the desk, she checked the time. They should've closed the shop five minutes ago.

The biker got up and walked over to the mirror. She took in the heavily bearded man covered from neck to waist with tattoos. The appearance of the clientele no longer shocked her.

Rooster's Nest had everyone from teenagers bringing their parent with them to get their first tattoo to some of the extremists who were determined to cover every inch of their body with ink. It wasn't her job to judge. She attended the front desk, made appointments, handled the money for all the artists, and kept people moving in and out.

The biker put on his shirt. She looked away and caught the other member of Killere Motorcycle Club approaching her. Her stomach quivered. Something about the way he moved and held himself fascinated her.

He was sexy in a rugged, bad-boy way, wearing all black and his shoulder-length, wavy hair hung wild and free. She raked her upper front teeth over her bottom lip. Many women would die for thick, natural hair like his.

Not a pure ginger, but there were auburn strands visible in his hair.

“This is for his ink.” He slapped a hundred-dollar bill on the desk in front of her.

She never questioned the amount. The artists dealt with how much they wanted to charge, which varied for each customer. She only held onto the payment for Matt, who then ensured everyone got their money.

“Thanks.” She closed the cash box. “Do you need a receipt?”

He ignored the question and frowned. “Are you Rager's niece?”

She pointed behind her. “No, not me. The other woman who works here is, though. Her name's Erika. Would you like me to get her?”

He tapped his thumb against her desk. “Rager was running his mouth and talked about his niece working here. I thought you might be her.”

Catching sight of Erika coming back into the room, Tee motioned her friend over. “Here she is.” Tee locked the cash box and glanced at the patch on the front of his vest. “Erika, Shrader knows your uncle.”

Erika smiled and put her hand on her hip. Tee half-turned, trying not to laugh in amusement. The sexy pose her friend fell into in a split second was typical of Erika. She was always looking for a good time.

“You know Uncle Rager?” asked Erika.

“Yeah. I've rode a few thousand miles with him.”

Tee glanced at Shrader. He still looked at her, even though he spoke to Erika. She twirled the ring on her thumb, around and around.

Shrader's gaze dropped to her hands. She covered her ring, not wanting him to know he made her nervous.

Noticing the other biker approaching, she stood from the chair. All she had to do was take the cash to Matt's office, and she could leave.

“Let's hit the road, brother.” The other biker shrugged on his vest. “We have an hour or so before the bar closes on Twenty-Fourth.”

“It was nice to meet you.” Erika put her hand on Shrader's arm.

“Yeah. Same.” Shrader's attention remained on Tee, dipping his chin to her.

That non-communitive acknowledgment made Tee's ovaries flutter. She bit her lip and glanced away. He was too sexy.

She never sought out a biker when she went clubbing. On the occasion that she and Erika went into a biker bar, the men were usually too scary and gruff for her taste. She assumed all the years of riding the road and living to the extreme made them blunt and authoritative toward anyone they met.

She assumed all bikers were like that because Erika's uncle was scary and gruff, and bossy, even though he loved his niece and had welcomed Tee into his home throughout the years.

But would she want to hook up with a biker?

She glanced at Shrader again and swallowed the extra saliva in her mouth. Maybe once. Just to see what it was like.

The lines at the corners of his eyes tripled within the last thirty seconds. He was laughing at her. Caught thinking about him, she grabbed the cash box and walked away from the desk.

“Shrader, let's kick it,” said the other Killere Motorcycle Club member.

She refused to look behind her and continued to Matt's office down the hallway. Setting the box on the desk, she crossed the room and used the key in her pocket to open the safe.

Bang.

She dropped the keys.

Bang. Bang.

Falling to her knees, she raised her shoulders, trying to shut out the noise. Panic stole her breath. Someone was shooting a gun. In the building.

Adrenaline pushed her to her feet. Unable to hear through the ringing in her ears, she turned in a half circle, searching for the door. She had to find Erika.

A large man rushed into the office. She screamed, freezing in place before recognition came to her, and she reached for Shrader.

His facial expression changed as if he spoke, but she couldn't hear him. He tucked her under his arm. She grabbed his leather vest and stuck to his side as he moved toward the door.

“Erika?” She stumbled, hanging on him. “I need to get to Erika.”

Instead of heading into the main room, he pulled her toward the back door. She pulled on him, trying to get him to change directions. Erika was still in the building.

Shrader grabbed her head and turned her, then pointed toward the door. Ahead of her was the other Killere Motorcycle Club member. Beside him was Erika.

She sobbed in relief and rushed forward. Erika turned, and they fell into each other's arms, guided out the door by the two bikers.

The cool air hit her face. “What happened? Who was shooting a gun?”

Erika's legs buckled, and she grabbed onto Tee. “He shot Scott and—”

“What?” She shook her head, not wanting to believe it. “Where is he?”

She looked toward the door, but Shrader pulled her away from the building, turning her around. Her heart raced. She'd heard the shots. But who was shooting, and what had Erika meant about Scott getting shot? Scott would be cleaning up his station. He was done for the night. It was time to go home.”

“You need to stay here with Erika.” Shrader shook her. “Don't move. I'm going to get my Harley from in front of the building, and I'll come back for you.”

“Wait.” She grabbed him. “Where’s the person who shot Scott?”

“Gone.” He squeezed her shoulders. “I need to get you and Erika out of here before they come looking for us.”

Erika grabbed her, hugging her middle. Tee nodded, pushing Shrader to go. There was no denying the urgency swarming through her.
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“WHO WOULD WANT TO KILL Scott?” asked Tee.

Shrader glanced at Rager. They both understood Tee and Erika were in shock after taking them away from Rooster's Nest. They'd never been involved in a shooting before.

But, the young lady ignored one big fact.

“Honey, whatever the reason, you need to understand we're acting on your behalf by protecting you. The shooter asked where you were by name.” Rager sat between the two women.

“Maybe the killer was a returning customer.” Erika pulled her legs up onto the couch and leaned against her uncle. “Tee's the one who answers the phone and makes the appointments. Everyone knows her name.”

“Until we learn who it was, we won't know what he wanted with Tee,” said Rager.

Tee jumped up from the couch and paced between the kitchen and the staircase of Rager's house. He watched the way her black hair swished from left to right against her back. All he wanted her to do was turn back around. She had the clearest blue eyes—striking and electric with the darkness of her hair.

She inhaled deeply and faced him. “I'll just hide out in the apartment until he's caught. It's not like I have a job anymore. Matt won't open Rooster’s Nest—”

“Did someone call Matt and tell him what happened tonight?” asked Erika.

“I'm sure the police will once they're done processing the scene.” Shrader took out his pack of cigarettes and stopped before lighting one. “I'm going to step outside and make a phone call.”

He left the others in the house and called Onyx. Earlier, he'd reached out and talked with the president of Killere and filled him in on what happened at Rooster's Nest. Whenever there were Killere members around, they assumed it was an attack on the club.

But, when the shooter came through the door, he and Traveler were outside near their motorcycles. He'd rushed inside after the first shot, knowing the girls were there. He'd overheard the shooter asking Erika where Tee was.

Onyx used the club's contact in the police department to find out about the investigation. As far as the Spokane P.D. knew, the only person in the building at the time was Scott—and dead men can't talk. We wanted the police to assume the women had left before the shooting.

Shrader jumped to the point as soon as Onyx connected the call. “Have you heard anything?”

“You were right. The cameras in the building weren't on. The lead investigator is trying to contact the owner with no luck yet.”

“What about Erika and Tee?” he asked.

“They weren't mentioned, but I imagine the detective in charge of the case will contact all employees.”

He looked back at the door of the house. “That's going to put Tee at risk. Whoever is after her will watch the cops, knowing they'll interrogate her.”

“Do you want me to slip her a burner phone so we can keep in contact with her?”

He exhaled, quickly making a decision. “Not yet. I'll keep her with me. I'll decide what to do after the police call her.”

“You're not taking her back to where she lives?”

“No.” He ended the call and slipped his phone into his vest pocket.

He hadn't wanted to get involved. But it wasn't only Tee’s safety at risk. He was seen inside, wearing Killere colors, which meant the whole club was now involved. Whoever was after Tee would know who they were dealing with. He needed to find out who was responsible and their motive.

Going back inside, he found Erika talking to Tee by the fireplace. Rager stood between the living room and the kitchen with two beer bottles in his hand.

His MC brother held the drink out toward him. Shrader shook his head. He had too much to deal with tonight to dull his thoughts.

“You'll need to take the girls back to your place,” he said.

“It'll be crowded. I've only got one room since moving to the Kingstone apartments to be closer to my son.”

Rager shared custody of his son with his ex-old lady. They stayed close to help raise Josh, who had Down Syndrome. 

“Hell, I can crash on the couch, but I don't know if they'll want to share a bed.” Rager set one of the bottles on the end table. “Erika will probably argue about coming home with me. She worked her ass off to move out and gain independence. Both girls have worked hard.”

“It can't be helped. We need to find out who came looking for Tee and killed their coworker before we can let the girls be out on their own.” He observed the two women deep in conversation. “They can stay with me for now. It'll be for the best. I don't want to push trouble toward you when you need to be there for Josh. Besides, I've got two spare rooms with beds.”

“Appreciate it, brother.” Rager slapped him on the shoulder. “I'll call over and see if Stumpy can go by their apartment and gather some of their clothes. Maybe if I’m lucky, Lazy hasn’t ridden security over there yet, and I can catch him.”

“You better see if the girls need anything else because they're not going to step out the door for a while.” He walked into the kitchen, letting Rager deal with the change in plans.

If it looked like whoever was after Tee planned to follow her here, he'd take them to the clubhouse. No way in hell was anyone going to get to them, surrounded by over two hundred Killere members.

His phone vibrated. He stopped in front of the sink and pulled out his cell. Onyx.

He connected the call. “Yeah?”

“Lazy called. Someone thrashed the girls' apartment. He got there soon afterward, or maybe the noise of his motorcycle scared them off. The curtain was still swaying on the sliding door where they took off,” said Onyx.

“Fuck.” He glanced behind him. “They must be looking for something.”

“How close are the girls to their boss? He's got a reputation for getting in too deep with the debt collectors at the casino. His name’s Matt Berg.”

“Doesn't ring a bell.” He lowered his voice. “I'll find out. I'm going to get them settled at my place tonight and let them sleep. Considering everything they've gone through, it’s going to be a long night. I'll get answers out of them tomorrow morning.”

“Let me know what direction we're going.”

“Will do.” He disconnected the call.

There was no use calling Stumpy to retrieve the girls' belongings. Everyone, including Killere members, needed to stay away from the apartment. At a small complex, someone had to have seen someone thrashing one of the units or strangers skirting around the property. If the cops weren't already there, they would be showing up soon.

It wouldn't take the police long to connect Tee and Erika with the murder at Rooster's Nest and the break-in at the apartments.

He entered the living room. “Get ready. We're riding out.”

“Are you sure you want to take the women to your house?” asked Rager.

Shrader walked to the entryway closet and took out two extra helmets he knew Rager kept. He hadn’t worried about headgear when they’d left Rooster’s Nest. It was more important to get them somewhere safe.

“We have somewhere else to go first.”

Rager guided the women across the room, trying Shrader's decision. “Where are we going?”

“The cop shop.” He shared a look with Rager. “Before whoever is after them finds out they're here.”

“Hey...now.” Rager frowned. “Killere can't get involved—”

“We're already involved.” He held Rager's gaze. “Someone got in their apartment.”

“What?” Tee grabbed his arm. “Someone broke into our place?”

“Hold on a damn minute.” Rager ran his hands through his hair, sweeping the strands off his forehead. “When did that happen?”

“After the shooting.” He put the helmet on Tee's head and threaded the strap through the D-ring. “We'll let the cops know they were out with us, and we were taking them home and noticed someone broke into the apartment. We drove straight to the station to report the crime. That puts the girls with us while the shooting was happening and nowhere near Rooster's Nest.”

Tee let go of him. “But, we were at—”

“You were out with us. At our clubhouse. I have at least a hundred men who can verify they seen all of us together, having a real fucking good time tonight.” He grabbed the helmet and held her head in front of him. “You left work at nine o'clock because Scott was going to close up after he cleaned up his tools. Got it?”

Tee nodded. He looked at Erika. “Do I need to repeat what happened tonight?”

Erika shook her head, glancing at her uncle. “I got it.”

“Let's go.” He ushered Tee outside, knowing Rager would keep his niece close to his side.

They were battling the night, not knowing who was after the women or in which direction they would come. The darkness was their enemy.

His choice to go to the police before the cops contacted the women was a spontaneous decision. Usually, not one who toed the line or helped law enforcement, he needed the attention off the women until he could figure out how to take the threat away from them.

Before he took off, he called Onyx. His president was the only one who would change his mind on his plan to protect Tee and Erika. But, Onyx agreed with him. They had no choice.

Ten minutes later, he arrived at the police station. The main door was locked, though someone always manned the intercom. It took a fifteen-minute wait until a security guard appeared on the other side of the glass and unlocked the door, letting them inside.

“Never thought I'd be back in this fucking place,” whispered Rager.

Shrader kept his hand on Tee's back, making sure they stayed focused on what they needed to do. If it were only him, he'd never set foot inside the police station.

He was one of the lucky Killere members. He'd stayed clear of every bust.

Only once had he come close to getting arrested, and for some damn reason, the Fed chasing him turned around and let him go. He would've been looking at fifteen years behind bars for that crime, but he went free instead.

“It's creepy in here,” whispered Tee.

It was the middle of the night. Those in holding let their opinion about their predicament be known to everyone on the first floor. The yelling and banging were constant and became white noise for the voices over the intercom and the officers strolling down the corridor.

He reached behind his back, then caught himself. There was no pistol on him. He'd taken it off and left it hidden on his Harley. The leather vest he always wore was folded and in his duffle on his bike.

The last thing the girls needed was for two Killere members to walk them into the police station. As far as anyone knew, they were two guys off the street helping two women out.
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Chapter Three
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ERIKA HANDED TEE A bowl of oatmeal. Tee yawned, pulling her legs up on the couch and covering them with the blanket she'd taken off the back of the chair.

“Thanks.” She lifted a spoonful in the air and blew over her breakfast to cool the mush.

“I can't believe the cops didn't ask us more about what happened at Rooster's Nest last night after we told them our apartment got ransacked.” Erika sat at the other end of the couch. “Every time the female cop wrote on that piece of paper, I kept expecting her to give me a ticket or arrest me.”

“It all feels like a never-ending nightmare.” Tee yawned again. “I hate it. Who would want Scott dead? The customers seemed to like him. He was more popular than Davis, even though Scott has only been working there for two months.”

“I wonder what Davis and Matt are thinking this morning. Surely, they've heard about what happened by now.” Erika clicked her tongue. “Or maybe the cops are keeping everything on the down-low like they had with us.”

“Maybe they knew we were lying when they asked if we knew about the shooting,” said Tee.

“Well, it did take them long enough to ask where we worked in case they needed to get ahold of us about the break-in.” Erika bugged her eyes. “I swear every person in the room stared at us when I answered.”

“It feels wrong.” Tee set her unfinished bowl of oatmeal
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