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To my Brikken MC series readers — Now, it's the end.

Pam Baker – For brilliantly suggesting the name Harriet/Harrie. The name fits her perfectly!
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Frankie lifted her grandson off the floor and kissed his cheek, holding him extra tight while she watched Katrina grab the small blue backpack and sack of Matchbox cars. She missed them, and they weren't even gone yet.

She wouldn't see her daughter and grandson for the next eight weeks.

"Make sure you get a new bottle of Ipecac syrup for Josh. The current one expires next month." She set her squirming grandson down until his feet touched the ground. "Remember, you can have mommy call Grandma every day when you get home from preschool."

"Mom." Katrina softened her exasperation with a smile. "We'll be fine. We'll be back in two months when my shift is over."

"I know." She sniffed, steeling her spine. 

It got harder to say goodbye each time they left.

Katrina was a traveling nurse who went out on assignment for short stretches before coming back home again. Sometimes she was only in Tacoma for a week, two at the most, before she traveled for work again. The schedule and pay allowed Katrina to own a house, afford a lenient preschool for Josh who allowed him to come and go, depending on their travel plans, and have a house-husband at twenty-six years old.

Josh seemed to grow several inches and mature each time he was away. Before she knew it, he'd graduate high school at the rate he was going.

"I'm so proud of you." She leaned over and hugged her daughter. "I don't know how you set up lodging, preschool, and get enough sleep while traveling."

"It's good for Josh to experience new things, and the hospitals make it easy. Most of them have in-house daycare for the employees. Besides, we'll settle down when he starts school. You'll be sick of us, only living a mile away from you all the time." Katrina kissed Frankie's cheek. "I'm not doing this all by myself. Brent is with us. It takes two."

"Hm." She straightened, always stressing about her daughter. "Well, make sure you call me when you arrive, so I don't have to worry."

"I will." Katrina gathered Josh's hand. "Tell Grandma bye."

"Bye, Gamma." Josh waved.

"Bye, sweetheart. I'll see you soon. Be good for your mommy. Love you." She stood in the doorway as her daughter buckled Josh into the car seat.

While Katrina was married and Brent was an extra set of eyes to watch Josh, she wasn't sure how much support her daughter received from her husband. Katrina needed him, but Brent seemed to put all his energy into the online store, selling T-shirts, or his golf game. In her opinion, her son-in-law needed to grow up and get a real job and take some of the burdens off Katrina.

Her daughter paused before getting into the car and wagged her finger at Frankie. "Make sure you stay out of trouble while I'm gone."

She waved off her daughter's concern. "I work and come home. There's no time to get in trouble."

"Right. I've heard that before." Katrina shook her head. "At least I know Aunt Harrie will bail you out of jail if you get caught...not getting in trouble."

She laughed, smiling at her daughter. Katrina got inside the vehicle and honked, backing down the driveway.

Frankie raised to her toes and waved her arm above her head. While she admired and respected Katrina for how she ran her family, she worried.

A mother's job was to watch over her children, even when they were grown. Doubly so for her, since Katrina's dad had passed away in a farming accident when their daughter was twelve years old. Since that life-altering day, she'd raised Katrina by herself.

But she was never alone. Harriet, better known as Harrie, her best friend since second grade, was a part of their life. While she lacked blood relatives, she had Harrie, who more than made up for the love and support she missed out on by having a big family.

Realizing Katrina had driven out of sight, she lowered her arm and went back inside the house. Loneliness hit her.

For the last eight years, she'd gone through multiple stages of life as she navigated having an empty nest. There were times she enjoyed the solitude. Other times, she couldn't stand to go home after work to a quiet house.

She picked up several toys Josh had left out that stayed at her house for when he visited. Putting the toys in the box at the bottom of the coat closet by the front door, she made sure everything was picked up. She straightened the two throw pillows.

Stretching her back, she plopped down on the couch. Dinner could wait.

She yawned. Watching Josh all day tired her. 

There was a time when she could run circles around everyone and keep her house clean. It was the advantage of having a child when she was young. At seventeen years old, she had the energy to raise a child but no experience. Somehow, they survived a teenage pregnancy.

Travis married her when she turned eighteen years old. She'd held Katrina cradled in her arms as she repeated the vows to her high school boyfriend—not listening to what the Justice of the Peace was saying. All she wanted was to get out of the room and nurse her baby.

She sighed, rubbing her forehead. The marriage turned out better than anyone believed it would. She'd loved Travis. He was a good man. A hardworking man.

He often worked evenings and weekends at a local farm, making extra cash so she could stay home and raise Katrina. She suspected Katrina had watched her dad work and support the family at such an impressionable age, that's where her daughter got her drive and passion for supporting her family now—from her father.

It was at that farm where Travis worked so many hours that he rolled the tractor over on himself. He was pronounced dead when the paramedics arrived.

Those first few months alone were a blur. She barely remembered how she managed to make it through each day. Thank God for Harrie. Her friend was there for every step and every breakdown when she screamed and cried that she'd never survive on her own.

Even in death, Travis looked out for her. He had a small life insurance his employer gave all the employees. She used the money as a cushion throughout the years and also paid off the house. The added security gave her time to get a job at the local community college, working in the library while Katrina went to public school.

That experience gave her ideas and motivation to own a business. Eight years ago, she and Harrie pooled their money together, bought a small building smack in the middle of Tacoma, and opened a bookstore. The place was big enough. They also leased part of the building to a coffee shop and a flower station.

The specialty bookstore catered to new releases of every genre and housed a large selection of used romance novels they brought in from a distributor, serving most of their female customers. She learned long ago that women who read romance books were highly addicted to reading—often consuming four to five novels weekly.

She loved working there. Her job wasn't hard. It was like having long conversations all day with her friends. They never ran out of interesting topics to discuss.

It excited her when women read their first romance book. The glow in their eyes. The adrenaline rush to read another. The sizzle that came from reading something scandalous—when really, having lived forty-four years, nothing shocked her anymore. Romance was all around her. Reading about fictional characters having a sexually intimate relationship came natural to her.

Except, personally, sex hadn't come around in a long time. 

One year and five months, to be exact.

The phone rang. She sat up, looking around for her cell. Josh had used it to watch music videos of Baby Shark earlier.

Spotting it on the chair, she stood, working the kink out of her back. Recognizing Harrie's number, she connected the call.

"Hello?" she said.

"Is the family gone?"

She rubbed her forehead. "Yeah, come on over."

A soft knock followed by Harrie walking through the front door immediately ended the phone call. She set her phone down on the arm of the couch. 

"I thought you were going to stay home tonight." She walked into the kitchen, attached to the great room, and removed the wine bottle she picked up from the store last night.

"I finished the laundry and decided the living room looked good enough for me. It's not like I'll get lucky and have company over anytime soon, the way my love life is moving lately." Harrie sat at the kitchen island on the bar stool. 

"There's a half marathon happening next weekend. The participants are scheduled to run past your house. You could sit in your front yard and scope out the perfect man. I'm sure he'd enjoy a cold water bottle on his sprint to victory." She grinned, knowing Harrie would give the idea serious thought.

Out of the two of them, Harrie—having never been married—was the more adventurist one when it came to sex. In contrast, Frankie led Harrie on more wild escapades because of her overactive imagination, which tended to get them in trouble. That's why they got along so well.

"Was Katrina excited to leave?" asked Harrie.

"I think so."

"Where is she going this time?"

"Laredo, Texas."

Harrie blew out her breath. "It's going to be hot."

"That's what I told her." She poured them each a glass of wine.

"Texas. Cowboys." Harrie hummed. "Maybe she'll nurse one of those bad boys back to health and bring him to Tacoma with her."

"Probably not with Brent around," mumbled Frankie.

"You have to give that boy a chance to grow up."

She gulped her wine. "He's twenty-nine years old, almost thirty, and has a son and a wife that counts on him. When I was that age, I was..."

Harrie reached over and squeezed her hand. Frankie tipped back the rest of the wine. When she was Brent's age, she buried her husband and struggled to raise a daughter by herself.  Nothing made her grow up faster than losing the man she loved.

"I came because I got a call that boxes are sitting in front of our door at the bookstore."

She frowned. "Front or back door?"

"Front." Harrie straightened. "I'm going to run over and see what's going on."

"Boxes of what?" It was Sunday. Delivery companies only came Monday through Friday, except during the holiday season. Even then, they always pulled into the alley and delivered them through the backdoor.

"I don't know. Pete from Baldwin's Junkyard noticed them. He knew we were closed today and gave me a call."

Frankie laughed. "Right. The guy wants in your pants. You'll get there, and there will be no boxes."

"He wants you." Harrie pointed at her. "Remember how he used to walk over and clear the snow off your car on his breaks last winter."

She groaned. "Don't remind me. I kept buying him Hickory Farm gifts to pay him back. It cost me a lot, not to owe him anything."

Harrie walked to the door. "I better get going."

Frankie put the wine glasses in the sink. "Hang on. I'll go with you."

Harrie whooped. Frankie grabbed her cell phone and bag, locking the front door behind her.

They stood in front of Bookaday & Company within five minutes. Frankie tilted her head, studying the two boxes filled with books.

"Have you taken any calls about donations?" Harrie leaned over and picked up a hardback novel.

"None." She retrieved the front door keys out of her bag. "I thought everyone around here knew we never took donations. Those look like westerns."

"Hm." Harrie dropped the book on the top of the pile and lifted the box. "I'll put them in the back room beside the stack we have going to the thrift store."

She picked up the other box and sniffed. "Whoever owned the books was a cigar smoker."

Harrie laughed. "You and your nose. No one else can tell the difference between cigarette smoke, cigar smoke, or pipe smoke."

Frankie sighed. "I love pipe smoke. Remember that store at the mall when we were in junior high that sold pipe tobacco?"

"With the Native American statue out front?"

"Yeah." Her chest warmed. "I used to love walking by the doorway. All those smells wafted out."

"All you're going to smell in Washington now is pot smoke. Everyone smells like skunk." Harrie set the box down. "It's crazy to see people smoking a doobie on the corner of the street."

"More power to the people." Frankie raised her fist.

"Hippy," muttered Harrie. "Look at this."

Harrie held up another book. She read the title—Murder at the Distillery.

"Interesting. But, I still think all these books need to go to the resale store on the other side of Tacoma. Our romance readers want bare chests and swoon-worthy embraces on the front of the covers." She looked around the back room. "Speaking of...did Brenna Montessori ever call about her signing on Tuesday?"

"She did." Harrie moved out of the room.

Frankie stayed behind, still within earshot of the front desk. She viewed all the new books waiting to fill the New Release shelves on Tuesday. Everything was orderly and appealing. She loved spending time at the bookstore, whether she worked with the customers or, like tonight, when she could enjoy the fruits of her labor.

"We have seventy-five books for her to sign," said Harrie.

"That's a lot." She stepped over to the boxes of books. "Does the author believe there will be that many readers coming to buy a book?"

Most of the time, romance readers bought Kindle books or used an app on their phone. She found most readers only bought paperback books if they were going on vacation or wanted to start a collection—and that was only with their most loved novels.

On the other hand, used romance books were a hot commodity to fill in the gaps when waiting for new releases. Women read through them fast and wanted more, passing them around in their friend circle like a joint at a Willie Nelson concert.

"She has a fan base that is traveling here."

"Impressive." She picked up a few books and looked deeper into the box, spotting a green cloth. "What the heck?"

She took out the books and pulled out an old T-shirt. Dropping the used article of clothing, she picked up two paperback books at the bottom of the box. Instead of having a bare-chested man on the covers, one had a gate with white roses climbing through the bars. The other book, while similar in color to the other one, had bars—prison bars and a motorcycle with a honeysuckle blossom sitting on the seat.

She ran her hand over the cover. It almost looked like someone had used colored pens to make the cover. There was a homemade feel to the paper.

She flipped through the pages. Halfway through the book, she read.

On that day, I swore to lead Brikken Motorcycle Club forward. Never again will my family lose another person that bears my name.

For I am Rollo.

––––––––
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"What're you doing?" asked Harrie.

"Nothing." She dropped the books back in the box. "Are you all done?"

"Yep."

"Good. Let's go back to my place and finish the bottle of wine." She looped her arm through Harrie's and rushed her to the door.

She needed another drink to deal with what she'd read. Brikken Motorcycle Club was well known in the area. They had a clubhouse somewhere outside of town. Everyone stayed away from them. Even the cops feared them. But she'd seen the riders all throughout her life, riding around Tacoma.

Afraid she somehow got custody of something belonging to the biker club, she wanted to get out of there before whoever dropped off the boxes came looking for their property.
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Shore rolled the motorcycle out of the shop. Reaching down, he flipped the kickstand and saw his name carved into the metal frame. He rubbed his thumb over the edge, feeling the slight indention.

Gavin Hurst

A name no longer associated with him. Since he walked up to the Brikken gate as a cocky eighteen-year-old and asked to ride under the Brikken colors, he went by Shore—in regard that he came from the Oregon coastal area.

Far as he knew, he still had a stepdad out in Clatsop County. Once his mom died from breast cancer, he had no reason to hang around.

"What did you decide?"

He turned around, finding Jett Stanton, President of Brikken Motorcycle Club. Shore shook his head. Today brought up memories he'd rather forget.

"She's dead." He patted the handlebar. "I could put a new bottom end on her, but it's more pain in the ass than she's worth. I've tried to keep her running because she was my first Harley. Hell, she's a classic now."

Jett fiddled with the glove he wore on his damaged hand. "You might as well put her out with the rest of the dead. Maybe you'll get lucky, someone else will have an engine, and you can work on her when you have the time. Just let the others know not to take any parts off her if you want to keep her.

He'd long ago bought a Harley to replace his first one. He'd start the old girl up every few weeks and take her for a short ride to keep her going. But over the last several years, she grew temperamental.

As much as he hated to face the hard facts, she was done for. "Thanks."

"Are you still staying with Crusader over on Murray Street?" asked Jett.

"Yeah, and whatever Brikken member crashes there." He widened his stance. "I haven't found a place to rent yet. The market is fucked up with so many transplants coming up from California lately."

"I hear you." Jett scratched the back of his neck. "We picked up a security detail at Baldwin's Junkyard over on Grover and Sixth."

"Security?" Shore crossed his arms.

They dealt with chopped bike parts for as long as he'd rode for Brikken. He couldn't remember the last time they ran security for anyone, much less a business in town.

Jett's gaze looked over at the clubhouse. "I need someone to watch the place from two in the morning until six. Whoever takes the job will have a house in  town to stay in. It's a quiet suburb with the rental at the end of a cul-de-sac. You have first chance at the job. If you want it."

"Sure." He put the rag in his hand in his back pocket. "It'll push me back from working in the garage, though. But it'll be nice to have a place away from the fuckers who hang out with Crusader." He chuckled. "What about working on the bikes?"

"I'll handle the schedule and get a couple of guys here to take your place. You'll only work security Tuesday through Friday. If you want to use Mondays to keep an eye on things here, I'd appreciate it. We can't miss a shipment." Jett handed him a piece of paper and a key. "Here's the address. Go ahead and check it out. I'll inform Olin to round up a crew and move you in over the weekend."

"Appreciate it, Prez." He cocked his brow at the exchange. A four-day workweek? It'd been a long time since he had some free time.

Running security wasn't Brikken's primary source of income. Maybe Jett wanted to see the activities centered around the junkyard and approach the owner about working with the club. They always needed more places to cut down the motorcycles and get the parts on the trailer.

He pushed his old girl to the side of the shop and parked her with the assortment of other bikes the members of Brikken used for parts—or like him, weren't ready to face throwing the old girl in the compactor.

Then, he got on his Harley. At the gate, Freddy let him out. He opened the throttle on the straightaway, heading toward town. If he weren't due to work until Tuesday, he would get some of the shit he had out of storage and put in the new rental. 

Once he hit the city limits, he slowed his speed. Tacoma police always sought an excuse to pull a Brikken member over. He wasn't going to give them a reason.

As he passed the gas station, he looked down at his gauge. He still had three-quarters of a tank. Turning between Taco Bell and a run-down bar, he took a left down the alley to beat the light at the corner.

A lone figure paced in front of a vehicle. As he grew closer, he made out the curves of a woman. He slowed so as not to scare her.

She whirled around and backed up a step until the car stopped her retreat. He shifted into neutral and let his motorcycle glide to a stop in front of her. Shutting off the bike, he toed the kickstand.

She'd parked in the middle of the alley. While he could get around her, he wasn't going to leave without checking to see if she was okay.

"Anything wrong?" He dropped his gaze to the junction of her thighs. "Car problems?"

She had nice hips and thighs. Meaty.

"No." She sidestepped toward the driver's door. "I'll move my car out of your way."

"You're not in my way." He caught sight of a couple of boxes near the right rear bumper of her car. "Do you need help?"

"What?" She looked behind her and then snapped her gaze to him. "No. No. No. I'm fine."

"You're fine?"

"That's what I said," she snapped, slapping her hand to her forehead. "Sorry. I'm in a hurry."

Obviously, she wasn't okay. 

He got off the bike. She gawked at him. He stepped toward her. She stepped back. He took another step. She hustled to the back of the car.

"If you want them. Take them." She pointed to the boxes. "I wasn't going to keep them. I swear. Someone dropped them off here."

He peered at the contents. They were loaded with books.

Her trunk was open. Either she was removing the books or trying to load them in her vehicle.

Knowing they stood at the back of a bookstore, he took a guess on what she needed and picked up a box and set it in the trunk of her car. They weren't the first two boxes she'd put inside. The back of her car was loaded with multiple boxes, all containing books.

"I can do that," she said.

"So can I." He picked up the other box and set it beside the other one. "Now you don't have to."

The woman was sexy. About five feet five inches, she wore a pair of black boots with a three-inch heel. She'd tucked her jeans in the boots and tied a billowy shirt at her belly button. The material scooped down in the front, showing some deep cleavage, yet the silky fabric of her sleeves flowed over her hands, almost hiding her fingers. She had a long, purple scarf weaved in her belt loops and tied at her hip.

Her brown hair brushed the tops of her shoulders when she moved, and the curls threatened to unhook the strand tucked behind her ear.

She wore long hooped earrings. His balls throbbed. He'd always liked big earrings on women for some reason. Much like a fish swimming after a pretty lure, he watched them dangle on her dainty earlobes.

He'd guess the woman was mid-thirties, maybe forty. There was a stripe of white hair at her temple when she pushed back her hair. He couldn't tell if it was natural or not. But he liked it.

As he stepped back, the door opened on his left side. He stiffened, ready for anything.

A woman rushed out, spotted him, and hurried to the other woman. "Everything okay?"

"I need to get home. Katrina will be calling after Josh gets his stitches."

He dipped his chin, and because he wanted to ease the tension, he said, "I might've startled her."

"I'm not afraid of you." The woman lifted her chin and walked around him to the driver's door. "Let's go, Harrie."

He got on his Harley and rode around the vehicle without delaying them more. In the side mirror, he watched them go in the opposite direction.

His cheek twitched. While not a reader, he was a coffee drinker. The sign at the back door listed a coffee shop in the same building.

He hadn't visited the bookstore before. Maybe he'd drop in and buy a cup one morning and get a second look at that woman.

His balls ached in pleasure watching her move. Then when her lips parted, all he could think about was what to shove in her mouth to get her to shut up. He had one idea that would entertain him.
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Harrie rushed into Bookaday & Company. "How is he?"

Frankie flushed with warmth over her friend's concern for Josh. Knowing Harrie's emotions and her connection to Katrina and Josh, they could've been her daughter and grandson for how much she loved them.

"Josh is fine. He received six stitches to his forehead." She pointed at her hairline. "The doctor said he had no concussion. When I checked in on them last night, he was sleeping. This morning Katrina texted me a picture of him eating breakfast, and you can barely see the wound."

"Oh, thank God." Harrie shrugged out of her light jacket. "I kept wanting to call, but I didn't want to wake you up if you were sleeping. I knew the news of the accident scared you to death yesterday."

"You know you can always call. Day or night."

Harrie put her bag behind the counter and hung her coat up. "I'm so glad he's okay. Poor little man."

"Scariest phone call ever. Steps and an active two year old do not go together." Frankie shivered. "Katrina had stitches twice in her life, but I was there and handling the accident, which made it much different than hearing my grandson was bleeding all over the car, and they were on the way to the hospital. I about lost my mind."

"Understandable." Harrie inhaled deeply. "That kid is going to add more wrinkles and gray hair on me."

"Tell me about it." Frankie patted her curls. "Thank God for Clairol."

"Okay, so we have a lot to do today." Harrie peered at the schedule on the computer monitor. "I'm going to work on the back—no, do you think we should have the signing in the front of the building?"

"Will there be enough room for everyone to get through the door?"

"The weather is supposed to be nice tomorrow. They could form a line outside on the sidewalk."

"Hm." She peered at the T-shaped building. There were books on the left, flowers on the right, and the coffee counter in the entryway. The front counter was at the intersection between all the businesses. "If they're outside, they can't browse. They'd buy more if they had to wait inside. Not to mention, Martha might get some business once they smell her flowers."

"Good thinking. It does smell good in here." Harrie brushed her hands against her stomach. "I'll get everything moved and put the author in front of the first row of shelves."

"I'll work on organizing the books. I liked the zigzag towers we put at the sides of the desk last time we hosted a signing. I believe it entices the readers to come forward." She moved to the end of the counter. "I still think we over-bought. I can't imagine that many readers coming to the signing."

Most authors had no idea how big of a following they'd have at signings. Over the years, as the bookstore owners, they'd seen fewer readers make the trip to get an autographed book. Gas prices were through the roof, and with the way the world was today, more and more people chose to stay home and buy through Amazon rather than go in person to a bookstore—no matter how much they enjoyed the author.

A social media presence had replaced in-person meetings. Authors were more apt to do live streams and interviews from the comfort and security of their homes.

Harrie walked away from the desk. "Did you remember to take the load of books to the thrift store?"

"Damnit," she muttered, looking up at the ceiling. "I forgot everything that happened last once I heard about Josh's accident. Everything is still in the back of my car."

"That's a good thing. It'll save a trip." Harrie stuck her head around the corner. "I'm going to start another box when I'm done. I noticed we have some stragglers from last week's Best Seller list that need to be moved onto a normal shelf. I'll go through the backstock of books and get rid of any that haven't sold in months."

"Ah, the life and times of a paperback." Frankie sighed.

While they'd love to keep all books, there wasn't enough space. Publishers had new books out every week that they wanted to give shelf time to, and they needed to cater to their distributors.

The bell on the front door jingled. "Hello, beautiful people."

Frankie smiled before raising her gaze to Martha, the flower shop owner that shared the building with them. "Look at you, all cheerful and ready to go on a Monday."

"I had a wonderful weekend and danced the night away at that tiny horseshoe bar on Seventh Street." Martha twirled. "I might even have taken a man home to enjoy."

Harrie joined them at the counter. "Well, that explains the smile."

"That also explains why we're grumpy and waiting for the coffee shop to open." Frankie raised her brows. "Just sayin', I didn't have a man to take home."

Harrie laughed. "Me, neither. Damnit."

They both lived vicariously through Martha. Despite the old-fashioned name, Martha was a twenty-six-year-old who had stepped into her sexuality with an announcement last year that she would never get married and planned to experience all the men in the world. More power to her.

"Speaking of coffee." Martha shifted the pail of flowers in her arms. "Tara Sue is parking the car."

Frankie's stomach fluttered in anticipation of the first swallow of coffee. She wouldn't say she was addicted, but the house coffee was pure pleasure in a cup.

Going in the back to put the ordered books on the cart in preparation for when Harrie finished, she carried an empty box out to the books section for Harrie. She might as well take all the books that needed to go to the thrift store together in one trip.

Her stomach growled. Before Josh got hurt and interrupted her plans, she was determined to get rid of the books someone dropped off at the bookstore before anyone realized they belonged to Brikken Motorcycle Club.

Having the biker stop her in the alley before she could get rid of them almost gave her a heart attack. Already fraught with worry for Josh, she'd snapped at the rider. All she'd wanted to do was go home and wait by the phone to hear how Josh was doing. 

Now that the emergency was over, she tried to shake off the coincidence of a Brikken member being around her when she had a book that seemed to center around his motorcycle club.

She wanted to look at the book again but was afraid of getting caught with it. But there had to be publishing credentials in the front of the book. Someone had written a book about the motorcycle club. From her first impression, it seemed like a crime novel camouflaged as a romance book with honeysuckle climbing up the bars of a prison cell on the cover. But maybe it was a secret playbook. A list of all their crimes and secret affairs.

The popularity of biker romance books came in waves throughout the years. While she was against banning books, a criminal insight into the workings of a real-life motorcycle club belonged in the garbage.

She was positive the abandoned books wrapped in the green T-shirt weren't fictional books.

With that thought, she decided not to drop the books off at the thrift store. She'd remove any of them that had to do with Brikken Motorcycle Club. She'd take them home, bury them deep in the garbage can, and have them hauled away with the trash on Wednesday.

Tara Sue's voice floated into the back room. Following the scent of coffee, Frankie gathered with the others in front of the counter and waited for her first coffee.

She'd barely taken the edge off and let the caffeine do its job when the door opened. She automatically turned with a smile to greet their first customer and found herself gazing up into the face of the biker from last night.

She'd recognize him anywhere.

Over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a beard down to his chest, he looked nothing like the men who shopped at the bookstore—usually to buy the latest mystery book or get flowers for the wife at home.

Her thoughts went straight to the box of books in the trunk of her car, sitting in the alley. He wanted them back. But why would he put them in front of the bookstore in the first place?

He approached Tara Sue but continued looking at Frankie. The coffee in the cup she held sloshed over the sides of the paper cup and trickled onto her fingers. She couldn't hide the tremble rolling through her.

Tall and broad shoulders, he stood straight and strong. She only went up to his chest. Swallowing hard, she took in his salt and pepper hair, hanging in waves past his shoulders. There were
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