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A Note to Readers


Bones Whiskey is the most mysterious of the Whiskey siblings, and I loved getting to know him better. He’s a powerful, compassionate man who lives within the eye of a storm and unleashes his wrath only when absolutely necessary. Sarah Beckley brings out his best qualities, and her painful past brings his introspective nature to a whole new level. Bones and Sarah are a perfect match, and if you’re female, be ready for an ovary explosion when you see him with her children. The man is a romantic, loving force of nature, and he is exactly the man Sarah needs. I hope you love them as much as I do and that you enjoy their sexy, emotional love story.

If this is your first introduction to the Whiskey family, each book is written to stand alone, so dive right in and fall in love with the Whiskeys.

Remember to sign up for my newsletter to make sure you don’t miss out on future Whiskey releases:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

For more information about my fun, sexy romances, all of which can be read as stand-alone novels or as part of the larger series, visit my website:

www.MelissaFoster.com

If you prefer sweet romance with no explicit scenes or graphic language, please try the Sweet with Heat series written under my pen name, Addison Cole. You’ll find the same great love stories with toned-down heat levels.

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for preorders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print books, and audiobooks. E-books can be sent to the e-reader of your choice and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app.

Shop my store: shop.melissafoster.com

Happy reading!

~Melissa


Chapter One


THE RUMBLE AND roar of the Dark Knights Motorcycle Club cut through the cheering crowd as they led Peaceful Harbor’s Halloween parade down Main Street. Even in costumes the Dark Knights were an intimidating bunch, but Sarah Beckley wasn’t afraid. Two months ago Bullet Whiskey, a Dark Knight, had rescued Sarah and her family after they’d been in a horrendous accident. In the months since, the Dark Knights had come out in droves to assist them. They’d pulled together a fundraising rally to help pay for their medical bills, helped her find a job and babysitting for her two children, and drove her brother, Scott, to physical therapy when she was unable. Sarah didn’t know much about bikers’ lifestyles, but she’d learned a few things lately. Their families went well beyond bloodlines and birthrights, extending to claiming and protecting the friends and families of each and every member of the Dark Knights. To be included in such a group was an honor.

Sarah glanced ahead at her three-year-old son, Bradley, riding in a sidecar attached to Bones Whiskey’s motorcycle. She couldn’t see Bradley’s face, but she knew her sandy-haired warrior was grinning from ear to ear as he waved at the people on the sidewalks. He had been excited about the parade, but the prospect of riding with Bones had left him too elated to sleep for the past two nights. Her gaze shifted to Bones, the all-too-hot physician/biker, and her heart raced. He had taken to her children like an adoring uncle and to her like a hungry, protective man, as if she were his to protect, rendering her not only sleepless, but hot and bothered, for weeks.

Not in a million years had she imagined sitting on a float waving to a community of people who treated her and her children as one of their own, much less catching the eye of someone like Bones. But here she was, sitting atop a giant cupcake-shaped chair Bones had insisted he and his overprotective clan of biker brothers build for her, surrounded by a gaggle of new friends who had embraced her family and brought them into the fold of the close-knit community. Not for the first time since moving to Peaceful Harbor, Sarah took stock of her life, thanking the powers that be for her good fortune—powers that until now she had been sure were evil.

How had she gone from homeless to happy?

Twice?

If all these people knew the truth about her background, would they still be as accepting? Or would they hide their husbands and children, treating her as the pariah she’d often felt like?

As the float rolled to a stop, Dixie Whiskey, Bones’s sister, tossed her red hair over her tattooed shoulder, straightened the seashell bikini top of her mermaid costume, then shimmied to adjust her shiny green sequined skirt. Ever the biker, she’d paired the outfit with chunky black leather boots. “Finally! If I have to smile for one more second, I’m going to scream.”

“I loved every second,” Sarah said honestly. She knew what it felt like to be alone, hungry, and scared, and she treasured every second that she wasn’t. Bathing in the warmth of good feelings, she gazed down at her eleven-month-old daughter, Lila, looking precious in her red onesie with THING1 printed on the front. Her little hand rested on Sarah’s burgeoning baby bump, which proudly displayed THING2. At five and a half months pregnant, Sarah felt good, and maybe more important, for the first time in her life she was truly, deeply happy.

Therein lay the problem.

Every time Sarah had dropped her guard, her world came crashing down around her. She knew better than to let the comfort of these warm, welcoming friends sway her into believing she was on solid ground.

Sarah glanced at Bones as he climbed off his motorcycle. Denim strained over his powerful thighs. He whipped off his helmet, and his sexy dark eyes sailed over the sea of heads separating them, landing on her with the heat of a volcano. His lips curled up into a panty-melting smile that made her forget she was a pregnant mother of two and caused her to think about all the dirty things she’d like him to do with that beautiful mouth. Because of her history with men, his attention was as disturbing as it was comforting. She constantly battled the urge to dig deeper into his comfort versus hiding her and her children away from the rest of the world just in case…

Bones tossed her a suggestive wink. Her stomach dipped, and she looked away, her cheeks burning. But his draw was too strong, and she had to steal another glance.

Her heart thundered as she took in his handsome, rugged features and a body that put every other man to shame. She noticed several women watching him. He didn’t seem to pay any mind to the attention he drew as he talked with Bradley, Sarah’s real Thing1. Her boy was as enamored with Bones as she was. He’d refused the Dr. Seuss–themed costumes in favor of matching Bones.

Bradley hadn’t even batted an eye when four-year-old Kennedy, the daughter of their friends Truman and Gemma Gritt, had convinced all the guys in their group to dress up as cheerleaders while she dressed up as a football player—with a pink tiara, of course. Bradley carried his pom-poms proudly and had even been willing to wear the skirt. The men, however, weren’t quite as open to the idea. They’d donned denim shorts, white T-shirts that read TEAM KENNEDY across the front, black leather vests with the Dark Knights emblem on the back, and their biker boots. Pom-poms were not optional, and most of the men had them crammed in their back pockets.

Bones seemed to enjoy taking her family under his very sexy wings. He had insisted on buying Bradley a little leather vest and boots. The tattooed, burly bikers had revealed their hearts of gold, and her little boy had been over the moon to be included. Bones did a lot for them. He was helping Scott finish their basement, and he helped Sarah with the kids when they went out as a group. Sarah was still learning to accept such generosity and was slowly coming to understand that not all gifts were given expecting something in return.

As her friends moved toward the edge of the float, their significant others appeared like the cavalry to help them. Bullet lifted his fiancée, Finlay, into his arms, kissing her on the way down. His thick arms and body swallowed her up as their rottweiler, Tinkerbell, who had ridden on the float with Finlay, whined for attention. Finlay owned the catering company for whom the float was built, and she looked adorable in a short pink skirt and white apron that proudly displayed Finlay’s in fancy pink script, along with a big, puffy baker’s hat. The petite blonde had been another saving grace for Sarah after the accident, preparing allergen-free meals for her day after day.

Bullet and Finlay were getting married next weekend. Although Finlay was as demure as a bunny and Bullet was like a beast ready to charge, they made love look easy.

Sarah had once believed love could be something, though certainly not easy. She’d since learned how treacherous even thinking about being in love could be.

On the other side of the float Scott helped Dixie and their friend Isabel climb down. He had that goofy look in his eyes guys got around hot girls. It was nice to see him involved and happy.

“Daddy!” Kennedy hollered to Truman as he approached. She clung to Gemma’s hand. “Get me and Mama!”

Carrying Lincoln, their toddler, Truman reached for Kennedy. “Come on down, princess.”

“I’m a footballer, Daddy!” Kennedy climbed down as Bear, Bones’s younger brother, helped Gemma down, then reached for his wife, Crystal.

She noticed Bones holding Bradley’s hand and heading her way. The love and support of the Whiskeys was beyond admirable. She swore their protective nature was woven into the very fabric of their beings. The crowd pushed forward, and she lost track of Bones and her boy.

Scott pushed through the crowd and reached for Lila. “Give her to me, and then I’ll help you down.” He didn’t seem to care how silly he looked dressed as the Cat in the Hat to match their Dr. Seuss theme, and she loved him even more for it.

When they’d first reconnected, she’d seen hints of their father in his facial features. She’d mentioned it to Scott, and he’d stopped shaving and had let his hair grow out. Sarah didn’t think that mattered now that she’d gotten to know him. There was no hint of her father left in him.

“I’m not sure I should give up my baby to a giant cat-man,” Sarah teased as she handed him the sleeping baby.

Scott had kept a heavy hand on Sarah’s shoulder during the entire parade. No doubt he worried that this life they were creating could go up in smoke at any moment and she’d disappear again. It would take a pack of wolves to separate her from the brother she hadn’t seen in so many years she’d thought she’d lost him forever.

They’d only just reunited, and the first night they’d gone out to celebrate, they’d gotten into the car accident that had landed her babies and Scott in the hospital. Lila had scars on her face and arms, and Scott was still doing physical therapy to strengthen his legs, which had been broken in the accident. Thanks to Bullet’s fast thinking, they’d all survived.

That seemed to be the story of their lives. Surviving. She wondered if any of the others were waiting for their own beautiful lives to implode, or if she was alone in that fear.

She hiked her baby bag over her shoulder and climbed down, taking Lila from Scott. They were quickly swept into the crowd as they made their way toward the motorcycles. Sarah peered around a heavyset woman and scanned the crowd, quickly finding the broad shoulders she’d know anywhere. Bones was surrounded by a group of women dressed in sexy costumes with short skirts and tight bodices. They were gazing up at him like he was the Wizard and held the answers to all their problems.

Sarah pushed through the crowd, and Bones turned, his dark eyes locking on her so intently she stilled. She lowered her gaze, looking for Bradley, and her stomach took a nosedive.

A woman dressed as a witch grabbed Bones’s arm, turning him away.

“Scott, where’s Bradley?” Panic gripped her as she spun around, searching the crowd. In her heart she knew Bones would never put her children in danger. But her children’s own father, the man who was supposed to protect them with his life, had put them in harm’s way. She no longer trusted her instincts like she used to.

“It’s okay. I’m sure he’s nearby.” Scott plowed through the mass of people, hollering Bradley’s name.

With her heart in her throat, Sarah pushed forward, clutching Lila and calling for Bradley. Bones spun around and quickly closed the distance between them.

His arm circled her waist, hauling her and Lila closer. “What’s wrong?”

She pushed out of his arms, panicked. “Where’s Bradley?”

“He’s with my mother, Babs, and Chicki. They’re taking him to get cotton candy.”

Relief washed over her. Babs’s and Chicki’s husbands were Dark Knights, and they were both as close as family to Bones. Babs babysat Lila and Bradley, and Chicki owned the salon where Sarah worked. She trusted them and Red, Bones’s mother, explicitly, but that didn’t stop her fear from tumbling out. “You’ve got to let me know before you let someone else watch him.”

“You’re absolutely right. I was just coming to tell you, but one of the nurses from the hospital cornered me. I’m sorry.” He drew her closer and then held her even tighter. “You’re shaking.”

“Damn right I’m shaking,” she said, trying to calm her remaining panic. “I thought my baby was lost. I need to see him. Can we—”

Bones was already on the move, barreling through the crowd with Sarah tucked against his side. He did that a lot, and she didn’t think she’d ever get used to the pulse of heat seeping from his body to hers. He hollered to Scott as they passed, and Scott joined them, making a beeline for the cotton-candy vendor.

“He’s with Red, Chicki, and Babs,” Sarah explained. The relief on her brother’s face was as pure and present as her own.

“Thank God,” Scott said. “I told you it was going to be okay. Bones would never let anything happen to Bradley.”

“Not a chance,” Bones said fiercely. “I didn’t mean to alarm you guys. I was heading over to tell Sarah when I got snagged by a nurse.”

Bones pointed to Bradley sitting on Chicki’s lap in the grass beside Red and Babs, dousing the last of Sarah’s lingering panic. Bradley had sticky blue cotton candy all over his cheeks, and he was giggling as he held the sugary puff out toward Red. Red leaned forward, making a dramatic show of taking a big bite of the sticky treat, and then Babs did the same. Bradley giggled, and Chicki hugged him.

Sarah might be wary of fully trusting anyone, but seeing those women love up her son made her warm all over, and embarrassment for overreacting after Bones and his family had done so much for them nearly swallowed her whole. In addition to everything else the Whiskeys had done for her and her family, after Scott’s injuries had cost him his new job, the Whiskeys introduced him to the guys down at the marina, where he now worked.

Before she could apologize to Bones, Quincy, Truman’s younger brother, hollered “Scott” from across the street. He was with Isabel and Jed, Crystal’s brother. “Dude, want to hang with us?”

Scott glanced at Sarah. “You okay? I’ll stay if you want me to.”

“I’m fine. Go have fun. We’ll catch up later.”

As Sarah watched Scott cross the street, she noticed his limp was a little more pronounced and was glad he had his cane in the car in case he needed it. He had a permanent plate and pins in one leg. He’d been fortunate in his healing, and his doctors no longer anticipated future surgeries. He still had days when he couldn’t do as much as he would like, but at least he was out of the woods.

“Sarah, I’m really sorry,” Bones said, pulling her back to the moment.

When he looked at her as he was now, gazing deeply into her eyes like he meant every word, it was hard to concentrate. She liked to look at him too much, and she found herself trying to put the pieces of his life into some semblance that she could understand. He didn’t look like a biker, and yet the club was a huge part of his life. He was tall and clean-cut, and he didn’t have any tattoos like most of the other bikers did. At least none that she’d seen. Then again, Bones didn’t need ink to underscore his badassery. He had a commanding presence made even more powerful by the angular cut of his jaw and his piercing dark eyes. He was the kind of man women lusted after and men looked up to.

She shifted her gaze back to her son and said, “I know. It’s okay. I’m just overprotective.”

“As you should be. When I saw the fear in your eyes, I felt horrible.”

The emotion in his voice drew her gaze back to his. She had no business noticing anything about him, much less letting her overactive imagination run wild. Bones could have any woman he wanted. She wasn’t fooling herself into thinking he’d be crazy enough to want a pregnant woman with two children. Besides, she’d made the mistake of trusting kind words and sexy eyes before. She couldn’t afford to fall into that dark place again.

“How about a smile from this pretty little lady’s beautiful mommy?” He tickled Lila’s chin, earning sweet baby giggles.

Her insides melted when he did things like that. It was no wonder she was a mess of confusion around him. She desired him so much she ached with it, but her mind continually threw out warnings and barricades in the form of painful memories.

She flashed a quick smile and then headed for Bradley before her hormones had a chance to overreact again. When Bones’s hand landed on her lower back, she forced herself to focus on Red, who was tickling Bradley’s cheek with a blade of grass, instead of the delicious warmth his touch created inside her. It wasn’t an easy task, distracting herself from such an enticing creature, but she was determined. She studied the three women, who acted like sisters although they looked as different as could be. There was one thing about their appearance they had in common, though: They emanated strength and resilience like Sarah had never before seen. Maybe it was because they were bikers’ wives, or maybe they were born that way.

Sometimes Sarah felt strong, but at other times she felt like she had a magnet on her back, drawing bad shit from every direction and it was all she could do to duck and cover.

[image: * * *]

“THERE’S MAMA AND Sissy,” Babs said to Bradley as they approached. Bones had known Babs his whole life. Her long blond hair always looked windswept, and her clothes were constantly disheveled, but she was as warm as she was tough.

Red smiled up at them and said, “Escorted by my big, brave boy.” With her fair skin and short hair, it was hard to believe she had birthed three dark boys. But like them, she was a biker through and through, and she almost always dressed in black, from her T-shirt and jeans right down to her chunky leather boots.

Bones ruffled Bradley’s hair, and Bradley flashed a sugary-blue toothy grin.

“Hey, Red. Ladies.” Bones leaned down and kissed his mother’s cheek. “Will I ever graduate to being called a man instead of a boy?”

“That’s what other women see you as,” Chicki said, her legs tucked beside her. She was the most fashionable of her friends, exotic almost, with olive skin, dark hair she often pulled back in a severe bun, and a penchant for colorful blouses and zipping around on sky-high heels. “No matter how big and bad you are, to us you’ll always be the boy who toddled around naked in the backyard, saying, ‘Check this out!’ and then doing a hip swivel to make your willy swing around.”

Christ. He was in his thirties. Would they ever stop bringing up this shit?

Sarah snort-laughed as she sat down beside Chicki, quickly covering her mouth. Her beautiful brown eyes flicked up to his, dancing with amusement. Damn she was gorgeous. Sometimes those eyes of hers looked troubled and haunted or a million miles away, and other times, like now, they were carefree and innocent, even if it lasted for only a few brief seconds. He wanted to capture those seconds in a glass, treasure them, and give her more reasons to feel that way.

“You think that’s funny, do you?” he said to Sarah. “I bet your mother has some embarrassing stories about you, too.”

Sarah’s face blanched, and pain appeared in her eyes.

“My grandma is in heaven,” Bradley said matter-of-factly. He thrust his cotton candy at Lila, who grabbed a fistful and began sucking it off her fingers.

Man, I’m batting a thousand today.

Bones touched Sarah’s shoulder and said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…”

“It’s okay,” she mumbled just as Lila shoved her sticky fingers into Sarah’s mouth. Sarah gently moved her daughter’s wrist, keeping her from putting her sticky hand elsewhere, and smiled lovingly, the pain instantly disappearing. “Mm. Thank you, Lila boo.”

It was that smile, the one she shared only with her children, that had first captured Bones’s attention when he’d seen her in the hospital after her accident. Sarah was as guarded as a wounded bird, but when it came to her children, she was strong, open, and loving. He wondered what had happened in her life to make her so untrusting of others.

“Here come the troops.” Red pointed across to the sidewalk, where Bullet, Finlay, and Tinkerbell led a pack of their siblings and friends, a motley crew of princesses and the worst-looking, hairy, thick-legged cheerleaders Bones had ever seen.

Babs nudged Chicki. “They look like they’re ready to go have some fun before trick or treating. Come on, girls. Let’s let these young’uns do their thing.”

“Thank you for watching Bradley,” Sarah said. “Bradley, say thank you, honey.”

Bradley threw his arms around Chicki’s neck and said, “Thank you!” His high-pitched voice rang out as he scrambled off her lap and into Red’s, doling out more hugs and kisses. Then he threw himself into Babs’s arms.

Bones wondered if he missed his own grandmother.

Sarah went up on her knees, and he helped her to her feet, drawing her body against his and holding her there for a beat just to see her blush. As if on cue, her cheeks flushed, and she put space between them. If she blushed when he held her, what would she do when he got his mouth and hands on her? When he poured his desires into pleasuring her?

I can’t wait to find out.

He’d always found pregnancy a time of wonder and beauty, but he’d never been attracted to a pregnant woman before Sarah. There was something about the sweet, sexy blonde, pregnant belly and all, that had drawn him in from the start. She was feminine, and yet she resonated inner strength like a watchful soldier who had seen too much darkness. The thought made his blood simmer, though he had no idea if he was reading her right. He had all types of women vying for his attention, but he rarely dated women from Peaceful Harbor, preferring to keep his conquests far away from his turf, protecting his reputation with the same vehemence he protected his family. But with Sarah, he had no choice. There was an unstoppable force driving him toward her—and for once in his life it wasn’t his head, but his heart.

“Thank you for letting Bradley ride in your sidecar and monopolize your attention during the parade,” Sarah said as she adjusted Lila on her hip.

“He’s a great boy. I enjoy having him around.” He raked his eyes down her body, lowered his voice, and tried to earn the sexy blush he loved. “I’d like to take you for a ride sometime.” Her eyes widened, and he worried he’d pushed too far, so he added, “In my sidecar.”

His mother and her friends rose to their feet, watching him with a spark of intuition, as if they sensed his feelings for Sarah growing right before their eyes. Damn, he hated that spark. He swore they had some kind of truth radar, having caught him and his siblings weaving stories on too many occasions to count when they were kids. He shifted on his feet, turning away from them and toward Sarah. He didn’t know much about her background. She evaded questions about her past and the children’s father—or fathers—like armor deflected bullets. She’d mentioned an ex, but he didn’t know if she was married and using ex figuratively, hiding out from an actual ex, or if she was just cautious in general. She had two beautiful children, was pregnant with another man’s child, and still she had invaded his darkest fantasies and provoked protective urges well beyond what he was used to. There was no denying the burn of attraction he felt, but the idea of messing around with another man’s woman wasn’t even on his radar.

He glanced down at the precious girl in Sarah’s arms, who was watching him with smiling blue eyes. The difference between Lila’s trusting gaze and Sarah’s guarded one was inescapable. He hoped to fix that, but first he needed answers.

An embarrassed smile lifted Sarah’s lips, and she said, “I’m sorry I freaked out about Bradley. My greatest fear is something happening to my children.”

“I should have realized. I’ll never give you a scare like that again.”

Bones was a protector by nature, but his desire to protect Sarah and her children was like a bone-deep ache he couldn’t, and didn’t want to, shake. He didn’t know if it was because he’d watched each of his brothers find love and they’d never been happier, or if what his mother had told him so long ago was really true. When you find the one person who you’re meant to be with, nothing can change it. All he knew was that if Sarah was married, if she was spoken for on any level and all he could do was admire her from afar, he’d do whatever it took to show her that she could trust him.

“Who’s ready for trick or treating?” Finlay asked as Tinkerbell pulled her toward Bradley.

“Tink!” Bradley stood up, and Tinkerbell pushed her big head forward, licking his face so hard he plopped down on his butt, giggling.

Bones crouched between them and grabbed Tinkerbell’s collar. “You okay, B-boy?”

“Yes,” Bradley said through fits of giggles. “Let her go!”

“How about we get you on your feet first?” Bones helped him up and put one arm around his waist as Tinkerbell bathed him in doggy kisses. The boy needed a puppy his size, but Bones imagined the last thing his mama needed was another mouth to feed, train, or care for.

Red and her friends said quick hellos before heading off to find their husbands.

“Looks like your boy’s got a bodyguard,” Finlay said to Sarah.

Bones glanced at Sarah, who was watching him warily. It was rare for him to be on this end of scrutiny. He saved lives for a living. Most people looked up to him, valued his word as if it were golden, and he tried to live up to that. What would it take to earn Sarah’s trust? And where the hell was the lucky bastard who had earned her heart and fathered her children?

“Come on, B-boy,” Bones said as he rose to his feet. “Let’s show these guys how trick or treating is done.”

“Shoulders! Shoulders!” Bradley jumped up and down, arms stretched up toward the sky, earning an excited woof from Tinkerbell.

As Bones lifted Bradley onto his shoulders, Sarah touched his arm and said, “You don’t have to…”

Bones winked. “I don’t usually do things because I have to. I do them because I want to.”

“Uncle Beah, I want a shoulder ride like Uncle Boney is giving Bradley. Please?” Kennedy pleaded, looking precious in her little football uniform complete with shoulder pads, cleats, and a pink tiara. Truman had taken her to a high school football game, and she’d been enamored with the sport ever since. Kennedy was such a girly-girl, so they’d all been floored when she decided to be a football player for Halloween instead of a cheerleader.

“Sure thing, sugar pop.” Bear hoisted her up to his shoulders.

Bear was the most emotional and lighthearted of his siblings. Bones had no idea how, with all he’d been through over the years. His affable personality had saved their family in more ways than one. When Bones had been away at school and Bullet was on tour with the military, their father had suffered a stroke. Bear had just graduated high school, and he’d put his life on hold to take over their family business, Whiskey Bro’s, and eventually, after their uncle passed away, Whiskey’s Automotive. He’d not only kept them solvent over the years, but he’d helped them flourish, all while taking care of the homestead so Bones could put focus on becoming a doctor and Bullet could give himself over to their country. Now it was Bear’s turn to follow his dream, and Bones couldn’t be happier for him. He’d married Crystal several months ago and was currently designing motorcycles for the elite Silver-Stone Cycles. And because he loved the business so much, he continued working part-time at the auto shop as well. Bones was in awe of each of his brothers and their accomplishments, and he would forever be thankful for Bear’s selfless generosity.

Kennedy set her pink tiara on Bear’s head and said, “Now you weally look like a cheerleader!”

“Only for you, Ken,” Bear said with a shake of his head.

“Where’s Dixie?” Bones asked.

“Penny and Izzy dragged her off with Jed, Quincy, and Scott,” Crystal explained.

“Penny said they were going to do single-people things, which was quickly followed by a waggle of Quincy’s brows,” Gemma said.

Bones glanced at Sarah. I’d like to do single-people things with you. As if she’d read his thoughts, she blushed and looked away.

Bullet grunted something Bones couldn’t make out. Like the rest of the guys, he looked ridiculous in his cheerleading outfit, with two pom-poms sticking out of his back pocket, but he was six foot five, and there wasn’t a man alive stupid enough to make fun of him. And like all the Whiskeys, there was nothing they wouldn’t do for Kennedy.

“Shoot. I forgot the stroller,” Sarah said.

“I’ll carry her.” Bones reached for Lila. “Come here, peanut.”

Sarah turned her shoulder toward him. “You’ve already got Bradley.”

Bones reached up and put one hand on Bradley’s back and waved his other hand. “And I’ve got a free arm.”

“Mommy, he’s a good holder,” Bradley said, patting Bones on the head. “He’s holded me a lot.”

She blinked up at Bones with an apology in her beautiful brown eyes. “It’s okay. I can carry her.”

Lila reached for Bones. He stuck his finger out, and she wrapped her tiny fingers around it, pulling it toward her mouth.

“I don’t doubt that you can,” Bones said. “But this is what friends are for, lightening the load.” Didn’t she have close friends wherever she’d moved from? Or had they scorned her? The thought made his muscles constrict. “If you’re not comfortable with me holding her—”

“No, it’s fine. I’m just being—”

“A responsible mother.” Which makes you even more alluring. “It’s an admirable trait.”

Sarah shook her head. Her pretty blond hair billowed around her shoulders. “But really, Bones, you can’t carry them both.”

“Oh boy,” Finlay said, glancing knowingly at Gemma. “You haven’t learned not to question the manhood of a Whiskey. They’ll always prove you wrong.”

“Darlin’, you’ve got a bun in the oven and you’ve been out here all afternoon.” Bones extended his arm. “Now, please hand over that pretty little lady. We’ll walk over to your place and pick up the stroller if you’d like, and then we’ll trick or treat in your neighborhood. We should probably get her hedgehog and blanket, too, in case she gets fussy.” Sarah lived only three blocks away. It wasn’t a long walk for him carrying the kids, but he worried about Sarah lugging a baby on her hip all evening.

Sarah gave him an incredulous look, her eyes full of wonder. “Her hedgehog…”

“I have no idea how you got out of the house without it.” Bones had given Lila a stuffed hedgehog when she got out of the hospital, and from what he’d seen, Lila rarely let it out of her sight.

Gemma sidled up to Sarah and said, “They say you can tell a lot about a man by how he treats his mother.” She turned loving eyes to Truman and said, “I think you can tell more about a man by the way he treats other people’s children.”

Bear had befriended Truman when Truman was a teenager. A few years later, Truman had taken the fall for a crime Quincy had committed and had spent several years in prison. Shortly after being released, he’d rescued Lincoln and Kennedy, siblings he hadn’t known existed, from a crack house where their mother had overdosed. He’d met and fallen in love with Gemma, and they’d since married and adopted the children, raising them as their own. The kids had come a long way. Kennedy had been afraid of everyone and everything. Now she was in preschool three mornings a week and loved being the center of attention. Truman was a good man who had been through hell and given himself wholeheartedly to others. Bones was proud to call him his brother.

Sarah finally relented, handing Bones her sweet baby girl with an appreciative smile. “I hate feeling like I’m taking advantage of you. You’re always helping us out. One day you’re going to spin around and wonder where all your free time went.”

“Take advantage, darlin’.” He couldn’t keep the double entendre from sounding like one, and the widening of her eyes told him he’d better pull back or she just might run scared. But he wasn’t great at pulling back from something he wanted, and when he caught Sarah stealing a glance at him—a very heated glance—he added, “As often as you’d like.” Then he tipped his chin up and said, “Hang on tight, B-boy. We’re about to get our trick or treat on.”


Chapter Two


ALMOST TWO HOURS and several trick-or-treat stops later Bradley was fast asleep in the stroller, clutching a bag of candy, and Lila was in Bones’s arms, bundled up in her favorite blanket and hugging her hedgehog. Kennedy was fighting sleep on Bullet’s chest, but Lincoln was wide-awake in Truman’s arms, tugging on his beard. Crystal and Bear had taken off about a half hour ago. If Sarah tried really hard, she could pretend she belonged among this close-knit group. But she’d spent a lifetime pretending, and no matter how good she was at it, it was exhausting. She’d give anything to have been born into a different family, to be free of her past without lies or fears of what people might find out about her, but she wasn’t blessed in that way. She was blessed, however. One look at her beautiful babies, or her brother, was all it took to remind her of how lucky she truly was.

“We should probably get your little ones home to bed,” Bones said as they strolled down the sidewalk. “You must be exhausted, too.”

She glanced at him, and her pulse did that sprinting, crazy thing that she’d dreamed of finding as a little girl—and that fervor made fear rise up inside her. She’d screwed up once and could not afford to do it again. If it took everything she had, she was bound and determined to give her children a happy, normal life. What exactly normal meant, she didn’t know anymore. But walking along the sidewalk with Bones, talking about the parade and her children, felt like a start, and it was surely much more normal than how she’d spent too much of her life—on the run, doing things she’d never imagined to keep food on the table, and believing in a man who only let her down, leaving her to start all over again.

She’d had such a good time today, she didn’t want the evening to end. But she couldn’t put her selfish desires before her children’s need for a good night’s sleep. “This has been really fun. Believe it or not, I’ve never been to a parade.”

“You’ve never been to a parade?” Finlay spun around in front of her, her pink and white outfit lifting in the wind, sending Tinkerbell into a frenzy. The pup’s big head swung back and forth, assessing the threat.

“Tink,” Bullet said sternly, giving his thigh a single sharp slap. Tinkerbell cocked her head, whimpering at Bullet, then looked at Finlay again.

“It’s okay, Tink.” Finlay petted her head and said, “Parades were a staple of my youth. Where did you grow up?”

Sarah was pretty sure the response in hell would incite too many questions, so she said, “Florida.” The last thing she wanted to do was talk about her childhood. She was sure they’d all had perfect childhoods filled with parades, parties, and pancakes with little smiley faces. The type of childhood she wanted for her children. She’d screwed that up, too, but it wasn’t too late to start over. It’s never too late, she reminded herself. That was the motto she and her siblings had lived by when they were young. A sea of longing moved through her with thoughts of her younger sister, Josie.

“Sunshine and beaches, like Peaceful Harbor. Most of the time, anyway,” Gemma said with a happy sigh, pulling Sarah from her thoughts. “Well, now that you’re here, you can join us for the parades and the club rallies and—” Her eyes bloomed wide, and she gasped. “When are your kids’ birthdays?”

Sarah laughed softly at her quick change of topic. “Lila turns one at the end of next month, and Bradley will be four in April.”

“Next month? What date?” Bones asked as they came to the corner of her street.

His lips quirked into a hopeful smile, and she wondered what he was hoping for. He had the most beautiful, full lips, the kind women paid good money to emulate. She often found herself staring at them, thinking about things she shouldn’t think about, like how they’d feel pressed against hers or sliding along her neck and whether he’d kiss hard and demanding or slow and titillating. She shifted her gaze to her baby in his arms to try to distract herself from those thoughts. Lila’s sweet little hand rested on his jaw. Her daughter had gone to Bones without hesitation from the very first time he’d tried to hold her. Sometimes Sarah was jealous of that easy trust, wishing she could muster it. But other times her daughter’s trusting innocence underscored Sarah’s responsibility to watch out for her children and protect them from snakes in the grass.

“Birthday?” he said with an amused grin.

Oh crap. She’d forgotten he was waiting for an answer. “November thirtieth.”

“Dude,” Truman said in a low voice. “Now, that’s what Gemma would call fate.”

“Fate?” Sarah had a love-hate relationship with ethereal things like fate. Before moving to Peaceful Harbor, her life had been too awful to believe some higher power was guiding it. She’d believed fate was something weak people relied upon. But then Scott had found his way to working on the oil rigs, she’d escaped her father’s wrath, and eventually, Josie had, too, giving her hope that some guiding light would lead them all to happiness. But then she’d landed on the streets. Every time happiness was within her grasp, it was torn away, proving time and time again that fate was for the weak—and surviving was for the strong.

“That’s my birthday, too.” Bones pressed his tempting lips to her daughter’s forehead, earning a sleepy murmur from Lila. “No wonder I adore this little lady so much.”

The man was a walking ovary explosion.

“We have to throw a joint birthday party!” Gemma said. “I’ll bring dress-up clothes for the kids.” She owned Princess for a Day Boutique, where she hosted children’s parties and offered a variety of costumes and themes. She’d hired Sarah to do the kids’ hair for two parties recently, and Sarah had loved seeing so many happy, creative kids in one place.

Finlay clapped her hands. “That’s perfect!”

“You don’t have to do that,” Sarah interjected. “I usually just make a cake and get them a little something.”

“I think it sounds like a great idea,” Bones said, gazing down at her daughter. “Turning one is a big deal. She deserves fanfare. Why don’t we do it on Thanksgiving? Everyone will be there anyway. I’m hosting it at my place.”

Everyone agreed, and as Finlay and Gemma talked about themes, Sarah touched Bones’s sleeve to get his attention, speaking just above a whisper. “We can’t just take over your family’s Thanksgiving.”

“Darlin’, you became family the second Bullet pulled you from that burning car. Have Thanksgiving with us. You and the kids and Scott belong there.”

She’d never belonged anywhere. He couldn’t imagine the way that made her feel all gooey and happy inside.

“Of course they’re going to join us,” Finlay said. “I’ve got a whole allergen-free feast planned. I’ve been menu planning for the past two weeks.”

Now she wanted to cry. Stupid pregnancy hormones. They made her overly emotional. And when Bones was around, horny as a cat in heat. Struggling to force those emotions down deep she said, “But it will take me a lifetime to repay you for everything you’ve already done for us. And you don’t even know us that well. We could be bad people.”

“What the fu—”

“Bullet!” Finlay cut him off, eyeing Kennedy in his arms.

Bones shook his head, looking at Sarah like she’d lost her mind.

“I think we’d know if you were a bad person by now,” Gemma said. “At least our guys would. They have a sixth sense for trouble.”

“But how does that work exactly? That sixth sense?” Sarah asked, but it came out like more of a plea, because she wanted to possess that skill desperately. Was she the only person in the world who didn’t have that knack, or were they just too naive to realize some people were masters at hiding their true colors? “How can you tell if someone is bad or good after just a couple of months?”

Bones, Bullet, and Truman exchanged an incredulous glance.

“All I need is about two minutes,” Bullet said.

“From what I’ve seen,” Sarah said, “people can change without warning.”

“That can happen,” Bones said in a serious tone. “And sometimes good people do bad things and then redeem themselves and make things right.”

He looked deeply into her eyes, and she wondered if he saw the dark memories of her past dragging her down. She was sure there was a special place in hell for men like her father and her ex. But what about people like her? She had to believe in redemption, at least in certain cases. If not, she was screwed.

“Don’t worry, darlin’,” Bones said. “You’re one of us now. We’d never let anything happen to you.”

“Thank you. That means the world to me, but I still wish I knew how to spot bad people.”

“I’ll show you.” He must have seen a modicum of relief in her eyes, because he slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer as he lowered his mouth beside her ear and said, “Not all types of bad are harmful. Some are very, very good.” Then he locked those dark eyes on hers, making her stomach go ten types of crazy, and said, “I can teach you to spot all kinds of bad.”

Her jaw dropped open, and he gave her an I didn’t mean to go so far but I sort of did crooked grin that made her almost laugh.

“Down, bro,” Bullet said. “We don’t need the dirty doctor making this sweetheart go into labor right here on the street.”

Bones glowered at Bullet; then he turned that devastating gaze on Sarah again and said, “Say yes to Thanksgiving and a joint birthday party, darlin’.”

“Yes,” Finlay said. “Please do, Sarah.”

“And don’t mind these guys,” Gemma added. “They always talk like that.”

“If you’re sure…?” she asked carefully.

“Absofrigginglutely.” Bones leaned closer to Lila and whispered, “We’re celebrating together, peanut.”

Gemma peeled Kennedy from Bullet’s massive chest. “On that adorable note, I think we’ll get our babies home to bed, too.”

Kennedy sighed, her sleepy eyes closing again as she cuddled in her mama’s arms.

“I’ll hit you guys up this week,” Truman said to the guys.

“Sounds good, man,” Bullet replied.

Finlay looked at Sarah and said, “I’ll call you and we’ll figure out a time to get together after the wedding to plan the birthday party.”

“Okay, thanks. That sounds like fun.” She glanced at her baby girl sleeping cozily in Bones’s arms. Turning one is a big deal. She deserves fanfare. She did deserve fanfare, and Bones recognizing that fact made it an even bigger deal.

Finlay wrapped her arms around Bullet and gazed up at him with stars in her eyes. “I still can’t believe we’re getting married next weekend. Who plans a wedding that fast?”

“A gnarly, possessive biker who wants to get a ring on your finger before you realize what a mistake you’re making,” Bones said with a smirk.

“Damn right,” Bullet said.

“Thank goodness Cassie has the time to cater,” Finlay said. Cassie owned Messy Buns and Muffin Tops Bakery in the heart of Peaceful Harbor. “What kind of caterer can’t take care of her own wedding?”

“A busy one,” Sarah said. “I have no idea how you do as much as you do, with working at the bar, your catering company, and planning your wedding.”

Finlay leaned into Bullet’s side and said, “The wedding planning was simple. As long as family and friends are there, nothing else really matters. We didn’t even have to send out invitations. Bullet put out the word about the date, and it quickly spread to all of the Dark Knights members. We had more help than we could have ever needed.”

“That’s my girl.” Bullet embraced her, and Tinkerbell shoved her nose between them. Bullet reached down to pet her, eyeing Finlay lasciviously. “Come on, Fins. Let’s get home and have our own Halloween celebration.”

The girls hugged, careful not to wake the little ones, and then Bones walked Sarah home, his arm firmly and protectively around her, as he’d been doing for weeks.

When they reached the house, she was filled with a sense of peace that had taken some getting used to. She’d never had a home where she’d felt completely safe until she’d found Scott and they’d moved here. Scott had texted earlier to tell her not to walk home alone and to text him when she was ready to leave. But she’d let him know she had an entourage watching out for her tonight, and she had to admit that felt good, too. And Bones’s attention? That was right up on her Things That Feel Good but Make Me Nervous list.

Even with Bones making her as nervous as a teenager, feeling safe was such an incredible sensation, she wanted to linger in it and soak it up.

“What are you thinking about?” Bones asked as he lifted the stroller onto the small front porch.

“Nothing,” she said, because how silly would she sound if she told him the truth?

“Here, let me.” His big fingers wrapped around hers as he took the keys. “That wasn’t nothing. Your eyes went soft, the way they do when you look at your children.”

She shifted her eyes to her boy, sleeping in the stroller. She felt the same sense of peace and knew he was right. “Do you notice that much about everyone?”

He unlocked the door and pushed it open without responding. His gaze swept over the cozy living room of the two-bedroom rambler, separated only by a half wall to the kitchen. Plastic toys were spread over the coffee table and floor. Stuffed animals and kids’ books littered the sofa.

“Oh gosh. I’d say excuse the mess, but you’ve been here often enough that you know this is pretty much how we live.”

He smiled and said, “Your house is just how it should be. My mother always used to say that you should be able to tell who lives in a house with a single glance. That a lived-in house is a house full of love. It’s the impeccably clean ones you have to worry about.”

“No wonder I like Red so much.”

“She likes you, too,” he said casually, but there was nothing casual about the way he looked at her. His gaze turned serious, and he said, “I’m about ready to show up here with curtains for those glass doors. I know you have a fenced-in backyard, but you can’t be too safe.”

She winced. When they’d first moved in, they’d hung a sheet over the glass doors that led from the kitchen to the backyard. Curtains hadn’t exactly been a top priority, though she’d heeded his worries, bought fabric, and had begun making curtains. “I’m almost done making them.”

She bent to unbuckle the straps of the stroller, and Bones touched her arm.

“I’ll carry him in,” he offered.

He transferred Lila to Sarah’s arms, tucking the blanket around her and her hedgehog. He started to lower his lips to her baby’s forehead; then he looked at Sarah, silently seeking approval. She nodded, wondering if he’d kissed Lila earlier without realizing he had done it. Because he’d done it so naturally, and on several occasions, she imagined that was the case.

He closed his eyes as he pressed those beautiful lips gently to her daughter’s head, and then he whispered, “Sleep well, little lady.”

He gathered Bradley in his arms and followed her inside. Bones had been in her house many times, but as he followed her down the narrow hallway, she realized they’d never been alone.

[image: * * *]

BONES WAITED IN the doorway as Sarah changed Lila’s diaper on a pad on top of the dresser. Too drawn to them to stay away, he stepped into the bedroom she shared with her children. That seemed to be the story of his life lately, being drawn to Sarah and her children. He stood beside her as she buttoned Lila’s sleeper.

“I can’t believe she stayed asleep through that.” He gazed down at the baby with awe as Sarah lifted her into her arms, cradling her against her breasts.

She kissed the baby’s head and said, “She’s always been a great sleeper, unlike my little man. Believe it or not, he didn’t sleep through the night until a few weeks after we moved here.” She laid Lila in the crib, tucked her blanket around her, and set her hedgehog in the corner of the mattress.

“What about pajamas for B-boy?” Bones whispered.

She grabbed a set of Batman pajamas from a dresser drawer. “If you lay him on the bed, I can change him.”

“Shouldn’t he use the bathroom first?”

Her smile told him she knew all the tricks. “He’ll wake up just enough to go while I change him.”

Bones laid him on the bed and helped her carefully remove his little black boots.

As she changed him into his pajamas, Bradley’s eyes fluttered open. “Mommy, where’s my candy?”

Bones chuckled at his priorities.

“It’s tucked away in a safe place until tomorrow.” She helped him sit up and said, “Let’s use the potty, and then you can go nighty-night.”

Bradley’s eyes shifted sleepily to Bones. “Can Bones take me?” he asked with a yawn, drawing out his words.

Sarah glanced at Bones, and for reasons he had yet to fully understand, he hoped like hell she’d trust him enough to do it.

“Only if Bones doesn’t mind,” she said.

“Not at all,” he said as casually as he could. “Come on, buddy. Show me to your throne.”

Bradley slipped off the bed and took his hand, leading him toward the hall. “What’s a throne?”

Bones explained that throne was a cooler way to say toilet as Bradley used the toilet. Their house had only one bathroom, and though Bones tried not to be nosy, it was impossible to miss the netting of plastic toys attached to the side of the bathtub or the bottles of Johnson’s baby shampoo, body wash, and bubble bath. Hanging from a basket around the showerhead was a bottle of generic body wash. A tiny black towel with the Batman insignia on the back, a hood, and ears hung on a hook on the wall beside a tiny pink towel with a hood and fairy wings.

He helped Bradley wash his hands, spotting a Batman toothbrush in a cute little holder with a bottle of SpongeBob toothpaste and a tiny paper cup dispenser with colorful designs on the cups. Sarah’s and Scott’s toothbrushes stood upright in a plastic cup, and a tube of store-brand toothpaste lay beside it. It didn’t surprise him that while Sarah didn’t have much, she took extra care for her kids.

“We should probably brush your teeth, huh?”

Bradley nodded, rubbing his eyes as Bones put toothpaste on the brush and handed it to him. He wrapped his little fingers around it and halfheartedly brushed one side of his teeth.

Bones crouched before him. “How about if I help you?”

Bradley relinquished the toothbrush and opened his mouth—obviously he knew the drill, while Bones was playing catch-up. He helped Bradley brush his teeth; then he filled a paper cup and handed it to him. “Do you know how to rinse without swallowing the toothpaste?”

Bradley nodded, filled his mouth with water, and then leaned way over the sink and spit into it, dribbling on his chest in the process.

“Good job, buddy. But I think we should take that shirt off before you go to bed.” He took Bradley’s shirt off, and Bradley wrapped his arms around Bones’s neck and rested his head on his shoulder. Bones wondered again where the kids’ father was. Other than Sarah’s sister, who had visited only once, he knew no one had come to see them at the hospital. Was her husband a deadbeat? Or worse? Was he dead? He wondered again if there were more than one father to consider.

One thing was for sure. If these kids had a single deadbeat father or two separate loser fathers, he’d wish he was dead if Bones got ahold of him.

He carried Bradley back to the bedroom and found Sarah gazing down at Lila again. She looked up as they walked in, her gaze sweeping over Bradley’s bare back, and covered her smiling lips.

“We brushed his teeth,” Bones explained.

“You didn’t have to do that. I would have warned you. He can’t spit without dribbling down his front.”

She tossed Bradley’s dirty pajama shirt into a hamper in the corner of the room and grabbed a clean shirt from the dresser.

Bones held Bradley as she put his pajama top on. Then he laid him in the bed and covered him with the blanket. He looked tiny and vulnerable in the big bed. “Does he get a stuffed toy?”

She shook her head. “He doesn’t have a favorite. He likes to cuddle his blanket.”

“Night, B-boy.” He brushed his fingers over Bradley’s forehead. “Sweet dreams.”

They left the door open a crack as they left, and Sarah walked Bones to the front door. He didn’t want to leave, much less leave her alone without Scott
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