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A Note to Readers


It sounds cliché to say that I am the ink to my characters’ pens, but for me, it always holds true, and I hope that never changes. I started writing Sullivan “Sully” Tate’s story in 2013 and fell in love with her quiet strength, but I had to set the manuscript aside because I didn’t know who her older sister was, and I hadn’t yet met the right hero for her. That changed in 2020. While writing SEARCHING FOR LOVE and HOT FOR LOVE (The Bradens & Montgomerys), I met Jordan Lawler, who had been searching for her younger sister for many years, and Callahan “Cowboy” Whiskey, a fiercely loyal, overprotective cowboy and biker whose heart had belonged to his family, his motorcycle club, and Redemption Ranch, and I knew I’d found the people who were meant to be in Sully’s life. Cowboy’s heart was as locked down as Sully’s, and I believe he needed her as much as she needed him. I am thrilled to finally give Sully and Cowboy their happily ever after and give Jordan the closure she so deserves. I hope you love them all just as much as I do.

If you’d like to read a detailed account of Sully’s escape from the Free Rebellion, pick up FREEING SULLY, the short prequel to this story.

Please note that I have taken fictional liberties while writing Sully and Callahan’s story. In the real world, their timeline could have taken much longer, but I’m a believer in spiritual connections and knowing when you’ve met the One. I have every faith that together Sully and Callahan will weather whatever storms come their way.

All my books are written to stand alone and may also be enjoyed as part of the larger series. If you’d like to read Jordan’s story, pick up THEN CAME LOVE, a fantastic forbidden-love story and a Braden & Montgomery novel.

If this is your first introduction to my Whiskey world, when you’re done reading Cowboy and Sully’s story, you can go back and read Billie and Dare’s story in THE TROUBLE WITH WHISKEY and then enjoy my other Dark Knights series, The Whiskeys: Dark Knights at Peaceful Harbor and The Wickeds: Dark Knights at Bayside.

The Whiskeys, Wickeds, and Bradens & Montgomerys are just three of the series in my Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth. A complete list of all series titles is included at the end of this book, along with previews of upcoming publications.

Download Free First-in-Series eBooks

www.MelissaFoster.com/free-ebooks

See the Entire Love in Bloom Collection

www.MelissaFoster.com/love-bloom-series

Download Series Checklists, Family Trees, and Publication Schedules

www.MelissaFoster.com/reader-goodies

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 many of the same great love stories with toned-down heat levels.

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

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter
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Chapter One


CALLAHAN “COWBOY” WHISKEY took off his Stetson and dragged his forearm across his brow, squinting against the late-afternoon sun as he looked out over the property that had been in his family for generations. His heart had always belonged to Redemption Ranch, where they rescued horses and people, giving ex-cons, recovering addicts, and other lost souls a second chance. The ranch had live-in facilities and a full therapeutic staff run by Cowboy’s mother, a licensed psychologist. His father managed the ranch, and Cowboy and three of his siblings worked and lived on the property. Cowboy was as deeply rooted to that land as he was to his family and to the Dark Knights motorcycle club. His father had founded the local chapter of the Dark Knights well before he and his four siblings were born, and giving back to the community had been a part of their lives for as long as he could remember.

Today the ranch was bustling with activities for the kickoff of the Ride Clean anti-drug campaign run by the Dark Knights. Every fall the club kicked off the event with a motorcycle ride and rally, followed by a day of fun and fundraising at the ranch. Families came from several neighboring towns to take part in the festivities. Kids learned about caring for horses and enjoyed yard games, paintball, horse and pony rides, and hayrides. This afternoon Cowboy was overseeing horseback rides in the lower corral with Simone Davidson. Simone had come to the ranch almost two years ago, after completing rehab. She’d thrived in their program and had remained on as an employee while taking classes toward becoming a substance abuse counselor.

Three giggling kids ran past as Cowboy’s cell phone rang with his father’s ringtone. He put his hat back on and stepped away from the corral to answer it. “Yeah?”

“Gather the Knights. Emergency meeting in the main house.” His father’s gruff tone left no room for questions. When they were at events, alerts were passed personally rather than having forty phones going off with texts at the same time.

“Yes, sir.” Cowboy pocketed his phone, wondering what the hell was going on, and headed for Simone.

“Uh-oh, the big man doesn’t look happy.” Simone’s thick auburn hair framed her pretty face and bright smile. With her arms covered by her flannel shirt, the only visible reminder of all she’d been through was the scar running down the left side of her face. “If it takes all day, I’m going to get a smile out of you.”

Not likely. Especially now. “I need you to take over. My old man needs help with something.” They had a hard-and-fast rule that club business went no farther than club members. For their families’ protection, even wives weren’t privy to club business.

Simone’s smile faded at his tone. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I’ll send someone over to help you. I’m taking Sunshine.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to let her name wear off on you a little,” she called after him as he mounted the sweet-tempered palomino they’d rescued a few years back.

He waved as he rode off, scanning the crowds for black leather vests with Dark Knights patches on the back, like the one he wore. All the club members and their families were helping run the event, but they had plenty of volunteers to cover things while they were called away.

Cowboy rode by the barns and riding rings, discreetly alerting members to the meeting. In turn, each man went on to notify other members. They were well versed in discretion. They had to be. Too many Dark Knights walking purposefully in one direction would attract attention. Instead, they acted jovially, sauntering up to each other and clapping their buddies on their backs, like two guys just shooting the shit, and then they took separate routes toward the main house, careful not to stick too close together.

As Cowboy made his way around the grounds, he spotted his younger brother, Dare, running the pony rides and felt a familiar gust of gratitude, as he often did these days when he saw him. Dare had been a daredevil since he was a kid, and Cowboy was forever trying to rein him in. A couple of months ago, a horrendous accident had damn near killed Dare and his fiancée, Billie Mancini. It was the most terrifying thing Cowboy had ever experienced, and it had shaken Dare up enough to make him start changing his daredevil ways. That didn’t mean he’d stopped doing crazy shit. It just meant he’d do a little less crazy shit.

Dare lifted four-year-old Gus Moore off a pony and carried him over to his father, Ezra. Dare and Ezra were both Dark Knights and therapists at the ranch. As Cowboy rode over to them, he spotted his sister Sasha, an equine rehabilitation therapist, heading their way.

Ezra looked up, and Sasha pushed her long blond hair over her shoulder, flashing a flirtatious smile. What the hell, Sasha? They had rules against employees dating each other, and she knew better than to flirt with a co-worker. Especially Ezra. He had enough trouble with his ex, so much so that he wasn’t interested in getting mixed up with another woman. Thankfully, Ezra broke their connection, as Cowboy had thought he would. He made a mental note to have a talk with his sister and nip that in the bud before it had a chance to cause any trouble.

“Hey, Cowboy!” Gus waved excitedly, his mop of dark curls bouncing around his face as he wiggled in Ezra’s arms. “I rode a horse, too!”

“That’s great, buddy,” Cowboy said.

Gus began talking a mile a minute, and Cowboy gave Sasha an imploring look and a curt nod. Having grown up around the club, she was used to their impromptu need for private discussions, and she’d honed her ability to read their silent cues.

She reached for Gus. “Hey, Gusto, how about we play in the bouncy house and then get one of Birdie’s yummy chocolate pony pops?” Their quirky youngest sister, Birdie, was the co-owner of a chocolate shop in a neighboring town, and she was at the event selling chocolates to raise money for the club’s drug-free campaign.

“Yeah! Bye, Dad. I’m going with Sugar!” Gus had a major crush on Sasha, and he’d picked up on Dare’s casual use of the endearment sugar when speaking to female friends.

The guys chuckled as Sasha carried Gus away, but the amusement was short-lived. They swiftly turned their attention to Cowboy.

Cowboy was acutely aware of the families milling around them and was careful not to alarm anyone. “Our old man needs help carrying some stuff from the main house. I’m on my way to grab Doc and the guys from the paintball field.” Doc was their oldest brother and the ranch’s veterinarian.

“I’ll let Mom know we’re going to help,” Dare said casually. Their mother would alert the other club members’ wives and girlfriends and make sure no attention was brought to the club gathering.

Ten minutes later Cowboy stood among the Dark Knights brotherhood in their largest meeting room in the main house. All eyes were on his father, who stood at the front of the room. Tommy “Tiny” Whiskey was a mountainous man at six foot four and three hundred pounds. He had a pendulous belly, long gray hair, and a bushy gray beard, and he wore a black-and-gold bandanna—the colors of the Dark Knights—tied around his forehead, along with his leather vest boasting club patches, which he was rarely seen without. Tiny didn’t put on airs for anyone, and he was the toughest and the fairest man Cowboy knew. He was a strong leader, and he was well respected by every man in that room and damn near every resident three towns out for his groundbreaking efforts to help others. He was also as fearless and ferocious as a grizzly and one of the most lethal weapons the club had.

“We’ve got a situation,” Tiny said sternly. “A young gal escaped from a cult in West Virginia and was picked up by a trucker who was heading this way. They need a safe haven for her while DNA tests are run and they figure out what’s what. Her name is Sullivan Tate, and she goes by the name Sully. She’s in her early twenties, and I hear she’s tough but scared. She’s refused to go to a doctor or to the police for fear of being taken back to the cult. We’re bringing her to the ranch tonight after dark, where she can undergo therapy and be seen by one of our doctors. This girl needs complete protection. Nobody can know she’s here until I get word that it’s safe. Not even your wives, or you could be putting our entire family, and everyone on this ranch, at risk. Hazard, this needs to be kept off the records.” Hector “Hazard” Martinez was a police officer. Like Cowboy, and most of the other men in that room, he went by his road name.

“You’ve got it,” Hazard said.

“Cowboy, you’re taking the lead on this,” his father said. “I want you to have eyes on her at all times. No exceptions. Hyde, you’re taking over Cowboy’s duties until we know she’s safe.”

“Yes, sir,” Hyde and Cowboy said in unison. Cowboy had no doubt about why he’d been chosen to watch over the girl. All the Dark Knights were protective, but he was known to be fiercely responsible, overprotective of everyone in his circle, and not easily distracted by a pretty face.

His father told them that the girl had been staying with the trucker and his wife for three weeks and had been too afraid to leave the house. He filled them in on what he knew about the Free Rebellion anti-establishment cult and their compound and said they supposedly had connections with dirty cops and other people of power, the bastards. “I alerted our other chapters to keep their ears to the ground about this, and it looks like the girl has a good reason to be scared. Biggs said the word on the streets is that the cult is searching for her.” The Dark Knights had several chapters across the United States with connections to informants in various seedy, underground operations, and Tiny’s brother Biggs ran the Peaceful Harbor, Maryland, chapter.

“The trucker who picked her up and his wife are going to a safe house, but I want eyes on their house from a distance, in case anyone connects the dots.” A few of the members volunteered to watch the house. “If you see anyone sniffing around, we need to know about it.” When they nodded their understanding, his father said, “When today’s event ends, take your families home, and then I need everyone to come back and stick around. We need extra security around the ranch for the foreseeable future. And remember, when you step out of this room, it’s business as usual.”

His father went over the plan to utilize decoy trucks when they picked up the girl and to form boundaries around the ranch that would be watched twenty-four-seven by club members in case the media got a whiff of her escape and where Sully was staying. Manny Mancini, Billie’s father and the vice president of the club, was putting together a schedule for security. His father’s serious eyes locked on Cowboy as he said, “Sully will be staying in cabin six.”

Strategically chosen, no doubt. That was the only cabin Cowboy could see from his own home. “What’re we telling the staff and residents about who she is and where she came from?”

“She’s here to heal,” his father said. “Nobody needs to know more than that.”

After the meeting, Cowboy walked out with his brothers, their cousin Rebel, Ezra, and their buddy Hyde.

“Damn, that poor girl.” Doc’s jaw clenched, and he shook his head. The pain in his eyes was palpable. He was the deep thinker of their family, and conversely, a charmer with the ladies when he chose to be. But his relationships were like an extended-stay motel, never lasting more than two or three months. “She’s got to be brave as hell to have escaped a fucking cult.”

“Brave and strong,” Dare agreed.

“That’s a hefty dose of perspective right there,” Ezra said, as if he needed any. He’d first come to the ranch years ago as a troubled teen. After completing one of their programs, he’d gone on to intern there while he was in college and graduate school, and now he was one of their therapists. He’d followed in his father’s footsteps and had become a Dark Knight. Like the other Dark Knights and the ranch employees, Ezra had become family.

“No shit,” Rebel agreed.

“Yeah, while we’re dicking around wondering what girl is going to land in our beds tonight, that poor girl’s scared for her life.” Hyde had come to the ranch a few years ago as a belligerent ex-con and went through the program with Dare as his therapist. He’d since become one hell of a ranch hand and a trusted friend.

“Kind of like any girl who ends up in your bed,” Rebel teased as they pushed through the doors and walked outside, doing as they were told: going back to business as usual.

The guys chuckled, but those sounds were heavier, weighed down by their new reality as they shifted gears from club business to upbeat campaign hosts.

Something had bothered Cowboy during the meeting, and he didn’t shift gears quite as easily. As the guys shot the shit and began to go their separate ways, he pulled out his wallet and withdrew the missing-person flyer they’d been given at a club meeting a couple of months ago. Cassandra “Casey” Lawler had been missing for more than twenty years. She and her parents had been on their way to pick up her older sister from a camp in West Virginia when their car hit a tree. Authorities found her parents dead, and Casey had been missing ever since. Her sister had hired a private investigator over the summer to look into the case, and the little girl’s picture had been all over social media ever since.

Cowboy studied the image of the blue-eyed four-year-old who had burrowed beneath his skin the first time he’d seen the flyer. She wore a flannel shirt, leggings with dirt stains on the knees, and little construction-style brown work boots. Her golden-brown hair was tangled and frizzy, like she’d been running around all day. He’d never seen a four-year-old with an edge, but those baby blues with impossibly long, dark lashes said, Watch out, world, here I come. He studied the age-progression picture of a young woman with those same bright, tough eyes and felt the clutch in his chest he’d gotten every damn time he looked at the flyer.

“Dare, where are you heading?” Doc asked, drawing Cowboy’s attention away from the image.

“To the one person who can put a smile on my face.” Dare nodded in the direction of Billie, who was talking with Birdie by the table where she was selling chocolate. He glanced at Cowboy. “Dude, you okay?”

No, I’m not fucking okay. Cowboy nodded.

“Better get that look off your face, or you’ll scare off the women around here,” Doc teased. They were always giving him shit for being too serious.

“Right.” Cowboy rolled his shoulders back, cleared his throat, and stroked his beard, forcing a smile. “Better?”

Dare grinned. “Now you just look like you’ve got a wedgie.”

“Maybe I do,” Cowboy said with a laugh. “Asshole.”

“You know you love me.” Dare headed for Billie.

Cowboy looked at the flyer again, his gut fisting.

“You’ve been studying that thing for weeks,” Doc pointed out.

He met his brother’s serious gaze. “I can’t shake the feeling that she’s out there somewhere. She went missing in West Virginia, and that girl Sully escaped from a cult in the same state. What are the chances they’re the same person?”

Doc’s brows knitted. “Dude, that little girl’s been gone for more than two decades. Chances are she’s no longer breathing.”

Cowboy gritted his teeth against the visceral and surprising anger rising inside him. “If Sasha or Birdie went missing, I’d never give up hope.”

“If she were our sister, I wouldn’t either,” Doc said sternly.

“She’s someone’s sister, and they’re looking for her.”

Doc lifted his chin. “Why’re you so pissed?”

“I don’t fucking know.” Every time he looked at this flyer, it ate away at him like nothing ever had. “Sorry, man. I just…”

“Look, I know you’re worried about that girl and the sister who’s looking for her, but sometimes when someone’s gone, they’re just gone.”

Cowboy couldn’t swallow that jagged pill, but he held his tongue because, years ago, Doc had fallen for a politician’s daughter who had interned at the ranch over the summer, and it hadn’t ended well. Cowboy knew Doc’s follow-up texts and calls had gone unanswered, and he didn’t want to reopen that Pandora’s box. His brother hadn’t been the same since, and that was why they now had rules in place about not dating co-workers.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right. Time to pretend we’re not facing a ticking clock.” As Cowboy’s gaze swept over crowds of happy families and carefree kids, he wondered what kind of hell the girl heading their way had been through.


Chapter Two


SULLY KNEW WHEN to count her blessings and when to fear the hand that fed her. Chester Finch, a portly man with a warm heart, scraggly brown hair, and a near-constant cigarette hanging from his lips, and his pleasantly plump and perpetually kind wife, Carol, were definitely blessings. They’d been kind enough to let her stay with them for the last few weeks without asking many questions or pushing her to see a doctor or go to the police. She would give anything to be able to stay with them longer, but she’d been so afraid to leave their house, she was hindering their lives by making them keep her existence a secret, and when she’d finally agreed to go to the ranch, they found out the cult was looking for her. She might have already put Chester and Carol in danger.

As moonlight streamed through the windows of their modest living room, Chester paced by the fireplace in jeans and a button-down, and Carol, in a pretty fall dress, watched him with worry. Fear and regret clung to Sully like a second skin. They had opened their home to her, cared for her, and now because of her they had to leave their life behind and relocate to a safe house. If only she hadn’t gotten into Chester’s truck, they wouldn’t be forced to leave their home.

If I’d never gotten into his truck, Rebel Joe’s men probably would’ve found me.

She closed her eyes against clashing waves of heartache and gratitude, remembering the night she’d escaped and had flagged down Chester’s eighteen-wheeler. She’d been terrified that he might know Rebel Joe, the leader of the Free Rebellion. She’d been told that everyone in a hundred-mile radius knew Rebel Joe and was loyal to him. But Chester had been her only way out, and she’d drawn courage from the fact that her best friend, Ansel Rhodes, had taught her how to fight, and more importantly, how to act like she wasn’t scared, even when every inch of her screamed with fear.

She drew upon that strength now, as she waited to be taken to the second-chance ranch Chester and Carol swore would keep her safe. For weeks they’d been singing the praises of Redemption Ranch and the family who owned it, the Whiskeys, as well as the Dark Knights motorcycle club, who they said would protect her.

A rumble of engines sent her nerves into a frenzy. She turned to look out the window just as headlights appeared on the long driveway.

Carol sat down beside her on the couch and patted her hand reassuringly. “It’s going to be okay, honey. The Whiskeys are good people. You’ll be safe with them.”

“What about you and Chester? You have to leave your home, and you can’t even tell your family or friends where you’re going.”

“Don’t worry about us,” Chester said. “You just take care of yourself, sweetheart. You’re finally free, and you got a lotta livin’ to do.”

“But—”

“No buts,” Carol insisted. “We’re going to be fine. Our relocation is only temporary, until the authorities are sure nobody’s looking for you. We want you to have a beautiful life, and that’s what you should be thinking about. A bright new future.”

Sully had nothing to her name but a stolen duffel bag with a few items shoplifted when she’d escaped, toiletries and other necessities the Finches had given her, and fourteen dollars—and in a few minutes she was going to leave the only two people she knew outside the cult. She didn’t feel free yet, and she didn’t need a beautiful life. She just needed her own life, and she had no idea what that could or would look like. In all her planning, she’d never thought past getting far away from the compound. Now that she was faced with it, she wasn’t sure how she could have any type of life at all without relying on others, but she was willing to fight for a chance to figure that out.

A knock on the door made her heart race. Carol patted her hand again and pushed to her feet, following Chester to the door. Sully knew how she’d been taught to act around strangers, but she’d promised herself that if she was ever free from Rebel Joe’s reign, she wasn’t going to hold her tongue or go against the way she believed she should act ever again.

She rose to her feet on trembling legs, but she was unable to see the gruff-sounding man Chester was speaking to at the front door. A minute later, a large, heavyset man with a long gray beard and a bandanna tied around his head, wearing a black leather vest over a T-shirt, weathered tattoos covering his arms, walked in with a pretty blonde with short, layered hair. They looked to be in their fifties, and they were followed by a younger bearded man wearing a cowboy hat and a similar black leather vest and T-shirt. A chain ran from the younger man’s belt loop into the front pocket of his jeans. He was just as tall as the older man, his shoulders equally broad, but while the older man’s stomach hung over his belt, the younger man’s stomach looked as hard and flat as concrete. His beard was light brown and trim, and he had muscles upon muscles with no visible ink. He was as beautiful and powerful as a summer storm. Sully had never seen a man who looked like him, but she’d been around enough arrogant men who used their size to intimidate that she held her breath, her stomach churning with worry, as she tried to figure out how to get out of going with them.

The younger guy was the first to look into the living room. His gaze collided with hers, stealing her breath and causing wild flutters in her chest, as if butterflies had been roosting there and their visual collision had scared them to life. She’d never felt anything like it, and she couldn’t look away. But she wasn’t afraid—not of him, anyway—even though the underlying fear of the unknown lingered. She didn’t know how to define what she felt about this man who made her heart race in a way it never had. Ansel’s mother, Gaia, had been the closest thing to a mother Sully had ever had, and her voice whispered through her mind. Never judge a person by appearance alone. Kindness and evil live in their eyes, their actions, and their inactions.

The guy took off his cowboy hat and held it to his chest, revealing light brown hair a shade darker than his beard. He nodded once as he put his hat back on, the compassion in his eyes and the warm smile curving his lips unexpected balms to her nerves.

“Let me introduce you to Sully.” Carol led them into the living room. “Sully, this is Wynona and Tiny Whiskey, and their son Callahan. They run Redemption Ranch.”

Wynona stepped forward. “Hi, Sully. It’s nice to meet you.” She had friendly eyes and a soothing voice. “You can call me Wynnie.”

“Hi,” she said softly.

“We’re so pleased you’re going to be staying with us. I’m sure it’s unsettling to go someplace new, but we have a nice cabin all set up for you,” Wynnie said.

“Who will I be sharing it with?” she asked.

“Nobody. It’s all yours,” Wynnie said.

“We assumed you’d want privacy and a place to call home for however long you’re with us,” Tiny said in a gruff but reassuring voice.

Half of Tiny’s face was hidden behind his beard and mustache. His eyes were serious but not cold like Rebel Joe’s. Was he the leader? The person she’d have to thank for using the cabin? She glanced at Callahan, standing behind his parents, the muscles in his jaw bunching. Was he a dutiful son or a silent serpent? It didn’t matter. Her body was not currency. Her nerves caught fire. “What do you expect in return for use of the cabin?”

“We don’t expect anything, honey,” Wynnie said gently. “We’re here to help you, and the cabin is yours for as long as you need it.”

Sully pressed her lips together, wanting to believe her but knowing better than to take people at face value.

“We know you have concerns about members of the Free Rebellion looking for you, so we’ve arranged for extra security around our ranch,” Tiny said. “Don’t you worry, darlin’. Nobody’s going to get to you.”

Her mind raced. She’d always thought the people in the cult posed the greatest threat. Now she wondered if she should fear these people and others on their ranch.

“Tiny and I need to speak with Chester and Carol for a moment, and then we’ll take you back to the ranch. Do you have your things ready?” Wynnie asked.

Sully glanced at her duffel bag by the couch. “Yes.”

“Okay. We’ll only be a few minutes.” Wynnie reached for Tiny’s hand, and they went with Chester and Carol into the kitchen.

That simple act of reaching for his hand was so different from what Sully was used to, she found herself staring after them as she sat down on the couch, all too aware of Callahan’s presence looming across the room. She didn’t have to look to know he was watching her. She felt it in every cell of her body. After a lifetime of being watched and having her every move analyzed, she was sick and tired of it. She wanted to push to her feet and demand he look away. But she was doing her own analyzing of his family’s every move, breath, and word out of their mouths and thought she might learn more by watching him.

Callahan stepped toward her, and her pulse quickened, memories of whispered threats by Rebel Joe and his overbearing underlings pummeling her. She refused to cower for anyone ever again and lifted her chin, meeting Callahan’s gaze.

He took off his hat and got down on one knee beside the couch, bringing them eye to eye. He was even broader up close, his chest impossibly thicker. His jaw was square, his nose straight, and he had angular cheekbones, as if he’d been carved from stone. But there was something merciful in his eyes, something that drew her in and held her there, making her want to trust him, and that was terrifying.

“Hi, darlin’. I’m Callahan, but everyone calls me Cowboy. I’ll be helping you learn your way around the ranch. You doing okay?” His voice was deep, low, and coaxing.

About as okay as a mouse in a trap at the moment. She nodded.

“I know my old man looks scary, and you don’t know me or my family, but we’ve been helping people around these parts since I was a boy.”

“Why do you help people?” It might seem like an odd question, but she didn’t care. She’d lived behind a wall of secrecy, picking at what little information she could gather to figure out people’s motives, and she was never going to be kept in the dark again if she could help it.

“That’s a good question. The quick and truthful answer is that it’s the right thing to do.”

It took everything she had to fight the habit of accepting surface-level answers to avoid getting into trouble. “I need more than that if I’m going with you.”

“I suppose you do. My father was raised to believe men were meant to protect everyone and everything around them. But for him, protecting wasn’t enough. You see, beneath that rough exterior is a heart the size of the moon. He’s stepped in to put an end to some horrific wrongdoings, and having been judged by his appearance his whole life, he knows people aren’t always what they seem. Sometimes good people do bad things, and other times good people get caught in the webs of bad people and don’t know how to get out. He found that with the right help, those who wanted to turn their lives around could do it. So he made it his mission, and the mission of the Dark Knights, to know the difference and help the ones he could.”

She tried to process all he’d said, but something was missing. “What about women?”

His brows slanted. “What about them?”

“You said men are protectors, but you never said how your family sees women.”

“I don’t know how men and women were viewed where you came from, but I assume it was a lot like the way my grandfather saw women, as if they had their place, and that place was below men.”

A chill ran down her spine. She curled her fingers around the edges of the couch cushion. “That’s pretty much how it was.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. But rest assured, that’s not how we do things on the ranch or in our motorcycle club,” he said earnestly. “My father is proof that we are not the sum of the people who raised us. Women are the heart and soul of our ranch, and my mother is the center of our world. She will shut down my father as often as she loves him up, and she’s not afraid to shut down any other man.”

“Are there punishments for that?” Gaia had told her that life was different outside the compound, and she’d seen that firsthand living with Chester and Carol. But Gaia had also explained that every household was different, and sometimes what you saw wasn’t what was happening behind closed doors.

“For speaking her mind? Hell no.” He cocked a grin. “Although I guess getting yelled at by my mother is a form of punishment for my father for saying something stupid.”

She felt herself smiling.

“I don’t know what you’ve been through, Sully, but in our world, women are our equals. They have voices and opinions that are often far stronger than ours. We might bicker, but that has nothing to do with gender and everything to do with stubborn minds. As men, we might physically protect the women in our lives, but we’re under no misguided belief that we’re any better or stronger than they are, and I know my sisters and the women on our ranch would attest to that.”

His words were earnest and heartfelt, and she wanted to trust them, but she needed more. “And children? How are they treated?”

His gaze softened. “I don’t have children of my own, but I can tell you that one of our therapists and his four-year-old son live on the ranch, and little Gus has got everyone wrapped around his finger. My mother will tell you that children often have valuable insights that we adults have long ago forgotten. That said, we have horses, equipment, and vehicles all over the ranch. It can be a dangerous place if kids aren’t careful, which means we have to teach them how to be safe and watch out for them. But we all believe that children are meant to be curious and get dirty and to challenge authority so they can learn and grow and hopefully come out on the right side of the law.”

She felt a flicker of something bright and new inside her, but she was afraid to trust it.

Tiny and Wynnie came out of the kitchen with the Finches, and Cowboy gave Sully a reassuring nod, settled his hat on his head, and pushed to his feet.

“Okay, sweetheart,” Wynnie said, her gaze moving between Sully and Cowboy. “I think we’re ready to head back to the ranch.”

Sully couldn’t tell who she was talking to, but her nerves spiked, because either way, this was it. She was leaving Carol and Chester.

“We’ll wait in the foyer while you say goodbye.” Wynnie took Tiny’s hand again as they headed into the foyer. Tiny nodded to Cowboy, who moved to the entrance of the living room and lowered his chin, as if he were giving them privacy and couldn’t hear them.

Cowboy might bow to his father, but his presence was just as authoritative as Tiny’s, and Sully got the feeling he didn’t have to see or possibly even hear to know what was happening around him.

“We’ll miss you, sweetheart, but you’re going to have a wonderful life, and we’re so proud of you.” Carol embraced her. “You are a blessing, Sullivan Tate, and you will always have a place in our home.”

Sully forced her voice past the lump in her throat. “Thank you.” She looked at Chester, and her heart hurt even more, remembering the night he’d picked her up on the side of the road. He’d said he’d been driving for days, and it had shown in his scruffy cheeks and the bags under his eyes. He’d asked what she was running from, and she’d lied. I’m not running. My mama is sick. He hadn’t bought the lie, and he said he’d seen stronger girls than her runnin’ from stuff, and that there ain’t no shame in runnin’. She’d swallowed her fear and had said, Yeah, well, I’m not running. But in her head, she’d added, I’m leaving.

After that he’d saved her in more ways than one, but she couldn’t think about that when she was on the cusp of leaving the only place she’d ever wanted to stay. “Thank you for picking me up and taking care of me.”

“Like I told you that first night we met, I got a granddaughter ’bout your age, and I could no sooner leave you to fend for yourself than I could turn my back on our Theresa.” He embraced her and kissed the top of her head. “You just remember what I told you about stealin’, ya hear?”

He’d given her an earful when he’d found out she’d stolen the duffel bag and everything in it. “Yes, sir.”

Chester scoffed and shook his head. “What’d I tell you about that?”

“Sorry.” He was always getting on her to call him by his name, but she was too nervous to think straight. At the compound she’d become an expert at not showing her emotions, but after a few weeks with Carol and Chester, it was harder to hold them in, and she struggled to tamp them down.

Cowboy looked at her with a silent Ready? in his eyes.

She nodded and reached for her duffel, but he picked it up and motioned for her to walk ahead of him, turning back to Carol and Chester to say, “We’ll take good care of her.”

Sully followed Tiny and Wynnie out to the double-cab Redemption Ranch truck. Cowboy put her duffel in the back seat and headed for his motorcycle, where he stowed his hat in a compartment and put on a helmet. As they drove away, with the roar of Cowboy’s motorcycle behind her and nothing but darkness and the vast unknown in front of her, Sully hoped like hell he’d been telling the truth.


Chapter Three


THE TRUCK PULLED onto the highway, and two motorcycles seemed to come out of nowhere, pulling ahead of the truck. A minute later, two more drove up to their left and another two to their right. Sully’s heart raced as she looked from side to side.

“It’s okay, honey,” Wynnie said reassuringly. “I should have warned you. Those are our friends, fellow Dark Knights. Tiny is the president of the motorcycle club, and they escort us whenever we bring people to the ranch. It’s a show of solidarity, to let you, and everyone around us, know that the Dark Knights support the person in our truck.”

“But won’t that call attention to me or put the Finches in more danger?”

“No. The community is used to the Dark Knights escorting us when we pick up clients, and by now the Finches have been picked up to go to their safe house,” she explained. “We’ve taken extra precautions because of your situation. Club members usually follow us to the home or facility when we pick up clients, but they didn’t join us until now, twenty miles away from the Finches. We’ve also arranged for two decoy vehicles, which are being escorted to the ranch by other club members. Nobody knows who is in any of the trucks. They just know someone is coming to the ranch.”

“Don’t worry,” Tiny said gruffly. “This isn’t our first rodeo. We’ve been doing this for more than thirty years. We know how to keep you safe.”

The way they worked together was a little too reminiscent of how Rebel Joe and his men handled things, which made Sully even more nervous. But she reminded herself that Chester and Carol had protected her and were giving up their lives to stay in a safe house. They had no reason to do anything but help her remain safe. She looked out the back window, feeling a modicum of relief at the sight of Cowboy still leading the pack of motorcycles behind them.

According to the clock in Tiny’s truck, it was almost ten o’clock when they pulled onto the ranch property. The main gate had a wooden beam across the top with an iron RR in the center. The firstR was backward. She remembered seeing that same symbol on Cowboy’s belt buckle. Two formidable men wearing black leather vests stood in front of motorcycles blocking the gate. Tiny stopped the truck, and they came to his window. Two sets of dark eyes zeroed in on her. Both men had short brown hair and scruffy cheeks. One had piercings in his ears, septum, and nostril and tattoos on his neck and arms, making him more intimidating than the other, who looked a little familiar and had no visible ink or piercings.

“Everything good?” Tiny asked.

“All’s quiet except this motormouth,” the one without the piercings said.

The other guy grinned. “Consider me your built-in entertainment.”

“Built-in headache is more like it,” the familiar-looking guy said.

Wynnie turned in her seat. “Sully, these jokers are our other sons. Seeley is a veterinarian, and everyone calls him Doc.”

“Welcome to the ranch,” Doc, the one without any piercings, said.

No wonder he looked familiar. He wasn’t as big as Cowboy, but their facial features were similar and their hair was almost the same color and about the same length, while the other guy’s hair was darker and shorter.

“And I’m Devlin, but you can call me Dare,” the guy with the tattoos and piercings said.

“Hi.” Sully was glad they seemed nice.

“Dare is one of our therapists,” Wynnie explained. “He specializes in helping teens. You’ll meet his fiancée and our daughters and the rest of our staff tomorrow.”

“We’re going to take Sully to her cabin,” Tiny said to the men. “You boys keep things locked down tight.”

Dare and Doc nodded and headed back to their motorcycles. They pulled over to the side of the road. After the gate opened, Tiny drove through, and Sully watched Cowboy and only a few other motorcycles follow them in. She was surprised to realize she hadn’t even noticed where the other motorcycles had gone and wasn’t sure if she was just too nervous or was feeling a little safer. They drove down a long lane, passing pastures, barns, and a number of cabins. The property seemed to go on forever, and she was relieved that it was nothing like the unkempt compound that mostly consisted of broken-down trailers practically on top of one another.

Tiny pulled up in front of a pretty log cabin with a green roof and a screened-in porch on one side. He cut the engine and said, “Home sweet home.”

“Is this where you live?” Sully asked.

“No, sweetheart. This is your cabin,” Wynnie said.

Astonished, she reached for the door and was surprised to see Cowboy opening it and offering his hand to help her out. Gone was the helmet he’d worn on the ride over, replaced with his cowboy hat.

“Thank you.” She climbed out without taking his hand and realized the other motorcyclists hadn’t followed them to the cabin. She turned around to get her duffel bag, but Cowboy was already holding it. “I can carry that.”

“It’s no trouble,” he said.

She knew nothing came free in this world and already feared what she’d owe his family for use of the cabin. She didn’t need to owe him something, too. “I’d prefer to carry it.”

He nodded curtly, that muscle in his jaw bunching again as he handed it to her, and strode up to the screened-in porch, holding the door open for everyone to pass through. The porch was as nice as the cabin, with two green rocking chairs and a small wooden table between them. They looked inviting enough to curl up on with her sketch pad.

Tiny and Wynnie stood off to the side as Cowboy unlocked the cabin door and pushed it open. “It’s all yours.”

He handed her the key, and she curled her fingers around it, her heart racing. “Who else has keys?”

“Just Tiny and me, honey,” Wynnie said. “We keep an extra set to every cabin in our locked safe, in case there’s an emergency. But this is your home while you’re here, and nobody will go inside unless you invite them.”

Sully peered inside and nearly lost her breath at the charming open layout with light wood walls and matching floors. To her left was a beige sofa facing an iron stove atop a stone hearth and a corner cabinet with a television on it. She’d never watched television. To the right of the stove was a bedroom. Is this really happening? It was like a dream come true, but the only dream that had ever come true for her was the one she’d fought for and given to herself.

Her escape.

“You can go in and check it out,” Cowboy said.

Her heart pounded as she stepped inside and was immediately enveloped by a warm scent so different from the dank smells of the compound, she couldn’t place it. On the wall to her left was a row of coat hooks with a flashlight hanging from one of them. She hung the key on a hook and glanced into the bathroom beside it. It was sparkling clean, with a bathtub and a separate shower. Fluffy towels hung on a rack beside a shelf with a box of tissues on it, and the toilet paper looked like it was the kind that probably wouldn’t scratch when she used it, like the Finches’ had.

She walked farther into the cabin, running her fingers along the back of the couch on her way to the cozy kitchen, taking in the microwave, toaster, and coffeemaker. It felt gluttonous to have so much at her fingertips. The Finches had all those appliances, but they weren’t given to her for exclusive use, like this, and she’d been careful not to ask for anything more than they’d offered.

On the small kitchen table were a cell phone and a shiny white folder that had WELCOME TO REDEMPTION RANCH printed above a picture of the property with all its gorgeous fences and barns beneath a clear blue sky. The picture was so pretty, it made her feel hopeful.

“The phone has my number and Cowboy’s programmed into it in case you need anything,” Wynnie said.

This was nothing like the compound. She’d never had her own space, much less access to a phone. She wanted so badly to believe the Whiskeys were really there to help her, gratitude overshadowed some of her fear. She went through the living room and looked into the bedroom. The bed had a colorful quilt and a beautiful arched headboard, but it was as big as Rebel Joe’s bed, clearly made for more than one person. She swallowed hard and turned back to them. “I know you said you don’t expect anything in return, but I also know nothing comes free, and I only have fourteen dollars. I can’t pay for all this.”

“We wouldn’t take your money if you could,” Cowboy said.

Worry prickled her skin, and she struggled again not to hold in those worries. She was her own protector, and she wouldn’t let herself down after she’d come this far. She straightened her spine, meeting their gazes. “I will not pay with my body.”

In the space of a few short seconds, she registered empathy in Wynnie’s eyes, anger in Cowboy’s, and a mix of both in Tiny’s. Before she could get a word out, Wynnie said, “Oh, honey, we’re not like that.”

“When we tell you there are no strings attached, we mean exactly that,” Tiny said firmly.

“And there will never be a time when your body is part of any deal made on this property,” Cowboy reassured her. “You’ve got my word on that.”

His vehemence underscored his honest eyes, and that brought a wave of new emotions. “Thank you. I don’t have a lot of money, but I want to earn my keep. I can cook and clean, and I can sew, or I can try whatever other jobs you have that I might be qualified for.”

“It’s late, honey,” Wynnie said sweetly. “Why don’t we let you get settled in, and we can talk about that tomorrow.”

“Okay. Thank you.”

“There’s food in the fridge if you get hungry tonight,” Wynnie said. “We normally try to eat meals as a group with the other residents and staff, who you’ll meet tomorrow. Cowboy is going to be helping you get acclimated to the ranch, and he’ll come by in the morning to show you around and bring you up to the main house for breakfast.”

She glanced at Cowboy, trying to ignore the anxious fluttering in her chest. “What time should I be ready?”

“How does seven thirty sound?”

She’d be up hours before that. “Fine.”

“Seven thirty, then,” he said with a nod.

After they said goodbye as warmly as they’d greeted her, she locked the door behind them and realized she was truly alone for the first time ever. There was no such thing as privacy at the compound, and Carol hadn’t worked outside her home, so they’d spent all day together. She had been alone in her room at the Finches’ but never alone in their house.

She’d craved solitude for so long, she couldn’t believe she finally had it.

A trickle of fear prickled her skin.

She closed her eyes, reminding herself she was safe. They had people watching the gate and the rest of the property. Rebel Joe couldn’t get to her there. Nobody could. The doors were locked, and the Whiskeys seemed like honest people.

With that in mind, she went to unpack her duffel bag. As she put her clothes away, she remembered the panic she’d felt the night she’d escaped.

She closed her eyes for a beat, reminding herself she was safe, and when she opened them and looked around the cozy room, she once again thanked her lucky stars for Chester and Carol, then went to put away the toiletries they’d given her.

When she was done, she was too anxious to sleep, so she looked through the Redemption Ranch folder on the table. She read the welcome letter and a lot of information about the horse rescue and the therapeutic services they offered. She thumbed through pictures and details about the therapists and ranch staff and found Cowboy’s information. Just looking at his picture made her pulse race, so she flipped past the people and withdrew a map of the property.

It had been hard to see the buildings they’d passed in the dark, but there were far more on the map than she recalled seeing. She wanted to take a walk and glanced at the front door, but a flutter of fear held her back. Her fingers curled into fists. How many nights had she spent looking out the window, wishing she could take a walk beneath the stars? This was why she’d escaped: to have the freedom to be alone. To be in control of her wants and needs.

Refusing to let fear rule her life any longer, she snagged the flashlight from the hook and pocketed the key, but as she reached for the doorknob, panic flared in her chest.

She shook out her hand, trying to shake off the fear, but it clung to her. She took a deep breath, telling herself she’d start slowly and just sit on the porch and get some air. She opened the door and stepped outside, pulling the door closed behind her. As she let go of the knob, the door to the screened porch opened, and Cowboy’s face came into focus as he stepped onto the porch.

Shitshitshit. Had he lied about her body not being part of any deal?

“Everything okay, darlin’?”

Her stomach pitched. “I just…Sorry, I thought I could—” She fumbled for the doorknob, dropping the map.

“Wait.” He held his hands up in surrender. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Then why are you out here?”

“Just in case you need anything.”

“What could I possibly need? I have a whole cabin to myself.” She didn’t mean to snap at him, but she’d lived at Rebel Joe’s beck and call for so long, it was hard to break out of it, despite her gut instincts telling her he was being honest.

He kept his distance, hands still up. “I don’t know. I just didn’t want you to feel alone or scared. I don’t know what you’ve been through, but the fact that we have to protect you from the people you ran from tells me it couldn’t have been good.”

“But you said I was safe. That no one could get to me.” And I believed you, so why am I being so combative? She didn’t have to look far for the answer. Having faith was new, and that was frightening, too.

“They can’t,” he reassured her. “I’m not worried about someone getting to you. I’m here because I’m worried about you. I want to be sure you feel safe and you have anything you need.”

The honesty in his eyes told her who he was, and his actions backed that up. She believed him, but she still folded her arms over her chest, steeling herself against the fear of having faith and the other conflicting emotions whipping through her. “But you barely know me.”

“I don’t have to know you well to be worried about you. That’s called compassion.”

Her thoughts stumbled, and she felt a little bad for fighting with him when he so obviously wanted to help.

[image: * * *]

COWBOY MIGHT NOT know Sullivan Tate, but he knew that face, even with her hair hanging in front of one side of it. The chubby cheeks of childhood had given way to high cheekbones, a slightly upturned nose, and lips he wouldn’t allow himself to think about. But it was her eyes, with those impossibly long, dark lashes, that gnawed at something deep inside him. They were older and wiser, their indestructible edge buried beneath who the fuck knew what. From the moment he’d seen those eyes looking back at him from across the Finches’ living room, he’d known who they belonged to, and that had sparked a visceral desire to take care of her. He had to believe there was a reason this young woman had ended up on his ranch, and he’d damn well do whatever it took to earn her trust and keep her safe.

His parents had filled him in on what they’d learned from the Finches. Sully hadn’t revealed much to them about the cult other than that she’d grown up there and had escaped on her own. Cowboy had questions about that and thought about what else the Finches had told his parents. They’d said Sully had been too frightened to leave their house, even to take a walk in the garden, which told him a hell of a lot. He’d like to get his hands on the assholes who had mistreated her, but right now he was more worried about where the young woman who was too afraid of being found to walk in a garden was going all by herself on unfamiliar land.

He had enough experience with improperly-cared-for horses and people to know when to tread lightly and spoke softly. “I’m going to lower my hands, okay?”

She nodded, and he lowered them.

“Can we just talk for a second?” he asked.

She nodded again.

“You’re not a prisoner here, Sully, and I’m not hanging around just waiting for an opportunity to do bad things to you. It’s my job to be here for you, but hopefully as you get to know me, you’ll see that I’m a pretty good guy, and you’ll understand why they asked me to be here for you.”

“I’m sorry if I came across as rude.”

“You should never be sorry for your feelings. They’re the one thing you have that is truly yours. You didn’t come across as rude. You came across as cautious, and rightly so. It’s going to take time for you to trust that we are who we say we are, and that’s okay. Is something wrong with the cabin, or were you having trouble settling in?”

“The cabin is great. I was just restless.”

“I get that. It’s got to be hard settling into a new place when you don’t know the people or the lay of the land. Where were you headed?”

“I was going to sit out here and get some fresh air.”

“That always helps me take it down a notch, too.” He picked up the map she’d dropped and handed it to her, keeping his tone light. “Are you sure you aren’t sick of our faces and planning your escape?”

She almost smiled and shook her head. “I was thinking about taking a walk, but I wasn’t sure where to go. I don’t even know where I am.”

“Then consider yourself lucky, because I know the ranch like the back of my hand. Let me show you.”

She lifted the map, and he held the other side of it, pointing to each landmark as he spoke. “This is the main entrance, where we came in, and we followed this road around to this one, which leads to your cabin. Here. See how the road turns after your cabin?”

She nodded.

“If you follow it up the hill, you’ll end up at my place.” He pointed to the light beyond the trees. Turning back to the map, he said, “This is the main house, where the therapists work and where we meet for meals. There’s a recreation room with books, a television, puzzles, and games. It’s a nice place to hang out and talk to other people, and there’s a movie room in the main house, too.”

“Can anyone use the recreation room?”

“Yes. That’s what it’s there for. The movie room, too. Our cook and resident manager, Dwight, lives there. If there’s something special you want, he can make it for you.”

“I don’t need anything special.”

“We’ll see about that.” He winked. “And just past the main house, right here, is the paintball field.”

“What’s paintball?”

“Only the best sport besides anything on horseback.” He explained what paintball was and that she was welcome to join in their paintball games.

“I don’t think I want to shoot people.”

“It’s not like that. It’s all done in good fun. Even little Gus plays, although we don’t hit him with paintballs. But I understand your hesitation.” He pointed to the map again. “These are the main barns for the healthy horses, and these are the rehab barns for those horses who aren’t so lucky and need more help. This is my parents’ house, and Dare and his fiancée, Billie, live here. Doc lives in this cabin, and my sister Sasha is over here. You’ll meet her and Billie tomorrow.”

“So this is like a compound where everyone lives and works?”

“I guess you could think of it that way, but to us it’s a ranch, and not everyone who works here lives here. It’s not a requirement that our employees live here or that my family members work for the ranch or live on the property. We each chose to do so, except for my youngest sister, Birdie. She lives in a nearby town called Allure, and she owns a chocolate shop with our aunt Marie and our friend Carly.”

“A chocolate shop?”

“Yeah. Do you like chocolate?”

She nodded, eyes lighting up. “We didn’t get it often, and I’ve never been to a chocolate shop.”

“I’ll take you there one day. But I have to warn you, Birdie will talk your ear off.” That earned a genuine smile. “Do you want to try out your navigational skills and go for a walk?”

She looked at him for a long moment before saying, “Okay.”

“Want to grab a sweatshirt or a jacket?” It wasn’t particularly cold, but Sully was tall and willowy in loose jeans and an oversize cream corduroy shirt. She looked like she might blow away in the slightest breeze, despite her heavy, worn and scuffed leather combat boots.

“No. I like to feel the cool air.”

He mentally added that tidbit to the others he’d been gathering, like how determined she was to be strong and how she hadn’t shed a tear when she’d left Carol and Chester, though sadness and fear had practically oozed from her pores. He wondered how long she’d been holding back her feelings and what would happen when that dam broke.


Chapter Four


COWBOY LOCKED HER front door and followed Sully off the porch. Since he was just starting to earn her trust, he hung back, walking a few steps behind her so she didn’t feel like he was hovering. But she looked over her shoulder at him with an uncomfortable expression. Even in the dark, he could see shadows rising in her eyes.

He held his hands up again. “Pretend I’m not here. I just want to be close by in case you get lost.”

“I don’t like to be watched. Would you mind walking beside me?”

He tucked away that disturbing information to dissect later. “Sure, but for clarity’s sake, I’m not watching you. I’m simply making myself available in case you need anything.”

“Don’t you have better things to do?” she asked as he fell into step beside her.

“What could be better than taking a moonlight walk with a new friend? Is there anything in particular you’d like to see?”

Her eyes widened with elated curiosity. “Everything there is to see.”

He laughed. “That’s a lot of walking for one night. How about we head out to a pasture, and I’ll introduce you to some of my four-legged friends?” When she nodded in agreement, they walked along the road in comfortable silence. It was hard to believe that just a few hours ago the place had been packed with families and activities for the fundraiser, and now he could
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