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A Note to Readers


I have been waiting years to write Diesel and Tracey’s book, and I am thrilled to bring you their emotional love story. I hope you adore Diesel, my roughest, gruffest hero yet, who withholds words as if he has a limited supply, and Tracey, the perfect mix of tough, sassy, and sweet to draw out Diesel’s very own brand of romance. If this is your first Whiskey book, all of my Love in Bloom novels are written to stand alone, so dive right in and enjoy the fun, sexy ride.

You can download the Whiskey family tree here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Wicked-Whiskey-Family-Tree

See the rest of The Whiskeys: Dark Knights at Peaceful Harbor series here:

www.MelissaFoster.com/TheWhiskeys

Sign up for my newsletter to make sure you don’t miss out on future releases and sales:

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

For more information about my fun and emotional 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 many 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 MURMURS OF the crowd at Whiskey Bro’s competed with the sounds of billiards and the cold thunder of Desmond “Diesel” Black’s mounting anger as he poured a round of shots for a customer, eyes locked on Tracey Kline. The hot little waitress was getting eye-fucked by a denim-jacket-wearing, spike-haired punk who had just strolled into the bar with two other guys. Tracey, being the sweet thing she was, batted her big hazel eyes, and with a flick of her pointy chin, sent her shoulder-length silky dark hair out of her face as she motioned toward a table. Her hair tumbled back down over one eye, which only made her sexier. The denim-jacket-wearing asshole must have seen it as an invitation, because while his buddies headed for the table, he headed for Tracey. Diesel gritted his teeth.

“Watch it, dude,” Jed Moon, the other bartender, warned.

Diesel snapped around, glowering at him.

Amused, Moon nodded to the tequila Diesel was still pouring, which was flowing like a river off the edge of the bar, puddling by his black leather boots.

“Did you just growl at me? You’re losing it, man.” He tossed Diesel a towel.

“Fuck.” Diesel’s eyes shot back to the asshole talking with Tracey as he mopped up the bar.

Tracey looked over, catching Diesel watching them. Her eyes narrowed, and the dickbag’s gaze followed hers to Diesel.

Diesel rolled his shoulders back, breathing fire.

The asshole’s face blanched, but as if he’d caught himself, an arrogant grin appeared, and he said something else to Tracey, then sauntered over to his friends. Tracey glared at Diesel, spun on her heels, and stormed over to another customer.

Moon sidled up to him. “I’m beginning to think you’ve either been here too long or you need to make that girl yours.”

Diesel’s eyes remained trained on Tracey. He wasn’t about to make any woman his. He’d been a lone wolf since he was nineteen years old, when his mother lost a long, hard battle with cancer, and he’d left the only home he’d ever known in Hope Valley, Colorado. At thirty-two, the only ties he had or wanted were to the brotherhood of the Dark Knights motorcycle club, of which he was a Nomad member—loyal to the club without claiming any chapter as his own. But Moon had a point about him being there too long. Diesel was a bounty hunter, and he didn’t usually stay anywhere more than a few weeks before he got the itch to climb on his motorcycle and take off to another town or state. But he’d stuck around as a favor to the president of the motorcycle club’s old lady, Red Whiskey. Her oldest son, Bullet, had run the bar for years, but now that he and his wife had a baby girl, he wanted more family time. Diesel had stepped in and taken over in the evenings.

Then there was the second favor Red had asked of him. The favor regarding Tracey, who had escaped an abusive relationship and had been a scared, broken bird without a nest—She’s a special girl, and I need you to watch over her. Keep her safe. The favor, and the girl, had kept him there for nearly two years.

“I’d say fuck her out of your system,” Moon said, jarring Diesel from his thoughts. “But Tracey’s not like that. She’s the kind of girl you settle down with.”

No shit. Diesel dropped the towel and stepped on it to mop the liquor off the floor. “I’d split that pretty little thing in half.”

Tracey might have come into her own these last two years and gone from a broken bird to a wise owl, but at six foot six and two hundred and fifty pounds of solid muscle, with a cock worthy of a hundred women kneeling at his feet, Diesel spoke the truth. Tracey was only a hair over five feet tall, and couldn’t weigh more than a buck ten soaking wet. Not to mention that she was too damn sweet for the likes of him. But even that didn’t keep thoughts of having her tight little body wrapped around him at bay. He didn’t know how it had gotten to that point when he’d initially only been all about protecting her, but hell if she didn’t send lust scorching through his veins.

That was the primary reason he was planning on getting the hell out of Peaceful Harbor for good soon. Usually, when the urge hit, he climbed on his bike and took off without giving anyone a heads-up, much less notice. But he couldn’t do that to the Whiskeys. They relied on him, and he owed them time to find a replacement. He’d tell Red tomorrow that he was taking off after the holidays, which should give them time to find someone.

Tracey stalked toward the bar, shooting invisible daggers at Diesel.

This from the girl who hadn’t been able to look him in the eyes for the first few months she’d worked there. She’d come a long way from the scared girl who lived in oversized flannel shirts and baggy jeans. His gaze dropped to the sliver of skin between the hem of the Whiskey Bro’s T-shirt clinging to her perky breasts and her curve-hugging jeans. He imagined her spread out on the bar as he tasted that sliver of pale flesh on his way to the feast between her legs.

Tracey smacked her hand on the bar, snapping him from the fantasy he had no business entertaining. “Stop scaring off my tips.”

“Pull your shirt down before you get yourself in trouble.” The place was busy. She had plenty of tips coming in. She didn’t need to advertise what she wasn’t putting out.

She smirked, maintaining a challenging stare as she leaned over the bar, giving him an eyeful of cleavage and revealing a hint of black lace. “I think you have me confused with your biker hos. Just because they call you Daddy doesn’t mean you can act like my father.”

“Daddy,” my ass. He wasn’t into that shit. He leaned his forearms on the bar, bringing him nose to nose with Tracey, her enticingly feminine scent stoking the flames he was trying to ignore. He held her gaze, enjoying the quickening of her breaths, the nervous flutter of her long lashes as she visibly tried to regain her courage. He got a kick out of her newfound bravado, but she was liable to get herself in trouble acting like that.

“Getting a little mouthy, sparky,” he warned. “Better check that.”

She pressed her lips into a firm line and pushed from the bar, nervously looking at the customers climbing onto the barstools beside her. “I need a pitcher of Bud and three glasses.”

He scanned the room as he filled the order, nervous energy jumping off Tracey like fleas. Diesel caught the asshole in the denim jacket checking her out and shut him down with another threatening stare as Tracey reached across the bar for the glasses. Diesel covered her slim wrist with his hand, his fingers covering her entire forearm. She was so small, it made him sick to think a man had ever raised a hand to her.

“What?” she snapped, fire igniting in her eyes.

“Watch yourself.”
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THE GALL OF this beast trying to tell me what to wear and how to act. There was a time when Tracey would have cowered under the controlling touch or warning glare of a man, especially one the size of a mountain who grunted more than he spoke. But she was no longer the weak, friendless girl she’d been when she’d escaped the wrath of her asshole boyfriend, Dennis Smoot, and she’d come too far to let anyone tell her what she could or couldn’t do.

She held Diesel’s dark stare, heat and fury warring inside her as the familiar and all-too-confusing clutch of attraction or hate—she could never tell which with him—dug its claws in deep. “I’m just trying to make a living,” she bit out. “You watch yourself.”

Yanking her arm free, she gathered her order, sure smoke was coming out her ears. She stalked away, trying to calm herself down on her way to deliver the drinks. Why did she let him get under her skin? Her answer came as she passed Dixie Whiskey-Stone’s side of the floor. Dixie was a tough redhead who handled the books for the Whiskey family businesses and waitressed a few nights a week. As always, her tables were packed with high-tipping men, while Tracey had two empty tables, and her other customers were mostly women, thanks to Diesel’s Don’t go near her or I’ll rip your arms off stare.

The bastard.

Last Thanksgiving Tracey had finally figured out why Diesel scrutinized every male customer who came near her, and Red Whiskey had confirmed her suspicions. When Tracey had first started working there, Red had been worried Tracey’s ex might come looking for her, and she’d asked Diesel to watch over her. But that was two years ago.

It was time to put an end to Diesel’s bodyguarding, because it was either that or quit, and quitting was out of the question. She loved her job and she adored the Whiskeys. There was no way in hell she’d let that Neanderthal mess that up for her. No matter how insanely hot he was or how often she had sexy dreams about him.

The Whiskeys were her motorcycle-riding, tatted-up, leather-clad guardian angels. She’d met them through the Parkvale Women’s Shelter, where she’d stayed after escaping her abusive ex. The shelter was run by another Dark Knights family, and Wayne “Bones” Whiskey, a physician, volunteered there. The Whiskeys had helped her get back on her feet, giving her this job, and more importantly, welcoming her into their large, though close-knit, circle of family and friends. Including her roommate, Izzy Ryder, whom she’d lived with since leaving the shelter. Izzy also bartended at Whiskey Bro’s. The Whiskeys did so much for the community, it seemed like everyone in Peaceful Harbor knew them. Tracey had been isolated for so many years before getting away from Dennis, it had taken her a while to let her guard down, but the Whiskeys and their friends had been patient, making her feel safe and wanted, like she was part of a real family again.

Thoughts of her mother pressed in, bringing a wave of sadness. They’d had a falling-out when she’d moved away with Dennis, and now, six long years later, she didn’t even know where her mother was. But she couldn’t afford to get lost in that devastating swamp right now. She had five more hours of tips to earn.

She flashed a friendly smile at the slick-talking guy in the denim jacket, who was far too into himself, as she set the pitcher and glasses on the table. He and his friends were passing through town for a couple of nights, or so he’d said when they’d arrived. “Sorry this took so long, gentlemen.”

“No problem. Seein’ your pretty face was worth the wait.” Mr. Slick lifted his chin in the direction of the bar. “What’s the deal with you and Bigfoot?”

“If I had a dollar for every time I’ve asked myself that, I’d be a rich woman by now.”

She glanced at Diesel, filling an order for Dixie, who was standing at the bar chatting, but Diesel’s eyes were trained on Tracey, causing those funky feelings to claw at her again. He really was a mountain of grunting, scary-as-all-get-out muscle, tattooed from neck to wrist, with absolutely no people skills. The battered old black baseball cap he wore every day didn’t fit with the rest of his tough-guy image, which made her curious about why he wore it. Did it have sentimental value? Is it a trophy from a man you killed? She laughed inwardly. When she’d first met Diesel, he was so cold and looked so lethal, she’d actually toyed with the idea that the man who was practically a legend in his own right for Lord knew what could be a serial killer. A really great-smelling serial killer. He always smelled clean and fresh, like a cold winter’s day. But she’d learned the truth. Desmond “Diesel” Black definitely wasn’t Bigfoot or a serial killer. He was just a cold-blooded watch dog, and she was his charge.

“Hey, sunshine,” Slick said, bringing her attention back to her customers.

“Yes? Sorry.”

“So you and he aren’t a thing?”

“No.” I like guys who can actually string together complete sentences.

“What time do you get off?” He leaned closer, a creepy grin crawling across his face. Before she could get a word out, he said, “Let me rephrase that. What time can I pick you up and get you off?”

The two guys he was with chuckled.

Ugh. Between Diesel’s ridiculously protective grab and this creep’s entitlement, she wanted to punch something. “Sorry, but I don’t date customers. Enjoy your drinks.”

She went to help other customers, then headed up to the bar to place an order. Eagle Eyes watched her the whole way, igniting those confusing flames beneath her skin, which had been burning hotter ever since her friend Sarah and Bones’s wedding several weeks ago. Diesel had been devastatingly handsome that night, all his muscles nearly busting out of his dress shirt and pants. Another friend’s five-year-old daughter, Kennedy, had dragged him onto the dance floor, and the man who Tracey was sure had a heart of stone had twirled that sweet little girl and taken her into his arms with such tenderness, if Tracey hadn’t already known him as the grunting pain in her ass that he was, her panties might have melted off.

She walked over to Jed’s side of the bar. Jed was her friend Josie’s husband. He was also a Dark Knight, but he was the antithesis of Diesel, with a warm demeanor, piercing blue eyes, and thick dirty-blond hair. Jed was a big guy, but not massive like Diesel, and he was madly in love with his wife and their seven-year-old son, Hail.

Jed flashed a warm smile. “What can I get you, Trace?”

“A back massage, a foot rub, and maybe a guy who actually knows how to flirt without being a jerk.”

Jed cocked a brow. “Rough night?”

She eyed Diesel, who was setting a drink on the bar for a customer, his dark eyes sliding her way again. “Let’s just say the guys my bodyguard doesn’t scare off are the ones I wish he would.” She placed the drink order and watched two couples leaving as she waited. The guys had their arms around the girls. One of them kissed his partner’s temple, and Tracey sighed inwardly.

She’d never known what a good relationship looked like until she’d met the Whiskeys, but now she could spot them a mile away. Her mother had left her abusive father when she was only six, and she’d never seen her with a man after that. When Tracey was old enough to date, she’d met Dennis, and what she’d thought was love had really been a nightmare in the making. But these last two years, as she was embraced by the Whiskey family, she’d watched and learned. Biggs was a gnarly biker to his core, and Red was as tough as a biker’s wife had to be to live in that world. They’d been married forever, and the love, trust, and respect they had for each other were insurmountable, resonating in everything they did and in the people around them. They’d raised three strong men who went by their road names—Bullet, Bones, and Bear—and a tough-as-nails daughter, Dixie. All four had hearts of gold and loved their significant others and friends like they needed those relationships in order to breathe.

Lately Tracey longed for that type of trust, friendship, and intimacy, too.

Jed pushed the drinks across the bar, catching her attention. “Hey, Trace, think you can babysit Hail Wednesday night? Josie’s been working so hard to prepare for the bridal expo, I want to take her out someplace special.”

Josie owned a gingerbread business. She and her sister, Sarah, a hairdresser, were sharing a booth at a bridal expo next month with Finlay, Bullet’s wife, who owned a catering business, and worked part-time for the bar. Tracey and a few of their other friends were going to help them at the event. She mentally ran through her schedule as she put the drinks on the tray. Between her martial arts classes and waitressing, she didn’t have all that much free time, but she loved watching Hail. “Sure. What time?”

“Does seven work?”

“Yeah,” she said as Diesel closed the distance between them. “I’ll be there.”

“Be where?” Diesel’s voice was rough as sandpaper.

She lifted the tray off the bar, determined to mess with him. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Jed is setting me up on a mud-wrestling date.”

Diesel’s nostrils flared.

She couldn’t help but chuckle. What kind of girl did he think she was? She couldn’t resist tossing another barb. “Did I mention it’s with two guys? There’ll probably be some nakedness involved.” She giggled as she walked away to deliver the drinks.

An hour later, the bar was packed, but Tracey still had free tables. She was fit to be tied over Diesel’s stare downs and thrilled when Crow Burke walked in with Tex and Court Sharpe, three big-tipping Dark Knights.

“Hey, guys. How’re you doing tonight?”

“Great, Trace. You?” Tex asked.

“You sure are lookin’ fine.” Crow raked his eyes down her body.

Tex elbowed him, giving him a chiding glare.

It was all she could do not to roll her eyes. Like she needed another babysitter? “I’ve got a table with your name on it right over there.” She pointed in the direction of an empty table.

“You know we love you, Trace, but I think we’ll sit at one of Dixie’s tables tonight.” Tex pushed a tattooed hand through his thick dark hair. “Diesel chews me out every time I flirt with you.”

Furious, she planted her hand on her hip. “You’re afraid of Diesel? Seriously? Aren’t Dark Knights supposed to have each other’s backs?”

“That’s exactly why we’re going to sit by Dix.” Tex nudged Crow. “Let’s go.”

She looked at Court, the oldest of the three men.

“Sorry, Trace, but you know those two can’t help but get themselves in trouble.”

Anger simmered inside her as Court walked away, and she stormed over to the register where Dixie was ringing up a bill.

“Hey, girl.” Dixie glanced at her as she punched in an order. “Whoa. What’s got your panties in a twist?”

“Tex just told me that Diesel gave him crap for flirting with me. Why is Diesel doing that? It’s like he wants me to quit. I mean Tex. Really? Like he’s some kind of threat to my safety?”

Dixie parked her hip against the counter, giving Tracey a once-over as she crossed her arms. “You look hot tonight.”

Tracey had always been petite, but now that her life was stable and she was happy, she’d put on a few pounds, and thanks to the martial arts classes she took at her gym, she even had some semblance of curves. It had only taken her close to twenty-six years to develop them. But she was onto Dixie’s attempt to distract her with a compliment. “Compared to you, I look like a teenage boy with boobs, but you’re not answering my question, Dix.”

Dixie had the beauty, body, and confidence of Tess Carmina and the attitude of a badass biker who lived by her own rules. She dressed however the hell she pleased in Daisy Dukes, miniskirts, or like tonight, in a cropped Whiskey Bro’s tank top, skintight jeans, and sky-high black leather boots. Nobody ever gave Dixie crap. Tracey wanted that respect from Diesel. Everyone else already gave it to her.

“Yes, I am, and you look nothing like a boy. You have great boobs, a cute ass, and a tiny waist half our friends would kill for.”

“Thank you, but what does that have to do with my question?”

“I’ve been telling you for months that Diesel wants to fuck you. If that man looked at any other woman the way he looks at you, they’d be all over him.” She arched a finely manicured brow. “If you ask me, you ought to drag his ass out back and ride him like a Harley. It’s the only way to break the sexual tension between you two, and you know a man who looks like that fucks as hard and dark as he acts.”

“I am sick of everyone telling me he wants me. It’s like y’all have lost your minds. That man does not tiptoe around what he wants. He leaves the bar with a different woman two or three times a week. Fast women who drink too much and wear too few clothes. Women who are nothing like me, which is just fine, because chiseled features or not, he has absolutely no people skills, and I have zero interest in becoming some possessive, grunting biker’s property.” She was breathing too hard, anger and adrenaline coursing through her veins. “You know what? Forget it. I’m sick of this, and I’m going to put an end to it right now.” She stormed toward the bar, pushing through the crowd, Diesel’s eyes drilling into her as she pointed at him. “You. Kitchen. Now.”

She didn’t wait for a response, making a beeline through the double doors, into the empty kitchen, where she paced, her nerves rattling with the reality of what she was about to do. She shook out her hands, gulping in air as the beast walked through the doors, eyes narrowed.

It was now or never, and she couldn’t afford never.

Her legs ate up the space between them. He hulked over her, appearing much bigger from that perspective than when he was behind the bar. But that didn’t stop her. Hands fisted, her fury burst out. “This overprotective crap you’re doing has got to stop! I know Red told you to look after me, and maybe I needed it two years ago, but that’s done. Over. You’re relieved of your duties. I don’t need you scaring off my customers, or telling me what to wear, or scaring off guys who I might want to go out with. I’m never going to meet a guy, much less make friends, with you King Konging me every time guys look my way.”

He made a growling noise low in his throat, shoulders rising.

“I can take care of myself. Stop. Watching. Over. Me.” She poked his chest to emphasize each word, unable to stop spewing venom. “I spent years living under some guy’s thumb, and I will not have you ruining my life. Back off, Diesel. Do you understand?”

His dark eyes drilled into her, jaw tight. “You done, sparky?”

“I am not your property. Stop calling me that. I’m not your anything. You work here. I work here. End of story. You do your job. I’ll do mine. Are we clear?”

He made a half grunt, half scoffing sound, that maddening, cold stare turning into something much darker, as terrifying as it was seductive. He stepped closer, and she stepped back, bumping into the counter. He boxed her in, placing his tattooed hands on either side of her, and lowered his face to within an inch of hers, sucking all the oxygen from the room.

“You want me gone, take it up with Red,” he grated, low and deep, and then he rose to his full height and walked back into the bar, leaving a cold draft in his wake.

The air rushed from Tracey’s lungs, and she pressed a hand to her chest, shaking all over. Slow clapping rang out from the back of the kitchen, and she spun around, mortified at the sight of Bullet Whiskey, a brooding, tattooed, bearded biker whose size rivaled Diesel’s. He was clapping, and beside him Finlay, a petite blonde, held their eight-month-old daughter, Tallulah.

“Bullet,” Finlay chided, handing him the baby. “Can’t you see she’s having a hard night?”

“Ohmygod, you guys. I can’t believe you saw that. I had no idea you were here.” Tracey was mortified.

Finlay rushed to her side. “Lulu was cranky, so we took her for a ride, and we just stopped by to pick up my planner for the expo. But, Tracey!” Finlay hugged her. “You finally stood up to him. I’m so proud of you. Are you okay?”

“I don’t know.” Tracey glanced at Bullet, panic burning in her chest. The Whiskeys might treat her like family, but Diesel was a Dark Knight, which meant he was even more their family than she was. “Am I going to be fired?”

A deep laugh rumbled out of Bullet. “Not a chance, sweetheart. We don’t fire family.”

“But…?” Tracey didn’t know what to say.

“Diesel’s a big boy. He can handle himself,” Bullet said. “I didn’t realize you were having such a hard time with him. I’ll talk to him.”

“No,” Tracey said quickly. “This is my mess. I’ll clean it up.”

“Honey, you’re shaking.” Finlay rubbed a hand down Tracey’s back. “Want me to make you some tea or something before we go?”

“No, thanks. I need to get back out there.” She blew out a breath, her heart pounding frantically. “What if I just poked the bear? We have hours until we close. What if he’s even worse now?”

“You can’t think that way.” Finlay gave her hand a squeeze. “You showed him what you’re made of. Now, you go out there and prove it. Hold your head up high and be strong. Heck, I did that to Bullet. Right, Bullet?”

Bullet nuzzled the baby, softening all his hard edges. “I’ve never seen anyone stand up to Diesel and live to tell about it.”

Finlay glared at him.

“What?” Bullet’s brow furrowed. “I’m talking about guys, not pretty little gals like Tracey. I’ve never seen any sweethearts stand up to that man.”

“Great. If I don’t show up for work tomorrow, you’ll know why.” Tracey pushed through the double doors with her heart in her throat, feeling the intensity of Diesel’s stare like a laser beam on her back as she went to check on her customers.

Dixie fell into step beside her. “What did you say to him? He looks like he’s ready to kill someone.”

“I told him to back off. Bullet and Fin saw us. It was so embarrassing.”

“They’re here?”

“They just stopped by to get something.” Slick flagged her over to the table. “I gotta go.”

“That guy was looking for you a minute ago. Seems like a real douche.”

“Tell me about it.” Tracey went to see what he wanted. “Hi. Can I get you something?”

Slick arched a brow. “I thought you said you and that guy weren’t a thing.”

“Sure looked like you went in through those doors for a quickie,” the biggest of the three guys said.

Slick cocked a grin. “We’ll show you a better time than that asshole.”

“Don’t you dare talk to me like that. I’ll be right back with your bill.” She turned to leave, and the denim jacket guy grabbed her wrist, tugging her down so his face was right in front of hers, sending chills racing down her spine. She yanked her arm free. “Don’t you ever—”

Diesel’s hand shot in front of her and grabbed the guy by his shirt, hauling him to his feet, then higher, his legs dangling beneath him. Diesel got right in his face, muscles bulging, teeth gritted. “Get the fuck out of here. If you ever come back, they won’t find your body.” Those cold eyes slid to the others, who were now on their feet. “That goes for you assholes, too.” He dropped the guy he was holding, and the guy stumbled back. Diesel took a step toward him.

“Let’s get out of this shithole.” Slick sneered.

Diesel stood guard until they left, and then he turned around, pinning Tracey in place with a piercing stare. “Still wanna have that talk with Red?”

“Yes. He was just an arrogant jerk. I could have handled him.”

“The same way you handled me?” he asked gruffly, but it was clear he wasn’t looking for an answer as he lowered his face toward hers, just like he’d done in the kitchen, the same thrumming heat and dark warning vibrating off him. “You do your job and let me do mine.”

He walked back to the bar, leaving her fuming once again.

Diesel watched her even more closely after that, but it was the prolonged stares of a different kind he was giving her that wreaked havoc with her nerves. Or maybe she was imagining the way he was looking at her because of the things Dixie had said. Either way, by closing time, she was more than ready to go home.

“Thanks again, Trace,” Dixie said as she and Jed headed out for the night.

“Anytime,” Tracey called over from the pool table area.

Dixie was trying to cut back her evening hours now that she was married, and she had been interviewing for new waitstaff all week. But Tracey never minded sticking around a little later to do the extra cleanup. After all, while Dixie’s husband, Jace, was waiting for her at home, Tracey had nothing but an empty house waiting for her. Izzy was out of town, visiting her family for the weekend.

When she finished cleaning, she put away the supplies and went to grab the trash, but Diesel had already taken it out to the dumpster. She pulled her phone from her pocket, focusing on ordering an Uber since her car was in the shop, rather than looking over at Diesel as she walked out the front door and into the warm August night.

She leaned against the railing to wait and tipped her face up to the starry sky, wondering if she’d done the right thing by confronting him. Diesel didn’t come to Dixie’s rescue when guys got handsy with her. He stepped closer, but he let Dixie handle things herself. Why couldn’t he do that for her? Minutes passed in peaceful silence, broken only by the sounds of the cars driving by, the balmy air hugging her skin. Her phone vibrated, and she sighed as she read the message indicating her Uber had canceled.

The door opened behind her, and she felt the wooden floorboards dip beneath Diesel’s weight. “Where’s your car?” he asked as he locked the door.

“It’s in the shop until Sunday.”

He stepped beside her. “I’ll take you home.”

“It’s okay. I’m ordering an Uber. The last one just canceled.”

“You’re not getting in an Uber with some stranger. Let’s go. Get on my bike.”

She put a hand on her hip, her gaze lingering on his chest and biceps straining against his T-shirt, before she realized she was staring and broke her trance. “Why do you think you can tell me what to do all the time?”

His dark eyes held hers, the muscles in his jaw bunching as he walked down the steps to his bike and grabbed the helmet. “You think I’ll let you get in the car with a stranger after what happened tonight?”

“I’m fine.” Okay, maybe a teeny-tiny part of her was nervous about it, now that he brought it up.

“You think you’re fine. But that sliver of doubt you’re feelin’? Guys sense that shit.” He motioned to the bike. “Get on.”

She crossed her arms and lifted her chin, holding her ground just for the point of it.

“Jesus.” He set down the helmet and walked over to the steps. When she didn’t move, he reached up, grabbing her by the waist, and lifted her off her feet, carrying her to his motorcycle, despite her flailing legs and hollering.

“Diesel! Put me down!”

He plopped her onto the bike, ignoring her complaints, and stuck the helmet on her head. He climbed on in front of her, reached behind them with one massive hand, and pushed her forward, so her inner thighs were against his ass. He grabbed her hands, wrapping them around his thick body. “Hold tight.”

“This is kidnapping, you know. You’re too big to hold on to. I have to cancel the Uber…”

The roar of the engine drowned out her voice. Her pulse skyrocketed, and she clung to him for dear life as he drove out of the lot and onto the main drag. She’d never been on a motorcycle before, and she hadn’t believed her girlfriends when they talked about the vibrations being better than foreplay. Not that she had a lot of foreplay experience. After the first year or two, Dennis hadn’t bothered with that. She pushed thoughts of that ugly relationship away as they cruised through Peaceful Harbor, taking in the lights illuminating the marina and the scents of the sea whipping around them. The town looked different than it did from within a car. It was even more beautiful. The trees seemed brighter, the air crisper. She felt freer, too. With her chest pressed to Diesel’s back, the heat of his body mixing with the warm air caressing her skin, and the delicious rumble and roar of the engine working its way up her core, she could see how it might feel romantic with the right person. The ultimate turn-on, even.

If she hadn’t been forced onto the bike.

When Diesel pulled up in front of the house she and Izzy shared, he cut the engine, but her body continued vibrating as he climbed off and reached for her helmet, stopping short, those dark eyes softening the slightest bit as they moved slowly over the length of his bike, lingering on her. His Adam’s apple jumped, and those muscles in his jaw bunched again as he removed her helmet and lifted her off the bike. He must have known her legs were wobbly, because he didn’t let go. His large hands remained wrapped around her ribs, his thumbs pressed just below her breasts, his fingers on either side of her spine.

Her eyes flicked up, the raw desire staring back at her, turning those confusing feelings into turbulent gusts, whipping and mounting like a violent storm. A flash of something cold and hard to read registered in his eyes, and he released her like he’d been burned.

He scanned the yard before his attention returned to her. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow evening for work.”

She blinked several times, trying to get her brain to function. “What? No. I can get an Uber.”

“Be ready by five.” He pushed a hand into the front pocket of his jeans and pulled out several bills, pushing them into her hand. “For tonight’s Uber.”

What the…? “You don’t have to—”

“Get inside so I know you’re safe.” He climbed onto his bike, his heavy boots rooting him to the pavement.

Too frazzled to argue, she headed up the walk and glanced over her shoulder at the arresting and confusing man watching her as she unlocked the door. She gave a quick, awkward wave and walked inside. Only then did he start his bike, but she heard him idling out front while she washed her face and got ready for bed. It wasn’t until she climbed under the covers and turned off her light that she heard him drive away.


Chapter Two


SWEAT DRIPPED DOWN Tracey’s temples as she punched the pads her martial arts instructor, Lior Levy, was holding. She’d been studying under the ex–Navy SEAL for a year and a half, and she was mentally and physically stronger for it. But today her thoughts were all over the place, and she was having trouble focusing on the workout. Diesel had messed with her head far more than the jerk at the bar had last night. She’d spent half the night picking apart the looks Diesel had been giving her lately and the other half battling dirty dreams in which he’d shown her exactly what those dark looks meant. Her dreams had been so vivid, she could still hear his gruff commands, still feel the heat of his flesh and the weight of his massive body as he drove his hard length into her. She’d woken up sweaty and on the verge of orgasm twice and had been forced to ease the tension herself. When she’d closed her eyes, it was his chiseled face she’d seen and his gruff demands that had pulled her over the edge.

“Come on, Trace. Get your head in the game,” Lior encouraged, jarring her from her thoughts. “Explode into each strike.”

She felt her cheeks burn and tried to focus, but right jab, left cross, right hook warred with a combination of Diesel’s gruff commands from her dream—Suck harder. Take it deeper—and the memory of his hands around her middle as he’d plucked her off the steps at Whiskey Bro’s like she was as light as a butterfly and plunked her down on his bike. He was cold, brutal, not at all the kind of guy Tracey imagined herself with, so why was he the only man she’d dreamed about for the last few months?

Right jab, left cross, right hook.

Suck harder. So fucking good.

Right jab, left cross, right hook.

Ride me faster.

Tracey’s insides clenched with desire. “Ugh!” She threw her hands up, trying to walk off her frustration. “I’m sorry, Lior. I need a minute.” She grabbed her water bottle, taking a swig as she paced.

Lior set down the pads, watching her stride across the floor. He was in his late thirties with hair shaved nearly to his skin, deep-set gray-blue eyes, and though he was probably only about five foot ten, he had the type of authoritative presence that made him feel much larger. Tracey knew he was scrutinizing her mental state, looking for clues in her behavior, the way he and his wife, Eliani, who was now six months pregnant and no longer teaching, had taught her to.

“What’s going on?”

“Nothing really. Work stuff.”

“Still having trouble with your big-ass babysitter?”

“Something like that.” She’d told Lior about Diesel after Bones and Sarah’s wedding, when she’d come in for a lesson and had attacked the heavy bag with a ferociousness she’d never felt before. One of Bones’s friends, Dr. Rhys, had been checking Tracey out at the wedding, and she’d sent him a few flirty glances. She hadn’t realized Diesel had seen them. When Diesel had strode across the dance floor toward her, his expression different than it was at work, a little softer, appreciative of her dress, maybe, she’d thought he might actually try to have a conversation with her or ask her to have a drink with him. But the closer he’d come, the darker his stare had turned, and then he’d simply inserted himself between Tracey and the handsome doctor, staring the poor guy down. Before Tracey could say anything, Izzy had snapped, Stop cockblocking Tracey and ask her to dance already. Diesel hadn’t taken his threatening stare off the doctor as he’d said, I don’t dance. When Izzy had pointed out that he’d danced with Kennedy, the man who answered to no one had grunted and had remained an immovable wall between Tracey and the rest of the male species.

Lior crossed his arms. “Want to talk about it?”

“No. I want to beat the hell out of someone.” And I want to show Diesel that he doesn’t control any part of me.

A glimmer of fight shone in Lior’s eyes. “Now we’re talking. That’s why you ought to consider helping me train while Eliani is off the floor.”

Eliani was the reason Tracey had chosen their program. She was from Israel and had been a victim of domestic abuse prior to coming to the United States and meeting Lior. She understood what Tracey had gone through and had helped her bridge the gap from fearful to empowered. Lior had been nudging Tracey toward becoming a trainer ever since Eliani had stopped teaching, but Tracey wasn’t sure she was ready.

“You’ve got what it takes to help a lot of people, Tracey.”

She set down her water bottle, too edgy to think straight. “Not in this mood I don’t.”

“Fair enough. Then let’s practice some takedowns.”

Tracey spent the next hour unleashing her frustrations on the man who had taught her that her body, though small, was a weapon, not a battering ram. With every strike, every knee and kick, she shattered those ridiculous dirty dreams, regaining her resolve to show Diesel Black exactly where she stood.

Later that afternoon, she took her time picking out the perfect outfit to solidify her plan, settling on a red-and-black plaid miniskirt, a black Whiskey Bro’s T-shirt with capped sleeves, and her favorite black chunky lace-up boots, which Izzy had given her last Christmas. She added the leather bracelet she’d splurged on at the spring festival and sat down on the edge of her bed to make the phone call she’d been putting off all day.

Tracey’s stomach knotted as she navigated to Red’s contact information. Once she made the call, everything between her and Diesel would change. She was stepping out from beneath his protective wings. She tried to imagine a world in which he wasn’t always looming over her. She knew she could handle herself, but there was no denying the nervousness moving through her. She drew upon what Lior had taught her, that strength came from within. If she didn’t believe in herself, how could anyone else?

Gathering her courage like a cloak, she made the call.

“Hi, Tracey. How are you, sweetheart?”

Red’s warm greeting brought a pang of guilt. Red had become the mother Tracey had missed so desperately, doling out hugs and advice, making sure she knew her door was open anytime, day or night, and always—always—having Tracey’s back, which was more than Tracey could say for her own mother. Although that wasn’t a fair assessment. If Tracey had learned anything in the past few years, it was that she was responsible for her own decisions. She knew exactly what she’d been giving up when she’d walked out of her mother’s house six years ago.

She pushed those thoughts away, focusing on the conversation ahead. She knew the Dark Knights watched out for everyone, and she hoped Red wouldn’t take what she had to say the wrong way. “I’m well, thanks. How are you?”

“Doin’ great, hon. Bear and Crystal were here with Axel, and we had a wonderful visit.” Bear and his wife, Crystal, had named their baby boy after Biggs’s youngest brother, Bear’s late uncle and mentor, Axel. “I still can’t believe he’s a year old already. It’s funny how the little ones are getting older, but I just stay thirty-five forever.” Red laughed. She was a young Sharon Osborne lookalike, from her short red hair to her penchant for wearing black, and she had the energy of a woman half her age. She babysat all her grandchildren—biological and surrogate, like Hail, Kennedy, and Kennedy’s younger brother, Lincoln.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but do you have a minute?”

“Darlin’, I always have time for you. What’s going on?”

Tracey ran her finger along the pattern on her skirt, choosing her words carefully. “I hope you know I’m grateful for everything your family has done for me and how much I love my job.”

“I do, honey.”

“Okay. Good.” She exhaled with relief. “Because I need to talk to you about Diesel.”

“Go on,” Red said carefully.

“Red, I appreciate you asking him to watch out for me when I first started working at the bar. I needed that support. But I’m stronger now. I can handle myself.”

“I know you can. I have total faith in you.”

“Thank you. I do, too, and that’s a really good feeling. But Diesel’s breathing down my neck and scaring off customers. Well, not scaring them off from being at the bar, but from sitting at my tables. I asked him to back off, but he said I had to take it up with you. Would you mind telling him that I can handle myself? I have to be allowed to stand up to customers or flirt with them. That’s how we make tips—you know that—and I would never cross any lines.”

“Tracey, I told him that months ago. Whatever he’s doing now has nothing to do with me.”

“But…” Tracey was at a loss for words. Had she misunderstood what Diesel had said? He was pretty clear about it being a directive from Red. “Really?”

“Yes. Now, keep in mind, when Diesel took over for Bullet, it was for his brawn, not just his bartending abilities. He helps keep riffraff out of the bar. Could that be what you’re feeling?”

“Maybe. We had an incident yesterday, so that kind of makes sense.”

“Dixie went through the same thing with Bullet for a long time. And you know she can handle herself. She’s a fire-breathing dragon when she wants to be. But, honey, the men in our world are protectors through and through. They’re as fierce as they come, and backing off is not easy for them. Especially when they care about you. If you’d like, I’ll speak with Diesel again.”

“No, it’s okay. Maybe you’re right, and he’s just doing his job and being who he is. I’ll just keep letting him know that I can handle it. Hopefully we’ll find a middle ground. I’m sorry to have bothered you with this.”

“You are never a bother, honey. The good news is you won’t have to worry about Diesel for long. He came by to see Biggs this morning. He’s leaving right after the holidays.”

The knots in her stomach tightened. “Leaving? To go where?”

“Wherever the wind takes him. We’re lucky he’s stuck around this long. We usually don’t get to see him for more than a few weeks at most, and some years not even that long.” Red sighed. “I’ve enjoyed having our big, broody boy around. But this is what you want, right? For Diesel to get out of your hair?”

“Uh-huh,” Tracey said halfheartedly, feeling oddly like her legs had been kicked out from under her. He was leaving. That was good, right? So why did she feel like she needed to hold on tight to the one man who made her crazy?

[image: * * *]

DIESEL CLIMBED OFF his bike in front of the cute house where Tracey lived. A picture window overlooked a small garden, and above that, a single window was centered in the gable. Since when did he think in terms of cute? That chick had been fucking with his head since she’d first walked into the bar, those doe eyes pleading for safety. He’d felt it then, the unstoppable pull in his gut to watch over her, and that metal-to-magnet feeling had only intensified since. He could have killed that man who’d grabbed her last night. That was when he’d known his time in Peaceful Harbor needed to end.

He climbed the steps to the minuscule covered porch, pushing aside the unease that had been gnawing at him since he’d spoken to Biggs that morning, and knocked on the door.

The door swung open, and holy hell, Tracey stood before him looking like a sex kitten in a fuck-me plaid miniskirt and thick-soled black boots that made her look edgy and rebellious. Her hot little body taunted him as much as the challenging look in her eyes.

Fighting the urge to back her up against the wall and fuck that smirk off her face, he gritted out, “You gonna change?”

“Nope. I’m all set.” She stepped onto the porch, her ass brushing against him as she turned to pull the door closed, stirring the monster in his jeans. She planted her hands on her hips, eyes narrowing. “I talked to Red.”

“You got a point?”

“I know she already told you to back off.”

He probably shouldn’t take pleasure from her scowl, but when she got fiery like that, cheeks pink, eyes shooting fire, it only made him want to get up close and personal with those flames, feel them lick their way up his body. “Just
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