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A Note to Readers


This is the prequel to FOR THE LOVE OF WHISKEY, detailing Sullivan “Sully” Tate’s escape from the Free Rebellion compound. I wrote Sully’s escape in 2013, and I have waited nearly a decade for the right hero to appear. The minute I met Callahan “Cowboy” Whiskey, I knew he was the only man for her. Though you don’t meet Cowboy in this prequel, you’ll meet him in FOR THE LOVE OF WHISKEY. I am thrilled to finally give Sully her happily ever after with the Whiskey family in The Whiskeys: Dark Knights at Redemption Ranch series.

If you’re interested in reading my full-length, steamy contemporary romance novels, they are all written to stand alone and may also be enjoyed as part of the larger series, so dive in and enjoy the ride.

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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SAYING GOODBYE


BE STRONG. BE strong. Be strong.

There were many times in Sullivan “Sully” Tate’s life when she wished someone else could be strong for her, and this was one of those times. Unfortunately, that had never been an option, so she held tight to her best friend Ansel’s hand, borrowing his strength while committing his every freckle, every lock of messy brown hair, and the intermittent twitches of the right side of his mouth to memory. The left side of his mouth had been paralyzed since birth, when he’d suffered a seizure that had also caused his left hand to be clumsy but functional. Gentle reminders that he was not as impenetrable as he portrayed himself to be.

Sully leaned her head against his narrow chest and closed her eyes. He was the closest thing to a real brother she’d ever had. How would she survive without him? Who am I kidding? How am I going to survive at all after I escape?

The thought was accompanied by a crushing weight.

Clinging to his hand, she took a step back, trying to push those feelings away, and peered around the trailer that shielded them from the eyes of the rest of the members of Free Rebellion. She scanned the dismal compound for what she hoped would be the last time, taking in ash-filled firepits surrounded by upturned stumps, ripped awnings, and tarps hanging over weathered wooden tables. Her gaze trailed over the worn footpaths she knew by heart, snaking through overgrown grass and dirt, between rusted and dented trailers, pop-up campers, tents, and other makeshift shacks in various stages of deterioration, to the only stable building on the compound, where they cooked and ate meals and attended school and community meetings. Ivy and weedy vines climbed the corners and sides of the structures, making them appear as if they’d sprouted from the earth, like the tall trees that loomed around the perimeter of the compound like prison bars.

Sully reluctantly looked at the debilitated shack with the black roof at the edge of the woods. Rebel Joe’s lair. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. When she was younger, she’d longed to get inside the leader of their group’s mysterious shack, where only special girls were allowed to go. Now that she knew what went on inside, the sight made her sick to her stomach.

She dropped Ansel’s hand, wiping her sweaty palms on her skirt, and looked at the forty-plus members of the anti-establishment cult milling about. There were young adults she’d grown up with, kids she’d cared for, women she’d learned from, harvested the gardens with, cooked and sewed with, and Rebel Joe’s henchmen, who barked orders and doled out harsh punishments. Sully’s uncle, who had passed away a few years ago, had brought her to the compound after her mother couldn’t afford to take care of her. She was too young to remember her mother, much less those early days, and Gaia, Ansel’s mother, had been the closest thing to a mother she’d ever known. She’d miss Gaia, Ansel, his sister, Emina, and some of the young children she’d helped over the years, and was swamped with guilt over leaving them. But those bittersweet memories and deep-seated emotions were smothered by the cold sharpness of anger for the pain and abuse she’d endured. She’d been battling her emotions for twenty-five years and had become a master at holding them in.

She’d had to in order to survive.

“Hey, Sull, you don’t have to do this.” Ansel swiped his long dark bangs away from his eyes, but they flopped right back into place. “If you get caught…”

Her heart thundered at the horror in his unsaid words. This would be her third attempt at escaping the claws of the man who had claimed her as his property at ten years old, had used her body since the day she’d turned sixteen, and had enforced punishments no human should ever have to endure for her entire life. She couldn’t afford to fail again.

“I can’t think about that,” she hissed. “If I don’t leave, I’m going to do something stupid.”

“So what? You always do stupid things.”

He wasn’t wrong, although what he thought was stupid, she felt was right. She had fought compliance to their secluded, misogynistic lifestyle for as long as she could remember. She was strong-willed and opinionated, which had earned her many punishments before she’d learned to keep her mouth shut.

“I mean really stupid, like stab him in his sleep.”

“You’d never kill anyone.”

He might be right, but her hatred for Rebel Joe ran so deep, she honestly didn’t know for sure.

He must have read her thoughts, because he said, “Okay, maybe Rebel Joe, but—”

“I’m going, Ansel. I have to. Your mom even said so.” Gaia was a midwife and had been secretly giving Sully birth control since before Rebel Joe had started using her. Last month Gaia had told her that Rebel Joe was talking about taking her to some kind of witch doctor for fertility treatments. If they found out about the birth control, she and Gaia would be severely punished, and there was no way in hell Sully was going to let that happen, much less carry that man’s baby.

“Then this is really it?” Ansel whispered.

She swallowed against the lump in her throat, pretending not to notice the tears wetting his thick dark lashes, and quickly looked away, peering around the trailer again, eyeing the truck where Rebel Joe and two other men were loading crates and trunks that would be used to retrieve supplies from Graveston, West Virginia, three hours away. It had taken seven long years after her second attempted escape for Sully to earn back the right to go into town with them, and it was in that industrial town where she’d make her escape. Sweat soaked the armpits of her cotton shirt despite the cool mountain air.

“Truck’s pullin’ out in five minutes!” Hoyt, Rebel Joe’s right-hand man, hollered. He was going with them into town.

“You can change your mind,” Ansel pleaded. “Tell them you’re not feeling well.”

“I can’t.” She embraced him, closing her eyes against a rush of tears, and focused on memorizing his earthy scent and the feel of their embrace.

“Sullivan, get out here!” Hoyt shouted.

She drew back from Ansel. “This isn’t it. I’ll see you ag—”

He put his finger on her lips. “If you make it this time, you know we’ll never see each other again, and if you don’t…”

“You can come—”

“No,” he snapped in a hushed whisper. “You know I can’t. I won’t leave Emina.” She knew he never would, and she didn’t blame him, except she knew that if Rebel Joe wanted Emina, nothing would stop him from taking her.

“Sullivan!” Hoyt barked.

“I’ll find a way to see you again. I promise,” she whispered urgently. “I can’t go the rest of my life without seeing my best friend.”

Ansel dug into the pocket of his jeans and handed her a fistful of money. “It’s only fourteen dollars, but at least it’s something.”

“Where’d you get this?” she whispered, shoving the money into the pocket of her long tan skirt. “If Rebel Joe found out you had money, you’d get in so much trouble.” According to Rebel Joe, money created too competitive an environment and fostered the government’s desire to control everyone.

“Don’t worry about me.”

“Sully!” Rebel Joe’s gruff shout rang out, giving her chills.

“I gotta go.” She stood on her tippy-toes and kissed him on his lips for what she hoped wouldn’t be the last time before hurrying toward the truck, her mounting fear swallowing her sadness.

“Sull!” Ansel yelled, his voice full of sadness.

Her stomach sank as she glanced over her shoulder. Ansel’s shaggy hair blew in the breeze as he held up three fingers, their sign for I love you and friend love forever. She held up three shaky fingers and ran toward the road before her emotions could break free.

“Snap to it, Sully.” Hoyt’s mountainous body moved toward the truck.

She hurried over and climbed in, followed by Hoyt and Rebel Joe, who sat behind the wheel. She stole one last look as they drove away from the compound and saw Ansel standing at the corner of the trailer they’d been hiding behind, watching as she left the only life, and everyone she knew, behind.
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