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Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Ebooks 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

[image: * * *]

About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection

The Whiskeys: Dark Knights at Redemption Ranch is just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Each Love in Bloom book is written to be enjoyed as a stand-alone romance or as part of the larger series. There are no cliffhangers and no unresolved issues. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth and can keep up to date with your favorite characters. A complete list of all series titles is included at the end of this book, along with previews of upcoming publications.

Visit Melissa’s Reader Goodies page for series checklists, family trees, maps, and more.

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG

See the Love in Bloom Collection

www.MelissaFoster.com

Download Series Checklists, Family Trees, Maps, and More

www.MelissaFoster.com/RG


[image: Family Tree]



Chapter One


THE RUMBLE AND roar of Seeley “Doc” Whiskey’s motorcycle was drowned out by the cheering crowd as he and a convoy of the other members of the Dark Knights motorcycle club drove into the parking lot of Hope Valley Hospital. They were on their annual Reindeer Ride, a fundraiser that benefited the hospital. Doc’s grandfather was the original founder of the club, and his father, Tiny Whiskey, had founded the Hope Valley chapter. He and Doc’s mother, Wynnie, a psychologist on their second-chance ranch, were leading the pack on Tiny’s motorcycle, dressed up as Santa and Mrs. Claus, which was fitting since his father was six foot four, with a pendulous belly, long gray hair, and an equally long beard, and his mother, with her blond shag and kind eyes, always had a warm smile at the ready.

Doc waved to the crowd that had gathered to greet them by the front doors, taking in the wide-eyed pediatric patients watching from wheelchairs and the safety of their parents’ arms. Excitement radiated around the kids as they pointed to the decorated motorcycles, festively dressed bikers, and the massive high-sided trailer decked out in holiday colors and overflowing with sacks of presents. Doc’s heart always took a hit at events like these, knowing some of the kids they’d be giving presents to wouldn’t make it to see the holidays.

That was a harsh reality to face on the heels of such an exciting morning for their family. Sasha, one of his two younger sisters, had gotten engaged to Ezra Moore, a single father to five-year-old Gus, a fellow Dark Knight, and a therapist at their ranch.

The convoy circled the lot before parking in the area that had been cordoned off for the club. Doc climbed off his bike and pulled off his helmet, the necklace of colorful lights and bells his youngest sister, Birdie, had made for him jingling with his movements. He pushed a hand through his thick brown hair, watching as the wives, girlfriends, and children of the Dark Knights climbed off the backs of bikes and out of trucks and cars dressed as elves, flocking together as dozens of the toughest and best men Doc knew, wearing Santa hats, colorful shirts beneath black leather cuts, or full-on holiday costumes, headed for the gift trailer.

Doc locked his helmet on the bike and put on a Santa hat, heading over to join them.

His younger brothers, Cowboy and Dare, fell into step beside him, donning their own Santa hats and necklaces. They’d all inherited their father’s height and broad stature, but Cowboy was the largest, with bulbous muscles and sheer breadth few could match, born from working the ranch. With the exception of Birdie, who lived in a neighboring town and co-owned a chocolate shop, they all lived and worked at Redemption Ranch, where they rescued horses and gave troubled souls the therapy and support they needed to find their path in life.

“God, I love making kids smile.” Dare’s dark eyes sparked with excitement. A daredevil to his core, and a hell of a therapist, he had tattoos from his neck to his ankles and wrists and a heart that had only ever loved his childhood best friend and now wife, Billie.

Cowboy arched a wheat-colored brow. “Does that mean you and Billie are going to start a family soon?”

“Lord, help us all,” Doc teased as they joined the other guys and hoisted sacks of presents over their shoulders.

“Don’t worry, Doc. We’re having too much fun practicing to tie ourselves down yet.” Dare eyed their sacks of presents and snickered. “My sack’s bigger than yours.”

“That’s not what she said,” Cowboy said.

“She said mine’s bigger,” Ezra called out as he walked by with Taz and Hyde, two ranch hands dressed as reindeer, who called out in unison, “Mine too!” their laughter trailing behind them.

Doc flashed an arrogant grin to his brothers. “You boys may have big sacks, but I got the massive candy cane that all the ladies want a piece of.”

“Shit. You wish,” Cowboy said as Gus ran up to them, dressed as an adorable elf, his mop of dark hair flopping over his eyes.

“Guys! Did you see me riding in Daddy’s sidecar? Now I’m a biker like you!” Gus spun around and hollered, “Tiny! Wynnie! Did you see me?” and ran toward them.

Doc and his brothers laughed as Ezra chased after him.

“Gotta love that kid,” Cowboy said, his eyes locked on his fiancée, Sully, heading their way with Billie. “I hope we have a dozen exactly like him.”

“You planning on saying I do first?” Doc asked.

“Hell yes,” Cowboy said. “Sully’s been through enough. I told you my girl’s going to live out a picture-perfect fairy tale, and I meant it.” Sully had been kidnapped as a child and brought up in a cult, which she’d managed to escape last year. She’d always been strong. She’d had to be to survive what she’d been through. But with the help of therapy and Cowboy’s love, she’d gone from a willowy and weary girl to a stronger, confident young woman.

Doc clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Well, she’s got Prince Charming to carry her off into the sunset.”

“As opposed to my wife, who’s got a wicked beast who wants to keep her chained up in my love dungeon,” Dare said, and they all laughed.

They were raised to be good, fiercely loyal, protective men, but unlike Doc, Cowboy truly was every bit a Prince Charming and had been his whole life, always trying to do the right thing, and though Dare had gotten lost for a few years, coming together with Billie had healed him, and she adored her wicked beast.

Billie strutted over in black leather shorts and a red-and-white tank top that had Dare’s Naughty Elf across the chest, with Sully trailing behind her in a sweetly sexy festive elf outfit. It wasn’t only Sully who had come a long way. Billie had been every bit the daredevil that Dare was before their other childhood friend, Eddie, was killed during a dare gone wrong. Billie had checked out of the best parts of life, and it had taken Dare years to get her back. Coming together had healed her, too.

Billie tossed her long dark hair over her shoulder and planted a hand on her hip. “What’re you fools laughing at?” She was as brazen as Sully was sweet.

“I was telling them how I’d like to keep you chained to my bed,” Dare said.

“Promises, promises,” Billie said with a hefty dose of sass.

“God, I love my badass bride.” Dare tugged her into a kiss.

“Today is exciting, in a bittersweet kind of way,” Sully said, clutching a drawing pad to her chest, her eyes glittering and her golden-brown hair falling in natural waves just past her shoulders. “My heart breaks for the sick children and their families, but I’m really happy we get to make them smile. I have lots of drawings to give out, and I hope they love the books we sent over.” Sully had found a niche illustrating children’s books, many of which she and Cowboy had donated for the event. “Are you ready, Callahan?”

She was the only person who called Cowboy by his given name, and every time she said it, Cowboy’s serious demeanor softened a tad.

“Always, baby.” Cowboy leaned in and kissed her.

Doc watched his brothers mooning over their women as they walked away. There was a time when Doc had thought he had what his brothers had recently found—the friendship and trust of the only woman he’d ever wanted to spend his life with.

He’d been nineteen and had just come home from his freshman year at college. He was thrilled to be back on the ranch, prospecting the club, and working with the horses, when Governor Adkin’s security team had swept through the property. The following week, the governor’s sixteen-year-old daughter had come to intern with them.

Doc’s mind reeled back to the first time he’d seen her. He was grooming a horse beside the barn when his mother’s voice had cut through his thoughts.

“Seeley, honey, are you here?”

“Be right there.” He set down the brush, and as he rounded the corner of the barn, a brown-haired beauty standing with his mother stopped him in his tracks. She was gazing out at the pasture, wearing a sleeveless sky-blue top that accentuated her curves, a frilly white skirt that showed off her long legs, and expensive Western boots. His cowboy hat shielded his eyes from the sun, but as she tucked her hair behind her ear, wispy strands blew across her face, and there was no shielding his heart from the biggest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen. They’d seemed to reach into his soul, stealing the breath right out of his lungs.

“Seeley,” his mother said, jerking him from his trance. “This is Juliette, Governor Adkin’s daughter. She’s interning with us for the summer and hopes to become a veterinary technician one day. You two will be working closely together. I thought you could show her the ropes.”

Was this some sort of test? If ever there was a girl he should stay away from, it was Juliette. The governor’s daughter? He cleared his throat in an effort to knock the fog from his brain.

Juliette lowered her eyes briefly, a knowing smile tugging at her lips.

Oh, you think this is funny, darlin’? Two can play at this game. He nodded in greeting and held out his hand. “Ready to get those hands dirty, Juliette?”

Her eyes flicked to his again, landing with the impact of a torch, spreading heat through his chest like wildfire. He was pretty sure the whole damn ranch could feel the sparks as a coy smile bloomed across her face and she shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Seeley. I don’t usually have to get my hands dirty, but now I’m looking forward to it.”

That was the moment he knew he was well and truly fucked.

He wasn’t wrong.

They’d burned so hot, it had taken less than a week to shred his control, and from that moment on, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

He closed his eyes, warding off the memory and was assaulted by another. He and Juliette were skinny-dipping in the lake one evening. As they broke the surface, she grabbed his necklace, pulling him into a kiss. He could still feel her cool, wet lips and slick, supple body against his as her voice whispered through his mind. It’s you and me forever, Seeley Whiskey. I’ll never let you go. Her words had cut straight to his heart. There didn’t seem to be a bigger way to show her what he felt than taking off the necklace he’d made with his grandfather when he was just a boy and had worn every day since and slipping it over her head, vowing, You and me forever, darlin’.

Just as the memory cut him to his core, another scene pummeled him. Tiny and Cowboy holding him back as he fought to get to Juliette, who was kicking and screaming as her father dragged her toward a black SUV. Two hulking bodyguards stood between them and Doc as her father seethed, If you ever come near my daughter again, I’ll expose you as the predator you are and shut down this damn ranch so fast you won’t know what hit you. Doc could still feel his heart being ripped from his chest as he’d shouted, Don’t do this! I love your daughter! His throat constricted as Juliette’s frantic voice pierced through the pain. I love you, Seeley! I’m sorry!

“Ho, ho, ho!” Tiny called out, his deep voice jerking Doc back to the present.

Doc gritted his teeth against how wrong he’d been for believing Juliette’s lies and risking everything to get her back in his arms only to have the dagger pushed deeper into his heart. He’d never been dumb enough to make that fucking mistake again.

He shoved that torture down deep, as he’d done a million times before, and headed for the hospital entrance, determined to give the children the greatest day of their lives.


Chapter Two


AFTER TWO HOURS of giving out presents, telling silly jokes to see kids smile, and receiving more hugs and heart-warming giggles than any guy deserves, Doc walked into the last pediatric patients’ room on the oncology floor with two presents left to give.

He nodded in greeting to two sets of parents standing dutifully by their little girls’ beds and said, “Ho, ho, ho, and a merry summer holiday to you.”

The girls giggled. They couldn’t be more than five or six years old. The dark-skinned girl turned wide, excited eyes up to him. “You don’t look like Santa.” Her voice was soft, like Sully’s, and she wore a pink cap with purple polka dots on it.

“I don’t?” Doc made a dramatic show of looking himself over, patting his stomach, and touching his scruffy chin. He gasped. “Someone stole my belly and my beard!”

The girls laughed.

“You’re funny,” the paler girl said from the other bed as she pushed her orange-framed glasses, which matched her orange cap, to the bridge of her nose.

“Thank you, but I was being serious. I had a big ol’ belly and beard when I woke up this morning.” More giggles rang out, and he turned to the first girl. “What’s your name?”

“Kyra.” She beamed.

“Kyra, did you see who stole my belly and beard?”

She giggled up a storm and pointed at the other girl. “Susie took them!”

Kyra’s mother shook her head, smiling.

Susie howled with laughter as Doc marched over to her. Feigning his most serious expression, he said, “I’m going to need my beard and belly back.”

“I don’t have them!” she said between laughs.

“You don’t?” He scratched his head and wrinkled his brow, looking around the room. Spotting a teddy bear, he went over to it and said, “Did you take my beard and belly?” He put the bear’s mouth to his ear, pretending to listen. “Uh-huh. I see. Thank you.” He put the bear down and dramatically wiped his brow. “Whew. That’s a relief.”

“What did he say?” Kyra asked.

“He said I don’t need the belly or the beard to give you gifts!”

The girls exchanged giddy glances.

“Let’s see what we have in here.” He reached into the sack and pulled out the last two gift-wrapped boxes.

“I hope it’s not socks,” Susie said.

“Susie,” her father gently chided.

“That’s all right. I don’t much like socks, either,” Doc said.

“I like fuzzy socks,” Kyra exclaimed.

Doc shook the gifts, knowing they weren’t socks, and said, “I wonder what they are.” He handed each girl a box, and they tore them open, gasping with delight as they pulled out their stuffed toys.

“A Squishmallow unicorn!” Susie exclaimed, hugging hers.

“I got a Squishmallow kitty!” Kyra waved at Susie.

“Thank you!” the girls said in unison, and then they chattered with each other about their gifts.

Doc soaked in their joy. “Happy holidays, sweet girls.”

“Happy holidays!” they said, and started playing with their toys together, a sight that warmed his heart.

“Thank you,” the parents said in unison.

Doc gave another nod, wishing he had something comforting to give them, too, but he knew seeing their daughters’ smiles could only be outdone by handing them a cure. If only he could do that. When he walked out of their room, he threw a silent prayer up to the powers that be for the girls and their families, just as he’d been doing all day.

“There you are!” Birdie hurried purposefully toward him looking like some kind of vampish elf in an off-the-shoulder red minidress with white and green hearts trailing above a white fur-trimmed hem, elbow-length, red-green-and-white-striped fingerless gloves, and red platform boots. Striped suspenders were attached to a thick green belt circling her tiny waist, and a headband with two stuffed candy canes sticking up like ears trapped her wild dark hair.

“I just finished.” Doc took off his Santa hat. “I’m heading out.”

“Not that way, you’re not.” She grabbed his arm, dragging him in the opposite direction.

“The elevator is the other way.”

“We’re taking a different one. Unless you want to see Mandy, who’s chatting up another nurse by those elevators.”

“Shit.” Mandy was a nurse he’d gone out with for much longer than he’d intended, and even though he’d been honest from the start about not looking for more than occasional company, she’d had a hard time letting go. “Thanks for helping me dodge that bullet.”

They turned down one hall, then another, and came to a set of elevators. Birdie pushed the button. “If you’re going to keep doing this extended-stay-motel dating thing, I suggest you do it outside of Hope Valley.”

He ground his back teeth against the phrase his brothers had coined about his dating life, because his relationships never lasted longer than two or three months. They weren’t wrong, but hearing his little sister say it annoyed the crap out of him.

“Where did you hear that extended-stay shit?”

She rolled her eyes. “First of all, everyone is aware of your MO, and God only knows why women still find you mysterious and sexy.” She opened her mouth and pretended to put her finger in it and gag.

He scowled.

“Second of all, I heard it from Dare.”

“Dare needs to learn to keep his mouth shut, and the women I date know damn well I’m not going to catch feelings for them.”

“That’s the problem. They think they can change you. Girls.” The word dripped with sarcasm.

“You’re a female, Birdie.”

“Not a silly one who would waste her time trying to change some stupid man. If a guy says he’s not going to catch feelings, I drop him like a hot potato. Unless I’m in it for a night of fun, of course. Then…”

He crossed his arms, glowering, drumming his fingers against his muscle to keep from giving her hell.

“Don’t look at me like that, doing your finger thing.” She pushed the button again, and the elevator doors opened. As they stepped inside, she said, “Listen, you and I can join forces and be each other’s wingmen. Let’s hit the Roadhouse tonight. Two lone wolves on the prowl.”

Had she lost her fucking mind? “Lone means one, not two, and you damn well better not be on the prowl.”

She lifted her chin, amusement dancing in her eyes. “Guess I’ll be prowling alone.”

“Over my dead body.”

“Well, I did just listen to a true crime podcast and learn how to poison someone using eye drops.”

“You’re a scary little bird.”

She grinned. “I told you I could take care of myself.”

As they stepped out of the elevator, she said, “The exit is to the right.”

He turned to follow her as a woman came around the corner. She looked up, and his chest seized at the hauntingly beautiful blue eyes staring back at him. They both froze.

“Doc, what’re you doing?” Birdie complained.

Birdie’s voice was white noise to the hurt and anger brewing inside him as he gritted out, “Juliette.”

“Seeley?” tumbled from her lips full of confusion, and the to-go cup she was holding crashed to the floor, sending liquid splashing all over their legs as a teenage boy came around the corner.

“Mom,” the kid exclaimed. “What happened?” When Juliette didn’t respond, he grabbed her arm. “Mom!”

She blinked repeatedly and choked out, “Nothing, honey. It’s okay. I’ll get it.” But she stood stock-still.

“Juliette? That’s Juliette? Ohmygod!” Birdie said with shock, then lowered her voice. “Doc, it’s Juliette!”

“I’m aware,” he bit out, and ground his back teeth against the barbed wire twisting around his heart. She’d been gone for years. What the fuck was she doing there?

“It’s…been a long time,” Juliette said a little shakily.

Glowering, Doc said, “Not nearly long enough,” and headed for the exit.
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JULIETTE COULDN’T BREATHE. Heartache and anger clawed at her as raw and painful as they had more than a decade ago. Birdie was looking at her like she didn’t know what to do, and Lucas—Oh God, Lucas—looked horrified and angry. She’d known when she’d inherited her maternal grandmother’s property and moved to Weston, Colorado, there was a chance she’d run into Seeley, but living in a different town had kept her safe the last few months. They were only in Hope Valley for one of Lucas’s bull-riding competitions. When he’d been thrown off a bull, she’d taken him to the closest hospital to be evaluated for a concussion. Seeley hadn’t even crossed her mind.

Now it took all of her focus to drag air into her lungs.

“Okay, um. Nice to see you. Or not. I don’t know,” Birdie said apologetically. “Have a better day.” She hurried after her brother.

“Mom, what’s going on?” Lucas snapped. “Who are those people?”

She met her son’s worried gaze and felt her heart shredding all over again. His eyes were as blue as hers, but the shape and keenness were all Seeley’s, just like his sharp nose, thick brown hair that refused to be tamed, and the stubbornness that had taken root during puberty. At fifteen, Lucas was practically bursting with it.

She forced her voice to work. “I knew them a long time ago.”

“I should’ve said something to that guy. I shouldn’t have let him get away with talking to you like that. He was a dick.”

His words pierced her heart. “He’s…” She stopped herself from refuting him, because Seeley had acted like a dick. Long ago and just then. Her anger rose to the surface.

Who the hell does Seeley think he is acting so scorned?

She kept that anger to herself because the mother in her felt a responsibility not to demean her son’s biological father, and despite everything, the stupid teenage girl in her had never lost her love for the nineteen-year-old boy who had stolen her heart in less than a week—and had crushed it a few months later.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” she finally managed. “He and I have some history together. It’s complicated.” She bent down to pick up the coffee cup she’d dropped, trying to regain her composure. “Can you please grab some paper towels from the men’s room so I can clean up this mess?”

As he disappeared into the men’s room, she exhaled, took a deep breath, and blew it out slowly, trying to get her bearings, but her mind refused to comply. It sent her reeling back to the heartbreaking summer when she’d fallen desperately in love with Seeley Whiskey and her father had torn them apart. She’d been sure Seeley would find a way for them to be together. How many times had he said she was his ride or die? His forever girl? She’d believed him and had clung to that promise right up until she’d gotten his letter saying he’d moved on and she should, too.

She’d never been able to reconcile the intensely loyal teenager she’d fallen in love with, with the cold one who had turned his back on them. But she couldn’t let herself fall into that abyss right now. Lucas needed her to be strong, and after what she’d seen of Seeley, she needed to keep Lucas safe from the truth so he didn’t get hurt. He’d already lost the only father he’d ever known. The last thing he needed was to feel unwanted by his biological father.

Lucas came out of the men’s room, his eyes still shadowed with worry, and handed her a handful of paper towels.

“Thanks, honey.” Her son had his moments when he drove her batty, but he really was the greatest kid. It had been the two of them against the world since he was four years old. Lucas was kind, thoughtful, and emotionally strong. Sometimes she worried he was too strong and would get himself in trouble, like the way he wanted to confront Seeley.

“That guy had on a biker vest,” he said as she cleaned up the spilled coffee. “Were you some kind of biker chick before you and Dad got together?”

Her chest constricted. She’d been so busy trying to remember how to breathe, she hadn’t even registered what Seeley was wearing. “No. But Seeley had a motorcycle.” She’d never forget how it felt to ride on the back of that bike, wrapped around Seeley’s warm, strong body, the engine vibrating beneath her. She’d felt free and so damn in love, the entire world seemed brighter. Her throat thickened with the memory. She choked it down and pushed to her feet, looking for a trash can.

“Here. Give them to me.” Lucas took the wet paper towels and went into the men’s room.

When he returned, they headed for the exit. “How’s your noggin?”

Lucas was into barrel racing, bull riding, calf roping, and half a dozen other things. She’d fought him on bull riding at first, but he’d been adamant, and she couldn’t help but think some passions were innate, since Seeley had been the reigning champ of those sports when she’d known him.

“I’m fine. When you said there’s history between you two, did you mean you were hooking up or had a relationship?”

“Lucas,” she warned.

“What? I’m not judging you. Just tell me what you meant.”

“I meant I’m not having this conversation with my fifteen-year-old son.”

“Why? I know all about hooking up.”

She gave him a stern look. “You’d better not know about hooking up.”

“Whatever.” He flashed a crooked grin.

She fished in her bag for her sunglasses and keys as they stepped outside.

“Holy shit.”

“Language, Luca—” She looked up, taking in a crowd of bikers wearing black leather cuts with Dark Knights patches on them, throwing her right back in time again, to the months she’d lived and interned on the ranch, working side by side with Seeley during the day, eating meals with his family and the rest of the people who lived and worked there, hanging out around bonfires, going to events the Dark Knights hosted, and secretly falling into Seeley’s arms every chance she got.

“That guy must be part of this gang. Do you think he’s dangerous?”

Only to my heart.

She hated the truth in that thought, but here she stood, scanning the crowd for Seeley.

He was nowhere in sight, but her gaze trailed over his brothers, Cowboy and Dare, who had always been funny and warm and protective of her, like Seeley. Cowboy was massive now, and he had a beard, and Dare was covered in tattoos, but they were still unmistakable, as was his sister Sasha. She was beautiful, and she was holding a little boy. Juliette’s chest tightened. That’s how she’d once imagined her own future, holding Seeley’s child, surrounded by people who loved them and cared about helping others more than wealth or politics or their public images.

There was movement in the crowd, and Juliette spotted Seeley’s parents. Her breath caught. They’d barely changed. Tiny was a rough-looking mountainous man, covered in tattoos with an untamed beard and long hair, both of which had turned gray. Wynnie was a little thicker around the middle than she used to be, but weren’t they all? She still wore her blond hair in a short shag, and as she leaned in to kiss Tiny, it was apparent their love hadn’t dwindled.

Longing sank into Juliette’s bones. Tiny and Wynnie used to say that anyone who stayed at the ranch became family, and that’s how they had always treated her that summer. She hadn’t only fallen for Seeley. She’d fallen for all of them.

Wynnie must have sensed her staring, because she looked over, sending Juliette’s heart racing. After the way her father had treated the Whiskeys and the horrible threats he’d made, she didn’t know what Seeley’s family thought of her. Wynnie’s brows knitted, and she took a step in their direction.

Juliette couldn’t deal with another confrontation. Especially in front of Lucas. She put on her sunglasses and turned away. Drawing upon all the courage and calmness she could muster, she draped an arm around Lucas, placing her hand on his shoulder, because at five seven to his five ten, putting her arm over his shoulder was no longer an option, and started walking toward their car.

“No, I don’t think he’s dangerous,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as rattled as she felt. The weight of Wynnie’s stare drilled into her like a laser. “It’s been quite a day. Know what we need?”

“A few shots of tequila?” he suggested hopefully.

“After the day we’ve had, that’s tempting.”

“That’s what I’m talking about.” He rubbed his hands together. “My first tequila shots.”

She gave him a wry smile. “I said tempting. It’s not going to happen.”

“Come on, Mom. I’ve had a tough day, too,” he urged with the cheeky grin he used whenever he tried to rile her up. “I lost my competition, and hit my head, and I had to witness that douchebag being mean to you.”

“Can you please stop calling him names?” She unlocked the doors to her truck.

“But he was a douche.”

She sighed. “Lucas, please? Let’s just go get burgers and fries and forget this ever happened. I’ll even let you drive.” He’d gotten his learner’s permit a few weeks ago.

“Fine, but if I ever see him again, I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”

“You’ll have to get in line behind me.”


Chapter Three


WIND WHIPPED AGAINST Doc’s skin as he sped down the dark road on his motorcycle. He’d been riding full throttle for hours, trying to outrun the pain that had been clawing its way up from the dredges of his soul since he’d left the hospital. But for the second time in his life, wind therapy wasn’t doing a damn thing to take the edge off his shitty mood. According to his family, it had taken him months to get out from under his anger and pain after that fateful summer, but he knew the truth. It had taken a hell of a lot longer than that. He’d just learned to hide it better.

Why the fuck was Juliette back in Hope Valley?

He chewed on that as he drove toward the ranch. With any luck, his family would still be at the rally. He’d hauled ass away from the hospital before Birdie had a chance to spout off to everyone about what had gone down. He hated that his little sister had witnessed that shit. Not because she would tell everyone, although he knew she would, but because if anyone ever treated her that way, he’d fucking knock their teeth out.

As he turned into the ranch, the tightness in his chest didn’t ease like it usually did when he drove beneath the wooden beam with an iron RR on top—the first R, backward.

The ranch spanned a few hundred acres and had been in his family for decades. Doc had grown up there and had never wanted to work or live anywhere else. They’d saved too many horses to count and helped hundreds of people of all ages who were previously incarcerated, in recovery, or just having a rough time finding their footing, giving them support and a sense of family they so desperately needed. But after what happened with Juliette, every fucking inch of that property reminded Doc of her. It was that family—found and biological—and his passion for the ranch’s mission, that kept him there.

He drove past the rehabilitation and well-animal barns, the riding arenas and pastures, and the road that led to the therapeutic offices and turned off the main road, navigating the narrow lanes that led to his house. Doc liked his privacy and lived in a three-bedroom log home off the beaten path, away from the cabins that housed live-in clients and staff and out of sight from his family’s homes.

As he drove down his driveway, his brothers’ and father’s motorcycles came into view. He parked beside them, his muscles tensing as he climbed off his bike. His three dogs barreled off the porch—Pickles, a husky/shepherd mix, Mighty, a black Lab, and Sadie, an Irish setter—followed by his father, Cowboy, and Dare.

Seeley was not in the mood for an inquisition.

He pulled off his helmet and loved up his dogs, eyeing the others. “Did someone die?”

“You tell us,” his father said gruffly.

Doc gritted his teeth. His father was one of the toughest men he knew. Like each of his sons, if the situation called for it, he’d morph from the loyalest, fairest man in the room to the deadliest. He managed the family the same way he managed the ranch, with high expectations, strict rules, and enough rope to let them hang themselves. But he was always there to cut them down before it turned fatal, because beneath that gruff exterior was a warm, loving heart.

The dogs vied for more of his attention, their tails wagging, their noses pushing into Doc’s hands. Doc snapped his fingers, commanding, “Enough.” Sadie plunked down her butt, while Mighty and Pickles bounded off to play.

“Birdie told us what went down with Juliette. Are you okay?” Dare asked. He was always trying to get them to talk shit out.

Fuck no. “I’m fine.” He turned on his father, who made it his business to know every single fucking thing that went on in and around their town that could possibly affect their family, the residents of Hope Valley, or the club. “Did you know she was in town?”

“Hal mentioned it a few weeks ago,” his father said. Hal Braden was one of his father’s oldest friends. He owned a ranch two towns away in Weston, Colorado.

Anger drew Doc’s shoulders back, his voice rising. “A few weeks ago, and you didn’t think you should tell me?” Sadie popped up on all fours, watching them.

“It’s not my job to manage your personal life. But what if I had told you?” His father stepped closer, his dark eyes challenging. “You’d’ve been a fucking mess, and it wouldn’t have changed a damn thing about today.”

“You don’t know that,” Doc fumed, his chest puffing out.

Cowboy stepped between them. “Whoa, Doc. He’s right. The mention of her name has always set you off.”

“There’s no shame in that, bro,” Dare added too damn supportively. “I don’t know all of what went down back then, but I know enough. The way her father treated you would piss anyone off.”

Doc clenched his teeth, his fingers curling tighter around his helmet.

His father put a hand on Cowboy’s shoulder. “Move aside, son.” Cowboy stepped out from between them, and his father said, “She inherited her grandmother Hazel’s estate. She’s living in Weston with her boy and working for Jade.” Jade Braden was one of Hal’s daughters-in-law.

She’s back for good? Hazel is dead? The world spun, conflicting emotions pummeling him. He was furious that Juliette was back, but he was also gutted for her. She had been closer to her grandmother, who had bred horses for a living, than she was to her own mother. He hadn’t seen Hazel since that long-ago summer, but they’d spent so much time with her, she’d left a mark on his heart, too.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Dare asked.

“I’ve got nothing to say.” Doc plowed past them, heading for the porch.

Cowboy grabbed his arm. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

Locked in a stare down with Cowboy, he yanked his arm free. “If you stick around, I’ll be giving our old man a different answer to his initial question.”

“A’right, boys, clear outta here,” his father ordered.

“I don’t think we should leave,” Dare said.

“Then stop thinking and get your ass on that bike,” his father said, climbing onto his own motorcycle.

Cowboy gritted out a curse, but he and Dare reluctantly got on their bikes. As they drove away, Doc headed up the porch steps with Sadie in tow.

“Seeley John,” his father said sharply.

Doc’s gut roiled. He steeled himself, readying to be chewed out, which he probably deserved for being a prick. He turned, lifting his chin. “Yeah?”

His father’s eyes narrowed, studying him the way he’d done Doc’s whole life. Like he could see right through the bullshit, through the fucking lead walls Doc had erected around himself, to the very root of his pain.

Doc swallowed hard, knowing his father was one of only two people who actually could read him that accurately.

His father took a deep breath, blowing it out as he nodded, as if he understood every damn thing going on inside Doc’s head and heart. But how could he, when Doc didn’t even get it?

“You do what you have to tonight, son, but you do it knowing we love you, and we’re here for you. The whole damn brotherhood is here for you. I had to put my foot down to keep Ezra, Rebel, Hyde, and Taz from showing up here.” His cousin Rebel and their ranch hands Hyde and Taz were all Dark Knights. “But if that burden gets too heavy, you make a call. Ya hear?”

Doc gave a curt nod, his throat thickening.

As he and Sadie headed inside, his father’s engine roared to life, fading as he drove away. Doc put his helmet and keys on the table by the door and went directly to his bar. Sadie stuck to him like glue as he grabbed a bottle of whiskey, opening it on his way out the back door.

He took a swig as he sank into a chair on the deck overlooking the creek, relishing the burn as it slid down his throat.

Mighty and Pickles bounded onto the deck.

Doc petted them absently, taking another long pull of whiskey. He looked up at the sky. “What the fuck are you doing?” He wasn’t a religious man, and he didn’t know if he was talking to the universe or to himself. But it didn’t matter. Nobody answered him.

Tipping the bottle again, he welcomed the warmth spreading through his chest. He couldn’t remember the last time he drank himself stupid, but tonight he was determined to speed through stupid and crash into numbness. He swallowed another mouthful and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, gripping the neck of the bottle.

He closed his eyes, trying to focus on the sounds of the creek and crickets and the rustling of leaves, rather than the ghosts of his past rattling the chains he’d used to keep them at bay and hissing in his ears. But his futile attempts were squashed as memories slammed into him.

He was back at college in Fort Collins, unable to concentrate on anything other than seeing Juliette and convincing her father he was making a horrible mistake. It had been two weeks of unanswered calls and texts, and fighting with everyone. He’d begged his father to get the club involved, to shove the governor’s threats down his fucking throat. But the governor was a powerful man with a history of ruining anyone who stood in his way, and Tiny wasn’t willing to risk everyone’s future or the future of the ranch. Most importantly, Tiny had said he wasn’t willing to risk Seeley’s reputation. That it wouldn’t matter if the governor was lying or not. Those were the types of accusations that followed a man like a shadow.

But Seeley hadn’t been raised to back down, and he’d had enough. He’d climbed onto his motorcycle and driven to the governor’s home in Boulder, mentally rehearsing what he’d say the whole way there.

He drove past the massive brick Colonial twice, noting the same two burly bodyguards flanking the front door that had shown up the day her father had taken her away from the ranch. They were dressed in dark suits, but there was no mistaking their military-type stances. They were ready for battle. So was he. He parked around the corner, his heart thundering as he climbed off his bike, and with his head held high, he went to speak his mind and get the girl he loved with everything he had.

As he approached the front door, the larger of the two bodyguards, a bald man with cold eyes, stepped off the porch, blocking his way.

Seeley stood his ground. “I’m here to speak with Governor Adkin.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Whiskey. You’re not welcome here.”

“I’m not leaving until I speak to the governor.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“My ass it’s not.” Seeley tried to walk around him, but the man moved with him, and the other bodyguard descended the steps. Fuck this. Seeley looked up at the house and shouted, “Hey, Governor! You want to threaten my family? Get out here and face me like a man!”

The bodyguards grabbed his arms, trying to drag him off the property, but he fought back, shouting, hoping causing a scene would be enough to bring the governor outside. “Come on, you coward! Fight your own battles! I love your daughter, and I will make her mine!”

The front door opened, and Governor Adkin stepped outside. “Let him go.”

Seeley tore his arms free and barreled up the walkway, but before he could get a word out, the governor’s voice cut through the air.

“I actually feel bad for you, Seeley. You think you’re something special to Juliette.” With a sinister grin, he shook his head. “My daughter is an expert manipulator. The tears you saw, the proclamations of her love? They were all for show. She could never be serious with a boy like you.”

“You’re lying,” Seeley bit out. “She doesn’t have a manipulative bone in her body.” He stepped toward the prick, but the bodyguards moved between them.

“She really did a job on you,” the governor said. “That’s a shame. You seem like a fairly smart kid. Open your eyes, Seeley. You were her summer fling. Her last hurrah. She’s already back together with Josh, so do yourself a favor and find a girl who’s more your kind, and don’t ever come around here again. This was your one free pass. Next time your family will pay the price.”

Seeley saw red. “Juliette is my fucking kind, you lying bastard! Get her out here!” He plowed forward, but the bodyguards grabbed him again. “Let go, you motherfuckers! Juliette! Juliette, come out!”

“Get him out of here,” the governor directed over Seeley’s shouts and curses. “And make sure he understands my message.”

Seeley struggled as the men dragged him around to the back of the house and fought for all he was worth as they carried out the governor’s demands.

Doc sat back, taking another swig of whiskey. They’d dropped him, bloody and bruised, in the grass by his bike. He’d been too full of rage to feel the physical blows, but despite not believing what the governor had said, the emotional strikes were torture. Right there and then, lying in the grass, Doc had vowed to save Juliette from that monster’s wrath.

He’d never told a soul what went down that day. He didn’t want to see the disappointment in his parents’ eyes. He’d gone back to school and had told his buddies he’d gotten into a scuffle. He tried to keep his vow to Juliette but made a point of staying away from the governor’s house, afraid of his parents having to deal with the repercussions of his actions. For weeks he’d gone by Juliette’s private school and all of her favorite hangouts, but he’d never once seen her coming or going.

Two months later Cowboy had sent him a link to Juliette’s engagement announcement to Josh Fucking Chambers, putting the nail in that coffin.


Chapter Four


“I’M JUST GOING to listen to your heart,” Juliette said to the three-month-old colt she was examining. She’d taken a part-time veterinary position working for Jade Braden, a well-established veterinarian in Weston, so she’d have time for Lucas while they settled into their new home and town. Lucas had signed on with a bull-riding coach when they’d first moved, and he’d started his sophomore year of high school last week. He hadn’t been thrilled about moving, but he’d connected with a group of friends and was finding his way.

She pressed the stethoscope against the colt’s rib cage and closed her eyes, listening to the steady lub-dub of its heartbeat. Pleased with what she heard, she pulled the earpieces out and petted him. “You’re a sturdy little guy.”

As she continued the exam, she was reminded of a palomino colt the Whiskeys had rescued and allowed her to name the summer she’d interned there. The neglected colt had a white face, white legs from the knee down, and a blond mane and tail. He’d been far too thin, and she’d chosen the name Romeo, which was what she’d secretly called Seeley. She and Seeley had spent weeks taking care of him and nurturing him, hoping to give him all the love he’d missed out on. Memories of that summer were a constant struggle, even after all these years. Those memories had almost kept her from pursuing her dreams of working in veterinary medicine. But she’d vowed not to let Seeley take that from her, too.

Juliette’s mind tiptoed back to that fateful summer again, when she’d willingly and wantingly given him her virginity and her heart.

She’d always stayed with her grandmother for a few weeks during the summers to help her with her horses. Staying with her grandmother had offered distance from her overbearing father, as they lived in different towns, but it didn’t offer freedom. Her father had still kept a tight rein on her. That summer she’d needed veterinary experience to put on college applications, and her father had agreed she could intern at the ranch.

Much to her father’s dismay, the week before leaving for her internship she’d ended her relationship with Josh Chambers, her boyfriend of two years and the son of her father’s attorney. She had loved Josh only as a trusted friend, while he’d been in love with her. He was devastated by the breakup, but she was excited to finally get out from under her father’s thumb and to learn from the ranch’s vet. Her grandmother had taught her to ride horses when she was a little girl, and she’d wanted to be a veterinary technician for as long as she could remember. She wasn’t expecting to meet a guy there, much less a guy who was in college and made her body come alive from the very first time she saw him.

Her friends at school were a year older and more experienced than she was, as she’d skipped a grade. They’d talked about feeling sparks and getting hot and bothered with certain boys, but she’d never felt anything like the gust of prickling-hot wind that had engulfed her when Seeley had come around the side of the barn her first day on the ranch. He was tall, tanned, and broad-shouldered, with piercing dark eyes that made her pulse race and a chiseled, scruffy jaw. He didn’t just walk, like the boys she knew. He strode, rugged and powerful, thick legs eating up the space between them, until their eyes had locked like metal to magnet, and he’d stopped cold. She hadn’t been sure she’d be able to find her voice when Wynnie introduced them, but Seeley had made a playful comment, and for the first time in her life, she’d felt like she was being seen as something more than her father’s daughter, and she’d flirted right back. The sizzle and burn that had chased up her arm when they shook hands should have warned her away, but it only made him more intriguing.

She tried to push those memories away now, focusing on the colt, but laughter drew her attention as the farm owner’s twentysomething grandson and his girlfriend walked by holding hands, sending her mind reeling back to the steamy afternoon when she and Seeley had shared their first kiss.

They’d been working together every day for nearly a week, getting to know each other and sharing secret glances and playful flirtations that kept her in a heightened state of hopeful anticipation from the moment they saw each other at breakfast until she fell into bed at night, shamelessly fantasizing about all the things she wanted to do with him. Things she’d heard all about from her friends but had never done, or wanted to do, with Josh.

But every time she and Seeley got close enough that she thought he’d kiss her, he’d clench his jaw, his entire body tensing up, and he’d put distance between them.

He was making her crazy, playing some kind of emotional tug-of-war, like she was forbidden fruit.

That sunny afternoon, she’d had enough of being treated like she was only the governor’s daughter. She and Seeley were rinsing off the horses they’d taken on a muddy trail ride with Cowboy, Dare, and two kids her age who were going through the ranch’s program for troubled teens. She and Seeley were the last two down at the barn.

“Damn, it’s hot out here.” Seeley took off his cowboy hat and hung it on the handle of a pitchfork that was leaning against the side of the barn.

It was all she could do to watch him as he took off his shirt and used it to wipe his face, his body glistening in the sun, muscles flexing as he tossed the shirt aside. She wanted to feel those hot muscles against her. He raked a hand through his wavy brown hair, and she drank him in as he strode back to his horse.

“You gonna share that hose or stare at me all day?”

Embarrassed that he’d caught her staring, she lifted the hose and sprayed him.

His eyes narrowed. “Oh, you want to play, Peaches?”

He called her Peaches because she always carried a package of peach candies. Little did he know she sucked on them throughout the day in case he kissed her.

“Heck yeah, I want to play.” She sprayed him again, laughing.

He ran toward her, and she squealed, sprinting away. She turned to spray him, but he caught her around her waist, tugging her back against his chest, both of them laughing as they wrestled for the hose. He ripped it from her hand, his other arm still belted across her stomach, keeping her pressed to him.

“Seeley, don’t!” She grabbed his wrist, pushing away as they cracked up.

He tore his wrist free and turned the hose on her, dousing her with cold water. She shrieked, squirming to get free from his other arm, but he held her too tight, both of them laughing hysterically.

“How do you like that, Peaches?” He sprayed her again.

She shriek-laughed. “Stop! I’m already wet enough!”

His body went rigid against her, and he gritted out, “Jesus Christ.”

“What’s—” She realized what she’d said and heated from the inside out at the way he’d taken it, her laughter silencing as she realized this was her chance to strip away his restraint. She turned in his arms, their wet bodies pressed together. “What’s the matter? Don’t you like knowing you get me wet?”

His eyes drilled into hers, a stormy mix of restraint and desire. “Fuck.”

“What’s wrong?” She pressed her breasts against his bare, muscular chest, grinding her hips against him, and felt him get hard. “Am I too close?”

“Juliette,” he warned.

“Don’t you like the way I feel?” She gathered all her courage and said, “Because it sure feels like you do.”

“You’re driving me fucking insane.” His voice was rough as gravel, his words dripping with desire. “You know I want to get my hands on you, but I’m trying to do the right thing, and you’re making it too damn hard.”

“I can feel that.” Heart racing, she whispered, “And I like it.” She went up on her toes and kissed him!

His arm tightened around her middle, and she thought he’d kiss her back, but he tore his mouth away, his volcanic eyes searching hers for only a second, before he gritted out, “Fuck it,” dropped the hose, and crushed his mouth to hers, kissing her harder, his tongue sweeping hungrily over hers. His scruff abraded her skin, setting her entire body aflame. He grabbed her hair, angling her mouth beneath his, taking the kiss deeper. He held her tighter, his erection pressing into her belly. She clung to him, returning his efforts with everything she had, kissing him harder, rubbing against him, and wanting so much more. She’d never been kissed so intensely, had never wanted anyone so badly.

When he tore his mouth away, gritting out a curse, stormy eyes scanning the area around them, she worried he’d never kiss her again. “Don’t stop,” she pleaded. “I want you to kiss me.”

He grabbed her hand, hurrying into the barn, and reclaimed her mouth, thoroughly devouring her. Her knees buckled, and her body begged for more. She knew she’d never be the same again.

The colt bobbed his head, startling her out of the memory.

Her heart raced. What am I doing? Seeley hadn’t even looked back when he’d stalked off the other day. He hadn’t given her a single glance.

It had been three days, and anger still bubbled up inside her.

She shouldn’t be surprised by his behavior, considering how fast and easily he’d moved on that summer. She knew her father would have followed through on his threats, and she didn’t blame Seeley for not wanting to go to jail, but she’d expected him to at least fight for them after learning she was pregnant. Instead, he’d finally answered her letters and had severed all ties.

Over the years she’d come to understand that she was only sixteen, too naive to see past the hearts in her eyes, and she must have romanticized that summer.

But that was a long time ago, and she was surprised by the way he treated her last weekend. They weren’t kids anymore. Wasn’t he even curious about his son?

She stewed on that as she finished examining the colt and reported back to her client. When she pulled out of their driveway, she was still too keyed up about Seeley to run the errands she’d planned to take care of before Lucas got home from school. She couldn’t go on like this. She needed to clear the air with Seeley once and for all.
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DOC GAVE STORMY, a ten-year-old gelding rescue, some extra love as he finished his afternoon rounds. Stormy came to them with squamous cell carcinoma in his eye that had been unresponsive to conventional treatments. Doc had excised the tumor and performed cryotherapy, and he was glad Stormy was recovering comfortably.

He saw Sasha heading his way. She was an equine rehabilitation therapist, and excellent at her job, but his family had been hovering since Saturday, trying to get him to talk about Juliette, and he was sick of it. Even Birdie had been texting to check up on him. She’d pick a scab until it bled.

He quickly finished writing up his notes, hoping to escape before Sasha reached him, but as he put Stormy’s chart in the rack beside the stall, Sasha sidled up to him.

“He looks good, doesn’t he?” Sasha said.

“Yeah.” He headed out of the barn at a fast clip, waking Mighty, who’d been sleeping in the sun.

Sasha stuck by his side. “Cowboy and Hyde are on their way back with two rescue horses. One is in critical condition.”

“I got the text. Hannah is setting up the OR.” Hannah was one of their temporary veterinary technicians. Doc had always used temporary on-call assistants and interns from a local service, but the rescue had grown over the last couple of years, and he’d recently started thinking about hiring a permanent employee.

Hurrying to keep up, Sasha said, “Doc, can you stop walking for a second?”

Gritting his teeth, he stopped, and Mighty followed suit. “Sure, as long as it’s not to talk about Juliette.” Why the fuck did it still hurt to say her name? He had a club meeting tonight, and he couldn’t fucking wait to get there. Being around the brotherhood, hitting up the Roadhouse bar afterward with the guys, and maybe getting lost in a willing woman was exactly what he needed to take his mind off this bullshit.

Sasha’s brow wrinkled. “I know you don’t want to talk about her, but if you change your mind, I’m a good listener.”

“I won’t.” He took a step away, but she grabbed his arm. He glowered at her.

“Sorry.” She let go of him. “But I’m worried about you, and about her. Birdie said you were brutal to her.”

“Look, I know you think you know what went down between us, but—”

“No, I don’t,” she snapped. “Nobody talks about it. All I know is that you fell for her, and it ended so badly, Mom and Dad put that no-intracompany-dating policy into place.”

“I was a fucking fool, okay? End of story.” He headed for his veterinary clinic, but she and Mighty hurried after him.

“What does that mean?”

He turned on her. “It means, unlike her, I’m honest with the women I’m with just to get my rocks off.”

Sasha’s eyes widened. “You mean she was using you?”

“Let it go,” he fumed as a red pickup came over the hill. “Who the hell is that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Mighty, sit.” The dog sat. “Stay.” Doc took a few steps forward, watching the truck slowly approaching. It stopped on the side of the road. The door flung open, and Juliette climbed out. His chest constricted, hurt and anger gnawing at him like a feral beast. “What the fuck does she want?”

Juliette stalked toward him with her chin held high, her brown hair bouncing over the shoulders of a T-shirt that clung to her perfect fucking tits, jeans hugging every goddamn curve.

“That’s far enough,” he warned when she was about ten feet away. She was his kryptonite. He didn’t trust himself to be any closer to her. She’d gotten even more beautiful, which he’d thought impossible, and the blue eyes that had haunted him for a decade and a half still held him captive. He didn’t want to look at her, much less be close enough to smell or touch her, but he was powerless to look away.

“Doc,” Sasha chided.

“It’s okay, Sasha,” Juliette said confidently, her eyes never leaving his. “Hello, Seeley. I’m sure I’m the last person you want to see.”

“You’re right, so you can go back the way you came.”

“Seeley…?” she said a little pleadingly. “We—”

“We what, Juliette? Knew each other a lifetime ago?” He scoffed. “I barely remember a second of it, and I have no interest in reliving it. Go back to your family. You have no business here.” He stalked toward his office.

Sasha hurried after him, speaking hushed and angry. “Doc! Why are you being such a dick?”

“Hey, Romeo!” Juliette shouted after him.

He stopped walking, the nickname cutting him to his core. Grinding his teeth and with his hands curled into fists, he fought the urge to turn around because seeing her was too painful.

“It must be nice having a selective memory for all these years,” she shouted over the sound of an approaching truck. “While I’ve been raising our son!”

The earth tilted beneath his feet. He was vaguely aware of Sasha saying, “Ohmygod, Doc. You have a son?” as he tried to process what Juliette had said. Was that kid at the hospital his son? He’d been so shocked to see Juliette, he’d barely noticed the kid.

He turned in disbelief, seeing everything through a haze as Juliette climbed into her vehicle and Cowboy’s truck pulled up beside him, towing the horse trailer.

“Let’s go, Doc! This horse is critical!” Cowboy shouted, but he sounded far away.

Juliette was leaving, and Doc’s mind was stuck in a loop. I have a son? Was that my kid? He ran after her truck, shouting, “Was that my son?” but she was already turning onto the main road that led off the ranch.


Chapter Five


DOC SAT BETWEEN Dare and Cowboy in the Dark Knights clubhouse feeling like he was going to climb out of his skin. His leg bounced under the table, his mind still spinning over the bomb Juliette had dropped. He’d had a hell of a time focusing on the horses they’d rescued, and now the one place that usually centered him made him feel like a caged animal.

His father and Manny Mancini, Billie’s father and the vice president of the club, sat at the head table going over club business. All eyes were on them, but they were a blur to Doc, his thoughts a painful tangled web of confusion.

Dare nudged him. “You okay?”

“No, he’s not okay,” Cowboy hissed. “How could he be?”

“We should talk about it before you go see her,” Dare whispered.

“No thanks.” There was only one person Doc wanted to talk to about this, and she’d have to wait until the fucking meeting was over.

His father shot them a serious stare, causing some of the other guys to look over, too.

Fuck. Doc had told his brothers what had gone down with Juliette, but his father had no clue Doc’s world was unraveling around him. Then again, a fly couldn’t take a piss on the ranch without his father knowing about it. Everyone who lived at the ranch had meals together at the main house. Doc had worked through dinner caring for the horses they
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