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A Note to Readers


I have been excited to write Sasha and Ezra’s story since I met them on the page a few years ago. Sasha is such a strong woman, and she has always known exactly what she wanted in life and in love. It turns out that Ezra has, too, though they both had many obstacles to overcome. These young lovers, and little Gus, have a lot of history, and I take great joy in finally bringing them to their happily ever after. I hope you adore them as much as I do. If this is your first introduction to my writing, all my books are written to stand alone and may also be enjoyed as part of the larger series, so dive right in and enjoy the sweet, sexy ride.

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

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

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

www.MelissaFoster.com/Newsletter

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.

Be sure to check out my online bookstore for pre-orders, early releases, bundles, and exclusive discounts on ebooks, print, and audiobooks. Shopping for print, ebooks, and audiobooks is quick and easy. For ebooks and audiobooks, once your purchase is complete, you can start reading or listening in minutes by sending your ebook to the e-reader of your choice or listening to your audiobook on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app. Shop my store:

shop.melissafoster.com
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Chapter One


ANOTHER DATE BITES the dust. Story of my life.

Sasha Whiskey climbed into her truck after yet another mediocre Saturday-night date. She mentally added boring bankers to the growing list of men she wasn’t looking for. People said finding a good man was like hunting for a needle in a haystack, but she wasn’t buying it. It was more like diving bare-ass naked into a haystack full of needles. She started the truck and “Another One Bites the Dust” came on the radio.

Are you freaking kidding me?

Even the universe agreed with her. She was jabbing at the screen on the dashboard to change the song when a call rang through from her younger sister, Birdie. Birdie was the only one of her four siblings who didn’t work and live at Redemption Ranch in Hope Valley, Colorado, their family’s second-chance ranch, where they rescued horses and gave troubled souls the therapy and support they needed to find their path in life. Birdie lived in Allure, a neighboring town where she co-owned a chocolate shop.

“Hey, Bird.”

“Darn it! I was hoping you wouldn’t answer.”

“Then why did you call?” Birdie had always marched to her own beat. She was brilliantly creative, but her mind ran in a dozen directions at once, and while Sasha adored her, she was never quite sure where she was coming from.

“Because I was dying to know what happened on your date. If you didn’t answer, I would’ve assumed you were finally getting laid. But I guess Randy wasn’t so randy after all.”

“Did you stop to think I might not answer because I could be in trouble? What if I’d been kidnapped or something?”

“As if there’s that type of crime in Hope Valley? Besides, Randy’s not exactly the kidnap—Wait! Did you role-play? That could be hot. But then you wouldn’t have answered. So…what happened? Did he kiss like a seventh grader?”

“What does that mean?”

“You know. All tongue with his mouth open too wide? Or worse, barely opening his mouth at all. I hate guys who kiss like cracker boxes. They should really come with warnings. Like when you visit an animal shelter and the little cards on the cages say things like, Not cat friendly or he’s a chewer.”

Sasha laughed. “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“Yes, so give me the deets. Did he try to ring your doorbell, but he couldn’t find it? Tell me he’s not one of those guys who’s hot and smart but has no idea what he’s doing in bed.”

That was big talk for a girl who didn’t get much action, but Sasha loved that Birdie always knew how to lighten the air. She could also be nosy and annoying, like any younger sister, but having grown up with three overprotective brothers, they had to stick together.

Sasha drove out of the parking lot. “I hate guys who need a road map, but I have no idea if Randy is one of them. We didn’t even kiss.”

“Not even a good-night kiss? Why? You guys had all of that great flirty banter every time you went into the bank.”

“Once we got to talking, we had nothing in common. His life is banking and golf. He’s very business minded. I imagine him checking off lists in his head while he has sex. Kissing. Check. Touching. Check. One orgasm. Check.” Being brought up in a biker family with rugged men who would stare down the devil himself to protect the people they loved, and working with men and women who had been in prison or were recovering from substance use, Sasha had been exposed to some dark situations, and she was drawn to men who could handle them. “Just once I’d like to go on a date and feel that zing of attraction that makes you crave everything about a guy, from his voice and his energy to his lips and—”

“Giant anaconda?”

“Yes, that, too. Why is it so hard to find a guy who’s smart and passionate? Someone who exudes masculinity without crossing the line to toxic and can make you want him from across the room without saying a word?” The way Ezra does.

Ezra Moore was the epitome of Sasha’s ideal man. He was a member of the Dark Knights motorcycle club, which her father had founded more than three decades ago, he loved his five-year-old son, Gus, with everything he had, and he had a heart of gold. He was also beyond beautiful. He looked like a Greek god, tall and dark with soulful eyes and olive skin, and he had an edge that he kept under wraps. An edge she’d like to set free. But he was also a therapist at the ranch, making him forbidden territory since they didn’t allow intracompany dating.

“Ugh. Sasha, you’re doing it again,” Birdie complained.

“Doing what?”

“Comparing everyone to Ezra, and don’t even pretend you’re not. I can hear your brain twisting this back to him. You do it with every guy you go out with. You and Ezra shared one kiss when you were teenagers, and you’ve built it up to be this life-altering moment.”

It was a life-altering moment.

Ezra had grown up in a different town, going to different schools than the Whiskeys, and he’d been such a rebellious teenager, his father had enrolled him in a program at the ranch for troubled kids when he was a senior in high school. But one night before Sasha and her siblings knew who Ezra Moore was, his and Sasha’s paths had crossed, and she’d gotten a glimpse of the edge he now kept so tightly locked down and a taste of the lips she’d fantasized about ever since. She’d never forgotten the raw passion and primal hunger behind that kiss, the feel of his strong hands, or the confidence with which he’d taken that kiss. How could she when she had spent the last thirteen years searching for the equivalent—and regretting turning him down when he’d wanted more?

Not that it mattered. While their friendship had deepened over the years and he was playful and flirty when they were alone, he’d never given her any indication of wanting more since he’d cleaned up his act.

“You know I’m right,” Birdie said, bringing Sasha back to their conversation.

“I never should have told you about that.”

“You can thank your good friend tequila for your loose lips, and now I’m your voice of reason.”

“That’s a scary thought.”

“Look, I get it. He’s a hot single dad with a panty-melting broody stare, but you guys have had years to scratch that itch, and he hasn’t made a move. Do we need to watch He’s Just Not That into You again?”

“Birdie, that was mean.” Even if it was true, she didn’t need it thrown in her face. She truly believed there was something more, something real, between them, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t turn her back on that belief.

“I’m not trying to be mean, but with Dare’s wedding coming up next month and Cowboy getting engaged, I can hear your biological clock ticking, and you’ve wasted enough time on your teenage crush.” Their brothers, Seeley, Callahan, and Devlin, were Dark Knights and went by their road names, Doc, Cowboy, and Dare. “You’ve gotten pickier the last few years. You find something wrong with every guy you go out with, and it’s always the same things. They’re not tough enough or smart enough or take-charge enough. It’s like you want an Einstein biker or something. Have you even checked out the profile I made you on the Cowboy Cupid app yet? That’s where you’ll meet those kinds of guys.”

“No, and stop making me one of your missions.” Birdie was always on one of her made-up missions, but Sasha knew she wouldn’t find what she was looking for on any app because it wasn’t only about the man Ezra was. It was also about Gus, whom she loved with all her heart. And it had nothing to do with her biological clock. She wanted to be with her soul mate, and Ezra was the only person she’d ever been able to envision in that role.

“Someone has to wake your butt up. In every other aspect of your life, you’re decisive, and you face things head-on. You never let things linger, except with Ezra. You know what we need to do?”

“End this call?”

“No. We need to break this stupid Ezra spell you’re under. You need to go over there right now, knock on his door, and when he answers, just kiss the hell out of him. Then you’ll see his kisses aren’t what you’ve built them up to be, and you’ll stop using him as your gauge for other men.”

“You know I’d never do that.” She gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I gotta go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Just kiss him!”

“Good night, Bird.” She ended the call.

Fucking Birdie. Just kiss him. Yeah, right. As if I could ever do that.

She tried to push those thoughts aside as she turned into the ranch, driving beneath the wooden beam with an iron RR across the top. The firstR was backward. The ranch had been in her mother’s family for several generations. Her mother was a psychologist, and after her parents were married, they’d expanded the ranch from solely a horse rescue to offer services as a second-chance ranch for people, too. They owned several hundred glorious acres with cabins for live-in clients and staff, offices for traditional therapeutic services, and a full veterinary clinic. Sasha had grown up on the ranch, and it was the only place she’d ever wanted to work or live. As she drove past pastures, riding arenas, and the barns where she worked as an equine rehabilitation therapist, she felt a sense of comfort. Usually that comfort could override any uneasy feelings, but as she turned off the main road, heading for her cabin, discomfort clung to her like a shadow.

She stopped at her crossroad, but instead of turning right and going home, she glanced in the opposite direction toward Ezra’s cabin. The flicker of a bonfire in his yard had her pulse quickening, taking her back to that fateful night so long ago, when her friend Bobbie Mancini had begged her to go to a field party at Clayton Field in the next town over with a guy named John she’d met in town. Sasha had been the ultimate good girl, but at fifteen she’d started to develop a rebellious streak, and she’d told her parents she was sleeping at Bobbie’s house that night. They’d snuck out, and John, who was seventeen, had driven them to the party. She could still see that night unfolding as clear as day.

Music blared, competing with Sasha’s nerves, as she climbed out of the car in the dirt field, taking in dozens of cars and trucks and older kids drinking and dirty dancing by a bonfire. Excitement and fear battled inside her. She’d been to parties with older kids, but they were kids she’d grown up with, and her brothers were always there to protect her. She didn’t know anyone besides Bobbie and John, and as John got out of the car, he howled like a wolf, causing cheers from the partygoers.

“Holy shit,” Bobbie whispered excitedly. “This is so cool.”

Sasha tried to hide her trepidation. “It’s awesome.”

Bobbie nudged her, motioning toward the fire. Sasha followed her gaze to the hottest guy she’d ever seen. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with the sleeves torn off. He had thick, longish jet-black hair and a smattering of whiskers, like her older brothers did. He was with three girls, but when he tipped a liquor bottle to his mouth, his eyes locked on Sasha, sending a jolt of electricity straight to her heart. She swallowed hard, unable to look away from his piercing stare.

“He’s hot,” Bobbie whispered. “You should go talk to him.”

Was she nuts? “He’s with three girls, and he looks like trouble.”

“Exactly. Tonight’s about getting into a little trouble.”

“Let’s go get a beer,” John said as he slung an arm around Bobbie, leading them to the keg. He high-fived a few guys, said hello to about a dozen girls, and finally handed Sasha and Bobbie red plastic cups filled to the brim with beer.

Sasha tore her gaze away from the hot guy by the fire but couldn’t escape the heat of his stare. Bobbie and John left her alone to go dance, and Sasha tried to act cool as she nursed her beer. She talked to a few guys who came over to her, but she was totally out of her element and wished she could leave. But she had no way to get home. When a sandy-haired boy sauntered over, she prayed she didn’t ramble like she often did when she got nervous.

“Hey, I’m Chad.”

“Hi. I’m Sasha.”

He lifted his hand, offering her a joint.

“No thanks.”

“Come on. It’s just pot.”

“It’s okay. I’ll stick with my beer.” She scanned the crowd for Bobbie and saw her sitting in the grass kissing John a few feet from where the black-haired boy stood by the bonfire watching her and Chad, his jaw tight.

Chad stepped closer, holding the joint up to her lips. “Go on. Take a hit.”

“I don’t want to.” She pushed his hand away. She might be new to rebellion, but she wasn’t a wallflower. She’d learned a thing or two from her tough brothers.

“What are you afraid of?”

“I’m not afraid of anything.” She saw the black-haired boy stalking toward them.

“Then take a hit,” Chad challenged.

“Dude, she said no,” the black-haired boy said sternly.

“Chill, Moore. I’m just trying to get her to loosen up.”

“There are plenty of other girls you don’t have to ply with weed to get laid,” Moore said.

“Whatever, man. She’s a Goody Two-shoes anyway.”

As Chad walked away, the other boy turned a dark stare on her. “He’s got a point. What’re you doing here?”

She narrowed her eyes, irritation mounting inside her. “What do you think I’m doing here?”

“I think Little Bo Peep lost her sheep and she wandered into a wolf’s den.”

She held his gaze, refusing to back down. “For your information, I came here on purpose.”

“That’s big talk for a Goody Two-shoes.”

“I’m not a Goody Two-shoes.”

He scoffed. “I know a Goody Two-shoes when I see one. I bet you’ve never even been to a party before.”

“I have too.” She wasn’t about to let some hot, jerky boy get the best of her.

“Unchaperoned?” He cocked a grin.

“I go to parties alone all the time.” It wasn’t a lie. She arrived at parties alone and met her friends there.

“Yeah? Do they have pony rides and piñatas at your parties?”

She glowered at him. “I’m fifteen, not five.”

He arched a brow. “Is that right?”

“Yes, and I’m not the goody-goody you think I am.”

“You’ve been holding that same cup of beer since you got here. I bet you’ve never even drank before.”

“Shows how much you know.” She’d tasted beer before. She just didn’t like it. To prove her point, she took a gulp of her beer, filling her cheeks before sucking it down, trying not to flinch at the bitter taste.

A rough laugh tumbled from his lips. “So you’re not a goody-goody?”

“Nope.” She was proud of herself for that little lie, which was feeling more like the truth as she took another drink.

His eyes narrowed, and he dragged his gaze down the length of her, causing a wild flutter in her chest. “I don’t know, Bo Peep. I’m still getting that goody-goody vibe. I bet you’ve never even kissed a guy before.”

“I have too!” She hoped her burning cheeks didn’t give that lie away.

“Yeah?” He stepped closer, his dark eyes drilling into her.

She willed herself not to act any different despite his close proximity turning her skin to fire. “Yup. Lots of them.”

“Prove it.”

“What?” Was he serious? Could he hear her heart thundering like a herd of horses in her chest?

“I dare you to kiss me.”

A nervous laugh bubbled out, but his expression didn’t change. “You want me to kiss you? Like, right now?” Shitshitshit. She’d never kissed a boy before. But she’d never wanted to kiss anyone the way she wanted to kiss him, either, and that made no sense. He was the type of pushy guy her brothers warned her away from.

He grinned arrogantly. “Unless you really are a goody-goody, in which case—”

“I’m not.”

“Prove it.”

She froze. She didn’t think he’d call her on it! But she couldn’t back down now. She looked around to see if anyone was watching and was relieved that nobody seemed to be. Gathering all her courage, she went up on her toes, put her hand on his chest, and pressed her lips to his. His chest was hard and warm, but his lips were soft and oh so kissable.

“Just as I thought,” he said as she sank down to her heels. “You’ve never kissed a guy before.”

“What? Why do you say that?”

“Because you don’t know how to kiss.”

Mortified, she tried to save face. “Maybe I just don’t want to kiss you with everything I have.”

He leaned closer. “It’s a damn shame that a cute girl like you doesn’t know how to kiss, Bo Peep.”

“I know how to kiss. But if you think you’re so good at it, I dare you to kiss m—”

He grabbed her face with both hands, crushing his lips to hers before she even finished the sentence. He angled her mouth beneath his, and her lips parted with the movement. His tongue plunged and swept over hers, rough and insistent, sending thrills darting through her. He tasted like liquor and lust, and she couldn’t get enough. She clung to him, pushing up on her toes, desperate for more. A moan escaped, and he must have liked it, because he made a deep, guttural sound that lit flames beneath her skin. One of his arms circled her, holding her tight against him. His other hand fisted in her hair, sending more electrifying sensations skittering through her as his tongue delved deeper, like he couldn’t get enough of her, either. She felt him get hard, and he ground against her, bringing a whole new type of thrill. Heat seared through her, pooling low in her belly, and she felt her panties dampen. He palmed her ass, slowing their kisses, making hungry sounds that stole her ability to think.

As their lips parted, he kept her close. “What’s your name, Bo Peep?”

Breathless and foggy brained, she managed, “Sasha.”

“Sweet, sexy Sasha,” he whispered huskily, sending her heart into another flurry.

Nobody had ever called her sexy before. She was known as her brothers’ little sister, the studious one, the good girl who everyone thought was more interested in horses and school than boys. But this hot boy, with his ripped shirt and liquor breath, saw her as something more.

“How about we take this party to my car?”

Her high deflated like a popped balloon, her mind reeling. She was so turned on, part of her wanted to let go of the reins and let him lead her into that car and teach her all the dirty things she wondered about. But the scared-shitless part of her overrode that curiosity. “Actually…um.” She stepped out of his arms, pointing over her shoulder. “I have to go…find my friend. Um, yeah. So. Thanks for…” Ohgod. Stop rambling!

Amusement rose in his eyes. “The kiss?”

“Uh-huh. Yeah. That. Ohmygod. I’m leaving. I have to go. Nice meeting you.” Holy crap. Leave already! With a shaky wave, she said, “See ya,” and hurried away, lips still tingling, body vibrating like a bundle of live wires, and her overwhelmed heart scooped up every detail of the kiss—the way he tasted, the sounds he’d made, the feel of his body against hers—and tucked that treasure trove away with the rest of her secrets.

Sasha sat at the crossroad, breathless from the memory, as Birdie’s voice traipsed through her mind. Kiss the hell out of him. Then you’ll see his kisses aren’t what you’ve built them up to be, and you’ll stop using him as your gauge for other men.

It would surely take an act of God for that to happen, but Birdie did have a point. She’d dated plenty of guys since that kiss, and she’d be lying to herself if she didn’t admit to comparing every single one of them to Ezra.

“Okay, Birdie. Here goes nothing.” She turned left, heading for Ezra’s cabin.


Chapter Two


EZRA TOSSED ANOTHER log on the fire and looked up at the starry summer sky, thinking about how lucky he was to live and work at a place he loved, surrounded by so many wonderful people who had become family to him and Gus. He’d come a long way from the delinquent kid who’d spent years resenting his mother for abandoning him when he was fourteen and his father for being emotionally closed off and putting so much energy into the motorcycle club when Ezra had desperately needed him. He’d resented the club, too.

All these years later, he was still trying to understand his father, which wasn’t easy when his old man wouldn’t talk about the past, but as a member of the club, Ezra had nothing but respect for it.

Truck headlights lit up the road. There were a few cabins beyond his, and just as he wondered who it was, Sasha’s truck came into focus. She was at the top of that list of wonderful people. He and Gus had moved to the ranch when Gus was barely one, when he’d separated from his ex-wife, with whom he now shared custody. Sasha had been there for him and Gus through his messy divorce, and in the years since, she’d become one of their closest friends. She often took care of Gus when Ezra’s unreliable ex failed to show up for her scheduled nights with him and Ezra had to work or had club commitments. Sasha often stuck around afterward, and they’d talk, have a drink by the fire, or watch a movie.

He waved as she pulled into the driveway, trying to ignore the prickle of desire that had always been there but had become even harder to tamp down lately.

She climbed out of her truck looking like she rolled out of every country boy’s wet dream, leggy and beautiful in a short floral dress and those fancy brown cowgirl boots with flowers on them that were so very her.

“Hey, Ez. I saw your fire and thought I’d stop by. I hope that’s okay.”

“You know it is. Get over here.”

She laughed softly, her long blond hair falling in gentle waves as she walked over to the fire. She was all dolled up with smoky eyes and a soft shade of lipstick. Damn, she smelled good, too. Like vanilla and cocoa. A far cry from the fresh-faced, ponytail-wearing girl who usually smelled like hay and horses, which oddly enough, smelled really fucking good on her.

“Is Gusto sleeping?”

“Like a bear. He said to tell Sugar good night if I saw her.” Gus had a big-time crush on Sasha. He called her Sugar, which he’d picked up from Dare’s casual use of the endearment when speaking about his female friends. What Ezra didn’t tell her was what Gus asked him to do nearly every time he kissed him good night. If you see Sugar, give her a good-night kiss for me. Ezra was strong but not strong enough to do that without wanting more. Not even for his son.

“He’s the sweetest. How many stories did it take tonight?”

“Only three.” Gus had recently learned the art of negotiation and had been using it at every opportunity.

“You got off easy.” She shivered and crossed her arms. “I didn’t realize it was so chilly tonight.” June evenings in Colorado could be nippy.

“Come here.” He took her hand, bringing her closer to the fire, and shrugged off his zip-up hoodie. “Put this on.” He held it up, helping her into it.

“Sure you don’t mind?”

“Of course not. You look cute in it.” He straightened it on her shoulders. “I always run hot anyway.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” She held his gaze a beat longer than usual and tucked her hair behind her ear, flashing the breathtaking smile that always did him in.

Everything about the woman made him want her in ways he shouldn’t, from her alluring hazel eyes and caring nature to the hint of innocence she still gave off, which contrasted sharply with her innate sensuality. But that innocence wasn’t naivete. It was a reflection of her pure, loving heart. Sasha Whiskey had become his biggest conundrum. She’d been the star of his spank bank when he was younger, and she’d become so much more. But she was the last person he should be thinking about like that for too many reasons to count, including the fact that her parents, Tiny and Wynnie, ran Redemption Ranch. Wynnie was his boss, and Tiny was also the founder and president of the motorcycle club.

So why, after all these years, am I still thinking about you that way? He’d been asking himself that forever, and the answer was still nowhere in sight.

“You look nice. Were you out with the girls tonight?”

“No, but that probably would have been more fun.” She lowered herself into a chair by the fire. “I was on a date.”

He needed a drink for this conversation. “Hold that thought. I’ll grab us some drinks. I’ll be right back.” He went inside and got two beers for himself and a Truly hard seltzer and a bag of peanut M&M’s for Sasha, shoving that wicked spear of jealousy down deep before he headed back out. He found Sasha rubbing her thighs, for warmth, he assumed. His mind refused to behave, trudging down a dark path, imagining his hands spreading those gorgeous thighs, and—

“You got more Truly,” she said cheerily.

Silently berating himself for letting his mind wander, he opened the can and handed it to her. “I got you these, too, but I didn’t take the time to make popcorn.” Her favorite snack was popcorn with peanut M&M’s mixed in.

“Thank you. You always know what I need.”

She was doing it again, holding his gaze longer than usual. They had an easy friendship, and somewhere along the line, flirting had become a part of it. A part he looked forward to, and had to be careful with. But that lingering gaze was new.

He tried to quell the thrum of attraction rising to the surface. “It’s the least I can do with everything you do for me and Gus.” He set one can of beer on the ground and opened the other, taking a swig as he sat beside her, and because he was a glutton for punishment, he asked the burning question. “So, who’s the lucky guy?”

“His name is Randy and he works at my bank, but he wasn’t very lucky. There won’t be a second date, and if I ever want to go out with someone from my professional realm again, please slap me.”

And there it was, like a neon light. The warning he needed to back the fuck off. He was far deeper into her professional realm than any banker. “Slap you, huh? I didn’t realize you were into that.”

“I’m not.” Her smile suddenly faded. “Are you?”

He laughed and shook his head. “You’re the one who asked me to slap you.”

“Yes, but only because now it’ll be weird when I see Randy, and I don’t want to make that mistake again. Maybe I should change banks.” Her brows knitted, and she tapped the side of the Truly can, like she was mulling over the idea.

He tightened his grip on his beer. “Did he try something? Need me to set him straight?”

“No, it’s nothing like that. We just had no chemistry.”

“I’ve been there a few times. That’s never fun. But if you knew this guy from the bank, couldn’t you tell whether there was chemistry or not?”

“That’s the thing. He’s usually fun to flirt with, but at dinner, there was no fun banter, and we didn’t have anything in common to talk about.”

Sasha was funny, interesting, and empathetic. He couldn’t imagine anyone not finding something to talk about with her. He could talk to her all night and never get bored, and sometimes he did. He enjoyed those nights a hell of a lot.

“That sucks. But you must have guys lining up to take you out.” Like him, she kept her private life under wraps. He assumed she dated, although as far as he knew, she’d never brought a guy back to the ranch. Which was probably smart, since her brothers wouldn’t let a guy get far without a complete interrogation and a threat hanging over his head, which would crush any guy’s hard-on. Except Ezra’s. Her brothers didn’t faze him, but her relationship with his son had always been precious enough to douse those flames. Unfortunately, his heart wasn’t as easily dissuaded. Lately, seeing her with his little boy brought all of his emotions to the surface, making it that much harder to keep himself in check.

“Hardly. Maybe I should check out Cowboy Cupid.”

“The dating app? The hell you should. That’s dangerous, Sash. You don’t know who’s on the other end of that app.”

“With my luck, it’d be Hyde or Taz.”

Over my dead body.

Hyde and Taz were ranch hands and members of the Dark Knights. They were good men, and Ezra would always have their backs, except where Sasha was concerned. They were known for sharing women, and he wasn’t about to let them get their hands on her.

“You’re not really thinking about using that app, are you?” Just fucking say no, because that’s not something I can handle.

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

His jaw tightened. “Are you only looking to hook up with guys? Because that’s what most of those apps are known for.”

“I know what they’re for,” she said, running her finger around the rim of the can. She sat up a little taller, eyeing him defiantly, reminding him of the way she’d pretended to have experience with boys as a teenager. “What’s wrong with playing the field? It would be nice to find a guy who knows where the doorbell is.”

A rough laugh tumbled out.

Her eyes narrowed. “Why is that funny? I’m a healthy, young woman. I have needs.”

“Doorbell?” What the hell was she trying to prove? It was one thing to sleep with a guy she’d dated for a while, but to just put herself out there for sex? That wasn’t Sasha. She was a natural nurturer and a caring friend who had listened to him bitch about his cheating ex when he’d been too exhausted to know better than to unload on her. Sasha wasn’t the kind of woman you fucked and forgot. She was the type you cherished, made love to, ravaged with pleasure, and introduced to your family, because once she let you into that sweet heart of hers, there was no way in hell you’d ever let her go.

“Stay off those apps, will ya?” He took a drink.

“Why? It’s not like there are many hot prospects around here.”

He bumped her leg with his. “Hey, I take offense to that.”

“Please. You know you’re hot. All the girls at the Roadhouse ogle you.” The Roadhouse was a biker bar they all frequented. It was owned by Manny and Alice Mancini, Bobbie, and Dare’s fiancée Billie’s parents. Billie worked there full time, and Bobbie worked there part time.

“But not hot enough for you.” He said it teasingly, because if he let his true feelings come out, his and Gus’s lives would implode, and they could both lose her.

Sasha rolled her eyes. “You’ve known me forever. If you wanted me, I think I’d know by now.”

“I made my move a long time ago, Bo Peep. You turned me down, and my ego took a hell of a hit.” They’d never spoken about the night they’d kissed, and he didn’t know why he was bringing it up now. As a therapist, he knew talking about past events could help put them into perspective, but as a man whose feelings for his friend had deepened over the years, he knew he was fucking with Pandora’s box.

Her eyes widened. “Your ego? You told me I was a crappy kisser.”

“No. I said you’d never kissed a guy before.”

“Whatever. It wasn’t nice.” She took a drink, annoyance shimmering in her eyes.

“You’re right. I was a self-centered dick back then. Full of piss and vinegar. But my ego did take a hit. I’d never been turned down by a girl after kissing her.”

She rolled her eyes. “You probably forgot about me five minutes later and picked up some other girl.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” It wasn’t only the kiss that had left its mark. It was the sweet girl who’d refused to back down from him. He finished his beer and exchanged the empty can for the full one.

Her brows pinched again, curious hazel eyes searching his face.

“You had no business being at that party, and you know it. I was goading you that night, trying to get you to leave before you got yourself into trouble.”

She pressed her lips together and looked down at the can in her hand, her cheeks flushing.

“I didn’t expect you to kiss me,” he said gentler, bringing her eyes back to his. “I didn’t expect you to dare me to kiss you, either. You were a determined little lady.”

That earned him a smile. “I wasn’t about to let some cocky boy one-up me, and you know you would have been happy to defile me.”

“Damn right I would’ve. I was a horny teenager.”

“You can say that again. I remember when you were going through the program with my mom. You were a relentless flirt.”

That was a rough time in his life. A year or so after his mother had left, his father had prospected the Dark Knights and had put so much of his focus and energy into becoming a member, Ezra had been left floundering. He was a hellion, and when he was a senior in high school, his father had enrolled him in a ninety-day program at the ranch for troubled teens. Most of the kids who were in the program lived and worked on the ranch, but his father had wanted him home at night. Ezra had gone to the ranch every day after school. He’d undergone therapy with Wynnie and had done manual labor around the ranch. What Sasha didn’t know was that she was the reason he hadn’t pitched a fit about going through the program. After she’d left that party, he’d asked around about her and found out she was a Whiskey and lived on the ranch. He’d have done anything to see her again.

“Do you blame me?” He took a drink of his beer. “You were hot, and you were the biggest challenge I’d ever met. All nose-in-the-air uninterested.”

“I didn’t put my nose in the air.”

“My ass you didn’t. You were a tease, too.”

“I was not.” She shoved him.

“Bullshit. You’d strut around in tight jeans or skimpy cutoffs and boots just to get my attention, and when you saw me checking you out, you’d tip your nose up to the sky and walk away.”

“I didn’t do that to get your attention. God, you were so arrogant. I was—”

“Teasing me. I know how you are.” He winked, enjoying their banter. He had so much responsibility on his shoulders, he tended to be serious around most people. But Sasha brought out the rebellious kid in him, and he loved cutting loose with her.

“Shut up. I was not.” She laughed, but her pink cheeks gave away the truth. “You were always getting in trouble, and I didn’t want any part of that.”

“I don’t know how you resisted me. I was damn cute.”

“Ohmygod.” She rolled her eyes.

“Tell me I’m wrong.”

“Fine. You were cute, but you were also trouble waiting to happen. You were exactly the type of guy my brothers warned me about, and as exciting as that was, you were also incredibly intimidating.”

“I was not.”

“To me you were. Don’t you remember the first thing you said to me when you came to the ranch?”

“That’s a moment I’ll never forget. You were adorably embarrassed.”

“I was shocked to see you. I didn’t even know your name, and suddenly my mother is introducing me to the boy I’d kissed at a party that I’d snuck out to go to. I could’ve gotten in so much trouble, and the second she turned her back, you whispered, Hey, Bo Peep. How about a roll in the hay?”

He laughed.

“It wasn’t funny. I just about died.”

“Aw, come on. You might have been taken aback, but you were also intrigued. I saw it in your eyes.”

“Would you stop?” She shoved him again.

“I know what I saw.”

She tried to scowl, but the upturned corners of her mouth gave away her smile.

He sat back and took another drink, thinking about those three months and how he’d asked to work late every day and would take any job by the barns and horse pastures just to get a glimpse of Sasha. He’d watched her shadowing the woman who had worked with the rehabbing horses at the time and taking her schoolwork into the barn to sit with the injured animals while she studied. Over the course of those three months, he’d gained a hell of a lot of respect for Sasha, and when he’d realized she deserved someone who had their shit together, he’d backed off.

“All kidding aside, I don’t blame you for keeping your distance. Your mother and the people on this ranch, and the work I did here, saved me from myself. I went into that program a delinquent kid with no respect for anyone and came out with a purpose and something to prove.”

“I’d say you’ve done a good job of proving yourself.”

“Thanks, but it’s no longer about that.” He nodded toward the cabin. “It’s about making sure that little guy has an easier time growing up than I did.” He’d hoped Gus would get through his childhood avoiding the pitfalls he’d had to navigate, but with his unreliable ex, that seemed impossible.

Her expression warmed. “You’re a great dad, Ez, and look where he’s growing up. Gus is surrounded by people who love him. We’re not going to let him get into trouble.”

“Says the girl who snuck off to a party at fifteen and almost got eaten by the hungry wolf.”

She was quiet for a moment before responding. “We won’t let him sneak out.”

He couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t say we in relation to anything having to do with Gus’s well-being, and tonight he realized how good that made him feel. He knew she meant we collectively, as in everyone on the ranch who knew and loved Gus, but it was Sasha and her family that had always made him feel like he wasn’t a bumbling single father raising Gus alone.

“We can try, but teenagers are sneaky, and they do stupid shit. It’s a rite of passage. I just hope I give him enough stability and confidence that he won’t go looking for trouble he can’t handle.”

Her brows knitted. “I had stability and confidence, and I still went looking for trouble.”

“I know. I’m sorry I was a dick when we were kids. I’d like to believe I wouldn’t have gone through with banging you in the car at that party or taking you for a roll in the hay. Lord knows you were too damn innocent for the likes of me.”

“Right.” She sounded annoyed, and guzzled the rest of her drink. “I should go.” She pushed to her feet, shrugged off his hoodie, and put it on the chair.

He stood, wondering what had ticked her off. “You okay?”

“Yeah, fine.” She stepped to the right as he stepped to the left, accidentally blocking her way. She stepped in the other direction as he did the same. Her hand balled into a fist. “Sorry.”

What the…? “Hey, Sash?”

“Hm.” She didn’t look up.

He lifted her chin, taking in the conflicting emotions in her eyes. “What did I say?”

“Nothing that wasn’t true, but I don’t need to relive how awkward I was.”

“If you’re upset because I said you were innocent, I didn’t mean it to be derogatory. I meant that I was a total shit back then, and I’d hope I wouldn’t have stolen your first time just to get my rocks off.”

“I get it,” she said sharply.

“Do you? Because you said you thought I forgot about you five minutes after we kissed.”

She closed her mouth. That hint of innocence that she’d never fully lost rose to the surface, drawing him in like it had all those years ago, when it had been as blatant as the rising sun. He wanted to tell her that innocence was rare and good and demand she stay off that fucking dating app so some asshole didn’t steal it from her. But that wasn’t his place, so he tried to ease her worry with another truth.

“Like I said, I’d like to believe I wouldn’t have gone through with it.” He couldn’t resist brushing his thumb along her jaw. “But after that unforgettable kiss, who knows what would have happened.”

Her lips parted, and he swore he saw heat rising in her eyes, but in the next second, it was gone, and she said, “I guess we’ll never know. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Jesus. Was I seeing things?

He watched her climb into her truck and drive away, telling himself to lock that shit down before he got them both in trouble.


Chapter Three


AFTER A FITFUL night’s sleep filled with too many thoughts of Ezra’s lips on hers and too much disappointment in herself for not going through with Birdie’s plan, Sasha was out the door at dawn, working off her frustrations before checking on the horses. Horses picked up on human emotions, and many of their rescues had been so badly abused, they suffered from anxiety. The last thing they needed was to feel her stress. Luckily, there was never a shortage of ways to work off her frustrations on the ranch.

She gripped the handlebars of the ATV tighter, speeding over rocks and ruts on her favorite trail, memories of last night peppering her. She’d really thought she could go through with kissing Ezra, but when he’d brought up the time she had kissed him, she was thrown right back to that mortifying moment when he’d called her on her inexperience. That had set her back, but when he’d brushed his thumb along her jaw, she’d gotten caught up in his touch, drawn in by those dark eyes that so often invaded her dreams, and she’d almost gotten up the courage to kiss him. She hated that she’d chickened out.

She wasn’t a chickenshit, and she wasn’t a quitter, either. Her brothers’ overprotectiveness hadn’t afforded her much privacy over the years, but that had driven her to be competitive and prove she could do anything they could do
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