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Chapter One
Marylee Rush took pleasure in the sound of her high heels clicking like death knells on the floor of the Rush mansion. Sebastian’s campaign staffers scurried around like ants, most of them with their phones attached to their ears, and they practically fell over themselves in their haste to leap out of her way.
Only Sebastian’s campaign advisor had the guts to intercept her as she approached the closed door to Sebastian’s home office. “Marylee, I’m at my wit’s end. He won’t let me into his office. He won’t let anyone inside.”
How unsurprising. Sebastian had always preferred to lick his wounds in private. But it had been three days since Dakota Alvarez had blown the town up with her public accusations, and it was time for Sebastian to stop sulking and start working on damage control.
“I’ll talk to him.” And if that didn’t work, she’d slap some sense into him. 
“The press is on the rampage. I’ve had calls from CNN, The Washington Post, Fox News, The New York Times...We need to—”
“Whatever it is, it can wait until after I speak with my son. You just let Mr. Stayton in when he arrives.”
“Who is—”
But she cut him off, brushing past him as she threw open the office door.
“Get out!” Sebastian’s back was to her, his desk chair turned all the way around so he was facing the fireplace on the far wall.
Ignoring him, she crossed the room in a dozen strides. “Have you seen today’s Houston Chronicle?” She pulled a newspaper out of her purse and slapped it down on his desk.
“It’s a rag.” He spun around slowly, careful not to spill the whiskey in his glass. Too bad he wasn’t as careful about spilling his semen. “Last week they said the governor was stopped by cops for driving drunk, but they had to retract their story when his blood alcohol proved to be under the legal limit.”
Marylee had no doubt that the BAC results had been tampered with. “I don’t think you’re looking at the big picture. You have your nose buried in a glass of whiskey and your head is up your own ass. You’ve trended on Twitter and Facebook twice in the last twenty-four hours alone.”
“That just means my name is out there.”
“Yes,” she said, dropping the paper into the trashcan, “your name is out there. And it’s now associated with hashtag SenatorSleaze and hashtag RushToJudgment.”
“Rush to judgment?” He cocked an eyebrow. “That’s clever.”
Frustrated by his lack of concern, she huffed. “Are you aware that someone posted a second video of the Founders’ Day fiasco on YouTube? This one shows Ginny Moreno going pale enough to faint. It’s titled Senator’s Pregnant Mistress Outed By Another Mistress.”
The first video had been bad enough, focusing only on the girl who triggered this disaster, Dakota Alvarez. But the new video managed to capture the aftermath and the casualties, and people who might have doubted the Alvarez girl’s story based on the first video couldn’t deny the real reactions in the second.
“She’s not my mistress.” Sebastian rattled the ice in his glass. “She’s my ex-mistress. They both are.”
“Sebastian!” she snapped. “This isn’t a joke. You’ve spent more than enough time sulking over a situation that is entirely your fault. We didn’t get ahead of this, and now we have to play catch up. I’m bringing in Oliver Stayton.”
The phone rang, but he silenced it with a push of a button. “A spin doctor? You’re kidding.”
“He’s a crisis manager,” she corrected him, “and he’s one of the best in the country. It’s because of him that Senator Peters got reelected even though he was caught wearing a dress and having sex with two men. This should be child’s play for him.” At a tap on the office door, she smiled. “He’s here. Sit up straight and put down that highball glass.” She flung open the door. “Welcome, Mr. Stayton.”
He looked the same as he had when she’d met him three years ago in D.C. at a Christmas party—short dark hair, glasses, athletic, handsome. In the short time she’d spoken with him, he’d come across as intelligent, shrewd, and unencumbered by morals. He certainly had an impressive record for getting politicians out of trouble.
He introduced himself to Sebastian and placed his briefcase and tablet in one of the high-backed leather chairs.
“My mother thinks you can make this go away,” Sebastian said, not bothering to hide his annoyance that she’d brought Oliver here. Sebastian had always had trouble acknowledging the seriousness of his blunders.
“Oh, something this big isn’t going away. You’re dick-deep in shit.” Oliver met Sebastian’s gaze head on, and she hid a smile of approval. Her son needed someone who wouldn’t be steamrolled. “But I can keep you from sinking to your eyeballs.”
Irritation made the vein in Sebastian’s temple throb, but he kept his tone civil if not polite. “Do tell.”
Oliver clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace. “First, I need to know the truth. Don’t even attempt to bullshit me. I hang around with the most morally bankrupt people on the planet, so I expect the worst, and if I hear anything less than that, I’ll know it’s a lie. You don’t call people like me in to clear up misunderstandings.”
“A straight shooter,” Sebastian drawled. “Okay. I like that. What do you want to know?”
Relieved that Oliver had earned enough of Sebastian’s respect to continue, Marylee took a seat as Oliver grabbed a pen and pad of paper from his briefcase. After flipping through some pages of notes, he turned to Sebastian.
“Did you sleep with Dakota Alvarez?” Oliver asked, getting right to it.
Sebastian took a drink of whiskey. “Yes.”
If Oliver was surprised by the admission, it didn’t show. He merely marked something on his notepad. “Did you sleep with Ginny Moreno, and if so, is there a chance the baby is yours?”
“Yes, and yes.”
Not even a flicker of shock. Oliver paused for a moment, tapping his pen on his notepad, and then, as if he’d made up his mind about something, he tossed the pen and paper to the chair.
“Okay,” he said, looking between Marylee and Sebastian. “If you want to get reelected, I see two choices. One: Admit to everything. Ask for forgiveness from your constituents. Emphasize that God and your family are the most important things in your life. You’ll have to start attending church on a regular basis and swear that you’ll support the child if it’s yours. You can demonize the mother, say she seduced you and isn’t fit to be a parent, and that you’ll fight for custody of the child. You might lose a few voters, but in scandals like this, the public looks down more on the female than the male. He’s a mere man with needs; she’s a succubus whore. Those people are the ones you’d target with this approach.”
“We don’t want to admit to anything,” Marylee said before he could go into more details for his plan. “We need to deny that any of this took place.”
He inclined his head. “In that case, Sebastian, the rule is to lie, deny, and shame. Deny sleeping with anyone but your wife. Make Ms. Alvarez out to be a mentally unstable woman who tried to seduce you and is bitter about the rejection, so she fabricated everything out of revenge. Or say she was trying to blackmail you or was a disgruntled employee...but whatever it is, make sure she can’t prove otherwise. Deny sleeping with Ms. Moreno and hope DNA tests point the finger at someone else as the father. You’ll look vindicated.”
“And what if the DNA tests identify me as the father?” Sebastian asked.
“They won’t,” Marylee said. “I’ll make sure of it.”
Oliver shook his head. “You can’t pay off everyone. You can rig the test results, but what if Ginny takes a test you don’t know about? We have to plan for the worst. And if that happens, you go back to option one. Admit your mistake, beg forgiveness, emphasize family and God, and destroy the reputation of the mother. Swear to dedicate your life to God and country, and file for custody of the child because a child needs a stable family and not a slutty single mother. Your wife will need to stand by your side and tell the country that she forgives you and plans to raise the child as if it were her own. Obviously, I’m leaving out a lot of steps and detail, but we’ll go over all of that later with your most trusted campaign advisors.”
Marylee nodded, anxious to get going on this. “How do we start?”
“First, you need to make a statement and then be seen in public. Attend church regularly, and be photographed there. Get active and passionate about some social issue. Homelessness, veterans, things like that. Donate to a food bank. Do it anonymously but see that the information is leaked. We also need to lay the groundwork for an attack on both Ms. Alvarez and Ms. Moreno in the event that the baby is yours. I need dirt on both of their families.”
Marylee considered that. “The Morenos might not be easy to drag through the dirt. They get a lot of sympathy from the community. Ginny and Luis have been raised by their hard-working sister after their parents were killed.”
Oliver adjusted his glasses. “Not a problem. We’ll encourage people to look at the situation and see that their poor, overworked sister couldn’t possibly offer the stability of a mother-father family unit and couldn’t find the time to raise her siblings right. She did the best she could, but ultimately, her lack of parenting clearly caused Ginny to become wild and careless with her body.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “What about the Alvarezes?”
Sebastian snorted. “They’re trash. It won’t take much to uncover dirt on them.”
“Excellent. We need to bring that dirt to light. Please tell me that someone in the family is an illiterate racist or a felon. It’ll be gold for us if they talk to the media.”
Marylee smiled, picturing Hector. “How about an alcoholic abusive head of household?”
“Nice,” Oliver said. “We’ll make sure the media has a run-in with him.”
“That might be a problem.” Marylee dug through her purse for her lip balm. “He disappeared early in the summer. I have private investigators looking for him.”
“Find him. Hire more people if you have to. Do whatever it takes.” Oliver glanced out the window, and she admired the way he looked at the reporters on the lawn as if they were nothing but tools, unwitting pawns in his game of strategy. He was as vicious as she’d heard. “What about the son? Marcus, isn’t it? My cursory research suggests he has an unsavory past.”
“We can exploit that,” she said, and she’d enjoy doing it. “But we don’t want him in front of a camera. His father will come off as an angry buffoon, but Marcus is smarter than that, and he’s attractive. We don’t want him to be the face of the Alvarez family.”
Oliver frowned and looked over at Sebastian. “It’s my understanding that your daughter is dating Marcus?” At Sebastian’s grimace, he continued. “That relationship needs to end. We don’t need a Romeo and Juliet for people to root for.”
“I’m working on that,” Marylee assured him. Locating Hector was the key, and now it looked like finding him would serve two purposes. He could destroy Brittany’s relationship with Marcus and become the media’s face of the Alvarez family. The drunken fool would do more to help Sebastian’s campaign than anyone else in the country.
“And the mother…” He trailed off and glanced at his notes. “Joanne. After all of this, she still works for you?”
That had been a nasty bit of business. “She was going to quit, but she’s in such a dire financial situation that I offered her a raise and told her she’d never have to see Sebastian or help with any of his campaigning.” Marylee scowled at the sight of yet another news van coming up the street. “I doubt she’ll stay on for long, but in the interim, the fact that she’s working for the Rushes will appear to outsiders as if she’s on our side, not Dakota’s.”
What outsiders didn’t need to know was that Joanne had made it very clear that if she didn’t desperately need the money to keep a roof over their heads, she’d have wiped her hands clean of any Rush business.
Oliver gave Marylee an approving glance, something she doubted he did often, and she had to admit that she got a bit of a thrill from it. She’d always believed she was cut out for politics that went beyond local, or even state levels, and this man had just confirmed it.
“That’s downright diabolical. Brilliant, Ms. Rush.” While she attempted to not show her pleasure at his praise, he shifted gears. “One more thing,” he said. “We need a diversion. Something for the media to focus on besides this. Are there any skeletons in your opponent’s closet? Is there anything we can exploit to tarnish his brand or take the focus off you?”
“Pfft.” Sebastian rolled his eyes. “We’re the only two running, and I’ve got a forty point lead.”
“Yes, according to the polls taken before the scandal hit,” Oliver said, and Marylee hoped Sebastian was paying attention. “But you will most likely take a big hit in the next polls, and the minute Ginny Moreno gets in front of a camera and tells her sob story about being a young, innocent girl seduced by a worldly, powerful man who got her pregnant and turned her out into the cold, you lose the election. Get in front of this now. Release a statement by this afternoon or you’re sunk.” He turned to Marylee. “Speaking of Ginny Moreno, you need to make sure she’s legally silenced about this. The Alvarez girl too, if you can do it.”
“I’ve got lawyers drawing up various nondisclosure agreements already.” Not that she expected either of them to sign them without a fight. Fortunately, she had a few tricks up her sleeve.
“Good. One last thing, Sebastian. Marylee told me on the phone that the other potential father of Ginny Moreno’s baby is your deceased nephew? But he was believed to be sterile, so it’s unlikely? The press will be after that information. Will the Salts be willing to keep silent?”
Marylee answered. “Payton has already assured me that her sister and her husband are willing to release a statement saying that Jacob’s medical records are private and that they won’t say anything further in the matter. Trust me, they want to see Ginny ruined for lying to them, but for Payton’s sake, they’re willing to keep this matter private.”
“Perfect.” Oliver clapped his hands together and grinned like a bloodthirsty weasel. “Let’s go win an election.”
 



Chapter Two
Brittany Rush stood in the second floor family room and stared up at the grotesque head of a trophy buck her father had shot while on some sort of testosterone-fueled political strategy weekend.
“Now I know how it feels to be you,” she muttered to the thing before casting a glance through the window at the mob of reporters gathered on the sidewalk below.
It had only been three days since the Great Founders’ Day Disaster, but it felt like a month. For the first twenty-four hours after Dakota’s revelation, the town had been mostly shell-shocked. Then the story started spreading through social media, and last night after Marcus dropped Brittany off after dinner at Murphy’s, she discovered that someone posted the Founders’ Day Disaster on YouTube. The media had descended on Storm like locusts this morning, and her father, whom she’d only seen in passing since Founders’ Day, had adopted a shelter-in-place stance.
Brittany had given him suggestions on where he could shelter in places that were much, much hotter than Texas, and then she’d run out the front door toward her car, only to be swarmed by reporters.
“Ms. Rush, is it true that your best friend is pregnant with your father’s baby?”
“Ms. Rush, how do you think this scandal will affect your father’s reelection campaign?”
“Ms. Rush, did you know about the affairs your father was having with your friends?”
Ugh. She and her mother shouldn’t have left Francine’s cabin so soon, and Jeffry certainly should have remained with one of his buddies. But when Marylee snapped her fingers and went into crisis mode, everyone came running and fell in line like good little minions.
“This blows,” Jeffry said, looking up from where he was lounging on the couch with his iPad.
“What blows?” She sank onto the love seat across from her brother. “The game you’re playing? Or the fact that we’re trapped like animals? Or maybe the fact that our father is a lying, cheating bastard who slept with our friends? Or the fact that my best friend is going to give birth to our little brother or sister?”
Yep, she might be a little bitter. And it was ex-best friend.
He tucked his feet under him on the couch and sighed. “Yeah.”
“I can’t believe Mom thinks we need to be here for him—”
She broke off as their mother, Payton, came around the corner with a tray of finger sandwiches and a pitcher of lemonade. They hadn’t spoken much about any of this, and Brittany wasn’t sure how to go about it. As far as she could tell, her mother hadn’t so much as shed a tear over the fact that her husband had knocked up a girl young enough to be his daughter and had probably slept with a dozen more.
“I brought you something to eat,” Payton said, and if she’d heard Brittany talking, she was choosing to ignore it. “Your father and grandmother are finished with their meeting with Mr. Stayton, and they’re on their way up to talk to you.”
“This should be good.” Jeffry reached for a sandwich as their mother put them on the coffee table. “I was wondering how long it would be before we got the circle-the-wagons lecture. Five bucks says he tries to convince us that everything Dakota said was a lie.”
“I know you two are angry and confused and you have a lot of questions,” Payton said as she took a seat next to Brittany, looking all prim and proper in a subdued green dress and gray scarf. “But we’ll get through this. I promise.”
Brittany wanted to believe her, but so much of her life was a lie, and right now she was having a hard time processing any of it. Her stomach growled, and she realized she hadn’t eaten since last night at dinner with Marcus. But even then, she’d only picked at her food, too upset by the unexpected confrontation with Ginny and Dakota to eat.
The confrontation with Ginny had been bad enough, but she still couldn’t believe she’d actually struck Dakota. Brittany had punched her boyfriend’s sister. It was nearly enough to make her groan out loud.
At least Marcus had been understanding, taking her side in public. In private…well, he’d shared a little more of his past and the abuse he and his mother had suffered at the hands of his father. Seeing his sister hit had been painful for him, even though he’d understood the situation.
The fact that Brittany caused him pain in any way had been devastating, and she swore she’d never do that again.
“Honey, you should eat something.”
Her mother’s voice yanked her out of her memories and into more current and pressing problems. Like her cheating father and her empty stomach.
She reached for a sandwich just as her dad and grandmother entered the room, and so much for her appetite. Marylee took a seat in the armchair near the door, while her father sank down in the recliner and proceeded to lay out a detailed plan for how they were going to handle the crisis.
If Brit had taken Jeffry up on his bet, she’d have owed him five bucks, because sure enough, their father tried to convince them that Dakota made the whole thing up.
Oh, but the best part of the whole charade and crisis mop-up plan had come when Marylee all but ordered Brittany to break up with Marcus.
“I’m not agreeing to any of this,” Brittany said, looking her father directly in his lying eyes. “Do you realize how much this has disrupted our lives? I can’t go anywhere without being accosted by reporters or confronted by complete strangers, and I have to take a semester off college because I can’t drag this to school with me. So no, you don’t get to ask me to lose my boyfriend, too. I won’t talk to the press and I won’t confirm or deny anything, but I will not break up with Marcus. I’ll do my best to keep our relationship out of the public eye, but not out of consideration for you or your bullshit campaign.”
She stressed the word, “bullshit,” not only because all of this was a stinking load of crap, but because her grandmother hated when Jeffry or Brittany used swear words. And Brit was just angry enough to take perverse pleasure out of seeing Marylee wince in disapproval. 
“I’ll do it out of consideration for Marcus,” she continued. “He doesn’t deserve be stalked by reporters or photographed everywhere he goes with me.”
Marylee’s expression went so tight Brit thought her skin might pop right off her face. But she and Sebastian agreed, reluctantly, to not press the issue any further, and then his campaign manager, communications director, and a couple of other staffers Brit didn’t even know came to rush him off for a press conference that was, no doubt, carefully orchestrated to appear totally spontaneous.
Their mother got up to leave as well, but Brit grabbed her arm and pulled her back down to the sofa. “How can you go along with this? How are you not packing his bags and kicking him out of the house right this minute? He didn’t even apologize for what he’s done. He acted like it was just another day at the office. Why are you—why are any of us—helping him?”
“Because this is what’s best for all of us right now,” Payton said crisply, as if reciting from a politician’s wife’s playbook. “There are only a few weeks until the election, and then we can relax.”
Relax? What a joke. “But nothing will change, will it? You’ll keep playing doting, loyal wife, and Jeffry and I will have to pretend our father isn’t a lying, cheating pig. What is wrong with you, Mom? He cheated on you! And not just once. Or twice. Why aren’t you angry as hell?”
Payton shoved to her feet and rounded on Brittany. “I am angry,” she yelled. Well, most people would say her voice was merely raised, but for her, it was yelling. “Your father’s selfish, reckless behavior has humiliated us all. His ego is so enormous that he thinks he can get away with anything, and he never even pretended to be discreet. I mean, Dakota Alvarez? She’s a walking loudspeaker! What the hell did he expect?”
Brit blinked, surprised not by what her mom had said, but by what she hadn’t said. “So you’re not mad that he cheated on you? You’re mad that he wasn’t better at hiding it? Seriously?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “How long have you known about his affairs? I mean, you said on Founders’ Day that you knew about them, but...oh, God, Mom. You’ve known for a long time, haven’t you?”
Payton closed her eyes and let out a long, weary breath. “I pretty much understood what I was getting into when I married your father.”
Brit felt like she’d been drenched by an icy bucket of water. For all these years she’d thought she’d grown up in a normal family. Oh, she knew things for her were different than most, in part because of their wealth and in part because of who her father was, but in general, she’d thought their family was fairly average. She’d believed that her parents loved each other. That they might not be very demonstrative, but there was still love there.
God, was everything about her life a lie? Tears burned her eyes, tears of anger and helplessness and disappointment.
“Did you ever love him?” she whispered, desperate for...for what? Confirmation that love actually existed? That she and her brother were conceived for reasons other than political gain or the continuation of a dynasty?
Smiling sadly, her mom sank back down on the cushion and reached out to tenderly brush Brittany’s hair back from her cheeks. “Once. A long time ago. By the time I realized I didn’t love him anymore, it was too late. He was taking political society by storm, and I’d worked too hard to get him there.” She looked over at Jeffry, and her smile turned wistful. “Plus, I had two small children and I didn’t want to take away their stability. And...I wasn’t ready to be alone.”
“You’re hot, Mom,” Brit said, trying to lighten the mood before she burst into a full-blown sob. Her mother had never shared anything as openly as she was doing now, and while Brittany was still confused about how she felt about everything, she felt like this was a huge step toward building a new, closer relationship with her mother. “You’d have had a boyfriend in no time.”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” Payton said as she came to her feet, and maybe it was Brittany’s imagination, but she’d sounded...amused. “Right now, I have a husband to stand beside. I’d like it very much if you two could stand with him, as well. If not, I understand.”
Jeffry barked out a laugh, and Brit shook her head. “I can’t, Mom. I won’t publicly condemn him, but I can’t support him, either.”
“Ditto.” Jeffry plugged his headphones into his ears and turned away, tuning them both out in a way only teenagers could.
“Well, if you change your minds, we’ll be downstairs.” Payton turned to go, but Brit jumped up and hugged her. She smelled like fresh flowers and clean rain, scents she’d forever associate with her mother, but in the last few days, she’d found the fragrance of Payton’s favorite perfume to be comforting and homey and consistent. With so much turmoil all around, it was nice to have something familiar to ground her.
“You must have been so lonely,” Brittany murmured.
“It’s funny,” Payton said softly, “but I only realized that recently. You kids are growing up and don’t need me anymore.”
“Oh, Momma, I’ll always need you.”
“And I’ll be here for you.” She squeezed Brit hard, wrapping her in a motherly embrace that made everything better. “I promise.”
 



Chapter Three
Dakota Alvarez stood in her nearly empty apartment and wondered how she was going to cope with living at home again. The apartment wasn’t big or fancy, but it had been hers.
Until Marylee Rush bought the building a few days ago and evicted her.
What a bitch. It was Marylee’s son who had been in the wrong, not Dakota. But somehow, Sebastian was getting off with nothing but a little media scrutiny. Dakota had lost her job, her home, and her dignity.
Of course, some would argue that she’d never had any dignity to begin with. But those people were mostly senile old biddies with nothing better to do than play bingo and gossip in coffee shops until their Depends started leaking.
Someone knocked at the door, interrupting her pity party. Dusting off her hands, she stepped around boxes to get to the door, but the moment she opened it, she wished she hadn’t.
“Hello, Ms. Alvarez.” Marylee’s dried-up hag voice grated on every one of Dakota’s nerves.
“What do you want?”
Marylee strode inside without waiting for an invitation. “I thought I’d take a look around my newly acquired property.”
“Legally the apartment is still mine until five o’clock this afternoon.” Dakota gestured to the hallway. “So get out before I call the police.”
The old bat turned around, her eyebrows arched so high they looked like they were trying to crawl into her stupid, pulled-back gray hair. “Go ahead. I own this building, and you’re a known troublemaker from a...shall we say, questionable family. I’m sure the police would love to sort this out.”
The burger Dakota had eaten for lunch turned into a sour lump in her stomach. “What do you mean, a questionable family?”
“Please, even you can’t be that stupid.” She reached into her leather designer bag and withdrew a stack of papers with those little colored flags poking out from the pages. “You need to sign these.”
“I’m not signing anything,” Dakota slammed the door, giving up on the hope that the horrible woman would leave. “I want to know what’s so ‘questionable’ about my family.”
“Oh, you poor, poor child. You really don’t have two brain cells to rub together, do you?” She raked Dakota from head to toe with her gaze, shaking her head in exaggerated pity. “All you have going for you is a tight, young body, a pretty face, and the fact that you’re easy. I can see why a man like Sebastian would appeal to you. You must be so desperate for a man who will take care of you, because once your looks are gone, all you’ll have left is being easy. How will you survive then, if not on your back? It’s sad, really.”
Dakota’s jaw dropped. Actually dropped. She closed it with a snap of teeth. “You...bitch,” she spat. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
Marylee tossed the papers onto the kitchen counter. They landed with an ominous thud. “I’m the bitch who will keep you out of jail.”
“Jail?” She crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “For what?”
“Theft of Jacob Salt’s medical records.”
“Oh, please.” Dakota rolled her eyes. “This stupid girl without two brain cells to rub together already looked up the penalty for that. It’s a misdemeanor with a small fine. I’m not going to lose any sleep over it.”
Marylee’s smile was pure evil. The kind of evil Pastor Douglas was always going on about in church. “My son knows every prosecutor and judge in a hundred mile radius and throughout most of the state. Do you truly believe you’ll get off that easy? Do you think you’ll only be charged with stealing medical records? How about fraud? Violations of medical privacy. Trust me, by the time we’re done with you, you’ll have a criminal record as long as your brother’s.”
Dakota’s mouth went dry as real fear settled in. Marylee could be lying, probably was lying, but did she really want to take that chance? The Rushes were corrupt, vindictive people, as evidenced by the fact that Dakota was now jobless and homeless, and Marylee was attempting to blackmail her.
Forcing herself to stay calm, she walked over to the pile of papers and shuffled through them.
“I’ll save you the trouble of trying to read all those big words,” Marylee said, and Dakota bit her cheek in a desperate attempt to keep from going off on the woman. “By signing, you’ll be agreeing to not take legal action against Payton Rush or Hill Country Savings & Loan. You’ll also agree to keep your fool mouth shut about your relationship with Senator Rush. Your answer to any question even remotely related to him, the Rushes in general, Ginny Moreno, or her child, will be, ‘No comment.’”
As if. Dakota turned away from the papers. “I don’t think so. I have a pretty good case against the bank for wrongful termination. I’ll be rich. Then I won’t need to rely on my looks to land a man,” she said, hoping Marylee wasn’t immune to sarcasm.
“Money will be of no use to you in jail.” Marylee dug a pen out of her bag and held it out. “And think about your mother. Your father cleaned out the bank accounts and left her with a mortgage and bills. Without the salary I pay her, she and your sister will be celebrating Christmas in a homeless shelter. Or maybe you think your miscreant of a brother can support them?”
Fury blurred Dakota’s eyes and made her see the other woman through a haze of red. Dakota might not be close with Joanne, but she loved her sister.
“You...you...God, you’re a horrible person.” She took a deep breath in an attempt to control the near-hysteria in her voice, instinctively knowing that Marylee would see that as weakness. And then, like any good predator, she’d go for the jugular.
Marylee smiled, and Dakota wanted to slap it right off her narrow, judgey face. “Sign.”
Shaking with the force of her anger, Dakota clenched her hands into fists. Never in her life had she been as tempted as she was right now to strike someone. “No.”
A tense moment of silence passed. Another. And another. Finally, Marylee pursed her lips and let out a haughty sound of derision. “Make no mistake, little girl. If you don’t sign those papers, your life, and the lives of your family, will be a living hell.” When Dakota just stood there, refusing to cave in even though at this point, she was truly afraid, Marylee nodded as if making some sort of internal decision. “What if I promise to find your father?”
Dakota sucked in a sharp breath. “What do you mean?”
A victorious glint lit Marylee’s eyes, but Dakota was too busy trying to control her excitement to give it much thought. “I have resources you can’t even begin to imagine. I can find him. Wouldn’t you like that? I’ll bet I can even convince him to come back to Storm.” She paused. “If I can be assured that you won’t cause any more trouble for us.”
Dakota eyed the stack of documents. “If I sign the papers, you mean.”
“Obviously.”
Anger, frustration, and hope formed a whirlwind of emotions that made it hard to think. Marylee was a demon straight out of hell, but if she could bring Hector home, it might be worth making a deal with her. A deal with the devil, she supposed.
Hating herself for this, Dakota snatched up the pen. “You are despicable.”
“That’s a big word, Dakota.” Marylee said it the way one might praise a dog for learning to pee outside. “Can you spell it, as well? You poor thing. Destined for a stripper’s pole.”
Dakota scrawled her name on the first highlighted line. “Now it’s you being ignorant. According to a recent study, most strippers are single mothers and college students from decent families who are working their way through school. They’re hardly welfare cases.” She shot Marylee a snarky smile. “See, I read.”
Granted, she’d only seen the article because she’d been on the Internet to see what complete strangers were saying about her and the now infamous Founders’ Day video, but hey, anything to knock the old biddy off her high horse.
“Impressive. Our public school system isn’t a total failure after all.” Marylee sighed and glanced at her watch. “Now, would you hurry up? I have someplace else to be.”
“You mean you have someone else to harass?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. You’re the first stop on my harassment tour.” She snapped her fingers. “Chop, chop.”
Dakota ground her molars. Chop, chop? She’d love to chop, chop, but she’d already packed away her kitchen knives. So instead of murder, she signed the stupid papers, thrust them at Marylee, and told her to get her saggy ass out of her apartment.
The tears erupted the second the door slammed shut. Her knees went rubbery and her muscles went watery, and she had to prop herself up against the wall before she collapsed. Then she collapsed anyway into a sobbing puddle on the floor.
Wrapping her arms around her knees, she rocked back and forth. Her life was such a mess. Everyone kept saying it was her own fault, and okay, she could have done a few things differently, but if her father hadn’t left and Sebastian hadn’t been such a weasel and Ginny hadn’t...
She let her thoughts fade away as a massive round of messy, ugly sobs tore from her throat. Never in her life had she felt so alone. She wanted her daddy. She needed her daddy.
“Please, Daddy,” she cried. “Come home.”
She hated Marylee Rush with a passion she couldn’t put words to. Marylee would say she couldn’t put words to her hatred because she couldn’t pronounce them. Or spell them. Or read them. Which was fine. The old witch could say whatever she wanted, as long as she found Hector.
Then everything would get better. It had to. Because it sure as hell couldn’t get worse.
 
* * * *
 
It had been a week since reporters had descended upon Storm, and for the first time, Ginny Moreno looked out her front window and saw the neighbors’ house across the street. It was no longer blocked by news vans and reporters wanting her to either confirm or deny her relationship with Senator Rush.
Thank God they’d either gotten bored with the story or had found some new scandal to focus on, although she didn’t doubt that they were still hanging out around the Rush mansion.
Good. Sebastian deserved the harassment, although she would love it if she didn’t have to see his lying face on TV telling the world that Dakota was a liar and that Ginny was a friend of the family and nothing more. And since no one could unearth any evidence otherwise, things had died down.
A little. Her phone still rang several times a day as media people tried to get her to give them an interview. It was annoying, but not nearly as annoying as having the media parked right outside the house, effectively keeping her a prisoner. Not that it mattered, she supposed. She didn’t have anywhere to go.
She thought about Brittany and how she’d decided to take the semester off. At least she had a choice. Ginny was going to have to put it off for much longer. Her priority was her health and her baby, so while she planned to sign up for some online classes and find a part-time job, she was also going to avoid as much stress as possible.
Sighing, she closed the curtains and headed to the kitchen to make some lunch and plan dinner. With Marisol working full time and Luis at school, Ginny had been doing all the cooking and cleaning, and she found that she actually enjoyed it. Which was weird, since she’d avoided pots, pans, and vacuum cleaners for her entire life until now.
The doorbell rang just as she reached for the fridge. She was tempted to ignore it, but it was time to get back into the swing of things, and that meant being an adult.
She opened the door...and promptly changed her mind about the adult thing. She really wanted to slam the door in the woman’s face. Hard.
“Mrs. Rush,” she said, instead. “I was wondering how long it would take you to show up with your lawyers.”
Actually, the woman had come by a couple of days ago, but Ginny had been in the shower and Marisol had told Marylee, nicely of course, to take a hike. It had only been a matter of time before she came back. Ginny was just surprised that it had taken this long.
Marylee smiled, but there was nothing friendly about it. “I didn’t bring lawyers. It’s just you and me, dear. May I come in?”
Ginny wanted so badly to say no, but all that would accomplish would be to delay the inevitable. Besides, better to confront her now than worry about being ambushed in public. She stepped back to let Marylee in.
Marylee didn’t waste any time. She walked inside like a queen inspecting a peasant’s hovel, her neatly pressed slacks and blouse as starched as her stern expression. She slapped a folder down on the table and turned to Ginny.
“We need to know what you plan to say to the press.”
“I’m not going to tell them anything. If I was, I’d have done it by now.”
Marylee flipped open the folder and slid a stack of papers across the table toward Ginny. “In that case, you’ll have no problem signing documents to that effect.”
Frowning, she started to read the documents, but two paragraphs in she realized that she did, indeed, have a problem signing what was essentially a nondisclosure agreement forbidding her from discussing her sex life, her pregnancy, her association with Senator Rush, and the paternity of the baby.
She shoved the papers back at Marylee. “Sorry, but I can’t agree to any of that.”
Marylee didn’t seem surprised. Calmly, she reached into her purse and withdrew her checkbook and a pen. “How much?”
Ginny laughed. “I should have expected this. You seriously think you can buy my silence?”
“Everyone has a price, dear. Think about the baby. This would go a long way toward raising him or her with the best of everything, including a fabulous college education. All we want in return is your silence.”
“Oh, that’s all? My silence about the truth?” Ginny laid her hand over her belly as if shielding the baby from this nasty woman’s presence. It was truly horrifying that Marylee was, most likely, the child’s grandmother. “Look, I won’t tell anyone anything. I won’t lie, but I won’t confirm anything, either. I don’t want to be in the spotlight, so you don’t have to worry about me selling my story.” Besides, she didn’t want any part of her child’s life to be a sideshow she’d have to explain someday. “Now, get out.” She scooped up the papers and thrust them at Marylee. “And take your documents and checkbook with you.”
Marylee’s mouth tightened into a grim line as she gathered her things. “You’re making a huge mistake.”
“Kicking you out of the house will never be a mistake,” Ginny said, not even trying to conceal the anger in her voice. “No, the mistake I made was sleeping with your son.”
“I think we can all agree on that.” Marylee looked down her narrow nose at Ginny, her eyes as cold and emotionless as a shark’s. “You know, there’s still time to terminate the pregnancy. We’d have to send you out of state, of course.”
Ginny’s blood froze in her veins. “Is it that easy for you to casually suggest getting rid of your own grandchild?” Anger rushed in, turning the icy horror to searing fury. “What kind of monster are you?”
“Did I not just say that everyone has their price?”
“And your price is whatever it costs to win an election.”
Marylee cocked her head and smiled. “Huh. Of all the silly little floozies Sebastian has bedded, you’re the only one with half a brain in her head.” She slapped her palm down on the table so suddenly that Ginny jumped. “Now use that brain to come to your senses before it’s too late. Either terminate the pregnancy or sign the agreement.”
“I will do neither.”
“Then you had better hope none of this affects my son’s reelection campaign,” she said, in a voice so cold that Ginny actually shivered, “because if it does, I will destroy you, your family, and everyone you have ever cared about.”
“Wow,” Ginny said, more than a little stunned by the depth of malignancy in this woman’s soul. “If voters only knew how corrupt, immoral, and hypocritical you people are.”
“Oh, honey,” Marylee said, her voice thick with condescension. “They know. Deep down, they know, because the people who vote for us are the same. They pretend to be outraged by moral corruption while either engaging in it themselves or wishing they could do it. So they look the other way and put people like Sebastian in office because people like Sebastian have the stomach to do the ugly things that must be done to keep this state and this country running. Sacrificing one pregnant whore and her family is a small price to pay to keep this country great. Remember that. This is war, and in every conflict there’s an acceptable rate of collateral damage. And you and the bastard in your belly are acceptable collateral damage.”
With that, she strode out of the house, and Ginny promptly ran to the bathroom to throw up.
 



Chapter Four
The sounds of Sebastian’s panting and running shoes hitting the treadmill filled his home gym and cleared his head. Sex with a barely legal hottie had always been his first choice when it came to releasing tension, but given the current state of affairs, he was stuck with his second choice: hardcore exercise.
He took a swig of water as Oliver and his mother entered, closing the door behind them. He slowed the treadmill speed to an easy walk and dabbed at the sweat dripping down his face.
“Tell me it’s good news,” he said, even though their expressions said he was going to be disappointed. “My campaign manager had nothing but shit for me this morning.” Hell, the only good news he’d had in forever was last week when Marylee told him Dakota had signed the agreement. While Ginny hadn’t, Marylee didn’t expect trouble from her, and neither did Sebastian. Ginny wasn’t stupid, and she’d do what was best for the baby, which meant staying out of the spotlight.
Oliver shook his head. “Sorry. More shit. I’m sure you campaign manager has already told you that your opponent made a twenty-two point jump in the polls and is making headway in the news. Before this scandal happened, none of the major news outlets would give him the time of day. This morning? The Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio papers are talking about him, and he even got a mention in USA Today.”
“Mr. Dawson is a small-town grocer with no political experience. He’s not a serious threat,” Marylee said, but Ollie-boy looked less convinced. “All we have to do is get his wife to talk on camera. She’s white trash from some trailer park in Stephenville who had a child out of wedlock before she met Dawson. As soon as she opens her uneducated, redneck mouth, she’ll show Texans why they need to vote for us.” Her lips pursed in distaste. “And why dental care is so important.”
“I think she got her teeth fixed,” Sebastian offered, but honestly, the woman still looked like she’d been kicked in the face by an inbred mule.
“Normally, I’d agree that she’ll hurt her husband’s chances,” Oliver said, “but people respond to a story of how some dirt-poor welfare recipient clawed her way out of poverty and off of government dependence to live the American dream.”
Marylee arched an eyebrow. “The American dream is to frump up a drug-addicted bastard kid with a deadbeat for a father before marrying a balding, middle-class grocer?”
“Mother,” Sebastian said wearily, “we have no proof that the kid was born addicted to drugs.” Which was too bad.
She sniffed. “I would think the fact that the hyperactive little brat is cross-eyed and two grades behind other kids his age would be evidence enough.”
“Also a consideration for your campaign,” Oliver said loudly, clearly annoyed by the conversation, “is the fact that right now the political climate favors outsiders. We’ve got people digging around to find the father of her bastard kid—he’s apparently a meth head with a rap sheet a mile long. But dismantling her and negative campaigning will only do so much to get your numbers back on track. You need the more intelligent voters to see you in a positive light. People who don’t vote the party line would rather vote for a candidate they like than someone who they see as the better of two bad choices.”
Sweat dripped down Sebastian’s temples as he reached for the towel draped over the treadmill’s handrails. Winning an election against a fucking grocer with no political record and a high-school dropout wife shouldn’t be this difficult.
“So how do we put me in a positive light?” he asked, a little testily. “We’ve been going to church, donating to rape crisis centers, animal shelters, food pantries...so what the hell else are we supposed to do?”
Oliver shed his sport jacket and tossed it to a nearby chair. “You have a local military hero in town,” he said. “Be seen with him. Get the mayor to honor him somehow, and you make sure you’re the one in the spotlight. Give a speech or hand the guy the award, whatever. But make it heartfelt and public.”
Heartfelt and public? He could definitely do that, even if he had to summon a tear or two. He needed to win this election to set the stage for an eventual run at the governor’s office, dammit. In the last year, he’d set the stage—cast some votes and greased some wheels that he could only take advantage of if he was the state’s governor.
He was going to be very, very rich, and with a governorship under his belt, he’d be set for a run at the presidency.
But that was a long way down the road. First, he had to get reelected to the state senate.
And Logan Murphy was just the man to help him do it.
 
* * * *
 
Gripping his cell phone in his shaking hand, Marcus Alvarez stood on his mom’s front porch and tried to keep himself together. He’d just made a life-altering decision. A decision that would have been unthinkable only a couple of months ago.
He’d just told his boss, the man who had saved Marcus from a path that would have ended in prison or worse, that he wouldn’t be returning to Montana.
Ian had been devastated, but he’d understood that Marcus was needed here more than he was needed there, so why did Marcus feel like shit about it?
Because he’s the only man in your life who ever treated you like you mattered. Like you were a cherished son who was worthy of being loved.
Marcus swallowed hard, his heart aching. He’d come home to Storm to help his family through the crisis of his bastard of a father taking off, but just as it seemed as though things were starting to settle down, Dakota had gone off the rails and left an entire town dealing with the resulting train wreck.
Part of the wreckage pulled into the driveway, and Marcus waited as Logan climbed out of his Camaro and came up the porch steps in a pair of faded jeans and a long-sleeved black button-down that matched his hair.
“Hey, man,” Logan said. “You okay? You look like you just found out your pregnant girlfriend lied to you for months.”
“Well, unless Brit has been cheating on me, she couldn’t be pregnant.” No, they’d taken things slow. Really slow, which was on him, not her. Ian had drilled a sense of honor into him that he couldn’t shake, and as much as he wanted to get Brit in bed, it had to be the right time and place, and with all the shit going down, there was a shortage of both. “I just told Ian I wasn’t going back.”
Logan cocked a dark eyebrow. “I'm guessing he didn’t take it well.”
“He tried to. Tried to fake it, anyway.”
Leaning against a support post, Logan hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans and studied Marcus with that steely-eyed gaze of his. The one that always made Marcus feel like his friend saw right through him. “You worried you made the wrong decision?”
“No. I have to be here. Maybe someday after things here are settled and Brit graduates from college, we could move back...” He trailed off, surprised at what had just come out of his mouth.
If the way Logan was gaping at him was any indication, he was just as shocked. “You’re really looking at a future with her? You sure you want to go down that bumpy-ass road?”
It was a legitimate question, especially given that he and Brit hadn’t been dating for that long, but still, Marcus bristled. “What do you mean by that?”
“Easy, man,” Logan said, holding up his hands in a placating gesture. “I only meant that you’ve never been serious about a woman in your life, and when you finally do get serious, it’s with someone who is going to bring a shit-ton of complications and baggage.”
“Oh, hey,” Marcus drawled, “don’t hold anything back.”
Logan shook his head. “It’s just that you also haven’t been dating that long, so it’s surprising to hear you thinking long term. Just...be careful.”
A sense of déjà vu throbbed through him in an almost physical ache. “You know, I seem to recall having this exact conversation, except I was the one grilling you.”
Logan snorted. “Yeah, and look how that turned out. You were right. Of all my friends and family, you were the only one who was straight with me about Ginny. You tried to warn me.”
He wished he hadn’t been right. “For which I got a sore jaw and bruised ribs.”
A wry smile turned up one side of Logan’s mouth. “Yeah, well, you were a little too straight with me.”
It was something he regretted. Ginny had done a stupid thing, but he didn’t believe she was a terrible person. Then again, he wasn’t the guy she’d hurt.
The front door opened and Dakota started out, but she froze when she saw Logan. “Oh. Um...I didn’t know you were here. I’ll just go around back.”
“It’s okay,” Logan said, almost tiredly.
Dakota slipped outside, her gaze uncharacteristically downcast. She’d been pretty subdued since she’d moved in after she lost her job and apartment a couple of weeks ago—as long as no one mentioned anything to do with the fiasco she’d caused. At that point, she’d become defensive and defiant, followed by hours of sullen silence until she went back to being almost...normal. She’d even done the dishes a few times, and this morning she’d vacuumed and dusted.
“I think she’s genuinely sorry,” Mallory had said last night, “but she can’t apologize because she can’t admit that she did anything wrong. Nothing is ever her fault. She’s just like Dad.”
If Dakota was just like their dad, she’d never admit that she’d done anything wrong. She’d lay the blame for what she’d done at everyone else’s feet, and then she’d let the guilt eat away at her like a cancer, until it turned to poison and caused her to lash out yet again. It would be a vicious cycle, and she’d hurt everyone around her over and over.
Marcus wished Ian were here. He’d know what to do. Marcus had been a lot like Dakota when he’d first arrived at the ranch, except he’d used his fists instead of public venues to take down his enemies.
“I’m going to run to the grocery store,” she said, her gaze fixed on her car as if she was intentionally avoiding looking at Logan. Maybe she was finally learning some humility. “Do you need anything?”
Marcus said no, and she hightailed it out of there like her feet were on fire.
After the car backed out of the driveway, Logan let out a long, slow breath, as if he’d been holding it. “That was awkward.”
“Try living with her,” Marcus muttered. “It’s all small talk or silence.” Punctuated by defensive outbursts, of course.
“I want to hate her,” Logan said, “and I did, at first. But now I mostly feel sorry for her.”
“That only lasts until you bring up anything related to Founders’ Day or the fallout. Then she goes crazy and you forget to feel sorry for her.” Exhausted by his sister’s behavior, he scrubbed his hand over his face. “I don’t know how to deal with her. She won’t let down her walls enough to have a rational conversation.”
“How long is she staying here?”
“Until she gets a job and a place to live.” A breeze made the trees rustle and brought the faint odor of cattle. It reminded him of Ian’s ranch and made him a little homesick. Strange that he still thought of Montana as home even though he’d just committed to staying here. “But that could be a while. No one will hire her. They’re all afraid of Marylee. Well, that and the reporters who seem to crawl out of the woodwork and jump out of the shadows whenever she shows up somewhere.”
“They’re still hounding her, huh? I’ve seen them camped outside the Rush mansion and driving around town, but I figured that things would have died down a little after the senator made his announcement and denied everything.”
That had not gone over well with Dakota at all. Between Marcus, Mallory, and their mother, they’d been able to keep Dakota reined in, but yesterday while she was out job hunting, a local reporter had caught her unprepared, and she’d called Sebastian a few choice names. On camera, of course.
Aside from the fact that she’d violated the terms of the nondisclosure agreement she’d signed—without consulting a lawyer first—now they couldn’t turn on the TV without seeing how the public was lambasting her. Mallory figured Dakota could use a little tough love, but Marcus questioned her emotional stability, and the last thing she, the family, or the town needed was for her to self-destruct even worse than she’d already done.
As it was, he wondered how long it would be before a Rush lawyer showed up at the door to discuss Dakota’s media blast yesterday that was probably in violation of the agreement she’d signed.
“They’re definitely still hounding her,” Marcus said. “They even caught Mom the other day when she went to pick up her paycheck from Marylee.”
Logan shoved his hand through his hair. “She’s still working for that witch?”
“For now,” Marcus ground out.
He wasn’t happy about the situation at all. With Dakota living here, there was an extra mouth to feed, and his mother refused to take the money he’d offered to help out. He paid for stuff when he could—he did most of the grocery shopping, and he tried to get hold of the bills before she did, but man, she got pissed every time she found out he’d made a car or utilities payment for her.
If only she’d gotten as angry when Hector beat her or drank or gambled away the grocery money.
On the upside, maybe the fact that she was showing anger at all was a positive sign. Because for the first time that he could remember, she was standing up for herself and taking the lead in family affairs. So it was a good thing, he supposed, if not frustrating as hell.
Logan’s cell buzzed. Excusing himself, he dug it out of his pocket. “Shit,” he growled, glaring at the text message on the screen. “My mom says Uncle Zeke called. The town’s awards committee wants to honor me in some stupid ceremony next week.” His fingers flew across the screen, and then his thumb mashed down on the Send button. “No way. Uncle Zeke is the mayor. All people will see is nepotism.”
“Come on.” Marcus leaned against the porch railing. “That’s bullshit and you know it. Everyone here is proud of you. You’re the town hero.”
“I’m no hero,” Logan muttered.
“Said every hero ever.”
Logan pegged him with a hard stare. “Don’t even start this crap—” He broke off as another text beeped. “Dammit.”
“What now?”
“Mom said it’s a done deal. She already said I’d be there. They promised it’ll be a small event. Friends and family mainly.” He texted her back, cursing under his breath the entire time. “I’m not speaking about my time in the military. I don’t care what they say. They can kiss my ass.”
Logan’s jaw clenched and he held the phone so tightly his knuckles went white. Shadows flickered in his eyes, ghosts he was seeing that Marcus couldn’t. What he did recognize was the beginning of a dark descent, something he’d seen far too many times in his life, including a few instances when he’d looked in the mirror.
“Hey, buddy.” Marcus clamped his hand down on Logan’s shoulder, grounding him in the here and now. “This is a good thing. With all this shit going down, the town needs someone to look up to, and before you tell me that person isn’t you, listen to me. You went through things no one here can even begin to understand, and you came back alive and healthy. That’s something to celebrate. Give that to them. You can do it. Most importantly, you deserve it even if you don’t believe it.”
For a long time, Logan seemed to concentrate on simply breathing. Eventually, his grip on the phone loosened, and his jaw unclenched. “Will you...” He cleared his throat of the hoarseness. “Will you be there?”
“Duh. You need hecklers.”
That finally got a smile out of him. “I can always count on you. Now, are we going to grab Brit and see a movie, or what?”
It had been Marcus’s idea to get her out of the house but still stay out of the public eye and the media’s lenses, and he’d figured Logan needed something to concentrate on besides work and Ginny, so a movie sounded perfect.
He just wished the rest of life’s problems could be fixed so easily.
 



Chapter Five
YOU ARE DEAD MEAT.
Jeffry Rush ripped off his headset and stared at the ominous words formed out of blood spatter on his computer screen.
Stupid video game. He was never going to make it past the zombie horde.
Dude, I can’t believe you let that dickhead smoke you. Luis’s in-game message flashed in the message box on the screen. Now that Jeffry was out of the game, Luis wasn’t going to last long, and the zombies were only half the problem. Two players from Germany and Israel had teamed up as human scavengers, and humans were far, far more dangerous than any game-programmed zombie.
I guess I’m a little distracted, Jeffry typed back. But these guys are really good.
Luis’s character blew a zombie’s head off. Shit, hold on.
Jeffry waited while Luis took out two more zombies with shots to the head and another with a machete. The Israeli player flanked him from out of nowhere, and as Luis turned to blast him, the German shivved him in the kidney.
See, Jeffry typed, they’re sneaky.
Wanna play again? Luis asked. Against another team, maybe? I don’t have anything else to do.
You could go hang out with Mallory. Jeffry typed one-handed while he munched a handful of microwave popcorn. If you’re afraid of Marcus, he’s going to be at the movies with my sister and Logan tonight, so you can go see her without worrying about getting killed.
Cool, thanks. I might do that. What about you? Are there still reporters camped out at your house?
Ugh. Jeffry had grown up in the public eye and had never really been bothered by reporters. But after being constantly under siege, he’d be happy to never see one again. Not really. They show up now and then, but most of them are gone. What about your house?
Same. Ever since Ginny gave her statement, the press has mostly left us alone.
Ginny’s statement had been brilliant, neither confirming nor denying a relationship with Jeffry’s dad while emphasizing her friends-turned-lovers story about her and Jacob. Since Jacob’s medical records were private and Dakota had turned them over in return for not being prosecuted, there was no proof that anything Dakota said was true. Only the Salts could verify it, and until Sebastian was reelected and the baby was born, they’d agreed to keep quiet.
All Jeffry knew was that no matter who the father was, Ginny was going to be in for one hell of a fight when it came to custody.
Hey, I gotta go. Luis’s message popped onto the screen. Marisol’s home.
Marisol didn’t allow Luis to play computer games for more than an hour a day, so he had to sneak computer time when she wasn’t home.
See ya. Tell Mal hi for me if you go over there.
K. Bye.
Luis logged off, and Jeffry headed downstairs to make a snack more filling than popcorn. As he hit the bottom landing, he heard shouting coming from his parents’ bedroom. Brittany hovered nearby, worrying her bottom lip and wrapping her newly highlighted blonde hair around her fingers the way she did when she was stressed.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
“I don’t know.”
He winced at his mother’s muffled curse coming through the closed door. She didn’t swear often, so when she did, he knew shit was getting real. “They never fight like this.”
Brittany frowned. “I know. I don’t think I’ve ever heard them scream at each other.”
“You disgust me, you egotistical, insufferable bastard.” Payton’s voice drifted out into the hall. “You are a pathetic excuse for a husband, but of all your failings, your worst, by far, is your failure as a parent.”
The door whipped open, and Payton stormed out. When she saw Jeffry and Brittany standing there, she sucked in a startled breath.
“Oh.” She pulled the door closed behind her and covertly tried to dab at the wetness in her eyes. “I didn’t know you two were out here.”
“Is everything okay?” Brit asked, even though it was clear that everything was not okay.
“Your father and I were just having a disagreement.” Her hands flitted over her pearl necklace, her matching earrings, and her silk blouse, as if frantically trying to reassure herself that she was still perfectly together—on the outside, at least. “Nothing to worry about.” She pasted on a bright smile, but it was as fake as her fingernails. “Brittany, didn’t you say you had a movie date? And Jeffry, did you ever call that girl I saw giving you her number outside of school? What was her name? Nina?”
He groaned, both at his mother’s lame attempt to change the subject and at the idea of calling Nina. She was cute and popular, but he just wasn’t interested. Girls were weird and way too full of drama.
“Look, Mom,” Brittany said. “How about we go do something this afternoon? Just you, me, and Jeffry. The way we used to do when you got stir-crazy when Dad was away in Austin.”
“You mean when I got you in the car, promising you ice cream, and we’d drive until we found something fun to do?”
That sounded kind of cool to Jeffry. Plus, it would get Mom out of the house and get her mind off everything their father had done. She’d been so strong in the face of his betrayal, but her red-rimmed eyes and pale, drawn face said she’d reached her limit.
“I heard they opened that ghost town up north,” Jeffry said. “It’s supposed to be really sick. They have a stage coach shootout show and everything.”
Brittany gave him an are you serious look. No doubt she’d prefer to go to the mall or something. But she played along. “Yeah, that sounds great. Let’s go.”
“Oh, honey,” Payton said. “That’s an hour drive, and I thought you had plans with Marcus.”
Brit shook her head. “I’ll text him and cancel. Logan is going to the movies with him too, so he won’t be alone. It’s fine.”
At first, Jeffry thought his mom would refuse, but when he threw in a sincere, “Please, Mom,” she smiled and hugged them both.
“How did I get such wonderful children?” She pulled back, her eyes brimming with tears. “I love you so much.”
“We love you, too,” Jeffry said, and for the first time since the shit had hit the fan—heck, for the first time in years, maybe—he felt like they were a real family again.
Weird though, that it only felt that way because Sebastian wasn’t with them.
 



Chapter Six
Payton had never been so exhausted in her life. Not even in the immediate days following what Jeffry had deemed “Foundersgate” had she been this emotionally strung out.
By some miracle she’d managed to keep herself together today. But the fight with Sebastian had taken its toll. And while she’d loved spending time connecting with Jeffry and Brittany, it had made her realize she didn’t know them as well as she should. And finally, after a day of highs and lows, she was on the verge of a breakdown.
She’d always prided herself on being strong, on being the kind of person who didn’t fall apart easily. Now she was at the end of her rope and it didn’t even seem odd that she found herself knocking on Francine’s door at ten o’clock at night, because this was the one place where she felt safe.
The door swung open, and a huge sense of relief washed over her at the sight of Francine in black yoga pants and a sapphire blue oversized blouse that swung loosely around her slender thighs. Her dark, curly hair was mussed and delightfully casual, and if the rosy blush in her cheeks was any indication, she’d been into the red wine tonight.
“Payton,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you.”
“I’m sorry, if this is a bad time—”
“Of course not.” Francine stepped back, allowing Payton inside. “Tate was just leaving.”
Tate Johnson was here? Payton glanced out at the driveway and groaned. How could she have missed that SUV parked right there?
“Good to see you, Payton.” Tate emerged from the living room and walked toward the entryway, cowboy hat in hand, his boots striking the floor in heavy thuds. “I’m sorry I haven’t come by the house with my father to talk more about election strategy, but I’ll see you and Senator Rush at Logan Murphy’s award ceremony?”
She blinked, strangely unable to process his words. She hadn’t expected Francine to have company, but that was ridiculous, wasn’t it? Francine was an intelligent, beautiful woman who drew eyes everywhere she went. She was older than Tate, but rumor had it that he’d recently had a nasty breakup with Hannah Grossman...
“Ah, yes,” she finally said, hoping she didn’t sound too flustered. “We’ll be there.”
“I’ll see you then.” He nodded respectfully and left, and Payton breathed a sigh of relief when Francine closed the door behind him.
“I really didn’t mean to intrude,” she said. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything.”
Smiling, Francine took her by the arm and led her to the living room. “You’re always welcome here. I think you know that. And Tate really was just leaving.” She sank down on the sofa and patted the cushion next to her in invitation. “He was actually here on your family’s behalf.”
For some reason, she was relieved that Tate was here on business. “Oh?”
“He’s just following a paper trail of hospital records.”
Oh, right. They wanted to have all their ducks in a row if Dakota ever tried to sue for any reason. Even though Marylee had worked her magic and got the girl to sign papers stating she wouldn’t take legal action against the Rushes or the bank for wrongful termination, Dakota wasn’t known for making smart choices. She’d already violated the agreement to not speak to reporters, and tomorrow morning, she’d get her first—and only—warning.
Payton sank onto the couch just as her legs gave out. It felt so good to be here, to be with someone she didn’t have to pretend with or be strong for.
“Honey, what’s wrong?”
It was both the right question and the wrong one, and in an instant, the tears started flowing. Francine grabbed a box of tissues and scooted closer to wrap one arm around her as she cried.
“This morning...this morning I found a video and pictures on Sebastian’s computer of him screwing Ginny Moreno in his Austin office.” She felt Francine stiffen, but before she could say anything, Payton let it all spill out, afraid that if she didn’t confide in someone, she’d explode at the worst possible time. Like at a press conference. Or a campaign rally. “He’s so damned stupid! What the hell was he thinking? If the media got hold of those, we’d be done. Ruined. And I’m betting Ginny didn’t consent to being taped, so there could be legal issues as well.”
“God, that’s horrible,” Francine murmured. “I’m so sorry. What did you do?”
“I deleted the pics and video, but what if Sebastian is dumb enough to have copies? I confronted him about it, and he swore he’d already wiped everything off the cloud and his phone, but then he turned it around and acted like he was the one who was wronged. After all, I invaded his privacy by snooping on his computer, so naturally, he’s the victim. According to him, he should be mad at me, and not the other way around. He also told me that if I’d only been better in bed this would never have happened in the first place.” She couldn’t believe the things that poured out of his mouth, but then, she couldn’t believe the things she’d said, either.
“I loved you once. I was a foolish little girl who believed you loved me too. Until I found you with the maid’s head in your lap.”
His response? A shrug and a casually spoken, “There are certain things you don’t ask your wife to do.”
“Oh, you mean like raise a child that’s not hers after your lawyers successfully sue the mother for custody? Because let me remind you that you didn’t ask. You assumed I’d be fine with having your mistress’s child in my home.”
“I’ll get you a damned nanny. You’ll hardly have to see the brat. It’ll be just like how you raised your own kids.”
She’d thrown a bottle of perfume at him, but the bastard had ducked it easily.
“God, Francine, I’ve spent almost my entire adult life with him. I’ve kept the perfect house and the perfect family, and I supported him at functions and during elections...do you know how many phone calls I’ve placed on his behalf? Thousands. I’ve been at his side through everything, including this latest scandal, and for what? I let the help raise my children and I gave up any chance to be my own person.”
Francine stroked Payton’s hair with long, soothing passes of her hand. “You are your own person.”
“Really?” Payton laughed bitterly. “If you ask anyone who I am, they’ll tell you I’m Senator Rush’s wife. Or I’m mother to Senator Rush’s children. Or I’m Mrs. Sebastian Rush. I swear, no one knows I have a first name.”
She knew she was feeling sorry for herself, but years of holding it all in were starting to crack her very foundation, and she was breaking down more with every word. She sobbed on Francine’s shoulder, letting the other woman comfort her, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
She didn’t know how long she’d cried when she finally pulled back and dabbed at her eyes, which were, no doubt, swollen and red. “I don’t want to go home. Can I stay here tonight?”
“Of course. The spare bedroom is already made up.” Francine stood and helped Payton to her feet, keeping one arm around her shoulders to steady her as they walked.
Payton could have walked on her own, but how long had it been since she’d been able to lean on someone? Even back when she’d relied on Sebastian for emotional support, he’d gone through the motions, but she’d never felt as if his heart had been in it.
Francine guided her to the bedroom. “There’s a robe in the closet you’re welcome to use. I’ll go get a set of pajamas and some toiletries.”
While Francine fetched the nightclothes, Payton stripped and wrapped herself in the fluffy pink robe. Then, her eyes burning from crying and her bones feeling like rubber, she stretched out on the bed and closed her lids.
A few minutes later, she heard Francine slip into the room. “You asleep?”
“No.” Payton said without opening her eyes. Her mouth went dry and her pulse picked up as she worked up the nerve to ask even more of her friend. “Will you...would you mind...staying with me for a little while? I feel silly, but I don’t want to be alone.”
She’d been alone for so long. Even when Sebastian was lying beside her in bed, she was alone.
For a long moment, Francine said nothing. The air in the room seemed to stand still as Payton held her breath. Just when she began to wonder if she’d crossed some sort of line in asking Francine to stay, she felt the mattress dip, and then Francine’s slender form stretched out alongside her.
She let out a long, relieved breath as Francine reached over and took her hand before settling in just close enough for Payton to feel the comfort of her presence.
“Thank you for being such a good friend,” Payton murmured. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“You’d be fine.” Francine squeezed her hand, and a warm rush of affection relaxed Payton more than she would have thought possible. “I read somewhere that the journey of self-discovery is a private one that you must make alone. But that doesn’t mean you can’t ask for help or support. Now, go to sleep. I’ll stay for as long as you need me.”
Payton smiled. She might be married to a complete and utter bastard, but when it came to her kids and her friends, she’d hit the jackpot.
She just had to hope her luck would hold, because as bad as things had been lately, they could get worse.
And the horrible part was that it was probably less a matter of if as it was when.
 



Chapter Seven
Marcus pulled into his mom’s driveway in time to see a strange man climb the porch steps. An unfamiliar rental car was parked on the street, no doubt belonging to the well-dressed dude who had to be a lawyer. Or a politician. Or some sort of Rush lackey.
Son of a bitch. This was the last thing he needed after meeting with Tucker Johnson this morning in hopes of getting a job at the Double J ranch. If Marcus could get the gig, maybe his mom would let him pitch in more with the bills and she could quit working for Marylee.
Unfortunately, something told him he hadn’t gotten it.
Tucker and his father, Zeke, had both been friendly enough, and when Marcus had gone off with Tucker to help out with a sick cow, he’d seemed to be impressed by Marcus’s knowledge of livestock and ranch operations. But there’d definitely been a distinct chill in the air from the moment Marcus had arrived at the ranch.
Maybe the Johnsons were still ticked about the time he and another kid from high school had snuck into one of their pastures to see if cows really did tip. Or maybe it was the time he’d done donuts in their yard with his Impala. But Marcus had paid for those sins years ago, and he’d done his best to convince Tucker and Zeke of that.
But in all honesty, he didn’t think his teenage transgressions were the problem. No, he suspected that the Johnsons didn’t want to hire Dakota Alvarez’s brother, no matter how much he’d turned himself around.
He wondered if Marylee or Sebastian had anything to do with it.
Cursing to himself, he leaped out of his car and jogged across the lawn toward the guy on the steps.
“Hey,” he called out. “What can I do for you?”
The man turned around at the top of the landing. “Marcus Alvarez, I assume?” He held out his hand, but Marcus didn’t take it. “I’m Oliver Stayton. Call me Oliver.” He dropped his hand. “I’m here to talk to your sister. Is Dakota around?”
“That depends, Oliver. What are you here to talk to her about?”
The guy smiled. “It’s a confidential matter. I’m sure you understand.”
Marcus crossed his arms over his chest. “I understand that you won’t be going near her until you tell me what this is about.”
Oliver gave Marcus a measuring look, and Marcus wondered how he stacked up. “Perhaps you could go get your sister, and she can decide if you should be involved in the conversation?”
“How about you tell me who you are first.”
“I work for Sebastian Rush.”
Marcus snorted. “Of course you do. Lawyer?”
“No. I’m actually here to keep lawyers out of this.”
So this had to be about Dakota’s meltdown on camera a day and a half ago. He’d figured it was only a matter of time. “I’ll get her, but if you upset her—”
“Easy, big guy,” Oliver said, holding up his hands. “I swear, I only want what’s best for both parties.”
“And Sebastian Rush is a humanitarian, right?”
Oliver gave him a wry look. “I think we both know that’s not true.”
Huh. Okay, maybe this guy wasn’t a complete louse. “Hold on.”
Marcus started toward the front door, but before he made it three steps, Dakota came out in a pair of ripped jeans, a tank top, and fluffy slippers. It was the most casual he’d seen her since before he left for Montana. He wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or a bad one.
“What is it?” She looked over at Oliver as he stood where he’d stopped, on the top step. “Who are you? One of Marylee’s lapdogs, I’m guessing?”
Oliver inclined his head. “Close enough.” He gave Marcus a pointed look. “I’m here to talk to you about your impromptu appearance on the news the other day. Can we speak somewhere private?”
“No,” Marcus and Dakota said in unison. He almost laughed. He and Dakota had never been in sync about anything. Ever.
“Okay, then.” Oliver cleared his throat. “You signed, of your own free will, an agreement stating you wouldn’t say anything more to the media than, ‘No comment.’ Instead, you called Senator Rush a—” he glanced down at a piece of paper in his hand “—lying sack of balls, a Viagra-addicted ass monkey, and a limp-dicked dildo casserole.” He frowned. “I don’t even know what that is. But you can’t say it when you’ve signed an agreement saying you won’t.”
“Even if it’s true?” Dakota blinked innocently, and Marcus coughed to cover a chuckle. This shouldn’t be funny, but it was so absurd.
“Even if it’s true,” Oliver assured her. “Can I count on you to not do that again?”
Dakota rolled her eyes, but Marcus had to give the guy credit. Few people could talk to Dakota about a mistake she’d made without her flipping out. “Can I count on Marylee doing what she said she’d do?”
“She’s working on it.”
Marcus scowled. “She’s working on what?”
“Nothing,” Dakota said quickly, and Marcus got a real bad feeling. “It was just something she agreed to do for me if I signed her stupid papers.” She turned back to Oliver. “Is that all?”
He smiled agreeably. “It is. But Ms. Alvarez? Don’t do it again. Out of respect for your mother, this was a courtesy warning. Next time there will be legal consequences.”
“But—”
Marcus threw his arm around her shoulders, cutting her off before she got herself in trouble. There was a definite limit to the amount of time she could hold her tongue and be civil in the face of a threat. She was so like their father. “She won’t do it again, Mr. Stayton. Thanks for stopping by.”
“Of course. Nice to meet you both.”
Marcus waited with Dakota until he pulled his rental away from the curb, and then he rounded on his sister.
“What the hell was that?”
She gave him the innocent eyes, but he wasn’t falling for it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
He clenched his teeth in frustration. “The thing about Marylee. What is she working on? And don't tell me nothing.”
“Then I’m not telling you anything.” She grinned, all sugar and secrets, and damn, he wanted to throttle her. “I’m making brownies. Wanna help?”
“No. I want you to tell me what the hell is going on.”
She pivoted on her heel and started toward the house. “I told you. I didn’t sign away my voice for nothing.” She halted as she reached for the screen door. “Trust me. It’s a good thing. It’s something I need, Marcus. Don’t ruin it for me. Please.”
Damn her. She knew exactly how to appeal to his brotherly side. He never could resist a female in need, especially if the female in need was his sister. And with how bad his relationship with Dakota had been since he came back to Storm, he figured he could give her this. Maybe if he trusted her judgment with this one thing, it would be a new beginning for them. Maybe she’d surprise him.
He had a feeling that if he called Ian right now and asked him what to do, Ian would tell him to trust her. To cut her some slack and see if she reined her own self in.
“Okay, Dakota,” he said softly. “I’ll let it go. But if you need me—”
“Thank you.” She darted inside, and he got the strange feeling she didn’t want him to see her eyes. But was it because they were full of gratitude and she was embarrassed to show it, or because they were full of guilt, and she knew he’d recognize it?
 



Chapter Eight
Uncle Zeke had lied through his teeth. Or been played for a sucker.
So much for a “small event” with “just friends and family.”
Logan Murphy looked out at the crowd of people gathered in the town square in the exact spot where Dakota had dropped a bomb with her announcement. The detonation had taken place on the very stage Logan was currently standing next to as he waited for his cue to climb the steps to the microphone in the middle. Several TV news reporters stood before cameras at the base of the stage, and he cursed every one of them even as he glared at his uncle, who was currently speaking into the mic, telling some story about friends of his who had served in the military.
“Twenty seconds,” the town’s event organizer said to Logan in a hushed voice. “Senator Rush will introduce you in...,” she looked down at her watch, “...fifteen, fourteen, thirteen...”
“Wait.” He grabbed her arm, unsure he’d heard her right. “What?”
She gestured to the stage, where, sure enough, the asshole senator was shaking his uncle’s hand, smiling at the press, waving at the crowd...fuck. That son of a bitch!
Anger boiled the blood in his veins until he was pretty sure steam was coming out of his ears. Which would explain why he didn’t hear Sebastian call out Logan’s name.
“Go,” the event organizer chick whispered, giving him a firm shove toward the stage.
Clenching his teeth, Logan mounted the steps and walked across the wooden floor, his dress shoes thudding with each step.
It’ll be a small event, Logan. Just friends and family.
This was nothing less than a damned ambush, and Logan prayed he had the self-control to not punch Senator Rush in the face for it. He glanced at the horde of news people and wondered how much they’d love to get that punch on camera.
He could only imagine the headlines that would follow.
PTSD Veteran Attacks Senator During Award Ceremony.
Senator Rush Forgives His Attacker And Offers To Pay For His Mental Healthcare. Surges Ahead Of His Opponent In Polls.
Military Veteran Runs Over Senator With A Tank.
Unaware that Logan was entertaining homicidal thoughts, Senator Rush gave him a toothy grin and held out his hand. As tempting as it was to leave the guy hanging, doing so would make Logan look like an ass and would give Sebastian some much-needed publicity.
So he took the senator’s hand in a firm handshake that made the other man’s grin falter, and then he stood there while Sebastian yammered on about duty and honor and heroism, which was hilarious, given those were three things he didn’t know jack shit about.
Clenching his teeth and hands so he didn’t say or do something stupid, he looked out over the crowd. Marcus was there, as promised, wearing sunglasses and a cocky grin as he gave Logan the thumbs-up. Brittany was next to him, and several feet away, Logan’s parents and brothers watched, pride glowing in their expressions.
He averted his gaze, unsure he was deserving of their pride. And then he froze. Because there, at the very back of the crowd, was the last person he thought would be here. The last person he wanted to be here.
Ginny.
As if things weren’t bad enough, as if his world wasn’t crumbling down around him, she had to show up.
She had the nerve to show up to see the father of her baby give an award to the man who had wanted to be the father of her baby.
And making matters worse, she’d come here looking beautiful. She wore her hair up in a loose ponytail, a few unruly strands curling against cheeks that glowed with her pregnancy. Even from here though, he could see the dark circles under her eyes, and it made his heart clench.
If they were still together, he would never have allowed her to get that tired.
But they weren’t together, were they? Because she’d lied. Because of the man standing next to him.
He’d never been claustrophobic, but as he stood there, the trees began to close in on him. The air became thin and his skin grew clammy. He hadn’t felt like this since...
Combat training.
His unit had been training with live rounds, and there’d been an accident. It was the first time Logan had seen that much human blood. He’d been sucked into a spinning vortex of incoherence, stuck in his own head. He could see everything going on around him, could hear it, but none of it truly registered.
It was a lot like right now.
Distantly, as if from the depths of a waking nightmare, he heard Cap’s voice barking in his ear. Work through it, soldier. Work through it.
He’d snapped into action, doing everything he’d been trained to do, and when it was done, he could barely remember any of it.
Autofocus, his captain had called it later. He said that sometimes the brain wasn’t able to process thoughts and emotions, and it left the body running on auto, focusing on training and what needed to be done. It was why his unit trained constantly, repetitively.
So they could function even if their brains went offline.
He stared at Ginny as Senator Rush droned on. She stared back, even offering a small smile. Not long ago, he’d have begged for a smile like that from her. Now? Now it made him want to hurt someone. Like the man standing next to him.
He slid a covert glance at the senator, his clenched hands trembling with the desire to knock the guy off the stage. He slid another glance at the stairs. Maybe he could just take off. Screw the award.
Work through it, soldier. Work through it.
Right. Deep breaths. Focus. Not on Ginny. On the street. Where he’d like to run over the senator with a tank.
Amused, at least enough to keep from either escaping this farce or breaking Senator Rush’s face, he put himself at parade rest and played good little soldier.
But he was definitely no hero.
 
* * * *
 
Watching his cousin up on the stage was the most awkwardly painful thing Tate Johnson had ever seen. It was clear that Logan didn’t want to be there, and it was just as clear that Senator Rush knew it and didn’t care. At least, it was clear to anyone who knew Sebastian. Strangers wouldn’t have seen the cold, calculating gleam in his eyes, and if they did, they’d mistake it for excitement or pride.
But the more Tate got to know Senator Rush, the more he disliked him, and he wondered just how closely he should ally himself with the guy. After all, his philandering had inadvertently leveled his cousin. And family was everything.
But even if the guy wasn’t reveling in Logan’s discomfort, Tate would be having some misgivings.
Oh, there was no doubt that the senator was smart, but it wasn’t the kind of bookish intelligence that one needed to be a successful astrophysicist or bioengineer. No, this was the shrewd kind that made one a wealthy drug kingpin or Wall Street executive. Or politician.
It was a sneaky smart combined with an ego the size of Texas and an utter lack of ethics.
As a lawyer, Tate had come up against all types of intelligent, egotistical, unethical people, and he knew how to handle them. The problem was that, ideally, you wanted to handle them from afar. Keep them at a distance so that when—and it was always a matter of when, not if—they self-destructed, you avoided the fallout.
He listened as the senator talked about bravery, sacrifice, and duty while Logan looked like he would rather be back in battle than here. Especially now that Ginny Moreno had arrived. Logan kept his eyes fixed in the distance, his gaze haunted and tinged with anger.
Tate moved closer to the stage, assuming he’d find his father near the steps, and sure enough, Zeke, looking uncomfortable as hell, was waiting to rejoin the senator and Logan.
“Hey, Dad.” He stepped up next to Zeke. “Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with this shit show.”
Zeke gave him an are-you-kidding-me look. “The awards committee set this up. I thought I was presenting Logan with the honor until Sebastian showed up. I was as surprised as Logan to see him and all the cameras here.”
“Why did the committee decide to let the senator—” He broke off as realization dawned. “Marylee is on the awards committee, isn’t she?”
“Marylee is on all the committees,” Zeke said dryly. One of Sebastian’s campaign staffers gestured to him, and he gave the guy a curt nod. “I gotta go, son. I’ll catch up with you later.”
Tate watched his father walk off, and as he jerked his gaze back to the applauding crowd, he caught a glimpse of a blonde braid swishing against a teal blouse he’d once unbuttoned with his teeth.
Hannah.
She moved through the crowd, a smile as bright as the noon sun lighting up her face. The object of her smile, his own damned brother, bent to say something into her ear.
Tate tore his gaze away, hating that seeing them together affected him in any way. But damn, he’d caught his girlfriend in bed with his own brother. They’d made a fool out of him, and now they’d just made his humiliation public.
Cursing silently, he looked up at Logan, at the way the guy was trying not to look at Ginny, and Tate felt his pain. Standing next to the man who had screwed your girlfriend and not decking him was a serious exercise in self-control, and Tate knew for a fact that he didn’t have the same kind of discipline.
Logan really was a hero.
A hero Sebastian Rush was exploiting. Rush was a piece of shit. But, damn it, he was Tate’s ticket to bigger and better things, and if this farce of an awards ceremony helped it happen, Tate was going to play along and just pray that his cousin was strong enough to withstand the bullshit.
Because some day, Rush was going to self-destruct, and Tate was going to be there to take up the slack.
He just had to hope he didn’t get caught in the blast.
 



Chapter Nine
The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the parking lot. Logan stood with his back against the side of the courthouse wall, his chest heaving, his body trembling, a cold sweat coating his skin. He’d made it through the ceremony okay, but the moment it was over, his ability to cope started to decay. He’d smiled numbly through the pictures and the handshakes and hugs, he’d made small talk that had come out of his mouth as if on autopilot, and then he’d escaped while everyone focused on Senator Rush and his bullshit.
He dropped his head back against the building and forced himself to breathe. In. Out. Repeat.
God, he hated feeling like this. Like he was at the mercy of some unseen force that grabbed him in its fist and squeezed. All he could do was wait until the pressure eased and he started feeling normal again.
He didn’t know how long he stood there like that, but when he saw the senator making a beeline for his car, he knew he’d been standing there too long.
He should have left immediately. Instead, he found himself moving swiftly to intercept the bastard. The moment the senator saw Logan, panic—and not a small amount of fear—flashed in his eyes.
“You son of a bitch,” Logan growled, making a conscious effort to keep his fists at his sides.
Senator Rush held up his hands in a placating gesture that didn’t work. “Now, now, Mr. Murphy, I wasn’t aware that the media would be here—”
“That’s bullshit, and you know it,” he snapped. “So is the award. You arranged this to trick voters into thinking you’re a standup guy. This had nothing to do with me, and everything to do with your campaign.”
“Well, I’m sorry you feel that way, son.” Dipping his hand in his pocket, he fished for his keys and moved toward his car. “But I have a pressing engagement. Thank you again for your service.”
“My ass.” Logan grabbed him by the arm and spun him around, enjoying the startled look on his face. The guy couldn’t fathom that someone might actually call him out on his lies. “There are no cameras here. You can shed the pretense of being a decent human being and a family
values advocate.”
Angry red splotches spread across the senator’s cheeks like a rash as he jerked out of Logan's grip. “Okay, then, why don’t you tell me what this bug up your ass is really about? Is it because I used you to advance my campaign? Big fucking deal, kid. We both got something out of it, so stop your damned whining. Or is it because you think I screwed your girlfriend? Because I didn’t.” He jabbed his finger at Logan. “The brat in her belly isn’t mine, so why don’t you back the hell off?”
“You lying snake,” Logan ground out. “I know you slept with her. That baby is yours. What kind of coward won’t own up to his responsibilities?” He pressed forward, until the senator’s finger jammed into his sternum. “You’re a sick fuck and a pathetic excuse for a father. Stay away from Ginny, and leave her baby the hell alone. The kid is better off with no dad than one like you.”
“Leave them alone?” The senator’s voice pitched low in a subtle challenge. “Or what?”
Logan leaned in even more, forcing the other man back a step. “Or you’ll answer to me.” A stream of people rounded the corner of the building, so Logan eased up and gave the senator a big, fake smile. “And hey, thanks for your promise to vote for more funding for single mothers and veterans the next time it comes up,” he said, loud enough for the newcomers to hear.
The senator glared, but he recovered quickly with a broad smile and a cheesy salute. “Of course. You know how I love working mothers and our military.” He waved at the strangers and jogged to his car.
What an ass.
That had felt good, though. Not as satisfying as running over the guy with a tank, but vague threats held their own appeal.
Smiling for the first time today, he pivoted around...and nearly smacked into Ginny.
“Logan. Sorry. I was just...my car...” She gestured behind him, and sure enough, parked in the stall a few spaces down from where Senator Rush had parked, was her vehicle.
He didn’t know what to say or how to feel, not when his emotions were so tangled up, but anger was always an easy go-to, so he went.
“I’m surprised to see you here today, Ginny. Did you come to see your lover give me an award?”
Hurt flashed in her eyes, but surprisingly, he didn’t take any joy in it. “I came to see you, Logan. I wanted to see you be honored for your service.”
“Seriously?” He laughed, a harsh, nasty sound that made her recoil. “This was a setup, Ginny. Your lover used me to win over voters. He’s a real standup guy, that one. You know how to pick ’em.”
This time, she didn’t let his barb hit home. Instead, she softened her voice the way she had when they were alone. “Even if that’s true, you deserved this honor.”
“Deserved it for what? Not getting killed when everyone around me did?”
She gripped his arm, and his traitorous heart stumbled all over itself at her touch. “Logan, you were a hero today. With everything that’s going on in the town, heck, in this world, people need to believe that there are good guys out there. You’re one of those good guys, and these people need you.”
Marcus had said something similar, and Logan wanted to tug her against him, to thank her for trying to make him feel better about everything that had just happened, but then he remembered that all of it had been made worse by her.
“That’s a load of crap,” he said, pulling away. “But then, it came out of your mouth, so what else can I expect?”
“I didn’t lie to you, Logan. I just...didn’t tell you everything. Have you told me everything about your past? Do I know about all the girls from Storm you’ve slept with? Did we run into any of them while we were out on dates? Did I just sit there like an oblivious jackass while you chatted with an ex-lover?”
“It’s not the same thing,” he ground out. “I didn’t get any of them pregnant. And none of them were married. Or related to my best friend.”
She winced. “My point is—”
“I know what your point is. And I don’t care. You told me Jacob Salt was the father of your baby. You told everyone that.”
“Because I wanted him to be.” She clasped her hands together, almost in a plea. “I didn’t know about his medical condition. And I didn’t know I was pregnant until the accident. I was confused and scared and things got out of hand. Can’t you understand that?”
Actually, he could. And that’s what made this all the more painful. He’d seen the horrors of war, knew that after a traumatic experience confusion and fear were like parasites, grabbing hold and feeding until there was nothing left of the host but a shell.
So he got it. He really did. But he wasn’t ready to forgive her, maybe because even though shit had gotten bad for her, at least she’d conquered her parasites and was on her way to healing, and he was far, far away from that.
Which made him a total asshole.
Fuck. He needed to get drunk. Shit-faced drunk.
“Logan?”
He blinked, realized he must have gotten lost in his own head. “Yeah,” he said, getting back to her question. “I can understand it. But I’m not ready to forgive it.”
He hated the hope his words had put in her eyes, because right now, he didn’t believe there was any hope for them at all.
“I can wait until you’re ready,” she murmured.
“Don’t,” he said gruffly. “Just...stay away from me. I mean it.”
Tears filled her eyes, and dammit, he felt like he’d just kicked a puppy. “Of course. I’m sorry, Logan. I really am. If I could do things over again...” She inhaled deeply and shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. But I hope you believe that I would never intentionally hurt you.”
She left him standing there like a dope, his heart aching and his head spinning.
It was definitely time to get drunk, and he had a couple of close friends named Jose Cuervo and Johnnie Walker who could assist with that.
Yep, no one could ever say that Logan Murphy didn’t know who to ask for help.
That Army psychologist could suck it.
 



Chapter Ten
Brittany squeezed Marcus’s warm hand as she led him through the darkness in her backyard. They skirted the pool and fire pit and kept well away from the mansion’s massive windows and the light from the patio.
“Where are we going?” he whispered, looking around like a pack of Dobermans was going to rush them.
“To the pool house,” she whispered back. “I thought we could be alone for a little while. Dinner at the Bluebonnet was a zoo, and the award ceremony...”
“That was bullshit,” he growled.
Brittany wasn’t sure if she was more angry about her father’s ambush of Logan or if Marcus was. After the ceremony, while Marcus helped block the media from getting too close to Logan, she’d cornered her father and asked him how he slept at night. She hadn’t even let him answer. She’d stormed off, not giving a shit if anyone saw or heard what she’d said to him.
Then she’d run into Ginny, and she’d let her anger fly again. “If you’re looking for my dad, he was heading toward the courthouse. I’m sure you two can find an empty room to have unprotected sex in. It’s not like you can get more pregnant.”
The blood had drained from Ginny’s face, and Brit had felt like crap for being such a bitch. Then she realized that Ginny was probably here for Logan, and that wasn’t much better. The last thing Logan needed right now was to have salt rubbed in the wound.
Suitably angry, she’d walked away from Ginny and hadn’t looked back. It was childish, she knew, and eventually she’d have to try to be a little more adult, given that Ginny would soon be giving birth to Brittany’s brother or sister.
There was no way she was changing diapers, though.
Quietly, she opened the pool house’s glass French doors and slipped inside with Marcus. She left the doors open to cool the small space down, and then she wrapped her arms around him and stood there among the oversized floor pillows and beach decor just enjoying being together.
The sound of leaves rustling in the breeze and night insects chirping settled in around them, and all Brittany could think about was how being here right now with Marcus was a dream come true. She’d wanted him for so long, and then she’d finally realized it would never happen. She’d given up for years. And now, here they were, alone, and they’d already weathered more storms in a few weeks than many couples did in years.
“This is nice,” he murmured against the top of her head.
“It is,” she agreed, tilting her face up to his. He gazed down at her, his dark eyes smoldering in the faint light, and her pulse went crazy. Slowly, too slowly, he dipped his head and touched his lips to hers.
The contact was light, just a whisper of a kiss. It was an invitation, one she was more than willing to take him up on.
Sliding her hand around the nape of his neck, she went up on her toes and captured his mouth. A shiver ran through her as he met her enthusiasm with his own, hauling her up against him so she felt every hard angle of his body on hers. He licked at her lips with his tongue, demanding entrance.
Oh, yes, he could enter anything he wanted.
She opened for him, meeting his tongue with hers, and a heartbeat later, he was taking her down to the pillows. He laid her out on her back and stretched out next to her, propped up by one elbow as he cupped her face with his warm hand and proceeded to kiss her senseless.
Desire pounded through her with every feather-soft stroke of his thumb over her cheek, and when he slid his palm lower, to her neck, she whimpered and arched against him, needing more contact.
Suddenly, his body went taut and his head came up. She blinked, her lust-soaked brain not registering his alarm until he whispered, “Do you hear that?”
Anxiety spiked. “Hear what?”
“Shit. Footsteps.” He leaped up and hauled her to her feet, but even before she’d caught her balance, she saw a shadowy figure standing in the doorway.
“Mom!” She swallowed. Hard. They were so busted. “Um, hi. Marcus and I were just—”
“Don’t embarrass us all with a lie,” Payton said, a lot more calmly than Brittany would ever have expected. “I know what you were doing.” She swiped something gold off one of the beverage tables. “I didn’t know you were out here. I came to find my watch and close the doors. I thought I’d left them open after my swim this evening.”
“I’m sorry, Ms. Rush,” Marcus said, giving her a respectful nod. “I can go.”
“Oh, heavens, no,” she said. “Under the circumstances, I know it’s hard to find time together.” Her mouth curved in the barest hint of a sly smile. “Just don’t let your father or grandmother catch you.”
Brittany watched in amazement as her mother turned around, closed one of the doors, and walked back toward the house.
“What just happened?” Marcus frowned. “Did we get busted for making out or not? Is this a trick?”
“I’m not sure,” she said, “but I’m not going to waste time trying to figure it out.” Spinning, she took Marcus back down to the pillows, landing half-on, half-off of him.
His grin hit her right in the heart. “I love a woman who knows what she wants.” She caught the impish gleam in his eye a split-second before he effortlessly flipped her onto her back and settled between her legs. “Especially if what she wants is me.”
“Mmm,” she breathed as he nuzzled her neck, “I do want you. So much.” She arched against him to make that clear, and she groaned at the sensation of her core meeting the hard ridge of his erection.
Oh, wow. This was really happening. Her heart raced with excitement, and she swore she was going to come apart the second he touched her.
He lifted his head and looked down at her, his gaze blazing with heat so intense she began to squirm. Her skin felt hot, like it was too tight for her body, and between her thighs, a sweet ache bloomed.
She wasn’t a virgin by any means, but she’d still never been this eager to be with a guy. Her hands trembled as she ran them up and down his muscular back, and she was breathing like she’d run a marathon.
“Are you okay?” His rich, gravelly voice shot through her like a lightning strike of lust.
And no, she was not okay at all. She was crazy in love with this guy, and he wasn’t ripping off her clothes. “Kiss me,” she breathed, “and then I’ll be okay.”
“You’re sure.” It wasn’t a question. He didn’t want a simple yes or no, and she knew it. He wanted to know she was consenting to this on every level and that she didn’t feel pressured.
God, he was a catch, and her eyes burned with happy tears. How had a boy who had grown up the way he had become a man with so much to offer?
“I’m sure.” She slid her hand between them and cupped his erection, loving how he gasped softly. “See?”
“Oh, yeah,” he rasped, pushing himself into her palm. “I see.”
Lowering his head, he kissed her feverishly, his mouth giving and taking, nibbling at her lips. His hand dropped to her butt to tug her closer to him, and then he massaged and stroked his way up her hip. His thumb dipped low on her pelvis, just brushing her mound over the thin cotton of her khakis and underwear, and she angled her hips higher, trying to get him where she needed him.
He smiled against her mouth, knowing he was driving her crazy. He let his touch get close, so close, feathering across her pubic bone and in the crease of her leg, but he never quite...got...there.
Then he was moving on, his hand skimming her waist and slipping under her blouse.
“We should probably close the other door,” he murmured as he scooted down her body to kiss her throat. “If your dad or grandma see us, they’ll probably call the cops and tell them I’m attacking you.”
He was joking, but she didn’t doubt that he was spot on. Still, if he thought he was going to stop doing what he was doing to close the door, he was crazy. Stretching her leg out, she kicked the door shut and surrendered to Marcus’s masterful touch.
God, he knew exactly where to touch her, how much pressure to use, and for how long. Every caress was magic, every kiss electrifying. And as his fingers worked the buttons on her shirt and his tongue delved into her cleavage, she decided she didn’t want to know how he’d learned these skills. As long as he kept using them on her, she didn’t care.
His tongue was wet and hot against her skin as he dragged it up the valley between her breasts. Too many clothes. They were wearing way too many clothes. She helped him unbutton her shirt, impatient to get this moving along.
“Eager, are we?” He pushed himself up on one muscular arm to peel her shirt open, and the flush of admiration on his face as he took her in left her breathless. “Damn, baby. You’re so beautiful.”
The warmth in his words surrounded her like a blanket. Smiling, she dragged her finger up her sternum in a lazy, crooked line, loving how Marcus’s eyes darkened as he watched her work her way up toward her bra. Half an inch away from the pink satin, she paused, getting a thrill out of the way he licked his lips in anticipation. His breath came faster and he swallowed hard as she gripped the clasp at the front of the bra.
A cell phone buzzed.
She whispered a curse and released the clasp. Marcus’s curse was much louder. And cruder.
Twisting, he jammed his hand in his pocket and yanked out his phone. “If someone isn’t bleeding to death...” He trailed off and let out another curse, softer this time. “It’s Logan. I gotta go. I’m sorry.”
The worry in his voice was like a bucket of ice water, and she sat up. “Of course. Go. Do you need me to do anything?”
“No.” He stood and helped her up. “I got this. Can I see you tomorrow?”
She tried not to sound too disappointed that their night was ending this way.
“I’m starting some online classes, but I’ll call when I’m done for the day.”
Marcus pressed his lips to hers in a lingering kiss that tingled, still alive with residual heat. It would only take a couple more seconds to rekindle things, and she gripped his shirt, testing his resolve.
“Dammit,” he whispered. “You’re way too tempting.”
She smiled. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“Oh, it’s a bad thing,” he drawled, “and that’s a good thing.” He gave her one more quick peck, and then he was out the door, his fine butt flexing inside jeans she’d been anxious to rip off.
“Well, shit,” she said, looking around at the mound of pillows and the swimsuits hanging from hooks next to the changing stall. She didn’t have anything better to do, and she could use a good drenching in cold water, so a night swim it was.
As she donned her favorite suit, she hoped Logan was okay.
Because she was going to kill him for this.
 
* * * *
 
The text had said only, Flat tire. Same place, but Marcus knew exactly where to find his friend.
Flat tire, their code for help, had been born back in high school when Logan got a flat tire while making out with Delia Bruce out at the lake, and sure enough, Logan’s vehicle was right there in the same spot it had been in all those years ago.
Marcus pulled up next to it and killed the engine. It had taken fifteen minutes to drive out here, enough time for him to lose the lust jitters that had kept him fidgeting all the way to the lake, but now he was anxious for a different reason. Logan didn’t send out SOS messages for fun.
He walked around the front of his car and spotted Logan sitting on the beach about twenty yards away, his long legs stretched out in front of him, booted feet crossed at the ankles. He stared out at the moonlit lake, a bottle of what was probably whiskey in his hand.
“Something tells me you didn’t call me here for a flat tire,” Marcus called out as he walked toward his friend.
Logan kept staring into the distance. “I ran out of gas.”
“I’m the one who ran out of gas. Twice. Try again.” He eased up to Logan and sat down so he could both look out at the lake and keep an eye on his friend without giving himself neck cramps.
“Fine,” Logan drawled in an alcohol-drenched voice. “I’m being a responsible drinker and calling for a ride home.”
While Marcus didn’t doubt the truth of that, he also knew it was only half the truth. Logan could have called one of his brothers for something as simple as a ride home, but he hadn’t. He’d wanted Marcus to come for a reason.
“Okay, then. So why me?”
Logan shrugged, looked down at the half-empty bottle of what Marcus could now see was Johnnie Walker Black. “I saw Ginny today. At the ceremony.”
Marcus’s gut twisted. He’d been afraid of that, but it explained why Logan was sitting here alone and three sheets to the wind. “Did you talk to her?”
For a long time, Logan just sat there, staring down at his lap, his fingers digging at the label on the bottle. Then his head came up and he pegged Marcus with a stare he could only describe as shell-shocked.
“I was doing okay, Marcus.” Logan’s voice was hoarse. Raw. “After the military, I mean. I came home, and at first, I was so overwhelmed that I didn’t have time to think, you know? Then Ginny came along, and she kept me...she kept me grounded. But now I don’t have her, and all the shit is coming back.” He swallowed and looked away, once again taking a lot of interest in that bottle. “I’m not a hero, Marcus. That son of a bitch knows it, too. I can see it in his face. And you know why I can see it? It’s because I’m the same as him. I’m an imposter. I hate that bastard, but I’m no better.”
It took Marcus a moment to figure out who “that son of a bitch” was, but after wracking his brain a little, he realized Logan was talking about Senator Rush. And it pissed him off.
“Jesus, Logan. You are nothing like Sebastian Rush. He thinks serving the people means cheating, lying, and casting votes that benefit himself, not the country. You risked your life for your country. You care about people. You’re a damned good person. Don’t ever compare yourself to a scumbag like Rush.”
Sometimes he wondered how someone like Brittany could be related to someone like Sebastian Rush.
And then he remembered that his own father was Hector Alvarez, who might actually be worse.
A hint of a smile touched the corner of Logan’s mouth. “Funny, isn’t it?”
“What’s funny?”
“You talking me off the ledge.” Logan took a swig from the bottle and offered it to Marcus, who shook his head. “It always used to be me talking you down.”
Marcus snorted. He couldn’t count the number of times Logan had talked him out of doing something crazy or dangerous or stupid. But Logan had led a fucking charmed life, complete with a tight-knit family, good grades without even trying, and a smile that turned women into putty. Marcus had never been the person to prevent meltdowns or pick up the pieces after one.
But he’d been doing that a lot lately, hadn’t he? He’d somehow become a grownup instead of a screw-up.
“Come on, buddy.” Marcus stood and offered Logan a hand. “I’ll get you home. We can come back to get your Camaro tomorrow.”
Logan allowed Marcus to help him to his feet. “You’re a good friend.”
“Yeah, well, I owe you.” Marcus casually took the bottle so Logan wouldn’t drop it. Or drink more. “I don’t think I would have made it out of my teens alive if it weren’t for you and your family.”
“I’m sorry your dad is such a shitbag,” Logan said, his voice slurring. “Glad he’s gone. You needed to come back.” He stumbled as they walked toward the Impala, but Marcus caught him before he hit the dirt. “You’re staying, right? You said you were staying. You haven’t changed your mind. Montana is too cold. You should stay here.”
Chuckling softly, Marcus propped Logan against the hood of his car while he put the bottle in the trunk and opened the passenger door. “Don’t worry. I’m staying.”
“What if he comes back?”
“Who?”
“Your dad. Hector.” Eyes suddenly wild, Logan grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him close with superhuman drunk strength. “Don’t leave again. Please don’t leave again.”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Marcus assured him. Besides, Hector would be an idiot to return to Storm after being chased off by the local sheriff, who happened to be Logan’s brother. Still, his old man was an idiot, so there was a chance he’d come back, and while Marcus hoped it would never happen, he did worry about it now and then. “I promise.”
Logan released Marcus, a big, sloppy grin curving his mouth. “I love you, man. You’re like the brother I never had.”
Marcus guided Logan to the passenger seat. “I’m sure your sisters will be happy to hear that,” he said, the joke left over from the days when Logan and his brothers were young and full of piss and vinegar. Logan would get mad at his siblings and tell Marcus that he was the brother he never had, and Marcus would point out that Dillon and Patrick wouldn’t like being called girls.
It seemed silly now, but Marcus had needed the silliness back then. Still did, he supposed.
Overall though, even with the craziness going on all around him, Marcus felt pretty good about life. His mother was healing, gaining self-confidence and independence, Mallory was doing good in school, and even Dakota was being pretty low-key. His relationship with Brittany was going well despite her father and grandmother’s meddling, and today at the award ceremony, Tucker Johnson had offered him a job on his ranch after all.
So yes, life could suck a lot worse, and he had a lot worse to compare to.
Now he just had to pray that things stayed good. Surely that wasn’t too much to ask.
Was it?
 



Chapter Eleven
As Marylee’s driver pulled up to the body shop on the outskirts of Del Rio, she was glad for the two private protection agents she’d brought with her. Mangy stray animals scurried between garbage bins and filthy ragamuffin children played in the streets while greasy looking thugs smoked cigarettes and who knew what else on rickety porches.
God, she hated border towns, even if they were on the American side of the Rio Grande, and none of this was doing anything to change her mind or improve her mood.
She’d just spent the afternoon with campaign contributors and Del Rio’s mayor’s wife, and her face hurt from all the forced smiling she’d done between prying, “Is everything okay, you know, with everything going on?” questions. The stupid woman had been practically frothing at the mouth for juicy details.
But now it was time for the real reason Marylee had come to this godforsaken town, which she’d always thought of as the armpit of Texas.
The driver opened her door, and she stepped out, smoothed her skirt, and strode into the body shop flanked by her bodyguards.
A short Hispanic man in oil-stained overalls walked up to her, wiping his grimy hands on an equally grimy rag. “Can I help you?”
“I understand Hector Alvarez works here.”
The grubby man jerked his thumb at the windowless bar next door. “He’s at lunch.”
She eyed the run-down establishment covered in flickering neon beer signs. This day just kept getting worse and worse.
One of her bodyguards entered first, and she gingerly followed him inside, trying not to gag at the stench of sweat, stale beer, and rancid deep-fat fryer grease.
After she gave her eyes a few seconds to adjust to the dark, cave-like atmosphere, she spotted Hector sitting in a booth in the back. He was hunched over a plate of food she wouldn’t give one of those stray dogs outside, and one hand was clenched around a can of beer. Even in the dim, hazy light of the bar, she could see the resemblance to Marcus in his black, wavy hair and sharp features.
He didn’t look up from shoveling food into his mouth like a hog at feeding time until she cleared her throat.
“Hello, Mr. Alvarez.”
He scowled at her. “Who the fuck are you?” The cheap vinyl seat creaked as he slowly sat back, realization dawning in his bloodshot eyes. “Well, I’ll be damned. You’re that Rush woman.”
“Marylee,” she said, forcing a smile. She gestured to the empty booth across from him. “Do you mind?” At his wary shrug, she sat gingerly on the crumb-coated seat and wondered if she’d have to throw away her skirt later. “You weren’t easy to find.”
He took a swig of beer. “Didn’t know anyone was looking for me.”
“Yes, well, I’m in Del Rio on business,” she said, studying every facial tic, every eye movement, every change in his breathing. She was good at reading people, especially when they lagged behind a point or two on the evolutionary scale. “I thought that since we’re practically family now, we should discuss a few things.”
He belched, and she swallowed sourly. What a repugnant man. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
Time to lay the trap. She feigned surprise. “You weren’t aware that your son is dating my granddaughter? And then there’s Dakota. According to her, she and my son—”
“Say what?” The can in Hector’s hand crumpled. “You said Marcus is in Storm? That’s impossible. He’s in bumfuck Montana.”
He’d taken the bait. Now to reel him in. Thank you for all those fishing lessons when I was a little girl, Daddy.
“I’m sorry,” she said, smoothly. “I thought you knew. He came back a couple of months ago. Not long after you left. I suppose he felt he needed to be the man of the family. He really helped them out of the hole. Joanne is absolutely radiant, as happy as I’ve ever seen her. She works for me now, you know.” She sighed sadly, as if she were truly invested in the lives of these people. “It’s just too bad he didn’t come home in time to stop Dakota from self-destructing.”
Hector’s jaw was tight as he reached for a greasy taco on his plate, and the vein in his neck began to pulse a little faster. “What do you mean? What’s going on with my little girl?”
Reel faster. Get him mad. “Maybe you should turn on the news sometime. The short version is that she’d been performing badly at work, and she got in trouble. To get back at Payton, she announced to the world that she was sleeping with my son. On a stage in front of the entire town, your sweet young daughter claimed she spread her legs for a man old enough to be, well, you. Her father.” She waved her hand. “Lies, of course. But I blame Marcus. Joanne and Mallory are so focused on him that Dakota had to turn to alcohol and make-believe fantasies to get any attention. It’s just so sad.”
The taco broke apart in Hector’s hand, meat and sauce falling into his lap. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” he growled, “but you’d better watch your rich-bitch, lying—”
“I’d be very careful how you speak to me,” she warned him, casting a pointed glance at her two bodyguards hovering a few feet away. “Especially because right now, I’m the only friend you have.”
“Yeah? You think we’re friends?” He took another drink of beer from his crushed can and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Horrible. His people were little more than animals. It was more important than ever to get Brittany away from the likes of the Alvarezes. “Why’s that?”
“Let’s just say that we have something in common.” We both want Marcus out of the picture. “Can I ask...when you plan to return?”
“I don’t,” he said, but she could see the wheels in his head turning. From what she’d heard, Dakota was his baby, and he’d want to know what was going on with her. But what she was counting on was his Neanderthal pride rising up to protest the arrival of a younger alpha male in the family—one he hated. Even now, she could see his chest puffing up, his jaw grinding, and his nostrils flaring. So typical of those who were less evolved.
She made a mental note to stop watching National Geographic at night to put herself to sleep.
“Well, Mr. Alvarez, I have a plane to catch. Would you like me to pass on any messages?”
He sneered. “If I have something to say to anyone, I’ll do it myself.”
She smiled as she walked to the car. He’d come home. Men like him couldn’t handle their women getting stronger and more independent, their daughters ruining the family name, or another male influencing his family. He’d be back, and it couldn’t happen soon enough.
 



Chapter Twelve
Hector Alvarez sat in his roach-infested hotel room on the outskirts of Del Rio, a warm beer in one hand, and a shattered remote control scattered around his feet. He stared at the blank TV screen and concentrated on inhaling the stale odor of decades’ worth of cigarette smoke permeating the walls, furniture, and stained shag carpet.
It had been a week since that icy bitch had found him, and the more he thought about what she said, the madder he got. Then, tonight, he’d finally turned on the news and caught the end of a story about Senator Rush and the young woman who was caught on video telling the world about their affair.
Hector’s baby girl had done that. She’d made a laughingstock of the Alvarez name if she was lying, and if she was telling the truth, she’d brought shame on them by screwing a married man. Either way, she’d made a fool out of all of them.
She was just like her mother.
Pain squeezed his chest. He loved Dakota so much. He’d held her for twenty-four hours straight once when she was a baby, sick with fever. He’d rushed her to the hospital half a dozen times in the middle of the night only to find out she was perfectly fine. He’d even cried when she’d gotten pneumonia as a four-year-old and the doctors weren’t sure she’d make it.
And after all of that, this was how she repaid him?
He stomped on one of the remote control parts, but the sound of breaking plastic wasn’t nearly as satisfying as the sound of a fist striking flesh.
Marcus.
This was all his fault. That damned kid couldn’t just stay where he’d run off to, tail tucked between his legs. No, he had to come slinking back into town and take over what Hector should be doing, and would be doing if not for the town sheriff.
Fucking Dillon.
Hector’s blood practically boiled in his veins. That holier-than-thou bastard had better not have gotten near Joanne. He’d been panting after her since high school. A blind man could see that.
He clenched his fists at his sides. If Joanne had spread her legs for him, he’d kill them both.
Joanne is absolutely radiant, as happy as I’ve ever seen her.
Marylee’s voice rang through his ears, as clear as when she’d spoken them.
Cursing, he reached behind him for the tequila bottle, but he clipped it with his wrist and it crashed to the floor, shattering like everything else in his life had.
That was about to change. He’d need a little time to make some money, but soon, he’d go back to Storm.
And God help anyone stupid enough to get in the way of what was his.
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Nestled among rolling hills and painted with vibrant wildflowers, the bucolic town of Storm, Texas, seems like nothing short of perfection.
 
But there are secrets beneath the facade. Dark secrets. Powerful secrets. The kind that can destroy lives and tear families apart. The kind that can cut through a town like a tempest, leaving jealousy and destruction in its wake, along with shattered hopes and broken dreams. All it takes is one little thing to shatter that polish.
 
Rising Storm is a series conceived by Julie Kenner and Dee Davis to read like an on-going drama. Set in a small Texas town, Rising Storm is full of scandal, deceit, romance, passion, and secrets. Lots of secrets.
 
Season 2 coming September 27, 2016. Sign up for the newsletter so you don’t miss a thing. http://risingstormbooks.com
 



Against the Wind
By Rebecca Zanetti
Rising Storm Season 2, Episode 1
Coming September 27, 2016
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Secrets, Sex and Scandals…
 
Welcome to Storm, Texas, where passion runs hot, desire runs deep, and secrets have the power to destroy… Get ready. The storm is coming.
 
As Tate Johnson works to find a balance between his ambitions for political office and the fallout of his brother’s betrayal, Zeke is confronted with his brother Chase’s return home.  And while Bryce and Tara Daniels try to hold onto their marriage, Kristin continues to entice Travis into breaking his vows…  
 
* * * *
 
Marcus strode into the room, wearing one of his better T-shirts and dark jeans. His unruly dark hair had been tamed a little to fall to his shoulders, and his steps were light. He paused.  “You okay?”
Joanne gaped at her son. “I, ah, just got fired.”
Heat filled his dark eyes. “Dakota.”
Joanne shook her head. “Mrs. Rush makes her own decisions, and frankly, I’m not sure it’s only because of Dakota’s actions. I, um, pretty much called her son a pervert and threatened to talk to the newspapers if she didn’t leave us alone.”
Marcus gaped and then quickly recovered. A different light banished the anger in his eyes—a light she couldn’t quite decipher. “Good for you.”
“You think so?” Her heart was still galloping. “I’m not sure.”
Marcus hustled toward her and pressed a hand to her upper shoulder. “Mom, you did good. We can’t let bullies push us around.” Not anymore. He didn’t say the words, but they lingered in the air anyway.
Pride. Holy moly, that was pride in her son’s eyes. That was the light. When was the last time one of her kids had been truly proud of her? Warmth slid through her, and her shoulders straightened. “You’re right.” Although, now she was out of a job. 
As if reading her thoughts, Marcus gave her a squeeze and then stepped back. “Don’t worry. I have a job and can help with the bills.”
Joanne shook her head. “It’s my job to support you and not the other way around.”
He grinned, his handsome face all man. When had he completely lost the boyhood look? “I’m an adult, mom. Plus, we’re family. If I have income, you have income.” He stepped back.
Boy, he’d grown up in Montana. If Joanne ever met Ian Briggs, she’d give him a big hug. He’d done a tremendous job helping Marcus get rid of his anger and find focus. Find himself. She sniffed the air. “You smell nice.”
His face tinged with red. “It’s a new cologne. I’m meeting Brittany for a quick lunch.”
Brittany Rush. Joanne tried not to wince. A careful person, a cautious mom, would warn him about getting involved with the senator’s daughter. Joanne forced a smile. “I like her. She seems incredibly sweet.” Hopefully she was strong, because at some point, she’d need to be. “I’m pleased you’re finding happiness.”
Marcus nodded, obviously catching the concern. “Don’t worry about us. Brit and I have something good, and even the evil Rushes aren’t going to break us up.”
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