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    Marcus Alvarez fled Storm when his father’s drinking drove him over the edge. With his mother and sisters in crisis, Marcus is forced to return to the town he thought he’d left behind. But it is his attraction to a very grown up Brittany Rush that just might be enough to guarantee that he stays.
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    Chapter One


    Funny thing, coming home to a small town after six years. Everything felt familiar, and yet, there was a strangeness, a disconnect that made Marcus Alvarez feel as if he no longer belonged.


    Of course, it didn’t help that he’d only been in town for five minutes, and he’d already gotten into a fight and nearly arrested by his best friend’s sheriff brother.


    So, as Marcus stood in the darkness outside Murphy’s Pub, surrounded by people he hadn’t seen since he’d left, his gut churned with a complicated mix of emotions. The kind of emotions that had run him out of town in the first place.


    This was a little different, though. Different because most of the feelings he had about Murphy’s were good ones. He’d practically grown up here, had spent countless hours hanging out in the back with his best friend, Logan Murphy.


    Then, inevitably, his dad would show up and one of two things would happen. He’d either drag Marcus out and send him home because, “Dammit, boy, someone needs to keep an eye on your mom or she’ll get lazy and slack off with the chores.”


    Or, more rarely, Hector would already be three sheets to the wind when he stumbled through the pub door. He’d fling his arm around Marcus and start bragging about his virility and about what being a man meant. Loudly.


    Marcus would never forget how he’d shrivel inside every time some customer looked at him with pity. Nor would he forget how grateful he was whenever Logan’s dad or grandpa got him out of the mess with a friendly but crafty, “Hey, buddy, Logan could use your help in the stock room if you got a minute.”


    Hector would clap Marcus on the back like a proud dad. “Go on, son. We’ll toss a ball or something later.”


    It was as humiliating as it was bullshit. Hector wasn’t proud, and they’d never tossed a damned ball.


    Marcus could picture Hector standing there in the pub’s doorway like it was yesterday, his eyes glazed with an alcohol buzz as Marcus shuffled toward home, embarrassed as hell. Now, years later, here he was, thinking how messed up it was that he’d left town because of Hector…and he’d come back because of him, too.


    “Marcus?” Logan’s voice broke him out of the past. Thank God. “You wanna come inside for a beer?”


    “Hell, yeah. After twenty-three hours of driving, I could use one.”


    “You just got into town?” Logan glanced over at Dillon, who was shoving the drunk Marcus had fought with into the backseat of his sheriff’s car. “And you still know how to make an entrance.”


    Marcus had never been one for subtlety. “D, you need me for anything?”


    Dillon slammed the car door shut. “Nah. If no one is going to press charges, I’ll just give him a ride home. You going to be staying at your mom’s place?”


    “For now.”


    Dillon nodded. “Then I’ll find you if I need to. Good to see you.”


    “You too.” Marcus turned back to Logan, but before he could say anything, Ginny Moreno wrapped her arms around him in a brief hug.


    As she pulled away, Marcus couldn’t help but think how great she looked. Tired, maybe, but who wouldn’t be, after all she’d been through? A car accident that killed her boyfriend was bad enough, but to then learn she was pregnant while in the hospital recovering from injuries? She was one tough woman.


    “Marcus, your mom and sisters are going to be so happy to see you.” Ginny gestured to the woman next to her. “You remember Brittany Rush?”


    “I remember.” He gave her an appreciative once-over, from her jeweled gold sandals to the long mane of wavy blonde hair she’d pulled into a loose ponytail. “What I don’t remember is you being so tall.” Or curvy. Gone was the cute, skinny teen in a cheerleading uniform, and in her place was a woman who perfectly filled out her designer jeans and lacy tank top.


    A slow blush spread over her face. “I sort of had a growth spurt.”


    Ginny rolled her big brown eyes, so different from Brit’s baby blues. “She used to whine about being short. Now she complains that she can’t wear high heels or she’s taller than most guys.”


    He could see that. She was probably around five nine, but he had a good five, maybe six inches on her. “Not me.” He shot Brittany a wink. “Feel free to wear your heels. I promise to be taller than you.”


    For some reason, she blushed more. “I’ll remember that.”


    Ginny grabbed her friend’s hand. “Come on. If I don’t get back to the Salt’s place soon Celeste will worry.”


    Logan frowned. “You’re leaving already?”


    “Ginny, wait.” Brit laid her hand on Ginny’s arm. “Maybe we could stay for just a few minutes? I mean, Marcus just got here. It would be rude to leave so suddenly.”


    “Yeah,” Marcus said. “Stick around. I can catch up with everyone.”


    Ginny eyed her friend, and Marcus got the feeling the two of them were communicating in some nonverbal female way he couldn’t understand. Especially when she gave Brit a tiny, secretive smile and nodded.


    “Let me give Celeste a call.” Ginny glanced at Marcus and Logan. “We’ll meet you guys inside.”


    Marcus watched the girls walk over to Brittany’s sporty little black BMW, where she’d apparently left her purse and phone, and then he followed Logan inside. Instantly, the familiar scents of old wood, whiskey, and popcorn from the machine in the corner made him feel at home.


    Made him wonder if he’d feel as at home inside his actual home.


    Logan’s dad, Aiden, and his other brother Patrick, who shared the siblings’ black hair and blue eyes, came from out of the kitchen, and when they saw Marcus, he found himself smothered by more hugs. After the “Welcome backs” and “Good to see yous” were over, Patrick and Aiden disappeared into the kitchen again, but not without telling him he was welcome at the pub anytime, whether they were officially open or not.


    As Logan went behind the bar to draw himself a pint of Guinness, he looked up at Marcus, an impish glint in his blue eyes that, in contrast with his dark hair and lashes, had driven the girls crazy in high school.


    “Lemme guess,” Logan drawled. “You still drink swill. Sorry, buddy, but we don’t serve piss here.”


    Marcus laughed. “Don’t give me that shit. You drank whatever you could get your hands on way back when.”


    “Beggars can’t be choosers.”


    “Especially beggars who weren’t legal to drink.” He gestured to the tap. “Give me something local.”


    “You got it.” Logan poured a Saint Arnold Amber Ale and slid it down the bar. Marcus caught it, and they migrated to a nearby booth.


    “You’re closing kind of early for a Friday night,” Marcus said as he glanced around the place.


    Nothing had changed. Nothing but Logan, anyway. His friend had put on some muscle and some hard edges, but the biggest difference was in his eyes. Gone was the laid-back, cheerful glint that used to mean a prank or a joke was right around the corner, and in its place was a wariness that came from learning harsh lessons.


    Logan settled into the booth across from Marcus. “It’s dead tonight. Everyone is over at the county fair’s beer fest.” He gestured to the flyer someone had left on the table. “So what brings you back to Storm?”


    “Now, you mean?” Marcus shrugged. “A couple of things.” Like shame. “Mom didn’t say it, but I think she’s worried about finances. Dad screwed her over and left her in a lurch. You know he took off, right?” At Logan’s nod, he drained a quarter of his beer, but it wasn’t enough to get the bitter taste of his father’s actions out of his mouth. “And then there’s Dakota. Mom and Mal are worried she’s going off the rails.”


    “I’m sure it’ll help everyone to have you back.”


    He wasn’t so certain about that, and talking about it only served as a reminder that he’d run away in the first place, so he took another drink of his ale and kept his doubts to himself.


    Logan, who had always been good at reading him, changed the subject. “So, what have you been up to for the last few years?”


    Marcus felt the beer in his belly go sour. “I know I didn’t write as much as I should have.”


    “You had your own shit to deal with, man. So what happened? I left for basic training, and the next I hear, you’d skipped town. Didn’t hear a thing from you until I got that first letter with a Montana postmark a year later.”


    Ashamed to look his friend in the eye, Marcus focused on the condensation forming on his glass. He’d let so many people down by leaving the way he had. Didn’t matter that if he’d stayed, things could have been even worse. His relationship with his father had grown more strained and more combative with every passing year, and by the time Marcus graduated from high school, they’d reached a tipping point. Still, it had been his mother who had given him the final nudge over the edge when, after a violent incident in the backyard, she’d taken Hector’s side.


    That had hurt far more than any of Hector’s punches.


    “I had to go.” Marcus lowered his voice as Logan’s dad walked by on his way to clean the popcorn machine. “Things with my dad...they were bad.”


    “So you went to Montana?”


    Marcus snorted. “I didn’t plan it. I needed to get as far away from my dad as I could, so I just drove until I ran out of gas money. Saw a ranch with a help wanted sign, and I figured I’d work for a little while. Get my shit together, you know?” He took a swig of his beer. “Turned out to be the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”


    Logan’s dad brought over a bowl of leftover popcorn, and after he’d gone back to cleaning the machine, Logan said, “Sounds like your boss...what’s his name? Ian?” At Marcus’s nod, Logan continued. “Sounds like he’s a great guy.”


    Great? Holy shit, Ian Briggs was damned near a saint. For the first year Marcus had worked on the Briggs’ ranch, he’d been a mess. Oh, he’d been a fast learner and a good ranch hand, but in his off time, he’d always been looking for a fight. Ian had smoothed shit out with local law enforcement half a dozen times, and even bailed him out of jail once. Okay, twice.


    “Ian’s a former Marine.” Marcus smiled fondly. “Tough as nails. He’s been through a lot. Had a boy who would have been about my age if he was still alive. I guess he saw some of his son in me and thought I was worth saving.”


    It had been a long, hard road, but Ian hadn’t given up on Marcus. Gradually, Ian had broken down Marcus’s walls and helped him understand his anger and fear, and he’d taught Marcus how to channel it with combat training. At first, it had seemed odd to Marcus that Ian was teaching him to fight properly, since it was fighting that had gotten him in trouble so many times. But it didn’t take long to realize that the more Marcus knew about handling himself, the more confident and less fearful he became when thrust into any situation.


    He’d learned that he didn’t need to use his fists to prove anything. Too bad his dad had never learned that lesson.


    Logan leaned back in his seat, the imitation leather squeaking as he settled in. “So...are you going back?”


    “That’s the plan.” Marcus plucked a piece of popcorn from the bowl. “He wants me to take over the ranch in a few years.”


    Logan cocked an eyebrow. “I never would have pegged you for ranch life.”


    “Ranch life?” Ginny slid into the booth next to Logan, and Marcus grinned as Brittany scooted in next to him. “I can’t imagine Marcus herding cows.”


    Brittany reached for the popcorn. “I can.” She shot him a playful grin that made his pulse pick up so furiously he had to remind himself he wasn’t back in Storm for a fling. If he had his way, he’d be gone by next month. “It’s milking them I couldn’t imagine.”


    He laughed. “I’ve never milked a cow in my life.”


    Across the table, Ginny sighed and scooched out of the booth. “I have to go to the ladies’ room,” she said. “Again.”


    Brit turned to Marcus. “Pregnancy is kicking her ass.”


    “And my bladder.” Ginny headed toward the restrooms, and Marcus caught Logan watching the sway of her rear. When he realized he’d been caught, his flush was obvious even in the pub’s dim light.


    Marcus would have given him a good ribbing if Brit hadn’t been there. Instead, he turned to her. “Is she okay?”


    “Yeah.” Brit shifted, brushing her knee against his, and warmth spread up his body. Christ, when had she gotten so damned beautiful? He had to force himself not to stare like a lech. “She just has to pee a lot.”


    Logan looked at Marcus over the rim of his glass. “What do you know about the situation with Ginny?”


    Marcus jammed his hand through his hair. He needed a trim badly. When he left Storm, he’d had a buzz cut and an attitude to go with it. He’d chilled since then, and he had a messy mop to match.


    Maybe that wasn’t so bad, though. Maybe he needed a reminder that he was a different person from the angry kid who left skid marks on Storm’s streets in his desperation to get out of town.


    “I got an e-mail from Mallory,” he said. “She mentioned that Ginny and Jacob Salt got into a bad accident coming home from college for the summer, and he was killed, and Ginny just found out she’s pregnant with his kid. That’s fu––” He broke off, remembering Brit was there. “That’s messed up. How’s she doing?”


    “Good. I mean, she’s healthy, and she’s starting to put her life back together.”


    “And,” Brit said with a pointed look, “you’re a big part of that.”


    Marcus glanced sharply over at Logan. He was dating Ginny? Jesus, Marcus hadn’t seen that coming. He didn’t know why he was so surprised, but maybe it was because he still thought of Logan as his high school partner in crime. The friend who swore he’d never settle down. Especially not with a “chick with baggage,” as he used to say.


    Ginny came back, and this time when she sat down, she took Logan’s hand in hers. Logan started to say something, but the shrill ring of Marcus’s phone interrupted. “Go ahead,” Logan said, gesturing to the device.


    Marcus checked his text messages, finding one from Ian, who wanted to make sure Marcus had arrived in Storm safely, and one from his mother.


    “Hey,” he said as he tucked the phone into his pocket, “I gotta go. Mom said she’s home alone right now, and I kinda wanted to catch her without my sisters seeing me yet. Can we finish this later?”


    “You bet.”


    They all stood, and Logan gave him a big bear hug. “I’m glad you’re back. Between the two of us, this town won’t know what hit it.”


    Marcus had no doubt about that. The question was whether or not it would be a good thing...or a bad one.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Brittany Rush hadn’t felt this alive in longer than she could remember.


    Marcus was home.


    She’d grinned like an idiot on the drive to the Salt’s place to drop off Ginny—who had also been all smiles, thanks to the developing relationship with Logan. Brit was so happy for her. Ginny had been through hell recently, and things were only going to get harder once the baby came. Having a strong shoulder to lean on would be a blessing.


    She just hoped Logan was truly up to the task.


    Not that Logan wasn’t a great guy. He was. But he probably had his own baggage to deal with after his time in the military, and he’d be taking on a lot more with a pregnant girlfriend and Jacob’s ghost.


    She pulled her car into the driveway and parked behind her mother’s vehicle. Inside the house, she was surprised to find her mother and grandmother at the dining room table, chatting over a pile of papers. It was kind of late to be working.


    “You two look busy,” she said as she tossed her purse to the sofa. “What are you doing?”


    Her mother, Payton, looked up, her blue eyes slightly bloodshot, which was rare, because she usually kept a bottle of eye drops nearby to prevent that. Our family is always in the spotlight, so we must keep up appearances.


    Yes, it just wouldn’t do for anyone in a senator’s family to appear disheveled.


    “We lost track of time working on Founders’ Day plans,” Payton said, “but we’re almost finished for the night.”


    Brittany grabbed a bottle of Perrier from the fridge. “You’re never going to believe who’s back in town.”


    Her grandmother, Marylee, sipped from her glass of red wine and didn’t even leave a lipstick mark. “Who would that be, dear?”


    “Marcus Alvarez.” Brittany’s stomach fluttered at the mere mention of his name.


    “Marcus?” Payton reached for her own wine glass. “He’s been gone for years.”


    Marylee’s expression pinched in distaste. “Rumor has it he’s been in prison all this time.”


    Prison? That was ridiculous. There was no way Dakota could keep something like that a secret. Could she? “Of course he hasn’t.”


    “Are you certain about that?” Marylee asked, hurling the question at Brittany like a challenge. She hated when anyone disagreed with her. “He was little more than a thug.”


    A thug? Brittany twisted the cap off her sparkling water with a little more force than was needed. “He didn’t get into trouble more than any other teenager.”


    Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Marcus had been suspended a couple of times for fighting, picked up by the police for breaking curfew, and once, he and Brendan Gates had been busted for smoking a joint behind the gym.


    Brendan had eventually ended up in jail for breaking and entering, DUI, and possession of a controlled substance, and last Brittany heard, he was due for parole next month. But Marcus had eventually made an honest effort to get past the teenage rebel years. At least, until he’d hightailed it out of town with no explanation and no good-byes.


    “You were never in trouble, and neither was Jeffry,” her mother pointed out.


    Brittany rolled her eyes. No, she’d never been in trouble, but that was only because she hadn’t been caught. She’d gone to parties, skipped classes, had snuck out of the house to go to concerts like everyone else, and only by sheer luck had she come out of her teenaged years unscathed by scandal.


    Thank God. Her parents wouldn’t have hesitated to ship her off to boarding school.


    “Just stay away from him, Brittany.” Marylee shook her head sadly, as if she was discussing a great historical tragedy. “That family is nothing but trouble.”


    Brittany’s grandmother seemed to think that any family that didn’t come from money was nothing but trouble. “How can you say that? His mother is working for you.”


    “She married into the family,” Marylee pointed out. “She doesn’t have Alvarez blood running through her veins. But Marcus is Hector’s son. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s a violent alcoholic just like his father.” She gathered up some of the papers on the table. “Mark my words. It won’t be long before we see his name in the police blotter.”


    Brit was definitely going to keep the fact that he’d gotten into a scuffle within minutes of arriving in town to herself.


    Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and then her father, Sebastian, strode into the kitchen, his gym clothes damp and his forehead glistening with perspiration. He often complained about not having time to work out in their home gym, but he seemed to be doing it a lot lately.


    He made a beeline for the fridge. “Did I hear something about a police blotter?”


    Brittany bit back a groan at the sudden, catty twinkle in her grandmother’s eyes. She loved gossip and speculation. “Brittany was just saying that Marcus Alvarez is back in town.”


    Sebastian snorted as he plucked a Gatorade off the shelf. “We finally got rid of one Alvarez, and now we have a replacement. Nothing good can come of that.”


    “You’re being unfair,” Brittany said. “Marcus isn’t anything like his father.”


    “Time will tell,” Payton said quietly, the way she always spoke when trying to de-escalate a situation before it turned into an argument. “There’s no point in speculating. But honey, do be careful.”


    Brittany sighed. “It’s not like I announced that we’re getting married or anything. All I did was mention that he’s back in town.”


    Marylee came to her feet in a graceful surge. “Of course, Brittany. We all know you’re too smart to get involved with someone like that.”


    Someone like that? Anger burned in her chest and she wanted so badly to lash out, but then her father pointed out some stupid error on one of the flyer designs for the Founders’ Day event, and Marcus was forgotten by everyone but Brittany.


    No, she was not going to forget the tall, dark-haired man with a deep, golden tan that defined every ropey muscle. He might have been a teen crush for her, but seeing him this evening had brought all those feelings back, and this time, age wasn’t an issue, and neither was her shyness.


    This time, nothing was going to get in the way of her attraction to Marcus Alvarez.


    Not even her family.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Marcus’s stomach was in knots as he pulled into the driveway of the house he’d grown up in.


    The house he’d stormed out of without a backward glance.


    He’d thought that chilling out at Murphy’s before seeing his mother and sisters for the first time since that horrible day would calm his nerves a little, but nope. He was as anxious as a young bull at castration time.


    Yes, he’d spoken to his mother since leaving, but they’d both skirted the issue of why he’d left. Like Joanne, he was an expert at pretending everything was okay, which had worked while they’d been separated by several states.


    But now he was home, and at some point they were going to have to talk.


    Steeling himself for whatever was about to happen, he climbed out of the car. He barely got the door closed when his mother darted out of the house in flip-flops and a peach sundress that billowed around her legs as she ran to engulf him in a huge hug.


    God, she felt good in his arms. Smaller than he remembered, but then, he’d grown another inch and put on a good forty pounds of muscle since the last time he’d seen her.


    She pulled back, all smiles and watery green eyes. “You look amazing,” she said. “The Rocky Mountain air must have agreed with you. Come on. We’ll get your things later. I’ve got coffee and cake. Chocolate truffle, your favorite.”


    Fond memories wrapped around him like a warm blanket, easing his nerves far more than the pint of beer had. She’d always made him a chocolate truffle cake for his birthday.


    His dad would complain that it was too dry. Or had too much frosting. Or not enough frosting. But he’d been full of shit. Joanne was a hell of a cook, and the cake had always been perfect. Every. Single. Time.


    “You didn’t have to go to any trouble,” he murmured as they entered the house. And look at that, the screen door still squeaked. The one Hector swore over and over that he’d fix. The man broke more promises than a politician.


    That thought made him think of Senator Rush, which made him think of Brittany Rush and how smoking hot she was. He wondered if she had a boyfriend. A rich, smart, well-bred boyfriend her parents approved of.


    “Are you kidding me?” Joanne said, saving him from thoughts he shouldn’t be having. He didn’t need to get involved with anyone right now, especially since he wasn’t staying in Storm for long, and Brittany was way out of his league, anyway. “I haven’t made a chocolate truffle cake since you left. I loved being able to make it again.”


    Inhaling the homey aroma of coffee, cake, and the orange cleaner she used around the house, he kicked off his boots in the entryway. “You didn’t make it at all?”


    She smiled sadly. “The cake was your thing.” Her smile grew bright again so fast he could have imagined the dismal cast to her lips a moment ago. His mother had always had a way of letting negativity roll off her back. Which was probably why she’d remained with Hector for as long as she had. “But you’re home now, so I’ll make it as much as you want.”


    He followed her into the tiny kitchen, where, sure enough, she’d set out a generous slice of cake and a steaming mug of coffee.


    “It looks amazing,” he said as he took a seat at the table.


    She beamed at him. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can make for you. We have a lot of lost time to make up for.”


    An awkward pause filled the space between them as the reason they needed to make up for lost time became an elephant in the room.


    He hastily shoveled a bite of cake into his mouth. The moment the richly decadent dessert hit his tongue, the elephant was forgotten and he moaned with pleasure. “Mom, this is your best cake yet.”


    Her delighted laugh was like music. How long had it been since he’d seen her so happy? Granted, he’d been away for years, but even before that, she’d rarely offered up more than a smile. Laughter had truly been scarce.


    He washed down the cake with a sip of coffee. “Last time I talked to you on the road, Mal and Dakota didn’t know I was coming.”


    “They still don’t know. Mal is working late tonight at the bed and breakfast, but she should be home any minute. I just wanted to have you all to myself for a little while. You left so...suddenly.”


    He blinked, wondering how in the world she could say that. Sure, he’d left without warning, but his leaving was an inevitability that she should have seen coming a mile away. But inevitable or not, guilt still centered in his chest as if that damned elephant was standing on it.


    “It wasn’t really that sudden,” he muttered, feeling like a chastised teen again. When Joanne merely gave him a noncommittal shrug, some small part of him was relieved that they didn’t have to hash this out yet. “So, how have things been?”


    “Great.” She blew steam off the surface of her coffee and watched him from over the rim of her cup. “Business at the florist has been booming, and I’ve also been working for Marylee Rush, so that’s kept me busy.”


    Marcus forced a neutral expression, but the thought of his mother working for the Rushes made his head throb. Of course, the mention of the Rushes put yet another image of Brittany in his brain, and the throb moved south.


    Idiot.


    He glanced around the kitchen, noting that nothing had changed. The counters were still the same ugly brown they’d always been, the fridge was still making god-awful sounds of suffering, and the faded picture of Hector in his glory days as a high school football player still hung on the wall next to the wooden spoon he’d used to blister Marcus’s ass.


    “Have you heard from Dad?” he asked quietly, and his mom stiffened.


    “No.” She looked into her coffee as if seeking advice from Juan Valdez. “But yesterday I got a letter from the bank needing my signature on the title to his Buick. Apparently, he’s selling it, so I at least know he’s not lying dead in a ditch somewhere.”


    That was too bad. He wondered if he should be ashamed of that thought, but then he realized he really didn’t care.


    He heard the screen door squeak, followed by Mallory’s high-pitched, happy squeal. “Marcus? Oh, my God, is it really you?”


    She flew into the kitchen, a bundle of teenage energy dressed in khaki shorts and a red T-shirt and matching red sneakers. He’d only just gotten to his feet when she launched into his arms with such enthusiasm that he bumped into the cheap, rickety table and damned near knocked it over.


    “Hey, sis.” He laughed as she squeezed him. “Look at you, all grown up.” Well, as grown up as a sixteen-year-old could be, anyway.


    She peeled herself off him, but she was all grins and bouncy-toes as she took him in. “When did you get here? Are you home for good? Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”


    He reached out to ruffle her hair the way he used to when they were young. “I just got here, we’ll see, and I didn’t tell you because I wanted it to be a surprise.”


    “It’s the best surprise ever.” Mallory gave him another hug before taking a slice of cake Joanne offered. “Dakota will be so excited. I texted her the second I saw your car.”


    “It’ll be good to see her happy.” Joanne rinsed something in the sink. “She’s been so angry and lost since your father took off.”


    Marcus wasn’t sure if the thread of sadness in his mother’s voice was because Hector was gone or because Dakota was wallowing in anger, but either way, his own temper flared.


    “Maybe it’s time she realized that life isn’t about being indulged,” he said. “People you love disappoint you, and sometimes they leave.”


    “She learned that lesson when you left,” Joanne murmured, her back still turned as she hovered over the sink.


    “Mom!” Mallory gasped.


    “It’s okay, Mal.” Marcus dug into his cake again, even though he was no longer hungry. “My leaving is something we’ll have to hash out eventually.”


    “But not right now, okay?” Mallory’s big brown eyes glistened, and he felt like a dick for letting the conversation slide into uncomfortable territory. “Please?”


    “Of course.” Their mother turned away from the sink, looking suddenly very tired, which only added to Marcus’s guilt. “I’m sorry I said that. I’m just so worried that Dakota is never going to stop hating me.”


    “You worry too much, Mom,” Mallory said. “It’s her problem, not yours.” The sound of a vehicle pulling into the driveway rumbled through the house, and Mallory let out a long-suffering sigh. “Sounds like the problem just got here.”


    A moment later, Dakota blew into the house like a storm. Marcus swore he felt the air pressure spike and the temperature drop as she burst into the kitchen and nearly knocked him down with the force of her embrace.


    “You’re home,” she said against his chest. “Oh, thank God, you’re home.”


    “Let me get you a piece of cake, and then we can all celebrate,” Joanne said, but Dakota huffed with annoyance.


    “You know I’m watching my diet.”


    “Diet?” Marcus frowned as he pulled back and looked down at her slender figure, of which way too much was visible in the skimpy black outfit she was wearing. “You’ve got to be kidding. You’re a rail.”


    “I know.” Dakota smiled and batted her eyes, soaking up the compliment. “But if I don’t take care of myself now, I’ll end up like...” She trailed off, but her gaze flickered over to their mother for a brief second. “I just don’t want to ever let myself go, you know?”


    Mallory snorted. “You’re going to end up living on welfare with five kids from different fathers eventually, so why fight it?”


    “Knock it off, you two,” Joanne scolded. “Marcus just got home. Can we give it a couple of days before we scare him off?”


    “Whatever.” Dakota rolled her eyes. “I’m only here for a minute anyway. I have plans tonight and don’t want to be late.”


    Well, that explained why she looked like she was ready to party. At a strip club. He might not know his sister all that well anymore, but he knew women, and this one was either on the prowl for a man, or she already had a man and was trying to keep him.


    “Who’s the guy?” he asked.


    Reaching up to finger what looked like expensive earrings, she smiled coyly. “A girl never reveals her secrets.”


    “Then you might want to put on a longer skirt,” Mallory muttered.


    “Ha. Ha.” Dakota shot Mal the finger.


    “All right,” Marcus said gently but firmly. “Mom said to knock it off, so knock it off.”


    Mallory went back to eating her cake, and shockingly, Dakota nodded, looking suitably contrite. “Sorry. I gotta go. Are you staying here? I can come by later, or you could come see my apartment.”


    He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and gave a brief squeeze. “I’m not going anywhere for now. We’ll figure it out tomorrow.”


    “Dakota,” Joanne said, “I’m glad you stopped by. I wanted to ask if you’d be willing to volunteer for one of the Founders’ Day committees. We really need more help on several of them.”


    Dakota hefted her purse higher up on her shoulder and didn’t even bother to look at Joanne. “Sounds like a lot of work, and I’m busy.” She reached out and playfully punched his shoulder. “See you tomorrow.”


    With that, she took off, leaving a relatively light path of destruction. But some inner barometer warned Marcus that a storm was building, and when it finally broke, no one was going to escape unscathed.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Dakota Alvarez was pissed.


    Last night she’d waited for two hours at a fleabag motel for her lover, and he’d never shown. Oh, he’d sent a texted apology and a promise to make it up to her, but dammit, she could have been spending time catching up with Marcus instead of lying on a lumpy bed and watching blurry Law and Order reruns on an ancient TV that didn’t even have a remote control.


    Sebastian had texted again this morning wanting to meet for a covert lunch a couple of towns away, but she didn’t reply. He was going to have to work for her forgiveness. She’d give it, no doubt, but it never hurt to make a man sweat a little.


    Plus, maybe he’d feel guilty enough to buy her a necklace or bracelet to match the earrings he’d given her.


    Smiling at the thought, she checked her makeup in her rearview mirror as she pulled into her mom’s driveway. Marcus was sitting on the porch swing with a glass of iced tea, looking casual and relaxed in faded jeans, a black Jack Daniels T-shirt, and cowboy boots. When he saw her get out of the car, he waved.


    “How’d the date go last night?” he called out.


    Her sandals slapped against the pavement and her white and orange striped sundress flapped around her thighs as she walked toward him. “What did I say about secrets?” she teased.


    He grinned, his smile so like their father’s that her heartbeat stuttered a little. But maybe now that Marcus was back, Hector would come home. Surely, he wanted the family to be together, right?


    Putting that question on the back burner, she climbed the porch steps. “So what are you doing sitting out here all by yourself?”


    “I’m waiting for Logan. He called this morning to say he’s got some sort of surprise planned.”


    Dakota flipped her hair over her shoulder. She’d just had highlights put in to brighten her dark blonde curls, but so far no one had noticed. Sebastian would, she was sure of it. “With Logan, that could mean anything from fishing to drag racing.”


    “Nah. He was always trying to talk me out of racing.” He gestured to his tea. “Want a glass?”


    “I’m fine, thanks.” She peered through the screen door. “Where are Mom and Mallory?”


    “No idea. They were gone when I got up.” He smiled sheepishly. “I sort of slept in. I’d still be sleeping if Logan hadn’t called.”


    She propped her hip against the porch railing, careful not to snag her dress on a nail or splintered wood. “Didn’t you work on a ranch? You should be used to getting up at the butt crack of dawn, shouldn’t you?”


    He took a sip of his tea. “I guess after so many years of that, I needed to catch up on some Z’s.”


    “I’ll bet it felt good, didn’t it?” She couldn’t imagine not getting to sleep in on weekends. She really couldn’t even complain about weekdays, since she didn’t have to be at her job at the bank until eight-thirty.


    “It was awesome,” he admitted. “But it was weird to sleep in my old bed.”


    “Weird? Why?”


    He shrugged. “I don’t fit like I used to.” There was an odd note in his voice, and she wondered if he was talking about only the bed.


    “Isn’t Mom making you feel welcome? Because you could stay with me if you want. My couch is pretty comfy.”


    “It’s not Mom.” He looked at the houses across the street, and his gaze grew distant. “It’s the town. It’s everything. I feel like a stranger.”


    Well, whose fault was that? If he hadn’t left, he wouldn’t feel like an outsider. She kept her thoughts to herself, though. She’d always loved him like crazy, but they hadn’t kept in touch much while he’d been away, and she wasn’t sure how to navigate their new relationship yet.


    “You’ll get back into the swing of things, I’m sure,” she said. “By the time Founders’ Day gets here, it’ll be like you never left.”


    “Speaking of Founders’ Day,” he said, turning back to her, “you should reconsider Mom’s offer to serve on a committee.”


    She shook her head in disgust. “So lame.”


    “Come on, Dakota,” he urged her. “You should do it.”


    “Why?”


    Leaning back, Marcus stretched out his long legs and crossed his booted feet at the ankles, letting the swing rock slightly in the breeze. “For one thing, it’ll look good on a resume.”


    Well, that was true.


    “And for another, it’ll be good for you and Mom. She just wants to spend time with you.”


    Which was exactly what Dakota was afraid of. “She only wants to suck up because she feels guilty for running off Dad and making us town gossip fodder.”


    Marcus’s mouth tightened into a grim line. “You can’t honestly believe he left because of Mom.”


    “Why else would he have taken off the way he did? She didn’t even try to make him happy. He was always mad, and that was all on her.” When Marcus shook his head, she pressed him. “What? You don’t remember what it was like to live here?”


    “Oh, I remember,” he said, his voice going low. “That’s why I left. You’re right. Dad was always mad, but it wasn’t because of her. He’s an angry person, and he took it out on her. Big difference.” He studied her so intently that she damned near started to squirm like a kid called to the principal’s office. “You need to take a step back and look at things without that bias you’ve always had against Mom.”


    She jerked in surprise. She expected Mallory to blindly champion their mother and skewer their father, but she’d thought Marcus was more level-headed than that.


    “Thanks for the lecture, Marcus. But you have no idea what you’re talking about. You think you can just waltz back into our lives and throw around advice after you ran off the way you did? You gave up your right to have any say in family business a long time ago.”


    God, he was so annoying. How had he turned out more like Mom than Dad?


    “You’re right,” he said, meeting her gaze. “I need to earn my place again. But you don’t know the whole story about why I took off. Your loving dad wasn’t so loving to me. I couldn’t do anything right. Or good enough. Or fast enough. You learned to use a damned straw and he was all praise, like you were the first kid in history to drink chocolate milk through a plastic tube. But when I learned to ride a bike, all I heard was how long it took me and how many times I fell off. If I mowed the lawn, I didn’t get a ‘Thanks.’ I got a ‘Took you long enough,’ and ‘You missed a bunch of spots.’”


    She sniffed. “He was just encouraging you to do better.”


    “Was he encouraging me to do better when he took a belt to me? Or when he kicked a dent in my car just to dare me to get pissed and take a swing at him? Or how about when he called me a fucking pussy for getting choked up when Lucky died? Oh, and you know Lucky didn’t get hit by a car, right? Nope. Dad made me watch when he took that poor old dog out and shot him because he was tired of feeding him.”


    Her mouth went dry, and she had to swallow a few times before she could speak. She’d loved that sheepdog. He’d followed her everywhere. Slept at the foot of her bed every night.


    “I’m sure Lucky was sick or something,” she said. “Daddy probably didn’t take him to the vet because Mom couldn’t budget the money—”


    “Seriously, Dakota?” He stared at her like she was crazy, which only pissed her off more. “Out of everything I just said, you still managed to bring it back to Mom and how she screwed up? Do you not remember all the yelling and breaking shit? The times he’d come home drunk, and we’d have to tiptoe around him so he wouldn’t lose his temper? Or how about the times he gambled away all the money, and Mom would have to work extra hours so she could buy groceries? Then there are my favorite memories of all those accidents Mom had. She must have set some kind of record for walking into doors and falling down stairs.”


    Her face grew hot as anger spiked. She didn’t remember it being as bad as all that. No, she remembered how she’d been sick a lot as a child and how, when she’d felt helpless and frightened, Daddy’s strong arms had made her feel protected and secure. She recalled how he’d always come home from work early with ice cream when she had a fever. She even remembered how they’d made up their own secret, silly language. Daddy had been everything to her. Everything.


    “Screw you, Marcus,” she snapped. “Our dad could be dead for all we know, and you’re making all these accusations he can’t defend because he’s not here.” She’d had it with her brother. He was just like Mallory.


    “Tell me, Dakota.” He sat forward on the swing, legs spread, the drips from the condensation on his glass hitting the porch in fat plops that seemed oddly loud. “Why do you hate Mom so much?”


    She shoved away from the railing, sick of this conversation. “I don’t hate her. Not really. I just don’t respect her. Dad gave her a house and a family, and she still couldn’t make him happy. She’s weak. She has no backbone. All he wanted was for her to stand up to him once in a while. I asked him once why he was always yelling at her, and he said it was because he was trying to make her stronger. Trying to make her stand up for what she wanted, otherwise life would roll right over her.”


    Marcus barked out a laugh. “That’s bullshit. He wanted her to stand up to him so he could justify raising a hand to her. That’s how abuse works, Dakota. She’s not the weak one. He is.”


    Daddy? Weak? He was the one who had taught her to be strong. To go after what she wanted and not settle for less than perfection. To never let anyone get away with hurting her. If Marcus thought their father was weak, then he must think the same thing of her, too.


    “Go to hell, Marcus.” She stormed off the porch just as Joanne was pulling up to the curb in front of the house. She didn’t even glance her mother’s way. Instead, she looked back over her shoulder at her brother. “I liked you better when you were in Montana.”


    She climbed into her car and cranked the engine, wondering why the only man in her life who wasn’t a jerk was the one who was gone.


     


    * * * *


     


    Well, that had gone well, hadn’t it?


    Marcus rubbed his temple to stave off the beginnings of a headache. God, if this was what dealing with Dakota was going to be like, he’d need to invest in aspirin.


    Dakota peeled out of the driveway as Joanne walked across the lawn toward the porch. “What’s your sister upset about today?”


    “I dunno. The sky is blue?”


    Joanne sighed. “Sounds about right.” She glanced at the space on the pavement where Dakota’s car had been and shook her head. “I have no idea how to deal with her.”


    “Clearly, neither do I.” He threw back a big gulp of his now-warm tea.


    “Don’t give up on her,” Joanne said. “She’s hurting. She misses her father so much.”


    Yeah, Marcus had never understood that one. Oh, he got why Dakota would have loved their dad so much. After all, Hector had doted on her the way he’d never doted on him or Mal. But why was he so attached to her?


    “Mom, why has Dad always had such a close connection with Dakota?”


    Joanne pursed her lips and glanced down at the keys in her hand, and instantly, he got an uneasy feeling. Well, uneasier. They still hadn’t discussed the reasons he’d left, and he felt like he was walking on eggshells every time the subject of his father came up.


    “Mom?” he prompted gently.


    Still, she hesitated, and just as he was about to press more, she blew out a long, shaky breath.


    “We never told any of you,” she began, “but Dakota’s birth was really hard. She and I both nearly died. She was a fighter, though, and I think that between your dad’s guilt and her struggles to survive, he bonded with her in a way he didn’t with you and Mallory.”


    Guilt? He knew better than to ask straight out why Hector would feel guilty about anything because Joanne would shut down. Make excuses for him. Blame herself. So he took a roundabout way, hoping she’d reveal more than she would otherwise.


    “Why was her birth so difficult?” Marcus didn’t remember any of that. Sure, he’d only been five years old when she was born, but he still didn’t recall anything out of the ordinary.


    Joanne waved her hand dismissively. “It was so stupid. Your father and I were fighting about money on the way home from grocery shopping. I lost my temper and tried to get out of the car, but my purse got caught in the door.” She looked down at her feet as if her scuffed shoes were fascinating. “I shouldn’t have gotten out. Like I said, it was stupid.”


    “Wait. Are you saying he took off and you got dragged?”


    “Oh, no.” She shook her head a little too vehemently, and he wondered who she was trying to convince—him, or herself. “I mean, I let go of the purse after a few feet, but I was so fat and ungainly that I lost my balance and tumbled into a ditch. I went into labor and started bleeding, and for a while it was touch and go for both of us. But obviously, it all worked out fine.”


    Son of a bitch. Hector had tried to leave a pregnant woman on the side of the road in the middle of summer. And now that she mentioned it, he remembered his father’s constant criticisms of how “fat” and “ugly” she’d been while pregnant with both Dakota and Mallory. What an asshole.


    “Tell me he came back for you,” Marcus ground out.


    “A nice couple visiting from Galveston saw me fall and took me to the hospital. Your father came as soon as he heard. He was so upset. He even brought me flowers.”


    Flowers? To make up for leaving her in a fucking ditch? Marcus’s hands began to tremble with the force of his anger. His dad was damned lucky he wasn’t here right now. Marcus hadn’t been this pissed since the day he’d left Storm, and the only reason he’d gone was that he’d been sure Hector wouldn’t hurt the girls. His mother...he’d figured that if she was crazy enough to stay, she was going to have to deal with the consequences.


    Now he knew better. It had taken a lot of time, plus Ian’s help, to realize that his mother hadn’t been crazy; she’d been stuck in a cycle of abuse, control, and denial she couldn’t escape from.


    So he got it. But there were still times when emotions overruled logic, and the anger would come rushing back. Anger that when things got bad between him and Hector, when it was clear that one of them was going to have to go, it was Marcus she’d sent away.


    She’d chosen an abusive asshole over her son.


    He wasn’t going to say that, though. It wasn’t fair, and she didn’t need condemnation. She needed support and encouragement so that the next time she was in a relationship she’d be strong enough to not put up with anyone’s shit. Or so that when and if Hector came back, she’d have enough self-esteem to kick his ass to the curb.


    Or into a ditch.


    And if she didn’t do it, Marcus would.


    The deep, rumbling sound of an engine approached, and a second later, Logan pulled his black Camaro in behind Joanne’s car. Thankful for his buddy’s timely arrival, Marcus stood.


    “I don’t know what we’re doing today, but is there anything you need while I’m out?”


    She took his glass from him. “Nope. Go enjoy yourself.”


    He hugged her fiercely, hoping she could feel how much he loved her. “I put some money on the table for groceries and utilities.”


    “What? Marcus, that’s not necessary—”


    “Mom,” he interrupted. “I’ve got money. I didn’t have much to spend it on in Montana, so don’t fight me on this. I’m happy to help out, and in case you forgot, I eat a lot.” He shot her a wink, the one that had always charmed her and got him his way. “Speaking of which, I’ll bring home pizza tonight. It’s not Saturday without pizza and a movie.”


    Saturday nights had always been his favorites. Hector would be gone, out getting trashed somewhere, which meant that one night a week, there was no tension in the house. No yelling...except for the occasional sibling bickering. On Saturdays, there was pizza, laughter, and sometimes a board game.


    Until Hector stumbled in after the bars closed.


    But Hector was gone now, and there was no point in dredging up these old memories. It was time to make new ones.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Brittany’s stomach was doing somersaults.


    When Ginny told her that the Prager sisters, Anna Mae and Rita Mae, were having a small barbecue in the courtyard of their bed and breakfast to celebrate Marcus’s return to Storm, Brit had jumped at the chance to come. Marcus had worked for them for years, and they both loved him like a son, so there was no reason Brit should be nervous at what amounted to a family get-together. But now that Marcus and Logan were entering through the garden gate, the carrots and ranch dressing she’d snacked on were starting to rebel.


    Next to her at the umbrella-shaded picnic table, Ginny practically bounced in her seat. “Logan is so hot,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper, although no one was around. The Pragers’ niece, Mary Louise, was across the yard heating up the grill, and Ginny’s sister, Marisol Moreno, who had stopped by to say hi to Marcus, was doing just that.


    Brittany felt a twinge of jealousy when they hugged, but she got over herself fast. According to Ginny, Marisol was dating Logan’s brother Patrick, although they kept it pretty quiet. Why, Brit had no idea.


    While Marisol caught up with Marcus, Logan sauntered over to Ginny, and the two shared a kiss that made Brittany fantasize about kissing Marcus. Her lips actually tingled at the thought of his mouth on hers, his big body pressed against her, his strong hands roaming possessively over her skin.


    Yes, please.


    She absently fanned her face as Logan and Ginny broke apart.


    “Hey, Brit,” Logan said, giving her one of his trademark lopsided smiles. “Glad you could make it.”


    “I wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to have one of Rita Mae’s burgers for anything,” she said. Rita Mae’s homemade burger buns were practically legend in this part of the state. “You must have missed them while you were away.”


    He made a dismissive sound. “I missed eating any food that didn’t have sand in it.” He cocked his head at the cooler on the patio. “I’m going to grab a beer. You ladies need anything?”


    Ginny gestured to her cup of lemonade. “Thanks, but I’m fine. Brit?”


    Brittany shook her head. She’d already had two Cokes. “I’m saving room for my burger.”


    Logan left to grab a drink, and Brit snuck a peek at Marcus, his long legs encased in well-worn jeans that hugged his perfect ass, his upper body defined by a black tee that did nothing to hide every muscle in his broad chest and rippling stomach. A breeze ruffled his dark hair—hair her parents would think was too long and unseemly for a man. Of course, her parents probably thought everything about Marcus was unseemly. But Brit thought he was perfect, even his hair, which lent just a touch of boyish charm to soften his angular features.


    He was surrounded by all the Prager women now, but for a brief moment, he looked over, and in that heartbeat of eye contact, Brit melted. Then he gave her a smile that nearly made her swoon, and she had to fan herself again. It was hot today, and she couldn’t even blame the blistering Texas sun.


    “Ooh, look at that,” Ginny teased. “I saw a moment.”


    More heat swept over her cheeks. “That wasn’t a moment.”


    “My pregnant ass it wasn’t. He’s interested.”


    As Brit self-consciously played with the laces on the bodice of her lime corset-style tank dress, she could only hope Marcus was taking an interest in her. It wasn’t that she was desperate...she’d just had a crush on him for as long as she could remember, and she wasn’t going to let this opportunity pass without a fight.


    “We’ll see.” She turned to her friend, partly to avoid looking like she was drooling, and partly because she and Ginny hadn’t had much time to talk since she started seeing Logan. “So how’s it going at the Salts’ place?”


    Ginny sighed. “Everything’s fine. It’s nice to get out of there, though. I know Celeste means well, but she smothers me sometimes.”


    Brittany wasn’t going to offer the usual explanations about how Aunt Celeste was still mourning the loss of her son, so she was heaping attention on the woman carrying her grandson, because that was obvious.


    Instead, she took Ginny’s hand and squeezed. “I’m here any time you need to talk. Is Lacey still being a twit?” Jacob’s sister, Lacey, had dealt with her brother’s death surprisingly well...at first. But now that the shock had worn off, things seemed to be going downhill.


    “Ugh, yes. And with all of Celeste’s attention on me, Lacey is kind of being shoved aside. And the situation with Luis and Mallory isn’t helping matters.”


    Yeah, that was a weird one. Ginny’s brother, Luis, had supposedly slept with Lacey while dating Mallory, which had caused a huge rift between the three of them. Brit had stayed out of it, but this was a small town, and eventually everyone ended up in the middle of everything. Or worse, everyone was forced to take sides.


    Ginny waved at Marisol, who waved back as she opened up the picket gate to leave.


    “And how are things between you two?” Brit asked. There had been some strain in the relationship between the sisters, stemming from the fact that years ago, Marisol had taken on the parental responsibilities after their parents’ deaths. The fact that Ginny had chosen to live with the Salts after Jacob died instead of with Marisol and Luis had only added to the strain.


    “Good.” Ginny trailed her finger along a crack in the tabletop. “We talked it out. I think I kind of resented her taking over after our parents died, but I get it now. Impending motherhood kind of makes you see things differently.” Her smile brightened as Logan approached, beer in hand. Marcus crossed to them holding his own beer and shaking his head at his friend.


    “Dude, this was an ambush.”


    Logan clinked his beer bottle against Marcus’s. “Then we did it right.” He made an encompassing gesture around the yard. “I didn’t think you’d want some kind of big party, and the Pragers were dying to see you, so we all figured a low-key get-together would be perfect.”


    “We would have invited your mom and sisters, but...” Ginny trailed off, and Marcus finished the sentiment.


    “But you didn’t want to deal with Dakota’s drama. I get it, and this is great.” He looked over at Brittany and her heart did a funny little flutter. “Perfect, in fact.”


    Brittany’s mouth went as dry as sand, and she suddenly wished she’d taken Logan up on his offer to get her a drink.


    “Oh, hey, guess who I saw on my way over here,” Ginny said. “Loretta Vorderstrauss.”


    “Holy shit.” Logan popped on his sunglasses. “I thought she moved to California with that religious cult.”


    “She did. But I guess the compound was raided and the cult was broken apart. She’s living with her parents again.”


    “Wow.” Marcus’s gorgeous dark eyes flared. “She always seemed so together. Wasn’t she best friends with Delia Bruce? Whatever happened to her?”


    Logan paused with the beer bottle halfway to his mouth. “You don’t know?”


    “I remember she turned up pregnant a month after graduation, but I don’t remember her dating anyone after you two broke up.”


    “Yeah, well, turns out her baby daddy was one of our teachers. Remember Mr. Phelps?”


    Marcus choked on his beer. “The social studies teacher? Holy shit.”


    “Yep,” Ginny said. “But because the court determined that she was eighteen when they first had sex, he didn’t get prosecuted.”


    “Tell me he’s not still a teacher.”


    Brittany shook her head, remembering the scandal that fueled her parents’ and grandmother’s gossip for months. “He got fired. He married Delia, though, and they moved away. I saw her parents a couple of months ago. I guess he got a job doing some sort of accountant work, and she’s working as a cashier at Home Depot. Delia’s mom said they’re getting divorced.”


    “Well, there’s a shock,” Ginny said, sarcasm dripping from her voice.


    The savory aroma of grilling meat filled the air, and Marcus made a hungry noise that struck Brittany in all her feminine places. “Smells like lunch is about ready. I’m going to go wash up.”


    Brittany watched his fine rear as he walked toward the bed and breakfast’s back door and sighed when he disappeared inside. How was it possible that he’d gotten even more good-looking than he’d been in high school?


    “You know,” Ginny said in a low voice, “there are lemon bars inside.”


    Brit took the hint. “That sounds good. I think I’ll go get one.” Yep, she was going to jump at the chance to catch Marcus alone for a few minutes.


    Leaving Ginny and Logan at the table, she entered the air-conditioned house. A cool blast of air gave her goose bumps as she made her way to the kitchen counter, where Marcus had set his beer bottle next to several plates of dessert bars, cupcakes, and cookies.


    As she reached for a lemon square, Marcus came out of the bathroom down the hall. “You still have a sweet tooth, I see.”


    “I can’t believe you remember that.”


    “I don’t think I can ever forget you winning the Founders’ Day pie-eating contest.”


    She nearly groaned. Wasn’t that a heck of a way for him to remember her; face covered in piecrust, hair drenched in blueberry filling.


    “Let that be a lesson,” she said. “Never get between me and dessert.”


    He laughed, a deep, masculine sound that rumbled through her in a wave of heat. “I’ll have to remember that.”


    She eyed the lemon bars again, but decided they’d be too messy to eat in front of him. It was already difficult enough to simply talk to him without babbling like an idiot. “So how does it feel to be home?”


    One powerful shoulder rolled in a shrug. “It’s taking a little getting used to.”


    “Well, I’m sure that come winter, you’ll be glad you’re here,” she said. Something flashed in his eyes, something sad, she thought. Maybe leaving Montana had been hard for him. “Did you like Montana?”


    “Not at first. You’re right—the winters are insane.” A wistful smile curved the corners of his mouth. “But once the snow is gone, it’s beautiful. The sky is every bit as big as they say. And the mountains...there’s nothing like it.”


    She’d like to see the Rockies someday. Maybe learn to ski. “And ranch life agreed with you?”


    “Yeah. Turns out I like it. And I’m good at it. My boss, Ian, said I was like some crazy cow whisperer.” He took a drink of his beer, leaving a tiny droplet on his lower lip and leaving her wanting to catch it with her tongue.


    “I’ve never heard of a cow whisperer.” She hoped he didn’t notice the breathy hitch of lust in her voice.


    Then he made the lust worse when his tongue slipped out to catch the drop as his gaze caught hers, holding her with an intensity that sizzled across the surface of her skin. “We’re a rare breed.”


    Never in her life had the word “breed” made her think of naughty things, but then, no one had said it the way Marcus had, all husky and low.


    “You know,” she said, keeping things as light and flirty as she could, even though her body was on fire, “there are plenty of ranches around here that need help. But you’d better get your accent back or no one will believe you’re a Texan. You sound like a Northerner.”


    “Had to lose the accent,” he said, not missing a beat. “Those Montana cows couldn’t understand a word I said.” He winked, charming her so completely that she nearly giggled like a schoolgirl.


    The back door opened and Mary Louise popped her strawberry blonde head inside. “Burgers are ready. Come and get it!”


    “You heard her,” Marcus said, his smile socking her right in the heart. “Beat you to it.”


    Laughing, she darted outside, but he managed to win the race to the condiment table. He spilled beer on himself, though, so that soothed her bruised pride a little.


    Mary Louise brought over a plate of burgers and gave Marcus a shy smile as she set them on the table. Ginny had said earlier that she’d love to give Mary Louise a makeover to help bring her out of her shell. She was a pretty woman who probably got carded when she bought alcohol even though she’d just turned thirty, but she didn’t seem to know how attractive she was. With a little makeup, a haircut, and some clothes that would emphasize her figure, Mary Louise would be a knockout.


    “If anyone wants a hot dog instead of a burger,” she said with an impish grin, “I’ll give you directions to Dairy Queen.”


    Marcus snorted. “Oh, I remember the rule.” Wagging his finger, he mimicked Anna Mae’s lecturing tone. “If it ain’t fresh beef from the Double J Ranch, it doesn’t so much as touch my grill.”


    Anna Mae took out her wagging finger, and everyone laughed as she playfully scolded Marcus. “Boy, you’re not so old that I can’t take you by the ear and set you to work cleaning the grill.”


    Marcus bent down and gave Anna Mae an affectionate kiss on the cheek. “First of all, you’d need a stepladder to reach my ear, and second, I’m going to clean the grill anyway. Thank you for all of this.”


    “You know we’d do anything for you.” Anna Mae reached up and pinched his cheeks like a doting aunt. “Now go eat before I fetch a stepladder.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” Smirking, Marcus snatched up a paper plate and joined Brittany as everyone dug into the burgers, chips, potato salad, and baked beans.


    As expected, Anna Mae and Rita Mae flitted around like hens herding their chicks as they pestered everyone to fill up their plates.


    Food piled high, they all settled around a picnic table, Brittany sitting next to Marcus, their knees touching, and she was so nervous she could barely eat. Every time his hand brushed hers, tight, shivery arousal coiled in her belly and she lost the ability to speak. She figured that by the end of the day, he’d think she was an incoherent ditz.


    Still, as they ate and reminisced about old times, she found herself having the best time she’d had in months. Maybe years. In fact, the time went by so fast that when she glanced at her watch two hours later, she was shocked.


    Marcus patted her lightly on her thigh, and she nearly jumped out of her skin. “I’m going to get a soda. Want anything?”


    “I was just going to grab one myself,” she said. “I’ll go with you. I have to wash my hands.”


    They’d just reached the cooler when the back door opened and Marylee stepped out, looking perfectly put-together in a crisp peach blouse, a brown and peach pencil skirt, and sensible, low-heeled shoes. And somehow, despite the afternoon humidity, her gray hair was smooth and sleek, tightened into a bun at the crown of her head.


    “Grams.” Brit froze mid-step. “What are you doing here?”


    “Your mother and I need your help with some Founders’ Day snags we’ve run into. She mentioned you were here, and I figured that since I needed to drop off some forms with Rita Mae, I’d pick you up at the same time.” She pivoted to Marcus and offered him a polite, if forced, smile, the one she reserved for political rivals, media personnel, and people she didn’t like but had to be nice to in public.


    Oh, God. Please be nice. Please be nice...


    “Hello, Mr. Alvarez. I heard you were back.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “How nice.” Marylee’s gaze raked him from head to toe, the way she might assess a steer she was selecting to butcher. “You know, I’m so impressed with your mother’s work that if you need a job, let me know. I’m sure I could use another gardener or pool boy.” She turned back to Brittany, effectively dismissing Marcus after making sure he understood his place in her social hierarchy. Brittany wanted to shrivel up in a little ball and die, especially when she saw the black storm clouds gathering in Marcus’s expression. “Come, dear. We have a lot of work to do, and I promised your father we’d make some headway while he’s gone.”


    “Gone?”


    Her grandmother waved her hand absently. “He’s meeting with some community developers a couple of towns away. It can never hurt to court supporters, you know.”


    Yes, Brittany knew. She couldn’t remember a time when her father wasn’t sucking up to someone. And as she turned to say good-bye to Marcus, she realized she’d have to do some sucking up, as well.


    Because he was no longer standing there. In fact, he had joined the others and didn’t look her way again.


     


    * * * *


     


    Dakota sat in the corner booth of a tiny diner in the middle of nowhere, her gaze focused on Senator Rush as he popped an onion ring into his mouth. She’d finally texted him back, agreeing to meet him here after his appointment with some nameless supporters nearby. He’d tried to tell her about the brief meeting, but she’d mostly heard, “Problems with blah, blah, and budgeting issues and blah, blah, and if the library would only blah, blah...”


    She’d pretended to be interested because he’d bitched several times about his wife never listening, but God, his job was boring. Not that she was complaining. She’d love to be a senator’s wife. And she’d be good at it. She’d look great standing next to him at public events, and when she put her mind to it, she could be tactful, too.


    “I brought you something,” he said as he wiped his fingers on a napkin.


    “You didn’t need to do that,” she said, even though he did. She was still fuming over the way he’d stood her up last night. Sure, he’d been busy putting out some sort of political fire, but he could have called long before he had.


    Grinning, he pulled a jewelry box from his jacket pocket. He pushed it across the table, and she snatched it up with a squeal of delight. Inside was a delicate gold bracelet that matched her skin tone perfectly.


    “It’s beautiful,” she said, holding out her arm so he could put it on her wrist. “Thank you.”


    As his fingers deftly worked the clasp, she concentrated on the feel of his touch, the shivers he always sent over her skin. He’d said he didn’t have time for a quick stop at a motel, but maybe he’d change his mind. She hoped so because just being near him got her worked up and antsy, as if she’d die if he didn’t get inside her right away.


    “I hear your brother is back in Storm,” he said.


    She forced a smile. “He is. I saw him this morning.”


    “Has he heard from your father?”


    “Not that I know of. They aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”


    “Ah. Well, it must be nice to have him back.”


    She ran the tip of her finger over the bracelet’s delicate chain. “I guess. He’s been gone for so long that I don’t know why he bothered. When I get out of this town, I never want to come back. If I were you, I’d stay in Austin.”


    “Trust me,” he said smoothly. “Small towns have their charm. Simple life, simple people.”


    “Is that how you see me? Simple?”


    His full lips curved into a charming smile. “You? Of course not.”


    She returned the smile, but something niggled in the back of her mind. He’d spoken the right words, but was it her imagination or had they been a little...automatic, almost wooden? Nah, it had to be her imagination. The spat with Marcus this morning had knocked her off balance and had her questioning everything.


    Did he truly think their father was a monster? Surely he was remembering things wrong. Oh, she knew Hector had been hard on Marcus, but that was how boys learned to be men. Once, Sebastian had said that his father had never spared the rod with him, and look how he’d turned out. He was handsome, smart, successful, and educated. And he didn’t whine about his father being abusive.


    Sebastian’s phone buzzed, and he swiped his finger over the screen. “Looks like I have to go. Founders’ Day drama strikes again.”


    Disappointment made a knot out of the salad she’d eaten. “Can’t you stay a little longer?” Shifting to make sure her cleavage was showing, she lowered her voice and batted her eyes at him. “There’s a motel just down the road.”


    “Sorry, baby, but duty calls.” Standing, he pulled out a few bills from his pocket and tossed them to the tabletop. “Between work and the Founders’ Day festivities, I’m going to be pressed for time for a while. I’ll contact you when I can.”


    What the hell? She’d driven all this way for a wilted salad and a brush-off? “Wait, so you’re saying I won’t see you for a while?”


    “Probably not, but I’m sure you’ve got plenty to keep you busy.”


    Dammit. She watched him walk out of the diner and around back to where he’d parked his car. This was not acceptable. If he was really into her, he’d make time to be with her instead of focusing on the stupid Founders’ Day—


    Of course! Founders’ Day clearly meant a lot to Sebastian, so what better way to show him she could organize and fundraise as well as his wife than to take her mother up on the offer to serve on a committee? Plus, she’d get to see Sebastian more.


    Grinning to herself, she popped on her sunglasses. Today had started out like crap, but she’d turned it around. She always did. And soon, Sebastian would see that as well.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Mallory knew the smell of bacon would bring Marcus out of his bedroom, and sure enough, as she plated the scrambled eggs, bacon, and pancakes she’d made, he shuffled into the kitchen wearing shorts and a ratty T-shirt from some Montana sporting goods store.


    “Morning, sleepyhead.”


    He grunted and reached for the coffeepot. “Where’s Mom?”


    “Church.”


    “And you didn’t go?”


    “I haven’t gone for years.” She set the two plates loaded with food on the table.


    He cracked a smile. “You must be the scandal of the town.”


    “Not even on a slow day.” She plopped down in a chair and tucked one leg under her. Mom always yelled at her for that.


    Marcus looked down at his plate. “That looks amazing. Thank you.”


    As he sank into a chair across from her, she picked up a piece of bacon. “And thank you again for last night. That was the first time in forever that we’ve had pizza/movie night.”


    “I still can’t believe Dakota came,” he said, reaching for the salt and pepper.


    “And that she behaved.” If Mallory believed in miracles, she was pretty sure Dakota’s behavior last night qualified. She’d shown up in a good mood, announced that she was taking up their mom’s offer of volunteering for a committee, and then she’d stayed to watch the animated Disney movie Mallory had picked out. And she hadn’t complained once.


    Which probably meant something was up. With Dakota, there was always a calm before the storm.


    Marcus dug into his breakfast, and they ate in silence for a few minutes until Marcus got up to get more coffee. “Mal,” he said as he poured coffee into his mug, “what do you think happened to Dad? Honestly?”


    “Don’t know and don’t care.” She stabbed a piece of egg with her fork. “It’s best for everyone that he’s gone.”


    He padded back to the table. “Dakota clearly doesn’t see it that way.”


    Dakota only saw things her way. “Why are you asking? Are you going to look for him?”


    “Hell, no.” He drenched his remaining pancake in syrup. “It’s just...something isn’t right. Believe me, I don’t want him to show his face here ever again, but what if he left because he was into something bad? I’ll be damned if I let his sins come back to bite you all.”


    She hadn’t really thought of it that way, mainly because she’d just been happy he was gone. The why of it didn’t truly matter.


    “So what are you going to do?”


    “I think I’ll go talk with Sheriff Murphy this afternoon when I’m done patching the Pragers’ roof.” He took a drink of his coffee. “I saw them yesterday. It was like I never left. Same with the Murphys. I’m hoping Dillon will be willing to at least look into where Dad might have gone.”


    “Dillon’s really cool.” Mallory shook the last of the pepper out of the shaker and made a mental note to put it on the grocery list. “And I think...”


    “You think what?”


    She bit down on her lip, unsure if she should say what she was thinking. She did that sometimes, let her mouth run away before her brain caught up. “I think he kind of likes Mom.”


    One dark eyebrow popped up. “You kidding? What makes you say that?”


    “Nothing specific. It’s just the way he looks at her sometimes.”


    “Huh. Interesting.” He seemed lost in thought for a minute, and then he focused on her again. “So what’s on your agenda today?”


    “Nothing much,” she said with a shrug. “Mom asked me to hit the library and see if I can find info on the original Founders’ Day celebrations. She wants a retro theme for the game booths or something.”


    “I’m surprised you aren’t hanging out with your friends at the lake or the movies. Are they busy?”


    She didn’t even bother to hide the bitterness in her voice. “Hmm, let’s see. Jeffry is busy helping Senator Rush because he can’t say no to his dad or grandma. Heaven forbid you tell Marylee Rush no. And Luis is being a jerk. Oh, and Lacey is a skanky, lying slut. So that about covers it.”


    Marcus gulped his coffee. “I’m not even sure where to start with all of that.”


    She waved her hand. “Don’t bother. It’s a big, tangled mess.”


    “I’m sorry, Mal. It’s tough being a teen, and I hate to say it, but relationships only grow more complicated as you get older.”


    She searched his face for any hint of what he might be getting at, but his expression gave nothing away. “Everything okay between you and Logan?”


    “Yeah. Great,” he said absently. “I hung out with him, Ginny Moreno, and Brittany Rush yesterday.”


    “Brittany, huh?” She waggled her brows. “She’s pretty, don’t you think?”


    Marcus shrugged. “She’s not hard to look at.”


    Mallory rolled her eyes. He was so transparent. “You should ask her out. You could double up with Logan and Ginny.”


    The fork clanked on his plate as he put it down in a pool of syrup. “That wouldn’t be fair to her, not when I’m going back to Montana. Besides, Logan and Ginny…” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.” He glanced at his watch. “I gotta get going. I told Rita Mae I’d be there by eleven. Thanks for breakfast.” He rinsed his dishes and headed for the bathroom. A moment later, she heard the shower start.


    What was that all about? She couldn’t imagine Marcus and Logan being at odds about anything, but then, they hadn’t seen each other in forever.


    Maybe it was nothing. And maybe it was none of her business anyway. She had her own crap to deal with, and that included figuring out how to deal with Luis. He wouldn’t stop e-mailing, texting, and calling, even though she never responded.


    You’re going to have to acknowledge him eventually.


    That was the problem with a small town. You couldn’t avoid anyone or anything for long. As if to place a big exclamation point on that thought, her phone buzzed with yet another text from Luis.


    Please, Mallory, give me five minutes. That’s all. Just five measly minutes, and then I’ll leave you alone forever, if that’s what you want. I promise.


    Sighing, she tossed her phone in her purse. She’d learned a long time ago that a promise was only as good as the person making it. After all, how many times had her father promised to come to a spelling bee or talent show but never showed up? How many times had he sworn to help her with her homework, only to end up so drunk he couldn’t add two plus two? Even worse, how many times had Marcus sworn to be there for her, only to abandon her for a stupid ranch in Montana?


    Okay, she knew that wasn’t fair. If she’d ever truly needed him, he’d have been on the first flight home. But still, the men in her life hadn’t been there for her, and Luis was no different.


     


    * * * *


     


    Luis Moreno was having a crappy day, and it wasn’t even noon yet.


    Marisol had insisted on going to church, which was the boringest thing ever. And when he told her that, she’d scolded him for using the word “boringest.”


    “That’s not a word. No wonder you’re getting a B in English.”


    “I’m getting a B-plus,” he’d said, maybe being a teeny bit of a smartass, and she’d handed him the keys to the shed. Which meant he’d earned an afternoon of mowing the lawn.


    “Now you know why I’m living with the Salts,” Ginny had whispered from the pew behind him.


    “Can I come live with you?” he’d whispered back.


    Now he was sitting outside the church with Ginny, waiting for Marisol to finish socializing inside. He wished she’d hurry. It was freaking hot out, and he was sweating through his favorite gray dress shirt.


    Ginny sat on the bench next to him while the Salts chatted with the Rushes, and by some awesome miracle, Lacey hadn’t come to church today. He wasn’t sure what he would have said to her. She’d done nothing to discourage the rumor that they’d slept together, and he was still furious. Even if it had been true, it was a shitty thing to do. And stupid. Did she not realize that she was the one who would take the brunt of the community’s judgment? That the old double standard would come into play, and he’d be considered a stud, while she’d be written off as a slut?


    Even now, a classmate walked by and shot him an atta-boy wink. God, this was humiliating.


    “Have you heard from Mallory yet?” Ginny asked.


    “Not a word.”


    Ginny patted his hand. “I’m sorry, Luis.”


    “’S’okay. I got myself into this mess.”


    “I tried to talk to Lacey about it, but she shut me down. Told me it was none of my business and that I was the last person who should lecture her about sex.” She shook her head. “That’s not what I was doing, but she wouldn’t listen.”


    “That,” he muttered, “seems to be a girl thing.”


    Ginny laughed. “We’re complicated, mysterious creatures, full of stubbornness and secrets.”


    Wasn’t that the truth. He glanced at his sister, at her belly that hadn’t started to swell except for the smallest bump, which could just be her breakfast, and wondered if she was keeping a really big secret.


    Instantly, shame swept over him. He shouldn’t think the worst of her. Just because he’d overheard a conversation that cast doubt on her claim that Jacob Salt was the father of her baby didn’t mean she was lying. Miracles happened, right?


    At least, that’s what Pastor Douglas said at every boring sermon. Yep, his sermons were the boringest.


    Take that, Marisol.


    He shifted, and the key to the shed poked him in the hip. Which he probably deserved.


    “What do you think I should do?” he asked. “You’re old and experienced.”


    “Old?” She flicked him in the back of the head with her fingers. “Jerk.”


    “Yeah, yeah. So?” He watched a crow dart across the blue sky overhead and wondered what it would be like to fly away from all your problems. “I want to fix this with Mal, but how, if she won’t talk to me?”


    Ginny glanced over at the Salts, who were starting to make their way to the car. “I say talk to her face to face. Don’t stalk her or anything, and don’t go to her house. Find someplace neutral. Then tell her how you feel.”


    “But what do I tell her about what happened? Lacey and I didn’t have sex, but...” He cringed as the memory battered his brain. “We messed around, you know?”


    “Tell the truth.” She averted her gaze, but not before he saw a pained shadow in her eyes. “If you don’t, you’ll spend the rest of your life worrying that it’ll come out.” She smiled thinly. “Either Mallory will believe you or she won’t, but either way, you’ll know you were honest with her.” She stood, giving the Salts an “I’ll be right there” wave. “Let me know how it goes, and good luck.”


    Yeah, he’d be needing a lot of that. And as Ginny walked away, he couldn’t help feeling as if he wasn’t the only one in need of a boatload of good luck.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Marcus was in desperate need of a shower and beer by the time he got home from the Pragers’ place. As he climbed out of the car, he heard singing coming from the backyard. His mom must be hanging laundry or taking it down. Smiling, he started around the house, but he slowed as memories of the last time he’d gone into the backyard slapped him upside the head.


    Memories that were burned into his brain like a cattle brand.


    He’d come home from work at the Pragers’ bed and breakfast, and as he’d walked up the sidewalk to the front door, he heard a scream come from around back. Heart racing, he’d sprinted around the house and collided with Dakota, who was dragging a crying Mallory behind her.


    “Mom and Dad are fighting,” Dakota blurted, her eyes wide with fear.


    “Take Mallory inside the house.” When Dakota hesitated, he snapped, “Now!”


    Dakota grabbed their sister’s arm and Marcus rushed to the fence gate.


    “Please don’t!” His mom’s voice, high-pitched and drenched with sobs, made Marcus’s stomach twist, but not as much as hearing the crack of flesh on flesh that followed.


    He nearly tore the gate off the hinges in his haste to get into the backyard, where clothes and towels hung between the two huge oaks, flapping in the breeze as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. As if there wasn’t an overturned laundry basket on the ground and a smear of blood on one of the white sheets draped over the clothesline.


    As if Hector wasn’t grasping Joanne by the arm as he drew back his fist, ready to drive it into her already bleeding face.


    Marcus’s vision went crimson with fury. He heard a roar of rage, belatedly realizing it had come from him as he charged the bastard. He hit Hector like a linebacker, knocking his father off his feet. They hit the ground in a tangle of fists.


    Dimly, Marcus became aware of his mother’s frantic cries to stop and of the pain from the blows his father was raining down on his face and ribs. Hector was bigger than Marcus, heavier by at least fifty pounds, but Marcus had blind rage on his side, and he wielded it like a weapon. Blood stung his eyes and coated his tongue, but he wouldn’t stop fighting. Not even when Hector got the upper hand and flipped Marcus onto his back before driving his knee into his belly.


    “You little fuck.” Hector hammered his fist into Marcus’s jaw, and for a moment, his vision went blurry and it occurred to him that his father could kill him. Right there on the lawn Marcus had mowed the day before.


    He saw the flash of Hector’s arm as he drew back again, and with a roar, Marcus summoned all his strength and rolled, knocking his father onto his back. Head spinning, he fumbled around for a weapon, a stick, his mom’s shoe, hell, the laundry basket would do...there! He closed his hand around a fist-sized rock from the fountain that hadn’t worked in years.


    “No! Marcus, no!”


    Suddenly, cold water crashed over him, knocking him backward. He scrambled to his feet, shaking with adrenaline and confusion. His breath burned in his throat as he drew in huge gulps of air that made his ribs scream in pain. His mom kneeled next to his dad, a bucket turned on its side lying a few feet away.


    Wrapping his arm around his own ribs, Hector struggled to sit up. “You little bastard,” he snarled. “I don’t know who your whore of a mother fucked around with, but you’re no son of mine.”


    Marcus’s fingers tightened on the rock. “That’s bullshit and you know it.” He spoke through clenched teeth and between ragged breaths. “But believe me, I wish it were true.”


    “Marcus,” his mom gasped.


    “Seriously, Mom?” He gaped in disbelief as she rubbed Hector’s shoulder soothingly. “He called you a whore, and I’m the one being disrespectful? He doesn’t deserve my respect. He doesn’t deserve yours, either. Hell, he doesn’t deserve this family!”


    Pursing her lips, she averted her gaze. “You should go,” she said gently. “Please. Go stay with the Murphys for a couple of days. Give you and your dad time to cool off.”


    “Me?” Hurt winged through him. “You should be kicking him out of the house. You should have kicked him out a long time ago.” He gestured to the blood dripping from her nose and her rapidly swelling jaw. “Look what he’s done to you!”


    “Please,” she begged, finally meeting his eyes. Hers glistened with pain and sadness that punched him in the gut with as much force as his father had. “You’re only making this worse.”


    “Whatever,” he muttered, giving up on this freak show. Face and ribs throbbing, he stormed into the house, packed a gym bag, and hugged his sisters. But he didn’t say good-bye. He’d honestly planned to head to the Murphys’, but once he got behind the wheel, he didn’t stop. He drove right past the Murphy house and out of town.


    He kept driving, hoping to outrun his problems.


    It hadn’t worked. At least, not until Ian straightened him out.


    Joanne’s happy hum drifting on the afternoon breeze was so different from those cries of the past, so he took a deep, calming breath and found his mother taking down the last shirt hanging on the clothesline. “Hey, Mom.”


    She grinned. “Hey. I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to ask if you’ll volunteer for some of the heavy lifting at the Founders’ Day event. I told Marylee I’d ask.”


    Surprise winged through him. “Did she put you up to it?”


    “She suggested it.”


    Of course she had. She’d probably hoped he’d be so busy behind the scenes that he wouldn’t have time to hang around with her precious granddaughter. He almost wished he could commit because he’d love to spend time with Brittany with the added bonus of making Marylee squirm.


    “Sorry, Mom. I might be headed back to Montana by then.” He frowned. When had “will” return to Montana become “might” return?


    “Oh.” She looked so disappointed that Marcus went over and wrapped her in a hug.


    “You knew I planned to go back, right?”


    She nodded against his chest. “I just...I hoped you’d change your mind. I’ve missed you so much.”


    Then maybe you should have kicked Dad out of the house instead of me. Instantly, his skin prickled with shame. He hadn’t realized how angry he still was about what had happened the day he left, but apparently, the fire still smoldered.


    Maybe it was time to finally douse the embers that had been burning a hole in his gut since he got here.


    “I’m sorry about the way I left,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “I was angry and hurt, but that doesn’t excuse what I did.”


    In his arms, his mom began to tremble. “No, honey, it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have told you to go. I definitely didn’t mean for you to leave town.”


    The words he wanted to hear, “I should have told Hector to go instead,” lingered, unspoken, in the air. She still wasn’t ready to go there, was she? But he sensed that she was edging closer to pulling herself out of the cycle of abuse and denial, and that, at least, was something.


    “Forget it,” he said as he released her and stepped back. “I’m here now.” He picked up the loaded laundry basket. “And I promise I won’t be gone that long again.”


    A ghost of a smile curved her lips, and he wondered if she believed him. He wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t. She’d been abandoned by all of the men in her life, from her father, to her husband, to her son.


    You can’t leave her again. She needs you.


    Ian needed him, too.


    Shit. He felt as if he was being torn in half. What the hell was he supposed to do? All he knew for sure was that standing in the backyard with a load of laundry wasn’t going to provide any answers.


    Joanne laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Come inside. We can have some cookies and milk.”


    Cookies. She’d always made cookies for him and his sisters after a bad incident with Hector, as if chocolate chips would make them all forget what they’d seen and heard. He hadn’t touched a cookie since the day he left.


    “Sure, Mom,” he said softly. “Let’s go have some cookies.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    For the second time since he’d been back in Storm, Marcus pulled into the parking lot at Murphy’s Pub. It was mid-afternoon, so the after-church sneak-drinkers were gone and the happy hour crowd hadn’t arrived yet. There were only a couple of cars in the dozen or so spots, one belonging to Logan, and the other, he hoped, was Dillon’s personal ride. A deputy at the sheriff station said Dillon had the day off and was probably at Murphy’s.


    He stepped inside, pausing to let his eyes adjust to the dim light for a second, and sure enough, Dillon was sitting at the bar, chatting with Logan as he stood on the other side next to the beer taps in his green Murphy’s Pub T-shirt.


    “Hey, Marcus,” Logan called out as he reached for a pint glass. “Beer?”


    “Hit me.” He pulled up a stool next to Dillon. “I spent the last few hours drinking tea and lemonade on the Pragers’ roof, so my BAC is a little low. Can’t hurt to remedy that.”


    “It was cool of you to offer to fix their leak.” Logan grinned as he passed him the pint of lager. “Look at you being all responsible and shit.”


    “I have my moments.” He glanced down at the blister on his index finger, his painful badge of honor. “I also need to fix Mom’s squeaky screen door, the ever-running toilet, and the garbage disposal. Looks like I’m playing handyman for a while.”


    Logan cocked his thumb toward the kitchen behind him. “While you’re at it, how about taking a look at the dishwasher and the dry rot around the back door?”


    “Sure,” Marcus said. “Did I mention I charge a hundred bucks an hour?”


    Logan let out a short laugh. “Asshole.”


    “So what brings you here?” Dillon reached for the bowl of pretzels next to him. “Because if you’re here to mess with my brother, I can get behind that.”


    “Actually, I’m here to see you.”


    Dillon arched an eyebrow. “What’s up?”


    “It’s about Hector.”


    Instantly, Dillon went taut. It was subtle, but Marcus was nearly as good at reading people as he was cattle, thanks to a childhood spent watching his dad for signs of imminent blowup.


    Maybe what Mal said about Dillon’s interest in their mother was spot on.


    “There’s something that doesn’t make sense about him leaving,” Marcus said. “He’s a piece of shit, but if he wanted out of the marriage, he wouldn’t have left. He’d have kicked my mom out and kept the house. There’s no way he’d let her have anything. The son of a bitch would have reveled in seeing her penniless and begging for help from friends and family.”


    Logan looked up from wiping the scarred bar top. “Do you think he could have gotten mixed up in something bad?”


    “You mean like gambling debts or drugs or guns or something?” Marcus shrugged. “It’s definitely crossed my mind a time or two. He gambled a little when I was a teen. Lost a shit-ton of money on a football game once. We ate freaking spaghetti noodles with ketchup for a week because of that.” His mom had been pissed, but when she spoke up, Hector had only blamed it on her. She should have “budgeted the grocery money better.” How she was supposed to do that when Hector spent it on pigskin, Marcus wasn’t sure. He turned back to Dillon. “I know Mom hasn’t filed a missing persons report, but maybe we should do that.”


    Dillon blinked. “You want him to be found?”


    “I want him in jail. He wouldn’t have taken off like that unless he was in trouble. I’m afraid that once the trouble is over, he’ll be back. Or whatever trouble he got himself into will haunt my family. I don’t want my mother or sisters hurt because he owes some scumbag money.”


    “I really don’t think you need to worry about that,” Dillon said, taking a serious interest in the pretzels. “If your mom didn’t file a missing persons report, she doesn’t want him found. We should respect her wishes.”


    “My mom doesn’t always make the best decisions when it comes to my dad, and I think you know that.”


    Still focused on the bowl of snacks, Dillon inclined his head a in a slow nod. “I do. But in this case, I think she’s right.”


    “This isn’t her decision.”


    Dillon cursed on a harsh breath. “Dammit, Marcus—”


    “What are you not telling me, D?” Marcus asked, his spidey senses tingling so violently that his skin felt tight.


    Silence stretched as Dillon peered into his pint of stout and Logan stood frozen in the growing tension, his gaze flicking between Dillon and Marcus.


    “You looking for answers in that Guinness?” Marcus asked, his patience starting to fray. “Because for real, I’ve never found anything but lies at the bottom of a glass of alcohol.” It had taken time and Ian to make him see that particular truth, and once he’d figured that out, he’d never gotten drunk again.


    “Shit,” Dillon breathed. “It’s my fault, okay? Your father is gone because of me.”


    Whoa. Marcus hadn’t seen that coming, and it took him a moment to find his voice. “What do you mean, because of you?”


    Dillon uttered another curse. “I caught him while he was alone and convinced him to leave town.”


    “Convinced?” He couldn’t see Hector being chased off unless it was under the threat of jail or at the wrong end of a gun. Like, maybe, a sheriff’s revolver. “Convinced...how?”


    Dillon swung around to him, an unrepentant glimmer in his eyes. “Does it matter? I caught him raising a hand to your mom, Marcus. Now he’s gone, and he isn’t going to hurt her again.”


    Marcus’s mouth went dry and his head spun like he’d been sucker-punched. The too-familiar black edge of rage began to creep up on him, making his hand tremble around his beer. “Son. Of. A. Bitch.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Dillon slammed his glass on the bar top, sloshing beer on his hand. “I might be a son of a bitch, but she had no one else to protect her. I did what I did for her.”


    “Hector,” he croaked. “I was talking about Hector.” And Marcus was a piece of shit. Dillon had done what Marcus should have. Ashamed and utterly disgusted with himself, he awkwardly shoved to his feet. “Sorry...I...I need some fresh air.”


    He bolted out the side exit as if the pub was on fire, and the moment he was clear of the door, he sagged against the building and inhaled a huge gulp of heated summer air. Then another. And another. But he knew no matter how many breaths he took, he’d never stop drowning in guilt.


    He heard the soft squeak of the door opening, and a moment later, Logan stepped next to him, casting a long shadow on the sun-scorched grass. “You okay?”


    “Yeah,” he said roughly. “I’m fine.”


    Logan folded his arms over his chest, obscuring the Murphy’s Pub logo on the T-shirt’s pocket. “Dillon shouldn’t have done that.”


    Marcus shook his head. “No, the problem is that I should have done it. I wasn’t here for my family, Logan.”


    “You did what you had to do.”


    That lie wasn’t going to fly anymore, and Marcus rounded on his friend. “I took off and left my mom and my sisters to deal with an abusive bastard. I should have done something.”


    “Man, you gotta stop blaming yourself. You were a kid. If you’d stayed, it would have ended with one of you in jail. Or dead.”


    Logan was right, and sure, Marcus had apologized to his mom, but he still wasn’t ready to let himself off the hook so easily. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Every bruise, every verbal battering his mom endured since the day he left could be laid at his feet. Well, his and that worthless excuse for a man she’d married.


    “Look,” Logan said, being the voice of reason, as usual. “You made the best choice you could at the time. Now you’re back, and you can start over again.” His hands clenched into fists at his sides, and his voice took on a tortured warble. “We can both start over again.”


    Ah, damn. Marcus had been so wrapped up in his own problems that it didn’t occur to him that his friend, who had been through hell and back, might be in pain and dealing with his own shit.


    “Logan? You doing okay? You know you can talk to me, right?”


    “Nah, I’m good. Having Ginny there has been a godsend.”


    Ginny. Marcus didn’t think he could ever hear her name again without thinking about Brittany. He hadn’t seen her since yesterday when she left with her grandmother, who had made it very clear what she thought of him being back in town. It was fun, wasn’t it, the way she’d perfected the art of subtle insults? She’d probably thought he was too stupid to even realize he’d been belittled.


    Brittany had clearly been mortified, and he’d wanted nothing more than to whisk her away from her haughty bitch of a grandmother and drive until they got to Ian’s ranch in Montana. But as much as he liked that idea, he didn’t need to add kidnapping to his rap sheet.


    “I’m glad Ginny has been there for you,” he said, but even to his own ears, he didn’t sound convincing. Oh, he liked Ginny and admired the hell out of her strength. But he loved Logan like a brother, and he didn’t want him to get hurt.


    He wasn’t surprised when Logan locked in on Marcus’s concern and stepped closer. “But?”


    “It’s nothing.”


    “Dammit, Marcus, you’ve never been one to keep your opinions to yourself, so spill.”


    No, Marcus had grown up without a filter on his mouth, but Ian had taught him the value of tact. Of knowing when to speak up and when to shut up. Which was why he hadn’t let loose on Marylee when she’d offered him a job as her fucking gardener or pool boy merely to put him in his place. The problem, he was finding, was that sometimes the line between speaking up and shutting up was blurred when dealing with loved ones.


    “I just think maybe things between you two are moving a little fast,” he said, running with speak up.


    There was an almost imperceptible shift in Logan’s bearing, something Marcus didn’t see as much as felt in the form of a warning tingle on his skin, and for the first time, Marcus saw the soldier Logan had become. “We haven’t slept together, if that’s what you’re getting at.”


    “Ah, no. I’m talking about emotionally.” He scrubbed his hand over his face, unsure how to say this. Brutal honesty or beat around the bush? He mentally flipped a coin, but beating around the bush wasn’t his style. Not with Logan. So... “She’s moved on kind of fast, don’t you think? She’s pregnant with another man’s baby, and that man’s grave is still so fresh you can probably taste Jacob on her lips when you kiss her.”


    Marcus didn’t see the punch coming, but he probably should have. One minute he was standing in the grass, and the next he was lying in it, his jaw throbbing, and Logan was standing over him, his eyes blazing.


    Frustration at everything that had happened since Marcus arrived home collided with the anger that had been simmering inside him for years, creating a caustic mix that shot through Marcus’s veins like an injection of nitro into his Impala’s fuel line. He was jacked, totally revved, and he didn’t think or hesitate as he met Logan’s fury with an explosion of his own.


    In a quick sweep of his legs, he knocked Logan off his feet, and a heartbeat later, they were rolling around on the ground trading punches and wrestling like they were kids in a schoolyard brawl.


    Marcus gave as good as he got, nailing Logan with a blow to the solar plexus in return for a knee to the groin, a jab to the nose in exchange for a punch in the mouth. They were both grunting and cursing as Marcus managed to break away and shove to his knees, only to be plowed over and laid out hard enough to knock the breath from his lungs.


    Logan took instant advantage and pinned him with his forearm across Marcus’s throat, his knee jammed in his gut. “You done?” he growled between panting breaths.


    Adrenaline still burned through Marcus’s body, but he looked up at his friend and nodded. Yeah, he could employ some dirty tricks to get free, but this wasn’t truly about anger or hate or causing damage. This had been a release for both of them, and he didn’t want to escalate the situation.


    “Sorry,” he croaked. “I’m a jackass.”


    “Yeah, you are.”


    Marcus grinned, then winced at the sting of his busted lip. “But you love me anyway.”


    “Dickhead.” Logan let up and rolled away to sit next him, one long leg stretched out, one cocked so he could rest his arm over his grass-stained knee. He shook his other hand out before blowing on his knuckles. “You still have a hard face.”


    “You still have a soft gut.” Total lie. Hitting that belly had been like punching a brick wall.


    Logan smirked, but his amusement faded as Marcus dabbed blood from his mouth and the reason they’d been trading blows in the first place settled between them. “Look, everyone else is being cool about me and Ginny. My family is happy for me. So why the hell can’t you get behind this?”


    Marcus rolled onto his side and propped himself up on an elbow. “Maybe because I’m the only one coming into this from a distance. Your family has been around Ginny for years, but I haven’t. I don’t know her all that well. It isn’t that I don’t like her,” he said quickly. “God, Logan, you know I do. But it was only a matter of weeks ago that she was planning to tell everyone in town that she and Jacob Salt had found their way to each other after all those years of being best friends. Her best friend who is the father of her baby. You really think she can get over something like that so quickly?”


    “You think she’s using me?” There was no anger or defensiveness in the question. Now that Logan had cooled off, he’d leveled out, and again, Marcus could see the military training in him.


    “I don’t know,” Marcus said, choosing his words carefully. He wanted to be honest, but he also didn’t want to piss off his friend again. “Maybe she’s one of those women who can’t be without a man. Or maybe she wants a dad for her kid. Or maybe she genuinely wants to be with you. I hope to hell that’s the case, and it probably is. But be careful, okay?”


    Logan wiped sweat from his brow and gave Marcus a solemn nod. “I will.”


    “That’s all I wanted to hear. I promise I won’t bring it up again. I’ve got your back no matter what.”


    “I know.” Logan stood and offered Marcus a hand, which he took. As his buddy lifted him to his feet, Logan added, “And Marcus? Thanks.”


    Marcus felt himself choke up a little, heard his dad’s whiskey-soaked, slurred voice calling him a pussy, but he shoved the bastard into the back of his mind where he belonged.


    Because for the first time since arriving in Storm, Marcus didn’t feel like a stranger. Even better, he felt like his father was finally, truly gone.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Mallory loved libraries. The smell, the quiet, the solitude. Usually the town library was closed on Sundays, but they’d started a summer Sunday reading program for kids, which turned out to be handy.


    She’d spent a couple of hours going through ancient microfiche images of old newspapers and had taken a gob of notes on past Founders’ Day events, decorations, booths, foods, games... She was going to be a freaking Founders’ Day historian by the time she was done.


    “Mallory?”


    She drew a harsh breath at the sound of Luis’s low voice. And there he was, walking toward her table with hesitant steps, his thumbs hooked in his jeans pockets. God, he was adorable, and she hated herself for thinking it.


    “I don’t feel like talking,” she said crisply.


    “You don’t have to say anything. Just listen.”


    “To what?” she snapped, before remembering where she was and lowering her voice. “Listen to you explain why you slept with Lacey?”


    He moved closer to the table, and she decided she’d move if he sat down. “I told you, it didn’t happen.”


    “Then why is everyone saying it did?” And why was she even bothering?


    Maybe because you still love him. Ugh, she was such an idiot.


    “Everyone is saying it happened because Lacey isn’t denying it.”


    She huffed. “So you’re saying you and Lacey weren’t at the lake.”


    He looked down at his hands, and she couldn’t help but wonder what parts of Lacey they’d touched. “We were there. She’s been so torn up about Jacob, and honestly, Mal, I thought she just wanted to talk.”


    Mallory laughed. “Seriously? After the way she’s been all over you lately? A blind man could have seen what she wanted.”


    “I’m stupid, okay?” He made a pleading gesture with his hands. “I admit it. I mean, looking back at it, yeah, I see it. But at the time... I don’t know, I guess it just felt good to have the attention.”


    Anger spun up, raw and hot. She’d showered him with affection. Hell, she’d practically begged him to have sex with her, but he’d acted like she was diseased or something.


    “So my attention wasn’t enough? You asshole!”


    “No!” He shook his head. “Of course it was enough. I think I just got caught up in the moment. And when she kissed me––”


    Mallory slammed her pen down on her notebook hard enough to crack the cap. “I don’t want to hear any more. You leave or I will.”


    “Wait.” He gripped the table as if holding it down would keep her there. “Listen to me, Mal. I made a mistake. I think some stupid part of me wanted to see what could happen.”


    “And yet, you keep rejecting me.”


    “Yeah, and you know why? It’s because I respect you. When we get together, you know, like that”—He licked his lips as if searching for words, and the most adorable blush crept up his neck—“I want it to be right. I want us to be older and smarter so we don’t have regrets. I know that sounds prudish, or dumb, but I don’t care.” His throat worked on a hard swallow, and when he spoke again, his voice was warped with emotion that made her heart squeeze painfully. “With Lacey... God, I’ve always liked her, but she’s not...she’s not you. I realized it at the lake. I stopped Lacey and walked home. I don’t want her. I want you and I’m so sorry for being such an idiot. Can we please go back to the way it was? Even if that means just being friends until I earn back your trust? Maybe we can just start over?”


    Tears burned her eyes, and she blinked, determined not to let them fall. “You really hurt me,” she whispered.


    “I know.” Those two simple words, spoken with such regret, such misery, touched her more than anything else he’d said so far.


    “You promise you won’t do something like that again?” she asked, even though she should know better. Her father had promised things all the time, and he’d never kept his word. Still, she wanted––needed––to believe that people she loved could care enough about her to honor a vow.


    Luis nodded so hard he must have given himself a headache. “I swear, Mal. On my parents’ grave.”


    Her heart lurched at the gravity in his voice. “Okay,” she said hoarsely. “We can start over. As friends.” She reached across the table and covered his hand with hers. “I’m still mad, but I don’t want to lose you. Especially now. Everything is so crazy. I’ve lost my best friend because she tried to steal my boyfriend, my dad fell off the face of the earth, which I couldn’t care less about, but it’s made Dakota crazy, and now Marcus is back. That’s great, but I feel like there’s something simmering beneath the surface with him, and it’s weird. Remember how cocky he used to be? Always joking, except when Dad was around, and then he’d get crazy angry. Now he’s...I don’t know. It’s like the anger is there, but he’s not letting it out, and he could blow at any moment.”


    Luis paled. “Does he know what I did?”


    She smirked. Let him squirm for a minute. He deserved it, after all. “You mean, is he going to hunt you down and kill you for hurting me?”


    “That’s pretty much what I was getting at, yes.”


    She should let him continue to sweat, but she was tired of games. Dakota’s games. Lacey’s games. Whatever game her dad was playing. “He knows I’m mad at you, but I don’t think he knows why.”


    “Thank God,” he whispered as he sagged down in a chair. “So...how do you feel about him being back?”


    “It’s what I’ve wanted for years. But like I said, I’m a little worried, and honestly, I’m terrified that my dad will come home.”


    “What do you think would happen if he did?”


    “I don’t know, but I promise that nothing good would come of it.” She closed one of the books about Storm’s history she’d been going through. “Family, huh?”


    “Yeah,” he murmured, looking down at his lap. “Family.”


    “Luis? You okay?”


    “I’m not sure.” He lifted his head. “Can I tell you something? You have to promise to keep it to yourself, though.”


    She nodded. “What’s it about?”


    “It’s about Jacob. And Ginny. I overheard something.” He inhaled, fuel for whatever he was about to say. “Francine and Payton were talking at the hospital, and I heard them talking about some sort of accident Jacob was involved in when he was little. Doctors said he probably wouldn’t be able to have kids.”


    She frowned. “But Ginny’s pregnant.”


    “Exactly.”


    Oh...shit. “Are you...are you saying she’s lying about who the father is?”


    He winced, as if someone else voicing it made it real. “No. I mean, maybe. Or maybe she’s embarrassed because she doesn’t know for sure.”


    “I don’t know,” Mallory hedged. “Just because Jacob might have been sterile doesn’t mean she doesn’t know who the father is. She wouldn’t have cheated on Jacob. Right?”


    He swallowed hard again. “I never told anyone this, but before all of this happened, she’d been acting weird. Over the last year or so, when she came home from college on breaks, she was dressing different. More…mature. And her phone calls seemed secretive. I got a feeling she was seeing someone she didn’t want anyone to know about.”


    “Have you asked her about it?”


    He shrugged. “I’ve tried. I mean, I gave her the chance to say anything she wanted to me.” He shook his head. “Maybe I’m being paranoid. This wouldn’t be the first time my overactive imagination got the best of me. Remember when I thought I saw a troll in the Foster’s backyard?”


    She stared at him. “You were six.”


    “Well, I was twelve when I thought Mr. Coleman was a bank robber on the FBI’s Most Wanted list.”


    She laughed. “He does look like that dude in the drawing.”


    “Still. I guess if the Salts think it’s a miracle, maybe it is.”


    Mallory chewed her lip. “Do you believe in miracles?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Me, either.” She leaned closer to him and lowered her voice, even though there was no one nearby. “So if the baby isn’t Jacob’s, whose could it be?”


    “I don’t know, but if it isn’t Jacob’s, this town might just live up to its name.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Mondays in Storm were generally quiet...at least, they used to be. It was tourist season, but Marcus still didn’t remember so many people milling about on the streets. A couple of years ago, his mom had mentioned some sort of publicity campaign the town leaders had embarked on, a campaign designed to portray Storm as “a gem in the heart of Hill Country.”


    The Rushes had financed most of it, of course—part of the senator’s promise to bring tourism to the town if the good folk of Storm helped get him reelected.


    Whatever the senator’s motivation, the campaign had clearly worked, and Marcus had to weave his way down Main Street without getting knocked over by tourists coming in and out of the shops and taking pictures of the historical buildings.


    He turned down Pecan Street, then peeked through the huge window of the Prost Pharmacy. He hoped to catch a glimpse of Brittany, but she wasn’t there. He hadn’t seen her since the barbecue, but then, after leaving Murphy’s he’d gone straight home to lick his Logan-inflicted wounds as his brain tried to process everything Dillon had said.


    Thankfully, Mallory hadn’t been home and his mom had been busy in the backyard, so he hadn’t had to explain why he looked like he’d, well, gotten into a brawl. This morning they’d both noticed his split lip, which he’d brushed off with a lighthearted, “It’s nothing. Just me and Logan messing around.”


    His aching ribs and wrenched shoulder disagreed on the it’s nothing part, and they protested even more as he stepped off the curb and crossed the street. Whiny bastards.


    A sheriff’s car came up the street, and he cursed under his breath, figuring he was in for a jaywalking citation. When the vehicle eased next to him, he wasn’t sure if the fact that Dillon was driving was a good thing or a bad one.


    “Hey, Marcus,” Dillon said as he propped his arm on the edge of the rolled-down window.


    Marcus nodded. “Dillon.” Now what? Marcus had left Murphy’s last night without going back inside, so he’d kind of left things unfinished. And awkward.


    Dillon pushed his sunglasses up on his head and met Marcus’s gaze. “We should probably talk. About yesterday.”


    “’S’okay,” Marcus said. “There’s nothing to talk about. You helped my mom, and I’m grateful.”


    “So you aren’t pissed?”


    “Not at you.” He glanced up the street at the family of five on bikes, laughing at the balloons tied to their handlebars, which bopped them on their heads as they peddled. He didn’t have memories like that, but when and if he ever had kids, he’d make sure they would.


    “Are you going to tell her?” Dillon asked, his own gaze focused on the family.


    Marcus blew out a long breath, unsure how to answer that. He hated secrets. Hated lies. He’d had way too much of that growing up, and it had eaten away at him. But he also knew that some secrets––and people––were best kept buried.


    “I think,” he said slowly, “that it’s your call. But I won’t lie if she asks me about it.”


    The hard set of Dillon’s jaw and shoulders relaxed as his relief became apparent. “Thank you.”


    “Sure.” Marcus watched the other man for a moment. “Is there something going on between you and my mom?”


    Dillon jerked as if Marcus had zapped him with a cattle prod. “No. Of course not. I’ve known her for a long time, and I care about her.”


    Uh-huh. Marcus was pretty sure there was more to it than that. He found himself hoping it was more than that. She deserved someone decent. Someone who could protect her.


    “I’m glad you’re there for her,” Marcus said. “Like I said, I’m grateful.”


    Dillon extended his hand through the open window. “You’re a good man, Marcus. Your mom and sisters are lucky to have you.”


    They clasped hands in a firm shake. “That,” he said wryly, “is yet to be determined.”


    “Just keep your nose clean.” Dillon winked. “And unbloodied. Logan is still bitching about your right hook.”


    Marcus grinned. “Awesome. Because I’m still feeling his uppercut. But don’t tell him that.”


    Laughing, Dillon settled his sunglasses over his eyes again. “Take care. And stop jaywalking.” He took off, leaving Marcus with a wave and a good-natured reprimand.


    A welcome breeze picked up as he turned onto Third Street, where he stopped at the sports shop to buy a basketball. The hoop still hanging from the garage had been one of his favorite stress-relievers as a kid, and he figured that sinking a few shots into it might do him some good. Weird how his old habits were calling to him when he’d done everything he could in Montana to avoid doing anything he’d done here in Texas.


    As he stepped out of the shop, he ran smack into Brittany.


    “Oh, ah, hey,” she said, clearly flustered. The blush in her cheeks matched her glossy, full lips, which he suddenly wanted to taste. Badly.


    “Hey.” He took in her white denim shorts that showed off a lot of long, toned leg, and her short-sleeved navy blouse that made the blue of her eyes even more intense and revealed a hint of cleavage. Stunning. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’m headed over to the town square. The Founders’ Day planning committee is trying to figure out where to set up a few things.” She gestured toward Fourth Street. “I had to park in like, Del Rio.”


    He laughed. “Yeah, me, too. Practically on the other side of the Rio Grande.” He paused, spinning ideas in his head to keep her with him for a little while. When he saw a kid sitting on a bench with a sundae, a plan clicked into place. “Are you in a hurry?”


    “No, why?”


    “Wanna get some ice cream? I’m buying.”


    Reaching up, she tucked her hair behind one ear, revealing sapphire and diamond earrings that probably cost more than his car. They looked great on her, but he figured she’d look better in his Impala, which, incidentally, was the same color as her eyes. “I’d like that.”


    They started walking down the street, his palms growing clammy even as his heart soared, and he wondered if Brittany was as suddenly, inexplicably nervous as he was. This was crazy. He knew his way around women, knew how to charm them, put them at ease, and all the while, he was usually as cool as ice. But Brittany...this was different. Something about her made his insides jangle.


    “So, are you settling in okay?”


    “Yeah. Things are starting to feel familiar again. Your grandma even glared at me when she drove past a few minutes ago, just like she did when I was in high school.”


    She tripped––over her own feet, apparently––and his hand snapped out to catch her arm. Her skin was hot and smooth, and damn if he didn’t feel an electric spark work its way up his own arm.


    “Sorry,” she blurted. “I...uh...clumsy.” She shot him a contrite look that made him feel bad for joking around. “Look, I need to apologize for my grandmother. What she said at the barbecue. I don’t think she realizes how she comes across sometimes.”


    That was a load of steaming bullshit. Everything Marylee said and did was deliberate and carefully considered, and she was very well aware of how her words would impact their target. Brittany probably knew it, too, but he didn’t blame her for wanting to give her grandma the benefit of the doubt and preserve the good Rush name. Marcus was all too familiar with the lies people told to protect the family.


    As they crossed Third Street––at a crosswalk––he realized he was still holding her arm, and he reluctantly let go. “It’s okay. You aren’t responsible for anything she says.”


    She gave him a grateful smile. “You know, I hear that the Johnsons need help on the ranch.”


    “And you thought of me?” That was sweet. But he didn’t have the heart to tell her that he was going back to Montana. Ian was counting on him, and he owed that man everything. Including his life.


    But his mom and sisters needed him too, and the idea of leaving Storm––of leaving Brittany––was starting to give him heartburn. Maybe Brit would visit him there. Or he could come back to Storm every couple of months. He stepped onto the curb and nearly squashed the remains of someone’s mushy old ice cream cone.


    “Of course I thought of you,” she said. “You did say you’re a cow whisperer.”


    He laughed. “I am uniquely talented.”


    “Mmm.” A devilish glint lit her gaze. “I’ll bet you have a lot of talents.” It was cute how she blushed even when she was trying to be flirty.


    He waggled his brows. “More than you can possibly imagine.”


    “Oh, I don’t know about that,” she said in a low, husky voice that made him picture her tangled up in sheets after a long night of sex. “I have a great imagination.”


    So did he, and right now it was running away with all kinds of scenarios that involved him and her in various states of undress and rumpled sheets.


    “Well, imagine what kind of ice cream you want because we’re here.” A bell jingled as he opened the door to the shop, and after waiting for a family with six kids to order, Brittany got a scoop of triple chocolate, and he went for caramel vanilla swirl.


    There was no place to sit, so they took their cones outside.


    “So what’s college like?” he asked as they crossed the street again, this time heading back in the direction of the sports shop and town square.


    “It’s about what I expected.” She licked her cone, and damn if that didn’t make his jeans feel a little tighter. “A big party punctuated by odd moments of learning.”


    He concentrated on his own ice cream to keep from turning what she was doing to hers into a Penthouse fantasy. “You don’t strike me as the party type.”


    “I’m not. My parents would kill me if I didn’t maintain a four-point GPA.”


    He snorted. “Have you ever gotten a B?”


    “Once.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Middle school art class. I hate art.”


    “Funny,” he drawled. “That was the one thing I was good at. That and shop class. Anything I can do with my hands.”


    She glanced at his hands as if wondering what kinds of things he did with them, and he decided he very much wanted to show her.


    “I remember you were always working on that car.” She waved at someone in a passing pickup. “I can’t believe you still have it.”


    He loved the thing. Working on it had helped him through some rough times. More importantly, his car had been his escape from his home life. How many miles had he racked up driving from his house to Logan’s? Or to the movies? Or to anyplace his dad wasn’t?


    Brittany probably didn’t want to hear all of that, though, and he certainly didn’t want to put a damper on their little ice cream escapade.


    “I learned from my mom to use something until you can’t use it anymore,” he said, which was as true as all the other stuff. “She’s pretty frugal.”


    “Probably more so since your father left, I’ll bet.”


    “Definitely.” He wondered how much Brittany knew about his family situation. No doubt gossip had given her some good, and probably accurate, intel. “His leaving didn’t help matters, but she was like that long before he ran off. She was always forced to stretch the money when my sisters and I were growing up.”


    They had to go single file to avoid a crowd of people on the sidewalk, and when they were side by side again, she touched him lightly on the shoulder. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was soothing, and it warmed him more than the Texas sun. “I shouldn’t have brought him up.”


    “Nah, it’s okay. The son of a bitch is gone. Talking about him isn’t going to bring him back like some sort of curse.”


    “Still, I’m sorry you had it rough as a kid.” She nodded at a passerby she must have known. “Parents suck sometimes.”


    He eyed her in surprise. “Are you telling me your folks aren’t model parents?”


    “Why would you think they were?”


    He shrugged. “They always seem so put together.” Distant and a little unemotional maybe, but they at least seemed invested in their children’s education and interests. “You always had everything you wanted––hell, Mallory told me you got your BMW for your sixteenth birthday. And you live in that mansion with a pool.” He mischievously tugged on a lock of silky hair, jumping at any excuse to touch her. “Where I could be a pool boy if I wanted.”


    Her bubbly laughter at his reference to her grandmother’s offer made him smile. He could listen to that all day.


    “I grew up with privilege,” she admitted. “But sometimes I’d have given anything to have the kind of parents who would get down on their hands and knees and play with colored chalk on the sidewalk, you know?”


    Yeah, he knew. His mom had been that type of parent, and sometimes it cost her. Spending an hour to read to Mallory or make plastic jewelry with Dakota would put her behind in her chores, and Hector would flip the hell out. Marcus would often sneak around to help her...cleaning the bathroom or dusting the furniture, but it was never good enough, and she’d get blamed for doing a sloppy job. If he admitted that he’d helped, she’d get yelled at for letting him do “women’s work.”


    It had been a no-win situation no matter what.


    “Well,” he said, as they crossed to the town square, where the courthouse lorded imperiously over the grassy park, “I’d say you turned out okay even without a colored-chalk parent.”


    She gave him a sideways glance and a coy smile that made his blood run hot. “Aren’t you a charmer, Marcus Alvarez.”


    Damn, she was a sweet thing. Something inside him melted as thoroughly as their ice cream cones in the summer heat, and he decided he needed to explore the spark between them. They could work out the logistics of their relationship later. Long distance relationships could work, right? “So...can I charm you into grabbing lunch tomorrow?”


    As they stepped into the cool shade from the massive Storm Oak Tree, she looked over at where a few Founders’ Day committee members milled about, pencils and notebooks in hand as they surveyed the square. His mom was there near the gazebo, standing next to Brittany’s mom and grandmother.


    “I have to work,” she said, “but I get off at four. We could do an early dinner, if you want.”


    “Deal.” He gestured toward the pharmacy. “Pick you up at work?”


    “That sounds great.”


    An awkward silence fell as they stood there in the shade watching cars drive by. He wanted to kiss her, but it wouldn’t be appropriate. Would it?


    “Well,” she chirped, breaking the uncomfortable lull in conversation. “I’ve got to catch my mom. I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for the ice cream.”


    He nodded like an idiot and watched her walk off, her long legs eating up the ground as she strode toward her mother. How was he going to make it until tomorrow? This was only the third time he’d seen her since arriving in town, but every time he saw her, he felt a connection building and strengthening like nothing he’d experienced before.


    Finally, he tore his gaze away and turned to head back to his car...only to get ambushed by Brittany’s father. “Hello, Marcus.”


    Jesus, where had he come from? Marcus scanned the square and finally saw the senator’s car parked illegally in front of a hydrant just a few yards away.


    “Senator.” Marcus started to move past the man, but Sebastian’s hand snapped out to stop him with a grip on his biceps.


    “Can we talk?”


    Marcus shrugged out of the hold before he forgot everything Ian had taught him and hauled off and punched the guy. It probably wasn’t a good idea to assault the father of the woman he wanted. “I really need to get home––”


    “It’ll only take a minute.”


    Shit. Gripping his shopping bag tighter, Marcus nodded. “What’s this about?”


    “Brittany told us you’ve been living in Montana,” he said, and Marcus wondered where this was going. Nowhere good, he was sure. “Never been there. Heard it’s beautiful.”


    “Do you want vacation spot recommendations?” Marcus said smoothly. “Because Missoula is amazing this time of year.”


    Senator Rush’s lips thinned in a patronizing smile. Game on, then. “I was just wondering if you were going back.”


    Aaaand...there it was. The real reason for the senator’s sudden interest in him. And why was everyone so obsessed with whether or not Marcus was staying? It was starting to get on his nerves because the truth was that he was becoming less and less certain about the answer to the question. He missed the ranch. Missed Ian, who texted a couple of times a day to make sure everything was going okay. But while he’d been gone, he’d also missed so much of his sisters’ lives.


    And then there was Brittany.


    But the hell if he was going to say any of that, and some little devil on his shoulder encouraged him to toy with the guy. “I doubt I’ll go back,” he said. “My roots are here, so I think I’ll stay.” He thought of Ian, and instantly guilt washed over him because oddly enough, saying that didn’t feel like a lie.


    And it was very clearly not the answer Sebastian was looking for. “Is that so? Not much in Storm to hold a young man’s interest.”


    Still channeling the devil on his shoulder, Marcus slid a meaningful glance at Brittany, who was looking like an angel as she stood in the sunshine laughing with her mother.


    “Oh,” Marcus drawled, “I don’t know about that.”


    The senator’s expression turned dark, his eyes narrowing with contempt as he shed the pretense of this being a friendly chat. “It won’t last, son. I’ll see to that. You think you can rise above it, that your breeding isn’t the sum of who you are. But that’s life’s most ridiculous falsehood. A scrappy little Chihuahua may aspire to be a noble, powerful Great Dane, but he never will be. It’s nothing personal. It’s just the way life is.”


    Marcus’s skin felt tight, scoured raw by the hatred in the senator’s words. The worst part of it was that the guy probably didn’t even realize he was so hateful. He’d likely go to his grave denying that he was an elitist snob who looked down on those who didn’t have his money, his breeding, his education, his social standing, his color of skin.


    “Yeah, well, if you knew anything about dogs, you’d know that Great Danes have a tragically short lifespan.”


    Sebastian puffed up like an angry rooster. “Is that a threat?”


    Marcus reached out and brushed invisible lint off the senator’s shoulder, daring the guy to do anything about it. “It’s nothing personal,” he said, throwing Sebastian’s own words back at him. “It’s just the way life is.”


    “Be careful, boy,” Sebastian growled. “No Chihuahua has ever been a match for a big dog.”


    The man strode away like a big, self-important bag of dicks, and as he joined his wife and daughter, Marcus realized that if he wanted Brittany, he was going to have to deal with her family on a regular basis.


    Of course, that was assuming he stayed in town. And that he could handle the shitstorm that would surely follow.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Dinner with Marcus did not go as planned.


    He’d met Brittany at the pharmacy as agreed, looking like he’d stepped right out of a movie in black jeans, black cowboy boots, and a gray button-down dress shirt open just enough to reveal a tantalizing hint of hard, bare chest. He’d tamed his hair a little, combing it back in a sleek sweep, but a few unruly strands curled around his ears and temples, lending a wild element that suited him. He reminded her of a panther on a leash; he might look docile, but only a fool would forget that he was a powerful animal, worthy of respect.


    And like a big cat, he’d been strangely aloof on the walk to Farm to Table, Storm’s only upscale restaurant. At first, she’d written it off as nerves, because heaven knew she’d had butterflies. A whole swarm of them.


    But when dinner had gone the same way, she knew something was wrong.


    Oh, they’d chatted politely––he’d asked more about her college classes and experiences, and when he talked about his time in Montana, he’d truly come alive.


    But then, almost as if he suddenly remembered where he was or who he was sitting across from, he’d get that troubled look again, and an awkward silence would fall. And even when they talked, he wasn’t as free with his smiles and jokes as he had been just yesterday.


    Now, as they finished dessert, he was finally warming up a little, and while she’d like to think the thaw was because of her, the way he practically moaned over the chocolate mousse said the sugar rush was the likely culprit.


    Still, watching the ecstasy in his expression made her pulse pound crazily as she imagined the look on his face when he made love. Then she wondered if he was loud in bed. Or was he silent and intense?


    More importantly, how long was it going to take before she knew the answer?


    The spoon clinked against Marcus’s dish as he scooped up every last bit of dessert.


    “I’m guessing you’re enjoying the mousse.”


    “There’s only one thing better than a perfect chocolate mousse,” he drawled, his voice going impossibly deep and bedroom husky. Dear Lord, she wanted to hear that voice while he kissed his way down her body.


    “Sex?” she asked, and even to her own ears she sounded needy and hopeful.


    “I was going to say drag racing, but yeah, that too.” This time his tone was teasing and he had a killer smile to go with it.


    She felt her face heat, and she cursed her hyper-reactive skin. Some people wore their emotions on their sleeves, but hers preferred her cheeks.


    “You still race your car?”


    “Nah.” He licked his spoon, and seriously, he had to be intentionally doing stuff like that to drive her nuts with lust. “I’ll leave illegal street races to the younger crowd.”


    She gulped some iced tea in hopes of cooling off a little. Didn’t work. At all. “You make it sound like you’re ancient or something.”


    “I prefer the word experienced.”


    “Really.” She dragged her finger through the frosting on her carrot cake and licked it off while he watched with smoldering eyes because two could play that game. “And what, exactly, are you experienced at?”


    “It’s a long list,” he said, sounding a little strangled.


    It sounded like a list she’d like to explore. Before she could rally with a suitably flirty comeback, the waitress brought the check. Marcus reached for it, but Brittany was faster.


    “My treat,” she said, and when the smolder in his eyes turned to ice, she instantly knew she’d made a fatal mistake.


    “I can pay, Brittany.”


    “I know you can,” she said quickly. “I just...I still feel bad about what my grandmother said the other day, and I want to make it up to you.”


    His expression might as well have been carved from stone. “I don’t want your family’s money to pay for anything of mine.”


    Taken aback, she inhaled sharply. “Marcus––”


    “Let me pay.” He held out his hand, and had he been anyone else, she’d have refused or offered to go Dutch. But something told her he needed this and that she’d only make things worse if she argued.


    With a sinking sensation in her gut, she handed him the bill and waited quietly as he paid with cash.


    More silence ensued as they exited the restaurant.


    “I’ll walk you to your car,” he said, and the sinking sensation hit rock bottom at the finality in his voice.


    But she wasn’t ready to give up yet, and as they crossed the street to cut through the town square, she said, “If you don’t have plans tonight, we could go see a movie or get a beer at Murphy’s. I think Ginny is going to meet Logan there. We could all hang out.”


    Marcus halted beneath the massive tree, in the exact same spot where they’d stood yesterday. The difference was that yesterday she’d been full of hope and happiness, and today...all she could do was wonder what she’d done wrong.


    “Brittany, I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is going to work.”


    She shouldn’t have been surprised, not after the vibe he’d been giving off all evening. But somehow, she was stunned. “I don’t understand. Marcus, what’s going on?”


    He jammed his hand through his hair, and his curls went wild. Even his demeanor changed, and the image of the panther on a chain came back to her, except now, the big cat had broken free of its restraints.


    “We’re from two different worlds, Brit. I like you. Too much, probably. But our worlds weren’t meant to collide, and I think it’s best that we step off and avoid disaster.”


    “Disaster?” She gaped at him in disbelief. “We’re not boarding the freaking Titanic, and we’re not from different planets. We grew up in the same town. Went to the same school. We have the same friends. So where is this coming from?”


    “Oh, come on,” he said, as if she was the one being difficult. “You’re on a path that leads to success and mansions and a damned yacht or two. I’ve got a past I’m not proud of, and a future full of unknowns.”


    “Stop it.” She lowered her voice as a happy young couple, their fingers twined together, passed by. The universe was taunting her. “Whatever it is that’s bothering you, we can work through it. I don’t care about your past. I couldn’t care less if you’ve smoked weed or drag raced or been to prison. I. Don’t. Care.”


    He stepped back as if he’d been slapped, his gorgeous eyes flashing with fury. “Prison? You think I’ve been to fucking prison? Is it because my family is from the wrong side of town or because I’m half Hispanic?”


    What the...what? Had he really just said that? Her mind spun with confusion over his bizarre behavior and the unfounded accusation, and her own temper flared.


    “That’s not fair,” she snapped. “I’ve never treated you any different than I’ve treated anyone else. I only mentioned prison because it was something my grandma said––”


    “Of course it was,” he said bitterly. “Well, you know what? She wasn’t completely wrong. I have been to jail. Twice. The charges were dropped, but not because I didn’t do what I was accused of doing. I did. If you want to know more, maybe your dad can dig up some dirt. I’m sure he’d love to. Hell, he probably has my police record printed out with all the juicy parts highlighted and waiting for you to see.”


    “Dammit, Marcus, now you’re just looking for a reason to push me away.”


    “What, me being poor, mixed-race trash and you being well-bred white royalty isn’t a good enough reason?”


    Seriously, what the hell? “That’s you and your issues talking,” she shot back. “Not mine.”


    “Really?” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “So you’re saying your family wouldn’t have a shit fit if they saw you with me? If they saw me kissing you? Touching you?”


    Oh, God. Now she saw it in her head, and she couldn’t think of anything else. “I don’t care,” she breathed. Besides, her parents would get over it. Her mother often surprised Brittany with some of her social views, and her father could be swayed by a logical argument. So they weren’t completely unreasonable.


    Which was something that apparently couldn’t be said for Marcus.


    Snorting, he turned on his heel and headed for their cars parked across the street. “Whatever.”


    Oh, no. He was not going to walk away again. Catching up to him, she seized his arm and dragged him around to face her.


    “Is that what you do when things get rough? You walk away?” She glared up at him, daring him to answer. When he didn’t, she squared her shoulders and prepared for battle. If being the daughter of a senator had taught her anything, it was that when you know you’re right, you fight. “Tell me, Marcus, why did you run off all those years ago?” She knew things had been bad at home, but surely fleeing to the other side of the country had been excessive.


    The veins in his neck stood out in thick ropes as he swallowed over and over, clenching and unclenching his fists to the rhythm of his anger. “It’s not important.”


    “I think it is,” she pressed, sensing that they were at a crucial place in their relationship––if she could even call it that. He was nursing a wound that went deep, one that somehow tied into his anger tonight. “Tell me why you left.”


    Muscles in his jaw flexed as he ground his teeth. Just when she thought he wouldn’t answer, he looked down at the ground and cursed. “I had to get out of town.”


    “Why?” Again, he said nothing, so she reached out, clamped her hand on his arm. “Marcus, why?”


    His head snapped up, and his haunted gaze bored into her with such pained intensity that she regretted pushing him.


    “Because if I’d have stayed,” his said, his voice so deep and ragged it scraped gravel, “I’d have killed him, Brittany. I’d have fucking killed my own dad.”


     


    * * * *


     


    Marcus couldn’t believe he’d just said that. Couldn’t believe he’d just confessed something to Brittany that he’d not even admitted to Logan.


    Or himself.


    God, she must think him a monster.


    He’d just been so angry back then. At his father for being an abusive bastard, at his mother for putting up with it, at himself for the lies he’d told to protect the family.


    No, asshole, my dad wasn’t drunk when he drove the car into the creek. The sun was in his eyes. I don’t give a fuck what you heard at the coffee shop.


    That’s not a belt mark on my back, Mrs. Harris. It’s a burn. Shouldn’t have been trying to crawl under an electric fence.


    Yes, doctor, my mom slipped on the wet floor when she was mopping, just like she said.


    Yep, Marcus was an expert in explaining away anything. Not even Logan knew the extent of the shit that had gone on in that house.


    He looked away from Brit in shame. “Do you get it now?” he asked. “When I stay, I fight. Bad things happen. It’s better for everyone when I walk away.”


    “No,” she said softly, and he had to give her credit for not screaming and running off in horror. “It’s not better for everyone. Don’t you dare walk away from me. Sometimes it’s okay to fight. Fight for me, for the possibility of us.”


    Jesus. Was she for real? He turned back to her, wondering if she’d heard a word he’d said. “Is that really what you want? Because your family isn’t going to let this fly without a battle, and I’ll give it to them. Once I engage, I don’t back down.”


    She inhaled sharply, and he damn near looked away again, afraid to see the revulsion in her expression. Instead, he saw determination. Admiration. And heat that scorched his skin.


    “I want that.” She poked him in the chest, emphasizing her fierce words. “I want what you’ve got to offer. Everything you’ve got to offer.”


    God, she was gorgeous. A blonde bundle of fury who wasn’t afraid to go toe-to-toe for what she wanted. And what she wanted was him.


    The very idea humbled him.


    He hadn’t come to town looking for a relationship...hell, it had been the last thing on his mind when he’d blown past the city limits sign doing twenty over. But spending time with Brittany had turned out to be the best part about being back. They didn’t know each other that well, so there was no rehashing of old memories with her. Instead, they made new ones, something he desperately needed in a place where every good memory was tarnished by a bad one.


    But he couldn’t ask her to risk her relationship with her family to be with him, especially if he was leaving. And he certainly couldn’t ask her to move to Montana or something. Could he?


    Maybe...maybe he really could stay. At least until Brittany graduated from college. That way, he could be here for his mom and sisters, and Ian’s ranch would still be waiting for him. It wasn’t as if Ian needed him right away, after all. Marcus could even fly back and help out until he found more ranch hands.


    She poked him again, a not-so-subtle reminder that she was waiting for a response to her saying she wanted him.


    And how crazy was that? She knew he didn’t have a college degree, knew he came from a dysfunctional family, knew he wasn’t rolling in money, and she still wanted him. Hell, she was fighting for him.


    Something primal rose up in him, swallowing everything that made him civil. No more being nice or noble or whatever bullshit quality he thought would make him good enough for the standup townspeople of Storm. He belonged here every bit as much as anyone else, and it was time to stake his claim.


    Brittany was his.


    In a smooth surge, he gripped her shoulders and spun her up against the tree. As she gasped in surprise, he dipped his head and took her mouth hard. She tasted like the vanilla frosting she’d licked off her finger, smelled like sunshine and apples, and son of a bitch, he’d never think of those things the same way again.


    Her hands came up to grip his biceps and pull him even closer, deepening the kiss, and he groaned when she arched into him, no doubt discovering his rapidly swelling erection.


    Heart pounding, his body becoming feverish as she began to grind her hips against him, he tangled his tongue with hers, loving the press of her breasts on his chest as their breaths grew labored.


    A horn honked nearby, and shit, they were in public, weren’t they? Probably a good thing because it was way too early in their relationship to rip off her clothes and do things to her that were illegal in this state.


    Still kissing her, he eyeballed their surroundings, making sure they weren’t giving little kids a lesson in the birds and the bees.


    And that’s when he saw it. The unmistakable shine of Marylee Rush’s silver Mercedes. It was parked at the courthouse, and Marylee herself was sitting at the wheel, her cool gaze focused on them.


    It was probably all kinds of wrong of him to enjoy the familiar hot rush of adrenaline as it sang through his veins, igniting the call to combat he used to get off on. But he’d just said that once engaged, he fought to the bloody end, and if Marylee wanted to watch, he’d give her one hell of a show.


    Dropping his hands to Brittany’s hips, he rocked into her, eliciting the sweetest, sexiest gasps from her soft mouth. And as he kissed her, he defiantly drilled his gaze into the driver’s side window of Marylee’s car.


    Too soon, distant voices and children’s happy squeals came closer, and he reluctantly pulled back. Brittany’s eyes were glazed, her cheeks flushed, her lips swollen, and he got an instant, erotic preview of how she’d look after several hours of lovemaking.


    “Wow,” she whispered.


    “Yeah,” he agreed. “What do you say we hit Murphy’s and cool off with a beer?” It wasn’t what he wanted, because he’d much rather get hotter than cooler, but he was going to do things right with Brittany.


    “I’m game.” She pushed away from the tree, and he felt a twinge of masculine pride at the way her legs were shaky.


    Damn, he’d come back to Storm determined to keep his temper, be respectable, and be respectful. And he would. Mostly. But he wanted Brittany, and he wasn’t going to put up with her family’s shit or let anyone get between him and what was his.


    So as he slung his arm around her, he shot one more look at her grandma’s car and hoped she got the message.


    Marcus was back in town, and this time, no one was going to chase him away.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Sebastian Rush was having a shitty day. A shitty week, really.


    He’d been too busy to hook up with Dakota, but at the same time, she was starting to get on his nerves. Yes, she was malleable and had a tight body and a mouth that could suck an armadillo through a fire hose, but she was also clingy and demanding, and he was starting to suspect that she had a vengeful streak that could cause him trouble eventually.


    At least with Ginny, he’d known she could keep her mouth shut. Hell, that brat she was carrying could be his, but she’d managed to convince everyone in town that his late nephew, Jacob, was the father. It might be true––he hoped like hell it was–– but she could have blackmailed him into bankruptcy if she’d wanted to.


    He had a feeling that in the same situation Dakota would use the kid to extort what she wanted from him. Attention, money, power...whatever struck her fancy.


    Yes, there was definitely an expiration date on their relationship. He just hoped he could keep her for a little while longer. It would be a shame to give up her hot body until he’d used it in every way he could.


    He heard the clack of high heels on the tile outside his office, and a moment later, his mother entered. She looked the way she always did, her clothes pressed and neat, her makeup flawless, and not a hair out of place. He figured her hair was afraid to be messy. And, as usual, she looked like she had a bug up her pencil skirt.


    “We might have a problem,” she said in an icy huff.


    “Hello to you too, Mother.” He leaned back in his chair and stared at her from across his desk. “What now?”


    “I just saw Brittany with Marcus Alvarez.”


    At the mere mention of that piece of trash’s name, Sebastian’s temples began to throb. Marcus had thought he was so tough, making that impotent threat. But while the guy had barely managed to graduate from high school, Sebastian was confident Marcus was streetwise enough to know he was outclassed in every way.


    “Don’t worry,” he said as he flipped his favorite ballpoint Montblanc between his fingers. “I put the fear of God into him yesterday. He was probably telling her he wasn’t interested.”


    “Do his people have a different way of doing that than we do? Because I’m pretty sure his tongue was down her throat.”


    His hand tightened on the pen. “Are you certain?”


    “I might not have a man in my life, but I haven’t forgotten what kissing is. And this was no chaste peck.”


    That mongrel son of a bitch. “This is the last thing I need right now.”


    “Well, if it helps, I have a little good news. I heard back from Dr. Williams in Dallas. He’ll be here for the Founders’ Day celebration.”


    Excellent. The good doctor was extremely influential in the medical community, and Sebastian had been courting his support for months. Too bad his specialty was in psychiatry, though. Sebastian hated shrinks. They made him nervous, the way they always seemed to be analyzing every word you said. Oh, he could charm his way through any conversation, but one little slip, and they started tossing around words like narcissist. Sex addict. Sociopath.


    “That is good news, indeed,” he mused.


    “Even better, the Seagraves and Abernathys are both coming to the festival, and they’re bringing their sons.” Her calculating, cold smile could give the devil frostbite. “I’m sure I can find a way to get Brittany interested in one of them.”


    More good news. Both families were well-respected, wealthy, and influential. The Abernathys had, in a short fifty years, built an empire on Texas oil, while the Seagraves came from old Virginia money and divided their time between their mansion in San Antonio and their mansion just outside of Richmond. The Seagraves’ son, Andrew, had recently graduated with honors from Yale Law School, while the Abernathys’ son, Gavin, was studying to be a doctor at Harvard. Either would make a fine match with Brittany.


    Assuming Marcus was out of the picture.


    “We’ll nudge Brittany in the right direction, and if that fails, maybe we’ll catch a break and Hector will come back before things get too serious.” It shouldn’t be too difficult to send out feelers to find the guy and do a little “nudging” for him, too. “With any luck, Marcus and his father will kill each other and solve the problem.”


    The shrewd twinkle in Marylee’s eyes was an admirable thing. “Yes,” she said softly. “Wouldn’t that be perfect?”


    A phone buzzed from inside her purse, and as he sipped his whiskey, she checked her messages, a smile brightening her features.


    “You look like the cat that ate the canary,” he drawled.


    “Oh, yes.” She grinned. “And the canary’s name is Marcus.”


     


    * * * *


     


    As Brittany stepped out onto the backyard patio, she was still on a giddy high after last night.


    She and Marcus had spent an hour at Murphy’s, where he’d kicked her ass at darts. Between turns, they’d talked about her college courses and his time in Montana. She’d wanted to ask more about his life, to go a little deeper, but there was a part of him that seemed to hold back, and she didn’t want to spook him. Not after she’d finally, after all these years, piqued his interest.


    No, she was going to take it slow, which was something different for her. She’d always been more of an “all in” girl, which, now that she looked back on it, hadn’t been the smartest way to build a relationship. Moving fast had gotten the guy, for sure, but things never lasted. She shouldn’t even have been surprised when her one serious relationship had ended only eight months in after she caught the jerk in a lie.


    This time, with Marcus, she was determined to build a foundation based on honesty and respect before she fell head over heels.


    Too late.


    Okay, yes, she’d been head over heels since the first day she saw him all those years ago.


    Tossing her towel onto a chair next to the pool, she smiled in remembrance of their parting kiss outside Murphy’s, when he’d pinned her to her car with his body and kissed her until all of her noble plans to move slow were nothing but vague ideas. Still, he’d kept things strictly PG-rated, skirting the line with PG-13 when his thumbs had brushed the sides of her breasts. As his breathing grew ragged, matching hers, he’d finally stepped back and said good-bye.


    They hadn’t set another date, but he’d said he’d call.


    She wished he’d hurry.


    At least she had a full day of work ahead of her after her morning swim, which would take her mind off wondering when she’d hear from him.


    As she started for the diving board, she heard the sliding glass door open behind her.


    “Good morning, dear,” Marylee called out.


    Brit turned, squinting in the bright sunlight to see her grandmother step outside. “Morning. You’re up early.”


    “Your father and I have some pressing business.” Marylee pulled a mirror from her purse and checked her makeup as she spoke. “He mentioned you were out late last night.”


    Brit was in too good of a mood to be irritated that her father had not only noticed what time she’d gotten home, but that he’d ratted her out to her grandmother as well.


    “I was out with Marcus,” she said, taking a perverse pleasure in bucking her family’s expectations of a “good match,” as her grandmother liked to say.


    To Brittany’s disappointment, Marylee’s lack of reaction said she’d already known. Then she snapped her mirror compact shut so forcefully that Brit jumped. “Isn’t it nice that you’re spending time with him before he leaves?”


    The lack of sincerity in Marylee’s words nearly had Brit rolling her eyes...until what her grandmother had said sank in. “Wait.” She stared at Marylee like a dolt. “Before he leaves?”


    “Oh, dear, you didn’t know?” Marylee asked with a little too much relish. “He’s going back to Montana.”


    Relief washed over Brit because her grandmother was clearly mistaken. “Of course he isn’t. He would have said something last night.” Wouldn’t he? After all, only a jerk would start a relationship when they knew they were leaving, and Marcus was not a jerk.


    “Really?” Marylee pulled her phone from out of her purse. “Because I received this text from his mother. It says he won’t be around for the Founders’ Day event because he’s going back.”


    Brittany grabbed the phone, and sure enough, there on the screen, a note from Joanne made it very clear that Marcus had no intention of staying in Storm.


    Heart plummeting to her feet, Brittany clutched the phone so hard the screen should have cracked.


    Marcus had lied to her. He’d said that once he engaged, he didn’t back down...and boy, had he engaged.


    It’s better for everyone when I walk away.


    Abruptly, she felt sick to her stomach. When they’d been in the town square, he’d tried to warn her that when things got intense, he had a habit of walking away, and she hadn’t listened. She’d let herself believe that they had a shot at a relationship. And he’d kissed her like she mattered, while the entire time, he’d been planning to leave.


    Offering her grandmother a shaky smile, she returned the phone and excused herself, saying she’d changed her mind about her morning swim.


    But the truth was that she didn’t want her grandmother to see her cry.

  


  
    


    Sign up for the Rising Storm/1001 Dark Nights Newsletter


    and be entered to win an exclusive lightning bolt necklace


    specially designed for Rising Storm by


    Janet Cadsawan of Cadsawan.com.
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    Click here to subscribe.


     


    As a bonus, all subscribers will receive a free


    Rising Storm story


    Storm Season: Ginny & Jacob – the Prequel


    by Dee Davis

  


  
    Rising Storm


    Storm, Texas.


     


    Where passion runs hot, desire runs deep, and secrets have the power to destroy…


     


    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.
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    Look for these Rising Storm books coming Fall 2015!


     


    Click to pre-order


     


    Tempest Rising by Julie Kenner, Coming September 24, 2015


    Ginny Moreno didn’t mean to do it, but when she came home to Storm, she brought the tempest with her. And now everyone will be caught in its fury…


     


    White Lightning by Lexi Blake, Coming October 1, 2015


    As the citizens of Storm, Texas, sway in the wake of the death of one of their own, Daddy's girl Dakota Alvarez also reels from an unexpected family crisis ... and finds consolation in a most unexpected place.


     


    Crosswinds by Elisabeth Naughton, Coming October 8, 2015


    Lacey Salt's world shattered with the death of her brother, and now the usually sweet-tempered girl is determined to take back some control—even if that means sabotaging her best friend, Mallory, and Mallory's new boyfriend, Luis.


     


    Dance in the Wind by Jennifer Probst, Coming October 15, 2015


    During his time in Afghanistan, Logan Murphy has endured the unthinkable, but reentering civilian life in Storm is harder than he imagined. But when he is reacquainted with Ginny Moreno, a woman who has survived terrors of her own, he feels the first stirrings of hope.


     


    Calm Before the Storm by Larissa Ione, Coming October 22, 2015


    Marcus Alvarez fled Storm when his father’s drinking drove him over the edge. With his mother and sisters in crisis, Marcus is forced to return to the town he thought he’d left behind. But it is his attraction to a very grown up Brittany Rush that just might be enough to guarantee that he stays.


     


    Take the Storm by Rebecca Zanetti, Coming October 29, 2015


    Marisol Moreno has spent her youth taking care of her younger siblings. Now, with her sister, Ginny, in crisis, and her brother in the throes of his first real relationship, she doesn’t have time for anything else. Especially not the overtures of the incredibly compelling Patrick Murphy.


     


    Weather the Storm by Lisa Mondello, Coming November 5, 2015


    Bryce Daniels faces a crisis of faith when his idyllic view of his family is challenged with his son’s diagnosis of autism. Instead of accepting his wife and her tight-knit family’s comfort, he pushes them away, fears from his past threatening to undo the happiness he’s found in his present.


     


    Thunder Rolls by Dee Davis, Coming November 12, 2015


    In the season finale …


     


    As Hannah Grossman grapples with the very real possibility that she is dating one Johnson brother while secretly in love with another, the entire town prepares for Founders Day. The building tempest threatens not just Hannah’s relationship with Tucker and Tate, but everyone in Storm as dire revelations threaten to tear the town apart. 


     


    … Season 2 coming in 2016. Sign up for the newsletter so you don’t miss a thing. http://risingstormbooks.com


     


    And coming this spring, a two episode mini-season before Season two launches in September, 2016!

  


  
    Take the Storm


    Rising Storm Episode 6


    by Rebecca Zanetti


    Coming October 29, 2015


    Click here to pre-order.


     


    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.


     


    Marisol Moreno has spent her youth taking care of her younger siblings. Now, with her sister, Ginny, in crisis, and her brother in the throes of his first real relationship, she doesn’t have time for anything else. Especially not the overtures of the incredibly compelling Patrick Murphy.


     


     


    * * * *


     


    Marisol’s mouth opened in surprise, and Patrick took full advantage, sweeping his tongue inside. Warmth and sparks lit through her, and her mind spun. The grip on her neck was gentle and yet somehow firm, holding her in place.


    The feeling of somebody else taking control, of having just a minute to feel and not think, swept through her along with need. Definite need that went way beyond want. Sitting on his lap felt right, and for the first time in so long, she felt protected.


    He took her mouth, kissing her like he’d never stop. Her hands flattened against the strong muscles in his chest, while the firm thighs beneath her held her safe. There was so much hardness to his body that his gentleness seemed all the more impressive. Sexy and sure, he took the kiss deeper.


    Her nipples peaked, and heat burned through her. She kissed him back, free for the tiniest of moments. All of a sudden, she wasn’t an overworked businesswoman or a struggling older sister. She was all woman.


    Patrick Murphy’s woman.


    A low groan came from the back bedroom, jerking her from the moment. She yanked her mouth free and listened, trying to hear above their ragged breathing. Nothing. Luis was all right.


    She’d forgotten her drunk brother in the moment of passion. What had she been doing? Embarrassment straightened her spine one vertebra at a time. She drew away, and Patrick let her.


    Lust glittered in his light blue eyes, and desire darkened his skin. A question, almost a demand, lived on his chiseled face.


    If she said yes, they’d be in bed in a second. Naked and learning everything about each other.


    God, her body wanted her to say yes. But she knew better. Her sister was pregnant, her brother was now drinking and driving, and she was responsible for them. For raising them. Frankly, she was doing a pretty shitty job.


    She pushed against his chest. “I––I––can’t.”


    He lifted an eyebrow. “It feels like you really can.”


    She snorted a laugh. How could he be funny when they were both in pain? Taking a shuddering breath, she pushed away to sit next to him. “Patrick, I can’t start something romantic right now.” It wasn’t like he was asking for marriage, and she couldn’t blame him, but she couldn’t just start sleeping around. Not when she had her siblings to take care of. What kind of example would that be?


    “You want me.” No ego and only fact leveled his tone.


    She nodded. Why lie? “I do, but I can’t afford the complication right now. I mean, I don’t know.” Could she be any more wishy-washy?


    He turned and lifted her chin.


    Okay. She was liking this new take-charge attitude of his, and her girly parts needed to calm the hell down.


    “Ah, Marisol. This feels so right, don’t you think?” He ran a thumb over her bottom lip.


    The words caught in her throat because nothing had ever felt better. The idea of what he could do with his entire body for a whole night sent a shudder through her.

  


  
    1001 Dark Nights


    Welcome to 1001 Dark Nights… a collection of novellas that are breathtakingly sexy and magically romantic. Some are paranormal, some are erotic. Each and every one is compelling and page turning.


     


    Inspired by the exotic tales of The Arabian Nights, 1001 Dark Nights features New York Times and USA Today bestselling authors.


     


    In the original, Scheherazade desperately attempts to entertain her husband, the King of Persia, with nightly stories so that he will postpone her execution.


    In our version, month after month, each of our fabulous authors puts a unique spin on the premise and creates a tale that a new Scheherazade tells long into the dark, dark night.


     


    For more information about 1001 Dark Nights, visit www.1001DarkNights.com.
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