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  Happy reading!


  


  Julie Kenner & Dee Davis


  


  


  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.


  


  [image: ]


  


  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


  


  


  Table of Contents


  Book Description


  About Elisabeth Naughton


  Also from Elisabeth Naughton


  Author Acknowledgments


  Foreword


  Family Trees


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Rising Storm


  Teaser for Dance in the Wind: Rising Storm Episode 4 by Jennifer Probst


  1001 Dark Nights


  Special Thanks


  


  


  Family Trees


  Allen Family


  Alvarez Family


  Douglas Family


  Grossman Family


  Johnson Family


  Moreno Family


  Murphy Family


  Prager Family


  Rush Family


  Salt Family


  


  


  Chapter One


  Lacey Salt leaned back against her chaise lounge in the shimmering afternoon light and tipped her sunglasses down to get a better look at the lifeguard on the pool deck of the Cedar Hills Country Club.


  The cool water reflected off Luis Moreno’s muscular arms, highlighting a body that had transformed nicely from boy to man over the last year. He might be a year younger than Lacey, but Luis could easily pass for nineteen or twenty instead of simply sixteen. Probably a good thing he was taken.


  Her gaze shifted to the boy beside him, talking to Luis as if they were best friends while Luis fixed the strap on the boy’s goggles. A scowl pulled at Lacey’s lips. The boy had splashed water all over her trendy new Victoria’s Secret bikini, but more than that, he’d almost ruined the new iPhone her father had given her just this morning. Part of her hoped Luis would shove the little brat into the water and make him scream, but she knew he wouldn’t do that. Luis Moreno was way too nice for that kind of thing. Not like her.


  Lacey had no use for kids. They whined and screamed and caused all kinds of problems, and she really wished the country club would ban them altogether. Just the thought that she was going to have one in her house soon made her stomach turn.


  She looked back at the phone in her hand and swept a finger over the screen. But instead of J. Lo’s latest outfit, all she saw was a blur of colors that shifted to familiar faces she’d already spent way too much time thinking about since her brother’s funeral.


  She still couldn’t think about the night Jacob had been driving home from college and was killed on that rain-slicked highway without breaking into tears, but she knew for a fact that having Ginny Moreno move into the Salt family home was a bad idea. So what if Ginny was pregnant with Jacob’s kid? She wasn’t a Salt and never would be. If Jacob had loved Ginny as much as Ginny claimed, why hadn’t anyone known? Why had their relationship been such a secret?


  Lacey did not believe that Ginny hadn’t known she was pregnant until after the accident. Nine weeks? How could she have not known? So why hadn’t they gotten married as soon as they found out she was pregnant?


  Those were the hard questions no one in her family wanted to ask. Lacey knew her brother. Jacob had been the most honorable person in town. If he’d gotten a girl pregnant—especially a girl he supposedly loved—he would have married her. He wouldn’t have let gossip spread. He’d have done the right thing.


  Sara Jane, Lacey’s older sister who’d just finished her first year teaching at the local elementary school, didn’t want to talk about that, though. Whenever she stopped by the house to check on Mom, and Lacey tried to broach the topic with her, Sara Jane told Lacey it wasn’t their business and to stay out of it. But if it wasn’t their business, then whose business was it? Her dad was working even longer hours at the pharmacy these days, which meant he wasn’t around when Lacey wanted to talk. And whenever Lacey even mentioned the baby to her mom, Celeste Salt would break down into tears and rush for the bathroom. Oh, her mom put on a happy face whenever Ginny emerged from her room—correction, whenever Ginny emerged from Jacob’s room—but Lacey knew the truth.


  Her family was falling apart. Her brother was dead. Her sister didn’t care what was going on at home. And her parents barely even talked anymore. Lacey’s mom was holding on to the fact that Ginny’s baby would save them all, but Lacey was starting to think that baby was the reason everything was turning to shit. If it weren’t for Ginny Moreno and her unplanned brat, Lacey’s brother would never have been in that car the night it sailed off the road.


  “Since when do you follow Ludacris?”


  The deep male voice jolted Lacey out of her thoughts. She looked to her left where Luis sat on the edge of the empty chaise beside her in his sexy red lifeguard shorts.


  “You into rap now?” he asked, leaning forward to rest tan, muscular arms on his knees.


  She blinked against the blinding sun. Or maybe it was Luis’s thousand-watt smile. He’d always been a good-looking guy, but his face had changed over the last year until it was now chiseled and just plain hot. “Huh?”


  He pointed toward her phone, and his dark, curly hair, longer than he’d worn it before, brushed his jaw in a way that reminded her of Kit Harington, that super hot hunk from Game of Thrones. “Ludacris.”


  Slowly, her gaze shifted to her phone, and she realized she’d jumped to another celeb’s social media page. But all she could see in her mind was Luis’s carved abs, those strong shoulders, and the way his swim trunks hovered dangerously low, accentuating the carved V of his hip bones.


  He’s your best friend’s boyfriend. What the hell are you thinking?


  Frustrated with everyone, including herself, Lacey huffed and sat up straighter. “Not on purpose. I must have switched pages when I was plotting ways to throw that brat into the deep end.”


  Luis chuckled, and the sound sent butterflies fluttering in Lacey’s belly. Butterflies that threw her completely off balance. “I couldn’t let you do that. Gotta guard the lives and all that. That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”


  Geez. What the heck was wrong with her? She’d been friends with Luis for years. Had heard him laugh a hundred times. And she’d never responded to him this way. Maybe she had heat stroke.


  “I thought you were working,” she said, trying to get him to leave her alone so she didn’t have to look at his dark eyes that were way too cute. She reached for the sunscreen she’d set on the end of her chaise.


  “My shift’s over. So you’re coming tonight, right?”


  She squirted a dollop of sunscreen onto her palm. “Coming where?”


  “My place. We planned this like a week ago, remember? The Grudge comes on at nine so don’t be late. Marisol said she’d clear out so we could watch without her constant chatter.”


  “Ugh.” Marisol was Luis’s older sister and guardian. She’d been taking care of Luis ever since his parents had died when he was in grade school. Lacey liked Marisol, but still. She frowned at Luis as she rubbed lotion all over her legs. “You know I hate those kind of movies.”


  “This one’s good. Trust me. And if you get scared, I’ll protect you.”


  Her hand paused on her calf, and another flock of butterflies flittered through her belly.


  “Or Jeffry can,” he added.


  Those wings came to a stuttering stop. Jeffry Rush had been running with Luis for years, and Lacey liked him, but she’d never thought of him as anything more than a friend. Sure, he was a good-looking guy too—dark blond hair, lean athletic body, and rich brown eyes like his father the senator—but he didn’t make her heart beat faster.


  Like Luis does?


  Unease spread through her belly as she rubbed her legs a little harder. “I don’t know.”


  “Come on, Lace. Don’t say no. Mallory needs this. Things are tough at home for her right now. She needs a night where we all hang out like old times. No pressure, no stress, just us.”


  Us... Images rippled through Lacey’s mind, but they had nothing to do with the four of them. No, the images she saw were filled only with her and the guy beside her. Alone. Together.


  “Lace?”


  “I-I don’t know.” Mortification burned through Lacey. Mallory was her best friend, and she was struggling with the fact her dad had just walked out on her family. But besides that, she and Luis were an item, and Lacey was sitting here having fantasies about Mallory’s boyfriend? God, she was sick. The need to run pushed her out of the chaise. She shoved the sunscreen into the bag at her feet, then grabbed the towel from the back of her chair. “We’ll see. I gotta go.”


  She made it three steps across the pool deck before Luis caught her by the arm. “Hey, wait.”


  Oh, man. His hand on her bare skin felt good. Really good. She’d seriously had too much sun. “What now?”


  “Listen.” He turned her to face him, but he didn’t let go of her arm. And she didn’t pull away when she knew she should because his touch sent little tingles over her skin that she liked way too much. “I’m a jerk, okay? I didn’t mean to imply that things aren’t rough for you right now. I know they are. I know you miss Jacob and that it can’t be easy having my sister living in your house. God, I just...” He sighed and looked out over the pool, pain etching lines into his face no sixteen-year-old boy should have. “It’s rough for all of us. The whole thing just sucks.”


  It did. He was right. But she knew he wasn’t just talking about what had happened to Jacob. He was remembering back. To the day his parents had died in that wreck. He’d just been a kid then, but Jacob’s death, in such a similar way, had to be bringing it all back up for him.


  Did Mallory see that? Probably not. Lacey loved Mallory like a sister, but Mallory took Luis for granted. They’d only started dating a few months ago when Mallory had asked Luis to the spring dance, and Mallory never fawned over him the way most new girlfriends did. Lacey wasn’t even sure Mallory really liked Luis the way a girlfriend should. In fact, if it weren’t for Lacey, the two wouldn’t even be together. Lacey was the one who’d pointed out how good-looking Luis was getting. Mallory hadn’t even been interested in him until then.


  “Look,” Luis said, meeting her gaze, his dark eyes filled with so much compassion those butterflies took off all over again. “I just want you to be there tonight, okay? I think it would be good for all of us.”


  Man, he had great eyes. Dark brown irises and crazy long lashes. Those were the kind of eyes a girl could get lost in forever. And his lips were full and, she bet, super soft. What would he do if she rose to her toes and kissed him right here?


  “Say you’ll come, okay, Lace?”


  Luis squeezed her arm, and the pressure was like a jolt back to reality. Looking quickly away, Lacey realized what she’d just been about to do. Heat swept up her cheeks, and the need to flee overwhelmed her.


  “I... I’ll see.” She tugged her arm from his grip before he could stop her, tossed her bag over her shoulder, and rushed for the building.


  Alone in her car, Lacey gripped the steering wheel in both hands and drew in a shaky breath. Holy crap. She’d almost put the moves on her best friend’s boyfriend. She was losing it. Seriously losing it.


  She shoved the car into drive and headed home. The sun set behind the old stone courthouse as she passed the square. Several people milled about on the streets of downtown Storm, but she braced her elbow on the windowsill, pushed her fingers against her forehead, and angled her face downward so she didn’t make eye contact with anyone on the sidewalk. She wasn’t in the mood to be friendly, but more than that, she hated how everyone she ran into these days looked at her with pity. And when they started asking questions—how her mom was doing, how Ginny was feeling, and if there was anything they could do to help with the baby—Lacey wanted to scream.


  No one asked how she was doing. No one seemed to care that she’d lost her only brother. Not even her own parents. They hadn’t even once asked how she felt about Ginny Moreno moving into their house.


  By the time Lacey made it home and pulled into her drive, she was more keyed up than she’d been before. She turned off the ignition and sat in her car for several minutes just trying to pull herself together, but as soon as her gaze landed on the house, her mood took a nose dive. The Salt home had always been a showplace. Her mom had always been meticulous about the flower beds and the yard and making sure the whole town knew how great the Salts were. Now it was a wreck. The front yard was overgrown and in desperate need of mowing. The flowerbeds were filled with weeds, the plants spindly from lack of deadheading. The garbage can was even sitting out front. No one had bothered to pull it in after garbage pickup two days ago.


  She knew she should get out there and help. Her mom was still a mess from Jacob’s funeral and her dad was a virtual no-show these days. But she didn’t want to do anything to help them. Not when they were treating her as if she didn’t even exist. And especially not when Ginny Moreno was their new favorite daughter.


  Scowling, Lacey climbed out, grabbed her stuff, then slammed the car door and headed for the porch. The house was quiet when she walked in. She dropped her beach bag and towel on the entry table, not even caring that the wet towel might leave a mark on the old wood. “Mom?”


  Silence.


  Moving through the first floor, she checked rooms for her mom, but they were all empty. Celeste hadn’t been out of the house in days, but if she was gone, Lacey figured that was a good thing for her. For once she wouldn’t have to tiptoe around her own stupid house.


  She grabbed a soda from the fridge, then jogged up the steps to her room. After flipping on the radio, she flopped onto the bed and opened her reading app. Right now she didn’t want to think about real life. She just wanted to get lost in a book. But her phone buzzed before she could do that, and she frowned as Mallory’s name flashed on the screen.


  Her best friend was the last person she wanted to talk to. Not after all Lacey’s crazy thoughts about Luis. She couldn’t ignore Mallory though. If she did, Mallory would just show up at her house to see what was up.


  “Hey, Mal,” she said as nonchalantly as she could, pressing the phone to her ear and rolling to her back on the pink comforter.


  “Luis said you’re not coming tonight. What’s that about?”


  Lacey pressed a hand to her forehead. Stupid Luis. “Um... I’m not really feeling it tonight. I’m just tired. It’s no biggie.”


  “Lace.”


  Lacey could hear the exasperation in Mallory’s voice, and she knew what her friend was thinking. How could she be tired when she didn’t do anything all day? Technically, Lacey worked part time at Cuppa Joe, but Marisol Moreno, who ran the bakery, had told her to take as much time off as she needed to get her head on straight, and so far Lacey didn’t feel like she was there. Marisol, being Luis’s older sister, knew all about grief and loss. So the fact that Lacey hadn’t gone back to work yet had absolutely nothing to do with being lazy, as Mallory thought, and everything to do with simply listening to her boss.


  “Come on,” Mallory said. “It’ll be fun.”


  Lacey wasn’t so sure.


  “Besides, if you don’t go I won’t be responsible for my actions.”


  Lacey snorted a laugh. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “It means a lot,” Mallory muttered. She drew a deep breath. “Luis and I have been talking about... doing it.”


  “Doing what?”


  “You know.” Mallory’s voice took on an edge of nervousness. “It.”


  Lacey sat straight up. “What?”


  “I don’t know,” Mallory said. “I mean, we’ve been together for three months already, and he’s got girls hitting on him all the time. Luis is Mister Popular even if he isn’t from one of the old families in town. I just... I don’t want to lose him, you know?”


  Lacey’s stomach swirled with the force of a tornado. “That’s why you’re going to screw him? To keep other girls away?”


  “Ugh. I hate that word. Can’t you find another way to say it?”


  “If you don’t like screw you’re not going to like the other ways I say it. Answer the question, Mal.”


  Mallory sighed. “No, that’s not why. Not really. I mean, I care about him. A lot. And we haven’t totally decided yet. We’re just... thinking about it.”


  Lacey couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to believe it. Dating Luis was one thing, but sleeping with him... that took their relationship to a whole other level.


  “What does Luis think about it?” she asked quickly.


  “He’s interested. I mean, he’s a guy. They’re all interested.”


  “Was it his idea or yours?”


  Mallory was quiet for a second. Then said, “Mine.”


  Which didn’t surprise Lacey. Mallory’s older sister, Dakota, had a reputation for getting around, and Mallory was definitely more of a wild child than Lacey had ever been. But she wasn’t like Dakota. She was smart and, because of those brains of hers, one day Mallory was going to do something important with her life.


  “I don’t know.” Mallory groaned. “Tell me what to do, Lace. I don’t know what to do.”


  Lacey knew this was her moment to be the supportive best friend. To talk about the pros and cons. To remind Mallory that she was only sixteen. But she suddenly didn’t want to be supportive. She wanted exactly what she’d wanted today at the pool. She wanted Luis. And she knew if Mallory slept with him, her chance to have him for herself was gone.


  “I think”— She glanced toward her closet, already choosing her outfit for the evening—“I’m going to come tonight after all.”


  “You are?” Excitement lifted Mallory’s voice.


  “Yeah.” A voice in the back of Lacey’s head whispered she was playing with fire, but Lacey was way past listening. “We’ll talk about it all then. Just don’t do anything stupid.”


  “I won’t,” Mallory answered. “This is going to be fun.”


  It would be. Lacey would make sure of that. Because she was tired of sitting around feeling sorry for herself. It was time she forgot about everyone else and had her own fun.


  


  * * * *


  


  Luis Moreno dumped his gym bag on the kitchen table and grabbed a cookie from the jar on the counter before heading into the living room. Marisol, his older sister, always brought home a fresh batch of chocolate chip cookies from work, just for him. She was up and gone before the sun, owning and operating Storm’s local bakery, and he hated that she had to work so hard, especially because she did it to take care of him, but he definitely enjoyed the perks.


  He munched on his cookie as he dropped onto the old couch, kicked off his slides, and propped his bare feet on the dinged-up coffee table. He was still wearing his red lifeguarding shorts, but after work he’d pulled on his favorite black Hollister T-shirt, the one Mallory said made his eyes look dark and sexy. Reaching for the remote, he flipped the channel to ESPN and settled in to check the day’s baseball scores. Drawers opened and closed somewhere in the back of the house, and he knew Marisol was back there putting away laundry, but he had a bet with Jeffry on the Ranger game, and right now he needed to know if he’d won before his buddy showed up in an hour.


  “Luis?” Marisol called from the bedrooms. “Is that you?”


  “Yeah,” he yelled, eyes glued to the TV. “I’ll come help you in a second.”


  “I made lasagna. It’s on the stove.”


  He mumbled a thanks and watched the scores roll across the bottom of the screen. A clip from the Ranger game flashed, and Luis lifted the remote to turn up the volume.


  “What a game,” the announcer said. “I haven’t seen a matchup this explosive since Robin Ventura went after Nolan Ryan back in 1993 and—”


  Marisol stepped in front of the TV and flipped it off.


  “Hey.” Luis dropped his feet from the coffee table and sat upright. “I was watching that.”


  Marisol turned to face him. “What the heck is this?”


  A rattling sounded, and Luis’s gaze shifted to the orange box in her hand. Trojan was written in big white letters all across the front.


  “Oh, shit.”


  Marisol’s big brown eyes grew wide. “Are you and Mallory having sex?”


  Luis cringed. Just the way she said that word—sex—made the hairs on his nape stand and quiver. This was so not a conversation he wanted to have with his sister. She might be thirty-one, but some things should be private from a sibling, even one who was your guardian.


  “Answer me,” she demanded.


  Luis sighed and dropped the remote on the couch beside him. He knew when Marisol meant business. He also knew when he couldn’t blow her off. “No. We’re not.”


  “Not yet.” Marisol lifted an eyebrow in displeasure.


  Crossing his arms, he perched his foot on the edge of the coffee table and pursed his lips.


  “I thought you said you were going to wait until college. That you didn’t want to do anything to mess up your chance for a scholarship. I can’t pay for college, Luis. You know that. College is your way out. If Mallory gets pregnant, you’re going to be stuck in Storm forever.”


  Like her. She didn’t say it. She never said it, but Luis knew Marisol had sacrificed her dreams to take care of him and Ginny. She’d stayed in Storm, opened the bakery with a little help from the Rush family, and most days she seemed happy, but he knew what-ifs were always somewhere on her mind.


  “We’re not having sex, okay?”


  “Then what are these?” She shook the box, her long, dark hair falling over her shoulder with the movement.


  He sighed. “They’re a precaution.”


  Her shoulders dropped. “Luis—”


  “No, listen.” He sat forward. “Nothing’s happened and nothing’s gonna happen. Mallory and I talked about it, and I bought ’em just in case, but I knew as soon as I got the box home that I’m not ready. College is still important to me. And I’m not stupid enough to mess that up.”


  Relief trickled over Marisol’s face, followed by a whisper of guilt. She moved around the coffee table to sit on the edge of the couch next to him. “I’m sorry. I know I should be the cool older sister about all this but—”


  “But you can’t.” He took the box and set it on the floor because just looking at it in her hand wigged him out. “I get it.”


  “I just... I want you to have everything, Luis. You could really go places. You’re smart and funny and so mature for your age—everyone says so. And I just don’t want to see you throw it all away for some... girl.”


  He understood she wanted him to have all the things she hadn’t. But he didn’t like what she was implying. “Mallory isn’t just some girl.”


  She tipped her head and frowned. “Four months ago you had the hots for Lacey Salt, not Mallory Alvarez. You’ve had a crush on Lacey since you were in the second grade.”


  Warmth spread up Luis’s face, and he crossed his arms over his chest, then leaned back away from her. “Lacey and I are just friends.”


  “Which is why you’re going out with Mallory.”


  Was it? No. He really liked Mallory. Sure, he hadn’t thought much about her as girlfriend material until she’d asked him to the spring dance, but now he was glad she had. Besides which, Lacey had never—and would never—be interested in him, so it was a moot point anyway.


  “Look,” Marisol said. “I’m not trying to diss on Mallory. I like her. A lot. She’s a great kid. She comes from a rough family, but she’s managed to get through it better than most. I just want you to be sure she’s the one before you take a big step like”—she gestured toward the box of condoms at his feet—“this.”


  “We’re not having sex,” he said louder. “I already told you that.”


  “I know. I heard you. It’s just... I love you, you know? And I want you to be happy. I want both you and Ginny to be happy. And Ginny’s not happy right now, and I don’t know what to do to make her happy. And I have no idea what she’s going to do with a baby. She’s going to be stuck in this town forever now, with no chance to get out. And I know everyone’s excited about this baby and that I should be too, but...”


  Oh crap. Marisol’s eyes filled with tears, and Luis sensed she was about to completely break down. She hadn’t done that yet. Not since Ginny’s accident. Not since Ginny left to live with the Salts. Not once in all that time. She’d been the family rock, like always. But apparently even those rocks had cracks.


  “Hey.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in to his chest. “It’s okay. We’re all okay.”


  She grabbed onto his T-shirt as the tears slid down her cheeks. “It’s not. Not really. It’s like our family’s being ripped apart all over again.”


  He held her as she cried, thinking a little of the same thing. But she saw things differently because she was older. Life hadn’t been fair to Marisol. He knew that. She’d been in her third year of college when their parents had died. And instead of going to frat parties and bonfires and football games, she’d suddenly had to drive carpool and attend PTA meetings and help with homework. He missed his parents every day, but he’d only been six when they’d died. Marisol was more a parent to him than he could remember them being. It wasn’t the same for her. She had a lifetime of memories with their parents. And her life was the one that had been forever changed when they died.


  “We’re not being ripped apart, you hear me?” Luis gripped her shoulders and pushed her back so he could see her face. Marisol sniffled and swiped at her tears. “We’re fine. Ginny’s fine. You’ve done an amazing job with us, Marisol. You raised us right, and I know Mom and Dad would be proud of what you’ve done.”


  Tears filled her eyes again, but she swiped the back of her hand over her face before they could fall. “I just want to protect you both.”


  “I know you do. But you can’t. Not forever. At some point we have to make our own choices. And you have to trust us enough to let us do that.”


  Marisol rubbed both hands over her face, then dropped them in her lap and glared at him. “I don’t like it when you’re smarter than me.”


  He smiled because that was the feisty older sister he knew and loved. “I’ll try not to be. At least when you’re around.”


  She punched him in the shoulder. “Fine. Whatever.” Then, pushing to her feet, she added, “What time are your friends coming over?”


  “Eight.”


  “Okay. I’m gonna take a shower, then I’m going to take some cranberry scones left over from work to the Salts’ and see how Ginny’s doing.”


  “You don’t have to leave. My friends like you.”


  “I know.” She moved around the couch. “But you’re right. I have to start trusting you to make your own choices. Even if I don’t like them.”


  He rolled his eyes and reached for the remote again, happy this conversation was over. A few tears he could handle, but if it had turned into a waterfall he’d have been in serious trouble. “I told you, I’m not sleeping with Mallory, and even if I were, I wouldn’t be doing it tonight.”


  “Good.” Marisol headed for the hall. “At least now I don’t have to worry about washing all the sheets.”


  “Ew!” He picked up his slide from the floor and chucked it toward her.


  The slide hit the wall and dropped to the floor. Marisol laughed and disappeared toward her bedroom.


  Luis was smiling when he sank back into the cushions. Unfortunately, though, the sportscasters were no longer talking about the Rangers. He watched the ticker, waiting for the score while the shower flipped on at the back of the house, but the longer he sat there, the more his mind drifted to what Marisol had said about Lacey. Images of her curvy body in the lime-green bikini she’d been wearing at the pool today flashed in his brain.


  Marisol was right, though he’d never admit it out loud, even to her. He was still into Lacey Salt. More than he should be for a guy who had a girlfriend. For a guy who had a great girlfriend. One who liked him so much, she was initiating the whole sex discussion instead of it being the other way around. He really cared about Mallory and didn’t want to do anything to mess up their relationship, but those feelings he’d had for Lacey for years were still there, lingering beneath the surface. And no matter what he did, he couldn’t seem to get rid of them completely.


  He frowned and crossed his arms over his chest as he stared at the TV. He hadn’t lied when he told Marisol he wasn’t interested in sex yet because he wasn’t ready. He wasn’t ready. But something in the back of his mind couldn’t help but wonder whether he’d feel the same if Lacey Salt were the one doing the initiating.


  


  


  Chapter Two


  Mallory Alvarez’s nerves were a jangled mess as she pulled her mom’s ancient Oldsmobile to a stop in front of Luis’s small one-story house. She still hadn’t decided what she wanted to do or if she was ready to take their relationship to the next level, but she needed to know how he felt about it all before she made up her mind.


  She shoved the car into park and killed the ignition. The old vehicle gave a rumbling shudder then went silent. After checking her hair in the rearview mirror, she told herself to stop being a baby. She’d started this whole discussion¸ hadn’t she? She had to be mature about it. Heck, her older sister Dakota was never mature about boys, and all sorts of rumors had sprung up about her as a result.


  Her mind skipped to the day Dakota had discovered their father had split on the family without warning. Dakota had flipped out and blamed their mom for not doing enough to keep her husband happy. Mallory, on the other hand, considered Hector Alvarez’s disappearance a blessing. He wasn’t the perfect father Dakota thought him to be. He treated their mom like shit, and Mallory was tired of the bruises her mom tried to pass off as her being clumsy. Dakota chose not to see the truth because, Mallory knew, her sister was just as screwed up as their father.


  Not exactly the person you want to aspire to be, a little voice whispered in the back of Mallory’s head.


  Shaking off the voice—and thoughts of her sister that would just make her depressed all over again—Mallory climbed out of her car and headed across the walk toward the Moreno’s house. The days were long now, and even at 8 p.m., the sky was only just starting to show signs of darkening. She climbed the three porch steps and knocked. Shuffling sounded from inside, and she recognized Jeffry Rush’s voice just before the door opened.


  “Hey, Mal.” Jeffry’s rich brown eyes were warm and inviting as he held the door open for her.


  “Hi, Jeffry.” She handed him the bag of chips and six-pack of root beer she’d brought. “Is Lacey here?”


  “Not yet.” He closed the door. “Luis is in the kitchen.”


  “Thanks.”


  Those nerves kicked up all over again as Mallory headed for the kitchen and Jeffry set the snacks on the coffee table then dropped onto the couch. When she stepped into the room with its U-shaped counter and small round table, she found Luis setting out a batch of Marisol’s cookies on a plate.


  “Hey,” he said, looking up and smiling.


  Her insides warmed. God, he was cute. Lacey thought she was the one who’d made Mallory realize how hot Luis was, but the truth was that Mallory had noticed a long time ago. She’d had a crush on Luis Moreno since freshman year. She’d just been too shy to do anything about it until Lacey had nudged her into action.


  “Hey.” She rounded the table and stepped next to him, wondering if she should kiss him or hug him or...what. She still wasn’t totally comfortable with their greetings and they’d been going out for months.


  Finally deciding kissing him was a smart idea—especially considering the chat they needed to have—she rose up on her toes and pressed her lips to his cheek.


  He looked down at her and smiled wider, and a few of those nerves settled. No matter what they decided, she knew they were in a good place.


  “Are those chocolate chip?” she asked.


  “Yep.” He added the last of the cookies and set the Tupperware container on the kitchen counter behind him. “How was work today?”


  Mallory worked part time at the bed and breakfast in town—mostly cleaning rooms and doing laundry. It wasn’t a glamorous job by any means, but it was a paycheck. And with things tight at home now that her dad was gone, she was glad for it. “Good. Slow. That reporter who was doing a story on Senator Rush left today. Those reporters are always trying to dig up dirt on the guy.”


  “Jeffry would probably give them plenty of dirt if they asked.”


  In their circle it was widely known that Jeffry didn’t think too highly of his dear old dad. They got along okay, but Senator Rush was always back and forth between Storm and Austin, and he’d missed a lot of Jeffry’s life growing up. Jeffry could never count on him to make the big game or even be there when he needed to talk, and because of that, he’d just stopped expecting anything other than a “Well done, son” pat on the back now and then.


  “Yeah.” Mallory smirked. “Probably. Goes to show they’re asking the wrong people. Though now that he’s working at The Storm Team Weekly News for the summer, he could write his own story if he wanted.”


  Luis shook his head and smiled. “So very true.”


  He moved around the room, gathering napkins and a few snacks from the panty, and as Mallory watched, those nerves jingled all over again.


  When he came back to the table and set out a bag of Doritos, she told herself to quit beating around the bush and grasped his hand. “Um. I was wondering if we could talk for a minute.”


  “Okay.” A nervous look crossed his features, then he took a breath and turned to face her. “I was thinking that too.”


  He was? Oh, man. Her stomach rolled with both fear and excitement.


  “Luis, I—”


  “I think we should wait.”


  Mallory eyes widened as she looked up at him, unsure she’d heard him right. “What?”


  He grasped her other hand. “I like you. A lot. And I’m not saying I don’t want to. I do. I just...” He glanced toward the refrigerator, then refocused on her. “I think it’d be better if we waited until we’re both a little older.”


  Older... It was exactly what she’d been thinking and was too afraid to say. But for some reason, dread filled her stomach just the same.


  Her hands grew sweaty, and she gently pulled them from his, not wanting him to notice. “Older like...end of the summer older or—”


  “Mal.” He reached for her hands again. “Don’t read anything into it. I just want the first time to be special, and I don’t want to rush it. Okay?”


  Relief that he wasn’t breaking up with her filled her chest, but then she realized he’d said “the first time,” not “our first time.”


  The front door opened and closed. “I heard there was a party happening in here.” Lacey’s voice echoed from the front room. “This doesn’t look like a party yet.”


  Luis leaned down and kissed Mallory’s cheek. “Let’s have fun tonight. We all need it. We’ll talk more later.”


  Before Mallory could respond, he let go of her and headed into the front room. His voice echoed back to her when he said, “Hey, Lacey. I knew you couldn’t say no.”


  “Well,” Lacey answered. “You wore me down. How could a girl say no to this face?”


  Alone, Mallory leaned back against the counter and drew in a steadying breath. Talk later. What did that mean? He’d said not to read anything into it, but if there was more to talk about, it meant there was something else on his mind, right?


  From the front room, Luis said, “What the heck is that?”


  “Something to make sure we all have a little fun,” Lacey answered. “Come on. Don’t be a stick in the mud. Live a little.”


  “Does your mom know you took that?” Jeffry asked.


  “No. But trust me, she’ll never find out. She barely even knows I’m alive anymore.”


  All Mallory wanted to do was sit in the kitchen until she pulled herself together, but curiosity got the best of her. She moved into the living room, then drew to a stop when she caught sight of Lacey, popping the top off a beer and leaning back against the cushions on Luis’s couch. “There’s my very best friend in the world.”


  Shock rippled through Mallory. Lacey never drank. But more than that...her hair was curled all around her face, her makeup dramatic to play up her eyes. And she was wearing heels—something else she never did. Heels, skinny jeans, and a low-cut sleeveless blouse that accentuated her cleavage so much, Luis and Jeffry were practically drooling.


  “What are you doing?” Mallory demanded.


  “Unwinding.” Lacey held up a beer. “Looks like you could use some unwinding too.”


  Mallory’s gaze shot to Luis, standing behind Lacey with a deer in the headlights look, then to Jeffry, trying hard to look anywhere but at Lacey’s tits.


  Neither boy was going to do anything, Mallory realized. Which meant it was all up to her.


  She crossed the room and grabbed both beers from Lacey’s hands.


  “Hey.” Lacey sat forward and reached out for the open bottle, but Mallory twisted it behind her back. “I was drinking that.”


  “Now you’re not.”


  Mallory slid the unopened beer back into the carton, then grabbed the six-pack and headed for the kitchen.


  “Oh my God.” Lacey lurched to her feet and followed. “Who made you the party police? What’s wrong with you?”


  “What’s wrong with me?” Mallory dumped the open beer down the sink, slammed the bottle on the counter, and turned on her friend. “What’s wrong with you? We’re all under age. Do you not even care that you’re in your boss’s house?”


  Lacey rolled her eyes. “What does my boss have to do with anything?”


  “Marisol could get in big trouble if anyone found out we were drinking.”


  “No one’s going to get into trouble,” Lacey said in an it’s no big deal voice as Luis and Jeffry stepped into the room quietly behind her. “And Marisol will never know. She’s at my house. I saw her before I left.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Mallory’s eyes widened. “She could go to jail.”


  Lacey shook her head as if Mallory was an idiot, then turned to grab Luis’s arm. “God, she’s such a party pooper. I don’t know how you put up with her. I want to jump on your old trampoline for a while. Come outside with me.”


  Luis looked over Lacey’s head toward Mallory, and Mallory tensed, waiting to see what he would do. They were all friends, but lately, the way Lacey touched Luis whenever he was close was grating on Mallory’s nerves. Most days, she told herself Lacey was just a touchy-feely person and that her flirting was harmless and unintended. But right now, watching Lacey hang on his arm and bat her eyelashes up at him as if he were the man of her dreams didn’t look innocent. Or harmless. It looked dangerous.


  Luis shrugged toward Mallory, then looked down at Lacey, and didn’t—Mallory noticed—pull his arm away. “Okay. But only for a few minutes. That thing’s so rusty I’m afraid if one of us falls we might get gangrene.”


  Lacey laughed, slid her hand down to his, and pulled him toward the sliding glass door. “You’ll catch me if I fall. I’m sure of it.”


  They disappeared into the backyard, and though she told herself not to look, Mallory turned to watch them through the kitchen window.


  A sharp pain lanced her chest, as if someone had pierced her with a knife. Luis had said no to sleeping with her, but she’d never once heard him say no to Lacey. Though this wasn’t the same and he and Lacey weren’t having sex, Mallory wasn’t stupid. She’d gone to school with Luis all her life, and she’d always known he had a crush on Lacey. Knew because she used to watch him the way he watched Lacey. She thought he’d gotten over that crush when he’d started dating her. Now, the knowledge that Lacey would always be his “first love” was all Mallory could think about.


  “He’s just being nice, you know,” Jeffry said softly at her back. “That’s what Luis does. Tries to make everyone feel better. He’s the peacemaker in the Moreno family. Always has been. Luis and Lacey...it doesn’t mean anything.”


  Tears filled Mallory eyes. Tears she fought because she didn’t want anyone to see her greatest fear. “I know it doesn’t. They’re just friends.”


  But something in the back of her mind didn’t believe that.


  Remembering the alcohol, she looked away from the window, reached for a beer from the carton, popped the top, and dumped it down the drain.


  Jeffry leaned back against the counter next to her and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s okay to be mad at her, you know. Just because she’s your best friend doesn’t mean she can do whatever she wants.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.” She reached for the second beer.


  Jeffry sighed. “Yes, you do. You don’t have to act like it doesn’t bother you, because I can see that it does. It pisses me off too.”


  Mallory’s hand shook against the bottle, and she looked up at Jeffry, relieved and even more scared that someone saw the same thing. “What can I possibly do about it? He’s had a crush on her since the second grade.”


  “He’s with you, not her.”


  Mallory closed her eyes against the sting of tears. “For how long? Lacey’s always gotten what she wanted. Always.” She opened her eyes. “Did you see her new cell phone? She told her dad she wanted it and he gave it to her this morning. She made the drill team without even trying out. She gets straight A’s without studying. She only works at the bakery because it’ll look good on her college applications. If she wants Luis, all she has to do is tell him.”


  Jeffry pinned her with a hard look. “Then stop her.”


  “How? I’m just...me.”


  “Yeah, you’re you. Which is the exact opposite from Lacey. She’s been given everything because she’s a Salt, and you’ve been given nothing because you’re an Alvarez. And yet, even though you come from the wrong family on the wrong side of town, you’ve made honor roll every semester for the past two years. You work a part-time job, and everyone who steps foot in the Flower Hill Bed and Breakfast loves you. And you volunteer at the hospital, where Dr. Rush tells everyone who will listen that you’re going to be an incredible doctor one day. Everyone in Storm knows that you’re not like the rest of the Alvarezes. You work hard for what you have, and you earn it. So work for Luis if he’s what you really want. If you don’t let Lacey take him away, she won’t be able to. But if you sit back and do nothing, I guarantee she will.”


  The sliding glass door opened while Mallory stared at Jeffry and his words swirled in her head. Lacey’s laughter filled the kitchen, followed by Luis’s chuckle.


  “You guys ready for the movie?” Luis asked.


  “Yeah.” Jeffry glanced toward the others. “We’re more than ready. Right, Mallory?”


  Mallory swallowed hard, unsure if she was ready for anything.


  “Cool.” Luis headed for the front room, and Lacey quickly followed. “Let's get it going.”


  Jeffry sent Mallory one more pointed look, then followed the others into the next room. Alone, Mallory drew in a deep breath as she thought through Jeffry’s advice.


  She did want Luis. She cared about him deeply. And she wasn’t about to let Lacey come between them.


  The opening credits were already rolling when she stepped into the room. Someone had turned the lights down so an eerie blue light from the television shone over the furniture and each face. Jeffry was seated in a chair near the window. Lacey had already claimed a spot next to Luis on the couch, not too close, but close enough to tick Mallory off.


  Luis looked toward the doorway and smiled. Patting the cushions on his other side, he said, “Come here. You’re going to like this.”


  Oh, Mallory knew she was going to like this. She crossed toward the couch, but she didn’t sit next to him. Instead, she sidled onto his lap, glanced once toward Lacey to make sure she was watching, then brushed her hand along Luis’s jaw and kissed him. Passionately.


  By the time she was done, she was breathless. Luis looked confused and a little light-headed. Lacey, to Mallory’s delight, was pissed.


  “Um...what was that for?” Luis asked.


  Mallory leaned in. “Just because.”


  Before she could kiss him again, he drew back, then quickly scooted her off his lap so she dropped onto the cushions beside him. Reaching for her hand so she couldn’t climb back on top of him, he nodded toward the screen. “Oh, it’s starting. You don’t want to miss this.”


  But Mallory didn’t care about the movie. All she saw was the fact Luis was more interested in the TV than he was in her. And that Lacey was watching them from his other side with a very self-satisfied smirk.


  


  * * * *


  


  Luis hit the power on the remote when the movie ended and glanced toward Mallory at his side. “Awesome, huh?”


  Mallory shrugged and pushed to her feet as Jeffry flipped on the lamp, illuminating the room in a warm, golden glow. “It was fine, I guess. Not very realistic.” She looked around the living room. “Where are my keys?”


  A whisper of disappointment rushed through him. “Do you have to leave already?”


  “Yeah. I have to be at the B&B by seven tomorrow morning, and if I don’t head home soon my mom will call wondering where I am.”


  Luis frowned up at her. “I wish you could stay.”


  She didn’t answer as she moved away, searching for her keys, but he hoped she knew he truly meant it. Tonight had been odd. Not just because they’d had that conversation in the kitchen but because of Lacey. She’d fallen asleep during the movie, leaning against his shoulder. But more than that, she’d been acting strange the whole evening, flirting with him, touching him, drinking—which was so unlike the good Salt girl the town knew her to be. He just hoped Mallory didn’t get the wrong idea because there was no idea to get.


  Carefully, he shifted Lacey so she was lying on the couch, then moved toward Mallory. Thankfully, Jeffry disappeared into the kitchen with the empty root beer bottles so they could have a moment alone. Capturing Mallory’s hands, he turned her toward him and laced his fingers with hers. “Sorry this wasn’t the great night I had hoped for.”


  Mallory darted a look toward the couch where Lacey slept softly snoring. “I know she’s going through a rough patch right now with Jacob’s death and all, and I know I’m her best friend and that I’m supposed to be supportive, but I don’t like the way she was acting tonight.”


  “I know.” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into his chest. “Let’s just cut her a break on this one, okay? It was probably alcohol. I bet she drank some before she came over.”


  Mallory muttered “Maybe” and slid her arms around his waist. Then she pressed her cheek to Luis’s chest and relaxed into him, and all the worry he’d had about the night slipped away. She felt good against him. Warm and sweet. Exactly what he loved most about her.


  He drew back and looked down. “Let me walk you out.”


  “I’ll do it.” Lacey popped up from the couch and stretched. “I have to go home too.”


  Mallory tensed against him as Luis glanced Lacey’s way, and a little of that worry came rippling back. “Why don’t I get Jeffry to drive you home, Lace?”


  Lacey rolled her eyes and grabbed her purse from the floor beside the couch. “Why? I’m perfectly fine.” She hooked her arm in Mallory’s and tugged Mallory away from him. “Come on, Mal. I’ll protect you from the scary, possessed children of the night.” She winked Luis’s way. “Catch ya later, handsome.”


  Luis wanted to reach for Mallory and tug her back, but Lacey had already pulled her to the door. And though it was clear in Mallory’s eyes she didn’t want to be alone with Lacey right now, Luis knew she’d never say no to her bestie.


  Damn, this night had not gone at all as he’d wanted. He’d have to make it up to Mallory. Soon.


  “Call me tomorrow,” he said to her.


  Mallory nodded. “Okay. Bye.”


  The girls disappeared out the door. He watched through the front window as they crossed the path, then stood next to Mallory’s car, but he couldn’t hear what they were discussing. Was Mallory laying into Lacey for her erratic behavior tonight? Or was she letting it all go for the good of their friendship?


  Luis bet the latter. Mallory was a true friend. The kind who supported a person through anything and was there when you needed her most. As he watched her talking to Lacey under the streetlight, he told himself that was what he wanted. Stability and strength. Not someone like Lacey Salt, who changed her mind about what she wanted every ten minutes.


  He turned away from the window and reached for the bowl of chips and dip. Water ran in the kitchen where Jeffry was cleaning up. He made it halfway to the arched doorway when the front door opened.


  Excitement leapt inside him, and he turned toward the door, happy Mallory had decided to come back. But instead of his girlfriend, Lacey walked into the house with a Cheshire grin on her pretty face.


  His brow dropped. “Did you forget something?”


  “Yep.” Something dark sparkled in her eyes. Something hot. “One thing.”


  Before he could ask what, she crossed to him, rested her hands on his chest, then rose to her toes and pressed her lips against his.


  Time seemed to stop. The room spun around him. Still holding the chips and dip, he froze, unable to move, unable to think, unable to react.


  Because Lacey Salt was kissing him. Kissing him.


  She broke the kiss way too soon, then lowered to her feet. Her top teeth sank into her bottom lip in the sexiest way, and she batted her long eyelashes up at him until all the blood rushed right out of his head. “Thanks for the great night, Luis. I’ll catch you at the pool.”


  She turned and sauntered toward the door, waggling her behind in the tight jeans in a way she had to know drew attention straight to her ass. Then she pushed the door open and was gone, disappearing into the night to leave him shocked and completely dumbfounded in her wake.


  “Dude,” Jeffry said from the doorway. “That is seriously fucked up. Tell me you are not about to fall for that.”


  Luis turned and stared at his best friend. But he couldn’t come up with an answer. Because his head was spinning like a top and, suddenly, he didn’t know what he wanted.


  Or who.


  


  


  Chapter Three


  Lacey Salt stretched her leg out of the bath water and watched the bubbles slide down her calf. Last night had been fun. More fun that she’d had in forever. And though she knew it was wrong, she couldn’t wait to do it again.


  Part of her felt guilty for flirting so blatantly with Luis, especially in front of Mallory. But if Luis was so into Mallory, he would have told Lacey to stop, right? And if he hadn’t been the least bit interested, he’d have pushed Lacey away when she kissed him. But he hadn’t. Instead he’d looked down at Lacey as if he wanted to kiss her again.


  Lacey had expected Mallory to say something about her flirting when they walked out to their cars, but Mallory hadn’t. Which meant either she didn’t care or she just hadn’t noticed. Lacey’s money was on the fact Mallory hadn’t noticed. She could be so clueless sometimes. So really, Lacey was doing her best friend a favor by tempting Luis. No girl wanted a boyfriend who cheated. If Luis was so easily swayed away from Mallory, it meant she wasn’t the girl for him, right?


  Feeling better about herself, she smiled and ran her hands through the bubbles. Luis was working at the pool again today. Maybe she’d put on her strapless white bikini and go over and watch him again. He was so hot in those lifeguarding shorts. He made her skin burn.


  She climbed out of the bath, wrapped a towel around herself, and opened her bathroom door. Her mom had set out a bunch of clothes on her bed that she was supposed to put away, but Lacey didn’t feel like doing anything except getting dressed and going to the pool. She wandered into her walk-in closet, slid on her white bikini, then grabbed a pale-yellow sundress that dipped low at her cleavage and pulled it on. She headed back for the bathroom, but the second she stepped out of her closet, she realized she wasn’t alone and jumped.


  “Hey.” Ginny Moreno sat on Lacey’s bed and tucked a lock of curly dark hair behind her ear. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  Lacey pressed a hand against her chest and drew in a deep breath. “Knock or something next time, would you? You about gave me a heart attack.”


  Ginny winced. “Sorry.”


  Shaking her head, Lacey moved into her bathroom, unclipped her hair, and reached for a hairbrush. “What do you want?”


  “Marisol said you were at my house last night. I was just wondering how Luis is doing.”


  Lacey’s brush paused halfway down her long hair. It always gave her a little jolt when she remembered that Ginny, the bane of her existence right now, was Luis’s sister. She ran the brush through her mahogany curls again, thankful she hadn’t washed her hair this time. Too much washing made her hair totally frizz out, especially in the summer humidity. “Fine. Why don’t you ask him if you’re so worried?”


  Ginny sighed from the bedroom. “Because he doesn’t talk to me about anything heavy these days. It’s like he doesn’t think I can handle it, and he’s afraid I’m going to freak out or something.”


  Lacey frowned. Of course Luis was afraid to talk to Ginny about anything serious. Everyone walked on eggshells around Ginny Moreno because of that stupid baby. The slightest mention of Jacob or the accident or what she was going to do with her life besides mooch off the Salts sent her into a fit of tears. And tears, as Lacey’s mom had pointed out, put stress on Ginny’s body, which could cause her to miscarry, so it was best just to avoid them altogether.


  That frown deepened on Lacey’s face. She almost wished Ginny would just miscarry and be done with the whole baby thing. Lacey’s life would definitely be simpler if that happened. Ginny wouldn’t have to live in their house, and Lacey might actually get her mom and dad back.


  She twisted her hair into a knot, then slapped on some lipstick and mascara. Since she was heading to the pool, she didn’t want too much makeup, but she definitely wanted Luis to notice her.


  Lacey stepped back into her bedroom and scowled when she realized Ginny was still sitting on her bed. Moving for her desk, she opened her beach bag, desperate to get out of this house as quickly as possible. “Did you want something else?”


  “I just...” Ginny twisted her hands in her lap.


  She’d lost weight since Jacob’s funeral. Even Lacey could see that Ginny’s face was a little gaunt. If it weren’t for Lacey’s mom forcing food in Ginny constantly, Ginny would probably look like a skeleton. Ginny was taller than Lacey by quite a bit—always had been—but right now, with the way she was sitting hunched over on the bed, Lacey felt like a giant next to the girl, which only made her that much more uncomfortable.


  “I just...” Tears filled Ginny’s dark eyes. “I miss him, that’s all. And I know you two were close. I was just wondering how you’re able to act like everything’s normal when...when it’s not.”


  She was talking about Jacob. Lacey’s heart lurched with a hard shot of pain, but instead of letting it consume her, she focused on the anger that whooshed in on its heels. Things were not normal. They were never going to be normal again, and nothing she did could change that fact. But more than that, listening to Ginny Moreno, who was the reason things were so screwed up, sitting there asking this question only enflamed her more.


  “What normal?” Lacey turned to face Ginny and knew she shouldn’t respond, but just couldn’t help herself. “You took normal from this family.”


  “Lacey...” Ginny’s shoulders sank even more, and a tear streamed down her cheek. But Lacey wasn’t about to be deterred. Not now. Not when Ginny had opened this can of worms.


  “If it weren’t for you, Jacob would still be here.”


  Ginny shook her head, tears flowing freely now. “It was an accident.”


  “An accident that you caused. Why were you so distracted that night, Ginny? Were you and Jacob arguing the night you flipped that car and killed my brother?”


  Ginny pressed her fingers against her temples. “It wasn’t like that.”


  “Then tell me what it was like.” Lacey’s blood pumped hot and wild, and she knew she should stop but she just couldn’t. The anger had been building inside her for a long time, and she couldn’t hold it back anymore. “Because no one seems to know, and everyone’s afraid to ask in case it pushes you over the edge. But I’m not afraid. What were you arguing about, Ginny? Were you arguing about this baby?” She glanced at Ginny’s belly. “Were you arguing over the fact it’s not even Jacob’s kid?”


  Ginny’s head shot up, and her damp, red-rimmed eyes held on Lacey’s. “W-why would you even ask that?”


  “Because Jacob’s not here to tell us the truth. All we have is your version. And I don’t believe your version. You were best friends and then you suddenly just fell in love and into bed? Give me a break. If that’s true, why didn’t he tell us?”


  Ginny didn’t answer. Just stared at Lacey with wide, fear-filled eyes. But before Lacey could push Ginny harder, Celeste Salt stepped into the open doorway of her room with a basket of laundry in her hands. “Lacey, I have more clothes for you to put aw—”


  She glanced between the girls, her expression shifting to concern. “Is everything okay in here?”


  Ginny looked down and swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “Fine.” She pushed to her feet. “I’m really tired. I think I’m going to lie down for a bit.”


  She pushed past Lacey’s mom and disappeared down the hall. And the minute she was gone, Lacey’s stomach dropped from all the horrible things she’d said.


  Her mother lowered the basket in her arms. “What on earth was going on in here? Ginny looked like she was crying. She’s fragile right now, Lacey. What on earth did you say to upset her?”


  Of course her mother would take Ginny’s side. That sick feeling in Lacey’s stomach turned to absolute heartache. Not for Ginny, but for herself.


  With shaky fingers, Lacey grabbed her phone from the desk and shoved it in her beach bag. Just once she wanted her mother to ask what Ginny had done to upset her. Just once she wanted someone to care how she felt. But Celeste Salt would never do that. Because all she cared about these days was that stupid brat in Ginny’s tummy.


  “I have to go.” The need to flee overwhelmed her, pushing Lacey past her mother and out into the hall.


  Celeste turned. “Hold on. You have chores, young lady.”


  She had chores, but Ginny didn’t. Ginny just got to live here for free and make everyone miserable. Heartache turned to a blistering anger that made Lacey’s eyes burn. “I’ll do them later.”


  Lacey hit the stairs and headed for the front door. From the railing, her mother called, “Lacey Ann Salt. Come back here.”


  But Lacey didn’t listen. She slammed the door behind her and rushed for her yellow Volkswagen Bug as she swiped at the hot tears streaming down her cheeks. She hated this house and she hated this family. No one understood her. No one even cared. There was only one person who gave a shit and knew what it was like to lose someone you loved most in the world. Only one person she wanted right now.


  And he was at the country club wearing hot red shorts.


  


  * * * *


  


  


  Ginny Moreno didn’t even think about where she was going. All she knew was that she needed her best friend.


  Hot tears burned her eyes, but she fought them back as she climbed the back steps of Brittany Rush’s mammoth house like she’d done a million times as a kid. She knew Brittany was home because Brittany had texted at lunchtime. They’d made plans to get together for coffee at three at Cuppa Joe, but after Ginny’s confrontation with Lacey, Ginny couldn’t wait that long.


  The things Lacey had said...


  Ginny stopped on the second step and pressed a hand against her belly to keep the nausea at bay. If Lacey was thinking them, others had to be thinking them too. She’d convinced herself it was such a simple lie—telling everyone that she and Jacob had planned to share the news they were a couple when they came home—but now she wasn’t so sure. What if Lacey was right? What if others suspected she’d lied? How was she going to fix this?


  She needed Brittany to tell her what to do. Needed to tell Brittany the truth. But even as the thought hit, she knew she couldn’t. If Brittany knew the truth, she’d never speak to Ginny again, and right now Brittany was the only friend Ginny had left.


  Ginny rushed up the last few steps and pulled the kitchen door open. She was halfway into the house when the man at the counter turned to face her.


  The breath caught in her throat, and she froze. Senator Sebastian Rush held a sandwich in his hand and pinned her with a hard look, one that sent fear skipping through Ginny’s veins and made every nerve in her body twitch.


  Oh God. He was just as handsome as he’d been the last time she’d seen him at Jacob’s funeral. Salt and pepper hair, strong athletic body, wide shoulders, and narrow hips. And dressed in slacks and a pale-blue dress shirt rolled up to his elbows, he was as commanding as ever, even in his kitchen. Images of all the nights Ginny had spent with him in Austin whipped through her mind, followed by a wave of terror that made her hands break out in a cold sweat.


  What was he doing here? She’d thought he’d gone back to Austin. He’d once told her he didn’t even like this town, so why was he still hanging around? What if he was here to tell everyone that she was a liar?


  “I...” Words stumbled over her lips. “I didn’t know you’d be here. I’m looking for Brittany.”


  He didn’t answer, but his brown-eyed gaze drifted to her belly, and she had another memory flash. Of the nights she’d gotten so caught up in the forbidden passion of being with him that she’d forgotten all about her diaphragm.


  Oh God. Oh please. Panic condensed beneath Ginny’s ribs, robbing her of all ability to speak. She placed a hand over her belly in a protective move. Please, please, please don’t let this baby be his.


  “Ginny.” Brittany stepped into the kitchen with wide, light-blue eyes. “I thought I heard your voice. Weren’t we meeting at Cuppa Joe’s?”


  Relief swept through Ginny. She tore her gaze from the senator, dropped her hand, and looked to her best friend. “I...” Quick, think of an excuse. “I saw your text and thought maybe we could go now instead of later.”


  “Sure. Now’s fine.” Brittany’s brow lowered. “Are you okay? What happened?”


  Nerves rattled Ginny’s body, and she glanced toward the senator, but he was no longer there. He’d slipped out without her even noticing.


  Breathing easier, Ginny swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m fine. Can we just go, though? I’m feeling boxed in today, and I just want to get some air.”


  “Sure.” Brittany grabbed her purse from a hook near the back door. “Come on. Dad’s working from home today so I totally know about being boxed in. I always feel like I have to tiptoe around the house whenever he’s here.”


  Fresh air filled Ginny’s lungs as they stepped outside, settling her frayed nerves and easing the sickness brewing in her stomach. When they reached the side of the Rush mansion, Brittany stopped and stared at the empty drive. “Wait. You walked all the way over here?”


  “I told you I was feeling boxed in.”


  Brittany turned suspicious eyes Ginny’s way.


  A tingle ran down Ginny’s spine, and she hated that she had to lie to her best friend. The truth was that Ginny couldn’t even fathom driving right now. Not after the things Lacey had said. The girl was right. She’d killed Jacob. Killed him by being distracted the night she’d been driving home with him in the seat beside her. But not because of the baby. She hadn’t even known about the baby then. She’d been distracted because she’d been in love with Jacob Salt all her life, and she desperately wanted him to love her back.


  She couldn’t tell Brittany any of that, though, so instead she stepped past her friend and headed toward the street. “I’m fine. Exercise is good for me. Dr. Rush even said so.”


  Ginny could tell from Brittany’s silence that her friend didn’t exactly agree. Dr. Layla Rush was her aunt, though, and everyone in Storm knew Layla was the smartest person in town. How could Brittany argue with that?


  They settled into a comfortable quiet as they walked down the tree-lined street toward the park downtown. Just being with her friend—even in silence—boosted Ginny’s mood and made her feel a hundred times better than she had only an hour ago.


  They cut through the park that sat between Brittany’s neighborhood and the downtown shops. Feeling more tired than she’d expected, Ginny said, “Do you mind if we stop for a bit?”


  “I don’t mind,” Brittany said. “You sure you’re okay?”


  “I told you I’m fine.” Ginny sat on a park bench under several trees. “You don’t have to worry about me so much.”


  “Sorry.” Brittany sat beside her friend. “You have no say in that. My worry is my own.”


  A whisper of a smile pulled at Ginny’s lips, and she leaned her head against her friend’s shoulder, wishing life could be as simple as it had been when they were kids and the biggest problem in either of their worlds was which bratty boy had stolen their bikes when they stopped here to climb trees.


  Oak and cedar swayed above in the warm summer breeze, and Ginny closed her eyes as she listened, thinking back to a day not long ago when she and Jacob had chased each other under these very trees.


  God, she missed him. So much she physically ached. Would that pain ever go away? She didn’t know how it could. She felt as if she’d lost part of herself the day Jacob died, and every day living without him seemed harder, not easier. At some point the ache would lessen, wouldn’t it? She was desperate for that to happen, but at the same time scared to death. Because the day she stopped grieving for Jacob Salt was the day she was afraid she’d truly lose him forever.


  “Okay, I let you have your quiet time,” Brittany said. “Start talking or I’m going to scream.”


  Ginny should have known she couldn’t snow Brittany Rush. Her friend was the most perceptive person she’d ever met.


  She sighed, sat up, and gripped the bench seat near her legs. “Lacey hates me.”


  “Lacey does not hate you.” Brittany gave Ginny one of her famous I know what I’m talking about looks. “You’re just the closest outlet for her anger.”


  “I’m her freaking punching bag, that’s what I am. I tried to talk to her today. Just...talk. We live under the same roof but she basically ignores me. It was clear, though, that she couldn’t be bothered with me. And the things she said...”


  Ginny’s stomach hurt all over again just thinking about Lacey’s words.


  “What did she say?” Brittany asked quietly.


  That pain came back, hard and sharp, right beneath Ginny’s breastbone, and she closed her eyes. “She said I killed Jacob.” Tears burned behind her eyelids. “And she’s right. I did.”


  “Okay, stop. Right now.” Brittany gripped Ginny’s hand, and when Ginny opened her eyes, Brittany had turned sideways on the bench and was looking right at her. “It was an accident. What happened to Jacob was an accident. You didn’t plan it, did you?”


  Ginny shook her head and fought back the tears that were threatening all over again. “No.”


  “You didn’t want it, did you?”


  “God, no.”


  “Then it wasn’t your fault. It was just a horrible, horrible accident. And I guarantee Lacey doesn’t believe what she’s saying. She’s just blaming you because she doesn’t have anyone else to blame. And because you’re there.”


  Ginny searched her friend’s light-blue eyes that were so much like her mother’s. Brittany saw things in black and white. There was no gray area for her. Which was the biggest reason Ginny could never tell her the truth about her relationship with Jacob.


  She pulled her hands from Brittany’s and stood, restless to move. “How can I stay at the Salts' house when Lacey clearly doesn’t want me there?”


  “Who are you staying for?” Brittany asked. “You or the baby?”


  Ginny wanted to say both, but she knew that would sound selfish. But the fact was that Celeste Salt took care of her. She didn’t make Ginny do chores like Marisol would do if Ginny were home. She didn’t pester Ginny to get a job or help out with family expenses. And she wasn’t constantly asking what Ginny was going to do when the baby was born. Marisol had hit Ginny with that one last night when she’d shown up with cranberry scones and a forced smile. Ginny loved her older sister and was grateful for everything Marisol had given up to raise her, but she couldn’t think about the future yet when she was still grappling with the past.


  “I’m staying with the Salts for the baby,” Ginny answered. It wasn’t just the right answer. It was true. What did she know about pregnancy and babies? What did Marisol know? The answer to both was nothing. Celeste Salt had given birth to three children and was always helping with her niece and nephew, too. She was an all-around great mom. The kind of mom Ginny wished she’d had; the kind of mom she’d lost in another tragic car accident.


  Yes, her baby would be lucky to have Celeste Salt as its grandmother.


  No, her baby was lucky to have Celeste Salt as its grandmother. Ginny had already decided this baby was Jacob’s, and nobody was going to change her mind about that. Not even Lacey Salt and her need to lash out.


  “Then you have your answer,” Brittany said, again making this easy—right or wrong. There was no maybe. “And you don’t let Lacey make you feel bad about doing what’s best for your baby.”


  Ginny faced her friend and again wished she could tell Brittany the entire truth. But Brittany was right. The only thing that mattered was making things right for the baby inside her. Even if that meant changing what she considered as truth.


  “Thanks.” Ginny forced a smile she didn’t really feel. “I think I knew that all along. It just helps to hear it from an impartial voice now and then.”


  Brittany grinned and pushed to her feet. She had her mother’s graceful build and her father’s strong chin. And right now she was the only truly good thing Ginny had in her life. Someone she desperately needed to hold on to.


  Brittany’s gaze skipped past Ginny and narrowed. “Whoa. Hot military man at one o’clock. We don’t get many of those in Storm. I wonder if he got off the wrong bus.”


  Ginny turned to look toward the man dressed in camouflage setting a duffel on a picnic table fifty yards away. He lowered to the bench, pulled off his cap, and scrubbed a hand through his dark hair. And the minute he did, Ginny knew who he was.


  “It’s Logan Murphy.”


  “I thought Logan Murphy was still in Afghanistan. He’s not supposed to be home for another week, right?”


  “I don’t know.” But wondering gave Ginny something to think about besides her miserable life, and right now she’d take whatever she could get.


  She crossed the grass toward the man and stopped several feet away. He was staring off at something to his right—a bird or a squirrel, Ginny wasn’t sure which—and he didn’t seem to notice them.


  Ginny heard Brittany move up behind her and cleared her throat. The man slowly turned his head toward her, and Ginny’s stomach gave a little lurch when she caught sight of the piercing blue eyes she used to daydream about when she was fourteen, sitting in the high school stands, watching him play baseball.


  “Logan? Logan Murphy? I can’t believe it’s you.” Ginny hadn’t seen him in nearly six years, but she always remembered him as being larger than life and wildly handsome. She’d had a brief crush on him in middle school. The kind of crush a girl that age doesn’t know what to do with. And just seeing him again made her blood warm in a way it hadn’t done since she was a preteen.


  He didn’t answer. Just slipped his cap back on and stared at her as if he didn’t know who she was. And as her gaze skipped over him, she realized something was different about the man before her. Yes, he was more gorgeous than ever—strong jaw, straight nose, perfect lips—and he was bigger, stronger, more muscular than the boy who’d left Storm all those years ago, but this was something else. Something vacant in his pretty eyes that hadn’t been there before.


  “We probably look different,” Brittany said at Ginny’s back. “Logan, I’m Brittany Rush, and this is—”


  “Ginny Moreno.” The blank look quickly fled, and warmth flashed in Logan’s eyes as he pushed to his feet and reached for Ginny’s hand. “I remember you.” The ghost of a smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. “I definitely remember you.”


  His palm was calloused and rough, and when his fingers closed around hers, she realized the pinky on his right hand was skewed at an odd angle, as if it had been broken and hadn’t healed properly. But she was too distracted to look because the sound of his voice—deep and rugged—sent a flush of heat all across Ginny’s cheeks. And his skin pressed against hers where he held her shot tingles straight up her arm in a way she didn’t expect.


  “Um...” Words caught in her throat as those tingles spread all through her body. “I...”


  “What are you doing in the park?” Brittany asked. “Do your parents know you’re home? Your dad said you weren’t due back until next week.”


  “Ah. Yeah.” Logan let go of Ginny’s hand, and she tried not to be disappointed at the lack of contact as he tugged off his cap and scrubbed his hand through his hair again. “That’s because my dad doesn’t know. I caught an early flight. Didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.”


  A nervous expression crossed his features, distracting Ginny from the odd tingles still trickling through her body. Something was up with Logan Murphy, but she didn’t want to be pushy and ask. Just the fact he was here in the park instead of at Murphy’s Pub reconnecting with his family, though, told her it was something big.


  Brittany’s phone buzzed in her pocket, and she jumped at the sound, then winced as she pulled it out and looked down at the screen. “Shit. Sorry. I have to take this.” She pressed her phone to her ear. “Grams? Yeah. I’m here. I—oh damn. No, no. It’s okay. I’m on my way. Give me ten minutes.”


  She quickly hit End and shoved the phone back in her pocket. “Gin, I’m so sorry to bail on you but I totally forgot I was supposed to help Grams with the booth layout for the Founder's Day Picnic.”


  “It’s okay.” Ginny turned toward her friend. “We can get coffee another day.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Totally. Go. I don’t want to wind up on Marylee Rush’s bad side because I monopolized your attention, so don’t you dare tell her you’re late because of me.”


  Brittany gave her a quick hug. “You’re the best. I’ll make this up to you.” She let go of Ginny and looked toward Logan. “Welcome home. I know I won’t be the only one to tell you that.”


  Brittany took off at a run back across the park before Logan could answer, and when she was gone, Ginny looked his way and noticed he’d sat down again and was now leaning his elbows on his knees and running his hand through his hair once more.


  Stress and worry radiated off his muscular body in waves, and as Ginny took in his wrinkled uniform and matted hair in need of a washing, she couldn’t help but notice that the man looked wrecked.


  She’d been wrecked for weeks. She knew how it felt. Whatever had brought him home early was definitely not good.


  Slowly, she sank onto the bench next to him, but was careful not to touch him, just in case. For whatever reason—probably because she knew what it was like to suffer alone—she didn’t want to leave him.


  “So, um, I don’t think you can hide out in the park much longer. Sorry.”


  He huffed a sound that was half chuckle, half snort and dropped his arm. “No, I guess not. Once Marylee Rush finds out I’m home the entire town will know.”


  “Word does spread fast in this place.” She bit her lip, then said, “Is there a reason you don’t want to go home?”


  He leaned back against the picnic table and stared out at the leaves blowing in the trees. And she couldn’t help but notice the lines etched into his face that aged him way beyond his twenty-four years. “I spent all of my childhood trying to come up with a way to get out of this damn town. I told my father I never planned to come back, even on leave. Can you imagine hearing that from your son? That the place you called home wasn’t good enough?”


  “Yes, actually, I can. I said the same to Marisol several times when I was in high school. When you’re a kid stuck in a small town, life seems to pass you by. Everything that happens is happening out there, and you’re trapped in one place watching it from the sidelines. It’s only when you get out of that town that you realize the things that really matter are the things that happen back in the place you were so desperate to escape.”


  “Yeah. That exactly.” Logan shook his head. “They say you can’t ever go home. I guess I’m almost afraid they’re right.”


  “You can always go home,” Ginny whispered. “If you really want to. That’s why they call it home.”


  Logan turned sad blue eyes her way, but they warmed all over again when he looked at her. And as his gaze held hers, Ginny felt a spark flicker inside her chest. There was something broken in him, something she didn’t understand, but it called out to her in a way no one had been able to do since the accident. And though she didn’t know what it meant, for the first time in weeks she felt something other than grief.


  She felt alive.


  


  


  Chapter Four


  Mallory let the screen door close behind her and dropped her purse on the kitchen table, more tired than she’d been in weeks.


  She’d tossed and turned most of the night, too stressed over what had happened at Luis’s house to get much sleep. Then she’d been up early at the bed and breakfast and they’d been so busy with tourists flocking to Storm on a sunny Saturday that she’d stayed later than she was scheduled.


  “Mallory?” her mother called from the living room. “Is that you?”


  “Yeah,” Mallory said in a weary tone. “I’m home.”


  Joanne Alvarez walked into the kitchen wearing a pale-green cotton dress Mallory’s dad had once said made her look frumpy and unattractive and eyed her daughter with concerned green eyes. “Honey, what’s wrong? Did something happen at the bed and breakfast? You look upset.”


  Mallory shook her head and quickly turned away so her mom didn’t see too much. Pulling open the fridge, she reached for a soda and quickly popped the top. “Nothing happened. I’m just tired. Long day.”


  She could tell from her mom’s silence that Joanne didn’t buy it, and just as she expected, when she turned back, her mom tipped her head and softened her expression. “Sit down, Mallory. We haven’t had a talk in quite a while. I think it’s time.”


  Mallory only just bit back a groan. A heart-to-heart with her mother wasn’t something she was much in the mood for right now, especially when she was still so raw over what had happened with Luis. But she knew not to brush her mom off. Her father had been doing that to her mom for years and Mallory hated it. She’d vowed long ago not to be like Hector Alvarez.


  She pulled out a chair and sat on the cracked seat. The table was dinged and battered from years of use, and as Mallory’s gaze skipped over the small kitchen with its brown Formica and aged appliances, she realized just how little her father had truly cared about this house and the people in it. No, the only thing Hector Alvarez ever cared about was himself, which was why it’d been so easy for him to walk away.


  Mallory’s mom set a bowl in front of Mallory then sat in the seat beside her. Her hair was twisted up into a knot and she was wearing more makeup than normal. Makeup that made her look ten years younger. But before Mallory could tell her mom that, she noticed the candy in the bowl.


  She eyed the M&Ms like they might just jump up and bite her, then looked at her mom. “When did you get these?”


  “I’ve had them.”


  “Hidden?” Hector hadn’t approved of Joanne or their kids eating sweets. At least not the kind that cost money.


  A sly smile spread across her mom’s face. “Some situations call for candy, and something tells me this is one of those situations.” Joanne propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand. “What’s going on, baby? You didn’t look happy when you came in last night and you look less happy now. Did something happen with Luis?”


  Just the mention of Luis’s name sent all those thoughts and fears rushing through Mallory all over again. She pushed the candy away.


  She couldn’t exactly tell her mom that she and Luis had discussed sex, or that he’d turned her down. Her mom would flip out if she knew all that. And she definitely didn’t want to get in to the whole Lacey thing and how that made her feel. So she decided the safest thing was just to hedge. “Things are just...complicated right now.”


  Joanne sighed and leaned back in her chair. “I know you really like this boy.”


  “Mom. Don’t start.” Mallory rubbed her suddenly throbbing temple.


  “What? You already know what I’m going to say?” Her mother’s voice carried a sharp tone. “Believe me, you don’t. What I was going to say was that I know you really like this boy, and if he’s the one, then it shouldn’t be complicated. Figure out what’s so complicated and fix it.”


  Surprise rippled through Mallory. Joanne had never approved of Mallory dating Luis long term. Not because he wasn’t a good kid, but because she didn’t think a high school romance should be serious. Joanne had met Hector Alvarez in high school and ran off with him as soon as they graduated, and their life had been far from perfect. In fact, now it was nothing but ruins.


  She looked at her mother and blinked several times. “Just...fix it?”


  A soft smile spread across Joanne’s face, and she rested her hand over Mallory’s on the table and squeezed. “Do you want to fix it?”


  Tears burned Mallory’s eyes, and she nodded.


  “Then fix it. There’s nothing so bad in this world that it can’t be fixed with communication. If he treats you well and respects you—”


  “He does.”


  Joanne’s smile spread to encompass her whole face. “—then talk to him about whatever’s bothering you. Relationships take work, honey. They’re not easy.”


  Mallory couldn’t help but think about her parents’ relationship and how hard her mom had worked over the years to fix what was broken between them. But how could you fix something when the other person didn’t respect you? That was the key in every relationship, and Mallory knew Luis did truly respect her. If he didn’t he would have said yes to sleeping with her even when she wasn’t totally sure that was what she wanted. Instead he was protecting her by making the tough decision she couldn’t.


  Warmth filled her chest. Luis Moreno wasn’t at all like her father. He was worth fighting for. So long as he wanted to fight for her.


  She needed to see him. To talk to him about last night and make sure everything between them was still solid. Because she loved him. It had hit her in the night when she hadn’t been able to sleep. She loved him, and she didn’t want to lose him to Lacey or anyone else.


  Mallory pushed out of her chair and grabbed her purse. “I need to run to the country club. Can I borrow the car?”


  Joanne smiled and rose, then moved toward her purse on the kitchen counter. She fished out her keys and held them toward Mallory. “Say hello to Luis for me.”


  Mallory grabbed the keys and made it halfway to the door, then stopped and rushed back to kiss her mom’s cheek. “Thank you. And that dress doesn’t make you look frumpy at all. It makes you look totally curvy and hot and brings out the green in your eyes.”


  Joanne laughed as Mallory sailed back for the door. “Well, then I’ll be sure to wear it more often.”


  Mallory backed the ancient Olds out of the driveway and prayed it didn’t die before she got to the country club. The engine coughed when she pulled into the parking lot, but for the first time in a long time she didn’t wish she drove a Bug or a Beemer or a convertible like some of the other cars in the lot. She was too anxious to talk to Luis to notice anything around her.


  She shoved the car into park, jumped out, and rushed for the country club’s main entrance. Everyone in this town knew everyone else, and even though her family didn’t have a membership, she waved at Adam Glenn, a boy a year ahead of her in school who was seated behind the counter. “Hey, Adam. I just need to talk to Luis for a few minutes. I’m not staying.”


  Adam rolled his eyes and went back to whatever he was doing on his phone. “He’s working, Mallory. Don’t distract him too long.”


  Mallory smiled and headed for the locker rooms that opened to the pool deck. “I won’t.”


  Her nerves buzzed as she wove her way through the women’s locker room, but this time it was a good buzz, not a bad one. She’d decided on the way over that she was going to tell Luis she loved him. It was totally spur of the moment and crazy, but she felt it was time he knew, especially with all the weird stuff happening with Lacey and the way they’d left things last night.


  She pushed the door to the pool open and looked toward the lifeguard chair, but Luis wasn’t there. Her gaze scanned the water, then the pool deck, and finally she spotted him. And when she did, her heart dropped straight into her shoes.


  He sat on a chaise lounge in nothing but his red lifeguarding swim trunks, facing Lacey, who was wearing the skimpiest white bikini Mallory had ever seen and was laid out before him like an offering. They were both laughing and talking, and neither had any idea she was there. But when Lacey reached out and grabbed Luis’s arm, pulling him toward her, every fighting instinct Mallory had roared right to the surface.


  She crossed the pool deck and stopped next to them. Luis was the first to see her, and he quickly sat up, his smile transforming to shock and then guilt. “Mal.” He pushed to his feet. “I didn’t know you were coming by.”


  Mallory looked down at Lacey. Lacey grinned up at Mallory with that same self-satisfied smirk she’d had last night when Luis had pushed Mallory off his lap. “Hey, Mal. How did you get in? You don’t have a membership here.”


  Mallory’s temper bubbled just beneath the surface. Lacey had never blatantly pointed out the differences in their socioeconomic status, but right now she was making it clear to everyone around them that Mallory was poor and not welcome.


  She’d deal with her so-called best friend later. Right now, she needed to deal with Luis.


  Mallory looked up at him. “Are you on break?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Good. We need to talk.”


  A worried look passed over his features. “Right now?”


  “Yes, now.”


  She turned for the gate that led from the pool deck to the grass beyond. Waited as Luis caught up with her. He pushed the gate open and held it for Mallory. From her chaise, Lacey called, “Don’t yell too loud, Mal. Sound travels over water.”


  Mallory ignored Lacey’s snarky comment and marched far enough away from the pool and into the trees so no one could hear them. She told herself to stay calm, that she hadn’t come over here to even talk about Lacey, but the minute she turned and saw Luis’s guilty expression, everything she’d been bottling up for two days came spilling out.


  “What the heck is going on between you and Lacey Salt?” she demanded.


  Luis reached for her hand. “It’s not what you think.”


  “I don’t know what I think.” Mallory drew back. She was fired up and didn’t want to be touched right now. Not if she wasn’t the one he really wanted to touch. “Lacey was all over you last night, and you didn’t once push her away.”


  “That’s not true. I—”


  “It is true. I was there. And I was willing to let it go because, okay, maybe she was drinking last night and she didn’t know what she was doing. But she clearly knows what she’s doing now.”


  He sighed and stepped toward her. “Mal—”


  She moved back again and swatted at his hand. “No. Don’t ‘Mal’ me. She wants you. I don’t know why she’s suddenly so interested in you when she never even looked twice your way before, but I honestly don’t care. I just care about the truth. Is that what you still want? Her? Because if it is I’ll back right out of the picture.”


  His face paled. “What do you mean by ‘still’?”


  She tipped her head. “Come on, Luis. I’m not an idiot. I know you’ve had a crush on Lacey for years. But I thought you were over it. If I thought you still had a thing for her, do you think I would have asked you to that dance?”


  He rested his hands on his hips and stared down at the ground. And she waited for him to deny it, but he didn’t. He only pursed his lips and kicked a rock with the toe of his bare foot.


  Reality settled in hard to steal her breath. “Oh my God.” Sickness swirled in Mallory’s belly, and all that excitement she’d felt on the way here shattered like glass against the ground. “You do want her.”


  “Mal.” He looked up at her and reached for her hand, and this time she let him because she was too stunned to move. “I’m with you.”


  I’m with you. Not I want you, or I’m in love with you. Just I’m with you. As if he had no choice. As if he was stuck with her.


  Her mother had been stuck with her father, and look how that had turned out. Twenty plus years of misery. She never wanted to settle for something she didn’t truly want. And she wasn’t about to let someone settle for her either.


  The urge to run consumed her. She pulled her hands from Luis’s and rushed past the brush toward the front of the country club.


  “Mallory,” he called at her back. “Wait, please? That didn’t come out right. I didn’t mean it that way...”


  Hot tears were already burning her eyes, and there was no way in hell Mallory was going back so he could see just how much he’d hurt her. She ran for the parking lot as quickly as she could, but when she got there, she spotted Lacey’s yellow Bug, and her feet drew to an abrupt stop.


  She shouldn’t say anything. This wasn’t really about Lacey. It was about Luis and what he wanted. But it if weren’t for Lacey Salt and the little game she’d decided she was bored enough to play, none of this would be happening.


  Mallory swiped the tears from her cheeks, whirled around and headed back for the main entrance to the country club with a new fire burning inside her.


  Best friend or not, it was time to draw the line.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lacey dropped her bikini in her beach bag and ran her fingers through her hair. Since she’d only gotten in the pool to cool off, then gotten right back out so Luis noticed the water running down her body, she didn’t need to dry her hair. Today had been fun; sun bathing and flirting with Luis on the lifeguard’s chair was exactly what she’d needed. She’d known he wouldn’t be able to stay away. It was refreshing to have someone want to talk to her. Someone who wasn’t bitching and crying and talking about things that only made Lacey want to scream. Really, was it too much to enjoy a hot guy’s attention? There was nothing wrong with that.


  She smirked when she remembered the pissed look on Mallory’s face. Oh, Mallory obviously thought there was something wrong with her and Luis’s friendship, but Lacey really didn’t care. It wasn’t her fault Mallory had shown up unexpectedly. How was she to know Mallory would pop by to talk to Luis? Mallory never came to the club unless she went as Lacey’s guest.


  Grabbing her bag, she turned to head for the lobby but drew to an abrupt stop when Mallory stepped in her way with hard, narrowed eyes.


  “I don’t know what’s going on with you,” Mallory said in a low voice, “but I’m way past trying to figure it out.”


  Shock rippled through Lacey, but she masked it quickly so Mallory wouldn’t see. As nonchalantly as she could, she slipped the strap of her bag over her elbow and reached for her sunglasses from the front pocket. “I really don’t know what you mean.”


  She tried to step past Mallory, but Mallory moved in her way once more. “You know exactly what I mean. You don’t even like Luis.”


  “I do too. He’s a very nice guy.”


  “And he’s dating me.”


  Lacey rolled her eyes. She was keenly aware several elderly eyes were watching their exchange, but that actually worked in her favor. The old biddies loved to gossip. Nothing would convince Luis more that he was with the wrong girl than hearing how Mallory had accosted Lacey in the locker room. “Of course he’s dating you. I already know that. I helped set you up, remember?”


  She stepped around Mallory, but Mallory shoved a hand against Lacey’s shoulder, stopping her. “I’m not kidding here. I don’t care if you’re bored or lonely or not getting enough attention in that big house of yours. Luis isn’t the answer. He’s mine. Stay away from him.”


  Anger pulsed in Lacey’s veins. No one told her what to do. No one shoved her. She narrowed her eyes on her ex-best friend. “Is that what this is about? You’re jealous of me? I can’t help it if your boyfriend finds me more interesting than you. Maybe instead of threatening me, you should talk to him about your insecurities.”


  She moved around Mallory quickly so the girl couldn’t stop her. Slipping on her sunglasses, she lifted her chin and headed for the lobby, but inside she was fuming.


  How dare Mallory tell Lacey what she could or couldn’t do? And how dare she threaten her? Didn’t Mallory know who she was? She was a Salt. Everyone loved her parents. They were the perfect family. No one could take that away from her, even with all the tragedy of the last month.


  Word of this would spread. Oh, word would spread and Luis would be horrified that Mallory had attacked Lacey when Lacey was already going through such emotional turmoil. Then he’d break up with her.


  Lacey reached her car and opened the door to toss her bag across to the front seat. A victorious smile spread across her lips.


  And if he didn’t break up with her, Lacey would do whatever it took to make sure they still split.


  


  


  Chapter Five


  “Take this up to editorial,” Milton Waters said, handing Jeffry a file, “and find out which photographer they’re planning to send to cover the Little League tournament next weekend.”


  Jeffry took the folder from Milton’s wrinkled hands and nodded. “Sure thing, Milt.”


  Milton Waters had been reporting the news in Storm for forty-five years. He was the epitome of a small-town journalist, with his white hair and glasses and his ever-present notebook and pen. But more than that, he was someone who knew what the people of Storm wanted to read and gave them that and more.


  The Storm Team Weekly News, the small paper Milt and a handful of others had been publishing for the last forty-five years, never changed. It covered news such as the local youth sports teams, the Founders’ Day celebration, the annual pie eating contest, and occasionally included heart-pounding moments such as the time Zeke Johnson’s cattle broke through the fences on the Double J Ranch and caused congestion all over downtown Storm. Every now and then, Milton tried to report on Senator Rush’s political happenings, but the big papers always seemed to know when the senator was planning a pivotal announcement and swooped in to steal the glory. That, Jeffry knew, was part of the reason Milt had been so eager to hire him on for the summer. Because he hoped having a Rush on staff meant he was finally going to scoop the big city papers.


  Jeffry headed up the stairs to the second level of the small brick building that housed The Storm Team Weekly in the heart of Storm and shook his head. He wasn’t convinced having him on staff was going to do anything to help Milt scoop the city papers, but he’d been thrilled for the opportunity. Sure, some of the subject matter they covered was less than exhilarating, but he loved being around the news. Loved the excitement of chasing a story, even if that story was a cow lost on Main Street. And he couldn’t wait to learn more.


  He reached the second floor and headed for the open door at the end of the short hall. The “editorial” department was made up of Milt’s wife Suellen and their thirty-something daughter, Annabelle, who’d come home a year or so ago from somewhere in the South to help her parents around the paper.


  Annabelle was seated at the first desk when he walked into the room. She had dark hair and an easy smile, and Jeffry always felt relaxed in her presence. Small red-rimmed glasses were perched on her nose as she looked up from the copy she was editing. “Hey there, Jeffry. Come to rescue me from this boring job?”


  Jeffry smiled. To him the job wasn’t boring at all. After only a couple weeks as a part-time employee for The Storm Team Weekly, he couldn’t believe he’d almost said no to the job because of his dad. Senator Sebastian Rush had been livid when Jeffry had told him he was going to work for, as he put it, a “news rag,” because reporters were nothing but slime. But Jeffry hadn’t cared what his dad thought. This was for him, and he felt alive when he was at the paper. Energized in a way nothing else seemed able to do for him lately.


  “Sorry. No such luck.” He handed her the folder. “Milt wants to know who you’re sending to photograph the Little League tournament.”


  Annabelle huffed and rolled her chair over to a file cabinet adjacent to her desk. “Bobbie Joe. The only photographer we have.” She slid the folder he’d brought up into the cabinet, then wheeled back to her desk. “Pop knows that. I swear he’s getting senile in his old age.”


  Jeffry chuckled. The Waters family had a warm, comfortable way about them that he found refreshing. They were always hugging each other, laughing, making jokes, even when they were working, which was something he longed for from his family but knew he would never have.


  Annabelle jotted a note on a piece of paper and handed it back to Jeffry. “Take this down to him. You know, life would be a hell of a lot easier if he’d use that damn smart phone I gave him. He wouldn’t have to send you up and down these stairs ten times a day.”


  “I don’t mind,” Jeffry said. “It’s good exercise, plus it gives me a chance to learn all the different departments and how they work.”


  Annabelle huffed again. “All four departments and the five of us who work them? You stick around here, Jeffry Rush, and you’re going to wind up running this newspaper one day. Run. Run away fast. I’m warning you right now. If you don’t, you’ll get sucked in and you’ll never escape.”


  Jeffry smiled. The teasing tone in Annabelle’s voice told him she wasn’t serious, though he wondered why she’d really come back last year. Yeah, her parents were older, but they hadn’t slowed down at all, and the paper definitely didn’t need her—yet.


  “Annabelle Tallulah Waters,” Suellen called from a door at the back of the small room that opened to her office. “Are you talking smack about your daddy again?”


  Annabelle rolled her eyes. “No, Mama. I’m talking smack about the whole damn family!”


  “Ungrateful daughter,” Suellen muttered. But still there was no bite in any of their words, and when Jeffry looked down, Annabelle was grinning.


  What would it be like to have a family that close? Where you could joke around without everyone getting all uptight and offended?


  “Hiya, Mallory,” Annabelle said, leaning to her left to look around Jeffry. “You come in to give us a scoop on the upcoming pie eating contest for the Founders’ Day celebration? I heard Anna Mae’s giving her sister a hard time about this year’s pie selection. Rita Mae’s still baking pies for the event, isn’t she?”


  Jeffry turned with surprise and looked Mallory’s way. Her face was drawn, her eyes a little bit wild, and he knew with one look that something bad had happened.


  “Hi, Annabelle.” Mallory lifted a hand in a half-hearted wave from the doorway where she stood. “No scoop. Sorry. But yeah, as far as I know, Rita Mae’s still doing the pies. Um...” She bit her lip. “I was wondering if I could talk to Jeffry for a few minutes?”


  “Sure thing.” Annabelle pushed to her feet and snatched the paper she’d just given Jeffry from his fingertips. When he turned, she said, “Go. Take your time. I’ll make sure Dad gets this.”


  “Okay.” He looked back at Mallory, not particularly wanting to talk about whatever was bothering her here at the paper. “Wanna take a walk?”


  She nodded. “That sounds good.”


  The park was in the center of town, so they headed that way. Mallory was silent as they walked, but Jeffry could tell from the way her shoulders hung that something heavy was weighing on her.


  Stupid Luis. He’d known as soon as he’d seen Lacey kiss him last night that he should have stepped in and slapped Luis upside the head until he came to his damn senses.


  They finally reached the park and found a bench beneath an old oak tree. As Mallory sat and twisted her hands together in her lap and still didn’t say anything, Jeffry realized he was going to have to pull it out of her.


  “I’m guessing you didn’t come all the way down to the paper because you can’t live without me.”


  Mallory laughed, but the sound quickly turned to a sob, and she dropped her face in her hands and shook.


  “Stupid fucking Luis,” Jeffry muttered. He scooted close and wrapped a hand around Mallory’s shoulders, then awkwardly pulled her in so she was leaning against his chest. “It’s okay. Whatever happened it’s going to be okay.”


  “No it’s not,” Mallory muttered. “I messed things up.”


  Jeffry squeezed her arm. “No you didn’t.” Luis had messed them up by being a total jackass, but Jeffry didn’t say so. “Tell me what happened.”


  Mallory sniffled and swiped her forearm over her eyes as she sat up. “I went over to the pool to talk to him because last night was so weird, you know? I wasn’t even going to say anything about Lacey. But then when I got there, he wasn’t working. He was sitting on a chair next to her and she was wearing this super-small bikini, and she was flirting and touching him, and he was flirting back. They both stopped talking when I walked up, like I’d totally interrupted their important conversation. And I was just... I was mad, you know?”


  Jeffry’s heart ached for her. Mallory was a sweet girl who came from a crappy family. Luis was the only positive things she had going right now, and he was fucking it all up because of a stupid childhood crush on Lacey Salt. “What happened then?”


  She sniffled again. “Then I told him I wanted to talk to him, and we went out on the grass, and I asked him what he wanted. If he wanted Lacey or not. And, Jeffry...” Her shoulders sank, and her eyes slid closed. “He said he was with me.”


  He didn’t see the problem. “With you is a good thing.”


  “No, it’s not.” She opened her eyes and shook her head vigorously. “He could have said he wanted me. He could have said he loved me. He could have said a hundred other things, but instead he made it sound like he was stuck with me.”


  “Mal, Luis is a guy. Guys don’t always say the right thing at the right time. That doesn’t mean he meant it the way you’re taking it.”


  “Maybe.” She shook her head and pushed to her feet. “I don’t know. But here’s what really pisses me off.” She turned to face him, but instead of heartache, fire flared in her eyes now. “Lacey is supposed to be my best friend. She’s not supposed to steal my boyfriend. She’s trying to take Luis away from me because...because I don’t know why. It’s the same shit my sister does when she sees something she wants. She goes after it and doesn’t care about anyone else’s feelings. She broke up, like, three couples in high school that way, and I’m sure she’s still doing it now. I never thought Lacey was like her but I’m starting to think she is. God, I just...” She looked up at the branches above, lifted her hands and dropped them in defeat. “I’m surrounded by people who just don’t give a shit.”


  Jeffry chuckled and reached for her hand, pulling her back to sit next to him again on the bench. “You and me both. Have you seen my father? He and your sister are more similar than you think. He rolls over anyone who gets in his way politically and never much cares for the consequences.”


  Mallory bit her lip, and a nervous expression crossed her face.


  His brow dropped. “What?”


  She slanted a look his way. “He hit on Dakota last year. Did you know that?”


  “What?”


  Mallory winced. “I didn’t say anything because, well, he’s your dad and all, and I know things have been strained between you. But...”


  She looked out at the park, and as she hesitated, clearly not wanting to go on, a sizzle of heat spread between Jeffry’s ribs. But it wasn’t the good kind of heat. It was the kind that made you see red. “But? Keep going.”


  Mallory sighed. “I only know because Dakota came by the house one night after Mom and Dad had gone to bed, all fired up because your dad had propositioned her and how dare he think he could get someone as young and hot as her. I don’t know the details. Just that Dakota turned him down, which for her I guess was a big step toward doing the right thing. Not that she hasn’t backtracked—a lot lately—but, whatever.”


  She turned to look at him and winced again. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. It happened a long time ago, and I didn’t come down here to tell you all that. I don’t even know why I did. I guess just because I’m so upset about what Lacey’s doing, and because I’ve seen Dakota do the same damn thing to other people. I just...” She shook her head as tears filled her eyes once more. “I never knew what it felt like.”


  Fury rumbled inside Jeffry, making his nerves hum and his vision narrow, but he forced the anger back for the moment and wrapped an arm around Mallory again. “It’s okay. I get it and I’m not upset. My dad’s an asshole. He always has been. If this is true, then it just takes that assholeness to a whole new level.”


  Mallory chuckled, but again it turned to a sob, and Jeffry held her as she fought through her emotions. He rubbed a hand up and down her arm and cursed Luis and Lacey and what they were doing to this poor girl. But mostly he cursed his own father.


  Mallory sniffled. “It hurts even more to know I’m not only losing my boyfriend, I’m losing my best friend too, you know?”


  “If she doesn’t care about your feelings, she’s not a true friend.”


  “I know that.” Mallory wrapped an arm around Jeffry’s waist, settling in even closer. “I feel like you’re the only person I can talk to about this.” Her crying slowly subsided, and she rubbed her thumb along his ribs. “I don’t know what I’d do without you right now, Jeffry.”


  Her words echoed in the air around him as tingles spread across his ribs where she touched him. But instead of stimulating something warm inside, confusion and a need to escape rolled through his belly.


  He grasped Mallory’s shoulders and gently pushed her away, then quickly rose from the bench so she couldn’t touch him again.


  Startled, she looked up with damp brown eyes. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.” He stepped back from her, unsure what was happening. What was that feeling putting pressure on his chest, making it hard to draw breath? He took another step away and forced himself to stay calm when all he really wanted to do was turn and run.


  “Jeffry?”


  “I...I gotta go, Mal.” He turned before she could stop him and walked quickly away from her. “We’ll talk later.”


  He couldn’t draw a full breath until he was back on the sidewalk in front of the newspaper. But when he did, he realized he’d just bailed on Mallory when she needed him most. He didn’t understand why he’d run from her. Mallory was his friend, not any kind of threat. But he’d just rejected her, exactly like Luis.


  “Shit,” he muttered, closing his eyes. He’d told himself he’d never be like his father, but today he’d treated someone the same calloused way his father always treated him. And that meant before long—if he wasn’t careful—he’d be grade-A asshole, exactly like Sebastian Rush.


  


  * * * *


  


  Luis felt like shit. He needed to talk to Mallory but as he’d taken his last break when Mallory had shown up at the pool, he’d worked nonstop until closing. And since it was a Saturday night and good weather, the pool had stayed open until eight.


  He’d texted her several times, but she wasn’t answering. He thought about going over to her house, but he was afraid Mrs. Alvarez would get mad at his stopping by so late. And what if Mallory had told her mom about the whole Lacey thing? Technically he hadn’t done anything wrong. Yeah, Lacey had kissed him last night, but it had been a chaste kiss, and he hadn’t kissed her back. Mallory didn’t even know about that, so, really, she was upset over nothing, right?


  He rubbed a hand against his forehead as he crossed the parking lot toward his car and tried to convince himself that Mallory was making a bigger deal out of all of this than it was worth. Dusk was just settling over Storm, the summer days warm and long. He tugged open the rear door of the old Jeep Cherokee he’d saved several summers’ worth of money to buy and tossed his duffel into the back while his mind spun around the events of the last two days.


  Lacey was just having fun. Blowing off steam because of the crap going on at her house. She was the only one from their group who wasn’t working. Yeah, she had a part-time job at Cuppa Joe, but she hadn’t been back since Jacob’s funeral. She had to be bored at home, right? She wasn’t really interested in him. If she was, he’d know, wouldn’t he?


  A car rumbled to a stop in front of his Jeep before he could come up with an answer, and he looked toward the familiar yellow Bug with a whisper of both excitement and dread.


  Lacey lowered the passenger window and grinned. Her curly chestnut hair hung around her face, and her wide brown eyes sparkled with both mischief and intrigue. “Just get off work?”


  Relax. Talking to a friend is not cheating. You’re only being nice.


  “Yeah.” He stepped up to her window and bent so he could look across the passenger seat at her. “What are you doing here?”


  She shrugged. “Had to get out of the house for a while. Have you eaten?”


  Say yes, a voice whispered in the back of his head. Tell her to leave before you make things worse, jackass.


  “No,” he heard himself say.


  “Sweet.” Lacey held up a white paper bag. Bluebonnet Cafe was printed in big blue letters across the front. “I have plenty to share. Hop in.”


  Luis hesitated. His conscience urged him to say no, but he didn’t really want to say no. What was he going to do with his night? Drive over to Mallory’s and beg her to forgive him... when he hadn’t done anything wrong in the first place?


  “I don’t bite,” Lacey said, her grin widening until it encompassed her pretty face and made heat rush all through Luis's belly. “Much, anyway.”


  Before he could stop himself, he pulled the passenger door of the Bug open and slid in next to Lacey. As soon as he closed the door, she shoved the car into drive and whipped the little Bug out of the country club’s parking lot.


  “Where are we headed?” he asked when he realized they were on the main road moving west out of town.


  “The lake. I need some fresh air, and I bet the sunset over the lake is awesome right now.”


  That voice in the back of Luis’s head screamed that being alone with Lacey at the lake was a bad idea, but he shoved it aside. They were just eating. And talking. There was no harm in either of those things.


  “You look like shit, you know,” Lacey said as she drove. “Things with Mal not go so well?”


  Luis huffed and rested his elbow on the windowsill so he could rub his aching forehead. “Not great, no.”


  She glanced sideways at him. “You two didn’t break up, did you?”


  He frowned and stared straight ahead. But something pinched in the center of his chest. “I’m not sure. She’s pissed at me.”


  “Huh,” was all Lacey said.


  Monarch Lake was only a few miles out of town, in a small valley between rolling hills and surrounded by trees. All the locals knew the best swimming spots, and most summer days, the lake was packed. But at eight thirty in the evening, the majority of people who’d ventured out for the day had packed up and disappeared. Lacey pulled onto a gravel road then drew to a stop near the water’s edge, but Luis was too lost in his thoughts about Mallory and what had happened between them to notice the beauty of the lake.


  Lacey popped the driver’s door and climbed out. “Man, that’s gorgeous.”


  He turned to look her way. She stood next to the car in a pale-yellow sundress. Fading rays of sunlight shimmered over her in ribbons of gold and orange and purple. And as he studied her, he couldn’t deny that she was a total looker, especially with all that soft brown hair falling in gentle curls down her back and a broad smile across her pretty face. Was it any wonder he’d been crushing on her for years? Lacey Salt was every guy’s fantasy.


  His mind instantly shifted to Mallory, and he looked away from Lacey, focusing on the dashboard as a strange feeling rolled through his belly. Being with Lacey up here at the lake wasn’t a good idea at all. He had a girlfriend. Mallory was his girlfriend, not Lacey. Mallory.


  “Um, Lace. I don’t think—”


  She grabbed the bag of food, reached for something from the backseat, then slammed the driver’s door and walked around the front of the car. “Get out, handsome. I’m not eating in the car.”


  Handsome. The word spun in his head as he watched Lacey carry a blanket down to the grassy area near the water. He needed to go back to Storm. Needed to forget all about Lacey Salt and whatever games she was playing. But as soon as she turned and waved for him to join her, his willpower crumbled and he reached for the door handle.


  Lacey laid out the blue-checked blanket, then knelt and pulled out a burger and handed it to him. Nerves vibrated through Luis’s fingers as he took the burger and sat on the blanket beside her. They were just having dinner, right? A man had to eat.


  Lacey ate half her burger in silence, and they watched the sunset over the lake, the fading light creating a multicolor glow all across the wide Texas sky. After wrapping up her burger, Lacey tossed it back in the bag and sighed. “I love this place. I always feel better when I’m here.”


  Luis finished his own burger and wadded the wrapper up before placing it in the bag. Unfortunately, the food hadn’t done anything to settle his stomach. “Me too.”


  “Remember when we were in middle school and we used to come out here and spy on the high schoolers making out on the beach?”


  Luis drew his legs up and rested his elbows on his knees. He was still wearing his lifeguarding shorts, but he’d thrown on a white Nickelback T-shirt before leaving work. They were just talking. Reminiscing. There was nothing wrong with that. “I remember Marisol used to bust my ass for sneaking out.”


  “And I remember Ginny was always up here with a different boy.”


  Luis smiled, relaxing as the conversation drifted. They were just friends. It was okay to have a girl friend without her being your girlfriend. “Yeah. She was a bit of a wild child. I’m pretty sure she was just doing whatever she could to get your brother to notice her, though.”


  Lacey’s smile slipped, and Luis instantly realized he’d said the wrong thing.


  “Shit. Sorry.” Mentioning Jacob was so stupid. “I didn’t mean to make you sad.”


  “You didn’t.” Lacey looked down at her hands, resting on her knees. “Everything makes me sad these days, so don’t worry. Mallory doesn’t get that. My parents don’t get it. No one does. You can’t imagine what it’s like to lose someone you love.”


  “Yeah, I can,” he said softly, his mind turning to thoughts of his parents.


  Lacey looked his way with weary brown eyes. “You’re probably the only one who does.”


  “Is that what’s been going on with you the last few days?”


  Her brow dropped. The sun had set, and darkness was slowly creeping in, but the temperature was still warm, and the way her eyes shimmered in the fading light made him even warmer. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Come on, Lace. You know you do.” He looked back at the lake, and even though a tiny part of him was sad he was finally facing reality, he knew this was all for the best. He couldn’t keep fantasizing about Lacey Salt. It wasn’t fair to him and it definitely wasn’t fair to Mallory. “I get it. I mean, you’re in a crazy place. Nothing makes sense. No one seems to understand you, even you. And you just want life to be normal again so you’re reaching out for anything you can to make you feel normal. But this isn’t you, and it sure as heck isn’t me.”


  Her hand landed against his shoulder, and before he realized what she was doing, she'd straddled his hips and settled herself onto his lap. “What if I told you you’re what I want?”


  Blood rushed straight to his groin, and his stomach flopped around like a fish out of water. He lowered his legs to the blanket and froze, unable to think or move or speak.


  She brushed her fingers over the stubble on his jaw, and tingles spread all across his skin, wherever she touched. Leaning toward his mouth, she whispered, “I know you’ve had a crush on me forever, Luis. I can’t believe you never said anything. I never would have turned you down. I’ve wanted you for months now.”


  Her lips pressed against his, soft and sweet and all that he remembered from her kiss last night. But this time they were insistent, and when her tongue swept along the edge of his mouth, he didn’t even think. He opened in reflex and let her in.


  She tasted faintly of the burger she’d just eaten, but he didn’t care. Her mouth was warm and wet and so damn erotic, blood pumped through his veins making him hard and hot and achy.


  Her slick tongue slid along his, and she tipped her head the other way, kissed him deeper and moaned. And the sound supercharged his libido, making him slide his hands around her shoulders so he could hold her close while he kissed her back. While she made him crazy with her mouth.


  A little voice in the back of his head whispered, This isn’t real. Lacey Salt is messing with you, but he ignored it. Because all he could think about was how soft and wet her mouth was. How smooth and silky her skin was. And how long he’d daydreamed about a moment just like this.


  She let go of his face and reached behind her head. Luis kept kissing her, wanting only a little bit more. Fabric fell against his hands at her waist, then her fingers closed over his and she drew his hand up. Something warm and soft and full filled his palm, and he broke away from her mouth long enough to look down to see what it was.


  His eyes grew wide. She’d untied the halter of her dress. That warm, full object in his hand was her breast. Her very naked, very plump breast. Shades lighter than the skin of his hand. Shades lighter than Mallory’s breast, which he’d held and touched like this just a few nights ago when they’d made out in the backseat of his car.


  Mallory’s voice suddenly echoed in his head from earlier in the day. “I don’t know why she’s suddenly interested in you when she never even looked twice your way before...” And a chill spread down his spine.


  Lacey gripped Luis’s shoulders, dropped her head back, then rocked her hips against his and groaned. “Oh God. That feels so good. Don’t stop touching me.”


  Panic condensed beneath Luis’s ribs. Panic and a sea of guilt that pushed him into action.


  He let go of Lacey and quickly pushed her off his lap. Sweat streaked down his spine as he stumbled to his feet and tried not to fall over.


  “What the hell, Luis?” Lacey’s irritated voice echoed up at him. “What’s wrong with you all a sudden?”


  “I...” Shit. This was wrong. He’d just made out with Lacey Salt. With Lacey Salt. A girl who hadn’t shown any interest in him romantically until two days ago. He didn’t want Lacey. He knew that now. What he’d felt for her was nothing more than a stupid crush. He wanted Mallory. Mallory didn’t play games with him. Mallory didn’t try to mess with his head. Mallory cared about him—really cared about him—in a way Lacey never could. “I have to go.”


  He took a step toward the car, but Lacey lurched to her feet and grabbed his hand. “You’re not going anywhere.”


  Luis turned to face her, startled by the cold bite in her voice. She was holding the dress together at her chest, but her eyes were on fire in the fading light.


  He’d upset her. She had every right to be mad. He’d let things go too far and now she was hurt that he’d rejected her. But this wasn’t right. And as much as he didn’t want to hurt her more, he needed her to get it. “I’m sorry, Lace. I didn’t mean—”


  “Get back on the blanket, Luis.”


  The calm tone of her voice was in direct contrast with the fire swirling in her dark eyes. His stomach tightened. “Lacey, I’m sorry, but I’m in love with Mallory. This was a giant mistake. I didn’t mean to—”


  “I don’t care what you meant to do. You’ve wanted me forever. We both know it. So get back on this blanket and fuck me like we both know you want to do.”


  He recoiled at her words and stepped back. Something wild flashed in her eyes. Something he hadn’t seen before. “No.” He shook his head. “I’m not going to.”


  He turned for the road, desperate to get away from Lacey and this entire night as fast as he could.


  “Come back here, Luis. Come back right now.” Lacey’s voice echoed in the night at his back. “If you walk away from me, you’ll regret it. I swear you’ll regret it forever!”


  Luis pushed his legs into a jog as a new sense of panic rushed all through his chest. The only thing he regretted was being a stupid, idiotic asshole to the one person he cared most about in the world.


  He just prayed she let him make it all up to her before it was too late.


  


  


  Chapter Six


  A tapping sound roused Mallory from the restless sleep she’d finally fallen into.


  Rubbing her eyes, she sat up and looked around her dark bedroom. Another tap echoed from the direction of her window. “What the...?”


  She threw back the covers, crossed to the window, and pulled the curtain back at the corner. Then jumped when she saw Luis standing in the bushes outside her house. Letting go of the curtains as if they’d burned her, she lurched back.


  Her heart rate shot up, and her hands grew sweaty. What was he doing here? She didn’t want him here. Not when she’d already been rejected twice in one day. Was he here to make her feel worse?


  “Mal?” he said in a low voice. “Mal, I know you’re in there. I saw the curtain move. Come outside for just a minute, please? I need to talk to you.”


  Mallory’s pulse turned to a roar in her ears, and indecision pushed at her from every angle. Her foolish heart wanted her to rush right out there, but her wounded pride was still licking its wounds.


  He’d hurt her today. Hurt her more than she’d thought he could. It wasn’t just that he hadn’t fought for their relationship like she wanted him to; it was that the longer this dragged out, the more she saw her mother in her actions. She loved her mom, but Joanne Alvarez had turned a blind eye to everything Hector had done for way too many years. Mallory had vowed long ago not to be like that, and standing up for herself and the things she wanted was the only way she knew not to become her mother.


  “Mal.” His voice grew weary. “At least come to the window. Please?”


  Mallory’s hands itched to pull the curtain back, so she twisted them behind her back and held completely still.


  “Shit,” he muttered. Then closer, as if he’d moved right up to the glass, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about everything. I’ve been a jerk, and you have every right to be mad at me, I just...” He hesitated. “I want you, Mal. Not Lacey. Just you. And I should have told you that earlier only I was...stupid. Please, please give me another chance and I promise I’ll make it up to you.”


  Tears filled Mallory’s eyes. Tears and hope. Something she’d lost sometime during the day. She was just too afraid to reach for it.


  “Mal?” he said again, his voice strained and sad. “Please?”


  Her stomach tightened with a thousand different doubts. But the biggest was whether or not she could trust him. She wanted to trust him, but in the back of her mind all she could think about was how awful she’d felt after she’d left the country club today. She never wanted to feel like that again, and she didn’t know what he could say to reassure her that would never happen.


  She wanted to ask if he’d told Lacey he wasn’t interested in her advances. Wanted to ask if he’d told her to back off and quit flirting with him. Wanted to ask what had happened to make him come here so late at night to tell her these things. But she couldn’t. Because she was too afraid of the answers. And because she didn’t want to be like her mother.


  Several minutes of silence passed, and then softly from outside, Luis said, “I’m not giving up on you. I’m not. I’m just...not, okay? This is the real deal. Somehow, I’ll prove that to you.”


  Warmth gathered around her heart where it pounded against her ribs. Her hands grew sweaty. And that hope—the hope she’d tried like crazy to keep at bay—came rushing back.


  Oh God, she wanted him. Wanted them. And though she knew it made her weak, all she could think about was telling him that before he left.


  She bolted for her bedroom door and peeked out into the hallway, excitement and fear pushing her forward. Her mother was sound asleep. Tiptoeing toward the kitchen, she carefully unlocked the door with fingers that shook, then stepped out into the warm night and rushed around the side of the house.


  Her feet drew to a stop as she searched the empty yard, then she whipped around to look down the dimly lit street, but it too was empty.


  That racing heart slowed. He’d already left. She’d wasted too much time. For a moment, she thought about going after him, but then remembered she was wearing nothing but short cotton sleep shorts and a tank with no bra. She could go back inside and change, but she didn’t know which way he’d gone, and he lived clear across town. She wasn’t stupid enough to walk alone at night—even in Storm—which meant her only other option was her mother’s Oldsmobile.


  Her gaze drifted to the drive, where the beast of a vehicle sat parked. No way she could start that without waking her mother, and if that happened she’d have to explain why she was sneaking out in the middle of the night.


  She looked back down the empty street and knew she’d have to wait until tomorrow, after her shift at the B&B, which started way before Luis even rolled out of bed.


  “I want you, Mal. Not Lacey. Just you.” Warmth filled her chest as she remembered his words, and that hope lifted her mouth into a wobbly smile. She could wait until tomorrow. She could wait forever for Luis if she had to. Because he’d just proved he was nothing like her father. He was a guy worth waiting for.


  


  * * * *


  


  Jeffry Rush downed the rest of his energy drink as he looked at the rundown old house on the outskirts of town, the crumbling stucco and missing paint not surprising him.It had been converted into four apartments, five if you counted the garage apartment that was his destination.


  He crumpled the can andtossed it into the garbage can that blocked part of the driveway.Nobody else had bothered, and empty beer cans littered the street.


  Once, this section of Live Oak Street had been nice. Now it was a dump. There’d been a flood back in the seventies, and most of the houses had never been fixed up. White trash tended to congregate in places like this, and though he’d never considered himself elitist in any way, right now he knew he was a thousand times better than the person inside that apartment.


  He checked the time on his cell phone. It was ten o’clock in the morning. Early enough for her to be up on a Sunday. Knowing her, though, she’d probably been out partying last night and was currently passed out on her couch. All the better for him. She didn’t know he was coming, so she wouldn’t be that snarky, uppity girl everyone knew and hated. She’d be vulnerable and weak. And she was about to get the shock of a lifetime.


  He climbed the metal stairs and headed for her door. Stopping in front of her apartment, he remembered everything Mallory had told him, and the way his dad had flat-out denied it when he’d asked about it last night at home.


  “She’s a tramp, son. She threw herself at me. Do you honestly think I would be interested in someone like her? I’m a Rush. She’s...nothing. Besides which, I love your mother. I would never do anything to hurt her.”


  His dad might be an asshole, but he wasn’t a cheater. His mom wouldn’t stay with someone who cheated on her. His grandmother would never allow it.


  Anger rushed back through Jeffry’s veins, and he closed his hand into a fist and banged on the door.


  A groan echoed from the other side. She was in there, dammit. He pounded louder.


  “Okay, okay,” she muttered from inside. “Stop the fucking pounding.” The door flew open, and Dakota Alvarez stood in the dark apartment wearing nothing but a black lace bra and a silky short pink bathrobe open to her navel. “Yeah? What the hell do you want?”


  Oh yeah. A total tramp. No way his dad would even look at someone like this.


  She lifted a hand to block the sun, her glossy dark eyes finally focusing on his face. “Jeffry? Wh-what are you doing here?”


  “I know what you are, and I know what you’re after, and you’re not going to get it so back the fuck off.”


  The blood drained from her face, and her eyes grew wide. “I don’t—”


  “That’s right. You don’t have a fucking clue who you’re messing with. You think it’s harmless to flirt with and proposition a married man? A senator even? It’s not. He’s not interested in slutty girls like you and he never will be. You won’t get any money out of him. You’ll get nothing. And if you ever do anything to mess with him or my family, if you even think about going near him again, I’ll make your life a living hell. Guaranteed.”


  “I...but...he...”


  Jeffry turned for the stairs, feeling better with every step. No one messed with his family. The Rushes might be fucked up and dysfunctional in a variety of different ways, but they were his, and he’d protect them with his last breath.


  He made it to the landing on the chipped metal stairs before Dakota’s voice rang out from the railing above. “How did you know?”


  He glared up at her. “From your own lips.”


  Her face went ashen. “But I—”


  He shook his head at her utter stupidity. “You were dumb enough to tell your sister.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mallory put away the last of the breakfast dishes in the kitchen at the Flower Hill Bed & Breakfast, anxious to finish her shift so she could go see Luis.


  “That’s the last of it, Anna Mae,” she said to the white-haired woman seated at the kitchen table, making a list of items they needed to restock in the kitchen. “Is there anything else you need me to do?”


  “No, no,” Anna Mae said. “I think that’s all. Oh, but could you be a dear and get me that cookbook from the top shelf there before you go? I want to make those pecan rolls again and I can never remember how much yeast to use.”


  “Sure.” Mallory pushed to her toes and reached for the handwritten book on the top shelf. Some of the oldest families in the town had donated recipes for a charity cookbook a few years back to help Allison Kenney, a six-year-old at the local school suffering from leukemia. Sadly, Allison had passed, but the cookbook lived on, in her name.


  The front door to the old Victorian echoed from the parlor, followed by Marisol’s voice. “Anna Mae? Are you here?”


  Butterflies churned in Mallory’s stomach as she looked toward the archway that led to the front of the house. Marisol would know if Luis was still at home. Mallory could find out where he was without having to call him.


  “In here, sweetie,” Anna Mae called.


  Marisol swept into the room with a smile and a pan covered in foil that smelled of cinnamon and sugar. “Oh, good morning, Mallory. I didn’t realize you worked Sundays.”


  “I don’t always,” Mallory said.


  “The rooms are all full,” Anna Mae muttered. “I need as many extra hands as I can get.” Her brow wrinkled and she pushed to her feet. “What’s in that pan?”


  Marisol shifted one hand under the pan, then peeled back the foil. The scent of warm, homemade cinnamon rolls filled the kitchen.


  “Ooh,” Anna Mae said with a grin. “Girl, you just made my Sunday.”


  Marisol smiled. “This batch is free. So long as you sit and enjoy one with me.”


  Anna Mae moved toward the cupboard and pulled down three plates. “Don’t have to break my arm to get me to agree. Mallory?”


  “Um.” Mallory glanced toward Marisol. She didn’t really want to stay; she wanted to find Luis—was anxious to find Luis—but she didn’t want to be rude. Especially to the sister of the guy she was in love with. “Okay.”


  “Wonderful.” Anna Mae handed Mallory the plates, forks, and a serving utensil. “You give these to Marisol and I’ll get us three coffees.”


  Mallory brought the plates to the table while Marisol removed the foil and scooped a gooey hot cinnamon roll onto each plate. “So Luis was still asleep when I left. You two must have been out late last night.”


  Heat rushed to Mallory’s cheeks. Yes, Luis had been out late last night, but she didn’t really want to share the things he’d confessed at her window near midnight. Those she wanted to keep all for herself.


  “I guess so,” Mallory said, sinking into the chair on the far side of the table. “I didn’t look at the clock. So Luis is still at home?”


  Marisol slid a plate across to Mallory. “Sleeping like a bear.”


  A smile spread across Mallory’s face. After this, she was going right over to his house and waking him up. With her lips if she could.


  Anna Mae brought three steaming coffee cups to the table. “It’s so nice to have a moment like this while the guests are off checking out the sights. Lord knows, soon enough I’ll be inundated with requests for tea and sweets all over again. I swear I can’t keep enough of your white chocolate macadamia nut cookies on hand, Marisol.”


  “Oh, the cookies!” Marisol wiped her hands on her jeans and rushed for the archway toward the dining room. “I left them in the car. I’ll be right back.”


  Anna Mae chuckled as she sank back into her chair with a groan. “I don’t know how that girl does it. Up early every day with her bakery, taking care of that brother of hers, and now with her younger sister pregnant...” She shook her head and sipped her coffee. “God clearly knows only young people can deal with children. Why, if the good Lord thought to give me a child at my age, I’d probably forget where I left the little bugger.”


  Mallory smiled and reached for her coffee. The back screen door burst open just as she lifted it to her lips, and Dakota rushed into the room with wild blonde hair she obviously hadn’t combed yet this morning, dark circles under her eyes as if she’d forgotten to wash her face, rumpled shorts, a frayed blue T-shirt, and two different color flip-flops on her feet.


  “Dakota?” Worry skittered Mallory’s nerves, and she quickly set down her coffee and pushed to her feet. “What’s wrong?”


  “What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” Fire flared in Dakota’s eyes. “What’s wrong is that my sister is a backstabbing, lying, two-faced little bitch.”


  Mallory’s mouth fell open in absolute shock.


  “Whoa, missy,” Anna Mae said from her seat. “You’re in my house right now. You watch that mouth of yours. I’m not about to look away like your mama.”


  Dakota’s fiery gaze shot to Anna Mae but darted right back to Mallory. “You promised you wouldn’t say anything. You promised and you lied.”


  Mallory had no idea what Dakota was talking about, but she could tell that something was seriously wrong. She skirted the table and reached for Dakota, but her sister swatted her hand away before she could touch her.


  Mallory lifted her hands in surrender. “Okay, calm down. Tell me what happened.”


  “I’ll tell you what happened,” Dakota growled. “Jeffry Rush accosted me at my apartment this morning.”


  “He what?”


  “He said you told him about me and the senator.”


  Mallory’s mind spun. She had no idea what Dakota was talking about. Her and the senator? Senator Rush?


  Before Mallory could ask what that meant, Dakota said, “No one knows about that but you. I never told anyone that he hit on me last year except for you. And you went and told Jeffry fucking Rush? He thinks I’m a hussy trying to bleed money out of his family. You’ve ruined my reputation!”


  “Oh shit.” Mallory’s conversation with Jeffry yesterday in the park whipped through her mind. “I...I didn’t say anything bad about you, Dakota. I didn’t think he would take it that way. I told him that the senator hit on you, but that you turned him down. You did the right thing there. No one would ever think you were a hussy for that.” She was going to have a serious talk with Jeffry. How could he have misread what she’d told him?


  “You are so incredibly naïve,” Dakota sneered. “You don’t know the first thing about how the world works.”


  Mallory stared at her sister, confused about what was happening. Anger radiated off Dakota in waves. This was about more than what Mallory had told Jeffry. There was something else going on here. “I don’t—”


  “Understand?” Dakota’s brow lifted. “Of course you don’t. How could you? You don’t know the first thing about men. You can’t even hang on to your own man and he’s only a high school boy.”


  A whisper of fear rushed down Mallory’s spine. Luis. She was talking about Luis. She swallowed hard, almost afraid to ask. “What about Luis?”


  “Oh, you haven’t heard?” Smug victory spread across Dakota’s face. “Your boyfriend fucked your best friend up at the lake last night. Everyone in town is talking about it.”


  A gasp echoed from the doorway, and Mallory knew Marisol was standing there listening, but she couldn’t turn to look. “N-no. That’s not true.”


  “Oh, it’s true,” Dakota said, twisting the knife. “Adam Glenn saw them together on a blanket by the lake getting all hot and heavy, and I heard when he asked Lacey after church today if that was them, she didn’t deny it.”


  “I...” Mallory’s legs grew weak, and she reached out for the table. “I don’t believe it.”


  But even as she said the words, she knew they were a lie. Something had happened last night. She’d felt it when Luis had stood outside her bedroom window and confessed his feelings. She just never in a million years thought it would be this.


  Dakota laughed, but the sound held no humor. “Still so naïve. Your boyfriend is a lying, cheating son of a bitch, Mallory. Just like you. I hope you’re both extremely happy together.”


  The screen door slammed shut with a crack, but Mallory barely heard it. Because her legs gave out before she even knew what was happening.
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  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 thatmeans 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!


  


  


  Dance in the Wind


  Rising Storm Episode 4


  By Jennifer Probst


  Coming October 15, 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.


  


  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.


  


  * * * *


  


  Celeste looked fragile, standing next to her husband. Her gray eyes were haunted, and fine lines bracketed her face that told him she rarely slept. He knew the signs well. She smiled tentatively and reached out to touch his arm. “Welcome home, Logan. Everyone’s missed you.”


  Her husband, Travis, held her elbow as if without his support, she’d collapse. “Thank you for serving our country, son.”


  The words hit him hard and he gritted his teeth. “I’m so sorry to hear about Jacob. I tried to get my release early to attend the funeral but I wasn’t able to.”


  Celeste nodded. “Of course, we completely understand.” She took a deep breath as if looking for strength. “Jacob would’ve understood. We’re all so proud of you.”


  “I can’t imagine what a rough time this is for you. If I can do anything—anything at all, please let me know.”


  “We appreciate it,” Travis said. Even though he held his wife, when he looked down at her face there was a faint distance there. So different from when his father and mother shared a glance. As if the Salts went through the motions but the intimacy was gone. Of course, losing a child could do that to a marriage.


  He didn’t have time to mull it over though, because Ginny suddenly stepped forward, a tentative smile on her face. Travis immediately let go of Celeste’s elbow and reached for Ginny, his expression paternal. Celeste’s face lit up a bit too as she stood by, as if some of her troubles were eased just by being in Ginny’s presence.


  Logan knew what that felt like.


  The sucker punch happened low in his gut. A pleasant, warm feeling trickled through his veins. Damn, he felt like he was in some chick flick movie, but he’d never experienced such a chemistry with any other woman, not like this.


  Not like her.


  “Welcome home, Logan,” she said softly, her words echoing their talk in the park. He stared at her beautiful face, glowing with her pregnancy. Smooth, golden skin. Those wide dark eyes, so full of mysteries and secrets he wished he could delve into. Curly black hair tumbling over her shoulders. Tonight, she wore black pants and a simple black lacy top that stretched over her small breasts. Her lips were a deep red. Logan tried not to stare at that mouth, which looked lush and ripe like a Red Delicious apple he wanted to bite into. Her belly only showed a tiny bump, confirming Jacob’s baby was growing inside her body.


  What was wrong with him? He’d imagined being a bit disgusted by himself for being attracted to a pregnant woman, but in his heart, he only recognized Ginny. The girl he’d grown up with. The girl with the hearty laugh and sparkling eyes, and impish trouble she’d get into with her friends. In the years he’d been away, she’d changed. Ripened. There were regrets and secrets in her eyes that called to him, because he had his own.


  It was almost as if they were soul mates, finally reunited.


  Of course, that was crazy.


  Right?


  


  


  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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