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Chapter One

BRODY WOKE WITH a start, gasped for breath, his hands pressed to his heaving chest where the bullet had slammed into his bulletproof vest months ago, severely bruising his ribs. Used to sleeping in some of the most hostile places in the world, he took in his surroundings with a quick sweep of his gaze. All safe. Adrenaline racing through his veins, he checked his first instinct and stilled his hand, reaching beneath the pillow for his gun. He wished he could shake off the nightmare and memories as quickly as he had sleep.

Alert, he now remembered arriving at the old cabin late last night. Clear Water Ranch. He and Owen should rename the place Mud. Nothing pristine about the blood running through his veins. His father sullied it, along with the McBride name.

Just the thought of being on the ranch again set off a barrage of memories, most of him and Owen running wild. He couldn’t pick out one, or grasp the prevailing feeling that went with them. A mixture of happy and sad times, frightening things better left forgotten but relived in Technicolor nightmares, and anger stored up over years, like a river cutting its path until a deep gorge separated them. Instead of spending the last eight years rebuilding bridges, he’d let the gap grow wider.

His stellar military career came with its own kind of horrors, right up until a roadside bomb took out three of his friends and left him wounded, ending his third tour in Afghanistan and his stint with the Army Rangers. He’d stowed them away with the other bad memories.

Two months of rehab under his belt, he returned home to pull the tattered pieces of his life together and mend them into something of a happy future. Hell, he’d settle for dull and normal.

He’d have exceptional if he won Rain back.

He’d blown it with her and let love slip through his fingers. Back then, he had nothing to offer her. Now, he was a different man, the man she always saw inside of him.

Her trail might be cold, but he’d track her, and before she knew it he’d be hot on her tail. That’s exactly where he planned to stay until he convinced her his days as a selfish prick were over. He wanted to put the past behind him, prove to himself and everyone else he could be a different kind of man than his father was, and find that all-American dream he’d spent years protecting for others. So long as Rain was part of it, he’d find that elusive happiness.

Judging by the sunlight streaming in the windows, early morning greeted him. A soft breeze filtered up to the loft from what could only be the open door downstairs. Papers rustled, then everything went quiet. Company. His brother had come calling. Time to face his past.

 

COFFEE IN HAND, Owen had the radio cranked up along with the heat as he drove to his law office on autopilot, his mind on the day ahead. He passed the split in the road that led to the old cabin and spotted the new green truck parked out front. Instinctively, he stomped on the brakes and came to a jarring stop, almost losing his coffee along with his good mood. Eyes narrowed, he glared at that truck and the cabin and knew. Brody was home. Unannounced and unwelcome.

Quickly thinking of what he should do, what he could do, he backed up and took the long driveway to the cabin. Not much changed since he’d come out and put the new padlock on the front door to keep teens from partying and the occasional drifter out. The grass was several feet high. His truck bounced and thudded over the deep ruts and potholes. Garbage, beer cans, and bottles littered the yard. The cabin looked neglected and sad against the backdrop of the Colorado mountains.

Rain had turned sad after Brody walked out on her, just as he’d walked out on this place and left it to the wind and time. With nothing and no one to help, neither was living up to their potential.

With that in mind, Owen walked right in the busted front door and stood in the ruin. This wrecked place suited Brody and the life he’d left behind for others to clean up. Namely him.

Setting his coffee on the rickety kitchen table, he sorted through the contents of his brother’s open briefcase.

Shocking. The thought raced through his mind. He had a few friends in the right places, which made it easier to track Brody over the last couple years. Brody found his calling in the military’s elite Ranger unit. He’d been on some dangerous missions and served his country in two consecutive tours in Iraq and three more in Afghanistan. He didn’t know what several of the medals were for, but the Purple Heart made the reports he’d received all too real.

A grunt and moan carried down the stairs. Concerned, he glanced up to where his brother slept restlessly, caught in a nightmare. He didn’t go up, wanting to put the confrontation off as long as possible. Rifling through the other stuff in his brother’s briefcase, he listened to the disturbing noises coming from upstairs, ending with a sudden gasp before all went quiet.

Brody padded down the stairs. Owen set down one of the bottles of pills on the table and caught sight of his brother for the first time in more than eight years. Immediately, he was taken back to summer days when they’d run down the dock, feet bare, shirts off, the sun hot on their backs as they took a flying leap into the lake. Brody’s hair was that same golden blond, his skin tan—and riddled with scars old and new. Taller, broader, and something else. The way he carried himself. A mix of confidence, watchfulness, and ease. His eyes had changed. Gone was the sparkle of mischief always just below the surface. Replaced by a steady alert gaze that took in everything around him in one long sweep. A few more lines bracketed his eyes, but he still had that same strong jaw, the muscle working even now as Brody’s gaze narrowed down at him.

“Sleeping pills, anti-anxiety meds, painkillers.”

“I thought you were a lawyer, not a pharmacist,” Brody snapped, a defensive note to his words.

“I’ve defended enough users to know what these drugs do to people when abused.”

“The sleeping pills are nearly full. The others are necessary, and I take them according to the directions so clearly written on the bottle.”

Brody moved forward looking larger than life. He’d gained a good twenty-five pounds—all muscle. This Brody was lean and mean. The bad blood between them not forgotten, or even pushed to the back burner for their first encounter. Well, Owen could be just as stubborn and ornery. Hell, he’d taught Brody a thing or two about being obstinate over the years. They’d gotten into a shitload of trouble, usually with Owen in the lead. Brody followed willingly. They both had that same wild McBride streak in them.

“How’s the leg?” Owen tossed out, hiding a smile when Brody’s eyes narrowed, the muscle in his jaw flexing again.

“Checking up on me, big brother? Is that coffee for me?”

“You refused to return my calls. The coffee is mine.”

“I didn’t have anything to say. You went your way. I went mine.”

Owen had to admit, at first he’d needed the distance from their father, Brody, this town, from a past he couldn’t forget or change. The things he’d done and couldn’t change. But after everything was said and done, this place always called to him. Good or bad, sometimes miserable, a few times happy, usually somewhere tenuously in-between, it was always home. He wondered if that’s how Brody felt. Was it the reason he’d finally stopped trying to get himself killed and come home?

“And the leg?”

“Fine,” Brody said through clenched teeth.

“According to these military papers, they honorably discharged you due to medical reasons.”

“I’m no longer fit to send off to be killed. You’ve got to be a hundred percent for that kind of work.”

“Is that all it was? Work?” Owen hoped it was something more. That Brody had finally found a direction in his life. Maybe Brody had stopped listening to the recording in his head of their father telling him he was worthless, stupid, and good for nothing and no one. It took a lot of hard work for Owen to shut that voice up. He hoped Brody had managed the same.

“I needed something to do,” Brody evaded. “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“When are you leaving again?”

“Who says I am?”

“You haven’t been back in more than eight years.”

“I’m here now.”

“Which begs the question, why now?”

Until that moment, Brody wanted to tell Owen to go to hell. But that was the old him, the one who didn’t answer to anyone, carried around a chip on his shoulder the size of the big Colorado sky and was belligerent just to be a dick and get a rise out of anyone standing in front of him.

With a heavy sigh, he said, “Hi, Owen. Long time no see. How are you?”

Owen crossed his arms over his chest and warily went along. “Hi, Brody. Long time no see. I’m fine. How are you?”

“Doing better. I just got out of a veteran’s rehab center. The reason for the pills.” He grabbed a bottle and removed a pill from that one and another from a second bottle, popping them into his mouth, downing them without water. “I got caught by a roadside bomb in Afghanistan a few months back. Lost three of my men, another got hit pretty bad by shrapnel. He suffered some burns.”

“You took shrapnel and got burned.”

“Yeah, well, shit happens. I lost three men. Friends. They had wives, kids. People who loved them waiting for them,” he said tightly.

He’d been living his life on the edge, no one to care whether he lived or died. That roadside bomb had been the last straw in a line of near misses for Brody.

“I’ve been waiting for you,” Owen conceded.

Brody figured his changing attitude and Owen’s confession were as close to an apology as they’d get. At least, right now.

“I know it. And now, I’m here. Home to stay.”

“To stay,” Owen repeated, amazed and something else. Brody couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Look, Owen, I know you’re pissed. I was when I left, too. It’s been years. The old man is dead and gone. Can’t we let bygones be bygones?”

“You’re my brother. If I had the time, we could take this out into the yard and settle a few old scores.”

“I’m ready whenever you are,” Brody returned with a cocky grin. Owen wasn’t really pissed about the past between them. Not if a quick tussle would put the past to rest. Maybe that gaping ravine was just a pissy creek and Brody had been too stubborn to see it for what it was.

No, something else was going on here. Something making Owen angry and edgy.

“I did what you asked. I had the old man cremated,” Owen backtracked. “I still have the ashes.”

“I told you to dump his ass in a hot fire and let him burn.”

“Yeah, well, I thought you might like to be here for that. We could crack a few beers, cuss the man out for being a shitty father ...” Owen stopped talking and appeared to go somewhere else.

“Man, what is with you?”

“You never answered me. Why are you here now?”

Brody ran both hands through his close-cropped hair, scratched the back of his head, and wished desperately for a cup of coffee and some hot food. He should have stopped before reaching the cabin and picked up a few provisions.

“Listen, Owen, my military career is over. I’ve got this business thing, but someone else runs the show.”

“Silent partner?” Owen guessed.

“Something like that. Anyway, I’ve got my disability from the military and some savings. The business is doing well, and I can live a comfortable life doing what I want.”

“What is it you want? You thinking of turning this place back into a working ranch?”

“I might get a few horses, but other than that, I haven’t really thought about it. I have something else I need to do first.”

“And what is that?” Owen asked, his voice hard and deliberate.

“I need your help with something.”

“Spit it out. Why are you here?” Taking a step closer, Owen fisted his hands at his side.

“I need to find Rain.”

Owen cussed, paced back and forth, and rubbed his hand across his jaw.

“I thought about asking Eli where I can find her, but I thought better of it.”

“You bet your ass you should think better of it. He’ll likely kill you as look at you.”

Brody laughed. Small-town people had long memories. After leaving Rain the way he did, and the things he’d done in those last few days, he wasn’t expecting a warm welcome from most people, but especially Rain’s father, Eli.

Still pacing, Owen went off like a machine gun again. “Why do you want to find her? What? You want to tell her you’re sorry for what happened?”

“Man, get a grip. Yes, I want to make things right.”

“What does that mean? Do you know?”

Brody narrowed his eyes. “Know what? Did something happen to Rain? Is she all right?”

Owen took a deep breath and paced again. “You don’t know,” he said absently.

“I haven’t spoken to her since the day I left, but you have.” Brody’s suspicions rose along with the hairs on the back of his neck. “What happened to her?”

“Is she the only one-night stand you’ll look up while you’re in town? Or is Roxy on your list of women to find?”

Brody grabbed Owen by the lapels of his suit jacket and hauled him up to his loafer-covered toes. Their faces inches apart, he said very calmly, “Rain was not a one-night stand.”

“You tossed her away like she was just another piece of ass.” Owen didn’t fight the hold Brody had on him.

Brody shoved Owen away and crossed his arms over his chest. He took a moment to remind himself that half the battle to win back Rain stood in front of him. Owen knew how to find Rain, and he’d tell him, or Brody would beat it out of him. The thought held a lot of appeal, but he’d come home to make amends, start a new life, not pound Owen into the mud.

“It wasn’t like that.”

“No. It wasn’t like that. It was worse. You went to Roxy behind Rain’s back. Snuck into her bed after leaving Rain.”

“It wasn’t like I went from Rain’s bed to Roxy’s. Rain and I weren’t sleeping together.”

“Only because you broke things off with her and pushed her away for no good reason. You two had been friends for years—more than that, for months. She was eighteen, in love with you, and you decided you’d sleep with that bitch, Roxy, instead of a great girl like Rain.”

“Is that what you really think?” Brody asked.

“It’s what the whole town thinks. It’s what Rain thought.”

“Don’t you think I know that? The thing is, my explanation wasn’t enough to make her change her mind.”

This time, Brody paced, then stopped to face Owen and his past.

“Dad ran up a substantial bar tab. He was drunk ... Well, more drunk than usual and about ready to drive home. Roxy called and told me to come and get him.”

“She’d done that a hundred times,” Owen pointed out.

“Yep, but this time I went into the bar and sat beside him, miserable I’d broken up with Rain. I tried to obliterate her memory from my mind and drink away my anger over the old man dragging me down again. Five shots of whiskey later, Roxy comes by the table and asks to speak to me alone. Bad idea all the way around. I thought she’d give me shit about the amount of money the old man owed her. I prepared to tell her what an idiot she was for letting him run up such a big tab and refuse to pay for his stupidity and hers. Instead, she pulled me into her apartment and everything went to shit.”

“She had a thing for you for a long time,” Owen conceded. “She was a notorious flirt, but she chased after you with a compulsion.”

“Yeah, well, I always blew her off. Don’t get me wrong, she was every man’s wet dream. She might have been especially hot for me, but she was hot for any guy who walked through the door. I like my women willing, but not like that. Roxy was trouble with a capital T. I got myself into enough trouble all on my own. The two of us together were TNT.”

“Yeah, and you took out Rain with the blast.”

Brody didn’t deny it. He knew exactly what he’d done, why he’d done it. No excuse for his behavior.

Brody sighed. “Rain was different, everything I never thought I could have. I held on to her for as long as I could, praying one day she wouldn’t wake up and see what everyone else saw. I was a badass McBride, not good enough for her, not smart enough, or kind enough. Rain didn’t think any of those things, but I sure as hell proved her wrong.”

Owen remained quiet and watchful, waiting for him to finish his confession.

“So, there I am in Roxy’s place and feeling miserable for pushing Rain away. Roxy asks me why I’m drinking alone instead of out with Rain. Stupid drunk as I am, I tell her we broke up. Next thing I know, she’s a second skin on me and she whispers in my ear, ‘I’ll make you forget pretty little Rain.’”

Brody could still hear Roxy’s voice notch down a few octaves, feel her tongue slide over his earlobe. Even now, his gut twisted and he felt ... dirty.

“The thing is, nothing and no one could ever make me forget Rain.”

“But you still slept with Roxy.”

“I closed my eyes, gave in to Roxy’s attempt to prove she could make me forget, and pretended that for a moment I had Rain. Worst mistake of my life.”

“That’s the fucking truth.”

Brody recognized his mistake the second he opened his eyes and saw the wrong woman under him. He zipped his fly and buttoned his jeans and stormed out of her place, hating himself for what he’d done.

Rain showed up at his door two days later, said she refused to give up on them, and jumped into his arms and proceeded to show him why they were so good together. Like he needed to be shown. Nothing ever felt as good as when he was with Rain—no matter what they were doing together.

He tried to cleanse his body and soul with the only woman who’d ever really cared about him. She’d always had a way of making him feel clean and good and worth something.

Too bad making love to her couldn’t erase the worst mistake of his life.

“So, you gave up Rain for a cheap fuck.”

“Wasn’t cheap.” Brody planted his hands on his hips, lowered his head and shook it, the sadness welling up his throat. With no more than a whisper, he said, “Cost me Rain.”

Brody looked around the ravaged room, a reflection of the mess his life had been in all these years. He wanted a clean slate, but he needed to clean up the past in order to get it.

“That woman cost me a hell of a lot. The old man still ended up wrecking his truck after leaving her bar years later. Killed a perfectly good deer in the process. Who knows, given time away from that place, maybe the old man would have sobered up one day, found religion and some good humor. Maybe I’d have just gotten older and wiser and decided his life wasn’t mine. I’ll never know because I fucked her and my life. Tossed it all away because I was pissed at the old man and myself for believing I wasn’t good enough for Rain. Hell, I was pissed at the fucking world. Why? Because I had a fucked-up childhood. Couldn’t pull my head out of my ass long enough to see if I wanted something I had to work for it, earn it, be willing to accept whatever came my way. Doesn’t matter now.”

“Roxy’s a hell of a lot worse than you know.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me at all.” Not much surprised him these days. “Roxy thought she was better than everyone because she knew everyone’s dirty little secrets. Most of it was drunken lies told to her chest. Lord knows, her tits were the most interesting thing about her. She is what she is. I made my choices. Paid for them and a hell of a lot more. I’ve done a lot worse than get drunk and have sex with Roxy to scratch an itch.”

“Then why did you come back, knowing that’s what you left behind?”

“I told you, I want to find Rain.”

“To what end? How do you know she’ll even talk to you?”

“Won’t know, unless I try. I’ve seen a lot of bad shit, done even worse. The only time I can remember being happy, truly happy, was when I was with Rain. I want that back.”

“You can’t go back,” Owen snapped. “It’s been a long time since you saw her. Things change. People change. Hell, you changed her when you did what you did, and left,” he shouted the words.

Brody smiled. “You know where she is.” Owen’s eyes didn’t meet his. “You’ve seen her. Has she come back to town a few times to see Eli? Where does she live now? San Francisco? Did she stay there after college?”

“You still haven’t answered the question. Why do you want to find her?”

“You don’t make it easy on a guy.” He tossed up his hands and let them fall with a slap against his legs. “She’s the one that got away. The one I pushed away. But it’s always been her. Wherever I am, whatever I’m doing, Rain is there with me. She got me through Iraq and Afghanistan. She got me through grueling, agonizing rehab.”

“And now you want to just find her and say, let’s let bygones be bygones.”

“I don’t think it will be that easy.” Half a smile quirked up his face. In for one hell of a fight with Rain, he actually looked forward to it. Rain in a temper was only matched by her passion in bed. Which only proved what a colossal fool he’d been to let her go without a fight.

Hell, he’d made it easy by leaving her before she left him.

That gem of an epiphany hit him while he lay burned and bleeding on a stretcher right after the roadside bomb nearly took his life. Rain had been ready to leave town, take her scholarship and make a real life for herself. He didn’t have a single thing to offer her besides more of the same life she was desperate to escape. She had plans, an opportunity to make something of herself, and he didn’t fit into those plans. At least, that’s what he thought at the time. When the opportunity came to screw everything up royally, knowing it would cost him Rain and any chance to have a life with her, he took hold with both hands. The same thing he’d always done. If you were going to screw him, he’d screw you first. If his old man wanted to get on his case, Brody made damn sure he had a reason. If he was going to lose Rain anyway, he’d sure as hell make sure she knew he didn’t need her.

What an enormous lie. He did need Rain.

“I think it’ll take a lot of groveling.”

“What if she doesn’t want to see you?”

“I’ll change her mind.”

“If you can’t?”

“Can’t isn’t an option,” Brody bit out.

“You’ve got it bad for her. Is that what you want me to believe?”

“Believe what you like. With or without your help, I will find her. And when I do, I will convince her to make a life with me.”

“What if she’s already married?”

“If she was, you’d have told me that ten minutes ago when I asked about her. You’d have thrown it in my face the minute you realized I came back for her. Because even I know I deserve it.”

Brody walked to the open door and stared out at his sorry yard. With his hands braced on each side of the doorframe, he pleaded, “Please, tell me where she is.”

Owen shoved Brody out the door and followed him out. “I’ll be in court most of the day. Whatever you do, don’t come into town. I don’t have time to defend Eli against murder charges. Give me today to talk to him before everyone finds out you’re back.”

“Just tell me where she is, Counselor.”

Owen stopped and held on to the door of his truck before getting in. “Make me a promise.”

“What?”

“Stay out of town today. In the morning, I’ll tell you where she is.”

“You’re going to call and warn her I’m looking for her.” Brody had a pretty good idea she wasn’t as far away as he’d originally thought. That would only make things easier. Not that he wouldn’t go to the ends of the earth to find her.

“Absolutely.” Owen gave him a cocky grin.

“Still playing dirty,” Brody said, feeling nostalgic.

“Giving her a fair chance to decide on her own what she wants without you showing up unexpectedly and catching her off guard. A lot has happened since you left. She’s not the girl you remember. She has a whole new life.”

“Is she happy?”

The play of emotions on his brother’s face left him confused. Owen stared out across the yard to the lake beyond. It took him a minute to answer. “There are times she is. Yeah, I guess for the most part she’s made the most out of ... Well, she’s fine.”

“What the hell kind of answer is that? I thought you’d been in contact with her.”

“I have. She’s living her life the best she can. What more do you want?”

“For you to stop fucking around and tell me where she is.”

“Tomorrow. If you need supplies ... And garbage bags,” he said, scanning the yard disgustedly, “go to Solomon. Twenty-four hours. That’s all I’m asking.”

“You ask for a hell of a lot. I know she’s either in town or close by. Why not just say so?”

“Eli, number one. And she deserves a heads-up. If she doesn’t want to see you, you will leave her alone.”

“Never going to happen.”

“Don’t make me give into my urge to pound you bloody.” Owen’s knuckles went white where he held the truck door.

Owen’s odd behavior made Brody agree. “I’ll give you today. Tomorrow, you either tell me where she is, or I’ll take my chances with Eli.” He let that hang for a minute, then added, “I’ve got my own contacts. One Internet search, and I’ll find her.”

“Shit! Then why did you ask for my help?”

“Rain isn’t the only one I wanted to see.” The truth of the matter, Brody thought using Owen to find Rain would be a good way to bridge the gap between them.

“Who are you, and what have you done with my hard-ass brother?”

“Well, Counselor, you aren’t the only one who decided to change which side of the law he landed on. Like everyone else, I’ve changed.”

Owen eyed him for a moment before shaking his head. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Stay out of town.”

“You aren’t taking the day off to help me clean up this mess?”

Owen stepped away from the truck and planted his hands on his hips. “Whether you realize it or not, I’ve been cleaning up your mess for years.” He looked at the yard and house a bunch of teenagers had trashed during what had to amount to several rowdy parties at the deserted cabin. “This one you get to fix.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“You’ll see. You left a hell of a lot more behind than just Rain and me.” Owen gunned the engine and took off.

Owen’s final words rang in his ears. His past was coming back to bite him on the ass.


Chapter Two

TRAPPED IN THE familiar dream, Rain shifted in the sheets, her subconscious taking her to the one place she didn’t want to go. Straight into Brody’s arms, his big hand and long fingers clamped around her thigh as he joined their bodies. The dusting of blond hair on his chest tickled her taut nipples just before his chest pressed against her heavy, tingling breasts. Their mouths joined, tongues imitating the thrust of their hips, and their hearts melded together as the heat between them grew hotter than the whitest star, exploding into an ecstasy she’d only ever found in Brody’s strong arms.

Rain awoke, gasping for breath as her body betrayed her conscious mind. Ripples of spent passion echoed through her.

Great, Rain. Eight years and you’re still dreaming about a man who betrayed you.

But, God, even in her dreams he could make her body hum. “I need a new dream man,” she said to the ceiling and combed her fingers through her long hair. Even in her dreams, she couldn’t come up with a new man to stoke the fire in her that was cold as last winter’s ashes in the waking hours.

What did she expect? Her only point of reference—Brody. No one but him made her heart stutter. Not that she had the time or inclination to let another man into her life when she devoted all her time to raising her girls. One round with Brody knocked her out of the ring of love. It took years to get up off the mats, dust herself off, and find a way to let go of her dreams and put the past behind her.

Yeah, right. You just woke up in bed with a ghost.

She shivered with an odd sense. Trouble’s on the way.

 

OWEN SAT OUTSIDE Rain’s house for a good five minutes before he worked up the nerve to get out of his truck and walk up the driveway to the back door. Without knocking, he walked in and found Rain at the stove flipping pancakes. The smell of coffee hung in the air over the scent of the fresh chopped strawberries on the cutting board.

“Hey, beautiful.” Owen eased toward Rain.

Rain turned and smiled. “Hey, yourself.”

He kissed her on the forehead, reached around her, and stole a pancake from the platter, rolled it, and took a bite, savoring the buttery taste. “Mmmm, good.”

“Want some coffee?”

“Definitely. Where are the girls?”

“Brushing their teeth and hair. They’ll be down in a minute.”

“Okay.” He paced the kitchen, stopping to take his mug of coffee from Rain and the plate of pancakes she’d made for him before pouring more batter onto the skillet.

With her back to him, she asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Why do you think something is wrong?”

“It’s seven thirty in the morning, and you’re pacing my kitchen like a caged animal.”

“I have something to tell you, and I’m not sure how you’ll take it. It’s big. It’s about the girls.”

Rain turned abruptly, spatula held up like a club. “Is Roxy back in town?”

“Not that I know. It’s something else.”

She turned back to the pancakes. “Then, just say it. Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.”

“Brody’s back,” he spit out, sipped his coffee, and scalded his tongue on the hot brew. She stood rigid with her head down, watching the pancake batter bubble on the pan. “Flip them over, honey.”

She did, but her shoulders remained stiff, her head down. “Does he know?”

“No.”

“Why is he here?”

“He’s been honorably discharged from the Army.” When that didn’t faze her, he continued. “He came home to find you.”

She turned and faced him, eyes narrowed. “Does he know I’m here?”

“He seemed to think you were probably living in San Francisco, or at least California after you attended college.”

“Which I never did.” Sadness flashed in her eyes. He hated seeing it.

“He doesn’t know that. After we talked this morning, he realized I know where you are, have for a long time, and figured out you’re either in town or close by.”

“Do you think he means to stay?”

“Hard to say. He’s out at the cabin.”

“That place is a wreck.” She wrinkled her pretty, pert nose.

“Yep. I think he means to clean it up and live there.”

“So, there’s no getting around it. He’ll find out.”

“Looks that way. I’ve bought you a day to tell the girls. He’s promised not to come into town. I told him I’d tell him where you are tomorrow.”

Rain bit her lip, working her teeth over the rosy flesh. “Do you think he’ll try to take them from me?”

Her voice went soft, like a child. Tough and strong, she had to be after everything she’d endured. Brody was the cause of this disturbing change.

“No one can take them from you, honey. You’re a great mother.”

Footsteps across the floor upstairs, the girls would be down for breakfast soon, so Rain hurried to voice the rest of her concerns. “If he tries to sue me for custody, even partial, will you represent him, or me?”

Owen frowned, not knowing the right thing to do, or if there was a right or wrong. It seemed the longer he practiced law, the more shades of gray he uncovered. “I don’t think it will come to that.” He held up a hand to stop her from arguing. “If he wants to sue you for partial custody, as is his right, I’ll do everything I can to work with both of you to come to some sort of agreement. But I will make it clear to Brody that you’re the only parent those children know. He’s changed, Rain. We had some words this morning, and things could have gone the usual way.”

“With him in your face, both of you ready to trade punches.”

“Aw, you know us so well.” He teased to bring her out of her dark mood. She didn’t crack a smile. “But he didn’t. In fact, I won’t say he backed down, that will never be Brody’s way, but he let the anger pass and opened up about why he’s here.”

“I don’t really care why he’s here. The problem is he doesn’t know about the girls. He doesn’t know about Roxy. How do I explain them to him? They’re seven. What if he doesn’t want anything to do with them? Do you have any idea how crushed they’ll be?”

“You don’t owe him a damn explanation. He left you, pregnant with his baby. He didn’t call, never wrote, never told anyone where he was for the last eight years. He left you to clean up the mess with Roxy. He should thank you for what you did.”

“Somehow, I don’t think he’ll thank me for keeping his girls from him.”

“You didn’t keep them from him,” Owen said under his breath. Little footsteps pounded on the stairs. “You spent three years trying to find him. It was luck I found out he was in the military. Even then, they were already three and the old man was dead. Brody wouldn’t return my phone calls, just sent that damn note. It’s his own damn fault,” Owen bit out. The two little nymphs came flying into the room with bright smiles on their faces.

“Uncle Owen,” they shouted in unison and hugged and kissed him on the cheek. His heart always felt lighter when he saw them.

“Morning, girls. You guys hungry? Your mom made pancakes.”

Dawn, ever the inquisitive one, looked at Rain for a long moment. “What’s going on? Uncle Owen doesn’t usually have breakfast with us during the week.”

Rain brushed a hand over her daughter’s golden hair. “Uncle Owen came to tell us some news.”

Rain turned her sad eyes on him. He wasn’t sure how all of this would turn out; he could only imagine how Rain felt.

“What is it?” Autumn asked, pouring syrup on her pancakes.

It always struck Owen how much the two girls looked alike, even though they had different mothers. It was sometimes creepy to see two sets of identical sky blue eyes turn to him, the same as his only brother, Brody’s.

“Well, on my way to town today, I stopped by the old cabin.” He stalled, knowing there was no way to prepare the girls. “My brother came home last night.”

Autumn looked up at her sister, and by silent agreement Dawn spoke for the two of them. “Does he want to meet us?”

“I’m not sure, honey.”

Dawn turned to her mother. “You didn’t tell him about us, yet.”

“I haven’t spoken to him, sweetheart. Uncle Owen just told me he’s back.”

“But you’ll tell him. You’ll go and talk to him,” Dawn said with a hint of demand in her voice.

Rain bit her lip, pushed away from the counter, and came to her daughters. She put a hand on each of them. “I will talk to him. Everything will be fine.”

“Does this mean Roxy is coming back, too?” Autumn asked, looking down at her lap, pancakes forgotten.

Rain bent beside her and cupped her face and made Autumn meet her gaze. “I promise you, Roxy will never take you away from me again.” When Autumn didn’t look convinced, Rain asked, “Don’t you want to meet your dad?”

Autumn shrugged and tears filled her eyes. “I guess.”

“What’s really bothering you?” Rain coaxed.

“Will he take me away because I’m not really yours?”

Rain glanced at Owen and he understood the depth of what it meant to have Brody come home out of the blue.

“Autumn, sweetheart, you are mine. You are my daughter. You have been since the day you were born. God just made a mistake when he put you in Roxy’s belly and not mine. But you are the daughter of my heart, and I love you every bit as much as I love your sister. I would never let anyone take you from me. I’m your mommy, now, and forever.”

“Promise?” Autumn’s lips trembled. One tear slipped past her lashes and trailed over her softly rounded cheek.

“I promise.” Rain took Autumn into her arms and stared over her shoulder at Owen.

Owen got the message. He and Brody had better not make a liar out of her. Autumn had been through enough. They all had. Rain spent every day working her ass off to provide the girls with everything they needed, but moreover, she gave them both the love they needed. If Owen—or anyone, for that matter—didn’t know Autumn wasn’t her biological daughter, you’d never guess by the way she was treated, if not for the fact she and Dawn looked nearly identical. Owen had no trouble thinking of them as fraternal twins. That Rain would love Brody’s daughter by Roxy as her own was more than anyone could ask. Rain went to drastic measures to get Autumn—and keep her.

Rain was right, God made a mistake in not putting both babies in Rain’s belly. But he’d sure as hell made up for it, giving Autumn a champion in Rain. Autumn had really lucked out when Rain stepped in, and stood firm, to save her.

“Autumn, Dawn, Brody just got back. What you might not know is that he was injured in the military, fighting overseas.” Owen cautiously broached the subject.

Unsure how much the girls knew, Rain was very careful about telling the girls too much about their father. She didn’t want to get their hopes up for something that might never happen.

“Mom told us,” Dawn said.

“Well, he looks fine, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t have bad memories about the war.” Owen thought of the anti-anxiety meds and the disturbing way Brody woke up this morning. “He told me he came home to see your mom. I think that’s a good sign, girls.”

“When will you tell him about us?” Dawn asked, waiting for either him or Rain to answer.

“I’ll tell him tomorrow how to find your mom. He thought she moved away years ago. He’ll probably come to see your mom ... and you,” he added.

“So, you’ll tell him about Mom, but not us?” Dawn asked.

“Your mom should tell your dad about the both of you. No matter what happens, your mom will take care of you. Besides, once your dad gets over the shock, I think he’ll be really happy to see both of you.”

Owen wanted to laugh at the disbelieving looks on the girls’ faces. They weren’t too sure about Brody. Both hooked their arms around their mother. “Brody’s got his work cut out for him winning over you girls,” Owen said with a smile. “He’s never met a challenge he couldn’t beat.” He stood and went to Rain and planted a kiss on her forehead. “It’ll be fine. You’ve got until tomorrow. Tell the girls again about the Brody you loved.”

“That’s not the man they’ll meet,” she said defensively.

“Are you sure about that? He was always his best when he was with you. Just look at them. There’s something truly good and decent in him, and it shows in them. It showed any time anyone saw the two of you together. That’s what she wanted, a little piece of what he was with you.” Rain understood he was talking about Roxy. The girls were pretty smart, even at seven. He didn’t doubt they knew exactly who he referred to. “The only good she got from him went straight into Autumn.” He squeezed her shoulder. “Give him a chance to be their father. Who knows, maybe you can put back together a few of those shattered dreams.”

“I’ve done just fine on my own.”

“The operative words are on your own. Brody owes you. He’s their father. Responsible for them financially, if nothing else.”

“I don’t want his money.”

“Maybe not. But it wouldn’t hurt. The girls are getting older, the things they want and need are more expensive. College will be here before you know it.” She frowned and the lines on her forehead deepened. “Take today to think of all the possibilities Brody’s return presents for you.”

“The only possibility concerning me right now is the possibility he’ll hightail it out of town faster than he did the last time,” she said under her breath. Both girls ate their breakfast, not listening to them.

“I don’t think you have to worry about that, darlin’. I do believe my brother has made it plain, he aims to have you back.”

With that, he kissed his nieces on the tops of their heads. Rain’s astonished gaze followed him as he walked out the door smiling.


Chapter Three

RAIN WALKED INTO the garage bay alone after dropping the girls at school. They’d asked her a hundred questions about Brody and what she thought about him coming home. They worried Brody would try to take them away from her, and would he want to see them and be their dad. She didn’t have the answers to those hard questions and tried to explain to the girls as best she could what might happen. She needed to prepare them, but she didn’t want them to spend the next twenty-four hours worrying themselves sick over it.

Maybe she should go straight out to the cabin and confront Brody. Nerves raw, her mind scattered. Her heart betrayed her memories, calling out, “Yeah, Brody is back.”

She’d loved him once upon a time, and that love bloomed back to life at just the thought of seeing Brody again. She fought hard to tamp down her feelings and concentrate on important matters. Her girls. Her heart could just take a flying leap, because she couldn’t afford to be a foolish girl, pining for lost dreams, wishing for happily-ever-after, when she had two seven year old hearts to consider. If Brody didn’t want to be a part of their lives, she’d deal with a hurt unlike anything she’d ever felt herself over Brody leaving her. Autumn and Dawn would be devastated. This could change things for them forever. It was one thing to know your father was out there somewhere, oblivious to your existence, but to have him come home, find out about you, and deny you his love and affection was another matter entirely.

If Brody McBride did that to her girls, she’d kill him. No way she’d let him get away with hurting her babies.

But first, she needed to tell her father. Pop had been there for her from the day gossip circulated that Roxy hooked up with Brody and when Brody left. He’d supported her decision when she told him college was out of the question—she was pregnant.

She hated letting her father down, tossing all his dreams for her to the wind. He’d never said he was disappointed, but how could he not be when he’d worked his whole life to ensure she’d have the means to go to college and be whatever she wanted to be. Instead, she’d used her college money to right a wrong. As much as it must have hurt him to see her miss out on college and a different kind of life, he had told her one night over her daughters’ crib, them sleeping soundly, he was proud of her and the woman and mother she’d become.

It might not be the life he’d dreamed for her, or she’d dreamed for herself, but she’d made the most out of it. She was happy being a mother. If being a mechanic and helping her father run his garage wasn’t as fulfilling as she’d like, it was a good, steady job that allowed her flexible hours to be with the girls when they needed her.

She found Pop in the office going over invoices. Flutters tickled her stomach, spreading out across her taught nerves. He looked just like he had her whole life. That same red ball cap on his dark-haired head, black T-shirt stretched over a broad chest and belly that had only slightly expanded over the years. She knew just how those strong arms felt when they wrapped around her. He’d always made her feel safe and protected.

She leaned her shoulder against the doorframe and crossed her arms over her chest. She took a minute to just look at him before she royally pissed him off. “Hey, Pop.”

An easy smile spread across his face. “Hey, yourself. Get the girls off to school?”

“Yep.”

“What’s with the look?”

“What look?”

“The one you give me every time you have something to say and don’t want to say it. So, what is it this time? You need time off to spend with the girls?”

“No. Nothing like that. Um, I had a visitor for breakfast this morning.”

Pop sat back in his chair and gave her a knowing grin. “Got a new man in your life?” he teased, knowing there hadn’t been a man in her life since Brody. Though he’d hinted, cajoled, and outright told her to go out and find a man, or at least get laid. This, from her own father. He had her best interests at heart, wanted to see her happy and have a full life.

“No, not a new man. An old one,” she admitted reluctantly. His eyes narrowed with confusion, and she plunged ahead. “Brody’s back in town.”

“You saw him? He came to your house this morning?” Angry, his fists clenched on the desk.

“No. Owen came by to tell me he saw Brody this morning at the cabin.”

“Does he know about the girls?”

“No. He’s been discharged from the military, and he’s come home.”

“I see.” Pop clamped down his jaw so tightly the muscles flexed like a pulse.

“He told Owen he came back to find me,” she blurted out.

Pop leaned forward and rested his arms on the desk, staring at her intently. “Is that right? Are you going to take him back?”

Not wavering under her father’s steady gaze, she answered, “Whatever Brody and I had is over.”

“It’s not over. You share a child together, and you’re raising his other daughter as your own.”

“Then whatever relationship we can manage to have will be as parents to the girls. If he wants them,” she added.

“I can’t figure out if you’re lying to me, or just yourself.”

“What?”

“You love him. You’ve always loved him.”

“That was a long time ago. You never approved my seeing him, but knew it was what I wanted. Then. Not now.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Rain. You still love him. You know how I know that. Because I loved your mother the same way. When I was with her, even after she was gone, I loved her. Every other woman paled in comparison, and I could never see myself with anyone else.”

She gave her father a knowing smile, but he ignored it. He still loved her mother, but she knew he’d found a way to move on, even if he kept it a secret. To this point, she hadn’t managed to do the same.

“It’s been eight years, and I don’t think you’ve ever looked at a man, let alone thought about having a life with one if he wasn’t Brody.”

“That’s not true. I’ve been raising the girls and working here. There’s no time for anything else.”

“You’ve never made time for anything else. Guys come in here all the time, eyeing you and flirting with you.”

“They do not,” she said, her eyes wide with shock.

“You never notice. It’s like other men don’t exist.”

“I don’t get you. You’ve hated Brody all these years for leaving me, sleeping with Roxy, hiding away, never knowing about the girls. Now, you sit there, tell me I’m in love with him, and act like if he and I picked up where we left off, you’d be fine with it.”

“Don’t get me wrong, he’s got a lot to answer for, but more than anything, I want you to be happy.”

“He doesn’t make me happy. He makes me angry, furious, ready to kill,” she shouted.

“Sounds like a whole lot of passion.” He laughed outright when she glared and threw up her hands, pushed away from the door, and moved toward him.

“I remember how happy you used to be with him. When you were with him, you shined.

“You’ve got every reason in the world to be angry. I hope you give him hell and make his life miserable for a while. But then, I want you to answer something for yourself once and for all. Is what you had in the past still burning bright, or has it faded to a memory? If you still love him, can you forgive him? Or is it over?

“Don’t answer now. When you see him, take whatever time you need to discover who he is now, who you are now, and figure out if the two people you’ve become can make a life together work. Not for the girls, but for you.

“You deserve some happiness and love. If he can give you both, I’ll stand behind you like I always do. If he’s not the one, you can move on with a clear mind and a heart that’s finally free to love again.”

Tears filled her eyes and she sniffled them back. “Oh, Pop, I don’t deserve you. After everything that’s happened ...”

“None of which was your fault alone. You’ve done me proud, working beside me, raising those girls, being the best you can be for me and for them. I couldn’t have asked for more.”

“You’ve been watching too many old sappy movies again.”

“I love you, honey. Doesn’t mean I’m not pissed about what he did.” The look in the man’s eyes told her just how much anger he’d harbored over the years.

“Kill him, or maim him?” he asked, no question he was serious.

“Well, don’t kill him. Autumn and Dawn want to meet him.”

“How are the girls taking this?”

“They’re scared he’ll take them.”

“Autumn, especially, I guess.” Pop understood the girls had been through a lot.

“She asked if Roxy was coming back, too.”

“Roxy’s got eyes and ears in this town. Once she finds out Brody’s back, she’ll make trouble.”

“It’s the one thing she does well. I’ve already thought of that. I just don’t know what I can do to prepare Autumn. As it is, she thinks Brody will take her away from me because I’m not her real mother, and he’s her father.”

“Brody won’t do that.”

It helped that Pop believed those confident words.

“I wish I thought the same. The fact of the matter is, he could very well sue me for custody of both of them.”

“He won’t. He’ll know they belong to you.”

“They belong to him, too. They’re a part of him. I can’t help but think he’ll want them in his life.”

“Of course he will. They’re his daughters. What you need to do is come together against Roxy. Don’t let her get to him and make a deal, or worse turn him against you.”

She spoke one of her deepest fears. “You don’t think he’ll be pissed I kept both his daughters from him all this time?”

“All he had to do was call. You. Owen. Anyone in this damn town, and he’d have known about those girls. You tried your best to find him. It’s not your fault he rambled around for the better part of two years before he joined the military. What was the point in looking for him when he didn’t want to be found?”

“I know you’re right. I can’t help thinking if it were me, I’d have wanted to know about them.”

“If that were the case, and it crossed his mind, even for a second he might have gotten you or Roxy pregnant, he should have called to find out.”

“What guy would think of that?”

“A guy who loved you and wanted to know if he had a way back to you,” Pop said bluntly.

“Well thanks. That just proves the point, he didn’t want to come back to me.”

“He was just too stupid to think a baby would be a damn good way to stay in your life. When he finds out about Dawn, he’ll kick himself halfway to hell for not thinking she was a possibility. Then, he’ll realize if he had, he could have had you both in his life all this time. When he knows what happened with Autumn, he’ll be angry. After you lay all your cards on the table, Rain, this will hurt him deeply.”

“You don’t know that. He could just as easily leave town again, never looking back. Worse, he could take Autumn with him, demand partial custody of Dawn, and take her away from me for weeks or months at a time.”

“You’re borrowing trouble.”

“Maybe so, but I have to be prepared for the possibilities.”

“You could go to him, find out what he really wants. Tell him about the girls and give him time to settle into the idea of being a father.”

“Owen will tell him where to find me tomorrow. Today, I need to be with my girls.”

“You’ve had seven years. You’ll have the rest of their lives.”

“But today, they’re all mine. I’m not sure I’m ready to share. I’m not sure they’re ready for Brody.” She fell into the chair in front of her father’s desk. “Everything will change tomorrow, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“Running from trouble was never your way. I know you’re scared and uncertain, but you know Brody better than anyone. You know your girls. You’ll know what’s best when the time comes. And no matter how hard it is, I know you’ll do right by those girls.”

Pop watched her while she sat contemplating just what might be the right thing for her girls. And wouldn’t you know, Pop knew just what she wasn’t thinking about.

“While you’re brooding over Brody and those girls, you might find some time to think about what it is you want for yourself. You gave up a lot to raise them. If Brody helped out on the parenting duties, you could get back some of what you lost.”

“Think Brody will babysit while I go on a date?” She teased, just to show her father some of her spunk was still alive and well. It would serve Brody right to leave him with two little girls while she went out on a hot date. Too bad she didn’t know any hot guys. Life sucked.

“If he’s still the Brody we know, he’ll kill any man who comes within ten feet of you.”

“He’s not like that.”

“You just never wanted to see it. You only had eyes for him. Face it, you gave him your heart nearly ten years ago. As I see it, this is your chance to either get it back and move on, or see if you still hold his as well and make something out of it.”

“Well, aren’t you just full of love and wisdom this morning? What’d you stir your coffee with, Cupid’s arrow?”

Pop laughed, stood, and came around the desk, pulling her out of her seat and into his arms. Ah, safety and warmth wrapped up with the smell of engine grease, oil, and coffee.

“I love you, Rain. But as your father, I am going to belt Brody one for leaving you the way he did. Then, I’ll stand behind whatever decision you make. It’s your life.” He kissed her on top of her head like he always did, and she felt better for it, despite thinking she didn’t need to be coddled like a child. Okay, maybe she did. Just once, she’d like someone else to make the hard decisions. Never a follower, she wasn’t about to start now.

When Brody showed up tomorrow, she’d be ready for him. He’d do right by their girls. No two ways about it.

She did think of them as their girls. And that said it all, now didn’t it.

Well, shoot.

She walked into the garage bay and set up to rebuild a carburetor. Damn if she didn’t hate it when her father was right. She was still in love with Brody McBride, Dawn and Autumn were their babies, and damn if her mind was sprouting all kinds of happily-ever-afters.

Cranking the wrench over a bolt, not concentrating worth a damn, it slipped, nicked her knuckle, and blood welled out of the wound. She sucked on it for a second, then cussed Brody for being the devil, always doing as he pleased, when it pleased him.

Well, not this time. This time, she was ready for him. And she had the mother of all surprises.

 

BRODY KNEW BETTER than to skip taking his pills. He got through most of the morning without any trouble. But halfway through Walmart his leg acted up. He ignored the pain, had done so often enough when he was in combat, hurt and needing rest and time to heal. The pain he could control. Lock it away in his mind somewhere and focus on something else. Like what color sheets should he buy for the bed. White or blue? What would Rain like? Both, and the white ones with the leaves. She’d like those.

His hands shook, sweat broke out on his brow and down his back. He reached the checkout counter, every noise amplified in his ears. He needed to get out of there. Get home and take his anti-anxiety meds. Quiet his mind, so he could think straight. He didn’t want anyone to see him like this. They wouldn’t understand what it was like to have a war raging in his head, guns going off, explosions, blood, men dying before his eyes, and none of it real. At least, not here.

Deep, even breaths he told himself and followed through, just like the shrinks at the hospital told him to do. In time, he’d be better able to cope. Time and distance, a normal life would dull the memories and make them seem less real. He prayed for that day.

Mindy, the checkout girl, bagged his items and refilled his cart to overflowing. He’d managed to restock the house with kitchen supplies, including a coffee pot and big can of coffee and cream for Rain. He’d bought new towels, blankets, pillows, anything and everything he needed to settle into the cabin and make it comfortable for both of them.

He refused to let his mind go to that place where Rain told him to go to hell and never spoke to him again. If he had everything ready when he found her, she’d eventually come around and be with him again, right?

Nothing’s ever that simple.

Flexing his hands, rolling his shoulders, breathing deeply, he tried to relax and focus on the total lit up on the panel of the little box he needed to slide his card through, punch in his code, and tell the little machine to pay the bill.

“You all right, Mister?”

“Fine.” He managed to slide his card, but it took him a second
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