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      Jasmine Grace believed love had abandoned her, leaving only the deep regrets of a painful past. Then Steve Lincoln strides into her life—a rugged military veteran with haunted eyes and a heart barricaded by scars. Their connection ignites faster than a Texas wildfire.

      Haunted by his own demons, Steve fears that surrendering to love will unleash the monster he believes himself to be. Yet, their kids see what Jasmine and Steve can’t: two souls meant to heal each other.

      As sunsets paint the Texas sky in hues of gold and amber, Jasmine and Steve confront their pasts, embrace second chances, and, just maybe, learn to trust in love again...
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        Content Warning

      

      

      

      Writing this book was difficult for me as well as necessary. Some of these characters have suffered great trauma (I’m talking child abuse and assault). It may be difficult or impossible for some of you to read.

      There is also mention of a miscarriage.

      Each of these is a highly sensitive topic that I do not take on—or write about—lightly. I struggled with how best to write about these painful topics, and I want you to know they are there in case it’s too much for you to handle.

      I hope, for those of you who have read one of my books, that you know I’ll never leave a character in their trauma, unable to find some path forward. I need to believe in that possibility, not just for my books, but in my life.

      So, yes, there is tragedy and pain and suffering, but there is much more hope and understanding and love. I hope you all find the latter in your lives. You deserve it.

      

      Warmly,

      Alexa
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      Certain people paid penance. Not because it was their role, but because they needed to. I was one of those people, and maybe, someday, I’d have rebalanced my scales.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, trying to stave off the quivering of my jaw. I hoped I could.

      I settled my fingers against the tombstone, wishing, as I always did, that it was Jensen’s chest—or cheek, hand, thigh, hair, anything—that I caressed with my fingers. Not this cold, hard reality I’d lived in for way, way too long.

      Dammit, why hadn’t losing my first true love been enough?

      But I knew why. I’d made many mistakes because of his loss—mistakes that I still hadn’t righted though I worked toward and on that goal each day.

      “I miss you, my love, and I always will. How different life could have been…” I sighed. “Thirty-five years. We’ve been apart now more of a lifetime than you lived.”

      He’d died at twenty-five in a fighter jet accident while in the Air Force. He’d never known I was pregnant, which always sat poorly with me, not just because he would have made a wonderful father—which he would have—but because I’d wanted, desperately, to share the fruits of our love with him.

      I inhaled slowly as I let the old ache of his death wash over me. Mostly, the scab was thick, more of a faded scar, but moments like this brought a lump to my throat and stinging to my eyes. I missed him, still…always.

      Funny how much I could miss the man when I’d lived so much more of my life without Jensen than with him. I opened my eyes, staring up at the dull gray sky. December in Austin was gray, cold…depressing.

      Or maybe I was depressed. A definite possibility that I refused to focus on too closely—because then I’d have to admit to myself why I was feeling so low. Kneeling at the feet of my first and only love wasn’t the place to think about the man who’d invaded way, way too many of my dreams over the past year.

      I rose with a grimace before I headed across the cemetery toward Laurence’s plot. Achy joints and clenched muscles eased as I walked away from Jensen, the father of my boys. I dropped to my heels, grim-faced, to clean the weeds and dead leaves from my husband Laurence’s grave.

      Jensen had been Laurence’s older brother, and the two of them couldn’t have been more different. Jensen was a good man. Kind, thoughtful, if a bit fustily formal, always in need of more laughter and some soft teasing. Laurence loved me wildly with grand romantic gestures…in the beginning when he wooed me. But once he realized I’d never adore him, as I had his brother, he’d changed, becoming bitter, ugly. Mean.

      Not a man I would have chosen for myself, let alone my children. Laurence’s cruelty manifested toward my son, Cam. Carter—Cam’s identical twin—was quiet, thoughtful, even cautious as a child. Thus, he’d been easier for Laurence to ignore. But Cam was bold, brash, vibrant…just like Jensen, his father, once I’d got him to loosen up.

      I smiled as I considered how much of Jensen’s charisma Cam had inherited.

      “I’m still so conflicted about you,” I whispered, eying Laurence’s grave marker. It had weathered, but the stone hadn’t faded yet to the soft, smooth white of Jensen’s. Time did many things to granite and marble, just as it did to my skin and bones—to my family.

      We were still healing from Laurence’s wounds and lies. Well, my relationship with my children and theirs between the three of them were still in need of mending. Having their own children hastened those changes along.

      My children had been incredibly kind to me, but I wasn’t willing to forgive my part in my family’s near-destruction. I’d brought Laurence deeper into my boys’ lives, made him their father. I’d given Laurence a daughter, my beautiful, smart Katie Rose, who he’d cherished once he’d given up on me. She never saw his cruelty. For that, I was thankful.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t forgive him for how he’d hurt my Cam, especially when the cruelty grew as time went on, just as he flaunted his affairs, trying to…what?

      “What did you want from me?” I murmured, aware that I’d never know. That lack of answer would always be a discomfort in my soul.

      Finished with my moment here, I slashed my hand over the grass as I readied to stand. Shock and pain caused me to suck in a breath when something caught the skin of my palm. I cradled the cut to my chest instinctively. With careful fingers, I plucked the small enamel pin from between the tall, thick blades of St. Augustine grass. I ran my thumb over it, a small, bittersweet smile forming.

      “Your daughter loves you, Laurence,” I said, still kneeling though my knees and hips protested. “To her, you were wonderful.” I turned the pin over, seeing the tiny words there in gold: World’s Best Daddy.

      I pressed the sharp tack back into the solid soil at the base of the stone.

      “And you gave me her. How can I not be grateful for that?” I licked my chapped lips. The cold had descended and with it the shrieking winds that dried me out, leaving me a fragile husk.

      “But that doesn’t mean you weren’t anything other than an absolute asshole, Laurence Grace.”

      “Can’t fault your logic or your language,” came a laconic reply and a large, shadowy figure.

      I turned, shading my eyes against the watery, early morning sun. “Heya, Cam. I didn’t expect you up and around.”

      He bent, offering me his hand. I took it, glad to get off my knees. He kept his warm palm wrapped around mine until I was solidly rooted and steady. It took a full breath these days, and I didn’t like the change, not one bit.

      “Cash wasn’t much on sleeping, so I thought the walk down to the end of the property would do us some good.” He dipped his head toward the toddler, who chased a leaf in a circle, steadily heading toward us.

      I brightened at the sight of my grandson. He squealed as he changed course so that he could plow into my shins, yelling, “Gamma!”

      Love blossomed, richer and sweeter than any chocolate, as I brushed his hair off his forehead. He was warm from his exertions, his skin still baby soft and perfectly smooth. “How’s my boy?”

      “Good. Eat pie.”

      I quirked a brow at Cam. “Y’all wanted pie?”

      Cam shoved his hands into his jeans pockets and shrugged, a sheepish grin tugging at his lips. “Well, I’m not gonna tell you no. Yours is the best, Mama.”

      I laughed and doing so felt good. Just as it warmed me, heart and soul, to haul Cash onto my hip and wrap my free arm around my oldest boy. I inhaled sharply, tears prickling at our connection, the love flowing between us once more…as it always should have.

      “Where’s Jenna?” I asked.

      Cam’s step faltered a little, which was something I hadn’t seen him do in ages. Oh, I knew the wound to his calf he’d sustained while on his last tour of duty ached fiercely—and likely would forever—but he didn’t let that mar his stride. Not this man. No, my boy was a force of nature. A rock star in every aspect of his life, not just as a musician. Though he wrote and sang beautiful tunes, and I especially liked the ones he sang with my daughter-in-law, Regan. She was his twin’s wife and every bit as accomplished as Cam.

      Talent surrounded me, and my heart swelled with admiration and love for my children and their spouses. Somehow, against the odds, they’d all not only found their creative stride but found success within the music industry.

      “She’s still in bed.”

      I sighed. Jenna had suffered a miscarriage nearly a week earlier while Cam was away, performing in Nashville. I’d been the one to hold her as she sobbed out her fear, pain, and grief, Cam’s soothing words tinny through the phone’s speaker until he pulled into the drive at some ungodly hour and swept her from my arms, into his.

      “I’m worried about her,” I said, my frown mirroring his.

      He pulled out a Werther’s and popped it in his mouth. “Yeah. Me, too. It’s bad, Mama. She doesn’t even want to go to the shop.”

      He looked lost, squinting toward the horizon. Jenna, a talented guitar maker, had always found solace in her work. And the guitars she created were breathtaking works of art, as well as some of the finest instruments available.

      “How bad is it?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      His gaze flashed toward mine, worry simmering there. “Unhealthy.” He ran his hand along the back of his neck, his mouth contorting with grief. “And it’s my fault. Cash here was so easy. I thought the doctors were wrong, that we’d have no problems managing another pregnancy.” He shook his head, tension pulling at his body, slowing his stride. “I shouldn’t have asked it of her, Mama.”

      I hugged him harder, offering him support. Because sometimes we had to get through. There was no other way to manage.

      “Pie! Pie! Appa pie!” Cash shouted, arms and legs flailing, whacking me with his tiny shoes in the belly and the booty. I heaved him up higher in my arm, ensuring his safety…and protecting my stomach.

      “Don’t you worry, my sweet Cash. Pie’s coming for you, little one. Along with some cocoa, I think. It’s a morning for it.”

      Cash squealed and wriggled so much I let go of Cam to wrap both arms around the feisty little boy’s body. He was beautiful, with Cam’s dark hair and Jenna’s pale eyes. Freckles dotted his nose and cheeks like pepper spilled on porcelain. Every time I saw him, he took my breath because his expression was full Jensen.

      Oh, how proud that man would have been of his boys.

      “What’s wrong with your hand?” Cam asked. “I saw you holding it back there.”

      We’d walked back along the edge of the large ranch that had been in the Grace family for generations. The first grave markers in the cemetery dated back to the initial settlers who’d been among the earliest Texas citizens. The walk was only about a mile but seemed longer when holding a squirming youthful body.

      “Just a minor cut,” I said, with a wave of the offending hand. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Cam clucked at me as he took Cash from my arms as we ascended the porch steps that led to what we still called the Big House, though Cam’s home was now larger. This white clapboarded-side two-story had been built right after the Civil War, making it one of the older homes not just in the area but in the state. Cam had mentioned getting it put on the historical registry, but I didn’t have any interest in the old. My fifty-four years on the planet had taught me the beauty of letting go of the past and looking toward the future.

      My future was filled with my children and grandbabies. Just because sometimes I was lonely, feeling adrift in the hullabaloo their broods created, just because I sometimes wished for a lover’s arm around my shoulders. That didn’t matter. I’d buried the love of my life and the worst mistake of my life. No way I was getting involved with another man. Not even a sexy, irritating-as-hell former soldier…

      An image coalesced in my mind, and I blinked it away by sheer force of will…mostly.

      “I found some of Steve’s peppermint hot chocolate in the back of the pantry. I thought about bringing Jenna some after we get you two situated,” I said.

      At the mention of that man’s name, a curl of heat swirled through my midsection. Steve Lincoln was Nash Porter’s biological father. He was a few years younger than me, fit as the day he left basic training as a young man, and had an All-American smile that made me sizzle. I clearly had a type, which was a military man with plenty of muscle and integrity. My one step off into bad boy territory, away from the straight-and-narrow soldier, burned me so badly I had no appetite for another attempt.

      But, for all their similarities, Steve was nothing like my Jensen…nor was he like bad-boy Laurence. Steve, for all his good qualities, was a pain in the ass who’d made my life more difficult since returning from Nash and Aya’s wedding. Unfortunately, since that night, I wasn’t in the right head space to forget how much he annoyed me.

      “That sounds like a plan,” Cam said, but he sounded unconvinced.

      “Just you wait, son,” I said. “I’ll coax her from that bed. That there’s a promise you can hold straight to the bank.”

      “You don’t have to—” he began, but I saw the relief deep in his eyes.

      He might be angry with me for not protecting him better in his youth, and he should be, but Cam was also my most sensitive child, the one who still needed me most.

      Cam, with all his money and fame, lived on the ranch with me. He and Jenna had added on to his original cottage, creating a stately and cozy home, neither one interested in prestige and size—unlike Carter, who had a massive mansion in the Bay Area and another on Lake Austin, about forty-five minutes from here.

      My lovely daughter Kate and her husband Rye split that distance, living about twenty minutes away from the ranch in a cute bungalow they’d bought last year after welcoming their two adopted sweet peas into their family.

      My blessings grew because I counted Cam’s protegee, Nash, and his wife, Aya, as part of my brood, along with their little guy, Levi, who was closing in on a year old. Christmas Eve dinner tomorrow was going to be a raucous affair—just how I loved them.

      I frowned. Well, I would look forward to this big Christmas Eve dinner even more if I could get Steve to stop joining me in the kitchen. That handsome devil of a man was all about health over taste, and my Southern heart and constitution had put up with plenty of lip from him over the past couple of years.

      I was absolutely sick of that man and his high-handed healthiness.

      That was a lie, and I never lied to myself. Not anymore.

      Steve was attentive, attractive, and he carried himself with pride and purpose that drew me like a fly to honey. He made me burn, and he made me want to cuss and throw things.

      He made me feel more alive than I had in years, which was why I secretly looked forward to seeing him…even as I cursed him and his principles right to hell.

      He was going to make tomorrow a sweet torture, and not just because he refused to eat bacon in his Brussel sprouts. Bless his rigid, fitness-oriented heart.
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      Once I had Cam and Cash settled, I made Jenna my biggest mug of Steve’s decadent cocoa, then a smaller one for myself, unable to resist the alluring scent. Damn the man, his peppermint chocolate was addictive. Worse yet, he wouldn’t share his recipe. He really got under my skin with that rejection…among others that I refused to remember, let alone consider.

      I kissed Cash’s temple and squeezed Cam’s shoulder before grabbing the two travel mugs. While Cam and Jenna’s house wasn’t far, the half-mile walk in chilly weather wouldn’t keep the cocoa hot in regular mugs.

      I knocked before entering, unsurprised to find the place quiet. “Jenna?” I called out.

      She rounded the corner from the hall that led to her bedroom. She had showered and gotten dressed, but her expression was wan, her eyes too big in her hollowed-out face.

      “Good morning,” she said, but I knew the words were polite, not because she thought the day thus far was good. This poor girl. She’d been through so much, and I ached to take away this latest round of pain.

      That wasn’t how life worked, though. No matter how willing I was to bear her pain, her cross, I couldn’t. Instead, I studied her for a long moment, cataloging her appearance and demeanor before I headed toward the leather couch. I settled there and offered her the other mug.

      “It’s Steve’s recipe, which I hate to admit is better than mine,” I said before pursing my lips. I played the role the kids had given me: the annoyed Southern cook who didn’t care for that kitchen upstart. It amused them, which, in turn, amused me.

      Jenna hesitated before moving toward the living area where I was. She seemed slow, as if the lethargy of sadness was clinging to her muscles.

      But the young woman had a sweet tooth, and, as I’d hoped, she sipped the drink. She closed her eyes and exhaled. But it was soft, not her usual gusty one.

      “After Jensen died, I hated mornings,” I said. My tone was light, conversational, but Jenna paused mid-sip. Her brows tugged low over her nose as she slowly lowered the mug.

      “I don’t want to talk about how I failed to carry Cam’s baby,” she mumbled.

      “We aren’t. I’m telling you about how I’d pull the covers over my head and cry until I was hoarse and my head ached as much as my heart.” I paused, waiting for Jenna to drink again. Once she did, I continued. “I would have stayed in that bed—Jensen’s and my bed—and wasted away if it were just me. But I’d just found out I was pregnant, and the boys needed me to eat for them. To move for them. So I did, and I hated them for it almost as much as I loved them.”

      Jenna set her mug on the coffee table and pulled her knees up to her chest. She wrapped her arms around them and dropped her chin onto her knees. She looked so young, vulnerable, and small. I couldn’t help myself, and I brushed back the soft blond strands from her pallid cheek. Jenna was mine, but only because she was Cam’s. Still, I loved that girl silly, and I made sure she knew it. She deserved to know it, especially after the way her father treated her.

      The relationship with her parents was strained and would probably remain so. Even if Jenna ever forgave her father, Cam wouldn’t. Loyalty mattered to him, and Jenna’s father had been quite willing to let his child bear the weight of his mistakes.

      That wasn’t how we did things in the Grace family. I owned my bad choices and did my best to make amends. More importantly, I did right by the kids and grandkids and worked my tail off to make sure they all knew how loved and respected they were.

      “I know what you’re doing, and yes, I’m sad. Really sad that we lost…” Jenna’s chin trembled as tears spilled over the lashes and slipped down her cheeks. I knew Jenna well enough to know that, for her, crying was better than bottling everything up, going to a place where she was too closed off for anyone to reach, including her husband who felt every one of her hurts as if they were his own.

      As I watched her unleash some of that heartache, my pulse evened out and I puffed out a sigh. Getting Jenna to let some of the pain go meant Cam would hurt less, too. I couldn’t do much, but I could do this for them.

      At least I could offer some solace and wisdom.

      “I’m so sorry that happened to you, my lovely girl.”

      “Me, too.” She sniffled. “But I’m so angry at myself—at my past choices—that made my body fail me. Worse, I failed Cam.” A fresh gush of tears spilled down her cheeks.

      If there was one thing I knew to be true, it was that Jenna and Cam were as close and connected as Jensen and I had been. So, when one hurt, the other bled. And if one felt they’d wronged the other, the fallout was so much worse.

      Jenna couldn’t forgive herself for hurting Cam, and Cam couldn’t let go of the fact he’d pushed Jenna to this place. Getting past this issue was necessary if they were going to heal.

      “Oh, sugar pie, you didn’t fail Cam. In fact, he’s in my kitchen, beating himself up with wallops of guilt, thinking he failed you because he asked you to try for another child.”

      Jenna’s hands fisted, and her eyes turned fierce. Jenna would always protect Cam and Cash. “That’s…that’s utter, rotten pickle juice!”

      I slid my lips past my teeth to keep from smiling. Jenna was colorful in her commentary. It rarely made sense to anyone but her, but darn if she wasn’t cute when she was lit with fire.

      “Might be, but that doesn’t change the fact he’s terribly worried about you.”

      Some of the starch slipped out of her posture as she considered my words. She picked up the mug, cradling it in her hands. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “Good.” I scooted over and wrapped my arm around her shoulder, just as I had for her husband earlier. “Want me to call your mama?”

      Jenna sniffled. “No. I want you. And Cam. And Cash. I want…I want to not feel so broken. My mother…well, she can’t understand like you do.”

      “She loves you, darling girl.”

      “I know, but she never fails at anything.”

      Except at loving you, at putting you before her husband. I didn’t say the words, but they were there in my mind.

      “I hate being like this. Feeling like this,” Jenna said through clenched teeth.

      She turned into my shoulder and sobbed. But these, even more so than that first bout, were healthy tears. I held her, adding a few of my own, until she wore herself out.

      “Mama?” she asked, her voice raspy.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you think… Am I greedy for wanting another baby?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “No, sugar pie, you’re not. You don’t yet feel your family is complete, that’s all.”

      She raised her head and licked her lips. Cam would be beside himself if he saw her now. Jenna’s face was red, splotchy, her eyes puffy and bloodshot. But her expression was calmer. Her body wasn’t drawn as taut…as if waiting for the next blow. She was doing the hard work of accepting, and I wished more than anything, once again, that I could take that burden from her.

      “How do you know?” she rasped.

      “Know what?” I sat back enough so I could see her face. As expected, the
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