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            Prologue

          

          MEGAN

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up, Tricia. My mom just called about Grammy Lois.” I throw on the light and wake my roommate-slash-best friend after hanging up the phone. I need to explain the unexpected call to her. Tricia sits up and blinks rapidly while trying to comprehend my frantic words. I don’t even slow down as I babble on about the call. A customer found Grammy Lois, my mom’s sister, unconscious behind the counter of Sweet Beginnings Café late last night. The customers rushed her to Baylor County General, where doctors were able to save her life, but they weren’t able to prevent the stroke from causing significant injury to her brain. It’ll be weeks or even months before we know how much damage it caused, but Grammy Lois will probably never be the same again. Taking care of Grammy Lois’s business is going to fall on me for now. Sophie and Jason are away on vacation, and Mom has no idea how to run a café, so it looks like I’m about to do the one thing I’ve managed to avoid until now. I’m heading to hell, otherwise known as Sweetbriar, Colorado.

      Tricia starts coffee while I try to come to terms with all that we’ll have to do in a short amount of time. We’ll need to come up with a plan for our bakery, Sweet Treats, and figure out how long Tricia can manage it without me. I have no idea how long I’ll be needed in Sweetbriar. God, I hope this is a temporary trip to hell.

      After making plans for Sweet Treats, I start throwing clothes into a suitcase. I only pack the essentials since I don’t plan on staying any longer than absolutely necessary. Tricia stands at the doorway and chews on her nail. “I feel awful for your aunt, but I’m going to miss you so much. How will I survive with you here?”

      We’ve been best friends since grade school, but since her divorce from her cheating jerk ex-husband, Tricia and I have done everything together. This will be the longest we’ve been apart. “You’ll have to come to Sweetbriar and visit. Soon,” I offer, and she looks appalled.

      “You think you’ll be gone that long?” As tears build in her eyes, I hope I’m wrong, but the news from Mom didn’t sound promising. I have no idea how long it’ll take to determine if we’re selling Sweet Beginnings or just maintaining it until Grammy Lois is well enough to return to work. She’s owned the café-slash-bakery for thirty years, so the business is too important to make rash decisions.

      “Do you want me to take you to the airport?” Tricia sniffs, and I debate for a second. Is saving a few bucks on cab fare worth the risk to my life? Everyone knows Tricia is a horrible driver. In the end, I decide the extra few minutes with my friend will be worth the tiny risk of dying in a fiery car crash.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

          HARDEN

        

      

    

    
      I hear my sister-in-law’s ringtone, then her name flashes across the screen of my dashboard, and I debate ignoring the call. Knowing Libby, she’ll make my life hell if I attempt to avoid her. Being the second oldest of six brothers is a pain in the ass at times. At least I don’t have to deal with the holy hell my poor oldest brother, Mitchell, has to put up with daily. Since our parents died in a plane crash ten years ago, he’s been in charge of the family and the ranch. I’m the next in line and plan to stay a bachelor for life. Bryce comes after me, and so far, he hasn’t shown any interest in settling down, either. The three of us all work on our family’s large ranch in Sweetbriar, Colorado. Our next youngest brother is Devin, who has always been the peacemaker in the family, so it stands to reason that he ended up Sheriff of our small town. After Devin comes the twins, Sebastian and Justin. Both always swore they’d escape Sweetbriar, yet both are still living here. Seb is the principal of our local high school, and Justin runs the security operations for our ranch and several other ranches in the area. Mitchell is the only one of us to find a woman who’s strong enough to fit into the Mackenzie tribe.

      Libby keeps her two kids and the six Mackenzie brothers in line every day, all while helping run Sweet Stone Ranch. A call from her late on a Friday evening usually means she’s volunteered me to do some god-awful favor for a church member or family friend. She circles through all of us brothers, so I knew my time was coming.

      “All I’m doing this weekend is locking myself in my house and turning off all forms of communication. The answer is no.” I try to head her off before she even asks, but I know from past experience I have little hope of it working.

      “I don’t know if you heard, but Grammy Lois had a stroke last night. She isn’t doing great.” Libby sighs, and I wonder how this is going to ruin my weekend. I feel for the wonderful little lady who runs the town café, but I can’t imagine how I could be of any help.

      “Mr. Winchell told me about it when I stopped in to pick up my order at the hardware store,” I let her know before she clears her throat, and I prepare myself for the pain. There won’t be warm muffins or fancy coffee from the café anymore. Surely, that is suffering enough.

      “I promised Maggie Sue that one of us would pick up Grammy Lois’s niece from the airport tomorrow. She’s coming in from Naverton, Ohio, to take over at Sweet Beginnings while Grammy Lois recovers. I figured Fisher would be able to run up to Denver and get her, but the darn kid has already made plans. He caught Mitchell in a moment of weakness earlier in the week and got my husband to agree to let him have Saturday off to woo a girl.” I pull into my driveway as she continues down the list of my brothers and why they can’t pick up the girl.

      Finally, I interrupt her, “So, no one can pick her up? That’s what this is all about?”

      “Well, I was hoping you could. You just told me you don’t have any plans except ignoring everyone.” I can envision her evil smile as she expertly traps me.

      “When do I have to get her?” I give in with a sigh, knowing it’s no use fighting the inevitable. I wonder if I’ll ever have a wife who can trap me as easily as Libby has learned to trap all of us.

      Walking through the door of the main house, I see my niece, Allie, in the living room. “Hey, any idea where I can find Fisher?” I ask, walking through the doorway.

      Libby’s miniature looks up from her cross-stitch then smirks and replies, “You need boobs and a killer ass for him to respond to you, but he’s in his room trying to beg Misty Rylan to go to the movies with him.”

      Shaking my head, I let her know, “He’d better respond to my boobless, normal-assed self,” as I head for his bedroom.

      I hear the pleading ten feet from his door. Doesn’t he know begging this early in a relationship is a bad sign? Sheesh. I knock and wait. “Go away,” the little jerk yells, and I pound harder.

      “Open the door, now.” After a couple seconds of rustling, Fisher opens the door and tries to look innocent

      “Uncle Harden. What?” He looks up with his eyebrows raised as I glare down at the little shit.

      “I have to pick up Grammy Lois’s niece tomorrow because of your plans, and you’re still begging the girl. You little shit. You owe me two weeks of grass cutting next spring. And another thing, stop acting like the town wuss.” I see him open his mouth to argue, but he thinks better as my eyes narrow.

      “What did you come here for, Uncle Harden?” he calls as I walk away.

      “I can’t even freaking remember. You pissed me off so bad, it’s completely gone from my mind.” I rub my head and decide I need a quiet night to recover from my family.

      “You know, they say your mind’s the first thing to go.” My asshole brother smirks as I walk past him in the hall.

      “So are your balls when your wife wears them around her neck,” I snap back and flip the jerk off while walking past.

      He laughs and warns, “I’m going to take great pleasure in watching you fall one day. Your time is coming, little brother.”

      Shaking my head, I keep walking and ignore him. I’ve managed to stay single for thirty-seven years. I’ve given up finding a woman who’ll make me consider changing my status any time soon.

      I’m dozing off when the phone rings. I debate ignoring it but see it’s Fisher so I answer. “You’re already on my shit list.”

      “I should be your favorite now. Misty is going to the movies with Tony. I can pick up Grammy Lois’s niece tomorrow.” Since Fisher sounds upset, I don’t celebrate until we hang up the phone. Hell yes, I’ll get my quiet weekend after all.
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