
  
    [image: The Texas Collection]
  


  
    
      THE TEXAS COLLECTION

      Volume 1

    

    
      
        RJ SCOTT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Love Lane Books Ltd]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Texas Collection, Volume 1 - Copyright © 2026RJ Scott

      

      

      
        
          	
        The Heart of Texas - Copyright © 2011 RJ Scott
      

      	
        Texas Winter - Copyright © 2012 RJ Scott
      

      	
        Texas Heat - Copyright © 2013 RJ Scott
      

      

      

      Cover design by Meredith Russell, Edited by Sue Adams

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

      All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

      All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Heart of Texas

      

      
        Texas Winter

      

      
        Texas Heat

      

    

    
      
        Never miss another release

      

      
        Texas & Legacy

      

      
        Also by RJ Scott

      

      
        Box Sets

      

      
        Single Dads

      

      
        Lancaster Falls (Romantic Suspense)

      

      
        Whisper Ridge, Wyoming

      

      
        Montana

      

      
        Meet RJ Scott

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Always for my family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: The Heart of Texas]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sit down, boys,” Gerald Hayes said firmly, his back to the Dallas skyline and his arms folded across his chest. They complied with his request since it was more of a command, both sliding into the leather chairs on the visitor’s side of the desk. They wore different expressions, though both were his sons.

      Jeff was the mirror of his father: six five, strong, and not averse to getting his own way through means others might consider underhanded or devious. He’d achieved good things for Hayes Oil, very good things. Under his control, the company had grown in strength due to some well-placed deals and serious, if somewhat questionable, pay-offs to just the right people.

      It was how Hayes Oil had gotten where it was today: the second-largest oil company in Dallas, with billions passing through their coffers on an annual basis and a staff of over seven hundred in the head office alone. Jeff was a chip off the old block; he knew when to deal, when to back off, and when to buy off.

      It was a joy for an old man to watch. Jeff was sitting in his chair, his back straight. Jeff was calm, with a virtually inexpressive demeanor and eyes like chips of ice. Dressed in dark gray Armani and perfectly groomed, Jeff’s shirt was crisp and white, his tie a deep maroon. His hands were placed on the material of his pants, the nails perfectly manicured. He had an air of expectancy layered about him in palpable waves.

      Gerald couldn’t have been prouder of his eldest son. Jeff was the right choice to form part of the new era of Hayes Oil; he was Gerald’s student and his success.

      Riley, his middle child, only an inch shorter than Jeff and nearly as cold, was sitting just as calmly. Well, nearly.

      He too was wearing Armani, this time a charcoal with a black silk shirt and no tie. He exuded the same confidence as his older brother, but with a subtle difference. He was an untamed version of Jeff. Gerald’s middle child had his mother’s way about him and njoyed the Hayes family money way more than was really necessary. But to give him his due, under Riley’s guidance, Research and Development had flourished. Gerald was as watchful of Riley as he was of his oldest son—but for very different reasons.

      Riley had made decisions driven by his heart, by immeasurable instinct, too many times to make Gerald entirely happy with leaving Hayes Oil under his control for any length of time. Still, Riley deserved a place there. After all, Gerald supposed, whatever his thoughts and whatever decisions were made, it was Riley’s legacy too.

      Riley looked tired today, and Gerald glanced down at the Dallas Morning News on his desk, knowing what was on page seven—the gossip page—knowing what was in evidence before him, and knowing it made his decision easier.

      “How is Lisa?” Gerald asked Jeff conversationally, glancing over at the pictures grouped on one side of his desk—his family, Jeff with his arms around his perfect blonde wife, with his two grandchildren posed just so. It filled him with pride to see the Hayes Oil generations all set to carry on their proud name. He glanced at photos of his youngest, Eden, and at Riley, both alone in their photos—both for very different reasons.

      Sighing, Gerald unfolded his arms, wondering if what he was about to say would change the face of Hayes Oil forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jim Bailey was furious. He could only imagine what Riley was going through at this very minute, and he knew someone had to go and find him before the middle Hayes child did something stupid. He’d watched as Gerald and the favored son left. The older man’s arm was loose across Jeff’s shoulders, their heads close in conversation, and it cut Jim to the core.

      It was Jim who had prepared the legal papers, Jim who had argued against the idiocy Hayes Senior was proposing. Someone had to be on Riley’s side in this whole freaking mess, even if it meant the end of Jim’s tenure at Hayes Oil. He knew where to find Riley. Taking the elevator, he left at the sixty-fifth floor, following the darkening corridor to the map room. It was the one place where Riley could be found if the stress of his family got too much; he would sit cross-legged on the floor, poring over his beloved maps.

      Riley spent hours with the geological surveys and statistical results, his instinct for oil leading R&D to make decisions that had quadrupled Hayes Oil’s output over the last two years. It astounded Jim that such a young man, only twenty-seven, had such an instinct, and it reminded him of the old days, when Gerald and Alan would fly by the seat of their pants to locate new oil reserves based on nothing more than gut feeling.

      Jim hesitated outside the map room door, steeling himself for what he would find within. Riley was rightly going to be furious with him for withholding the legal changes at Hayes Oil from him. Riley considered Jim a friend, and as such he had the right to expect more.

      Breathing deeply, Jim pushed open the door to find the large room echoing and in darkness, the only light from the closing Texas evening and the growing glow of the city outside. It wasn’t difficult to locate Riley. Jim could almost touch the anger radiating from the tall man standing at the window, silhouetted in the increasing gloom. Jim said nothing; he just closed the door behind him and leaned back against it. He loosened his tie and focused hard on the dark form.

      Riley was locked into silent stillness, looking out through the glass.

      “Twenty-two percent,” Riley finally said, his words clipped and tense.

      Jim could see himself reflected in that same glass, hesitating, lost, just waiting for the explosion. He had known—known as soon as the figures hit the desk. For fuck’s sake, he was the company’s lawyer. The one to write up the contracts for handover, the one who’d known the full details for three days longer than Riley.

      His anger at what Gerald had forced him to do was manifesting as guilt. God knows he had wanted to say something. Every time he looked at the young man who’d worked so damn hard for the company, he’d wanted to tell Riley what Gerald was planning.

      Never the right moment, never the right reason, and now… now he was paying for that betrayal. “Riley?”

      Temper snapped and spat from Riley. “Fucking less than a third, the same as my sister!” He started pacing, gesturing with his hands, frustration written in every exaggerated movement. Jim grimaced; he knew that the percentage Eden got wasn’t the point of Riley’s temper. Riley was close to his sister, loved her and her shopping ways, and he didn’t begrudge his Paris Hilton–wannabe sibling anything. No, the point was that it hadn’t been fair at all. His brother, his acknowledged bastard of a Stepford brother, had just been handed forty-eight percent of Hayes Oil and effective control of the company.

      In a flurry of sudden but controlled movement, Riley spun on his heel, throwing whatever was in his hand across the room, missing Jim by inches. It was a map-reader: fifty thousand dollars of technology smashed into fractured pieces against the glass wall.

      And then it began. The words Jim had been expecting.

      “He sat there in his fucking throne room, and he took everything away from me and gave it all to Jeff!”

      The temper in Riley was high and rare, and Jim flinched as Riley stalked around the tables that separated them, with no direction other than just to walk.

      “And do you know why?” Riley stopped, grabbed at the newspapers lying in a tangled mess on the final map table by the door, and in one motion, swept everything other than one sheet to the floor. He jabbed at the picture that had been snapped the night before: Riley and Steve at a club, their arms around each other, Steve with his usual wide smile, and Riley looking somewhat worse for wear after his brush with Jack Daniel’s and José Cuervo. “This!”

      It was the usual blurred image from the paparazzi who followed Riley—the playboy prince with a bottomless pit of money—everywhere he went.

      Jim shook his head. Now he was really confused and couldn’t understand what Riley was getting at. Gerald had explained very clearly that his eldest son was the best for the company, the one switched on to commerce, the one with the business brain. He hadn’t listened when Jim had pointed out the amazing upturn in R&D, the increase in oil locations, the way Riley was so committed to Hayes Oil. Gerald just shook his head as if he couldn’t believe it, or didn’t want to believe it.

      “The photo?” Jim wasn’t stupid; the picture didn’t exactly show Riley in his best light. There was the blur of his smile and an unwarranted amount of skin on display as he tumbled half in and half out of the cab, stopping to obviously pose with his best friend.

      “He said,” Riley paused, a sneer on his face, “that the friendship I have with Steve is unhealthy. Unhealthy, shit. He was concerned by Steve’s association with the Campbells!”

      The name Campbell came out on a spit and a sneer, the perfect takeoff of how Gerald Hayes would have said it, how Jim knew he would have said it.

      “Oh, and also, because I haven’t got myself a broodmare like my oh-so-fucking-perfect brother, then of course I must be confused about my sexuality.”

      Jim winced, both at the description of Jeff’s wife as a broodmare, and at the whole confusion statement. Steve Murray, Riley’s best friend since college, was openly bisexual; but Riley, despite having a varied history with women, considered himself straight. He’d have a different woman every night if he could—younger, older, richer, poorer, it didn’t matter. However it panned out, Riley always had tail.

      “Said I should look at him and Mom.” Again the sneer, and Jim saw how the temper twisted Riley’s normally calm face. “Fuck. Like my mom had the perfect husband in my dad, like Jeff has the perfect fucking marriage with Lisa and her drinking.” His voice trailed off, the venom in it spitting and harsh as he dismissed the marriages of his closest family as mere society-based, financially arranged facades.

      Jim thought maybe a timeout here, some downtime might be good. “Riley⁠—”

      “No, Jim. No,” Riley interrupted, his hands clenched in fists. “Know what he said?” Riley stopped.

      Of course Jim knew what Hayes Senior had said. After all, it would have been Jim who’d written the damn contract.

      Riley bowed his head, his face revealing disappointment at his friend’s betrayal. Jim prayed that Riley would see that Gerald had forced him into this position.

      Riley went on more quietly. “He said it would be okay if I got myself married in the next three months—if I found myself someone, and stayed married for a year. Then he would hand over more of Hayes Oil. Not based on the work I do, or the fact that, without me, Hayes Oil would have been landless for the next eighteen months, but based on a marriage. I mean, what the fuck, Jim? This is the twenty-first century, not the nineteenth.”

      “I know,” Jim said simply, holding his hands up in his defense. “I tried, Riley. I tried to get him to see sense. I’m so sorry.” He knew he sounded exhausted, sad. All the emotions trapped inside by what he’d had to do came swimming to the surface, puncturing the veneer of civility he had to show to the world whenever he was at the office.

      It was almost as if his words pushed through Riley’s temper as suddenly and finally as the thrust of a knife, and Riley visibly deflated in front of him. He bowed his head; his short blond hair was disheveled. He looked calmer, but Jim knew the man well; Riley’s temper was clearly just below the surface.

      “How do I do this, Jim? How do I fucking show the bastard that he can’t win, that he can’t push me to marry just to get what was rightfully mine anyway?”

      Riley looked up at him, the dim light from outside the window casting shadows across high cheekbones and green-hazel eyes. He’d caught his lower lip in his teeth, and the pain on his face was something Jim had never seen before.

      “I work fucking hard for this company. What more can I do?”

      “We find someone for you to marry, Riley. Some quiet Texan debutante who will agree to a prenup, yeah? Someone who ticks the boxes. And then after this prescribed year is up, you can divorce quietly.”

      Jim could see that Riley wanted to say he couldn’t do that, wanted to say that no woman in her right mind would agree to that, but they both knew it would be easy to find a bride. The chance of marrying Riley Hayes was going to bring everyone out of the woodwork, fairly begging for the chance.

      “I can’t do that,” Riley said simply. “I won’t give Dad the satisfaction of winning.”

      Jim sighed. “So you let him win by not doing it, then. For him it’s a win-win situation. Let’s face it—either you let him win by doing something, or you let him win by doing nothing.

      “Either way, Riley, you’re fucked.”
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      Steve climbed over Riley’s long legs to settle himself in the corner. His face twisted in concern. For yet another night, Riley had pushed it so far with the drinking that he was nearly unconscious.

      Riley had told him the whole sorry mess, even to the point that Steve knew his own very fluid sexuality had been brought into play, as well as Steve’s friendship with Elizabeth Campbell.

      Steve was sorry. He’d even said so to a clearly drunk-under-the-table Riley and gotten verbally bitch-slapped for it. Then Riley had hugged him until he couldn’t breathe, with undying promises of forever friendship wafted into his ears on vapors of neat whisky.

      So here they were tonight. With just one more day added to the list of days where Riley didn’t go to the monstrosity in the sky that was Hayes Oil. One more day where alcohol pushed him to unconsciousness in Steve’s company. Steve had kind of reached the limit of how much he could watch his best friend go through.

      “I saw ya, in parkin’,” Riley mumbled, his eyes half-closed with exhaustion and whisky, gripping hard on Steve’s arm.

      Steve blinked carefully, not sure where this was coming from, but pretty sure it was going to end up with a pity party for one.

      “With tha’ Campbell girl.” Riley seemed proud of himself that he had managed to string those few words together, and he smiled. But the smile didn’t reach his blurred, fatigued eyes.

      “Beth is my friend,” Steve said. It was the easiest way to defuse the comments Riley would start making about his dad and the Hayes-Campbell feud.

      “Sheessa Campbell,” Riley slurred, nodding to emphasize the words, spilling half his whisky over his jeans and downing the rest in one heated swallow.

      Steve sighed. So, this evening was going to be one of those “why does my family hate the Campbells?” evenings.

      Riley suddenly lifted his head, fire in his eyes. “Thass’it, I’ll marry Beth Campbell.”

      Steve’s stomach churned at the casually thrown-out words.

      Riley and Beth?

      “Riley, man, Beth just turned twenty.”

      Riley looked momentarily confused, blinking steadily. “I’ll marry Josh ’en,” he declared carefully.

      “Josh is already married.” Steve could see where this was going. That really only left⁠—

      “Jack!” Riley muttered under his breath. “That’ll fuck’em. He’s gay.”

      Steve carefully prized Riley’s fingers off his arm, pulled out his cell, and called for a cab. When his friend started talking stupid like this, it really was time to get him home.
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        * * *

      

      Riley grimaced as Jim stared at him with a horrified expression.

      “Are you sure that’s even legal?” Jim demanded.

      “Isn’t that your job to find out, Mr. Legal Person?” Riley asked simply. “I looked on Wikipedia.”

      Jim snorted, succinctly offering his opinion on Wikipedia as a resource.

      Riley continued relentlessly. “You do the research, then, but I did mine, and one thing I know is this: if you believe what’s being said, then the Campbells are in deep shit since Alan died.”

      “Riley…”

      Jim apparently wanted to stop this particular train of discussion. Riley wasn’t going to let him. “Jim, this could make it a win-win situation for me and for Campbell.”

      “Riley—”

      “You’ve been with Dad since before I was born. You gotta know all there is to know about the Campbells and this whole feud we got going on. Talk to me.”

      It was a plea rather than an order, but Riley could still see Jim flinch. Pasting his best and most earnest expression on his face, he added the one word guaranteed to get anyone to do his bidding. “Please?”

      “Hell.” Jim rubbed his hands over his face. “They had money to begin with. From the early oil days. Alan and your father made a pretty damn good team back then. After the split… well, Alan always had schemes and dreams and carried his family along from one moneymaking idea to another.

      “Then there was the lawsuit with your dad—trying to prove he deserved part of Hayes Oil. Somehow, through a combination of gambling and shady deals, Alan Campbell managed to lose what was left after the lawyers had their cut. He liked to live fast and paid the price. You know the story. He died while the kids were still young. Drunken fool wrapped his car round a telegraph pole. Jack was just about finished with high school, Josh was away in Berkeley, studying law, and the little girl was in and out of the hospital, sick. She wasn’t much more than kindergarten age, I guess.”

      Jim walked to the window and stared out. Riley waited patiently, wondering if perhaps Jim wasn’t seeing the towering office blocks of downtown Dallas, but a much older vista.

      “Beth had been born prematurely, a late baby. She had a congenital cardiovascular defect.” Jim didn’t need to tell Riley what the hospital bills would have been like once the insurances had played out. “It would have cost a fortune to get Josh into law school and keep him there. Alan didn’t leave a will. Just debts a mile high. The ranch was mortgaged to the hilt, still is. So Donna carried on, selling off the best of the stock.”

      “Shares?”

      “Horses. She owns the Double D ranch, inherited it from her daddy. That’s where its name came from—Derek Campbell and his only kid, Donna. Derek had some of the best quarter horse broodmares in the state and a fine young stallion at stud. He trained ’em as well. Prizewinners. Cutting horses that could turn on a dime and stop dead. Could get you close enough to a steer to kiss it on the nose.” He shook his head. “Donna sold them. That’s what put Josh through college and young Beth through her surgeries. But Jack has been building up the stock again. Last I heard, he’d raised a pair of very good broodmares as well as some horses in training for other owners.”

      “How come they’ve still got the ranch?” Riley wondered aloud. A memory was stirring in the pain-ridden sludge that currently passed for his brain. He squinted, trying to concentrate. “I find it hard to believe that Alan didn’t get to use it as surety against loans.”

      “Couldn’t. If I remember rightly, all eight hundred acres of it were tied up in Donna. She’d taken out the mortgages, but Alan couldn’t touch it. I guess Derek read his son-in-law right and made sure it was watertight, fixed to his daughter and grandkids.”

      “Watertight. Yeah. That’s what I need.” A drunken conversation, whispered in confidence, and it could prove to be the lever he needed if Jack Campbell refused to play ball. His stomach churned uneasily. “Get me everything you can on the middle Campbell and the ranch. Then write up the marriage contract, and we’ll call a meeting, get Campbell here to…” Riley’s voice tailed off. He swallowed, standing to look out of his office window, his head thick with hangover, finding it hard to string sentences together with the pain in his head.

      “To propose a same-sex marriage?” Jim offered helpfully.

      Riley grimaced. When Jim put it like that, it did sound kind of bad. “Yeah,” he said a little uncertainly, twisting one hand in another. Then he dropped his hand and squared his shoulders, sudden steel where his spine had been.

      Jim winced as Riley stood tall and leaned down to him. “If your dad finds out I had anything to do with you and this stupid idea⁠—”

      “I will get my share, and I will fuck with my dad. I will get Jack Campbell in, and I will get him to agree to marry me.”
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      Jack Campbell pushed his way through the revolving doors of the tower, the dust of Texas lying on his worn jeans, a battered Stetson in his hand, and denim stretched tight across his shoulders. He paused on the threshold and scanned the foyer, stamping stable dirt off his boots onto the pristine carpet with calm deliberation, and he cast his eyes down the list of offices held in the tower.

      It wasn’t difficult to spot Hayes Oil on the list, given that they covered floors forty-five to seventy-three. His walk to the elevator was blocked by a security guard, who casually looked him up and down and then placed a strong hand on Jack’s arm. Jack tensed. He’d been ready for confrontation but had assumed he would at least make it to the sacred altar of Hayes Oil before he was turfed out.

      “Sir? Can I ask you to book in at the front desk?” the guard said quietly, in a clearly non-confrontational, “I do this all day” kind of way.

      Jack shrugged off the touch and turned on his heel, slapping his Stetson against his jeans and releasing a small cloud of dust into the rarefied air-conditioned coolness.

      “I sure can,” he drawled and strode toward the long front desk and the section marked with the Hayes Oil logo.

      The woman behind the desk was young, no more than twenty, and clearly a little shocked by the man standing before her.

      Jack imagined she was used to urban style; city suits, perfect hair, and clipped tones that bordered on rude. Not, for want of a better word, the dirty, just-off-the-range Texas cowboy leaning on her counter. Jack knew there was three days’ worth of stubble on his face, and he was redolent with the smell of the outdoors. She traced his face with her gaze, and he smirked inwardly as she had to push her professionalism to the front to be able to force out the standard words.

      Jack was used to shocking these city types on his rare visits to town. He made a damn fine cowboy, if he said so himself. It wasn’t that he was big-headed, but he knew he looked good, confident, and just a little on the rough side, a little bit dangerous.

      “Welcome to Hayes Oil. How may I assist you?” she finally managed to say.

      “I have a meetin’, darlin’.” He intentionally played up his Texas accent, his voice verging on a drawling growl and his g’s getting lost in the translation.

      “Can I ask your name?” Her fingers flew over the thin keyboard.

      “Campbell,” he informed her. “Jack Campbell, C. A. M. P. B. E. L. L.” She typed the letters without hesitation, and Jack smiled wryly. She was apparently new to Hayes Oil if she hadn’t been privy to the office gossip around the Campbell-Hayes state of affairs.

      “That’s fine, sir.” She scanned and handed him a security badge with the Hayes Oil logo and a code. “If you take the elevator to the sixty-fourth floor, someone will be waiting for you, Mr. Campbell.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said softly, clipping the security pass to his shirt, brushing at the dirt he spotted on one cuff. He moved past the guard, nodding in polite acknowledgment and receiving a cautious nod in return. Waiting for the elevator, he wondered not for the first time what the hell had made him come here today. Jack Campbell knew he was the personification of a fish out of water, and so did the guard.

      The elevator arrived, pulling him from his introspection. Ever the Southern gentleman, he moved to one side, letting other people in before joining them inside and selecting his floor. The elevator was all glass and moved upward along an external wall. Uncomfortable with this, he moved to the middle of the small box. He had never really liked heights, and the single layer of glass between him and a fall to his certain death was enough to get him humming in his head to refocus himself. The haze of afternoon sun was glinting from mirrored glass everywhere; the rush of people was a fluid river below. Jack was convinced this was some form of technological trauma on all who visited the tower, wearing visitors down until they broke. The girls who had gotten in the elevator with him were laughing and giggling behind him, talking in hushed whispers so as not to be heard. But Jack caught the words cute and ass, and dirty cowboy, and assumed they were talking about him.

      Jack smirked. Hayes was not going to be expecting a man hot from half a day’s work, come straight to the city with the dirt of honest labor on his body and sweat dripping from every pore. There had been absolutely no way Jack was going to make a freakin’ effort for any Hayes—much to his mother’s disgust.

      “You’re as good as they are,” she’d said as he climbed into his battered Ford truck. “Going as you are, what are you trying to say?”

      “That I work hard and I don’t have time for their bullshit, Momma,” he’d said tiredly, pulling her into a final hug as she tutted and fussed with his shirt, fastening more buttons and hiding his chest from view.

      They had looked at the letter again this morning as he considered the final decision whether to go or not. It wasn’t even direct from Hayes Oil, but was a private letter from a Jim Bailey, inviting him for a discussion with one Riley Hayes at 2:00 p.m. on the next Tuesday. Today. The letter said they hoped he could make it, and that the reason for the meeting couldn’t really be detailed in the letter. It was a sensitive subject, one that might well be to Jack Campbell’s advantage.

      “I don’t like it.” Donna had looked concerned when she read it.

      That was a perpetual expression on her face these days, and Jack hated that there was seemingly nothing he could do to help or to make her life easier.

      “I’m just going to see what shit they’re trying to stir. I’ll be there and back in an afternoon.”

      “Don’t agree to anything. Don’t sign anything.”

      “Momma, I’m not Dad.”

      They had no secrets, not a single one between Jack and his momma. Jack was more than aware of the kind of deals and plans his dad had made that had pulled the D lower and lower every week. Sunk into depression and drinking, Alan Campbell was far from ideal parenting material and not very much of a husband. Jack had been the unofficial man of the house from the minute Josh left to go to the University of California, Berkeley, School of Law.

      That didn’t change when his father died or when Josh returned. Josh didn’t stay home long. He moved out to practice law in Fort Worth. Jack and Donna juggled the ranch, the only thing left to the Campbell family now, and that only because it had remained outside of his father’s involvement.

      “You will never be like your dad.”

      His mom’s words resonated in his head, and Jack held on to them as the elevator lights indicated each floor. The whispering girls got off on thirty-nine—Jack inclined his head politely as they left. That left him and a suited guy on his cell phone, tapping furiously at tiny keys and muttering under his breath. Business guy got out at fifty-seven, which left Jack with, he guessed, thirty seconds to prepare himself for whatever was behind the doors when they opened on the floor he needed.

      Casually he turned away from the glass and toward the mirrored wall at the back. What he saw made him smile wryly again. He was the epitome of the cowboy rancher, from the dirt under his nails to the Stetson worn for practicality and not for fashion, to the scruffy leather boots on his feet. He didn’t know what Riley was expecting; he didn’t know much about the middle Hayes at all.

      “Riley is the middle child. I don’t hear much in the way of bad things about him, but you got to know he’s a Hayes.”

      “I know.”

      “He’s different from Jeff, but still⁠—”

      “Stop worrying, Momma. He’s a kid with too much money and no sense to back it up. I can handle this.”

      Sure he could handle this, he thought wryly, and sighed as the elevator indicated his floor. He waited for the doors to open, blinking at the man who stood on the other side of the glass door. He looked to be in his late forties, with a neat beard and a sharp, clearly expensive, pale gray suit. His hands were in his pockets and his face set in a practiced smile. The doors slid open and the man extended a hand to Jack in welcome.

      “Mr. Campbell,” he said politely as they exchanged a firm handshake. “Jim Bailey, personal lawyer for the Hayes family.” He inclined his head for Jack to walk with him. “I guess you got my letter.”

      It was a rhetorical question, and if Bailey was expecting Jack to be stupid enough to answer it, he was twisting in the wind.

      Bailey finished carefully, stopping at the door marked with a simple room number and nothing else. “Mr. Hayes is waiting for us in the map room.” He knocked, listened for the “Enter,” and opened the door. Then he stood aside to allow Jack to go in first.

      It was brightly lit inside the room this Bailey guy called the map room, and Jack’s first glance showed him charts adorning walls, large papers rolled in piles to one side, and others spread out on tables alongside PCs. Each table was lit from beneath, for seeing small details on the topographical maps, Jack guessed.

      No sign of the elusive Riley, he thought as he scanned the room, then started as a face suddenly appeared from behind one of the map desks. Bizarrely, the man had been sitting on the floor, hidden from view. He unfolded long legs to stand tall in front of Jack.

      “Campbell,” Riley Hayes said simply, and he extended his hand in greeting.

      Not much Texan in that voice.

      Jack moved forward, cocking his hip against the table and leaning. “Hayes,” he replied, his voice deliberately redolent of the South. He grasped the outstretched hand and shook it firmly.

      “You got our letter.” Riley released Jack’s hand quickly and eased away.

      “I got the letter from Mr. Bailey,” Jack agreed carefully, his eyes trailing across every inch of the man in front of him.

      It was the first time he’d met Riley. Their social circles were very different. Beth’s friend, Steve, though, moved cheerfully between both. The Murray family had money and standing, and Steve had a lot to say about the older Hayes brother, none of it complimentary. Jeff, it seemed, loudly expressed the same hate for anyone with the Campbell surname as Hayes Senior did, and Jack wondered if Riley felt the same way.

      “It was deliberately vague,” Riley began, “because there is something… well, quite a few things we need to discuss.”

      “I’ll leave you both,” Jim said abruptly and left.

      Jack had the feeling the man wasn’t one hundred percent behind his boss on whatever this was. He was curious, but he was not going to show it. “Is your daddy joining us?” he finally asked, cataloguing every expression that crossed Riley’s face at his words.

      Disbelief? And was that anger? Interesting.

      “What we talk about here has nothing to do with my father,” Riley said firmly and pressed his lips together in a determined line. He moved one of his hands to touch his hair and then lowered it. Jack followed the action, taking in the perfectly gelled spikes pushed back off a high forehead, the hand that hovered uncertainly and then dropped. It was telling to see an unconscious habit that maybe Riley was trying to contain, along with any hint of personality, in his thousand-dollar suit and his carefully knotted sapphire blue tie.

      “So, why am I here, Hayes?”

      Cut to the chase, always the best way.

      “Riley. Please… call me Riley.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes. This was altogether far too friendly. No Hayes had ever approached him, let alone asked him to use first names.

      “Jack,” he finally offered, then followed Riley through a side door and into an office.

      There was no name on the door, but it was a plush, thickly carpeted corner space, shiny and wooden smart, with a stunning view of the city.

      “Coffee?” Riley offered, gesturing toward some kind of coffee machine that had possibly been made from bits of the space shuttle, judging by its gleaming silver shine.

      Jack was not going to be pandered to. “Let’s just get on with whatever Hayes scheme is gonna screw with the Campbells this time,” he stated tiredly. He owed it to his family to find out what they wanted, but playing games was not on his list of priorities.

      Riley stood motionless by the desk—just stood there, his hands in his pockets—and Jack stared back, for the first time actually looking in the eyes of his nemesis. Riley looked younger than him by three or four years, was six three or four, definitely taller than Jack himself, who was just shy of an inch below six. The middle Hayes was very handsome in a smooth, urbanite way, with his tailored suit, silk tie, and clean-shaven face; his complexion was the light tan of a man who spent most of his time indoors and only had the Texan sun on his face during weekends.

      Riley’s eyes were a mix of autumn brown and green, and he was worrying his lower lip with his teeth, a sure sign of nerves if ever Jack saw one.

      They hadn’t talked before—never had occasion to—and despite often seeing Riley’s photos in magazines and papers, Jack had to admit he’d never seen hazel eyes so clear or cheekbones so defined in a man. Riley was certainly easy on the eyes, Jack couldn’t discount that, well-proportioned and almost poured into his dark suit. Definitely someone who would catch Jack’s eye if he were out looking.

      “Not wanting to screw with you, Jack. Just want to talk,” Riley finally said, sitting down on one of the sofas to the side and indicating Jack should join him.

      Jack took his time, sliding to sit across and almost opposite, hands and Stetson on his knees.

      Riley started cautiously. “I know about the ranch…”

      “The ranch?” Jack managed to keep the tension out of his voice. He hadn’t been expecting that to come up. He’d assumed it would be some shit about his dad again. The ranch was his mom’s, was Jack’s, and no one was gonna mess with the ranch.

      “I know you have financial difficulties there, that times have been kind of hard. The mortgage is a hell of a drain on your resources.”

      Steel shot through Jack’s spine and he sat up from his relaxed slouch, suddenly oh-so very straight.

      “I want to offer you a way of getting out of that, of not losing the ranch,” Riley finished, nodding, probably expecting Jack to say something positive back to him.

      Jack blinked steadily.

      What the fuck?

      “We are not for sale,” he answered coolly. His heart was thumping heavily in his chest, belying the calm on the surface.

      “No, I’m not looking to buy the D,” Riley reassured instantly.

      Jack frowned. That Playboy Hayes even knew the name of his family’s ranch was a shock.

      Riley continued calmly. “I’m looking for another way that maybe I can help you. Pay off the ranch debts, the death taxes, and release you from the burdens of it all so you can make the place pay for itself again.”

      Jack scooted forward, his temper starting to build in the base of his spine.

      What the fuck is this man on?

      Riley hesitated, then stood and crossed to the window to stare at the city far below.

      Jack didn’t push; he needed time to get himself under control. He remained sitting, dusty and temper-tight in his worn denim, watching Riley, who was clearly struggling with whatever he had to say next.

      “A year,” Riley finally started. “I would need your help for a year, with a contract. In return I would agree to pay off every debt, and pay you on top of that.”

      “A year of what? Working for you?”

      “No.” Riley sucked in a huge lungful of air and then let it out in a noisy exhale. “A year of marriage. I want—I need a partner, to be married for one year and for many reasons. Not the least of which is giving me a win-win situation with my father.”

      “Marriage?” What the hell? “You—and me?” Jack managed to form the simple question on sheer shock alone as Riley nodded earnestly, but Jack couldn’t bring himself to move. He just sat there, stunned.

      “So, what do you think?” Riley finally asked as Jack rose to his feet.

      For several beats, Jack neither moved nor spoke. Tension coiled in his body, what he imagined to be a combination of shock and disbelief. “I’ll tell you what I think, Hayes.” Riley’s surname dripped acid as Jack snarled the word. “Your family has fucked with me and my mine one too many times.”

      “It would be beneficial to us both.”

      “Fuck! What kind of planet are you living on?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Jack shook his head. Riley looked confused. He clearly couldn’t see that he was crazier than a cat hill coot. “This crazy shit is a fuckin’ bad dream and a waste of my time.” He’d had enough.

      “Jack, please, can you just listen?”

      Jack paused with his hand on the door handle. “Fuck you.” Distaste and furious anger dripped from his voice as he turned the knob.

      “I know what you need. I know about Elizabeth.”

      There was sudden steel and a sly superiority in Riley’s words. Clearly the younger Hayes was finally showing his true colors.

      Jack stopped with the door half-open. Grief and a sudden anxiety twisted in him before calm returned and he analyzed Riley’s words dispassionately. Anyone who read the Dallas Morning News knew about Beth. It was open knowledge she suffered from a congenital heart problem, had been ill on and off for most of her life, and had spent more time in the hospital than out. But Riley’s tone and the sly use of the words “I know about Beth” set Jack’s teeth on edge.

      Something didn’t sound right.

      Medical bills had piled up, but the Campbell family had worked their way through. It was what they did. They dealt with the crap, pulled together, and made a difference to their lives through sheer single-mindedness. It left them near broke, but it didn’t matter. Beth had gotten her medical treatment, the operations, and the drugs she needed. They managed, and they certainly didn’t need any help, financially or otherwise. So if Riley-freaking-Hayes thought that bringing up Beth was gonna swing things his way, he was seriously wrong.

      Jack laughed low in his throat. “Hayes, after the Dallas Times spread, everyone knows about Beth,” he said over his shoulder.

      That article had hurt. It must have been a slow news week, because some low-life journalist had decided to dig up the old feud story and focus on the next generation. It had headlined as “The Campbell Curse Strikes Again.” Josh had been portrayed as abandoning his family, Jack as the useless high school dropout, and Beth as the poor little innocent, suffering nobly under her death sentence.

      “There is nothing you can give her that is better than what we can. That article was lame and kinda sad.” He turned back to the door, ready to walk away. Game over.

      Riley’s next words froze him to the spot.

      “My money can’t help make her better, Jack, but it can help her get through her pregnancy.”

      Jack whipped his head back around.

      What pregnancy?

      Emotions flooded through him—shock, disbelief, pain, and anger at the blatant lies. He turned slowly, willing the panic and fury to stay behind his mask. What did Hayes mean? Beth couldn’t be pregnant. The doctors had said carrying a child full term could kill her. They had warned that her heart couldn’t take the strain.

      Riley visibly winced, and Jack knew his mask had cracked. He tried damned hard to regroup, to settle his disbelief.

      “Fuck you, Hayes!” he hissed. “Pregnant or not, we’ll manage. She’ll have an abortion.” That was the only solution. If the pregnancy was real, then she’d just have to terminate. He wasn’t going to lose his sister after trying for so many years to keep her alive.

      Riley hesitated, clearly measuring his words, his expression carefully blank. “All you can hope is that she lives through it. It’s too late to abort now, far too late.”

      Riley’s words dripped like ice, and Jack’s eyes widened even as he tried to tell himself this fucking bastard was lying. The thought of his sister pregnant, close to killing herself, not telling him… Skepticism shot through him. No, she wouldn’t have kept it a secret. She would have told him or Josh, if not their mom. Wouldn’t she?

      The overwhelming force of what Riley was saying hit Jack in the gut, exposing an unexpected vulnerability. He knew then that he would do anything to protect his sister, and he prayed Riley couldn’t see it. Jack straightened his spine, shoulders back, armor reinforced.

      “Marry me!” Riley blurted out suddenly. “Marry me and I will get the best doctors. I know people. My money can buy people. I can get the best for Beth and have medical help on call 24/7. All you have to do is say yes. Just one year, Jack, and your debts are paid, the ranch is free from mortgage and death duties, and your sister lives. Just one year.”

      Jack blinked steadily; his head was spinning, his heart pounding. He couldn’t focus on the monologue Hayes was spouting or really register what he was saying. He needed to see Beth. She would tell him this was all wrong, that Riley Hayes was lying.

      Without another word, Jack left, pulling the door shut behind him. He hesitated only briefly, getting his breathing and emotions under control, before heading to the glass elevator. He wasn’t aware of what he was doing or where he was going, he only knew that Hayes didn’t follow.

      He thanked God for that, because likely he would have killed him.
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      The journey back to the ranch was torturously slow. The cacophony of horns and swearing was deafening, and streams of tangled rush-hour traffic impeded Jack’s progress home. It was a good two hours before the D was in his sights, and he’d thought of nothing other than betrayal and fear.

      She hadn’t told him.

      That’s because it isn’t true.

      His beautiful sister was dying.

      It isn’t true.

      His beautiful baby sister, the very person who had shaped him as a man, was hiding something so vitally important from him?

      It can’t be true.

      He found her sitting quietly in the sunroom, the early-evening light putting an ethereal glow about her head as she bent over her book, her lips moving soundlessly to the music in her iPod. Beth looked impossibly young, heartbreakingly beautiful, and fragile. But as if a veil had been lifted from his eyes, Jack saw how much paler she was than normal. His eyes instinctively went to her belly, looking for a sign, anything, that would prove Riley Hayes wrong.

      He moved closer, and Beth started at the sudden intrusion into her space.

      She pulled the ear buds out and smiled up at him. The smile turned to a frown as she saw the expression he could not keep from his face. She watched without a word as he fell to his knees next to her chair, his hands curled into the hem of her dress, pleading silently.

      And he saw when the realization hit her that he knew…

      “Beth—” His voice broke and tears blurred his vision, but not enough that he couldn’t see the tears beginning to track down her pale cheeks. He didn’t need to ask if it was true. He could see it in her face, see the pain there, the guilt. “Why—why couldn’t you tell me?”

      You tell me everything.

      The book on her lap dropped to the floor, the noise breaking into her own sobs, and she caught Jack’s hand tight, pushing it against her stomach. She was only just starting to show.

      “I couldn’t kill my daughter,” she said unsteadily, and she winced as Jack pressed his hand harder against her soft belly, suddenly bowing his head.

      But not before she would have seen his pain.

      “A daughter?” he finally managed to push out. He wanted to yell, to rail at her, to call her stupid and an idiot.

      His anger stilled at the touch of her hand over his.

      “Please, Jack.” Her voice was broken. “Please. I’m so scared. I don’t know what to do.”

      She bowed her head, her dark blonde hair falling across her neck.

      Jack tilted her chin with his fingertips and gazed into cerulean eyes so like their mother’s. For the first time, he recognized the exhaustion bracketing her face. How had he not noticed? Not seen her with a boyfriend, not noticed how ill she was looking? After all those years of reading his sister, how had he failed her so badly this time?

      Guiltily he looked away, lowering his eyes. The ranch, the money, balancing the weariness of twenty-hour days, especially recently with foaling so close, juggling the finances of debt repayment against the day-to-day running of the ranch. It had all served to take him away from the one thing that was most important in his life—his family.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he finally asked as calmly as he could. He didn’t want her spooked at his question, but he needed to know.

      “I didn’t want to kill my baby, Jack,” she whispered. “I knew you would want me to.”

      Jack blanched. The taking of life, especially that of a tiny, defenseless baby… To Jack, it was a baby from the moment of conception. He may have thrown the idea at Riley, but he couldn’t condone abortion, didn’t believe in it for so many reasons. But this was his sister, his beautiful, gentle, fragile sister, and the baby inside her would kill her, take her away from him as sure as murder.

      “Elizabeth—”

      “You would have made me see it was the only way, and I couldn’t let you do that. Jack, I couldn’t.”

      “Who is the father? Why didn’t I know you were seeing someone?”

      New tears sparkled in her eyes and she shook her head, obviously unable to form the words.

      Jack looked at the tears, sudden fear in his heart. “Beth, tell me, who is the father? Who did this to you?”

      Beth lifted her head. “Please, Jack, don’t make me tell you. I’m not ready to tell you, please.” Her voice shook with despair, one hand on her belly, the other on her heart, where, Jack knew, scars were hidden under her thin summer dress.

      Panic rose in him. For so many years, he was the brother, the father figure, the one she always ran to. The one who’d held her hand as she slept after her last surgery.

      “Did he… force you?” he demanded.

      “No, he—I⁠—”

      “Shh, it’s okay.” He couldn’t do that to her. What would it achieve? Forcing her to face the father’s identity wasn’t going to solve the problem. “Hush, darlin’, it’ll be okay.”

      She started to rock, not listening to him. “I can’t… I can’t…” she whispered between sobs, turning away and closing her eyes to hide her grief from him. “Please don’t make me, I can’t. I’m so scared, Jack! I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to lose my little girl!”

      She was the four-year-old in a hospital bed.

      She was the ten-year-old sobbing because she couldn’t go to normal school like her brothers.

      And she was the fourteen-year-old told she would never carry a baby to term.

      She was his beautiful baby sister, and Jack could deny her nothing. Leaning up, he eased her into a hug, rubbing soothing patterns on her back, his words slow and careful.

      “It’s okay, shh, we’ll do this together. We’ll do this. It’ll be fine. Shhh, baby girl.”
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      Riley glanced once more at the clock. It was three hours and forty-three minutes since Jack left, and his head was still spinning with the enormity of what he’d done.

      God! Maybe he was more like his father than he’d ever imagined. That wasn’t him.

      Lost in thought, his fingers curling at the corner of a map, right then he wouldn’t have heard if the ceiling had fallen in. Riley startled like a spooked deer—Jim was suddenly standing next to him, his hands in his pockets and a concerned look on his face.

      “How did it go?” the older man asked sympathetically. Riley sank deeper in the couch in a dejected slump. “I’m guessing he didn’t agree?”

      Riley was silent, his head down, not wanting to look Jim in the eyes. Guilt was eating away at his insides. “Not at first, but I think maybe he will,” he finally answered.

      When Jim sighed, Riley flinched, knowing what was coming next.

      “You used it, didn’t you?” There was fury in Jim’s voice, and a very present disappointment. “Riley, for God’s sake! You said you wouldn’t go that far!”

      Riley looked up. “I didn’t have a choice, Jim.”

      “I’m so disappointed in you, Riley Hayes.”

      “Jim—”

      “You went ahead and did exactly what you promised you wouldn’t do. You’re a better man than this. Much more than your goddamned daddy or your pissant brother.”

      “Maybe I’m exactly like them?”

      Jim was horrified. “You’re a good man, a hard worker. Look at what you’ve done at Hayes Oil.”

      “Exactly. Look at what I’ve done, and look at it being snatched away from me.”

      “Your father and his whole ‘break them then make them’ shit. You can’t let him destroy your self-respect.”

      “I had to,” Riley said firmly. “I had to use it! Campbell was going to walk.”

      Jim moved closer. “You know Steve is never going to forgive you.”

      Riley lifted troubled eyes. He knew Steve would disown him if he ever found out it was Riley who’d done this. Steve had talked to him in confidence.

      He snorted. What did he mean if? That was where Campbell was now, checking on his sister, asking her if it was true, finding out she had kept secrets from him.

      Steve had needed a friend. “Beth is pregnant and I’m so scared for her. What do I do?” he’d asked, a hand over his own heart where he wore matching scars to Beth’s, a victim of the same fragile pulse as Beth herself. For all that there was ten years between them, Beth was important to Steve and had been since they’d met in the hospital when they were under the same surgeon.

      Riley had been drunk—another night where his failures chased him to drink. He’d felt sorry for the Campbell girl that night, given a shoulder to Steve, said all the right things. Then he had forgotten it all. He didn’t care if it was boy or a girl, but he fucked a blonde in a backroom, up against paper towels and bleach until she screamed his name and he lost it with his face buried in her neck.

      Steve had been hurt that night, had needed a friend, and instead had got something-to-prove Riley. Riley had apologized the next day, they’d hugged, and nothing more had been said. Not until he’d blurted it out to Jack today, with no remorse but just one purpose: to get him to agree.

      Jim touched him on the shoulder. “I hope it was worth it.”

      “Yeah,” Riley muttered. “So do I.”

      Riley’s secretary’s voice echoed in the silent room. “Mr. Hayes, I know you said no calls, but I have Jack Campbell on line three.”

      Riley said nothing but worried his lower lip again, and he tasted the metallic tang of blood as he lifted the receiver.

      “D ranch, now. Bring the contract,” was how Campbell started, and then he added almost too quietly to hear, “I have terms.”
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      Riley was aware that his coming to the D ranch had to be akin to having the enemy at the gate. No one actually knew what had happened all those years before when Donna and Alan had married and Gerald struck oil on his own. But the bitterness and anger that Gerald and Alan had filtered to Jeff Hayes continued with all the delicious enmity that Jeff then seemed to enjoy as much as Gerald had.

      Riley didn’t hold the old grudges and couldn’t really see why he should. It had all happened long ago and was nothing for him to worry about. Still, if he could use it against his dad, then that was a good thing, however he managed it.

      As Riley’s low car bumped and scraped over the rutted and potholed track, he cursed that he hadn’t thought to drive one of his off-roaders instead. As each hole shook the frame, the damage it was surely doing to his red sports car didn’t bear thinking about.

      He felt like a fish out of water, seeing the rough edges of this growing horse operation, and he wondered how the customers who had to traverse such a way to get to their horseflesh managed without damaging their cars.

      He would need to talk to Jack about that one. Maybe they should improve the road. No wonder the Campbells were struggling if this was how prospective buyers were introduced to the ranch.

      He finally reached the main house, a modest two-story L-shaped spread. It curved around a dusty courtyard where several beaten vehicles stood their ground. He switched off the engine, grabbed the folder, and climbed out of the car, looking around with a cautious eye. He could see disuse and disrepair juxtaposed with tidy and clean.

      The house itself was tired and worn, but the windows were bright and spotless. The road behind him might well have been pitted and stoned, but the fencing around the paddocks was pristine and white. The horses grazing there were sleek and glossy in the sun. Two barns off to one side looked old, but the corral for the training was a match for the paddocks.

      There were strong contrasts, and it was easy to see that the Campbell money was being ploughed into the horses where it mattered. The ranch smelled of hard work and cut grass, of Texan heat and stubborn courage.

      Unbidden and unlooked-for, the thought suddenly arrived⁠—

      It’s like Jack. Just like Jack.
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        * * *

      

      With a bottle of beer in his fingers, Jack watched from a kitchen window as the sports car drew up in front of the main house. He narrowed his eyes as he saw the tall man leave the car and stare unabashed at the ranch about him.

      Jack knew what he saw—the disrepair, lack of funds, and miles of untended land—and he could almost sense Hayes’s contempt from here. Jack knew what the Hayes spread was like. He’d seen photos of the mansion, for want of a better word, spread low and white on acres of land, and knew what he had here was nothing compared to that.

      He steeled himself. The Jack that Hayes was meeting right then was the Jack he was going to have to live with, and that Jack… Well, that Jack wasn’t gonna make it easy.

      If he was going down and doing this thing, it was going to be on his terms. He was sick of the Campbells being played like pawns in these little Hayes power trips: first his dad, then his mom—whom he’d held as she cried her tears of loss when his father died—and now his sister.

      He blinked as Riley turned to face the house, and he was forced to admit to himself that the man was one piece of prime Texas flesh. If he weren’t… If he hadn’t… Jack sighed, pulling himself together. Riley Hayes might be gorgeous, might be everything Jack normally looked for in a man physically, but all that lay at the center of him was a dead black heart, and that was far from appealing.

      Jack might be agreeing to this for his sister, but if Riley was expecting him to bend over and give him an easy ride, then he was surely mistaken. It was time a Hayes learned exactly what a Campbell was made of.

      The lesson started here.
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      Jack Campbell opened the main door, looming large into the day from the cool interior of the ranch. “Hayes,” he said simply, hesitating momentarily and then finally moving to one side to let Riley into his house.

      “Jack,” Riley replied, nodding, his eyes intent on discerning Jack’s facial expression and his body language.

      He sighed inwardly. If he wasn’t mistaken, it was a very different man who stood in front of him now from the one who’d left his office a few hours ago. This man was rigid, angry, focused, someone who wasn’t going to roll over without a fight. As Riley followed him to the large airy kitchen, he could see iron in Jack’s spine in the way he held himself.

      Jack stopped, holding out his hand for the papers in the folder Riley held, and Riley handed them over without a word.

      “There’s coffee. Stay here,” Jack said, his Southern hospitality forcing its way through his icy demeanor.

      Riley nodded and moved to the counter, exploring the years of scratches and ridges under his soft fingers, standing with his back to Jack. He didn’t hear Jack leave, but when he turned to face him, Jack was no longer there.

      Jack sat in the sunroom, staring at the pages in his hand. Twelve carefully drawn forthwiths and herewiths, all in a different language. As far as Hayes was concerned, it was just a bargain to get what he wanted. Money.

      The attached schedule was the interesting part. Simple sentences, like someone else—not a lawyer—had written them. Perhaps even Riley.

      The schedule was entitled Riley Nathaniel Hayes and __________________; clauses.

      Jack had to smile. Whoever had prepared the draft contract had left the space clear. Jack guessed Riley had a list of people he was going to ask, and he wondered how far down that list he himself had been.

      He scanned the list of clauses. Most of it seemed straightforward.

      No partner shall give cause to make people think that the marriage was entered into for some other reason than love.

      Both parties to act like a married couple in public.

      No partner entering into the marriage will have sexual or physical encounters outside of the marriage.

      Partner to reside at the Hayes home.

      Partner to attend all functions where needed, suitably attired and with reference to previous clauses on appropriate behavior.

      Partner to change surname to Hayes.

      Partner to sign a prenuptial contract as stated in the main contract.

      In return there was a not specified at this time financial settlement on this new partner, and a space left for the details. Jack wondered what it would finally say.

      A sudden sorrow, tight and constricting, filled his chest. He imagined the words there—a promise to save his sister and to give the Campbell family a chance to stay whole.

      He stood, stretching tall, the papers creased in his hands. He drew in a deep breath and went back into the kitchen, his own terms and clauses in his head. When he walked into the room, he found his nemesis facing the window, staring out over the ranch.

      “For a start—” Riley spun on his heel, coffee splashing on his expensive suit. “—it will be Campbell-Hayes, not just Hayes.”

      Jack didn’t move, his jaw set. He could almost see the thought processes in Riley’s head and the moment when he realized it was a small battle he could afford to lose.

      Riley finally accepted. “Okay.”

      “The money for Beth’s care is signed over in trust so there is no backing out. It’s set up so that Beth doesn’t find out where the money is coming from. In addition to this, no one, and I mean no one, ever finds out about the contract or its implications for the year. There will be no big wedding, just a ceremony in Canada, well away from here, simple rings, quiet, and quickly back.” Jack paused.

      So far, so good.

      “I need an even six million for the ranch, and you will at all times respect my day-to-day work here. It is, and will remain, my family’s legacy. The contract will be written so it is out of your reach. End of story.”

      Riley nodded. “Agreed.”

      “I will move to your home. I will stay there for the year, on two provisos.”

      “Which are?”

      “There will be occasions when I am needed here overnight for days at a time on ranch business. You will not give cause for me to be unable to fulfill those obligations.”

      “Why do you need to be here? Don’t you have people to cover you?”

      Temper rose in Jack in an instant. Fucking playboy thought he had people to take over the ranch if he wasn’t here?

      “When the mares are foaling, I could be needed here three, maybe four days and nights. At those times you will come here and live at the D with me.”

      “Within reason,” Riley tossed out quickly.

      Jack chose to ignore that hasty defense.

      “Secondly, I have contracts to honor, horses to train, and my mom can’t run the place on her own. So while you’re doing your thing at Hayes Oil every day”—and he couldn’t keep the sneer away—“I’ll be here.” He could almost hear Riley’s brain working. “Not only that,” he continued on a roll now, “as part of this contract, I want you working on the ranch for exactly…” He paused, throwing together quick calculations in his brain and then doubling the number, just because he could. “Twenty-four days out of the three hundred and sixty-five of the contract.” Riley’s mouth fell open; his shock was almost comical. “It can be weekends, Sundays, whatever. I don’t imagine it will interfere in whatever you do or don’t do at Hayes Oil, but working with me will add authenticity to the whole shitfest. Agreed?”

      “Say again?” Riley’s voice dripped with disbelief as he cast a quick look around the kitchen, and that there, that disbelief coupled with the wrinkle of Riley’s nose in disgust, was enough for Jack’s temper to flare.

      Riley finally nodded, clearly deciding that was a battle he couldn’t win. It was, apparently, all he could do; he obviously did not trust himself to use words.

      Jack was starting to feel tired. He’d been up since 4:00 a.m., and this was pushing even his levels of alertness. “So, there’s a no-sex-outside-the-marriage rule for your new partner.”

      “Of course there is. It needs to…” Riley paused, clearly sorting out the right words. “No, um, for you, no… men.”

      He stumbled over the words, plainly not sure of the etiquette in situations describing what Jack had with other men.

      “That applies to you, too,” Jack said simply, leaning back on the scarred wooden counter and crossing his arms. He had a great deal of satisfaction hearing Riley so screwed up at placing the boundaries around his concept of gay sex. “’Cos you know, man, if I believe everything I read, you get way more than me, and I’m not gonna be taking that in this convoluted idea of a marriage.”

      “Taking it?”

      “You horndogging around on me behind my back. You’ll agree to abstain for the year too. I won’t be made to look a fool. We’ll be married, but I know what you’re like. I’ve heard about the shit you pull. So there will be no affairs, nothing. Agreed?”

      “Nothing?” Riley sounded almost lost.

      “Nothing.”

      Riley frowned. “Do you think I can’t go for a year without getting off using just my right hand?”

      “Evidence suggests otherwise.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Not likely.”

      “Shit. Okay.” Riley raised a single eyebrow. “Is that it?”

      He was clearly aiming for sounding bored, and Jack really wished he could think of more terms and conditions to screw with the younger man, just out of sheer spite. He watched Riley’s expression change from consternation to relief and then quickly to satisfaction.

      Interesting how easily Jack could read his prospective husband. “You know something, Hayes? You’re as cold as freaking ice. Do you have no emotion in you? You sign away your life like this… do you feel anything?” Riley said nothing. Jack got back to what he really meant to say. “I’m doing this for my sister. And for my family. They mean everything to me. I don’t give a rat’s ass why you’re doing it, but I swear if they ever find out⁠—”

      “I have just as many reasons for it to be a secret,” Riley snapped.

      Jack arched his back and stretched a yawn, smirking inwardly as Riley’s gaze slid southward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Even as he stood at the private airport, Jack knew it wasn’t too late. He could tear up the contract. He had lawyers, the deal had been made under duress, and no court of law would uphold it, surely. His brother was a lawyer—he’d fight it for him. Images of Beth came to the front of his mind, Beth with tears on her pale cheeks and her hand held protectively over his unborn niece. That pushed Jack’s feet to move those final few yards.

      He couldn’t even tell her he was going or what he was doing, but dammit, he wanted to. As he’d held her close for a hug last night, a reassuring “don’t worry, it will be fine” hug, the words to describe what he was going to do had been on the tip of his tongue. Instead he took the coward’s way out, leaving a message on her cell.

      Don’t worry. I’ve just got a potential buyer and I’m going to havta schmooze. Back day after tomorrow. Love ya, Beth. Look after yourself.

      He left a similar one for his mother.

      Jack put the cell in his pocket, hefted his backpack over his shoulder, and looked up at the red Hayes Oil logo emblazoned down the side of the jet parked up on one side of the runway. It figured that Hayes would have his own plane. Jack seemed to remember Beth commenting on it when she was reading some glossy spread about Dallas pseudo royalty. As he stood at the bottom of the steps, he realized the next footfall he took really would seal his fate. He’d be leaving the Texas he knew and entering the world of Riley Hayes.

      Steeling himself, he climbed the steps, automatically ducking his head to enter the cool interior and stopping on the threshold as images assaulted his senses.

      Luxury. Leather. Carpet. Someone stood to take his carry-on and usher him to a seating area complete with a large flat-screen television and two different gaming machines. The Hayes Oil logo was embroidered on everything from belts to napkins. Jack rolled his eyes and sat down. He fumbled with the seat belt, glancing up when Riley slid into the seat opposite him.

      This was the first time they’d seen each other since the meeting two days before. The paperwork had been exchanged by courier. There’d been no phone calls, just a text to state that everything had been arranged, with simple instructions that Jack should make his way to the airport at a particular time.

      Riley was wearing jeans, a black T-shirt, and a worn, dark leather jacket across his broad shoulders. It was something of a shock to see him dressed so casually. He welcomed Jack aboard with a half-smile, and to Jack’s eyes he looked mostly tired but also nervous and restless.

      They didn’t talk until the jet was in the air and heading north.

      “You can shower, freshen up, and take some time,” Riley offered hesitantly, indicating two doors at the end of the large cabin.

      “Shower?”

      “You brought the suit?”

      “I brought the suit.”
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        * * *

      

      It was funny how that grand total of eighteen words lasted the whole seven hours in the air.

      Or maybe it was not funny at all. The flight to Canada was long enough, but each man was lost in thought for one reason or another.

      It was not a comfortable silence.

      Riley kept focusing on the whole sex thing. It was all that filled his head. He didn’t have an issue with the whole gay aspect, though. His daddy might, but Riley had hung around Steve long enough to appreciate the benefits Steve found in sleeping with men versus women. And he was of the opinion love was love.

      “You’d never have to worry about your height, Riley, or your muscles, or your strength. You find someone strong like yourself, and you just fucking go for it.”

      The differences between men and women were never more obvious than with Jack-freaking-Campbell. He was naturally muscled—from his work, Riley assumed—hard muscles that bunched and released when he moved to do even the smallest of things. Riley could see why men would want Jack. He wondered if Steve had been there, wondered what other men had been there. Added to that, Jack had the clearest, deepest, sky blue eyes, the tightest ass, and those kiss me right the fuck now lips, the lips gently parted on a sigh, as he closed his eyes and laid his head back with his iPod buds in his ears.

      Riley just stared, unable to concentrate, as the last two days slipped away in his contemplation of bitten lips.

      What his brother had said to him that morning spun in his head.

      He had avoided Jeff all week, especially with the whole wedding thing filling his waking hours, but in the morning he’d gone to the office. He had memos to pass on, reports to collate, and he never trusted the details to his secretary.

      

      “Lisa wants you to stay at home on Saturday.”

      Riley looked up. It wasn’t often that his brother came to his floor, let alone visited the map room itself.

      “Saturday?” He blinked up at the only man he knew who was taller than him. Jeff was slick-sharp in a gray suit, even at six-thirty on a Monday morning. They’d never been close, but gut-churning anger flew through Riley as it had every time he’d seen Jeff since that fateful meeting with his dad.

      “Luke’s birthday. He says he wants his Uncle Riley there.”

      “I’ll be there.” Riley paused, climbing to his feet, brushing imaginary dust from his jeans. “Question is… will you?”

      Jeff didn’t even begin to reply to that one. It was doubtful he would be there. He always had just the right excuse to be missing for one of Lisa’s family parties.

      “Why were you scrabbling on the floor?” Jeff finally asked, although he couldn’t be expecting a reply. He simply laughed softly as Riley sent him a look of disgust. Jeff knew Riley spread the maps on the floor, knew sitting cross-legged gave Riley the chance to look at the land layouts and the geo data that much easier. It was a constant source of amusement to Jeff that Riley spent so much time on the floor.

      “Fuck you, Jeff.”

      “Whatever, little brother. I have things to do, people to fire, deals to finish. Later.”

      

      Deals to finish. Those three words soured Riley’s already grim mood. The deals sitting on Jeff’s desk included geo searches and advised land purchases that Riley had sourced, from research and work that Riley had undertaken. All of that to be signed off by a man who, by virtue of being freakin’ married to the lush that was an ex-Miss Texas, was now holding the majority stock in the family firm. Well, Riley had a deal of his own, all signed and sealed and about to be delivered.

      But it wasn’t his proudest moment.

      Bile rose in his throat as he sat back in the seat and closed his eyes. The drone of the jet engine was annoying, and Riley wasn’t able to even look at Jack when he had these self-destructive thoughts in his head.
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        * * *

      

      Riley had promised him this whole marriage business would be quick. He already had the marriage license sorted in British Columbia, one of the places in Canada that didn’t demand any kind of residency, and Jack was determined not to let this pass in a blur. He had never considered marriage; his life choices kind of precluded it, particularly in Texas, but he’d always imagined that one day he would find a life partner. He wanted a life partner, but only after the ranch was paid off, his mom was happy, and Beth was well and safe—just after.

      Still it was difficult to remember it all as he handed over IDs, and they hurried from flight to rooms and back again. Jack remembered parts of the simple service, the words he’d exchanged, blinking down at the plain platinum band that sat on his ring finger and then up at the man beside him. Riley had looked alternately calm and then solemn, then just this side of panicked.

      Jack didn’t have time to wonder what the emotions passing over his new husband’s face meant as Riley bent his head to place a chaste kiss on his lips. Then they moved out to a small park to pose for the necessary photos, which the hired photographer took with a camera Riley handed to him.

      Jack knew he probably looked shell-shocked in those pictures, and he hoped he acted the part convincingly enough to give them the authenticity required for this charade. He had to keep up his end of the contract.

      Riley wasn’t making it easy. All through the car journey, the service, and the photos, Riley provided a running commentary on the shit weather, the shit photographer, the shit venue… You name it, Riley had a problem with it.

      Jack, though, might as well have been invisible. It was just as well, he reflected bitterly, that there wasn’t any love lost between them, or this marriage would be ending in divorce a whole lot sooner than Riley intended. As it was, Jack had managed to force a smile for the pictures, digging his fingers as hard as he could into Riley’s side whilst posing, just to let him know he was there.

      That worked. Riley pushed back equally hard as he wrapped an arm around Jack. When the photographer finished, Riley handed over money, and they left as quickly as they could.

      All too soon they were back on the plane. Riley attached the camera to a laptop and downloaded the twenty or so shots of their wedding as they sat waiting for clearance to take off. He turned the screen to Jack as he took his seat opposite Riley.

      Jack fastened his seat belt, loosened his tie, and sighed. He didn’t particularly want to look at the travesty, but he supposed he should. Reluctantly he scanned the pictures and was surprised. Some of them actually looked like genuine wedding photos. He and Riley were smiling and posing, and Jack had to admit, grudgingly, that despite the almost childish anger he’d felt at the time, they looked good together.

      There were some, though, where it was obvious that irritation and distrust lay between them.

      “The whole marriage thing, it’s like some sick joke,” Jack muttered. “We’re fucked if anyone sees these.”

      “Well, they do need to be seen. We’ll just select the best ones. As the contract says, it has to be irrefutable that we married for love and for no other reason. Agreed?” Riley was brisk and to the point, his eyes narrowing. He turned the laptop back and proceeded to delete about half of the rushed photos, growling under his breath. “Jesus, would it have hurt you to have cracked a smile in these, Campbell?”

      “What the fuck was there to smile about?” Jack instantly retorted. He wanted to say, “I said I’d marry you, and I did. I would be smiling, why?” But he didn’t. This was all for Beth and the ranch and his family.

      “The photos just don’t look real.” Riley worried his lower lip with his teeth as he scrolled through the shots.

      “Then maybe you shoulda got married for real,” Jack snapped. “Or used some of your fucking money and hired a better fucking photographer, instead of using a shit camera and that Britney wannabe who was hanging around us.”

      Riley looked taken aback at the snarky comeback and pursed his lips tight, flexing his fingers on the edges of the laptop. His frown deepened, showing his instant anger at the way Jack was talking to him. Jack guessed no one talked to Riley Hayes like that, especially not impoverished cowboys he now owned lock, stock, and barrel.

      “We’re both tired,” Riley began with obviously hard-won patience. He sounded as if he were talking to a small child who needed a nap. “It’s been a long day. When we get in the air, you should go an’ get another shower or something, maybe calm down.”

      “Excuse me?” Jack was deceptively quiet, his fingers hovering over the fastened belt, just needing the excuse to release it and slap this guy down after his day from hell.

      Riley scowled. “I just said⁠—”

      “I heard what you said. I’ll have a shower when I want one, not when I’m told to.”

      “No one is going to believe we are married for real if you keep bitching back at me like some kind of⁠—”

      “Some kind of what? Husband?”

      Score one for me.

      “Look, Campbell⁠—”

      “That’s Campbell-Hayes,” Jack snapped angrily. “At least get that in your head, because if I’m doing this, then you’d better be the fuck behind it.”

      “I won’t forget the name again. I have as much to lose as you do if this goes south,” Riley said, suddenly looking very tired of this whole mess.

      “What? What do you stand to lose?”

      “My share of what’s rightfully mine.”

      “Money.” Jack dismissed the reason instantly and out of hand. This was a tired and very old argument. “I’ve had enough honeymoon, thanks. Wake me when we get back.” He pushed the buds of his iPod into his ears and closed his eyes. As the music washed over him, he couldn’t help but focus on what had happened today. Not for the first time he wondered what the hell he was doing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The plane landed after lunch, and the Texas sun was hot and welcoming after the cold Vancouver air.

      “What now?” Jack said carefully as they hurried toward the chauffer-driven car waiting for them. His nerves were on edge, the start of a headache lurked behind his eyes, and he just wanted this to be over.

      “I emailed the best photo and the report on the wedding to the Times,” Riley replied quickly.

      “You did what?” Jack’s temper rose quicker than the sun heat the back of his neck and Riley backed away, his hands up, placating.

      “We need to announce it somehow. I just did it anonymously.”

      “My family doesn’t even know!” Panic laced Jack’s voice and fear clenched in his stomach. Why the hell had Riley done something so stupid without discussing it with Jack? His family should hear it from him first. “I need to tell my freakin’ family, you idiot! They are gonna go crazy when they see it, and you just—shit.” He had no words for the stupidity that was Riley-freakin’-Hayes. Biting his tongue, Jack climbed into the chauffer-driven car and spat out directions to the ranch. He looked out at Riley expectantly. The man was standing there, unmoving, his bags at his feet. His expression was thoughtful and he was twisting his new ring nervously.

      “Yours first, then mine,” Riley finally said, and Jack nodded, eager to be doing something.
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        * * *

      

      “Momma, you know Riley…”

      Jack had planned and practiced the whole way home.

      “Mom, I’m married.”

      “Mom, I fell in love.”

      “Mom, I’m trying to save Elizabeth.”

      “Mom, Beth is pregnant.”

      Nothing worked in his head. Nothing.

      “Riley,” his mom said, smiling prettily.

      Her hands were covered in flour, cake mix sat in a porcelain bowl, and Jack’s heart swelled with pride. His mom was so beautiful, so quiet and serene, and he was so proud of her. She would understand what he’d done. He only had to tell her. Tell her what he’d agreed to do for the sake of the family.

      “I have something to tell you,” he said softly.

      “What, darlin’?”

      “I’m married, Momma. I met Riley a while back. We didn’t tell anyone because… Momma—before I knew it, I was married.”

      Silence.

      Jack reached for Riley’s hand, and she watched as Riley looked down at Jack with something in his eyes, something that might almost be gratitude, and she knew.

      She closed her eyes, tears spilling from them, her hands clasped. A soft sigh left her parted lips. “Jack, what did you do?”

      “Momma.”

      “Tell me.” Her voice caught and she swallowed. “Tell me you married for love.”

      Jack leaned into Riley, who rested a hand on Jack’s hip in a small gesture of support. “I married for love, Momma.”

      Donna was still crying, but she pulled both men in for a hug, leaving flour on their shirts.

      Jack watched Riley, who seemed nervous and unsure where to put his hands when Jack’s momma hugged him.

      “Welcome to the family, Riley.”

      They stood there for a while, until Jack coughed and looked to somehow change the subject. He broke the silence. “Where’s Beth, Mom?”

      “In the sunroom, sweetie. She’s tired, looks very tired.” She pursed her lips, worry creasing her brow, and turned back to her baking.

      “Should we not disturb her?” Riley asked softly.

      “No, I need her to see. I need you to see her.”

      They moved into the sunroom, a brick-built extension to the main ranch house, spilling with hothouse flowers and the smell of summer.

      Jack crouched next to a dozing Beth, taking her hands into his own. She blinked awake, her eyes red. Had she been crying?

      “Jack?” Her voice was drawling tired, but her smile glowed. “Did it go okay?”

      “Hey, Beth, I need to talk to you. You all right with that?” Jack waited for her to nod and then just jumped in with what needed to be said. “I lied to you,” he said gently, watching her expressive eyes widen with questions. “I wasn’t on a business trip. I was away with my boyfriend.”

      Beth looked up and past him to the man standing at his back, and Jack had never seen her pale so quickly.

      “Your—” She faltered. “That’s Hayes. Riley Hayes. Jeff’s—Steve’s friend.”

      “Riley was… my boyfriend. We’ve been seeing each other quietly for a while now.”

      “Riley,” she said wonderingly, looking back at her brother’s face, “was your boyfriend?”

      “He’s my husband now,” Jack said, like ripping a Band-Aid off a wound.

      It was the only way. Just get it out there, in the open.

      “Jack?”

      “We were in Canada, and we got married.” He kept his voice soft, and he winced as her fingers tightened on his and she pulled herself to stand. She was a small woman, no more than five foot two. But she drew herself up to her full height and leaned away from her brother’s support. With her back straight and her face blank of emotion, she faced Riley with a challenge in every inch of her.

      “Are you your daddy’s boy?” she asked plainly, easing farther away as Jack reached for her.

      Both men knew what she meant, and Jack sent a pleading look to his new husband. For God’s sake, lie to her.

      Riley inclined his head, moving a step closer. “No, ma’am,” he finally said. “I am not my daddy’s boy. I’m my own man.”

      She closed her eyes briefly and nodded almost imperceptibly.

      It seemed that Riley had said the right thing.

      “How long have you been seein’ each other?” she asked. “Momma and Josh, do they know?”

      “About two months,” Riley said smoothly, again reaching for Jack. They had talked about this in the car on the way over. Jack hadn’t been with anyone for nearly six months, and Riley’s recent flings could maybe be written off as cover-ups if really questioned, if they were pushed.

      “That’s quick,” she commented, moving back to the chair and sitting down with a small sigh.

      “Momma knows. We just told her, and Josh is next.”

      “He won’t take it well. He has little respect for the Hayes family.”

      Jack felt Riley stiffen beside him, and Riley’s hand felt hot entwined with Jack’s, his fingers flexing.

      “He holds nothing against them,” Jack said calmly, although that was perhaps a small exaggeration. Neither of the brothers hated the Hayes family in general in the truest sense of the word; they just hated what had happened to their dad and how he had let the more prominent Texas family tear down almost everything they owned.

      “It won’t be easy,” she said, nodding. “But for what it’s worth, Riley Hayes, I love my brothers and the kind of men they are. They won’t make your life miserable for the sins of your father.”

      Jack smiled, dropping Riley’s hand and leaning down for a kiss from his sister. “When did you get so wise, Elizabeth Ann?”

      “About the same time you and Josh told me the tooth fairy took teeth even if they hadn’t fallen out, Jackson Robert.”

      They chuckled quietly, and Jack touched his fingers to Elizabeth’s stomach, feeling the soft roundness of it. He wanted to scoop her up and protect her forever. “I’m guessing we have stuff to do now,” he whispered low in her ear, indicating her belly.

      Beth grimaced. “Hospitals and stuff,” she replied just as softly, wrinkling her nose in disgust.

      “Tell me when, and I’ll take you.”

      “I will, though Steve said he’s gonna come to each one with me.” She gave that secret smile only Jack had ever seen. The affection she had for her friend Steve shone in her eyes.

      Jack dropped a small kiss on her nose and stood, stretching tall. Then he reached for Riley’s hand, anything to keep the charade alive.
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      Riley sat back in the car, massaging the hand Jack had held. He was quietly shocked at how natural it had seemed for Jack to bask in the approval of his mom and sister. He wondered if his own mom would even care, or if his brother would have anything but derision for what he’d done.

      And whether his dad was actually going to let him leave the building alive when he revealed his latest life decision.

      Surely they had something in common, this Riley and this Jack. They both had older brothers, so Jack must know what it felt like to be bullied and bossed around and treated like the lesser man. “So, your brother? Is he a bit of an idiot as well? Do you argue a lot?”

      “Josh?” Jack looked at him in frowning surprise. “Hell, no. Why would we?”

      “Your sister said…” Riley trailed off.

      “Oh. Yeah, well, he won’t understand why I married you. You, a Hayes.”

      “Because?”

      Stupid question, but best to get it out there.

      “Usual shit, I guess.” Jack shrugged. “But no, Josh and I—and Beth—we’re close. Always have been. After our dad died, we got closer. Josh is living and working away, but that makes no difference. He’s married, got two kids,” he added awkwardly.

      “Same as Jeff.”

      “His wife, Anna, and his kids, Logan and Lea. they’re a good family.”

      “He’s a lawyer, right?” Riley remembered something Jim had said in their final meeting for the contract… something about how he knew Josh would have a fit if and when he read some of the clauses.

      Jack smiled proudly. “Yep, worked his way through college and law school, and now he’s at a law firm in Fort Worth. Does a lot of pro bono work. He doesn’t make a lot, but enough to support his family and do some good with his skills and his education. Anna was his childhood sweetheart.”

      “Ahhh, the American dream.” Riley tried to keep the cynicism out of his voice. “Two-point-four kids, the picket fence, the station wagon, and the dog.”

      Jack glared but didn’t answer, and Riley subsided into silence, watching the pastures of the D pass by until they reached the main road and turned left, away from the ranch and away from the city. He listened as Jack told the driver the address, and refused to dwell on his new husband’s deep and sexy voice.
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        * * *

      

      When they reached the outskirts of Fort Worth, the chauffeur took a sharp right and stopped at a cluster of single-story buildings, each distinctive in shape as if a small child had mixed and matched Lego pieces into a colorful huddle. Jack jumped out of the car and walked up to the one with the sign proclaiming “Selkirk & Unwin, Attorneys-at-Law.” He waited until Riley caught up, then opened the door and walked into a small reception area, with Riley on his heels.

      Jack paused. His brother’s office door stood open. Josh’s back was to him, the phone cradled between his neck and chin, and a folder open in his hands.

      “Okay, I have instruction that on this occasion we will settle, but it’s gonna be for the full amount. … Not if I have anything to say in the matter. … I don’t care how big they are. … My client will sign off on that. … Agreed.”

      Josh placed the phone and the folder on the table and sighed, pushing his hands through his hair. It was longer and darker than his brother’s, but the reflection in the glass-fronted bookcase in front of Riley told him that Josh’s jaw had the same stubborn jut. Riley tensed in anticipation of an upcoming confrontation.

      “Hey,” Jack said loudly.

      Josh jumped and turned, flailing a hand and smacking Jack on the arm.

      “Shit, J,” he spluttered, blinking as he took in not only his brother, but also Riley behind him. He frowned, looking back at his brother cautiously. “What’s wrong?”

      “I wanted to introduce you to someone,” Jack started, and Josh glanced past Riley, as if expecting a third person to appear.

      “I know him,” Josh said warily. “We’ve met before.”

      Riley extended his hand, and Josh took it in a firm grip. “Josh,” Riley said carefully.

      “Hayes,” Josh replied, just as carefully.

      Jack put out a hand to grasp Riley’s. “Actually,” he began, “it’s Campbell-Hayes.”

      “Just Riley is fine,” Riley interjected.

      Josh didn’t even blink. “Hayes,” he repeated in an even tone. “Would you please give us a moment?”

      Riley nodded, and the moment he walked out of the room and closed the door behind him, the shouting started. He tried not to listen, but that was impossible, given that two pairs of healthy lungs were doing the yelling. He also wanted to be inside, where he should be, if only for appearance’s sake.

      “He’s not even gay, for fuck’s sake!”

      “Josh—”

      “Have you seen the papers? He’s got a different woman every freaking night!”

      Jack had to make this believable somehow, so he lied. “He’s bi, Josh.”

      “And he’s settled on you, the son of his dad’s enemy?”

      “He hasn’t settled. We’re in love!”

      “Love. You love him? Jesus, J!”

      “What? A gay man can’t fall in love?”

      “Jack, that has nothing to do with it! He’s a Hayes, for fuck’s sake! Don’t you remember what Gerald Hayes did to Dad? Falsifying records, lying about land purchases, buying his way out and leaving Dad in the cold? Don’t you remember some of the shit Gerald did to Mom?”

      Riley had heard enough. He opened the door to see the two brothers in an angry face-off. “As I answered your sister, Josh, I’m not my father.” He waited until Josh visibly relaxed. “Your brother and I… we’re happy. We want to make this work. Do we have your support?”

      Josh closed his eyes briefly, but not quickly enough for Riley to miss the battle that warred in them. He finally opened them again and nodded, pulling his younger brother in for a hug. “Shit. I’m happy if you are, kid. If you’re really happy?”

      Riley watched the brothers embrace, and something inside him twisted. Jeff had never held him like that—supportive, protective, caring. The way brothers should be.

      “I’m happy,” Jack assured his brother.

      Hell, he even sounded like he meant it.
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      The ride back to the city was quiet, each man on his side of the car lost in thought. Riley watched the outskirts of the city begin to build: a store here, a house there, a mall. It wasn’t truly dark there; it never was. The night sky was alive with the lights from the skyscrapers in the beating heart of Dallas. They were mirrored in the river, starkly, majestically beautiful, and Riley loved it. The magic of the city was, as always, running with the blood in his veins.

      He made a decision. He would not tell his family today. Every time he thought of the Campbells and how they’d welcomed him into the family—with questions, yes, but with acceptance—his heart clenched. Jack wasn’t going to be as lucky with Riley’s family, and despite the whole point of the marriage, and regardless of wanting to rub his dad’s face in what Gerald didn’t want for his middle child, Riley did not want to see them tonight.

      They passed the outside edge of the city, and after fifteen minutes were at the main Hayes house, home to Gerald and Sandra and their perfect kids.

      It was quiet and dark. Riley doubted Jeff was at home—he never was. He assumed Lisa was somewhere in there, probably under the influence, given it was already 9:00 p.m., and the kids would be with the nanny in the back wing. He knew his mom was out; it was Foundation Night for one of her many charities. Riley wasn’t sure why she did so much, unless it was for the kudos, but when it came to those good works, her energy was unflagging. He knew where his dad was; Gerald was inevitably away with his current affaire du jour. Gerald didn’t hide it; everyone knew. His mom knew, but as long as she had the name and the prestige and money that went with it, then she was clearly happy to let her husband do what he wanted.

      The car stopped on the circular drive. The chauffeur opened the door and lifted out the two bags, offering a wide smile, which Riley didn’t return but just nodded to dismiss him. He was unable to find the words, despite the fact that normally he would spend time to talk, to ask about the daughter who had just left for college. Tonight… well, tonight all he wanted was to move inside, into this mausoleum he called home, and shut his door on the world.

      He caught Jack’s frown, saw him return the chauffeur’s smile and give the man a quiet “Thanks.” He could almost hear the thought, Jeez, Riley, you’re a rude, entitled asshole.
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        * * *

      

      Jack followed Riley in the side door. It led into a spacious boot room, immaculate and tidy and nothing like the boot room at the ranch. There were no jackets, no freaking boots, no dirt, nothing to show that anyone actually used the space. He said nothing, just followed in Riley’s footsteps to a large hallway. Crystal chandeliers hung from high ceilings, and a marble staircase wound up from the entrance hall to the first landing. It was icy perfection, spotless.

      No letters on the hall table, no Quarter Horse News magazines piled haphazardly, no newspapers. Jack sighed inwardly, missing the casual warmth of his own home compared with this stark, airless hotel.

      Riley took the stairs three at a time, his long legs eating up the curved steps. Jack followed at a more sedate pace, passing arranged fresh-cut flowers placed just so on a middle step. Riley turned left at the top and strode down a long corridor. He opened a door, turned on the lights, and gestured Jack inside. After Jack walked in, Riley leaned back on the closed door, eyes tired and frowning, and Jack looked around at the room.

      It was larger than the entire floor he shared with his sister and his mom, the space separated with carefully placed furniture. It looked like a designer’s idea of a den. There was a small library area, a huge flat-screen TV, large red sofas, and thick red drapes framing floor-to-ceiling windows. Jack couldn’t see anything outside apart from the faint and distant glow of downtown Dallas, unnerved that if anyone cared to look, he and Riley would be framed in the light from the bedroom. It was kind of sparse as a living area, white where it wasn’t blood red, empty of anything welcoming. It had probably cost a fortune for some decorator to create.

      “I’m guessing this is my home now?” Jack finally said, his drawl more pronounced as the last few days started to catch up with them.

      Riley nodded. “Master bedroom, adjoining bathroom, separate extra bathroom, second bedroom, games room, this room, and that’s it,” he recited, waving casually at various doors, and he frowned at Jack’s thoughtful grunt. “What?”

      “Which one is the guest room?”

      “That one.” Riley indicated a door to the back of the large room but stopped Jack with a hand on his arm as he started to walk toward it. “We’re both in the master,” he said simply.

      Jack opened his mouth to argue, noticed the stubborn set of Riley’s mouth, and sighed inwardly.

      Well, it was worth a try.

      “Show me,” he said.

      Riley obediently opened a door and flicked on the light. Then he leaned on the frame, leaving barely enough space for Jack to get by.

      Is the dumbass trying to be irritating, or what?

      Jack bit back the snide remark that wanted to be said. Maybe Riley was having second thoughts about sharing his bedroom with a gay man? Who was also his husband even if it was in name only. That was fine by Jack, but he didn’t intend to put up with the man being a jerk. He pushed past, maybe a little too close, his thigh brushing against Riley’s hard-muscled leg. Jack kept his voice low and growling as he near-whispered the words he knew Riley had to be thinking.

      “How are we gonna cope with being in the same bed with no sex for a whole year?”
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