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Letter to Readers



Dear Faithful Readers,



I’m already at work on the next book in the Bitter Creek series, which continues the saga of Kate Grayhawk and King’s might-be-bastard son Breed. I hope you’ll come along for the ride!

Meanwhile, if you enjoy my ranch novels, watch for my hardcover novel, Texas Brides, part of my popular Hawk’s Way series, available everywhere on September 27.

I always love hearing from you. You can reach me through my web site at www.joanjohnston.com. Be sure to sign up on my mailing list to receive notice of upcoming books.

Take care and happy reading!

Joan Johnston







Prologue



“I can’t believe Dad’s marrying that uppity, French-speaking, redheaded bit—” Kate Grayhawk cut herself off before she called her father’s prospective wife the B-word. She glanced at her uncle North, who was brushing down his horse in an adjacent stall. “You’ve met Jocelyn, haven’t you, Uncle North. What do you think of her?”

“Are you done grooming that animal?” he asked.

Kate turned back to the bay gelding she’d ridden across her uncle’s Texas hill country ranch that morning, sending the brush down the animal’s back in long, soothing strokes. “Miss Montrose is only twenty-five—just six years older than me,” Kate continued. “Dad was married to her sister, for heaven’s sake.”

“If I’m not mistaken,” he said, “Jocelyn’s sister died two years ago, leaving your dad a widower.”

Kate flushed. “He should be marrying Mom.”

That was the crux of Kate’s problem. She couldn’t believe her forty-six-year-old father and thirty-five-year-old mother were going to throw away this last chance at finding happiness together. “If Grandpa King hadn’t kept them apart, Mom and Dad would have gotten married before I was born, instead of never getting married at all.”

Her uncle gave a noncommittal grunt and continued grooming his horse.

Kate lifted the bay’s black mane and brushed the animal’s sweaty neck. Kate’s waist-length black hair was caught up in a ponytail to keep it off her neck, but the leftover curls at her nape were damp from the heat. “I wish I knew how to make Dad change his mind about that French ambassador’s daughter he seems to think is so perfect for him.”

“I believe her father was ambassador to France,” her uncle corrected. “She was born in Connecticut.”

Kate shot her uncle a narrow-eyed look. “Whatever. Dad shouldn’t be marrying some blue-blooded Eastern tenderfoot. If that wedding happens next month, Mom’s heart is going to be broken into so many pieces, it’ll never mend.”

Kate watched for another look of censure, but her uncle seemed totally absorbed in the glossy black stallion he was brushing. She’d learned over the years that Uncle North never sympathized, never offered advice, never offered to solve her problems. In fact, sometimes his ice blue eyes were so cold, they made her shiver. When she was a kid, she’d dubbed him North Pole, he’d seemed so remote and unfeeling.

She’d also noticed that whenever she poured out her troubles to her uncle, they somehow miraculously got resolved. She was sure Uncle North was paying attention, listening to every word she said. She knew he cared about her and wanted her to be happy. He just had a little trouble showing his feelings.

Which wasn’t surprising, considering that King Grayhawk was his father, and he’d had two really bad stepmothers after Grandpa King had divorced North’s mother. Kate knew for a fact that Grandpa King didn’t listen. And he didn’t care about anyone but himself.

The situation between her parents would have been resolved long ago if her two grandfathers, King Grayhawk and Jackson Blackthorne, hadn’t been mortal enemies. But Blackjack had stolen away Eve DeWitt—the woman King loved—and married her. What made the theft so much more heinous was the fact that Blackjack never loved Eve. His heart had always belonged to another woman. He’d married Eve only for the fifty thousand acres of good DeWitt grassland in Texas she’d brought with her as a dowry. The two men had been on opposite sides of the fence ever since.

It was no wonder that when her father got her mother pregnant all those years ago, Grandpa King had taken advantage of the situation to exact revenge by forbidding them to marry.

But her parents were meant to be together like oatmeal and raisins. Like eggs and bacon. Like pancakes and syrup.

Kate realized she was hungry. Her horseback ride with Uncle North had started at daybreak, and the sun was well up. She had an hour’s drive ahead of her, to get back to her condo near UT. She was finishing her freshman year at the University of Texas at Austin, and she’d left her homework sitting when she’d come to spend the weekend on Uncle North’s ranch. Her brushstrokes came faster until her uncle lifted his head and pierced her with a look from his ice blue eyes.

“You giving that horse a good brushing?” he asked.

“Yessir.” Kate slowed her hand, but her mind was still working a mile a minute. “What if I pretended to break a leg?” she said. “That would get Mom and Daddy here in a hurry.”

“It also might make your mom take chances getting here,” North said.

Kate bit her lower lip. When she’d called and left a message that she was in trouble a year ago, her mom had caused an accident because she was driving too fast, trying to get home to help Kate. “I see what you mean,” she said. “Maybe you could tell Mom you need her help with something, and I could ask Daddy to come help me with something.”

“I manage fine by myself,” North said. “And Libby—your mom—knows it.”

Kate’s face twisted in disgust. “You could pretend—”

“No.”

The curt word sounded final. Absolutely, positively firm. Kate would get no help plotting from Uncle North, that was for sure.

“You finished?” he asked.

Kate ran her hand along the bay’s glossy back and said, “Yep.”

North slapped his horse on the rump, left the stall, and headed out of the barn without another word.

Kate chewed on her lower lip, staring at her uncle’s broad, powerful back and long legs as he strode into the sunshine. In the past, she’d been happy to rely on one of Uncle North’s miracles to accomplish the impossible. But he hadn’t seemed the least bit interested in helping her get her mother and father back together. And she knew for a fact Uncle North didn’t like the Blackthornes—which included her father—one little bit.

Kate squinted as she stepped out of the barn into the blistering Texas sun. She waited for her eyes to adjust to the light as she stared out over the grassy hills dotted with the purple remnants of April bluebonnets. There wasn’t much time before her father’s wedding—to the wrong woman. Just one month. Her mother’s—and father’s—happiness was just too important to leave to chance.

She was just going to have to come up with a miracle of her own.
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Jocelyn Montrose didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But the arguments and shouting coming from the library at the Castle, the legendary ranch house at Bitter Creek, were hard to ignore. Her future husband, Clay Blackthorne, was being verbally attacked in that room.

Those assaulting him were his family—his twin brother Owen and sister-in-law Bay, his younger sister Summer and brother-in-law Billy Coburn, and his father Blackjack and stepmother Ren. Clay’s brother Trace and his wife, Callie, were on the speakerphone from Australia, where Trace owned a cattle station.

Jocelyn pressed her cheek against the wall next to the slightly open door, peeked inside and listened.

“You see what a reliable advisor Morgan DeWitt turned out to be,” Owen snarled, his hand on the SIG P226 he wore as a Texas Ranger. “That bastard was an out-and-out thief and murderer.”

“Morgan’s suggestion to incorporate the Bitter Creek Cattle Company and sell stock seemed sound to me,” Clay replied. “The DeWitt ranch is incorporated, and they’ve never had a problem. I didn’t know until a year ago that Morgan was anything less than the astute advisor he seemed to be.”

“We incorporated Bitter Creek on your advice,” Summer said angrily.

“A suggestion I made based on—”

“That sonofabitch’s advice,” Blackjack interrupted. “This is getting us nowhere. The question is, how do we stop that bastard—whoever he is—from buying up a controlling interest in the Bitter Creek Cattle Company?”

The silence was deafening.

“This is a disaster,” Trace said from the speakerphone on Blackjack’s desk.

“It’s not my fault!” Summer shot back.

“I wasn’t blaming you,” Trace said.

Jocelyn saw Clay’s jaw tighten. It was clear they blamed him. She wanted to walk into that room and put her arms around him and comfort him. But he’d forbidden her to attend the family meeting. She wasn’t Clay’s wife yet, as he’d made very clear to her earlier this morning.

They’d arrived at Bitter Creek last night to make final preparations for the wedding and had discovered that all hell had broken loose. Clay’s rejection of her offer of support, her plea to be allowed to stand by his side, still stung.

“Anybody got a useful suggestion how to get us out of this fix?” Billy said, his dark-eyed gaze moving from grim face to grimmer face around the room.

Jocelyn felt her heart sink. No one seemed to have any idea how to stop the anonymous corporate raider who was threatening to steal the Blackthornes’ heritage. In a hostile takeover, the existing management was usually terminated. Summer and Billy ran the ranch, but the Blackthornes had owned Bitter Creek, a property in South Texas the size of a small northeastern state, for nearly a hundred and fifty years. The new management would have the power to do whatever they wanted—even sell the ranch to strangers.

“Maybe this raider just wants greenmail,” Trace suggested.

“What’s that?” Bay asked from her seat in one of the two horn-and-hide chairs in front of Blackjack’s desk.

“He makes a quick profit by threatening to take control and then selling the stock back at a premium—more than it’s really worth,” Clay explained to his sister-in-law as he poured himself another glass of Jack Daniels from the bar.

Jocelyn watched Blackjack, who sat in a swivel chair at his desk, down a glass of whiskey in two swallows.

Clay’s stepmother laid a hand on Blackjack’s shoulder and said, “It would be worth any price to save Bitter Creek, wouldn’t it?”

“It’s blackmail, plain and simple,” Blackjack said, slamming his empty glass on the old-fashioned wooden desk. “And I’ll be damned before I’ll pay it!”

“What else is left?” Summer said, her voice breaking. “You won’t consider a poison pill or a scorched earth defense or…”

Jocelyn heard Summer swallow a sob as she turned into Billy’s open arms, and then Billy saying, “It’s all right, sweetheart. We’ll think of something.”

But what she heard was more deathly silence.

Apparently the Blackthornes were unwilling to use the few methods of shark repellent—ways to discourage an unfriendly takeover—still available to them. A poison pill was anything that might make the target company stock less attractive, like authorizing a new series of preferred stock that gave shareholders the right to redeem shares at a premium after the takeover.

Jocelyn shuddered when she considered the scorched earth defense. That involved the target company disposing of its crown jewels—its most desirable property—to thwart the takeover. The Blackthornes might be able to save the assets of the Bitter Creek Cattle Company from being confiscated by a corporate raider—if they sold the precious land their fore-bears had bled and died for since the Civil War.

No wonder they were unwilling to consider that option.

“I know who the raider is,” Clay said.

“Why the hell didn’t you say so?” Blackjack said.

An expectant hush fell on the room. Jocelyn held her breath, wondering who the anonymous corporate raider could be.

When Clay took another slow swallow of whiskey instead of divulging the name of their nemesis, Summer prodded, “Please, Clay. Who is it?”

“North Grayhawk.”

Jocelyn gasped, then covered her mouth and looked through the crack in the door to see if she’d been discovered.

No one was paying any attention to her. The Blackthorne and Coburn men stared at Clay through narrowed eyes, their jaws locked and their hands fisted in anger. The women reached out to restrain their enraged husbands, but their bodies were no less tense, their anger no less palpable.

“I should have known,” Blackjack said. “Those damned Grayhawks have been the bane of my existence since—”

Jocelyn saw him cut himself off as he glanced over his shoulder at his wife, who caressed the hair at his nape and said, “I’m so sorry, Jackson.”

“It’s not your fault,” he said gruffly. He reached a hand up toward his wife and she grasped it, as their eyes met and held.

Jocelyn felt her throat swell with emotion at the look that passed between them. She wondered what it would be like to be loved like that. In the stories she’d heard, Blackjack and Ren were star-crossed lovers who’d married other people—Eve DeWitt and Jesse Creed, respectively—and raised families who’d become mortal enemies.

After Ren’s husband was shot and killed under suspicious circumstances, Blackjack had offered to give up everything he owned, including the land that was the source of contention now, to marry Lauren Creed, the woman he’d always loved. Eve’s untimely death had made the sacrifice unnecessary.

Blackjack turned back to his family and said, “If anyone’s to blame for this mess—”

“It’s the Grayhawks,” Summer interjected. “King’s behind this, Daddy. He must be.”

“I’m not so sure King Grayhawk is the villain this time,” Clay said.

“He hates Daddy,” Summer said.

“So does North,” Clay said. “And he’s the man my shark watcher says is our anonymous corporate raider.”

“I don’t disagree that North hates us,” Blackjack said. “I just don’t understand why that pup has taken up his daddy’s fight like it was his own.”

“He blames you for his mother’s divorce from his father, her suicide, and the succession of stepmothers that came and went because King could never find a replacement for Eve DeWitt. The woman you stole from him. The only woman he ever loved,” Clay said.

“How could you possibly know something like that?” Summer asked.

“Libby told me.”

Jocelyn felt her heart skip a beat at the mention of North Grayhawk’s sister Libby, the woman she knew Clay had loved once upon a time. The woman he might have chosen to marry instead of her, but hadn’t. Libby Grayhawk was closer to Clay’s age, and they had a history—and a daughter—together. Jocelyn had tried to convince herself that Libby was no threat to her future happiness. She hadn’t been entirely successful.

Two years ago, Jocelyn had spent day after day at her sister’s bedside while Giselle’s body was being slowly eaten away by cancer, listening to stories of Giselle and Clay’s life together. Libby Grayhawk’s name had come up surprisingly often. Clay had definitely loved her. The only reason he hadn’t married her twenty years ago, when she was pregnant with his child, was because King Grayhawk had forbidden it.

A year ago, Libby and Clay had met again in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, when their eighteen-year-old daughter Kate was kidnapped. Jocelyn wasn’t sure what had been said, but something had changed between them. Some dormant ember had sparked to life.

Jocelyn had been worried that she might lose Clay to his former love. So she’d admitted to Libby that she’d fallen in love with Clay before he’d ever met her sister Giselle. That she’d been so jealous of her sister, when Clay had chosen Giselle over Jocelyn, that she’d stayed away for years—until Giselle had gotten sick with cancer.

She’d revealed to Libby a secret she’d previously told no one. As her sister lay dying, Giselle had begged Jocelyn to take care of Clay and to love him. And that she did love Clay…and hoped to marry him.

Jocelyn didn’t know if her speech to Libby had made a difference. But when the summer was over, Clay had proposed to her—not Libby.

Jocelyn had discovered over the past year that she was engaged to a far different man than Giselle had married. The Clay Blackthorne her sister had married had been groomed his whole life to become president of the United States.

That dream was gone. Dead. Killed by scandal.

It had turned out that Kate’s kidnapping was a ruse to get Clay from Washington, D.C., to Jackson Hole, Wyoming. Once there, a villain hoping to blackmail Clay into using his position as U.S. attorney general to push through an illegal oil deal had framed him for murder.

Clay had been cleared of the charge, but the scandal had resulted in his resignation as U.S. attorney general. And ended his political career. In a world dominated by appearances, there would always be people who believed he’d literally “gotten away with murder.”

Clay’s life had turned in a new direction with his appointment as a federal judge in the Western District of Texas. Jocelyn was still in culture shock with the sudden move from Washington, D.C., to what felt like the Wild, Wild West. But she was ready to be Clay’s wife, even if it meant living in a world of cowboys and cattle.

The one good thing to come out of Clay’s resignation from politics was that he’d been able to publicly acknowledge his illegitimate daughter. Clay had made it clear that once he and Jocelyn were married, Kate would become a part of their family. Jocelyn was hoping they’d have children of their own, as well.

Her thoughts were interrupted by Blackjack’s brusque voice.

“All right. We know the worst. What do we do about it?” he said, his gaze moving from face to face in the room and finally focusing on Clay.

“What do we have that North wants?” Trace asked on the speakerphone. “What could we give him to entice him to walk away?”

“What can we possibly offer him that he doesn’t already have?” Summer said derisively. “He’s rich as Croesus.”

“He doesn’t even need Bitter Creek,” Owen pointed out, setting his empty whiskey glass on the bar and pouring himself another drink. “He already owns a ranch in the hill country west of Austin.”

“This is vengeance, pure and simple,” Billy said.

“Like it or not, he’s beaten us,” Clay said in a quiet voice.

“I’m not giving up,” Billy retorted. “I’ll never give up.”

“Me neither!” Summer said.

“Easy to say,” Trace said on the speakerphone. “But how do we fight back?”

“I can always shoot the bastard,” Blackjack muttered.

An uneasy silence settled on the room.

Jocelyn wasn’t sure whether Blackjack was serious or not. The family had a history of violence that made his threat seem all the more provocative.

Jocelyn felt her stomach clench when she realized that she knew something North Grayhawk wanted, something that might even assuage his need for revenge.

Me. He wants me in his bed.

Jocelyn inched away from the door and stood with her back against the wall, her heart pounding in her chest. Suddenly, she saw a way she could provide the help Clay had refused earlier in the day. When she’d begged him to let her help, he’d replied, “There’s nothing anyone, including you, can say or do that will make a difference. That bastard has no heart, no soul. This is my fault. My responsibility. Just stay away. I don’t want you there!”

Jocelyn had felt terribly wounded by Clay’s rejection of her offer to stand by his side. She’d felt sure he would have allowed Giselle to be there. What was it her sister had been able to offer him that he didn’t seem to find in her? She’d wondered how she could ever prove that she was as capable of providing love and support as Giselle.

And now this opportunity had fallen into her lap.

What if she could persuade North Grayhawk to part with his Bitter Creek stock in exchange for having Clay Blackthorne’s woman in his bed?

How are you going to get Clay to take you back after you’ve made the ultimate sacrifice? a little voice asked.

She couldn’t think about that right now. Right now she had to focus on what she must do to save Bitter Creek. She had to prove to Clay she loved him every bit as much—indeed, much more—than Giselle ever had.

If she told Clay what she was thinking, he would probably forbid her to act. She couldn’t bear to be shut out again. She wanted to help. She was determined to help. Her idea might be a little crazy, but it was just crazy enough to work.

She tiptoed away from the door, then hurried up the stairs to her bedroom. She threw a few things into an overnight bag, grabbed her purse, and headed back downstairs, easing past the library, afraid that if she thought too much about what she was about to do, she might revert to her normal, sensible behavior—and chicken out.

She left a note for Clay in his bedroom, telling him that she had something very important she had to do—for both their sakes—that she was borrowing his car, and that he shouldn’t follow her. She promised to call him when she got where she was going. Jocelyn didn’t intend to make that call until she was sure it was too late for Clay to interfere.

She was determined not to fail. Too much depended on her success. And she had no other way to prove her love for Clay. No other way to convince Clay that she could offer him something her sister never had.

Jocelyn could hear arguing behind her as she headed down the hall toward the back door. The lunch dishes had been washed and put away, and she could smell dinner already roasting in the oven, but luckily, the housekeeper wasn’t in the kitchen. She took the keys to Clay’s car from the rack by the back door and stepped outside, easing the screen door closed behind her.

It was early May, but the sunny, mid-morning heat was stifling. Jocelyn realized she was dressed all wrong for the trip she was about to make. Her navy skirt and matching jacket, long-sleeved, white silk blouse that tied in a bow at the neck, spiked high heels, and nylons were de rigueur in Washington, D.C., but they weren’t very functional in South Texas.

She could already feel the sweat—her mother would have said perspiration—pooling under her arms and inching down the center of her back. She’d bought herself a cotton western shirt, denim jeans, and cowboy boots after she’d arrived at Bitter Creek, but she felt like she was dressing in a Halloween costume every time she put them on.

She’d packed them for this trip.

Jocelyn opened the door to Clay’s Mercedes SUV and slid onto the seat, biting back a yelp when the hot black leather hit the backs of her nylon-clad legs. She sat forward to get her legs off the seat, keyed the ignition, and turned the air-conditioning up full blast.

She headed the SUV around the magnolia-lined circular drive that led ten miles back to the state highway. She would have to keep her foot on the accelerator if she wanted to get to North Grayhawk’s hill country ranch before dark.

She started to punch off the country-and-western song on the radio, but the melancholy lyrics of a love affair gone wrong caught her ear. And made her think twice about what she was about to do.

The impulse to confront North Grayhawk and offer her body in exchange for his controlling interest in Bitter Creek stock suddenly seemed silly. Why should he listen to a word she had to say? More to the point, what if she was wrong? Perhaps she’d misunderstood North when they’d had their confrontation at his cabin in Jackson Hole a year ago. Maybe he hadn’t meant what he’d said.

Jocelyn flushed. He’d meant it, all right.

Libby had introduced her to North in the living room of his cabin and then gone into the kitchen to get coffee. Jocelyn had immediately felt a frisson of fear run down her spine, as though she’d been left alone with a predatory wolf.

She was five foot eleven in her bare feet, but even to her, North Grayhawk looked big. He had to be six foot five, with enormous, rippling shoulders narrowing to a lean waist and hips.

Jocelyn knew how to handle men in suits, but North was dressed in jeans that molded his masculinity, and the sleeves of his plaid wool shirt had been folded up to reveal strong, sinewy forearms. His shiny black hair hung over both his brow and his collar, and a day’s growth of dark beard made him look unkempt and…dangerous.

She’d felt edgy and had surreptitiously backed as far away from him as the room allowed, until she reached the crackling fire in the stone fireplace. She’d faced him with her hands knotted behind her and tried to ease the tension by smiling, which had been amazingly difficult, and saying something innocuous. “You have a lovely home.”

He’d focused his ice blue eyes on her as he closed the distance between them until they were only a breath apart. She’d been mesmerized, unable to look away. She’d felt the heat of his body and caught the musky odor of a man who’d just been chopping wood. She found herself imagining his muscles flexing, swinging a heavy ax, and the sharp crack of splitting wood.

Without warning, he’d reached out and brushed her breast with his big, callused hand.

Her nipple instantly peaked.

Her breath caught in a gasp of disbelief at his effrontery, and her heart actually skipped a beat as she jerked backward a step. She ran into the fireplace mantel and lost her balance.

He rescued her by snaking a powerful arm around her waist and pulling her close. So close that she became unmistakably aware of his arousal. She trembled in his embrace, aware of her own body’s equally unmistakable response, to a man she’d only met sixty seconds before. A man who was rude and arrogant and disturbing and cocksure. A man she hated without knowing a single thing more about him than what he made her feel.

Hot. Achy. Wet with desire.

He spoke in a low, grating voice that rasped over her flesh, making the hairs stand on end. “I want to lay you down and put myself inside you so deep—”

She hadn’t heard the rest of what North Grayhawk wanted, because that was when she’d slapped him.

And fled the room like the hounds of hell were after her. She’d found Libby in the kitchen and sputtered and stuttered and been unable to get her to leave before he showed up in the doorway—with the white imprint of her hand still starkly visible on his reddened face.

She wasn’t proud of having slapped North Grayhawk. But she wasn’t sorry, either. He’d deserved it. She was a perfect stranger, for heaven’s sake! She was a lady. And pure as the driven snow.

Although North couldn’t be expected to know that. What twenty-four-year-old woman in this day and age was a virgin? She wondered what it was about her behavior that had led him to think he could act on his desires.

It was only later that she’d figured out he must have acted boorishly on purpose, to scare her away, unwilling to endure his sister’s matchmaking attempt.

And matchmaking, she’d realized, was exactly what Libby had tried to do. She’d introduced Jocelyn to her brother North in hopes that North would distract Jocelyn from Clay.

It hadn’t worked.

Jocelyn had put the incident completely out of her mind and focused on Clay, the man she’d loved from the first moment she’d set eyes on him.

The man who’d married her sister instead of her.

Which made Jocelyn wonder again what it was about her that had made the right man reject her—and the wrong one desire her. She supposed she should count her blessings. If she was right and North really did want her, despite the scene he’d acted out to scare her off, she had a bargaining tool that might save Bitter Creek.

Jocelyn was certain the Blackthornes would never go down on bended knee before their enemy, but perhaps she could persuade North to show mercy. Or negotiate with him to do so. After all, he was so wealthy, he didn’t need another piece of property in Texas. Especially one the size of Rhode Island.

She gnawed her lower lip, uncertain whether her sexual inexperience was going to be an asset or a liability. Would North want an accomplished lover? Someone who could give him pleasure? Or would he find satisfaction in knowing he’d stolen her virginity from Clay Blackthorne?

Jocelyn blushed at the mere thought of what North might want her to do. She wasn’t ignorant. Just innocent. Which was more the result of a lack of opportunity than a lack of interest. She’d been in France with her father, the ambassador, most of her youth, and should have experimented. But her mother had told her she should seek love before sharing her body with a man.

She simply hadn’t fallen in love.

That is, until she’d met Clay Blackthorne. There hadn’t been another man after that, because she hadn’t been able to fall out of love with Clay, even when he was married to her sister.

Jocelyn didn’t let herself consider whether Clay would approve of the proposition she planned to make to North. There were some things a woman in love had to do for the man she loved. If the loss of her virginity would satisfy North Grayhawk’s need for revenge against the Blackthornes, it was a sacrifice she was willing to make.

Besides, Clay didn’t know she was a virgin.

It might have seemed odd that they hadn’t made love yet, but they’d been separated for much of their year-long engagement. She’d needed to act as hostess for her father in Connecticut, and Clay had traveled between Texas, Wyoming, and Washington, D.C., tying up loose ends and meeting with family.

And there was the awkwardness of being his former wife’s sister. The first time she and Clay had been alone after their engagement, she hadn’t been able to give herself to him. She’d been surprised at her reluctance, and confused and distressed. This was the man she loved, she’d told herself. It was all right to have sex with him.

But she hadn’t been able to go through with it.

Clay had been understanding, but she’d been careful never to let things go so far again. She’d convinced herself it would be better to wait for their wedding night, when they truly belonged to each other.

Jocelyn had the fleeting thought that it might not be that easy to have sex with North Grayhawk, either. But she couldn’t afford to get cold feet. If he demanded sex from her, she would grit her teeth and bear it. She would make sure there was nothing in her bargain with him that said she had to enjoy it!

Jocelyn nearly turned back several times during the hours-long drive from South Texas to the hill country west of Austin. She knew where North lived because she’d dropped Kate off to visit her uncle North one weekend. She had no trouble finding the ranch.

Her cell phone had rung several times during the day, but she hadn’t answered it, unwilling to argue with Clay over the phone. When it rang again, she picked it up and punched the button to take Clay’s call. She was close to her destination, and it was too late for him to stop her.

“Where are you?” he asked. “Why haven’t you answered my calls? I’ve been worried.”

His voice was anxious, not angry, and she answered, “I borrowed your car. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Where are you?” he asked again.

“Just west of Austin.”

Silence. And then he said, “What are you doing, Jocelyn?”

“Something I have to do,” she replied.

“Listen to me, Jocelyn. Whatever you’re thinking—”

“Don’t try to find me, Clay. Don’t follow me. I’ll get in touch…when I can.”

“Don’t do anything foolish,” Clay said. “Come back to Bitter Creek. To me.”

Jocelyn put her foot on the brake at the pleading sound of his voice. But it was far too late to turn around and go home. She was stopped at North’s back door.

The back porch light flipped on.

“I’m hanging up now, Clay,” she said.

“Jocelyn, please don’t—”

She closed the flip phone and turned off the ignition. She’d long since removed her jacket and thrown it into the backseat, but with the air conditioner off, she already felt uncomfortably warm. Jocelyn never appeared in public when she didn’t look perfectly put together. But it was hot. And she knew North would be just as happy if she showed up stark naked. She left the jacket where it was, opened the door, and stepped out into the sultry night air.

The countryside was amazingly dark, with no sign of civilization for miles around. There was no moon and very few stars. She could hear crickets. And cattle lowing. And the wind rustling through the live oaks that shrouded the house.

She could see a half-naked male figure in the kitchen doorway. He pushed open the screen door and stood there.

It was North.

Jocelyn felt her heart begin to batter frantically against her chest, like a frightened bird in a cage. She was terrified he would send her away before she had a chance to speak. Everything she’d imagined saying fled her mind, and she halted, staring at the figure in the doorway. Surely once she looked into his eyes, the right words would come. She started toward him, but the dirt driveway was rutted, and her high heels made her stumble.

She saw his hand go over his brow to shade his eyes from the bright porch light, trying to figure out who she was.

Her high heels wobbled again on the rutted dirt road, and she balanced herself with a hand on the warm hood of the SUV until she reached the end of it. The last ten feet to the door, she kept her eyes focused on the uneven ground.

When she looked up again, North had backed up a step and the screen door had closed. She could see him silhouetted by a light beyond the dark kitchen. Moths and mosquitoes were buzzing the porch light, and she waved her hands to keep them out of her face as she stepped onto the back porch.

She looked up at him and opened her mouth to speak.

He shut the door in her face. And flipped off the light.
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Jocelyn felt her face flame in anger. How dare he shut the door in her face! After she’d driven so far to—A second wave of heat shimmered up her throat, as shame washed over her. She was well repaid for her arrogance. How stupid to think she could ever manipulate a man like North Grayhawk with sex! The whole idea had been foolish from the start. She’d simply been too desperate to help Clay to see it.

As she stared at the closed door, a hysterical bubble of laughter escaped. The situation was that ridiculous. How could she have been so wrong? If North really had been attracted to her, he wouldn’t have slammed the door in her face. Which he had. She opened the screen door, still furious enough—at both him and herself—to bang on the closed wooden door, demanding to be let in. Instead, she stared at her fisted hand and laughed again.

Suddenly, the porch light came on and the door opened.

Once her eyes had adjusted to the stark light, Jocelyn found herself facing a man every bit as tall and imposing as she remembered. His cold blue eyes were distant and unapproachable. His rangy body was deceptively relaxed, but she had the impression of a wild animal, ready to pounce.

He was barefoot and wearing a western shirt that he’d apparently just pulled on, because it wasn’t snapped or tucked into his jeans. Which weren’t snapped either.

Her eyes locked on the hair-dusted strip of tanned, muscular abs and chest in front of her and arrowed down to jeans that fit like a glove. She flushed and forced her gaze back up to North’s face.

His eyes had narrowed, and his lips had twisted in a cynical smile. “Still shopping for a man? Or you finally ready to buy?”

Jocelyn ignored the taunt and waited for an invitation to come in. It wasn’t forthcoming. Finally she asked, “May I come in?”

North stepped back, but not very far, and Jocelyn’s breasts brushed against his naked chest as she edged into the shadowy kitchen, lit only by the spill of light from the hallway and the porch. She was flustered, but a quick glance upward revealed that North wasn’t as unaffected, or uninterested, as he wanted her to believe.

Jocelyn watched as his gaze left her face and slowly dropped to her nipples, which had visibly peaked beneath her silk blouse. She felt a frisson of desire shiver up her spine and caught her lower lip in her teeth to keep from moaning.

He did want her. She could do this. She had to do this. Clay’s happiness, his family’s future, depended on her success.

“Like what you see?” she asked in a disturbingly breathless voice.

His eyes moved back up her body slowly until they were focused on hers. Then, in a whiskey-rough voice, he said, “Yes.”

Jocelyn realized she’d been hoping North would proposition her, so that all she had to do was agree. But his full lips remained sealed as his avid gaze roamed her face.

“We’re going to let the moths in,” she said at last, as she eased the screen door closed.

At the same moment, North turned out the porch light.

Jocelyn felt trapped with him in the darkness. She didn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Her breasts felt achy and her body clenched in sudden desire as she felt his hand close around her breast.

She gasped.

“This is what you came for, isn’t it?” he said in a voice that resonated deep in his throat. He backed her against the door, his hips thrusting against hers, so there could be no mistaking what he wanted from her. He was hard and hot, and her body trembled with fear and desire.

“Yes,” she whispered.

And then, as though someone had thrown a pail of cold water on her, she realized where she was and what she was doing and what she’d said.

“I mean no,” she said hastily, putting her hands to his shoulders and looking up at eyes that glittered dangerously in the meager light from the hallway. “I mean yes, but—”

“Make up your mind, honey. I haven’t got all night.”

Jocelyn had never heard such brutally frank—and unflattering—language from a man. It shocked her. And angered her. “Get away from me,” she said through bared teeth. “Before I—”

She was free before she could say what awful carnage she would wreak on him for the insult she’d suffered.

“I’m going to bed,” he said, heading for the hallway. “Shut the door when you leave.”

“Wait!” she cried.

He stopped, glanced at her over his shoulder, and said, “What for?”

“We need to talk.”

“Talk isn’t what I want from you.”

Jocelyn held out her hands in supplication. “Please. I only need a few minutes of your time. This is important.”

“There’s only one thing you have that I want, honey. Unless you’ve changed your mind—”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about,” Jocelyn said.

He turned around and crossed his arms and spread his long, bare feet wide. “I’m listening.”

He looked as unassailable as a brick wall. And equally unsympathetic. She was anxious and nervous and afraid that what she was offering wouldn’t be enough to sway him. She searched her mind for something to say that might postpone the inevitable discussion. “I’ve been driving for hours. I could use something cold to drink.”

“Glasses are in the cupboard. Tea is in the fridge. Ice is in the door. Help yourself.”

Jocelyn knew better than to ask “Which cupboard?” She simply moved to the most logical place where glasses might be kept, opened the cupboard and found one there. “Would you like some, too?” she asked.

“Nope.”

She took out a glass, crossed to the refrigerator door, which had an automatic ice dispenser, then opened the fridge and stood there in the cool air and welcome light while she poured herself a glass of tea from a half-gallon jug. She closed the door and turned to him and tried to smile. And failed dismally. “Thank you,” she said as she swallowed a sip.

“Can we sit down?” she asked, gesturing toward a round table in the corner of the kitchen.

“I’m waiting,” he said in response.

“Yes. Well. The thing is—” She looked across the room and found North’s spread-legged stance as intimidating as she was sure he intended it to be. Two could play that game. She set the glass down on the counter and moved toward him. She stopped six inches away. Definitely in his space. She put her hands on his crossed forearms and felt the muscles bunch under her fingers.

“I’m here to ask a favor,” she said.

A muscle worked in his jaw, but he remained silent.

She took a deep breath and said, “I want you to sell your controlling shares of the Bitter Creek Cattle Company back to the Blackthornes.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Because you don’t need Bitter Creek.”

North snorted.

“And because I’m offering you something more valuable in exchange.”

“Nothing on earth could match the feeling of satisfaction I’m going to get from owning Bitter Creek,” North said savagely.

“You can have me in your bed,” Jocelyn said. “Willing. And eager.”

“What makes you think I care?”

Jocelyn lowered her eyes along his body until she reached the abundant proof cupped lovingly by his butter-soft jeans. She let her hand follow where her eyes led, until her fingertips had outlined the width and warmth of him.

Then she met his gaze and said, “I think you care a great deal.” Her voice caressed as her hand caressed.

“I want revenge more,” he said curtly, grabbing both her wrists and holding them in front of him tight enough to hurt.

“You can still have your revenge,” she argued. “Just in a different way.”

“What way is that?”

“You can steal me from Clay, the way Blackjack stole Eve from your father. Wonderful symmetry, don’t you think?”

He paused so long she thought for sure she’d found an argument he would buy. But he said, “I don’t want a wife.”

“Fine,” she said, smarting from his dismissal. “You can have me for as long as—”

“I’ll take you just long enough to make him suffer,” North interrupted. “That’s all I want.”

“Our wedding day is June 4. I—”

“Call it off,” he said. “That’s my price.”

Jocelyn couldn’t speak past the sudden lump in her throat. She swallowed painfully, and said in a soft voice, “Very well. It’s done.” The ache in her throat made it hard to speak, and she whispered, “Now what?”

He let go of one wrist, but held onto the other and headed out of the kitchen and down the hallway, pulling her along behind him. Her high heels clacked on the wooden floor.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“To bed.”

“No. Wait!” Jocelyn stuck her hand out to brace herself on a passing doorway, but it was no use. He was too strong, and she lost her balance in the high heels and careened after him. “Please. I don’t think I can—”

He turned so suddenly her breasts flattened against his chest when she ran into him, and his arms circled her to hold them both upright. She could see his eyes just fine now, and they were as cold as Arctic ice.

“You trying to wriggle out of the deal already?”

“You don’t have to drag me along like a cat on its way to a bath,” she snapped. “You could leave me a little dignity.”

“There’s nothing dignified about sex. It’s hot and sweaty and coarse and vulgar and about as primitive as life gets.”

Jocelyn gaped. She was too stunned to breathe. “I don’t even know you. We’re strangers. Surely you can’t want—”

“I want you, honey,” he said. “Or there wouldn’t have been a deal. You coming? Or not?”

“I need time—”

“This is a one-time offer,” he said. “Take it or leave it.”

“How do I know you’ll do what you say after you have what you want from me?” she countered.

His eyes narrowed. “I killed the last man who called me a liar.”

Jocelyn would have thought he was exaggerating, except his voice had been too soft—and menacing. “I’m not a man,” she said. “I can’t meet you with six-shooters at dawn. I need some sort of—”

“My word has always been good,” he growled.

“I want it in writing.”

He took her by the hand this time and headed down a different hall. He didn’t stop until he was standing in front of an oak rolltop desk. He let go of her and grabbed a pen and a piece of paper and wrote something, then thrust it at her. “Here’s your damned paper.”

On it he’d written:

In exchange for sex with Jocelyn Montrose for as long as I want her, I hereby agree to sell my shares of the Bitter Creek Cattle Company.

He’d dated it and signed his name.

“This won’t work,” she said.

“What the hell’s wrong with it?”

She reached for the pen he’d dropped on the desk and crossed out for as long as I want her and wrote in until September 1 and added language to say that he would sell his shares to Clay Blackthorne no later than that date. She thrust the paper back into his hands and said, “Initial the changes.”

He read it and said, “I’m not getting much for what I’m giving up.”

Jocelyn held onto her temper, refusing to respond to the provocative insult. “Then don’t initial the changes. I can always walk back out to my car and drive away.”

His lips quirked on one side, and he laid the paper on the desk and initialed the changes she’d made. He then added another sentence and handed it back to her.

Jocelyn read his words with dismay. She looked up at North and said, “But I have to tell him why I’ve done this. Otherwise, he’ll think—”

“Let him think what he wants. That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”

Jocelyn’s jaw was locked as she laid the paper on the desk and initialed the line that read, Clay Blackthorne will not be told the terms of this agreement. Then she folded it up into a very small square and stuck it in the pocket of her skirt. “I hope you’re happy now!”

He headed for the door and said, “Follow me.”

Jocelyn couldn’t believe it was going to be this easy. Would North do as he’d promised? Was Bitter Creek really out of danger? What if he didn’t follow through? Was the document he’d signed enforceable in court? After all, she was exchanging sex for…It wasn’t prostitution. It wasn’t. It was a favor in exchange for a favor.

She and North were on their way back down the first hall when they heard pounding on the back door. “Are you expecting someone?” Jocelyn asked, her eyes wide.

“No,” he said.

North was still moving toward the bedroom, but Jocelyn had stopped and was looking toward the back door, where the banging had gotten louder. “Don’t you want to answer that?”

He shot her a crooked smile and said, “Honey, there’s only one thing on my mind right now. And it isn’t company.”

“Jocelyn! I know you’re in there!”

“That’s Clay!” Jocelyn exclaimed.

She heard North mutter a series of profanities before he strode past her on his way back to the kitchen door. He grabbed her wrist as he passed and said, “Come with me.”

He didn’t leave her any choice. He dragged her behind him, then swung her around and settled his arm around her waist, just beneath her breasts, with her buttocks molded into his hips.

Jocelyn realized what this posture would look like to Clay, and she was terrified of what he might do. And of what North might do in response. She struggled to get free. “Don’t! I don’t want Clay to see me like this.”

“Why not? You’re mine now.”

“Until September,” she shot back.

“The wedding sure as hell is off. The sooner he knows it, the better,” North said.

“He’ll kill you,” Jocelyn said, horrified at what she’d set in motion.

“He’s welcome to try,” North said in a steely voice.

Jocelyn gripped the arm he’d tightened around her with both hands and said, “Please don’t provoke him.”

North’s laugh was terrifying. “You should have thought of that before you showed up at my door.”

“I was thinking of Clay. I’m doing this for him. Because I love him,” she said.

“You sure have a funny way of showing love, honey.”

Before she could retort, he’d flipped on the back porch light, yanked open the back door and shoved past the screen.

She was greeted by Clay’s shocked face.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” she hurried to explain. “I mean, it is, but there’s a—” North’s arm tightened enough to cut off her air, and she realized she’d been about to make the explanation she’d been forbidden to make.

“Let go of her, North,” Clay said through tight jaws.

“She’s here of her own free will,” North said. “Find yourself another Mrs. Blackthorne. Jocelyn is mine.”

Jocelyn’s stomach knotted as she watched Clay’s face twist in a snarl of rage.

“I don’t believe you,” he said. “Jocelyn would never agree—”

“I don’t give a damn what you believe,” North interrupted. “Now get off my land.”

Jocelyn watched Clay’s hands bunch into fists as his feet spread in a fighting stance. Any moment violence was going to erupt. She had to stop this, even if Bitter Creek was forfeit. A piece of land wasn’t worth dying for.

And then she realized that, of course it was worth dying for. Generations of Blackthornes had died—and killed others—to keep Bitter Creek. Clay wouldn’t hesitate to make the ultimate sacrifice. She had to stop him from doing that.

“What are you doing here?” she asked brusquely. “How did you find me?”

“There’s a tracking device in the car in case it’s stolen. I’ve been following you most of the day. What are you doing here, Jocelyn? If this has anything to do with this bastard trying to steal the Bitter Creek Cattle Company—”

“I’m here for my own reasons, Clay,” Jocelyn said. “You shouldn’t have come.”

“I…”

At that moment, North started to release her. She drew a relieved breath and then realized why he’d loosened his hold. His hand eased up to cup her breast.

She gasped and stared down at the offending gesture. And then looked at Clay, who was already charging North.

She held up both hands and cried, “Clay! Stop!”

He barely managed to rein himself in, stopping when her extended hands caught his shoulders. “What the hell is going on, Jocelyn?” he demanded. “I want to know why you’re here.”

“I came here because I…” She realized that if she didn’t come up with a convincing story, the two men would end up fighting—until one of them was dead. “Last summer Libby introduced me to North and I…I felt something different for him than what I’d experienced with you. With the wedding coming up—and after the way you shut me out this morning—I…I wanted to see if what I felt was real.”

“What are you saying?” Clay asked.

She saw the hurt on his face, proof that he believed the lie she was concocting. She couldn’t say more, afraid of closing all doors to reconciliation when September came. “I can’t marry you, Clay. Not right now. I need to find out—”

“He won’t ever love you, Jocelyn,” Clay said. “He’s incapable of love. Like all his kind. He’ll only use you, hurt you. For your sister’s sake, come home with me, please.”

The invocation of her sister’s name was like a stab to the heart. Jocelyn was not so hysterical that she didn’t realize what Clay had failed to say. That he loved her. That he would cherish her. But they’d never said those three words to each other. They’d simply been understood.

Now she might never hear Clay say “I love you.” Or be able to say those precious words to him. Why had she waited? Ever since her sister’s illness, she’d been aware that time was fleeting. She put a fist to her chest to counter the hurt inside.

“I have to stay, Clay,” she said. “I need to know if…if I’m making the right choice.”

“I won’t take you back when he’s done with you,” Clay shot back.

Jocelyn’s vision blurred and her nose pinched with tears. “I’m sorry, Clay. I have to stay.”

“You heard her, Blackthorne. Get moving.”

“Come with me, Jocelyn,” Clay pleaded. “It’s not too late. I need you.”

Jocelyn wondered if she would have ripped herself from North’s arms if Clay had said I love you instead. She could hardly blame Clay, though, for not baring his heart in front of his mortal enemy. She was no better. She’d never told Clay how much she loved him. She opened her mouth to say it now and realized it was the wrong time for such a confession. It could only result in pain for Clay if she stayed with North, and danger if he decided to fight North for her.

“Good-bye, Clay,” she said.

He stared at her for another moment, his heart in his eyes, before he turned and marched to his car without looking back.

Jocelyn’s nose burned and she felt a hot tear slide down her cheek. “Oh, God,” she whispered. “What have I done?”

The porch light went out and a strong arm pulled her back from the kitchen door as it closed. She sagged against North’s arm, and when his hold loosened, jerked free. She ran for the door and yanked at the knob. “Clay!” she cried. “Come back!”

But North’s hand was there to cover hers and keep the door closed. She could hear Clay’s tires spinning on the gravelly dirt road as he tore away from North’s ranch house.

“Let me go!” she cried. “I want to go!”

When he stepped back, she yanked open the door. But it was too late. Clay was gone.

“Leave if you want,” North said, coming up behind her. “It’s no skin off my nose.”

She whirled on him and pounded on his chest. “You’re the most ruthless, inhuman—”

“You made the deal, honey,” he snapped back, catching her wrists and holding them tight. “I just went along for the ride.”

“I love him!” she cried. “I love him, and now he’s going to hate me.”

“Good!” North said savagely. “Revenge is a dish I like hot and smoking.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” she snarled at him. “I wouldn’t sleep with you now—”

She was off her feet and in his arms so fast, she grabbed hold of his neck to have something to hang onto. “What do you think you’re doing?” she shrieked.

“We have a bargain, honey. And I’m going to collect on it.”

Jocelyn grabbed two handfuls of his hair and yanked as hard as she could.

“Ow!” he said. “That hurts!”

“Put me down,” she said in a feral voice. “Right now. Or I’ll do worse.”

He set her on her feet and took a step back. They stared at each other with narrowed eyes, chests heaving.

“I never thought you’d have the guts to go through with it,” he mocked. “That’s why I agreed to the deal.”

Jocelyn felt an unbearable ache in her chest. She’d ruined everything. Now, not only would Clay hate her, but his family would lose Bitter Creek. North was right. She was a coward. But she didn’t see how she could make love—have sex—with a virtual stranger. Someone who clearly disliked her as a person as much as he desired her as a woman.

But if she didn’t follow through on her bargain, the consequences would be terrible and irreversible.

Jocelyn was not, in fact, a courageous person, but she did know how to make sacrifices. She’d been doing it all her life. For her father. And her sister. And now for Clay.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she said.

“Prove it.”

“I don’t have to prove anything.”

“Then you’re reneging on the deal?”

She looked him in the eye and said, “Where’s the bedroom?”
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