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“Blackthornes and Creeds are like oil and water,” Luke Creed told his brother Sam. “They just don’t mix.”

“If that were true, Mom wouldn’t have married a Blackthorne after Dad died, would she?” Sam replied as he stuffed his mouth full of blueberry pancakes.

“I take it back,” Luke said, pouring blueberry syrup over the newest batch of pancakes his sister-in-law had dropped onto his plate. “Oil and water don’t mix, but at least they can coexist in the same space.”

“Big brother is always right,” Sam said. “I—”

Luke waved his fork to cut off his older brother. “Blackthornes and Creeds are more like gasoline and matches. Put them together and you end up with one helluva blaze.”

Too often in his youth, Luke had seen the deadly conflagration burn white hot, destroying without care or conscience. In the twelve years since his mother had married Jackson Blackthorne, Luke hadn’t forgotten or forgiven the devastation his family had suffered at Blackthorne hands. His father murdered, his brother crippled, their cattle infected with brucellosis, priceless cutting horses disappearing into thin air, with every disaster leading straight back to some Blackthorne.

Which was why Luke dreaded having lunch with his mother and stepfather today. These days, Blackthornes and Creeds were supposed to be one happy family.

Luke hadn’t bought into the fantasy.

He looked across the breakfast table at Sam, who would spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair thanks to an “accident” on the high school football field that involved a Blackthorne. “How can you stand working with that Blackthorne bastard day in and day out?”

“At least I’m working out-of-doors. How can you stand working in a law office in the big city every day?” Sam replied.

It wasn’t easy for Luke, living in the city, but it beat the alternative—working for his stepfather—all to hell and back.

“We don’t see nearly enough of you since you moved to Houston,” Sam said. “Why don’t you come back here and work with me on the ranch?”

“You mean work for Blackjack,” Luke said bitterly. “He owns Three Oaks now.”

The two modern-day South Texas ranching families, one rich and powerful, the other poor and struggling, had been mortal enemies since the Civil War, fighting over a piece of land owned by the Creeds along Bitter Creek, a trickle of water that never ran dry, even in the dryest years.

Generations of Blackthornes had killed and crippled generations of Creeds in an attempt to force them off that precious piece of land. But the Creeds had hung on. And Three Oaks had remained lodged, like a chicken bone in the throat, smack dab in the middle of the Blackthorne ranching empire, an eight-hundred-square-mile ranch named for that same Bitter Creek.

When widower Jackson Blackthorne had married widow Ren Creed, their marriage had united the two families—and the two pieces of land. With nothing left to fight over, the feud should have been over.

As far as Luke was concerned, there was too much bad blood between them to end the fight. When Luke had been given the chance to work at Three Oaks, he’d thrown the offer back in Blackjack’s face.

“No thanks,” he’d snarled. “My father hated you and so do I. Just stay the hell out of my life!”

“What is it you plan to do with your life?” Blackjack had challenged. “Let me help you, boy.”

At the time, Luke had been twenty years old, and the inconsequential boy had been an insult. He’d replied with a few choice words acquired over years spent working with cowhands who never used a longer word when a four-letter one would do.

His tirade had ended, “I don’t want a goddamned thing from you. Ever.”

Easy words to say, but they’d left Luke without a direction for his life. He’d spent every day up to that point on the back of a horse—or a Harley.

Blackjack had done his best to make amends. He’d shared his wealth with the Creed kids. Along with his two older sisters Callie and Bay, and his older brother Sam, Luke had been given a trust fund that had made him a millionaire. Unlike them, he had no intention of ever touching Blackjack’s blood money.

“You have to stop fighting the inevitable,” Sam said, interrupting Luke’s rumination. “Mom loves him. He loves Mom.”

“I’ll never stop fighting those Blackthorne sonsofbitches,” Luke said through tight jaws.

“Have you looked at Mom lately?” Sam asked. “I mean, really looked at her?” Sam slipped an arm around his wife Emma’s waist, as she dropped another stack of pancakes onto his plate.

“Hey, I want some of those!” The male voice cracked halfway through the sentence and slid down an octave, and the twelve-year-old boy sitting across the table turned red, as the three adults exchanged surreptitious glances and hid grins at his adolescent discomfort.

“I’m making another batch for you, Bronc,” Emma said as she crossed and tousled her son’s short, straight brown hair.

Luke noticed that Daniel Lucas Creed, better known as Bronc, had the same cowlick on his crown as Luke did. He tried not to notice that sort of thing, and if he did, he tried to ignore it. Bronc might be Luke’s biological son, the result of a one-night stand with Emma, but when Emma and Sam had fallen in love during Emma’s pregnancy and gotten married, the three of them had decided there was no reason to tell Bronc the truth.

Luke had been Uncle Luke to the boy from the day he’d first held the tiny wriggling baby in his large hands.

Luke had never regretted his decision. His brother was a great father, and because of complications from his accident, Sam couldn’t have kids of his own. And Emma and Sam were deeply, happily in love.

Luke had no son of his own, but he had two daughters, ten-year-old Brynne and six-year-old Midge, who lived with his ex-wife and her new husband in Houston. His daughters had been away at camp all summer. They were returning the following weekend, and he could hardly wait to see them.

“Are you going to stick around for Sunday lunch?” Sam asked.

Luke made a face. If he wanted to see his mother—and he did—it meant seeing his stepfather, since the two were inseparable. “Yeah. I’m staying.”

“Then how about riding the fence for me this morning? I can’t account for some cattle. I think there might be a break in the wire.”

In days gone by, the “break” in the three strands of barbed wire strung between cedar posts would have been made by wire cutters, and the cows and their unbranded calves would have strayed onto Blackthorne land—where the mavericks would have ended up with a Blackthorne brand on their sleek red hides.

Now that Bitter Creek and Three Oaks were all part of the same vast corporate entity, the Bitter Creek Cattle Company, that sort of high jinks didn’t make much sense.

“Sure,” Luke said. “Where do you want me to look?”

“The south pasture,” Sam said. “We’ve made some changes you should know about.”

The result of an endless infusion of Blackthorne money, Luke knew. He couldn’t help resenting the fact that his family had struggled so long and hard to hold onto Three Oaks, hating Blackthornes body and soul, and in the end the ranch had been lost because his mother had fallen in love with the enemy.

“We’ve put in more bump gates, so you can drive from one pasture to another without getting out of your truck,” Sam said.

Luke knew that was a big help to Sam, who could drive himself around, but would have had trouble getting in and out of his truck to open and close a lot of gates. Bump gates, which were nudged open by the grille of a truck and swung closed on a center pivot after the truck had gone through, were a good idea, a smart improvement when the foreman of the ranch was a paraplegic.

“I think I’d rather spend the morning on horseback,” Luke said, “if it’s all the same to you.”

Sam shrugged. “I can tell you where the cattle have gone missing. You can trailer your horse there and take off.”

Luke dropped his fork on his plate and said, “That was a great breakfast, Emma. If I eat one more flapjack I’m going to explode.”

“I could eat a few more, Mom,” Bronc said. “If it’s no trouble,” he said, catching his father’s surprised look.

“He’s a growing boy,” Luke said. All skinny arms and long legs, the same as Luke had been at that age.

“It’s no trouble at all,” Emma said to her son.

Luke shoved his chair back from the table. “Excuse me, folks. I’ll see you at the Homestead for lunch.”

Sam lived in the foreman’s house at Three Oaks, and Luke walked the short distance from Sam’s house to the stable, liking the feel of the sun on his face. He enjoyed the dryness of the air and the endless flat, grassy prairie, both a sharp contrast to the ever-present humidity and burgeoning humanity that defined Houston.

Luke attached a horse trailer to his Chevy truck—a ridiculous, gas-guzzling vehicle to have in Houston, considering the distance between his two-bedroom condo downtown and his ex-wife’s house in The Woodlands, a planned community north of the city.

But he couldn’t give up the truck any more than he could turn his back completely on Three Oaks and walk away. He kept his Harley in an old barn at Three Oaks filled with antiquated farm machinery and rode it when he came home for a visit.

He’d carved out a new life for himself as a lawyer for the largest firm in Texas, DeWitt & Blackthorne. The irony hadn’t escaped him that he was working for a firm that had been started by a Blackthorne and bore that hated name.

Slowly but surely over the past six years he’d spent at D&B, he’d earned a reputation as one of the best litigators in the state. In another year, he’d become a partner and have the financial security that he’d lived without all his life.

Luke had kept his promise to Blackjack. He’d never asked his stepfather for a thing. When he became a partner at D&B, his success would be complete, his independence assured. He could look Jackson Blackthorne in the eye and tell him, “Take your million-dollar trust fund and stick it where the sun don’t shine.”
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Amy Hazeltine Nash urged the bay mare to a gallop and leaned forward, her face in the animal’s mane, urging her mount to even greater speed. Amy needed to escape. She wanted to run away from her problems to someplace like Tahiti, but since she was too responsible to do such a thing, riding hell-bent-for-leather was the next best thing. The speed was thrilling, the danger exciting, the escape, unfortunately, temporary.

The horse’s breathing was labored and foam flecked the animal’s neck. “Run, Lady,” she whispered in the mare’s ear. “Run!”

The terrain was nearly flat, dotted with an occasional mesquite and the red Santa Gertrudis cattle raised by Jackson Blackthorne and his wife Ren.

She’d borrowed a horse from the stable at Three Oaks and gone riding early this morning at the invitation of Ren, whom she’d met in town on Friday.

“What are you doing here?” Ren had said when they bumped into each other shopping for groceries in the H.E.B. “I thought you were living in Virginia.”

“I’m home to visit my mom and dad,” Amy said. It was the truth, but by no means the entire story.

“I hope you’ll come by and visit,” Ren said. “We’re expecting Luke this weekend.”

“I…” Amy felt awkward. Ren’s youngest son had been Amy’s boyfriend all through high school, and Amy had spent more time in Ren’s kitchen in those days than her own. But she’d dumped Luke when they were seniors and two years later married a much older man, an orthopedic surgeon, and moved to Virginia, where she’d spent the next eleven years. Last year, she’d moved back to Texas.

“How are your parents?” Ren asked.

“They’re fine,” Amy said. It was the answer she’d always given. Again, not the entire truth. Actually, not even close to the truth. Her mother was an agoraphobic. Amy hadn’t know what that was, growing up, only that her mother stayed at home. But agoraphobics were afraid of the outside world, and Amy’s mother never left the house.

Which meant that Amy had become responsible for a lot of chores that should have been her mother’s. Her father was patient with her mother, but it was plain to Amy that he pitied her. As Amy got older, and her mother—and father—remained so dependent on her, she began to fear that she’d be tied to her parents forever.

Looking back, Amy could see how Luke Creed, a rebellious troublemaker who didn’t follow anyone’s rules, would have appealed to her. Luke had the freedom Amy craved.

“Just leave,” Luke had told her when he’d found out her greatest fear.

“I can’t do that. They need me.”

“They’re grown-ups. They can take care of themselves,” he’d said.

It sounded right. It also sounded ruthless. Amy yearned to be as carefree as Luke. She settled for being his girlfriend. For her, getting on the back of his Harley without a helmet and riding around town, her long blond hair flying behind her, was about as much freedom as she was willing to allow herself.

That and letting Luke touch her.

She’d never realized how meek she was until she’d met Luke, who was brash beyond words. He’d flashed a grin at her, and she’d been excited and intrigued by having such a “bad boy” interested in her. Being with Luke, who was afraid of nothing, was thrilling after growing up with a mother who was afraid of everything.

In hindsight, Amy realized that Luke had been as scared as she was of the love budding between them. He’d just been better at hiding it behind laughing brown eyes and a cocky smile.

Their first physical contact had been more appropriate to kids half their age. He’d yanked her ponytail and flipped up the back of her skirt.

She’d straightened his collar and run her hand daringly across the few bits of beard sprouting on his face—not enough to shave, but enough to announce to the world that he was becoming a man.

“You’re someone I’d like to know better, Amelia Hazeltine,” he’d said, circling her like a tomcat on the prowl, exuding sexual energy that both frightened and excited her.

“How do you know my full name?” she’d asked.

“It’s on that debate trophy in the glass case on the second floor,” he said. “And on the honor roll posted by the principal’s office. And in the program for the fall play.”

“You saw the play?”

“You were good,” he said. “You’re good at everything.”

“Not everything,” she said, embarrassed by the praise. Especially since she participated in everything at school because it gave her an excuse not to be home.

“You’re talented,” he said. “And smart. And pretty.”

“Thank you,” she said, thoroughly flustered.

“Wanta go out with me?”

She hadn’t understood why a boy with Luke Creed’s reputation would want to go out with a “good girl” like her.

“I don’t put out,” she said, staring him in the eye.

“I’m only asking you to the movies.”

She saw the flush high on his cheekbones, the flicker of anger in his eyes. She’d insulted him. She would never purposely have hurt anyone’s feelings. She was too sensitive to the flaws in her own family. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Going to a movie sounds like fun.”

She liked the smile that reappeared on his face, the twinkle that returned to his eyes.

“Great!” He hooted and hollered in a way that should have embarrassed her, because everybody on the school grounds turned to look. She found herself smiling back at him instead.

The first time he’d kissed her, they’d been sitting in the balcony of Bitter Creek’s one movie theater. He’d leaned over in the dark, whispered, “Amy,” and when she’d turned toward him, he’d kissed her. On the nose.

They’d both laughed self-consciously. Their eyes had caught in the flickering light from the screen, and he’d lowered his head again, and their lips had caught, and held.

Amy had forgotten to breathe. She broke the kiss when she felt like she was going to die from want of air, gasping, her chest aching. Other parts of her body ached too, which she found strange and frightening. “Luke,” she whispered. “Luke.”

She hadn’t known how to tell him what she was feeling. Unable to ask him for what she wanted, but desperately needing…something.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said in a gruff voice.

When he took her hand to pull her out of her seat, she realized he was trembling. Her legs threatened to buckle and she sat back down. And tugged on his hand to pull him down beside her.

“I don’t want to leave,” she said.

 “Shut up!”an angry voice whispered behind them.

Luke rose and tugged on her hand again. Amy glanced over her shoulder at the angry patron and rose to follow him.

He hurried her down the balcony stairs, only waiting until they were outside in the dark to press her against the side of the brick building. His hands cupped her face, and his eyes were dark and mysterious in the moonlight.

“Amy,” he said. “Oh, baby.”

He kissed her again, only their lips touching, and she felt something tighten deep inside her.

“I want to…”

“What?” she said.

“I want to put my tongue in your mouth.”

“Why?”

“I heard it feels good.”

“You’ve never done it before?”

He shook his head. “But I want to. With you.”

Amy made a face. She’d been watching movie stars kiss her whole life and had wanted to be on the receiving end of one of those romantic embraces. But his tongue ? In her mouth ?

“If you don’t like it, I can stop,” Luke said. “Come on, Amy, take a chance for once. Don’t be such a scaredy-cat.”

It was the name-calling that made her take the risk. Scaredy-cat. She wasn’t ever going to be afraid like her mother. “All right,” she told him. “Go ahead. But if I don’t like it—”

“I’ll stop,” he promised her.

His thumb caught on the pulse at her throat, and she knew he must have felt it racing. He grinned, then said, “Here goes nothing.”

She closed her eyes and waited. She felt something wet on her lips and jerked backward.

“I haven’t done anything yet,” he protested. “Come back here.”

She closed her eyes again and forced herself to relax. This time, she let herself enjoy the feel of his soft, wet tongue caressing her closed lips from one side to the other. To her surprise, her body quivered.

Luke slid an arm around her waist and said, “Put your hands around my neck.”

She obeyed him, sliding her arms up around his neck and into his hair. That brought her small breasts into contact with his chest, which was surprisingly muscular.

He lowered his head again, his mouth closing over hers, his tongue gently seeking entrance, probing at the seam of her lips. “You have to open up for me, baby,” he murmured.

Amy sighed in resignation and barely parted her lips. She felt his tongue slide into her mouth and recede. And felt another surprising quiver of excitement. Her hands tightened around his neck, and she leaned her body against his, waiting for the next intrusion. She could feel the texture of his tongue and taste him—he tasted good, like buttery popcorn and Coke.

Amy had an analytical mind, and she wanted to dissect the experience. But she was starting to feel things she’d never felt. Heat and need and desire. His tongue was moving in and out of her mouth, teasing the back of her upper lip and then receding. She sucked on it, to keep it where it was, and heard Luke gasp.

They broke the kiss and stared at one another with glazed eyes. “What’s wrong?” she said.

“What did you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“You sucked on my tongue,” he accused.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, it felt good. Do it again.”

Before she could protest, he was kissing her again, his tongue in her mouth, and she sucked on it, like she had before, and felt his body tense beneath her hands.

He broke the kiss again and laid his brow against hers. “Oh, God, Amy. Does this feel as good to you as it does to me?”

In response, Amy simply caught him by the ears and pulled his head down to kiss him. She found his lips closed and ran her tongue along the seam, as he’d done to her. And heard him groan.

It was almost a sound of pain, but she knew she wasn’t hurting him. She pressed her tongue against his lips, seeking entrance, and he opened to her. Amy’s tongue slid inside his mouth and he clasped her tight, his tongue dueling with hers, as they each sought to pleasure the other.

They were both breathing hard by the time they broke the kiss. Amy’s knees were threatening to buckle again, and her breasts ached. “We better stop this,” she said.

“Why?” Luke said. “You like it, don’t you?”

“That’s not the point.”

“That’s precisely the point,” Luke said. “If it feels good, do it.”

“Some people have to think of consequences,” Amy said.

“To hell with consequences,” Luke said, reaching for her.

Amy broke free. “If you want to be my boyfriend, Luke Creed, you will learn to consider consequences.”

Luke had grinned at her. “Does that mean you’re going to be my girlfriend?”

Amy realized what she’d done. Partnered up with someone wild and irresponsible, someone who flouted the rules at every turn. It sounded wonderful. “Yes,” she said. “It does.”

She’d kissed him again and used her tongue and enjoyed every long, delicious minute of it.

They’d spent the next four years as inseparable companions, but they’d never consummated the relationship.

Until prom night.

The mare had slowed, and Amy realized the animal was laboring to breathe and reined her to a stop. She felt as enervated as the mare, who stood on shaky legs, waiting for Amy to direct her where to go.

Amy slid out of the saddle and leaned against the mare, feeling the tears sting her nose and well in her eyes.

God, she was such a fool. She’d wanted someone responsible. Someone reliable. Someone she could count on to stand by her when times got tough. She’d been so sure Luke would never be that man. So she’d married Carl Nash.

And stayed with him for eleven long years, as much a captive as her mother had ever been. Her marriage had ended a year ago. She was free, back in Bitter Creek to visit her parents. Her mother, who still lived within the same four walls. And her father, who still patiently pitied her.

Amy’s blond hair was too short for a ponytail these days and she pulled off her Stetson and set it on the saddle horn, then lifted the hair off her nape with both hands, so the breeze could reach the sweat and cool her. She was standing like that, eyes closed, when she heard hoofbeats.

“Hey!” a voice called out to her. “I couldn’t believe my eyes. It really is you.”

Amy felt her heart speed at the sight of Luke. It was as though her thoughts had conjured him. She quickly dropped her hands and self-consciously wiped her palms against the thighs of her jeans. “What a nice surprise,” she said with a smile.

She felt her smile widen and didn’t try to stop it. She was glad to see him. He was a piece of her past that had been mostly good. For four years, Luke had been her best friend, someone she could tell anything.

But what they’d shared had happened a lifetime ago, when they’d been kids. She couldn’t expect things to be the same. She’d certainly changed. He must have, too.

He was dressed much as she was, in a worn Western shirt, jeans and cowboy boots. She hadn’t spoken to him since the night of her engagement party, when he’d come to her and begged her not to marry Carl Nash.

“You look good,” she said. His brown hair was too long, as usual, down over his ears and his collar. His body was still lean, but his shoulders were broader than they’d been when he was a younger man, and his forearms, where the shirt was rolled up, looked sinewy and strong. His hands were large, but they’d always been big. They just seemed to fit his body better now.

His eyes, the color of sun-ripened tobacco, looked world-weary. That wasn’t new either. But he seemed more adept at hiding his feelings than he’d been all those years ago.

“I heard you were coming for a visit,” she said.

“That’s funny. No one said a word to me about you being here.”

She laughed at the indignation in his voice. “I didn’t think our paths would cross.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Your mom invited me to come riding when I had some free time.” She shrugged. “I had some today.”

“Where’s your husband?”

“In Virginia.” She had no desire to tell him about her marriage—or how ignominiously it had ended.

She could feel his eyes caressing her. He shouldn’t be looking at a woman he believed was married with eyes so full of need.

“How are you?” she asked.

“Fine. You look like hell.”

She laughed again. “Thanks. I see you’re still incorrigibly honest when tact would serve you better.”

“You look exhausted,” he said. “What have you been doing with yourself?”

“I keep busy,” she said evasively.

“You nearly ran that horse into the ground. Exorcising demons?” he asked.

“Could be.” She retrieved her hat from the saddle horn and set it low on her forehead.

“Where are you going in such a hurry?” he asked.

“I’ve got a luncheon engagement. I need to get back.”

“Me, too,” Luke said. “Back at the homestead. We can ride together.”

Amy realized suddenly that Ren had known Luke would be at lunch when she’d invited Amy to join them, but she could see no way to escape the obligation. “Fine,” she said, as she stepped back into the saddle. “You talk, I’ll listen.”

“What do you want to hear?” Luke asked.

“I know about your divorce,” she said. “How are your kids?”

“I don’t get to see enough of them,” Luke said. “I heard you have a daughter the same age as my eldest.”

“Yes. Her name’s Honor. She’s the light of my life.”

“How are your parents?”

“They’re fine,” she said. “I’d ask you about your mother, but I expect I know that better than you, since you haven’t seen her yet.”

“How do you know that?” Luke asked.

“I spoke with her this morning when I was saddling up at the stable at Three Oaks. She invited me back for lunch.”

“I see. So we’ll be having lunch together,” Luke said, eyeing her speculatively. “Did you trailer your horse out here?”

“I rode the whole way.”

“I’ve got a trailer that can take both horses,” Luke said. “Your mare looks like she’d appreciate the ride.”

Amy patted Lady’s neck and said, “You’re right about that. Sure. Why not?”

It didn’t take them long to reach Luke’s truck and load their horses onto the trailer. On the way back to the Homestead at Three Oaks Amy said, “Your mother is very proud of you.”

“I’ve joined the establishment.”

“I have to admit I never expected that of you.”

Luke glanced at her and said, “Looks like you gave up on me too soon.”

“Maybe I did,” she said in a soft voice.

He hit the brakes hard and shoved the gearshift into park. The horses snorted their displeasure as they shifted to keep their balance in the trailer. “Are you happy with him?” he demanded.

Amy stared at Luke with stricken eyes.

He grabbed her arms and turned her to face him. “Because all you have to do is say the word, and I’ll be standing at your door, asking for another chance. Losing you was the biggest mistake—”

She put her hand over his mouth. “Don’t say things you don’t mean. We’re different people now, Luke. I’ve gone on with my life and so have you. We can’t go back. It’s too late.”

His thumb caressed the pulse in her wrist, which was jumping crazily. She pulled her hand free and clutched it against the ache in her chest.

His fingertip caught her chin and tipped it up. “I’m only thirty-two, Amy. So are you. I’d say that gives us plenty of time for a second try. Just say the word.”

It took all the strength Amy had to turn away from him. “The word is no.”

She heard him swear, low and viciously, before he manhandled the truck into gear and hit the accelerator. The horses whinnied at the sudden lurch of the trailer, and Luke swore again and eased his foot off the gas. He kept his eyes straight ahead as the truck and trailer headed down the dirt road at a more reasonable pace.

Amy watched Luke from the corner of her eye and felt a surge of longing and regret. She could ride across the Texas plains all day at a gallop, but Amy knew, deep in her heart, that she’d turned out every bit as afraid to reach out and grab for life as her agoraphobic mother.
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Luke felt the muscles tighten in his neck and shoulders as he and Amy approached the Homestead at Three Oaks. The two-story white frame house sparkled in the sunshine, a far cry from the weathered gray look it had borne over the years his family had lived there hand-to-mouth. His heart rate accelerated, and his stomach knotted painfully as he contemplated greeting his stepfather in his dead father’s home.

He’d intended to drop Amy off at the kitchen door to let his mom know they’d arrived and then run the horses over to the stable. But the instant he stopped his pickup, one of the cowhands who worked for Blackjack appeared, reached out a hand for Luke’s keys and said, “I’ll take care of putting up the horses, Mr. Creed, and leave your truck here when I’m done. Mr. Blackthorne is expecting you.”

Luke clutched the keys, unwilling to hand them over. He’d learned growing up that it was his responsibility to water and unsaddle and groom his horse after riding him. He resented Blackjack’s assumption that he would appreciate having someone else do it for him.

The appearance of the cowhand was a perfect example of the fundamental difference between Blackthornes and Creeds. Blackthornes had always been able to buy help when they needed it. Creeds had always survived by the sweat of their own brows and the labor of their own backs. It had made them strong enough to withstand every catastrophe that nature—and the hated Blackthornes—had sent their way.

The cowboy was only doing his job, and Luke knew he and Amy were already late for lunch. He dropped the keys in the outstretched hand and said, “You can unhitch the trailer and leave it by the stable.”

“Yessir, Mr. Creed,” the cowboy said.

Luke hated the formality. He didn’t have to do everything Blackjack’s way. He still had choices. As he stepped out of his truck he asked, “What’s your name?”

“Slim,” the cowboy said.

“I’m Luke,” he said, holding out his hand.

The cowboy stared at Luke’s callused hand, then looked him in the eye and reached out to shake it. “Glad to meet you, Luke.”

As Amy joined them, Luke said, “This is Amy Nash.”

“Hello, Slim,” Amy said with a smile.

The cowboy touched two fingers to his Stetson, tipped his head and said, “Ma’am.”

Some things never changed. Like the respect of Western men for Western women. In days gone by, women west of the Mississippi had been a rare, precious commodity, cared for, prized and protected. Which made Blackjack’s theft of his father’s wife all the more heinous in Luke’s eyes.

His mother had already been pregnant with Jesse Creed’s child when Blackjack had seduced her—and she’d fallen in love with him. His mother had chosen to marry the father of her child, rather than the man she loved. Blackjack had married a woman his father picked out for him. Despite the fact that they’d married other people, Blackjack and Ren had apparently never stopped loving each other.

When Jesse had been killed, Blackjack had tried to divorce his wife, but she’d threatened to carve his beloved Bitter Creek into tiny pieces. It was a price Blackjack had refused to pay for his freedom. Their star-crossed love had remained unrequited for four long years—until Eve Blackthorne had died in a suspicious helicopter crash.

After that, they’d married lickety-split. And joined the two pieces of land that had been fought over for generations. And expected Luke to be happy about it.

Luke was never going to like seeing a Blackthorne under his father’s roof. He would be courteous for his mother’s sake—if Blackjack didn’t provoke him. That was all.

Luke put a hand to the small of Amy’s back and escorted her up the steps to the kitchen. He pulled open the screen door and held it for Amy, then let it slam behind him. He grinned as he did so, knowing full well his mother was hearing it somewhere in the house and would know he was home.

She’d admonished him all his life not to let the door slam. It had been a small, ridiculous rebellion, but now it was a defiant piece of the past he clung to, when everything else had changed beyond recognition.

“It must be hard for you coming back here,” Amy said as she looked around the recently renovated stainless steel kitchen.

Luke followed her gaze, noting that everything had been modernized—again. Nothing was the same as it had been when he’d grown up, except the large, spur-pitted and pockmarked trestle table that had hosted his family—his eldest sister Callie, her first husband Nolan Monroe, and their two kids Eli and Hannah, his sister Bayleigh, his crippled brother Sam, his mother Lauren, his father Jesse, and himself, the youngest.

He wondered why his mother kept the kitchen table, which seated so many, when she must sit there every morning with only Blackjack, and her memories, for company.

“Luke, you’re here!”

Luke turned to find a broad smile on his mother’s face and her arms opened wide for a hug, which he crossed the room to give her. He towered over her and leaned down to scoop her up in his arms. She was still slim and willowy, still wearing Wrangler jeans and a plaid Western shirt, at sixty-five. Her brown hair was salted with gray, and she wore it cut short and spiky, mussed in a way that fashionable women in the big city had to work to achieve.

Because his mother had worked in the house all the years she’d been married to his father, her skin had stayed young and unwrinkled. The past sixteen years, which she’d spent outdoors training cutting horses, had taken their toll, giving her character lines around the eyes and mouth. The sun had tanned her skin, leaving it warm and glowing. She looked healthy—and happy.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, grasping his hands and stepping back to look him over. She frowned and said, “You’re working too hard.”

He laughed. She couldn’t know what an understatement that was. His job demanded everything, including a few hours he should have been sleeping. “You look fine, too, Mom.”

She laughed and hugged him again.

As she did, Luke saw over her shoulder that Jackson Blackthorne had appeared in the kitchen doorway. He stiffened, and his mother let him go immediately.

Luke stared at the man who’d been his father’s nemesis. Blackjack was even taller than Luke, who stood over six feet, his shoulders were broad and for a man in his late sixties, his hips were still surprisingly lean.

He’d had a heart attack twelve years ago, but there was no vestige of it in his appearance. There wasn’t an ounce of extra fat on his muscular frame. His gaze was sharp, his eyes flinty gray, his face craggy from years spent in the sun. His thick black hair had turned completely silver, yet he looked ten years younger than Luke knew he was.

His mother turned and reached out a hand to Blackjack.

“Come say hello to Luke,” she said, taking Blackjack’s hand and drawing him toward her.

Luke reached unconsciously for Amy’s hand, gripping it tightly and pulling her to stand beside him.

Luke saw his mother was working hard to keep the smile on her face while she watched him worriedly for his reaction. The times he’d been to the Homestead over the past twelve years were few and far between and had usually ended with him leaving tight-lipped and angry. And upset, because he knew his rows with Blackjack made his mother miserable.

He wished he could like the man for her sake. But he didn’t.

He made himself reach out a hand to Blackjack, which Blackjack took. “Sir,” he said.

“So—. Luke,” Blackjack replied.

Blackjack had caught himself, but Luke still bristled. He wasn’t the man’s son. He was never going to be his son, and Blackjack’s use of the word was a surprising slip of the tongue. Did he refer to Sam that way? Luke wondered. Even the thought of it rankled.

Luke withdrew his hand, clenched his back teeth and said, “I’m not sure if you’ve met Amy Nash.”

“Luke and Amy were high school sweethearts,” his mother volunteered.

Luke felt himself flushing. His mother’s statement suggested he and Amy were an item now, when in fact, it was mere coincidence that they were both here for lunch on the same day.

Or was it? Luke glanced at his mother, a crease forming between his brows. She couldn’t be…she wouldn’t dare…. He stared at her until he caught her eye. Her cheeks flamed and her gaze met his, as though asking him to at least consider the possibility. Luke felt a spurt of irritation. Was his mother matchmaking ?

He’d always loved Amy, but she’d made her feelings plain during their morning ride together. She was happy with Carl Nash and wanted nothing to do with him. He wasn’t going to set himself up to get rejected by her again.

Blackjack nodded his head to Amy and said, “Pleased to meet you, Miss Nash.”

“It’s Mrs. Nash,” Amy corrected. She reached out a hand to him, since no Western man was going to shake a woman’s hand unless she extended it first. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

“Oh?” he said, raising a brow.

Amy shot Luke a quick look from beneath lowered lashes. He’d told her often enough in rude terms how he felt about the Blackthornes, and about Blackjack in particular. “You’ve always been a figure of mystery to me,” she said.

“I’m flesh and blood, Mrs. Nash,” he said with a smile meant to put everyone at ease.

“It’s going to be just the four of us for lunch,” his mother said. “Sam and Emma got a last-minute invitation from Emma’s brother and his wife to join them for lunch at the Castle, and Sam called to see if we would mind. I told him we’d be fine.”

Luke’s eyes narrowed. He wondered if his mother had connived the invitation from Billy and Summer Coburn, who lived at the castle-size ranch house where Blackjack had once ruled Bitter Creek. With only the four of them at the table, he would be forced to talk with Blackjack. And Amy would be forced to talk with him. But there was nothing he could do about it now.

“What can I help with?” Amy said to break the awkward silence.

“Everything’s in the oven,” his mother said. “All we need to do is set the table.”

“I can help with that,” Luke offered. He pulled out the drawer where the silverware had always been kept, and it was still there. He took out what they would need and set it on the counter, then opened a cupboard to retrieve plates and glasses. “Where are the—”

“They’re over here now,” his mother said, opening a cupboard on the other side of the kitchen. She handed four plates to Amy and four iced tea glasses to Blackjack. Meanwhile, she opened a drawer and retrieved place mats and cloth napkins.

It didn’t take them long working together to get the table set and the prime rib and baked potatoes and green bean casserole served. Eating gave them an excuse for the silence that settled as soon as the four of them were seated at one end of the long table.

“We didn’t have much chance to catch up the other day,” his mother said to Amy. “What’s keeping you busy these days?”

Luke paused with the fork halfway to his mouth and met Amy’s gaze, which focused on him for an instant before she turned back to his mother.

“I’m a lawyer with a small firm in Houston,” she said.

Luke’s fork clattered to his plate. “What?”

She smiled at him and said, “You don’t have to act so surprised.”

“I thought you were living in Richmond.”

“Not for the past year.”

“What?” Luke sputtered. “You’ve been in Houston for a year and never said a word to anyone?”

“My parents knew where I was,” Amy said. And what business was it of yours?

Luke heard the words, even though Amy never said them. “So your husband moved his practice to Houston?” his mother asked Amy.

Luke watched the patches of red form on Amy’s neck and work their way upward to her cheeks as she replied, “Carl’s still in Virginia.”

Another uncomfortable silence settled over the table.

Finally, Luke said, “If you’re in Houston and Carl’s in Richmond—”

“We’re divorced,” Amy said. “We have been for the past year. I moved back to Texas to practice law.”

He resisted asking the question uppermost in his mind: Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were divorced? What he said was, “I didn’t even know you went to law school.” He kept his voice even, but inside he was barraged by emotions—confusion, anger, excitement, frustration.

She was hiding things again. It had taken most of their four years together in high school for Amy to open up to him. Her biggest secret—her mother’s agoraphobia—hadn’t come out until he’d forced her to bring him home with her. Once that was out, and he hadn’t run for the hills, she’d relaxed a little.

He was stung by the fact that she’d hidden her divorce, her move to Houston, her work as a lawyer. It made her rejection of his overture during their ride much worse, because it meant she knew they were living in the same town, that they were both free to pursue a relationship, and she still didn’t want anything to do with him.

“I went to law school to fill the time once Honor started school,” Amy said. “Never dreaming I’d actually practice.”

“Did you leave him? Or did he leave you?” Luke asked.

Amy’s face blanched.

“Luke,” his mother admonished. “What a thing to ask! You don’t have to answer him, Amy.”

“Actually, I divorced Carl,” she said, staring Luke in the eye.

“So the perfect husband wasn’t so perfect after all,” Luke couldn’t resist saying.

“No,” Amy said.

“Your parents must be glad you’ve settled nearby,” Luke’s mother interjected.

Amy’s eyes were locked with Luke’s. She broke away, turned to his mother and said, “They enjoy spending time with Honor.”

Luke noticed what she didn’t say. That Honor was enjoying the time with them. It must be odd to have a grandmother who never left the house.

Silence fell on the table. Again.

“How are things at D&B?” his mother asked him with a smile that Luke could see was forced. “What’s it like working for a woman boss?”

“Different.” Luke could see his mother was upset by the short, curt answer and looked for something he could say to ease her discomfort.

“I’ve heard good things about Grayson Choate,” Blackjack said. They were the first words he’d uttered since they’d started eating. Something neutral. Something guaranteed not to make waves.

Nonetheless, Luke found it irritating. “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

“You’re having problems?” Blackjack asked.

Luke knew the comment wasn’t intended to suggest he wasn’t competent or capable of handling his new boss. But all the old hurts and slights and his predisposition to find anything Blackjack said denigrating caused him to say, “What goes on between me and the lawyers I work with is none of your damned business.”

“Oh, Luke,” his mother almost wailed in dismay. “I’m sure Jackson—”

“Don’t apologize for me,” Blackjack snapped at her. “I haven’t said anything that needs apology. But that son of yours certainly has!”

Blackjack was holding his knife and fork so tightly Luke could imagine the stainless steel bending in his grasp. His mother’s hand lay on Blackjack’s muscular forearm, and Luke was sure that was the only reason his stepfather wasn’t already on his feet.

Amy provided the voice of reason. “Grayson Choate’s reputation as a shark is well known in the legal community,” she said. “It must be challenging to work with her, Luke.”

Luke tore his gaze away from Blackjack and faced Amy.

“It is.” He would have left it at that, except Amy kept her eyes focused on his expectantly. “It’s been an adjustment moving from the litigation section over to corporate.”

“Why did they move you?” Amy asked.

“Promising associates are assigned to more than one section of the firm, so more of the partners have a chance to get to know them and their capabilities. I’m doing my turn in corporate.” That wasn’t the whole story, but telling the rest would have sounded like bragging.

“But you’re still primarily a litigator?” Amy asked.

Luke nodded. “That’s where I’ve focused my efforts. I’ll be representing the firm’s largest client, Hyland Pharmaceuticals. In fact, I’m working on—”

At that moment the kitchen door burst open and Blackjack’s only daughter, Summer Coburn, came through the door, a grin on her face and a pie in her hands. Her husband Billy followed her, with three kids tumbling in behind him, Billy’s thirteen-year-old son Will, and Billy and Summer’s eleven-year-old daughter Katherine and eight-year-old son Jack. Behind them came Emma and Sam and Bronc.

“We brought dessert,” Summer said as she set the pie on the kitchen counter. “Apple pie—”

“And ice cream!” Kate said as she set a half gallon of vanilla ice cream on the counter.

Luke saw Blackjack was already out of his chair and crossing to hug the little girl, tousle Will’s black hair and tickle Jack in the ribs. Then he shook hands with Billy and Sam and gave Summer a big hug, followed by a hug for Emma and the caressing graze of his hand across Bronc’s shoulder.

Luke had never felt more like an outsider in his own home. How could they forgive Blackjack? Billy and Sam, he meant. Billy was Blackjack’s bastard son, who’d been “Bad” Billy Coburn all his life, a dirt-poor saddle tramp who’d befriended rich Summer Blackthorne.

It should have been impossible for Billy and Summer to marry—except it turned out Summer wasn’t really Blackjack’s daughter. Eve Blackthorne had informed Blackjack of the truth—that Summer’s real father was Blackjack’s former foreman—and threatened to tell Summer if he tried to divorce her. It had been part of the blackmail she’d used to keep Blackjack in that ill-fated marriage.

And Sam. Sam would spend his life confined to that wheelchair and had a Blackthorne to blame for it. In his youth, he’d hated the Blackthornes and had become an embittered alcoholic. Thanks to another Blackthorne, who’d forced Sam to take a hard look at himself, he’d been sober for more years than Luke could count. And now Sam was shaking hands—and smiling—at Blackjack, as though he enjoyed seeing the man.

Luke felt betrayed. It was one thing to know everyone else had been able to go on with their lives as though all those years of strife had never happened. It was another to see it played out before his eyes. He couldn’t be a part of this. He refused to be a part of it.

He rose and said, “Sorry I can’t stay, Mom. I’ve got to get back to Houston.”

“Surely you can have a bite of pie,” his mother said.

He felt Amy’s hand on his arm, a gentle touch signaling her agreement with his mother, a silent entreaty to stay and become a part of the family whose circle remained open to him, but which he refused to join.

“Sorry,” he said. “I need to get on the road.”

Luke made his good-byes to Summer and Billy and their kids, gave his nephew and sister-in-law a hug, then shook hands with Sam.

“Promise you’ll bring the girls for a visit,” his mother said as she followed him to the door.

“You know how busy things get,” he hedged.

“Promise,” his mother said, laying her palm against his cheek.

“All right,” he said, knowing she was stubborn enough to keep him standing there until he agreed.

“Soon,” she added.

He smiled. “As soon as I can manage it.”

His mother was joined by Blackjack, who slid his arm around her waist and said, “You’ll always be welcome here.”

 A Blackthorne offering me welcome in my father’s home.It was all Luke could do to choke out to his mother, “I’ll bring the girls when I can.”

Then he was outside, drawing deep breaths to try and calm down.

It took him a moment to realize Amy had joined him.

“I am so disappointed in you,” she said.

“What?” Luke was shocked by the unexpected attack.

“They’re all trying to get along, to make a happy life for themselves, to let the past die a clean death. And you…”

He saw the scorn in her eyes. And felt the injustice of her accusation, the injustice of the situation. “You’re asking me to forget what that man did to my father. You’re asking me to forget what his family did to mine.”

“No one’s asking you to do anything—except be a courteous guest.”

“To go along and get along,” Luke snarled.

“Yes,” she said. “To get on with your life. To make the best of a bad situation. We all have to do it. Life isn’t a bed of roses. It’s full of bloody thorns. The wounds will heal if you let them.”

“They haven’t,” Luke said. “They won’t.”

“Not if you keep them open and festering. This is the only family you have, Luke. You need to make peace with the Blackthornes.”

“How?” he said in an agonized voice. “I don’t belong here anymore. I’m not a part of his family. I refuse to be a part of them.”

“Then I pity you. Good-bye, Luke.” She turned and walked back into the house and let the door slam behind her.

Luke stared after her. The last thing he wanted from Amy Hazeltine Nash was her pity.

For an instant, he was tempted to go back inside. To try and mend fences. To try and be a part of the happy family his mother was trying so hard to achieve.

But he thought of his father. And all the years his family had suffered at Blackthorne hands. And he couldn’t do it.

Luke turned his back on them. And walked away.
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Luke stared at the scruffy cat sitting at his feet, which stared right back at him. “Aw, give me a break, Snowball. Stop that yowling. You know I don’t have time to pick you up. I’ve got to get to work.”

Snowball flicked her stub of a tail. And yowled.

“I don’t believe this,” Luke muttered. He took one last run at his face with the razor, then rinsed it and pitched it onto the bathroom counter. He cupped his hands under the running water and splashed his face, then shut off the water and grabbed for a towel.

When he opened his eyes, Snowball was no longer sitting impatiently at his feet. She was sitting on the bathroom counter staring up at him with baleful yellow eyes.

It amazed Luke how silently the cat could move, and how nimbly, since she only had three legs. She was also missing the tip of her tail and most of one ragged ear.

“You know you’re not allowed on the counter,” he said to the cat.

But he made no move to dislocate her. And she ignored the disapprobation in his voice.

The only animals Luke and his family had ever owned either worked for a living or got butchered and eaten. Snowball wouldn’t have lasted long at Three Oaks. She was the most useless animal Luke had ever seen. But she’d apparently been in one hell of a fight and survived with her dignity—if not all her body parts—intact.

Snowball wasn’t exactly what Luke had had in mind when he’d taken his two daughters to the local animal shelter to select a cute little kitten.

The kitten was supposed to distract Brynne and Midge from the fact that he and their mother had just gotten a divorce and be a good reason for them to come and visit him every other weekend. He hadn’t been quite sure they’d want to come just to see him.

His ex-wife was allergic to fur, and a puppy or kitten had been out of the question during their marriage. Personally, Luke had thought having a “pet” was a waste of time and money. Fortunately for him, Valerie had been the villain whenever one of the girls showed up with some homeless stray and wasn’t allowed to keep it.

A pet had seemed like something he could offer the girls that they wouldn’t have had except for the divorce. At the time, it had seemed logical. When he thought of it now, it seemed pretty ridiculous. Yes, your mom and I are breaking up your home, but how about a kitten to make everything better? Hell, he’d have grasped at any kind of straw to take that godawful tragic look off their faces.

Eight-year-old Brynne had been eyeing a black cat with white boots when four-year-old Midge had spied the scruffy ball of fur hissing and spitting in a nearby cage. When Snowball jumped up and limped away from Midge’s poking finger, displaying her war wounds, Brynne had been disconsolate. She knew how it felt to go through life with a wounded body.

“We have to rescue her, Daddy,” Brynne had cried.

“Snowball needs us, Daddy,” Midge had agreed.

“Snowball?” he’d questioned, eyeing the ball of grayish-white fur. Snowball seemed a particularly inappropriate name for a cat living in Houston, Texas, probably the next hottest place to Hell.

Midge nodded. “Yes, Daddy. Snowball.”

Luke took another look. It was possible the fluffy smudge of grayish-brownish-whitish fur reminded Midge of the only snow she’d ever seen. They’d been at the mall when a truck dumped a load of snow on the asphalt for the kids to play in, as a holiday advertising gimmick. It hadn’t stayed white for long.

Snowball had come home to Luke’s two-bedroom condo in downtown Houston in a cage he’d needed to buy, because Snowball hissed and spit and savagely arched her back at the two little girls who’d been her saviors.

Snowball had never become one of those sit-in-your-lap cats, but she’d suffered the indignity of being dressed in doll clothes by Brynne and Midge with a patience and indulgence that had surprised Luke. Despite Snowball’s continued hissed greetings to the girls every other weekend, they swore they loved her and Luke didn’t dare get rid of her.

He and Snowball had formed an uneasy truce, and since he could leave the cat alone for the long hours he spent litigating at DeWitt & Blackthorne, he’d clamped his back teeth and endured.

Being ignorant of the encroaching nature of cats, he’d let Snowball sleep at the foot of his bed—on the floor—that first night. During the night, Snowball had hopped up on the mattress, where it was more comfortable. Over the past two years since his divorce, Snowball had slowly but surely wormed her way up the bed.

These days, Luke often awoke to find the cat sleeping next to his head, and the damned animal expected him to pet her. Which he did. Even when he was running late getting out of the house to work. Like now.

Snowball yowled again. Piteously.

Luke swore under his breath, but he picked up the cat, tucked her close to his naked chest and scratched her under the chin.

Snowball closed her eyes and laid her head back in ecstasy. The feline rumble started, a distinct motor sound with a little hitch in it that reminded him of the fourth-hand Harley he’d ridden as a teenager.

Luke shook his head and grinned. If only all females were this easy to please, he’d still be a married man.

Seven hours later, Luke was damning all women, especially his new boss, Grayson Choate. He’d spent the morning reading Hyland Pharmaceutical files, wondering how he was going to represent a company whose brand-new miracle drug might be killing the very people it was meant to help.

Luke grabbed the rubbery ball Brynne had given him for his birthday and squeezed the life out of it. The ball was supposed to reduce his stress level, but every time he picked the damned thing up, he imagined his ex-wife explaining to his daughter why her father might appreciate such a gift, and the acid rose in his stomach.

He threw the ball across the room so it flattened against the wall, then opened his side desk drawer four inches and grabbed the giant economy plastic bottle of fruit-flavored Tums. They were full of calcium, and he figured he had some of the strongest bones in the firm.

He flipped off the lid and poured several into his hand, chucked the green ones into the trash can and popped the rest into his mouth. With any luck, they’d kill the acid in his stomach before he had to meet with the grieving mother who’d accused Hyland of selling an unsafe drug.

He grabbed his coffee cup, a series of uneven coiled pink pottery snakes Brynne had made for him in Girl Scouts, and took a swig of water to kill the powdery taste. He set the cup down next to the tiny handprint paperweight Midge had produced in preschool, then leaned back in his leather swivel chair, laced his hands behind his head and stretched out his long body.

He had a rough couple of hours ahead of him, and it would have been nice not to have to wear a tie today. It was Friday, and lawyers who weren’t scheduled to greet the public could dress down in Izod shirts, belted khakis and docksiders without socks. Even that was a far cry from the raggedy T-shirts, worn jeans and scuffed cowboy boots Luke had worn growing up. He hadn’t even been trying for that rebellious James Dean look. His family had simply been poor, and clothes got worn until they got worn out.

But dressing down had been out of the question. His new female boss had made it clear she wanted a wrongful death suit against Hyland settled today—no ifs, ands or buts. Luke hadn’t felt so anxious since he’d first stepped into a courtroom six years ago as a bright-eyed and bushy-tailed twenty-six-year-old UT law school grad and addressed a judge as “Your Honor.”

With any luck, the plaintiff would accept Hyland’s generous monetary offer of compensation for damages suffered, and the case would be closed. Slam, bam, thank you, ma’am.

But if Luke had learned anything in the years he’d been practicing law, it was “Never count your chickens before they’re hatched.” Things had a way of…going wrong.

“Mr. Creed, you’re late for your appointment with Mrs. Anastasio and her lawyer.”

Luke glanced at his secretary, who stood in the doorway to his office dressed like a flower bed run amuck, then back at the thick file he’d forgone lunch to read. “They weren’t supposed to be here until two.”

“It’s 2:15.”

Luke glanced at his watch. Actually, it was 2:17. “Shit. ‘Scuse my French, Flo.”

Flo gave him an admonishing look over the green plastic-framed glasses perched on the end of her nose and said, “How long will you be?”

“I’m coming right now.” Luke shoved the documents from the contract research organization (the CRO), the clinical research coordinator (the CRC), the institutional review board (the IRB), the principal investigator (the PI) and the Food and Drug Administration (the FDA) back into the file.

It seemed everything and everybody in the clinical research process to approve a new drug for market had a set of initials. It was a whole new language Luke needed to learn, and learn fast. Especially if he wanted to prove that the most recent death attributed to Hyland’s miracle drug D-Free might be the result of the patient exceeding the MTD—the maximum tolerated dose.

His phone rang, and Flo picked it up. “DeWitt and Blackthorne, Mr. Creed’s office. Yes, Ms. Choate, he’s here.”

Flo punched the hold button and said, “She wants to see you. Now.”

“Sh—”

Flo lowered her brows, and Luke bit back the epithet. “Tell her I’m on my way.”

“While you’re planning your afternoon, you asked me to remind you that the firm’s fall picnic begins at River Oaks at 4:00.”

“Sh—” Luke gave Flo a sheepish look.

“What shall I tell the attorney from Hardy, Christian and James and the grieving mother she brought with her?”

“Come back tomorrow?”

Flo was not amused. She pursed her lips and tapped a red-painted fingernail against the phone.

“Tell Mrs. Anastasio and her lawyer I’ll be there shortly,” Luke said. “And tell Choate I’m on my way.”

The grieving mother and her attorney would have to wait. There was no putting off Grayson Choate. When the senior partner of the corporate section spoke, associates listened.

Luke listened more closely than most. When the partners met next spring to decide who would join their ranks, Luke planned to be one of the chosen. Despite—not because of—the fact his sonofabitch stepfather’s great-grandfather was a founding partner of the firm.

Luke had been called to Franklin DeWitt’s office six weeks ago and told by the firm’s managing partner that since Hyland was the firm’s largest single client, accounting for 17 percent of overall revenues, every potential partner was rotated through the corporate section in order to evaluate whether they’d be able to work with the powers that be at Hyland. Luke was to report to Grayson Choate by the middle of the following month.

Luke had been surprised to discover that he had to move his office to the corporate floor, which seemed like a lot of effort for a temporary transfer, but it was one of Choate’s requirements. She wanted the attorneys she supervised to be easily accessible to her.
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