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“I can help you find those stolen VX mines,” Bay said. “But you have to take me with you into the Big Bend.”

“I work alone,” Owen replied. “Besides, you wouldn’t be able to keep up with me.”

“Of course I would. I’m incredibly fit.” She felt her stomach flutter as his eyes raked her from legs to belly to breasts … and lingered there appreciatively.

His heavy-lidded gaze lifted to her mouth, and she nervously slid her tongue across her lips. She felt a quiver of anticipation as his eyes locked on hers, hot and needy.

“You can’t come with me,” he said at last. “You’d be a … dangerous distraction.”
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Chapter 1

[image: ] OWEN BLACKTHORNE STEPPED INTO THE ARmadillo Bar and found trouble waiting for him. “Damn that Creed kid,” he muttered.

Luke Creed was arguing with the bartender, who was refusing to serve him. The kid should have known better, since he was three years shy of the legal drinking age in Texas. The teenager wore baggy jeans and an oversized black T-shirt that did nothing to hide the Texas-sized chip on his narrow shoulders. His brown hair was cut in short, youthful spikes, but his desperate brown eyes were ages older, angry and bitter and disillusioned.

The Creed kid had been in and out of trouble constantly over the past eighteen months since his father had been murdered. He blamed the Blackthornes—one and all—for his father’s death. Since there was nothing the kid could do to hurt the powerful family that was the source of his grief, he took out his frustration on the rest of the world.

Owen stepped up to the bar, letting Luke get a good look at the silver badge on his shirt that announced the arrival of a Texas Ranger.

The kid quickly made it clear he wasn’t impressed by the badge—or the man wearing it. He turned on Owen and snarled, “Everywhere I go you Blackthornes turn up like a bad smell.”

Owen ordered a beer from the bartender, at the same time eyeing the boy in the mirror behind the bar, which was lined with twinkling Christmas tree lights year round. In a low voice he said, “Take it easy, kid.”

Luke puffed up like a banty rooster and said, “Go to hell.” He turned to the bartender, his hands pressed flat on the bar. “I’m thirsty. How about that drink?”

Before the bartender could respond, Owen laid a dollar on the bar and said, “I’m buying. He’ll have a Coke.”

“Forget it,” Luke said. “I’m not thirsty anymore.”

“Then maybe you should leave,” Owen suggested.

“You and what army are gonna make me?” the kid shot back.

Owen felt his adrenaline begin to pump. He hadn’t come in here looking for a fight, and the last thing he wanted to do was arrest Luke Creed. He knew what it was like to rage against circumstances over which you had no control. He knew what it was like to hurt inside because someone you cared for was gone forever.

Maybe the kid was entitled to hate Blackthornes. It was Owen’s mother who’d caused the death of Luke’s father. Because there’d been no proof of what she’d done that would hold up in court, Eve Blackthorne had ended up in a sanitarium instead of jail. Hell. No one said life was fair.

The bartender set an icy bottle of Pearl, dripping with condensation, in front of Owen. Before he could pick it up, the Creed kid bumped it hard with his elbow. It toppled and fell, shattering on the sawdusted cement floor.

Owen swore as he jumped back to avoid the shards of broken glass and the yeasty splatter of foaming beer.

The kid sneered at him in the mirror and said, “Oops.”

The bar got so quiet Owen could hear every word of the whispery Western ballad Wynonna was singing on the jukebox. He knew the patrons were hoping for a showdown. Owen was determined not to give them one.

He shoved the broken glass aside with his boot and stepped up to the bar. “Another beer,” he said.

Luke turned his back to the bar, leaned his elbows on the laminated surface, and set one booted foot on the brass footrail, daring Owen to do something in retaliation. Anything to give him an excuse to strike out.

Owen figured the situation was about as bad as it could get. Then it got worse.

He saw the kid’s eyes go wide, then narrow, and followed their focus to the door, where his brother Clay was standing in the entrance to the bar.

He and Clay were identical twins, both tall and broad-shouldered and lean-hipped. But Owen spent his life outdoors, so his skin was tanned, making his gray eyes look almost silver, and he had his share of crow’s-feet from squinting past the glare of the searing Texas sun. Owen mostly wore Wrangler jeans, a yoked white Western shirt with a bolo tie, and cowboy boots.

His brother Clay, who’d been elected the youngest ever attorney general of the state of Texas two years ago at the age of thirty, had on a button-down oxford-cloth shirt with a rep striped tie, expensive wool-blend suit trousers, and cordovan shoes. As a concession to their meeting in the bar, Clay had pulled his tie down, and the top button of his blue shirt was undone to reveal a thatch of dark chest hair.

“Hey,” Clay said as he stepped up to the bar beside Owen. “What’s going on?”

The jukebox had begun playing Billy Ray Cyrus’s one-hit wonder, “Achy Breaky Heart.” As they always did on Friday nights in the Armadillo Bar, the drunken crowd sang along at the top of their voices.

Over the noise, Luke Creed shouted an angry response to Clay’s question. “I’ll tell you what’s going on. Your brother’s being an asshole!”

“That’s enough, soldier,” Clay admonished.

“That National Guard bullshit won’t wash in here,” Luke said, his eyes glittering with malice. “We’re not on weekend maneuvers now, Major Blackthorne. I don’t have to obey you.”

“A little respect for your elders wouldn’t be out of line,” Clay said sardonically.

“You’re not my company commander unless we’re both in uniform,” the kid retorted. “Otherwise, you’re just another asshole. In your case, a thieving asshole.”

“Watch yourself, kid,” Owen said in a measured voice.

But Luke was on a rant and reason wasn’t working on him. “I know you stole those missing VX mines,” he shouted in Clay’s face. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m gonna find a way to prove it. One of you Blackthornes is finally gonna get what’s coming to you.”

“You’re talking like a fool,” Clay said, his voice even softer, which told Owen just how angry he was.

“I’m no fool,” the kid snapped. “I know what I know.”

“Exactly what is it you know about those nerve gas mines?” Owen asked Luke. Every law enforcement agency in Texas, and a bunch of federal agencies as well, had spent the past week searching for three crates of missing VX nerve gas mines. The mines had been discovered in mislabeled crates during recent maneuvers by a unit of the Bitter Creek National Guard and had been on their way to a disposal and storage facility in Pine Bluff, Arkansas, when they were hijacked.

“I know your brother met with someone at the armory two days before the mines were stolen,” the kid said to Owen. “I heard the two of them talking about the schedule for when the mines were gonna be shipped to Arkansas. They shut up quick enough when they saw me watching them.”

The kid focused his gaze on Clay and said, “But I heard what you said. I know you took those mines. I’ll figure out why you took them and where you put them and then you’ll end up in jail, where all you Blackthorne bastards belong!”

“Don’t make accusations you can’t back up,” Clay said in a deadly voice.

“Who’s gonna stop me?” the kid demanded.

Owen could see the kid was itching to take a swing and was on the verge of stepping forward to block him, when the door to the bar swung open, and the kid’s sister stepped inside.

Owen watched as Bayleigh Creed did a quick visual search of the dining booths on the other side of the bar, where she obviously expected her brother to be. When she didn’t locate him there, her gaze found its way back to the bar, where Luke was posed in a pugnacious stance. Owen saw the alarm in her eyes before she headed in their direction.

Owen had just enough time to admire the look of her in butter-soft jeans that cupped her butt and emphasized her flat belly and slender legs, before Luke threw a punch. The kid’s fist hit Clay square on the nose and sent him staggering backward, as bright red blood spilled onto his starched blue shirt and his silk Armani tie.

Owen grabbed Luke by the scruff of his neck and the seat of his pants, and to the strains of “Achy Breaky Heart,” frog-marched the kid past his sister, yanked open the door, and threw him out into the street.

“Go home and cool off,” he said.

The kid’s sister shoved her way past him and hurried to her brother’s side. The asphalt parking lot was full of potholes, and the kid must have tripped on one, because he’d fallen forward onto his hands and knees.

“Luke, are you all right?” she cried.

The boy shoved his sister away as he rose to his feet. “Leave me alone.”

Owen wondered if Bayleigh Creed was smart enough to know that her brother was more upset that she’d witnessed what had happened than he was about landing on the ground. From what Owen could see in the glow of blue neon light that spelled out “Armadillo Bar” in cursive across the whitewashed adobe wall, the kid was fine, and his job was done. He turned to head back inside the darkened bar.

He hadn’t gone two steps before the boy shouted, “Hey, you!” and shoved him in the back.

Owen heard the kid’s sister gasp as he turned to face the battling mosquito that refused to go away. He didn’t want to swat it flat. It took all his self-control to keep his balled fists at his sides. He spread his legs in a wider stance, to give him leverage if it came to a fight.

“What is it you want, kid?”

“I want you Blackthorne bastards to pay for what you did to my dad.”

There was nothing Owen could say to that. “You’d better take your brother home,” he said to the kid’s sister. “And tuck him into bed.”

“Why, you—”

The kid charged, and Owen hit him once in the stomach, doubling him over.

Bayleigh Creed whirled on him like an avenging fury, her thick auburn hair swinging across her shoulders as she turned, her blue eyes blazing. She got into his space pretty quick, and he fought the urge to back up as she poked him in the chest with a pointed finger and said, “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?”

He saw the sprinkle of childish freckles across her nose and almost laughed. He managed to cough instead. His own size? He looked pointedly down at her, then looked her up and down. Slowly. Thoroughly. Until he saw the dark flush rising on her cheeks.

She barely reached his shoulder. Both of his hands would have fit around her waist. She curved in all the right places, even if there wasn’t as much up top as he normally liked. Although, honestly, more than a handful was wasted.

“The kid came here looking for trouble,” Owen said at last. “He found it.” Even as he spoke, Owen realized explanations were futile.

He was a Blackthorne; she was a Creed. Their families had been feuding for generations. It didn’t matter what he said. She was going to side with family.

“You shouldn’t have provoked him,” she said, her chest heaving in a way that drew his attention. “He’s had a hard time dealing with Dad’s death.”

“I’ll say,” Owen muttered.

She glared at him, and he noticed her eyes weren’t blue anymore, they were kind of violet. He wondered if they turned dark like that every time she got mad.

“He’s just a kid,” she said. “If you Blackthornes would leave him alone—”

“I can fight my own battles,” her brother said as he straightened. He glowered at Owen. “I’ll find enough proof this time to make sure that another one of you Blackthornes doesn’t get away with murder.”

Owen’s eyes narrowed. “Are you accusing Clay of having something to do with the death of that Texas Ranger in the Big Bend?”

“It’s all part of the same thing, isn’t it?” Luke said. “That hijacked army truck was left just outside the borders of the Big Bend. Then that Texas Ranger goes into the Big Bend hunting for those mines. Supposedly, he’s the best tracker in Texas, and he always finds what he’s looking for.

“Suddenly, pow! He gets shot between the eyes. I figure whoever stole those mines killed that Ranger to keep him from talking. And your brother stole those mines.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Owen said.

The kid smirked. “I’m going to make sure that brother of yours ends up on death row. See if I don’t!”

“Luke,” the kid’s sister said. “Maybe you shouldn’t be making accusations—”

“Stop treating me like I’m some stupid kid,” the boy interrupted. “I know what I’m talking about.”

“Why don’t you come home with me and—”

“And what?” the kid snarled. “Swallow my medicine like a good boy? I’m gonna choke to death if I have to swallow any more—” The kid made a growling sound in his throat.

But Owen had no trouble filling in the missing word. Pride. It all came down to that, he realized. The Creeds had nearly lost Three Oaks when Jesse Creed died, and the family had been forced to come up with millions of dollars to pay estate taxes on the ranch. Even now, the Creeds fought every day to make ends meet. To add insult to injury, the rich and powerful Blackthornes were responsible for this latest trial for the proud but struggling Creeds.

“Go home, kid, and sleep off whatever it is you’ve got in your system. You’re delusional,” Owen said.

“The hell I am!” the kid flared.

A few cowhands had collected around them, patrons of the bar who’d arrived but couldn’t get through the front door because of the altercation between Owen and Luke.

“Get going or get arrested,” Owen said flatly.

“I’m going,” Luke said, his throat working and his eyes glazed with angry tears. “But tell your brother he isn’t going to get away with it. I won’t stop till I can prove he’s guilty.”

He watched Bayleigh Creed’s wide, frightened eyes as her brother jumped onto his Harley, kicked it to life, and roared down Main Street so recklessly he nearly ended up a smear on the pavement.

“Luke,” she cried. “Stop!”

But it was too late. The kid was gone.

He noticed she was trembling. “Maybe you’d better come inside and sit down,” he said.

“You can go straight to hell.” She turned and marched past him. She’d taken about three steps when she stopped, pivoted, and marched right back past him in the opposite direction, her back ramrod straight. A moment later she reached her pickup, yanked the battered door open, and stepped inside.

She was a spitfire, all right. His eyes crinkled at the corners and his mouth cocked up on one side in an almost-grin as he remembered her challenge. Why don’t you pick on someone your own size? “I don’t think you’d qualify, Mizz Creed,” he murmured, as he stared at the disappearing tail-lights on her truck. He shook his head and laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Clay asked.

Owen turned to find his twin at his side. “How’s your nose?”

“It hurts,” Clay said. “At least the bleeding’s stopped. Did you figure out what that kid’s problem is?”

“He’s a little loco, I guess,” Owen said. “He thinks you’re behind the theft of those VX mines.”

“That’s crazy, all right,” Clay agreed with a disbelieving shake of his head. “Still want to have a beer?”

Owen sighed as he remembered why he’d come to the bar in the first place. To seek solace from his brother for the death of his friend Texas Ranger Hank Richardson—the man who’d been shot between the eyes by whoever had stolen those VX mines. “Yeah,” Owen said. “A beer sounds like a good idea.”

Owen felt Clay’s comforting arm around his shoulder as they headed back inside. They collected a couple of beers at the bar and grabbed a booth that had just emptied, where they could have a little more privacy.

They didn’t say anything for a while, just listened to the nasal performance of a favorite Clint Black tune on the jukebox.

When the song ended, Clay took a long swig of beer, set his bottle down on one of the silver dollars that was laminated into the tabletop, and said, “I can’t make it to Hank’s funeral tomorrow, Owe.”

Owen felt his throat tighten with emotion. He kept his eyes lowered, so Clay wouldn’t see how devastated he was by his brother’s news. He wasn’t sure he could handle the funeral on his own. He wanted his brother beside him in case he needed a strong shoulder to lean on.

“I don’t think I’ll be missed,” Clay said. “Every police officer in Texas is liable to show up here in Bitter Creek tomorrow to pay their respects to Hank.”

None of them is my brother, Owen thought. I can’t turn to one of them, if I start to fall apart. “Isn’t there any way you can rearrange your plans?”

“’Fraid not. I’ve got some business in Midland tomorrow with Paul Ridgeway.”

Owen took a sip of beer while he contemplated Clay’s revelation. Paul Ridgeway was the FBI’s special-agent-in-charge of coordinating all the law enforcement agencies investigating the theft of the VX mines. He had also almost been Clay’s father-in-law.

Clay had been engaged to Paul’s only child Cindy until she’d been murdered a year ago, two weeks before their wedding. Paul had tracked down his daughter’s murderer, who’d turned out to be a vagrant, and shot him when he resisted arrest. But he’d had a difficult time dealing with his daughter’s death, and Clay had spent a lot of time with him over the past year, keeping him company on hunting trips and attending football games. Offering comfort.

The same comfort Owen needed now. The same comfort Owen had offered his brother at Cindy’s funeral. He’d been there when Clay fell to pieces the morning Cindy was buried. He’d hoped to have Clay’s support when he buried his best friend tomorrow.

Then he remembered Luke Creed’s accusations. Owen knew Clay hadn’t stolen the mines. That was absurd. But maybe Clay knew something about their theft. After all, it was soldiers in Clay’s National Guard unit, a heavy mechanized engineer battalion that specialized in laying mines during combat, who’d discovered the mislabeled crates of nerve gas mines.

“Does your business with Paul have anything to do with those missing VX mines?” Owen asked pointedly.

“My business with Paul is absolutely personal,” Clay said with a grin that acknowledged the contradiction in terms.

“Which means you’re not going to tell me.”

“Nope.”

“You’re a secretive sonofabitch,” Owen said.

“Yep. At least to the secretive part.”

Owen dutifully laughed. “I wish you could be there,” he said.

“I’m sorry, Owe. I can’t.”

Owen concentrated on tearing the label off his beer. His nose stung, and his throat ached. The grief he felt was terrible. But he wasn’t going to cry. He wasn’t.

It had been so long since he’d cried, he wasn’t sure he could. And he had an awful, frightening feeling that if he let even one drop fall, he might not be able to stop the humiliating flow of tears. It had happened once before.

When he was nine, he’d gone hunting with his father and shot his first white-tailed buck. He hadn’t killed the deer, and it was thrashing in the underbrush and shrieking in agony—something he hadn’t known a deer could do.

His father had refused to kill the buck for him, saying it was up to him to end the animal’s suffering. Tears had spurted from his eyes as he held the knife to the deer’s throat, unable to cause the pain that would end its pain forever. He’d seen the disappointment in his father’s eyes.

Worse was yet to come. His father had agreed to kill the buck for him the moment he stopped crying. Owen had tried to stanch his tears, but every time the deer shrieked, his throat clenched and more tears fell. Until at last he’d found himself on his knees with the knife in his hand slitting the deer’s throat himself to end its torment.

Once the deer was dead, his tears had stopped abruptly. Nothing that had happened to him since—no joy or pain or sorrow—had wrung a tear from him. But he’d never lost someone so close to him before, and Hank Richardson’s death was turning out to be a lot harder to handle than he’d expected.

Owen was glad his beer was gone, because it was impossible to swallow past the knot of anguish in his throat. It felt as though a steel band were tightening around his chest. Hank would have given him one of those fierce, rough hugs that men share when emotions are running high, and no one’s about to admit they’re hurting so bad inside they can’t breathe.

But Hank wasn’t here. And it did hurt to breathe.

He felt Clay’s hand tighten around his forearm. “It’ll be okay, Owe. Not right away. It takes a while. I know.”

Owen swallowed painfully. He felt his eyes watering and bit his lip hard to keep the tears at bay.

“How’s Julia holding up?” Clay asked.

He raised tortured eyes to meet his brother’s gaze and said in a raspy voice, “How do you think?” It was easier to handle the pain if he turned it into anger. Easier to rage than to cry. “She’s eight months pregnant, for God’s sake! I told Hank he should let someone else go into the Big Bend after those stolen munitions, especially with Julia so close to her time, but he wouldn’t hear of it.”

“Texas Rangers are notorious for that sort of glorious sacrifice,” Clay said quietly. “I mean, heading off into the wilderness alone to hunt down the bad guys. It’s too bad Hank got ambushed. Is there any evidence from the scene you can use to help you find his killer?”

“We found a note in Hank’s handwriting in the lining of his hat that said, ‘Find the perfect lady, and you’ll find the thief.’”

Clay frowned. “Does anyone know what that means?”

“Not a clue,” Owen said. “But I intend to find out.”

“On your own?”

“Rangers work alone,” Owen said. “It’s the nature of the beast.”

“Under the circumstances, I’d think you’d want some backup,” Clay said.

“Are you suggesting I should bring along a posse?”

Clay smiled. “The thought had crossed my mind. What makes you think you’ll have any better luck finding those stolen munitions than Hank had?”

“Hank must have gotten close, or they wouldn’t have killed him. I’ll start where we found his body and work the trail from there.”

“Will you have any trouble getting assigned to the case? I mean, the Big Bend is a long way from your normal hunting grounds,” Clay said.

“I’ve already arranged it with my boss, and he worked it out with the FBI.”

Clay took another swallow of beer. “Will you be okay tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” Owen said, his throat swelling with emotion again. “I just wish I could go to sleep and wake up and discover this is all a bad dream.”

But it wasn’t a dream. Hank was dead.

Owen was afraid he would break down like some sniveling kid, if he didn’t get away. He stood abruptly.

“Owen?”

In his brother’s eyes he saw all the pain he was suffering reflected back at him. He felt like howling but gritted his teeth and kept the sound inside. “I have to go.”

Clay stood, and the twins exchanged words without speaking, a gift they’d shared from the womb.

Take care of yourself, Owe.

I will, Clay. You know I have to find the man who killed Hank. I owe him that.

I wish I could be there for you tomorrow. Are you sure you’ll be all right?

“I’ll be fine,” Owen said aloud. “I’ll be even better when I find the man who killed Hank. He’s going to pay for what he did. If it’s the last thing I ever do.”


Chapter 2

[image: ] A SINGLE BULB ILLUMINATED THE SWOLLEN belly of the mare, lying on her side in a deep bed of straw. The mare made a soft, grunting sound as her belly rippled, but the sharp contraction did nothing to move the foal along the birth canal. Too tired even to lift her head, the suffering beast stared with expressive, defeated eyes at the woman kneeling beside her.

Bayleigh Creed had spent long hours studying at the veterinary college at Texas A&M and had been a licensed vet for more than a year, handling just this sort of emergency. The foal was turned so the hooves, instead of the nose, were presenting first. It was the equivalent of a human breech birth. Not an impossible situation, but a difficult one, that sometimes turned out badly.

“I know I should have called you sooner,” Summer Blackthorne said, as she sank to her knees beside the priceless championship cutting horse. “I thought I could handle it myself. I was sure I could handle it myself,” she said, an edge of defiance in her voice. “But I couldn’t get the foal turned.” The young woman lifted frightened eyes to meet Bay’s gaze. “Can you save her? Ruby is … She’s like family.”

“How long has Ruby been in trouble?” Bay asked, as she rolled up her sleeves and moved to the mare’s hindquarters.

“From the start,” Summer admitted in a low voice.

Bay clamped her jaw tight to keep from giving the young woman a piece of her mind. She’d gotten her fill of troublesome Blackthornes last night at the Armadillo Bar. Here was another one making her life difficult—Owen and Clay’s little sister—who just might be worse than all the rest put together.

Summer Blackthorne had a reputation for running wild. She’d dropped out of a dozen colleges. Well, maybe only a half dozen. But everyone in Bitter Creek, Texas, knew she was the apple of her father’s eye—and spoiled rotten.

But not totally uncaring of the harm she might have caused by her reckless behavior, Bay conceded, as she glanced at Summer’s anguished hazel eyes and ragged appearance. Blond curls had come loose from a thick ponytail, and her expensive, tailored white Western shirt had obviously been used like a throwaway rag to wipe her hands. But then, money for new clothes was easy to come by for the wealthy Blackthornes.

At least the girl had called Bay. Finally.

“I had no idea how quickly Ruby would tire,” Summer said, as she caressed the mare’s neck with a trembling hand.

“Let’s hope you didn’t wait too long.”

Bay had been shocked to receive the frantic call from Summer, since Blackthornes and Creeds never crossed paths if they could help it. But it wasn’t always possible to avoid each other. Especially when the Creed ranch was lodged, like a chicken bone in the throat, in the very center of the vast Bitter Creek ranching empire.

Three Oaks, the ranch where Bay had been born, was a small island in a sea of Blackthorne grass. It measured a mere five miles east and west and twenty miles north and south, but that hundred square miles of land had been bitterly fought over by Blackthornes and Creeds since the Civil War. And neither of them seemed willing to give up or give in.

The quarrel had once again become deadly eighteen months ago, when Summer’s mother had arranged the murder of Bay’s father. Actually, she’d been trying to kill Bay’s mother—whom she suspected her husband of secretly loving. But the man who’d been hired to do the shooting had missed and ended up killing Bay’s father, instead.

As far as the local sheriff was concerned, her father’s death had been a hunting accident—a hunter’s bullet tragically gone astray. The Creeds had learned the truth when Summer’s eldest brother Trace told Bay’s elder sister Callie—after he’d married her—that his mother had admitted to her family that she’d arranged the whole thing.

Bay fought down the surge of helpless rage she felt every time she remembered how Eve Blackthorne had escaped punishment for her crime. After what had happened last night, she wouldn’t have come near Bitter Creek, except she’d known it was the mare that would end up suffering if she stayed away.

“Why didn’t you call your regular vet?” Bay wondered aloud, as she began manipulating the foal to see if she could turn it, or whether she was going to have to help it be born feet first.

“I didn’t tell him Ruby was foaling before he took off for Houston. I thought I could handle it myself.”

It was stubborn pride, Bay decided, that had kept the girl from calling for help. Bay recognized the flaw because the Creeds had more than their own share of it.

“Bitter Creek is a big ranch,” Bay said. “Why didn’t you call one of your hired hands or your father or—”

“My father’s the last person I’d tell I can’t handle the situation,” she retorted. “And in case you haven’t noticed, it’s Saturday night. The hands are all in town spending their wages. Everyone else is tied up at that wake my brother Owen is holding up at the Castle for Hank Richardson, that Ranger who was killed in the line of duty. It’s really sad, because Hank’s wife is eight months pregnant, and now the baby’s going to grow up without a father.”

Bay gritted her teeth to keep from reminding the girl that because of Eve Blackthorne, she no longer had a father. It was typical of the Blackthornes to ignore what it was awkward to remember. And in a country without a king, only a family as domineering and dynastic as the Blackthornes would have the nerve to call their home “the Castle.”

On the other hand, Bitter Creek was an eight-hundred-square-mile cattle ranch with enough oil underground to please an Arab sheik. The house itself was huge, thirty thousand—odd square feet filled with Tiffany and Chippendale and a heritage that went back a hundred and fifty years. Bitter Creek certainly possessed all the elements of a fiefdom, and the Blackthornes were bona fide Texas royalty.

“An unbelievable number of cops showed up for the funeral,” Summer said, interrupting Bay’s thoughts. “Surely you noticed all those police cars in town today.”

Bay had noticed. And wondered. But she hadn’t stopped to find out, because she’d been on her way to an emergency at the Franklin ranch. A mule named Hobo, a family pet, had eaten a plastic bag that had gotten stuck in its throat. It had been a near thing, but Hobo was fine, and the Franklins had promised to dispose of their plastic more carefully.

She’d had another call after that, to the Henderson ranch, and another later in the afternoon from the Stephensons. The call from Summer had come just as she stepped out of the shower at Three Oaks. She’d pulled her wet, shoulder-length hair back from her face with a couple of butterfly clips and brushed her hands through her bangs to get them out of her eyes. She’d stared at the heap of dirty clothes on the bathroom floor for a full thirty seconds, then decided she couldn’t bear to put them on again.

So she’d donned a clean pair of jeans and a newly pressed Western shirt, yanked on her boots, and driven hard and fast to Bitter Creek. And found a young girl—alone in the barn with her beloved mare—in desperate trouble.

Bay cocked her head at the strains of plaintive fiddle music carried on the evening breeze from the wake at the Castle. Clearly, death was being mourned there. But damn it, new life was trying hard—and failing—to find a foothold here. Surely the girl could have found someone to help!

“I can’t believe you couldn’t find one person who’d be willing to leave that wake to help out a poor dumb beast,” Bay said, unable to keep the edge from her voice.

“Of course my brother Owen would have come, if I’d asked him!” Summer shot back. “I couldn’t—I didn’t—ask for help. If you had any idea—If you only knew how hard it is for me to convince my father—Oh, never mind that now! Please. Help Ruby.”

The mare whinnied and tried to raise her head.

“Keep your voice down,” Bay said quietly. “You’re upsetting your horse.”

“What can I do to help? Give me something to do,” Summer pleaded.

“Talk to your horse. Encourage her.”

Bay could see from the look on Summer’s face that the girl didn’t think it was enough. But Bay knew that to please Summer, the mare would try harder to live through the ordeal to come. Unlike people, animals loved honestly, unjudgmentally, and without reservation. It was one of the reasons she’d become a vet.

“Easy, Ruby,” Summer crooned to the animal, as she smoothed a hand down the mare’s sweat-slick neck. “Easy, sweetheart. It won’t be long now. The doctor will help. Everything will be fine soon.”

Bay hoped Summer was right. One of the foal’s forelegs had somehow gotten bent at the knee. That would mean disaster, if she couldn’t get it straightened out. She had the bent leg in her grasp, but had to wait for a contraction to pass before she could begin to untangle it.

At that moment, the cell phone attached to her belt began to play “The Yellow Rose of Texas.” Bay smiled every time she heard the song. Yellow roses were her favorite flower, and her older brother Sam had arranged to have the tune programmed on the cell phone he’d given her for her twenty-fifth birthday.

Normally, Bay would have let the caller leave a message. But Luke hadn’t come home last night. Throughout the day, she and her mother and her brother Sam had been waiting for some word from—or about—Luke. But there had been nothing. After his scuffle with the Blackthornes, her brother had gone tearing off on his Harley-Davidson.

And simply disappeared.

Bay had begun to suspect the worst, and she wasn’t sure her mother could handle another tragedy so soon on the heels of her father’s death. She’d made Sam promise to call her immediately if he heard anything.

This might be that call.

“Would you answer my cell phone?” Bay said to Summer. “Just unsnap the cover and remove it.”

“Can’t that wait?”

“No, it can’t,” Bay said, keeping her voice calm in deference to the mare. “Hit the call button and find out who it is.”

Bay made herself stay focused on the mare’s labor, while she listened to Summer’s responses to the caller.

“She’s right here,” Summer said. And then, “This is Summer Blackthorne.”

Summer held the phone away from her ear. “It’s your brother Luke. Swearing a blue streak. Wants to know how the hell I got hold of your cell phone.”

Bay couldn’t take the risk of releasing the foal’s foreleg. The mare was losing strength fast, and she might not get another hold as good as the one she had. “Put the phone to my ear.”

“Wouldn’t it be better—”

“Do as I ask!” Bay could hear her brother still ranting at Summer. “Luke!” she interrupted. “Shut up and tell me where you are. The Big Bend? That’s five hundred miles from here! What in the world are you doing in country that far west of the Pecos? Of course I’ll tell Mom you’re all right, but what are you—”

The mare’s belly rippled, and Bay urgently bent forward, away from the phone, to make one last desperate tug on the foal’s foreleg before the contraction began. The knee unbent as the contraction hit, and Bay felt the foal move along the birth canal. “Thank you, God,” she muttered.

It was then Bay realized she’d missed whatever Luke had been trying to tell her. “Put the phone back to my ear,” she snapped at Summer.

The mare whinnied anxiously, and Bay forced herself to speak calmly despite her agitation. “Luke? Are you there? I missed what you just said. What does Clay Blackthorne—?” Bay cut herself off as she realized who was perched on bended knee beside her, then continued without mentioning names.

“So he met with some men in Midland and now you’re following them and—That sounds awfully farfetched. Luke, I don’t think you should—” Bay saw the curiosity on Summer’s face. She turned her back on the girl and whispered, “If you’re so sure he’s involved, why not go to the military police or the FBI or the Texas Rangers or whoever hunts down—”

Bay closed her eyes and bit her lip as she listened to her brother’s urgent voice. “Luke, please don’t try to handle this yourself. You might—”

The mare grunted and began to expel the foal. Bay saw the umbilical cord slide down and realized that it would be crushed between the foal and the edge of the birth canal, cutting off the flow of oxygen. She had to get the foal out quickly, or it would suffocate.

“Damn, damn, damn,” she muttered.

“What’s wrong?” Summer asked anxiously.

Bay leaned away from the phone and frantically searched in her medical bag for the OB chain she’d brought with her. She wrapped it around the foal’s hocks, ready to pull as the mare pushed.

“Hold the damned phone where I can hear it!” she snarled.

“I’m doing the best I can,” Summer snarled back.

“Luke? Repeat what you said. I didn’t hear it all.”

The mare shuddered as another contraction tore at her belly. Bay leaned toward the struggling animal, groaning with frustration as she once again lost the sound of her brother’s voice.

Bay raged against the fates that had put her here, helping the enemy, when her own flesh and blood might be in mortal danger. She was torn violently between the demands of her heart and her head. But Luke was beyond her immediate help. The foal could be saved.

“Come on,” she urged the mare. “Push, damn you!”

Bay grasped the chain that was looped on the foal’s hocks, wrapped it around her wrist and forearm, and leaned back, pulling with all her strength, as the mare labored to expel her burden.

The foal didn’t move.

“Help me!” she yelled to Summer. “Hurry!”

The girl dropped the cell phone, grabbed the end of the chain and, grunting with effort, pulled along with Bay.

Moments later, the tiny animal slid out onto the straw and lay motionless, covered in the birth sac.

“He isn’t breathing!” Summer cried. “Do something!”

Bay tore at the sac, wiping the colt’s mouth and nose clear with a cloth. Then she hauled its hindquarters into the air, much as a human baby might be held by its feet to free its breathing passages of liquid. But the foal remained lifeless.

“Oh, God. I killed him. I killed Ruby’s foal.”

Bay took one look at Summer’s stricken face and realized the girl had already given up. But Bay had been raised in a family that didn’t know the meaning of the word quit. She willed the foal to live. And then called on all the medical skills she possessed to make it happen.

She performed chest compressions, CPR intended to start the tiny heart. But the foal lay still.

“Daddy will never trust me now,” Summer moaned. “Oh, Ruby, I’m so sorry. So sorry.”

Bay ignored the girl’s sobs. She was too busy inserting an endotracheal tube down the foal’s nose. She reached out to turn on the attached oxygen cylinder and realized with horror that it was empty! She’d used the last of the oxygen earlier in the day to save the Franklins’ mule.

It took Bay only a second to realize that the little air she could blow through the tube from her own lungs was better than no air at all. She yanked the cylinder free of the tubing and blew into it, counting three, four, five, six, then counted the compressions as she performed them, three, four, five, six, before she once again sent her own, life-giving breath into the tiny chest.

She felt the heartbeat a half second before the foal made a tiny snuffling sound. She quickly slid the tube out as the foal coughed and began to breathe on its own.

“That’s it, little one. Come on. Breathe. Breathe,” she urged.

The foal’s nostrils quivered as it took a shaky breath.

“He’s breathing!” Summer said with a tearful laugh, as she scooted closer to the foal. “Oh, thank you, God. And thank you, Doctor.”

Bay shared a delighted grin with Summer Blackthorne as she rubbed the colt vigorously with a soft towel. Ruby raised her head and whickered a hello to her son.

The relieved smile on Bay’s face faded as she remembered the last words her brother had spoken to her. “Where’s the cell phone?” she asked, quickly wiping her hands on the towel.

“I dropped it in the straw,” Summer admitted.

Bay sieved her fingers through the prickly straw until she found it. She put the phone to her ear, but the call had been disconnected. “Damn it all to hell! Luke, you crazy fool!”

“Is your brother in trouble?” Summer asked.

“Why should you care?” Bay said bitterly. “You Blackthornes don’t give a damn about us Creeds.”

Summer didn’t deny it.

Bay was distracted again by the need to ensure that the afterbirth was delivered. Once she was certain the mare was in no more danger she said, “Make sure Ruby gets on her feet and that the colt nurses within the next half hour.”

Bay picked up the cell phone again and hit the button for “call return,” but a Mexican voice answered the phone. “Is my brother there? He’s a boy—a man—about six feet tall, slim, with brown spiky hair.”

Manny, the twelve-year-old boy who’d answered, said, “Guess your hermano’s gone. ’Cause there’s no one here but me.”

“Where, exactly, are you?” Bay asked.

“This is the pay phone at the Rio Grande Village,” the boy replied, “and I got to make a call.” And he hung up.

Bay stared at the dead phone in disbelief. What had happened to Luke? Had he been accosted by the two men he was following? Or had he simply run out of change for the pay phone and left to continue his pursuit?

She made a growling sound as she shoved her cell phone back into its case, then crossed to the sink at one end of the birthing stall, turned on the water full blast, and began washing herself clean.

Now what was she supposed to do? Her brother had sounded as crazy and out of control on the phone as he’d sounded last night at the Armadillo Bar. Maybe he had taken something that made him delusional. Or maybe he’d finally gotten his fill of the Blackthornes and was fighting back the only way he knew how.

“What if Ruby can’t get up?” Summer asked fearfully.

“Then you figure out a way to get her up! And if you can’t you have only yourself to blame.” Bay was angry at Summer for putting her in this situation, angry at her brother for charging into trouble without thinking, angry at Summer’s father Blackjack, for loving Bay’s mother Ren, causing the the machinations of Blackjack’s jealous wife that had resulted in her father’s death.

Bay shook the water off her hands, then struggled to calm herself as she unrolled the sleeves of her plaid Western shirt and snapped the cuffs.

She took one last look at the dejected girl and debated whether to give her any comfort. She could explain to Summer that the mare was merely exhausted and should recover shortly. But she remembered her murdered father, and thought of Luke’s dire situation, and kept her peace. Maybe a little worry would make the girl more cautious next time.

In the end, she relented and said, “Ruby’s going to be fine. But you have my number. Call me if you need me.”

Without another word, Bay collected her medical bag and left the barn. She felt agitated. Frustrated. And yes, she admitted, frightened. What had Luke gotten himself into? How much danger was he really in? And what could she possibly do about it from five hundred miles away?

Bitter Creek was situated on the eastern side of the bottommost tip of Texas—south of San Antonio, west of Houston, and north of Brownsville. The Big Bend National Park was located on the opposite side of the state, where the line of the Texas border dipped into Mexico, following the “big bend” in the Rio Grande.

The Big Bend National Park was about the most desolate, perilous place you could be in West Texas. Even in these modern times, people still got lost there and died of thirst. The desert landscape was rife with poisonous snakes and sharp-thorned cacti. Cell phones didn’t always work in the rugged mountains and deep canyons, which explained why she hadn’t been able to reach Luke when she’d dialed his number earlier in the day, and why her brother had finally called her from the pay phone at the Rio Grande Village.

Luke had said he planned to stay in the Big Bend until he either found the missing VX mines—or had enough evidence to put Clay Blackthorne in jail. Who should she call for help? The Park Rangers? The FBI? The Texas Rangers?

There was a Texas Ranger only a quarter mile away at the Castle—Clay Blackthorne’s twin brother Owen. She ought to drive right up to the Castle and confront Owen Blackthorne at his wake and demand that he arrest his brother and rescue hers.

She shuddered at the thought of confronting him after what had happened last night. Owen hadn’t believed her brother last night when he’d made accusations against Clay. Why should he believe Luke twenty-four hours later?

Bay had ample evidence that when push came to shove, the Blackthornes took care of their own. Owen’s mother had never been made to pay for her part in Jesse Creed’s death. Instead of being tried in court, she’d been committed to some fancy, five-star sanitarium. No wonder Luke was so certain Clay would escape justice. No wonder he was so desperate to find proof of Clay’s wrongdoing.

Bay brushed at some straw clinging to her still-damp auburn hair. Damn it, the law was the law. And she wasn’t about to leave her baby brother hanging in the wind.

She jumped into her pickup and gunned the engine, eating up the quarter mile between the stable and the house. When she got to the front door of the Castle, she slammed on the brakes, burning rubber, then swerved into a tiny space, narrowly missing two black Cadillac limousines—front and back—that must have brought dignitaries to the funeral.

Bay shut off the ignition, not waiting for the sputtering truck engine to die before she shoved open the door and got out. She’d just lost a father. She couldn’t afford to lose a brother, too. She charged up the front steps, determined to confront Owen Blackthorne and—

Bay had no idea what she was going to say. She gravitated toward the sound of deep male voices and turned left from the high-ceilinged central hallway into a room fogged by pungent cigars and choking cigarette smoke.

The old-fashioned parlor was full of big men, but Bay easily found Owen in the crowd. He wasn’t the tallest man or even the one with the broadest shoulders. But in a roomful of close-cropped heads, his wavy black hair crept a good two inches over his collar. And while every other Texas Ranger there wore a dark tie and still had his sleeves buttoned at the cuff, Owen’s yoked shirt was open at the throat, exposing dark curls, and his rolled-up sleeves revealed strong, sinewy forearms.

Bay felt dozens of curious—and even a few lustful—male eyes on her. She kept her shoulders back, her chin up, and her eyes focused on Owen Blackthorne as she crossed the width of the parlor to where he sat on an aged, saddle-brown leather sofa. His sharp cheekbones and bronzed skin gave him the look of some long-ago savage.

Last night, he’d proved just how uncivilized he could be. Bay had lain awake for hours after she’d gotten home, thinking about their encounter. He’d stared at her like she was some helpless lamb, and he was a starving wolf. She’d made herself stand still for his scrutiny and had felt his eyes devouring her legs, her belly, her breasts…

She’d experienced the same perusal from any number of men before Owen Blackthorne had come along—and been totally unmoved by it. Bay felt the same unwelcome reaction looking at Owen Blackthorne now that she’d felt last night. A fluttering in her stomach. An erratic heartbeat. And a hot flush of awareness that made the too-warm room in which she now found herself seem suffocating.

It was disturbing to find herself vulnerable to such a barbaric man. He was the enemy, a callous, coldhearted Blackthorne. His mother had arranged the murder of her father. His brother now threatened hers. And Owen himself had been responsible for the high school football injury to her brother Sam that had left him paralyzed, imprisoned for life in a wheelchair.

Owen’s attention was focused on the very pregnant woman dressed in black, who was sitting beside him. Bay realized she must be Hank Richardson’s widow.

Mrs. Richardson held a lace-edged white handkerchief against her nose, and her cheeks were streaked with tears. Her tragic appearance only made her look more ethereally beautiful. Bay watched as the widow suddenly grabbed Owen’s hand and placed it on her burgeoning belly. It seemed the baby had kicked, and she wanted him to feel it moving inside her.

When Bay saw the look of wonder Owen exchanged with the woman, an excruciating shard of envy knifed through her. She would never share that particular joy with a man.

The painful knot in her throat caught her unawares.

There was no way she’d be able to speak if Owen glanced up and noticed her now. She stumbled backward over the Texas Ranger behind her, nodded an apology, then turned and shoved her way through the mass of uniformed police officers, not stopping until she reached the cool, clean air outside.

She took several deep breaths to calm herself. When she looked around, she realized she’d fled out the back door instead of the front. The covered porch was dark, except where the glow of light from the kitchen knifed through the open screen door.

Her hands bunched into fists, and she made a growling sound in her throat at her ridiculous behavior. It had been foolish to run away, but Bay knew she couldn’t go back inside. When the screen door opened, she made a startled sound.

“Oh. Sorry. Thought I’d catch a smoke,” a young waiter said.

In the young man, Bay saw the messenger she needed. “I could use some help,” she said.

“Certainly, ma’am,” the waiter said, standing erect at the urgency in her voice.

“Do you know who Owen Blackthorne is?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Find him and tell him there’s an emergency at the barn. A mare is in trouble, and he’s needed there.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

As the waiter turned and hurried back inside, Bay wondered if she’d worded her message strongly enough. Maybe she should have said A mare is in desperate trouble.

Summer had said her brother Owen would have come, if he’d known Ruby was in trouble. Well, Bay would just see if the girl was right.

She slipped into the shadows and waited, like a she-wolf, for her quarry.
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