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      The star-crossed love affair starts with a lie…

      Real-estate mogul Carter Cross has spent his life toiling for another man’s legacy. Then, a phone call unlocks his true family destiny. With his famously cool command, he’ll stop at nothing to seize the Cross family’s birthright.

      When the country’s wealthiest oil baron drops dead in a most scandalous fashion, tabloid reporter Nisha Donovan gets assigned to dig up dirt on the new J.P. Star Energy executive—the filthier, the better.

      Neither of them counts on their undeniable attraction derailing their plans, but sometimes a star-crossed love can’t be denied. Can Carter and Nisha escape the snares of power to build a new legacy together?
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      Seven-year-old Carter Cross Jr. wrapped his hand around the tie hugging his throat and tugged.

      In the car on the way from the church, the man on the radio said it was 106 degrees. Hottest day of the year.

      Sweating up his Sunday suit, Carter thought he’d die.

      His chest squeezed like the time his cousin, Troy, knocked him to the ground with a Bruce Lee kick and sat on him to steal the quarters his grandmother had given him.

      He pulled a little harder, and the stupid thing popped loose. His arm jerked, and the clipped-on fabric flew to the crumbs of dirt skirting the pit in front of him.

      Mama’s elbow jabbed him in the shoulder. Twice. The motion jarred him but didn’t get to him through the thick pad of his jacket.

      She didn’t look at him. She didn’t even drop her chin in his direction. She rubbed her swollen belly and stared forward at the hole. The hole large enough for the box inside it. The fancy box that didn’t look big enough.

      There was a crowd. Even in this heat. A woman sang some sad song that Carter had never heard before. People cried and carried on. Mama’s sister, Carla, plus some other ladies who hadn’t let up since the service at the church. With the heat and her being so upset, Mama told Grandma Etta to stay at the house. People kept whispering how it was unnatural to outlive a child.

      Uncle Shepard squeezed an arm around Aunt Carla as she waved her hand around.

      “Not our Carter. No, Lord!”

      Over her shoulder, a thin, white man Carter Jr. didn’t know handed her a hankie. He turned a stern eye to little Carter.

      The man’s blue eyes chilled, which should have been a blessing in the Texas heat. It wasn’t.

      Carter bit his lip to nearly bleeding. He huffed. Oven-hot air blazed his lungs and prickled his eyes.

      Daddy had told him that crying was for girls. Men had to be strong. In charge. That’s the only lesson his father had taught him.

      Carter’s little sister, Jasmine, trembled next to him. Her face twisted up in a ball of tears and snot.

      Mama wasn’t crying at all. Not that Carter could see. If there were tears behind her huge, round sunglasses, they weren’t falling. She kept staring.

      Maybe Daddy’s wrong.

      Feeling like a back-stabber made Carter bite down harder. The salty tang of blood seeped across the tip of his tongue.

      Mama would cry. Carter knew it. She was a girl. And Daddy had never been wrong.

      The preacher kept talking about dust and going to Heaven and how God called Daddy home. Carter pressed his eyes shut. The blaze of the sun through his lids turned his vision red.

      Couldn’t God do whatever he wanted? What’d he need Daddy for? Daddy had a home.

      He thought about his dad arriving in front of Jesus on a cloud. Everything was white. Isn’t that how Heaven would be? He didn’t know.

      The preacher stopped talking, and following a chorus of amens, people rustled. He kept his eyes closed, trying to see Daddy on that cloud. That made more sense than the idea of his father in that box.

      A pop on Carter’s back opened his eyes. He squinted up to see his Uncle Shepard.

      “Come on, boy. We’re heading back to the house. Your mama wants you to ride with us.”

      His uncle was even sweatier than normal. He pulled a tissue from his suit and gave his forehead a wide swipe. Uncle Shepard’s head, puffy and dark like a toasted marshmallow, craned around toward Carter’s mother. She was over talking to the old white man.

      “I wanna ride with Mama.”

      “No. You’re coming with us.”

      The tears Carter fought so hard started to spill. He stopped breathing, thinking they would stop. They didn’t. His chest convulsed as he sobbed. The sound of his screaming filled everything around him. He tried to stop it. He did.

      “Come on, your Daddy wouldn’t want you crying.” Uncle Shepard’s smooth voice grasped for comforting but didn’t quite reach. The lumbering man hitched his pants and kneeled down to look Carter in his watery eyes. “Be a little man now.”

      Carter swallowed. The lump in his throat felt like a porcupine. He didn’t speak. He just followed his aunt and uncle to their car.

      Looking out the window as they drove away, he saw his mother waving her finger in the white man’s face. That finger usually had people shaking. Mama could be scary. But the man stood and stared–tall and rooted like a weed.

      The car lurched and kicked up a swirl of dust on the dirt road leading out of the cemetery, and the pair disappeared.

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Carter

      John Peter Star died trussed up like a Christmas goose and with a ball gag in his mouth.

      He was 90.

      Waves of news crews descended on Dallas to cover the ignominious death of the oil billionaire turned magnate of international business. His death dropped him precipitously from the Forbes list, bumping up friends and some rivals–which would have made John Peter grumble curses through quick puffs on one of his favorite Cuban cigars.

      Police found the elderly man’s body in a five-star hotel room on Christmas Eve after an as-yet-unknown woman called 9-1-1 then split the scene of sexual adventure. Perhaps no one would have known had a tabloid photographer from The Dallas Post not been tipped off and, in the commotion, snuck into the hotel and into the penthouse suite. And snapped a photo. And sold said photo to a national online gossip site after publishing it.

      Now everyone knew. It was all anyone could talk about.

      I’d thought the entire thing hilarious and recounted each funny fact of the news story with my cackling childhood friends at the barbershop I frequented whenever I came back to town for the holidays.

      When a report notes that police “discovered” you, that alone signals trouble. Dead was, of course, not a good sign. Arms bound. Naked from the waist down. A missing lady friend. The gag.

      I rolled with laughter, doubling over and practically out of the barber’s chair. It was an immature reaction, considering I’d be forty on my next birthday. But wild stories of wealth and perversion served the universal need to bring the well-heeled back to Earth. All good fun.

      Then, more than three months later, I received the phone call.

      “There’s a legal matter I need to discuss with you. Are you available to meet in my Dallas office next Thursday afternoon? It’s vital that we speak,” an attorney informed me.

      “Why?”

      “I’d rather not say over the phone.”

      I rolled my eyes and geared up to tune out the man, reviewing figures on my computer screen. “Well, then I guess you’d rather I not be there. I’m not in Dallas, as my phone number might indicate to you, and have a business to run.”

      Dallas wasn’t home anymore. I’d lived in Raleigh for years.

      The man persisted. “This is a conversation best had in person. If you’d like me to come to you, I can bring the necessary paperwork, but…” Silence and a sigh. “This has to do with a confidential matter of high importance. Trust me. It’s going to be worth your while. And I’d prefer to talk with you and your siblings at the same time.”

      Trust him? All he’d said was his name was William Traynor, an estate attorney. What did he know about Jazz and Nate? If this was family business, he could deal with me or Mom, but he wasn’t calling about my mother, clearly.

      “You’re going to have to explain yourself if you want an appointment. I’m a busy man.”

      I worked for a top commercial and residential real estate developer and had projects stretching coast to coast. My time was literally money. Lots of money.

      The guy acquiesced. “Okay. Can we meet in person tomorrow? I’ll fly out.”

      “Fine.”

      He did. He flew to North Carolina to meet me at my office with shocking news.

      Now, here I was a week later, using up vacation days and walking out of the private executive elevator at the J.P. Star Energy corporate office.

      The Star family wanted the meeting in the boardroom, and William was obliging them. The family members stood outside the doors of the meeting room, whispering. They slid their furtive glances at me with lips pressed tight. Anger? Grief? Probably some of both. But I couldn’t quite tell. I didn’t know these people.

      I’d heard of them. All of Dallas had. Their names had been on the lips of every person in the country for months.

      The executive floor looked like I would expect. Endless mahogany panels. Photos of oil fields throughout the years with the famous face of John Peter Star staring out at various ages. Four desks lined each side of the reception area opposite the express elevator–two by two. Only two were staffed, and one of the women stood as I stepped onto the floor.

      The other woman eyed me then looked quickly away, tapping away on her keyboard.

      “Good afternoon. You must be Carter. I’m Hannah Carlsson, Theresa Star-Hunter’s assistant.” The older, icier blond woman moved forward.

      “I must be.”

      My taut grin excited a plastered smile from the woman that cracked for a second as we shook hands.

      “Theresa and the rest of the family are in the boardroom. I’ll walk you back.”

      I followed her through reception to the broad hallway extending to the left.

      One after the other, more pictures came into view all the way down the hall. In one, a younger version of the old man stood arm-in-arm with T. Boone Pickens–a tick shorter and slighter but, somehow, he still filled the frame. The brim of his straw hat half shaded his face, so only one crystalline eye was visible as if he were a Western pirate. The man’s angled jaw formed a clean-shaven foundation for his pointed features.

      This bony redneck?

      Hannah deposited me at the doorway of a huge, paneled room with a massive, burled-wood table in the center and seating for over twenty.

      Six nervous people already sat clustered at the far end. One wall of floor-to-ceiling glass overlooked all of downtown Dallas, peeking over every high-rise except the green-lit building opposite them across the city center.

      I barely looked at them. Over their heads, dominating the wall, was a portrait. It had to be at least five feet high.

      The thin, sharp-cheeked white man stared back in a black suit and bolo tie. A black, feather-topped cowboy hat perched forward on his head, framing sharp blue eyes. The man’s wide smile curled, flexing like a crossbow poised to launch.

      The news of the past few months floated through my head again, less funny and more stomach churning.

      Grandma Etta must have been out of her mind to get mixed up with him. This pervy, fucking liar. This conniving, double-dipping prick. This manipulative, sneak-down-to-the-quarters piece of shit.

      My grandfather.
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      Carter

      “Have a seat.”

      The silky, Southern tone of an older woman drifted toward me as I walked into the room. I patted the burgundy silk pocket square tucked in my dark gray suit jacket. Like me, it was one of Grandma Etta’s creations.

      She’d died nearly twenty years ago, but I had rows of them neatly folded and rolled in a closet drawer at home and in my suitcase here. This one featured her favorite flowers, tulips, embroidered in yellow and intertwined along the edges. A cluster of blooms dotted each corner with her signature, an “E” and a tiny cross swirled together in the foliage. Yellow tulips meant remembrance. She’d taught me that.

      Now, my clever, hardworking grandmother had suddenly transformed from reliable matriarch into an enigmatic woman with secrets.

      I stared down the boardroom table.

      Since J.P.’s wife had already passed, two other women anchored the head of the table—one with a platinum blond puff and the other with a bright auburn bun sitting high atop her head. The difference in hair distracted from the mirror image of their faces. Marie Gale and Theresa Star-Hunter were J.P. Star’s twin daughters and my father’s half-sisters. I couldn’t tell which of his twin daughters had spoken.

      “Yes, Carter, have a seat.” William sat on the opposite side with a buffer of an empty chair between him and Theresa’s children, middle-child Quinn Yamazaki, then the youngest, Anthony, and the oldest, Reese. 

      On my side, Marie’s daughter, Willa Samson, occupied the corner. I sat opposite William, giving me plenty of space to observe my new relatives, each of whom I’d looked up online before our first family get together. Since they didn’t introduce themselves, I said nothing. 

      William cleared his throat with a low-pitched hack. “If this is all of us for today, we can get started. I know this is an awkward situation, but I’m hoping we can get through this as civilly as possible.”

      “Where’s Jude?” Reese asked.

      Marie’s auburn bun didn’t move as she turned to answer the question about her missing son. “He couldn’t get away.”

      Anthony emitted a snide chortle. He looked more sober than in the celebrity news reports that came across my newsfeed. The oil baron’s entitled, drunken grandson partied with starlets and models—along with his missing cousin—burning through his inheritance until the old man had allegedly cut him off a year ago.

      His mother gave him enough maternal stink eye to warrant a gas mask. 

      William forged on. “I should start by saying John Peter was very specific in his wishes. As difficult as his revelation is, eh, to the family and to you, Carter, he had hopes that you would all find a way to accept each other.”

      Anthony grumbled again. “Not likely. Can we get to it? We’re here to discuss Granddad’s estate, not for a therapy session.”

      William removed his glasses and placed them on the table in front of him, folding his hands. “You may want to pay attention to these terms, son. And if you need therapy to meet the requirements of your inheritance, that can be arranged. Theresa, your son—” William started to address the blonde, but she cut him off.

      “Nevermind him, William. Continue.” The exasperation in her voice veered toward boredom. Theresa was the power player. All the chaos bearing down on her family because of its own secrets and lies, and she had the nerve to sound put out.

      Her twin and the other family members pressed their lips together, looking between William, Theresa, and Anthony with glints of suppressed irritation.

      Marie raised a brow. “It has been terribly embarrassing, Theresa. His behavior is appalling.”

      Theresa’s voice crisped like winter air. “Quiet. Let William say what he needs to say.”

      Marie drew her features tighter and tighter, tamping down rage. Her eyes narrowed as Willa’s widened to near perfect, terrified circles. Her inky bob shimmied with every head turn as she followed the angry banter.

      I struggled to keep the corners of my mouth from curling up. This stellar family was a mess like any other.

      Ignoring her sister and niece, Theresa tilted her chin up and prompted William to speak.

      “As I was saying, the thrust of his wishes was to do his best to bring all of his heirs together—including you and your siblings.” He paused, looking my direction. “I’d hoped Jasmine and Nathan would be here today.”

      I hadn’t told Jazz or Nate about our relation to the Stars. I also had asked William not to say anything to my mother yet.

      “As I told you, I’m representing the Cross side of the family.” I leaned forward to rest my elbows as I had on many a boardroom table. My new aunts and cousins folded their arms, looking like they’d swallowed poison.

      “I’d have thought all of you would be champing at the bit to meet your new family,” Theresa crooned.

      “We have a family, and we’re not looking for a new one,” I replied with committed calm. If she thought she could ruffle my feathers, she was in for it.

      “Not a family with billions of dollars,” Reese answered.

      Reese worked as J.P. Star Energy’s chief financial officer and president of business operations. All the money went through her. J.P. had been the CEO and chairman of the board. Theresa, sat on the company’s board, along with Marie, but also served at the chief operating officer and president of field operations. 

      Theresa’s husband Ken Hunter, had been an executive and board member, but no more. From what I could tell, Marie’s husband, Robert, had nothing to do with the business except using Marie’s dividends to fund his investments.

      According to articles I’d read, Reese might have been in the running for CEO one day, but her grandfather and the other old school relics on the board balked at having a woman in charge just as they had when Theresa wanted an executive position. Back then, the men got together and decided Ken should be J.P.’s second in command. Consensus was that Theresa pulled the strings until eventually pushing her husband gently into retirement and taking over as COO.

      Eventually, she insisted that her daughter be CFO. Theresa must have had some sway over her father because, despite his suspicion of women running the show, they formed two-thirds of his top-level executive team when he died.

      Below them was a sea of men, including Anthony who had a non-descript vice president title.

      I met the obstinate challenge mixed in Reese’s eyes with a hard, steady look that usually evoked a trickle of fear. When she didn’t blink, I answered her in a measured tone. “We don’t have billions, but we’re a family, nonetheless—with no one who’s run a woman off the road with his car and avoided jail by pretending to go to rehab.”

      I glanced at Anthony, who opened his mouth, but Theresa took hold of his arm and interceded. “Let’s hold the commentary, shall we?”

      “It was quite the embarrassment.” Marie sniffed with loud, exaggerated disgust.

      So that’s what I was dealing with. The billions may have made them the envy of grasping strangers all over the state, but their family dramas were no different.

      At least when the Crosses got together, we didn’t eye each other with barely concealed suspicion. The Stars were coiled in their corners, waiting to strike at anyone who got between them and their money. Maybe it was easier when you didn’t have as much.

      My father may have died when I was seven, but I had an entire extended family of aunts, uncles, and cousins who’d looked out for me. Being a Cross meant someone had your back.

      Joining the Star family looked less and less attractive. Jazz, Nate, and I were probably about to inherit some serious cash. If we had hit the surprise inheritance lottery, we’d smile, take the money, and give them the Heisman. I laughed again to myself, imagining the extended arm of the college football trophy stiff-arming each Star. Or maybe it was more of a, “Get thee behind me, Satan,” situation. That’s what Grandma Etta might have said. Maybe that’s why she stayed mum about Dad’s parentage before she died.

      “Can we get on with it, William?” Theresa barked. Her tone frayed at the edges with frustration.

      “Yes. John Peter’s stipulations are clear. He’s put the company and his holdings in a series of trusts. Everything in his personal estate has been divided relatively equally as has his seventy-five percent share of J.P. Star Energy. One third for each branch of his family—Theresa, Marie, and Carter Cross, Sr., deceased.”

      I calculated what it meant if Jazz, Nate, and I split what could be our father’s share. The total company was valued at just over twenty-two billion. John Peter was worth an estimated fifteen billion more. My entire body hummed and burned, and my ears rang. I did well, but nowhere near a fraction of that well. Jesus.

      Jazz would be okay with the sudden flush of money, but Nate? I’d have to make sure he didn’t blow through it all on schemes with his shitty friends.

      “Wait.” The burgundy bun perched on Marie’s head bobbled, nearly taking flight. “He inherits the same portion as Theresa and I?”

      “He and his siblings collectively, yes.”

      “What about the rest of us?” Anthony asked.

      “Reese holds some shares in the company in line with her position. The rest of you still have the trust funds you already inherited. John Peter set aside additional funds for each of you, and you’ll inherit the company stock and other moneys just as the Cross children have, assuming your mothers distribute their inheritance evenly,” William explained, glossing over the implied demise of the twins.

      Willa’s eyes slid sideways to her mother. Anthony flashed a look of worry at his mother and then a sneer of betrayal at each of his sisters, presumably for their existence. Reese’s face stayed impassive. Quinn observed the proceedings with a look of amused detachment.

      I wondered why Jude wasn’t at the meeting. He and Anthony used to be photographed together running amok on yachts around the world, but unlike his cousin, Jude managed to stay off the police blotter if not out of the tabloids. I couldn’t imagine why an heir to a billionaire wouldn’t take the time to show up alongside his sibling and cousins.

      “Carter gets more than I do or any of the other grandkids,” Mr. DUI huffed.

      Quinn interjected, “It’s Granddad’s money. He can do whatever he wants. He always has. It shouldn’t surprise anyone in this room that he’s messing with us from beyond the grave.”

      “Of course, you’d say that, Quinn. You’re always siding against the family,” Anthony charged.

      “At least I can support myself without begging Mom and Reese for handouts, little brother.”

      “Quinn,” Theresa’s face reddened as she said her daughter’s name with warning.

      “What, Mother?”

      An unspoken exchange of fury passed between the mother and daughter and ended with a snort from the younger woman. William tried to regroup.

      “They are inheriting directly because their father died. And while J.P. never knew his other grandchildren, he intended for them to share in his legacy fully. He paid for Carter Sr.’s education and kept an eye on him and his children over the years. He’d have done more, but Etta Cross, Carter’s grandmother, rejected any other help and made sure his son didn’t know about his father. J.P.’s last wish was to set things right.”

      I’d heard all this already, but what no one had explained was how my nineteen-year-old Oklahoma-born grandmother, a young black woman in the mid 1950s, got pregnant by a white wildcatter nearly ten years her senior.

      I pressed my palm to my gut. Old John Peter’s glacier blue eyes menaced the room from the giant canvas, giving me a chill to go with my queasiness. “We don’t need to go back through history.”

      “I can understand why that might be uncomfortable for you.” Theresa’s sharp tongue couldn’t be dulled by the phony sympathy in her voice.

      “And for you,” I shot back.

      However Etta and J.P. got together, it was after he and his fiancée Abigail’s engagement announcement appeared in a Houston paper. Dad was born the following April—just seven months after his marriage—and Theresa and Marie arrived in September of the same year.

      I’d bet everyone in the room would’ve liked to tighten that bolo tie until those sharp blue eyes bugged out of the J.P.’s bony head. The memory of how the old man died hit me again, and my stomach squeezed.

      No. Descending from that old man held no appeal at all. Forget the money. All of these bickering, cutthroat people seemed to wish they weren’t related. However, I couldn’t argue with DNA or, likely, whatever William was clearing his throat yet again to gear up and announce. 

      “Before we delve into the specifics of the bequests, I’d like to discuss the trust’s conditions.”

      Somehow, the air left the room without anyone breathing.

      “Conditions?” Willa finally found her high-pitched voice.

      “Yes, conditions,” the lawyer repeated, looking as unsure as I felt.
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      Carter

      “Such as?” Reese adopted her mother’s bored tone, but her fingers had gone white gripping the edge of the table.

      “Each inheritance—even shares of the business for his children—is contingent on a few factors.” William cleared his throat and dove in.

      “For example, Willa, your inheritance will remain in a trust with me as the trustee unless you legally divorce your husband. Until that time, I must approve any requests for money out of the trust.”

      Willa’s cheeks flushed. “Granddad never liked Michael, but I never thought he’d do this,” she moaned. “That’s not fair. I’ll be thirty-two next month. I can’t decide for myself how to spend my money?”

      “Again, it’s not yours. It’s his. It’s always going to be his,” Quinn countered, drily. “And I suppose Granddad gave me the same conditions? He didn’t even come when Ben and I got married. Most of you didn’t. God forbid everyone didn’t fall in line with what he wanted.”

      “Well, I was going to get to that in a moment.” William turned a deep shade of red and started to sweat a little. “Actually, um, you have no conditions on your inheritance, Quinn. He has set aside the Lake Tahoe house, his apartment in Tokyo, and twenty-five million for you. Now, this is a generation-skipping trust, so there are some particularities in transferring the deeds, but they’re yours.”

      “Why doesn’t she have conditions?” Anthony barked.

      “That’s the way your grandfather wanted it. I’m here to share the what, not the why,” William said. “Now, going back to Jude. Your grandfather owned Murray’s, the steakhouse and bar here in Dallas. He’s leaving that, his home in Bourgogne, and twenty-five million to Jude—contingent upon his finishing culinary school and working successfully as a chef for three years on his own.”

      Willa snickered. “Jude’s never finished anything.”

      “Don’t mock your brother’s issues,” Marie snapped.

      “I’m glad you’ve acknowledged those. This is progress.” Theresa patted her sister’s hand with a condescending smile.

      Her twin turned away from her sister and asked, “What about Anthony?”

      At the sound of his name, he jerked upright, staring at William.

      “The situation with the rest of the will is more complex. Anthony has one year to get engaged, and from that point, he must marry within three months,” the lawyer paused, looking directly at his quarry. “The clock starts today now that you’ve been notified. Once you’re married, you’ll get an initial payout of five million dollars. After consistently cohabitating with your spouse for five years, you’ll receive another five million and three additional annual payouts—regardless of your living situation. Then, you’ll receive the balance and full right to your properties after another five years.”

      Anthony grinned and gave a small shrug. “So, I’ll get married.”

      “You have to do more than get married. For the first five years, you’re to have no periods where you two aren’t under the same roof for more than one week at a time and for no more than six weeks in a year. There will be no infidelity, no drugs, no arrests—no, well, shenanigans whatsoever during this time or you forfeit everything. Your grandfather provided the means to validate that you’re living up to your end of the bargain, including random drug screens. You will have the use of the house in the Tuscany and an apartment in New York, both of which you will inherit when you’ve been married for five years under these terms.”

      The attorney’s no-nonsense qualifications took the shine on Anthony’s smile down a notch.

      “That’s almost ten years before I inherit everything.” He scrunched up his face, then grumbled, “Fine. Whatever.”

      Still, it didn’t seem so hard. J.P. Star all but asked Willa to get a divorce. All Anthony had to do was drag some willing woman down the aisle and manage to live together without killing each other or his penis wandering away. How could he not have enough discipline to do that with $100 million on the line? If those were the conditions the old man felt the need to have for his grandkids, Jazz and I—and even Nate, who was wasn’t without his “issues”—would have no problem.

      “What about me? And Reese?” Theresa urged.

      “And for me and my sister and brother?” I asked.

      “There’s one central condition. Carter will come to work for J.P. Star Energy in operations⁠—”

      “What does ‘in operations’ mean? He works for me?” Reese cut in. Her question sliced with the edged tone of a woman on the verge of burning down the building.

      “You’ll remain the CFO. Theresa will serve as temporary CEO. Carter will join the company as chief of operations, with a two-year grace period to learn the business, and after that…” The attorney turned a shade of red I’d never seen in a human being. “Carter will take over as CEO of J.P. Star Energy for at least three years.”

      “Like Hell, William!” Theresa came out of her chair. Seemingly aware of the eyes on her, she thrust her palms out in front of her and sat back down in a huff.

      I took a deep breath, steadying myself so I didn’t sound like the rest of the old man’s whiny heirs. “I don’t want to be CEO of an oil company. I have a job, believe it or not, a lucrative one that I enjoy in commercial real estate. I don’t even live here.”

      “That would have to change, and I need you to understand that every other condition of the will hinges on this. Everyone’s inheritance—except for Quinn—depends on accepting Carter into the company.”

      “And Carter being willing,” Reese added. She pivoted in her chair, assessing me with narrow eyes.

      Theresa shook her head. “Well, the children will have to sacrifice. They can inherit from me and from Marie when the time comes. We’ll not have an outsider running the company.”

      William cut in. “You don’t understand, Theresa. You and Marie don’t inherit the company shares either if Carter doesn’t take the position. Your father’s shares will be split between the non-familial shareholders, and the family loses control of the company. His personal estate—aside from what he bequeathed to Quinn and a few others—will go to charity. It’s Carter, or it’s nothing.”

      “Except for Quinn. Lucky her,” Anthony snorted.

      The lucky sister paled. “If none of this matters to me, then I’ll be going,” she replied in a shaky voice and stood up.

      “You can’t leave,” Reese begged. “We have to fight this together.”

      Quinn shook her head. “I don’t have to fight anything. This is why I left. He always did this—playing us against one another, setting up Olympic tasks to gain his favor. It’s bullshit, Reese, and you know it. Mom and Dad do the same thing. They scheme and scratch over money and claim it’s about family, but it’s not. It’s about power.”

      “I’ve never—” Theresa literally clutched the pearls around her neck.

      “Save it, Mother.” Quinn pressed her fingers to her temples, then opened her eyes wide and turned to me. “Do you like your life as it is?”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      “And you already have enough to provide for your family?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do yourself a favor and get the fuck out of here.”

      Then, with her mother and her aunt gasping, Quinn grabbed her purse and did exactly that.

      The attorney waited for the door to click shut before he continued. “There is more to your family’s share, Carter. Each of you equally inherits your father’s share of John Peter’s personal estate. You’ll inherit a house in London. Your sister will inherit the house in Big Sur. Your brother will inherit Love’s Crossing.”

      “What’s Love’s Crossing?” I asked.

      “A ranch northwest of Horsehoe Bay in Rudel, Texas,” Reese answered.

      “It’s our homestead,” Theresa snapped.

      “Starwood is our homestead,” Marie said with irritation. “Daddy only has Love’s Crossing because it was part of the land he acquired when he bought Canfield Petrol. He liked being near Lake Buchanan.”

      She turned to me, eyes glistening and a haunted smile on her face. It was the first reminder that this should be a family grieving.

      “He loved heading out to the horse ranch. We used to ride out there as children and go boating in the summer. Starwood was dusty and unforgiving. He was always happier at Love’s Crossing. He bought it right before he married our mother.”

      Her voice fell off into nostalgia.

      “There’s oil and natural gas on that land,” Theresa added. “Who owns the mineral rights?”

      “Nathan Cross,” William answered, and Theresa fumed silently.

      Jazz would love having a place in Big Sur. She was outdoorsy and very California with her love of all things crystals, tarot, and woo. But Nate on a horse ranch called Love’s Crossing? I chuckled under my breath.

      “Is this amusing to you? The dismantling of our family legacy?” Reese asked through gritted teeth.

      “It’s not my legacy, so yes, seeing you all crumble under the weight of your privilege and snipe at each other like assassins is strangely entertaining,” I replied.

      “It’s your legacy, too. That’s all John Peter wanted,” William said. “Carter Sr. was his eldest and his only son. You’re his oldest grandchild. By his count, what he built should be yours to share with the rest of the family.”

      Well, his count was way off. All J.P. had done was spark trouble—back when Dad was born and now.

      “It’s obscene.” Marie shook her head and blanched, her lips trembling as she spoke. “What he did was obscene. How he died was obscene. How dare he?”

      Theresa still had her hand at her throat. Her ruffled collar rose and fell in a steady rhythm. “He always wanted a son.”

      “And so did you,” Reese ground out, glaring at her brother. “Pity we all disappointed him. Maybe he wouldn’t have done this to us.”

      “Always the bitch,” Anthony sniped.

      Reese’s voice rose. “Well, it’s not fair. Just because we’re women, we get screwed.” She pressed her fingers to the ridge between her brows, then dropped her hand and sighed. “Mom ran this place⁠—”

      “Dad—” her brother started.

      Reese waved a hand. “Dad was Mom’s proxy, and everyone knows it. Women have kept this place going, and now, everything we’ve worked for gets tossed out because we don’t have a useless appendage swinging between our legs.”

      “Vulgarity isn’t becoming,” Marie interjected.

      “Give it up, Aunt Marie. You’re not more righteous than the rest of us. You’re just as angry as we are,” Reese shouted.

      Everything about her screamed CEO-in-waiting. Now, she had to turn her lifeblood over to a cousin she’d never heard of. Sympathy bloomed in my chest. Then, she spoke.

      “Before we accept any of this, we need a DNA test. I need proof.”

      Perhaps that was inevitable, but still, my conciliatory feelings congealed into indignation.

      “That’s not necessary,” William piped in. “John Peter knew Carter Sr. was his. I assure you.”

      Now even I wondered how he’d been sure.

      “But we don’t know that he”—Reese pushed her finger toward me—“is his grandson. We don’t know anything about his family.”

      “Are you saying my mother doesn’t know the father of her children?” The control I’d maintained since arriving in the lobby of the Star building started to slip.

      Theresa’s right shoulder lifted in a lazy shrug. “I wouldn’t impugn your mother. I don’t know her, dear, but Reese raises a valid point.”

      The easy way she called my mother a slut while her own father died in a sexcapade with a prostitute dredged up strains of old DMX rap lyrics in my head. I felt on the verge of losing my mind up in this monstrous place.

      But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t turn into everything these people probably thought I’d be. They already believed my mother and my grandmother were whores. Acid crept into my throat.

      I leaned forward, hands clasped, with my heart thumping like bass.

      “I understand you want to formalize everything. But you can do that without demeaning my mother. You act like we’re all tainted by what my ancestor did, but she did it with yours. Do you really want to start comparing family dramas?” I asked and glared at each face around the table.

      “This is all off topic.” William’s voice rose with a thunderous impatience. “I know, and John Peter knew, that Carter is his grandson. You can dither and dicker about it, but Carter’s participation in the company is a non-negotiable condition of inheritance. It doesn’t even matter why. Unless there’s some intervening factor that renders him incapable, he will take over as CEO or most of you get nothing.”

      I sighed, both weary and wary. “For how long? What if I say no?”

      “You have to serve for three years as CEO to fulfill the terms of the will. He allotted time for you to acclimate, but anyone who quote, ‘interferes, sabotages, plots, or schemes’—those are John Peter’s words—against him will be disinherited, and their portion forfeited.”

      Theresa reached the end of her tolerance. “Was Dad out of his mind?”

      She grabbed her daughter’s hand, but Reese yanked it away. “All you have to do, Mom, is not kill Carter, and you’re back on the board just like you were before. I lose my future. Granddad always wanted a man to run the company, but I thought I had time to change his mind. Anthony’s so irresponsible, he went out and dragged in this, this…interloper!”

      I held my breath, waiting to see where Reese’s outburst would dock. As far as destinations went, “interloper” wasn’t so bad. I ignored her and focused on William.

      “I’ll have to think about this,” I announced.

      Theresa’s eyes went wide. “There’s nothing to think about.” The shrill panic in her voice swelled then abated. “Think about your family and what this could mean for them.”

      “You don’t need to tell me about my family. We’ve been doing fine without you,” I said without even looking at her and stood. “I’ll be in touch.”

      Reese spoke. “I get that you have to think about this, but can you do us a favor?”

      Theresa jerked her head toward her daughter, who held up a hand to keep her mother silent.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Can we keep all of this inside the family for now? The publicity is out of hand already, and it’s best that we settle in and see how this goes before adding more fuel to that fire,” she said.

      On one hand, my joining the company was bound to raise questions. On the other, since J.P. was gone, there would be changes, and I could slide in, maybe unquestioned, and get a feel for things. It probably would be easier to do that without the spotlight of a questionable family history.

      “And if I don’t want to join?”

      “Then, you’ll be doing whatever the hell you want,” Reese answered with a grim smile. “I don’t expect we’ll have any say.”

      “True. I’ll keep things quiet and let you know my decision before the end of the week,” I said and headed for the door.

      “Wait, Carter,” Theresa snapped. “William!”

      “Theresa, do something,” Marie screeched as the rest of the family barraged William with questions.

      I blocked their pleas from my mind and exited the room. The breath stuck in my chest until the elevator doors closed, and I exhaled in a whoosh. John Peter’s “conditions” turned over and over in my mind.

      Leave the position and life I’d built on my own to join this nest of vipers? All that asphyxiation for fun must have left J.P. Star brain damaged.
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      Nisha

      I barely suppressed my smile, nearly waggling my steepled fingers like a cartoon villain. A smoking hot lead had dropped straight into my lap. Well, sort of.

      Last December, I attended a party and one of the guests mentioned off-hand that she worked on the executive floor at J.P. Star Energy.

      “Must be interesting being around those Stars all day,” I’d asked her.

      “Not really. Theresa and Reese Star-Hunter work like demons all the time. Trying to get the old man’s attention, I guess. No one else ever comes into the office—except Anthony. He only comes in for every other board meeting to flirt with the interns.”

      I logged the data away and laughed. Libby, J.P. Star Energy insider. A connection like that might prove valuable someday.

      Today was that day. Maybe.

      After a series of phone calls to get Libby’s last name, I finally reached her a week ago via social media, and she called me back. We talked about nonsense until the hottest topic in town popped up, and then, I pounced.

      “Didn’t you say you worked at J.P. Star Energy?”

      “Yeah. Whole place is in a tizzy. They read the will here last Thursday,” Libby said.

      I lowered my voice as if I wanted to protect the city’s hottest gossip. “How exciting can that be? He was rich, and now, his kids are even richer.”

      Her voice wavered. “I don’t know. Things are kind of tense. You know that Theresa and her sister barely speak.”

      “Really?” I feigned doubt.

      I had heard that. The twin daughters of John Peter Star had different lifestyles. Theresa was hardcore corporate and wanted desperately to be CEO of the company only men were deemed fit to lead. Marie—despite being the elder of the two by a few minutes—was a philanthropist. One spent her time making buckets and buckets of money, the other giving the buckets away.

      My boss, Danny, speculated that Marie had some rich lady guilt about being a billionaire simply because she emerged from a particular uterus. But then that was Danny’s job—speculating about the travails and motivations of Dallas society’s elite.

      That was my job, too. My colleague—definitely not friend—Shayna and I helped Danny get the dirt. The three of us wrote the “Sparks Says” column, allegedly written by Agatha Sparks, since the early 1990s. The real Agatha died ten years ago, replaced by a slate of reporters. Danny, Shayna, and I were currently Agatha.

      I spun in my chair, letting the framed journalism degree from Texas Christian University on the wall of my office whirl in and out of view. My gut twinged.

      Fuck it. This job paid—unlike a lot of journalism these days. Reporting was reporting, and I was good at it.

      Libby seemed energized by having information I didn’t. “Oh, they can’t stand each other,” she replied and drew each word out with glee.

      Perfect. She was dying to share what she knew. 

      “Huh. I have a friend who works at The Dallas Post. She does research for that gossip column.” I lowered my voice again to draw her in and let the information dangle until Libby bit.

      “‘Sparks Says’? I love that column.”

      The pulsing thrill of the hot story almost made it hard to speak. “It’s not my thing, but I know she’d love to hear about the Stars. They pay. I gave her a tip once, and she gave me a thousand dollars.”

      “I couldn’t. I’d lose my job,” Libby demurred, but her tone raged with interest.

      “I can pass it along if you want. She doesn’t even need to know it was you.” The line went silent, but I knew with a tiny push, I’d have the tip that I needed. “Let me text her and find out how much she’ll pay.”

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to see how much. I know a few things,” Libby said. “Crazy things.”

      Crazier than the old man dying in a sex romp gone wrong? My heart raced away from my guilty feelings at the scent of a scoop.

      We shot the shit about more nonsense, then I—surprise, surprise—got word back from my “friend.”

      “Wow. She says they’re paying double for dirt on the Stars.”

      That was the trick. Let Libby expect one thousand, up the ante, and she spilled. Easy peasy. She spilled.

      I stared down at the name scratched on my memo pad.

      Carter Cross.

      Libby didn’t know who the guy was, but her boss added him to the security sheet for the private elevator at the last minute, and the Stars seemed peeved when the guy—a black guy—showed up.

      “There are hardly ever black people in the executive offices. So, you know, it stands out. No offense.”

      I stifled a laugh. Nice white people always felt the need to say, “no offense,” about every racial observation—racist or not.

      “And he was there for the reading of the will?” An excited squeak threaded through my voice.

      “The lawyer was here to talk about the estate, yes. The guy went in with the family. I mean, there’s the obvious reason, but…” Libby paused. “That can’t be true. He was a little young to, you know…be John Peter’s, right? I can’t even say it out loud. It’s too crazy. And gross.”

      I swallowed hard to turn a cynical snort into a non-committal noise.

      Any man caught dead with his pants down could have toddlers in every zip code. Age had nothing to do with it.

      “Anyway, do I still get the two grand?” Libby asked.

      “Yeah. We’ll meet up for happy hour tomorrow. My friend will meet us and give you the cash.”

      I would get there early and tell Libby that my buddy hadn’t been able to stick around.

      “Cool. And you won’t tell anyone? The money is nice, but you know, I don’t want to lose my job.”

      “I’ve done it myself. I totally get it. I won’t say a word,” I promised. And I wouldn’t. I never wanted to turnover a source this connected on a story this hot.

      “O-k-kay,” Libby stuttered, breathless.

      “No worries,” I tittered with upbeat ease. “And if you have anything else, Cindy will totally pay more. Shit! Don’t tell anyone I said Cindy.”

      I liked using the fake name Cindy because I knew Shayna sometimes used it as an alias with sources.

      “Oh, God, no! I won’t say anything.” The woman heaved a relieved sigh into the phone. “See you tomorrow.”

      We hung up, and I leaned back, feeling excited—if, yes, villainous.

      All I had to do is figure out who this Carter Cross was and what he had to do with the Stars. I typed the name into my computer and got to work.

      If this panned out, maybe I’d finally get assigned more than stories about professional football players and the occasional basketball player. Plus, Danny had a bounty on Star news. At least two grand for another lead item. Five for a story worthy of being above the fold—not that most people read our print edition these days. If this was as big as I thought, I could get two or three items above the fold and maybe a promotion to lead reporter with a bump in pay.

      Eat shit, Shayna.

      No more relegation to the stupid escapades of athletes—the black athletes. It was getting boring.

      “You blend,” Danny said.

      It grated on my nerves. Shayna covered hockey and baseball plus the Dallas party scene. There were only so many stories I could write. Well, not really. There were always stories about football players in Texas. That could be a full-time job in itself, and the readers had an endless appetite for it.

      Still, the society beat had more juice to it—elite parties, a clothing stipend, and significantly fewer nights hanging out in the alleys behind strip clubs or sliding barbers fifty bucks for information. Shayna wasn’t half the reporter I was, and I’d love to write about the stupid stuff white folks did for a change.
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      Nisha

      I turned the phone in my hand over and over, expecting it to buzz at any moment with a reply text from Maya. Where was she?

      I hated getting home late. Leaving her unsupervised made me nervous, never more so than when I stepped through the door of the townhouse to find the place as clean and quiet as when we left that morning. She hadn’t even been home. My mind and my stomach rolled over the things a fifteen-year-old girl could get up to in the hours since school let out.

      Me in high school? The squarest teenager imaginable. I never even thought about drifting out of the lines.

      I got myself to and from school, did my homework, made my dinner, and got to bed on time so I wouldn’t be tired when I had to walk that straight line again the next day. I wanted everyone on the outside to see nothing but a good student—well cared for and the last one you’d think had chaos at home.

      “Just get through school. Get your work done. Don’t get pregnant.”

      Those were the words I repeated to myself like a mantra, and that was the advice I flung at Maya every chance I got. Keep your feelings under control. Stay focused.

      She showed her emotions more, acted up more, stomped her feet more in the face of her circumstances. All things considered, she was a great kid, but she had a stronger taste for trouble. Sometimes, she took after⁠—

      I halted the thoughts midstream. No matter how often the words, “You’re so much like your mother,” tried to rise in my mind, I beat them back. Maya wasn’t Lisa. Or at least, I was determined that she wouldn’t be. She just needed stability and someone who could show her how to hustle within the lines—work hard, do well in school. Versus, well…whatever Lisa was doing, wherever she was doing it.

      She’d been gone for more than six months, longer than ever. Per usual, the longer her daughter stayed with me, the more routine Maya’s life became and the happier she seemed. I hated wishing my own sister would stay gone, but when she blew into town on a jet stream of drama, it reversed every bit of progress Maya made.

      I tried calling again.

      “Hey, Maya, it’s Aunt Nisha. Call me or text me when you get this. I’m home.” I paused and hooked a finger over the edge of the bag of takeout on the counter. “I got Chinese with extra pot stickers. Let me know where you are.”

      Maybe she’d gone to Ava’s. The Hoffmans lived two streets over in a gated community. I could head there to check. What if⁠—

      Thunk, thunk, thunk.

      The heavy knock on the door jerked me out of my doom spiral, and I hurried to the door, peeped out, and then swung it open.

      “Forget your key?” I asked. My left brow cocked upward, and I struggled not to be angry. At least, she was home.

      Maya scooted past me with her backpack. “It’s at the bottom of my purse, and since you said you were home, I knew you could let me in.”

      She dropped her bag over the back of the sofa, which sat opposite the bar-height counter that skirted the kitchen on the other side of my small kitchen table. “I’m starving.”

      “You didn’t eat wherever you went after school?” I didn’t want her return to become an inquisition.

      Maya rolled her eyes and avoided mine. “I hate eating up Ava’s mom’s food all the time like a beggar.”

      Sheryl Hoffman lived to cook and feed people. She would have insisted Maya eat a snack.

      “You were at Ava’s?” My voice steadied as I filtered out the disbelief.

      Maya made a vague noise somewhere between affirmation and a grunt but didn’t look at me. She stuffed a steamed pork dumpling in her mouth and lifted the tops on the foam takeout containers.

      “Wash your hands before you go poking around. I’m not trying to catch hepatitis,” I said.

      She smirked but headed for the sink.

      “You’re welcome to bring Ava here if you want to eat up my food instead,” I suggested.

      “Her mom doesn’t want us unsupervised.” Maya shut off the water and grabbed a plate.

      A quick answer
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