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      She needed protection. He offered marriage. Neither expected to fall in love.

      Dr. Emma Sullivan’s life is in ruins. Accused of medical negligence and targeted by powerful enemies, her once-promising career is crumbling under the weight of a scandal she didn’t cause—and may not survive. With the media circling like vultures, she needs shelter, fast.

      Enter Blake Blackwood: quiet cowboy, billionaire heir, and the Blackwood family’s protector. His solution? A no-strings, legally binding marriage to shield her from the storm.

      The arrangement is simple. No emotion. No expectations.

      Just safety... and a quiet place to heal.

      But when late-night conversations lead to stolen glances, and a kiss becomes something deeper, the lines between convenience and connection start to blur.

      Now Blake must decide if he’s willing to risk the one thing he’s always guarded—his heart.

      And Emma has to choose: walk away from the man who saved her… or fight for the love she never thought she’d find.

      One scandal. One marriage. One unexpected shot at forever.
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      Blake

      By seven that morning Blake Blackwood had already fixed a gate, talked a sixteen-year-old out of quitting, and lied to his mother about how he'd slept.

      Two out of three before breakfast. About average.

      The boy was the hard part. Dawson Pruitt stood at the end of the row with his hands jammed in a coat two sizes too big and his jaw set the way kids set it when they'd already decided the world wasn't going to come through for them. Blake had seen that jaw on a lot of faces. In the program, in the corps, in the mirror once or twice, though he didn't make a habit of looking.

      "You're quitting," Blake said. Not a question.

      "I'm no good at it."

      "You hung six panels yesterday. Straight, too. Cole couldn't hang a straight panel if you spotted him a level." Blake crouched, came up with the wire stretcher, set it in the boy's hands. "Good's not the thing. Showing up's the thing. You showed up."

      Dawson looked at the tool like it might bite him. Then he took it. Didn't say thanks. Didn't have to. Out here on the Blackwood north fence, with the Saturday crew of kids nobody else had room for, thanks came out as a boy decided to stretch one more strand of wire instead of walking to the truck.

      Blake straightened. His knee told him about it. The knee always told him about it on cold mornings, and most mornings in Clearwater County were cold mornings until they weren't, which was usually July.

      He worked the line with them till nine. Watched the road out of habit. He always watched the road. A man came home from two tours doing one thing and didn't stop doing it just because the thing he was watching for was a stranger's truck on a county two-lane instead of something worse.

      His phone went twice in his pocket. He let it.

      The first one would be Jack, wanting his read on the conservation easement. The second would be Cole, wanting his read on Jack. Somewhere in there Garrett would text something that didn't need answering, and Travis would not text at all, which from Travis was its own kind of message. By noon one of them would need him to drive somewhere, sign something, sit in a room and be the calm one. He was always the calm one. He'd built a whole life on being the calm one, and it worked fine, right up until the quiet part of the night when he lay awake doing inventory on everyone else's trouble. When did he ever get around to his own?

      He didn't think about that much. Thinking about it didn't fix a gate.

      Maggie was on the porch when he brought the crew in for the food she'd made, because his mother believed that no boy had ever been improved by an empty stomach and she'd never been proven wrong. She watched the kids file past her toward the long table on the side porch — biscuits, eggs, a vat of gravy — and she watched Blake the way she watched all her sons, like she was counting them, like the number might change if she looked away.

      "You eat?" she said.

      "I will."

      "That's not the same answer."

      "It's the answer you're getting." He kissed the top of her head on his way by. She let him, which meant she'd decided to save the real conversation for later. With Maggie there was always a real conversation. She just picked her ground.

      He'd gotten a plate halfway to his mouth when Dawson said, from down the table, "That's the lady doctor."

      The boy was looking at his phone. Half the kids were looking at their phones. That was the war Blake didn't bother fighting. But something in the way Dawson said it — the lady doctor — made Blake set the fork down and lean to see the screen.

      A headline. A photo of a woman in scrubs walking fast with her chin up and one hand raised against the cameras, and the cameras everywhere, a wall of them.

      SULLIVAN MALPRACTICE PROBE WIDENS, the headline said. And under it, smaller: Surgeon's license under review as second complaint surfaces.

      "My cousin had her," Dawson said. "Car wreck on the Helena road. They said he wasn't going to keep the arm. She kept the arm." He shrugged, the way the kid shrugged at everything, like caring out loud was a risk he couldn't afford. "Now they're saying she's a killer."

      "They're not saying that," Blake said.

      "They kind of are."

      Blake looked at the photo a second longer than he meant to.

      He knew the face. It took him a beat, the way it does when a name has been filed somewhere in the back and dust has settled over it. Sullivan. Emma Sullivan. Eight, nine years back, a wedding — somebody's wedding, he couldn't have said whose now — and a woman standing off to the side of it the same way he stood off to the side of things, watching the room instead of working it. They'd talked for the length of one bad band's set. She'd been sharp and funny and not at all impressed by the name on his shirt, which was rare enough that he'd remembered it across the better part of a decade. Then her pager had gone off, because of course it had, and she'd been gone before the song ended.

      He hadn't thought of her in years. Why was he thinking of her now — a wall of cameras in her face on his foster kid's phone, something in his chest pulling tight and not letting go?

      "Eat," he told Dawson, and the boy ate.

      Maggie was watching him from the porch rail. She'd been watching the whole time. She came down and sat in the chair beside him and didn't reach for a plate, which was how he knew.

      "You saw," she said.

      "Dawson showed me."

      "Her mother and I sat on the school board together for eleven years. Linda Sullivan. Good woman. Gone four years now." Maggie folded her hands. "Emma came home Thursday. To the old house out past the Pruitt place. Nobody's seen her. Groceries get delivered and the curtains stay shut."

      Blake said nothing. He'd learned a long time ago that his mother got where she was going faster if you didn't help her.

      "They're not just after her license," Maggie said. "I made some calls. The complaint that started it — the family that filed it — their lawyer does work for the people who've been trying to put your father in a courtroom for the last year. The ones who've been waiting for a soft place to push since the confession." She let that sit. "They can't get the family direct anymore. So they found a healer with a good name and started taking it apart. Hurt her enough, loud enough, and it splashes back on anybody who ever stood near us."

      "She didn't stand near us," Blake said. "She talked to me at a wedding once."

      "She's from here. That's enough for them. Enough is whatever they need it to be." Maggie turned her head and looked at him, and there it was, the real conversation, the ground she'd been choosing all morning. "She's drowning out there alone, and she's drowning partly because of what your father did. That's a debt, whether she ever names it or not."

      "Mom."

      "I'm not asking you to do anything yet." She stood, smoothed her apron, the picture of a woman who had just finished asking him to do something. "I'm asking you to drive out and see if she needs a hand. You're good at that. Seeing what people need." She paused at the porch step. "You've just never been any good at letting them see what you do."

      She went inside.

      Blake sat with his cold eggs and the boys laughing at something down the table and the long green run of the valley going on the way it always went on, fenced and watered and bought with three generations of Blackwood stubbornness and, it turned out, one buried sin that kept coming back up through the ground like a stone you couldn't plow around.

      Across the field the morning light moved on the timber. A good day. A workday.

      He looked at the phone Dawson had left face-up on the table — the woman, the wall of cameras, the chin up.

      Then he picked up his keys.
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      Emma

      The boy died on a Tuesday, and by Friday the whole world had decided it was her fault.

      Emma Sullivan knew exactly how he'd died. She'd known it in the OR with her hands inside his chest, and she knew it now, in the dark of her mother's old kitchen with the phone face-down on the table because she couldn't look at it anymore. Eli Marsh, sixteen, ejected from a rolled truck on the Helena road. He came to her with a flail chest and a liver that had already turned to wet paper, and his pressure bottoming out the second they cracked him. She'd done everything right. She'd done everything fast, which mattered more, and it hadn't been enough, because some boys come to you already gone and the only mercy is how hard you fight on the way down.

      She'd told the parents herself. She always told them herself. That was the part nobody ever wrote about.

      The phone buzzed against the wood. She let it.

      Eight weeks now. Eight weeks since the first complaint, the one the hospital's lawyers had called routine and then stopped calling routine. A second family had come forward — a cardiac case from two years back, a man who'd survived, whose daughter had decided in hindsight that survived wasn't the same as cared for. Two cases. A pattern, somebody called it on the news, and once a thing was a pattern it didn't matter that neither case held up, it only mattered that the word existed and people kept saying it.

      Pattern. Like she was a defect in a run of cheap dishes. Was that what she'd become?

      She got up and filled the kettle, mostly to have somewhere to put her hands. Her mother's kettle, dented on the side from the day Emma had knocked it off the stove at twelve and Linda had laughed instead of scolding. The house still smelled faintly of her, four years gone — lemon oil and old paper and the cedar closet upstairs. Emma had come back here Thursday with two suitcases and no plan, the way you bolt for the one door you know will open.

      The kettle ticked as it warmed.

      She'd watched it build, that was the thing. She was a doctor; she knew how a body went septic, how a small dirty thing got into the blood and turned the whole system against itself. This was the same. It started as a complaint and then it had a host. The Marsh family's lawyer wasn't some county ambulance-chaser. Emma had looked him up at two in the morning the way you press on a bruise. A Denver firm. The firm did political work. The firm did a particular kind of political work, the kind with a website full of words like accountability and the public trust, and a client list she couldn't see but could guess at, because the same names kept turning up in the same stories, and one of those stories was the one that had been chewing on a Montana ranching family for the better part of a year.

      She didn't follow ranch-family scandals. She'd had her own life. But you couldn't live in this state and not have heard it — the patriarch who'd confessed, on the record, to ruining a man and stealing his land. It had been everywhere. And ever since the confession, the people who'd spent twenty-five years circling that family had smelled blood and gone looking for soft places to bite.

      She was a soft place. That was the part that turned her stomach. She'd spent her whole life being good at the thing — top of her class, fastest hands on the trauma floor, the surgeon they paged when the case was hopeless because she'd keep a person alive out of sheer refusal — and none of it mattered, because somebody, somewhere, had looked at a grieving family and a famous scandal and seen a way to score a point off people she'd never met.

      The kettle screamed. She took it off the heat before it could finish.

      She didn't make the tea. She stood there with both hands flat on the cold counter and let the quiet come down.

      The review board met in three weeks. Her license — fifteen years, four of residency, the nights she didn't sleep, the holidays she gave away, the marriage she'd let burn down so she could keep operating — all of it sat now in a manila folder in a room she wasn't allowed into, and a panel of people who'd never met Eli Marsh would decide whether Emma Sullivan got to be a doctor anymore.

      She had a lawyer. The hospital had given her one and then, very politely, started keeping its distance, the way you back away from a colleague who's started coughing. Administrative leave, they called it. For your protection. As if she were the contagion.

      She'd stopped reading the comments. She'd stopped, and then she'd started again, because not knowing was worse than knowing, and the comments said things like how many did she kill before they caught her under a photo of her face that some camera had caught at exactly the wrong second, mouth open, hand up, looking — she could admit it now — guilty. Cameras were good at that. They waited for the half-second you looked guilty and then they kept it forever.

      Headlights swept the kitchen wall.

      Emma's whole body locked. A car, slowing on the county road, then the crunch of gravel as it turned in. Her chest went tight and hot. They'd found her. Of course they'd found her — it had taken three days for the first van to find the hospital parking garage, it would take less to find a dead woman's house with the daughter's name still on the deed. She killed the kitchen light without thinking, dropped into the old reflex of a kid who didn't want to be caught up past bedtime, and stood in the dark with her heart going like a drum and hated herself for it.

      She was a grown woman. A surgeon. And here she was, hiding in her dead mother's kitchen with the lights off?

      The car door shut. Footsteps on the path — unhurried, heavy, boots. Not the quick scurry of a reporter who knew she had thirty seconds before the door closed. Slow. Sure. The footsteps of somebody who'd already decided they'd wait however long it took.

      A knock. Three knocks, spaced even.

      Emma didn't move.

      "Emma?" A woman's voice, warm and carrying, pitched to reach through a door. "Emma Sullivan, it's Maggie Blackwood. I sat on the school board with your mother."

      Emma closed her eyes.

      She knew the name. Of course she knew the name — it was the name, the one in all the stories, the family the machine was trying to bring down, the family she'd somehow become a stick to beat. Of all the doors in Clearwater County, why had that woman walked up to this one?

      "I've got a casserole and I am not leaving it on the step for the coyotes," Maggie called, friendly as anything. "I can stand out here all night, honey. I raised eight boys. I have outwaited better than you."

      Despite herself — despite all of it — something in Emma's chest cracked, and she didn't know if it was a laugh or the other thing.

      She turned the light back on.

      She crossed the dark front room with her arms wrapped around herself, undid the chain her mother had installed the year the break-ins started over in town, and opened the door on a sturdy woman in a barn coat holding a foil-covered dish like a shield, breath fogging white, eyes that took Emma in head to foot in one pass and gentled.

      "There she is," Maggie said softly. "Lord, you look just like Linda when she was tired."

      And Emma — who had not cried once in eight weeks, not at the complaint, not at the leave, not at the comments, not even telling the Marshes — felt her face come apart right there on the threshold in front of a stranger.

      Maggie set the casserole down on the porch boards, and stepped over it, and folded her in.
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      Blake

      Blake had driven out to the Sullivan place twice and turned around both times before the mailbox.

      Not because he'd lost his nerve. He didn't lose his nerve; that wasn't one of the ways he came apart. He'd turned around because a man who shows up uninvited at a hiding woman's door is the same as the vans she's hiding from, only he tells himself he means well, and meaning well had never once made a thing not be what it was. So he'd left it. He'd told his mother he'd left it, and his mother had looked at him over her coffee and said nothing, which was Maggie for we'll see.

      That was three days back. He hadn't meant to see Emma Sullivan at all.

      He sure hadn't meant for it to happen because Tomas Reyes put a hay knife through his own thigh.

      It went the way ranch wrecks always went — fine, fine, fine, and then a man's hollering across the equipment yard and everybody's running. Tomas was on the ground by the round baler with both hands clamped on his leg and dark coming up bright between his fingers, more of it than Blake liked, a lot more, and the kids who'd been stacking small squares stood frozen in a ring with their mouths open.

      "Move," Blake said, and they moved.

      He'd had the trauma training. Everybody who ran his outreach crews had it; he'd made sure of that the first season, back when he learned the hard way that a hospital was forty minutes off on a good day. He got his belt off and got it high on the thigh and cranked it and Tomas screamed, which was good, a man who could scream had air to do it with. The bleeding slowed. Didn't stop. The knife had gone deep and Tomas was the kind of stubborn that worked twelve hours with a fever, which meant by the time he'd yelled it was already bad.

      "Dawson." Blake didn't look up. "My truck, keys are in it. Bring it here, don't kill anybody." The boy bolted. "Somebody call⁠—"

      "Already did." That was Marisol, the cook's daughter, phone to her ear, steadier than the grown men. "Ambulance is forty out. They said—" She stopped. Listened. Her face changed. "They said the closest doctor's the Sullivan place. They said Dr. Sullivan's back in the county."

      Blake's hands didn't pause on the belt. The rest of him went quiet.

      "They put it on a list?" he said.

      "Dispatch knows everybody," Marisol said, which was true, this being Clearwater County. "She's eight minutes. They're already calling her."

      Eight minutes against forty. Blake did the math the way he did all his math, fast and without feeling, the part of him that had triaged worse than this in worse places. Eight minutes won.

      "Tell them yes," he said.

      She came in six.

      He heard the car before he saw it, coming up the ranch road too fast, and then a dusty sedan slewed into the yard and a woman was out of it before it fully stopped, with a black bag in one hand and her hair coming loose and her face set hard as a closed gate. She didn't look at Blake. She didn't look at the kids or the blood or the famous name on the gatepost behind her. She looked at Tomas's leg, and at the belt, and at the spread of red on the ground, and Blake watched her do in one second the same triage he'd done, and land in the same place.

      "Who put the tourniquet on?" she said, dropping to her knees in the dirt.

      "I did."

      "It's good. Don't touch it." She had gloves on already, snapped them at the wrist without looking, had the bag open and her hands moving. To Tomas, in Spanish, low and even — Blake caught tranquilo and mírame, look at me — and the man's panic came down a notch under her voice the way panic does under a voice that knows exactly what it's doing. She got pressure where she wanted it. Got a line started. Worked the wound with two fingers, found something, and her whole face went flat with concentration.

      "He nicked the femoral. Not through it — the tourniquet bought him. He'd have been gone in ten without it." She glanced up, and for the first time she actually saw Blake's face, and something flickered across hers, gone before he could name it. "You. Good hands. Keep them right where they are and don't let go no matter what I do, you understand?"

      "Yeah."

      "Say it back."

      "Don't let go."

      "Good." She bent back to the leg.

      He'd thought about her a little, the last few days. He could admit that now, with her four inches from him in the dirt with another man's blood to her elbows. He'd built a picture of her off a headline and a wall of cameras and a half-decade-old wedding — tired, cornered, beat down. He'd come out to find a woman drowning, his mother's word, and he'd stayed home because what did you do with a drowning woman who hadn't asked for a rope?

      This wasn't a drowning woman. This was the most alive person in the yard.

      She worked the leg for twenty minutes that felt like five, talking the whole time — to Tomas, to Blake, to herself in a mutter — and somewhere in there the ambulance came and she handed the man off to the EMTs in a clean fast handover, numbers and times and exactly what she'd done, the medics nodding like students, and then they had him loaded and gone and the yard was suddenly quiet with just the dust settling and the kids drifting back in and Emma Sullivan kneeling in the bloody dirt peeling off her gloves.

      She stood. Swayed, just slightly, and caught it. Now that the work was over Blake could see the rest of her — the gray under her eyes, the way her hands had started to shake the second they had nothing to do, the gate-face cracking around the edges.

      "He'll keep the leg," she said, to no one in particular. "If they don't let it get infected, he'll keep the leg."

      "Thank you," Blake said.

      She looked at him properly then, and he watched her find the name. Watched it click into place. Her chin came up the exact way it had in the headline photo, the exact way it had eight years back when a doctor at a wedding hadn't been impressed by his last name.

      "Blackwood," she said. Flat.

      "Blake."

      "I know which one you are." She bent and started packing the bag with hard, precise movements. "Of all the ranches in this county to bleed on."

      "Wasn't my idea. Tomas picked the spot."

      She didn't laugh. But something at the corner of her mouth twitched and got stamped out, and Blake counted that. He was a man who'd learned to count small things.

      "You're a long way from a hospital," she said, snapping the bag shut. "You ought to keep a real kit in that equipment yard. Chest seal, a proper tourniquet, blood-clotting gauze. That belt was field-expedient. It worked because you knew what you were doing, not because it was right."

      "I'll get a kit."

      "You should've already had one." She stood, bag in hand, and now she was looking at him like she was looking at his leg from across the yard — sizing the damage, deciding how bad. "You knew that was the femoral. You went straight for high-and-tight. Where'd you learn that?"

      "Around."

      "That's not an answer."

      "Two tours," Blake said. "I learned it the way you'd guess."

      Something in her shifted. Not softened — she didn't have softening in her right now, he could see that, she was running on fumes and pride and the last of whatever had gotten her out of that dark house in six minutes flat for a stranger's hired man. But shifted. One professional clocking another.

      "Well," she said. "You probably saved his life before I got here. So." She didn't finish it. She started for her car.

      "Dr. Sullivan."

      She stopped. Didn't turn.

      "My mother brought you a casserole," Blake said.

      A long beat. Her shoulders dropped half an inch — not relief, more like the weight just got heavier because somebody'd named it.

      "She did," Emma said to the windshield.

      "She does that. It's a Maggie thing. You don't have to read anything into it." He paused. "You're in trouble. I know that's none of my business. But I've got a yard full of kids who just watched you keep a man from bleeding out in the dirt, and not one of them is going to read a headline the same way again. So whatever they're saying about you out there — it's not landing here." He heard himself getting close to a speech and shut it down, because his mother had taught him that too, that the moment you talk past a person's pride you've lost them. "That's all. Drive safe. The road washboards by the cattle guard."

      He turned and went to check on his crew.

      He didn't watch her go. He made himself not watch her go, which was its own kind of work. But he heard the car door, and then he didn't hear the engine for a long moment — long enough that he almost turned around — and when it finally started and pulled out slow, careful over the cattle guard, exactly where he'd told her, something in his chest did the thing it had done over Dawson's phone and didn't let go.

      He had blood on his sleeves and a kit to buy and a crew to settle.

      He stood in the yard and watched the dust go down the road instead.
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      Emma

      He came back four days later, and Emma was almost glad, which made her furious.

      She'd spent those four days the way she spent all her days now — too many hours awake, too few asleep, working her own case the only way she knew how, which was to treat it like a trauma. Assess the damage. Stop the worst bleed first. She'd talked to her lawyer twice. Both times she'd hung up feeling like she'd paid four hundred dollars to be told to stay calm. Her savings were a number she now checked the way she used to check labs, watching it trend the wrong direction. The retainer for a real defense — the kind that fought a connected Denver firm and won — was a number with a comma in it she didn't want, and behind it another number, and behind that the slow certain fact that you could be right and still lose if the people against you had deeper pockets and a reason.

      So when the truck came up the road she met it on the porch with her arms crossed, because she'd decided being seen on the porch was better than being caught behind the curtains again.

      "Tomas is good," Blake said, before she could speak. He didn't get out of the truck right away. He sat with his arm on the door and told her through the open window, like a man giving a vet a report. "Surgery went clean. They're saying full use of the leg, six weeks. He wants you to know the hospital food's worse than the bunkhouse, which from Tomas is high praise of your work."

      "That's good." She meant it. Some knot she'd been carrying loosened. "Tell him to do the physical therapy even when it's boring. Especially then."

      "I'll tell him." He got out then. He had a paper sack in one hand, and he set it on the bottom step and didn't climb up, which she noticed and filed away — that he kept his distance, that he made a point of it. "My mother's dish. Washed. She says you don't have to return the new one, that's how it works, you keep passing it down the line."

      Emma looked at the sack. She hadn't eaten the casserole. She'd put it in the fridge and looked at it twice a day for four days and not eaten it, because eating it felt like agreeing to something.

      "Why are you here, Mr. Blackwood?"

      "Blake."

      "Why are you here, Blake?"

      He put his hands in his coat pockets and looked at her the way she imagined he looked at a fence that needed mending — assessing, unhurried, no judgment in it, which was somehow worse than judgment. "Can I say a thing? You can tell me to get off your steps after. I've been told before."

      "You've got till I'm cold."

      The corner of his mouth did the thing again, the almost. "Fair." He paused, and she watched him line it up, and when it came it came plain. "I know who's after you. Not the family that filed — them I feel for, they lost a kid. The ones behind them. The lawyers, the money. I know exactly who they are, because they've been after my family for a year, and you're not the first soft target they've gone through and you won't be the last. You got picked because you're from here and your name's clean and dirtying it splashes on us. You're collateral. That's not a thing you did. It's a thing that's being done to you."

      Emma's arms tightened across her chest. She hated that he'd said it out loud. She'd built that exact picture herself at two in the morning, pressing the bruise, and hearing it in another person's mouth made it real in a way she wasn't ready for.

      "I know all that," she said.

      "I figured you did. You're smarter than me, that part's obvious." He said it without heat, just a fact about the weather. "Here's the part you maybe haven't run the numbers on, because you're in it and you can't. They can outspend you. They'll drag the review, then they'll drag the civil suit, then they'll find a third family, and a fourth, because grief's easy to find and easier to point. They don't have to win. They just have to make it cost more than you've got. And they will."

      "And you've come to offer me money," Emma said. Cold, the way she'd promised. "Let me save you the speech. No. I don't take charity, and I especially don't take it from a family the whole state's watching burn, so they can put my face next to yours in the paper and call it a payoff. You'd be handing them the picture they want."

      "You're right." He nodded, slow. "Money's exactly the wrong move. If I write you a check, you're bought, and they'll say so, and you'll have traded your name for a worse one. I'm not offering you money."

      That stopped her. She'd been braced for the check. She'd had the whole no loaded.

      "Then what."

      Blake looked at her for a moment. Then he looked out at the field — her mother's field, gone to weeds now, the fence sagging — and he said it to the field, which she'd come to understand was how this man said the hard things.

      "Marry me."

      The word sat in the cold air between them.

      "That's not a joke and I'm not drunk," he went on, even, before she could find anything to say. "Hear the whole thing. They can hit you because you're alone and broke and from a county they've already got their hooks in. They can't hit a Blackwood the same way — wrong on the optics, and we've got lawyers on retainer who eat that Denver firm for breakfast. The minute your name's hooked to ours, their cheap shot turns into a fight with a family that fights back. The civil suit gets expensive for them. The review board's got to weigh that the woman they're about to delicense is married to the people funding half the free clinics in the state. It changes the math. That's all it does. It changes the math in your favor for the first time since this started."

      "You're insane," Emma said.

      "Possibly. Doesn't make it wrong."

      "They'll say I bought in. They'll say scandal doctor marries billionaire, they'll⁠—"

      "They'll say that for a week. Then they've got to actually prove you killed somebody, and they can't, because you didn't, and your defense is suddenly funded by people who don't run out of money before the truth comes out." He turned back to her. "It's not romantic, Emma. I want to be real clear about that, because the last thing you need is one more person wanting something off you. It's not romantic. It's safe. It's paperwork. You get a wall around you and time to clear your name. I get⁠—"

      He stopped.

      "You get what," Emma said.

      Something passed over his face, there and shut down fast, and he didn't answer it straight. "I get to do a thing about a thing for once," he said. "That's my business, not yours."

      She should have laughed in his face. A marriage? To a man she'd met twice, both times with blood on the ground? She stood there on her dead mother's porch with her ruined name and her draining account and a review board three weeks out, and she searched herself for the laugh, and what she found instead — God help her — was the cold clean relief of a wall. The thing she'd wanted for eight weeks and would have died before asking for. A wall. Time. A fight that didn't end the second her money did.

      She hated that she wanted it. When had she become someone who needed saving? She'd spent fifteen years being the one who saved.

      "No," she said.

      He nodded, like he'd expected it, and bent to pick up nothing because there was nothing to pick up, and she realized he was about to leave and let it go, the way her lawyer never would, the way the firm never would, and the panic of that — of the wall walking back to its truck — pushed the next words out of her before her pride could catch them.

      "Not like that," she said.

      He straightened. Waited.

      "If—" She made herself say it level. Made herself sound like a surgeon laying out a procedure, because that was the only way she could do it without flying apart. "If I were to consider something this stupid. It would be on my terms. Written down. I pay you back every cent of the legal money, with interest, the day I'm cleared — I don't care how long it takes. It's a loan, not a gift. I keep my own name, my own career, my own everything. The minute I'm cleared we end it, clean, no drama, and I owe you nothing but the money. And you don't—" Her voice caught and she dragged it straight. "You don't get to treat me like a project. Like a thing you fixed. I'm not one of your kids you talked off the fence. We're clear on that or there's no point talking."

      "We're clear," Blake said. Quiet. "You set the terms. All of them. I'll sign whatever you write."

      "I haven't said yes."

      "I know."

      "I'm saying I'll read what you draw up." She uncrossed her arms, which cost her something, and stood there in the cold feeling the worst kind of exposed — not the cameras, this was worse than the cameras. "That's not yes."

      "That's not yes," he agreed.

      He got in the truck. He started it, and rolled the window down one more time, and for a second she thought he was going to say something that would wreck the whole careful thing, something kind, something that would make her a project after all.

      "There's two casserole dishes in that sack now," he said instead. "My mother put a second one in when I told her I was coming. She does that when she's already decided how a thing's going to go." He put it in gear. "Drive safe yourself, if you go anywhere. Road's still washboarded."

      He pulled out slow over the cattle guard.

      Emma stood on the porch a long time after the truck was gone, arms crossed again, looking at the paper sack on the bottom step with two clean casserole dishes in it.

      Then she went down and picked it up.
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      Blake

      The courthouse in town smelled like floor wax and old radiators, and Blake stood in a hallway lined with framed photos of dead county commissioners, waiting to get married to a woman who'd brought her own copy of the agreement in a folder.

      She'd written it herself. Eleven pages. His lawyer had read it twice and looked up over his glasses and said, She's better at this than I am, don't change a word, which Blake had taken as a yes. Loan, not gift. Interest. Her name, her career, her exit. No project. He'd signed every page. He'd signed it the morning she handed it to him, at her mother's kitchen table, in front of two witnesses she didn't trust and one she did, which was Maggie, who'd come along uninvited and made coffee like she lived there.

      Emma came down the hall in a gray coat with her hair pulled back, carrying the folder against her chest, and she looked like a woman walking into a deposition.

      "You don't have to look like that," Blake said.

      "Like what."

      "Like you're going to lose the case."

      "I'm getting married in a courthouse to a man I've met three times," Emma said. "I'll look how I look."

      "Fair." He'd worn a clean shirt and his good coat and felt, for the first time in a long while, unsure what to do with his hands. He had them in his pockets. "No ring. You said no ring. I want to make sure that's still⁠—"

      "No ring." She said it fast, like she'd worried he'd forget. "And no—" She stopped.

      "No kiss," Blake said. "I know. It's in the paperwork. Page nine."

      That got him something. Not a smile. But she looked at him for a second like he might not be the worst thing that had happened to her this month, and from where they both were standing, he'd take it.

      The clerk was a woman named Dot who'd known Maggie forty years and asked no questions, which was its own kind of mercy. The ceremony took six minutes. Blake had stood up at four of his brothers' weddings — big ones, white tents, three hundred people, his mother crying into a handkerchief the size of a flag — and this was nothing like any of them, and he found, standing across from Emma Sullivan in a fluorescent-lit room with a county seal on the wall, that he didn't mind. There was no audience to perform for. Just the two of them and the plain words and Emma's chin up and her voice steady when she said the part she had to say.

      He said his part. He meant it more than he'd planned to, which he noted and set aside to deal with never.

      Dot pronounced it done. There was the awkward half-second where everybody at a wedding waits for the kiss, and Blake watched Emma brace for it, and he simply put out his hand to shake hers instead, businesslike, and watched the brace go out of her.

      "Congratulations," she said dryly, shaking it.

      "Likewise. You're stuck with the casseroles now."

      "That's the part I should've negotiated harder."

      He almost laughed. In a courthouse. At his own wedding. He'd have to think about that later too.
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      The brothers found out the way the brothers found out everything, which was all at once and too loud.

      Blake had told Jack first, because Jack was the head of the family and because not telling Jack would've been a declaration of war. Jack had gone quiet over the phone for a long beat and then said, "Is this real, or is this you doing the thing you do," and Blake had said, "It's a legal arrangement to protect a woman the machine is trying to ruin to get at us," and Jack had said, "So it's both," which was annoying because it was true.

      By supper at the main house it was everybody's business.

      "Married," Cole said, setting down his fork. He had the look he got at the head of a deal that had moved without him. "You got married. To a stranger. In a courthouse. And the first I hear of it is Garrett."

      "Garrett wasn't supposed to⁠—"

      "Maggie told Garrett," Garrett said, around a roll. "Don't look at me."

      "Of course she did," Cole said.

      "I find," Maggie said from the end of the table, serene, passing the potatoes, "that things go smoother when people are informed."

      Ryan was grinning at Blake
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