






Creed grinned at her



“Just so I can get this straight,” he said, reaching into the bag and pulling out a jeweler’s box, which he opened, “you’re saying no?”


She stared at the box he opened for her to view. It contained a heart-shaped diamond, which he was pretty proud of picking out this morning.


“Creed,” she said, sounding shocked and choked up, and he snapped the box shut and put it back in the bag.


“Too bad,” he said. “The jeweler promised me no woman could say no to this ring. He said a woman would have to have a heart of stone to refuse it. He said—”


“You’re crazy,” Aberdeen said. “I knew it when I first met you. I know you’re crazy, and I know better than to throw myself to the wind like this, but I’m going to ride this ride, cowboy, and I swear, if you turn out to be a weirdo, I’ll be really ticked at you.”












Dear Reader,


I hope you enjoyed Pete’s story (The Cowboy’s Triplets, AR 1354)! Now begins the tale of Creed Callahan, a man who knows he will never agree with his aunt Fiona’s plans to marry him off and bring more bouncing bundles of joy to Rancho Diablo in New Mexico. There are five brothers left standing tall—and single—and once Creed suspects his aunt has his bachelorhood in her sights, he takes off to parts unknown, winding up in Wyoming. He’s aware he’s abandoned Rancho Diablo for the moment, leaving his brothers to deal with the land-grabbing Bode Jenkins, but frankly, a cowboy has to do what a cowboy has to do!


Please enjoy this second installment of the Callahan Cowboys as Creed discovers that there really is no place like home. In this month known for beach reading, I hope you’ll share your summer with the sexy men of Rancho Diablo. Here’s to hearing the sound of the mythical wild Diablos as they paint the horizon at Rancho Diablo, and to finding blissful magic in your own life!


All my best,


Tina


www.tinaleonard.com


www.twitter.com/Tina_Leonard


www.facebook.com/tinaleonardbooks
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Chapter One


“Creed is my wild child. He wants everything he can’t have”—Molly Callahan, with fondness, about her busy toddler




Creed Callahan was running scared. Running wasn’t his usual way of doing things, but Aunt Fiona’s plot to get him and his five brothers married had him spooked. Marriage was a serious business, not to be undertaken lightly, especially by a commitment-phobe. Aunt Fiona had just scored a direct hit with Creed’s brother Pete, who’d married Jackie Samuels and had triplets right off the baby-daddy bat. Creed was potently aware his days as a happy, freewheeling bachelor might come to an end if he didn’t get the hell away from Rancho Diablo.

So he’d fled like a shy girl at her first dance. Creed didn’t relish being called chicken, but Aunt Fiona was a force to be reckoned with. Creed stared into his sixth beer, which the bartender in Lance, Wyoming, a generous man who could see that Creed’s soul was in torment, had courteously poured.

Anyone in Diablo, New Mexico, would attest to the powers of Aunt Fiona. Especially when she had a goal—then no one was safe. His small, spare aunt had raised him and his five brothers upon the deaths of their parents without so much as a break in her stride. She and her butler, Burke, had flown in from Ireland one day, clucked over and coddled the five confused boys (young Sam had not yet been part of the family, an occurrence which still perplexed the brothers), and gave them an upbringing which was loving, firm and heaped with enthusiastic advice.

Creed barely remembered their parents, Jeremiah and Molly. He was the lucky one in the family, in his opinion, because he had a twin, Rafe. It had helped to have a mirror image at his back over the years. Creed was prone to mischief, Rafe was more of a thinker. Once, when the boys had wondered where babies came from—upon Sam’s surprising arrival after Fiona had come to be their guardian—Creed had uprooted all of Fiona’s precious garden looking for “baby” seeds. Rafe had told Aunt Fiona that he’d seen bunnies in her garden, which was true, but bunnies weren’t the reason Aunt Fiona’s kitchen crop had to be restarted.

Creed certainly knew where babies came from now. Watching Pete and Jackie go from a casual romance once a week to parents of triplets had underscored for him the amazing fertility of the Callahan men. They were like stallions—gifted with the goods.

With Fiona prodding about his unmarried state, Creed had hit the road. He did not want his own virility tested. He didn’t want a wife or children. Pete was solidly positioned to win Rancho Diablo, for that was the deal Fiona had struck: whoever of the six brothers married and produced the most heirs inherited all five thousand acres.

But he and his brothers had worked an agreement out unbeknownst to their wily aunt: Only one of them would be the sacrifice (which had turned out to be the lucky—or unlucky, depending upon how one viewed it—brother Pete), and he would divide the ranch between the six of them. It was a fair-and-square way to keep any animosity from arising between them for the high-value prize of hearth and home. Competition wasn’t a good thing among brothers, they’d agreed, though they competed against each other all the time, naturally. But this was different.

This competition wasn’t rodeo, or lassoing, or tree climbing. This was a race to the altar, and they vowed that Fiona’s planning wouldn’t entrap them.

“And I’m safe,” Creed muttered into his beer.

“Did you say something?” a chocolate-haired beauty said to him, and Creed realized that the old saying was true: Women started looking better with every beer. Creed blinked. The male bartender who’d been listening to his woes with a sympathetic ear had morphed into a sexy female, which meant Creed wasn’t as safe as he thought he was. He was, in fact, six sheets to the wind and blowing south. “Six beers is not that big a deal,” he told the woman who was looking at him with some approbation. “Where’s Johnny?”

“Johnny?” She raised elfin brows at him and ran a hand through springy chin-length curls. “My name is Aberdeen.”

He wasn’t that drunk. In fact, he wasn’t drunk at all. He knew the difference between moobs and boobs, and while Johnny had been the soul of generosity, he’d had girth appropriate for bouncing troublemakers out of his bar. This delightful lady eyeing him had a figure, pert and enticing, and Creed’s chauvinistic brain was registering very little else except she looked like something a man who’d had six beers (okay, maybe twelve, but they were small ones so he’d halved his count), might want to drag into the sack. She had bow-shaped lips and dark blue eyes, but, most of all, she smelled like something other than beer and salami and pretzels. Spring flowers, he thought with a sigh. Yes, the smells of spring, after a long cold winter in Diablo. “You’re beautiful,” he heard someone tell her, and glanced around for the dope that would say something so unmanly.

“Thank you,” she said to Creed.

“Oh, I didn’t—” He stopped. He was the dope. I sound like Pete. I need to leave now. The beer had loosened his tongue and thrown his cool to the wind. “I’d best be going, Amber Jean.” He slid off the barstool, thinking how sad it was that he’d never see Johnny/Amber Jean again, and how wonderfully fresh and romantic springtime smelled in Wyoming.

 

“OH, NOW, THAT’S A SHAME,” Johnny Donovan said, looking down at the sleeping cowboy on his bar floor. “Clearly this is a man who doesn’t know much about brew.”

Aberdeen gave her brother a disparaging glance. “You’re the one who gave him too much.”

“I swear I did not. The man wanted to talk more than drink, truthfully.” Johnny gave Aberdeen his most innocent gaze. “He went on and on and on, Aberdeen, and so I could tell he wasn’t really looking for the hops but for a good listener. On his fifth beer, I began giving him near-beer, as God is my witness, Aberdeen. You know I disapprove of sloppiness. And it’s against the law to let someone drink and drive.” He squinted outside, searching the darkness. It was three o’clock in the morning. “Mind you, I have no idea what he’s driving, but he won’t be driving a vehicle from my bar in this sloppy condition.”

Her brother ran a conscientious establishment. “I’m sorry,” Aberdeen said, knowing Johnny treated his patrons like family. Even strangers were given Johnny’s big smile, and if anyone so much as mentioned they needed help, Johnny would give them the shirt off his back and the socks off his feet. Aberdeen looked at the cowboy sprawled on the floor, his face turned to the ceiling as he snored with luxuriant abandon. He was sinfully gorgeous: a pile, at the moment, of amazing masculinity. Lean and tall, with long dark hair, a chiseled face, a hint of being once broken about the nose. She restrained the urge to brush an errant swath of midnight hair away from his closed eyes. “What do we do with him?”

Johnny shrugged. “Leave him on the floor to sleep. The man is tired, Aberdeen. Would you have us kick a heartbroken soul out when he just needs a bit of time to gather his wits?”

“Heartbroken?” Aberdeen frowned. The cowboy was too good-looking by half. Men like him demanded caution; she knew this from her congregation. Ladies loved the cowboys; they loved the character and the drive. They loved the romance, the idea of the real working man. And heaven only knew, a lot of those men loved the ladies in return. This one, with his soft voice, good manners and flashing blue eyes… Well, Aberdeen had no doubt that this cowboy had left his fair share of broken hearts trampled in the dirt. “If you sit him outside, he’ll gather his wits fast enough.”

“Ah, now, Aberdeen. I can’t treat paying customers that way, darling. You know that. He’s causing no harm, is he?” Johnny looked at her with his widest smile and most apologetic expression, which should have looked silly on her bear of a brother, but which melted her heart every time.

“You’re too soft, Johnny.”

“And you’re too hard, my girl. I often ask myself if all cowboy preachers are as tough on cowboys as you are. This is one of your flock, Aberdeen. He’s only drunk on confusion and sadness.” Johnny stared at Creed’s long-forgotten beer mug. “I feel sorry for him.”

Aberdeen sighed. “It’s your bar. You do as you like. I’m going to my room.”

Johnny went on sweeping up. “I’ll keep an eye on him. You go on to bed. You have preaching to do in the morning.”

“And I haven’t finished writing my sermon. Goodnight, Johnny.” She cast a last glance at the slumbering, too-sexy man on the dark hardwood floor, and headed upstairs. She was glad to leave Johnny with the stranger. No man should look that good sleeping on the floor.

 

A ROAR FROM DOWNSTAIRS, guffaws and loud thumping woke Aberdeen from deep sleep. Jumping to her feet, she glanced at her bedside clock. Seven o’clock—past time for her to be getting ready for church. She grabbed her robe, and more roars sent her running down the stairs.

Her brother and the stranger sat playing cards on a barrel table in the empty bar. One of them was winning—that much was clear from the grins—and the other didn’t mind that he was losing. There were mugs of milk and steaming coffee on a table beside them. Both men were so engrossed in their game that neither of them looked up as she stood there with her hands on her hips. She was of half a mind to march back upstairs and forget she’d ever seen her brother being led astray by the hunky stranger.

“Johnny,” Aberdeen said, “did you know it’s Sunday morning?”

“I do, darlin’,” Johnny said, “but I can’t leave him. He’s got a fever.” He gestured to his playing partner.

“A fever?” Aberdeen’s eyes widened. “If he’s sick, why isn’t he in bed?”

“He won’t go. I think he’s delirious.”

She came closer to inspect the cowboy. “What do you mean, he won’t go?”

“He thinks he’s home.” Johnny grinned at her. “It’s the craziest thing.”

“It’s a lie, Johnny. He’s setting us up.” She slapped her hand on the table in front of the cowboy. He looked up at her with wide, too-bright eyes. “Have you considered he’s on drugs? Maybe that’s why he passed out last night.”

“Nah,” Johnny said. “He’s just a little crazy.”

She pulled up a chair, eyeing the cowboy cautiously, as he eyed her right back. “Johnny, we don’t need ‘a little crazy’ right now.”

“I know you’re worried, Aberdeen.”

“Aberdeen,” the cowboy said, trying out her name. “Not Amber Jean. Aberdeen.”

She looked at Johnny. “Maybe he’s slow.”

Johnny shrugged. “Said he got a small concussion at his last stop. Got thrown from a bull and didn’t ride again that night. He says he just had to come home.”

She shook her head. “Sounds like it might be serious. He could have a fever. We can’t try to nurse him, Johnny.”

“We can take him to the hospital, I suppose.” Johnny looked at the stranger. “Do you want to go to a hospital, friend?”

The cowboy shook his head. “I think I’ll go to bed now.”

Aberdeen wrinkled her nose as the cowboy went over to a long bench in the corner, laid himself out and promptly went to sleep. “You were giving milk to a man with fever?”

Johnny looked at her, his dark eyes curious. “Is that a bad thing? He asked for it.”

She sighed. “We’ll know soon enough.” After a moment, she walked over and put her hand against his forehead. “He’s burning up!”

“Well,” Johnny said, “the bar’s closed today. He can sleep on that bench if he likes, I guess. If he’s not better tomorrow, I’ll take him to a doctor, though he doesn’t seem especially inclined to go.”

Aberdeen stared at the sleeping cowboy’s handsome face. Trouble with a capital T. “Did he tell you his name? Maybe he’s got family around here who could come get him.”

“No.” Johnny put the cards away and tossed out the milk. “He babbles a lot about horses. Talks a great deal about spirit horses and other nonsense. Native American lore. Throws in an occasional Irish tale. Told a pretty funny joke, too. The man has a sense of humor, even if he is out of his mind.”

“Great.” Aberdeen had a funny feeling about the cowboy who had come to Johnny’s Bar and Grill. “I’m going to see who he is,” she said, reaching into his front pocket for his wallet.

A hand shot out, grabbing her wrist. Aberdeen gasped and tried to draw away, but the cowboy held on, staring up at her with those navy eyes. She couldn’t look away.

“Stealing’s wrong,” he said.

She slapped his hand and he released her. “I know that, you ape. What’s your name?”

He crossed his arms and gave her a roguish grin. “What’s your name?”

“I already told you my name is Aberdeen.” He’d said it not five minutes ago, so possibly he did have a concussion. With a fever, that could mean complications. “Johnny, this man is going to need a run to the—”

The cowboy watched her with unblinking eyes. Aberdeen decided to play it safe. “Johnny, could you pull the truck around? Our guest wants to go for a ride to see our good friend, Dr. Mayberry.”

Johnny glanced at the man on the bench. “Does he now?”

“He does,” Aberdeen said firmly.

Johnny nodded and left to get his truck. Aberdeen looked at the ill man, who watched her like a hawk. “Cowboy, I’m going to look at your license, and if you grab me again like you did a second ago, you’ll wish you hadn’t. I may be a minister, but when you live above a bar, you learn to take care of yourself. So either you give me your wallet, or I take it. Those are your choices.”

He stared at her, unmoving.

She reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, keeping her gaze on him, trying to ignore the expanse of wide chest and other parts of him she definitely shouldn’t notice. Flipping it open, she took out his driver’s license. “Creed Callahan. New Mexico.”

She put the license away, ignoring the fact that he had heaven-only-knew-how-many hundred-dollar bills stuffed into the calfskin wallet, and slid it back into his pocket.

He grabbed her, pulling her to him for a fast kiss. His lips molded to hers, and Aberdeen felt a spark—more than a spark, real heat—and then he released her.

She glared at him. He shrugged. “I figured you’d get around to slapping me eventually. Might as well pay hell is what I always say.”

“Is that what you always say? With every woman you force to kiss you?” Aberdeen asked, rattled, and even more irritated that she hadn’t been kissed like that in years. “You said stealing was wrong.”

“It is. I didn’t say I didn’t do it.” He grinned, highly pleased with himself, and if he hadn’t already rung his bell, she would have slapped him into the next county.

Then again, it was hard to stay mad when he was that cheerful about being bad. Aberdeen put her hands on her hips so he couldn’t grab her again. “All right, Mr. Callahan, do you remember why you’re in Wyoming?”

“Rodeo. I ride rodeo, ma’am.”

Johnny was back. “Truck’s out front.”

“Johnny,” Aberdeen said, “this is Creed Callahan. Mr. Callahan is very happy you’re going to take him for a ride. Aren’t you, Mr. Callahan?”

“Callahan?” Johnny repeated. “One of the six Callahans from New Mexico?”

“Have you heard of him?”

“Sure.” Johnny shrugged. “All of them ride rodeo, and not too shabbily. The older brother didn’t ride much, but he did a lot of rodeo doctoring after he got out of medical school. Some of them have been highly ranked. You don’t go to watch rodeo without knowing about the Callahans.” He looked at Creed with sympathy. “What are you doing here, friend?”


Creed sighed. “I think I’m getting away from something, but I can’t remember what.”

“A woman?” Johnny asked, and Aberdeen waited to hear the answer with sudden curiosity.

“A woman,” Creed mused. “That sounds very likely. Women are trouble, you know. They want to have—” He lowered his voice conspiratorially in an attempt to keep Aberdeen from hearing. “They want to have b-a-b-i-e-s.”

Aberdeen rolled her eyes. “Definitely out of his mind. Take him away, Johnny.”

Her brother laughed. “He may be right, you know.”

“I don’t care,” Aberdeen said, gathering her self-control. He might have stolen a kiss, but the conceited louse was never getting another one from her. “He’s crazy.”

“That’s what they say,” Creed said, perking up, obviously recognizing something he’d heard about himself before.

Aberdeen washed her hands of Mr. Loco. “Goodbye, cowboy,” she said, “hope you get yourself together again some day. I’ll be praying for you.”

“And I’ll be praying for you,” Creed said courteously, before rolling off the bench onto the floor.

“That’s it, old man,” Johnny said, lifting Creed up and over his shoulder. “Off we go, then. Aberdeen, I may not make your service today, love.”

“It’s okay, Johnny.” Aberdeen watched her brother carry Creed to the truck and place him inside as carefully as a baby. The man said he was running, but no one ran from their family, did they? Not someone who had five brothers who’d often traveled together, rodeoed together, competed against each other? And Johnny said one of the brothers was a doctor.


People needed family when they were hurting. He’d be better off with them instead of being in Wyoming among strangers.

Aberdeen went to her room to look up Callahans in New Mexico, thinking about her own desire for a family. A real one. Her sister, Diane, had tried to make a family, but it hadn’t worked. Though she had three small adorable daughters, Diane wasn’t cut out to be a mother. Then Aberdeen had married Shawn “Re-ride” Parker right out of high school. That hadn’t lasted long, and there had been no children. And Johnny, a confirmed bachelor, said he had enough on his hands with his two sisters. They had their own definition of family, Aberdeen supposed, which worked for them. If a woman was looking to be have a baby, though, Creed Callahan probably ranked as perfect donor material—if a woman liked crazy, which she didn’t. “I don’t do crazy anymore,” she reminded herself, dialing the listing she got from the operator.

The sooner crazy left town, the better for all of them.








Chapter Two



Creed was astonished to see his brother Judah when he awakened. He was even more surprised to realize he was in a hospital room. He glanced around, frowning at his snoozing brother—Judah looked uncomfortable and ragged in the hospital chair—and wondered why he was here. Creed tried to remember how he’d gotten to the hospital and couldn’t. Except for a ferocious headache, he felt fine.

“Judah,” he said, and his brother started awake.

“Hey!” Judah grinned at him. “What the hell, man? You scared me to death.”

“Why?” Creed combed his memory and found it lacking. “What’s going on? Where am I?”

“We’re in Lance, Wyoming. A bar owner brought you in.”

“Was I in a fight?” Creed rubbed at his aching head, confused by his lost memory. He didn’t remember drinking all that much, but if a bar owner had brought him in, maybe he’d gotten a little riled up. “If I was, I hope I won.”

Judah smirked. “The fight you were in was apparently with a bull. And you lost. At least this round.”


Creed perked up. “Which bull was it? I hope it was a bounty bull. At least a rank bull, right?”

His brother smiled. “Can I get you something? Are you hungry?”

Creed blinked. Judah didn’t want to tell him which bull had thrown him, which wasn’t good. Cowboys loved to brag, even on the bad rides. He told himself he was just a little out of practice, nothing more riding couldn’t cure. “I feel like my head isn’t part of my body.”

“You’ve got a slight concussion. The doctor thinks you’re going to be fine, but he’s keeping you a few hours for observation.”

“I’ve had concussions before and not gone to the hospital.”

“This time you had a high fever. Could have been the concussion, could have been a bug. The doctors just want to keep an eye on you. They mapped your brain, by the way, and said you don’t have too much rattling around inside your skull. The brain cavity is strangely lacking in material.”

Creed grunted at Judah’s ribbing. “Sorry you had to make the trip.”

“No problem. I wasn’t doing anything.”

Creed grunted again at the lie. Callahans always had plenty to do around Rancho Diablo. Five thousand acres of prime land and several hundred head of livestock meant that they stayed plenty busy. They kept the ranch running through sheer hard work and commitment to the family business.

“Anyway, it’s been a while since anyone’s seen you. Didn’t know where you were keeping yourself.” Judah scrutinized him. “We really didn’t understand why you left in the first place.” Now that Creed could dig out of his cranium. “I was next on Fiona’s list, Judah. I could feel it.” He shuddered. “You don’t understand until you’ve had Fiona’s eye trained on you. Once she’s thinking about getting you to the altar, you’re halfway there.”

“She’s thinking about all of us,” Judah pointed out. “Remember, that’s her plan.”

“But it was supposed to be over when Pete got married. He was the sacrifice.” Creed took a deep breath. “And then I realized Fiona was running through her catalog of eligible females for me. I could hear her mind whirring. I’ve known every woman Fiona could possibly think of all my life. And there’s not a one of them I’d care to marry.”

Judah nodded. “I feel the same way.”

Creed brightened. “You do?”

“Sure. Occasionally I think about a certain gal, but then I think, no, she’d never have me. And then I get over it pretty fast.” Judah grinned. “The sacrifice wasn’t ever going to be me. I’m not good at commitment for the sake of just having a girl around. Heck, I was never even good at picking a girl to take to prom.”

“That was an exercise in futility.” Creed remembered his brother’s agony. “I had to fix you up with some of my friends.”

“And that was embarrassing because of you being a year older than me.”

“I didn’t exactly mind,” Creed hedged. “And I didn’t hear you complaining about going out with an older woman.”

Judah shook his head. “My dates didn’t complain because I’m a good kisser. When you’re a year younger than the girls you take out, you learn to make it up to them.” He grinned. “You know, it’s not that I don’t like women, I just like all women.”


“Amen, bro,” Creed said happily, back on terra firma. “Women are a box of candy, you never know what you’re going to get.”

“All right, Forrest Gump. Go back to sleep.” Judah smiled at the nurse who came in to take his brother’s temperature. “I had no idea the ladies in Wyoming are so lovely,” Judah said. “Why wasn’t I living here all my life?”

Creed grinned at his brother’s flirting. Now he remembered who he was. He was Creed Callahan, hotshot rider and serious serial lover of females. Wild at heart. It was good to be a Callahan. He was love-them-and-leave-them-happy, that’s who he was.

And women adored him.

Creed never noticed the nurse taking his pulse and his temperature. Somewhere in his memory a vision of a brunette with expressive eyebrows nagged at him. A female who hadn’t quite adored him. In fact, she might even have thought he was annoying.

It wasn’t likely such a woman existed, but then again, he couldn’t remember ever getting concussed by anything other than a rank bull, either. Creed closed his eyes, wishing his headache would go away, but there was greater pain inside him: His last several rides had been bombs. Not even close to eights. On par with unfortunate.

I need a break, and the only thing I manage to break is my head.

He’d just lie here and think about it a little while longer, and maybe the fog would lift. He heard Judah and the nurse giggling quietly about something, which didn’t help. Judah could score any time he liked. The ladies loved all that haunted-existentialist crap that his younger brother exuded. But I’m not existential. Rafe, he’s an existential thinker. Me, I’m just wild. And that’s all I’ll ever be.

He felt really tired just connecting those pieces of information. When he got out of here, he was going to remember that a fallen rider needed to get right back up on his reindeer.

Or something like that.

But then Creed thought about dark-blue annoyed eyes staring at him, and wondered if he was running out of good luck.

 

ABERDEEN SAT RELUCTANTLY at the cowboy’s bedside, waiting for him to waken, and not really wanting him to. There was something about him that nagged at her, and it wasn’t just that he’d kissed her. Cowboys were typically a good group, but she wasn’t sure about this one, though she was trying to give him the benefit of the doubt. She worked to spread faith and good cheer amongst her beat-up flock, and beat-up they were on Sunday mornings. Her congregation consisted of maybe twenty-five people on a busy Sunday, often less. Banged-up gentlemen dragged in for an hour of prayer and sympathy and the potluck spaghetti lunch she and her friends served in the bar afterward. She preached in Johnny’s big barn, which had a covered pavilion for indoor riding. The cowboys and cowgirls, wearing jeans and sleepy expressions of gratitude, gratefully headed to the risers.

This man was beat-up, all right, but he didn’t seem like he cared to find spiritual recovery in any form. She pondered her transient congregation. Sunday mornings were her favorite part of the week, and she rarely ever missed giving a sermon, though if she did, Johnny was an excellent stand-in, as well as some of their friends. Neither of them had grown up thinking they wanted to be preachers, but missionarying had taken hold of Aberdeen in high school, growing stronger during college. She’d majored in theology, minored in business, and Johnny had done the opposite. The two of them were a good working team. Over the years, Johnny’s Bar and Grill had become known as the place to hang out six days a week, crash when necessary, and hear words of worship on Sunday. Aberdeen knew many of the cowboys that pulled through Lance. She couldn’t understand why she’d never heard of the Callahans, if they were the prolific, daring riders that Johnny claimed they were.

But she’d gotten busy in the past five years, so busy she barely paid attention to anything more than what the top riders were scoring, and sometimes not even that. Her knowledge had ebbed when she started helping Johnny at the bar and writing more of her sermons. She was twenty-nine, and at some point, rodeo had left her consciousness. She’d focused more on her job and less on fun—although sometimes she missed that. A lot.

Plus she had Diane to think about. Diane was in trouble, real trouble, and nothing she or Johnny did seemed to help her. Their older sister couldn’t keep a job, couldn’t keep a husband—she was on her third—and had three young children, had had one a year for the past three years. Now she was going through a bitter divorce from a man who’d walked out and was never coming back. It had always been hard for Aberdeen and Johnny to understand why Diane made the choices she did.

Recently, Diane had asked Aberdeen to adopt her daughters, Ashley, Suzanne and Lincoln Rose. Diane said she could no longer handle the responsibility of being a parent. Aberdeen was seriously considering taking the girls in. If Diane didn’t want to be a mother, then Aberdeen didn’t want to see Child Protective Services picking up her nieces. She loved them, with all her heart.

Diane lived in Spring, Montana, and wanted to move to Paris to chase after a new boyfriend she’d met traveling through the state. Aberdeen lived in fear that their elderly parents would call and say that Diane had already skipped.

“Howdy,” the cowboy said, and Aberdeen’s gaze snapped up to meet his.

“Hi. Feeling better?” she asked, conscious once again of how those dark denim eyes unsettled her.

“I think so.” He brightened after feeling his head. “Yes, I definitely am. Headache is gone.” He gave her a confiding grin. “I dreamed about you.”

Her mouth went dry. “Why?”

“I remembered your eyes. I didn’t remember a lot else, but I did remember your eyes.”

She’d remembered his, too, though she’d tried not to. “Good dream or a bad dream?”

He grinned. “Now, sugar, wouldn’t you like to know?”

She pursed her lips, wishing she hadn’t asked.

“Ah, now that’s the expression I recall with clarity,” Creed said. “Annoyance. Mainly because it’s not what I usually see in a woman’s eyes.”

“No? What do you usually see?” Aberdeen was annoyed, and the second she fell into his trap, she was even more irritated. Mainly with herself.

“Lust, preacher lady. I see lust.”

She leaned away from him. “Ladies do not lust.”

He raised jet-black brows. “I swear they do.”

“They desire,” she told him. “They have longings.”


He shook his head. “You’ve been meeting the wrong kind of fellows, sugar cake.”

She got up and grabbed her purse. “It’s good to see you on the mend, Mr. Callahan. Happy trails.”

He laughed, a low, sensual sound that followed Aberdeen to the door. “Thank you, miss.”

He hadn’t placed an emphasis on miss, but it teed her off just the same. Made her feel naked. She wasn’t an old-maid kind of miss; she was a conscientious abstainer from another marriage. That’s right, cowboy. I’m single and okay with it. Almost okay with it, anyway.

As she rounded the corner, she plowed into a tall cowboy who looked a lot like the one she’d left in his hospital room.

“Whoa, little lady,” he said, setting her back on her feet. “Where’s the fire?”

She frowned. “You’re not one of the Callahans, are you?”

“I am.” He nodded, smiling at her. “You must be the nice lady who let us know Creed was down on his luck.”

“Yes, I did. He’s made a great recovery.”

He tipped his hat, dark-blue eyes—just like Creed’s—sparkling at her. “My name is Judah Callahan.”

She reached out to shake his hand. “Aberdeen Donovan.”

“We can’t thank you enough, Miss Aberdeen.”

He had kind eyes—unlike the flirt back in the hospital bed. “No thanks necessary. My brother Johnny would help anyone in trouble.” She smiled at him. “I’ve got to run, but it was nice meeting you, Judah.”

“Thank you, Aberdeen. Again, thanks for rescuing Bubba.”

She shook her head and walked away. Bubba. There was nothing little-brother Bubba about Creed. He was all full-grown man and devil-may-care lifestyle. She’d be a fool to fall for a man like him. Fortunately, forewarned was forearmed.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
oy
arlequin®

m
A
W

ec0ond
YNUS BABY.






