




“Speaking of privilege, Miss Lockett,” TJ said in a low, mocking drawl. “When was the last time you spent the night in a bedroll?”

The seductiveness in his voice kicked at her imagination for what he might imply…until she assured herself he hadn’t implied anything. Certainly nothing intimate. The question was a legitimate one.
“Not so long ago,” Callie Mae said, her chin lifting from her own foolishness.
“So you’d best get down and we’ll get ready to turn in,” he said and dismounted with the grace of a man who’d done it all his life.
He strolled toward her and got her imagination going. That intimacy again. The inevitability that the two of them would be together.
Sleeping.
Side by side.
We’ll get ready to turn in…
“Now?” she asked and hated herself for it.
“What’s the matter, Callie Mae? Don’t want to sleep with me?” he taunted.
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Author Note

In my last book, Untamed Cowboy, my readers met Carina Lockett and her daughter Callie Mae, who unwittingly became a pawn in a blackmail attempt led by Callie Mae’s no-good father and overzealous grandmother. Readers met Penn McClure, too, who was determined to arrest a ring of counterfeiters master-minded by a man named Bill Brockway and save the Lockett legacy at the same time. They learned about the C Bar C ranch and the outfit devoted to the land, and how the cowboys would risk their lives right alongside Penn out of love for the cattlewoman and her daughter.
Kidnapped by the Cowboy continues the story. Ten years later, Callie Mae is a grown woman, and her legacy is threatened once again.
I’ve invented a son for Bill Brockway. After all these years, Kullen Brockway, alias Kullen Brosius, still has revenge festering in his blood against Penn and Carina, and he intends to use Callie Mae to finally satisfy it.
It’s been great fun having the C Bar C cowboys in my head again. Especially TJ Grier, who is no longer the lanky wrangler he was then. He’s all grown-up, and he has a love for Callie Mae to rival the ages.
I hope you enjoy their story.
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Prologue

Amarillo, Texas, 1896
She’d learned to live in the shadows.
They became her refuge when her mind wouldn’t rest. When the pain reared up like an angry demon to thrash at her insides and make her bleed. Set her heart to pounding and her body shaking and turning her fears hauntingly real.
Like now. Late at night.
The pain always came then. When it was dark and she was alone. Forcing her body to crave the whiskey that was slowly killing her.
But her soul needed comfort, her memories needed numbing.
Her mistakes forgiven, most of all.
Another swig of rotgut helped her breathe, and she leaned her head back against the rough siding of the horse barn. The scent of fresh-cut wood surrounded her and soaked into the fragile threads of her awareness.
The timbers were new. So new they had yet to feel the pelting from a summer rain or be dressed in their first coat of paint. They came together to form a structure the likes of which she’d never seen before, and the new barn, the grandest of gifts, would last a lifetime.
Like the C Bar C Ranch and its legacy.
Her gaze lifted to the house sprawled in the distance, perched like a giant beast on the hill. Every window had a light shining through it, and the night carried faint strains of laughter and music.
A party was being given by Carina Lockett McClure and her husband, Penn, to celebrate their daughter’s return from a summer spent in Europe. Folks from all over the Texas Panhandle came to see Callie Mae and welcome her back home while flaunting their money, fancy clothes and high-society ways.
They wouldn’t know about pain and shadows. They wouldn’t need whiskey to help them survive.
She tried to feel contempt for them and failed. Her mistakes had always been her own.
She lifted the bottle again, but her tongue found only a trickle of liquor.
It didn’t matter. She had more.
She was careful not to toss aside the empty container, evidence of her addiction. Instead, she tucked the bottle under her arm while using the other to brace herself against the side of the barn, her palm hardly aware of the roughness of the wood. Her gait was steadier this way. More sure. And she easily moved through the darkness toward the back door.
But suddenly, something didn’t feel right.
She froze, her senses sluggish, her mind working to figure out why.
The sounds of music and laughter were barely discernible now. She swept an uneasy glance around her, but the silence, the moonlight, revealed nothing.
Only the scent of so much lumber seemed real.
She shook off her unease. She kept moving down the side of the barn, and rounding the corner, she halted again, this time her attention caught by tiny flickering lights in the distance. A couple dozen, at least. Torches spread out along a makeshift track.
The C Bar C outfit was indulging in some late-night horse racing. This far from the main house, distracted by their guests, Carina and Penn wouldn’t see. If they did, they wouldn’t approve. Racing, drinking and gambling were against the rules. The outfit would be doing all three.
Their secret was safe with her. She’d enjoyed the vices herself far too often in her younger days. Who was she to tell them it was wrong?
She shifted her attention to the door, unlocked as she’d known it would be. She fumbled with the latch. The new hinges squeaked from her pull, and the door swung open.
She slipped inside. The C Bar C horses hadn’t been stabled yet, but lighting a lantern would be a surefire way of alerting someone she was up to no good, and even drunk, she wasn’t that stupid. She knew where to go, the exact place where she’d hidden a brand-new bottle of Old Fitz.
She left the door partially open, needing what little moonlight that seeped inward to find her way. Gathering her courage, she veered left, toward a narrow corridor and a small apartment tucked behind the last stall. No light shone beneath the closed door. Cautious relief swept through her. She was foolish to be here, doing what she was doing. If anyone saw her, TJ especially…
Behind her, the hinges squeaked again.
She froze.
“TJ? Are you in here?”
Her heartbeat dipped at the young voice calling hesitantly into the darkness. The barn door opened wider. Moonlight spilled in. She pressed back against the wall, deeper into the shadows.
“Hey, TJ?”
Danny McClure, Penn and Carina’s ten-year-old son, stepped inside, holding a lantern. He set the lamp down, then squatted, struck a match and lit the wick. Golden lamplight flared around him, and he straightened.
He was still dressed in his gray knee pants and coat, white shirt and tie. Which meant he’d come straight from his sister’s party. All the way from the main house.
Alone.
To see TJ?
Her mind strove to figure it. TJ wouldn’t have asked Danny to come. Not like this. Carina would never have allowed it, besides, nor would Penn, even to see one of the best wranglers in their outfit.
Which meant they didn’t know Danny was here.
“I can take you to him.”
She started at the unexpected male voice. Danny’s dark head whipped toward the sound, a low drawl sliding smooth through the darkness. Footsteps approached. Out of the shadows, a man appeared. Short, wiry. In no hurry.
Unease crawled down her spine.
She knew all the ranch’s cowboys, had cooked for them down at the bunkhouse one time or another. If she didn’t know their names, she knew their faces.
And this one she’d never seen before.
At least, she didn’t think so.
He wore his hat funny. Down over his face. On his nose, almost. Even in the dark.
Her heart began a slow, troubled thud…while her whiskey-numbed brain churned to place him.
To understand.
Danny cocked his head. “Who are you?”
The man halted. He smiled.
“A friend,” he said.
“Of TJ’s?”
His shoulder lifted in a careless shrug. “Something like that.”
“Where is he?”
“I’m a friend of your father’s, too,” the man said. He smiled again.
She didn’t like his evasiveness. Or the looks of that smile. She’d seen both too often from the men in her life. Men who never meant the things they said. Who only smiled like that when they wanted something.
Something wrong.
She swallowed and tried not to be afraid. For herself. For Danny. She didn’t want to listen to what the nagging voice in her head tried to tell her.
“The lady said he’d be here.” Danny took a sideways step, as if to check for himself the shadows behind the stranger.
The stranger took a step, too. So Danny couldn’t.
“He’s not,” the man purred.
Danny’s expression turned puzzled. “But she said he wanted to race with me down in the valley. She said the whole outfit was there, waiting.”
It was what bound the two together like brothers, she knew. Their love for racing. Their sharing of the passion. The exhilaration and recklessness that fired their blood.
Danny shifted at the stranger’s silence. One foot to the other. “Guess she was wrong, then, huh?”
He was trying to be brave, she realized, but apprehension threaded his words. She could feel his fear, building with her own. Higher with every pulsating second.
She didn’t want him to feel the fear. To see how ugly life could be. Danny McClure was only a child, his world fiercely protected. Filled with love and happiness.
“I’ll take you to him, Danny-boy. We’ll find TJ together.” The stranger reached toward him, slow and easy.
Her heart pounded harder.
The warning voice shouted louder.
Nobody called Danny McClure “Danny-boy.” Ever. He despised the nickname. He always had, and every cowboy on the C Bar C—every single one—knew it, honored it and obeyed that one little rule.
Never call Danny “Danny-boy.”
The stranger broke the rule. Because he didn’t know. Because he wasn’t C Bar C. And if she didn’t do something to help Danny, if she didn’t listen to that voice screaming inside her head, insisting there was no one else, no one else, no one else…
Oh, God. Oh, God.
She eased away from the wall, curled her fingers around the tall neck of the whiskey bottle tucked under her right arm.
“Come with me,” the man said. “Let’s find TJ, Danny-boy.”
“No!” he shouted and leapt back, but the stranger was bigger, faster, and he grabbed Danny’s arm with a curse.
The rage broke free. She burst from the shadows with a wild shriek. “Leave him alone!”
The stranger whirled toward her.
Danny’s eyes widened in recognition, and if he said anything, if he called out her name, she didn’t hear it, not when she was driven by the raging voice of fear inside her.
“Let him go. Let him go!” She hurtled toward them, her left arm lifting, her grip on the bottle desperate. The stranger twisted, shielding himself against her blow, but still she swung, hard, as hard as she could, and the glass crashed against his head. His hat flipped to the ground. He staggered back, and Danny broke free.
“Run, Danny!” she shouted.
The stranger bellowed, and he lunged for the boy, but Danny reacted, swinging the lantern to fend him off. The man’s arm came up, deflecting the blow. The lantern sailed to the ground and shattered.
“Go, Danny!” she yelled, frantic, insistent, and she came at the stranger again, throwing herself at him with all the strength she had. He knew her now, knew that she was there and he pushed her off easily, as if she weighed nothing at all.
She catapulted to the ground with a jarring thud, but not before the jagged edges of the whiskey bottle still gripped in her fist slashed across his jaw. He blinked, momentarily stunned. The skin fell open, and a long line of crimson streamed down his face.
Flames exploded from the shattered lantern and licked along the floor toward the nearest stall, their fiery hunger frenzied, insatiable, for fresh lumber.
She stared, horrified.
Until a flurry of movement pierced the horror. Danny running for the door, and the stranger going after him, snarling his rage.
She scrambled to her feet and flung aside the piece of glass, her fear for Danny tearing through her. She had to save him, or he’d be taken from them all, and she stumbled down the narrow corridor, swathed in firelight, to the small apartment and the shotgun she knew was there.
TJ always kept the only weapon he owned propped in the corner, and she found it quickly, her fear building, giving her strength. The flames burned, blinding and fierce, yet somehow she managed her way through to the outside.
She ran until she found them, the shadowed shape of the stranger giving chase to the boy. She’d never learned to shoot, not really, and oh God, it was so dark. But she had to try.
For Danny, she had to make the stranger stop.
She halted, took aim, her eye fastened on the man’s back. He turned then. A quick glance over his shoulder, for anyone in pursuit.
Seeing her, his step faltered.
She fired.
 
Time ceased to exist.
Her mind had lost its function, the ability to comprehend anything but the terrible mistake she’d made.
It was how TJ found her. Numb and mindless. On her knees in front of the unmoving shape. Guilty of one more wrong in her life.
TJ was the one thing she’d ever managed to get right, but he looked appalled at what she’d done. Stricken with grief.
Fear choked at her insides. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. She knew only that she didn’t deserve to live.
From somewhere on the fringes of her comprehension, horses’ hooves thundered. Voices yelled. Flames roared into the sky.
Shadows hid her, but not for long. The darkness would never be her salvation again.
“Let me handle this,” TJ said. He dragged in air, his voice unsteady but his words rough with urgency. “Don’t say anything to anyone. Y’hear me? Don’t say anything.”
She whimpered and tried to understand, to know what he intended to do.
“Go,” he said, giving her a hard nudge. “Get away from here.”
Confusion swirled through her sluggish brain. “But—”
“Go, damn it.”
The fear in her responded to his command, to the need for him to take care of her, like he’d always taken care of her.
And she fled into the night.


Chapter One

One Year Later
Callie Mae Lockett channeled her concentration on the men seated at the table with her. She could do this. She could fight three of the most powerful men in the Texas Panhandle.
Alone.
They had the Amarillo Hotel’s lavishly appointed dining room to themselves. Dinner had been exquisite as always—roast sirloin of beef au jus and tender asparagus in cream sauce. The chocolate blanc mange had been heavenly, too. Now, only brandy glasses and crystal dishes holding ashes from expensive Reina Victorias remained on the starched white tablecloth—right alongside a detailed map of the sprawling C Bar C Ranch.
“This exposition will showcase the northern part of the state, Callie Mae.” James T. Berry, a townsite developer, had been instrumental in growing Amarillo from a tent camp of railroad workers to the country’s largest rural shipping point for cattle. “Folks will know we’re more than cows and barbed wire out here.”
“Oh?” She arched a brow and hid her annoyance with a cool smile. “I’m rather partial to those cows myself.”
A fact every man at the table well knew. The C Bar C Ranch enjoyed a prominence in the area that cowmen with less range on their land deed envied. Thousands of head of cattle and more acres than most men could count made up the Lockett spread, all of it spearheaded by her mother.
Carina Lockett McClure. Her husband—Callie Mae’s stepfather—Penn McClure, had been at her side every step of the way. Mother depended on him more than she’d admit, and over the past twelve years, they’d established the C Bar C as a formidable presence in the state of Texas.
One day, it’d all be Callie Mae’s. Every square inch.
The Lockett legacy.
Meeting with these entrepreneurs was the first real opportunity her mother had given her to hold the Lockett reins in her hands. To feel the breadth of her power in a world dominated by men.
To wield it.
How she handled herself would be ruminated and scrutinized by folks living in a four-state area. As if she was a prize steer on the auction block.
Callie Mae couldn’t fail the test. She had to defeat their proposition to buy prime C Bar C land for ill-gained profit. She had to prove to her mother she could be as smart and ruthless as the best of them.
But mostly, she had to prove it to herself.
The fact the entrepreneurs wanted a piece of the section where the beautiful Tres Pinos Valley was located further sealed her resistance to the deal. She’d earmarked that land for herself to live on with her husband. To raise a family, now that she’d come of age to marry. She refused to be crowded out by a foolish exposition.
“Of course you’re partial to those cows.” Joseph Glidden, owner of one of the first cattle spreads in Texas, the Frying Pan Ranch, nodded in concession. “But folks need some place to go to be entertained ’round these parts. I’ll guarantee the crowds will flock out here if we hold an exposition.”
An event that would include horse racing and far too much drunken wagering. Contempt curled through Callie Mae. She knew the lure those things held for men, thanks to that no-good TJ Grier, once one of the C Bar C’s best cowboys. Callie Mae and her mother stood together in refusing to allow racing and all the vices it brought with it to taint the C Bar C again.
“Can’t you see how grand this venture will be?” Henry Sanborn owned enough property in the area to earn the title of Amarillo’s founding father. He leaned forward, his eyes lit with excitement. “Hot-air balloons. Concerts. Exhibits. Cattle sales and contests. Fireworks!”
“What I see, Henry,” she said firmly. “Is people’s hard-earned money snatched up on races rigged to lose. I see harlots and con men taking advantage of the gullible. I see money wasted on whiskey and betting.” She made a sound of disgust. “Need I say more?”
James puffed on his cigar. “Eighty acres, Callie Mae. That’s all we’re asking.”
Her glance swiveled. “I’m sorry. No.”
“The C Bar C won’t miss the land. And we’re willing to pay you top price to buy it.”
“That’s not the issue here, is it?”
“The issue is, the exposition could be a gold mine for everyone,” Joseph said.
“The horse-racing part of it, you mean.”
He hesitated. “The revenue would be a major factor, yes.”
“Callie Mae.” Henry’s smile appeared forced. “It’s clear the root of the problem here is your resistance to the sport the rest of us enjoy. Perhaps you should set aside your personal beliefs and think of this as a business matter, nothing more.”
Callie Mae hung on tight to her poise. Mother would’ve been proud that she managed it.
“I believe men should work honestly for their money, Henry, and not have their fortunes handed to them by a racehorse,” she said slowly. With enough emphasis that a child of three would understand. “Or have them taken away by one.”
Amusement flickered across his features, but he had the sense to keep it banked. He inclined his head. “There are two sides to that coin, of course.”
“And the business side of mine is to reject your offer to buy Lockett land.”
Each man glanced at the other, and their demeanors turned grim. A tense silence descended over the table. Callie Mae waited for one of them to make the next move. She’d made hers and wouldn’t budge.
“Perhaps it would be in our best interests to talk to your mother,” Joseph Glidden said finally, finding fascination in the burning end of his cigar.
Callie Mae’s nostrils flared. The insult stung. As a Lockett, she was capable of making this decision. She had the knowledge, the privilege. The power.
The threat to go around her and negotiate with her mother instead proved they saw Callie Mae not as an emerging cattle queen, heiress to the Lockett holdings, but as Carina Lockett McClure’s daughter, and nothing more.
“It won’t do any good,” she sniffed.
“It might.”
“We completely agree on the matter.”
“Carina is a shrewd businesswoman. She’ll see the advantages of our proposition.”
Callie Mae gritted her teeth. “She’s in California.”
Callie Mae hadn’t wanted them to know, hadn’t wanted them to think of her as a mere substitute for her mother’s absence. That she was their last resort, and an inexperienced one at that.
James’s gray brow lifted. “Oh?”
“Penn felt she needed a change.”
An uncomfortable moment passed.
“Of course,” he said.
She steeled herself against the sympathy in his voice and refused to look at the pity in each of their faces. It’d been a year since her young brother had been killed, and there were days when she thought she’d accepted the loss and moved on with her life.
But there were other times, like now, when she knew she hadn’t.
She stifled her hate for TJ Grier and pasted a smile on her mouth. “Mother has never seen the ocean, you know. Penn insisted on taking her there for—for a vacation. It took some doing, but he finally managed to get her on the train.”
“It’s good that he did. Carina works too hard. Harder, I suspect, since Danny died,” James said, not unkindly.
“Yes.”
She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. “Hard” failed to describe the way Mother had driven herself these past months, fighting the grief from TJ’s betrayal and losing her only son. If Penn hadn’t stepped in, the exhaustion would have destroyed her.
“Penn wants their whereabouts kept secret,” Callie Mae added, lest the men attempt to contact them across the wires. “They won’t be back for quite some time. The end of the month, at least.” She drew in a breath, forced herself to stop babbling over the information she’d wanted to keep private. “So you see, gentlemen, you must deal with me. There’s no one else.”
“We’re prepared to draw up a charter of incorporation tonight.” Henry tapped the sheaf of papers in front of him. “What’ll it take to convince you to let us get started?”
At the desperation in his expression, a sense of control returned to Callie Mae. “I do believe you’ve tried everything already.”
“But we’re not giving up.” Resolve threaded his words. “There’s not a better place in the Texas Panhandle to hold that exposition. We need that land to make it happen.”
“My answer stands. Now, shall we call it an evening, gentlemen?” She stood and shook each man’s hand as they rose with her. “Until we meet again.”
“And we will.” Henry gathered his papers and tucked them under his arm. “You have my word on it.”
“You’ll find nothing has changed.”
He grunted, muttered something under his breath, and they left. After the door closed behind them, silence filled the dining room.
Callie Mae let out a slow breath. Eased back down into her chair. And turned to the man beside her.
Kullen Brosius looked unexpectedly troubled sitting there with his fingers steepled and his ankle crossed over his knee. Dressed in a high-priced gray suit and white shirt, he looked impossibly handsome, too.
Up until the day she died, he’d been her grandmother, Mavis Webb’s, attorney and had drawn up her most important papers, including the inheritance Callie Mae stood to gain upon her twenty-third birthday, coming in a few weeks’ time. Her grandmother had trusted him implicitly, and so did Callie Mae.
“You could’ve said something, you know,” she said, fighting a pout. “Maybe then, they wouldn’t have been so persistent.”
Kullen sat up straighter. Sighed heavily. And leveled her with his hazel gaze. “The land isn’t yours to sell, Callie Mae. I chose to keep from revealing that particular piece of information for obvious reasons.”
She searched his expression for signs of teasing. And found none. But two could play his game. Her mouth curved in amusement. “Well, if those acres aren’t mine, my dear Kullen, then whose are they?”
“TJ Grier’s.”
Her amusement died. “That’s not funny.”
“It’s true. Richard informed me of the matter only recently.” His mouth quirked. “And Richard never makes mistakes.”
Richard Randolph was her mother’s lawyer. He’d handled her affairs since the time she and Penn had married. His revered position in the Lockett dynasty was one Kullen hoped to have for himself one day. Why hadn’t Richard told her of Mother’s plan?
Kullen slid the big map across the tablecloth and positioned it in front of her. He tapped his finger on the very spot Henry Sanborn had outlined in bold black as the perfect location for the exposition. “Carina earmarked this section of land for TJ last year as a gift. A bonus, if you will, for being her favorite cowboy.” Kullen’s lip curled. “I had no idea Henry and the others chose it for the event until this meeting.”
The part about TJ being Mother’s favorite was true, she knew. He always had been, for as long as Callie Mae could recall.
But still she resisted.
“No,” she said. “There must be some mistake. She would’ve told me. Of course, she would’ve told me.”
“You were in Europe at the time, traveling with Mavis. You were gone the whole summer. Perhaps it slipped her mind.”
It wasn’t like Mother to be so careless. And yet, soon after Callie Mae’s return, Danny had been killed. Their lives were filled with chaos and heartache.
“It doesn’t matter why she never told you, anyway.” He regarded her with the shrewdness that made him the fine attorney he was. “What matters is what you’re going to do about those eighty acres.”
Callie Mae stilled. He was right, of course. Because suddenly, everything had changed. She wasn’t in control anymore.
TJ Grier was.
Once Henry Sanborn and the others found out TJ owned those prime acres laying smack dab in the middle of the C Bar C, they’d find him and make him the same generous offer they’d made Callie Mae.
Maybe more.
And he’d take it, given his greed and disgusting penchant for horse racing. How much more convenient could the exposition be?
Kullen sat a moment, watching her, and she sensed how his thoughts mirrored hers. No wonder he looked so grim.
She thought of Danny, of the beautiful Tres Pinos Valley. “I can’t let him do it.”
“No,” Kullen said.
“I have to find him. Insist that he not—”
She halted and fought the first stirrings of panic and frustration. Could she do it? Would he even listen?
It’d been so long since she’d seen TJ, had wanted to see him, that—
“I know where he is,” Kullen said. “We can ride out today. Now, in fact.”
The C Bar C was just about the only home TJ had ever had. Thinking of him living somewhere different was vaguely unsettling—until she stopped herself from thinking it. TJ lost his esteemed place in the C Bar C outfit through his own fault. No one else’s.
Yet her belly lurched at the prospect of seeing him again. The last time had been awful. The night Danny had died. She could still feel the pain, the despair, from what TJ had done.
But she had to go to him. To keep horse racing and its demoralizing grip away from the C Bar C for as long as she could. To keep the beauty of Tres Pinos Valley for herself.
Her resolve strengthened. “I’ll meet with him and inform him I won’t tolerate racing, gambling and drunkenness on the C Bar C under any circumstances. I’ll insist he not sell that land to Henry and the others.”
Kullen smiled, as if he looked forward to the challenge she’d taken on.
“You’re a Lockett, you know,” he murmured. “You have the power.”
The faint scent of brandy lingered in the air between them. His words soothed her, strengthened her, reminded her of the legacy she was bound to uphold, and her misgivings faded.
He lowered his head and touched his lips to hers. She sensed an odd reservation about him, as if he remained troubled, and she eased closer to assure him. To assure herself. But before she could deepen the kiss, he pulled away.
“Shall we?” he asked.
He stood and extended his hand. Skirts rustling, she stood, too, and twined her fingers through his.
Seeing his smooth skin and perfectly-trimmed nails reminded her that Kullen Brosius had never roped a calf in his life. Had never strung barbed wire, had never sucked in dust on a cattle drive.
He was the farthest thing from a cowboy she’d ever had the pleasure to meet.
And she was going to marry him. As her husband and shrewd-thinking attorney, he’d bring a new dimension to the C Bar C. A modern one. A piece of big-city charm and intelligence to the Lockett legacy.
But she hoped he had the guts to fight the likes of TJ Grier.


Chapter Two

“You’ve got yourself a winner in him, TJ,” Boomer Preston said, both elbows braced on the fence rail. “I can feel it.”
Keeping his thumb steady on the stopwatch, TJ Grier’s gaze stayed glued to the black, sleek-coated stallion thundering around the track. He didn’t want to agree with his old friend, who had more horse sense than anyone in the entire state of Texas. He didn’t want to feel as if Blue Whistler would be his salvation from twelve months of pure hell.
But he did.
Most likely, he’d only jinx himself for it, but after the rotten turn his life had taken last year…well, a man needed hope that things would get better.
Blue Whistler was his hope, all right. In spades.
“Here he comes.” Boomer’s loud voice, which had earned him his nickname, rose even louder in anticipation.
TJ tensed, his thumb ready—the thoroughbred streaked past, throwing back clods of dirt—and the stop button instantly clocked the finish time. One look at the watch’s dials, and Boomer let out a whoop of delight.
“Hot-damn! He just keeps getting better, don’t he?” Boomer declared, his grin wide beneath his thick, almost-white moustache.
TJ stared at the clock. “He’s two point seven seconds faster than he was yesterday when he ran the mile. Damn.”
“Damned fine is what he is, TJ. Woo-wee!”
The jockey, Lodi Baldwin, slowed the stallion, eased him into a turn and trotted back toward them.
“How’d he do?” he called out.
TJ quoted the time, and a triumphant grin split the young man’s face. He reined in at the fence, his knees pulled up from the high stirrups.
“Blue’s ready, TJ,” he said. “He’s feeling good. He wants to race.”
“Seems so, doesn’t it?”
TJ’s reverent gaze soaked in the sight of his prized thoroughbred. Even sweat-slick and dirty from the track, he was a beauty. Thickly muscled, with long, strong legs. Deep-chested. He had a proud streak in him, too. A touch of wildness, evident in the arrogant way he held his head. As if he knew the speed he was capable of and he defied anyone to doubt him.
“He’s going to win in Fort Worth,” Lodi said, still grinning. “Don’t you think, Boomer?”
“He’s got a good chance, Lodi. Real good.”
TJ’s gut clenched. They’d been training for the race in Fort Worth for weeks. The competition, held in conjunction with a prestigious stock show, would be Blue’s first. TJ’s, too, as his owner. Everything TJ could beg, steal or borrow was tied up in this horse. If something went wrong, if Blue put in a poor showing, TJ would be bitterly disappointed.
Devastated, even more.
But the need to win wasn’t just for the money. It went deeper. An into-his-soul kind of deep.
He pushed Fort Worth from his mind. Forced himself to concentrate on the mundane. Chores that needed to be done. A horse who needed care. The best of it, from all of them.
“That’s it for today. Let’s get him hosed down, Lodi,” TJ said, straightening from the fence. “I’ll make sure his stall is ready.”
“Sure thing, TJ.” The jockey gathered up the reins, but on an afterthought, he halted. “Hey, maybe next time, we won’t have to go as far as Fort Worth to race. There’s talk about hosting a big exposition right here.”
TJ stilled. “Yeah?”
“Somewhere on the C Bar C. Supposed to have a racetrack and everything.”
Jesus. A racetrack. On the C Bar C.
“But the McClures are fighting it. The daughter, especially. What’s her name?” Thinking on it, Lodi rubbed his chin.
A moment passed. TJ braced himself to say the words.
“Callie Mae.” His voice rumbled. “Her name is Callie Mae Lockett.”
“That’s it.”
Like a kicking, angry filly, her image reared up out of the past and into TJ’s mind, until he roped it back and pushed her image into submission.
“Guess she’s meeting with some of the local bigwigs to hash it all out,” Lodi continued.
TJ kept his features impassive, his mind blank. He had all he could do to stand there and follow the jockey’s conversation.
“We’ll see what happens.” Lodi shrugged. “But an event like that? Why, folks would come from miles around to see the horses run. The prize purses would be a fortune.” Blue snuffled, and Lodi absently patted the sleek neck. “Sure would make this part of the Panhandle look good. If the Lockett woman had any sense, she’d jump at the chance to have the exposition on her land. Hell, her spread is so big, she won’t even notice it’s there.”
Boomer grunted, his opinion of its size—and the woman who owned it—obvious. “You wouldn’t think so, would you?”
TJ refused to look at him. Boomer knew as well as he did that Callie Mae would never agree. Never. Not after what happened…
“None of our business what she’ll do,” he said roughly. “Blue Whistler is our business, though, and he needs cooling down, like I said.”
“Sure.” Lodi hurriedly took up the reins again. “I’ll get right on it, TJ.”
“I’ll go with him,” Boomer said. “Have to make sure the rest of the work is getting done, too.”
TJ knew he spoke of the new groomer they’d hired. Emmett Ralston had been slow to learn his job and required some extra supervising. TJ gave a curt nod of thanks and wished he could shake off the past as easily as Boomer did.
“You going to make it back in time for supper?” TJ asked.
“Tell Maggie I’ll be there.” Boomer ducked under the rails to follow Lodi, but he halted at the sight of a carriage rumbling down the lane. He sighed. “Looks like we got callers. I’ll go see to ’em first.”
Callers.
His mood worsening, TJ turned his back on them, slid the stopwatch into his shirt pocket and headed toward the stables. Whoever it was wouldn’t be coming to see him. Not since he’d gotten out of prison had anyone ever come to see him.
And that’s how he wanted it.
Most of the time.
He swore and blamed Lodi for bringing it all back. The decision and mistakes he’d made a year ago that destroyed everything he’d ever worked for. His hopes. Dreams. His pride and good name. How all he’d done had cost him his home on the C Bar C and every friend he’d known there.
Including the woman who’d been determined to see him hang.
Callie Mae Lockett.
Once, his need for her ran hot through his blood.
Not anymore.
Yet hearing her name, saying it—
Suddenly, inevitably, the raw burn of the past flared high and seared deep, as crippling as it’d been then. The weight of the memories, their ugliness, staggered him. Taunted him with all he’d lost.
He bent, grasped his knees and sucked in air. Waited for the burn to pass. The burn that was always there inside him, never going away…
A young life lost.
But another’s saved.
God, it was so unfair.
The burn flowed, ebbed, faded. TJ drew in another breath. He straightened. And breathed again.
Life went on.
He’d survived.
Everyone survived.
Except Danny McClure.
“TJ? Are you all right?”
Maggie’s voice pierced the turmoil spiraling through him. For her, more than anyone, he had to be strong. Unaffected. She was all he had. They had only each other.
Mother and son.
He turned toward her. Levi’s and a baggy cotton shirt covered her wiry frame. She strode toward him looking boyish and tough, but TJ knew how fragile she was. If he didn’t take care of her, she’d break, like aged porcelain.
“I’m fine.” Hoping to prove it, he managed a smile.
She halted, her head tilted back to study him. The breeze plucked at her hair, gray and mostly ignored except for the single braid she always wore. Years of whiskey, men and heartache had branded themselves into her skin, aging her a decade more than she owned.
Her worried gaze delved into his until the creases in her face softened. She touched his cheek with a gentle hand, as if to soothe the pain she suspected still simmered within. “I heard Boomer yelling. I gather Blue had a good run this afternoon?”
“His best so far.” TJ draped his arm around her shoulders and thought again how small she was. How much she needed him, would probably always need him. Her arm slid around his waist. Together, they headed toward the stables. “Boomer thinks he’ll win.”
“Oh, TJ. I’m almost afraid to hope.”
He pulled open the door, and the rickety hinges wobbled. He made a mental vow to replace every damn hinge on the place, and a whole lot more besides, if Blue brought home the winner’s purse.
He ushered his mother through. “Reckon it’s hope that got us this far, Maggie. Don’t be afraid of it.”
She stepped away while he tugged the door closed, jiggling the handle to make sure it latched. When he turned back to her, tears shimmered in her eyes.
“There’s not a man more deserving than you to win that race, TJ Grier. I’ve been prayin’ every night for it to happen.”
The vulnerability in her expression and the quaver in her voice moved him. He refused to show it, lest he upset her more. His mouth crooked. “Most likely every man with a horse in that race is doing the same thing. Praying every night to win.”
“Doesn’t mean they deserve it like you do.”
TJ didn’t know if he deserved much of anything. He just knew he wanted the victory. Wanted it so much, it was downright pathetic.
The sound of Boomer’s jovial voice seeped into the stable, and TJ’s glance lifted to the nearest window. The visitors’ carriage had turned off the lane and pulled up in the drive. An expensive rig, from the looks of it. A late-model runabout, leather top gleaming in the late afternoon sun. Boomer strode over to greet them.
Somewhere down the line of stalls, one of the broodmares whickered, reminding TJ why he was in here. To see to the readiness of Blue’s stall. He pulled his gaze from the couple sitting in the buggy’s seat and banked his curiosity about why they’d come, angling his body away from the window to shut them out.
He’d never considered himself an envious man, but their obvious wealth only served to remind him of his own poor state of affairs—and that he’d gotten damned weary of them.
He contemplated his mother, who owned nothing except the responsibility for her sins. She deserved more. Happiness. Fun. Some long overdue female pampering.
“Come to Fort Worth with us, Maggie,” he urged. Again.
As always, the prospect seemed to terrify her. “Me? Rub elbows with all those hoity-toity folks?”
“I’d like you to see Blue run.”
“I don’t even own a decent dress.”
“I’ll buy you one. Fort Worth’s a big town. Lots of stores there.”
“Oh, TJ.” She sighed, the sound vaguely wistful. Scared, more. “You don’t understand.”
“Yes, I do.”
Her gaze turned troubled. “I’m nothing like them. I wouldn’t fit. And the last thing I want to do is embarrass you.”
“Embarrass me?”
“They’d just turn their noses up at ol’ Maggie Grier.”
He steeled himself against the way she saw herself. Unworthy. “We’d be there with you—Boomer and me. Lodi, too. You wouldn’t have to face anyone alone.”
“Folks like her, out there,” Maggie said, staring over his shoulder as if he’d never spoken. “They’d be everywhere at the racetrack.”
TJ couldn’t help himself. He turned. The couple had climbed down from the runabout and strode toward the corral. Toward Blue. Boomer met them coming, talking and gesturing in his loud voice.
“Look at her, TJ,” Maggie said, her words barely above a whisper. “You can just about smell her money from here. That dress of hers—how much do you suppose it cost?”
Through the glass pane, his gaze clung to the woman. She kept her hand tucked in her companion’s arm, and the wide-brimmed contraption she wore on her head prevented TJ from getting a good look at her face.
But there was something about her. The alluring sway to her hips…
The fine hairs stood up on the back of his neck. He leaned closer to the glass, swiped at a fine layer of dirt to see through it better—and stared harder.
The air of confidence she carried about her. The control. That blood-warming package of femininity, fashion and grace.
He swore. Told himself it wasn’t possible, that it was only a figment of his imagination stirred up by Lodi’s announcement of an intended exposition on the C Bar C. Teeth gritted, TJ’s glance swung to the man with her, but they’d moved beyond his range of view.
He swore again and bolted away from the window. He sprinted past the line of stalls, past the tack room and toward the door at the back of the stables.
“TJ.” Maggie sounded alarmed as she hurried after him. “What is it?”
He ignored her, yanked open the door and burst outside. The corral was closer here. In plain view. Emmett was inside the rails and appeared oblivious to their visitors while he fiddled with attaching the end of a hose to the water pump. Lodi walked toward them with Blue on a lead rope, already stripped of his racing saddle.
The door clattered shut behind TJ. Boomer swung around at the sound. Whatever he’d been saying died on his lips, but the grim set to his mouth declared he’d been feeling less than friendly with his visitors.
In unison, the man and woman turned, too.
Recognition slammed into TJ. It’d been a long, hate-filled year since he’d breathed the same air as Kullen Brosius, the man who conspired to put him through a farce of a trial and long months of jail time. Seeing him now, with Callie Mae, set the hate on fire.
Maggie grasped his arm, as if she wanted to spare him from the burning. “Let’s go back inside, son.”
He shrugged free. Strode forward with a purpose that gave his dreams of revenge life. He would’ve rammed his fist down Kullen’s shyster-lawyer throat if Boomer hadn’t stepped in front of him and prevented it.
“Easy, TJ,” he hissed. “You want to end up back in jail?”
TJ shoved him back; Boomer caught himself with a quick step. Yet despite the fury raging through him, TJ stayed put. Boomer was right. He’d be a fool to destroy the life he’d worked hard to put back together, just for the pleasure of breaking the man’s damn neck.
“Well, well, well,” Kullen drawled, looking pretty in his shiny leather shoes and fancy Hereford suit. “We meet again, don’t we?”
“You son of a bitch,” he growled.
“Let it go, TJ.” Boomer barked the warning. “You don’t have to talk to either of ’em.”
This time, TJ refused to listen. He intended to talk, all right. Seeing Callie Mae now hadn’t been in his plans. It was too soon. He wasn’t ready.
But she was here, and so was Kullen, and if it was the last thing TJ ever did, he intended to find out exactly what happened the night Danny died.
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