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J.T. Davis meets his match on the banks of the Buffalo Bayou when Angelique Morgan flashes her blue eyes. He is instantly attracted and in love. Even when he discovers she's from a wealthy family, and happens to be the daughter of his rival, he can't let circumstances keep him from winning her.
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Dedication


For Catie...whose will outshines her beauty.
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Chapter One
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Houston, Texas 

July, 1876






“Why don’t you just kill him?”

The question shot through the study of Kendrick Morgan’s three story brick home. The words made Kendrick grit his teeth and narrow his eyes at his son. “Again, you show your ignorance and stupidity. Your idea is risky and foolish. Not to mention ill-informed.”

Ethan flushed as his gaze wavered. Kendrick held his tongue as he watched his son show weakness.

“It is also the easiest way to fix our problem,” Ethan countered.

Although surprised at his boldness, Kendrick snorted and shook his head at his worthless offspring. “The easiest...You never care to work for what you have. What kind of son have I been dealt?”

Ethan’s cheeks puffed with anger. His gaze shifted to the ground as he quietly accused, “I’m not the one who’s misled his investors, smuggled illegal arms and not paid his customs duties.” His eyes lifted to Kendrick’s. “I’m not the one who’s bankrupted the family.”

It took all of Kendrick’s strength to stay rooted to his seat and not explode into a fury in front of his useless excuse for a son. “But why have some of our investors pulled out of our company?”

Ethan flinched.

“Could it be because they’ve seen you in action and don’t trust your abilities?”

Ethan said nothing but glared petulantly at him as if he wanted to shove a fist down his throat. Kendrick almost hoped he would. He waved a hand in the air. “Spare me your anger. Let’s discuss this with rational thought.”

Once Ethan lost his scowl and appeared ready to talk logically, Kendrick continued. “J.T. Davis is going to inherit a portion of your great-uncle Howard’s ranching industry. There is nothing we can do about that. As you know, we will lose fifteen hundred head, cash and possibly land.” He shifted and set his elbows on his desk. “If he gets the fifteen hundred head to Kansas, he’ll earn another set of fifteen hundred.” He ground his back teeth together and hoped his wife’s uncle burned in Hell. “I’ll be damned if Davis succeeds in getting there.”

“Why did Uncle Howard have to give Davis another fifteen hundred if he gets the first to the stockyards?” Ethan wore a childish scowl.

Kendrick narrowed his eyes at the back wall, seeing his deceased kin in his mind. “I don’t know. But J.T. Davis must not, and will not, successfully drive those cattle to the stockyards. He cannot win another fifteen hundred head from us.”

Ethan bounced his leg and chewed on a thumbnail. “I don’t understand why we can’t just kill him. We might lose the first fifteen hundred and the cash, but he won’t have the opportunity to win the other herd, or take the land.”

Kendrick closed his eyes and prayed for strength. How he’d managed to raise a fool for a son, he’d never know. When he opened his eyes, he found his child flushing with embarrassment again. Perhaps he should explain.

Steepling his fingers, he very calmly laid it out for Ethan. “If J.T. Davis dies of unnatural causes, we will immediately be suspected. We cannot risk anyone being suspicious of us. As of yet, the courts have not deigned to investigate the shipping company. We barely escaped the inquisition when the guns were confiscated from Mexico.

“And Sheriff Lonnigan has a reputation of always getting his man. Davis is his cousin, and I guarantee you Sheriff Lonnigan would not let up until he saw us swinging from the wrong end of a rope.”

The last statement caused Ethan to pull into himself. 

Kendrick raised his brow. “I see you understand me.”

Ethan pressed his lips together.

Kendrick sighed as his thoughts returned to getting out of the predicament they were in. “We will have to bide our time. We must measure his ability. He may not be capable of driving cattle to Kansas. And if he isn’t, we might not have to give him the second herd.”

Ethan nodded vigorously. “Failure is possible.”

His mouth tipping up at the corners, Kendrick tapped his steepled fingers against his chin. “And we might just help that along.”

* * * *
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THE SUN BLAZED DOWN, glaring and hot, reflecting off the paper J.T. held. Blinking, he looked around for shade. A tree provided some as the sun threw its shadows over the dock. He moved into its protection.

J.T. Davis reviewed the list once more and frowned. Looking up, he called over to Percy, the director of the tenth pier. “I’m missin’ three crates of molasses.”

Percy nodded and started shouting orders at the workers. J.T. checked the wagon situated at the head of the landing. The boy he paid to watch the supplies waved at him. J.T. smiled and waved back.

“Found ‘em!” Percy hollered. “Bringin’ ‘em down now.”

J.T. took his handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the sweat off his brow. He shifted his hat, wishing it wasn’t so damned hot. If he could, he’d plunge right into the cool waters of the bayou.

As the workers carried the three crates down the gang plank, cat calls from the far corner of the dock drew J.T.’s attention.

“Lookee over there!” one man shouted, pointing across the water.

Whistles accompanied the cat calls. Curious, and slightly concerned, J.T. stepped forward and craned his neck over the men. He froze when he saw what caused their excitement.

A lady cooled herself on the opposite side of the bayou. Her legs dangled in the water as she sat in the grass and the shade of the trees. Her stockings hung over a branch.

The distance was far enough that not too much could really be seen, and she probably couldn’t hear the men clearly. Certainly she knew they could see her. The whistles irritated J.T. While she shouldn’t be revealing any skin in public, he couldn’t stand by and allow these men to ogle her. “Shut up,” he ordered them. “Stop gawkin’.”

One dockworker glared at him. “She’s givin’ the peep show. We didn’t make her.”

The others glared at him as well. They weren’t going to act right. J.T. sighed. The tenth dock was the last on the bayou. He jumped the railing and started up the bank.

“Where you goin’?” one yelled after him. “Don’t ya ruin it!”

J.T. ignored him as he walked quickly, keeping his eye on her. She lifted a leg out of the water, and he caught a glimpse of creamy, shapely calf. The cat calls grew louder, and her head snapped in the direction of the dock.

J.T. drew abreast of her. To get her attention, he called, “Ma’am?”

She turned.

J.T.’s heart stopped when she looked directly at him. Wavy, blonde hair tumbled over her shoulders, framing a face as angelic as it was desirable. But what grabbed him was the energy he felt when her eyes met his. Even with twenty yards of space between them, he could feel her. It was as if she’d touched him. His flesh burned as he leaned toward her.

He swallowed, completely forgetting what he needed to say.

“What’s wrong?” she called. “Have I got your tongue?”

His breath strangled in his throat. Should he say she did?

Slowly she got to her feet.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her. He hadn’t meant to share in the ogling of the display she offered, but he couldn’t help it. 

As she reached for her stockings, his breath stilled. Was she leaving? Unwilling to see her go without at least knowing who she was, he hollered back at her. “What’s your name?”

She gave him a coy grin. Tossing her hair over one shoulder, she called, “I’m just a water nymph, running around the banks of the bayou. A figment of your imagination.”

Ordered thought flew from his mind. He possessed no witty remark. And when she turned and disappeared into the trees, he couldn’t even find the words to call her back. And now she could only exist in his imagination.

* * * *
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J.T. MADE IT TO PIKE’S Run with Mr. Miller’s weekly shipment without incident despite his attention being constantly on the woman at the bayou. Though he tried to forget her, needing to keep his faculties sharp in case some fool tried to rob him, he was unsuccessful.

After dropping the shipment off at Miller’s General, J.T. continued on home. What he would give to know her name. If only he’d had control of his senses. Or if there had been a damn bridge, he’d have gone after her. He would have somehow gotten her to talk to him. Hell...she was a magical memory, but knowing she really existed only made his gut clench with yearning. Could he find her?

What was her name? Probably something as otherworldly as she.

As he guided the horses through the gate of his family’s cotton farm, he plotted out ways to determine who she was. If he gave her description to the sheriff in Houston, would the man know her?

“J.T.! J.T.!”

He pulled sharp on the reins, hearing his seven-year-old sister calling him excitedly. As she hurried down the porch steps, he was shocked to see a buggy in front of his parents’ home.

“There’s some fancy man to see ya!” Delilah shouted as she ran up to the wagon.

He looked down into her eager blue eyes. “A fancy man?”

“Yeah, he’s a torney.”

J.T. furrowed his brow. “A torney?”

His mother stepped out onto the porch as did his father. Both wore severe expressions. Something was wrong.

His father came forward. “You have a visitor. He’s an attorney from Houston. I’ll put the wagon and horses away.”

“What does he want?”

His father shook his head. “He won’t tell us. Says he can only speak to you.”

J.T., still rooted to the seat, looked toward the house. He hadn’t done anything. At least...not anything illegal. Was it illegal to ogle a woman as she cooled her bare legs?

That was ridiculous. Of course it wasn’t.

Taking a deep breath, he climbed down. Delilah grabbed his hand and, needing her comfort, he picked her up. She squealed as she always did, but he couldn’t find the will to toss her in the air as he usually did.

His mother looked worried as he walked toward her. “It’s all right, Ma. I haven’t done anything wrong.” His attempt to soothe her didn’t seem to work, as her frown still existed.

She nodded. “I’m certain you haven’t.” She turned on a heel. “I’ll bring you and your guest some lemonade.”

J.T. doubted he could drink anything at the moment. “Thanks.”

He set Delilah down and told her to go play before he opened the door to the great room. Seated in a chair beside the fireplace was indeed a fancy man. A city man.

He stood. “J.T. Davis?”

J.T. shut the door behind him. “Yes.”

The man smiled and walked forward. He held out a hand, and J.T. took it. “I’m Walter Messing, an attorney for Howard Whitehead.”

“Mr. Whitehead?”

He nodded, his smile still affixed.

Their grip broke.

Confused, J.T. asked, “What do you want with me? Was I not allowed to go to the funeral?”

Mr. Messing shook his head. “No, no. In fact, I’m certain Mrs. Whitehead was pleased you came to her husband’s funeral.” He gestured to the chairs. “Can we sit?”

“Sure.” He heard the uncertainty in his tone.

Once they were situated across from each other, Mr. Messing began. “Mr. Whitehead willed you some of his belongings, and I’m here to inform you of the particulars.”

J.T. stiffened and reared back in his chair. “Why would he do that?”

Mr. Messing smiled softly. “Mrs. Whitehead told me you would be shocked. Didn’t you save her life?”

J.T.’s cheeks heated. “I...I only did what anyone else would’ve.”

Mr. Messing raised his brow. “To my understanding, you left the safety of the train depot during the hurricane of seventy-five to help Mrs. Whitehead inside. She was hurt?”

J.T. remembered that day with striking clarity. A hurricane had blown in on a day when he’d been picking up supplies for Mr. Miller. People were running for cover and Mrs. Whitehead had been hit by flying debris. She’d fallen to the ground, unconscious.

J.T. had seen her lying in the middle of the road, and though debris and people impeded him, he’d carried her to safety. Mr. Whitehead had heard what he’d done and found J.T. at the depot the following week.

He’d become an instant fixture in the Whitehead family. They had lost all three of their boys in the War Between the States and started showering all their love onto J.T.

J.T. hadn’t minded, especially since it seemed to renew their marriage and give them a sense of peace. When Mr. Whitehead had died a month ago, J.T. had spent a week with Mrs. Whitehead. He hadn’t wanted to leave her alone. When her sister arrived from Maryland and decided to move in, J.T. had felt comfortable returning home.

“She was knocked out. I carried her into the depot.” It was all he could manage to say in the way of explanation.

Mr. Messing nodded. “Yes. That is what she told me. You’re very brave.”

J.T. shifted, uncomfortable with the praise. “Exactly what did Mr. Whitehead leave me?”

The attorney smiled and waited a few moments before saying, rather bluntly, “Fifteen hundred head of cattle, money, land if you need it and another fifteen hundred head if you successfully drive the first to Kansas next spring.”

J.T.’s mind went blank. He could barely believe it. “Come again?”

Mr. Messing chuckled. “I know it comes as a shock. Did you tell him you wouldn’t mind running a ranch?”

J.T. swallowed. “Yes,” he rasped. “He knew I didn’t want to farm cotton for the rest of my life.”

Mr. Messing nodded. “Well, he’s given you quite a reward for the service you did him.” He leaned down and pulled some papers from the bag at his feet. “This details the particulars. The tract of land that can be yours if you want it, the exact amount of cash.”

J.T. took the offered papers. The words blurred before his eyes as uncertainty and disbelief clouded his thinking. 

“Mrs. Whitehead has decided to have a party, a celebration of sorts for the life of her husband. She would like for you to come. And, if you decide to start a ranch, she invites you to stay and learn what you need to before going off on your own.”

J.T. looked up as Mr. Messing rose to his feet. “When?”

“Next Friday evening.”

J.T. could barely utter a word. His life had changed in an instant, and he couldn’t wrap his head around the possibility. “I...I’ll be there.”

Mr. Messing nodded. “I can show myself out.”

After the door shut behind the attorney, J.T. stayed where he was, numb. The news was extraordinary. It wasn’t normal for a cotton farmer to be given the means to start his own ranch. And certainly not from someone he wasn’t related to.

Howard Whitehead had attached himself to J.T., and while J.T. had enjoyed his time at the Whitehead’s ranch, he’d never expected to inherit. He hadn’t even thought the man would be so mad as to will him anything. What had possessed him?

Of course, J.T. knew they’d missed their boys. They’d never said, but their grief was hard to ignore. He recalled the first day he’d been invited out to the Double H. Mrs. Whitehead had gushed over him, asking him all kinds of questions. When she’d spoken of her boys, it became apparent to J.T. that she needed someone to fill the void.

When they’d asked him to return, Mrs. Whitehead promising a big meal, and Mr. Whitehead promising a tour of the ranch, he hadn’t been able to say no. He’d liked them. Felt sorry for them.

On his next visit, Howard had introduced him to the ranching life. J.T. had taken one look at the wide open spaces and fallen in love. No cotton anywhere.

Howard had read J.T.’s desire easily, and they’d spent the whole day riding the range. But, it wasn’t for another few months that J.T. had confessed his wish for having his own ranch. Of course, he’d stated it as a hopeless venture. He never would have had the money to start, let alone the ability to hire on experienced hands. Certainly his weekly job for Thomas Miller wouldn’t have provided the funds.

Once Howard knew J.T.’s wants, that was all they’d discussed when J.T. would visit the Whiteheads. He’d taken the time to show J.T. how he ran his operation, even going so far as asking J.T. for advice. Had Howard been gauging his abilities even then?

J.T. recalled the excited gleam in the man’s eye whenever he approved of J.T.’s ideas. Had he mistaken that gleam as fondness instead of assessment for J.T.’s future chances with inheriting Howard’s hard work? How long had the man been planning such a scheme?

Hiding his wishes had been the smart idea. If Howard had mentioned him inheriting any portion, smidgen or grain of dirt of his empire, J.T. would have balked. He would have made Howard promise not to do such a thing. The old cuss...

J.T. shuffled the papers in his lap, not wanting to read their contents. His whole world had turned upside down. In moments.

Exactly what was he supposed to do? He’d never worked with cattle. Never ridden a horse for longer than a day. Even though Howard had talked endlessly with him about the business, J.T. didn’t feel he knew anything about what it really took to be a rancher.

But those were small things to worry about. His biggest concern was...what would he tell his pa?
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Chapter Two
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The sprawling ranch house of the late Howard Whitehead was ablaze with light. J.T. rode through the gates, awed by how the night sky was illuminated with an orange glow, proclaiming the existence of life and home.

He halted his horse, dismounted and handed the reins to Smitty, one of the many hands of the Double H. He could hear music playing, laughter and the clinking of glasses. Looking down at the only suit he owned, he hoped he was dressed well enough.

Smitty chucked him on the shoulder with a fist. “You’ll be all right. She’s partly throwin’ this shindig for you, anyway.”

J.T. choked. “What?”

The cowboy guffawed and slapped his knee. “You look like a fish goin’ into a school o’ sharks.”

The teasing released some of J.T.’s tension, and he rolled his eyes. “And you smell like you’ve been bathin’ with the fish.”

Smitty howled some more. “You know, you’ll be a good boss. Gonna quit here and come work for you if’n you let me.”

J.T. was struck. “Why would you quit the Double H?”

The cowboy lost his comical expression. “Ain’t nobody who wants to work for Whitehead’s nephew. He’s a damned stuck up son-of-a-bitch who’d shoot a dog for no reason.”

“I hope I don’t meet him,” J.T. commented, raising his brow.

“Well, he’s inside. You’ll know him when you see him. His nose is so high, he’d drown in a rain storm.”

Familiar with uppity people, J.T. nodded. They had a few in Pike’s Run. “Guess I better quit stallin’.”

Smitty chuckled as he led the horse away.

After giving his vest a tug, J.T. walked inside.

The main room sported dancing. The furniture was gone to make sufficient space. J.T. scanned the crowd for Mrs. Whitehead, realizing she might be the only person he knew. As he made his way around the outskirts of the skipping couples, he saw the French doors were open and tables had been set up on the patio outside. Several people sat in the wrought iron chairs, drinking and laughing.

As J.T. stepped into their midst, he was greeted by a series of raised glasses. “To J.T. Davis!” someone called out.

He grinned, finding the familiar face of the ranch foreman, Ike McDonald. 

“You’re here,” a kind, female voice said from his side.

He turned toward Mrs. Whitehead. “I didn’t get lost.”

She laughed at his joke. Her eyes shone with merriment as they crinkled at the corners. He thought he detected a little redness, but she quickly kissed his cheek, obscuring his view. Touches of gray streaked her brown hair, which she’d swept up into a bun. Fine wrinkles creased around her mouth, and the dancing golden light played over her pale complexion.

“We’ve been drinking to your health and good fortune,” she told him.

He smiled down at her. “Good fortune? You mean hard work, don’t you?”

“You are up to the task,” she declared and raised her glass. “To new beginnings!”

People seconded her toast with zeal as Hank Jones, another hand, gave J.T. a glass.

For the next several minutes toasts went around the patio. Some for J.T., more for Mr. Whitehead and one that concerned the state of one of the hand’s new boots. Half-way through his second glass, J.T. decided he’d had enough.

Mrs. Whitehead pulled him to the side, and they strolled through the gardens beyond. “So, tell me what you’re thinking.”

J.T. cleared his throat. “I’m thinkin’ I’m very lucky and unworthy of what Howard left me.”

“You are neither. He wouldn’t have given you an ounce of his legacy if you hadn’t proved to be worthy, or a man who makes his own luck.”

Smiling down at her, J.T. shook his head. “The both of you always see more in me than I ever have.”

She didn’t comment on his statement. “What do your parents think?”

The question was a difficult one to answer. He sighed. “They were shocked. We’ve only spoken about it a few times. I’m unsure of what steps I need to take.”

She stopped and turned to face him. “You don’t want to leave Pike’s Run.”

He swallowed. This was the part of the conversation he worried about. The land Howard had left him sat to the west of the Double H. J.T. was certain Henrietta wanted him to take it. He would be closer to her.

“No, ma’am. I don’t. And I can’t.”

She nodded. “It was wrong of him to dangle the land in front of you. While we love you very much, we aren’t your family.”

He grabbed her hand. “We are family.”

She smiled and patted his fingers. “Such a sweet young man.” She exhaled and continued walking. “So...you’ll come and stay for a while?”

He nodded. “Starting now. My parents and I agreed that I needed to know more before I completely commit to being a rancher. If I do...”

“Yes?” she prodded.

“If I do, my cousin, Kyle, is gonna be my partner. So will my brother.”

She shook her head. “Always looking out for others.”

“Do you disapprove?”

“On the contrary, it is exactly what I would wish for you. Keep your loved ones close. You never know when you might lose someone.”

They fell quiet. The chirping crickets, music and laughter broke the silence. They came to the end of the path, and J.T. looked out into the black distance, knowing a sea of cattle grazed out there somewhere.

“I’m tryin’ to convince my father to share in a portion of the business.”

“He’d quit farming?”

J.T. heard the surprise in her voice. “No,” he replied. “But, he can’t farm that many acres on his own. I’d like to give him a percent of the profits, so he can cut down on the acreage.”

“What are his thoughts?”

J.T. paused. “He wasn’t...completely against it.”

“Good.”

They stood together, comfortable, as they stared out at the range, the brush looking gnarly as firelight flickered over its leaves. “Should I take you back?” he asked.

She nodded. “I’m sure I’ve missed several toasts to Howard, but I must slow down.”

He chuckled. “Me, too.”

They walked back to the party. J.T. left her in the care of her friends and went to find Hank. As he wandered around, he was waylaid by a man he could only describe as a dandy. There was a gold watch chain crossing a satin vest that was so white J.T. thought it put angels’ robes to shame.

“Davis?” the man asked, holding out a hand.

J.T. took it. “Yes.”

“Kendrick Morgan, Whitehead’s nephew.”

He figured.

“It appears we share ownership of my late wife’s uncle’s belongings.” He pointed with his drink. “Shall we speak privately in the study?”

J.T. supposed he’d have to talk to the man regardless of the tilted chin and upturned nose. “Sure. Lead the way.”

As they entered, Kendrick took the large leather chair behind the desk. J.T. refrained from grinning. Let the man try to make him feel like less. J.T. wasn’t easily cowed.

Morgan steepled his fingers. “Have a seat.”

Unwilling to sit in front of the man like a disobedient child, J.T. reclined on the sofa. “Do we really share ownership?”

Morgan smiled, though it did not reach his eyes. “Your terms are conditional. If you don’t get the first fifteen hundred head to Kansas, the second belong to me. I’m the one that will be holding the herd while you drive the others this spring. The way I see it, that second fifteen hundred head belong to me as much as they do you.” He smiled a snake-like smile. “I’ll take good care of them.”

J.T. realized the second set of cattle did belong to both of them. For the moment. “Well, thanks for helpin’,” he drawled, wondering if the man would catch the sarcasm in his tone.

Morgan narrowed his eyes. “It’s no trouble.”

J.T. had to admit he was curious about what the man wanted, what he thought he’d be able to do to him. His interest kept worry from penetrating, and J.T. reclined against the leather tufts with ease.

“And the land?” Morgan prompted. “Will you be taking it?”

“Nope. Can’t say as I need it. Got plenty where I’m from.”

Morgan’s eyes shone bright with greed. The nephew-in-law was a damned share, that was for certain.

“Pike’s Run is a little town,” Morgan replied, his words dripping with censure.

J.T. chuckled. “You know, if you’re tryin’ to insult me, you need to actually find somethin’ that bothers me. I don’t care how big Pike’s Run is.”

Morgan stiffened and leaned forward. “Insult you? I don’t think so.”

J.T. chuckled again. “You’re not a very good liar, either.”

“You’ll never get those cattle to the stockyards,” Morgan bit out, his face turning red. “You might as well give up now.”

Still relaxed, J.T. countered with, “I’d be more worried about your own drive. I’m thinkin’ Howard’s cowhands would rather work for me than you.”

Morgan stilled. “What do you mean?”

Shrugging, J.T. kept his tone nonchalant. “I’m funnier than you, so I think they like me better.”

Morgan scoffed and sat back in his chair.

As J.T. thought of his next comment, a flash of blue caught his eye. He paused when he saw a woman walk past the windows behind Kendrick Morgan. The wavy blonde hair, the angelic face, the way she moved...she was the figment of his imagination.

She disappeared into the night, and J.T. shot to his feet.

“Leaving so soon?” Morgan countered.

“Yeah,” J.T. drawled. “I see someone more important than you that I need to talk to.”

While Morgan gaped, J.T. raced out of the study, pushing past people, then stepped onto the patio. Scanning the dark night, his pulse beating faster, he saw a bit of blue in the gardens beyond. He hurried down the stone paths, ignoring the revelers who called his name.

He wound through the maze of rose bushes and shrubbery, hearing the sound of dripping water. As he came to the end of the path, a fountain stood before him. And seated on the stone surround was the angel from the bayou.

Her back faced him. His skin tingled with awareness as a yearning from deep inside called out for him to approach her. Fighting the urge to move forward, he clenched his hands into fists at his sides.

His presence would probably scare her. The lights from the house illuminated her, but he was cast in shadow. He said the only thing that might make her aware of who he was.

“You did get my tongue.”

She gasped and shot to her feet as she whipped around.

He held up his hands. “I don’t mean to scare you...water nymph.”

Silence reigned for several moments. Then, slowly her shoulders relaxed, but he wouldn’t dare move until she gave him a sign it was all right.

“How unfair,” she stated, her voice like honey.

He dropped his hands. “What is?”

“You can see me, but I can’t see you,” she said.

Surprised and a little excited, he turned and stepped into the light, wanting to erase any objection she might have to his intrusion. She came forward, moving slowly.

If angels existed on earth, one stood before him. Her face was heart-shaped, her nose tiny. Her lips were red and full, and her eyes were large, luminous and blue.

“Who are you?” he asked, still feeling as if she might not be real.

“Angelique.”

He let out a slow breath. “That’s perfect.”

She smiled up at him, and his heart flipped inside his chest. 

“Who are you?”

“J.T.”

Her smile froze. “Davis?”

He nodded, understanding what she realized. “The cotton farmer who’s gettin’ a bunch of cows.”

She gave a light laugh, but her gaze darted to the stones under their feet.

Uncertainty crept into his gut. “Is somethin’ wrong?”

When she didn’t immediately answer, he thought she might not reply. She didn’t owe him an explanation for her hesitancy. He was a stranger, after all, though he didn’t believe that fact was what kept her from speaking.

She cleared her throat. “Howard Whitehead was my great-uncle.”

The statement was made softly but firmly. Now it was his turn to still in realization. She was Angelique...Morgan. His hopes plummeted. And what had he been hoping for? “So...does that mean you don’t like me?” He couldn’t suppress the question. He’d always been bold with the opposite sex. A gentleman, but confident. The possibility that he might not have the chance to know her ate at him.

A small smile graced her lips as she didn’t seem put off by his forwardness. “No. It means I’m not allowed to talk to you.”

His hackles rose a little. “Who says?” he asked, even though he knew who did.

“The Shipping King, of course,” she stated with a toss of her head.

Shipping. Morgan Shipping. Rich. High-born. City dweller. J.T. detected a note of defiance in her tone. He probably shouldn’t be talking to her. Hadn’t he just insulted her father repeatedly? It wasn’t like he’d be allowed to court her and probably not even maintain a friendship. Kicking himself for not being more conservative with Morgan, he asked, “Who says he’s the king?”

She looked up at him and didn’t respond for several moments. “He does. Over and over. That’s all I ever hear.”

A definite dislike of her father existed. J.T. chose to change the subject. “Do you usually put your feet in the bayou?”

She grinned at him. “Yes, but normally not so close to the docks.”

His chest tightened with excitement. She hadn’t stopped their conversation, and if his instincts were right, she was flirting with him. “So...it was fate we met that day.”

“Fate?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

Nervousness assailed him at the challenge in her tone. Usually he wasn’t at a loss for words with females, but this one...she dazzled him. “Sure,” he murmured. “If you hadn’t done somethin’ different from what you always do, we never would’ve seen each other.”

“And it’s important that we have?”

His pulse galloped. Surely she could hear it. “It sure feels important,” he stated softly.

She lifted a hand toward the house. “But we’re both here tonight. We might’ve met anyway.”

He couldn’t dispute her logic, but he wasn’t about to ignore the excitement and mystery of their first meeting. “Maybe. But when I saw you walk past the windows, I immediately came after you. I wouldn’t have done that if I hadn’t already seen you.”

She cocked her head. “Seeing me for the first time tonight wouldn’t have made you come running after me?”

He paused, not knowing what to say.

She laughed, and the sound sent warmth shooting through him. “I’ve got your tongue again.”

He shook his head, pleasantly surprised by her, and put his hands in his pockets. “You do.”

The music wafted around them as they looked at each other.

“I knew you would have green eyes,” she whispered.

Now his heart surged, and he took a step toward her. “You feel it, then? Like somethin’ is pullin’ at you?”

She nodded.

Hell. His chest rose and fell sharply.

She turned away from him, breaking some of the spell.

“Am I upsetting you?”

She shook her head. “But we mustn’t speak so to each other. I barely know you.”

“We can get to know each other.” His need for this woman eclipsed sense and rules. If she felt even a small amount of what he did, there was no way he would let this opportunity pass.

“My father...”

She didn’t have to finish the sentence. “Can’t you make your own decisions?”

Her shoulders tensed.

Damn his mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. My family is very important to me, and I’d hate to go against my pa.”

She whipped around. “I’d go against mine. That is not the problem.”

A small amount of hopefulness assaulted him. Anxious, he offered, “Would you like to dance, then? Why don’t we go back to the house, maybe take things slowly?”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to be with all those people. That’s why I’m out here.”

J.T. glanced toward the house. He could hear the soft and lilting music well. “How about here?”

She gazed at him.

“Will you dance with me here, in the moonlight?”

She bit her lip, seeming unsure. If she didn’t mind challenging her father, why was she unsure? “You’re safe with me,” he promised.

Slowly, he walked toward her. She didn’t move. Once within reach of her, he put one hand at her waist. She lifted her right hand and placed it in his left.

He stood still for a few moments, reveling in the slight contact that seemed to singe his flesh even though he barely touched her. Once he began to lead her around the fountain, he found they moved fluidly. It was as if she’d been made for his arms. He pulled her closer, and she allowed it.

“Angelique?”

“Yes?”

“Is your heart beatin’ as fast as mine?”

She bit her lip once more, exciting him even further. 

“I think it’s going to explode,” she whispered.

His grip tightened as happiness rushed through him.
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Chapter Three
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“It was Angelique.”

Kendrick rose to his feet as his son walked into the study. “He went after Angelique?”

Ethan nodded as he began to pace. “Bastard,” he ground out. “He’s sniffing around my sister.”

While Ethan muttered and walked the floor, Kendrick thought. If Davis had an affinity toward Angelique, that might work in his favor if he were careful. With a slow smile, he resumed his seat. His low chuckle caused Ethan to pause.

“What’s so funny?”

Kendrick leaned back and looked Heavenward. “We’ve been given the answer.”

“We have?”

He rolled his eyes at his son. “Of course, you idiot. Don’t you see? Angelique is our bargaining chip.”

Ethan’s mouth fell open. “You’re going to—”

Kendrick frowned and shoved to his feet. “Don’t go soft. She has a duty to this family as well. Let her do her part.”

Ethan narrowed his eyes. “And just what is her part?”

“We throw them together. Davis is staying here, so we will, as well. I will maneuver them together, trap him into marrying her if he won’t do so willingly, and then...” Kendrick rubbed his hands together.

“She kills him?”

Kendrick slammed his fist on the desk, making Ethan jump and nearly competing with the loud music. “No, damn it. She’ll sabotage him.”

Kendrick waited for his offspring to understand what he meant. When Ethan’s eyes widened, he continued, “She can infect the cattle, cause stampedes, break equipment, anything that—”

“He won’t take her on the drive,” Ethan interrupted.

“Probably not, so she’ll have to manipulate him into taking her.”

Ethan shook his head. “What if he doesn’t want to marry her?”

Kendrick rolled his eyes again. “Are you going deaf? I’ll trap him into it. Have her seduce him.”

As Kendrick explained, a muscle ticked in Ethan’s jaw. “I don’t like this. Why do we have to involve Angelique? She isn’t cut out for something like this.”

“She’ll have to be. And we’re going to use her because we have no other plan.” Kendrick put his hands on his hips. “Davis doesn’t falter easily. He saw straight through my comments and met them head on. I can’t play games with him. We have to attack in a way he won’t expect.”

Ethan sighed and didn’t say anything for a long while. Kendrick waited impatiently, refraining from shouting his son into agreement.

“He won’t expect us to use Angelique to hurt him?”

Kendrick shook his head. “More than likely he’ll expect me to hinder a courtship. Which I will do, but only to lead him down the wrong path.”

Ethan’s brow furrowed. Kendrick prayed for calm as he realized his son truly didn’t understand the powers of manipulation. How would he ever be able to run any business if he didn’t understand the game?

“Never mind,” Kendrick stated, tired of the conversation. Now that he had a plan, he was anxious to get started. Angelique would have to be bent to his will. His attack would start with her.

“Go find Aunt Henrietta and tell her we’ll be staying as she originally suggested.”

Ethan left, shuffling out of the room. Irritation vibrated through Kendrick at his son’s lack of authority. How the boy ended up like his mother, Kendrick didn’t know. His wife had died giving birth to Angelique, and Ethan had been only two at the time.

His daughter was more like him. Determined. Willful. Smart. But, she had a kind heart. It would be her undoing...and his salvation.

* * * *
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AS SHE GAZED UP INTO J.T.’s eyes, Angelique fell deeper into the magic that was him. How a stranger could seem so familiar amazed and excited her. She couldn’t look away.

The strength in his hands, his firm hold on her waist, the way he moved her around the fountain caused flutters of desire to continuously race through her. He was warm, bold and strong. Neither her dreams nor her imagination contained the ability to conjure his like.

Her father probably hated him. Kendrick Morgan never shared, especially with those he considered inferior. Angelique couldn’t see J.T. Davis in the same light as her father did. She found him enthralling and challenging.

When the music ended, she stepped away from her familiar stranger and smiled.

“Another?” he asked, his brow rising in question.

The breathless and warm feelings rushing through her body told her she must create some separation. “No, thank you,” she answered. But she wasn’t ready to say goodbye to him. Space was all that was necessary. “Would you sit with me?”

He grinned. “Absolutely.”

As she lowered to the stone surround of the fountain, he sat next to her. Not too close, but near enough that she could still see the warmth in his eyes.

“Were you close to your uncle?” he asked.

“Yes, but more so with Aunt Henry.”

He chuckled. “Henry?”

She shrugged as she smiled. “I couldn’t say Henrietta as a child. She likes the nickname I gave her, so I’ve continued to use it.”

He nodded. “I don’t go by my real name. My family called me J.T. from birth.”

“What do the initials stand for?”

“John Thomas. I’m named after my father.”

She set her hands in her lap and smoothed out her skirt. The stone was probably ruining the satin, but she didn’t care. “And you’re a cotton farmer.”

He shrugged. “I guess. I grow cotton because my father does, but now...”

She detected a note of uncertainty. “You don’t want to raise cattle?”

He stared out into the night, and she mourned the loss of his gaze. 

“Raisin’ cattle is my preference, but...if it upsets my pa, it’ll be hard to do the job.”

Concerned for his predicament, she asked, “Why would he be upset?”

He turned back to face her. “Because I’m not takin’ what he’s worked so hard to give me. When he’s gone, the farm is supposed to be mine, but it’s not the life I want.”

She nodded, completely understanding his frustration. “When your life is decided for you, you can feel trapped. And you must respect your father, or it wouldn’t worry you, and that makes it more difficult.”

“He’s a hard workin’ man, always providing for us and never complaining.” J.T. sighed. “I want to help my family, but if all I’m doin’ is growin’ cotton...” He shook his head.

They were silent for several moments. He shifted on the stone and moved a little closer. She bit her lip and ran her eyes over his body. His muscled frame sent her pulse racing uncontrollably.

It was thrilling to be strongly affected by a man. And terrifying. She should move away, put some distance between them, but he might interpret her reticence as disinterest. She stayed put.

“What about you?” he asked. “What do you want out of life?”

She stilled. Only Aunt Henry asked her what she wanted for her future. “I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”

He cocked his head. “What are you interested in? What do you want?”

A little dumbfounded, she didn’t immediately respond. “I...I’d like to be a part of creating something. My father made an empire with his shipping company. As much as I disagree with him, I admire his tenacity and intelligence. He is part of the reason why Houston is a bustling and booming metropolis.”

“You want to start your own business?” His brow lifted.

“No. I want to be a part of something that reinvents society, or improves it somehow.”

He shifted, crossing his arms over his chest and stretching his legs out in front of him. “You have some big dreams.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know exactly what I mean when I say I want to reinvent society. So saying I have big dreams isn’t correct. I don’t think a want without any direction can qualify as a dream.” She sighed. “Besides, it probably won’t happen anyway.”

He didn’t argue with her. What was there to say? She wasn’t going to be given a bunch of cattle to raise. She wasn’t going to have the opportunities he did to make his own life. Sadness weighed her down. As usual, she remained trapped in her father’s empire and society’s ignorance.

He moved, and his hand covered hers. Her pulse began to race again. She knew she shouldn’t allow it, but his presence both comforted and thrilled her. She kept her head down, afraid of losing herself in his eyes.

“I have to tell you,” he murmured, “that the more I learn about you, the more I want to know.”

She couldn’t respond. Her beauty had always captured the attention of the opposite sex, but no one had wanted to know her.

His other hand came up to cup her cheek. Gently, he turned her face to his. “I won’t be able to forget you.”

Would he have to? Oh, what was she thinking?

“In fact,” he continued, his voice whisper soft, “you’ve invaded my senses so completely, I can’t imagine never seeing you again.”

She melted at his words, shivers running over her skin, and turned fully toward him. She moved closer. He took her in his embrace without a sound. As their lips met, her head spun with desire. She slid her hands up his arms then twined her fingers behind his neck, daring to pull him tighter into her. He deepened the contact, pushing her lips apart with his tongue.

Desire swept over her as she fell further under his spell. She’d shared kisses with others, but none as consuming. Her heart beat wildly, and she wanted nothing more than to explore every inch of his body with her hands. Alarm assaulted her at the direction of her thoughts. She jerked back, straining against his hold. Instantly, he let go of her.

“I’m sorry,” he rasped, putting some distance between them. “I’m so sorry.”

She shook her head, mostly to clear the haze of passion he created, but also in response to his apology. “No—”

He shot to his feet, cutting off what
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