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Chapter One



“ANGELA, CALL ON line three.”

“Can’t you just handle it, Joe? I don’t have time for this BS.” It was probably just another stupid mom calling, hoping Angela would feature her daughter’s viral video in some feel-good news story. When was she ever going to get her break and get some hard-hitting news?

“They asked for you.”

She sighed. Maybe if she left them listening to that horrible elevator music long enough, they’d hang up. Joe edged closer to her desk.

“Just pick up the damn phone and see what they want.”

“Fine.” She glared at him as she punched the button. The look she gave him belied the sweet tone of her voice. “Angela McCallister. How can I help you?”

Joe leaned against her cubicle wall, listening to her part of the conversation. She waved at him irritably. It wasn’t always easy when your boss was your oldest friend—and ex-boyfriend. He quirked a brow at her.

Go away, she mouthed.

“Are you really looking for new stories?”

She assumed the male voice on the line was talking about the calls the station ran at the end of several news programs asking for stories of interest. Most of them ended up in her mental “ignore” file, but once in a while she found one worth pursuing.

“We’re always looking for events and stories of interest to our local viewers.” She rolled her eyes, reciting the words Joe had taught her early on in her career as a reporter. She was tired of pretending any of this sucking up was getting her anywhere. Viewers only saw her as a pretty face.

“I have a lead that might interest you.” She didn’t answer, waiting for the caller to elaborate. “There’s a rodeo coming to town, and rodeos are full of animal cruelty and abuse.”

This didn’t sound like a feel-good piece. The caller had her attention now. “Do you have proof?”

The voice gave a bitter laugh, sounding vaguely familiar. “Have you ever seen a rodeo? Electric prods, cinches wrapped around genitals, sharp objects placed under saddles to get horses to buck ... it’s all there.”

She listened as the caller detailed several incidents at nearby rodeos where animals had to be euthanized due to injuries. Angela arched a brow, taking notes as the caller continued, giving her several websites she might research that backed the accusations.

“Can I contact you for more information?” She heard him hemming. “You don’t have to give me your name. Maybe just a phone number or an email address where I can reach you?” The caller gave her both. “Do you mind if I ask one more question—why me?”

“Because you seem like you care about animal rights. That story you did about the stray kittens, and the way you found them a home, really showed who you are inside.”

Angela barely remembered the story. Joe had forced it on her when she’d asked for one about a local politician sleeping with his secretary, reminding her that viewers saw her as their local sweetheart. She found herself reporting about a litter of stray kittens at the local shelter, smiling as families adopted their favorites, while Jennifer Michaels broke the infidelity story and was now anchoring at a station in Los Angeles. She was tired of this innocent, girl-next-door act.

“I’ll see what I can do,” she promised, deciding how to best pitch this story to Joe and whether it would be worth it at all.

“What was that all about?” Joe waved at one of the news crew as they passed. She recognized the man as one of the nameless camera crewmen she routinely worked with, but she didn’t even remember his name.

“Hey, Greg.” Joe called.

Greg, that’s right. She knew she’d forget again in minutes. The only thing she could afford to think about right now was how this story might advance her career. She needed to get her father out of their neighborhood and quickly. He hadn’t come home again last night, and she prayed he was sleeping off his hangover somewhere safe. She opened her laptop and ran an Internet search for rodeo animal cruelty.

“Well?”

“Give me a few minutes to see if it’s even worthwhile.” She clicked on the first result, bookmarking several videos to watch.

“You know you make me nervous when you get secretive.” She turned toward him, smiling broadly, her eyes flashing with excitement and a curl of tension winding in her stomach the way it always did when she was on the right track for a good story. “Man, I know that look.”

Joe shook his head and jammed his hands into his pockets. “Let me know before today is up or it’s a no-go. No wasting time chasing dead ends.”

“MIKE,” DEREK CALLED, shifting his straw hat farther back on his forehead. “You need to come do another interview.”

Tossing the last of the alfalfa over the fence to the cattle, he narrowed his eyes as the news van stopped at the back gate of the rodeo arena. He didn’t want to be seen on camera with sweat trickling down his back and staining his t-shirt nor did he have the time. They had only a few hours left before the last rodeo performance of the weekend, and every minute was essential.

“I don’t have time for this today, Derek.” Mike’s voice was muffled as he unloaded the saddles from the tack compartment of the stock trailer. “I don’t really run the show anymore. You kids do. You can tell them the same thing I would: No comment.” He poked his gray head out from the side of the horse trailer and glanced toward the back gate. “It’s probably just another local story anyway. Besides, they’ll want a good-looking guy like you on camera before they want my grizzly face on there.”

“Fine,” Derek sighed, dusting alfalfa leaves from his pants as he headed toward the van.

So far, Derek was pretty sure he didn’t like his new position as arena director. his brother, Scott, had stepped down recently, taking a behind-the-scenes role at the ranch after his marriage and the birth of his daughter, so Derek recognized it was time he “cowboy up” and help out more in the family business even though he’d never been that guy. Derek was the fun-loving, irresponsible one, and he liked it that way. As the youngest in the family, he’d been mothered by his older sister after their parents died and she’d spoiled him rotten. They all knew it and accepted it, but as Mike pointed out when Derek became an uncle, it was high time he “suck it up,” accept the responsibility, and become the man they all believed he was.

As Derek walked by the trailer his sister Jennifer shared with her husband, Clay, one of their rodeo pick-up men, she poked her head out and looked toward the back gate. “Another one?”

Derek tickled the foot of the newborn boy she held in her arms. It still surprised him that she attended the rodeo with his nephew, but knowing her devotion to Mike and their company, it probably shouldn’t have.

“Yes. I get so tired of this,” Derek complained.

He paused mid-step as the side door of the white news van slid open and revealed a firm female behind encased in tight black jeans. The owner bent over and searched for something inside as he arched a brow and a slight smile crept to his lips. This interview just started getting interesting.

He stood at the locked gate, crossing his arms over the top rail and leaning against the warm metal while waiting for her to notice him.

“Skip, hurry up!” the woman called impatiently. Derek heard equipment shifting and looked back at Mike over his shoulder, starting to grow impatient himself. As much as he might enjoy flirting with this reporter, he still had animals to get ready before the rodeo started, and she was wasting what little time he had. He jabbed the toe of his boot in the dusty driveway, kicking up puffs of dirt and willing her to hurry up.

He leaned his body to the side, hoping for a glimpse of the woman. Derek couldn’t help but chuckle at the way she’d tucked her pants inside the city-girl, high-heeled dress boots. He could see the back of a plaid Western shirt and some sort of rhinestone belt. As she stood she plopped a cheap, black cowboy hat on the back of her head. He grinned and wondered when a television station would send out a news crew who knew how to get dirty. His laughter died when she turned around to face him.

This woman was gorgeous.

Not in a fake, medically enhanced, airbrushed way either. Her auburn hair caught the sunlight and shone like fire under the black hat, and her large emerald eyes pierced him as they met his. She had flawless porcelain skin, too light to have spent much time outside, and her body banished any coherent thought left in his brain. She was the kind of woman fantasies were made of, with curves that no real woman should have. Her long legs flared into rounded hips before tapering to a miniscule waist and rounding again at her ...

“I’m up here, cowboy,” she warned, pointing a freshly manicured finger at her face. The man he assumed was Skip snorted and she cut those green eyes at him, glaring. He immediately headed back to the side of the van.

Derek swallowed and, regaining his composure, gave her a cocky grin and stood to his full six-foot-four stature. He adjusted his hat on his head before hanging his hands over the rail of the gate. “How might I help you, ma’am?” he drawled.

“I’m Angela McCallister with Channel 12 News. I was hoping to talk with the stock contractor for a few minutes.”

Her lips were moving, but he was having difficulty concentrating on the words coming out of them. He was too busy imagining himself kissing them—long, sweet kisses that made you savor the moment, forgetting the past or the future. Hell, her lips might make him forget his own name. He dragged his thoughts back to the present, where he stood in a sweaty t-shirt, his face smudged with dirt and grime.

“Sorry, as much as I’d like to chat with you, we don’t have time for interviews this morning. Maybe later.” Derek winked at her, turning on the heel of his dusty boot.

She stopped him with her hand on his bicep. “Wait, couldn’t I just ask you a couple of questions?” Her voice was sultry, almost seductively sweet, and she batted her long dark lashes at him.

He paused as warning bells sounded in his brain. This woman was trouble, and as much as he might want to spend a few minutes causing “trouble” with her, he couldn’t let Mike or the rest of his family down. He’d already been conned by Mike’s daughter, Liz, and that stupid move had nearly ruined his family. He wasn’t about to fall prey to another conniving woman. He was determined to prove to them he could work just as hard as Scott and take care of the family business just as well as he had. That didn’t include wasting time flirting with reporters.

“You’d look good on camera, you know.” She circled her finger over the back of his hand and wrist. “What’s your name?”

Derek wondered how Scott would’ve handled this situation. He frowned, torn between following his natural instinct to have fun with this incredibly attractive woman and becoming the dependable rock for his family the way his brother had always been. Responsibility won out. “No interviews,” he repeated. His voice was gruffer than he’d intended and he cleared his throat, feeling like a jerk.

“Okay,” she agreed, holding up her hands, acknowledging her defeat, “I just thought that maybe I could get a behind-the-scenes look at the rodeo. It might be good publicity for you,” she suggested, glancing at him coyly and batting her lashes dramatically.

Derek had a hard time keeping his laughter at bay as he forced himself to be stern. She was a terrible flirt. She couldn’t possibly think this act was working. “Our publicity is just fine. If you want to see the rodeo, you’ll have to buy a ticket like everyone else.” He glanced back to the stock trailer and saw Mike watching him. He couldn’t waste any more time when the early events were due to begin soon.

“There’s no need to get fired up, cowboy. I just wanted to talk to you.”

She leaned toward the fence, giving him a bird’s-eye view of her ample cleavage since she was at least eight inches shorter than he was, and pouted. A sizzle of heat shot through him and centered in his groin. Derek arched a single brow and gave her a lopsided grin. He knew Mike needed him, but he couldn’t help but enjoy the redheaded vixen’s awkward attempt at seduction.

“About what?” Derek said.

“If you open this gate, I have some coffee in the van. We could chat over a cup.” She ran her fingers over his forearm before playing with the frayed edge of his t-shirt where it stretched over his bicep.

Derek couldn’t hold back his laughter any longer. “That’s the best you’ve got? I’d have thought that someone who looks ...” He eyed her well-endowed frame. “Well, like you, would at least know how to flirt better. You’re gonna have to work harder than that to get me to do an interview.”

She narrowed her eyes as they flashed with emerald fire, her full lips pinched together with fury at being thwarted. All pretense of seduction disappeared. “Look, I have a press pass your boss issued our station last week.” She jabbed her finger against the hard wall of his chest. “Are you going to honor it or not?”

“That press pass entitles you to attend the rodeo, not to distract me from my job. Feel free to come back when the gates open and watch the show. Interview the cowboys then. Hell, I’ll even give you a private interview if you want,” he said, wiggling his brows and laughing at her.

She wrinkled her pert little nose at him and rolled her eyes. “No thanks. Dust-covered manure jockeys aren’t my thing.”

Normally, he’d have been offended by her insult, but right now he couldn’t help wanting to kiss that smart mouth of hers. He glanced at Skip, who awaited her orders at the van. This uptight city girl was probably used to men lining up to do her bidding, but out here she was on his turf and, desirable or not, he wasn’t letting her have the upper hand.

Derek chuckled, jerking his chin at her clothing. “By the way, your urban cowboy look is going to make you stick out like a sore thumb. You might want to do some research on what to wear to a rodeo before you come out later.” He walked away, glancing back at her over his shoulder. “Although, I must admit, those pants do make your butt look great.”

“YOU MIGHT WANT to pucker up, cowboy, because the next time you see me, you can kiss it,” she yelled after him.

Angela eyed his retreating back. No man outsmarted her, and she wasn’t about to let a smelly cowboy have the last word. She wasn’t normally a violent person, but if she’d seen a rock nearby, she’d have thrown it at the cocky redneck. She wasn’t buying his “good ole boy” act any more than he’d believed her coy ruse to get through the gate. She certainly wasn’t going to acknowledge the electric jolt of pleasure she felt when her hand touched his or again when his bicep had flexed beneath her fingers.

She needed this story and she was going to get it, no matter what. She wasn’t about to let some Podunk, backwoods hick stop her from scooping this story for her reel and getting the hell out of this town, no matter how drop-dead gorgeous he was. This exposé about the abusive treatment of rodeo stock was her ticket out of this small time, local gig. Petty events and feel-good pieces were getting her nowhere, and she couldn’t stand reporting another grocery store opening or ribbon-cutting ceremony.

She couldn’t even think about what would happen to her and her father if she wasn’t able to get him away soon. If he stayed much longer, his guilt was going to eat him alive, leaving her alone. She had to protect him, even from himself. He was all she had left. She needed this story to change their circumstances, and no redneck cowboy was going to get in her way.

She spun on her heel, nearly tripping over the clunky cowboy boots, and yanked open the passenger door. A blush heated her skin, rising from her chest to her cheeks, and she prayed he’d missed her less-than-graceful exit. She tossed the microphone to the floor and slammed the door as the sound of his laughter carried to her ears. So much for prayers.

She wasn’t even sure why she was letting this guy get her so worked up. She’d never been one to lose her cool—not with businessmen, politicians, or actors—so, why in the world would a cowboy, no matter how sexy he was, get her flustered? And why was a phony dalliance causing her mind to conjure up images of their bodies pressed together, sending heat coursing through her veins? It’s not like she was really flirting with him. She shook her head, trying to clear the image from her mind.

“What was that all about?” Skip asked, turning the key in the ignition.

“Just shut up and drive,” she muttered. “Go to the diner on the corner so I can figure out our next move.” She pulled a laptop out of her bag and powered it up. “First, I need to find out more about this particular stock contractor and the idiots he has working for him.” She pulled her hat off and tossed it behind her, recalling his parting words. “On second thought, let’s go find something else for me to wear.”

“Didn’t research that?”

“Who researches rodeo clothes?” She shot him a sideways glance in time to see him trying to hide a grin and glared at him. She knew the names others at the station called her behind her back: Ice Princess, Snob, and Queen Bitch. She deliberately kept herself closed off from most of her coworkers. It was easier to undercut them, stab them in the back, or bail on them completely if she didn’t feel a connection. It was a cutthroat industry and she might hate herself later, but right now, being a cold-hearted witch was the only way to survive. If that meant being the Channel 12 Ice Princess, then so be it. But most of them would love to see her fall on her face like this. She probably should have put more thought into what to wear, but she’d been in such a hurry to get her animal rights information in order that she hadn’t studied trends in rodeo wear.

“If you mention this again, I’ll make sure the only videos you take will be home movies, got it?” she threatened. She felt guilty as she glanced at the wedding ring on his hand, but she wasn’t going to let him spread word that some cowboy had beaten her at her own game.

“DONE ALREADY? WHY don’t the reporters that interview me look like that?” Mike winked at him and pulled the cinch on the saddle tight.

“I didn’t do an interview.” Derek frowned, deciding in an instant he didn’t like being the guy in charge. It made him feel like an egotistical ass.

“Something wrong?”

Derek wasn’t sure how to explain his frustration to Mike. The man raised him after his parents died and could read his every emotion like Derek was his blood. He shook his head, hoping to clear the vision of the redheaded spitfire from his mind. “Just getting my head in the game for today.”

Derek didn’t want to admit that a woman he’d met only minutes ago had him second-guessing his ability to do this job. He could barely focus on the rodeo that was about to start because he was doubting his decision to not kiss her sassy mouth. Great, now I’m as bad as one of those randy bulls.

“So, what’d she want?” Mike bent over to clean a horse’s hoof. “Did you even find out?”

“Not really. She was a snob.”

Derek regretted it as soon as the words left his mouth. It was a fair assumption given her insult, but he’d been a jerk, taunting her. It wasn’t fair to be so judgmental of her because he was thrust into a role he didn’t feel prepared for. He should’ve ignored the van from the start, or asked Jen talk to them. Instead he’d flirted with her and tormented himself with glimpses of creamy skin where the buttons of her shirt pulled. He wrenched his thoughts from the tantalizing path they were taking.

“She had a press pass, so she may be back later. You can talk to her next time.”

There was no way he was getting caught within ten feet of that succubus again. She was too much of a distraction, and he needed to prove to his family he was capable of handling this responsibility. Unlike the last time they’d trusted him.




Chapter Two



THAT VIXEN MIGHT have changed her clothes, but Derek wouldn’t mistake those curves for anyone else. He wasn’t sure who’d dressed her this time around but, had she been astride a horse, she could’ve passed for any of the barrel racers circling the warm-up arena. She no longer looked like she’d just stepped out of a bad 70s Western. His eyes drifted to the press badge hanging on a lanyard between her breasts.

Down boy, you don’t need this kind of distraction.

His feet ignored the warnings his brain offered. He stepped up behind her while she watched the chute crew slipping horn wraps over the steers for the team roping event. Derek placed a hand on either side of her shoulders, along the top of the metal panel railing.

“Still looking for that interview?”

“Not from you, cowboy.” She didn’t even bother to turn and face him.

“Ugh! You wound me.” He clapped a hand to his chest, just above his heart.

Derek wasn’t sure if she’d known it was him or didn’t care who it was. He caught a whiff of vanilla and peaches and inhaled deeply, feeling a jolt of desire strike him in the gut. Her deep-red hair shone like fire from under the new black Stetson, and his fingers itched to see if those tresses were as soft as they appeared. She glanced over her shoulder, pinning him with an irritated glance as he grinned down at her.

“I highly doubt that. I’m sure there are plenty of other women around here for you to harass.” She turned back to the animals milling in the large pen behind the chutes.

“Look, maybe we got off on the wrong foot.” He looked down at the back of her head and wondered again if flirting with her wasn’t a huge mistake. “I get the feeling you think I’m a jerk.”

“Oh, I don’t think you’re a jerk,” she interrupted, glancing back at him. He arched his brows in surprise. “I know you’re a jerk.” He laughed as she shoved his arm from the fence so she could pass, causing him to stumble forward.

“Now if you don’t mind, I have a job to do and an interview with Mike Findley.” She shot him a coy smile. “I guess your boss sees an interview with me as good publicity after all. Maybe that’s why he’s the owner and you’re, well, you.”

With a twirl she headed back toward her news van. The waves of her red hair swayed at her waist, making her back seem ablaze and he felt his stomach tighten, wondering how it was possible that he still smelled vanilla and peaches over the pungent scent of cattle and dust.

Yep, she’s trouble with a capital T.

“MR. FINDLEY, HOW long have you been a stock contractor?”

Angela flipped her hair back over her shoulder and smiled at the older gentleman. He had kind eyes that crinkled with laughter as they joked before turning on the cameras. He seemed like a genuinely nice man. A twinge of guilt stabbed at her conscience, but only for a moment, as she recalled the atrocities she’d found in her research of the cruelties stock contractors had been accused of.

“I started this company with my partner about twenty-five years ago. I can’t imagine doing anything else.”

She smiled brightly at him, attempting to lure him into a false sense of security. “Did you always love rodeo?” She glanced at her cameraman, Skip, and gave him a signal to zoom in on the old man. His reaction when she swooped in for the kill would be ratings gold.

“Rodeo’s in my blood. My father was a bronc rider, his father, too. I learned to rope a steer right after I learned to walk.” He chuckled and shifted his hat, readjusting it on his head nervously. “I guess you could say I was practically born in a saddle.”

“So, it would be accurate to say you’ve been abusing these poor animals for most of your life?”

The man frowned as if he hadn’t understood the question. “What? I ... no,” he stammered.

“Mr. Findley,” she began, deliberately tilting her head toward him in a way that would appear hard-hitting but feminine on camera, her tone as condescending as if she were scolding a wayward child. “Do you expect us to believe that these animals aren’t abused?”

Mike Findley straightened, still looking confused. Remorse gnawed at the edges of her conscience. Just because he was a nice man, or the fact that his family had never been forced to take responsibility for their actions, didn’t mean he shouldn’t be made to answer for the wrongdoing, she reasoned. And if exposing the mistreatment of his livestock earned her a ticket to a bigger television station and a better life for her and her father, then she’d ignore her conscience and do what was best for her family.

“We have never allowed, nor would we ever allow, any abuse of our animals,” said another voice from behind her. She recognized that voice immediately. “These animals are treated with the utmost care and dignity. Without them, we couldn’t make a living.”

“Not according to my research. I could show you hundreds of sites online that show examples of the abuse I’m talking about. Eyewitness accounts, news stories, court documents, police reports.” Angela spun to face Derek’s massive, broad shoulders.

“Is this the same research that had you dressing like some 70s spaghetti Western?” Derek mocked.

“I’m sorry, but you already refused my interview. Now I’m conducting one with Mr. Findley.” She flipped her hair from her shoulder and tried to ignore him.

She didn’t want Derek to be a part of this interview, and damn him for looking incredibly sexy in his long-sleeved Western shirt, tight Wranglers, and rodeo chaps. Women would eat him up if he appeared on camera, which wasn’t her intention for this story. It was bad enough to have a sympathetic old man, but there was no way she would be able to turn this stud into a villain. He was going to ruin her interview.

“I’m not sure we were ever properly introduced. I’m Derek Chandler, one-third owner of Findley Brothers.” Derek held out his hand to shake hers. She glanced down at it and he smiled, leaning closer. “Don’t worry, I think I got all of the manure off.”

She signaled to Skip with a slash of her fingers at her chin. “Cut.” Angela dropped the microphone to her thigh as Derek Chandler moved to stand beside Mike Findley, looking like a bodyguard. “Is this some sort of game?”

Derek laughed sardonically. “You think we’re playing games? What about you, pretending you to want an interview when you’re just another protestor?”

Mike placed a hand on Derek’s shoulder, and she realized that these two would stand together against her. Her chance at an interview was becoming less likely with every second. “We don’t need to defend rodeo. This country was founded on the backs of ranchers.”

“Not to mention animal cruelty,” she added quickly. “Or do you just assume that because something has been done a certain way for generations that makes it right?” She pointed a finger at the men standing across from her. “Do you even realize that what you’re doing is barbaric? There are far more humane methods for raising cattle, even for consumption, and this sport doesn’t bear any resemblance to cattle ranching.”

Derek snorted. “When have you ever been on a working cattle ranch?”

Angela glared at him, irritated that she’d underestimated a bunch of cowboys. She’d thought a little cleavage and a toss of her hair would convince these guys she was harmless, but they hadn’t fallen for it and her mistake annoyed her. He’d already called her out on her ridiculous clothing when she showed up looking like a dime-store cowboy, but she wouldn’t tolerate him insulting her as a journalist. She might not have been as thorough researching clothing, but it didn’t take a visit to a cattle ranch to read the research and watch footage of animals being injured, maimed, and, in many cases, killed.

“I find it hard to believe that cowboys jump on the backs of bulls on the range.” She arched a brow, daring him to take up her argument.

“Whoa, whoa ... both of you need to calm down.” Mike Findley glanced from her face to the cowboy beside him.

While she was certain anyone could see the fury in her eyes, Derek remained as maddeningly unperturbed as ever, with his thumbs hooked in the front of his chaps and giving her that cocky, playboy grin of his. He was so confident he could win this argument. It took every ounce of self-control to keep herself from smacking him. She decided she’d better try a different tactic before Findley escorted her out once and for all. She wasn’t about to be outsmarted by this arrogant, pig-headed cowboy.

“Mr. Findley,” she began, facing the older man and ignoring the infuriating mass of muscle beside him, “while I understand rodeo is how you make your living, you must understand it isn’t exactly a civilized method. It’s perpetuating the mistreatment of animals. You have them doing things they would never do in nature. In the past, horses were obviously tamed for riding but not by scaring them to the point that they would hurl themselves into fences. Can you deny the many injuries rodeo stock receive each year?”

Mike held up a hand, halting her in the middle of her diatribe, and laughed. “Young lady, have you ever actually been to a rodeo before? Or seen a horse being broken to ride?”

Angela cocked her head to the side. “Not in person, but in my background research—”

“I’m not sure what sort of research you’ve done, but I’d be happy to show you around so that you can actually see the animals, see the measures we take to protect them, and talk to our judges and vets.”

Angela took a step back, surprised by his offer, and glanced toward Derek. “You’d do that? I was led to believe that you would try to avoid the press and any sort of videotaping of your animals.”

Derek shook his head and pursed his lips. “What kind of propaganda have you been reading?” He rolled his eyes. “If you’ll excuse me, I have a rodeo to get started. And animals to take care of,” he added for her benefit.

She narrowed her eyes at him as he left, wishing she could burn a hole in his back with her thoughts. Arrogant jerk. He probably thought she was a pushy, obnoxious shrew who should learn her place, but she wasn’t going to pretend to be a simpering, barefoot-and-pregnant country girl who would fall for his drawling, hillbilly charm. Her mother had fallen for a cocky, swaggering man and paid dearly for it. She would never be a submissive, weak female and no man would dominate her. If that made her a bitch, then she was happy to let narrow-minded brutes think so.

Mike caught her staring after Derek and smiled, his head cocked to the side. “Young lady, I’d be happy to show you around the rodeo and explain what we do.” He tapped his index finger against his lower lip. “But if you really want a story, and I think you do, I have a better idea.” His eyes glimmered mischievously and she wondered what this man had up his sleeve.

DEREK TRIED TO ignore the gorgeous redhead all day, but she seemed to be everywhere he looked. He couldn’t help but notice the sway of her hips as she climbed the steps to the chutes when Mike showed her the saddle bronc equipment. Later, as she watched the calf roping with intensity, he noticed the way she pursed her lips in concentration. While she was deep in thought, he couldn’t help but be mesmerized by her eyes, a deep shade of emerald green he’d never seen before.

This was exactly the kind of distraction he hadn’t wanted to deal with. By the middle of the barrel racing event, he found himself concerned about the pink tinge her skin had begun to take, her hat doing little to protect her pale skin from burning. While part of him warned him not to feel any concern for this woman bent on ruining their reputation, he refused to even consider letting her suffer. It just wasn’t in him to ignore someone in need.

He pulled his horse to a halt behind her as she focused on the pen of bulls. “You might want to find some sunscreen.” He couldn’t help being a bit amused when she jumped and moved away from his gelding as he dismounted. “Don’t like horses, huh?”

“You just surprised me.” She flipped her hair back from her shoulder, and he could read the lie in her eyes.

Tiny beads of sweat clung to her upper lip. Working in a newsroom obviously hadn’t prepared her for withstanding this kind of heat in long sleeves, and he bit back his condescending smile. She pressed her fingers against her cheeks, testing the burn.

“Ow!” She pulled her hands away from the tender skin. “I didn’t realize I was so bad.”

“Let me guess, you don’t have sunscreen?” He arched a brow.

“Well, I didn’t exactly plan on staying out here all day.”

“Just a quick morning attack?” he filled in.

“Interview,” she corrected, giving him a dirty look.

“If that’s what you want to call it.” He motioned for her to follow him as he led the horse toward one of the trailers. “Here.” He reached inside and handed her a bottle of lotion. “Your cheeks and nose are getting the worst of it, but be sure to do the back of your hands, too.”

She sniffed at the sunscreen and squeezed some onto her fingertips, rubbing it on her cheekbones and nose. She hissed as the cold lotion hit her cheeks. “I guess it’s worse than I realized.” She eyed him warily. “Why are you being so nice all of a sudden?”

Derek shrugged and leaned against the trailer. “Maybe I just don’t want you to accuse me of mistreatment.” He fought the grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

Angela glared at him. “Thank you.” She tossed the bottle back at him. He quickly moved in front of the horse and caught the bottle in midair.

“This ole boy doesn’t mind, but most horses will spook if you throw things around them,” he warned. He looped a halter around the horse’s neck and buckled it.

He moved closer to her and was immediately assaulted by her peach-vanilla scent. How in the world could she still smell so enticing after being in this heat all day? “You really don’t know much about rodeo, do you?”

“Do I look like I know anything about rodeo?”

“More so than you did this morning. I do miss your other pants, though.” Derek winked and laughed when she glared at him, tucking his thumbs in the front of his chaps. “So, why take this assignment?” He wasn’t even sure why he asked. Something about her drew him in. In spite of her obvious dislike of him and his chosen career, he wanted to get to know her better, to find out what would make a woman like her brave the unknown for a news story.

“I’m not sure.” She dipped her head, looking toward her boots before meeting his gaze. “I knew it would be a controversial topic.”

“And you like that?” He could hear the logical voice in his head insisting he walk away from this conversation now, turn his back and get as far from her as he could. He ignored it. “Controversy?”

“I guess. It gets ratings, and I like those.” She shrugged slightly but a hint of a smile curved the corners of her lips.

She looked innocent, young, and fresh with the sunburn coloring her cheeks and her eyes lit up with excitement as she talked about her job. He could just make out a faint smattering of adorable freckles on the bridge of her nose. His fingers suddenly itched to bury themselves in the fiery length of her hair. He gripped the belt of his chaps, refusing to give in to the need to touch her, and took a step away from her. He’d never wanted to kiss anyone so badly.

What was he thinking? This woman wanted to destroy Mike’s business—their family business—for ratings. She was a selfish, conniving witch, no matter how attractive. He hated himself for the desire still churning through his veins. Typical Derek, thinking with the wrong brain. He had to get a grip on himself before he betrayed his family again.

“I guess it doesn’t matter how you get them, right? Who you might ruin along the way?”

He saw her eyes cloud over, becoming as hard as the gems they resembled. “I’m a journalist, Mr. Chandler. I simply report the truth, even if you don’t like it.”

“At least your skewed version of it,” he corrected. He turned back to his mount and unbuckled the halter. “I have to get back to work.”

“I guess we’ll see soon enough how skewed my version is,” she answered with a haughty note.

Derek mounted the gelding and curled his lip in derision. “I’m sure Findley Brothers will manage to come out unscathed, if your earlier outfit was any indication of the depth of your research skills.”

“Well, since Mr. Findley has invited me to stay on the ranch and join him as his guest for the next few rodeos, I should be able to do plenty of in-depth research on every aspect of your job, don’t you think?”

“He what?”

She tilted her head, looking confused, and he wasn’t sure if she was legitimately surprised that he didn’t know about Mike’s invitation or just a great actress. “Mr. Findley suggested I follow you guys with a small crew and see how the animals are”—she searched for a suitable term—“handled.” She shrugged. She knew there was a good chance they would try to keep the less savory parts of the operation under wraps and hidden from her view. But they had a rodeo to run, which meant she’d have plenty of time to snoop around on her own without them watching over her shoulder. So far, it didn’t seem like they saw anything wrong with the way they operated though. In which case, she wouldn’t need to sneak around at all.

“Wonderful,” he muttered. He forced himself to swallow the lump lodged in his throat as he clenched his jaw. “Then I guess this is your official welcome to the crew, Ms. McCallister.”

He needed to find Mike now.



Chapter Three



“MIKE, YOU’VE BEEN the only father I’ve ever known, and I mean this with all due respect ...” Derek ran his fingers through his hair before slamming his hat back on his head. “What in the hell were you thinking? You cannot let her do a story on us.”

“Derek, it’s not a big deal. We’ve got nothing to hide, and this will prove it. It should get animal rights activists off our backs.” He shook his head. “Trust me, your sister and Sydney will set her straight pretty quickly if she gets out of line. I almost feel sorry for her. Besides, she’s harmless.” He chuckled at the thought.

Derek glared at Mike. “Just because that woman looks like an angel doesn’t make her one.”

Mike’s brows shot to his hairline and he chuckled. “An angel?”

“Damn it, Mike, this isn’t funny.” Derek sighed, irritated that he’d let the comment slip, and threw his gloves on the side of the trailer. His gelding twitched at the sound as a cloud of dust rose from under them.

“What’s not funny?” His sister walked up to them with the baby in one arm and patted Derek’s horse on the neck.

“Mike just invited that reporter to stay at the ranch in order to prove we don’t mistreat our animals.”

“We don’t. So, what’s the big deal?” Jen agreed, shrugging. “She’ll follow us around for a few days, get some video, realize she was wrong, and go home. No story and no harm done.”

“I don’t think this one will give up that easily,” Derek argued.

“Oh, are we talking about that redhead you’ve been watching all day?” Jen didn’t wait for an answer. “Is my baby brother afraid of a little girl?” she teased. It irritated him that she didn’t bother to hide her patronizing smile. “Is that pretty girl being mean to you?”

“Shut up, Jennifer,” he muttered. “Is either of you even considering that she could spin anything we do to make it look really bad for us? She could cause a lot of trouble.” He glanced toward the arena, where the announcer was cracking jokes with one of the rodeo clowns, indicating the end of the break from events. The bull riding was next, and he needed to be in the arena with Clay. “You know Scott will agree with me. But you’re not calling him to ask his opinion, are you?”

“Who still runs this company?” Mike asked, tapping his chin, pretending to contemplate the answer. “Oh, right! It’s me. Now, get your butt back into the arena. We have one event left and we’re heading out in the morning—with that reporter,” he added.

Derek knew any discussion regarding a certain pain-in-the-ass reporter was finished. Mike was calling the shots and, as usual, Derek’s opinion was overruled. It frustrated him that even when he tried to step up, his family treated him like an irresponsible child. He clenched his jaw so tightly he felt his pulse throbbing in his temple. He jumped into the stirrup and swung his leg over the saddle.

“This is a mistake, Mike.”

“YOU REALIZE THIS is a crazy idea, right?” Joe, Angela’s station manager and ex-boyfriend, shook his head as she paced. “Why in the world do you feel the need to go traipsing to a cattle ranch to get a story? I think it’s a bad idea.”

“Viewers love stories like this, you know that.”

“We’ll find you something else. I promise I’ll put you on a bigger story. Maybe something with that realtor that was embezzling from clients.”

“That’s local, Joe. A big exposé is going to get the attention of bigger stations. And a story that encompasses a national pastime ... The only thing better would be if it were about football or baseball. People see cowboys as larger than life. If they aren’t the heroes, well, that is a story that gets attention.”

“So this is about leaving the station again?”

“Joe, you know I need this. I have to get Dad out of this place.” She waved her hand around the sparsely furnished, two-bedroom apartment she shared with her father.

He frowned at her. “There is nothing wrong with this place. This is home. You’ve grown up here.”

“As long as he’s here, guilt will keep eating at him. He drinks to forget. I have to get him away from everyone who’s enabling him. Do you realize the bartender at O’Reilly’s has a cot for him in the back room?”

He pulled her arm and urged her to sit beside him on the worn-out couch. “Your mama is buried here. This is where we should be, together.” He curled his fingers around her hand.

Angela bit her lower lip. She cared about Joe; she had since they were children. He was one of the only men she’d ever considered trusting even a little. Joe was the only person who knew the truth about her father and his drinking problem, but she couldn’t see him as anything other than a friend and her boss. She’d tried to force herself to feel more for him, and at his pleading she’d agreed to date him. But she broke it off after only a few months. It had felt too much like dating her brother.

She knew he thought he was in love with her, but she just couldn’t return the emotion. There was no spark there no matter how much she wished she could pretend there was. She couldn’t lie to him, and she cared about him far too much to ask him to settle for a loveless relationship. Maybe her parents’ dysfunctional relationship had jaded her on love. Maybe the death of her mother at such a young age had hardened her heart and she would never find love. Whatever the reason, it was just another to add to the long list convincing her to move on from this place.

Angela slipped her hand from his grasp. “I have to get him away from here. You know that. As long as we’re here, he’s going to continue drinking.”

“You don’t know that leaving will help him. What if it doesn’t or if it makes things worse?” He sighed and clenched his jaw, his pulse ticking in his temple. She could see the war in his heart between wanting to see her happy and wanting her for himself. “How will I manage if you leave?”

She smiled sadly, cupping her hand against his smooth cheek. “We can only be friends, Joe. We tried to be more, remember?” She could only hope that Joe would find someone who would appreciate the love he had to offer. It simply wasn’t her.

He nodded, his dark hair falling into his defeated blue eyes as he hung his head. She wanted to brush the lock of hair back but knew he’d misconstrue the gesture. “I’ll try to get you a small crew, but I can’t send more than one or two guys. You’ll have to do all your own research. But bring back a good story.” He stood up, looking down at her still on the couch. “You know I love you.”

His voice was so forlorn, it squeezed at her heart. It killed her to hear the ache in his voice. She wished she could love him in return. “I love you, too, but it’s not like that. I think we both need this to work out so that Dad and I can move out, and you can move on.”

“I’ll never move on,” he whispered as he looked back at her from the front door. Joe shook his head and closed the door.

IT WAS WELL past midnight when her cell phone chimed from the battered nightstand. Angela reached for it, knocking over a bottle of perfume and a picture of her mother in the process. Her finger closed on the pebbled case but she couldn’t find the button to connect the call before it stopped ringing.

“Damn,” she muttered as she scooted into a seated position against the pillows. She glanced down at the screen, extra bright in the darkened room. “Damn,” she repeated, recognizing the number on the screen. No law-abiding citizen should have the police department on speed dial.

Angela pushed her mussed hair back over her shoulder and listened to the message. She rubbed her eyes, trying to wake herself before she called back. She waited as it rang several times before an officer picked up the phone.

“Fort Mills Police Department, is this an emergency?” Angela repeated the extension left in the message.

She instantly recognized the deep, masculine voice of the officer who had called her numerous times over the past ten years. “Officer Miller,” he answered.

“This is Angela McCallister. You called me a few moments ago?”

“Yes, Angela. We have your father in custody again.”

Angela bit down on her bottom lip, trying to calm the anger bubbling in her chest, and took a deep breath, exhaling slowly. “What did he do this time?”

“Same as always, drunk and disorderly.” The officer sighed into the receiver. “Angela, you have to get him some help.”

Get him some help? What about me?

“I’ll be there in a few minutes, Officer Miller.”

“We’ll have him in holding, like usual.”

Angela arrived at the police station in time to hear her father’s voice singing at the top of his lungs from one of the holding cells. She couldn’t make out his words but she’d recognize his Irish baritone voice anywhere.

“I’m here to pay the fine for my father, Robert McCallister.”

“Sign right here.” The officer on duty pointed at a line on the form in front of her. “And here.” He tapped a finger on the next page. “Last time.”

“How much?” She cringed as her father’s voice echoed past the closed door again. She slipped her checkbook onto the counter and prayed her dwindling savings would magically have enough to cover the fine for the second time this month.

“One thousand dollars, ma’am.”

Her breath hitched in her throat and the officer looked up from the paperwork. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she answered quickly. “Just a little hiccup.” Angela flashed the officer a dazzling smile, praying she could convince Joe to give her yet another advance. She wrote out the check, hoping Joe would come through again, her fingers gripping the pen hard enough that she worried it might break.

As much as she loved her father, there were times she wished she could run away, abandon him to his drinking, and find a life without the responsibility of looking after him hanging over her head. She wanted to turn her back on him and the choices he made, but she knew it just as often was an illness he couldn’t control. She couldn’t explain it.

He was her father, the only family she had left since her mother died when she was eight, but he was a drunk and had been as long as she could remember. He was the reason her mother had left that night, the reason her mother ran out of the apartment into the rain, the reason she didn’t see the car speeding down the wet street. He was also the reason that Angela hadn’t been allowed to go to the hospital and say goodbye to her mother before she slipped away. All because he couldn’t loosen his grip on a bottle.

Angela shook her head, clearing the bitter memories. Nothing would bring her mother back, but she refused to end up like her. She was going to find a way to give them both a second chance for a better life. She’d spent her entire youth dragging her father home from local bars because he passed out. Too many bartenders knew her by name and kept her phone number by their registers. Tonight would be the last time she bailed him out. She couldn’t waste any more time letting her father’s addiction drag them both down. They had to get away from this place, its memories and pain, and this rodeo story was the first glimmer of hope for escape. She had to grasp it with both hands and make it work.

“Oh look! That’s my Angie-girl.” She heard him slur the words as Officer Miller escorted him through the doors.

“Yes, Bobby, I know.”

He gave Angela a sad smile as her father fell forward, hugging her. He might be a poor excuse for a father, but he loved her as much as he was able to in his agonized heart. “You look just like your mother,” her father whispered loudly.

She could see the sadness in her father’s eyes at the mention of her mother, but she was finding it difficult to dredge up sympathy for him when she thought about how she’d just spent their rent. The embers of anger flamed to life.

“Let’s go, Dad.” She just wanted to get him home and into bed so she could pack and leave first thing in the morning before she had to nurse his hangover.

DEREK AND MIKE had just finished loading the last two horses into the stock trailer when the blue sedan stopped at the back gate of the arena. Jen shot her brother a playful grin as the redhead emerged from the driver’s seat to open the gate for herself.

“Your girlfriend’s finally here.”

“Shut up, Jen,” Derek muttered, glaring at his sister as he slammed the back of the trailer shut and latched it.

Jen arched a brow and caught Mike’s eye before making her way back to the truck she was riding in with her husband.

“You might as well go let her know we’re about ready to leave.” Mike tossed the lead ropes into the tack compartment. “We’ll be pulling out in about thirty minutes.”

“Are you kidding me, Mike?” Derek sighed and shook his head, jamming his hands into his pockets. “This stupid idea was yours, so I don’t see why I’m the one dealing with her.”

The old man slapped his shoulder. “Think of it as a good chance to set things on the right foot again. Go apologize for yesterday.” He chuckled. “Use some of that Chandler charm you boys are famous for.”

Derek rolled his eyes. He was beginning to wish he’d never set eyes on this sexy, smart-mouthed, city girl. “You owe me, Mike.”

“Don’t worry, Derek,” Mike called after him. “You can thank me later.”

Derek made his way toward her, dragging his feet with every step. Mike’s entire plan was ridiculous and doomed to backfire. Derek was sure of it. He glanced at her through hooded eyes, a baseball cap shading his face from her view.

At least she was nice to look at. She looked different with her hair pulled loosely back at the base of her neck. She’d dressed casually today in blue jeans and a plain green t-shirt that matched the deep emerald color of her eyes. She appeared relaxed and comfortable. He wondered if it was because she didn’t feel the need to play the part of the hard-hitting journalist. As he got closer he could see she’d worn only minimal eye makeup and marveled how it actually made her look prettier. She looked innocent and young with her cheeks pink from the sun yesterday, the sunburn fading to a slight tan, her green eyes glinting brightly with excitement. Without the pretentious glare she sported yesterday, she seemed almost approachable. Desire circled and settled deep in his belly. The simple fact that he wanted to approach her irritated him.

“Morning,” he muttered as he walked up to her.

“I’m so sorry I’m running late.” She was flustered and brushed a loose tendril of hair behind her ear. “I had a bit of a hang-up at home and got out later than I’d planned.”

He unlatched the chain that locked the
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