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Dedication

For the man who first believed in me and fights every day to help make my dreams a reality.

I love you with all my heart.

For my Baby Girl, don’t ever give up on your dreams.


Contents

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two


Epilogue


An Excerpt from The Cowboy And The Angel

Chapter One

Chapter Two

An Excerpt from Rescued by a Stranger by Lizbeth Selvig

An Excerpt from Chasing Morgan by Jennifer Ryan

An Excerpt from Throwing Heat by Jennifer Seasons

An Excerpt from Private Research by Sabrina Darby


About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher


Chapter One



THE DRAWLING VOICE of the rodeo announcer boomed over the loudspeakers. “Ladies and gentleman, we’d like to welcome you to the Fifty-first Annual West Hills Roundup Rodeo! But first, let’s have one last look at the ladies vying for the title of your rodeo queen!”

The array of glitter, sequins, and beads was dazzling in the April sunlight, nearly blinding her. She patted her dapple gray stallion to calm him as he shifted eagerly at the end of the line, kicking up dust in the newly tilled rodeo arena. Sydney looked down the line of young women on horseback, spotted her friend Alicia first in line, and gave her a reassuring smile.

“First, let’s welcome Alicia Kanani!” Sydney watched as her best friend coaxed her gelding from the line, taking off into a slow lope along the fence. Alicia cocked a two-fingered salute to the crowd, her black tuxedo shirt glittering with silver and gold sequins, before filing back into the line of contestants. The next seven contestants duplicated Alicia’s queen run. “And, last but not least, Sydney Thomas!”

Pressing her heels into Valentino’s sides, Sydney made a kissing sound to the stallion as he took off from the line like a bullet from a gun. Leaning over his neck, Sydney snapped a sharp military salute while facing the audience. The sequins of her vest were a blinding flash of red light as Valentino stretched his body into a full run, his ears pinned against his head. Sydney reveled in the moment of flight as she and the horse became one, his hooves seeming to float over the tilled earth. As they rounded the last corner, Valentino slowed to a lope and Sydney sat up in the saddle. Reaching the end of the line, Sydney sat deep into her saddle, cueing the horse to bury his hocks in the soft dirt and slide to a dramatic stop. As the blood pounding in her ears subsided to a mild roar, she could still hear the audience cheering.

“There you have it, ladies and gentlemen, your contestants for West Hills Roundup Queen,” the announcer repeated. “May I have the envelope, please?”

Glancing at the fence line, Sydney caught her brother’s gaze as he winked and gave her a thumbs-up. She smiled, appreciating that he had come to cheer her on when he had his own event to prepare for. The “crowd” was sparse in the morning hours before the rodeo actually began. It was mostly family and friends of the queen contestants and a few rodeo competitors who performed before the rodeo due to too many entrants in their events.

“Without any further fanfare,” the announcer paused for effect as the meager crowd immediately quieted to a hush. “Your princess this year is ... Alicia Kanani!” Cheers erupted from the grassy hillside where Alicia’s family was seated with Sydney’s. She cheered from the line, excited for her friend. “And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for ...”

Sydney’s heart raced. She felt it in her throat and in her toes at the same time as she waited for the name of the new queen to be called. Only her brother, Chris, knew how many hours of training and preparation had gone into this competition, all in hopes of having her name come to be associated with the best horse trainers in rodeo. As queen, she would be attending rodeos all over California, meeting and networking with stock contractors and other rodeo participants. She hoped that it would all lead to more exposure for her mounts, which meant more horses to train.

“The new West Hills Roundup Queen is ... drum roll please ... Sydney Thomas!” The applause rose to a roar on the hillside again as Sydney’s family rose, laughing, cheering, and hugging one another. Sydney edged Valentino forward as the previous year’s rodeo queen placed the silver-and-rhinestone crown on her red cowboy hat. She was soon encircled by the other contestants, who offered congratulations as they exited the arena and headed for the horse trailers.

They’d barely dismounted at Sydney’s trailer when Alicia tackled her with an enthusiastic hug. “I can’t believe we did it! You won!”

Sydney opened her mouth to respond but was cut off by the massive arms that lifted her from behind and spun her around. “Congratulations, Queenie.”

“Chris, put me down,” she squealed. As her boots touched the ground she slapped him on the shoulder. Her brother might be a year younger than she was, but he’d inherited their father’s tall, lanky frame.

“Ow!” He rubbed his arm. “You’ll never find a king acting like that,” he teased.

“Please. That is the last thing I’m looking for.” Sydney rolled her eyes and turned to tie Valentino to the trailer.

“What about you, Alicia? Want to be my princess?” Chris asked as he snuck his arm around her shoulders.

Chris was a hopeless flirt. At nineteen, he was striking with his jet-black hair, aqua eyes, and broad shoulders—everything a girl would imagine from a cowboy, including the drawling charm. The fact that he and his roping partner were consistently ranked in the top of the national standings for team roping made him a pretty hot ticket around the rodeo circuit. But he’d never shown any indication that he would ever settle down with one girl.

“Why don’t you go find yourself one of those ‘buckle bunnies’ that hangs out behind the chutes?” Alicia asked, shaking his arm off.

One of the drawbacks of rodeo were the women fans, young and old alike, who wanted to snag a cowboy. Too often Sydney found the cowboys around the circuit expected all of the other women to do the same.

“No thanks.” Chris laughed. “When I find the right girl, she’s going to outride and out-rope me.”

“Good luck with that.” Sydney laughed.

Alicia pulled her cowboy hat off, exposing her long, dark hair, and set the hat on the back of the truck. Sydney didn’t miss the look of appreciation Chris shot her best friend. “You never can tell, sis.” He tapped the red line her hat had left on her forehead before stepping back. “I’ll never understand why you girls wear hats that tight”

Sydney slipped her sequined vest over her arms and unbuttoned the tuxedo shirt, grateful for the tank-top underneath, and hung her shirt in the tack compartment of her horse trailer so she could wear it again once the pre-rodeo events finished. “You guys should try doing a queen run sometime. If that hat hits the ground with a crown on it, my head better be in it. Rule number one.”

She flipped the front of her brother’s cowboy hat, knocking it to the ground. “Unlike you ropers, no one picks up our hats when they come off in the arena,” she teased as she pulled a light cotton Western shirt from the trailer, wishing again that short sleeves were allowed. “Okay, I’m going to head back to find the stock contractor and see what they’ll allow us to do during the rodeo.”

It was typical for the stock contractor to allow the rodeo queen and her court to carry the sponsor flags for the events, but Sydney was hoping to network a bit and charm her way into being allowed to clear the cattle from the arena in the roping events. It was good exposure to show off Valentino and her accomplishments as a trainer. She exchanged her red cowboy hat for a baseball cap, pulling her russet curls through the opening in the back.

“Can you keep an eye on Valentino for me?” Sydney spotted their families heading toward the trailer. “Here comes the crew,” she said, jerking her chin in their direction. “Let them know I’ll be right back.”

“Talk with Mike Findley,” Chris instructed. “He’s in charge. He should be pretty receptive to you.”

“Thanks. I’ll be right back.”

Chris glanced toward Alicia, who was being hugged by both of her parents. “No hurry.” Sydney smiled, wondering if the dance tonight wouldn’t be the perfect opportunity to give Chris and Alicia a little nudge to take their friendship to the next level.

SYDNEY ROLLED UP the sleeves of her shirt to her elbows and pulled the shirt from her chest in an attempt to cool herself. It was only April, but her shirt was already sticking to her skin at nine in the morning. She couldn’t help but smile and take in the smell of alfalfa, dust, and leather as she made her way through the jumbled maze of trucks and trailers, most with horses tied in the shade, dozing before their events. She knew how lucky she was; most people couldn’t honestly say that they loved their life, but she loved every minute she’d spent growing up in rodeo.

Sydney heard the unmistakable pounding of horse hooves on the packed ground behind her and moved closer to the vehicle on her right. Usually there was more than enough room for riders and their rigs in the walkway, but with the unexpected turnout at the rodeo today, there was barely room to maneuver. The horse was jogging pretty quickly and she didn’t have anywhere else to go, especially since another truck and trailer had chosen that moment to pull out of the gate ahead of her. The driver of the truck spotted her and waved her on. She tried to hurry through the opening he’d left her at the gate, but the rider behind her chose to slip between them, his mount’s shoulder knocking her into the gatepost on her right.

Sydney reached up to massage her shoulder before registering the surprise on the face of the driver of the truck.

“Are you okay, Sydney?” It was Bobby Blake, a friend of her father’s who must have been delivering some panels in the back of the arena.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” she assured him before raising her voice. “I guess chivalry really is dead,” she yelled at the cowboy’s back.

She saw him jerk his mount to a stop before glancing back over his shoulder at her. “Look, honey, I don’t have time for you girls who don’t belong back here. This area is for contestants, not their groupies.”

“Want me to set him straight?” Bobby asked.

Sydney smiled her appreciation. “No, but thanks Bobby. I’ve got this.”

“Go get him, honey,” he teased. “He doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. By the way, congratulations.”

“Thanks, Bobby.” Sydney made her way toward the obnoxious cowboy seated on the sorrel. “Look, I don’t know who you think you are, but around here we tend to have a sort of unspoken code. When that walkway is packed with cars and horses like that, you slow down and you certainly do not push your way between a truck and someone walking. I don’t really appreciate hoofmarks across my back.”

She looked up at him as she came closer, refusing to let him intimidate her from his seat on the horse. “And as for being a groupie, I could probably outride you any day of the week,” she challenged.

The cowboy arched his right brow and a slow smile spread across his face. “Maybe we’ll have to see about that later.” With a tap of his heels, the horse jogged forward a few steps toward one of the stock pens.

Sydney narrowed her eyes as he left. What a jerk, she thought. Shaking her head, she rubbed her shoulder again and searched the back of the arena for the stock contractor’s trailers, noticing a lanky cowboy setting up folding chairs beside a Findley Brothers stock trailer.

“Excuse me,” Sydney began, making her way across the short grass. “Can you tell me where I might find Mike Findley?”

A weathered face returned her smile and Sydney realized he was much older than she had first assumed. “What’s that?”

Sydney realized that he probably couldn’t hear her over the clattering of stock panels as the cattle moved into the pens. “Mike Findley? Do you know where I can find him?”

“Oh, no, I’m not Mike. I’m Jake,” the man hollered.

“Hi Jake, I’m Sydney Thomas.” She raised her voice as well. “I was just crowned rodeo queen and I’m looking for Mike to see if we might carry the sponsor flags or run cattle for him today.”

Jake turned and faced her, crossing his arms. The cattle had quieted so he toned down his voice as well. “Well, Mike’s up with the announcer right now working out of a few details. But he’s not who you’d want to talk to about that.” He leaned back against the trailer, crossing his ankles as if getting relaxed for a long conversation.

Sydney raised her brows in expectation. When Jake didn’t say anything, she pressed. “So, who should I talk to instead?”

“That’d be Scott Chandler.”

Sydney sighed, finding it difficult to restrain herself from punching something. First she’d been shoved into a fence post and now a cryptic cowboy was obviously enjoying a joke at her expense.

“And where would I find Mr. Chandler?”

The Cheshire-cat grin on Jake’s face made her heart sink. No, life couldn’t possibly be that cruel. Her gaze followed the direction of his finger as he pointed to the cowboy atop the sorrel at the stock pen, obviously eavesdropping on their conversation. Swallowing the dry lump that had suddenly materialized in her throat, Sydney squared her shoulders and raised her golden eyes to meet the black eyes of her foe.

“Well, I think you just finished telling him off.” Jake grinned, anticipating the showdown to come.

Sydney had a few choice words that might have suited this moment if her mother hadn’t ingrained in her how unladylike it was to curse. A blush crept up her cheeks as Scott Chandler dismounted his horse and bowed deeply before her.

“Your Majesty,” he mocked. “I am at your disposal.”

She realized that the noise from the stock pen hadn’t kept him from overhearing her conversation with Jake. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know who you were.”

Sarcasm colored his chuckle. “Somehow I don’t think it would have mattered if you had. Now, I am busy, so what did you need, Miss Thomas?”

Sydney took a deep breath and ignored the warmth flooding her cheeks. “I came to see about carrying the sponsor flags and returning the cattle during the rodeo.”

“Experience?”

“Well, I’ve worked for Marks’ Rodeo Company for the last four years doing both, as well as training for the last eight years, five of those professionally.” Sydney’s chin rose indignantly as she felt his gaze weighing heavily on her. She felt suddenly self-conscious in her red jeans and red-and-white plaid Western shirt. Did she look like an immature girl?

Scott gave her a rakish, lopsided grin. “Oh, that’s right. You can outride me.” His brow arched as he articulated her words back to her. “Any day of the week.”

It took everything in her to try to ignore how good-looking this infuriating man was. He towered over her, well over six feet tall, and the black cowboy hat that topped a mop of dark brown hair, barely curling at his collar, gave him a devilish appearance. With sensuous lips and a square jaw, his deeply tanned skin reflected raw male sexuality. She wasn’t sure if he was actually as muscular as his broad shoulders seemed to indicate due to his unruly Western shirt, but his jeans left no imagining necessary to notice the muscular thighs. However, his jet-black eyes almost unnerved her. Those eyes were so dark that Sydney felt she would drown if she continued to meet his gaze.

So much for ignoring his good looks, she chided herself. “Give me a chance out there today to prove it.”

“I don’t see why she can’t run them, Scott.” Jake must have decided that it was time to break up the showdown with his two cents. “She is certainly experienced enough, more than most of the girls you let run flags.”

Scott glared at Jake before turning back to Sydney. She caught Jake’s conspiratorial wink and decided that she liked this old cowboy. Scott would be hard-pressed to find a reason to deny her request now that Jake had sold him out.

“Fine, you can do both. But if anything goes wrong, if a steer so much as takes too long in the arena, you’re finished. Got it, Miss Thomas?” The warning note in his voice was unmistakable.

Sydney flashed a dazzling smile. “Call me Sydney, and it’s no problem.” She clutched her shoulder. “Unless I’m unable to hold the flags since someone ran me into the fence post.”

His look told her he didn’t appreciate her sense of humor. “I mean it. Rodeo starts at ten sharp. Be down here at nine thirty, ready to go.”

AS THE SASSY cowgirl walked away, Scott shook his head. “What in the world possessed you to open your mouth, Jake?”

“Aw, Scott, she’ll do fine. Besides, you did run her down with Wiley at the gate. You kinda owed her one.”

Scott watched Sydney head for the gate, taking in her small waist and the spread of her hips in her red pants and down her lean, denim-encased legs. That woman was all curves, moving with the grace of a jungle cat. With her full, pouting lips and those golden eyes, it certainly wouldn’t be painful to look at her all day. “I guess.”

Scott mounted Wiley and headed to change into his clean shirt and show chaps, but he couldn’t seem to shake the image of Sydney Thomas from his mind. He knew that she’d been attracted to him—he’d seen it in her blush—but he’d had enough run-ins with ostentatious rodeo queens over the years, including his ex-fiancée, to know that they simply wanted to tame a cowboy. It was doubtful that this one was any different, although she did have a much shorter temper. He chuckled as he recalled how the gold in her eyes seemed to flame when she was irritated. He wondered if her eyes flamed up whenever she was passionate. Scott shook his head to clear it of visions of the sexy spitfire. No time for that, he had a rodeo to get started.


Chapter Two



SYDNEY WAS STILL fuming as she sat on a prancing Valentino during the grand entry. As rodeo queen, now back in costume, she preceded the other riders into the arena, and Valentino quickly picked up on her turbulent emotions, which made him act more nervous than usual. At least they’d both gotten out some of their pent-up aggravation during her queen run. The procession finally filed out of the arena and waited along the arena fence line for the opening ceremonies to begin.

Sydney caught a glimpse of Scott riding by on a magnificent black-and-white paint gelding. He stopped at the arena gate, holding the American flag, waiting for the national anthem to cue his entrance. She noticed he’d changed into a long-sleeved white shirt and added a pair of red-and-blue chaps with silver fringe, accenting his slim hips and hugging his thighs. The shirt clung to his frame like a second skin, confirming his muscular upper body and emphasizing the broad shoulders she’d noticed earlier. He held himself as proud and erect in the saddle, but what captivated her most was his genuine smile and infectious laughter as he chatted with a child through the chain-link fence.

At the sound of the music, the paint’s ears twitched. Scott tapped the gelding’s ribs lightly with his heels and walked into the arena. As the anthem progressed, he cued the horse for gradual speed until he was charging around the arena. The horse’s long black mane flowed backwards like silk as the flag snapped. Scott looked as majestic and regal as a knight going into battle. Suddenly he turned sharply into the center of the arena and slid to a stop as the music played its last strains. Once the music had faded and the announcer had welcomed everyone to the rodeo, he took the gelding for a final lap. The paint’s body and neck stretched out and his ears lay back as he flew around the arena with Scott, who rode as if he and the horse were one.

Sydney watched in awe, not only of his riding abilities, which made her question her earlier challenge to him, but of the picture he presented in the opening ceremony. The crowd’s hearts had been stirred with pride and he’d raised their excitement for the coming events to a roar in mere minutes.

“It’s a beautiful opening, don’t you think?”

Sydney turned, startled, to see a man in his mid-fifties beside her. She immediately noticed the Findley Brothers’ rodeo tack as he flashed her the kindest, most grandfatherly smile she could have imagined.

“Great run, Scott,” he hollered as Scott left the arena amid billowing clouds of dust. Turning his attention back to Sydney, he glanced at the rhinestone crown on her hat. “I hope I’m right in assuming that you’re the new queen? The name’s Mike Findley.”

Smiling, Sydney shook his proffered hand, “I’m Sydney Thomas. I’ve heard great things about you. Chris Greenly and my brother chatted with you earlier this morning while I was competing.”

“I remember. Your brother’s a calf roper, right? Young guy?” Sydney nodded. Her brother had definitely been bitten by the rodeo bug early. At only nineteen, he was already in the top twenty standings nationally in his event.

“And who doesn’t know the Greenly boys-?” Mike laughed. He jerked his chin in Scott’s direction. “Have you met Scott Chandler yet? He’s my arena director.”

“I guess you could say that.”

She was surprised when Mike laughed out loud. “Yeah, I guess Scott does kinda have an attitude problem when it comes to rodeo queens. Don’t understand it myself. I never pass up a chance to be in the company of a pretty lady, especially if she can ride well.”

“Attitude might be a bit of an understatement.” Sydney smiled at the older man. “So, you’ve known him for a while, then?”

“He’s worked with me since he could pick up a rope and been on the road with me since he was fourteen. His parents were my partners. I love him like he was one of my own.”

Sydney made a mental note to keep her criticisms about Scott Chandler to herself when Mike Findley was around. Her smile faltered when she saw the subject of their conversation approaching.

“Hey Mike, everything ready at this end for the first event?”

“It’s all under control.”

Scott flashed Sydney a mischievous smile. Before she could find out what he had planned, she cued Valentino to back up. “I’d better get the first sponsor flag. It was great to—”

“The princess—Alicia, I think?—She’s already down there with it,” Scott interrupted.

Sydney flashed him a knowing smile. “I wouldn’t want to be responsible for anything going wrong.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she turned Valentino to leave only to be stopped by his deep-timbre laughter. She glanced back at him over her shoulder. “Something funny?”

“Definitely,” Scott replied, still laughing.

Sydney could see that Mike barely contained his smile while he pretended to be intently inspecting his rope. Her attempt at charming condescension wasn’t having the effect she hoped for, and she felt her shoulders tense in irritation, wondering if there were any possibility of besting him in this instance.

“Besides,” he added. “Someone needs to be down here to return cattle for the next event.”

He was right, but Sydney knew that she couldn’t stay around him without her nerves becoming strung tight, which in turn would aggravate Valentino. She scanned the arena, looking for any excuse, and saw Chris with her parents near the gate.

Turning toward Mike, she smiled genuinely. “It was so good to meet you. I hope we can talk more later.”

“You can count on it.”

Mike’s chuckle followed her as she pivoted Valentino and broke the colt into a jog to meet her parents at the fence. She could feel herself relaxing with every step that took her further from Scott Chandler.

SYDNEY HAD NO more left earshot when Mike turned on him, his disappointment apparent. “The way you’re treating that girl isn’t right, Scott.”

“What?” Even Scott didn’t believe the innocence he tried to portray.

“She hasn’t done anything but exactly what you’ve asked. Jake told me what happened earlier.” Scott shrugged. “Have you seen that stallion she’s riding? Her brother told me she broke and trained him. She’s obviously talented.” Mike eyed Scott.

“That girl happens to have a very sharp tongue. Just because she has you fooled doesn’t mean I have to play her games.”

Mike slapped his rope against his thigh absently. “You know, Scott, not every rodeo queen is like Liz.”

“Right,” Scott scoffed. “I haven’t met one yet who isn’t like Liz.”

Mike looked to his right, where Sydney sat astride Valentino at the fence with her parents as they handed her a bottle of water. “Yes, you have. You’re just too stubborn to see it.”

AS SCOTT WATCHED the rodeo clown beckon Sydney into the arena, he couldn’t stop the grin that spread on his mouth. He’d seen the prank hundreds of times before and wondered how this smart-mouth queen was going to react. The clown explained to the crowd that he would jump from the mini trampoline he was dragging into the arena and do a flip over his beautiful assistant while she swung a broom over her head. He would then pluck it from her hands and land on the other side of her. Scott watched him pull a well-worn bandana from his back pocket and shake it out.

“You don’t mind if we blindfold you, do you?”

Scott could see the apprehension in her eyes, but the smile never slipped. “Of course not.”

She held the blindfold to her eyes as the clown tied it just below the back of her cowboy hat. “You can’t see anything?”

“Not a thing,” she assured him.

Scott watched as the clown led her into the center of the arena, appreciating the sway of her rear as she made her way. The clown handed her the broom and helped her raise it overhead, adjusting her position several times to make sure her hands were well above her head. Scott tried to ignore the pleasure centering below his belt buckle as her back arched and her breasts pressed against the front of her vest. Get a hold of yourself. She’s a buckle bunny, just like the rest of them.

The clown bounced on the trampoline a few times, calling out instructions for Sydney to make sure that she continued to swing the broom in circles over her head. As he motioned the crowd to stay quiet, he pulled the trampoline from the arena, leaving Sydney alone in the center, twirling the broom. Minutes passed and a few chuckles from the crowd began to sound. The clown called out for her to continue, assuring her it would only be a moment longer. Scott saw her tilt her head, and he wondered if she wasn’t growing suspicious.

“What do you think, ladies and gentlemen? Should we turn a bull loose in the arena so that our queen might leave sometime tonight?” The clown stood at the far end of the arena, rousing the crowd into full uproarious laughter. Sydney dropped arms to her sides and pulled the bandana from her eyes. As she looked around the arena, she could see she’d been duped.

Scott waited to see the fury rise in her eyes, wondering if she would be able to hide it as few had. With the bandana hanging around her neck, her full lips spread into a broad smile and she laughed out loud, surprising him. Brandishing the broom, she chased the clown, to the delight of the crowd. When he finally allowed her to catch him, he gave her a hug and whispered in her ear. Sydney turned back toward the crowd and waved to them, exiting the arena to the applause of the crowd.

Scott brushed away the incomprehension of her initial response, impressed by her composure. “Playing to the crowd,” he muttered under his breath, certain that her reaction when she was out of the arena would be a tirade like every other queen.

Usually the clown used spectators because they loved being selected to take part in the rodeo, but in the few instances he chose to use rodeo queens, they always reacted the same way: embarrassment-fueled outrage accompanied by tears and screeching complaints. He wasn’t sure why he’d suggested they play the prank on Sydney. Sure, he’d wanted to take her down a peg or two, but even now he could feel excitement churning in his gut, anticipating her anger, and wondered if he wasn’t enjoying their verbal sparring too much for his own good.

He watched her, waiting for the good-natured smile to fade once the crowd could no longer see her. Instead, she nudged the clown playfully and suggested they repeat the prank on a friend. Scott narrowed his eyes, feeling the tension in his shoulders as he waited for her to unleash some sort of annoyance. The clown headed back into the arena to finish his act as Sydney mounted her horse. Wait for it ...

She simply shook her head, her cheeks tingeing pink, as a cowboy at the gate teased her about the prank and she laughed with him. There was no anger or resentment, only a tantalizing playfulness, even at her own expense. He clenched his jaw, irritated that she hadn’t reacted the way he’d expected. She was shallow; they all were. For some reason, the fact that she didn’t act like the other one-dimensional girls that abounded behind the chutes bothered him. She might have fooled everyone else, but not him.

SYDNEY WATCHED AS the rodeo clown finished his act, the announcer teasing him from the loudspeaker. Usually she loved everything about the rodeos: the dust; the noise of the cattle loading into the chutes; the smell of leather, hay, and horses. But she couldn’t wait for this one to be over. Scott had already been on her case twice about the way she worked the cattle, and the rodeo wasn’t even half over yet. When he told her she was too slow on the flag runs, her temper had gotten the best of her, and she had allowed Valentino to slide to a stop, spraying him with dirt clods from the arena. She only wished she’d done it after they’d soaked the arena to keep the dust at bay. A mud bath might have done him some good.

She almost giggled at the thought and made her way into the arena as the clown gathered the last of his props and the announcer called for the steer wrestling. She looked behind her to make sure Alicia was ready, only to see Scott unceremoniously follow her inside and position himself in the far corner. She glanced over at Alicia, still by the gate, who just shrugged in confusion. Great, Sydney thought, trying to ignore Scott’s glare, I’m running cattle with the tyrant.

Sydney watched as the first steer wrestler settled his horse into the box. As the steer burst from the chute, the rider reined his horse to the steer’s left side. With a partner keeping the animal straight, the cowboy dove, head first. Sliding his arms around the horns and cradling the steer’s head between his arm and ribcage, the cowboy angled the animal’s head just enough for the momentum to carry both of them to the ground together. Sydney eased Valentino closer. When the cowboy let the steer up at the buzzer, she would be there to guide it back to the pen. The animal jumped up as the steer wrestler let loose and Sydney followed closely behind, moving to the right or left to direct the steer. Within seconds he was in his pen calmly munching on grass. Scott rode up beside her before she could make her way back toward her corner.

“Out,” he ordered, and he rode through the arena gate ahead of her, expecting her to follow. “Mark, Alicia, go take care of those cattle,” Scott barked.

Sydney saw confusion and a bit of worry for her friend in Alicia’s eyes as she went through the gate. Whatever Scott was mad about now, they both knew Alicia still had a job to do in the arena. Sydney followed Scott outside the arena gates toward the trucks.

“What now?” she asked from behind his horse.

He shook his head, not even giving her the courtesy of a backward glance. “Not here. Where’s your trailer?”

“Over here.” Scott followed as Sydney led him toward her pickup. In the few minutes it took to reach her trailer, Sydney allowed her temper to grow into a burning rage. Scott had been critical of every move she made and she’d done a great job for him today. She wasn’t his whipping post, and she refused to take any more, even if it meant losing the exposure for her training abilities that she hoped for.

SCOTT REMAINED SILENT as Sydney dismounted and clipped the lead rope on her horse. He followed suit and tied his paint gelding with the lead rope already attached to the trailer beside hers. He stepped back as she spun, her golden eyes blazing, and forgot what he’d been about to say. It only took a glance to realize that she was ready for a fight. If that’s what she wants, Scott reasoned, he was up for it.

“So, what was it this time?” Sydney stepped right up to him and stood toe-to-toe, even though he had a good six inches on her. “Wait, let me guess. I followed too closely behind that steer?”

“Actually, you were too far behind.” Scott was careful to keep his voice even and calm. Her anger actually diffused his own irritation at having to be in such close proximity to her all day.

“Oh, really?” She sounded doubtful. “Is there anything else?” He could tell she was fuming.

“No, that’s not all. Now look—” he began.

“No, you look,” Sydney raged, and he briefly wondered if he hadn’t been unfair to her. He squashed the thought. “I’ve been working my butt off for you today and you know it.”

Realizing he’d pushed her too far, Scott knew he needed to diffuse the situation before everyone witnessed their argument. Fighting with her wasn’t going to expose her for the fraud he knew she was. But if he could get her to let her guard down, he could prove he was right.

Scott leaned over her shoulder, looking behind her, and gave her his most charming smile. “Nope,” he drawled, “It’s still there. Matter of fact, it’s kinda nice. Would be a shame to lose it.”

Sydney continued, glaring at him. “Nothing has gone wrong, nothing has stalled the performance. So what, exactly, is your problem with me?”

“You really want to know?” He knew he wasn’t being fair to lump her in the same category as Liz. Even Mike had said so, but he just couldn’t bring himself to assume that she might be different.

“Yes,” she emphatically replied. “I’ve had people who didn’t like me or get along, but never this kind of open hostility for no apparent reason.”

“I know your type.”

“Excuse me?”

“I have to admit that you can ride better than most and you might not mind getting a little dirty,” he continued. “But you’re just like all of the rest of them.”

“You mean rodeo queens.” She wasn’t asking so he didn’t feel the need to answer. “And just what are the rest of us like?”

Scott leaned back against the side of her truck and cross his arms. “Spoiled little prom queens with buckles and cowboy hats. You think you can just gather your toys, break them, and then toss them aside for new ones.” She stared at him, speechless. He could see the frustration in her flushed cheeks and the rapid rise and fall of her chest. He crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the truck. “Truth hurt?”

“I don’t have to take this from you or anyone else.” She turned back toward her colt. “Alicia can stay and help out, but I’ll just get out of your sight since I disgust you so much.”

Scott couldn’t remember ever seeing anyone look this beautiful angry, and he hated that even knowing what she was like—what they were all like—he could still be so attracted to her. He couldn’t tear his gaze from her blazing golden eyes as sparks flew between them and she faced him again. He wanted to kiss her smart mouth. His palms itched to be buried in her hair, and he clenched them into fists to keep from taking her by the shoulders. It was a primal desire, and he wondered what she would do if he gave in to it.

“Look, I apologized for my part this morning. Maybe I should have held my temper a little better,” she admitted. “But you don’t even know me.”

Scott thought about what she said for a moment before pushing off the back of her truck. An idea began to take shape in his mind. “You’re right.”

Sydney gave him a wary look. It was obvious that his sudden concession confused her.

“I’ll make you a deal.” Scott wondered if he wasn’t making the biggest mistake of his life with what he was about to propose.

“I don’t think I’d like your deals.”

“I’ll lay off your case for the rest of the rodeo, but ...”

“Of course there’s a ‘but.’” She sighed.

“But, you have to go to the barbeque and dance with me,” he finished.

She stared at him in disbelief, and he hoped she wouldn’t question his proposal. He wasn’t even entirely sure why he’d suggested it other than to prove to himself that all rodeo queens really were the same. It’s not like his heart was involved this time around; Liz had cured him of any delusions there. This was simply attraction. A few kisses to work her out of his system and prove his point. What could that hurt?

She grasped her horse’s reins, her hand absently patting his neck and shoulder. “Why?”

“Let’s test my theory. I think all rodeo queens are from the same selfish, conniving mold. You say you’re different. Prove me wrong.”

She eyed him cautiously. He could almost see the thoughts running through her mind. Did he have an ulterior motive? Would he be a jerk all evening? “And you’ll stay off my case for the rest of the weekend?”

“Both days of the rodeo. Scout’s honor.”

He could see that she still wasn’t sure she could trust him. “All right. I’ll meet you here at—”

“I’ll pick you up at five at your house.”

“Why?”

“To meet your family, of course. To know you, I have to meet them, right?” He briefly wondered if he really wanted to go through this just to prove his “theory.”

“Fine.” She reclipped the colt to the trailer and reached into the truck for a scrap of paper and a pen. “Here.” She handed him the paper. “Here’s a map to my house and my cell number. Call me if you get lost.”

Without another word, she unclipped the stallion, mounted him, and rode back into the arena. As he watched her ride away, Scott had the sinking feeling he’d just condemned himself to a very long, trying evening.

WHAT IN THE world did I get myself into? Sydney wondered. Whatever possessed me to agree to this ridiculous deal?

“Sydney?” Turning, she saw Mike Findley approach. “You’re going to the barbeque tonight, right?”

“Yeah, I have to be here by six. Why?”

“Good. I have an idea to run past you, to see what you think about it.” She wasn’t sure what to say and wondered if he could see her confusion. “Don’t worry.” He chuckled. “I’ll clear everything up tonight. See you then.”

More confused than ever, Sydney watched him leave and made her way into the arena.


I CAN’T BELIEVE I’m actually going through with this, Scott thought as he pulled up to the address Sydney gave him. Five dogs, ranging from an enormous German shepherd to a wiggling cocker spaniel, ran from behind the house to greet him at the front gate, barking incessantly. Putting the truck into park, he reached for the long, rectangular package in the passenger seat.

“What in the hell am I doing?” he muttered to the dogs as he arrived at the front porch. He reached down and patted the shepherd on the head. “Like I don’t already know that they are all alike, right? I must be a glutton for punishment.” Just as he raised a hand to ring the bell, he heard the voices inside.

“Sydney, he’s here!”

As the door swung open, Scott realized he hadn’t made such a bad deal after all. Sydney stood before him wearing a form-fitted white leather dress, white hat, and white dress boots. The dress had obviously been tailor-made for her, hugging every curve she’d been blessed with.

“You look amazing,” he said. He hadn’t meant to speak his thoughts aloud but couldn’t seem to help himself.

She gave him a brilliant smile. “Thanks. You don’t look so bad, yourself.” She moved away from the door. “Come on in.”

Scott followed her in and stepped into the family room. He wanted to seem aloof, but he had a hard time ignoring the electricity that passed between them. He hadn’t felt this nervous since he was a kid. You’d better get it together or she’s gonna eat you alive, just like Liz did. The thought of his ex-fiancée brought his nerves back under control. He might give Sydney the benefit of the doubt, but he wasn’t a fool. Not twice.

“Why don’t we call a truce for tonight?” Scott handed her the package in his hand.

“I think we can manage that.” She lifted the top from the box and gasped. Nestled atop green ferns were dark pink miniature carnations accenting a dozen white roses.

“They’re gorgeous!”

“I’m glad you like them.” Scott watched her face light up with delight as she pressed the flowers to her nose and congratulated himself on placing the rush order for the flowers earlier. He realized that there was a small part of him that almost hoped she would prove him wrong and wanted the night to go well.

“I love them, thank you. I better get them in some water.”

“You must be Scott Chandler,” the voice came from the hall. Scott saw a man making his way to where they stood and assumed it was her father.

He offered his hand. “Yes, sir.”

“Bill Thomas. That was one hell of a rodeo this afternoon.”

“Thank you, sir. You’ve got a nice ranch here.” Bill Thomas had the look of a man who was no stranger to hard work but who definitely knew how to have fun when the opportunity presented.

“Hi, can I get you something to drink?” A petite woman with emerald eyes and elf-like features made her way into the kitchen. “I’m Sydney’s mother, Julia.”

SYDNEY BARELY LISTENED as her parents discussed the day’s rodeo events with Scott. It was odd how at ease he seemed tonight in comparison to his demeanor earlier in the afternoon. He certainly wasn’t an easy man to figure out. One minute he was arrogant and condescending. The next, he was charming and thoughtful. Her pulse quickened as she took in his dark blue jeans and the long-sleeved maroon shirt hugging his torso beneath his leather jacket. He stood confidently, laughing with her parents, his tanned, calloused hand tucked into his pocket. None of his moods changed the fact that he was rakishly appealing.

“Sydney?” Her mother’s voice cut into her thoughts and she blushed, realizing that all three of them were staring at her. “Honey, are you listening?”

“Um ...” she struggled to find any answer. Her father frowned, but Scott seemed to know exactly where her wayward thoughts had turned and arched a brow.

“I said I think you two should head out, don’t you?” She silently thanked her mother for realizing she hadn’t had a clue. She’d figure out what her mother’s knowing smile meant later. For now, Julia Thomas was her savior.

Sydney glanced at the clock on the microwave. “You’re right, I’m supposed to be there by six. Let me just get my sash.”

“It was great to meet you both,” Scott told her parents as he headed for the front door.

Sydney hurried out of the room, cursing her girlish fantasies with every step. Pull yourself together, stupid. This night means nothing, other than proving to a chauvinistic cowboy that rodeo queens aren’t groupies on horseback. Pinning her sash at her waist, she made her way back to the front door where Scott waited.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m having a little trouble.”

“Here, I’ll help.” He took the rhinestone pin from her trembling hands. Gently he slipped the pin through the shoulder of her dress and closed the clasp.

“Not your first rodeo, huh?” Sydney attempted to shake her nerves.

Scott’s jovial mood instantly became dark and brooding. “Let’s go.” He reached for her arm.

Realizing she had just reminded him of his experiences with other rodeo queens, she cursed her big mouth and followed him to his truck. As he opened the passenger door, she wondered just how quickly this disastrous evening might end.

“SYDNEY!”

Whirling around, she looked for the owner of the voice. The band had just unloaded their equipment and it was becoming more difficult to hear by the minute. Dinner wasn’t scheduled to begin for another thirty minutes, but the smell of tri-tips on the barbeque was already thick in the air. Just enough smoke wafted from the grills on the light spring breeze to tease her taste buds and make Sydney realize her hunger.

“Sydney, Scott! Over here.” Spotting Mike Findley waving at them, they navigated the tables to reach him. “Join me for dinner.”

“Sure,” Scott said. He pulled Sydney’s chair out for her. “Why don’t you wait here and keep Mike company, and I’ll get our food?”

“Scott, be sure that my steak is pretty rare. My teeth are too old for that tough shi- ... stuff,” Mike corrected.

“Okay. Sydney, what about you?”

“Medium is fine.” She tried to hide her amusement at Mike’s correction.

“I’ll be right back,” Scott promised as he walked toward the end of a quickly lengthening line.

As Scott left, Mike looked at Sydney curiously, cocking his head at an odd angle and smiling. “Did you two come together?”

Sydney nodded.

“Well, I’ll be dam- ... darned,” he exclaimed.

“Mike, let’s clear this up right away. My dad’s a cattleman. I’ve heard plenty of cursing.” She laughed. “And what’s the big deal about us coming together?” Mike shook his head, grinning like the cat that had just swallowed the proverbial canary. “What is so funny?” she asked again.

“It’s nothing, although my idea may go over more smoothly now.”

“Since you brought it up,” she inquired, “what is this idea you have?”

“I know I was pretty cryptic this afternoon, so let me start from the beginning. I hear you have some horses for sale.”

“Yeah, but ...”

“How old?” Mike asked.

“Between four and six. But Mike ...”

“I’d like to take a look at them on Monday if you don’t mind.”

“Sure, but will you tell me what’s going on?” she asked, exasperated by trying to keep up with the conversation.

“I’m always looking for good stock. Besides,” Mike added. “I like your work.”

“What?”

“I’ve seen that stallion you ride, and I was told you trained him. I’d love to buy him too.”

Sydney immediately shook her head. “Valentino isn’t for sale at any price.”

“Are you?”

Sydney furrowed her brow, not understanding what Mike was trying to ask. Her confusion must have been obvious.

“I want you to come work for me,” he clarified.

“What?” She breathed.

“I want you to travel with the rodeo as our trainer. You’d help set up the opening ceremonies, acts, keep the horses conditioned, train new ones, that sort of thing.”

Sydney barely held in her excitement, wanting to leap across the table and hug Mike. This was more than she could have hoped for: the opportunity to train horses for rodeo with a world-class stock contractor. “Are you kidding?”

“I sure as hell hope he’s kidding.”

Mike and Sydney jumped at Scott’s voice. She looked up at him as he placed the plates on the table and could see the anger smoldering behind those dark eyes.

“No way, Mike. Jennifer is bad enough. We don’t need two women on the payroll.”

“Scott,” Mike warned.

“Forget it! For one thing, you’d have to pull another trailer for her to stay in. Her answer is no.”

“Scott,” Mike interrupted, his tone quietly authoritative. “Just because you own a quarter of the company doesn’t mean you have final say on all decisions. Remember,” he added, “I’m still the directing manager, which means I get to hire who I please.” He shrugged and didn’t bother to hide his smile. “Besides, you know Jen and Derek will side with me on this one. So you’re outnumbered.”

Sydney was tired of them ignoring her presence entirely and rose from the table. “Have either of you considered the possibility that I might just say no? Now, it looks like my family has arrived.” She motioned to the front gate. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’d like to discuss this proposition with them.” Without waiting for an answer from either of them, she walked away.

“I DON’T KNOW what to do,” Sydney complained to her parents, throwing her hands into the air. “I mean, this is a dream job, but I’d never see you guys.”

“Sydney.” Her mother’s reasoning tone scolded. “Findley Brothers is only two hours from the house. That’s not that far.”

“I know, but ...”

“What is it you’re really afraid of?” her father asked.

Sydney chewed on her lower lip. She hadn’t really thought that her hesitation was from fear. She had to admit that it was scary to think of leaving the protection of her parents’ ranch. She’d been training horses for years, but she was barely earning enough to cover her rodeo and business expenses.

“I’d have to relinquish the queen title,” Sydney pointed out.

Her father chuckled. “Wasn’t the competition simply a way to get the same opportunity you’re being offered? The committee will understand, and Alicia will take over and do a wonderful job.”

He was right. The queen competition was just a stepping stone, and Alicia would make a great rodeo queen.

“What about Scott Chandler?” Her father asked with a wink.

“Bill, stop it!” Julia slapped her husband’s shoulder.

“What about him?” Sydney shrugged.

“Wouldn’t you be working with him?”

“Well, that’s actually part of the problem.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Julia teased. “If I was a young, single, not to mention beautiful young woman, I wouldn’t consider him a problem.”

Sydney laughed and shook her head at her mother. She knew her parents wanted to see her find someone, but she doubted that Scott was that someone. “Maybe if we’d met under different circumstances and he didn’t hate the sight of me. He doesn’t want me to have the job.”

“Well, it doesn’t really sound like it’s his decision.”

“Maybe not, but he could still make things miserable. How do I work with someone who doesn’t want me around and doesn’t care who knows it?”

“Sydney, do you want your mother and me to tell you not to take this job?”

Leave it to her dad to cut right to the point, she thought. “No, but ...”

“Then you have to take responsibility for this decision on your own. You’re a grown woman, and your mother and I will support you no matter what you decide is the best move.”

Great, she thought. She was going to need more information to decide what the best move would be.


Chapter Three



“WHAT WERE YOU thinking? Why would you possibly do that?” Scott was furious, and he didn’t care if Mike knew it.

“Do what?” Mike asked innocently.

“Offer her a job?”

“Because I think she’d be an asset.” Scott could see the wheels turning in Mike’s mind.

“Really? Because that doesn’t sound like total bull at all. What’s your real reason?”

“I happen to like her,” Mike stated simply. “I think Jennifer could use the female companionship and I like her work. She’s a good trainer, and we both know Derek isn’t cutting it.”

“Mike,” Scott began, only to stop as he saw Sydney making her way toward them, the crowd separating for her to pass. If he’d realized how much trouble this woman was going to be, he would have said no to her request to carry flags.

“Well?” Mike sounded eager to hear her answer. He sounded far too confident that she would take the position while Scott prayed she’d turn him down and walk away for good.

“Actually, Mike, I’d like to speak with Scott privately for a minute if that’s okay.”

Scott was about to refuse when Mike answered for him. “Of course! I’ll go and get a drink and meet you two in a couple of minutes.” The warning glance Mike sent him clearly told him to behave. Scott hadn’t seen that look since he was fifteen.

“Well?” Scott asked as Sydney lowered herself into the chair Mike vacated.

“I’d like to know why you don’t want me to take this job.”

He hadn’t expected her to be so blunt, but since she’d asked he’d be honest, even if it angered Mike. “I don’t think you have enough experience for the job.”

“And?”

“And I don’t think that the ranch is the best place for you.”

“Why?”

Her rapid-fire questions were making him sound defensive, irritating him that he should be in this position at all. “Because I don’t think the other hands will concentrate on their own jobs with you sauntering around the corrals,” he answered harshly.

She arched a brow at him. “I don’t saunter.”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“Okay.”

“Okay, meaning you’re not taking the job?” He tried not to sound hopeful, but he had a feeling that her taking this job would only lead to disaster.

“Oh, I’m taking the job. I just wanted to know exactly where we stand.”

“Sydney,” he growled.

She sighed. “Scott, you said you wanted a truce for this evening, right? Mike’s offer has nothing to do with tonight, so can we at least appear to get along?”

Scott hated the electric jolt that skittered through his veins at the sound of his name on her lips. It was the first time he’d heard it from her, and it rolled over him like a whisper on the wind. He couldn’t help but wonder what it would sound like after a kiss.

“You can pretend for one night, right?” He hated that her innocent appeal made him sound like the bad guy.

Scott knew this was her best attempt to keep peace between them. “You’d better go tell Mike,” he said through gritted teeth. “He’ll be thrilled.”

“Tell me what?”

Scott motioned toward a chair. “Have a seat. You’ve probably been listening to the whole conversation anyway.”

“Why didn’t I think of that?” Mike chuckled as he sat down. “Well, Sydney? What do you say?”

“What exactly would I be doing?”

Mike leaned forward in the chair as the band started to tune their instruments, making it more difficult to hear. “It really depends on where we are. At the rodeos, you’d be in charge of taking care of all the pick-up and special-event horses. You know—warming up, cooling down, watering, feeding, exercising, that sort of thing.”

“Is that all?”

“Hell, no! You’d have to work with Scott and fill in wherever he needs you—flags, acts, opening ceremonies. And that’s no small task, trust me.”

Scott shifted in his seat. He hoped the evening shadows were hiding the frustration he was feeling. He leaned back in the chair and crossed his arms.

“What about during the off season, or when we aren’t at a rodeo?”

“You’ll be managing all of the riding horses at the ranch. Everything from exercising, breaking, grooming, training, breeding ... the works.”

“How many head?”

Scott was impressed that she seemed to ask all of the right questions, but he refused to let it show. He pretended to stifle a yawn. Mike shot him a warning look.

“About thirty. Of course, you’ll have a few of the hands to help you whenever you need it.”

Scott noticed that Sydney ignored him completely, focusing completely on Mike. It made sense, since he’d already stated his feelings about the situation, but it annoyed him anyway.

“Mike, I think you have yourself a new employee.” Her smile lit up the room.

“Terrific!” Mike boomed over the band that had just started to warm up. The bass drum began to pound out a steady beat.

“Yeah, great,” Scott grumbled. “Where is she going to stay?”

“In the ranch house. Where else?”

“What?”

“Oh, I don’t want to impose,” Sydney protested.

Why stop now? Scott thought.

“Nonsense,” Mike decided. “You’ll stay in the house with us.”

“Us?” she asked.

“Us,” Mike answered. “There’s me, of course, Silvie, Jen, Clay, Derek, and Scott.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, finally glancing over at Scott.

“It’s decided,” Mike insisted.

“She’s gonna need a mount. You might want to figure that out now too,” Scott reminded Mike.

“What about Valentino?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

Mike chewed on his thumb for a moment. “I’ll make you a deal.”

Sydney glanced at Scott. “What is it with you two and deals?”

“You could change your mind,” Scott offered.

“I’ll trade you food, shelter, and expenses for your stud in exchange for ten breedings during the season.”

“You’ve got yourself a deal,” she said as they shook hands.

He knew it was out of his hands now so he might as well get adjusted to her being part of their crew, which meant learning to get along with her. Scott watched Sydney; her eyes lit up with excitement at the thought of her new job. A few stray auburn curls fell over her shoulders, softly framing her face, accentuating the curve of her breasts, and Scott felt that electric warmth shoot through him again.

“Are we done talking business?” Scott asked. His voice sounded strained even to his own ears.

“I believe so.” Mike speared the last of his tri-tip with the plastic fork. “Why?”

Scott rose and held a hand out to Sydney. “Dance with me?”

She seemed surprised by his sudden change in temperament, but her smile looked genuine as she wordlessly took his hand and followed him onto the dance floor. He twirled her before curling an arm around her waist and pulling her closer. As she lifted her face to meet his gaze, he noticed that her eyes had melted to liquid amber. She fit his body better than her dress fit her own. This has to be the sweetest torture, he thought.

AS THEY BEGAN to sway to the gentle
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