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Chapter One
Dust and Determination

	What a beautiful day for a rodeo in the beautiful city of Tampa, Florida. I'm standing beside my trusty mount, Black Thunder, a horse who has more sense than half the cowboys I know. While I push the curry comb through his coat, it releases any dirt and loose hair. Can't have my big buddy looking shabby. Then I switch to the dandy brush to create a sleek shine that will look outstanding in the arena. With every stroke of the brush, I fall into a rhythm that's as familiar as the lines on my palm.

	"Looking sharp, Thunder." I pat him on the rump. "Nobody's more handsome than you. All the mares and fillies told me so."

	The big guy nickers in response, as if he agrees with my statement. We've been through enough rodeos to know the drill. His coat gleams in the sun, and his muscles ripple beneath his skin as I lead him away from our trailer. But it's not our turn in the ring yet. So, I turn my attention to my tack. Three years ago, I spent a long time and a tidy sum to find the perfect saddle. It is a fine piece of craftsmanship, for sure. Lately, my dad has started to signal that he thinks I should buy a new saddle. But the slightly worn leather suits me perfectly, like a well-loved pair of boots. I glide my hands over the seat, checking for any wear and tear, my fingers as nimble as a pickpocket at a county fair. I slide my fingers down the stirrups too, checking for any wear and tear. Satisfied, I pat the saddle.

	"Couldn't do this without you, buddy. You're my secret weapon, right?" I chuckle at my own words, giving the saddle a final pat before moving on to the reins. They're sturdy and reliable---a lot like me---or so I've been told by ladies who appreciate a man who knows his way around a lasso.

	"Every loop, every knot, has gotta be perfect," I remind myself, because when you're hurtling through the dirt at breakneck speed, perfection isn't just for show, it's survival. And let's face it, second place is just the first loser. "Clay McKendrick ain't in the business of losing. Not today, not ever."

	Okay, most people think I'm weird for chatting to my horse the way I do. Who cares? Thunder isn't just a horse. He's my best friend.

	As I loop the reins over Thunder's neck, I tune out most of the cacophony around me here at the Tampa Rodeo and Family Festival. The noise of the crowd swells like a distant ocean, punctuated by the occasional bellow from the loudspeaker---a sponsor's spiel about chewy jerky or the latest in cowboy boot fashion. It's all white noise to me, just another layer of the rodeo soundscape that fades into the background. But the chatter of a couple cowboys breaks through my Zen zone.

	"Hey, did you hear about that new barrel racer girl?" one guy asks his buddy. "They say she's fire in the ring but ice everywhere else. No time for dating. She just eats, sleeps, and breathes rodeo."

	His cohort snorts, almost like a horse. "Yeah, she's uppity for sure. I waved hi to her earlier, and she totally froze me out. What a bitch."

	I can't help but smirk, my eyes rolling skyward like I'm searching for divine patience. Seems like every year there's a fresh face with the same old story about some girl who didn't go for his so-called charms. You'd think these guys had never seen a woman who's determined to win before. Not that I'm one to gossip. I reckon my horse chats more than I do on competition days. Thunder loves to nicker at the cute mares.

	"Focus, Clay," I mutter under my breath, checking the cinch one last time, making sure it's snug against Thunder's belly without pinching. Old habits die hard, and the itch for perfection keeps me sharp---even if the idle banter of those cowboys annoys me.

	The first guy pipes up again. "That filly is probably too high maintenance, anyway."

	"More like too busy kicking your ass to care," I retort quietly, only half-joking. There's nothing quite like a bit of friendly competition to get the blood pumping. But today, I've got my own race to run, and no amount of hot gossip is going to throw me off course. Not by a long shot. Took me years to work my way up to the pro circuit---the PRCA, or Professional Rodeo Cowboy Association. Cowgirls compete here too.

	The din of the crowd swells like waves in an Olympic swimming pool. But it's just background noise to me. I've got my eyes on the prize and my mind set on the tight turns and the clock that doesn't care about anyone's drama. The boys can yak all they want about the latest queen of the barrels, but my focus is sharper than the spurs on my boots.

	"Clayton McKendrick, you're here to ride, not gossip," I remind myself, a grin tugging at my lips. Lord knows my old man would have my hide if he caught me getting distracted by anything less than a bull with a vendetta.

	I give Thunder a final pat, the solid muscle beneath his shiny coat a reassuring feeling, and I raise my head to survey the arena. And that's when I see her---Jolene Callahan. I've heard she prefers to be called Jo, but I can't deny I like her full name. It sounds like a challenge, something wild and untamed. She stands across the arena, a good stone's throw away, but distance ain't nothing when someone like the former rodeo queen commands the space.

	She swiftly wrangles that long, auburn hair into a neat ponytail, lacing her fingers through the strands with the kind of intent I reserve for tying down a calf. Her expression is stoic as she studies the entire arena, even checking out the folks in the crowd. Now that's determination.

	"Steady there, cowboy," I whisper, but it's not Thunder needing the reminder. It's me. I can't resist tracking Jo's every move, the way she rolls her shoulders back and lifts her chin slightly. Jolene Callahan is no delicate flower waiting to be plucked. She's the storm you chase on the horizon, knowing full well you might get swept up in it.

	Focus, Clay. I remind myself in my head, trying to stamp out the spark of interest that flares up unwelcome. You've got a job to do, so stick to it. But even as I think those words, I feel an itch beneath my skin that has nothing to do with saddle sores or the dust of the arena.

	Jo is no ordinary girl. She's the kind who can swat away a man's advances with one finger and who probably thinks men like me are simply barrels getting in her way. But damn if that doesn't make her all the more intriguing. Miss Callahan has the kind of body any man would love to explore for hours, under the sheets. I'd love to be the one to tame her wild instincts and rein her in for a night---or maybe longer. She has the best tits in the rodeo world, not to mention those slender yet strong thighs. To have my dick between them, pushing inside her body...Shit, I'm already getting hot just thinking about it.

	"McKendrick?"

	I blink several times, and it's only then do I realize I'm not alone. One of the event organizers, Jake Walsh, stands beside me. He holds a clipboard, seeming equal parts curious and impatient.

	"Sorry, Jake," I reply with a tip of my hat. "Just admiring the competition."

	"Right," he drawls, clearly unconvinced. "So that's what they call it these days when a cowboy sees something he likes."

	He winks, his gaze drifting to Jo Callahan briefly. "Better saddle up, Clay."

	"Right," I agree, but I'm not really talking to anyone. I'm speaking to myself, to the part of me that can't seem to look away from Jolene Callahan---the barrel racer who's probably more dangerous than any bronc I'm about to ride. I'm here to make my mark and earn enough money to pay my dad's medical bills.

	Jake saunters away without glancing back.

	Okay, enough dawdling. I turn back to Thunder, my loyal companion, who's as impatient as a child before Christmas morning---or so his hoof-stomping tells me.

	With a firm grip, I hoist the saddle onto Thunder's back, ensuring the straps are tightened to perfection. Can't have any slip-ups now, not with so much at stake.

	"Alrighty, time for one last check," I say, more to myself than to Thunder, who seems to understand the assignment without being told. With s thorough check, a twist here, a tug there, we're golden---or at least, as golden as a man can be when he's about to jump into a team roping event.

	"Hey there, Clay!" someone shouts from behind, but I don't bother turning. If they've got legs, they can come find me on their own.

	"Kinda busy, pal," I call out, not unkindly but with the tone of a man who's got bigger fish to fry---or rather, bigger animals to wrangle. I can't deny, there's a certain poetry to roping, a rhythm that gets my blood pumping just right.

	I glance across the arena one more time, where Jo is now adjusting her gloves, a focused furrow etched between her brows. She's all business, for sure. But I reckon there's a fire inside her, the kind that could make a cowboy want to know what ignites her.

	"Knock it off, McKendrick," I chide myself, shaking my head. There's no room for musing over barrel racers, no matter how intriguing or, well, fetching they might be.

	I pat Thunder's neck. "Let's show 'em how it's done, hey?"

	He snorts, and I swear he's agreeing with me. Or maybe I've just spent too much time around horses.

	No, that's impossible.

	I step into the stirrup and hoist myself up and onto the saddle. The leather softly creaks beneath my thighs, a sure sign I'm ready to go. This is where I belong, where all the chatter and gossip fades away, leaving only the timeless dance of man and beast, the roar of the crowd, and the sweet, sweet scent of competition in the air. I love the poetry of the rodeo.

	"Alrighty, let's do this," I tell Thunder, who grunts his approval and shakes his head once.

	Suddenly, the distinctive voice of Buck "Silver Tongue" Hawkins crackles over the PA system, announcing the next event. I'd know that gravelly drawl anywhere, even if I were deaf in one ear.

	"Ladies and gentlemen, please direct your attention to the arena for our next event. Team roping is about to begin, and we've got some of the finest cowboys in the PRCA ready to show you what real coordination looks like!"

	Yee-haw! Now the fun really starts.


Chapter Two
A Cowboy's Dream

	Ten minutes ago

	The first sign that today might be my lucky day had come when my truck didn't die on the final stretch to Tampa, Florida. The second bit of good luck occurred when Buck Hawkins greeted me. He was the first person I saw when I pulled into the parking lot.

	"Well, I'll be damned. If it isn't Clay McKendrick in the flesh." Buck's voice booms across the parking area. His wide grin makes me smile too as I ease my weathered Ford F-150 into a spot. The horse trailer rattles along behind me. "Thought you might've changed your mind, son."

	I kill the engine and hop out, boots hitting the dusty ground with a familiar thud. "Takes more than a busted radiator and three flat tires to keep me away from Tampa."

	Buck's laughter is contagious, infecting me too as he strides over to me. His signature silver belt buckle catches the waning sunlight. At fifty-five, the man still commands attention like he was born for it. Well, he is the most recognizable voice in rodeo.

	"Kid, you look like you've been drug through hell backwards." Buck claps his hand on my shoulder, and I catch the faint scent of bourbon on his breath. Not unusual for Buck, especially when the pressure of a big event has him wound tight. "But you made it, Clay, and that's what counts."

	"Barely made it." I pull off my hat and run a hand through my hair, still damp with sweat from the nerve-racking drive. "Lost two days waiting for parts in Tallahassee, then had to sweet-talk a mechanic into working Sunday just to get the trailer hitch fixed."

	"All that matters is you're here now." Buck studies my face, his eyes as sharp as ever despite the years. "You still set on this PRCA dream of yours?"

	The question catches me off guard. I've been chasing that dream for three years now, ever since Dad's medical bills started piling up and the bank started making noises about foreclosure. The McKendrick Ranch has been in our family for four generations, and I'll be damned if I'll be the one to lose it.

	"More than ever," I tell Buck, settling my hat back on my head. "The ranch won't save itself, and the amateur circuit won't pay the bills."

	Buck nods. "You know I'd help if I could."

	"Of course you would, and I appreciate that." That man has known my family since I was knee-high to a grasshopper, and he watched me grow up riding everything that moved on four legs. I even tried to rope a deer once.

	"The PRCA's a tough nut to crack, son. You sure you're ready for that kind of pressure?"

	Before I can answer, the crunch of expensive boots on gravel makes us both turn. Brock Sterling swaggers past me, his pristine black hat tilting at just the right angle to catch the light. His hand-tooled boots probably cost more than I could make in three months. His shiny belt buckle gleams like it's never seen a day of honest work.

	"Well, well, look what the cat dragged in." Brock's voice drips with both practiced charm and snide intentions. Somehow, that makes sponsors want to throw money at him. He rakes his gaze over my dusty jeans and scuffed boots with barely concealed disdain. "Clay McKendrick, right? Still riding with that old saddle of your Granddaddy?"

	My jaw tightens, but I keep my voice level. "You know damn well I got a new one three years ago."

	"Sure you do, cowboy." He flashes that million-dollar smile that graces magazine covers. "Just remember, this ain't the county fair circuit anymore. Wouldn't want you to embarrass yourself out there."

	Buck steps forward, his presence commanding enough to make even Brock Sterling pause. "You worry about your own riding, Sterling. I've seen Clay here bring the heat with times that'd make your fancy sponsors sweat."

	Brock's smile doesn't falter, but something cold flickers behind his eyes. "Just making conversation, Buck. No need to get all defensive on the kid's behalf." He turns his attention back to me. "Looking forward to seeing what you've got, McKendrick. May the best man win."

	The way he says it makes it clear who he thinks that is. Brock has an ego the size of North America.

	As the jackass struts away toward a gleaming truck and trailer combo that probably cost more than my entire ranch, Buck spits on the ground. "Don't let that peacock get in your head. Sterling's got the backing and the gear, but I've seen him choke when the pressure's on."

	"Doesn't matter." I watch Brock's retreating figure. "I didn't come here to worry about him. I came here to ride and win the cash prize."

	But even as the words leave my mouth, I can feel that familiar knot of doubt twisting in my gut. Sterling's right about one thing---this isn't the county fair circuit. The PRCA is where careers are made and broken, where the difference between glory and going home empty-handed can come down to fractions of a second.

	"That's the spirit." Buck's voice pulls me back from my spiraling thoughts. "Now, let's get your horse settled and go register you for the events."

	I amble toward the trailer, grateful for something to do with my hands. The familiar routine of checking on my gelding helps to steady my nerves. Thunder pokes his head out as I approach, and I can't help but smile at his eager expression. At least one of us is excited to be here.

	"Easy, boy," I murmur, running my hand along his neck. Thunder's been my partner for the better part of five years, and he knows the drill as well as I do. Maybe better. "We're gonna show these fancy jerks what real riding looks like."

	Buck peers into the trailer, his experienced eye assessing my horse with the same intensity he brings to calling events. "He's looking good, Clay. Filled out since I saw him last spring."

	"I've been working him hard for this competition." I unlatch the trailer door and back Thunder out slowly. The gelding's hooves ring against the metal ramp, and his ears prick as he takes in the sights and sounds of the rodeo grounds. "Figure if I'm gonna make my move, might as well do it right."

	The late afternoon sun beats down on my neck as I lead Thunder across the dusty parking area. The smell of hay, manure, and fried food fills the air---the unmistakable scent of rodeo that's been in my blood since before I could walk.

	"Registration closes in forty minutes," Buck reminds me, checking his watch. "Let's get this boy settled, and you signed up before Marlene at the desk goes on her dinner break. Woman's stricter than a drill sergeant about those deadlines."

	I nod, adjusting my grip on Thunder's lead rope. "Stalls in the same place as last year?"

	"Yep. East side, near the practice arena." Buck falls into step beside me, his slight limp barely noticeable unless you know to look for it. The old bronc riding injury from '98 ended his competitive career but launched him into announcing. "Got you one reserved, Clay. Pulled some strings with the event coordinator. You're welcome, by the way."

	"Appreciate it." I glance at him sideways. "What'd that cost you?"

	Buck waves a hand dismissively. "Just promised I'd mention her nephew's feed store during the broadcast. Kid's trying to compete with those big-box places. Could use the publicity."

	That's Buck all over---always working some angle, trading favors like poker chips. But unlike most people in this business, he uses his connections to help others as often as himself.

	We pass a row of gleaming trailers sporting sponsor logos and custom paint job that make my rusted rig look like it belongs in a junkyard. But I push the thought aside. Money doesn't ride the horse. Only skill can do that.

	"I hear Sterling's got a new sponsor," Buck says, lowering his voice though there's nobody close enough to hear. "Some energy-drink company throwing cash at him like it's confetti. Word is they're paying him more than most cowboys make in five years just to wear their logo on his vest."

	I shake my head, leading Thunder around a puddle of muddy water. "Must be nice to have cash thrown at you for looking pretty."

	"Pretty don't stay on a bronc for eight seconds," Buck asserts, but there's something in his tone that tells me he's seen plenty of pretty boys with deep pockets outlast scrappy kids with heart. "Still, having that kind of backing takes the pressure off. A man doesn't have to worry about entry fees or truck payments when he's got corporate money rolling in."

	The knot in my stomach tightens another notch. I've got exactly enough cash for my entry fees and maybe two meals that don't come from a vending machine. If I can't place this weekend, the drive home's gonna be a long one.

	Thunder snorts and tosses his head, sensing my tension. I pat his neck, my gaze fixed on a group of riders gathered around the practice pen. They're all decked out in matching gear, laughing and slapping each other on the back like they belong to some exclusive club. Sponsor patches cover their vests like badges of honor.

	"Well, would you look at that," Buck mutters. "Whole damn Energy Drink posse is here."

	A lanky blonde guy spots us and nudges his buddy. They both stare for a second before turning back to their conversation, snickering. I've seen that look before---the quick assessment and dismissal. The unspoken judgment: Not one of us.

	"Good luck tomorrow, Clay," Buck says, clapping me on the shoulder before heading off to meet with the event organizers.

	I will try to give it everything I've got, no matter what the naysayers think. I have the best motivation ever.

	Making my dad proud.

	 


Chapter Three
Collision Course

	The rhythmic pounding of hooves echoes through the arena, and I can't help being riveted by the sight. Jo Callahan is a blur of auburn hair coupled with a look of fierce determination as she careens around each barrel with the kind of precision that would make a Swiss watchmaker green with envy. I'm frozen just watching the former rodeo queen, unable to tear my gaze away from Jolene Callahan.

	"Come on, Jo!" someone screams from the stands. But that person's voice is drowned out by the collective roar of the crowd.

	I find myself silently cheering her on too. It's more than her skill that captivates me. Her relentless competitive spirit sets my heart to racing every time she rounds another barrel. Jo Callahan is suffused with firecracker energy that could light up all of Tampa. Who would've guessed that I, Clay McKendrick, would get so caught up in the spectacle.

	As Jo rounds the final barrel and sprints towards the finish line, I lean forward on the railing, my own body tensing as if I'm the one in the saddle. As she crosses the line, Buck's excited voice crackles over the loudspeaker. "And that's a new arena record set by Jolene Callahan of the famed Callahan family of rodeo royalty!"

	The entire arena erupts in a wall of deafening cheers. Yet there's Jo, dismounting her horse, as cool as a cucumber. Composure must be her middle name, or at least that's what she lets the world think. I can't stop watching her. She's amazing, and a fleeting thought rushes through my mind. What would it be like to make love to the rodeo queen?

	"Bet she's got ice running through those veins," I whisper to no one in particular, a half-smile playing on my lips.

	Yet a deeply buried part of me is itching to know if anyone's ever melted her icy core. Does she ever let down those guardrails and expose the raw, unfiltered side of Jolene Callahan? The thought of becoming the one who glimpses that side of her...it makes the hair on my arms shiver erect.

	Still mesmerized, I watch Jo leading her horse away. She looks every bit the former Miss Rodeo Colorado. I'm alone at the edge of the arena, ruminating over records and walls coming down. Jo Callahan, you're one heck of a puzzle---and I reckon I've never been good at riddles. But something tells me you might just be worth figuring out.

	While I strap on my chaps, I muse about the way worn leather almost smells better than food, and how I'd love to fuck Jo on a blanket with green grass beneath it. Yeah, it's definitely been way too long since I got any action. But I need to focus on the task at hand---getting ready for a hard ride. Every buckle slides into place with a familiar clicking sound that usually steadies my nerves. But this evening, I'm distracted. I fumble with the last fastening as Jo rounds the corner, heading for the stalls, paying no attention to me.

	"Whoa" is all I can manage to say before we collide.

	Her shoulder rams into my chest with enough force to send my hat flying.

	"Jesus!" She stumbles backward, one hand still gripping her horse's reins, and shoots me a scathing look. "Are you planning on setting up camp in the middle of the walkway?"

	Our eyes lock, and for a brief moment, I swear something gentler flickers behind that tough-as-nails façade. Maybe it's surprise or even a hint of embarrassment. But it's gone before I can be sure, replaced by that trademark Callahan stoicism.

	"Congratulations on the record," I offer, bending to retrieve my hat. "That was impressive riding."

	She tilts her head, studying me as if I'm a new species of rodeo creature she's never encountered before. Then she finally speaks, though her words are clipped. "Thanks, McKendrick. Good luck out there. Sounds like you might need it."

	Before I can respond, Buck's voice booms over the loudspeaker. "Next up, folks, we've got Clay McKendrick from the McKendrick Ranch in Montana! This young man has been making a name for himself on the circuit, first as an amateur, and now as a pro. His father's accident kept him off the circuit for a spell, but now he's baaaack!"

	Not sure my dad would enjoy hearing his problems aired out in public, but Buck means well. He visits the ranch at least twice a month.

	Jo's expression shifts subtly. Is that...sympathy? Whatever it is, I don't want it, not from her.

	"Better get out there," Jo suggests. She shuffles a little closer to me, her voice a touch softer than before. "They're waiting for you. And I'll be watching---from the stands."

	I jam my hat back on my head and square my shoulders. Something about knowing that Jo will be watching me perform makes my stomach flutter in a very unmanly way.

	"Don't worry about me," I assure her with more confidence than I feel. I'm not nervous about being in the spotlight. It's her presence that knocks me off kilter just a little. "I've been doing this since before I could walk straight, Callahan."

	A hint of a smile plays at the corner of her mouth. "Never said I was worried."

	Jo ambles toward the stalls.

	As I swerve my attention back to the arena, I catch her glancing back at me repeatedly. Interesting. I push the thought aside and focus on what's ahead---sixty seconds that could make or break my week.

	The crowd cheers for the roping team, which includes me and a few others. As I enter the arena, I settle into the saddle, not the least bit anxious. This is my home territory---the rodeo world. Thunder and I move as one unit within the whole team, muscles tense and ready to go.

	Denny Garrison is my partner in the team roping event, a partnership that's worked for two years. Our roping team works like a well-oiled machine as the calf sprints out of the chute, and I'm right after it, rope swinging overhead in a perfect loop. The throw lands clean around the horns, and I dally the rope around my saddle horn with practiced precision. Denny's right where he needs to be, coming in from the side.

	Six-point-eight seconds. Not bad, but not great either.

	The crowd offers polite applause as we exit, and I know without looking at the leaderboard that it won't be enough to beat Sterling. His run with his partner had been virtually flawless, with six-point-two seconds of textbook roping that had the sponsors in the VIP section practically salivating.

	"Solid run," Denny says, patting my back as we lead our horses away from the arena. "We'll get 'em next time."

	As I exit the arena, Jo is still there, leaning against the fence with her arms crossed. Her horse stands patiently beside her with the reins looped over her arm. "Not bad, McKendrick."

	"Faint praise, huh?" I saunter up to her, pulling off my gloves with more force than necessary. "You know what they say. Second place won't pay the bills, sweetheart."

	The endearment slips out before I can squelch it.

	"Could've fooled me." Her green eyes narrow as if she thinks she can humiliate me with the sly smile that's playing across her lips. But her expression softens. "Looked like you knew what you were doing out there."

	"Knowing what I'm doing and getting it done are two different things." I wipe sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, still wound tight from the adrenaline and disappointment. "Sterling's got this whole thing sewn up tighter than a tick on a hound dog."

	Jo's horse nudges her shoulder, and she absently strokes the mare's neck. "You sound like a man who's already given up."

	"Not by a long shot." I use adjusting my gloves as an excuse not to look at her. "I'm only stating facts. My first PRCA event went sideways. That's a fact."

	"A fact?" Jo's eyebrow arches in that challenging way that makes me want to either walk away or step closer. I haven't decided which. "The fact is you're two-tenths of a second behind, not two minutes. That's nothing in the grand scheme of things."

	I snort, adjusting my hat for no reason. "Easy for you to say, Callahan. You just set a new arena record."

	"Yeah, after placing third in the last four events." She runs her fingers through her horse's mane, her gaze steady on mine. "You think I just woke up one morning and decided to be exceptional? This game is about persistence, McKendrick. Showing up even when you're beat to hell and just want to sleep for a month."

	There's something in her voice, a raw honesty that catches me off guard. For a moment, the mask slips, and I glimpse something real beneath Jo Callahan's perfect exterior.

	"I show up," I all but snarl through my teeth. "Every---damn---time."

	Jo shakes her head. "Then stop acting like second place is the end of the world."

	I roll my eyes. "You kinda suck at pep talks."
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