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June 22, 1919

Donal McKenna,

Ye might have found happiness with another woman, but yer progeny will pay for this betrayal of me. I call on my faerie blood and my powers as a witch to give yers only sorrow in love, for should they act on their feelings, they will put their loved ones in mortal danger.

So be it,

Sheelin O’Keefe

Stealing Thunder (The McKenna Curse 1)

Nothing can stop Tiernan McKenna from rescuing Ella Thunder, fearful of tapping into her shaman abilities, even as evil begins to spread. But when Tiernan realizes he loves Ella, will the curse claim her?

Freeing Grace (The McKenna Curse 2)

Grace Broussard shut down her psychic visions and vowed never to trust another man until she meets New Orleans P.I. Declan McKenna. Every touch ignites a powerful passion between them, making Declan wonder if he can save the woman he loves.

Resisting Siobhan (The McKenna Curse 3)

Widow Siobhan McKenna pushed Clay Salazar away to save him and married another man. With their connection severed, she thinks his life should be safe if he works to help stop the attacks on her ranch. Or will the McKenna curse claim another victim?

Defending Hailey (The McKenna Curse 4)

Bryce McKenna needs a wife to secure a business deal—and childhood friend Hailey Wright marries him for the money to save her brother’s life. Hailey is drawn to solve an old mystery, but will her pursuing ghosts lead to the curse or salvation?

Guarding Cat (The McKenna Curse 5)

Horse trainer Aidan McKenna dreams about breeder Cat Clarke, but he knows the dangers of falling in love. When Cat's missing stable manager turns up dead, they have more to lose than races. Can Aidan defeat the curse to save the woman of his dreams?
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Prologue
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Where the hell was that calf? Jeff Atkinson wondered as he stood in the saddle and looked around to no avail.

He’d tracked the sneaky beast for miles now. Third time the calf had gotten out of his pasture this month. Coming back from church, he’d ridden out for a quick check on the herd only to find the calf’s mamma bawling at the downed fence, an area too small for her to bust through. Thankfully. Otherwise, he’d have more than a lone calf to worry about.

After following the calf’s tracks along the dry creek bed lined with cottonwoods, he hit a sandstone formation where the tracks fell off.

Whistling sharply, he called out, “Hey, little doggie, where are you?” as if the calf would answer. Well, if he was scared enough, maybe he would cry to be found. No answer, though, so Jeff whistled again.

Exhausted, he wanted to get home to Siobhan and one of her special Sunday dinners. And to the weekly sharing of bodies afterward, a ritual for which he would never be too tired. He wished for more closeness in their marriage, but their situation had been doubly complicated. He’d known she was in love with another man, which hadn’t bothered him at the time. After a year and a half of marriage, he’d grown to care for her, but unfortunately, she’d never fully switched her affections to him in the way he would now like. They were, after all, thinking of starting a family. He just had to take care of a personal situation before they made that move.

Tempted to leave the calf be for now—in the morning, he could send out the boys after him—he knew that was wishful thinking. The little beast could end up as dinner for coyotes or a mountain lion. And he couldn’t afford to lose another valuable animal, not when he was hanging on to the ranch with everything he had.

He kneed his mount and pushed him up onto the hilly sandstone formation. The gelding picked his way carefully between rocks strewn everywhere.

Gradually, he became aware of sounds that had no place on this ranch. Crashing... cursing... smashing... like someone breaking up rock.

Frowning, he urged his mount faster toward the intruder. Who the hell was on his land? And what did he think he was doing?

The foreign sounds got louder as he guided the gelding through the mouth of a small canyon. Once inside, the first thing he saw was the calf lying on its side, unmoving. The little beast’s throat gaped where it had been cut. It had bled out right there.

Raw anger curled in his gut, and not just because he’d lost another animal. The calf had probably been bawling with fear and had been killed to keep him quiet.

Ahead, a man was bent over, his face hidden by his brimmed hat. He was throwing broken rock around as if he was searching for something.

Reaching for the rifle in the sheath at his saddle, Jeff stopped when he heard a metallic snick come from behind him.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You want to live... hands behind your head.”

Heart hammering, recognizing the voice, he did as he was ordered.

Only something told him he wouldn’t be going home to his Sunday dinner or to his wife’s arms.

Something told him it was a good thing he’d gone to church early that morning, and before Mass had confessed all his sins.
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Chapter One
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“Don’t want to get too close!” The scrawny kid with a coiled rope in his hand danced around the corral and kept his distance from the adrenaline-driven roan. “Looks like he wants to kick me!”

Clay Salazar grinned. Mankato “Manny” Flores was newly incarcerated in the New Mexican High Desert Correctional Center, even newer to the inmate horse training program. This was his first time facing down one of the wild mustangs rounded up from federal land by the Bureau of Land Management and meant to be adopted out. Man and horse had something in common. Having worked as a staff trainer for more than a year now, Clay had seen enough panicky horses to liken the animal’s experience to that of a man being imprisoned for the first time.

“He does want to kick you, Manny.”

“I’ll show him who’s boss!” The inmate waved the rope wildly and in response, the horse screeched and bucked as he ran off.

“Stop right there! You try to muscle a mustang and he’ll show you who’s boss.” Clay eyed the frightened horse. “Stormcloud’s not mean, just wants to beat you so he can be free again. I know you can identify with that feeling. Go ahead and talk to him, get him used to the sound of your voice. Wave that rope, but just to get him away from the wall and moving in the direction you want him to go. Show him you have no fear.”

Which was wishful thinking, for if any inmate he’d worked with feared horses, it was Manny Flores. Why the kid had signed up for the program had baffled Clay until Manny admitted he knew he had to learn to do something so that when he got out, he could change his life. Clay was all up for that. It hadn’t been so long ago that he’d had to change his own life over a woman he couldn’t have, and wild horses had given him that opportunity.

Unfortunately, Manny wasn’t doing so well. The mustang hit the metal wall, fell to his knees and charged back up to his feet and straight for the kid, who ran like the demons of hell were after him. The roan circled, missing him, not stopping until he got to the opposite side of the corral.

When Manny smacked the rope coil against the wall and yelled, “He’s never going to let me near him—this is my first horse—give me one that’s easier!” Clay worried the kid’s fear was progressing to anger.

Lots of inmates had anger issues, and the training staff’s hope was that working with the mustangs would help the inmates learn some patience that would serve them well on the outside.

Clay said, “Calm down and back off for a minute.”

Manny shook his head. “This horse is impossible.”

“He’s not. You just have to take your time with him and you’ll win him over.”

“You know so much, let’s see you get in here and show me how.”

Normally Clay would ignore the challenge, would keep his participation to backing up the inmate he was teaching to become a trainer. But this time Clay sensed he was about to lose Manny from the program, and that wasn’t okay with him.

Like Clay, Manny was mestizo. Being part Anglo, part Hispanic and part Indian put a man at a disadvantage when it came to opportunity, even here in tricultural New Mexico. Some people expected you to turn out bad, and it was easy to meet their low expectations. What was hard was changing your life—he knew all about that firsthand.

The kid wanted to go straight and Clay was going to do everything he could to see that he didn’t screw up his chance. He climbed down from the fence and entered the corral. Manny immediately handed off the rope, scooted out the gate and climbed up on top of the rail to watch.

Concentrating on Stormcloud, Clay picked up on the horse’s fear that had been exacerbated by the scared kid. He knew he could calm the wild horse if he could touch him. He had his Navajo grandfather to thank for knowing how.

After the woman he loved had married another man, he’d left town heartsick, had sought out his late mother’s clan. His grandfather had taught him to use a soft voice and a gentle hand when working with horses, had inspired him to find a spiritual connection that engendered trust. The technique worked not only with horses, but also with people, too. Clay’s learning that from both his grandfather and the wild horses had allowed him to become a better man.

He softly clucked at the mustang. “Hey, son, easy now.”

Stormcloud snorted and stomped his feet before charging. Clay waited until the horse was almost on him and then turned his body and easily stepped out of the way. He next advanced on the horse, arm and coiled rope raised.

“C’mon, son, move along.”

The horse bolted across the corral.

Clay advanced on Stormcloud again... and again... and again... never making a sharp or fast move.

Finally, the mustang tired of the game and stood his ground. He snorted and rolled his eyes at Clay with suspicion, but he didn’t charge him.

“Good boy, Stormcloud,” Clay murmured as he inched closer. “That’s a good boy.”

Clay locked gazes with the mustang and continued murmuring sweet nothings meant to mesmerize. It usually took a week for an inmate to get close enough to touch a horse being trained, but as his grandfather had said, Clay possessed Navajo magic. He’d learned to communicate without words, to soothe the wildness in a horse, to abate the fear in its eyes.

He held out the coiled rope and froze in place. Stormcloud hesitated then stretched his neck just far enough to nose the rope. Seconds later, he popped his head and snorted. Still he didn’t skitter off. Clay switched hands, holding out the empty one, and continued making sounds meant to soothe. Hesitating even longer, the horse finally sniffed his hand.

A longing in the horse’s gaze touched Clay and he grabbed on to it, wrapped it with unspoken reassurances, the promise of safety and comfort. He sensed the slight shift—a softening in the horse’s attitude.

“I get it, son. Easy now,” Clay whispered, daring to touch Stormcloud’s nose. Continuing to mentally project promises that soothed the horse’s fear.

The horse allowed the human contact for several seconds before shaking his head and backing away.

Clay grinned. “Good boy! Enough for today.” Knowing that he needed to quit with the small victory, he backed off toward the gate to the chute, and about to open it, yelled to anyone in the corridor, “Back off, mustang coming through.” He whistled sharply and waved the horse over. “C’mon, son.”

Stormcloud loped past him and straight down the chute to the pasture entry where the rest of his herd awaited him. One of the other inmates swung open the gate and let him in.

When Manny jumped down from the rail, his expression was one of wonder. “How’d you do that?”

“With patience and softness, Manny. Things that would serve you well.”

“Man, if I could learn that trick...”

“You can. If you want to, you’ll do it.”

Clay read the kid’s gaze as easily as he read the mustang’s. The crisis was past. Manny Flores was in for the count.

***
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CLAY’S DAY WENT AS they all did. Busy. Satisfying. Lonely.

The job was his life.

He even bunked in a room on the correctional center property in one of the horse barns. This part of the facility was minimum security and wasn’t fenced off, so it wasn’t much like a prison at all. No need to get a house or even an apartment away from here. Other staffers went home to girlfriends or wives and kids. Wandering empty rooms would only remind Clay of what he couldn’t have.

The woman he’d loved had sent him on his way with some excuse about a damn McKenna family curse.

Heading across the grounds for the mess hall at supper time, Clay knew the curse was on him. Just because he hadn’t been able to have her, however, Clay hadn’t been about to settle for another woman. Not that he hadn’t tried more than a few to clear his mind and satisfy his natural urges. But none had stuck. He’d rather be alone than with a woman he didn’t love.

Entering the main building through a back door available to staff only, Clay was making his way down a dimly lit corridor, heading for the mess hall, when he heard voices that made him stop and listen to the furtive conversation.

“The ranch’s troubles aren’t just bad luck.”

“Trouble rarely is.”

Clay recognized the self-satisfied voice. Incarcerated in minimum security or not, Paco Vargas was trouble with a capital T, though he always managed to skate around the rules without doing anything that would put him on notice. Or if he did cross the line, he managed not to get caught. Though he was in the inmate horse trainer program, Vargas seemed to have no real desire to change. Having had more than one go-round with the inmate, Clay could read him as easily as he could the horses. Hiding his true nature the best he could, Vargas was simply biding his time, making sure he looked good so he could get out and undoubtedly go back to his old life.

What was he up to now?

“I hear the ranch has been going down since the owner was killed,” the second man said.

What ranch? Clay wondered, holding himself back from facing down the men and demanding an answer.

As if hearing the unspoken question, Vargas said, “I give the Double JA a couple months at best.”

A prickle slid up Clay’s spine. The Double JA was Siobhan’s ranch—he’d heard about her husband’s fatal accident several months ago. He lunged around the corner and faced the two men. Vargas was a little shorter than Clay, but he was muscular with a shaved head. By contrast, his companion Frank Dudley had a full beard and long graying hair that hung down his back in a braid.

“What’s going on, Vargas? What do you know?”

The inmate put on an innocent expression. “The Double JA is like any other ranch in this economy, Salazar. Vulnerable. I just hear it’s not doing so well, that’s all.”

“What interest would you have in knowing how well some ranch is doing?”

“Hey, I’m getting out tomorrow and need to find work. We was just talking about ranches that might be willing to hire an ex-con. Right, Frank?”

“Yeah, getting work. That’s all.”

Clay knew the men were lying through their teeth. It sounded to him like something was going on at the Double JA—more than a bad economy or bad luck, starting with Jeff Atkinson’s death. Whatever it was, he would find out.

But as close as he’d gotten to some of the inmates in the program, no one was talking, he quickly learned. Because they didn’t know anything or because they were afraid of Vargas?

Paco Vargas had a hold on the other inmates. A look from him would freeze a man in the middle of a story. It was as if he had some kind of mysterious power over them.

So, again, what was he up to?

Clay couldn’t help but worry. He knew Siobhan was trying to run the ranch herself after her husband’s death, that she was alone and vulnerable.

Was some kind of plot brewing against her?

Was Paco Vargas involved?

Though he’d tried to forget Siobhan, Clay couldn’t just ignore a possible threat to the woman he’d once loved.

He knew he had to find out what was going on for himself.

***
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WHY DID THESE TERRIBLE things keep happening? Siobhan McKenna thought as she hunkered down to check on her mare’s injury. Garnet had been pastured for several days, and when Siobhan had gone to get her, she’d found the mare’s leg had been slashed open and badly infected. Not that Siobhan had been able to figure out what had caused the injury. Luckily, she’d checked on Garnet in time. The vet had told her another day without treatment and she might have lost the mare.

As she changed the dressing, she thought about her late husband’s fatal riding accident four months before and how she’d had nothing but bad luck since. Things kept going wrong on the ranch—costly accidents and mistakes depleting the ranch’s resources—and the stress was getting to be too much for her to handle.

If only Jeff hadn’t died...

A dose of guilt flushed through Siobhan. She’d believed Jeff was safe, exempt from Sheelin O’Keefe’s prophecy, or she never would have agreed to marry him. His death was her fault—she knew that. If the century-old family ranch went bankrupt, that would be her fault, as well. His stepmother, who’d moved to Tucson to be with her widowed sister, depended on the money Siobhan sent her every month. And his sister, Jacy, who lived in one of the stone cottages on the property, had a small trust fund linked to the profits of the ranch, as well.

Finished with the dressing, she stood and rubbed Garnet in her sweet spots—nose, ears, chest. “Hey, my beautiful girl,” she murmured. Garnet was beautiful, both in conformation and in color. She was a deep blood bay, her coat a shade darker than Siobhan’s long hair, which waterfalled over her shoulder from a clip. “You’ll soon be good as new, girl, I promise.”

The mare snorted and pushed her nose against Siobhan’s chest. Smiling, Siobhan pressed her forehead to the old mare’s and inhaled her distinctive scent all mixed up with the odor of fresh hay. The mare snorted and Siobhan picked up on a memory—their first ride across Atkinson land together. She could “see” the canyon walls and rims laced with stands of juniper and big piñon pine trees. She could “feel” the wind whipping through the canyons, ruffling Garnet’s mane.

Siobhan had always had this connection with horses. Communicating. Reading their emotions and memories. A McKenna gift, her mother had explained. Not that all McKennas had the horse connection. Not Mom, who raised and trained horses, nor her brother, Daire. Nor her cousin and best friend Aislinn. But there were other McKennas with a similar gift. And others with very different psychic abilities.

The mare suddenly jerked upright and hit the side of Siobhan’s head. Her chest tightened. Flipping around, her hair suddenly flying around her as the clip fell to the stable floor, she saw Jacy in the entry. Her sister-in-law reminded Siobhan of Jeff... reminded her of her guilt. Not that the siblings looked anything alike other than being tall—Jacy was pale-skinned and naturally blonde while Jeff had been ruddy and dark-haired.

“Looking for me?” Siobhan asked.

“Not me. Early. He stopped by to see you again. I told him you were busy tending to an injured horse. He tried insisting on coming to the barn to help you, but I got him to stay put. He’ll get itchy feet fast, though.”

Siobhan sighed as she stooped to retrieve the hair clip. Broken. She threw it in a waste bin. How would she put the good-humored neighboring rancher off yet again without hurting his feelings?

Reluctantly, she said, “Then I suppose I should go talk to him.”

She gave Garnet a last pat, left the stall and latched the gate, then started for the house, Jacy at her side.

“Early doesn’t really want you, you know,” Jacy said, her long legs easily keeping her astride with the shorter Siobhan. “He wants the Double JA. No offense.”

Used to Jacy’s outspokenness, Siobhan said, “None taken.”

Though she was pretty sure Early Farnum wanted both her and the property packaged together.

She spotted the rancher leaning against his big dark blue SUV. Not bad-looking, fit from hard work, Early was in his late forties, as his salt-and-pepper hair attested. Nearly double her age. Nearly old enough to be her father, something she’d never had. He owned the largest ranch in the area since he’d picked up a couple of neighboring properties in the past few years. The economy might be bad for most everyone else, but Early Farnum seemed to have deep pockets. There were rumors about a silent partner.

“I need to shower and change,” Jacy said. “I’m going to town for an early dinner.”

“A date? I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”

“Raul Galvan.”

“The state senator?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. You don’t mind if I go shower, right?”

“Don’t worry, I don’t need protection,” Siobhan said. Jacy rarely dated and Siobhan thought it was about time she found someone serious. “Early’s harmless. Go.”

Jacy ran off in the direction of her cottage, which lay out of sight of the main house. Siobhan headed for the man.

Early Farnum stood with the afternoon sun hammering down on him as if he owned it. Early’s sense of entitlement was not his most attractive feature, and it kept Siobhan from being warmer to the man. She’d never been fooled about his intentions. He’d been attentive and overly concerned for her since Jeff’s death, but from the first, she’d sensed his interest in the ranch was part of that entitlement issue. Maybe as was his interest in her. He’d asked her out on a date only once, however, for she’d quickly informed him that she was in mourning for her late husband.

So, now he made various excuses to visit and take up her time, in hopes, she supposed, that with persistence, he would eventually win her over.

“Early, how are you?”

“Better now that you’re here.”

“I’m the antidote to something?” she joked.

“Loneliness,” he said, then raised his hands before she could protest. “Now don’t get ornery on me. I’m here to see you about the civic meeting in Soledad tomorrow night,” he said of the closest town.

“I heard they were going to address uranium mining in this area.” An important issue, to be certain. She probably ought to be there.

Hearing another vehicle, she darted a look to the drive to see a black pickup truck on its way.

But Early’s saying “I figure if you’re going, you could use a ride to town” brought her attention back to him.

If only she could get out of it without just saying no. “Early, that’s kind of you, but if I’m going into town, I’ll want to run some other errands.”

“I can wait for you, Siobhan. No trouble.”

Hearing a door slam, she looked over Early’s shoulder as a man alighted, the blazing sun in her eyes keeping her from seeing more than dark glasses, a black-brimmed hat and an athletic body encased in black jeans and a black T-shirt.

An errant breeze licked her and she shook off a sudden chill. Now what?

Surely no other bad news about the ranch.

Pulse fluttering, she turned back to Early, saying, “Look, I don’t know how long I’ll be.”

“No problem. I’m in no hurry.”

Siobhan simply didn’t see a way out of it without being rude. “Then I guess it’s a go.”

“Great. I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty sharp.”

“Make it seven.” She really did have some errands to run. Maybe she could manage it before the meeting.

Early grinned and backed off toward his vehicle. “More time to spend with you.”

Siobhan managed a half smile as the rancher climbed in and started his engine. Only as the SUV slid away from her did she realize the stranger was standing just out of her line of sight. The hair on the back of her neck prickled as she turned to face him.

Suddenly her world shifted as she got an up-close and personal look at the man who was no stranger. He didn’t remove the sunglasses, but he tipped his brimmed hat back on his head. Her stomach tightened as she took in what she could see of him. Broad cheekbones... rugged jawline... straight blade of a nose. Her breath shortened and she had trouble getting enough air. She couldn’t see his eyes, though, not hidden as they were behind those dark lenses.

“Clay Salazar!” she gasped out, wishing she had something to hang on to so she could steady herself.

And then he said, “Hello, Siobhan.” His deep, whiskey-laced voice still had the power to curl around her heart and through her insides.

Her gaze dropped to his mouth. To his oh-so-familiar lips now set in a hard, straight line. Totally unlike him, at least with her. That wasn’t the only thing different. The connection she’d always sensed when she got close to Clay was missing.

Was it him, because he had changed? Or was it her? What if she touched him? Would she feel it then?

She couldn’t think clearly.

Couldn’t speak.

Couldn’t breathe.

“Nothing to say to me?” he asked, his jaw as tight as his lips.

And even when her head went light and her knees suddenly felt as though they were made of rubber, still no connection. It made her want to reach out, flesh to flesh, to see if it was really gone—which would be good for her, she told herself. But she couldn’t let what she was feeling show, couldn’t let Clay think she needed him again.

Instead of giving him a warm greeting, instead of touching him as she itched to do, instead of doing any of the things her heart told her to do, she demanded, “Of all people, what the heck are you doing here?”
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Chapter Two
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Clay felt his spine straighten as he took in the woman who’d once held his heart in her hands. Same wide-spaced green eyes and full, wide mouth in a heart-shaped face surrounded by masses of fiery red hair.

What wasn’t the same was her closed-off expression, something she’d adopted that day nearly five years ago when she’d told him she couldn’t be with him anymore.

“Nice greeting for an old friend, Siobhan.”

As if with great effort, she straightened, too. He’d forgotten how tall she was. Her eyes were nearly level with his. No longer a coltish teenager, she was all woman, with a woman’s full hips and thighs and breasts—voluptuous enough to fill a man’s arms.

And his dreams.

Siobhan took a big breath and crossed her arms in front of her breasts as though protecting herself. Her color was high, her reddened cheeks and hair a vivid contrast to her turquoise shirt. “I didn’t mean it to put you off.”

Liar, he thought.

Why so defensive? Because he’d walked in on her arranging a date with a man old enough to be her father and her husband barely cold in the ground? Just thinking about it made him want to grab her by the shoulders and squeeze some sense into her, but he was determined not to so much as touch her lest the past return to burn him again.

“How did you mean it, then?”

“I was just surprised, is all.” Her forehead furrowed. “What are you doing here?” What was he doing here? Looking at her made him forget everything but their past for a moment.

He remembered days... weeks... months of being happy, of having a reason to get up in the morning because he knew he would see her.

He remembered that happiness being jerked away from him in an instant when she’d sent him away because of some supposed family curse.

He remembered the darkness that had followed until he’d found a new path that had given him deeper understanding and control under the guidance of his grandfather.

Then he got hold of himself. How someone in this modern day and age could be superstitious was beyond him, but it was no longer his problem. None of this was—he was just being a good citizen.

“Is there someplace we can talk?”

“This is as good a place as any.”

She was nervous around him. The slight tic at the corner of her right eye gave her away.

Clay scowled but didn’t argue.

He eased into the subject. “How many cow-calf units are you running?”

“This year? Nearly three hundred. And we have a dozen bulls and as many horses.”

“Quite a spread.”

Siobhan nodded and dropped her gaze. “Not that I can take credit for anything other than trying to maintain what Jeff put in motion.”

Running a ranch this size was a big undertaking for someone with little on-the-job experience. She’d grown up on a horse ranch, not a cow-calf operation.

“Don’t undersell yourself.”

Her head whipped back up. “If memory serves, that was your problem, not mine.”
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