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      “Okay, folks, brace yourselves for the moment you’ve all been waiting for!”

      The voice of the rodeo announcer took on a new urgency as the background music rose to a deafening crescendo. “Introducing the reigning champion and legend of rodeo, Beau Devlin! With multiple titles under his belt and a record-breaking career, give it up for Beau as he takes on the fiercest bull of the night, the one and only man-hating, screwed-up, atomic ball of fury, the mighty, unconquered Bodacious!”

      That last long-drawn-out shout was the cue for pyrotechnics and for Beau to settle himself onto the back of the big Brahma bull. The lights dimmed. Silence fell. The moment had come. Even in the pen, he could feel the bull’s muscles tensing as it prepared to storm out of the entrance chute into the spotlight of the sawdust-covered ring. Beau was relaxed. That was his strength. Whip-fast reflexes were his superpower.

      Two thousand pounds of bunched-up muscle with the ability to plunge, leap, and spin made the animal a ferocious challenge for any rider. Even one as experienced as Beau. Why would any man choose to sit on its back? Why did Beau do this? Who was he fighting? The bull, the crowd, himself? With one of the biggest ranches in the US, he was hardly short of money. Addicted to challenging himself in every arena, he loved the danger. Loved the bull. Maybe respected the bull was more accurate, but in the absence of any softening influence in his life, Beau considered Bodacious both a compadre and a worthy opponent.

      He didn’t see the pale, anxious face on the bleachers. There was only one thing on Beau’s mind, and that was to survive beyond the magic eight seconds and go on to win the competition Then, he would pick one of the buckle bunnies who hung around rodeo cowboys in the hope of attracting their notice. After sharing a good time, when all his remaining energy was spent, he’d sleep.

      Why was the richest rancher in Wyoming an insomniac?

      That was no one’s business but Beau’s.
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        * * *

      

      This time, Beau was going to get hurt. Nothing scared him, and that was bad. If he got hurt, Vega’s hope of saving her ranch was shot. If he got hurt, she’d die a little inside. In the short time she’d known him, Beau Devlin had made a huge impression.

      Vega could hardly bear to watch as the gate opened and the mighty bull, with Beau on his back, exploded into the ring. Beau Devlin was said to have a death wish. The cowboys Vega worked alongside said that losing his brother had made Beau that way. “Bull-riding makes a man horny as hell,” they’d added when she’d asked to come along today. “Watch out,” they’d warned. “Could be your turn next.”

      If only, Vega had thought.

      She might work on his ranch, but had only come face-to-face with the boss of Thunder Ridge once when she applied for a job. “You’re not strong enough,” he’d said, barely glancing at Vega as he prepared to mount his horse. “Doubt you could even lift a western saddle,” he added as he picked up his reins. “Go find yourself a nice, safe job painting nails or cutting hair—”

      Vega had to force back her outrage because working on Thunder Ridge was for a greater purpose than losing her cool with the boss. Her father, Matheus Acosta, was the only Acosta in history to hit rock bottom. Mainly because he was too stubborn to accept help from his wealthy relatives, but also because Matheus had a serious drinking problem that killed him in the end. It was up to Vega to save the Acosta ranch as well as the rodeo horses she trained and loved. And for that—let’s be blunt—she needed Beau Devlin’s money. Selling a few highly trained rodeo horses to Beau Devlin could keep the bank at bay for another year.

      Not one to give up easily, she had tried pleading with Beau, but he’d sent her away with the advice not to waste his time. “There’s no job for you on Thunder Ridge. Get it now?”

      That was the moment she longed to yank the arrogant rancher off his horse, but he’d clicked his tongue and ridden off before she could voice her disgust at his total lack of manners.

      After this incident, Vega took pleasure in remaining on Thunder Ridge—head down, so as not to attract attention. It was hard to say no to a woman who worked for nothing and who put in more work hours than anyone else, but the clock was still ticking. The bank had threatened to foreclose on her ranch, which meant families would lose their homes. Vega would survive somehow, but how about the rest of the loyal staff? Some had worked on the Acosta ranch all their lives.

      She had to prove to Beau Devlin that a member of the polo-playing Acosta clan didn’t need grooms and champagne, private jets or superyachts to train some of the best horses around. As she watched him ride away that first day all easy in the saddle with his tight butt firmly planted, she firmed her resolve to tempt him to visit the Acosta ranch to judge the quality of her horses.

      Beau Devlin was a brute, a beast of a man, with a thick mane of inky-black hair kept in check by a red bandana and more stubble than most normal men could grow in a week, but he was also a keen judge of both bulls and horses. And he was as sexy as hell, which didn’t hurt.

      Determined to prove the quality of her horses, Vega would do whatever it took to land Beau—land him in the center of her ranch, she quickly amended, as the pen opened and the colossal bull, with Beau poised on its back, launched itself into the ring. With a leap, a leg kick, and a fancy pirouette, it did everything it could to unseat him, but with one hand holding a rope attached to the bull and the other kept well away from the animal to comply with the rules, Beau’s balance was amazing. Each canny shift of his weight drew a fresh roar of approval from the crowd.

      Eight seconds plus!

      It was all over too soon—or not soon enough, depending on your perspective, Vega reckoned as she rose to her feet with the crowd. The cheers were deafening as the klaxon blared, signaling a successful, winning ride.

      Now came the dismount. This was perhaps the most dangerous moment of all. Timing was everything. She exhaled with relief as Beau hit the ground with a practiced roll and leapt to his feet to vault over the barrier to safety. Only then did he turn to acknowledge the roar of the crowd.

      That was the moment their stares met and held.

      It was now or never. Moistening her lips in brazen invitation, she was rewarded by the faintest smile on Beau’s hard mouth as the announcer yelled, “He’s done it again! Give it up for Beau Devlin, champion of champions!”

      Vega’s body pulsed with arousal as Beau raised his big fist in triumph. His dominance in such a raw, untamed sport could bring a marble statue to life. She wouldn’t need half as much persuading. This was her moment. She had it all worked out. Adrenaline would be surging through Beau’s veins. It would be a crime to let that go to waste.
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        * * *

      

      “Who the hell brought her here?”

      “She’s been working at the ranch for nothing,” Carl Miller, the ranch manager at Thunder Ridge, informed his boss as Vega approached Beau’s trailer. “It seemed only fair to include her.”

      Beau hummed. “She does seem vaguely familiar.” Her breasts and butt did too.

      “You spoke to her,” Miller reminded him.

      “Only to tell her not to waste our time. Since when do we hire apprentices?”

      “Since never.” Vega spoke up boldly, raising her chin to stare Beau Devlin in the eyes. “I’m a top trainer thanks to my father, Matheus Acosta. I breed horses better than any you have on your ranch.”

      “The late Matheus Acosta was your father?”

      “Makes a difference, does it?” She threw him a challenging look. “I’m his daughter, Vega Acosta.”

      “Leave us, Carl.”

      Had he underestimated the woman? Everyone knew her father and regretted the death of one of the legends of the horse world. Drink had killed Matheus Acosta. He’d heard that the daughter was struggling on, but he’d been too busy to connect the dots. “If your horses are so amazing, what are you doing working for me?”

      “It was the only way I could get to see you. I have a proposal for you—”

      “You have a proposal for me?” His mouth tugged with humor. “You’d better come inside.” He turned to go into the trailer.

      “Congratulations, by the way,” she said as she followed him.

      She gasped as he kicked the door shut and dragged her close. “I hope you’re not here to blow smoke up my ass, because you’d be wasting your time.”

      “That’s not why I’m here,” she stated grimly,

      He let her go abruptly, but not before he’d had the chance to register the lush rack pressed hard against his chest. Work jeans, boots, and a nondescript top contained a body that was well worth his time, even if the offer, whatever that turned out to be, would almost certainly prove disappointing.
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