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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Vega knew what she was doing. Living so close to nature on a ranch had allowed her to grow up fast. “I have something you want,” she whispered as Beau removed his hard frame from her softly yielding breasts.

      “You do,” he agreed.

      “Not that.” She forced a laugh. “I have horses that could run rings around yours. One in particular is the absolute best at barrel racing. He’s agile, fast and intelligent. If you saw him in action you’d want him—if you could raise enough cash.”

      That produced the required result. Bringing his face close, Beau demanded, “You do know who I am, right?”

      “I know exactly who you are,” Vega shot back coldly. “That’s why I’m offering you this opportunity.”

      “Where is he, this wonder horse of yours?”

      “On my ranch, the Acosta Ranch. You should know it since we share a boundary.”

      “Of course, I know it,” Beau snapped back. “Do you have an airstrip?”

      “Used to.” Back in the “good old days,” before her father started drinking and everything went to pot.

      “Can you get it cleared?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shouldn’t take longer than half an hour to get there. We’ll take the jet.”

      We? Vega’s heart bounced, not just at the thought that she might be able to save the ranch, but because she liked the sound of “we”—liked it a hell of a lot too much. Beau was renowned for conquering, screwing to heaven and back, and then leaving without a backward glance. Could she afford that type of disruption in her life?

      Did she have a choice? Please him and save her ranch, or take offense at his macho posturing and lose everything, including the trust of her staff? To Vega’s alarm and excitement, there was no choice to make.

      “We’ll leave first thing tomorrow,” he said with a glance at the door, suggesting it was time for her to leave.

      She didn’t want to leave. Her head was buzzing, her body too. That short contact between them had felt so good, she wanted more—a lot more, but first, she had to text her ranch manager and get him to clear the airstrip. Then⁠—

      Then, this…

      Beau had changed his mind about sending her packing. His eyes were dark and slumberous, while his mouth remained hard. She loved a challenge.

      Coming close enough for her to smell his warm, minty breath, he kissed her neck. Her fingers got busy. “You are one exceptionally forward young lady,” he growled as she backed him toward the bed.

      “Like you said once before…” She moistened her lips. “Time is a-wastin’.”

      “If you say so,” Beau allowed with the first amusement he’d shown. Hooking a thumb into the back of his sweat-stained T-shirt, he hauled it over his head to reveal a wealth of hard muscle.

      “I do say so.” Swallowing deep on a dry throat, she turned her attention to the bulging placket at the front of his jeans. Any more strain and the stitches would burst. Mapping the delicious swell appreciatively, reverently, she deftly freed the metal buttons and yanked his jeans down. “Impressive.”

      Understatement. He was hung. Like the bulls he rode, Beau Devlin was blessed. “I need that in me,” she gasped out in one wild burst of reckless excitement.

      “Good to hear we’re on the same page,” Beau remarked. “But first, these deserve a moment of their own.” Easing Vega’s top over her head, Beau whistled softly beneath his breath.

      “Worth your time now?” she asked, angling her face cheekily.

      “More than,” Beau murmured as he stared appreciatively at the overflowing contents of Vega’s far-too-small lacy red bra. She hadn’t finished with him yet. Pushing her jeans down revealed the tiniest red lace thong in the history of underwear. “I approve,” he said.

      “I aim to please.”

      “You aim to get your own way,” Beau countered with cold eyes and disturbing accuracy. “And although the menu is very much to my liking, I’m going to disappoint you today.”

      Shocked by the rejection, Vega stood naked in front of a giant of a man with an ego that matched the size of his erection and whose expression was mocking.

      Where had she gone wrong?

      Do you think it would be easy at the age of twenty-two to take on a notorious player like Beau Devlin as if he were your high school sweetheart? Vega’s inner critic supplied with her customary cynical take.

      “I might make time for you—on another occasion,” Beau informed her as he scooped up her clothes and tossed them in Vega’s general direction. “Right now, I’m taking a shower, then I’m going out with the boys to thank them for everything they’ve done for me today. You can come along if you want,” he offered, mouth tugging suspiciously as if he wanted to laugh, “but we’ll make no allowances for a woman who⁠—”

      “Can fight, swear, and wrangle horses like a man?” she cut in.

      “It appears that you’re a lady of many talents,” Beau observed in the same mocking tone.

      “Less of the lady. Let’s see who’s still standing at the end of the night before you make any hasty judgments.”

      This was rewarded by a long, assessing look. “Okay, Acosta,” he said at last. “You’ve earned your place. Now, put on your clothes before you scare the horses.”

      Scare the horses? Vega couldn’t believe she’d sucked that up or that she was on her way to the bar.
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        * * *

      

      What the fuck just happened? With adrenaline storming through his veins, Beau had turned down a beautiful woman. The right thing to do, he reasoned as he turned the shower to its lowest setting. The hardest too. Vega worked for him. He didn’t fuck on his own doorstep. Not as a general rule, but rules were made to be broken.

      Slicking water over his chest, he was reminded of Vega’s lush breasts pressed against him. Proof of his appreciation was all too obvious.

      He wanted her.

      What was stopping him?

      Memories of his younger brother flew into his mind. Jeff had been diligent, quiet, and good. He didn’t date a lot because Jeff was always waiting for the “right one” to come along, but the right one never came, and mild, studious Jeff, the brother so different from him, the brother he adored, was killed by a lightning strike during a thunderstorm on the ranch.

      With a shrug, he grabbed a towel. Beau loved women, loved pleasuring them, loved seeing their faces when they came, but he had no plans to settle down. The “right one” for Beau was whoever he was with at the time. None lasted beyond that first blaze of passion.

      Vega was different. The rest were after his wealth and his notorious ability to satisfy their every need. Vega was more complicated. She offered more than her body, and the horses she’d mentioned intrigued him. He never missed an opportunity to add to his outstanding stock.

      Now he knew who she was, he recognized the family. Vega was part of the incredible Acosta clan, noted for equine excellence. Whether ranchers, breeders, or trainers with connections to polo, showjumping, racing, or rodeo, they were the very best. Inquiries he made now before joining everyone at the bar cleared up one thing. Vega was holding on to her legacy by the slimmest of threads.

      Fresh plans clicked into place. He’d visit her ranch to take a look at the wonder horse and any other stock she had for sale. This would also give him the opportunity to take a closer look at Vega. Her horses weren’t the only thing to intrigue him. But first, he’d celebrate, after which he would give Vega sex, if that was what she wanted, but on his terms, not hers.
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      The dimly lit bar was packed and noisy, but it had a good feel. Everyone was in the mood for a celebration, and shady corners provided a welcome retreat from the blazing sun outside. It was a typical cowboy hangout with rough wooden tables, worn leather stools, and walls adorned with faded rodeo posters and taxidermy—yuck—but Vega supposed the morose-looking bulls’ heads added to the vibe of rough, tough rodeo history.

      The air was thick with the scent of booze, fried food, and smoke. Country music blared from the jukebox in the corner by the dance floor, an old Clint Black song about taillights that played just right for Vega, who suspected the next few hours might or might not take her on a journey that could change her life.

      Spotting Vega, the ranch hands called her over. They were already well into drinking, with more glasses lined up ready on the bar.

      “Hey, good to see you,” Vega exclaimed with genuine pleasure.

      The guys on Thunder Ridge reminded her of happy times with her own staff. Yes, they were mischievous, and yes, they were cheeky, but when it came to the ranch and the animals they cared for, nothing was too much trouble. Lucky for Vega, workers on the Acosta ranch could run things without her, which was vital when she had to leave her spread in search of a solution to save their jobs. The guys here had thought her slight and weak when she first arrived, some silly girl come to play with the horses—until they saw her ride and train and handle the animals with as much respect as they did.

      “Where’s Beau?”

      “Thought you’d know,” a cowboy named Jake said to the amusement of his friends.

      Okay, so Beau had driven her off, pretty much, but she’d still hoped to see him if only to talk more about horses. And, if she was honest, a lot more than that too.

      Jake slid a tequila bottle down the counter. “Ready, Vega? Heard your boast that you can drink most men under the table. Care to prove it?” he challenged with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

      “Pour it,” one of the other cowboys invited, heralding a raucous chorus of “Pour it, Vega!”

      She poured a shot, put her head back and was about to neck it when a big hand stole the glass from her grasp. “You’ll need a clear head tonight.”

      Beau! Why would she need a clear head? How dare he treat her like a child. All these thoughts bounced around as his tall frame cast a shadow over their group. Piercing blue eyes locked onto hers with a mix of command and something she couldn't identify. “That's enough, Jake,” Beau said quietly. 

      “Aw, c’mon, Beau,” Jake exclaimed good-naturedly. “All in good fun.”

      Beau’s expression silenced him. “Tonight’s on me,” he told the group. “Don’t forget to eat, or you’ll regret it in the morning. Dance?” he said to Vega in the same breath.

      “I—”

      “That wasn’t a question.”

      Would she regret this in the morning? She’d regret acting up like a spooked mare around a stallion, Vega concluded. “Why not?” she said casually. “I’m keen to find out if you can move as well on the dance floor as you do on a bull.”

      “I move well everywhere, darlin’.”

      Alrighty.

      “You know you want to,” he murmured in the same intimate drawl.

      Play it cool, Vega warned herself as Beau extended a hand to lead her away from the bar. His voice sent shivers down her spine. She hoped he couldn’t hear her heart pounding.

      They got plenty of looks from the other patrons as they wove their way through the packed tables. No surprise there. Beau was the man of the moment. Fellow contestants and fans were eager to congratulate him. Beau proved to be both polite and patient, and Vega was content to watch until he placed his hand on the small of her back to steer her toward the dance floor.

      Would this bring her one step closer to her goal of persuading Beau that she was one hell of a horse trainer with one hell of a horse to sell? Would he want her, or just her horse? Maybe neither? Whatever his intention, the chance to dance with the best-looking man in the place wasn’t something she intended to miss.

      Beau’s hand felt warm and dry. She could feel the roughness of his calloused palm. Their hands felt good together. They fitted together perfectly in spite of the disparity in their size. It was just her luck that as Beau swung her into his arms, the tempo of the music changed to a slow ballad. The song talked of love and longing, reminding Vega that when it came to seducing Beau, she had scored a big fat zero. Was this invitation to dance a consolation prize? One thing she did know: her boss was no small-town player. Beau Devlin was experienced in every arena with a world of women to choose from.
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        * * *

      

      Enjoying pressure from Vega’s lush, vital body could easily become a habit. It was a shame she was so vulnerable. He didn’t do vulnerable. Women who knew the score and had as much to gain as he did from hooking up, were his choice. Vega was on a mission. She needed him. Without his money, the bank would foreclose on her ranch, and he’d pick it up for nothing.

      His arm closed around her waist on that thought, pulling her close. A trip to the ranch to see if anything was worth salvaging wouldn’t harm anyone. Business was business. He never turned down an opportunity to enhance his holdings.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The warmth of Beau’s hard body and the steady beat of his heart against her cheek as she rested her head on his chest made Vega feel safe and strangely emotional, as if this was meant to be.

      What? There was nothing safe or usual about this. But it was addictive, Vega conceded, as she dragged deep on Beau’s warm, clean man scent while they swayed in time to the music.

      She didn’t want this song to ever end. Gradually, their surroundings faded away. The bar’s noise dimmed, leaving them alone—if only, she thought, glancing up to find Beau staring down. The intensity in his eyes was confusing. “You're good at this,” she said, keeping things on the safe side of dangerous as they danced on.

      “You make it easy to be good at things,” Beau replied, his warm, minty breath brushing her ear.

      Beau’s body was a master class in seduction that set Vega’s imagination racing. It was hard going back to the reality of two people chilling on the dance floor after an eventful day. But she had to try.

      She failed.

      Beau’s touch was firm yet gentle and carried the promise of so much more. No longer a ranch worker and her boss, or a girl trying to prove she was worth something to this king of ranchers so he’d take her proposition seriously, they were simply Vega and Beau sharing a dance, trying not to acknowledge the unspoken connection between them.

      At least, that was what Vega was struggling to do. Goodness knew what Beau was thinking.

      When the song finally ended all
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Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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