
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
    A Cowboy for Christmas
 
   All Rights Reserved
 
   A Cowboy for Christmas
 
   Copyright Em Petrova 2015
 
   Kindle Edition
 
   Cover design by Love, Lust and Lipstick Stains 
 
   Electronic book publication November 2015
 
    
 
   The content, characters and events in this book are entirely fiction. Any similarities are unintentional and coincidental.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   This year’s Cowboy Christmas in Las Vegas promises to be merry and bright. But the real magic is happening outside the rodeo.
 
    
 
   Dusty Waite comes from a family of world championship bronc riders. His father and older brother have been there, done that, and their gold buckles taunt Dusty at every family gathering. Now he’s the top pick for the win. If luck and skill aren’t on his side, he’ll be a family joke—plus he’ll lose his sponsor, Rawhide foods. Losing the money would hurt, but no way will he walk away from the saucy little cowgirl running things.
 
    
 
   Avalee Byrd is the marketing mastermind behind Rawhide. The next world championship bronc rider is going to be the face pimping energy drinks and power bars made specifically for hardworking cowboys. Trouble is, he’s more than a little distracted—by her. And she’s having a difficult time keeping herself from landing on Planet Ripped-Abs too.
 
    
 
   While Avalee struggles to keep from mixing business with pleasure, Dusty is one determined cowboy. He wants the win, the job and the girl. But luck may not be on his side. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Avalee brushed away a wild strand of hair that had escaped her bun, only to have it tumble right back into her face. Her plaid top was damp from working hard in the too-warm building all morning. When she stood back to survey her handiwork, she couldn’t help but smile.
 
   Cowboy energy drinks created perfect rows that drew the eye to the old-fashioned crates filled with protein bars. Cowboy Citrus and Cherry Chaps were their bestsellers with Ropin’ Raspberry growing in popularity.
 
   Hopefully, with the help of their swoon-worthy new face of Rawhide foods, they’d be expanding their factory to increase production.
 
   A crash sounded from a nearby vendor’s stall, followed by an intense round of bitching.
 
   “You bumped the cart. Now half the box of pottery is broken.”
 
   “Get yer cart outta my way. You stand there like a donkey croppin’ grass while I’m trying to carry this junk through a small space.” The man’s deep drawl was South Texas. Easy to pick out. After three years doing the Cowboy Christmas show in Las Vegas, Avalee had heard every twang and honeyed drawl out there.
 
   She stole a peek at the couple arguing nearby. His hat was angled low, but the tip of his nose was red. Either he’d been sampling the craft beers at the booth across the way or he was miffed. Maybe both.
 
   “Lookin’ good, Byrd.”
 
   Avalee spun with a smile. She’d recognize that lilting baritone anywhere. She faced one of the hottest cowboys in all of Sin City. “Loren! So good to see you.” She darted a look around for his two sidekicks.
 
   “Alex and Posy haven’t made it in yet. They’re drivin’ the U-Haul. I came a day early to check in.”
 
   “You have so many saddles to sell that you need a U-Haul this year?”
 
   The hunk of a man hitched his thumb in his belt in a way that made Avalee wish like crazy he wasn’t already claimed by not one lover but two. The three lived in complete harmony from what she could see. That Posy was a lucky woman. Avalee couldn’t snag one good cowboy let alone two.
 
   Of course, most of her time was spent working, and she never mixed business with pleasure. Never. The business was her life’s blood and her family legacy.
 
   “Yep, we had a ton of orders. Saddle-making business is booming this year. A bunch of customers are competin’ in the National Finals Rodeo and will take the saddles home rather than have us ship them.” He craned his neck to see behind her, where boxes and crates were still unpacked. “You need any help?”
 
   If you were single, yes. But since Loren was off-limits, she shook her head. “Thank you, but I have CDO.”
 
   “CDO? What’s that?”
 
   “It’s OCD put in alphabetical order.”
 
   He laughed, and she relaxed a bit, glad she hadn’t offended him by refusing his help. When he smiled, small crinkles appeared around each eye, reminding her that he was a cowboy as well as a saddle maker, and he spent a lot of time outdoors.
 
   “Here. Have one on the house.” She reached into a crate and grabbed a Ropin’ Raspberry. She tossed it, and he snagged it out of the air with ease.
 
   “Thank you, Avalee.”
 
   She tipped her head in a quick nod, a habit she’d picked up from her daddy when she was knee-high to a grasshopper. She and her father were close, and he would have trusted her with part of the business even if she were an imbecile. But she took pride in doubling their sales this year.
 
   With any luck, she’d triple their profits next year. Having the championship bronc rider Dusty Waite involved with Rawhide would certainly help. He was a gorgeous mountain of a man with wicked dark hair curling from beneath the brim of his hat and a coal-black beard to match.
 
   She hadn’t yet met him in person, but she’d done a lot of research on Dusty. The highlight of her job was watching interviews and rodeo footage of him.
 
   She threw a wave at Loren, and he ducked into the milling crowd of people working like ants to set up their booths. Everything from bedazzled cowgirl boots to genuine hand-tooled leather belts filled the space. But Rawhide was the only line of performance foods made especially for rough and rugged men who worked long hours in the elements.
 
   Returning to her boxes, she continued arranging the booth to be visually pleasing. Soon her helper—and also the company photographer—Ryan, showed up. He talked to her for a minute or two before reaching into a box and setting cans of Blue Cow-Punch on a rough-hewn wooden shelf.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she watched him set the cans any old way. Some with labels facing inward and a couple were even upside down. Christmas music blasted from a nearby radio, and she gritted her teeth against the sappy ballad.
 
   “You don’t have to do this. You were hired to run the cash register and take pictures.” She bit her lip as she eyed the crooked labels that weren’t in line with the others.
 
   “I don’t mind helping out.” Ryan was a valuable employee, but if he continued unpacking this way, she’d spend twice as long fixing his haphazard work.
 
   “Uhhh—” She looked around for something to distract him. She stopped dead.
 
   A pair of dusty boots came into view sporting a set of hand-forged spurs from a booth down the line. Avalee looked up, up, up a set of long, muscled legs. She gulped at the sight of a very shiny belt buckle and the broad chest above it clad in the tightest possible white cotton.
 
   As she dragged her gaze over the black beard coating a square jaw and then to a set of equally black eyes, she forgot to breathe. Too many seconds passed before her head swam and she pulled in oxygen.
 
   Dusty Waite. In the flesh. A mountain of a man was an understatement. He was more like Everest.
 
   She swallowed.
 
   His gaze clung to hers. For a heartbeat she figured her idea of not mixing business and pleasure could fly the hell out the nearest door.
 
   How did the man have charm without even saying a word? I have low blood sugar. I need an energy drink.
 
   Ryan jumped in with a greeting. “Hi, you’re Dusty Waite. I’m Ryan. I’ll be doing your photoshoot today.”
 
   Springing to action, Avalee stuck out her hand. Dusty enveloped her fingers with his, giving her a jolt that went straight to her pussy. She had images of him running his callused hands all over her body.
 
   “I’m—”
 
   “Avalee Byrd.” Dusty’s drawl was entirely new and exciting to her ears. So that’s how Kentucky sounds. She knew all about him and his family—his father and big brother had championship wins in bronc riding, and Dusty was going to take up the legacy by nabbing his own buckle this week at the rodeo. He was top pick.
 
   He continued to hold her hand though their handshake was long over. Aware she was fangirling and Ryan was giving her the side-eye, she pulled free of Dusty’s touch. His gaze dipped over her slowly.
 
   Damn, she must look a mess. Her bun was crooked on her head—she could feel it. And she was aware of her shirt clinging to her sweaty body.
 
   “Yes, I’m Avalee. Nice to meet you, Dusty. We’ve got a fantastic photoshoot lined up.” She brushed her hands on her jeans, and he watched her action. Her face scorched like a schoolgirl’s. What the hell was wrong with her?
 
   “Sounds good. How long’s it gonna take? I have another appointment lined up.” He tracked her as she moved from crate to crate, gathering the energy bars for him to be photographed eating.
 
   A shiver rolled through her at the thought of seeing his very white teeth tear off bits of these bars over and over. It was food porn, cowboy-style.
 
   Very off-limits cowboy-style.
 
   With her hands full, she twitched her head toward a backdrop she’d already set up for the shoot.
 
   He looked around. “We’re going to shoot right here?”
 
   “Yes, Ryan has the right lighting, don’t worry. You’ll look great.”
 
   His lips twisted upward, his black eyes twinkled—and her panties were suddenly wet. “I don’t need to worry about looking good. Nobody’s ever said I took a bad picture.”
 
   She fought to ignore his cocky comment even as she agreed wholeheartedly with him. The faster she got his photo taken and him out of here, the faster she could return to her levelheaded self. He was setting her off-balance, and her orderly tendencies didn’t like it.
 
   “So will this be a problem?”
 
   He cocked a brow. A dark arching line that pointed to total sin. “Only problem I may have is trying to keep from flirting with a beautiful woman like yourself.”
 
   He was trying not to flirt? Holy crap, what did his flirting look like?
 
   That twinkle in his deep, wideset eyes…the crooked smile… God, she was going to need resuscitated after this photoshoot. Feeling a flush creep over her body, she dumped the armload of bars onto a bench covered with a red horse blanket.
 
   Reaching over her shoulder, he snagged one. “Bandera Biscuits?”
 
   Aware of how close he stood to her—why was he invading her space anyway?—she tossed a glance over her shoulder. “Yes, one of our most popular flavors. Dried berries, oats, honey, whey and orange oil for extra vitamin C.”
 
   His big hand reached past her again. Even the way he dropped the bar onto the blanket was sexy. She scooted to the side in an attempt to put space between them. He was far too comfortable getting in her personal zone. He must be used to having whatever woman he picked out of the crowd, but she wasn’t about to be his next Buckle Bunny.
 
   “What’s in this bar?” He plucked a new one from the bench.
 
   “That’s the Arroyo Ancho. It has Ancho chile, roasted cashews, salt and miscellaneous seeds.”
 
   “Ooh, a spicy one?” The way he drawled that so close to her ear raised all the hair on her arms. Thankfully she was wearing long sleeves rolled to the elbows, but he still might notice.
 
   “Spicy, yes.”
 
   “Have you tried it?”
 
   “Umm, I can’t say I have. I’m not much on spicy foods.”
 
   The bar he was holding joined the other as he dropped it. “Oh? Which do you prefer?”
 
   She adjusted some parts of the set but really to avoid eye contact with Dusty. When he looked at her, her mind jumbled into something close to the hot mash she fed her horse.
 
   He probably does that to every woman.
 
   “I like the Tin Cup Tack.”
 
   He crowded near and rooted around in the pile for the bar she mentioned. “What’s in it?”
 
   “Nuts, seeds, oats and ground coffee bits.”
 
   “Now that sounds more like it.” He tossed the bar onto the bench, and she spent a few minutes arranging them while Dusty and Ryan talked about the scores he’d been bringing over the course of the past month+.
 
   “I watched that last ride you made in Colorado Springs,” Ryan was saying. “Whoooeee! How you stayed on that horse is beyond me. That bronc was possessed!”
 
   Dusty’s chuckle, low and warm, made Avalee’s nipples bunch into tight gumdrops. She tossed a look over her shoulder only to find him staring at her. Her blush was back and about a hundred degrees hotter.
 
   Quickly, she twisted back to her task, fiddling with the Rawhide goods on the bench. As if anybody would even notice the product in these ads—they’d be looking at the gorgeous cowboy.
 
   She grabbed a bar and faced Dusty. Her employee. A breath caught in her throat, but she forced a question past it. “Ready?”
 
   “Sure am.” He winked and sauntered nice and slow to the bench. “Where do you want me?”
 
   Doing pushups. Over me.
 
   She stomped all over that thought. “Umm, Ryan? This is your area of expertise.”
 
   “Okay, just sit on the bench. Naturally. No posing. And I think Avalee wants you to be holding a bar.”
 
   “Eating a bar,” she corrected. “Here.” She grabbed one and carefully tore off a corner in a neat fashion that would look good on camera. Then she passed it to him.
 
   He jerked his head back and pulled a face. “Tell me that isn’t the vomit-flavored bar.”
 
   Her lips fell open. For a moment she couldn’t make out his meaning. All at once understanding hit. “Vomit-flavored?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m not only a professional bronc rider. In my off time, I ride behind two-hundred head of cattle on my family’s ranch in Kentucky. I’ve actually eaten Rawhide bars before. Remember, my brother was the last face on your ad campaigns? You had a lifetime supply sent to the ranch.”
 
   She settled a hand on her hip. She’d hired someone to endorse a product he hated? Crap on toast, this was going to be bad.
 
   “Just bite the bar.”
 
   “What the hell’s in it?” His nostrils flared as she waved it before his nose.
 
   “It’s the Coldspring Canyon bar. Some whey protein and fish oils, corn, seeds and curry.”
 
   He nodded, dark eyes dancing. “Like I said—vomit-flavored.”
 
   “It. Is. Not,” she bit off through a clenched jaw. Why did he have to be so badass-hot? The sparkles in his dark eyes made her lady parts sit up and beg.
 
   “Okay, then it smells like vagina. I don’t know whether to eat it or fuck it.”
 
   A wheeze left Avalee.
 
   Ryan roared with laughter, and several people in the neighboring stalls looked around at the sound. As soon as they spotted Dusty, they smiled. But Avalee was not amused.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Hell, he shouldn’t have made the remark about the dirty vagina. Or the vomit, for that matter. It was just a joke—sort of. He wasn’t going to eat that Constipated Canyon bar and smile for the camera.
 
   Still, he’d offended his boss. Avalee Byrd was signing his sponsor checks, which gave him money to compete. He needed Rawhide’s backing.
 
   Very gently, he removed the bar from her hand and set it aside. But he didn’t want to stop touching her. Beneath his fingers, her wrist was delicate yet strong. He’d bet she could rope and ride as well as a rodeo gal. He’d also bet his new spurs that she’d fit like a custom saddle under him.
 
   His Wranglers grew tight in the fly, and he resisted the urge to shift on the bench. “I apologize for my big mouth. I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
   She pulled free of his touch. “You really don’t like the energy bar?”
 
   “Have you tasted it?”
 
   She compressed her lips, which only made him rock-hard. When she shook her head, her bun wobbled. What he wouldn’t give to loosen it, to have all that rich honey-brown hair tumble over his hands.
 
   With her standing so near, it was hard to focus on making an apology. All he wanted to do was—
 
   Inspiration struck. “Look, why don’t we postpone this shoot. Let me take you to lunch as an apology.” Dusty met her gaze. Damn, she had a sweet girl-next-door vibe. Add long legs and hips he wanted to grip tight and she was exactly his type. Spikes of lust hit his system.
 
   “Lunch sounds good. Beats energy bars,” Ryan said.
 
   Avalee whirled on him, a glare darkening her pretty features. Seeing a bull about to plow down a fighter waving a red flag, Dusty stood and ran interference.
 
   “Ryan, I was gonna tell you that one of the ropin’ teams is looking for a photographer. Some magazine? Western Horseman maybe?” Dusty scratched his jaw as if trying to remember.
 
   Ryan’s eyes bulged. “They need a photographer for Western Horseman?”
 
   Pointing toward the exit, Dusty said, “Look for Bickel and Brown. They should be in the barn. You know how to get there?”
 
   But Ryan was already rushing around, packing away his camera equipment in the big leather bag. “Yeah, I know where it’s at. Avalee, call me when you’re ready for Dusty.”
 
   Ignoring the photographer, Dusty turned his attention to the beautiful—and angry—woman standing so close. He gave her his best crooked smile he hoped would charm her as much as it had his momma through the years. “How ‘bout that lunch?” He offered his arm.
 
   She rolled her eyes, and he couldn’t stop the grin from taking over his face. “Fine,” she groaned.
 
   He looked around her booth. “Anything you need to do here?”
 
   “Let me grab security and ask someone to watch the booth for me. Most country folk are honest and wouldn’t steal, but you can’t be too trusting.” She vanished into the crowd, offering him a brief view of her backside in fitted jeans.
 
   Before she returned, he’d signed six autographs and had his photo taken with several people. He even posed with a little girl while she recorded a short vid of them both blowing kisses at the camera.
 
   When he looked up again, Avalee had returned. Not only had she brought a guard to watch her booth, but at some point she’d freshened up. His stomach clenched, along with parts much lower and less polite to talk about.
 
   Her bun was gone, her long hair flowing around her waist. Much more hair than he’d guessed, and so much worse for his libido. Now he wanted to feel it fall over his hands as he gripped her hips and eased her down on his cock.
 
   Biting off a groan, he didn’t hesitate to reach for her arm. He cupped her elbow and plunged into the crowd.
 
   As they navigated the space, people called out to her. Then they saw who she was with and did double-takes. When they approached, she would smile and introduce him as the new face of Rawhide. Which was his cue to start talking about himself, but he was too interested in hearing what she had to say.
 
   He learned that her father had been recovering from a recent knee surgery but was back behind the desk, barking orders. Her tone grew quieter and he discovered that a friend had put down a good horse after a rapid sickness. Avalee was liked and respected—and smart as a whip.
 
   By the time they reached the exit, he was burning to get her alone.
 
   “Where are we going? There’s a food court—”
 
   “That ain’t my idea of lunch, sugar. I want to sit down. Ya know…at a table that’s not sticky with the last guest’s food.”
 
   Five minutes later he was seated at a white linen-topped table with a napkin in his lap. Avalee glanced around as she flipped open her napkin too. “We’re not dressed for this place.”
 
   Men in business suits and women in pearls surrounded them. Yeah, he’d chosen one of the better restaurants on the strip, mainly because the service took forever. A bonus when you wanted to keep talking to the woman you were with.
 
   He turned her name over in his mind. What a name. What a woman. After speaking with her on the phone and corresponding via email, he’d had a vision of a pinched, orderly librarian-type. He was so wrong. Naughty librarian, maybe. With legs like that, she sure would look hot in a pair of thigh-high pantyhose.
 
   He searched her face as she lifted a goblet of ice water to her lips. She looked like a kid plugging his nose before sipping medicine. He almost laughed.
 
   As soon as she took a drink, she relaxed and shot him a sheepish smile. “I was expecting tap water.”
 
   When he smiled, he felt it spread all the way up to his eyes.
 
   “You really didn’t need to take me to lunch. You needn’t be sorry for speaking your mind.”
 
   He leaned his elbows on the table. “Does that mean you agree the bar tastes like vomit and smells like—”
 
   She thrust a hand inches from his face. “Don’t even say it!”
 
   He chuckled and sat back. Avalee stared at him, and he held her gaze a beat too long. She squirmed, and damn, was that cute.
 
   “So while we’re still on speaking terms, why don’t we discuss your role in Rawhide?” Directing a long lock of honeyed hair behind her ear, she drew her goblet to her lips again. Suddenly he had the urge to order a bottle of good wine and get her tipsy. See if she was less uptight after knocking back a few.
 
   “Why are you looking at me that way?” she asked.
 
   “What way?” It was back—his smile. He was always easygoing, but he didn’t typically smile so much.
 
   “Like…” Her lips fell open, drawing his gaze to her mouth. Her lips were small but pouty. And he had a feeling she knew how to use them. “Never mind.”
 
   The waitress arrived to tell them the specials.
 
   “The lobster’s amazing here. I suggest that,” Dusty said to Avalee.
 
   “All right, I’ll have the lobster.”
 
   He held up two fingers to the waitress. She grinned and nodded enthusiastically. “Sure thing, Mr. Waite.”
 
   “Please, that’s my pa. I’m Dusty.”
 
   The waitress left with a bounce in her step, and he returned his attention to the woman opposite him.
 
   She had a habit of fiddling with her hair. It was driving him crazy. If his cock got any harder, it would bump the underside of the table.
 
   “Looks as if you have a fan,” she said.
 
   He waved a hand. “I have lots of fans. Now tell me about the campaign.”
 
   A sparkle lit her blue-green eyes as she launched into an enthusiastic discussion of her visions, his role in them and future marketing goals.
 
   “We’ll have quarterly photo shoots or whenever there’s a new product reveal, and—are you listening at all?” The breathy quality of her tone drowned him in visions of his big king-sized hotel bed and soft sheets. Damn, he wanted to spread her hair all over his pillows and do bad things to her.
 
   “I know all this.”
 
   She blinked. “What?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s in the nineteen-page contract I spent hours poring over before I gave my John Hancock.”
 
   “You know about our new products rolling out next year? The line of soups?”
 
   “Yep,” he drawled.
 
   She pushed out her plump lips in what could be called a pout from a less mature woman. “I suppose you think the soups are a bad call.”
 
   “As long as none taste like vomit, I think it’s a fine idea.”
 
   “But you wouldn’t eat them.”
 
   “Sugar, I know good food, but I’m not too picky so I’d try the soups. Now my taste in women is very different.”
 
   Her eyes flared just enough to let him know he’d piqued her interest. “How so?” Her neck was long and arching, and the way she held herself spoke of good training in the saddle.
 
   Leaning across the table again, he studied her beautiful eyes rimmed with dark lashes and stopped caring about the whys. Why he was so drawn to her. Why he shouldn’t flirt with somebody who held the reins of his livelihood.
 
   He’d never been a man who hesitated—couldn’t afford to. One heartbeat too long in the saddle and he was out thousands of dollars.
 
   He wasn’t waiting around before he made a move with Avalee either. She was the most interesting woman he’d met in forever. The tightness in his jeans said his hormones were on board too.
 
   “I know a beautiful woman when I see one. But it’s not often I see one with so much going on up here.” He tapped a finger to his temple. Her cheeks grew pink as she realized he was complimenting her.
 
   So damn cute. He wanted to keep those roses in her cheeks all day. And at night, he wanted to redden another set of cheeks as he pounded into her tight body.
 
   “Th-thank you.”
 
   “No, thank you. It’s a privilege to work with a woman who has the brain to run a huge corporation and also turns so many heads.”
 
   She fiddled with her hair and her napkin and finally started talking about the people in her neighboring booth fighting. Just then their meals arrived, and he was drowned in more dirty daydreams when he watched her pop some lobster into her mouth. Her eyes slid closed as she chewed.
 
   “You like?” He stared at her lips, shiny with butter, pouty and altogether delicious-looking. He’d like to sample these goods and skip the energy bars.
 
   “Delicious. Thank you for recommending it. Now tell me about the competition.” Using her fingertips, she cracked open a hot roll. Steam puffed out, and she actually leaned in to catch a whiff. “Mmm. These remind me of my momma’s rolls.”
 
   He’d been on a lot of dates in his life. Had a few longer relationships and plenty of one-night stands. But never had he learned so much about a woman in the first few hours of meeting her. She was like a complex origami. Each fold hid another little secret. And the peeks she gave him only spurred him to want more.
 
   He flagged down the waitress and ordered that wine.
 
   Avalee eyed him, and he shrugged. “What? It’s Vegas.”
 
   A band was set up in the corner, playing some soft Christmas music he’d tuned out long ago. But when they struck a new song, she groaned. “I wish Vegas didn’t love that song so much. I’ve heard it five times today counting now.”
 
   His grin widened, and he moved as if to stand. “Want me to go tell them to stop?”
 
   Her eyes widened in horror. “No! Sit down!”
 
   Chuckling, he dropped back into his chair and leaned his elbows on the table to look into her eyes. “In case you’re wondering, I don’t really carry any weight around here. I’m just another cowboy.”
 
   “That’s not true. You’re well-known. A celebrity.”
 
   He waved a hand. “The place is crawling with celebs. Isn’t that Jennifer Aniston over there?”
 
   She whipped around to see. Then with precise nonchalance, turned back to face him. “I think you’re right. Interesting. So please tell me about the rodeo finals.”
 
   She picked up her fork again, and he admired her delicate fingers. She wore no rings, and that suited her. Most of the Buckle Bunnies he saw on a daily basis were primped out in as much bling as possible. It took a man half an hour to strip everything off her. With Avalee, he’d get down to basics in ten seconds flat.
 
   Ten seconds too long, in his opinion.
 
   “I’m ready to ride and hit some good numbers. We’ve got a good pool of broncs to draw from. Plenty I’ve ridden before, but a few are new to me.”
 
   She leaned forward, chewing and swallowing a bite of roll before speaking. God, could she get any sexier? His gaze latched onto hers, and that adorable blush was back in her rounded cheeks.
 
   “How important are the horses? If you draw a bad one, can you still pull off a win?”
 
   He pressed his lips into a firm line. The papers he’d signed said if he failed to rank in the top three in the finals the contract would be terminated. Which meant no sponsor.
 
   And worse, his father and brother would rub it in his face every holiday gathering. Their big flashy buckles were in a glass case in the living room for everyone to see. There was still room for a third—his.
 
   He pushed out a sigh. “I can handle any horse.” No point in letting doubts creep in. He was going to win—no question. But he’d have a lot more drive if she were in the audience. “Why don’t you come watch tonight? I can get you a good seat.”
 
   A new look was on her pretty face—something calculating. Did she believe he was playing her?
 
   Cowgirl, I haven’t gotten started. When I’m done you’re going to sing like a fine fiddle.
 
   She met his gaze. “I suppose it’s a good idea to show my support for the new face of Rawhide. Sure, I’ll come.”
 
   Come. Her final word sent a shock of need straight through him. Thank goodness the tablecloth concealed his raging hard-on.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The minute Avalee spotted the dark brown cattleman-style hat, she craned to see the man wearing it. He stood off to the side of the arena, shifting from boot to boot.
 
   Nerves. And no wonder. He was about to climb onto the back of a horse that’s job was to buck him onto his ass. Or head. Bronc riding was dangerous business, and Dusty had a lot on the line.
 
   His name was announced. He gave his hands a fast flick as if dispensing the nerves through his fingertips. Avalee strained harder to see, wanting a glimpse of his face. This was an important moment in his life, and she wanted to witness the feelings that came with it.
 
   Turned out she didn’t need to. She looked up at the big screen and there he was—the Everest of men. Coal-black beard that gave her very dirty thoughts of how it would feel as he dragged his jaw up her inner thigh to her soaking center.
 
   Shuddering, she clasped her hands. At that moment, he looked up into the camera and gave a devilish wink and a crooked grin guaranteed to steal every woman’s heart in the arena—and more than a few men’s too.
 
   He hooked a leg over the yellow bars corralling the horse he was about to ride.
 
   “Dusty Waite is on Luck’s Side. His time to beat is 76. Dusty’s at the top of his game and is on track to follow in his father’s and brother’s footsteps,” the announcer called.
 
   Avalee’s heart beat in her throat as she watched him adjust his grip, rope looped around his hand in a way that seemed more dangerous if he were to be thrown off. She scooted to the edge of her seat.
 
   “This is the horse everybody wants to ride, folks. If he gets this horse during the finals, there’s no doubt he will win it all. I didn’t say ‘can win it all’. I said will.”
 
   The horse jostled the sides of the pen. Dusty shoved his hat down farther and gave a nod.
 
   Avalee leaped to her feet as the horse rushed out kicking. The crowd cheered. More people around her stood too, but her gaze was riveted on the man being flung about in the saddle. The animal whirled and kicked. Five times…six. She lost count.
 
   Dusty’s arm flailed in perfect counterbalance to the horse’s wild movements. The buzzer sounded and then he leaped out of the saddle and landed on his feet. When he tossed his hat into the air, the crowd went nuts.
 
   Avalee bounced with the rest of the crowd, caught in the moment. The rush of seeing Dusty’s strong body, so in control…
 
   He did a double-fist punch into the air, and grinned just as the camera zoomed in on his handsome face. He seemed to be looking in another direction. She moved her attention from the big screen to look at the real deal in the arena.
 
   A shiver ran down her spine and raised the hairs on her arms. He seemed to be…no. He wouldn’t be looking at her.
 
   Still, it looked as though… She raised a hand and waved. Immediately he waved back.
 
   Heart racing, she plopped into her seat again. How had he picked her out of the crowd? She was sitting with the wives and girlfriends—and she was sure one woman was an exotic dancer or maybe even a prostitute. She had no idea how Dusty noticed her in this crush of fans and chaos.
 
   She watched him swagger all the way back to the sidelines. He vanished through a door, and she found herself on her feet, apologizing her way out of the row. She took the steps quickly, down, down. And started searching the shadows for where he may have disappeared.
 
   An arm snagged her around the middle. She opened her mouth to scream, but the breath was punched from her lungs as her chest struck a wall of flesh. Black eyes flitted into her vision a split second before a hard mouth crushed over hers.
 
   Her body reacted to Dusty’s scent, his flavors. She had no control over her arms that looped around his neck or her fingers that gripped his shoulder. His rough knuckle beneath her chin tipped her head to the side, angling her for the first plunge of his tongue.
 
   A ragged cry left her as he swept the interior of her mouth. He wrapped an arm around her, hitching her fully against his big body. He smelled of leather, horse and man. Still in his chaps, his erection seemed pronounced between the cutout, but she realized that was all Dusty. Pure virile male.
 
   And she was kissing him back as if she’d never be kissed again. He probed her tongue with his, and she dug her fingers into his shoulders, drinking in the taste of his adrenaline high.
 
   “I can’t…fucking get enough,” he said between wild passes of his tongue. She shouldn’t be responding, but her body was quickly running the gears. And there didn’t seem to be any brakes on this ride.
 
   He kneaded her hips, long fingers splaying dangerously close to her pussy. She was drenched with want and wiggled closer to the heat he was packing for her too.
 
   Groaning, he said, “Jesus, I’m going to take you right here if I don’t stop.” In complete contradiction, he claimed her mouth once more. Swirling his tongue over hers in a dance as untamed as his performance had been minutes before. She clung to him, mind spinning.
 
   What was she doing? Making out with her client was a big no-no. Daddy would have her hide. Things couldn’t develop between them. Not only were their lives on different routes, but nothing but embarrassment could come of a night with him.
 
   The thought didn’t make her stop kissing him or keep her hands from wandering down to his chest. Beneath her fingers, his heart pumped hard and fast.
 
   He tore away and pulled back to look into her eyes. Dark shards of lust stood in his, igniting her further.
 
   She hadn’t been so attracted to anyone in a long while. Or slept with anybody either.
 
   He ran his fingers up her spine and threaded them in her hair. When he spoke, his voice was rough. “Don’t ask me to stop, Avalee.”
 
   She stared at his beautiful mouth carved into his black beard. Unable to resist, she stood on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his with a murmured, “Don’t stop.”
 
   He stamped her mouth with his—hard. Dusky scents of man swam in her head for far too short a time before he dragged himself away, caught her arm and started towing her out of the arena. Outside, he shoved her against the wall and kissed the hell out of her again. Catcalls sounded from around them, but she knew only Dusty’s dark need on her tongue.
 
   It struck her that she had no idea what his final score even was.
 
   When he yanked free again, she was trembling with want. She grabbed him and started walking.
 
   “Where are you taking me, cowgirl?” Amusement rang in his deep Southern drawl.
 
   “Your room.”
 
   “You know where it’s at?”
 
   “No idea. I was hoping you’d stop and kiss me again before taking the lead.”
 
   He rumbled a laugh and then he pounced on her again. Cushioning her with his hands he pinned her to a storefront before thrusting his tongue into her mouth and his hips against hers until she was weak-kneed.
 
   * * * * *
 
   He couldn’t stop fucking kissing her. She was like finding a stocking-full of candy on Christmas morning. Or like pulling a prize-winning bronc.
 
   God, all that honey-brown hair felt as good in his hands as he’d imagined. Better. He wrapped the length around his fist and held her steady while he kissed her. She sagged in his hold, and he held her tight. Madness was seeping in. A few more minutes of this and he’d have both their jeans around their ankles and his cock balls-deep.
 
   Breathing hard, he tore away and gazed down into her eyes. The blue-green depths were hazy with passion. Every alarm bell in his body was ringing, alerting him that sleeping with your boss was the worst possible idea. But she’d asked him not to stop.
 
   Not just asked—she’d rolled against him like a cat in heat while delivering the plea with a breathless note of longing.
 
   He caught her hips and tugged her away from the building that seemed to be the only thing supporting her. She was boneless, chest heaving. “This way.”
 
   The walk to his hotel took forever. And who the hell had booked him a room on the 700th floor anyway? Okay, so he wasn’t that high, but he was going to have her in the elevator if they didn’t reach his room with rocket speed.
 
   In the lobby Christmas lights shimmered. A hundred-foot silver tree was decorated with fragile crystal ornaments and revolved on an electrical base. The notes of Holly, Jolly Christmas sounded above the din of gamblers.
 
   “Dusty! It’s Dusty Waite! Hey, can I get your autograph?” A paper was thrust beneath his nose. Normally he was willing to stop at any given moment and scribble his name for someone else’s pleasure. But right now his own pleasure was the only thing on his brain.
 
   As he scrawled his name on the store receipt, he felt Avalee’s tension. If he hesitated a second, he could lose her. Take too long and she might change her mind.
 
   Grasping her forearm, he nodded goodbye to the fan and bee-lined for the elevators. The minute the doors shut he was at her again, tasting, nipping those pouty lips that had been driving him crazy since the moment he’d set eyes on her.
 
    He rocked his hips against hers. She wriggled on his cock. His balls ached with the need to blow, and his cock was pinched painfully behind the wall of his zipper. He eased her leg upward, locking her to the wall. Doors opened. A couple stepped on, giggling at having caught them, and Dusty and Avalee broke apart.
 
   After the doors closed and the unit rocketed upward, she tapped her nails on the handlebar running along the side of the elevator. He could barely contain his grin at her impatience.
 
   They stopped again. More passengers. Damn these people getting on and off the elevator. Next time he’d pay for a fancy private suite with a secluded entrance. He ground his teeth and tried not to let his gaze linger over Avalee’s rounded breasts or her cowgirl hat he’d knocked askew.
 
   By the time they reached his floor, he’d had enough. He swooped her off her feet. She squeaked in a way that sent his pulse pounding harder. The people in the elevator laughed at them as he stormed down the hall with her in his arms.
 
   “There’s no way to claim that we’re going to talk business,” she said against his throat. He felt clumsy with need as he fumbled for the key card in his breast pocket. By the time he had the door open, he was five steps beyond wanting Avalee. He kicked the door shut and tossed his hat across the room with as much excitement as he’d done after his ride.
 
   * * * * *
 
   She was melting under his gaze. His eyelids drooped with desire as he reached for her. She backed against the wall. Now that she was alone with him, her mind had returned.
 
   “Dusty, I—”
 
   He gave a shake of his head, grabbed her wrists and pressed them over her head. When he leaned in, his chest seemed to scorch her aching nipples. “You’re making me crazy, Avalee.” He said her name with honeyed, lazy river, back-porch-sipping-iced-tea slowness.
 
   She curled her toes inside her boots. His minty breath washed over her face. Sending desire pooling in her belly. “I can’t think with you so close.”
 
   He nuzzled the corner of her lips. All she had to do was turn her face slightly and she’d be kissing him, her mind complete mush again.
 
   “You’re my…” pant, pant, “employee.”
 
   “More like business partner.”
 
   “I don’t mix business with pleasure.” Except she couldn’t remember why now. With his hardness against her stomach and his tantalizing lips so near. She’d landed on Planet Ripped Abs and had no desire to leave despite what she was saying.
 
   “Don’t forget why you kissed me in the first place, Avalee.” There it was again—her name in his deep drawl. She quivered. Very slowly he knuckled her chin up.
 
   And she turned into his kiss with all the passion raging inside her. He rumbled a growl and tongue-fucked her mouth as he rocked his hips into hers. She was soaking wet.
 
   Raking her hands through his hair, she reveled in every flip of his tongue. Need mounted until she was making small noises.
 
   Gripping her around the waist, he swung her off her feet. He took two steps and pressed her down on the bed. This was insane. Not at all in her plans. But she couldn’t stop now—her body was making demands she couldn’t ignore.
 
   She tore at the buckle holding his chaps in place. The heavy leather loosened. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the mass to the carpet. She’d lost her damn mind. She hardly knew Dusty. But beneath their semi-polite conversation—if you excluded the vomit and vagina jokes—she’d been simmering for him since she’d met him.
 
   “I’m not used to this,” she breathed as he released her mouth and started on her throat. His beard was as deliciously rough as she’d thought.
 
   “Me either.” He grazed her neck with his teeth, right over her pulse.
 
   “Really?” She didn’t believe for a minute this rugged cowboy didn’t have a new woman every week. Maybe every night. Her body hardly cared, though. She twitched her hips, driving his cock against her pussy.
 
   He groaned. “Really. I don’t just go crazy and almost fuck women in elevators. But I’d say I controlled myself pretty well, seeing how I wanted to do this in the restaurant.”
 
   A shiver passed through her. He pushed back to look in her eyes, and she was a goner. In a sea of espresso, she had no hope of swimming for shore.
 
   “Do you want me, Avalee?”
 
   God, yes. She answered by sliding his leather vest off his muscled shoulders. A wicked gleam came into his eyes and she made a play of running her hands over the patches on his vest with all the sponsors’ logos. A chicken nugget company. Motor oil. And Rawhide.
 
   When he drew his arms from the vest holes, she stopped thinking. She attacked his buttons. He went for a soft place on her throat, opening his mouth over the flesh and sucking. At this rate, she’d have to wear a turtleneck. But it was Vegas. And what happened in Vegas stayed in Vegas.
 
   Until she saw him in six months for another photo shoot, and then she’d be reliving every touch in her memory.
 
   She slid her hands into the opening in his shirt. Sculpted, scorching flesh greeted her fingers, and she couldn’t stop the coo from escaping her. He lifted his head with a crooked grin and yanked his arms from his sleeves.
 
   “You’re wearing entirely too many clothes, sugar.” With practiced ease he flicked open the line of pearl buttons on her top. Each inch of flesh he exposed he kissed. Lightly, teasingly. She shook and clenched her fingers into his hair, her mind fogged with everything but reaching for that unseen peak her body craved.
 
   “Fucking delicious. Better than trail bars.”
 
   She yanked a few hairs out, and he shook with laughter. When he reached her navel, he snaked his tongue around it. Her panties were instantly useless. God, how was he controlling her body this way?
 
   Up the length of her, he shot her a dark look. “I need to see if all of you tastes like candy.”
 
   “Didn’t know you had a…” she gasped as he yanked open her belt with his teeth, “sweet tooth.”
 
   “I do. Love me some pie.” In a blink her fly was open. He kissed the small V of turquoise panties and started to wiggle her jeans down her hips. She twisted her hands into the covers, unable to look away from him as he bunched her jeans to her knees. She was trapped—couldn’t spread her thighs and shove his face right where she wanted him.
 
   If she were bold enough, that was.
 
   He rubbed his face back and forth over her panty-clad pussy. Back and forth again. Oh God. Her body strained for more.
 
   Suddenly he did a pushup and launched to his feet with all the grace and skill he’d shown in the arena. He gripped her right boot. “Nice rhinestone details. I didn’t take you for a bedazzled girl.”
 
   Wait until he found out her secret.
 
   “We left before we heard your score,” she said.
 
   “I won,” he said flippantly. His face was fierce with want and without a care for his job.
 
   He tossed her boots to the floor and hitched up his leg to remove his own. Her jeans were tugged off. Next her socks. Holding her gaze, he climbed up the bed like a predator coming after his prey.
 
   When he covered her with his whole body, she cradled his face and kissed him. In a heartbeat the kiss turned carnal, their tongues meshing. He thumbed her nipple, and she cried out. Swallowing her noise, he answered with a groan. She struggled out of her plaid top and tank top. Reaching beneath her, he found her bra clasp and freed her aching breasts.
 
   As he dipped his face between the mounds, he did that deep breathing thing again. “Fucking hell, you’re beautiful, Avalee.”
 
   She made an involuntary noise and guided him to her breast. With his eyes closed, he sucked her nipple into his burning-hot mouth. She arched off the bed. He caught her other nipple and rolled it between his callused fingers.
 
   “Dusty…”
 
   “I know, sugar. This nipple needs attention too.” He closed his lips over the distended peak as he pinched the one he’d just abandoned. Hot shivers coursed through her, and she scraped her blunt nails over his shoulders.
 
   “Mmm,” he rumbled against her skin. “Love me a little wildcat. Scratch me up, sugar. I like it.” He bit her nipple hard enough to make her cry out.
 
   And suddenly he was lying between her legs, nuzzling her pussy through her panties again. Her heart throbbed heavily and she couldn’t tear her gaze away if she tried. The moment he pulled down her panties he’d see. And she wanted to watch his face when he did.
 
   Hooking his fingers in the sides of her underwear, he inched them down, his nose still buried against her seam. Her bare mound came into view.
 
   “Damn, a shaven pussy. I never expected this.”
 
   Wait for it.
 
   He dotted kisses over her mound, holding her gaze. When he snaked his tongue over her clit, he froze. His brow wrinkled and he pushed back. “What the…Jesus, God and the Holy Mother, Avalee,” he breathed. “A piercing?”
 
   “It was a dare.”
 
   He stared at the tiny silver bar with balls on each end that pierced her most intimate spot. His eyes flashed. “You’re not as buttoned up as you seem on the surface are you, wildcat?”
 
   She opened her mouth to reply but at that instant he parted his lips over her clit and sucked. Need blinding her, she jerked her knees around his ears and rode his tongue with wild abandon. He lapped her from top to bottom then slowly back up, zigzagging his tongue through her juices and folds.
 
   Her inner walls clenched with need. She rocked into his face and pinched her eyes closed. But he was too good not to watch. Too beautiful. She opened her eyes and lost herself in the dreamy expression he wore.
 
   As he dipped his tongue into her pussy, they shared a noise of desperation. And then he was mouthing her faster, flicking her clit with the point of his tongue and sinking two fingers deep into her opening.
 
   Her pussy spasmed. Pulsated. Her first moonbeams of ecstasy hit, and his name left her with a resounding cry.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Hell, he was going to come in his jeans. Avalee’s roughened version of his name fogged the room, along with her sweet scents. He couldn’t get enough. He watched her face contort in bliss as he tongued the prettiest pussy he’d ever seen, and he’d been looking at dirty magazines since eighth grade. Somehow her slick folds were the stuff of his dreams.
 
   Her pussy was the finest dessert. He slurped her juices and lightly ground her clit into her body. That piercing was the hottest fucking thing he’d seen in ages, and learning the contours with his tongue wasn’t going to be enough for him. He was going to take a closer look.
 
   Right after he peeled her off the ceiling.
 
   “Mmmm.” He slipped his tongue into her pussy once more before lifting his head. “I’m not done here.”
 
   She was pink with her release, her eyes hooded. Her nail marks on his shoulders stung like hell, but damn, he liked it. He gave her a crooked smile as he got to the side of the bed. Stripping off his pants took too long with his cock throbbing this way.
 
   A flame of need had turned into a raging inferno. He ran his tongue along his lips, tasting her, and dropped his jeans and boxers in one glide.
 
   Her eyelids fluttered, and her pretty lips pouted in a way that gave him a dozen dirty thoughts. Biting back a groan, he opened a condom and rolled it up his length. The roses in her cheeks bloomed again, sending brand new fire into his system.
 
   “You’re blushing for me.” He stroked his cock once, root to tip. She tracked his movement, sinking her teeth into her plump lower lip.
 
   Damn, he’d never hold off if she kept doing things like that. He eased onto the mattress, caught her around the middle and rolled her atop him. Her eyes widened as the tip of his cock poised at her slick opening.
 
   “Kiss me,” he grated out and thrust his hands into her mass of hair.
 
   She did without holding back. Long, sensuous kisses that made him think she was more experienced than he was. Maybe she came here every year and found herself a cowboy toy. Maybe even his brother—
 
   He slammed the door on that thought, clutched her hips and lifted her onto his cock. A throaty cry left her as she sank over him. Sliding to the root. She barely gave him a second to wrap his head around the tight heat clenching him when she began to move.
 
   Leaning back, tits bouncing, her hair rippling around his body. He stared into her eyes as she drove him crazier. She smelled like shampoo and a hint of cinnamon from being in the Cowboy Christmas space all day. To him, the scent would be forever tangled with this woman now.
 
   He drew her down on him, his eyes rolling up with pleasure. Her inner walls hugged him. She moved faster. God, she was taking what she needed from him, and there was no bigger turn-on in the world.
 
   With an uncontrollable growl, he wrapped her hair in his fist and kissed her. She rode him harder, faster. Their bodies slapping in the best music of all.
 
   He felt her tension increase. She was close. “Come on, sugar. Come for me.”
 
   She thrust her tongue into his mouth at the moment she tipped over the edge. Her body clamping down on his cock so hard, he issued a primal grunt as spurt after spurt of come burst from him.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Avalee stared at the ceiling, listening to Dusty’s heavy breathing return to normal. She should be feeling guilty or remorseful, but the only twangs she was experiencing were in her body.
 
   Warm aftershocks.
 
   She turned her head on the pillow and eyed him. Eyes closed, face tan against the white pillow. Small creases around each eye revealed he spent a lot of time outdoors, and the lines around his mouth were enticing as hell. Nothing sexier than a man who smiled.
 
   This had to be her one and only Sin City slip, though. If that meant avoiding him except for the photoshoot, so be it. She’d miss seeing him compete, but she couldn’t trust herself not to go looking for him after his ride again.
 
   In a swift move, he hooked an arm around her and dragged her against his side. He pressed her head down on his shoulder and held her in place. “You’re not leaving yet, so don’t get it in your pretty head.”
 
   “Am I that loud when I think?”
 
   “Yeah. So stop it.” He eyed her. “If you think I’m going to let you walk out after that mind-blowing sex, you’re wrong. I’m not finished with you.”
 
   His warm, fragrant skin was inches from her nose. She turned her face against his chest and stared down the ridges of his abs, all the way to his long cock, still half-hard. He had a light dusting of dark hair, but obviously kept it manscaped.
 
   How she’d landed in bed with such a god of a man was beyond her. She didn’t suffer from poor self-esteem but he seemed way out of her league.
 
   And he was basically her employee.
 
   She sat up. “This was a terrible mistake.”
 
   “What?” He made a grab for her, but she slipped out of bed and started throwing on clothes. A tank top and jeans were enough to walk through the hotel without scandalizing herself—she had on far more clothes than most women in this city.
 
   He launched to his feet and started stalking her around the room. She grabbed her underwear and socks. “You’re leaving?”
 
   “Yes. This was a bad idea, Dusty. Let’s just…forget it ever happened.” Feeling the wings of panic fluttering inside her, she grabbed her boots and scooped the rest of her clothes into her arms.
 
   He blocked her way—every muscle straining and his lips a straight line. “You can’t just walk out like this, Avalee.”
 
   “Uh, yeah, I can.” She hurried to the door, whipped it open and walked out.
 
   Stunned, she stood in the hall for a long second. Had she really just walked away from a man who could make her come like that?
 
   Beyond the door she heard him cussing and something falling over as he probably threw on clothes. Crap. He was going to come after her. She took off down the corridor.
 
   The door banged open. “Avalee!”
 
   She tossed a look over her shoulder to see a very hunky—and angry—cowboy barefoot and shirtless with a towel around his hips. Her ears started ringing as her blood pressure skyrocketed, and she lurched into the open elevator doors.
 
   Crowding into the back corner, she let her head fall against the wall. “Dammit.”
 
   Her body still hummed from the insane orgasms he’d given her. As she plummeted story after story to the ground level, she replayed the experience in her mind. Each moment of pleasure was drawn out in her mind the same way he spoke—with honeyed sweetness.
 
   His thorough lovemaking gave her the feeling that what they’d shared had been more intimate. More than a one-night stand.
 
   “Dammit.” She focused on the numbers of each floor flying by and before the doors opened fully, she was pushing through the crack.
 
   As she walked swiftly toward the exit, she threw one more look over her shoulder, expecting to see Dusty half-naked in the casino. Her ears rang with the din of people tossing away all their hard-earned money in the slots. In the back of the room a machine pealed as someone won.
 
   She hurried out of the building and stopped a half a block over to put on her boots. Then she walked much more slowly to her own hotel.
 
   In her room she threw herself on her big mattress and tried to slow her racing mind. Why had she climbed into bed with him? She wasn’t a woman who slept around. She’d only had a handful of partners.
 
   But none of them were a big professional cowboy with a wicked tongue. She flopped onto her back and tried to evict all the dirty deeds he’d done from her head.
 
   “Avalee!” Thumping followed.
 
   What the—
 
   She bolted upright and ran to the door. Pressing her eye to the peephole, she sucked in a gasp. Dusty. Here at her door. How had he found her?
 
   The metal slab shook under his fist again.
 
   She whipped it open and faced him, prepared with a rejection speech. But the minute three inches of metal door weren’t separating them, all thoughts flew out her ear.
 
   He’d taken a moment to throw on T-shirt, jeans and boots. His hat was jammed far over his eyes but not enough that she couldn’t see his glare.
 
   When he met her gaze, a pained look crossed his face. He compressed his lips. “Fuck, Avalee.”
 
   She pushed out the breath she’d been holding. Her body was still screaming for this man. He’d said he wasn’t finished with her. Her libido liked that—a lot.
 
   He took one step toward her. She remained in the doorway, unable to move. When he skimmed his knuckles along her cheekbone, she swayed toward him.
 
   “Wanna make another terrible mistake?” His dark tone matched his coloring perfectly.
 
   “Yeah. I do.” She threw her arms around him, and he bore her back into her room.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Dusty’s broad chest pressed her down onto the bed, and he captured her lips. Soft, buttery kisses that left her boneless. She spread her fingers over his shoulders, gasping with each pass of his tongue through her mouth.
 
   When he dotted kisses along her jaw to her throat, she couldn’t stop her noises from escaping. He shot her a crooked grin that sent a new throb of liquid heat to her pussy.
 
   “Arch your neck for me, sugar.”
 
   She obeyed his command, wondering why she couldn’t resist him. He commanded her, and her body didn’t question. While the more controlling part of her said this wasn’t a good idea, a freer self stood up and demanded notice.
 
   It was Christmas, after all. And she’d been on Santa’s nice list her whole life. Didn’t she deserve to have a bit of naughty now?
 
   As he sucked and nipped at her throat, he ground his cock against her pussy. Either riding broncs had given him amazing hip moves or he’d trained as an erotic dancer, because he was damn fine.
 
   He gripped her hip, extending his thumb over the seam of her jeans. Her pussy flooded, and she issued a ragged moan. Before he could give her the pleasure she craved, though, he eased his hand under her nape and lifted her lips to his.
 
   Their kiss was slow. Maddening. And hot as hell. He teased her with the barest caresses. Just as she began to respond in the same way, he increased the pressure and kissed her with all the hard authority of the cowboy who ruled the arena.
 
   He dug his cock into her. She bucked upward to meet his thrust, but he moved away. Dragging his bearded jaw between her breasts, cupping them, kneading her nipples.
 
   “I love this fucking tank top, sugar. All these little buttons…” Her top had a tiny row of decorative buttons down the V-neckline. He plucked each with his teeth. Down, down, and then nuzzled her nipple. His hot breath seared through the fabric. When he closed his lips around the tip, she cried out.
 
   He sucked her through the cloth until she was straining and the fibers soaking. Passion flared, and she couldn’t look away from his rugged features as he worshipped her breasts.
 
   Tugging her tank top down, he met bare flesh. Her bra was on the floor, dropped carelessly. He took immediate advantage—sucking her nipple hard. She arched off the bed.
 
   “God, you’re fucking beautiful. These tits…” he held her gaze as he snaked his tongue over one again, “fit perfectly in my hands. “Your nipples were made to fit in my mouth.”
 
   She gasped, as turned on by his hot words as the play of his mouth over her needy skin. He took her lips again—an all-possessive kiss that stole her mind and any resistance that might have been floating around inside her body.
 
   Her top was shoved up, her torso bared. He kissed downward, cupping her pussy in one big, capable hand as he did. She cried out. “Look at me, Avalee.”
 
   She opened her eyes and met his burning gaze.
 
   “I’m not finished with you.”
 
   “I’m not finished with you either.”
 
   He bit off a growl and slid his arms beneath her, lifting her into a sitting position to kiss her again. Long, mind-rattling kisses that made her forget anything but this man. Then he slowly lowered her to the bed once more, kneeling over her.
 
   As he pinched her jeans at the ankles, she wiggled free. He tossed her jeans aside, kissing her knee, up her inner thigh, angled right for her aching pussy.
 
   “I like you commando, sugar. Let me see this sweet little piercing again.” He spread her. Her wet folds parted and she was bared to his stare. Throat working, he ran his tongue over his lips. “Goddamn.” He flicked her clit with a rough forefinger, and she forgot everything but reaching that peak.
 
   He returned to her breasts, kissing her all over while he thumbed her clit back and forth. She strained toward him, pushing her hips where she needed him most. With a wicked grin, he settled between her legs and speared her with his tongue.
 
   A dark moan left her, and she clasped his head to her. Each thrust dug a bit more solid ground out from under her. Soon she’d be caught in a landslide. She’d never thought of herself as a thrill-seeker, but the idea of sliding out of control again was fucking exciting as hell.
 
   “Avaleeeee.” His warm drawl mingled with intense pussy kisses. He looked as if he was devouring her, kissing her there with all the passion he did her mouth. Her insides knotted. “Your pussy’s my fucking wet dream, sugar. So pretty.” He sucked his finger and then thrust it into her channel.
 
   She clenched around him, bucking harder. Needing the release he’d given her before, but somehow she knew this would be bigger. Her inner muscles quaked and she shuddered beneath his mouth.
 
   He finger-fucked her faster. She tensed, slipping down the mountainside. She was melting into this beautiful and forbidden cowboy, and right now she hardly cared. Juicy sounds filled the air as he tongued and fingered her. She locked her hands around his head and held him.
 
   “Mmm,” he rumbled against her swollen pussy. She cried out, and he did it again.
 
   Pushing her legs up and back, he buried his face between her thighs and got down to business. She jerked in his hold. Her pussy spasmed once—and she was skidding out of control.
 
   He added a second finger, tossing her higher. Juices spilled over his lips and hand, and she met his dark stare. Even trembling with release, she could see how much pleasure he got out of taking her to the highest pinnacle. His eyes hooded as he toyed with her clit, batting it back and forth with the point of his tongue.
 
   Returning to her senses, she splayed her hands over his shoulders and pushed to move him. “Your turn, cowboy.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dusty stripped with lightning speed and gave himself up to the little cowgirl, letting her nudge him onto the mattress and mount him. As she hovered over him, he filled his palms with her glorious tits. Scraping his thumbs over each hard bud and pulling more soft squeaks from her. Fuck, he loved seeing her undone. Wild.
 
   She kissed him, heedless of her juices coating his lips and jaw. Growling, he fed her flavors back to her while she gave him a lap dance rivaling any in Sin City. He caught her hips, memorizing the grinding motion. Each subtle movement made him harder. His cock was pure steel, aching to be inside her tight heat.
 
   But he wasn’t done kissing her. Long, sweeping passes of his tongue didn’t gather enough of her taste. He dragged her closer.
 
   She ducked from under his arms and slid down his body. Kissing downward, trailing her silky hair over his chest. When her warm wet mouth was poised over the tip of his erection, he groaned.
 
   Buckle up. It’s going to be a helluva ride.
 
   She swallowed his cock in one smooth glide. He bit off a roar as her plush lips skimmed his length all the way to the root. She flashed her eyes at him, and his heart tumbled. It seemed to hit the ground rolling like a rider bucked off a horse.
 
   He fisted her hair, holding it back so he could see her tantalizing mouth taking him. As she lapped the rim of his cock, his balls clenched. Seeing his cock disappear into her sweet mouth… Damn, he couldn’t last.
 
   “Mmm.” She let the pre-come string between her tongue and his body.
 
   “I’m losing my damn mind, sugar.” He pinched her jaw and gently eased her away from him, unable to go on another minute with the burning torture.
 
   Unfazed by his putting the brakes on the best blow job of his life, she threw a leg over him and wiggled up his body until her soaking pussy was against his length. She rubbed against it and murmured, “Condom?”
 
   “In my wallet,” he ground out, aware that if she didn’t have any handy, she couldn’t come to Vegas to have flings like this. That roused a warm feeling that was far more dangerous than any ride of his life.
 
   He started to move to retrieve his jeans, but she was too quick. He got a better show than at Caesar’s Palace as she climbed off the bed and dug through his jeans. Golden tanned curves and long hair hiding the parts of her he wanted to see most.
 
   She held up his wallet, but he gestured to her. “Just get one out.”
 
   “You trust me with your wallet?”
 
   That gave him pause. Their gazes met, and his lips stretched in a grin. “Yeah, I do.”
 
   She opened the bi-fold and located a foil packet. Which she proceeded to rip open with her teeth, climbing back up the bed, and rolled it over his cock.
 
   He stilled her hands by gripping her wrists. “If you keep rubbing me that way, I won’t need a condom, sugar.” Before she could mount him again, he kissed her long and hard.
 
   The instant she started to respond, he tore away, flipped her and cupped her round ass. At that moment, the sound of singing came down the hall. Very drunken, very loud singing.
 
   Carolers.
 
   “Jesus, not that song again.” She twisted her face into the pillow.
 
   He started laughing and cloaked her with his body, kissing her nape, nuzzling the fine hairs that grew there. Two bars of the song later, he said, “Want me to make them go away?”
 
   “No, I want your cock in me.”
 
   He let out a groan and pushed his hips into hers. She ground against him. Biting back a whoop, he gripped his cock and slid home.
 
   They both stilled, the revelers outside their door forgotten as her body molded to his shape. Avalee jerked him into her body deeper, and they shared a primal noise. “Move!”
 
   He withdrew almost to the tip before slamming back inside. She cried out. He tugged her hips up to receive him more fully, his mind mush. He could only think of one thing—stretching her tight, wet sheath until he heard her make that insane sound again.
 
   Fire spread through his groin and tingled along his spine. He was so damn close. Too close. He was going to embarrass himself if he didn’t slow down.
 
   Reaching around her, he toggled her clit piercing. She cried out. “You’re so fucking wet…and…tight.” He churned his hips to find that point to send her over the edge. Locking his arms around her, he drew her into his every thrust. She turned her face hard on the pillow so he glimpsed her pink cheeks and eyes half-closed in bliss.
 
   “Dustyyyy.” Her gasp walloped him—she said his name the same way each time she came. Jesus, a man could get used to hearing that. His cock throbbed. He groaned.
 
   And then he was pounding her, mindless to anything but the quick clench and release of her pussy around his cock and the look on her beautiful face as she came apart for him.
 
   He pushed deep and came. Four spurts extended into seven. Just when he thought she’d milk him dry, his arms buckled and he collapsed against her. Weighting her to the bed, kissing her throat.
 
   “How was that mistake?” he rasped.
 
   “It made me forget that terrible, annoying song.”
 
   He chuckled and felt her own mirth vibrate under him. His smile spread over her skin. “Sugar, I think it made me forget my own name.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   On the opening day of Cowboy Christmas, Avalee knew three things. First, nobody really liked the Coldspring Canyon bars that Dusty said tasted like vomit. She’d sold out of all the Arroyo Anchos but she had ten cases of Coldspring Canyons.
 
   Second, despite that irritating song playing everywhere she went, she was really starting to catch the Christmas spirit. Now that she had a good memory to associate with the tune, she found herself smiling.
 
   And lastly, she was terrified of seeing Dusty again.
 
   She’d managed to avoid him after their one night of bliss. He’d come looking for her, but she’d spotted him—and his trail of fans—moving through the place like a tornado through a trailer park, and she’d quickly ducked out.
 
   But today was the photoshoot, and there was no more escaping him. She dragged in a deep breath of cinnamon-and-pine-scented air. She could do this. She was a mature woman. So they’d slept together. Sure, they’d strayed from the rules of lust by having sex several times. They’d thoroughly enjoyed each other during the course of the night, but she had no reason to be embarrassed.
 
   She pushed her hair off her face. Who was she fooling? She wasn’t embarrassed—she was afraid she’d take one look at him again and end up riding his cock like a cheap drunk on a mechanical bull. Except her alcoholic high came from a single look into Dusty’s dark eyes.
 
   “Miss Byrd, can I have a second of your time to ask you a few questions?” The young male reporter had a pen and notebook. He’d been asking her questions for two days, none of them seeming important enough to print in a magazine or newspaper. She suspected he bothered her because he had a bit of a crush. Either that or he was hungry. Maybe he could take home some of the Coldspring Canyon bars.
 
   Brushing her hair over her shoulder, she turned with a smile. “Sure.”
 
   He dimpled as he moved closer. “This is your family business, am I right?”
 
   “Yes, it is. My father started the company a decade ago. The operation began in our own kitchen and expanded to a big factory kitchen right here in the USA.”
 
   He scrawled her reply, and it hit her that most reporters these days wouldn’t be writing notes longhand.
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Who do you write for?”
 
   He glanced up and dimpled more. Damn, the guy had one in each cheek. He’d make some woman happy, but not her. After spending the night under Dusty Waite’s burning gaze, she could hardly look at another man.
 
   “The New Frontiersman.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of it.”
 
   “It’s a startup. I’m trying to get off the ground.”
 
   “Ah.” She smiled at the young man, appreciating his drive. Just then she spotted the familiar knot of fans coming through the crowd, and she knew Dusty would be at the center. Inspiration struck, and she rested a hand on the reporter’s arm. “How would you like to interview Dusty Waite?”
 
   His face lit. “That would be great! When? I’ll be here anytime you want.”
 
   “How about right now?” The crowd broke and Dusty walked out like a rock star onstage. In a flash his gaze darted to her hand, still resting on the reporter’s arm.
 
   She dropped it, a thrill sizzling through her at the mere sight of Dusty. A stupid grin spread over her face, and she quickly staunched it. She could do this—be professional. Her family’s company depended on it. If she scandalized her father by sleeping with their star, she wouldn’t be able to look him in the eyes.
 
   “Avalee.” Dusty’s drawl seemed more pronounced as he drank in her hair, eyes, lips, lingered on her breasts and traveled slowly to her boots. Then back up.
 
   “Hi, Dusty. Are you ready for our shoot?”
 
   “Yeah. Who’s this?” He shot a sideways glance at the reporter.
 
   “He’s…” She pivoted to the guy. She didn’t actually know his name but couldn’t formulate words to ask as Dusty brushed against her. Slowly. His thigh solid steel against hers.
 
   “Ross Camden. So nice to meet you, Mr. Waite.”
 
   “I wish people’d stop calling me that. Just Dusty please.” They shook, and she noted the reporter’s wince as Dusty crushed his hand in his tough grip.
 
   She touched Dusty’s sleeve. When he fixed his gaze on her, her mental faculties fled. “Ross is with The New Frontiersman. He’d love to ask you a few questions.”
 
   “Sure.” Dusty didn’t sound a bit happy, but he probably did a lot of PR he didn’t feel like doing. Besides, if she got Ross a good story, maybe he’d go away.
 
   “Ryan’s all set up for the photoshoot. We just need you back here. Maybe Ross can ask some questions between poses? I know you’re very busy, Dusty.”
 
   From beneath the brim of his hat, he eyed her. No—glared at her. She felt her brow wrinkle. Either he’d gotten up on the wrong side of the saddle or he was irritated with her. Maybe because she’d chickened out and had Ryan contact him with the time of the shoot. That was a crappy move on her part, but this was precisely why she couldn’t get involved with him again. Business came first.
 
   At the back of her booth, the bench was waiting with the horse blanket and a grouping of bars and energy drinks. Dusty stirred her carefully arranged display with a big hand.
 
   “All the Coldspring Canyon bars are there.” She gestured toward the wooden crates on display.
 
   His lips quirked up at one corner but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. Damn, he was going to be difficult. They couldn’t have good marketing photos with a dead-eyed cowboy.
 
   “Uh, Ross? Would you mind going to find me a drink?”
 
   Dusty’s glare enveloped the reporter now.
 
   Eager as always, Ross strode up to her. “Sure, Avalee. What would you like?”
 
   “You choose. Here.” She dug a few bills from her pocket. “Get something for yourself too. And Dusty?”
 
   “I don’t need anything,” he growled.
 
   Ross nodded and disappeared into the milling crowd. She faced Dusty. “What’s the matter with you?”
 
   “With me?”
 
   “Yeah, you’re acting like a grumpy bear.”
 
   His gaze held her in place and did very bad things to her girl parts. She fought her rising desire to rub against him. “Maybe because you’ve been avoiding me, Avalee.”
 
   Crap. It was that obvious. “I’ve just been busy here. Getting everything in place and opening day is—”
 
   He locked his fingers around her wrist and reeled her closer. She dug in her heels, determined not to fall into his arms because that would lead to kissing then skip to third base and pretty soon she’d have her ankles around his ears while screaming his name. She shivered at his warm touch and the whirlwind of images in her mind.
 
   “I don’t like being ignored.” His tone was unshakable—an oak tree in strong winds. And his stare doubled the message. “As soon as this shoot is over, you’re mine, Avalee.”
 
   Oh God, yes. She started melting into a puddle and would have been a boneless heap on the floor if Ross hadn’t returned with two steaming paper cups of hot chocolate complete with whipped cream, chocolate drizzle and candy canes sticking out at festive angles.
 
   Dusty groaned as she accepted her hot chocolate. Ryan arrived with his camera at the ready, and she set aside her cup.
 
   “Where do you want me first?” Dusty never removed his gaze from her.
 
   “Umm, we need you in one of these.” She picked up a black T-shirt with the Rawhide logo. “The nearest restroom is…”
 
   “No need.” He untucked his shirt from his waistband and whipped it overhead, exposing tanned, chiseled lines of his torso. A dark knot of need tightened, pulling her nipples taut even as it tugged on her pussy.
 
   He perched his hat at an angle, low over his eyes. “That’s perfect,” she blurted. There it was—the twitch of his lips just at one corner. “Come sit. Ryan, is the lighting right?”
 
   He peered through his lens. “Perfect.”
 
   “Good. Why don’t we take a few just like this and then we’ll have you eating the product, Dusty?”
 
   He lifted a brow at her like a little boy being forced to eat his broccoli. She almost laughed out loud but swallowed it on a hiccup.
 
   Dusty shot the camera a toe-curling, bad-boy smile. She could almost see the catch-phrase on the glossy magazine page. Rawhide keeps me going.
 
   She twined her hands in excitement. Ross was busy scribbling on his notepad. Dusty changed angles and hitched one ankle over his knee. The pose was so masculine, so damn sexy that she couldn’t hold back a soft moan.
 
   His gaze latched on her. Had he heard? She had to hurry him through this shoot so she could stop thinking about him so much. After today, they’d have little contact until the next marketing phase.
 
   Five more poses and she was a quivering mess of desire. She wanted to be the bench he draped himself over. She wanted to be the power bar between his white teeth. She wanted him to be smiling at her instead of the lens.
 
   To distract herself she stood back, dunking her candy cane in her hot chocolate to let it melt. She took a sip and whipped cream coated her upper lip. Dusty glanced up at that instant, and Ryan shot his photo. A photo of that burning look she’d seen every time Dusty had looked at her that forbidden night—and every night since in her dreams.
 
   She swiped the whipped cream away with her tongue and he tracked her movement. Liquid heat pooled low in her belly.
 
   “Dusty, why don’t we break for a few? Ross, your turn.”
 
   Dusty twisted his mouth, working the corner as if he was gnawing it from the inside. Ross started firing questions. Avalee looked at the images Ryan had so far while keeping her ear on the interview. Dusty talked about his brother’s and father’s wins and the pressure of earning his own title. She heard the strain in his voice and when she studied him, she noted lines around his firm lips.
 
   Another reason not to get involved—he had a lot riding on this win. She’d made the right decision in not going to the arena the previous night. The last thing he needed was to be as distracted as she’d been feeling since the night he’d rocked her world.
 
   She finished half her hot chocolate by the time Ryan was ready again. She unwrapped another bar and handed it to Dusty. A total professional, he bit it off cleanly as Ryan snapped a photo. Another bite. Another. God did he always chew with such sensual slowness?
 
   She made a shifting movement, and Dusty locked her in his gaze. A crooked smile combined with another bite of the Tin Cup Tack bar and she was feeling a little breathless. Ryan said something she missed, but Dusty burst out laughing.
 
   Her senses rioted and heat climbed her body. She felt her cheeks warm as well as many other places much lower.
 
   “Dusty, can I get some dirt about your relationships?” Ross tossed at him.
 
   Dusty’s very dark, very intense stare slid to her. For a heartbeat, they might be living in their own private bubble.
 
   “I’m trying to get someone special to commit to seeing more of me.”
 
   “She must be crazy to refuse the next world champion bronc rider.”
 
   Dusty’s stare was heavy, inescapable. “Actually, she refused to see me yesterday.”
 
   Oh lawd.
 
   Ross gave a nervous laugh at the intensity in Dusty’s voice. Suddenly Dusty stood. “You got all you need, Ryan?”
 
   Ryan was looking through his photos. “Yeah, these are great. We’ve got enough.”
 
   “Good. Ross, buddy, it was nice chatting with you, but we’re done.”
 
   The reporter blinked but quickly recovered. “Great. Thanks again, Dusty.” He thrust out his hand to shake, and Dusty pumped it once. Avalee took a step back. Surely there was some work to be done here that would keep her too busy to speak with the gorgeous hunk of man. Her assistant was out front, hand-selling product in her chirpy voice. Maybe she needed help.
 
   “Don’t even think about escaping, Avalee.” Strong fingers closed around her arm and she was walked out of the booth. This time when people flocked him, Dusty didn’t pause for photo ops or to sign autographs. He waved people away.
 
   “That’s rude.”
 
   “No, it’s determination. I’m getting you alone, sugar.” The hard planes of his face might have been chiseled from granite. He was unmoving on this. She racked her brain for another way out.
 
   “I can hear you thinking again. Don’t even try to get away from me. We’re having a sit-down.”
 
   “A sit-down?”
 
   “Yeah.” He dragged her through a door, slammed it and locked it.
 
   She blinked at her surroundings. “This is someone’s office!”
 
   “Yeah, and look-it that. It happens to have a comfy chair and a desk to bend you over. Now c’mere. It’s time for that sit-down.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dusty sank to the leather office chair and patted his knee. Avalee stood rigid, hands fisted at her sides. She caught her plump lip between her teeth, and he bit back a groan of want.
 
   He tapped his knee again.
 
   She shook her head and backed against the door, reaching for the handle and lock.
 
   “Sugar, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.”
 
   “What’s the easy way?” Her eyes darted nervously.
 
   “You sit on my knee and tell me why you’re avoiding me like a day-old fish sandwich.”
 
   Her beautiful features shivered. In this light, the group of freckles on her nose stood out. Or maybe she’d paled beneath them.
 
   “And the hard way?”
 
   “I turn you over my knee and alternately spank your round ass and finger your pussy until you give in.”
 
   A visible shiver shook her. Satisfaction spread through him. So she wasn’t as immune to him as she wanted him to believe.
 
   “I’ve got to get back out there. I have a business to run. Goods to sell.”
 
   “Your people have it under control.”
 
   “Dusty—” Desperation made her voice crack.
 
   “Avalee.” He stared into her eyes. All he’d been thinking of for two days was her sweet body tight against his. He wanted more playful banter. He wanted to hear more about those god-awful fish oil and whey bars—anything to hear her voice.
 
   When she didn’t move, he took another route. He wasn’t going to be deterred. He stood and started stalking toward her. She crowded against the door as if trying to become part of the steel. She reached for the lock again, and he pounced.
 
   Capturing her hands, he raised them overhead and pinned them. Then he leaned in, letting his lips hover a scant breath from hers. She quivered. Good. Real good. He wanted her shaking uncontrollably as he gave her an eleventh orgasm. Then a twelfth. Hell, he wanted her coming for him all night…all week.
 
   “Who’s this Ross guy anyway?”
 
   Her eyes flared with surprise. “A reporter.”
 
   “I know that.” He nipped her earlobe, and she sucked in a harsh breath. Her pulse was racing in her throat. “But who is he…” nip, lick, “to you?”
 
   “Uhhh.”
 
   “Are you playing me?”
 
   “No,” she said raggedly as he sucked on her neck over her uneven pulse.
 
   “So you aren’t with a new man every night?”
 
   “No!”
 
   “You want me, Avalee. Don’t deny it.”
 
   “Dusty, we can’t do this. Rawhide—”
 
   “The only raw hide that’s going to come between us is yours when I spank your ass for evading me.” To prove his point he ground his cock into her pussy. She cried out, a shuddering sound of pure pleasure.
 
   “We’ve got more than a week here in Vegas, and I want to spend it with you.”
 
   “Dusty, I can’t.”
 
   He pulled back to look into her eyes, cloudy with desire. “I know just what you need, sugar.”
 
   “Wh-what’s that?”
 
   He took her mouth in a long, deep kiss. By the time he was through with her, she sagged in his hold. “You need a day in bed being shown exactly what feeling good means.” He caught her around the middle, jerked the door open and rushed her out. Through the crowd, past the booth of handmade wooden stick horses where little kids galloped and squealed.
 
   Christmas music echoed behind them as he led her out of the building. In the open air, some hookers thrust their cards at them, but he was focused on one thing—getting Avalee into his room and in his bed.
 
   She dug in her heels. “Let me go!”
 
   He tossed her a look. Her hair swirled around her shoulders, and damn if that sweet blush wasn’t back in her cheeks again. His cock hardened painfully behind his fly. Need had a firm grip on him.
 
   “I’ll only let you go when you’re safely nekkid in my room.”
 
   “What?” she choked. “That night was a mistake.”
 
   “We’re going to make another. We’ll make a hundred mistakes if I have my way. Sugar, I know you want me as much as I want you. Stop fighting it.”
 
   As if his words had some effect, she stopped battling his every step and followed him to his hotel. Red and green techno lights splayed over the glossy façade, revealing a hologram of a Santa wearing sunglasses getting into a shiny red convertible. Then all the colors converged and became a group of dancing reindeer.
 
   “Can’t beat Vegas at Christmastime.” He threw her a grin over his shoulder.
 
   She stood silently in the elevator all the way to his floor. He slid his fingers from her elbow all the way to her fingertips before slowly, purposely gliding them back up. His knuckles grazed the side of her breast.
 
   When the doors opened, she hesitated, but he gathered her close, bent her over his arm and kissed her. Once. Lingeringly.
 
   They exited the elevator. Luckily his room wasn’t far, but that could also be bad if she tried to run for it again. Last encounter, by the time he’d gotten his pants on, she was too far away to catch.
 
   She wasn’t running this time. He was going to make her see all the sense in staying with him, tucked up in his big bed, coming over and over and being pampered as she deserved to be.
 
   Hell, he’d bring her hot chocolate and use the candy cane to paint the whipped cream all over her body.
 
   “You might as well wipe that smile off your face. I’m not staying.”
 
   He opened the door and tugged her into his room. “No?” He kicked the door shut and tossed his hat. Before she could think about the whys this was a bad idea, he plucked her into his arms and walked her to the bed.
 
   Her full lips were inches away, her breathing unsteady. “Avalee,” he grated out.
 
   “Bad. Mistake.” She dug her fingers into his hair and crushed her lips to his. They fell on the bed, tongues tangled in an erotic dance that could rival every showgirl in Vegas. She hooked her leg around his hip and pressed her pussy against his erection.
 
   They shared a moan, and then they were stripping each other. Boots flung to the far reaches of the room, shirts wadded. Her panties he tucked into the edge of his mattress to savor later. He wanted to bury his nose in the essence of Avalee and never surface.
 
   When he lifted her pussy to his lips and began to feast, a strangled noise left her. Her lips were open in an O of satisfaction, her eyes half-lidded. Fuck, she was gorgeous, and he wasn’t letting her surface long enough to think about all the reasons she should leave.
 
   He went at her pussy, licking, lapping, swirling, flicking her clit and wet seam until she came with a beautiful shaking orgasm. “God, I can do this all day. I love watching you come.”
 
   Dipping his tongue in her still-pulsating pussy, he reached up to cup her breasts. She arched into his touch, as far from wanting to leave as she could be, in his opinion. He kissed a path over her clit. “Tell me about this dare.”
 
   “I…” She was out of breath but still churning her hips as if to get closer to his tongue. “I saw a clit piercing on the internet and said it was pretty. My friend said I’d never get one because I’m too uptight.”
 
   No, actually, she was unraveling. His cock poked against the mattress, eager for its own playtime.
 
   “She said I’d obsess over the placement, saying it was crooked because I’m too obsessive compulsive.”
 
   Hiding his smile against her mound, he urged her with an mmm-hmm.
 
   “And well, I took the challenge. More to prove to myself that I’m not the person she thinks I am.”
 
   “Sugar, I know you’re not,” he drawled. He lightly rasped his chin over her sensitive nub, and she squirmed like a bug. “You’re more than anyone sees on the surface.”
 
   She stilled. “But not you.”
 
   Tenderly, he brushed his lips over her inner thigh. “Not me.”
 
   “Come up here, cowboy. I need your mouth.”
 
   “Demanding little minx. You’ll get more than my mouth.” He took her by the wrist and placed her hand over her pussy. “Slide your finger in your pussy.”
 
   Her chest heaved, and she issued a rough coo. When her fingertip probed her entrance, his balls clenched so tight he gritted his teeth against the pleasure-pain. She sank her index finger slowly into her pussy.
 
   “Hell,” he groaned, torn between watching her face and her finger. She slipped it all the way to the knuckle. Pre-come leaked from his cock, and he barely held it together long enough to rasp, “Now pull it out nice and slow.”
 
   She did, revealing silky skin glistening with her own juices. God, this was the stuff of fantasies. He snaked his tongue around her digit, tasting her far too briefly before she plunged her finger back inside.
 
   Hands shaking, he waited until she withdrew once more before adding his finger alongside her. Together, they stretched her. She cried out, her gaze locked on his. Extreme heat bathed his arm and curled inside him like smoke from a crackling fire.
 
   She rocked into their combined touch. When he felt her tighten around their fingers, he tugged her hand away and surged to his knees. A condom took too damn long to roll on, and his mind flitted with later possibilities of going bareback with this woman.
 
   As she watched him with hooded eyes, his heart did an odd tilt. It felt as if he were on the wildest bronc in the PBR, about to be thrown on his ass. Except this feeling came with a sharp stab of exhilaration he never felt in the arena.
 
   When her hand joined his on his cock, helping him roll the rubber over it, they shared a smile. With him wrapped and ready, he lowered himself over her and claimed her tormenting lips.
 
   * * * * * 
 
   Dusty’s scents of leather, pine and even cinnamon flooded her head. She shouldn’t be doing this, but damn if she could stop. After that photoshoot, she was as pent-up as a shaken bottle of champagne. She raked her nails over his back, just as she knew he liked.
 
   Sure enough, his growl of appreciation rumbled through her. With a nip on his lower lip, she jerked upward and speared herself with his cock.
 
   His primal grunt gave her satisfaction to the tips of her bare toes. Their gazes locked, sending her into a spinning haze of emotion. And then they started to move.
 
   He fucked her slow. Fast. Shallow. Deep. She came on his cock but he never slowed, driving her higher and higher until she feared the clouds of heaven were going to swallow her.
 
   When he stiffened, she skimmed her hands over his straining muscles of biceps, shoulders, spine.
 
   “Not. Finished.” He growled as he shook in her arms.
 
   Pressing her cheek over his racing heart, satisfaction warred with a hint of worry. She needed to be back in her booth, selling products. Networking with vendors who might distribute the Rawhide line. Instead she was lying beneath a man whose dead weight filled her with more happiness than she’d felt in forever.
 
   He raised his head, brow cocked and his jaw resting on her breast, his beard black against her paler skin. “You’re thinking loud again.”
 
   “Would you rather I think quietly?”
 
   “No, I’d rather you share what’s on your mind.” He rolled off, and she dragged in a full breath of relief after having her lungs compressed. She missed his weight, but he tucked her against his side.
 
   For a second, she thought about how to make this sound right without hurting his feelings. “Dusty, this has been great.”
 
   “Don’t you dare try a ‘but’ on me, Avalee. You’re not leaving this room today. Or tonight even. In fact, if I have to hold you prisoner until you agree this is not a mistake, I will.”
 
   Her heart rolled over and took off at a gallop. What was it about them lying in bed together that surrounded her with a feeling of intimacy she couldn’t shake?
 
   When he ran his warm hand all the way from her nape to her ass, there was no stopping the shiver of pleasure he raised. As if reading her thoughts, he said, “What’s the worst that happens? Your assistant runs out of Citrus Cowboy.”
 
   “Cowboy Citrus,” she corrected and felt her hair catch on his beard as he smiled. She shook herself. “That isn’t the worst that could happen. We both know we’re not going to continue this...whatever it is…after Cowboy Christmas and Finals end. There could be tension when we need to work together in the future.”
 
   “Only if you keep avoiding me, sugar.”
 
   In agitation, she sat up, folding her arms over her bare breasts. His eyes hooded again as he slowly dipped his focus to parts other than her face.
 
   “My father won’t like it. It’s not good business sense.”
 
   “No.” He walked his fingers up her knee, over her inner thigh and right to her pussy. She rolled under his touch, too affected and he damn well knew it. “It’s not good business sense, but half of good business is pleasure.”
 
   He tumbled her back into the sheets and swallowed her protests with a kiss that stole the last of her resistance. Curling her fingers into his hair, she closed her eyes and let him shower her in soft kisses. How could she fight his logic?
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Dusty watched Avalee’s chest rise and fall as she slumbered. His gaze ticked over her slowly, drinking in everything from breasts he wanted to bury his face between and never surface to her fingers lying vulnerable on the mattress.
 
   He’d only just met her, but he couldn’t deny a surge of protectiveness he felt when he looked at her. She gave a snort in her sleep, and he smiled. Somehow, her falling asleep in his bed seemed like a gift. She was allowing him to get to know her—all of her.
 
   Tossing a glance at the clock on the nightstand, he realized they still had some hours to kill before he was needed in the arena. His colleagues might advise against spending his energy in bed with a beautiful woman, but—
 
   He smiled. Nah, that’s exactly what they’d advise.
 
   Carefully he climbed out of bed, trying not to jostle his sleeping cowgirl. As he silently pulled on his clothes, boots and hat, he never looked away from her. She didn’t stir, which was good. With luck she’d stay sound asleep, giving him time to run downstairs to the shop next door and back.
 
   And if she left? For a long minute, he contemplated tying her with the length of rope he had in his suitcase. His fingers twitched.
 
   No, it wasn’t a good idea to leave a woman tied up and alone. He’d just have to take a chance that he’d properly convinced her—with several screaming orgasms—to stay put.
 
   He left the room, closing the door as quietly as possible, and rushed through the hotel. The casino was packed with people and decorated in shiny, techno-Christmas style. On the way through he spotted one of his rodeo buddies seated at the poker table. On his way past, Dusty clasped his shoulder and gave him a brief, “Good luck.”
 
   His friend was bleary-eyed. Poor bastard. He’d have a hard time riding today, but after what Dusty had in mind, he might not be in much better condition.
 
   Twenty minutes later he was standing in front of his hotel room door again, a hot pink bag dangling from his fingers.
 
   When he opened the door, Avalee was dressed, her hair wild. She glared at him. “Where’s my other boot? Hand it over.”
 
   He sauntered into the room, prepared for the sharp edge of her tongue. He wasn’t about to listen to her angry spew, though. It was all a front. “What?”
 
   “My boot. I know you took it so I couldn’t leave.”
 
   “Sugar, last time you left here barefoot. You couldn’t have wanted to leave very badly if a boot’s stoppin’ ya.” He jerked his jaw toward the rumpled sheets that still held the scents of their combined pleasure. “Get back in bed, woman.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open. “Who do you think you are?”
 
   “Your lover. Tour guide to ecstasy. And I’ve got the tools to do a thorough job. Now. Get. In. Bed.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, and for a minute he thought his strong command might end with her walking out in a tizzy. When she bent her knee and yanked off her only boot, he didn’t bother trying to stop his grin.
 
   Setting aside the bag, he watched her sit stiffly on the edge of the bed. “Strip.”
 
   “You’re really taking this whole alpha thing to the extreme. I don’t like being bossed around.”
 
   “Yes, you do. I see your breath coming fast, and your nipples are about to rip a hole in your top.”
 
   She snapped her arms over her chest.
 
   “I know this is hard for you to accept, but we’ll take it slow, sugar. Start with your hat. Take it off and let me see all that thick, gorgeous hair.”
 
   He saw her soften immediately at his compliment, shoulders relaxing as she lifted a hand to remove her hat. She set it on the bed next to her.
 
   “Good. Now the top.”
 
   She’d worn a Rawhide T-shirt with a feminine pastel blue plaid over it. As her slender fingers worked the buttons, a spear of lust struck him square in the groin. His cock bulged, and he took a step closer. He could barely wait for her to see what he’d bought her.
 
   After she removed her plaid, she folded it neatly.
 
   “The T-shirt, sugar. I want you stripped to the skin.”
 
   Her chest heaved but she obeyed. Exposing all that silken flesh tightened his chest. He could barely breathe for a long heartbeat. When her bra followed and her rigid peaks were aimed straight at him, he narrowly held it together. All he wanted was to cup her breasts’ weight in his hands and lift them to his lips while thumbing slow circles around each nipple.
 
   His cock grew a fraction, if such a thing was possible. He was hard steel. Aching.
 
   He nodded toward her turquoise and silver belt buckle. “The jeans too.”
 
   Without a word of protest, she reclined on her back and unfastened her buckle and fly. He swallowed hard at the fantasy fulfillment she was giving him—she shimmied the fabric over her hips and then rolled her legs up to pull everything off her ankles. The view was spectacular. Round hips, a flash of wet pussy.
 
   He scrubbed a hand over his face, fighting to remain focused. He wanted to plow into her tight body right now. She’d been a good girl so far and deserved the rewards of going slow.
 
   She balled up her sock and tossed it at him. It bounced off his chest and rolled away. The playful gesture set him in motion. He picked up the bag and stalked toward the bed.
 
   “What do you have in there? Handcuffs?”
 
   “I don’t need handcuffs, sugar. Got plenty of rope.”
 
   Her eyes widened and she crawled backward on the bed to get away from him. When she reached the headboard, he shot her a lazy grin. Reaching into the bag, he managed to remove the fat dildo without revealing it to her. For all she knew it was a puppy. He’d had the sales clerk remove everything from the packaging and fit the toys with batteries.
 
   He was locked and loaded now. “Spread your thighs, sugar.”
 
   Her gaze darted from him to his hands, still plunged into the pink bag. She craned her neck to see. “What are you going to do to me?”
 
   “Do you trust me to take care of you?”
 
   Something passed over her delicate features, and she compressed her lips. “Yes,” she said almost grudgingly.
 
   He chuckled and gave the chin-nod toward her closed thighs. “Open for me. I need to see that wet pussy.”
 
   A mewl left her. She slumped against the headboard and let her thighs fall apart. The first sight of that silver bar spearing her sensitive clit threatened his control. He clenched his teeth and pulled out the vibrator.
 
   “Dusty!”
 
   “Just for you, sugar. The thickest, most lifelike cock I could find. Now…let it in.” He pressed the tip to her opening, gliding it up and down through her wetness while leaning over her to claim her sweet lips. She gasped as he started to spread her with the fat cock. He ran his tongue around her mouth, tasting her sighs and excitement.
 
   He broke the kiss and looked down as he worked the toy inside her. Fuck, that was hot. Seeing the rubbery dick disappear into her tight cunt? Jesus, he wasn’t going to forget this even if he got amnesia from falling off a bucking bronco.
 
   His cock throbbed. “That’s it, sugar. Take it all.”
 
   She wiggled against it until just the base was visible. He moved to drink in the view. Then he dug in the bag and found a sweet little pink butt plug, perfect for a rounded backside like Avalee’s.
 
   “Dusty—” she started to protest.
 
   “Shh. I got lube.” He produced it, squirted a copious amount on the plug and worked it with his fingers. With the extra lubricant on his hand, he cupped her ass and smeared her pucker.
 
   “I-I’ve never—”
 
   “It’s okay. We’ll go slow. And it’s not very big.” Just for good measure, he poured more lubricating oil over her ass. The cock quivered inside her as her body reacted to his touch.
 
   “Scoot down a bit. I want you spread wide open for me.”
 
   Her eyes were glazed as she did his bidding, inching down until she was propped on pillows. He nudged her thighs wider, and the cock slipped out a bit. Hovering over her again, he kissed her while pumping the toy in and out, teasing her. Getting her wetter and needier, just as he wanted her.
 
   When she started to arch and gasp for him, he poised the butt plug at her opening and pushed, slow and steady. He felt her body give way, and then it was seated firmly between her clenched cheeks.
 
   “Oh God…” She shuddered, twisting her face against his chest. That protective feeling was back tenfold. He cupped her nape and dotted kisses along her forehead and over her eyes to her freckled cheeks and the spattering over her nose before taking her mouth in a lingering kiss.
 
   “Fuck, I like you needy. You like being stretched.”
 
   Her breath rasped over his kiss-wet lips. Up close her lashes were russet, and he knew under the sun, her hair matched. She drew in big gulps of air, her whole body straining for the end she craved.
 
   He pulled the cock out to the tip and slammed it back home. She cried out. Shook.
 
   Reaching into the bag again, he located a tiny vibe. In a minute he had the silver toy against her clit.
 
   She bucked against him and cried out. Watching her face contort, he fucked her with long, slow strokes of the dildo while grinding her clit with the vibe. Once in a while he’d nudge the anal plug, sending it deeper into her body.
 
   “Dusty, I can’t…” Her whimper suggested she could—and would.
 
   “Come for me, sugar. I love seeing you come apart. It’s my new obsession.”
 
   Her eyes were dark with lust. He held her stare, a heady feeling of power spreading through him. He’d only experienced this feeling when on a horse with thousands of fans cheering him on. His balls clenched tight with the need to blow.
 
   Swooping in, he began to kiss her in deep, devouring passes of his tongue. She clung to him, her pussy walls gripping the dildo with every withdrawal. Tense and damp with perspiration, she quivered for him.
 
   “You’re close aren’t you, sugar? Let go for me. Come for me.”
 
   She sucked in a breath and held it. He watched her face as the wave of release struck her.
 
   Then she was screaming his name in that rasp he never wanted to stop hearing. He kissed her as she splintered, taking all her pleasure inside himself and claiming it for his own.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “Come to the arena with me, Avalee.” Dusty’s drawl urged her to surrender. He stood tricked out in low-slung jeans, a denim shirt and his vest, ready to compete. All he was missing were his chaps, which he hadn’t gotten around to putting on yet, mainly because he was probably going to crawl into bed with her for the tenth time.
 
   With a dark gleam in his eyes and that black beard, he looked like the devil himself. He’d certainly stolen her good intentions. She’d been sinning all day. Her booth and the Rawhide name hadn’t entered her mind one time since he’d pulled out those toys. How many orgasms had he given her?
 
   She bit her lower lip and tried to gain some mental distance from this man. That meant putting physical distance between them. She shook her head. “I don’t think I will.”
 
   A crease appeared on his forehead. Without his hat, he seemed more vulnerable to her rejection. She winced at his crestfallen expression.
 
   “You don’t wanna watch me ride?”
 
   “I…I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why?” His lips were tight.
 
   “You need to perform without distraction.”
 
   He stepped forward and slowly wrapped her hair in his big fist. When he hovered over her, she felt her resistance slipping away, lost to the man she shouldn’t be philandering with.
 
   “You’re a distraction, that’s certain. But a good one, Avalee. Please? I want you there.”
 
   Her heart a tumbleweed in the strong Texas winds, she stared at him. There wasn’t a “no” within a country mile voice box. She nodded.
 
   His wicked grin appeared, and he stamped her mouth hard with his. “Good. Now get yer hat and c’mon.”
 
   Walking through the hotel and down the strip with Dusty Waite was an eye-opener into his everyday life. He was mobbed on a corner by a crowd so big, the streetwalkers had to find another spot. Avalee stood back and watched him sign napkins and biceps, snap photos and talk about tonight’s ride.
 
   When he sought her through the sea of faces, something bittersweet clogged her throat. He was so much man. And if she weren’t part of the business that signed his sponsor checks, she’d have no hesitation whatsoever in getting deeper with him.
 
   Subdued, she walked beside him the rest of the way to the arena. Inside was chaotic with excitement. Fans, vendors selling food and drinks. Dusty put a hand on her arm to stop her. Meeting his gaze, she saw a wild happiness that made her glad she’d agreed to come.
 
   “You can have the seat you were in last time. Don’t leave after, okay? Come down to the pens and find me.” His tone sent a new awareness through her. He didn’t like her walking away.
 
   “All right, Dusty.”
 
   “Good. Now gimme a good luck kiss.”
 
   How could she resist when he was leaning toward her like that, his scents of pure male hitting her system the way a bull ran through a red flag? She found herself swaying into his arms. He cupped her jaw tenderly and laid one on her that curled her toes.
 
   When the camera flash exploded behind her closed eyelids, she jerked away. He turned to the photographer with a grin. “Find someone else to harass, buddy. She’s shy.”
 
   The man smiled and went on his way, but she felt far from composed. “He’s going to splash that all over the media.”
 
   “Yeah, so?” He sounded pretty damn joyful about it.
 
   “Soooo…my father.”
 
   He blinked at her, obviously not understanding. “What about him?”
 
   “No mixing business and pleasure. If he sees it, there could be trouble.”
 
   Dusty brought her close with a hand on her lower spine. His eyes were dark and daring. “You’re a grown woman. Are you telling me your daddy dictates who you date?”
 
   Before she could question the word “date,” more people surrounded him—this time cowboys. Bronc riders, bull riders. Bull fighters even. And that team roping pair that was just as sexy in person as they were on TV.
 
   Feeling like fanning herself, she slipped out of the mob. Dusty was getting teased and slapped on the back. She tossed him a wave and headed toward her seat. The ladies around her didn’t speak as she sat down. When a popcorn seller came around, she bought a bag. When the first buttery kernel passed her lips, she realized how hungry she was. Dusty had kept her in bed all day, orgasming. The least he could have done was give her some Gatorade.
 
   Or one of the Rawhide energy bars.
 
   Smiling, she munched and watched the event get rolling. Some rides were successes, others not so much. One bronc rider was carried out on a stretcher, unconscious after taking a hoof to the temple.
 
   She scooted to the edge of her seat, worried for the man she was quickly becoming attached to. If anything happened to Dusty, she’d feel terrible.
 
   Dusty’s face hit the big screen, and the crowd went nuts. Avalee added her voice to the din. He spat into the dirt and nudged his hat, and then he flicked his fingers as his way of releasing tension before the ride. Funny how she knew that about him. Just as she knew how he loved her tongue gliding around his rim while she sucked his cock.
 
   Squirming now, she clasped her hands and waited.
 
   “Dusty Waite’s entering round three with a whippy horse. Black Snake Groaner is the ride of choice tonight for Dusty. He’s killing it in the saddle here at Finals, folks. But a bad ride tonight could mean Juan Varuso takes his place.”
 
   She held her breath. Dusty was on the back of Black Snake Groaner, a pure black mount. The animal tried to throw him even now. What would happen when the gate opened?
 
   A rattle of metal and then Dusty was off, whipped right and left. The horse kicked high, urging the crowd to its feet. She stood too, straining to see the rider. His entire body was thrown out of the saddle four times…five.
 
   “C’mon, Dusty!” Her cry was swallowed by the noise. He was tossed, his neck jerking as if he were a boneless doll. He recovered, arm high, posture perfect as the beast went into another spin. The buzzer heralded the end of his ride.
 
   He leaped off, hit his knees and placed his hands together in prayer. She screamed with the crowd. She shifted her attention from the man to the big screen, prepared to see his score.
 
   Instead she saw her and Dusty together, lips locked while the announcer questioned her role in Dusty’s good ride. She stopped breathing.
 
   Her eyes were closed and the look on his face…God, it was tender and intense and filled with focus—for her.
 
   Her heart was tripping fast. Everyone in the arena as well as national TV had seen it too.
 
   She steeled herself for a call from the president of Rawhide foods—her father.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Avalee was as edgy as a cat in the room full of rocking chairs, but at least she wasn’t avoiding him today. However, she was swamped with sales, and the owner of a chain of food stores in northern California had taken her out to lunch to discuss getting her line on his shelves.
 
   Dusty had tried like hell not to be jealous of the short, bald man wearing far too many knuckle rings. But he failed miserably. He wanted all her time.
 
   To kill the hours until she returned, he sold some power drinks to whomever stopped by the booth. It was good PR for both him and Rawhide. When he got bored of that, he left the selling up to Avalee’s assistant and walked out on the town.
 
   As he passed a shoe store, he slowed. The spike heels were sexy as sin with red soles. A departure from Avalee’s boots, but she’d look damn fine in them—and nothing else.
 
   Inspiration struck, and he went inside. Five minutes later with his credit card burning from that purchase, he went straight to the theater and bought the best seats for tonight’s show.
 
   A call to Ryan told him Avalee still wasn’t back from lunch, so Dusty stopped and had a beer with the top bull rider this season. After checking the time on his phone more than once, his friend urged him off. With a bounce in his step and his purchase in hand, he maneuvered through the crowd toward the Rawhide booth. The assistant was out front, ringing up a sale and Ryan was talking up the energy drinks.
 
   “Where’s Avalee?” Dusty asked.
 
   He jerked a thumb toward the rear of the booth. Behind the wooden crates display, Dusty caught a hint of warm brown hair. Affection surged through him and he found himself grinning. When he rounded the display, he caught her on her cell.
 
   “We’ve sold out of the Tin Cup Tack now too. No, Daddy, the Panhandle Pumpkin isn’t moving that well. I know you like that flavor, but…” She threw Dusty a strained look and listened to whatever her father was saying.
 
   Dusty set down the bag and moved up behind her. Her ass was mighty fine in skin-tight jeans. Her legs looked a mile long tucked into her boots, and she wore a fitted black Rawhide shirt today. The fact it matched the one he was wearing gave him another sort of thrill.
 
   He burrowed his nose against her fragrant neck and inhaled. She tensed in his hold but didn’t move away. So he kissed a path up to her ear, and then wiggled her earlobe back and forth with his teeth.
 
   She slapped at him, her voice hitching as she tried to speak to her father. “Of course I’m distracted, Daddy. There are a two thousand people around me. What did you need to talk to me about?”
 
   With the point of his tongue, Dusty drew little swirls under her jaw. She pinched him hard enough that he started. Laughter bubbled from him, but he kept it on mute while she spoke.
 
   She went so dead still, he withdrew to see what had happened. He’d never known her to be so rigid.
 
   A ragged, stuttering breath left her. “So you did see Dusty’s ride last night.” She listened. He wished he could hear what was being said to her, but he had an inkling. Their photo had been thrown on the big screen for all of America to see.
 
   “Yeah, Daddy. Yes. I know, it was stupid of me.”
 
   Dusty spun her to look into her eyes. Regret lived there, hot and bright. He held her gaze, daring her to say this was a mistake. She was the best damn thing that’d happened to him in ages.
 
   He wrapped his fingers around her upper arms. She stood stiffly.
 
   “I understand. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” When she stabbed a blunt fingernail into her cell, she avoided looking at him.
 
   Raising her jaw with his knuckle, he said, “Avalee?”
 
   “He saw it.”
 
   “Who gives a fuck?”
 
   She searched his gaze, her own holding a light he didn’t understand but feared. Was she going to tell him they couldn’t see each other anymore? “We have to give a fuck, Dusty. We can’t go on like we have been.”
 
   He gave a shake of his head. “You’re an adult. You can choose who you’re with.”
 
   “Yes, but from the beginning I knew—”
 
   He silenced her with his kiss. Slamming his mouth over hers, drawing her onto tiptoe to plunge his tongue between her lips. Need ruled for five solid heartbeats. She tore free, but he held her in place.
 
   “I have plans for us tonight, Avalee.”
 
   Her eyelids fluttered, and he knew she was hot and needy. Maybe that office was open again…
 
   “Plans where?”
 
   “After my ride. We’re going to stroll through the Botanical Gardens and see the nostalgic Christmas display.” Normally he’d be working off the pre-ride nerves but since meeting her, he’d thought little about his competition. He wanted that buckle with a burning passion, but he wanted Avalee just as badly.
 
   Hell, I can handle both.
 
   Her lips twitched. “You sound like a tourist pamphlet.”
 
   “That’s where I got it.” He flashed a grin. “And then we’re going to a show.”
 
   She looked at him warily. “Dusty…”
 
   “And you’re wearing these.” He grabbed the bag and whipped out the heels.
 
   Her eyes flew open and she pressed her hand to her mouth. “Dusty, those are…tell me those are knockoffs.”
 
   He grinned. “I don’t do anything that’s not the real deal, sugar. Try them on. I think they’ll fit.”
 
   “No. I cannot accept those!” Her gaze raked over the high-end shoes every woman in the world coveted.
 
   “You can and will, and if you don’t have a dress to wear with them, we’ll go buy one.”
 
   “No, I do,” she cut in. “But Dusty, I can’t.”
 
   He kissed her again—hard. “Be ready to go right after my ride.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “How did you know my shoe size?” Avalee’s head was filled with the scents of growing things as she and Dusty meandered the maze of botanical garden.
 
   He pointed out a fat animatronic polar bear wagging its head back and forth. Kids bounced and squealed in front of it, and Avalee smiled. When he answered her question, he gave her a sheepish look from beneath his cowboy hat. “I looked at the size in your boots.”
 
   Her lips fell open. Men really did such things?
 
   “I might have a small shoe fetish.”
 
   She stopped walking, gaping at him. “Does this only apply to women’s shoes or men’s too?”
 
   “Well I don’t go lookin’ at my buddies’ boot sizes, but I probably spend more on my own footwear than I should.”
 
   They both looked down at his boots that probably cost as much as her first car. “They are pretty boots.”
 
   “And yours are pretty shoes. They’re improved by you.” He caught her chin between his rough fingers and kissed her. Soft and sweet. She melted against him, wondering why she was still spending time with him—and letting him touch her—when it was no good for either party. And her father was unhappy too.
 
   She drew away and gave him a faltering smile.
 
   “Oh no. None of that.”
 
   “What?” To cover her emotions, she bent to sniff a hothouse rose bush. The velvety red blooms smelled like heaven, and she inhaled deeply.
 
   “You’re thinking loud again. Haven’t you been having a good time with me tonight?”
 
   She straightened. “Yes.”
 
   “That meal was one of the best I’ve had in this city. Believe me, I’ve eaten a lot of crap food. Diners on the road, convenience store pizza that’s as hard as roadkill baked by the sun.”
 
   She couldn’t stifle her giggle. He was so…great. On the surface, he was larger than life, but beneath he had layers of personality she wanted to get to know more.
 
   He pressed a hand to her spine and they kept walking. Fake snow fluttered from a snow machine around one bend, and she found her new Manolo Blahnik heels covered in white.
 
   “Oh no.”
 
   Without warning, Dusty hooked an arm under her thighs and yanked her into his arms. He carried her five steps until they were out of the fake snow. Damn. How sweet was that? A man so chivalrous he didn’t want her to get her feet in pretend snow.
 
   The flakes swirled in the air, filling the brim of his hat. Laughing, he shook his head and showered her. Some flakes caught in her lashes, and she blinked them away. When she met his stare, a dark heat climbed her insides. The level way he gazed at her was making her forget why she shouldn’t be spending time with him. At the end of the Finals, he’d move on and she’d go home too. The idea of seeing him here in Vegas next year gave her a pinching feeling in her chest.
 
   She didn’t want to be strangers.
 
   “Hey, Dusty. Sorry about your ride tonight,” someone called.
 
   Her gaze shot to him in surprise. Dusty tipped his hat to the fan and tugged on Avalee’s hand to pull her along the path.
 
   “You had a bad ride?” she asked.
 
   “L’il bit.” His lips compressed for a solid heartbeat before he waved a hand dismissively. “I’ll recover tomorrow.”
 
   “You had a bad horse?”
 
   “Just a bad ride.”
 
   Crap. He couldn’t fall out of the standings or else he’d be done with Rawhide. That would only hurt both her company and him—he needed the money to keep competing.
 
   “Dusty, that’s not good.” Her voice pitched too high, almost panicked.
 
   He held her gaze. “It’ll be all right, Avalee. We’re almost to the end of the garden. C’mon.” Pulling her through the crowds stopped to see the exhibit, he rushed past topiaries sculpted to look like beloved Christmas figures to the finish.
 
   “What’s the hurry?” she asked, heels clacking.
 
   “I don’t want you trying to escape from me before I can get you up to my room.”
 
   She forced him to slow. “Dusty, is that a good idea? I mean, we both know this isn’t going anywhere. Actually, it’s jeopardizing your position with Rawhide not to mention you’re distracted in the arena—”
 
   He pressed his fingers over her mouth, silencing her. When his dark eyes loomed close, her heart began to beat fast. Too fast. “Don’t say another word about it. I don’t want to stop seeing you. I don’t want to sleep alone.”
 
   Peeling his fingers off her lips, she swayed toward him, hungry to feel his hard body against hers while she slept too. Yes, this was far too intimate for a short fling. Damn if she could stop the giant snowball from rolling, though. It was gaining momentum and getting bigger by the second.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dusty ran his tongue over Avalee’s calf with extreme slowness, watching her eyes hood with every inch of flesh he tasted. All the way to her ankle, and then he slipped her heel off. Money well-spent. She’d had so many men eyeing her tonight, he’d been damn proud to be her date.
 
   He kissed her instep and eased her shoe back on. She was spread on the table in his room, hair cascading over one side. He’d popped her breasts from her bodice, and they rested on the shelf of fabric, high and tightly beaded at the tips. The skirt of her dress was around her waist, and her pussy was glistening with want.
 
   “You’re a real puzzle, sugar. You look like the girl next door but then I find you aren’t wearing panties.”
 
   A flush climbed her cheeks, and his cock jerked hard in response. He wanted her with a raging passion, and he was fighting to keep it slow.
 
   I don’t want to be predictable.”
 
   “That you’re not, sugar.” Holding her gaze, he slipped his hands beneath her bottom, lifting her to his lips.
 
   “Dusty…” She gasped.
 
   “What? You’re spread on the table and I plan to feast.”
 
   The first stroke of his tongue down her slick folds drew a groan from both of them. He zigzagged his tongue down her seam and probed her opening. She bucked, and the table rocked on uneven legs.
 
   Holding her still, he began to devour her bite by bite. His momma had taught him not to play with his food, but that’s exactly what he had planned for tonight. Teasing her into a frenzy.
 
   But when she rocked her pussy into his tongue, a wave of need slammed him. With a growl, he picked her ass off the table and sucked her clit into his mouth. She twisted her fingers in his hair, sending shockwaves of lust into his system. Her voice was a constant murmur of bliss. When it reached a crescendo, he couldn’t hold back another second.
 
   He jerked her to the edge and rocketed to his feet, unbuckling faster than he’d done most everything in his life. “I fucking need you, Avalee.” As soon as he had the condom rolled into place, he was lifting her into his arms and settling her on his cock.
 
   She cried out, head thrown back. He sucked her throat as he filled her in one shove. Electric heat engulfed him and travelled rapid-fire through his whole body. When he reached her delicate pointed jaw, she turned her lips into his.
 
   The kiss they shared nudged him so high so fast. He shook with the effort to hold back even as she clamped around his length, screaming with abandon.
 
   He held her suspended, feeling her pulsate around his length. Then he was following her into oblivion.
 
   That was one hell of a ride.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Avalee couldn’t shake Dusty all the next day. He tagged behind her everywhere she went like a lost puppy—or a guard dog, more like.
 
   After bumping into him for the third time while reaching for more energy drinks on the rustic shelving, she grabbed his shoulders and looked him in the eyes. “Don’t you have someplace to be?”
 
   His eyes twinkled more than the lights from the bedazzled belt booth. “No. This is where I’m supposed to be.”
 
   “You’re definitely drawing a crowd here. We’re selling out too fast. I’m going to have to see if I can get more product shipped in overnight so we aren’t sitting at an empty booth by the end of the week.”
 
   “See? That’s a good thing. I’ve got plenty of time to kill. I don’t ride till tonight.”
 
   This worried her more than anything. His mind wasn’t on the competition. He had so much riding on this event yet he seemed uncaring of anything but being with her.
 
   It was flattering as hell, she had to admit. She let go of his shoulders and brushed her hair off her face. Yes, she liked his attention too much and when they parted, it would be a wrench.
 
   “Have you visited with your other backers? The oil company, the chicken nugget people?” she asked.
 
   He raised a shoulder in a shrug, revealing that he really didn’t care to. “I’ve got time. This is where I want to be, but I don’t want to suffocate you. So I’ll give in and leave you alone for a few hours. Will you come to tonight’s event?”
 
   When she met his bright gaze, it was hard to say no. Impossible, actually. She nodded.
 
   With a crooked grin, he stamped her lips with his once before heading out of the booth. As soon as he was spotted in the crowd, he was surrounded. She watched the mob move with him until they all disappeared from view.
 
   “He’s sweet on you,” Ryan drawled from behind the cash register.
 
   She shot him a mind-your-business look.
 
   “Your dad’ll be happy to hear you’re hooked up with Dusty Waite.”
 
   No, actually the opposite was true. He wasn’t happy because when things ended between them, she and Dusty would have too much tension to be good business partners anymore.
 
   She pushed out a sigh. Maybe she shouldn’t go to the rodeo finals tonight, after all. He needed to stay focused.
 
   But no, she’d promised. Just this last time.
 
   Ryan eyed her. After working closely with the man on more than ten photoshoots, he knew when she wasn’t happy with something. “Is your father actually giving you trouble about seeing Dusty?”
 
   “Who says he knows?”
 
   “Everyone knows, Avalee. We all saw the kiss on the big screen and it replays hourly on the sports news.”
 
   “Ugh.” She twisted away from Ryan and started tossing the few bars left in the bottom of one crate into a fuller one.
 
   “There are rumors too. You should know.”
 
   She stilled at Ryan’s serious tone. Slowly she pivoted to face him. “Rumors about what?”
 
   “That Dusty took that fall last night because you weren’t there.”
 
   She pursed her lips. He hadn’t asked her to the performance. He’d wanted her after. And boy, he’d had her time and again. Her body still ached in all the right places.
 
   “He took a fall?” He wasn’t one to show off bumps and bruises, but she hadn’t noticed any on him last night. She’d definitely scoured his body with her eyes, lips and hands.
 
   “Yeah, got whipped back and couldn’t recover. Are you going tonight?” He sounded anxious, and suddenly she felt a lot of pressure for Dusty to come out on top. If he didn’t, she’d be blamed again.
 
   “Yes, I’m going. Help me stock this shelf?”
 
   “Sure.” He started putting the bottles of power drinks onto the shelf as haphazardly as he had that first day, but she hardly cared. Her mind was fixed on the cowboy she had so much fun with—in and out of bed.
 
   “Hi, Avalee.” Ross, the reporter, was back complete with his dimples and a big shiny belt buckle.
 
   “Hey, Ross.” She wasn’t in the mood to answer banal questions and dug deep to find her patience.
 
   “I just ran into Dusty on the way out of the building. Aren’t you worried about what people are saying?”
 
   She spun on him, irritation rolling through her. “If you mean the rumor that I had something to do with his less than stellar performance last night, no.”
 
   “What about the rumor that he could lose his sponsorship with Rawhide if he doesn’t place in the top three?”
 
   Now that wasn’t a rumor. Dammit, how did people find out private details of a contract?
 
   She pushed her hair off her face again. “Dusty isn’t going to lose.”
 
   “Can I put that in print?”
 
   “Absolutely. I have total confidence in Dusty Waite,” she said in official tones. But he did seem less focused than he had a few days ago when she’d first met him. She’d have to hope for the best, but if he didn’t pull a win tonight, she’d be forced to move to plan B—to stop seeing him. Her gut instinct to walk away was probably best anyhow.
 
   But that meant her heart would feel as if it were trampled under the hooves of a band of wild horses.
 
   * * * * * 
 
   “Fuck, I can’t get a good seat.” Dusty clenched his jaw and tried like hell to find a solid position on the back of the bronc. The beast was steamed already, thrashing the walls and stamping.
 
   He jerked himself to the front of his saddle and righted his grip. With his thighs squeezed tight, he glanced up, waiting for the gate to open and his ride to start.
 
   He picked Avalee’s warm brown hair out of dozens of wives and Buckle Bunnies seated in the reserved section. A smile built inside him as her gaze connected with his.
 
   Then the horse was out, twisting hard to the right and whipping him. He stayed on, focusing all his energy into the ride that could earn him a quarter million dollars by the end of the week.
 
   What he’d do with those winnings first was take Avalee away on a relaxing vacation far from life’s distractions. He wanted her totally centered on him, and he’d give her lips, breasts, sexy clit piercing and every body part between his undivided attention.
 
   His neck was jerked around, dislodging his hat. It bounced on his head with every buck of the horse. Grupo was the animal’s name, and he was pretty sure Grupo meant “demon asshole” right now.
 
   He fell out of the saddle. Steeled his biceps and thighs. Couldn’t recover.
 
   Hitting the dirt hurt like a bitch with his leg crumpled beneath him. Worse was the pain of knowing he hadn’t stayed on long enough and was out of the standings tonight.
 
   “Son of a bitch!” He ripped off his hat and smacked it off the ground to the crowd’s noises of disappointment. The tendons in his ankle were stretched too far, and he felt as if he were walking on a wet noodle. He limped off and the medics came forward to loop their arms around him, supporting him as he got out of the arena.
 
   As they fussed over his ankle, getting his boot off carefully and rolling down his sock, he avoided looking at his score. “Where’s Avalee?” he asked the medic as if he knew who Dusty was talking about.
 
   “Your girl you were kissin’ a few nights ago? Not sure. Hold still, Dusty.”
 
   “To hell with my ankle. It’s hurt worse in my lifetime. Lemme up.”
 
   “You know the rules. You get checked after you come off a bad ride. We don’t want you walking off with a concussion and collapsing later.”
 
   “Hell,” he grated out. He swung his head right and left, hoping, praying Avalee would come down and find him. Somebody would direct her. Hell, most everyone involved in the Finals knew what she looked like now.
 
   He was damn proud that she was linked to him.
 
   “Let her through,” he heard someone say and craned his neck to see.
 
   “Dusty, if you move one more bone, I’m giving you a shot to knock you out,” the medic warned.
 
   Then she was there, breaking through the knot of people and giving him a clear view of concern spelled all over her pretty face. His heart surged and every nerve in his body twitched forward as if reaching for her.
 
   He stretched his arm and she came into it, curling into his chest, fragrant and soft and all his.
 
   At least he intended to make her all his. They were in Vegas. Maybe she’d be up for a little chapel off the strip and a minister dressed in Elvis drag.
 
   “Are you okay?” She pulled back and bracketed his face with her hands. “That fall was…” She shuddered. “You hit so hard.”
 
   He laughed, a deep rumble that barreled up from his toes, which the medic was poking with something sharp to test his reflexes. He kicked them off and swung his leg off the table. “Quit your proddin’,” he snapped and drew Avalee between his thighs.
 
   “Dusty, what happened out there?”
 
   He had his fingers in her hair, stroking, smoothing and releasing the fresh scents of shampoo he’d actually applied for her this morning in the shower. God, the feel of her slippery in his hands had driven him crazy.
 
   “Wrong horse, wrong time.” He gazed into her worried eyes.
 
   She gave a hard shake of her head. “No. We need to talk.” The look she tossed over his shoulder to the medics held more meaning than a Tim McGraw album.
 
   “Gimme my boot,” he said to the medic in tones that brooked no argument.
 
   Seeing he was in no mood, the medic passed him his boot and sock. Dusty didn’t wince as he drew them on—his heart was going through all the pained grimaces. Whatever Avalee was about to say wasn’t good.
 
   He hopped off the table, grabbed her elbow and dragged her deeper into the bowels of the arena. He opened two doors before he found an empty room where he could hide her away and convince her that whatever she wanted to say was dead wrong.
 
   Her chest rose and fell quickly as he faced her. Pressed her against the closed door. From here they could barely hear the crowd.
 
   “Dusty, this can’t go on. I-I was going to tell you tonight anyway, but after your ride, I can’t drag it out.”
 
   He pushed off the door far enough to look into her eyes. “Is Rawhide dumping me because of that ride?”
 
   “No, but…I am. Dusty, you glanced up into the stands instead of concentrating on the competition.”
 
   “Looking for inspiration, sugar.” He nuzzled her throat. He could stay here all day and night, just smelling her.
 
   She shook him off. “No. Dusty, I’m a distraction. You aren’t focusing on your job.”
 
   “I did a piss-poor job tonight. Had nothing to do with you, Avalee.”
 
   “It did, though.” She grabbed his face and forced him to stop kissing a line up to her ear. When she gazed into his eyes, he saw the determination on her face. She wasn’t joking—she was trying to dump him.
 
   “We have several more days together. I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “Well I am.” Her raw tone cut through him. He stumbled back a bit. “I’m serious, Dusty. We’ve had fun, but—”
 
   He stared at her, hard. “You’re dumping me?”
 
   “I-I…I’m trying to be reasonable. We both knew this couldn’t last, and right now neither of us can afford to make mistakes. You need that buckle and I need to do what’s best for my company. Besides, my father’s already giving me hell.” The cold tone in her voice slipped, and he heard the underlying note of pain.
 
   He jumped on it and seized the reins with both hands.
 
   Leaning in, he pressed his forehead against hers and held her gaze. Up close, her eyes were bright with emotion. “You’re not going anywhere, sugar, except my bed. I’ll tie you up if I have to.”
 
   Gently she pushed him away. “No, Dusty. I can’t do this anymore.”
 
   “I promise I’ll win tomorrow night. I’ll recover from these two bad rides—”
 
   “It’s not only about the ride and you know it. This,” she waved a hand in the air between them, “is just a fling. It’s sex.”
 
   Ouch. He tightened his lips. “Is that what you think?”
 
   She squared her shoulders. “Yeah, I do. We’re on different trajectories in our lives and have little in common.”
 
   That was the match to his fuse. “Bullshit!”
 
   “It’s true. We’ve been pretending there’s more between us because our bodies like each other.”
 
   He eyed her, pain roiling around his heart. “And the rest of you doesn’t like me? I don’t buy it, Avalee.”
 
   “Please don’t make this harder for me, Dusty. I’m ending it. It’s over.” She located the door lever and was out the door in a flash. As he caught the final glimpse of her long hair, he whirled away, unable to watch her flee from him again.
 
   “Goddammit,” he ground out through his hardened jaw. He tore off his hat and raked his fingers through his hair. Suddenly his chaps seemed to weigh a thousand pounds, but the weight in his chest was greater.
 
   She was wrong about them not having anything in common. They were both driven to succeed. And their passion was on the same apocalyptic level. When they were together, the world smoldered and neither of them gave a fuck about the ashes around them.
 
   Shit. He was dumped and making errors in the arena. Maybe he was a little distracted this week, but a lot of his trouble was due to bad luck. Meeting Avalee was a bright spot in his life of the road and impersonal relationships, but she believed his errors were her fault. Well, he’d need to prove her wrong and the only way to do it was to win that title.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Avalee had unpacked the new crates her father had shipped with lightning speed. They were selling out of every flavor of bar and drink—except the Coldspring Canyon, that was.
 
   Dusty was right.
 
   Unfortunately, he was right about a lot of things. Like her words about them having nothing in common.
 
   She missed him like crazy. Being in Vegas without the big, bright star at her side was like just being in a noisy group of people that irritated. But she put on a smile and talked to customers and vendors.
 
   By the third day without her wicked cowboy, she’d secured their product in four big chain stores and had a pocketful of business cards from people to talk with after the show. Her father was happy with her decision to end things with Dusty, not that it mattered. If she’d pushed him, her daddy would have eventually caved.
 
   But she wasn’t that person. She did what was best and didn’t abuse her relationship with her boss just because he was also her father.
 
   Still, she missed Dusty.
 
   “Wanna grab some dinner, Avalee?” Ryan asked as he emptied the cash register as they did nightly.
 
   “Nah. I’ll probably just grab a sandwich somewhere.”
 
   “This is Vegas, baby. Some of the best food on the planet. You can’t just ‘grab a sandwich.’”
 
   Fact was, she wanted the company with her meal, and that man was Dusty. Ryan was a good friend and a loyal employee, but she only wanted the rough man who’d dirty-talk her through breakfast, lunch, supper and a snack.
 
   She pushed out a sigh. “Maybe tomorrow, Ryan.”
 
   He didn’t leave, just stood there looking at her.
 
   “What?” She smoothed her hair and wondered if she had a smudge on her nose or something worse.
 
   “You know he’s not doing any better without you, right?”
 
   She jerked, her heart hitting a full gallop in a beat. “What do you mean?” She’d thoroughly stuck her head in the sand about the rodeo standings since walking away from Dusty. He didn’t need the distraction and neither did she.
 
   “He’s—”
 
   She threw up both hands. “Don’t tell me. I’m packing in for the night. See you tomorrow.” Before he could say more, she spun and walked out as fast as she could.
 
   Her feet ached and her heart hurt worse. How had she become so attached to a man within days of meeting him? There must be some charm to Vegas—people met and married in the same night.
 
   Fact was, she wouldn’t have put it past Dusty to suggest something as crazy as a shotgun Vegas wedding. She’d seen how hard he was falling for her, and she wasn’t in any better condition if she were honest with herself.
 
   She missed him.
 
   Slogging up the strip alone was no damn fun. The hookers didn’t offer her any reason to laugh as they had when she was with Dusty. They’d accosted him every step of the way, thrusting cards at him. By the time they got to their destination—usually his hotel—he had a fat stack of cards.
 
   What was he doing right now?
 
   The rich scents of Chinese food wafted onto the sidewalk, and she stopped. Her stomach grumbled loudly, wanting more than the sandwiches she’d been grabbing for practically every meal.
 
   Before she knew her own mind, her stomach led her inside. She was offered a seat near a TV, but she was too afraid they’d show the NFR highlights and asked for a table near the back.
 
   Her order of Mongolian beef arrived, and she found herself just picking at the food even though her stomach announced it was happy to have a real meal. She kept looking around the restaurant for a certain cowboy with enough swagger to knock her to her knees.
 
   Her body stirred at the thought of being on her knees, taking him in her mouth.
 
   A ripple of need made her nipples pucker. Damn, now she was hearing Dusty’s voice in her head. Hurry up and eat, sugar. I’ll take care of those hard nipples in a minute.
 
   She pushed her plate away. What was the matter with her? This was nothing more than a fangirl moment. Except she didn’t just appreciate the cowboy who ruled wild broncs or the pretty face of Rawhide foods. No, she appreciated so much more about Dusty.
 
   What a liar she was, saying they had nothing in common. He’d probably moved on by now and was entertaining one of the many groupies who wanted a chance at him.
 
   Feeling a little sick, she paid her bill and went back to her room. After a hot bath, she curled up on her bed with a book—what every woman did in Sin City, right?
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dusty waved off the reporter who was headed his way. He didn’t want to talk about his losing streak or the rumors about why he wasn’t putting the numbers on the score board.
 
   He was in a foul enough mood to spit nails at anyone who mentioned Avalee’s role in his downfall. He was doing a bang-up job of losing without her, but fact was, he’d lost a couple rounds with her in his bed.
 
   Fucking hell, now he was hard again. For days he’d been sporting intermittent erections, and it had taken everything in him not to stomp to her booth or hotel room and take back what he wanted.
 
   But she didn’t want him.
 
   In a few more days he’d be over her. He’d pull out of Vegas and they’d have a clean break. But it wouldn’t be clean, exactly, because the next time Rawhide needed him for a photoshoot, he’d see her.
 
   His heart leaped at the idea before plummeting to the soles of his boots. What was he thinking? If he didn’t hit the top three he wasn’t going to be sponsored by Rawhide anymore.
 
   He strode through the arena, ignoring calls for autographs or photo ops. He just wanted to be alone. He could still smell the dirt he’d fallen in, dark and loamy in his nostrils. Brushing his knuckles over his face, he removed several grains there. He’d done the tuck and roll to avoid sharp hooves.
 
   “Dusty—”
 
   “Later,” he spat and slammed through the doors of the arena. The sky was lit from the number of city lights. It wasn’t the sky over his hometown, which he always longed for when on the road. He tipped his head back and looked at the streaky world above him. Now he associated this electrified night sky with the woman he couldn’t get out of his system.
 
   He looked toward her hotel. A couple thousand steps and he could be at her door. What would happen if he knocked? Would she pull him in and ask him to make another mistake with her?
 
   His chest creaked with the pain of what he was missing. Her dedication to her company had won out. They were no longer mixing business with pleasure.
 
   He stopped dead, another conclusion hitting him hard in the chest.
 
   If he was out of the Rawhide contract, that meant they were free to be together. Right now, his numbers were so poor that everybody else would need to bottom out on their performances for him to win. One more ride and he’d know for certain. If he continued on this downhill slide, he knew just what he’d do.
 
   He’d grin into the camera and walk out of the arena, straight to Avalee’s door.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Avalee’s throat was dry as dust but she allowed the person selling overpriced cups of beer to pass by. She was too jittery to benefit from watered-down alcohol. Besides, she couldn’t hold still long enough to bring a cup to her mouth.
 
   Dusty was in the chute.
 
   When she’d heard from Ryan that the cowboy was on his last chance to get into the standings, she couldn’t stay away. Wild horses couldn’t have dragged her off.
 
   His hat was looking a little battered and when she glimpsed his face on the big screen, she saw the changes in him. Stress had worked deeper lines around his firm lips and he didn’t look like his normal good-natured self.
 
   She swallowed hard as he wrapped the rope around his hand. Fidgeted when he settled himself more securely in the saddle. She could hardly breathe. Waiting for that gate to open was going to add some years to her own appearance.
 
   The gate opened and the horse exploded out. It kicked high, sending the crowd to its feet. She stood with them, unable to blink for fear of missing something.
 
   Stay on. Just a few more seconds.
 
   The horse wheeled. The crowd screamed. Dusty’s arm was raised high to balance each jerk of the animal beneath him. The crowd started counting in a wild chant. She felt her lips move too but no sound escaped.
 
   When his horse whipped him like a scarecrow in a Texas twister, he compensated.
 
   But it wasn’t enough.
 
   He hit the dirt to a collective roar of disappointment.
 
   Avalee was pushing past the people in her row and taking the steps down to the floor level as fast as she could. When she’d purchased the last ticket in peanut heaven, she hadn’t given thought to her wanting to run down and meet Dusty when he came off his ride.
 
   Gut instinct fueled her. He’d be devastated. His dream dashed—and his sponsorship gone.
 
   Her throat closed as she pushed past the guard. “Hey lady, you can’t—” He looked closely at her face. “Oh it’s you.”
 
   Did everyone in the world know her as Dusty Waite’s woman? She wasn’t—not really. But if she wasn’t, why was she burning to go to him in his darkest hour?
 
   She stopped dead and looked around, confused, conflicted and confounded by the camera flashes. She threw up a hand to shield her face from photographers. No, she couldn’t do this. Her instincts were off, and going to him was the biggest mistake she could make. As soon as he put his hands on her, she’d be lost forever.
 
   Rushing blindly in the direction she’d come from, she battled for calm. Dusty’s low score was on the big screen and the next rider was in the chute.
 
   “Avalee!”
 
   When the roughened tone scraped over her senses, her body betrayed her. Her feet stopped and the rest of her body swayed as her momentum was cut short.
 
   “Avalee!” Closer this time. She dared not look behind her. She could feel dozens of eyes on her. She launched forward again but a big hand curled around her arm. He whirled her to face him, and she was pierced in his very dark gaze before he wrapped his arm around her and began ushering her out.
 
   Totally against her will. She was helpless against him. As they passed the guard, the man grinned knowingly. Avalee dragged in a deep breath, prepared to give him a tongue-lashing, but all she succeeded in doing was filling her nose with Dusty’s rich, leathery smell.
 
   Oh God. How was she going to resist this man?
 
   They hit the ground level and he propelled her into the shadows. Riders stood around bullshitting about their scores, and a few offered Dusty words of condolence. He didn’t respond, and she stole a look at his face.
 
   He didn’t look as stressed now as he had before his ride. How was that possible?
 
   When they outstripped the rodeo people and found a stretch of isolated corridor, he grabbed her shoulders, turned her to face him and kissed her. His mouth was untamed, hungry. It was impossible not to respond.
 
   She melded her mouth to his and parted her lips for his hot tongue. He groaned. She moaned. His big body pressed her against the wall, and she remembered every delicious stroke of his cock inside her. Needing more—now.
 
   His fingers were in her hair and her hat had fallen off.
 
   “Stop.” She tore away and tried to duck under his arm.
 
   He held her firmly, his gaze burning as bright as fireworks on the Fourth of July. “Don’t ask me to stop, sugar. I’ve been thinking of nothing but you since you dumped me.”
 
   Her heart throbbed at the crack of pain in his voice. “Dusty, I…”
 
   “Don’t.” He cupped her face with extreme tenderness and kissed her again, no less passionately but a lot more tenderly. The caress brought tears into her eyes and bubbling up her throat. A thousand crazy thoughts ran through her head—maybe this could work between them. Sex appeal could turn into more so easily.
 
   She started to withdraw, and he gave her a fraction of space. Enough for him to whisper, “There. Now I’ve breached my contract. I’m not in the top three, which means I’m free to be with you.”
 
   Shock made her blink several times before her mind caught up and she could form words. “Oh Dusty, tell me you didn’t’ throw this competition on purpose.”
 
   He gave a rumble of a laugh she felt more than heard. Shivers traveled through her body. “No, it was just dumb errors on my part and a streak of bad luck. You win some, you lose some. There’s always next year.”
 
   “But the contract. Daddy will want to find somebody else to sponsor.”
 
   “I don’t give a damn as long as I get the girl.”
 
   She searched his gaze, feeling his words slip past her reserves like smoke through vents. Each syllable curled inside her. Her lips fell open and a puff of air burst out.
 
   “Avalee, sugar. I don’t care about the gold buckle or the sponsorship. I just want you.”
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   She made a noise that hurt and healed at the same time. He swooped in and claimed her lips, taking what he wanted and feeling her slowly become his own sweet Avalee again. She wrapped her arms around his neck, going on tiptoe to kiss him more thoroughly.
 
   She tasted like salty tears and pure heaven. He swiped his tongue across hers again and again until his cock was straining and she was rocking into it.
 
   He pulled free and then bent to retrieve her hat. “C’mon.” He grabbed her hand, twined their fingers and strode with her through the maze of the arena. When they burst into the fading daylight, he stopped to kiss her again, right there in plain view of everyone on the street.
 
   But nobody cared, least of all him or Avalee. She rubbed against him, igniting his lust. Ripping away, he started walking with her again, his boot heels ringing on the pavement.
 
   People called out to him, and he tossed a few waves but he couldn’t care less about his fans right now. He needed Avalee.
 
   By the time they hit the elevator, they were both out of control. She threw herself at him, her delicious tongue in his mouth and her hands on his ass. He dug his cock into her pussy, and they dry-humped all the way to his floor.
 
   When they got to his door, he spent precious seconds panicked about where his key really was. He tore off his chaps and let them fall to the hotel carpet. She laughed and bent to gather them just as he felt the key card in the wrong pocket.
 
   Relief hit his fingertips, making them tingle. He pushed through the door, took his chaps from her hands and threw them on the floor. His hat followed. She dropped hers too and then they began to strip fast, feverishly kissing and groping as garments fell away.
 
   He bore her back on the bed and covered her with his body. She wrapped her silky legs around his hips, bringing her scorching wet heat against his hardness.
 
   “God, sugar. You’re more beautiful every time I look at you.”
 
   She swallowed hard and tears glistened in her eyes, but she wore a smile. For him. “Only to you.”
 
   “Nobody else matters. You’re all mine, Avalee. He kissed her throat, making her arch. Down to her breasts he worked small kisses until he sucked one hardened nipple into his mouth. She cried out, fingers scrabbling on his spine, searing his skin just the way he liked.
 
   He laved her nipple for five mind-blowing revolutions before he moved to the other. She cradled his head, breathing unevenly with every swirl of his tongue. When he moved down her torso, he stopped thinking about all the hours they’d been parted and only dreamed of the ones they’d be together. There was nothing keeping them apart now. He could happily spend days with her in bed, teasing her to pinnacles of pleasure and helping her sell her terrible fish oil energy bars.
 
   His grin spread over her navel, which he flicked with the tip of his tongue. Her scents of arousal hit him, and his smile fell away, replaced by sheer determination.
 
   In nipping bites he blazed a trail right to her slick pussy. Her silver clit piercing beckoned his tongue, and he spent long minutes worshipping it. Juices spilled from her, and he gathered them with short laps. Her first orgasm had her screams echoing off the walls.
 
   Before she could come down, he was back to her breasts, suckling each while finger-fucking her with slow, deliberate strokes to drive her crazy all over again.
 
   “Dusty…please.” She writhed in his hold.
 
   “I want you coming for me over and over before I get inside you.”
 
   “I can’t wait.” Her eyes were blurred with passion, and his heart reacted. God, he wanted her. Who knew how far their relationship could get, but he wasn’t willing to stop. He had a feeling she was the one for him and if she stopped being stubborn, she’d see it too.
 
   She peaked a second time, coming all over his fingers, shuddering under his lips. It took him five seconds to get a condom on and another two to demand he was taking her bareback as soon as possible.
 
   When he poised at the quick of her, their gazes locked. Heat bloomed in his chest and spread through the rest of his body. His cock ached nestled against the extreme warmth between her thighs.
 
   “Avalee.” His throat worked with emotion.
 
   “Take me, Dusty.”
 
   * * * * *
 
   He filled her in one solid shove. When her walls stretched around his girth, she cried out. Bucking upward to meet his suddenly wild thrusts. He trapped her hands under his and her lips with a tongue-swirling kiss. Need flowed between them. Hell yeah, they were equally matched. She’d known it from the start, but so much had gotten in the way.
 
   Not anymore. His failure had thoroughly taken care of that.
 
   She smiled, and he bit her lower lip. “Naughty wench, what are you smiling at?”
 
   “You. You make me happy.”
 
   He slowed his jerking movements, thrusting hard and deep and slow. The tip of his cock hit that secret spot only he’d managed to locate out of all her lovers. Her body wrapped tight around him as he withdrew.
 
   “You make me the luckiest man alive,” he grunted with each thrust. “Fuck, you’re tight.”
 
   Her breaths rasped and she held his face as she brought their lips together once more. The instant his tongue plunged into her mouth, she was there, hovering at the topmost peak of the world.
 
   He burrowed deeper into her body.
 
   And she splintered. Coming apart with a cry of ecstasy as their mouths synced to their uncontrolled movements. He stiffened with a growl and a second later she felt his heat filling her as he came.
 
   For long seconds she was lost in his release, her own body pulsing in time to her heart. Her eyes slipped closed, but not before she drank in his blissed-out expression.
 
   He collapsed atop her, and she wrapped her arms and legs around him, loving the feel of him against her. His breathing came raggedly and eventually grew quieter. When she opened her eyes she found him staring down at her.
 
   He skimmed a thumb over her jawline, his heart in his eyes. “This was the best win I’ve ever had, sugar.”
 
   Her throat tightened as happiness made any words she’d say seem trite. She smiled as she tipped her face up for his kiss. When he rolled, taking her with him, she found herself right where she wanted to be—with a big strong cowboy between her legs.
 
   “Time for me to take a chance on a wild ride,” she said.
 
   His crooked grin was all she needed. “You’ve got a good, steady horse, Avalee.”
 
   “I hit my lucky streak.”
 
   “Even with my shortcomings in the arena, I seem to have performed well in Vegas.”
 
   She nuzzled his fragrant neck, working her way down his toned body. “You performed very well, cowboy. Now relax and let me take you for a ride.”
 
   As he twisted his fingers into her hair, her heart swelled with pride at the amazingly perfect prize she’d claimed.
 
    
 
   THE END
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