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            About the Book

         

         Ashley Montoya was in love with Mack McLeroy in high school – until he broke her heart. When an accident brings him back home to Sunnybell to recover, Ashley’s determined to avoid him, but Mack can’t stay away. And the more she’s with him, the more she can’t help but to fall into his embrace…

      
   


   
      
         
            About the Author

         

         Erin Knightley is the best-selling author of a dozen published works, including seven historical romance novels. Initially deciding to pursue a sensible career in science, she eventually came to her senses, leaving her practical side behind in order to write full-time. Together with her tall, dark, and handsome husband and their three spoiled mutts, she is living her own Happily Ever After in North Carolina.
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            Foreword

         

         When I first had the idea for BookShots, I knew that I wanted to include romantic stories. The whole point of BookShots is to give people lightning-fast reads that completely capture them for just a couple of hours in their day—so publishing romance felt right.

         I have a lot of respect for romance authors. I took a stab at the genre when I wrote Suzanne’s Diary for Nicholas. While I was happy with the results, I learned that the process of writing those stories requires hard work and dedication.

         That’s why I wanted to pair up with the best romance authors for BookShots. I work with writers who know how to draw emotions out of their characters, all while catapulting their plots forward.

         Erin Knightley and I had so much fun working on our first BookShot Learning to Ride, that we were ready to throw our hat in the ring for another project together. We chose this one, The Return. It’s the story of a man who rides bulls and a woman who rides horses, but underneath all of that, it’s about two people who find their way back to each other. And Erin’s got a way of putting her heart into every word. I know you’re going to love it.

         
            James Patterson

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

         

         This was it. The final run of the night.

         In the year since Mack McLeroy had qualified for the professional bull riding tour—the major leagues of professional riders—he’d done well for himself. But tonight he was looking at a crowd, and a cash pot, bigger than anything he’d seen in his career.

         And tonight he was going to win everything.

         So far, he’d had three lucky draws. He’d pulled bulls who were mean enough to score big points, but whose moves were right up Mack’s alley. In two words, he’d killed it. And not only had he had three of the best rides of his life all in a row, but two of the top contenders had ended up injured. Sucked for them—they were both good guys—but the win was solidly within Mack’s reach.

         Anticipation pumped through his veins like a drug as he lowered himself onto Son of Sam for the last ride of the night. The beast was as black as sin and twice as ugly, with fat asymmetrical horns that curved haphazardly away from his bulbous head and a long, rangy tail that looked like something you’d pull out of a clogged drain. He moved restlessly in the chute, his flanks fairly vibrating with tension. But Mack grinned and patted the animal’s muscled back.

         Bring it, Sonny.

         SOS was famous for his unpredictability, which always made for an interesting ride. It also made for high scores.

         Mack shook his head, excitement pooling in his gut. Six figures. That was more money than most of his friends from high school made in three years. All those people who had called him crazy for setting his sights on the rodeo were about to eat their words.

         Leaning forward, he pulled the rope across his hand in a tight suicide wrap. With that kind of money at stake, he planned to stay stuck to that bull if it killed him. SOS shifted anxiously beneath him. Mack chuckled. “Ready to dance, Son? How ’bout I lead?”

         He took a deep breath, lifted his free arm, and shouted that he was ready. The moment hung suspended in time for a heartbeat or two, Mack’s body poised for action.

         Three, two, one…swoosh!

         The gate swung open and SOS exploded into the arena, bucking like a sonofabitch. The crowd roared in approval as he spun left, then immediately changed both tactics and direction, throwing Mack momentarily off-balance. Thank God for the suicide hold, which saved his bacon as he fought to get back in position.

         Even as he whipped back and forth with SOS’s earthquake-worthy bucks, he managed to right his center of gravity. And then he found the pocket—that place where he and the bull fell into a sort of violent rhythm together. Apparently the creature wanted to dance after all. Mack grinned for all of a quarter of a second before all hell broke loose.

         One moment he was in the zone, and the next he was riding blind. The rhythm that had been there before dissolved into instant chaos. What the hell? A millisecond too late, his brain processed that in the frenzy of bucking, the bull’s tail had whipped forward and slapped him across the face with the force of a steel pole. Instinct made his eyes slam shut. But that was the worst thing that he could have done.

         Son of a—Before he could even finish the curse, he was airborne, tethered to the earth by nothing more than the thin strap of leather wrapped around his hand. Not good—not good at all. The force of his momentum, which snapped the leather taut, nearly yanked his arm off. He flopped backward, colliding with the side of the bull before ricocheting up again like a boulder bouncing off a trampoline.

         Even as he was thrashed around, he worked to free his hand, frantically tugging at the cursed strap that only moments ago he’d praised. Who knew he was so good at wrapping? Each buck made him dizzier and more disoriented. His blood rushed in and out of his head like a tide on crack. Desperation clawed at his brain and he yanked and pulled for all he was worth. Then, just when he was sure he was a goner, the strap gave way and he went flying.

         Freedom!

         The strobe effect caused by somersaulting through the air in the well-lit stadium would have been really cool if he hadn’t known that this particular flight was about to end very, very badly. He tried to control the fall so he either landed on his feet or on all fours. That’s what he’d been trained to do for years. But this time?

         This time he was screwed.

         All his senses were jumbled as if he were being tossed in a dryer set on high. He needed to see but couldn’t clear his blurred vision no matter how desperately he blinked. His body position was all wrong—that was for damn sure. He was flying through the air like a rudderless chopper shot down in battle.

         As the ground rushed to meet him, Mack could almost hear the bull laughing. SOS: 1; Mack: 0. Next time he’d keep his smack talk to himself.

         His shoulder crashed to the dirt first, and he did his best to relax and roll with the motion, but damned if the presence of a 2,500-pound pissed-off bull didn’t make it hard. Pain splintered and zinged through his collarbone like bottled lightning. That’s gonna leave a mark. Next came the impact to his left hip, followed quickly by his booted feet slamming back down to the earth with all the force of a cannonball.

         A roar filled his ears—the bull’s, his, or the crowd’s, he couldn’t tell—as bright lights burst across his vision. White-hot sensation bolted down his left side. As much as this hurt, only one thought echoed in his brain over and over: Get up! Get up! Get up!

         But his body wouldn’t respond. The wind had been knocked out of him by the impact, and between his disorientation, his spasming lungs, and his screaming pain, nothing was working right.

         Something close to panic set in. He wasn’t worried about the pain; it hurt like hell, but he’d had worse. What he was worried about was being a sitting duck when old SOS decided to finish what he’d started.

         And that was the moment the bastard charged.

         The bull turned on him, hellfire blazing in his black eyes. With impeccable aim, his front hooves came down like the business end of an anvil. The full weight of the beast landed dead center of Mack’s chest, squashing his lungs as if they were a pair of spent whoopee cushions. The pressure was indescribable; the pain was epic. His protective vest might as well have been made of tissue paper for all it seemed to help.

         The arena dimmed and blurred. The only thing he could make out was the flash of frantic color as the bullfighters streaked around him, risking their lives to protect him from further injury until the medics moved in.

         It couldn’t be over. He couldn’t be over.

         By sheer force of will, he struggled to push back against the rising blackness, but it was like wading through scalding-hot tar. Hopeless. Before he could so much as move his damn pinkie, the world went dark and he fell backward into the yawning ocean of agony.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         “I’ve got fresh gossip to go with these fresh veggies,” Laurie Beth Simmons announced, wiggling her eyebrows.

         Ashley Montoya grinned at her friend’s declaration. No one knew more about the goings-on in Sunnybell than Laurie Beth. “I’d be shocked if you didn’t,” Ashley said wryly, setting down the sweet potatoes she’d been inspecting.

         Laurie Beth laughed and set a freshly manicured hand on her hip. “Well, what good would I be if I didn’t come bearing juicy news? Nobody would recognize me.”

         “Can’t argue with that. Come on, let’s get out of this crowd so we can chat.”

         It was opening day for the Sunnybell farmers’ market and the place was packed. Ashley and Laurie Beth ducked down a side lane that was much quieter. Pausing beside a table of jarred salsas, Ashley said, “So, what’s the latest? I can’t believe I haven’t seen you in two weeks.”

         “I know! With Madeline’s bookstore launching next week, it’s been crazy. I’m glad I offered to help out with it, though, ’cause that’s where I heard this particular gem. I wanted to be sure I told you before you found out from someone else.”

         Well, that got her attention. Shifting her heavy canvas tote bag on her shoulder, Ashley pinned her friend with a “spill it” stare. “I’m all ears.”

         She honestly couldn’t think of a single bit of news that would have anything to do with her. Over the past five months, she’d made an effort to step back into her old life by going out with friends, diving back into her book club, and volunteering at the nursing home. She certainly hadn’t done anything to garner attention, and she couldn’t think of anyone else whose business had anything to do with her. After what she’d been through, the daily dramas of small-town life no longer seemed important.

         Still, she wanted to know what was up.

         “I was loading up shelves with Madeline and Tanner last night—I swear those two are sweeter than honey together—when he happened to mention that he talked to Mack yesterday.”

         Even though she knew that Laurie Beth was watching closely for her reaction, Ashley couldn’t help lifting an eyebrow. “Oh?” she said, trying to sound casual, although she was curious as hell.

         “Mm-hmm. Brace yourself, darlin’. Tanner said Mack is moving in with his mama for the next few months while he gets back on his feet.”

         Ashley’s breath left her lungs in a whoosh.

         Mack was coming home?

         She knew about the accident—if you could call anything that happened when a person willingly climbed on top of a bull an accident. Everyone knew about the accident. For the past two months, it had single-handedly powered the gossip mills of Sunnybell. What he could have done differently, what had gone wrong, how long he would be out of commission—it seemed everyone had an opinion.

         Except her.

         Whenever possible, she chose not to think of him at all. She’d done enough of that to last a lifetime when she was a lovesick teenager over him, and look at how well that had worked out for her.

         But not thinking about him was much easier when he was anywhere but here, following wherever the rodeo winds blew. She didn’t even mind his occasional visits home, when she’d see him at the local bar or at the gas station fueling up that massive new truck he’d bought the moment he’d hit the top thirty-five last season.

         But coming back to stay long term?

         Her stomach nose-dived down to her knees.

         She met Laurie Beth’s green eyes bravely and said, “Why now? The surgery was months ago.”

         “Apparently he’d wanted to stay in his apartment in Austin, but Mrs. McLeroy finally wore him down and convinced him to come home. Lord knows he has nothing else to do. Tanner didn’t speculate on the matter, but I suspect it has something to do with the fact that Mrs. McLeroy cleans up after him and feeds him those famous muffins of hers.”

         “Yes, I guess that’s nice,” Ashley said as she nonchalantly turned back toward the salsa jars. “I’m sure she’ll take good care of him.”

         Laurie Beth snorted. “Uh-huh. You’re not fooling me, honey.”

         “What? It’s not like I wish him ill or anything.”

         Anymore.

         “Now, see? You always have been a better person than me. I like him well enough, but if he’d have done to me what he did to you, I’d have slathered his britches in honey and tied him to a blueberry bush a long time ago.”

         A horrified laugh escaped Ashley’s lips. “Laurie Beth!” She looked around to make sure no one was paying attention. She knew her friend was teasing, but good Lord. “I guess your exes should be glad that there aren’t any bears around here.”

         “More’s the pity,” she said with a wicked little grin. “Anyway, I thought you’d want a little warning. Forewarned is forearmed, or so I’ve been told.”

         Sighing, Ashley nodded. “Yeah, I do appreciate that. Thanks for looking out for me.”

         It would be easy enough to avoid him if she stayed away from the town’s two bars for the next few months. Not exactly a hardship. Plus, it would save her from the inevitable knot of old resentment and unwanted attraction that always tangled in her gut whenever she saw him.

         Laurie Beth waved her words away. “Shoot, girl, nobody knows better than me what it’s like having an unwanted ex around. At least you’ll be prepared when Mr. McHandsome makes his appearance.”

         That made Ashley half groan, half laugh. “Please dear Lord, do not call Mack that to his face. With his ego, his head is likely to explode, and there’s not enough duct tape in the county to put it back together.”

         “Hell, if I looked like him and rode like that, my ego would be the size of Texas, too. I imagine having all those buckle bunnies fall all over him every night doesn’t help things, either.”

         “Ugh—I could have gone my whole life without thinking about that,” Ashley said with a grimace. Rodeo groupies were notoriously determined.

         “Sorry,” Laurie Beth said with a wince. “Anything else you wanted to get before we head to lunch?”

         Ashley glanced around, then spotted a display and grinned. If she were lucky, Mack and his britches wouldn’t come anywhere near her during his stay, but just in case…

         “You know what?” she said as she walked to the nearby table and lifted a cheery bear-shaped container filled with a golden treat. “I’ve suddenly got a hankering for a bit of fresh honey.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Air hissed through Mack’s teeth as he fought back yet another wave of pain and tightened his grip on the steering wheel. It was amazing how thoroughly you could curse a pothole, the Department of Transportation, and the shocks of the piece-of-shit old truck you’re driving when you really put your mind to it.

         This was ridiculous.

         It had been nearly two months since the accident. Every time he thought he was getting better, he’d seize up putting his boots on or wake up stiff as a board or feel the screech of agony when he hit a dang pothole the size of Crater Lake. He’d done the surgery the doctors had insisted on and had religiously gone to physical therapy, yet his recovery was so slow that sometimes he felt as though he was going backward.

         Frozen molasses made more progress than he had.

         Gritting his teeth, he concentrated every fiber of his being on avoiding any more bumps on the lonely stretch of two-lane highway ahead of him. He needed to get back in the arena. Soon. He’d already run through every dime he had—including selling both his gleaming limited edition F-250 with its glorious top-of-the-line shocks and the color-matched trailer he’d bought shortly after joining the tour. The only thing that was keeping him afloat at this point was his sponsorship and the rent-free housing at his mother’s place.

         Honestly, if that didn’t make a man feel like a failure, he didn’t know what did.

         His phone buzzed from the cup holder, and he used it as an excuse to pull over and take a break. He glanced at the screen before accepting the call. “What’s going on, Mama?”

         “Hey there, darlin’,” she replied, her voice significantly less cheery than he was used to. “How’s the trip?”

         “Less fun than eatin’ dirt,” he said glibly, rubbing at the small of his back. “I should be there in about an hour.”

         “Glad to hear it. Listen, son, I’m afraid I’m the bearer of some bad news. Why don’t you pull over, so I don’t have to worry about you wrecking your truck and undoing all the doctors’ fine work on you?”

         Great. Just what he needed: more bad news. “Already stopped,” he said with a sigh. “What’s up?”

         “Well, I would have waited ’til you got home, but I didn’t know if you’d want to call them before they close for the day.” She paused, and he imagined her taking a deep breath. “I’m afraid I opened a piece of mail that I thought was for me, but turned out to be yours. There’s no use beatin’ around the bush. They’re canceling your contract.”

         Mack blinked, momentarily confused. “What contract?”

         “Your contract with Sagebrush Denim. Those yellow-bellied snakes in the grass. Seems they found themselves a loophole somewhere, and dove right through it.”

         Blood rushed in his ears as understanding snapped into place. “Sagebrush is pulling their sponsorship? How? That can’t be legal—that’s why we have the dang contract.”

         A lead weight settled low in his belly as he tried to process the news. The accident had stripped everything from him. He couldn’t—he wouldn’t—let this be taken away as well.

         “Sounds pretty legal to me. Hang on, I’ll read it to you.” He heard the sound of papers rustling before she cleared her throat. She rattled off a paragraph full of lawyerspeak, making his head spin even more. The gist? His “substantially changed circumstances” meant he was to blame for breaking the terms of the contract. As though he’d wanted the dang bull to tap-dance on his spine.

         Running a hand through his hair, he tried to keep his temper in check. “Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll take a look at it when I get home. Tomorrow will have to be soon enough to talk to them.”

         Maybe by then he wouldn’t be tempted to say something he’d regret to the people who held his financial future in their hands. He ended the call and tossed the phone into the cup holder in frustration. He did not need this right now. Putting the truck in gear, he pulled back onto the deserted highway and headed for home.

         The more he thought about it, the angrier he got. He was drawing a line in the sand. There was no way they were taking this from him. Just because he was sidelined did not mean he was no longer a professional bull rider with the “David Beckham” good looks the marketing director had raved about. They had a photo shoot set for next month, and come hell or high water, he planned to be there to earn the promised funds they’d agreed on.

         He had no idea how he would do it, but he had desperation on his side, and desperate people made things happen. He’d storm their offices if he had to. Sic some lawyers on them. Use every contact he had.

         He slammed on the brakes at that thought, throwing up a cloud of Texas dirt that engulfed the truck. Use every contact he had. He didn’t need to pull out his phone directory and start making calls. He knew someone with a direct connection to Sagebrush—the niece of the CEO himself, in fact.

         Ashley Montoya.

         He scrubbed a hand over his eyes, repressing a groan. A buddy had once claimed that Mack could charm the quills off a porcupine. He hoped like hell his friend was right, because it looked as though he was going to have to find a way to win over the prickliest girl he knew.

         He took a deep breath, tightened his grip on the wheel, and headed right for Sunnybell.

         
              

         

         Five months was long enough.

         Ashley took a deep breath as she surveyed the empty, sterile room that she hadn’t stepped foot in for nearly half a year. The part of her life that this room symbolized was over, and it was past time for her to start looking forward to the future.

         Not that she’d been wallowing in self-pity. She’d made a concerted effort to go out and have fun, to stay busy around the house, and live a life that was close to normal. But for all the ways she was reengaging in life, she was only existing in the present.

         She wasn’t dreaming again.

         It had come to her in a rush yesterday when she’d been with Laurie Beth. Her friend had gone on and on about the bookstore that had been Madeline Harper’s longtime dream, made real with a bit of money, a fair amount of elbow grease, and a lot of excitement. Ashley was thrilled for their new friend, as well as super impressed. But there had also been the unmistakable twinge of jealousy deep in her belly.

         Five years ago she’d shoved her own dreams aside, never imagining that it might be hard to resurrect them. Back then, she’d been passionate and ready to tackle life with all the verve of a naive adolescent. So much had changed since then. All her dreams seemed silly for a twenty-three-year-old woman—especially considering what she’d been through.

         Her true passion was to become a champion barrel racer, but diving into the sport now seemed absurd. She didn’t know a soul in that world anymore, or even how to go about pursuing it at her age. It wasn’t as if her secondary choices were any better. The idea of going off to college at this point was distasteful at best. And her days on the beauty pageant circuit were definitely behind her.

         So where did that leave her?

         She shook her head. That was a problem to tackle tomorrow. Today, it was time to finally put the past to rest. With one last look at the mural on the wall, she pried open the paint can, filled the tray, and loaded up her roller. Taking a deep breath, she laid down a thick, pale-blue stripe right across the center.

         There. She’d done it.

         She wasn’t going to let herself cry. She smiled instead and rolled another swath of paint over the much-loved scene that she and her mother had painted five years ago, directly on that wall.

         It felt surprisingly good. Therapeutic. She bent to load up the roller again when the doorbell rang.

         Shoot! She’d forgotten that Mia’s supplements were coming today. The vet had promised to hand deliver them since she was already heading to the neighboring ranch to see to a pregnant mare. Leaving the roller where it was, she rushed to the front of the house and pulled open the door.

         What in the world?

         Ashley took one look at her visitor’s oh-so-familiar grin that sent her stomach straight to her toes, and she promptly swung the door shut again.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Ashley groaned as she leaned back against the wood, wishing she’d ignored the doorbell and carried on with her painting. Or at the very least checked to see who was there before opening the door. It was possible he’d get the hint and leave her alone.…

         No such luck.

         “C’mon, Ash, don’t be like that,” Mack said, his smooth-as-melted-butter voice muffled through the inch-and-a-half-thick slab of solid oak. “Surely we can talk like adults.”

         This would be her luck. It’d been years since he’d shown up on her doorstep, and here she was, decked out in tatty old sweats and a T-shirt, her mass of dark hair in a messy topknot.

         Not that it mattered what she looked like. What mattered was that he had interrupted her smack-dab in the middle of her very important and very personal task. Not to mention the fact that he’d presumed to come here without a moment’s warning, practically ambushing her on her own turf.

         She was not in the mood to deal with him now.

         But as much as she wanted him to go away, the look in his eyes had made it clear that he was on a mission. He wouldn’t leave until he got what he’d come for. Sighing audibly, she opened the door. “All right,” she said briskly, planting her hands firmly at her hips. “Talk.”

         Mack’s lips spread into a grin she knew for a fact he thought was irresistible. Unfortunately for him, she had developed an immunity to his charms years ago. Those bright-green eyes and that killer jawline no longer held sway over her, thank you very much.

         “Long time no see. You look real good, Ash.”

         “You saw me three months ago,” she said, her voice matter-of-fact.

         He was unperturbed. “But bar lighting doesn’t do you justice. Full sunlight shows off your beauty.”

         She started to shut the door again, but he held up his hands. “All right, all right, I’ll get to the point. Can I come in?” His eyebrows lifted as he silently begged her to relent.

         The man was up to something. He was about as interested in her sunlit beauty as she was in the life and times of a North American jumping spider. Not budging a millimeter, she shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s the porch or nothing.”

         “The porch it is,” he said easily, smiling as though it was his preference all along. He sauntered to the pair of rocking chairs by the front window and gestured to the far one. “Care to sit for a spell?”

         “Clock’s ticking, Mack. I’ve got things to do, so either speak your piece or be on your way.”

         She could see the muscles in his cheek jump as he ground his teeth. Good—he was starting to see that she wasn’t messing around. She might have felt bad, being so rude, but he’d come here knowing full well he was both uninvited and unwelcome.

         His fingers dropped to his narrow hips and hooked through his belt loops. “I have a favor to ask.”

         That got her attention. “Since when do I have something you want?”

         That came out all wrong, and she willed her cheeks not to turn red. She sure as hell didn’t want him to think she was even a smidge as hung up on him now as she was in high school.

         For a second he looked as though he was about to take the unintended bait, but thankfully he shrugged and said, “Since the letter I got yesterday.”

         That piqued her curiosity. She moved to the rocking chairs and plopped down in the nearer one. Following her lead, Mack lowered himself into the other one, his movements surprisingly stiff. For the first time, she wondered just how hurt he really was. Was he working the sympathy angle here? Possibly, but she didn’t think he would.

         As if reading her mind, he rubbed at his shoulder and said, “It’s going to be a little longer than I’d hoped before I can get back in the arena. This dang injury messed me up good.”

         “I know about the ride gone bad. Sorry to hear it’s giving you trouble.”

         “‘Trouble’ is putting it mildly.” He ran a hand over the scruff at his chin before turning to look her right in the eye. “The truth is—for the time being, at least—I’ve lost my ability to earn money in the ways I know best: bull riding and ranching.”

         “Like I said, I’m sorry to hear that, but I can’t see what that’s got to do with me. I’m sure as sugar not hiring, and I can’t say that I know anyone who is.” It was disconcerting, being on the receiving end of his intense green gaze again. And he was being serious with her, which was something she hadn’t known he was capable of. She refused to be drawn in.

         “That’s not why I’m here. I’m here because I got a letter yesterday from the powers that be over at my sponsor, sayin’ they want to pull my financial backing out from under me, and I can’t let that happen.”

         Ashley stiffened. She knew exactly who his sponsor was and had a feeling she knew where this was headed. “Best of luck with that.”

         She started to stand, but his hand settled over the top of hers, stopping her with nothing more than his warm touch. She hesitated for a moment, then settled back down, telling herself that the sudden weightlessness of her stomach was due to the rocking and not to the way his skin felt against hers for the first time in years.

         “Come on, Ashley. I know you know where I’m going with this.” Lifting his hand, he took off his cowboy hat, set it on his knee, and ran a hand through his dark-blond hair. “Whatever our past may be, we’re still members of the Sunnybell community, and people ’round here watch out for one another.”

         Freed from her brief moment of lunacy, she shook her head emphatically. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.”

         “Sure you can. I don’t have to tell you that my sponsor is Sagebrush Denim and your uncle runs the whole dang company. A good word from you, and I know they’d let the contract stand.”

         Ashley clenched her teeth. He really didn’t know what he was asking. Her relationship with her uncle was less than five months old. The last thing she wanted to do was to go making demands of the man who had largely ignored her most of her life. Things were too complicated right now.

         “It’s not as simple as that. I’m sorry you’re in a tough spot, Mack, but I can’t help you.”

         He sighed and dragged a hand over his face, frustration evident in every gesture. “Cards on the table here, Ash. Everything I ever wanted in life has been yanked away from me in one stupid moment. I’m grasping at straws for the next few months, and I need that money. Can you even imagine what it’s like to have everything you’ve ever loved snatched away from you like that?”

         Silence settled between them as she saw the exact moment that he realized what he’d said.

         A humorless laugh bubbled up from somewhere deep inside her. “You know, Mack, I kinda think I can. I’m not sure if you remember, but while you were out living a cowboy’s dream life, traveling the country while riding bulls and bunnies, I was right here in li’l ol’ Sunnybell, watching my mama lose her fight with ALS. So yeah, I know a little something about having your dreams snatched away.”

         She’d dropped everything to be with her mother after the diagnosis. She had been young, and scared, and determined to spend every minute that her mother had left by her side. Ashley’s friends had been wonderful, but no one could ever truly understand how life-changing something like that could be. In the months since her mother’s death, she’d found a new sense of normal, but she’d never go back to being the person she was before the diagnosis.

         Grimacing, he said, “It’s a wonder I can still talk with my foot lodged so thoroughly in my mouth.”

         “Yeah, well, I imagine you probably have lots of practice.”

         “Hey,” he said, pretending to be offended. “I’ll have you know that most people find me to be down-to-earth and charming.”

         “Funny how gullible people are these days, isn’t it?”

         He chuckled, but the lines of worry on his forehead never eased. “So, what can I do to convince you to help your fellow man? We’ve established that I can’t bribe you, so I’m hoping you’ll take an IOU for whenever you might need something from me.”

         Wouldn’t it be something to make Mack walk around knowing he owed her big? This was the most cordial conversation they’d had in years, but that probably had a lot to do with the fact that he wanted something from her. It was pretty darn tempting, but even that wouldn’t be worth the awkwardness of approaching her uncle.

         She opened her mouth to say as much, but a thought occurred to her in a flash. She snapped her mouth closed, turning the idea over in her head. What if this was her chance to resurrect that ultimate dream from the past? It had seemed like a pie-in-the-sky dream not even an hour ago, but that was before she had a groveling cowboy on her porch with more contacts in the rodeo world than there were sprinkles in a doughnut shop.

         Her pulse started to race as the possibility pinged around inside her mind. It was nuts. Absolutely crazy. But hadn’t she been floundering for months, looking for something to fill the void her mother’s death had left in her life? Hadn’t she only minutes earlier been upset about what she was going to do with her life?

         Well, here was her chance.

         “All right, Mack, I’ll help you.” She held up a staying hand when his eyes lit up. “If you’ll help me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Relief coursed through Mack’s entire body. Thank God. He grinned wide at her, even as he stopped himself from letting out the whoop that perched on the tip of his tongue.

         “Whatever you want, darlin’,” he drawled, prepared to do anything short of committing a felony for her. Maybe he’d even do that, truth be told.

         “I want you to smooth my way into competitive barrel racing.”

         He straightened with a start, sending a thin bolt of pain through his spine in the process. “You want me to do what?” He must have not heard her right.

         She leaned forward in her chair, real excitement illuminating her velvety-brown eyes. Recently, he’d seen her flash that look to her friends, but it had been years since he’d been on the receiving end of it.

         “You want me to talk to my uncle. I want you to help me enter the rodeo world and compete in barrel racing. A fair swap of using each other’s contacts, don’t you think?”

         No, he didn’t. Not in the least. Here he was, a professional bull rider turned lame duck, and she wanted him to be some sort of, what, glorified groupie? Or a handler? And had she ever even entered a competition in her life? Yes, he remembered that she’d loved riding back in high school, but that was a world away from competitive racing.

         She was delusional if she thought she could just waltz into a competition now, shoring up her own name with his, and not get them both laughed out of the arena. And more than anything, if he couldn’t ride—and he didn’t even have the hope of riding for too damn long—the last place he wanted to be, period, was at a rodeo.

         “Try again, only this time try to come up with something halfway reasonable.”

         Her eyes narrowed and she pushed to her feet. “Reasonable? You mean like asking the woman you once ditched mid-date to speak to her estranged uncle on your behalf? The same woman who later found Shelly Davidson wrapped around you like a boa constrictor, and then had to walk home since the car keys were in the pocket of your jeans, which just happened to be around your ankles at the time? I’m not sure I could ever come up with something as reasonable as that.”

         And there it was.

         He suppressed a groan and stood as well. “We were teenagers, Ash. I was a nineteen-year-old idiot to your innocent seventeen, and frankly you should probably be glad that I left you hanging to go hook up with Shelly. Wouldn’t you rather be stood up than used by a guy like that?”

         “No—I’d rather have never gotten involved with that guy in the first place. Lucky for me, my mama taught me that it’s never too late to right a wrong.” She walked to the front door and set her hand on the knob. “Best of luck figuring a way out of your mess.”

         With a decisive nod, she yanked open the door and marched inside with that beautiful nose of hers held high in the air.

         Mack raked his hands through his hair and half groaned, half growled.

         That had not gone the way he had hoped. He crammed his hat back on his head and started for the truck. A man had his limits, and she had run smack into his. As he walked down the steps, that damn knot returned to his chest, pushing harder than ever against his ribs.

         Dang it. He had his pride, but he also had an empty bank account and the prospect of living back home in his parents’ house again. When his boots hit the last step, he found himself turning around and looking back up at the door.

         He needed her to talk to her uncle more than he needed to save face. Blowing out a harsh breath, he started the climb back up again.

         
              

         

         The knock came less than a minute later. Ashley decided to let him sweat it out a little bit. Heading to the kitchen, she poured herself a big glass of ice tea before sauntering back to the door.

         “Yes?” she said as she pulled open the door wide enough to fit her face.

         He looked as though he’d just bit into a big ol’ piece of humble pie with a side of lemon. “All right, I’ll agree to your terms on one condition: you have to talk to your uncle first.”

         “Nope.”

         His eyebrows crashed together. “What do you mean, ‘Nope’?”

         “Just what I said. I’m not gonna let you ditch me halfway through something again. I will talk to my uncle after you help me prepare for and enter three competitions.”

         “Three?” he exclaimed, clearly appalled. “That’s making a gigantic leap from fair turnabout to veritable blackmail. You know I can’t afford to wait that long.”

         “It’s closer to ransom than blackmail. And I think it’s as fair as you’re ever going to come across from a spurned ex-girlfriend.”

         She smiled sweetly before taking an indulgent sip of tea. Oh, how wonderful it felt to have the upper hand with him at last. More than that, she was almost giddy to have a plan after all this time, and she didn’t care how much he wanted to fight it. She was going to do this whether he joined her or not—though he would join her. She knew him so well that she was sure he’d never walk away in this situation. He wouldn’t be quite as good as her old mentor, but he was the next best thing.

         She held up a finger as she swallowed and then added, “I wasn’t even finished. You must set up all three events, accompany me to each one of them, and be available to smooth any snags along the way. Oh, and introduce me to your contacts.”

         With each demand, his jaw seemed to clench harder and harder. “In case you didn’t hear me the first time,” he said, “I can’t afford to wait that long, let alone travel to three different venues. I’ll help you enter and compete in one competition, and that’s the best I can do.”

         Grinning amiably, she shook her head. “Three competitions. I’ll cover the cost of entry, travel, and expenses, but otherwise, Mack, you owe me. The first one is for ditching me, the second is for breaking my heart, and the third is for the conversation with my uncle.”

         “But—”

         “Non-negotiable. Take it or leave it.”

         She could practically see the steam coming out of his ears. He wanted to argue—it was written all over his face—but obviously her determination was coming through loud and clear.

         He stood there for a moment, probably cursing her three ways to Sunday. Finally, he gave a curt nod. “Fine. Are you sure you have the funds to cover all the expenses? Travel, rooms, and fees aren’t going to be cheap.”

         “I’ve got it covered.” When he raised a skeptical eyebrow, she said, “My mama had a small life insurance policy.”

         He nodded once, then crossed his arms, stretching the plaid cotton tight across his biceps. “I see. Well, you’d best go change. I’m not giving my final word until I see you ride.”

         Huh. That was something she hadn’t expected. She opened the door a little wider as she cocked her head to the side. “Now?”

         Pasting a hard smile in place, he swept an arm out toward the barn. “No time like the present, princess.”

         Ugh—how she hated that nickname. The other kids had called her that when she’d won her first Miss Sunnybell pageant years and years ago. It had been nothing more than mindless teasing, but it always set her teeth on edge. She refused to show her annoyance then, and she refused to do so today. She turned and set her drink down on the hall table with a resolute snap, then brushed off her hands and smiled.

         “Sure thing, cowboy. Let me get my boots.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         Draping his arms over the fence, Mack waited for Ashley to emerge from the barn; he was stewing all the while. He may not have been able to negotiate with her at the house, but he fully intended to tear her riding apart. There was no way she was ready for something as serious as a competition. It was the kindest thing to do, since no one wanted to look like a fool in front of a whole crowd of people.

         Yep, he was saving her from herself.

         At last she emerged, sitting pretty on a chestnut mare. She must have had an extra pair of pants in the barn, since her paint-stained sweatpants had been swapped out for a pair of snug-fitting boot-cut jeans that showed exactly how long and slender her legs were. She at least looked the part—not that that counted for anything.

         He followed as she walked the horse around to the other side of the barn, where a metal fence enclosed a well-tended dirt paddock. He blinked when he realized that three blue barrels were already in place. She had a practice course?

         “All right, cowboy, you running the stopwatch?”

         Beginning to feel as though she’d somehow set him up, he pulled out his phone and scrolled through to the proper app. “Ready when you are,” he said, his finger hovering over the Start button.

         In a moment, she was off, spurring the horse forward with an economy of moves and obvious control. The pair sprinted toward the first barrel, and Mack watched in astonishment as the horse hugged it tighter than an Italian sports car hugged mountain curves. Ashley spurred on the mare to the second barrel, cutting around it and then galloping toward the third.

         She looked every bit as in control as some of the top racers he’d seen over the years. Her expression was focused, her concentration complete. Her communication with the horse was so natural it was clear that they’d done this a thousand times before.

         In a matter of seconds, she was racing back toward the gate, her hair streaming behind her like a victory flag. She looked flat-out gorgeous, even more so than when she had been in high school—which was saying a whole hell of a lot. Back then she’d been just about the prettiest girl he’d ever seen. He couldn’t help but wonder if she’d feel the same pressed up against him now, or if that sensation would be better, too. He watched the way she moved in that saddle and swallowed.

         He’d bet money on the latter.

         When she pulled up beside him, breathing hard and smiling big enough to betray her beauty queen roots, he looked down at the numbers frozen on the phone’s screen.

         He gave a low whistle, not even trying to disguise his appreciation. “Where in the hell did you learn to ride like that? And where the hell did you come by a top-tier barrel racing horse?” He felt as if he’d been swindled by a grade A pool shark.

         Dismounting, she patted the horse’s flank. She looked so damned pleased with herself that he almost smiled. “Our old neighbor, Loretta Hayworth, was a champion barrel racer back in the day. I used to watch her and marvel, and one day she offered to teach me. She was a sweet lady, and I learned so much from her. I have no idea why she took to me, but I’m glad she did.”

         Despite the fact that it had led him to this predicament, he was glad Loretta had, too. It was clear that Ashley had a natural talent for the sport.

         “And the horse?” he prodded.

         Her smile was soft and sweet, and tugged at his heart. It was the same smile that had kicked him square in the chest the very first time he’d laid eyes on her. Something about it made him want to wrap his arms around her. He shoved his hands in his pockets. Where the hell had that come from?

         Oblivious to his reaction, she said, “That was Loretta’s doing as well. Mia here is the descendant of her champion racer. She knew that I’d had to sell my horse to pay off some medical bills, and when she decided to move to the senior living facility near her son in Austin, she offered to sell her to me. I didn’t have the money, of course, but she wouldn’t hear of my protests. She said Mia was mine for two hundred dollars, so long as I promised to take good care of her.”

         Mack shook his head, amazed. “She must be one hell of a woman,” he said. The horse was probably worth tens of thousands of dollars.

         “She was,” Ashley said quietly, and he knew without asking that Loretta had passed as well. “It was the best gift she could have given me. As Mama got worse and worse, I’d come out every night after she went to bed, weather permitting, and Mia and I would race.”

         Ashley’s gaze met his, and he could see the strength behind her pretty doelike eyes. “It was an escape from reality, pure and simple,” she said. “When we were out here, the rest of the world was dark and quiet, and I could believe that nothing existed beyond the lights of this small paddock. It was just Mia, me, the dirt, and the barrels. It was the rhythm of our bodies, the sound of the wind in my ears, and the exhilaration of flying away.”

         She gave a little laugh as she looked back toward the barrels. “I feel like I could ride this course blindfolded. Heck, with both of us blindfolded, despite all the changeups I do to keep her guessing.”

         For the second time in less than five minutes, he found himself leaning toward her, wanting to comfort her even though the darkest times had passed for her.

         He wished he could say the same for himself.

         The thought brought him back to reality in a hurry. He was only here because he was scraping the bottom of his barrel. He needed her help, and she had been happy to exploit that. A sobering thought, no matter how good a rider she was.

         Clearing his throat, he took a step back. “Well, thanks for the demonstration.”

         Dismay creased her brow as she stared back at him, obviously having expected something more effusive from him. Good. He wanted her to feel as vulnerable and off-center as he. Hopefully she’d think twice before trying to force his hand in the future.

         Taking advantage of her surprise, he said, “I’ll be sure to think it over and get back to you sometime tomorrow.” He may have already consigned himself to the agreement, but she didn’t have to know that yet.

         With a tip of his head, he turned on his boot heel and strode to the truck, purposely not looking back. All the while he could feel the heat of the Texas sun on his chest and the chill of her stare on his back as he walked.

         If he got to work ASAP, he could get this whole thing over and done with in a couple of weeks. The trick was going to be not killing each other in the process.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         Sweat poured down Mack’s face in rivulets, dripping onto his already soaked shirt and splashing onto the black rubber mat beneath him. He grabbed his water bottle and took a few gulps, ignoring the angry protest of both muscle and bone—not to mention his spine.

         No pain, no gain. It was an overused saying in sports, but he’d found it to be true through the years. You couldn’t be a bull rider unless you thrived on it, pushing yourself over and over through broken bones, muscle tears, sprains, concussions…and thoracic compression fractures. All of which he’d sustained in one fell swoop two months ago.

         He still refused to believe that Doc Simpson’s dire predictions would become reality. The man was the most reasonable doctor in bull riding, having once been a rider himself, but he had been full of warnings and had a list of can’t-dos a mile long.

         Mack hated—hated—being sidelined like this. Despite Doc’s estimates, Mack was certain that rest, rehab, and power of will would see him on the back of a bull again in four months, six months tops. This was just another case of mind over matter.

         Which was why he hadn’t told anyone about the numbness in his hands.

         Talking about it would only make it more real, and for now he could convince himself that it was only a fleeting side effect. The truth was, that was the injury that worried him most. He could grit through the pain and agony of returning to the arena, but if he couldn’t get his grip back, he wouldn’t be worth crap on the back of a bull.

         Setting down the now-empty water bottle, he swiped a towel over his face and lay back flat on the bench. He had to make himself believe that things would work themselves out as his body healed. He refused to acknowledge any other alternative.

         Of course, no matter how fast he healed, it wouldn’t be fast enough to change the head honcho’s mind at Sagebrush.

         With that thought, Ashley sprang to mind, the self-satisfied smile she’d flashed him after her demonstration crystal clear in his memory. Damn barrel racing. He needed her, but the idea of being her lackey made every part of him cringe. He’d worked and trained half his life to earn the right to ride with the big dogs, and here he was, playing soccer mom to his old high school girlfriend. She had him by the short hairs and she knew it.

         At least she was good. Damn good, he amended, giving credit where it was due. It would be doubly humiliating to attempt to mentor a novice, so there was at least that. Carefully pushing to his feet, he fished his phone out of his pocket and pulled up Ashley’s number in his messages. A full day of radio silence had been enough. It was time to get down to business.

         
              

         

         The soft buzz of Ashley’s cell phone might as well have been a siren. She jumped at the sudden noise, nearly dropping her paintbrush. Tossing it into the can, she dashed across the room, glad there was no one around to see her making a fool of herself.

         She was never this high-strung, but dang it, Mack was taking his sweet time getting back to her. It’d been over twenty-four hours since he’d left her porch, and she’d probably checked her stupid phone ten times an hour.

         She was not the type to obsess like that. But sue her—she was stoked. And nervous. And worried and thrilled and a thousand other emotions.

         It felt so right to be pursuing racing. She hadn’t realized how right until she’d seen the look of appreciation in Mack’s eyes yesterday after her run. As much as she’d wished him out of her life over the years, she was ridiculously glad he’d come to her yesterday. She could suffer his company for a few weeks if it meant finally rediscovering her true passion.

         After all, the timing made it feel as though it was meant to be. In the moment that she was finally taking the gigantic step of painting over the mural that she and her mother had created together, this opportunity had fallen straight into her lap.

         That wall reminded her of the pain and sadness she’d suffered over the past few years, even though the loving memories of her mother were wrapped up in it. When they’d painted it together, the mural had been a way for them both to accept the future with their hearts wide-open. Knowing that her mother would be increasingly confined to the house, her bedroom, and even her body, they’d set out to bring the world to her. The image they’d chosen was a scene from her mother’s favorite place: the old watering hole near her childhood home.

         It had brought her mom peace and a quiet joy to gaze at the mural when those four walls had been her entire world. It hadn’t been easy for her mother to express her feelings in those last days, but Ashley could see the happiness flicker in her eyes whenever she had looked at their artwork.

         After the funeral, Ashley hadn’t wanted to go into the room. But once she brought herself to go in there, she hadn’t wanted to leave. She just stared at the mural, wishing that her mother was still with her.

         The problem was, it had reached the point where it was hard to remember her mother when she had been healthy, before this room—and, in Ashley’s mind, this mural—held the memories of illness and pain.

         The fact that Mack had shown up on her doorstep at the exact moment when she was finally putting that part of her past to rest seemed important. Serendipitous. It was an opportunity she had no intention of squandering.

         Grabbing her phone off the counter, she read the text.

         Be ready in an hour.

         The grin that stretched her lips had nothing on the joy bubbling up inside her. Oh, Mack, I’ve been ready for years, she thought as she rushed to clean up the mess of paintbrushes. She just hadn’t known it until yesterday.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         “Come on, princess. What are you, preparing for the evening wear competition over there?”

         Mack was rewarded with a fierce scowl as Ashley straightened and crammed her hat over her braided hair. “For your information, my sock was bunched in my boot. Mia and I spent the last half hour warming up while we waited on you to get here, and it worked its way down.”

         He let his lips slide into a lazy smile. His entire goal for the morning was to rattle her in order to see how she would perform under pressure. Obviously he was off to a good start. “Ah. God forbid you ride through something as epically uncomfortable as bunched socks.”

         Not that he minded the view when she bent over to fix them. There was a reason she’d been the reigning beauty queen all those years. However prickly her personality could be, she was flat-out gorgeous from every angle.

         Setting a hand to her denim-clad hip, she said, “Don’t get your britches in a bunch. I know it’s hard for a bull rider to understand, but most people prefer to be comfortable when riding.”

         He held up his hands in mock surrender. “By all means, don’t let me get in the way of your comfort. Do you need a manicure while we’re wasting time? A cool glass of lemonade for your parched throat?”

         “How about a pair of earplugs?” she promptly countered, one eyebrow raised in challenge. She swung up onto her horse as gracefully as a ballerina before adding, “Or you could stop yammering and let me ride.”

         Even though he was annoyed to be here in the first place, he found himself stifling a smile. Not bad. She’d been much easier to fluster back in high school. He remembered her being sweet as strawberry pie with an aura of innocence that made him feel guilty about lusting after her like the randy teenager he was. It was why he’d ultimately made his bonehead move with Shelly, who had been about as sweet and innocent as Mack himself back then, and twice as willing.

         “All right,” he said, stepping back and motioning toward her practice area, “let’s see what you can do. Without the element of surprise clouding my impression this time, I’ll be able to see what your weaknesses are.”

         “And strengths, I imagine.”

         He propped one booted foot on the bottom rail of the fence and draped his arms over the top. “I’m not here to boost your ego, princess. The purpose of today is to identify what things need improvement so we can attempt to fix them before you’re in front of a stadium full of strangers.”

         “I see. Well, since I’m sure you’re eager to point out my shortcomings, I’ll just assume that you’re impressed by the things you don’t mention.” Her syrupy sweet smile was enough to make his teeth hurt.

         She was clearly feeling pretty sure of herself, but he doubted she’d feel the same way when there were hundreds of eyes trained on her. Riding alone in your backyard was a world away from riding through the middle of a packed arena with your fellow competitors breathing down your neck. He’d seen many talented riders choke when faced with the reality of competition.

         Setting his mouth in a straight line, he squinted against the sun and looked up at her. “Nobody knows you from Adam, but my name’s on the line here. I don’t need your overconfidence making fools of us both.”

         She rolled her eyes. “Last anyone saw you, you were being hauled away on a stretcher, with hoof marks decorating your chest. Somehow I doubt that standing by me on the sidelines is going to tank your reputation.”

         Real anger tightened his gut as he narrowed his eyes. Talk about hitting below the belt. “If my reputation is such dirt, then you sure as hell don’t need me propping you up, now, do you? Don’t let me drag you down.”

         Color crept up her cheeks as she wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t mean to insult you, Mack,” she said softly. “As much as I hate to admit it, your reputation is amazing, which is why I wanted your help. It was a mean thing to say, and I’m sorry.”

         He pursed his lips, surprised that she’d admit it so readily. In his experience, women usually doubled down when challenged. Given their history, she’d have more of a right to it than most.

         “‘Amazing,’ huh?” he said, letting a vaguely suggestive grin quirk the corner of his mouth to lighten the mood. He wanted to rattle her a bit, but he really didn’t feel like arguing.

         Shaking her head, she urged her horse into a walk. “There’s the Mack we all know and love,” she said over her shoulder, her sarcasm as thick as mud. “Now get your timer ready, hot stuff. I’m ready to ride.”

         With her back to him, he let himself chuckle as he readied his phone. If nothing else, this was going to be a very interesting couple of weeks.

         
              

         

         He wasn’t kidding around when it came to nitpicking her form. If it had been anyone else, Ashley would have appreciated the constructive criticism, but it chafed like hell coming from Mack.

         It was even worse when he was right.

         Yes, she wanted him to smooth her way into the sport, and yes, his observations were valuable. But Mack excelled at delivering the criticism without the “constructive” part.

         From his place at the fence, he waved her over after the fifth run. “This ain’t baton twirling, princess. Tighten up those ab muscles in the turn, and for the third time, don’t wait so long to sit down when you reach the barrel.”

         Pulling back on the reins, she tossed him a frustrated glare. He’d had something to say every time she’d ridden past him. She’d wanted him to help her with the logistics of entering the competition, not appoint himself her unofficial coach.

         “Since when are you the expert? I don’t remember seeing you ever pocketing a barrel.”

         “Since I spent the better part of five years watching the best in the business do their thing. You know I did saddle bronc before moving to bulls, and if you think I didn’t watch every man and woman compete in every event over the years, you don’t know jack about my passion and appreciation for rodeo.”

         Ashley blinked, surprised to have gotten a straight answer out of him. He had meant it, too. You can’t fake passion like that.

         “Besides,” he said, his tense face smoothly transitioning to that teasing, flirtatious grin she’d seen him use to his advantage over the years, “I pay attention to the body position of the athletes of this particular sport.”

         She made a face. The majority of competitors for barrel racing were young, fit women, as he well knew. Playboy Mack was back.

         “We’re done for today,” she said, her tone telling him exactly what she thought of his answer.

         As she started to lead Mia away for a cooldown walk, Mack pushed back from the fence and fell into step on her right side. “Don’t be such a wet blanket. You did good today, but I still think you need to focus on the fundamentals. I suspect you paid more attention to speed than to the basics over the years.”

         She didn’t want to answer him because he’d hit the nail square on the head. “It’s been a long time since those lessons with Loretta. The more recent runs were about blowing off steam and disengaging from the reality of my day. It’s possible I let some of the basics slide.”

         Nodding, he said, “I figured as much. I think with a little tweaking you have it in you to excel.”

         She rounded her eyes in mock astonishment. “Mack McLeroy, was that a compliment?”

         “Maybe,” he said, shooting her a mischievous look. “And maybe I’m just buttering you up.”

         “Now that I’d believe.”

         His grin was instant and surprisingly disarming. “But maybe I’m not one to withhold praise when it’s been earned.”

         Working not to return the smile, she shook her head. “Definitely buttering me up.”

         He laughed aloud, his green eyes sparkling in the bright Texas sunshine. The sound seemed to go straight through her, eliciting an unexpected flutter in her lower belly. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see. And speaking of wait and see, I’m curious how you’ll do in competition.”

         The small flutter in her stomach turned into full-on butterflies at the mention of competing. “You and me both. It’s not easy having the fate of a famous bull rider’s reputation resting on my shoulders.”

         He acknowledged her small barb with a wry twist of his lips. Shrugging, he said, “I guess we’ll find out next weekend.”

         She froze, her eyes widening. “Next weekend?” Excitement and nervousness and more than a little anxiety rushed through her in a tangle.

         “Yup. I signed you up for Dallas. That gives us ten days to get you rodeo-ready.”

         Ten days?

         She pulled Mia to a stop and hopped down. Her legs were the slightest bit wobbly, but she hoped he wouldn’t notice. “When did you do that? How? What are the logistics? I didn’t imagine it would be so quick!”

         He held up his hands in the universal “chill out” gesture. “Calm down, princess. You said you wanted to race, so I got the ball rolling. Given your skill level, that should be more than enough time to get you ready.”

         Yes, of course. This was what she wanted, right? She swallowed against the rising tide of emotions and nodded. “You’re right, I know.”

         His grin was way too inviting. “Now there’s a sentence I never expected to hear out of your mouth.”

         Always such a smart-ass.

         “Well, here’s another,” she said, bypassing his attempt to goad her. “Get us a pair of rooms at whatever hotel the rodeo works with. And make sure they’re close to each other—I don’t want you ditching me once you see your buddies.”

         Groaning, he pulled off his hat and raked a hand through his hair. “Speaking of my buddies, and that reputation we already spoke of, what do you say to telling people I’m your boyfriend?”

         Ashley half snorted, half choked as she gaped at him as if he was crazy. Because he was. “Not just no, but hell no.” She’d played that role once upon a time, and it wasn’t one she planned to repeat. “And by the way, no one would ever buy that story.”

         She started walking again, but his long legs easily kept pace as she followed the fence line.

         “Why not? You’re a beautiful girl, and everyone knows my reputation with beauties.” He waggled his eyebrows.

         He was not helping his case. “I’m a woman, not a girl, and everyone knows I don’t suffer fools—you in particular,” she said, even though her pulse seemed to kick up whenever he was close.

         “Everyone here knows that, but the world doesn’t end with Sunnybell. No one in Dallas will know anything about you, so they’d have no reason to think you wouldn’t happily suffer fools.” He gave her a cajoling grin, which also did nothing to help his case.

         “Yeah, but whether they know me or not, no one would believe there was even an ounce of chemistry between us.”

         One second they were keeping stride with each other, and the next he had somehow swung her around until her back was to the fence. He was up against her, almost but not quite touching her as his hands rested against the fence rails on either side of her shoulders. The movement was so smooth it was as though they’d been dancing.

         “Sure about that?” he breathed, his eyes challenging and yet somehow seductive.

         The air was suddenly charged around them, and her heart galloped like a runaway racehorse in her chest, stealing the air from her lungs. His nearness was as intoxicating as it was unexpected, and she found herself breathing in his leather-and-aftershave scent.

         It was the scent of both her first love and her first heartbreak.

         For a handful of seconds, she stood there, trying to catch her breath and remember why she hated him. He held her gaze all the while, at once infuriating her and making her body hum. The latter was what held her in thrall.

         He radiated confidence and masculinity, and something deep inside her responded to it in the most elemental way possible. It was just like when she’d been a boy crazy teenager, and one word from him had made her melt into a puddle. His green eyes were so gorgeous, nearly hypnotic, and she had to force herself to look away from them now.

         It did the trick.

         Finally, her senses snapped back and she ducked beneath his arm. Even as her heart continued to thunder and her lungs fought to regain normal breathing, she stalked back toward the barn, knowing that Mia would follow.

         She was halfway there before she finally trusted her voice. Without looking back, she called out over her shoulder, “I’m more than sure.”

         And she hoped like hell she could make that the truth.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         Pulling up to the hotel in Dallas was like pulling up to his past. It was late, since they’d taken over an hour to get Mia settled at the venue’s horse accommodations, but the parking lot was full of people coming and going.

         From his spot in the passenger seat of Ashley’s eight-year-old F-250 Super Duty—it still chafed that she refused to let him drive—Mack inspected the cars in the parking lot. He was glad for the dark tint on the truck’s windows, since he wanted to get his bearings without worrying about being seen yet. He recognized at least half a dozen trucks on sight and saw a solid handful of people he knew.

         His jaw tightened as he drew in a deep breath. This was the moment of truth. The second he stepped out of this truck, he was officially back in the world he had left on his own terms two years ago in order to pursue professional bull riding. It was hard to predict what his reception would be, especially once they learned why he was here.

         Damn Ashley and her refusal to play along with his boyfriend plan. He hated feeling like her lackey, forced to bend to her demands or risk losing his one chance to keep his head above water. Scowling, he glanced over at her, taking in the tense line of her shoulders and the frown pulling down the corners of her Cupid’s bow lips.

         Good. At least he wasn’t the only one feeling stressed.

         She found a spot and maneuvered the wide truck into place before shutting off the engine and turning to face him. “I’ll get us checked in and then we can head to dinner. After that, you can introduce me around. I imagine the bar will be crawling with rodeo people tonight.”

         More unilateral decisions.

         She’d been distant but professional since the ill-thought-out chemistry test he’d given her. Ten days of curt nods and brisk responses was enough to drive him crazy, and at this point, he wanted nothing more than to break loose from her for a while.

         “You know what?” he said, unbuckling his seat belt and setting his hand on the door handle. “I see a few of my old friends heading across the parking lot to the steak house. I think I’ll go join them. Just leave the room key at the front desk for me. We can meet up bright and early tomorrow morning and start the introductions then.”

         The small flicker of what looked like panic in her eyes was quickly drowned out by apparent annoyance. “I’m not giving you a wad of cash to go blow with your buddies,” she said. “If you want me to pay, then you’ll have to wait for me to come join you.”

         Mack jerked opened the door and climbed down onto the pavement. “Well then, I guess I don’t want you to pay.”

         It was beyond stupid, since he couldn’t afford to buy a drink at that restaurant, let alone a meal, but at that point, his pride was more important than his stomach. It was the only thing he had left in the world.

         
              

         

         Ashley could hardly believe it when he slammed the door and started across the parking lot, his gait stiff enough to betray his still-healing injuries. He was seriously ditching her? Again?

         She shook her head and yanked her keys from the ignition. Why did she ever think she could trust him? She’d always known that his own interests would come before hers—or anyone else’s, for that matter. Actually, that was exactly why she’d been willing to make this bargain. He needed her too badly to screw her over like this.

         Apparently he’d forgotten that little fact.

         Well, if he was worried about what his buddies would think of their arrangement, then fine. She’d give him a pass tonight, since it was late and the rodeo didn’t officially start until tomorrow, but the pass wouldn’t come free. With newfound purpose, she headed inside, checked in, and went to her room to wait.

         It was almost midnight before the text came. Where’s the key?

         She waited a full minute before typing back, mainly because she could. Come to my room—224.

         She had the door open before he could even knock. He stood there, his hair slightly mussed and his shirt untucked, looking like something straight out of a Stetson cologne ad.

         “Well,” she said, raising an eyebrow at the smell of beer that wafted toward her, “looks like you could at least afford a few drinks.”

         He shook his head, then leaned against the doorjamb. “Nope. Old friends happy to see me, and even happier to buy me a drink.”

         “Or three.”

         “Exactly three. And no, I’m not drunk. Just a little buzzed.”

         She hated to admit it, but there was something sexy about buzzed Mack. His joints seemed more limber, and his green eyes watched her openly instead of resentfully. The fact that she found him attractive after the way he’d treated her tonight made her even angrier at both of them.

         Stalking to the dresser, she grabbed up her car keys and tossed them to him. He fumbled to catch them, then looked up at her in confusion. “I literally just said I’m buzzed. I’m in no condition to be driving anywhere.”

         “I can see that. That’s not why I’m giving them to you. There was a problem with our reservations, and they only had one room.”

         He blinked, clearly not getting her point. “We have to share a room?”

         “Not on your life,” she said, crossing her arms over the pink tank top that served as her pajama top. “You’re sleeping in the truck. Hence the keys.”

         His brow furrowed as he glanced down to the keys and back at her. “That wasn’t the deal. What about one of the hotels across the street?”

         “Sorry,” she said sweetly. “They are too expensive for my budget. Don’t worry. The seats fold down almost all the way, so you should be plenty comfortable. If that doesn’t work, well, they don’t call it a truck bed for nothing.”

         Suspicion clouded his eyes as he pinned her with a glare. “The truck bed. How the hell am I supposed to get any sleep in there?”

         “Hmm, I suppose you’re right. God forbid you sleep in something so epically uncomfortable as a truck bed,” she said, throwing his words from the previous week right back at him. “Maybe some of your old buddies will let you sleep with them?”

         It was all she could do not to laugh at the look on his face. It was clear that he knew he’d been boxed neatly into a corner with this one. Stuffing the keys into his pocket, he turned and strode down the corridor toward the stairs.

         “See you at eight,” she called after him, not even trying to keep the smile from her voice. She knew she’d probably pay for this tomorrow, when he’d be as surly as a bear with a thorn in its butt, but right now she counted this one as a win.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10

         

         There wasn’t enough coffee in the world to make up for the sleep Mack had gotten last night. Or rather, the sleep he hadn’t gotten. The morning had not gone well, thanks to his unhappy spine and his mutually pissed off companion. So far he and Ashley had more or less avoided each other, tending to separate tasks and communicating more like cavemen than like colleagues, with curt hand signals and one-word comments.

         Luckily, he hadn’t yet had to worry about introducing Ashley or explaining his presence here. Since he’d seen the people he’d known or recognized only when he was alone, Mack had been using the line that he was here with an old friend. Thanks to his injury, he didn’t have anything better to do anyway. No one had questioned him further.

         But Mack was dreading the moment when Ashley would force the issue. God forbid he call himself her friend, or anything else. She was bound and determined to keep punishing him for his stupid actions years ago.

         He made it all the way until a few minutes before her race, when his luck ran out. As he led Ashley and Mia toward the arena, Mack spotted Jocelyn Creech, a barrel racer he’d known for years. She recognized him at once and came hurrying over. Quickly releasing Mia’s reins, he strode forward a few steps to meet her. Her hug was more than a little friendly and he only just kept from grunting at the quick jolt of pain it caused.

         “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “I haven’t seen you in years. How ya been, cowboy?”

         “Trying to stay in one piece,” he answered wryly. “How are you? Still blowing the competition away?”

         As she laughed and started in on her recent wins, Mack could feel Ashley’s presence beside him; her unspoken desire to be introduced hung between them like a weighted clothesline. He ground his teeth. If she was being more civil to him, maybe he wouldn’t be resisting so much.

         He was still technically holding up his end of the bargain by taking care of all the logistics of entering the competition and accompanying her here. And he had plenty of time to introduce her after she rode, when he wasn’t standing beside her like a well-trained dog. She could hold her damn horses for the time being.

         Apparently, she didn’t agree.

         Before he could wrap up his conversation with Jocelyn, Ashley leaned in and smiled apologetically. “Don’t mean to interrupt, but I need my gofer,” she said, her voice as sugary as Ms. Letty’s sweet tea even as her dark gaze was all daggers. “Come on, Mack. They’ll be calling my name soon, and you know how I need my hired hand at the ready.”

         
              

         

         If steam could actually come out of ears, Ashley was pretty sure Mack would be a human teapot. She kept her fake beauty queen smile firmly in place as they walked away from his flirty friend, practically daring him to say something within hearing distance.

         There were people everywhere, but he dragged her over to a quiet corner. “What in the hell was that?” he hissed, anger rolling off him in waves.

         Well, he wasn’t the only one who was pissed. “Yes, my question exactly. We have a deal, Mack. Part of that means introducing me to the people you know so I can make some contacts.”

         “And I will—on my own daggone terms. I’m not your lapdog, and I’m not your ‘hired hand.’”

         “Aren’t you? Because I’m pretty sure you came begging on my doorstep for help. I agreed in exchange for your cooperation. If you aren’t going to hold up your end of the bargain, I sure as hell am not going to hold up mine.”

         She could almost hear his teeth grinding. “This is supposed to be a fair bargain, but you’re treating me like I’m beneath you. And I’m pretty sure you’re enjoying every second of it.”

         “How am I treating you like you’re beneath me? By expecting you to show common courtesy? Introducing me to your friends and offering pointers for my riding? Oh, yeah, I can see how that would be so degrading to a demigod like yourself.”

         “I’m talking about all the ways you like to keep me on a leash. Not letting me drive, not giving me the promised per diem unless you’re in my damn pocket. Making me sleep in the truck when you have a perfectly good king bed that you can’t possibly use up all by your little self.”

         She was actually a little taken aback by the resentment that colored every word out of his mouth. Did he really think she was taking advantage of him? And worse than that—was she? She shook her head, unable to forget the years of resentment she had harbored toward him. He had treated her like pond scum all those years ago, and she had a right not to roll over and give him whatever the hell he wanted.

         “You know what? I have—”

         She was cut off midsentence as a rodeo worker rushed over. “Miss Montoya, you’re next. Head to the chute, please.”

         All the air whooshed from her lungs. Oh, God, this was it. She wasn’t ready. Not even a little bit. Her nerves were shot, Mia was prancing beside her, and she was fighting with the only person she knew in this entire city.

         She turned to him now, her eyes wide and her stomach somewhere in the vicinity of her boots. The sound of the roaring crowd finally pushed through her ringing ears, and she realized that in her arguing, she hadn’t comprehended how big the crowd was, or how hot her clothes suddenly were.

         Dear Lord, she was going to faint.

         Mack looked back at her, unflinching, all the anger in his green eyes completely dissolving in the space of a heartbeat. He stepped forward, taking her arms in his hands and tilting his head down until they were nearly forehead to forehead.

         “Listen to me,” he said in a low, insistent voice. “You’ve trained for this for years, whether you realize it or not. You are going to go out there, ignore every person in the place, and imagine the darkened sky and wide-open field in your backyard. Don’t think about how to ride, or what to do; just let your body do what it does best. Think of the nights it was you and Mia under the stars, alone in the world. Tune out the crowd, the loudspeaker, and the other competitors. Look for me. Only me. I’ll be right there, at the fence, waiting for you to come back to me. Okay?”

         She breathed in a long, deep breath, trying to will the light-headedness away. His intense gaze seemed like an anchor amid the sudden chaos in her mind. Licking her lips, she nodded twice. “Okay.”

         “Okay, what?”

         “Okay, I’ll look for you. And picture the stars.” And remember my mama. That thought came from nowhere, but instead of distressing her, it calmed her. It was as if her mama was with her right now.

         “Good girl. Now go out there and knock ’em dead. We can finish arguing when you get back.” A hint of a smile teased his lips, and she almost smiled back, but her mouth couldn’t seem to remember how.

         Why had she thought she could do this? Why hadn’t it been enough to mess around on her own property?

         He squeezed her hand. “This is your dream, Ashley,” he said as though he could read her thoughts. “Make it come true.”

         She nodded again, more firmly this time. She let him help her mount, then got in line. The announcer called her name, and she was off.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         In all his years in the rodeo, Mack didn’t ever remember holding his breath through an entire ride. He watched, heart pounding, as Ashley rocketed into the arena, riding hell-bent for leather toward the first barrel. She pocketed it like a champion, with Mia seeming nearly horizontal in the turn. Then she raced toward the next barrel, then on to the third, before flying back toward the entrance.

         Ashley was absolutely glorious with her dark hair streaming out behind her from beneath her black hat. Her face was set in a mask of concentration and determination. She looked like a warrior riding into battle, and his heart nearly burst with pride when she pulled to a hard stop in front of him.

         He let out a whoop and wrapped her in a bear hug the moment her feet hit the dirt, not even caring that his spine lit up with pain with the movement. He felt euphoric, almost as if he was experiencing the high he used to get after he’d killed it during his own rides. Never in his life had he gotten that feeling through someone else’s ride.

         And she did kill it. The red numbers on the timer sat frozen at 14.012, a damn good time for anyone, let alone a newbie. When she saw the numbers, her mouth dropped open in shock, then delight, and he hugged her all over again. She laughed. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and it was all he could do not to kiss her right then.

         It was nuts, he knew, but that was how he felt. Instead of giving in to that crazy thought, he pulled off her hat and kissed the top of her head. “I’m proud of you. Whether or not that’s a good enough time to place, you deserve to celebrate tonight.”

         Wiping at her eyes, she grinned and nodded. “Sounds like a plan, cowboy. Where to?”

         “Everyone will be at the bar next to the hotel tonight. I have a feeling a few of them will want to raise a glass to you.”

         “Oh, so you’re not too embarrassed to introduce me now that I didn’t bomb?” She was teasing, her voice holding none of the bitterness of only a few minutes earlier.

         “Well, that and I don’t think I can get any of them to buy me drinks a second night in a row.” He winked, and she laughed. It felt damn good that the tension of the past ten days had lifted. And it felt even better that her smile was directed squarely at him.

         “I see. And I suppose you can introduce me as your friend, if you must. I don’t imagine any of them will let that news slip to anyone back in Sunnybell. After all, I have a reputation to uphold back there when it comes to you.”

         He squeezed her waist, unwilling to break the connection between them just yet. “Don’t worry, princess. What happens in Dallas stays in Dallas.”

         
              

         

         The bar lacked the familiar charm of the Yell in Sunnybell, but the beer was cold and plentiful, the music good, and the company even better. Ashley smiled to herself as she lifted her beer for another sip.

         It was hard to believe that she was thinking of Mack as good company. Great company, actually. Since her third-place win—at least she was calling it a win—he hadn’t left her side. He’d introduced her to everyone at the bar as his old friend, winking to her as he said it, before asking who wanted to buy the newbie protégé a drink. That was two hours and three beers ago, and she’d yet to pull out her wallet.

         And she’d yet to stop thinking about Mack.

         All that animosity that had been building between them seemed to have fallen away during their moment before her race. He had been amazing.

         Focused, kind, confident in her ability—he was all the things she had not been. He soothed her in exactly the right way, and when she’d ridden into that arena, it was as though she were back in her own backyard.

         A hand slid around her right side as warm lips pressed against her left ear. “Come on, princess. Let’s call it a night.”

         She twisted around to see buzzed Mack, smiling down at her with heavy lids. The effect was seductive as hell. He always had been too attractive for his own good—not to mention her own good—but her resentment had created a solid wall between them. Now that she could see through the widening cracks in that wall, the grown-up Mack wasn’t quite the villain his teenage version had been.

         In fact, she rather liked this version.

         “All right, Mr. McHandsome. Lead the way.”

         His eyebrows shot up as one corner of his mouth tugged into a lopsided grin. “Mr. McHandsome? Remind me to give you alcohol more often.”

         She giggled at that. “Oh, please. Like you don’t know you’re handsome. Your looks were never the problem.”

         She could feel his chest rumble with low laughter as he tucked her against his side. “Neither were yours, darlin’,” he said with a teasing wink.

         Slipping her hand into his, she let him lead the way through the packed crowd to the door. The night air was deliciously cool against her skin as they spilled out the double doors and into the parking lot. It had been so warm inside that she hadn’t realized the temperature had dropped so much.

         She gave a little shiver, and he immediately pulled her closer and wrapped an arm around her. “Never let it be said that chivalry is dead,” he said blithely, making her laugh. “At least not in Texas.”

         “What, using my body heat to warm yourself?” she said. “Oh yes, so very chilveraous. Chivrous. Chivalrous.” She was proud to have gotten the word right in her giggly, just-this-side-of-tipsy state.

         “Hey, now—you women weren’t supposed to figure that part out. Though I don’t really see anything wrong with it being mutually beneficial. I’m a big fan of mutual beneficialness, actually.”

         He was warm and solid against her side, and she happily breathed in the scent that was so uniquely his. Somehow, this time it brought back more of the good, and fewer of the bad, memories of him. Her first kiss, for example. Her first time doing a lot of things, actually, though not that big one that counted. Even now, after all these years, she could remember the incredible taste of his lips.

         “I’m not sure ‘beneficialness’ is actually a word,” she said as he pushed open the stairwell door and led her up the single flight to her floor. “But you know what? As of today, I think I may actually like you again. You’re a good guy when you want to be, Jacob Reed McLeroy.”

         He tilted his head down to look at her, surprise lifting his brow. “You remember my full name?”

         She nodded, liking the way her cheek slid along the soft fabric of his shirt. She could feel the hard plane of his chest, too, which was definitely a bonus. “Mm-hmm. And your birthday, and your favorite flavor of ice cream, and the name of your first dog.”

         As they slowed to a stop in front of her door, she pulled away, but only enough to look him fully in the eye. His pupils were wide, his irises dark emerald in the dim hotel corridor lighting.

         “I also remember the way your lips fit across mine, and the way you used to slide your hands over my body when we kissed. I remember exactly the way the butterflies always took flight in my belly whenever your fingers so much as grazed my skin.”

         The humor in his features faded as something much more intense took its place. “Ashley,” he breathed, lacing his fingers in hers.

         Lord, did she love the sound of her name on his lips. She dropped her gaze to his mouth—his beautiful, perfect mouth—and slid her tongue across her own lips without even thinking. Those old butterflies were back, fluttering away in her middle.

         Squeezing her fingers, he leaned down and kissed her, sending a shot of electricity through every inch of her body. Even her toes curled as he slanted his lips more fully across hers and delved with his tongue into her mouth. He tasted exactly the same beneath the tang of beer. She moaned softly and leaned into him, happily allowing him to wrap their joined hands behind her back.

         The key to the room was in her back pocket. Maybe, just maybe, she could invite him in. He didn’t have a room, after all, and it was a big bed. She started to pull away, to ask him the question that she never imagined would leave her lips. But then the stairwell door clunked open, startling them both.

         A pair of giggling, big-haired, and even bigger-boobed buckle bunnies spilled out into the hallway. Their eyes widened at the sight of Ashley and Mack before they dissolved in a fresh bout of giggles. “Hi, Mack,” one of them said saucily as she shimmied by them.

         The sound of his name on her glossy pink lips was like a cup of cold water to Ashley’s conscience. What was she doing? As much as she was enjoying the throwback make-out session, this was Mack McLeroy, the biggest player—no, man-whore—in the business. She needed to keep things on a professional level with him.

         Drawing a deep, much-needed breath of sanity, she smiled at Mack and stepped away. “Good night. Thanks for the encouragement today. I don’t think I could have done it without you.” He was an amazing kisser and sexy as hell, but she wasn’t stupid enough to go down the path to heartbreak twice.

         He seemed utterly confused for a moment, blinking a few times. “You’re not going to invite me in?”

         She shook her head firmly even though she knew she had been about to do exactly that. “Nope. I hope you sleep better in the truck tonight. I bet if you lay across the backseat, it will be more comfortable.”

         A muscle tightened in his jaw as he stepped back and looked at her as if he were trying to work out a puzzle. Glancing in the direction in which the women had gone, he smirked and said, “Don’t worry, princess. I’m sure I’ll be able to find a bed tonight.”

         She gritted her teeth and gave her best beauty pageant smile. “Great. See you in the morning.” With that, she shut the door, trying to convince herself that it was a good thing that they’d been interrupted. She’d learned her lesson with him years ago, right?

         And if she wanted to open the door and tug him back in to lose herself in his kiss and his touch, well, that was just the celebratory beer talking.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

         

         As the road slid by beneath their tires, Mack pondered for the hundredth time why the hell he’d said that to Ashley last night. He had had absolutely no intention of sleeping with anyone else, and it had been a jerk thing to act as though he would, given the kiss they’d just shared.

         God, that kiss. It had damn near singed his boots. He hadn’t remembered the way she’d felt in his arms until that moment. Once he had, he couldn’t for the life of him believe he’d ever tossed her aside for any reason, let alone for the dubious pleasure of a high school dropout with big boobs and a short skirt.

         “I’m an idiot,” he said aloud, surprising them both.

         “No argument here,” she answered glibly, her eyes trained on the road. With the next rodeo only a few days away, they’d decided to head straight to the arena, since it was in the opposite direction from home. A handful of other competitors had made the same decision, so at least he and Ashley wouldn’t be alone for the next few days.

         Leaning back in his seat, he sighed. “I don’t know why I said what I did last night. I slept in the truck, and it never occurred to me to do otherwise.”

         “What you do is your business, Mack. Don’t worry about it.” But even as she said the words, he could hear the disappointment in her voice. In her mind, he’d probably reaffirmed everything she’d ever thought of him with that stupid line.

         “Contrary to popular belief, I’m not the bad guy you think I am. I’ve changed a lot since I was nineteen, you know.”

         The first drops of rain peppered the windshield, and she turned the wipers on low. She flickered a glance in his direction before giving a light shrug. “Like I said, what you do is your business. I do think it’s safe to say that you love women as much as ever.”

         He couldn’t help but offer a small smile at that. “Well, that hasn’t changed. I still love women and they still love me, but I learned a huge lesson from our breakup. I’ve never cheated on another woman, and I never will again. I’ve never felt like more of an asshole in my life, and I plan to avoid feeling like that ever again.”

         The corner of her mouth tilted up. “You felt like an asshole because you were an asshole. But I’m glad to hear some good could come of it, at least.” She added, her eyes still on the road, “For the record, you’ve proven yourself to be a pretty good guy these last few weeks. I couldn’t have done it yesterday without you.”

         “You could have.”

         She shook her head. “No, I couldn’t have. I was ready to turn tail and run, and you talked me off the ledge.”

         The compliment felt good. He let her praise settle between them before saying, “I’m surprised you choked in the first place. I would have thought all those years of beauty pageants would have prepared you for performing in front of a crowd.”

         “You’d think. I guess it was because the pageant thing never mattered that much to me. Nothing was on the line but a title and crown.”

         He blinked, surprised by the admission. “What do you mean? I thought you loved being a beauty queen.”

         Their eyes met briefly as she shook her head. “That was my mama’s dream. I’m a competitive person, so it’s not like I didn’t enjoy it. But I’ve always wanted to barrel race. It was too expensive to do both, though, and I wanted to make her happy.”

         “But that was before she got sick.”

         She gave a humorless laugh. “Yep. I always wanted to make her happy, even before the diagnosis. She was all I had.”

         “And now she’s gone,” he said gently. Sadness tugged at his heart. He remembered her mother as being young, beautiful, and athletic. The reality of her decline must have been torturous for them both. He’d known about it, signed the condolence card, and shaken his head at the sadness of the situation. But in this moment, he really felt the weight of her loss.

         “And now she’s gone,” she repeated quietly. “Those were the best and worst years of my life. It was unbearable, caring for her as she declined to a shell of her former self.”

         “Didn’t you have any help?” He’d been chasing his own dreams by then, and wasn’t paying that much attention to her situation.

         “It was just me. Mama’s disability benefits helped, but it still wasn’t enough. Friends would help out, but it was only me and my mother most of the time. I was her primary caregiver. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I’d never trade that time I had with her. We had so many conversations. We experienced so much. Tried to pack a lifetime into a few short years. We learned not to take one second for granted.”

         He glanced down at his hands, making fists and unfurling them, wishing the numbness away. “Most of us don’t learn that until it’s too late.”

         The cab was quiet for a minute, save for the monotonous sound of tires on asphalt and the soft swish of windshield wipers. After a minute, Ashley sighed. “I’m sorry for your accident, Mack. And for the aftermath. It must be terrible being stuck on the sidelines after all your hard work.”

         “Yep.” It was an understatement, but in light of the conversation about her mother, his injuries weren’t the end of the world.

         “You hurt more than you let on,” she said.

         “Yep,” he said again. It was more than he’d admitted to anyone else, but in the darkened interior of the truck cab, it felt okay to tell the truth.

         “What happened? I mean, how badly were you hurt? The whole town has been buzzing about it, but I doubt any of us got the full story.”

         He hadn’t wanted anyone, including his parents, to know the full extent of the injuries. Why worry everyone when it wasn’t necessary? Yet he didn’t want to lie, even by omission, to Ashley. She deserved better than that from him.

         Turning his hands face up, he counted down, finger by finger. “Three broken ribs, broken collarbone, sprained wrist, dislocated shoulder, concussion, and a squashed spine. Oh, and a partially collapsed lung.”

         He could see her eyes widen, even though she didn’t take them off the road. After a moment, she said, “Is ‘squashed spine’ a technical term?” She was trying to make light of the situation, but her voice had roughened perceptibly.

         “Thoracic spinal compression. Pretty sure you don’t want more details on that one.”

         “I’ll take your word for it. I hear tell you’ll be back on the bull in four months. But that’s only six months from the time of your injury. Is that really enough time to recover from all that?”

         He glanced out the passenger window, watching the landscape slip by in an unending reel of surprisingly green grass. Funny how the world kept turning, even when his own life seemed to have ground to a halt. “Hard to say. Doc says it will be at least a year, probably two.” If ever. “But I know my limits, and if I can push myself, I can do it.”

         “Well, I’ll be rooting for you.”

         That made him smile. “Oh, really? I must be winning you over.”

         She met his eyes, her lips curved in an answering grin. “Must be. So don’t do anything stupid.”

         Laughing, he shook his head. “Honey, I do stupid for a living.”

         
              

         

         By the time they reached the hotel, Ashley felt as though they’d finally hit the Reset button on their relationship. All the bad blood between them had been left behind on the long stretch of highway somewhere between Dallas and Oklahoma City.

         After checking in—adjoining rooms this time, something so full of unspoken possibilities that her blood stirred with need—they stepped into the elevator as a pair of women Ashley recognized as fellow barrel racers hurried over and slid in with them before the doors closed.

         “Well, well, well,” the taller one said, a sly grin tugging at her bright-red lips. “If it isn’t the happy couple.”

         Ashley stiffened at her tone, but Mack’s expression didn’t change in the least. Lazy smile in place, he nodded. “Hi, Miranda, Kelsey. Long time no see.”

         The grin turned into a smirk. “And now we see why. Busy with your new girlfriend?”

         “Oh, Ashley’s not my girlfriend,” he said calmly, evenly. “We’re just friends from back home.”

         It was exactly what he should have said, but that didn’t stop a pang of disappointment from thumping Ashley in the chest.

         Miranda lifted one sculpted eyebrow. “That’s not what it looked like last night. I must say, I’m a little miffed. You always said you’d never date a fellow competitor, and now look at you, getting cozy with the new girl after her first ride.” She gave Ashley a dismissive glance, as though she didn’t warrant the time of day.

         “That’s right,” the other woman, Kelsey, said, laughing lightly as she shook her head. “You always did say that’s what buckle bunnies were for.”

         It was obvious that Kelsey, with her easy smile and clear blue eyes, was amused by Mack’s antics, while Miranda harbored some sort of crush on him.

         He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Yeah, well, I’m not with the rodeo anymore. Ashley needed a little help getting into the sport, and I happened to have some free time. You could call her my little side project while I’m waiting out my injuries.”

         Ashley felt as though she’d been slapped in the face. After all that they’d just shared, he was calling her his little side project? Anger, mixed with a healthy dose of hurt, sprang up, clogging her throat and reddening her cheeks.

         The elevator slowed to a stop, and when the doors slid open, she turned to him and said, “Why don’t you hang out with your friends here tonight, Mack? I won’t be needing your charity anytime soon.”

         Kelsey tilted her head in confusion, her brow wrinkled above her guileless eyes. “Girl, as if you need charity, you lucky duck. I know your cousin and, according to him, you ended up with half his inheritance!”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 13

         

         Mack blinked, trying to make sense of Kelsey’s statement. It was so outlandish, she might as well have said that Ashley had grown up on Mars. He reached out to stop the elevator doors from sliding closed as he turned to her, prepared to see the confusion on her face, too. But the look she gave him made his insides freeze.

         Holy hell. Was Kelsey speaking the truth?

         He had slept in the damn truck because he had believed what she said about the reservations, and about the other hotels being too expensive. He had assumed she couldn’t hire a trainer, which was one of the reasons he had agreed to this arrangement. Here he was, scraping the bottom of the barrel, and she was looking down her apparently very rich nose at him.

         Betrayal seared his gut as he stared into her wide, stricken eyes. It was true. He knew without a doubt that it was true.

         She opened her mouth, clearly ready to defend herself, but he gave his head a sharp shake, stopping her before she could start. There was nothing she could say right then that would make this better. She’d lied to him. Repeatedly. All while accusing him of being the bad guy.

         He let go of the elevator door, stepped back, and watched the sliding metal panels sever the ties between them.

         Apparently Ashley had been the player all along.

         
              

         

         The din of the packed roadhouse was a balm to Mack’s restless mood. He tipped his chin in greeting toward a few steer wrestlers he knew who were gathered around the pool tables as he made his way to the bar, where he ordered a Jack and Coke. Not his go-to, but tonight he had a hankering for something stronger than beer.

         The better to get his mind off a certain brown-eyed liar.

         An hour before, an envelope had swished under his door, diverting his attention from the low drone of the television. When he’d looked inside, his first instinct had been to rip the contents to shreds. He’d quickly changed his mind. Why throw away Ashley’s guilt money when he could use it to treat some of his real friends? The ones who hadn’t played him for a damn fool.

         When the drink arrived, he tossed down a handful of bills and turned to face the room at large. Groaning, he paused, the glass halfway to his mouth. Aw, hell. Just his luck that she would be here, chatting with two cowboys and the second-place barrel racer from Dallas as if they were old friends. Clearly she was eaten up with guilt about her deception.

         Scowling, he took a long drink.

         Bernie and Jessica were good people, but Mack knew way too much about Luke Ferguson to like the way his arm was draped casually over Ashley’s chair. He was young, reckless, good-looking, and had a way with women that made Hugh Hefner look like an altar boy.

         His mood already brooding, Mack strode over to a table along the wall and took another long drink. He watched as Ashley tipped back her head and laughed. She was like a fresh sunflower in a valley of wilted daisies. She had no idea how guys like Luke could manipulate women. Hell, she had lived just about the most sheltered life he could imagine these past few years. Luke could probably smell the innocence on her.

         Clenching his teeth, he looked away. No, he was not going to sit here and worry about a woman who clearly didn’t give a damn about him. Downing his drink, he made his way to the pool tables to join his old friends.

         Sort of.

         Every few minutes, he found himself glancing back over, narrowing his eyes as he caught Luke stroking her arm or settling a hand at her knee. Damn kid couldn’t seem to keep his hands to himself for even five seconds.

         Mack lost the game miserably. He took the ribbing from his old friends in stride, buying them all another round. As they raised their beers to good times, his gaze slipped back across the room in time to see Luke lean over and whisper something in Ashley’s ear, his lips brushing against her. She started to pull away, but Luke pulled her in closer, murmured something, and nuzzled her neck.

         Before his brain even caught up with his movements, Mack was stalking across the room. “Well look at this cozy scene,” he drawled, crossing his arms over his chest.

         They swiveled around at his words. Luke had a vaguely smug grin on his face, his eyelids half-mast from what Mack was sure had been multiple drinks. Ashley, on the other hand, looked like a raccoon caught in the feed bin.

         She quickly stood, but before she could find her tongue, Luke rose and slid his arm around her waist and tugged her flush against his side. “Don’t let ol’ Mack scare you away, darlin’. He’s just jealous I managed to find the prettiest girl in the room.”

         “And glue yourself to her side like a fresh sheet of flypaper.”

         “Mack,” she said, her voice holding a hint of scolding. He was here to pry the leech from her side, and she was still thinking he was the bad guy?

         Luke chuckled, the sound well lubricated with alcohol. “Don’t mind him. He left his tact on the dirt along with his spleen a few months back.”

         It was the exact sort of thing that they might have ribbed each other about a few years back, but in that moment, Mack would have happily introduced the man’s smiling mug to that same dirt. “No tact necessary. Ashley and I go way back. And I can tell you she’s too polite to ask you to keep your damn hands to yourself.”

         “I think she’s happy right where she is. Aren’t you, sweetheart?”

         Her mouth was tight as she met Mack’s eyes. “I’m fine, Mack, really. Why don’t you join us?”

         “I saw him pawing at you, and you pulling away. Politeness won’t get you anywhere with guys like Ferguson, Ash. If you won’t stand up for yourself, I will.”

         Luke scowled. “You’re imagining things, McLeroy.”

         Ashley widened her eyes at Mack, though he couldn’t say whether it was in anger or earnestness. “I can take care of myself, Mack. Cut it out.”

         He didn’t know why the hell he had come over here in the first place. She wasn’t a friend to him, and he wasn’t her damn keeper anymore. He didn’t need this. If she was so keen to be slobbered over tonight, it wasn’t his place to get in the way.

         “Fine,” he said, throwing up his hands in exasperation. But his left hand inadvertently clipped Luke on the shoulder, which, combined with the man’s half drunkenness, made him stumble backward. There was a brief pause as everyone, including Mack, froze in surprise.

         And then all hell broke loose.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

         

         Even with a half-swollen eye, an arm sling, and a scowl as dark as a Texas storm cloud, Mack was still annoyingly attractive. Ashley studiously ignored his presence at her side.

         And apparently he still hadn’t matured, either.

         He’d been waiting at the truck at eight o’clock sharp, tight-lipped and brooding, and though for much of the morning he’d stayed by her side as per their agreement, the silence between them was as cold and thick as molasses in December.

         Even now, when it was nearly her turn to compete and they were standing in line, watching one of her fellow competitors take off, one after the other, each refused to acknowledge the other. Which was fine by her. She didn’t need any pep talks from him this morning. Her skills were her own, and she didn’t need validation from him or anyone else.

         At least that’s what she was telling herself, now that the nerves were creeping in. Gritting her teeth, Ashley concentrated on the horse and rider streaking across the dirt. Actually, “dirt” was stretching it. Unlike the last venue, this one was an outdoor arena, and the ground was still damp from the previous night’s rain. It wasn’t quite mud, but it was close.

         She could do this. It wasn’t as if she’d never ridden on a damp course. It’d be nice if her so-called friend wasn’t radiating tension next to her, but she’d deal. Maybe he was regretting diving into the brawl he’d accidentally started. Or the fact that he’d attempted to butt in where he had no business being in the first place. Actually, he was probably wishing he’d never asked her for help at all.

         She knew she was.

         Men. Honestly, what the hell had he been thinking? Last she’d seen as she’d bolted for the door last night, he and four other cowboys were tussling, at least two of them grinning like idiots. Though his appearance this morning had made her cringe, she refused to worry about what he’d managed to injure, since he’d been such a jerk in the first place. Sure, Luke’s attention had been getting a little overbearing, but that had nothing to do with Mack.

         It didn’t even make sense that he had come over. One minute he wanted nothing to do with her, and the next he was throwing punches over her? Granted, he hadn’t intended to start the fight, but he sure as hell had no problem continuing it.

         With only three riders ahead of her, she pushed it from her mind and mounted up. Mia seemed to sense the tension. The horse was shifty and nervous, ignoring Ashley’s attempt to keep her steady.

         “Come on, girl,” she said firmly, leaning forward as she patted the horse’s sleek neck. “Work with me here.”

         From this vantage point, she could see that the grounds were a little worse than she had initially thought. They were well trampled already, with muddy spots beginning to form. Great—one more thing to throw her off her game this morning.

         Mia reared backward. “Quit it,” Ashley hissed, sternly correcting the horse as she took a tighter hold on the reins. Mack was acting as though they didn’t exist, standing like an unmovable sentry at her side. She gritted her teeth. The long drive home tonight was not something she was looking forward to.

         She had just managed to calm Mia down when it was her turn to ride. Taking a deep breath, Ashley aimed for the first barrel and set off at a run.

         
              

         

         Something wasn’t right.

         Mack could see it in the way Ashley hunched over Mia’s back, and in the slightly out of sync way that she moved with the horse. He went from pissed to worried in the space of four of Mia’s long strides. He didn’t like the look of this one bit.

         He held his breath as they damn near knocked over the first barrel, making it wobble before it settled back into place. That was way too close for comfort.

         Pressing closer to the fence, he willed the pair to get it together. They hoofed it toward the second barrel, and managed a much cleaner turn. Still, Mack didn’t relax, squinting a little to clear the vision in his puffy left eye as Ashley and Mia pounded toward the third barrel.

         She found her rhythm, and the final turn looked even better than the last. He let himself exhale, but then something went very, very wrong. As they tried to straighten out of the turn, Mia’s back leg slipped, throwing off the entire maneuver. The slip quickly turned into a skid, and in the blink of an eye, they were going down.

         His heart slammed to a stop as Ashley’s arms flew up to try to compensate for the shifting balance, but it was too late. Way too late.

         Son of a bitch! Sucking in a harsh breath, Mack surged forward. The buzzing in his head drowned out the announcer, the crowd, even his own heartbeat, which had gone from zero to sixty in no time and was thundering wildly in his chest. He watched in horror as the pair landed sideways and the momentum carried the horse over, on top of Ashley.

         He pushed himself faster, ignoring the screaming protest in his back, shoulder, and head. She wasn’t wearing a damn helmet. She wasn’t even wearing a freaking vest. And he knew exactly how much damage could be done when a massive animal pins a person to the ground.

         Fear flooded his veins as he watched the horse struggle and fail to right herself, all the while blocking Ashley from his view. He was aware of other people rushing forward, of the flurry of movement in the stands as spectators came to their feet, but his entire being was focused on getting to Ashley.

         Jesus, what would he do if something happened to her? Why hadn’t he shoved aside the stupid, meaningless differences between them this morning and made sure that she and her horse were ready?

         At last, he skidded to a halt beside the crumpled pair as a rodeo staff member arrived on the other side. In a blur of activity, they worked to pull Mia off. The horse shrieked and whinnied as they got her to her feet. Trusting the other man to see to Mia, Mack immediately fell to his knees beside Ashley. She was pale and dazed, her brown eyes huge.

         “Are you okay? What hurts?” As she started to sit up, he ordered harshly, “Don’t move.” He wanted to tear her clothes away and check her inch by inch.

         “I’m okay,” she said, her voice hoarse. “The mud—I think it cushioned the fall. How’s Mia? Is she all right?”

         Despite his protest, she pushed to a sitting position. Her hat had fallen off, along with one of her boots, and the top two buttons of her shirt had been wrenched off, but he couldn’t see any real evidence of injury. Worry creased her brow as she strained to see her horse.

         More people reached them then, including one of the paramedics who’d been stationed at the gate. “The rodeo staff is seeing to Mia,” Mack said, because the last thing he was going to do was leave her side. The only being he could concentrate on was her.

         Because he knew that she’d want him to update her on the status of Mia’s health, he looked over at the horse. And what he saw made the dread come rushing back all over again.

         Son of a bitch.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

         

         It was too soon for Ashley to deal with grief again.

         That particular emotion had ruled the last quarter of her life, and she had been wanting to put it behind her for a long, long time. But after she’d listened to the kindhearted but clinical veterinarian explain the facts of the situation, she was once again overwhelmed by the feeling.

         When she came out into the waiting room, she was surprised to see Mack sitting in one of the plastic chairs lining the back wall, with a magazine open but forgotten on his lap. Seeing him reminded her of why she’d been so out of sorts in the first place that morning. Taking a deep breath that did nothing to calm the rioting guilt and grief in her belly, she started to walk past him, but he immediately popped to his feet.

         “Hey. How is she?”

         “Not good, Mack. I don’t want to talk about it.”

         She started to push past him, but he lightly grasped her shoulder with his good hand and dipped down to meet her gaze on her level. “Hey, I’m worried here. What’s the prognosis?”

         “Are you worried about Mia, or worried about our deal?”

         She pulled away and started for the door. The sound of his boots tapping on the laminate floor told her he wasn’t far behind. She wasn’t ready to fight or have a confrontation with him. Her emotions were too raw, her heart too heavy.

         “That’s not fair, Ashley,” he said as he caught up with her at the door. “That fall scared the daylights out of me. Give me some credit here.”

         A ball of helpless fury lodged in her throat. As much as she wanted to be able to rail at him and pin blame on someone else, she knew the buck stopped squarely on her own doorstep. “That fall scared the daylights out of me, too. Worse, the whole thing is all my fault and my poor horse is the one that will have to suffer the consequences.”

         “What did they say?” he asked, his voice gentle but firm. He wasn’t going to let this go.

         She stopped in front of the truck and turned to face him, hands on her hips. “Fractured leg.”

         He cursed low under his breath but didn’t seem terribly surprised. “I suspected that might be the case, but hoped like hell I was wrong. I’m sorry, princess. Did they say anything more specific?”

         “I was holding out hope that it was a sprain, but the MRI showed a hairline fracture to the splint bone.”

         “Where on the bone? The upper or lower portion?”

         “The lower, thank God. The vet feels there’s a good chance she can recover, but”—Ashley swallowed, forcing herself to say the words—“racing again is almost certainly out of the question.” It felt as though a ten-pound dumbbell had landed low in the pit of her stomach as she spoke. Their bond had been forged through racing. It was what they both loved, and they were damn good at it. Were.

         Mack blew out a long, slow breath. “Still, that’s a relief.” They both knew what could happen to a horse in the case of a broken leg. The very thought made her sick to her already heavy stomach. “Does the vet feel she needs surgery?” he asked.

         Nodding, Ashley sighed. The anger was quickly turning into exhaustion. “Yes. I thought it best to have her transferred back home for the surgery.”

         “Well, there’s not much we can do today, then. Let’s get you back to the hotel to rest. I know you don’t think you hurt anything, but I guarantee you’ll be feeling this by nightfall.”

         She could care less about her physical pain. Whatever it was, it would pale in comparison to the pain eating her up on the inside. Nodding, she handed him the keys and climbed into the passenger seat of her truck. When he got in the driver’s seat, she kept her gaze averted, out her window, willing him to leave her alone.

         It was only five miles to the hotel, but it seemed like an interminably long ride. As soon as the truck came to a stop, she was out the door and headed to her room. She heard the steady sound of his footsteps behind her, even when she opted to take the stairs, but he didn’t speak or try to stop her as she hurried to her door.

         This day couldn’t be over fast enough. She wanted to retreat to her room, shut the curtains, and crawl into bed. She couldn’t get over the fact that this whole thing was all her fault.

         “It’s not your fault, you know.”

         She looked up sharply. How had he known exactly what she was thinking? They were right outside her door, her key card poised in front of the lock. His features showed the frayed edges of exhaustion, something she hadn’t noticed as she’d tried to rush by him at the vet’s.

         He reached out with his good hand and tucked her hair behind her ear before setting his palm lightly on her shoulder. “Seriously. It’s not your fault. Sometimes freak accidents just happen.”

         The weight in her belly seemed to double in size. “It is my fault. I knew I wasn’t in the right frame of mind, and that the course was wetter than we were used to, and that Mia was sensing all of my negative emotions. It was all wrong, yet I forced us to compete.”

         Wordlessly, he plucked the key card from her hand, opened the door, and ushered her inside. He led her to the bed, gestured for her to sit, then dragged over the small armchair so he could sit directly in front of her. “Hindsight is twenty-twenty, Ash. You may not have felt one hundred percent, but you couldn’t have known how things would turn out. You and Mia race. It’s what you do, and you can’t second-guess the should-have-beens in a sport like this.”

         She shook her head, brimming with so many emotions that she couldn’t have pinned one down to save her life. “Easy for you to say. A bull rider only risks his own hide. I have a responsibility to my horse, and I failed her. With Mama gone, Mia’s pretty much all I have in the world, and because of me she’s hurt.”

         He let out a long exhale. “I know you’re hurting. I know it’s eating you up inside that Mia was injured. But shit happens. Sports have risks. I know that more than most. But hell, even waking up in the morning has risks.”

         She closed her eyes: didn’t she know it. Her mama’s death had been proof of that. “I still should have called this one off. Facts are facts.”

         “Hey,” he said, gently tipping her chin up with his knuckle. He waited until she opened her eyes and met his deep green gaze before going on. “It’s going to be okay. Mia will have her surgery, and she’ll be back on her feet before you know it. And you’re one of the lucky people who can afford to do whatever it takes to get her better.”

         There was no resentment in that last part. He actually sounded pleased that she had that kind of money lying around. Sighing, she said what she should have said long before now. “I’m sorry I fibbed about what I could afford. I was mad and acted pettily because of it. If it makes you feel any better, no one knows about the money.”

         He leaned back in the armchair, and his knees rested against her thighs. “Except Kelsey,” he said wryly, gentle humor warming his features. “Honestly, I’m happy for you. You were dealt a pretty crappy hand in life, and if anyone deserves a little compensation, it’s you.”

         She nibbled her bottom lip, thinking about the moment she’d learned of her windfall. “You know, once upon a time, getting that money would have meant the world to me. It wouldn’t be a stretch to say I was desperate for it. But it only came after it was of no use to me.”

         “What do you mean?”

         She pulled a pillow in her lap and sighed. “My father—if you can call him that—didn’t stick around after I was born, so Mama didn’t really know his family. They considered my mama to be beneath them and didn’t want to have anything to do with us—until my father died in a car accident when I was sixteen. Suddenly I was the only grandchild he would ever give his parents, and overnight, I was worthy of their notice. Mama and I weren’t biting—if they hadn’t wanted me before, they didn’t deserve me after—but it turns out that his father set up a trust fund for me anyway. He passed away three years ago and apparently hadn’t told his family about the change. Word is, there was quite an uproar when it was discovered upon the reading of the will.”

         She paused and looked up at Mack, marveling at the fact that he genuinely seemed to care. Toying with the corner of the pillowcase, she said, “That fund became available to me on my twenty-third birthday. Five weeks and one day after my mama died.”

         He made a face. “Ouch.”

         “Yeah. That money could have made a world of difference, in that last year especially, when we very nearly lost the house trying to keep our heads above water. Now I have more than I could ever use, and couldn’t give a damn about any of it.” She hadn’t actually touched a cent of it yet. She hadn’t been lying about her mama’s modest life insurance, which had provided for the bills and expenses over these past few months.

         “Why didn’t the family help, knowing the money was coming to you anyway?”

         “None of them knew about my mama’s illness, and I’d have as soon walked barefoot over hot coals than ask them for help.”

         She could see the moment he seemed to put it all together. Squeezing his eyes closed briefly, he groaned. “I’m the world’s biggest jackass,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face. “You hate them that much, and you still agreed to help me? I had no idea how you felt about them.”

         Another time, she might have let him wallow a bit before throwing him a rope, but not tonight. Tonight he was her confidant.

         “In all honesty, Uncle Alan was the one who came to see me when the fund matured. He was genuinely distressed to learn about Mama’s illness and passing, and said he had been under the impression that we were living happy little lives in our quaint little Sunnybell and wanted nothing to do with the family. He opened the door to have a real relationship with me, but I didn’t feel ready.”

         She smiled and playfully thumped Mack’s knee with her fingers. “I figure that family owes me a favor or two in life, and you made for the distraction and opportunity I needed.”

         “Oh, so I’m a distraction, am I?” His boyish grin was so damn adorable that her stomach actually fluttered. It felt good to talk with him like this. As she had that night on the highway, she could sense a real connection between them.

         She licked her lips and nodded. “Yes, definitely. Although you are quite a bit worse for wear right now.”

         The skin around his eye had mellowed to the color of a stormy sky at twilight, and though he’d shed his sling, he still favored the arm quite a bit.

         “That’s putting it nicely,” he said. “I look like something the cat dragged in after taking a detour through a briar patch.”

         “You’re not as bad as all that. And hey, like you said, you’ll be back in the saddle in a few months.”

         Something about his unchanging expression and uncharacteristic silence made her heart catch. Leaning toward him, she tilted her head and said, “What aren’t you telling me, Mack?”

         He drew a few idle circles on his jeans with his fingertips before meeting her eyes. “You know how I told you about how the doctor feels it will be a year minimum, though I’m working to make it less?”

         Suddenly she knew there was more, so she responded softly, encouragingly. “Mm-hmm.”

         Swallowing, he said, “I haven’t told anybody this, but my hands have been tingly and numb since the accident. My grip strength isn’t there. It doesn’t matter what the doctor says. If I don’t get full function back, there’s no way I’ll be able to ride competitively again. A bull rider lives or dies by his grip.”

         Ashley’s mouth fell open. She never in a million years thought she’d hear him admit to something like that. “Is there a chance you’ll be all right? I mean, able to compete again?”

         He ducked his head in a nod of sorts. “Anything’s possible. It’s just less possible than it might have been if my hands were cooperating.”

         Her heart ached for him. She knew exactly how much he wanted to ride again, and she understood the devastation that he was feeling. A quiet devastation, because he hadn’t told a soul about it until now.

         And he had chosen to tell her.

         She pushed the pillow aside, scooted forward, and laced her fingers with his. She waited until he met her eyes, then tilted her chin up and said, “No matter what happens, you’re going to be all right, Mack. We both will. Even if we have to adjust our plans, we’ll be okay.”

         He tightened his fingers over hers, but didn’t break eye contact. “Sure about that? I’m a bit of a hot mess, in case you haven’t noticed.”

         She lifted their joined hands to her lips and kissed the tips of his fingers. “You’re recalibrating. I know you’ll land on your feet when all is said and done. Especially once the ladies get a look at the Sagebrush ad you’re going to make.” Dropping her voice to a whisper, she added, “I have faith in you.”

         When she was done kissing his fingertips, she shifted their hands and kissed each of his palms. He was watching her when she looked up, his jade eyes intense but still.

         “I don’t deserve you, Ash.”

         Without speaking, she stood, swiveled, and sat gently in his lap. His breathing kicked up—she could feel each rise and fall of his muscled chest against her side—but otherwise, he was holding still. Giving her the reins. Waiting to see what she would do.

         Her own heart beat wildly, reminding her of the way he’d always made her feel in high school. This was different, though. Better. They weren’t kids anymore, and she knew what she wanted. “We’ve both made mistakes. And the thing is, I’ve never quite gotten over you. But right now, I don’t want to.”

         Wrapping her arms around his neck with the utmost care, she lowered her lips to his and kissed him.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

         

         It was like a scene straight from his fantasies. Gorgeous, too-good-for-him Ashley was draped across his lap and kissing him as if he were the only man on Earth. He held perfectly still, allowing her to have full access to him without influencing or guiding her at all. And Lord help him, it was hotter than hell.

         Their tongues tangled as her arms tightened around his neck. Her fingers delved into his hair, sending shivers down his back—a sensation that actually felt good for once. Really good. He held off from touching her for several minutes as they kissed, his heart hammering against his chest and his breath getting both shallower and faster.

         Finally, just when he couldn’t take it anymore, she broke the kiss, looked down at him with half-lidded eyes, and whispered, “Shall we relocate?”

         “Definitely,” he said, putting a world of feeling behind the single word.

         She smiled, soft and easy. Standing, she took off her clothes, piece by piece, while he sat spellbound from the chair, watching. She was so damn beautiful. Perfect, really, to his eyes. His disrobing wasn’t nearly so artful, and within moments they fell together on the cool sheets.

         This time, he took the lead, exploring the dips and valleys of her incredibly soft skin with his fingertips while his tongue explored the velvet folds of her mouth. He relished every inch of her. This moment had been a long, long time coming. He’d been a damn fool back in the day, and he intended to make up for it many times over tonight.

         After a long, deep kiss, she pulled back and smiled. “I want to take this slow. Wouldn’t want to exasperate any of those injuries.”

         His answering grin was wide and full of promise. “Darlin’, I’ve got all night.”

         They took their sweet time, giving and taking pleasure in equal measures. Her fingers traced each of the scars, old and new, scattered across his body. Her mouth found his neck, his earlobes, and a rather delicious path straight down his belly. He in turn worshipped every inch of her, not taking a single thing for granted.

         To his surprise, she pulled a condom from the nightstand. She grinned at his raised eyebrows, her dark eyes dancing with mischief. “With the adjoining rooms, I thought it was best to be prepared.”

         He lay back and watched as she did the honors. “You thought this might happen?” His voice was hoarse and full of need.

         She stretched out alongside him, partially lying across him so her breasts flattened against his chest, and she whispered against his mouth, “Hoped.”

         He groaned and captured her lips in a heated kiss, desire coursing through his veins. He started to flip her over, but she broke the kiss and smiled the sexiest little grin he’d ever seen. “Oh no, cowboy. I’m taking the reins tonight.”

         Oh, hell yes. Tonight he was all hers.

         
              

         

         By the time Ashley woke the next morning, bright sunshine was streaming through the slit in the curtains. She smiled as she opened her eyes to find Mack sprawled on the bed beside her. His beautiful if scarred body was covered by nothing but a thin white sheet.

         It had been way, way too long since she had enjoyed the company of a man, but after last night, she knew it had been well worth the wait. He’d fulfilled her every fantasy of what it would be like to be with him, starting with kisses that had curled her toes and ending with her coming not once, but twice. Twice!

         Honestly, if he was this good injured, she was really looking forward to experiencing him in top form.

         Sighing, she glanced over at the clock. She blinked twice, then sprang to her feet. “Mack,” she said, dashing toward her suitcase for fresh panties and a bra. “Mack, it’s less than ten minutes to checkout. We have to get going ASAP.”

         He groaned and shifted so he could see her through one squinted eye. “Wouldn’t you rather ask for a late checkout and come back to bed?” He gave a lazy, handsome-as-hell grin that made her stomach dance with butterflies all over again.

         After tugging a shirt on, she leaned over to kiss him. “I really, really would, but I have to get to the vet to check on Mia. I want to see how she held up last night.” Already the glorious haze from the previous night was being edged out by reality as some of the worry seeped back into her veins.

         He sighed and sat up, nodding groggily. “Rain check, then.” With a teasing little waggle of his eyebrows, he added, “Hopefully for tonight.”

         She couldn’t help but grin. “We’ll see. Can you finish up in here while I go check out?”

         At his nod, she pulled on her jeans and her boots, zipped up her bag, and brushed her teeth in record time. It was exactly eleven o’clock when she reached the lobby, her bag slung over her shoulder and her hat low on her forehead. She was digging in her purse for her wallet when the conversation between two women in line ahead of her stopped her cold.

         “Poor horse. She didn’t have a chance, given the way that girl was riding her. Bobby said his sister, the vet tech, said the poor thing’s leg is broken.”

         The one with the pink cowboy hat shook her head, sending her long, light-brown curls swaying. “Damn shame. She seems like a nice enough girl, but an amateur through and through. I heard Mack only helped her out of pity. Her mom died of cancer or something a few months back, bless her heart, and I guess this was her Make-a-Wish moment, if you know what I mean. They dated back in high school, from what I hear. She’s a pretty little thing, so I imagine he got some benefit out of the arrangement.”

         “Doesn’t he always?” the other one asked.

         Their laughter seemed to echo through the whole lobby.

         Good Lord. It felt as though Ashley had been punched square in the gut. She stood there, trying not to hyperventilate, trying to remember how to stand upright like a normal human being. Every last one of her fears from yesterday sprang back with a vengeance. The fall was her own stupid fault. And Mack?

         She replayed the events of the previous night, remembering how at every turn, she had been the one to move things forward. She had kissed him. She had sat in his lap. She had suggested moving to the bed, had taken off her clothes, pulled out the condom, and even put it on him. She’d been leading at every turn.

         It’s not that she thought Mack hadn’t enjoyed it—he definitely had. But he’d more or less been going along with what she’d wanted. She was the one who had felt that deep connection with him. She was the one who had imagined that something sweet and special had blossomed between them the previous night. But it had been only her high emotions and the unsettling day that had driven everything that night.

         Embarrassment coated her insides like hot tar, and her cheeks flamed with mortification. How had she not realized it last night? For her, the night had been meaningful and sweet, but for Mack?

         A pleasurable exchange between friends.

         With her heart thudding hard in her chest, she turned and hurried from the lobby, not caring that she hadn’t checked out. She went straight to the truck, got in, closed the door, and leaned against the steering wheel as she took several long, calming breaths.

         She was such an idiot. She’d dashed off to follow this crazy dream of hers, not even stopping to consider it fully. She wasn’t some long-deterred rodeo queen. She was an amateur rider who enjoyed racing alone in her backyard. Mack wasn’t some sort of bad boy knight in shining armor. He was a good guy and an old friend who’d agreed to help her because it was mutually beneficial.

         She was too old to believe in fairy tales. Mia’s injuries were proof of that.

         The doors to the lobby swished open and Mack strode outside, an easy, confident grin on his handsome face. Taking a deep breath, Ashley straightened and pasted a wan smile on her face.

         Enough was enough.

         She would go home and put her energy into getting her horse well again. She’d help Mack with the Sagebrush campaign because he was a friend, and he had earned it fair and square. But after that? Once she fulfilled her end of the bargain, she would step away from all this and go back to the life she knew.

         Her barrel racing dreams were officially over.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

         

         “To what do I owe this pleasure?”

         Ashley’s uncle rose and walked around his desk, smiling warmly. He wore a pair of Sagebrush jeans, a white shirt with a silver-and-leather bolo, and a brown corduroy sports jacket—the epitome of cowboy business casual. His boots looked as though they’d never seen a speck of dust, but when he shook her hand, calluses scraped the sensitive skin of her palm.

         “Hi, Uncle Alan,” she said, the name still a little awkward on her tongue after all these years without a family. “I hope you don’t mind the interruption.”

         “It’s good to see you. This is good timing since I was about to eat some lunch. Would you like to join me?”

         “That sounds nice, but I was wondering if we might talk a bit of business first.” She had expected to be nervous, coming here, but she felt oddly confident. This was her family’s business, after all.

         Surprise lifted his brow while curiosity glinted in his deep-blue eyes. They were the same color her father’s eyes had been in the handful of pictures her mother had kept. The two men had a sister, too, but she’d never reached out to Ashley or her mother. It had to have been her son who had complained of his split inheritance, since Alan’s two kids were still preteens. It was strange that all these people were her family. But it was time that she worked on thinking of them that way.

         “All right, then,” he agreed, nodding toward the pair of wingback chairs in front of the desk. When they had sat down, he steepled his fingers and said, “What would you like to discuss?”

         “Mack McLeroy.”

         He blinked, looking confused. “The bull rider?”

         “Yup,” she said, suppressing the little flutter her heart gave at the thought of him. “He is a longtime friend of mine, and I take the cancellation of his contract personally.”

         Alan shifted in his seat, looking uncomfortable for the first time since she’d arrived. “That’s just business, Ashley. We need someone the public recognizes to represent our brand. If he’s sidelined, he moves out of the public eye, so he isn’t able to hold up his end of the deal.”

         Using every bit of the poise and confidence she’d learned in her years in pageants, she squared her shoulders and looked her uncle straight in the eye. “Mack’s the real deal. He’s the embodiment of everything this brand professes to stand for. He’s rugged, fearless, skilled, and handsome. He’s a Texan through and through, and he possesses the kind of swagger that would make even John Wayne jealous. You put him in your ad, and no one is going to think twice about the fact that he’s out of the game for a few months. It’ll only make his return all the more anticipated.” Ashley purposely ignored the possibility that he might not recover at all. She had to believe that he would be all right. Hell, knowing Mack, he had enough willpower to make everything work out.

         Her uncle shifted in his chair and looked back at her thoughtfully. “I appreciate your passion, but we have to think with our bottom line, not our hearts.”

         “I am speaking to your bottom line. The same people who want Sagebrush want to either be like Mack or date him. I dare you to find someone better suited to the job.”

         Uncle Alan conceded the point with the dip of his head. “Well, you make a strong argument, but we’ve already booked an alternate for that shoot.”

         The air seemed to leave her lungs in a whoosh. “Oh.” It had never occurred to her that they would move that fast. Damn it, she had never wanted to let Mack down. After all he had done for her, she owed him this.

         “However,” her uncle said, pursing his lips and eyeing her the way a cattleman eyes a prized steer on the auction block, “I think I may be able to offer a compromise.”

         Hope sprang back from the ashes. She sat up straight and spread her fingers. “I’m all ears.”

         
              

         

         “I’ve got good news and bad news.”

         Mack swiveled around to find Ashley standing over him, looking as fresh as a daisy in white shorts and a yellow peasant shirt. He hopped to his feet and toweled off the sweat as well as he could. “I’d say the good news is finding you in my garage turned workout room. How are you?”

         She’d withdrawn so completely from him since that morning the previous week, when they’d checked out, that he’d wondered if he’d somehow pissed her off. When he’d asked, she’d said she was worried about Mia and the surgery, so he had let it go. Yet he couldn’t help but miss her company. He’d gotten used to having her around, and that’s to say nothing of the incredible night they’d shared.

         She shrugged and gave that impersonal smile she’d seemed to have perfected since that morning. “I’m all right. The surgery went well, but the recovery plain sucks. It’s going to be an uphill battle for my girl.”

         “Sorry to hear that,” he said, shaking his head. “I know all about uphill battles,” he added with a wry smile. Grabbing his water bottle, he took a quick swig before dousing his face. It wasn’t a shower, but it would do in a pinch. What he really wanted was to wrap her up in a hug, but he knew enough about women and sweat to keep his distance.

         “Yes, well, we’ll get through it. But listen, I spoke to my uncle yesterday, and he’s agreed to honor your contract.”

         A shot of relief surged through him at the news. Thank God. “Hot damn, Ashley, that’s awesome! I didn’t even know that you were still planning to talk to him.” And he sure as hell hadn’t wanted to ask. As much as he needed the contract, she’d been through too much for him to push her.

         She smiled lightly before shaking her head. “Don’t get too excited. They’d already scheduled a different model for the shoot you were originally supposed to do. Uncle Alan agreed to use you for the new campaign, but this one is a little different.”

         “How so?”

         “Well,” she said, “you’ll be sharing the spotlight with me.”

         That didn’t sound like bad news to him. “What’s wrong with that?”

         “It’s silly—that’s all. It’s an ad for their new line of boyfriend jeans for women, and they want a couple to play the part. I already told him we weren’t suited to be playing boyfriend and girlfriend to each other, but he was firm that my former beauty queen notoriety in the area would be a good boost for the ad.”

         The way she dismissed the idea of them ever being boyfriend and girlfriend with such disgust took him aback. Scowling, he crossed his arms. “The idea of us dating doesn’t seem so far-fetched to me. We have a hell of a lot of good chemistry, if you ask me.”

         Hadn’t they damn near ignited the sheets last week? Here he was, all ready for a repeat performance, and she was acting as if she’d happily never talk to him again.

         She waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, please. That was a one-off sort of thing. It was a rough day, I’d practically had a near-death experience, and we were convenient distractions for each other that night. That’s a long way from gazing into each other’s eyes for a stupid photo shoot.”

         A convenient distraction? What in the world? He stared back at her in shock, not even sure what to say. “Ashley—”

         “No, don’t,” she said, taking a step toward the door. “We’re both adults here. I don’t want either of us assigning more meaning to a hookup than there was.”

         Ouch. He had thought that night had meant something. It had been more than sex; they had connected. They’d shared things about their lives. He’d opened up in a way he hadn’t with anyone else.

         He draped the towel over his shoulder and leveled his gaze on her. She didn’t quite meet his eyes and seemed ready to bolt at any second. Well, he sure as hell didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. One look at her set mouth and tense shoulders told him that now was not the time to argue the point.

         Shrugging, he said, “Thanks for going to bat for me. When do we do the shoot?”

         After she’d given him the details, he watched her beat a hasty retreat. “Escape” was more like it. He’d let her run this time, but when they got together for the shoot? He intended to show her just how much chemistry they had.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

         

         Ashley was beginning to wish she’d stuck to her guns when she’d initially told her uncle no. Standing awkwardly in the middle of a barren Texas field at sunset with the man she had been trying really hard to forget for the past two weeks was not her idea of fun.

         With the lighting finally situated, the clothes just so, and the cameraman perched on a ladder a few feet away, everything was in place…except her heart. She glanced longingly toward her truck a few hundred feet away and sighed.

         “Don’t worry, princess,” Mack murmured in a lighthearted drawl. “You look like a million bucks.”

         Despite her continued efforts to avoid him, she had no choice but to look up into his oh-so-familiar green eyes now. He was everything she’d promised her uncle he would be, and more. His jeans fit as if they had been made for him, and his open denim shirt flaunted his abs to perfection. They’d had him grow a few days’ beard, so his cheeks were darkened to the right degree of sexy scruff.

         In short, he was way too damn good-looking for her peace of mind. The last thing she needed was to go losing her heart when she’d only started repairing it.

         “I’m sure the stylists did their jobs. But I don’t want to be here.”

         “Sorry to hear that. Maybe I can make it better for you.”

         Before she could respond to that odd quip, the photographer, a tall, skinny man by the name of Paul, called them to order. “All right, you beautiful people. Time to sell some jeans. I’m going to let you off the leash for now, so do what feels natural. I want to see smoldering looks, lingering touches, and fluttering hearts turn into passionate embraces and sexy kisses. Think you can handle it?”

         As much as she wanted to say no, she nodded along with Mack.

         “Excellent. Keep going until I stop you, okay?”

         Mack grinned wide, never taking his eyes off her as he said, “Yes, sir.” The words seemed to hold so much promise that it was all she could do not to blush.

         “Off you go,” Paul said, and soon the clicking of the camera began.

         “Did I mention,” Mack said softly, his eyes focused on her as though she were the only woman in the entire state, “that you look absolutely incredible in those jeans?”

         Her stomach paid no attention to her resolve to withstand his phony charms, letting loose with a flutter of butterfly wings as he reached out and slid a finger down her jawline.

         “That’s good to know. The more jeans this ad sells, the better.” She wore an unbuttoned pale denim shirt that matched his own, and the black lace bra showing underneath was daintier than anything she’d ever purchased in her life.

         He allowed his fingertips to trail down her neck and beneath the edge of her shirt. “And the jeans have nothing on this bra,” he said, his eyes heavily lidded as he slowly tugged her to him.

         The butterflies fluttered harder, and she swallowed. “It’s the stylists,” she said again.

         He shook his head, slowly and deliberately. “They could have dressed you in feed bags and you’d still take my breath away. You always have.”

         His arm slipped around to her back, right above the top of her jeans, and she had to remember that this was all just for the cameras.

         “You’re really good at this, you know?” She allowed her arms to slide along the exposed skin of his flat belly. For the cameras, of course.

         “Mm,” he murmured, and dipped to press his mouth to the sensitive skin at her collarbone. “It’s easy when you don’t have to pretend.”

         She tilted her head back, offering him full access to her throat, and he kissed his way up to her earlobe. Her heart was starting to pound, but she decided it was probably better for the ad if she didn’t suppress her reaction. She could worry about enforcing boundaries later.

         “I love the smell of your hair,” he breathed even as his hands dipped into her back pockets, squeezing just enough to make her catch her breath. “It reminds me of the best summer of my life.” He carried on necking, making her sigh with the pleasure of it. “There was this sweet, pretty, brown-eyed girl who had me so tied up in knots, I didn’t know which way was up.”

         “Oh, really?” Her voice was little more than a thread as she leaned into him.

         “Yes, really,” he said, pulling her flush against him for a kiss so hot that even her boots curled.

         She let the world slide into the background as she abandoned herself to his embrace. His mouth was hot and insistent, his hands gentle but possessive. Every cell in her body seemed to be consumed with him, her every sense overwhelmed.

         After God knows how long, he broke the kiss and found her earlobe again. He nipped and nibbled, sending waves of sensation through her body and making her curl her fingers into the taut muscles of his arms.

         He pulled back and looked her right in the eye but kept her so close that her vision nearly blurred. “I don’t want to screw this up again,” he said, his earnestness piercing her heart. “You mean too much to me.”

         She’d had enough. His playacting was getting out of hand, and she couldn’t go along with it anymore. She abruptly pulled back, much to the photographer’s surprise. The various stylists, lighting people, and staff were staring at them with wide eyes and dropped jaws.

         “Do you think you got what you need?” Ashley asked them, pouring everything she had into keeping her voice steady.

         Paul nodded, either too stunned or too surprised to speak. Thank God. She couldn’t take another minute of this. It was torture.

         Sweet, delicious, unbearable torture.

         Wrapping her shirt tightly across her front, she ducked around Mack and headed for her truck. She paused only long enough to tell the stylist that she’d send the clothes back to the office next week, and then made her escape.

         She headed straight back to her house, but she wouldn’t stop there. She’d go back to the life she’d tried to leave behind by chasing her crazy, childish dream. She’d retreat to her existence before Mack had turned it upside down, when Mia was healthy and her focus and future were as blurry as ever.

         And after a few days, she thought she’d managed to put her feelings for him behind her.

         But then, one week later, the doorbell rang.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

         

         There are times in life when a man has to learn to take a hint. Other times, you have to know when something is worth fighting for, when it’s something that will come along only once in a lifetime. Twice, if you are a really, really lucky son of a gun.

         And Mack was feeling lucky.

         He knew a good thing when he saw it, and there was no way on earth he was going to let it slip by twice. Ashley filled a part of him that had been empty for years. He hadn’t even known how empty until she’d retreated from his life again, refusing to acknowledge that there was something genuinely special between them.

         So if she was going to pull back the bridge, he was going to make a leap. If he fell on his face, so be it, but he had to at least try.

         His blood pounded through his veins as he listened to the smart tap of shoes approaching the door. When it swung open, he took one look at Ashley and let out the breath that had been stuck in his chest for days.

         She was so beautiful, standing there in the slanted afternoon light, her dark eyes like melted bronze in the sun’s golden rays. But the thing was, his feelings for her were so much more than that. It wasn’t her looks that took his breath away—it was her.

         The woman he loved.

         The woman he was determined not to lose.

         The surprise on her face quickly fell to something just this side of a scowl. “Mack, what are you doing here?”

         Not the welcome he’d been hoping for, but at least she hadn’t slammed the door this time. He tipped his head toward the driveway and said simply, “Come with me.”

         Without waiting to see if she would follow, he strode off toward the truck. There was nothing for a handful of seconds, then the hurried thump of her boots on the steps as she rushed to catch up with him.

         “Where are we going?”

         “To my truck.”

         They turned the corner of the house, and she came to a stop, both eyebrows lifted. “You got a new truck?”

         He chuckled. “New to me, anyway. I sold my old one to buy one that could haul a trailer.”

         The money from the photo shoot was generous, but not obscene. He’d carefully weighed the merits of purchasing a new vehicle, and in the end decided he really did need a truck that could tow.

         “Wait. You got a trailer?”

         “Nothing gets past you,” he said with a wink. It was big and silver and currently hooked to the back of the old truck he’d recently purchased.

         “I don’t understand. What do you need a trailer for?”

         He smiled and said, “See for yourself.”

         
              

         

         She was still reeling from the moment she’d found Mack on her doorstep out of the blue like that. He looked good, as though he’d finally found a bit of peace in his life. She forced herself to keep her hands in her pockets so she wouldn’t do something to embarrass herself. Like wrapping her arms around him and never letting go.

         Taking a steadying breath, she walked around the trailer to see what he was up to.

         “Oh my goodness! Where did she come from? Is she yours?” Ashley hurried over to the gorgeous gray mare contentedly munching away on the grass beside the driveway.

         When he didn’t answer right away, she turned back to find him leaning against the corner of the trailer, watching her, his green eyes bright but inscrutable.

         Setting her hands on her hips, she said, “Mack, what is going on?”

         Pushing away, he strolled to her side and patted the mare’s muscled neck. “What’s going on,” he said, his deep voice soft and low, “is that I’m showing you that I believe that you have it in you to be a champion. I don’t want you to give up everything because of what happened. I’m behind you one hundred percent, and to that end, I’m leasing you a horse.”

         Her eyes went wide. “You’re what?”

         “One of my friends is pregnant, and can’t race for the next six months or so. I’ve leased this fine lady, Mercedes, who happens to be her champion barrel horse, so you can finish what you started.”

         She gaped at him in astonishment. “What…How…Good Lord, Mack, are you crazy? I can’t accept this.”

         “Why not?” he asked simply, as though he were offering her a stick of gum.

         Floundering for a reason, she sputtered, “Because I’ve only ever ridden Mia! She’s my partner, and I can’t ditch her for a different horse. We’ve been through too much together.” Her throat tightened just thinking about her sweet horse, who was currently on stall rest.

         Turning to face her, he set his hands on her shoulders and met her gaze evenly. “Darlin’, in this sport, sometimes the game changes, but any cowboy or cowgirl worth their salt rolls with the punches. You’ll ride Mia once she’s healed, but in the meantime, I know you have the spirit, talent, and drive to be a champion, and honey, I plan to see this thing through to the end.”

         His speech was so earnest, so sincere, that she knew he spoke what he believed to be the truth. Still, doubts crowded in on her. What if she failed again? What if she hurt this horse, too? And she couldn’t even think of the right questions to ask about what it meant that Mack would do this for her.

         Stepping back, he held out his hand to her. “If we leave now, we can make it up north a few days early for the rodeo I signed you up for weeks ago. That will give you some time to get acquainted with Miss Mercedes, and to find your bearings. I’ve talked to the vet, and she’s agreed to take care of Mia.”

         He tilted his head, and Ashley could almost feel him willing her to agree. “What do you say, princess?”

         She looked down at his beckoning hand, over to the mare, then back to his imploring eyes. With her heart galloping in her chest, she took a deep breath and nodded.

         “Let me just get my boots.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

         

         Mack had never been so nervous before about a ride in his life, and it wasn’t even his. There was something about Ashley’s races that set him completely on edge. With only two riders in line ahead of them, he stood close to her side, with his hand resting reassuringly on her leg. Mercedes stood calmly, clearly used to the hubbub around them.

         “This is a bad idea,” Ashley said, looking down at him with nervous brown eyes. “We haven’t had nearly enough time together. What if I screw up and—”

         “You won’t screw up. Relax and go do what you love. Don’t worry about the competition. You’re doing this for you.”

         “But—”

         “No buts. I have faith in your skills. I wouldn’t have brought you here otherwise. You go do what you do best, and I’ll be right here waiting to congratulate you when you get back.”

         She inhaled deep, then exhaled a long, slow breath as the horse in front of her sprinted away. “I can do this.”

         He grinned. “Yes, you can. And Ashley?”

         “Hmm?”

         “Will it help you forget your nerves if I tell you I’m in love with you?”

         Her mouth fell clear open, and he laughed and said, “Knock ’em dead, princess!”

         It was time to go, so she snapped her mouth closed and spurred her horse forward. He watched from the gate, his body wound tight as a spring as the girl for whom he’d long ago fallen head over heels raced like the champion he knew she could be.

         The ride was flawless. Ashley was pocketing each barrel with textbook perfection. After the last turn, she flew toward the gate, her arms pumping, her body moving in perfect accord with the horse’s stride. The clock froze at 13.899, and Mack let out a whoop, tossing his hat in the air.

         He jogged lightly to where she was dismounting, grinning like an idiot the whole way. As soon as her feet hit the ground, she handed off the reins and sprinted toward him. She looked as though she was about to bound into his arms but remembered at the last second that his back wasn’t up to something like that just yet.

         Stopping short in front of him, she grabbed him by the lapels and yanked him in for a kiss, right there in front of half the competitors. Whistles and applause broke out, making him smile even as their lips touched.

         When she pulled away, she shook her head and said, “That wasn’t fair, Jacob Reed McLeroy. You can’t tell a woman you love her right before she has to race.”

         “Made you forget your nerves, didn’t it?” he asked with mock innocence. “In case you didn’t know, sometimes I play a little dirty.” He waggled his eyebrows, making her giggle.

         “Well, for your information, I happen to be in love with you, too.”

         Smiling hugely, he leaned down and pressed his lips to hers again. “Yeah, well, just remember who said it first.”

         She laughed out loud as they walked arm in arm back to Mercedes.

         “By the way,” he said nonchalantly, happiness bubbling up inside him, “a few days ago, the numbness started to recede in my hands. I finally talked to the doctor about it, and he feels that, at the rate I’m improving, I have a good chance of regaining my strength after all.”

         Her eyes lit with sweet joy as she laced her fingers with his. “Well, it sounds like we have a lot to celebrate tonight.”

         The promise in her voice sent heat surging through him. “I plan to hold you to that.”

         She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek, just along his jaw. “I’m counting on it, cowboy.”

         
              

         

         Still riding the high of her second-place finish, Ashley smiled up at the man she had once hated, yet now could hardly imagine out of her life. She sighed and tucked herself up against him, glad that the truck had a bench seat with a middle seat belt.

         “What now?” she asked, reveling in the feel of his muscled chest beneath her cheek.

         He rubbed his hand up and down her arm, his touch soft and tender. “You know, I think I might enjoy being on the sidelines, cheering you on. It’s a lot less painful on this side of the fence.”

         She chuckled softly, knowing he was only half kidding. “You can cheer me on, but only until you’ve healed up enough to make your much-anticipated return to the sport. Then we’ll have to figure out a schedule that can work for both of us.”

         “Well, while we’re figuring out schedules, there’s one more thing we should consider. I heard from your uncle the other day. He was so impressed with the proofs from the photo shoot that he’s offered me another modeling contract, this time for a national campaign for Sagebrush’s new Western-inspired cologne.”

         Ashley drew back, beyond thrilled. “Oh, really? That’s amazing! But honestly, I’m not surprised he wants you again.”

         He sent her a suspicious look. “Wait a second—did you ask him to offer me the contract?”

         “Nope,” she said, giving her head a decisive shake.

         “Then why aren’t you surprised?”

         She fluttered her eyelashes and stated the obvious. “Because you’re the sexiest cowboy to ever wear a pair of jeans, and they’d be crazy not to want you.”

         He tipped back his head and laughed, and she felt as though her heart would burst with happiness.

         “You know, princess, I knew I fell in love with you for a reason.”
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