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      “Are you sure you can’t find me a mechanic?”

      Dakota Scott blinked rapidly into the pitiless glare of fluorescent lighting as he entered the dilapidated store attached to the gas station and so-called garage. He was hot, thirsty, and needed a beer. His horse trailer was busted and apparently there was no chance of getting it fixed until Monday at the earliest.

      And it was only Saturday night, not that you’d know it from the desolate darkened shop fronts and deserted streets. A hell of a place to break down. Thank God he wasn’t hauling his horse back to San Francisco. Tommy wouldn’t have liked this at all.

      Mr. Carter, the gas-station owner, was a thin old guy. He stood beside the cash register and laid a protective hand on it like he was worried Dakota might rob him.

      “The Ford brothers are the only mechanics in town, and they won’t open till Monday. You’ll just have to wait till then, Mr. Scott.”

      “Not the Ford family, right? Otherwise, I might be expecting better service.”

      His little joke fell flat. There was no flicker of amusement on Mr. Carter’s face. Maybe he’d heard it before. Dakota tried again. “Is there a hotel?”

      “There’s a motel down the street.”

      “That’ll have to do until they fix my truck, then.” Dakota straightened up and rubbed his aching neck. He sure could do with a shower after his fruitless efforts to slide under the truck and work out exactly what was wrong. The sensation of his horse trailer trying to join him in the front seat of his truck was not one he wanted to repeat. “Do you reckon the motel will have any vacancies?”

      “Usually does. Las Caldras isn’t exactly a hot vacation destination.” Mr. Carter scratched his balding head. “They won’t be serving food at this late hour either, so, if you want to eat, you’ll have to make do with what I’ve got here.”

      Dakota sighed as his gaze swept the shelves of groceries for the lonely, the emotionally deprived, and the poor. Cheap snacks filled with enough salt and sugar to make him forget his worries for an hour or two and significantly raise his blood-sugar levels. A slight movement toward the back of the store caught his eye. It seemed he wasn’t the only customer. He nodded pleasantly at the old man. “I’ll take a look. Thanks for the advice.”

      He strolled toward the second aisle, aware of Mr. Carter’s eyes boring a hole in the back of his head. Damn, there wasn’t anything worth stealing in here unless a guy had an obsession for cheap shit. He stopped in front of a display of jerky and considered his options.

      He had to wait for the truck and horse trailer to be fixed. There was no other way out of this tiny town. No train, buses or taxis, no airport, no cars to rent. Did people just come here to die? He turned right, headed up the next aisle, and stopped. A woman was hunched over the medical supplies section; her hand darted in and out of her coat pocket.

      Dakota gently cleared his throat. “Ma’am, if you’re considering stealing that stuff, I’d think again. The guy who owns this shop is as jumpy as a rattlesnake at a high-heeled-shoe convention.”

      She turned to look at him, desperation plain on her thin, shadowed face. She was younger than he’d expected, probably around his own age.

      “Fuck off.”

      Dakota folded his arms across his chest. “I’m just trying to help you out here, ma’am. I reckon he’ll call the cops if you as much as steal a tissue.”

      Her hand clenched a box of Tylenol. “I need something. I’ve got a temperature.”

      “Everything all right, Mr. Scott?”

      “Good, thank you.” Dakota used his body to block Mr. Carter’s view of the woman when he appeared at the head of the aisle. “Stay there.”

      He sauntered back toward the door, picked up a plastic basket, and went back to the woman. He held out the basket. “Put what you need in here. I’ll pay for it.”

      “Why?” She stared at him, her expression so suspicious he almost wanted to laugh.

      “Because I want your body. Does that work for you?” He smiled encouragingly when she didn’t. It seemed nobody in this town was getting his jokes. He sighed. “Give me a minute to grab some stuff to eat, and we’ll go and pay together, okay?”

      She nodded and handed over the painkillers at the same time. Her fingers brushed his. They were as hot as coals, her skin badly bruised and torn. Dakota checked for cuts on her thin wrist but couldn’t see anything.

      He hurried through the aisles, found a couple of energy bars, breakfast cereal, milk and chips and headed up to the front. She was waiting for him, hands thrust into the pockets of her long black coat, hood covering her face.

      Mr. Carter stood on the other side of the checkout counter, his expression one of intense disapproval as he stared at them both.

      Dakota handed over the basket of groceries and got out his wallet. “So you’ll tell the Ford brothers I’ll be at the motel when they open up on Monday, then.”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

      “Thanks.” He handed over some cash, winked at the woman, and held the door open for her. It swung shut behind him with a thump and he let out his breath. He risked a glance at the silent figure beside him. She was tall for a woman, probably about five foot ten or thereabouts. “So how did you get here?”

      “I was hitchhiking. This was as far as the guy went.”

      “Damn bad luck.” He studied the street, reckoned he could see the lights of the motel, and started toward it.

      She touched the sleeve of his denim jacket. “Can I have my painkillers?”

      He stopped to stare at her. The quiver in her voice brought out all his protective instincts. “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

      She shook her head, her booted feet stirring up the dust. Her eyes finally met his to reveal a pathetic mixture of doubt and the beginnings of hope. Hard for him to see in an animal, let alone a human being. He sighed and knew he was done for.

      “Would you like to bunk with me?” He paused. “In the motel, I mean, not literally in the same bunk.”

      She tilted her head to look at him. He remained quiet under her fierce scrutiny.

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “Because I’m a nice guy?”

      “Okay.” She nodded awkwardly. “Thanks.”

      He held out his hand. “I’m Dakota Scott. Nice to meet you.”

      She quickly touched his outstretched palm and then stuffed her hand back into her pocket.

      “Okay then, let’s go get signed in.” She fell into step beside him, their footsteps loud in the silence. “There’s one thing I need to know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Your name. I can’t sign you in without one.”

      “Call me Jane. Jane Smith.”

      He snorted. “That’s original. Mr. and Mrs. Smith. Bet they’ve never heard that one before.”

      Dakota hesitated as the orange and purple lights of the Shangri-La Motel beckoned. The low 60s-style buildings looked original rather than retro and in desperate need of some tender loving care. He opened the cracked glass door into the main office and blundered his way through a dangling pink beaded curtain.

      There was no one at the desk, so he rang the bell and resisted the impulse to put his sunglasses back on to lessen the glare of the colorful space. Whoever owned the motel was either blind or in desperate need of a TV makeover-show intervention.

      A large woman appeared, a smile on her homely face. She wore a grubby pink dressing gown, diamante slippers, and a tiara in her big blond hair.

      “Hi, I’m Dorothy. You must be the cowboy with the broken truck. Mr. Carter said you might be popping by.”

      Dakota smiled back at her. “Yeah, that’s me.” He gestured at his silent companion. “And this is Jane.”

      Dorothy brought out the guest book and withdrew a pen from a holder that looked like a flamingo. “You want one room or two?”

      “One will be fine. Two beds.”

      Dakota glanced over his shoulder as Jane spoke up. Her voice was surprisingly firm.

      “She’s right. It’s cheaper that way, and I reckon after they fix my truck, I’ll need every cent I can get.”

      He signed the register, added Jane’s name, and handed her the pen. He frowned as he watched her write. Why were her hands so beat up? Had she fallen out of something or been pushed and used her hands to break her fall or protect her face?

      “Number fifteen is around the back. It’s quieter there, and you can get a view of the creek.”

      “Thanks, Dorothy. We sure appreciate it.”

      She handed him a key and a huge can of Bug Away. “Here you go. Remember, don’t spray this stuff in your face or breathe it in, it’s lethal.”

      Dakota handed Jane the keys and kept the bug spray for himself. Outside, silence stretched like a thick, warm blanket. He found himself yawning.

      “Jeez, I wonder how big the bugs are if she gives this out for free?”

      Jane didn’t answer him, her attention fixed on the ground as she walked. He found number fifteen and waited while she unlocked the door and flicked on the light. Faded orange-striped wallpaper fought a losing battle with the blue and green circles on the carpet.

      “Hope you don’t get migraines, Jane.” He put the bug spray on the table with the groceries and turned to survey his companion. “Will you be okay here if I go back to my truck and fetch a few things?”

      She suddenly sat down on one of the twin beds as if her legs could no longer hold her up.

      Dakota frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Can I get you anything before I leave? Water, a doctor?”

      “Water would be great.”

      He took the bug spray into the bathroom with him. No need for her to know he was terrified of spiders. He got her a glass of water and put it on the bedside table closest to her. Like most cowboys, he wasn’t known as a great conversationalist, but she made him look like a real chatterbox.

      “Here you go. Take some painkillers and I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He paused at the door, had a strange feeling that he might never see her again. “You will stay put, right?”

      She looked up at him, and he caught a gleam of a faint smile and dark-brown eyes.

      “Of course, I will. I still owe you.”

      He relaxed against the door frame. “No you don’t. I was just kidding. Now take care of yourself, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      He shut the door behind him and headed downtown. If his brothers could see him now, they’d be laughing their asses off. He’d allowed his soft heart to fall for another lame duck. How many strays had he collected over the years? Way too many to count and not all of them had been a success.

      He frowned as the outline of his truck came into view behind the gas station. Yeah, he might try to remember that sometimes scared and desperate creatures could turn on a man and make him sorry he’d ever lived.
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      Robyn Cooper let out a shuddering breath as the door closed behind the big cowboy. Had she done the right thing letting him help her like that? She couldn’t think what else to do and she would’ve hated sleeping on the street. He seemed like a nice, genuine guy, but who knew? She’d just have to take care of herself, and she’d been doing that quite competently since the age of twelve.

      She stared at the lurid orange wallpaper. Part of her kept hoping it was a dream and that someone would leap out of the closet and tell her it was all a setup and that she hadn’t really hit an all-time low in her already rocky life.

      She got up and looked through the bag of groceries he’d left behind. God, her head hurt, and her eyes were full of grit. The last guy to give her a lift had stunk of booze and kept putting his hand on her thigh while he drove. She’d spent fifty miles holding him off and finally bailed at the gas station, hurling herself from his car, and hurting her hands in the process.

      After finding the Tylenol, she headed for the bathroom. It was tiny but seemed clean. She snapped on the light above the mirror and pushed back the hood of her coat. Oh my God. She looked like something from Halloween haunted house, her eyes reddened, her mascara all over her cheeks and her lipstick non-existent. At least her long black hair was safely secured in its braid. None of the guys who’d given her rides along the way had recognized her. Was she finally turning into someone invisible? Was that a good thing or a bad one?

      She opened the painkillers and took six. The desire for a large glass of vodka to chase the pills down warred with her recently acquired conscience. Somehow, she doubted the Shangri-La had booze or room service, and she had no money to pay for it anyway.

      With a sigh, she returned to the bedroom and took the bed farthest from the door. The bedspread was thinning and deposited tufts of orange fuzz on her black coat. Would her cowboy come back? She pictured his brown hair, hazel eyes, and provocative, laughing mouth. He was tall too—a few inches over her own height. She reckoned he was in his late twenties, about her age or perhaps a little more. What was he doing in such a godforsaken spot? He looked way too clean and wholesome to be staying in a dive like this.

      She’d heard him mention something about a truck. Maybe he was waiting for it to be fixed. Whatever his reasons for being there, he was her ticket out of this town and she intended to ride him as far as she could. By habit, she checked her cell phone, even though her service had lapsed. Who would she call anyway? Her sisters were too fucked up to help her, and as for her mom…

      She stuffed the cell back in her pocket and stared at the door. Here she was, dependent on a stranger to help her out of the hole she’d fallen into. What could she offer him to get his cooperation? Angrily, she wiped away a tear. She had almost no formal education, a dysfunctional family, and no idea how normal people lived their lives.

      He didn’t look like the kind of guy who was desperate for money or fame—not that she could offer him those things anymore. What else could she give him? She swallowed hard, remembering his comment about wanting her body. Could she do that? Could she offer him sex?

      Hell, why not? She’d come close to letting the whole world see her naked and, according to the tabloids, she’d had over a hundred lovers by the time she was twenty. What difference would one more make?
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      Before he locked up his trailer, Dakota checked the time and reluctantly decided he might as well call his half-brother Jay. He had a feeling his news wasn’t going to go down well.

      “Yeah?”

      “Jay, it’s Dakota. I’ve got a problem.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re in jail, cuz I sure as hell ain’t coming to bail out your sorry ass.”

      “Good to know, but not necessary.” Dakota jammed the phone between his ear and his shoulder and sorted through his keys. “Something’s up with my truck, and I’m waiting to get it fixed.”

      Silence hummed through the connection as Dakota found the right key and shut the trailer door firmly behind him.

      “Where the hell are you, and how long are you going to be?”

      Dakota sometimes wondered how Jay had avoided a heart attack. Maybe that was why he was currently shacked up with a doctor. Mind, Dakota had seen Jay and Helen “communicating” and that was usually a big shouting match too. They probably enjoyed it.

      Dakota tried to avoid confrontation if he could. There was no reason to get all riled up about everything. Life was too short.

      “I’m in New Mexico, about two days away from you.”

      “Two days?”

      “It’s not a problem. The shoot doesn’t start for almost a week. I’ll be there in plenty of time.”

      “You’d better be.”

      Dakota sighed. “Jay, I’ll do my best. If there’s even the slightest possibility I won’t make it, I’ll call you.”

      “Better call Grayson. Maybe he can pick you up in one of those fancy helicopters he insists he needs on his ranch.”

      Dakota smiled at the mention of their big brother. “I’ll do that.”

      “You concentrate on getting your ass to Los Angeles, do you hear me? Prairie Dawg Boots is depending on you.”

      Dakota grimaced as he turned off his phone. Yeah, that was just what he needed, a guilt trip about his responsibilities to his new family. Dakota had agreed to help Jay out with the ads for his boot company after the original guy crashed out of bull riding for good. At the time, he’d been glad for the money.

      Now, it seemed he’d become the face of Prairie Dawg Boots, whatever the hell that meant, and the advertising company had built the rest of the campaign around him. He was due to star in his first commercial at the end of the week, and he wasn’t looking forward to it.

      Acting wasn’t his thing, but it had been impossible to say no to his brother without creating the kind of commotion that split families apart. The kind of wrangle he’d spent his whole life trying to avoid. So here he was again, about to do something he had no interest in, just to keep the peace.

      He checked his white Ford truck, made sure it was secure, and headed back to the motel. He was a cowboy, not an actor, dammit. And if he aspired to anything, it wasn’t fame and fortune, but a secure job in a field he loved.

      A dog barked somewhere in the distance and a lone pickup truck crawled past him. He kept walking, the dust kicked up by his boots shimmering in the orange glow of the streetlights. If he missed the shoot, what would Jay do? Kick his ass all the way to Africa probably, and lose a lot of money in the process. He couldn’t do that to his half-brother.

      He quickened his pace as the motel came into view around the corner, an oasis of glaring light in the stifling darkness. Would Jane still be there, or would she have disappeared with her painkillers and the free toiletries from the bathroom?

      Sometimes it was hard having Grayson and Jay Turner for half-brothers. Grayson had their father’s magic touch with money and combined running a horse stud with his business interests. Jay was so damned stubborn and competitive that he’d reinvented himself from washed-up rodeo star to bootmaker in a little over a year.

      At least Dakota had been able to avoid contact with his real father. His mother had been the one to end her marriage with Beau Turner and walk away with their young son. She’d remarried and given Dakota a stable home, a new surname, and a stepfather who adored him. He’d never faced the uncertainties his brothers had. Maybe that’s why he felt he owed them something and why he was prepared to make sacrifices to keep them happy.

      He walked past the main office, added a bucket of ice from the machine at the corner to his load, and knocked gently on the door of number fifteen. There was no answer, so he fished out his key and quietly opened the door.

      Jane lay on her side, facing away from him on the farthest bed. She still had her coat on, and her knees were drawn up to her chest. He let out his breath, glad that she’d trusted him enough to stay put. He pulled off his boots, hoped his welded-on spurs didn’t jingle too much, and left them and his Stetson by the door.

      A crack of light showed under the bathroom door, and he crept toward it. He really needed a shower and something to eat, but he hated the thought of waking her.

      “It’s okay, I’m not asleep.”

      He paused, his palm flat on the door. “Are you sure about that? You look sleepy to me.”

      She yawned. “That’s the way I react to painkillers. I’m okay. Really, I feel much better.”

      He nodded at the grocery bag on the table. “Give me a minute to wash up and then we’ll eat some of this junk before we turn in, okay?”

      She sat up and watched him until he closed the door behind him. The small, cramped space reminded him of his horse trailer, which he hated sleeping in unless he had to. He stretched out his arms and touched both walls. Yeah, it was just as claustrophobic as he’d imagined.

      With a groan he stripped off his jacket and shirt and splashed lukewarm water over his grimy skin. The soap smelled like peaches, but he didn’t care. At least he’d be clean again. He filled the sink with water and lowered his head. Behind him, the door opened and hit his ass, shoving him face first into the water.

      “I’m sorry, are you okay?”

      Dakota raised his head, eyes streaming, and reached blindly for a towel. After a few moments of sputtering and mopping his face, he managed to look at Jane.

      She was staring at his naked chest.

      “Knock next time, will you?”

      He smiled to show he wasn’t really mad. Her gaze slid up to meet his, and he realized he could finally see her face. Her eyes were dark brown, her skin slightly olive, and her mouth a perfect “O”. She looked vaguely familiar. She reached out a hand and stroked his chest. Despite his tiredness, his body tightened with anticipation.

      “You have a great body. Do you work out?”

      He blinked at her. “What?”

      She kept her hand on his flat stomach. “I said, do you work out, or are you naturally ripped?”

      “I ride bulls for a living. I have to be fit or I’m dead.”

      Uncomfortable with her scrutiny, he took a step back, difficult in such a small space. “Are you ready to eat?”

      She blushed and stuffed her hand back in her pocket. “Yeah, whatever.”

      “I’ll just grab a clean T-shirt.”

      “Don’t bother on my account.”

      She spoke over her shoulder as he followed her out into the main room. He found his duffle bag and hunkered down beside it to search for a shirt. Hell, was she coming on to him? Had he totally misjudged her? She sat back down on the bed, her body posture dejected. Dakota found an old white T-shirt and pulled it over his head.

      “Look, if you’re hoping to earn some money here…”

      She shot to her feet and stormed across to him. He stood, unwilling to let her tower over him and flinched as she poked him in the chest.

      “I am not a whore!”

      “I didn’t say you were. I just want you to be clear about what’s going on here.” He met her gaze. “I’m offering you a place to sleep tonight, that’s all. I’ve never paid for sex, and I don’t intend to start now.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “So you must still be a virgin, right?”

      Even though she was deliberately getting in his face, he caught the note of desperation in her voice.

      “Yeah, that’s right. I’m saving myself for marriage. It’s all the rage with us cowboys, now.”

      “You’re not at all funny, you know.” She held his gaze, her luscious lips tightly pressed together as if she was afraid to speak again.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      She stepped back, wrapped her arms around her waist, and sat down with a decided thump on the bed. He turned his back on her and continued to sort out the stuff in his bag. He put his toothbrush and shaving gear in the bathroom and filled the coffeemaker.

      After setting the coffee to brew, he busied himself putting out the meager contents of the shopping bag. Occasionally, he glanced at his silent companion. Why did he feel as if he knew her? Was she one of the buckle bunnies who followed the rodeo cowboys from venue to venue and fucked as many of them as they could?

      She didn’t seem the type, and yet she was definitely familiar. He opened the bag of barbecue chips and crunched on a handful.

      “Do you follow the rodeo circuit, Jane?”

      “The what?”

      “The rodeo. You know, cowboys, horses, cattle, that kind of thing.”

      “Why on earth would I want to waste my time doing that?”

      He fought a smile. She was getting spunkier by the minute. Why had he ever thought she needed his help? He continued to munch on the chips, held the bag out to her, and shrugged as she shook her head.

      “Because you look familiar.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “So you don’t follow the rodeo and this isn’t some fiendish plan to get me alone and steal my soul or my horse or something?”

      She looked down her nose at him, her disdain obvious.

      He sighed. “Eat something. I got Twinkies.”

      Robyn sniffed. “Twinkies are bad for you.”

      “Hell, I know that.”
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      She fought to ignore the twinkle in Dakota Scott’s eyes as he tried to tempt her to eat. How did he have the nerve to pretend to be nice after suggesting she was a prostitute?

      “Don’t you know that Twinkies are going to be the only thing that survives a nuclear war, along with the cockroaches?”

      She stared at him resentfully. There he went again, trying to be funny when he’d not only ignored her attempt to come on to him, but made out he was some kind of knight in shining armor. He never paid for sex, so frickin’ what? Did he think he was so attractive that every woman he met had the hots for him?

      Trouble was, he might be right. When she’d seen his muscled torso in the bathroom, she’d had no choice but to reach out and touch his glorious chest. She set her jaw. She had to keep him interested enough to let her tag along with him when he left.

      She fixed a smile on her face and crawled across the bed to sit on the corner closest to him.

      He stopped unwrapping his Twinkie and studied her. “You going to eat something now? The sulk is over?”

      “I wasn’t sulking.” She lifted her chin. “I have a temperature and a headache. It’s no wonder I’m feeling a little off-balance.”

      His expression softened and he reached over to squeeze her hand. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry. Hell of a situation to find yourself in.”

      Tears crowded her throat. Damn him for being nice again. She wanted him to be a conceited jerk who deserved to be taken down, not a thoughtful, considerate guy. He handed her a napkin.

      “Here, have some chips and a Twinkie. You’ll feel much better once you’ve got some sugar and salt inside you.” He stood up. “I’ll get the coffee.”

      She watched him pour, his movements smooth and graceful for such a tall guy. The thought of fucking him actually seemed okay. Sex was still the only thing she had to give him. She’d just have to try a more direct track.

      “So you’re a cowboy, right?”

      “Yeah, you found me out.” He glanced at the door. “What was it that gave me away? The boots, the spurs, or the hat?”

      She smiled despite herself. “How about the hay sticking out from your ears?”

      He winked. “Nice one. But, yeah, that’s what I do, along with some other things.”

      “Where’s your horse?”

      “Tommy’s on my brother’s ranch having a week off along with the other guys. I usually have at least two horses with me when I travel, sometimes three. I was just glad the horse part of the trailer was empty when I came to a dead stop just outside town today.”

      Robyn ate a chip, ate another one, and then a third. God, they were good and her favorite flavor.

      “How about you? What do you do?”

      She swallowed too fast and coughed on the crumbs. “Oh, a bit of this and that, mainly for my family business.”

      “Which is what?”

      “Based in Los Angeles.”

      He frowned. “I can’t say I like that city. It’s so huge, and it takes forever to get anywhere on the freeway. My brothers live farther up the coast in San Francisco and Oregon.”

      “And where do you call home?”

      “It depends. Up until recently I would have said Arizona—that’s where my mom and stepdad live—but now I’m looking to set down my own roots and have my own home.” He drank his coffee, gestured at Robyn to drink hers. “It depends what happens in the next six months as to where I end up.”

      She studied him. How nice to have such quiet confidence and self-assurance. She had no idea where she’d be tomorrow, let alone in a year. Panic and anger clashed uneasily in her stomach. She clutched her plastic cup so hard, coffee spurted out of the top.

      “So are you heading back to Los Angeles, Jane?”

      Robyn just stared at him. Was she? Did she really want to go back there and deal with the ruins of her life and her family’s indifference? In reality she knew she had no choice. She had to return and face up to her responsibilities. She took a deep breath and put her coffee down. “I’m heading wherever you’re heading.”

      “What?”

      She leaned closer and laid her hand on his knee. “I’m willing to do whatever you want if you’ll keep me around.” She slid off the bed and knelt between his thighs. “Absolutely anything…”
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      Dakota leapt to his feet, spilling coffee and crumbs everywhere. He glared down at Jane. “What the hell are you doing?”

      She looked up at him, her expression one of injured innocence. “What do you think I’m doing?”

      He sat back down. “Nothing I asked for, nothing I want.”

      “You don’t want a free, no-strings-attached blowjob?”

      His cock did and stirred in anticipation. He forced his mind back to cold showers, injuries he’d sustained while riding, bleak winter landscapes. It didn’t work.

      “Listen, Jane, or whatever your name is, I’m tired. All I want to do is get some sleep and be ready to leave as soon as those guys fix whatever is wrong with my truck.”

      “It’s Robyn.”

      He frowned. “What?”

      “My name is Robyn.”

      Her hand slid up his thigh again and he clamped one of his over it.

      “Whatever your name is, I still don’t want you.”

      She started to cry, the tears falling down her frozen face. He wanted to howl. Why did women do this? Didn’t they know how unfair it was? Hell, of course they did.

      “Don’t you find me attractive?”

      “I don’t know you well enough to say that.” Her lip trembled and the speed of the tears increased. He hastened to continue. “I’m sure you’re a beautiful woman and that someday some guy will make you very happy, but it’s not going to be me.”

      “But I don’t want to be happy. I want to make you happy.”

      Her fingers moved again, came to rest perilously close to where his disobedient cock yearned to be serviced. He slammed his hand over hers again, cursing silently as he rubbed against his half-aroused flesh.

      “I’m perfectly happy just as I am, thanks.”

      She moved closer until her mouth was only a couple of inches away from the fly of his jeans. He tensed as she pursed her lips and let out her breath.

      “You sure look like you could do with a blowjob.”

      He gave up the struggle to restrain her hand and resorted to grabbing her by the shoulders and forcibly lifting her onto the bed. She looked up at him, her eyes wide, and her tears miraculously disappeared.

      “You do want me.”

      “Nope, my cock might because he’s got no sense, but I don’t.”

      She cupped her breasts and rubbed her thumbs over her nipples. Dakota swallowed hard as his shaft throbbed and thickened in his jeans.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      She licked her lips, her gaze considering. “Because I want to, and because you’re here.”

      He backed away until his shoulders hit the bathroom’s doorframe. “Sex should mean more than that, shouldn’t it?”

      “Why? What’s wrong with two people whiling away a few hours fucking?”

      Dakota folded his arms across his chest. Damn, he felt like her parent or something. Where had she learned such crap? “If you don’t know the answer to that, I can’t help you.”

      She knelt, her hands balled into fists, her expression incredulous. “You think you’re too good for me, don’t you?”

      “No, I’m tired, I want to get some sleep, and that’s it.”

      He turned away from her, went into the bathroom, and locked the door behind him. He sat down on the toilet seat. What should he do? Hide out here for a few hours until she either went to sleep or left in disgust? God, what a disaster. He really should steer clear of women; he obviously didn’t have what it took to deal with them.

      He scowled down at his jeans, ran an impatient hand over his erection. He might as well have a shower and take care of his disobedient cock while he decided what to do next. He turned on the water and checked the lock. No way did he want her coming in and giving him a hand.

      He pictured her on her knees before him, taking him into her mouth, and bit back a groan. What difference would one night of anonymous sex make? Fuck buddies and casual relationships had never sat well with him.

      Maybe she was right, and he was a big prude who thought he was better than anyone else. He stripped off his clothes and stepped into the tiny shower. Fine. She could think whatever she wanted. He wasn’t going to have sex with her when she was so vulnerable. He soaped his cock, which didn’t agree, and kept his hand moving until he knew he had to come.

      So her name was Robyn … He closed his eyes and leaned back against the cold, wet tile, biting his lip as he climaxed. He turned off the shower, rubbed himself dry, and reluctantly stepped back into his dirty clothes.

      Time to cowboy up and go back out there in a more amenable state of mind to face whatever she had to throw at him.

      To his relief, she’d turned off the lights and lay on her bed, her back to him. Back to sulking, then. With a sigh of liberation, he slid under the covers and stretched out. After listening to her regular breathing, he cautiously unzipped his jeans and gave himself a little more space to maneuver. He’d have to face her in the morning, which would be all too soon.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn lay rigidly under the thin blankets as Dakota settled himself down to sleep. Her jaw hurt from clenching her teeth so hard, and she was close to crying again. How dare he not want to have sex with her! Didn’t he know who she was?

      She smiled bitterly into the darkness. Of course he didn’t, and now she was being ridiculous. He probably wouldn’t care anyway, what with his old-fashioned morals and all that. She studied the illuminated face of her Rolex. It was going to be a very long night…
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        * * *

      

      Dakota half woke up and moved his hips in time to the gentle motion of his cock. God, this was a great dream. He felt good, his body humming with sexual tension, his cock primed to come. He groaned and slid a hand between his legs, only to hear a voice calling out from the other bed.

      “Want some help with that, cowboy?

      He went rigid and opened his eyes to find Robyn sitting up in bed watching him. She only wore her bra and panties and had put the bedside lamp back on. She winked at him.

      “Nice to see you can get a hard-on. I was beginning to worry.”

      He sat up and with some difficulty zipped his jeans over his cock.

      “Go to hell, Robyn.”

      Dakota moved off the bed, grabbed his hat and boots, and headed for the door. Outside, it was still warm and humid. God, he was so hard it was difficult to walk, let alone think straight. He’d rather spend the night in his trailer than go against every decent instinct he possessed and fuck a woman he didn’t know or care for.

      He glanced back at the motel as he turned the corner onto Main Street and then stopped dead. Dammit, he’d forgotten his frickin’ keys! There was no way in hell he could get into his trailer, and there was equally no way he was going back inside Room 15 to face whatever her name was.

      He contemplated the deserted street and turned reluctantly back toward the motel. Maybe he could turn on the charm and get Dorothy to give him another room, or at least wait out the night in her office.
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        * * *

      

      Robyn stared at the door as it slammed shut behind Dakota, her mouth hanging open. He’d actually walked out on her. He’d fucking walked out on her! She couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.

      He’d wanted her all right. She’d seen it in his eyes, and she was pretty sure that him murmuring her name was what had woken her up. Why hadn’t he acted on his desires? She grabbed her T-shirt and put it back on before heading for the bathroom. She fumbled around for the light. The room still held a hint of steam and peach-scented soap from Dakota’s shower.

      He’d made her feel like the bad guy.

      She clutched the bundle of clothes tightly to her chest. A tear slid down her cheek. Maybe the photographer who’d asked her to pose nude had been right and there was nowhere else for her to go but onto the street or porn.

      But what good would she do there? She couldn’t turn on a lightbulb let alone a man. Tears slid down her face and soaked into her clothing. She glanced at the bottle of painkillers. More than enough to kill herself with, but she wasn’t willing to try that again. The last time she’d woken up with a tube down her throat having her stomach pumped, she’d taken that idea permanently off the list.

      What was she going to do? She couldn’t stay here. She needed Dakota Scott’s help. He was the only man she’d felt like she could trust in years. But had she alienated him completely or was there still time to try something else? She got dressed and walked back into the bedroom. He had to have gone back to his truck to bed down there. A glint of metal caught her eye on the bedside table.

      He’d left his keys behind. A smile trembled on her lips. No keys, no comfortable hiding place. Maybe she could coax him back. She grabbed her coat, took his keys along with her own, and cautiously opened the door.

      There was no sign of him. Robyn eyed the motel office, which was still lit up, the orange vacancy sign flashing on and off. Were there people in there? She thought she could see movement. Maybe Dakota was trying to persuade Dorothy to give him another room.

      Robyn marched to the office and opened the door. Through the pink beaded curtain, she saw Dakota leaning over the registration book chatting amiably to Dorothy. She pinned on a bright smile and went right up to him.

      “Honey, did you realize you left your keys?”

      He glanced up at her, his expression wary. Robyn flashed a conspiratorial smile at Dorothy.

      “My sweet little honey bun was probably trying to get another room, so he didn’t have to wake me up. He hates it when we fight. Isn’t that right, baby?”

      Dakota stared at her. “I figured you’d prefer to be by yourself, lambkins.”

      She linked her arm through his. “Oh no, honey, you just come right back to bed. Wouldn’t want to bother Ms. Dorothy with our silly problems, now, would we?”

      She exhaled slowly when he allowed her to tug him away from the desk.

      He tipped his hat at Dorothy. “Sorry to bother you, ma’am. Have a good night.”

      Robyn kept hold of his arm until he was firmly back inside their room.

      He sat down on the bed and held out his hand, his expression guarded. “Can I have my keys?”

      She shook her head. “Not until you hear me out.”

      A resigned look crossed his face. “Dammit, Robyn, I just want some sleep. Can’t this wait until morning or are you planning on harassing me again?”

      “I didn’t come anywhere near you!”

      “You know what you did.”

      She stared at him, all her anger disappearing in a rush along with her self-confidence. His image blurred as tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      He shifted his feet but kept his gaze fixed on her. She waited for him to speak but he didn’t.

      “I’m sorry for coming on to you.”

      “Okay.”

      “Aren’t you going to shout at me?”

      “What’s the point? You apologized. I accept your apology.” His expression sharpened. “Now tell me what’s really going on with you, or I’ll walk out of here and never come back.”

      She slowly exhaled. God, she was so tired of lying. “Okay. I need a ride out of here.”

      “I guessed that.”

      “And I thought the best way to get it was to appeal to your baser nature.”

      “By using sex, right?”

      She shrugged, tried to smile. “It’s all I have to offer at the moment.”

      “I was going to give you a ride anyway.”

      “You were?”

      “Of course I was.” He frowned. “Did you think I’d leave you stuck here alone?”

      Unable to bear the outrage and honesty in his gaze, she stared down at her clasped hands. “I don’t know where I’m going.”

      He sighed. “I guessed that as well.”

      “I don’t know anything anymore.”

      “Who does?”

      She risked another glance at him, saw the understanding on his face, and took a deep breath. “Would you let me tag along with you for a while? I promise to behave myself.”

      He stared at her for so long that she started to shiver. He held out his hand. “Okay, but no funny business, right? And you’ll have to help out.”

      She grasped his hand and shook it, feeling a curious desire to throw herself at his broad chest and weep. She restricted herself to a grateful smile as he took off his Stetson and his boots.

      “Now I’m going to sleep. See you in the morning,” he said.

      She retreated to her own bed, lay down fully clothed and curled up in a tight ball. Within minutes, Dakota started to snore. She listened to the gentle buzz and found her eyes closing.

      After all her years in show business, she’d forgotten that there were people who were straightforward and honorable, who meant what they said and genuinely tried to help their fellow man without some kickback. She smiled into the darkness. Who would have thought that telling the truth would work so well? Maybe she’d try it again in the future.
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