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"Cat Johnson...brings the sport of bull riding vividly to life.” Book Reviews & More by Kathy




In all of her many years interviewing bull-riders as the sideline reporter for the pro tour, Annie Grant has never been tempted, until she learns Luke is back on the market.

Veteran rider Luke Carpenter knows the time will come when he’ll have to hang up his spurs as every year the rookies get younger, the bulls are ranker and he feels a little older . . . that is until one sizzling night with Annie has him feeling like a teenager again.

But when a life changing event turns his world upside down, and he struggles to right it again, he has to decide if he can live with the sacrifices he’s made . . . and if he can live without Annie.

Hooked was originally released by Samhain Publishing. This edition is a reissue, reedited but without any substantial additions or changes to the story.
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Chapter 1

Annie Grant steered the rental car into a spot and cut the engine. She was just gathering her stuff—a large tote bag, a bottle of water and car keys—when the sight of two cowboys crossing the parking lot caught her attention.

Her brain turned to mush and her heartbeat sped. Annie scrambled out of the car so fast she forgot to grab the change of clothes hanging from the hook behind the driver’s seat.

“Damn, damn, damn.” She grumbled aloud to no one as she unlocked the car and grabbed the hangers covered in the plastic dry cleaning bag.

Forgetting things and cursing aloud to herself were just two more indications she’d gone crazy. The first had been when she’d realized she had a crush on one of the professional bull riders she worked with.

What woman in her right mind would want to date a rider? A man who made his living by traveling the world amid hordes of women intent on bedding the star the moment he got off the back of a bucking bull? If he got off without being critically injured or worse.

Apparently Annie was not in her right mind because veteran rider Luke Carpenter had caught her eye a while ago. Recently, more of her anatomy than just her eyes had become very interested in him.

Without even knowing it, Luke had captured her, body and soul. It seemed she wasn’t getting either back from him anytime soon, despite her realization that hoping for more than a working relationship with him was crazy.

And now two of his friends, the guys he’d driven with from the hotel to the arena yesterday, were walking straight toward her.

It was obvious to her now Luke wasn’t with them today, but her hands were shaking anyway just from the brief moments she’d thought he might have been.

Frustrated with her body’s ridiculous reaction at the mere thought of Luke, Annie blew out a loud breath.

Dry cleaning bag draped over one arm and the tote bag weighing down the other, she flung the car door shut with probably more force than was necessary.

She really needed to get control of herself and her schoolgirl crush.

Who knew if Luke would even look twice at her as a woman instead of just a female co-worker? He hadn’t in all the years she’d known him . . . but he’d also had a steady girlfriend all that time.

Now, since the tour had taken its midseason break, that girlfriend was suspiciously absent.

For the first time in years Luke had been going out with the other riders and acting more like a single man than a taken one.

If Annie didn’t get her butt in gear, some other woman would scoop him up. There were plenty of ready and willing women hanging around the local bars after an event looking for riders to flirt with.

That for the past couple of months Annie routinely knew Luke’s whereabouts—who he hung out with, where he went in his free time—only further proved she was crazy.

Practically a stalker.

He would probably run away in fear if he knew she was keeping tabs on him. But she couldn’t worry about that right now, because veteran riders Mustang Jackson and Slade Bower were standing next to her car waiting to walk her inside, because that’s what cowboys did.

Of course Mustang and Slade wouldn’t let a lady walk alone in a parking lot at dusk. If Luke were here, he’d do the same. She knew that for a fact because, like his fellow riders, that’s the kind of gentleman he was.

So why were Annie’s dreams strictly about getting naked and sweaty with Luke and never with any of the other very attractive guys she spent so much time with?

She wished she knew.

“Here’s our little Annie. How are you doing today, darlin’?” Mustang greeted Annie, pulling her out of her pondering.

“I’m good. How are you two?” Annie directed the question to both Mustang and Slade next to him.

“In a couple of hours I’ll be in that arena riding and hopefully taking home some money, so I can’t say I could be any better if I were twins.” Mustang laughed.

Slade nodded. “Amen to that.”

Their enthusiasm had Annie smiling. These guys truly loved their jobs.

Actually, she loved hers too. Yes, the constant travel could be tough, but it wasn’t like she had anyone waiting for her at home.

That thought was less than uplifting.

She smothered a sigh and decided maybe now was the time to do something about her lonely situation. These two cowboys might be just the ones to give her the information she needed about Luke and his current dating status.

“So, are your girls coming to the next event?” With all the casualness she could muster, Annie began some investigating.

She’d have to start slowly and skirt around the real object of her interest for a bit so they wouldn’t get suspicious and realize she was interested in Luke.

“Unfortunately, no. Sage has some tests for her college classes to deal with.” Mustang screwed up his mouth in an unhappy expression.

“Jenna will be there.” Slade practically glowed when he spoke his girlfriend’s name. Obviously he was a man in love.

With a frown, Mustang shot his friend a look. “Yeah, yeah. Rub it in.”

“What? Sorry. I can’t help it if my girl can get away more often than yours can.” Grinning, Slade didn’t look very sorry at all.

Mustang blew out a loud breath. “It’s been two weeks since I’ve seen Sage. My nights have been awfully lonely.” 

“Aw. A whole two weeks? I’m there for you, buddy.” Slade slapped Mustang on the back.

“Yeah, thanks a lot. A man has needs, Slade. Ones you sure as hell can’t fill.” Mustang glanced sideways at her with a grimace. “Sorry, Annie. I shouldn’t be talking like that in front of you.”

Annie laughed at Mustang’s reaction to his slip. “It’s fine, really.”

Thanks to her job as a sideline reporter she was around men pretty much constantly. She was used to them forgetting she was there and talking the way they would among themselves.

Besides, women had needs too. She could totally relate to Mustang’s frustration. In fact, her own needs in that department hadn’t been met in quite some time. Definitely much longer than Mustang’s two week stretch.

Annie smothered the envy she felt. She wanted a man of her own to look like Slade did when he spoke about Jenna. A man to miss her desperately the way Mustang missed being with Sage.

She needed to see about getting one.

Not just any one, but one in particular. “So, um, you know who I haven’t seen around lately? Luke’s girlfriend, Lilly.”

“Huh, you noticed that, did you?” Mustang asked. “No, you haven’t seen her around. Not since the tour went on summer break. Why do you ask?”

The smile that spread across Mustang’s face combined with the intensity of his stare made Annie realize this guy was a little more intuitive than she’d given him credit for.

Annie shrugged as if it didn’t matter and regretted saying anything. “No reason. Just wondering is all.”

“Uh, huh.” Mustang continued to grin while Annie tried to estimate exactly how much longer it would take to walk to the arena from here. She needed to get away from his probing.

“Mustang, leave poor Annie alone.”
One look at Slade proved that even though he was defending her, he was grinning too.

“Why are you two acting so weird? Jeez, all I did was ask about Lilly, just like I asked about Sage and Jenna. It’s nice to have other girls around here after being with you guys all the time.” Annie scowled when they continued to look at her like they didn’t believe a word she was saying.

“Sorry, darlin’. It’s just we’ve noticed how you look at Luke. I was wondering how long it would be before you made a move.”

Mustang had noticed her stalking—uh, observing—Luke? Crap.

“What do you mean how I look at him? I watch all you guys ride. It’s part of my job.” If she was going to report on air about the competition, she had to watch both the rides and the riders.

Of course, keeping an eye on Luke before and after the events was a different story, but hopefully Mustang hadn’t noticed that.

“Nah, uh.” Slade shook his head. “You don’t watch the rest of us the way you watch him.”

“You’re both crazy.” Knowing her expression would show exactly how unhappy she was about the course the conversation had taken, and how close to the truth they’d come, Annie lowered her head to hide from the two cowboys’ scrutiny.

She picked up speed, only to be foiled by the closed door leading from the parking lot to the building. She reached for it as Mustang sprang forward. He grabbed the handle and she was forced to wait for him to open it for her.

Only he didn’t.

He stood, waiting and watching her until she felt compelled to do or say something to get this conversation over with.

If only she could think of something to say.

“Look, Annie. I have one thing to say then I’ll leave you alone.” Mustang’s gaze zeroed in on her face as she waited. The fact he’d used her name and hadn’t followed it up with the usual darlin’ told her he was serious. “For years now we’ve worked with you and you’ve been nothing but professional. Not a one of us will think any less of you if you decide to go for it with Luke.”

Next to Mustang, arms crossed over his chest, Slade nodded. “Agreed.”

Annie let out a half-laugh, half-sigh. “First of all, you’re assuming I’m interested in going for it. Second, who says Luke, or any of the other guys, would be interested in me? Huh? With all the pretty young things hanging around the chutes after the events to meet you guys why would anyone look twice at me?”

At thirty-something—Annie couldn’t even bring herself to name the exact number in her head—she felt suddenly very old next to the barely twenty-somethings hanging around in pursuit of their own champion bull rider.

Slade rolled his eyes and let out a snort. “Yeah, right.”

Meanwhile, Mustang laughed. “Yeah, you’re really old. Jeez, woman. No young girl is going to turn Luke’s head when a real woman is interested. Luke’s been around here long enough to know the real deal when he sees it.”

Was Mustang saying Luke thought she was the real deal? Had Luke talked to them about her while they were hanging out? The guys had all gone out for dinner and beers together last night.

“I’ll believe that when I hear it from Luke.” She’d played it off a dismissive as she could, like she was joking, but her traitorous heart pounded as she waited for them to react.

She was letting Mustang get her hopes up about Luke when she was supposed to be playing it cool. She sucked at dating and men.

“I won’t speak for Luke, darlin’.” Mustang shook his head as he finally opened the door and waited for her to step through. “But you can ask him yourself, now can’t you?”

Damn cowboy code. One rider would never betray the confidence of another. Annie should have known better than to even hope they would.

As they walked down the hallway toward the arena, Mustang glanced at her again. “I can tell you this though. Any man who isn’t interested in getting to know you better is crazy.”

“Mustang Jackson, are you flirting with me?” She laughed, happy to have the subject stray from Luke into territory she could deal with.

He shook his head with a grin. “No, ma’am. If I was flirting, you’d know it.”

On the other side of Mustang, Slade let out a burst of a laugh. “Oh yeah. I can vouch for that.”

Slade’s cell phone rang and he excused himself to take the call, leaving her to walk alone with Mustang.

“Listen, I’m just saying don’t wait for what you want. None of us knows how long we’ve got. Not here on this earth and certainly not here in the pros. In eight seconds out there on that dirt, a man’s whole life can change.”

Annie sobered immediately. She knew. She’d seen it happen. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Make sure you do.” Mustang tipped his hat. Then he headed down the stairs to the rider’s dressing room, leaving Annie with quite a bit to think about.

Annie must have been thinking harder than she realized, because the next thing she knew she’d walked head on into something about as hard as a brick wall, although a lot better smelling.

The rich scent of his cologne—a combination of leather and spice perhaps—assaulted her senses as she gazed up and into the tempting, handsome face of Luke Carpenter.

He grabbed both her arms in his big, firm grasp and steadied her.

Tiny, incredibly endearing crinkles appeared in the corners of his intense blue eyes as he smiled down at her. “Whoa, there. Where are you heading in such a daze?”

He released his hold, but the warmth where his hands had been remained.

Flustered at being caught by the very man who’d been occupying her mind and had caused the daze, Annie scrambled for an excuse. “I, uh, need to change before the broadcast.”

She held up the drycleaner bag full of clothes draped over her arm, feeling the need to prove to him she wasn’t lying. That it wasn’t thoughts of how and when to make her move on him that had her so distracted.

“Ah, gotcha. A woman has to look her best for the cameras.” He smiled.

What was he saying? That she needed all the time she could get to look good?

No, of course not. Now she was being paranoid.

Luke continued, “I better do a little prep work myself.”

“Why?” she asked, letting herself glance at how great he looked in jeans and his sponsor shirt. “You look great already.”

And he smelled even better.

“I meant, I need to get my rope cleaned and rosined up, but thanks.” Luke grinned and Annie couldn’t help but stare at his lips, wondering if they’d be soft or firm when—if—he ever kissed her.

She swallowed hard. “Oh, yeah, of course. Um, maybe I should get that on camera. You know, for the viewers. They might like to see all the preparation you guys go through before a ride.”

God, did that sound as lame to him as it did in her own head? Hopefully it wasn’t totally obvious to Luke that this idea for a piece was strictly so she could spend more time with him, even if it was on camera.

“Great idea. Anytime. You know where to find me. Right now I better get. See ya later?”

She nodded. “Later.”

With a tip of his brown cowboy hat, he was gone, but the effects lingered on.

Annie sagged against the wall and drew in a deep breath to settle herself before she made her way to where she needed to get to herself.


[image: logo]

Chapter 2

The arena before an event was a strange dichotomy of noise and action mixed with quiet anticipation.

The crowd filled the public areas, buying food and shopping at the merchandise vendors before heading to their seats in the stands. But the hall leading from the rider’s dressing room to behind the chutes was a different story.

Annie held up a hand and stopped the progress of her cameraman, Carl, as she approached a group of riders, all down on one knee, praying together before their ride.

Luke was there among them. Her gaze immediately located his dark head bent low.

Guiltily, she also couldn’t help but notice how incredible his ass looked as he squatted on the ground. She yanked her gaze away and waited in silence.

Annie hadn’t been in a real church since she was a child, yet seeing these men on their knees, about to put life and limb on the line, made her wonder if she should be doing a little more praying in her own life.

When they broke from their pre-event ritual and stood ready for action, she moved forward again. Now the public personas would come out as they greeted fans and smiled for the cameras. She wouldn’t be interrupting them walking by with Carl and his equipment.

With the cameraman in tow, Annie climbed the stairs leading to the chute seats—the VIP section located directly above the bulls and riders.

From there, above the action, she had an unobstructed view down into the chutes as well as of all the action taking place behind them where, of course, Luke was prepping for his ride.

He pulled a long strip of white tape off a roll and tore it with his teeth before he wrapped it tightly around the wrist of his gloved hand.

Annie found even that action sexy as hell. She shook her head at how ridiculously easy it was to have her thoughts spiral down from professional to sexual lately.

Unbidden images of Luke’s teeth scraping against some of the more sensitive parts of her body assaulted her, and she felt herself warm inside.

She really needed to get her mind back on her work, because the bulls for the first flight were being loaded and the riders were starting to climb onto the rails.

Luke wasn’t the first to ride, so she forced herself to pay attention to the rider in the chute.

Chase Reese was aboard a big bull named Brom Bones. His best friend Garret James helped pull the bull rope as Chase wrapped it around his gloved hand.

A few adjustments to his chaps and position and after a quick nod to the gateman, Chase was off into the arena.

Annie tried to pay attention as Brom Bones settled into a spin away from Chase’s hand, but her gaze cut to Luke. 

He was chatting with Mustang. Annie’s heart began to pound. What the hell were they talking about? Mustang wouldn’t tell Luke she had a crush on him, would he?

She hadn’t admitted it so she could always deny it, should the subject come up.

What if it did come up? What would Luke think of her silly and most likely unreciprocated crush?

It wasn’t until the loud collective gasp from the crowd did Annie get her attention centered back on the arena.

By the time she located him, Chase was scrambling for the rails. The bull, hot on his heels, had his head lowered and his deadly looking horns aimed directly for Chase’s butt. The rider leapt and flipped over the top rail and into the safety of an empty chute just in time.

Annie forced herself to watch the replay on the big screen so she could see what she’d missed, but even staying focused for the seven point four seconds the ride had lasted was nearly impossible. Her mind was spinning as she obsessed about what—or who—Luke and Mustang could have been discussing.

Watching the video replay on the big screen she saw what she’d missed. Chase had slipped into the well and lost his rope, ending his ride short of the eight seconds he needed for a score.

Only after getting caught up on the action did Annie allow herself a glance in Luke’s direction. He glanced up at the exact same time and their gazes met. He smiled while she blushed and then he was off to get to his own bull while Annie tried to catch her breath.

Mustang helped Luke pull his rope, while Slade used a padded wooden board to force the bull’s body away from the back rail so Luke could get his leg into position.

They were veterans, all three of them. Four if you counted the bull that Annie knew had been around a while and knew the deal. By his actions, it was apparent the bull realized if he leaned against the rail the rider wouldn’t be able to get properly centered.

Finally, Luke appeared ready. His free arm, bent at the elbow, was raised high and the rope was wrapped tight around his riding hand.

Annie tried not to think about how often those ropes didn’t release and the riders got hung up. Mustang was right when he’d said none of them knew how much time they had in this sport or in life.

She shook that sullen thought from her mind and watched as Luke nodded to the gateman. The gate swung open hard and fast, crashing against the rail with enough force to shake the platform she stood upon. The sound of metal clashing against metal rattled her nerves as bovine and rider took off into the arena amid a cloud of dust and flying bull spit.

The adrenaline that surged through her bloodstream was nothing compared to what coursed through the rider’s veins. She knew that. Annie had talked to enough riders just seconds after their rides to see the wild gleam of adrenaline-fueled excitement in their eyes and the shaking in their hands.

What she felt watching them was nothing compared to what they experienced from the actual ride, but it was still enough to make her hands tremble as her gaze tracked Luke across the arena in his battle with a beast ten times his weight.

She should be used to this by now, having watched enough rides over the years to have long ago lost count of the number. But this was Luke.

Watching him ride was different, from the flutter in her chest to the increased anxiety for his wellbeing. That in itself told her what she felt for him was very different than the camaraderie and affection she had for all the other riders.

It also told her how bad of an idea it was having these intense feelings for any rider. Too bad love—or lust—rarely listened to common sense.

Annie’s focus never wavered, not once during the eight-second ride. Definitely not when Luke’s bull had him scrambling for the rails.
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