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      The air in Cheyenne tasted like victory. It was a heady brew of fried Oreos, livestock, and cheap beer, all of it supercharged by the roar of a crowd that loved a winner.

      And tonight, I was their goddamn winner.

      The stadium lights beat down, baking the sweat to my skin as I soaked it all in.

      Another buckle for the collection.

      Another night of girls throwing themselves at my boots.

      I felt the familiar thrum of adrenaline, a low hum beneath the tight denim hugging my thighs. My plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up to show off my forearms, felt like a second skin.

      I was built for this.

      Carved from dirt and defiance.

      Then I saw him.

      Kent Rustler.

      He leaned against the steel of the chutes like he was a part of the damn structure, all thick muscle and weathered denim, a crooked smirk playing on his lips. Thirty-six wasn’t ancient, but in this sport, it made him a fossil.

      A legendary fossil, sure, but one I was ready to put in a museum.

      A smirk pulled at my lips as I swaggered over.

      “Figured I’d find you over here, old-timer.” I stopped a few feet from him, hooking my thumbs in my belt. “Gettin’ a good look at what a real champion rides before they put you out to pasture on the senior circuit?”

      Kent turned his head, slow and deliberate. His gray eyes, hard as granite chips, took me in. He brought a hand-rolled cigarette to his lips, the tip glowing a fierce orange before he blew a stream of smoke into the air.

      A crooked, knowing smirk formed on his face.

      “You still got a big mouth, Callahan. Guess some things are just harder to break than a wild bull.”

      His gaze dropped. It traveled down my chest, over the polished silver of my buckle, and settled pointedly on the bulge in my jeans. “You ride good for a kid. Got fire. But you ain't got the stamina for a real champion's ride.”

      Kid.

      I was 25.

      Still in my prime—unlike him, clinging to his glory days.

      I hitched my jeans up, feeling the weight of my own championship buckle press against my gut. “Last I checked, I stayed on my bull. Same as you.”

      “I ain’t talking about some farm animal, pretty boy.” His smirk widened, a dangerous glint in those piercing gray eyes. “I’m talking about a real prize.”

      He pushed off the gate, his sheer size eating up the space between us. He stopped right in front of me, close enough I could feel the heat radiating off his massive chest.

      I stood my ground, refusing to give him an inch.

      He took another long drag from his cigarette, never breaking eye contact. “Tell you what, hotshot. Let’s make this interesting.”

      He flicked the butt to the ground, crushing it under the heel of a scuffed boot.

      “You lose tonight… you don’t just lose the title. You come back to my truck, and you ride me. Bareback.”

      He couldn’t be serious.

      Ride him.

      The implication hung there, thick and heavy as rodeo mud.

      “And I'm gonna last a lot longer than eight seconds,” he added, his voice dropping to a whisper.

      My jaw went tight enough to crack teeth.

      I felt the blood rush to my face, a hot wave of pure, uncut fury.

      The crowd’s roar faded to a dull throb in my ears.

      He was testing me, pushing me, trying to see if I’d fold. My mind raced, grabbing for a comeback that didn’t sound like I was running scared.

      I puffed out my chest.

      “You wish, you old fuck.” I forced a laugh. “I don’t swing that way. And I sure as hell ain’t interested in lettin' you ride my dick either.”

      I spat on the dirt floor between his scuffed boots.

      “You wanna make a real bet? Something a man would put his name on?”

      His eyes narrowed, the smirk never leaving his face.

      He was enjoying this.

      “I’m listening.”

      “When I win, and I'm gonna win, you put your money where your filthy mouth is. Cold, hard cash. But you don’t just double my winnings,” I said, pausing for dramatic effect. “You retire.”

      I stuck out my hand.

      Kent looked down at my outstretched hand, then back up to my face. His gaze was analytical, like he was sizing up a particularly ornery bull. Then that slow, wicked grin returned, wider this time.

      He didn’t just shake my hand.

      He engulfed it.

      His grip was pure power.

      Calloused, rough, his fingers wrapping all the way around my own, squeezing until my knuckles ground together. The pressure was a direct challenge, a physical promise of the dominance he’d laid out in his bet. I met his stare, pouring every ounce of defiance I had into my eyes. I squeezed back, my muscles straining against his iron clasp.

      “You got a deal, Callahan,” he growled. “You better ride like your ass depends on it.”

      He held my hand a moment too long, before he finally released his grip.

      He turned and walked away.

      I was left standing there, my hand tingling and my gut twisted into a tight, angry knot.

      The deal was struck.

      Now I just had to win it.
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      The chute gate flew open.

      A ton of pissed-off muscle and horn launched into the floodlit arena. I clamped my thighs, my knuckles white on the rope, the raw-hide burning into my glove. The bull, some monster they called Widowmaker, was a hurricane of twisting sinew and rage. The crowd dissolved into a violent, earth-shaking blur. Dust flew. The crowd roared, a distant ocean of sound. I felt the familiar burn in my core, the glorious strain in my legs.
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