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Chapter One

Jared MacIntyre pushed back the curtain in the ER to tend the bull rider paramedics just brought in. A disheveled blonde woman in tight jeans and a bloody, ripped, long-sleeved western shirt lay unconscious on the gurney. He checked the chart. Bull rider from the Copper Springs Rodeo. The woman was dressed like someone who would be at a rodeo. 

He walked closer, caught a whiff only those who associated with cattle tolerated, and peered at her face. His chest crushed in around his lungs. 

Lacey Wallis.

The last time he’d seen his best friend’s cousin, Lacey had been tagging along after them at the carnival their senior year in high school. She’d been a pain, trying to one-up them in everything, even though she was five years younger and a girl. But her tenacity and smile had her popping up in his mind many times over the years as he watched men complain and beg out of things Lacey would have tackled with joy. Yes, joy and tenacity were the words that best described Lacey.

He shoved the memories to the back of his mind and went to work, doing what he’d been trained to do—discover the trauma and help the doctors make the best decision for the patient. She was unconscious, but he didn’t see any bruising or abrasions on her head. Her left arm was another story. He’d seen arms like this while a medivac in Iraq. A bomb hadn’t mangled this arm; it was a two-thousand-pound bull. 

“What do we have here?” Dr. Parley asked as she entered the room. 

“The patient needs x-rays to see how much damage was done to the left arm. The paramedics stopped the bleeding. And a cat-scan might be in order if she doesn’t wake up during the x-rays.” He glanced down at Lacey, resisting the urge to sweep the blonde hair, dulled by dirt, off her forehead. He’d never seen her so still. 

Dr. Parley did a quick evaluation and nodded. “I agree. Get on this stat. The longer her lower arm goes without blood, the less chance her hand will function properly.” 

Jared nodded and grabbed the end of the gurney, wheeling Lacey down the hall to the x-ray department as a noisy group of people entered the ER.

***
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Lacey woke to hellfire in her arm and pounding in her head. Slowly, she opened her eyes. The room was white, smelled of antiseptic. Damn! She was in a hospital. It was the third time since she’d started riding bulls. Her mind shot back to what she could remember. She’d managed to stay on Red River for eight seconds. The buzzer sounded. When she’d released and landed, her feet had caught in the soft rutted dirt and she’d tumbled onto her back. The few short seconds she’d stumbled and fallen to the ground were a blur, but the image of the bull’s massive hoof coming down on her left arm was as bright and clear as a high-def photograph. 

That was why her left arm hurt like hell. She tried to raise it, but pain seared up her arm and caused her stomach to churn. She twisted to prop her body up on her right arm and get a look.

“Hey, you need to remain flat for a while yet, or you’ll have a headache worse than when you came in.” 

She aimed her gaze at the sound of the voice. It had a familiar tone. When her gaze landed on the man’s face, there was no mistaking those dimples or those dark blue eyes. Jared McIntyre. She continued staring, taking in the more chiseled features that proved the boy had grown into a man. His dark hair was just long enough to curl in her fingers, if she got the chance to run her fingers through it as she’d fantasized about many times as a teenager and even as an adult. 

Jared was the one boy she’d wanted to notice her when she was thirteen. He’d been the handsome high school quarterback and one of the highest scoring players on the basketball team. His features had matured into an even handsomer man. And he still worked out. Muscles stretched his short-sleeved, blue, scrubs. Her cousin hadn’t said anything about Jared becoming a doctor or that he lived in Bozeman. She’d only heard he’d joined the military.

“Cat got your tongue?” Jared asked.

“N-no. I’m just surprised to see you. Here. In Bozeman.” Since she’d started riding bulls, she never thought much about how she looked. She needed to fit in, be tough, and not care if her hair was mussed. But at this moment, she wished she was a model or anything but a dirt sucking bull rider. 

“How does your head feel?” he asked, picking up her wrist and taking her pulse.

His gentle touch sent her heart racing. 

One dark eyebrow lifted, and he set her right hand back down on the covers. He held out a thermometer. “Open up. I need to monitor you for infection. That arm of yours looked like you’d been in a Jeep hit by an IED.” 

She shuddered, thinking her arm had to have looked pretty bad for an ex-military person to say such a thing.

He checked the IV sticking out of her right arm. “Were you really on a bull when this happened?”

The skepticism in his voice was the same she’d received every time she said she was a bull rider. She’d been riding bulls since high school. Once the boys, and now men, learned she had as much passion and heart to ride a bull as they did, they didn’t give her any guff. In fact, they helped her with her technique and watched out for her when a newbie came along and talked smack about her. She’d been working her way up the circuit and trying for a shot at the National Finals Rodeo. She’d finally made it. Riding Red River and staying on until the buzzer, had clenched her spot in the NFR, but now... She turned her head to her left. “My arm. How soon can I get back on a bull?”

“Lacey, you can’t be serious.” His tone sounded like her parents’.

She peered into Jared’s eyes. “Dead serious. This ride clenched my spot in the Finals. Do you know how long it took me to make this goal?”

He shook his head. “I don’t. Brett said you were riding in rodeos, he didn’t say you were sitting on top of two-thousand pound animals. Is this what you’ve been doing since high school?”

“Yes. I’ve been working my way through the ranks to be the first woman to ride a bull at the National Finals. This ride did it. I stayed on eight seconds. Red River is one of the highest scoring bulls in the circuit. My score had to have put me in the top three and that’s all I needed to secure my spot.” She glanced toward her strapped down arm. “I would have had a clean ride if my feet hadn’t gone out from under me when I dismounted.” The stumble could have cost her her dream. 

“Why?” He stood beside her bed, gazing down at her with the same bewilderment she received from family. 

“The victory is in knowing the beast under you is fifteen times your weight and stronger than anything you’ll ever come up against. He wants you off his back, and you try your best to outwit him and stay on.” She smiled. “It’s the challenge. And for me, it will be riding at the Finals and showing the world a woman has the same grit and determination as a man.” 

“But you aren’t a girl any more. You can’t keep trying to outshine the boys.” Jared’s words sounded so much like her father, she readied her usual response.

He opened and shut the door quickly, leaving her alone with her thoughts.

She lay in bed, her arm throbbing, and contemplated how she could spin what happened into good publicity instead of bad. All these years she’d avoided interviews with announcers, papers, and the association. Most of the rodeo associations didn’t like that she rode bulls, but she had her card and paid the fees. There weren’t any rules that said she couldn’t ride bulls. But at the same time, they were always looking for a way to keep her from riding. This accident, if it garnered too much publicity, could do that. 

She drew in a deep breath. Her arm had to heal quickly, and she had to keep all publicity about this accident upbeat. Where was her phone? She needed to find out if she had qualified for NFR and then tweet how she was looking forward to the experience.

Chapter Two

Jared wasn’t surprised to see Lacey’s folks or Brett when they strode down the hall toward him. He’d called his friend when Lacey went into surgery the day before. All three still lived in Duncan, Montana— five hours from Bozeman. It was the reporters following behind them that bothered him. 

“Where’s security?” he asked the nurse sitting behind the reception desk in the ER.

She picked up the phone and spoke into it.

Jared pulled the Wallis family into the ER break room. And stood with his back to the door to keep the reporters out. 

“How bad is it?” Mrs. Wallis asked. She was a daintier version of Lacey but just as tough. The Wallis family had gone through hard times while trying to make the family ranch, the Tumbling Creek, support two families. 

“I told her to stop this foolishness the last time she was in the hospital,” Mr. Wallis said, putting an arm around his wife’s shoulders and glaring at Jared as if he were the one who put their daughter up to riding bulls. The man was nearly his height of six feet, but leaner. His graying hair made a Velcro band around his head, keeping his ball cap from sliding off his bald top. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Wallis, Brett.” Jared shook hands with the two men. “She’s doing well considering the damage to her left arm.”

“She’s always been a tough one, but riding bulls...” Mr. Wallis shook his head.

Jared knew how the man felt. If he had known the feisty girl would grow into a woman hell-bent on riding bulls, he would have tried to help change her crusade. “You can’t go charging in there and tell her what you think. She needs to see you love and support her. That arm is going to take a long time to heal. Maybe by the time it heals, she’ll find something else she’s just as passionate about.” 

“How long did they say it will take her to heal?” Brett asked. He had Lacey’s hazel eyes, but his hair was reddish brown and his six-two frame was wiry like Lacey’s dad. 

“Eight to ten months with the possibility of a surgery during that time.” Jared ran a hand through his hair. “I won’t lie to you, I’ve seen arms not as damaged as hers that had to come off.” 

Mrs. Wallis gasped. 

“Luckily, we have a top-notch surgeon in the area who worked on her. Lacey will keep her arm, but right now no one knows how much use she’ll get out of it.” Jared studied Lacey’s parents. They nodded their heads.

“Can we see her?” Mrs. Wallis asked. 

“Yes. As soon as security gets rid of the reporters. It appears her qualifying for the Finals is a big news story.” He shook his head. How could anyone want to see a woman ride a bull? 

He glanced out the small window in the door. Carl, the security guard, was moving the press back out to the reception area. Jared opened the door and pointed toward the ward with the recovering patients. “She’s in room two-fifty-four. Down this hall and make a right at the end.” Jared put a hand on Brett’s arm, keeping him from following the couple. 

“Is there something you’re not telling my aunt and uncle?” Brett asked. His worry for Lacey was palpable. The two families had been close, every holiday they were together. Brett had told Jared that Lacey was like a sister to him. 

“Why didn’t you keep her from getting up on bulls?” Jared had been wondering this ever since he’d realized who she was and what had put her in his ER. 

Brett stared at him, narrowing his eyes. “Don’t you think I’ve talked to her until I was blue in the face? She won’t listen. She thinks riding the bulls and besting males is her calling. She’s twenty-eight years old. She should have found a man, settled down, and become a teacher by now. But she keeps following the rodeo circuits and riding bulls. From what you told us, she won’t be able to ride another bull. I don’t know what that will mean, now that she finally has her ticket to her dream.” Brett rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “She’s wanted a chance at the Finals since she put a helmet on and shoved a mouthpiece between her teeth. The last time she ended up in the hospital she broke her leg. She’d insisted she could still ride with a cast.” He shook his head. “And damn if she didn’t. She even placed in the money at two of the rodeos she attended with that damn pink cast.”

Jared had latched onto his friend’s comment about becoming a teacher. “Does she want to be a teacher?”

“Hell, I don’t know. I just threw that out there because she gets along well with kids. She helped me out at the ranch the last time she was laid up. The kids all loved her.” Brett lifted the cowboy hat from his head and scratched his forehead. “I guess I’ll invite her to come stay at the ranch with me and help out while she heals and figures out what she wants to do next. If she goes to her parents, they’ll just keep badgering her.”

“And you should, too.” Jared didn’t like imagining what could have happened to Lacey if the bull had stepped on her chest instead of her arm. 

“Badger her?” He snorted. “It doesn’t do any good. All the family did that when she was riding bulls in high school. Seemed like the more we told her not to, the more determined she became to do it.” Brett tipped his head toward the reception area. “How about you take a couple weeks off, stay at the ranch, and see if you can help her with whatever her next step in life will be? I could also use help keeping her from doing things she shouldn’t.” He slugged Jared’s shoulder. “She’s always had a thing for you.”

Jared stared at his friend. “What are you talking about?”

“Why do you think she followed us around during our senior year of high school? She was in puppy love with you.” Brett sauntered down the hall, leaving Jared to wonder why his friend hadn’t mentioned this before. 

***
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Lacey opened her eyes at the sound of cautious footsteps. The nurses and doctors strode into the room with purpose. If it was someone with the press, she wanted to pretend she was asleep. But her curiosity got the better of her and she opened one eye. Her mother stepped up to the bed, her eyes brimming with tears. Why did Brett have to call her parents. It always upset them to see her in the hospital. She loved her parents, but hated seeing the fear in their eyes and hearing their pleas for her to stop riding bulls. However, the adrenaline rush of riding had become an addiction she wasn’t ready to kick. 

“Mom, what are you doing here?” She glanced beyond her petite mother and spotted Dad. The concern and scowl on his aging brow, tugged at her conscience. Guilt became a greater pain than her physical pain. “And Dad. How did you know I was here?” The only person she put on her forms as next of kin was Brett. Had the rodeo manager called him?

“How are you, darling?” Mom asked, her hands clutching Lacey’s right hand.

“Brett called us.” Dad stood beside the bed, his ball cap in his hands. The bald top of his head reflecting the sunlight coming through the window. 

“I’m fine. Just banged up my arm.” She still couldn’t raise her arm. Any effort to move any part of it brought on pain. 

“What are you going to do now?” Mom asked, as Dad slid a chair behind her. She sat and stared into Lacey’s eyes. “You could stay with us. We’ll take good care of you.”

And tell me every day you knew this would happen. Even though she felt guilty for causing them pain and fear, it was her life. She’d made that clear many times. Just as she’d told them she had no intention of working for the Wallis Excavation Company. Her younger brother, Nate, and Brett’s younger brothers, Garth and Dillon, leapt at the chance to drive equipment all day rather than ride horses and chase cattle. Her parents and Brett’s parents even seemed to thrive off the ranch. She and Brett were the only two who had their grandpa Wallis’s love of horses, cattle, and the great outdoors. “I’ll be fine once I get out of the hospital. I’m sure I can work for the feed store—”

“Not with a bum arm you can’t,” Dad jumped in. “You could answer the phone at the shop.”

At that moment Brett stepped through the door. “Hey, Hot Rod, looks like the bull won.” 

She’d never been so happy to see anyone at that moment than her cousin. “I won. I stayed on for eight seconds. I just couldn’t get my feet under me and ended up on the ground with the bull dancing around me.”

He winced and her mother gasped.

“That ride got me into the Finals.” She couldn’t say or think that enough. After twelve years, she had finally made it in the rankings to ride in the Thomas and Mack Center in Las Vegas. But would her arm heal enough she could compete?

Brett glanced at her parents. They all knew something she didn’t.

“What aren’t you telling me?” She glared at each of them. “Who told you what?”

Brett stepped closer to the bed. “We were talking with Jared—”

“What did he say?” Lacey clenched her mother’s hand so tight she squeaked.

“He said you won’t be able to use that arm for eight to ten months.” 

She mentally did the math. That wouldn’t be until May of next year. Way after the NFR. “I don’t need this arm to ride. I grip the bull rope with my right hand. I want my day at the Finals.” Which wasn’t likely to come if word got out her arm wouldn’t be healed in time. Tears burned the backs of her eyes. She’d come so close to fulfilling her dream.

“But darling, the damage you could do to it if you...you ride.” Mom released her hand and glanced over her shoulder as if asking Dad to say something. 

Jared stepped into the room. “Dr. Parley is here to check on the patient.” 

Lacey could have kissed Jared for getting her family out of the room so easily. Mom stood, thanked the doctor for taking care of her daughter, while Dad and Brett stood at the door, waiting for her. 

When they disappeared, she turned her attention to the woman doctor. “Someone told my family I wouldn’t be using this arm for eight to ten months. Is that true?”

Dr. Parley studied a chart then raised chocolate brown eyes to study her. “I understand you are a bull rider and think you’re tough, but you will have to refrain from riding any bulls for at least eight months. Longer would be better if you want to have full recovery.” 

“I don’t use my left arm for riding. It’s in the air.” Eight months! She’d be so out of shape it would take her a year or longer to get back into the physical condition she was in now. Not to mention mentally. 

“Flinging your arm about and perhaps reinjuring it is up to you, but if you want to have as pain free a life as possible, I would recommend finding another means to support yourself.” The doctor unstrapped her arm from the board underneath and raised the dressings. “We need to keep this cleaned and antibiotics on it until the wounds heal enough we can cast.” 

Jared nodded his head and wrote in the chart the doctor had handed him. 

Lacey tried to see the damage, but the way Dr. Parley held up the bandages, she couldn’t see her injury.

The doctor left. Jared pulled the soiled bandage off, giving her a glimpse of her arm. The sight churned her stomach. She stared out the window as he worked. 

“You’re quiet,” he said. 

“I’m thinking.”

“Good, I wouldn’t want you feeling sorry for yourself.” 

She whipped her head around and glared at him. “I’m not feeling sorry for myself. I’m trying to figure out what to do with myself while I heal.” And how to avoid the press. She didn’t want anyone speculating she wouldn’t be fit for the Finals. Not until she could determine how well she could sit a bull by December.

“You could help me at Tumbling Creek,” Brett said, walking back into the room. 

“You have a use for a one-armed ranch hand?” she asked.

Jared strapped her arm back to the board to keep it immobile. “She can’t be doing anything that will put stress on this arm.” 

She started to glare at Jared but caught the concern in his eyes. Her heart stuttered. Did he, after all these years, care about her? 

Chapter Three

Jared found himself taking his breaks at the same time of day Lacey was in rehab. He sat in on the “torture” as she called it. Dr. Parley had given Lacey the go ahead to get her cast and leave the hospital tomorrow. Jared had also scheduled a two-week vacation and promised Brett he would bring Lacey with him to Tumbling Creek. The press had stopped trying to get in to see her once they’d realized it wasn’t going to happen. 

“I was beginning to think Dr. Parley was never going to release me,” Lacey said as he wheeled her back to her room after a rehab session. 

“If you don’t follow her instructions when you get out, I’ll make sure you are right back in here,” he said, pushing Lacey through the door to her room. He hadn’t visited her in the room for a week. It now resembled a flower shop. “You must have a lot of admirers.” 

And one stood in the room holding a bouquet. 

The cowboy looked to be younger than Lacey. He held his hat in one hand and daisies in the other. “Hi Lace. I didn’t think you were the fancy flower type.” 

Even his voice sounded young to Jared. He didn’t like to think the other bull riders had sent her the flowers and possibly been visiting her like this young cowboy.

“Hi Skip.” Lacey smiled at the cowboy. “Shouldn’t you be on the road?” 

“I was in Idaho last weekend, headed to South Dakota. Thought I’d check in on ya.” His cheeks darkened in color as his gaze landed on her left arm. “Good thing it was your left arm ole Red River stepped on.” 

“Yeah.” Lacey said a bit too cheerful for Jared.

He should have left, but he wanted to see if she had a thing for this youngster. 

“I was surprised to hear they were keeping you this long. Usually, after an arm or leg break most of us are up and out of the hospital in a day.”

Her eyes narrowed. “If you think I won’t be at the Finals, you’re all thinking wrong. I’ll be there. The break to my left arm requires rehab, but my right hand is still strong enough to hold on to the bull rope and keep me in the money.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I wasn’t tryin’ to say...”

“You be sure and let everyone know, I’ll be walking out in the arena with all the other finalists come December and showing those cowboys how to ride a bull.” 

He shoved the flowers at her. “I’ll sure tell them. Get well.” His youthfulness showed at how Lacey’s bossiness sent the cowboy scurrying for the door.

“You made him tuck tail,” Jared said, plucking the flowers from her hand.

“Skip is a good kid. His older brother was hurt pretty bad a couple years back. He always checks on a bull rider who goes down.” She stood and walked to a pile of letters. “These are what I cherish. Letters from young girls who want to be like me and ride bulls.” 

Jared shook his head. “His brother was hurt by a bull and he still rides? Why would any female, or male for that matter, want to crawl up on an animal that could crush you with one step?” 

She turned her hazel gaze on him. “It’s like a fever that gets into your blood. When you have a good ride and the crowd cheers, it’s like you conquered something few can conquer. When I’m on the back of a bull, riding out the twists and jumps, I’m not a helpless female, I’m in charge of my destiny. I’ve dreamed of the day when I would jump off a bull at the Thomas and Mack Center after the eight seconds and everyone would know a woman can ride a bull and make it to the biggest rodeo event.” 

He stared at her. Her eyes glittered as if stars had fallen in them and her smile was a mile wide. Would she ever find anything that gave her the same rush? And how did a young girl come up with the desire to ride bulls? 

He walked around the wheelchair and stood behind her. “It’s not going to happen now. That arm isn’t going to be in any shape by December for you to ride a bull.” He started to put his hands on her shoulders but heard a noise at the door and dropped them.

“Lunch,” said the duty nurse, carrying in a tray. She glanced at him and then Lacey. 

“I’ll be by at eleven tomorrow to pick you up,” he said to Lacey.

“I’ll be ready sooner if you can get here before eleven,” she said, sitting on the bed. 

He nodded and hurried back to the ER. How had his desire to befriend her and help her family get her moving in a different path with her life, changed to a desire to be near her? He’d witnessed heat and desire in her eyes a time or two when he’d caught her watching him. And damn if it didn’t arouse something in him he hadn’t felt in years. Which worried him. He’d not be able to keep his hands off her for two weeks at Tumbling Creek if she kept looking at him that way. If not for Brett depending on him to help keep Lacey from overdoing it, he’d back out of this trip. He couldn’t have a woman in his life who thrived on danger. The memories would return. 

***
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Lacey was dressed, her cards were all packed in her duffel bag, and her injured arm wore a bright green cast. Her torn skin and injured muscles had healed enough to apply a cast. She glanced at the clock. It was five minutes later than the last time she’d checked. What was keeping Jared? Dr. Parley had been in early to give her the pep talk about not using her left arm and hand for anything other than rehabilitation and to stay off bulls for eight months.

The doctor obviously hadn’t heard the news. Lacey had caught a brief clip the night before by the PRCA, saying Lacey Wallis had qualified for the NFR with her ride at Copper Mountain. And while she had qualified, it was up in the air if the first woman to qualify in bull riding would be physically and mentally ready after being trampled by Red River. 

After hearing that bit of news, she’d shut off the television and cried tears of frustration. 

All those lonely nights, sitting in a motel room waiting for the competition the next day while everyone else went out and celebrated because she didn’t want anyone to say she made her way up the ranks by sleeping with anyone. The hours with her mentor and millions of push-ups, pull ups, and abdominal work she’d done to keep in shape to ride. All for nothing. 

A wheelchair entered the room pushed by Jared.

She turned her head, swiped at the tears pooling in her eyes, and pushed away any thoughts of not going to the National Finals. 

Lacey picked up her duffel bag. “I don’t need one of those. I hurt my arm, not my leg.” 

Jared strode over, took the bag, and grasped her elbow. “Hospital policy. You’ll leave the premises in a wheelchair. Sit.”

She would have dropped into the chair, but she’d learned early on that jarring her body, jarred her arm. Once she was seated, Jared plopped her bag on her lap and settled her feet on little platforms by the front wheels. 

“Are you taking any flowers?” he asked.

“Nope. I told the nurses to distribute them to patients on the floor.” She waved her good hand toward the door. “Move ’em out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jared rolled her out of the room, down the elevator, and out the back of the facility into the wonderful sunshine. They had a five-hour drive to reach her cousin’s dude ranch outside of Duncan.

“I never get tired of breathing Montana air,” she said, more to herself than to Jared.

“It does smell different.” He opened the passenger door of a half-ton Dodge pickup. “It smells like home,” he added as he helped her out of the wheelchair and into the truck. 

She had to agree but wasn’t going to tell him that. She’d traveled all over the states and even up to Canada a few times looking for rodeos that would boost her rankings. Every time she came back to Montana, she did get a feeling of home, no matter whether she was in the mountains, on the plains, or barely over the state line. 

Jared put her duffel in the tool box in the back, ran the wheelchair back into the hospital, and slid behind the steering wheel. “Hungry?”

“I wouldn’t mind grabbing a burger somewhere and eating it as we drive. I want to get away from this hospital.” She noted his raised eyebrow. “No offense to you or the other nurses and doctors, but I’m tired of smelling antiseptic air and hearing squeaky shoes.” 

He laughed and said, “There are days after a long busy shift, I feel the same way.” He put the truck in gear, and they pulled out from behind the back of the hospital.

“Did you take me out the back because there are still reporters wanting my story?” After the clip she’d watched the night before, she was beginning to think she might want to tell them she would be at Finals. Her arm wouldn’t keep her from competing. But unless she sent them a notification that she wouldn’t be competing, they would leave her on the roster. Would just having her name as a finalist make her happy? She’d have to think on that a bit. But her gut said she needed to get up on a bull in the Thomas and Mack Center to have accomplished her dream. 

“Yeah, there are still a couple diehards who haven’t left the hospital in hopes of getting your side of things.” He glanced at her. “Do you want to tell your side?” 

“Yes and no. I would tell them I will be competing at Finals, but I’m afraid they’ll ask about my injury and figure out it’s more than a break.” She wanted to keep her options open and not give the association any chance to fill her spot with someone else.

“Competing? Haven’t you heard a word Dr. Parley told you?” Jared’s tone held a note of protectiveness.

“Haven’t you ever had a dream? I finally have a chance at my dream. I can’t just say, I can’t compete, give my spot to someone else. December is two months away. If I stay in shape, I can still sit on a bull and fulfil my dream.” She studied Jared’s profile. He had such a strong face. It would be easy to sit back and let him take care of her, but she’d been on her own too long to let a man, or anyone else, take on her problems. “You didn’t have to drive me to Brett’s ranch.” She’d been trying to decide if she was excited about spending more time with Jared or annoyed. 

“I’ve been meaning to get out and see his place since he turned it into a dude ranch. I had some time coming.” He glanced over at her. “Do you mind my being at the ranch while you’re there?” 

She stared into his blue eyes until he had to pay attention to the road. She’d had few boys or men look at her with such... she wasn’t sure what she saw, but it stirred her insides. “I don’t mind. It could be fun watching you ride a horse.”

“I know how to ride a horse. What makes you think I don’t?” He swung the truck into line at a fast food restaurant. 

“I said I wanted a burger, but I meant from a place that actually uses beef and the juices drip down your chin.”

Jared watched her. “I figured you ate at places like this all the time.”

“Are you kidding! I need real food in this body, not preservatives. Keep driving. I’ll shout when I see a good place to eat.” She leaned back in the seat, wishing she had something to prop her arm on. 

At a stoplight, Jared studied her. “Is your arm hurting?”

“A little.”

“Watch out.” He pulled the center of the seat down, making a rest for her arm. 

“Thank you. That helps.” Before she had her arm completely comfortable, he pulled into a parking lot. 

“How’s this?”

She glanced up at the building. “This will work. Are you going to order or are we going in?”

“We’ll go in. I don’t want my hands busy while I’m driving.” He slid out of the truck and was opening her door before she had her seatbelt off. 

“Thank you.”

He nodded and put a hand on her lower back, escorting her into the restaurant. The touch was possessive and protective. His fingers heated her skin, taking her thoughts to a place other than the restaurant they’d entered. 

She hadn’t notice he’d brought in a coat until he bunched it up and placed it beside her on the booth.

“Rest your arm there while you eat.” He brushed a wayward strand of hair off her face and sat in the booth opposite her. 

Lacey’s heart skittered in her chest from his thoughtfulness. 

They ordered their food and talked about Tumbling Creek Ranch and Brett while they ate.

As they climbed into the truck, her cell phone jingled. Jared stood next to her, ready to give her a boost into the truck since she couldn’t pull with her left hand. Lacey slipped the phone out of her back pocket and stared at the screen. She didn’t know the number but it could be someone from the next rodeo wanting to drop her from the roster. 

Using her thumb, she swiped across the screen. “Hello?”

“Hi Lacey, this is Dave Lathom from the PRCA. We heard about your accident and wanted to check in and congratulate you on making it to the NFR in December.” His voice was cordial, but she heard a bit of reserve also.

“Thank you. I’m looking forward to participating at the Finals.”

“We haven’t been able to learn about your injury from the last rodeo you participated in. Will it cause you any problems for participating in the Finals?”

They were fishing to see if she would be competing. “I’ll be ready to ride.”

“Then you won’t mind if we send someone to do a piece on you for a couple of magazines, as promotion for the Finals?” His tone was more an order than a question.

“That would be fine. I’m leaving the hospital today and will be staying at my cousin’s ranch, the Tumbling Creek, outside of Duncan, Montana. You can send someone there.”

“You’ll remain there until NFR?”

She glanced over at Jared. “Most likely.” 

“I’ll be in touch when someone is assigned to the story.”

“Thank you.” She swiped her phone off and stared ahead. An interview for publicity. She hadn’t thought about that while she was working to be the first woman in bull riding finals. The thought she’d have to stay upbeat and not let on how badly her arm was damaged, took some of the starch out of her legs.

“What was that all about?” Jared asked, grabbing her arms and helping her stay on her feet. 

“The PRCA is sending someone to do a story about me. You know, to help publicize the rodeo finals.” She peered into his eyes. Anger and worry swirled in their depths. 

“Why aren’t you telling them the truth. Your left arm may not be ready for you to compete. And if you do...” He held her tight. As if he could hold her in this one place and she wouldn’t be able to compete. 

The pressure of his muscled body against her caused her mind to drain of all rational thought. She wasn’t a virgin, but her dances in the sheets had been few and a long time ago. Her heart raced, pounding in her ears. 

“Whoa, don’t faint on me. If you’re tough enough to ride a bull, a telephone call shouldn’t rattle you this much.” Jared stared into her green eyes rimmed with brown. He’d moved close when he’d noticed her legs giving out. But holding her tight, his body was coming to life in a way it hadn’t in six years. As much as he’d like to explore these sensations, he knew better than to get mixed up with another adrenaline junkie woman. 

His words had the effect he’d hoped for. Lacey’s body became rigid in his arms. Her eyes sparked, and she shoved him away with her good arm. 

“I don’t like speaking to reporters. The one time I did back in the beginning of my career, the man had made comments about how in this sport, I’d have to sleep my way to the top.” She put her good hand on his shoulder, using him for leverage as she pushed up into the truck seat. “I vowed then to not talk to any more reporters. I did all of this on my own.”

He didn’t like the idea of anyone badmouthing Lacey. Especially, saying she slept her way to the finals. That would be ridiculous. But just the accusation had triggered his anger and protectiveness. After she settled in the seat, he closed the door and got behind the wheel. “Give me the guy’s name and I’ll go punch him in the nose.”

She laughed and said, “I don’t think he’d even remember. It was a long time ago.”

He put the truck in gear and headed out of town. “Do you get many of those comments?”

“Not usually. Once in a while someone who scored lower will make a comment similar to that.” She frowned. “I think they want a reporter to ask questions more about if I’m fit to ride in December than anything else. That’s the feeling I got from the man who called.”

He shook his head. “They have every right to be concerned about you being fit enough to ride. You could have been killed. The association would get bad press if you, or any woman, died from a bull. Why do you keep doing it?”

“Why do immigrants keep coming to the United States? For freedom. The right to do what they dream of.” She tipped her head back against the seat. “I’m tired.” 

He let the conversation drop. But his one priority the next two weeks would be to talk her out of riding a bull again. 

Chapter Four

Lacey couldn’t stop squirming in the seat. It had been over a year since she’d visited Brett’s dude ranch. This time of year, with school back in full swing, it would be older couples and middle-aged single people looking for adventure. 

“I’m impressed,” Jared said as they drove under the large metal archway with curvy lines and the words Tumbling Creek. This had once been the Wallis family ranch. Brett bought everyone out and was keeping the ranch alive as a dude and resort ranch. 

“Brett has made our granddaddy’s ranch into something special. My dad and brother and his dad and brothers didn’t want anything to do with it.” She was proud of her cousin and his efforts to keep the ranch in the family and make money.

“He’s told me about all his work here over the years, but the only time I visited was right after I came back from Iraq.” Jared’s eyes dulled. “I needed some calm to think things out.”

“He’s made major improvements since then,” Lacey said, skipping over Jared’s melancholy but locking the information away for later when she could ask Brett. 

Jared pointed to the people walking out of the main house. “It looks like he’s added some help as well.”

Lacey smiled. Perhaps her cousin was finally following his heart. She’d met Melanie Trask the last time she’d visited. But for some reason both Brett and Melanie denied they had anything more than a boss and employee relationship. 

The truck stopped at the end of the walkway to the large, log, main house. To the left were eight smaller cabins for the guests. Beyond that a barn, stable, and corral. 

Brett pulled her door open. “Good to see you up and walking around.”

She punched him in the shoulder with her good hand. “I’m never down for very long.” Lacey stepped out of the truck and found Brett on one side of her and Jared on the other, carrying her duffle bag and his. 

“It’s good to see you again,” Melanie said, walking forward and smiling. 

“You, too. Are there any guests right now?” Lacey asked. 

“Until this weekend, just you two and the Oatmans.” Melanie stepped aside so they could enter the house. 

Lacey never tired of seeing the large log home. As a child, they’d spend a week at the ranch during Christmas. All the family gathered here to be close to her grandparents. Since Brett took over, the families met at one brother or the others for Christmas dinner only. 

This time she noticed doilies, fancy throw pillows and afghans that had to be Melanie’s doing. “The place looks wonderful!” Lacey said, spinning and taking in all the subtle changes that made it look like a home rather than a lodge. 

“Melanie has an eye for decorating,” Brett said, with a hint of pride in his voice. 

“This is a big change from the last time I saw the place,” Jared said.

“Brett, take Lacey’s things up to the guest room. Jared, we’ve given you one of the cabins.” Melanie looped her arm through Jared’s, moving him back to the door. 

A sting of jealousy had Lacey spinning from the sight. 

“Here, you need her things,” Jared said. Within seconds he was beside her, handing her duffle to Brett. “Make sure she doesn’t use that hand or arm at all.” He peered into her eyes. “Don’t start practicing for some other male dominated occupation.”

“Mr. McIntyre, you act as if you don’t trust me to take care of myself,” she teased. 

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re too bull-headed to think past your next thrill.” 

She glared at him, and he spun on his heel, exiting the house with Melanie.

Brett laughed. “Have you two been going at it like this the last two weeks?” He started up the stairs. 

“In a way. He doesn’t understand my desire to ride bulls, and I don’t understand his need to see me give up my dream.” She followed him up the stairs and down the hall to the same room she’d stayed in her last visit.

Brett dumped her duffle on the trunk at the end of the bed. “You know where everything is. Dinner will be at seven. Be on your best behavior, we will have an older couple eating with us.”

“I’m always on my best behavior.” She unzipped her duffle as he walked out of the room. “Except when Jared is around.” There was something too precise and held in about him that made her want to see him explode. She had a feeling when he let loose, he’d be as hard to ride as a bull. 

***
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Jared stood at the corral, mulling over why he gave a damn that Lacey might have lost her chance at her dream. He hated that she rode bulls and could have been killed, but at the same time he admired her drive. 

“Nickel for your thoughts.”

He turned to the voice that had sent his body tingling two weeks ago. “Not sure you’d like them.” 

Lacey stepped up beside him. He liked that she’d changed into a body hugging T-shirt. She looked feminine, even though he knew under those clothes was the hard muscle of an athlete. 

“Hmm. Then you’re either thinking about how to get me to quit chasing my dream, or what happened in Iraq that sent you here for peace and quiet.” Her hazel eyes studied his face. 

He was surprised she cared about why he needed solace after his last tour in Iraq. But he wasn’t ready to reveal that part of his life. To tell her about Anita would open wounds and make him worry even more about Lacey. He also understood a person needed a reason to go on. His medical career had helped him ease the pain of losing Anita by showing him he could save others. He just wished Lacey’s dream wasn’t so destructive.

“I was wondering if that phone call is only the beginning of more. Maybe you should call a press conference and tell them about your injury and your dream.” 

She stared at him. “You care whether or not I get a chance to ride in the finals?”

“I don’t like you riding bulls, and I don’t like to see dreams crushed.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Everyone needs a dream or goal. It’s what gets them out of bed every day.” 

“What is your dream?” She stepped closer, nearly touching their bodies. 

His body sprang to life at her nearness. He cupped the back of her head with his hand and brought her lips an inch from his. “To forget the past and take charge of the future.” 

Her wide eyes stared into his. “How about take charge of the present?” The breath from her words whispered across his lips moments before she closed the inch between them. 

She’d made her move, now it was time for him to make his. Jared opened his mouth and she followed. His tongue sought her moist heat and sweetness. He could tell by her clumsy attempts to mate her tongue to his, she had less experience. The knowledge only made him want to show her more.

The hand not holding her head, slid up her side and cupped her breast. She moaned and pressed closer. He squeezed her breast and slid his leg between hers, lifting her slightly. Her body wiggled, and he felt her desire heating his thigh. 

A horse snorted and stamped a hoof. 

He broke free of the kiss and lowered his leg. This wasn’t the place to bring her to an orgasm. 

Lacey’s hand fisted in his shirt. She peered up at him. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No.” He nodded toward the barn and the buildings beyond. “I’m not a fool. Someone could come along...” He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t want anyone to get the wrong impression about you or me.”

“What does that mean?” She released his shirt and took a step back.

“I won’t take advantage of you when you’re vulnerable.” The sparks in her eyes revealed he’d said the wrong thing. But he needed to keep her away. While he cared for her, and God knew his body reacted to her without provocation, he didn’t want her in his life. She was too much like Anita. He couldn’t lose another woman he loved.

“I’m not vulnerable. I might have a bum arm, but I am sure as hell not vulnerable. I knew what I was doing when I pressed my lips to yours.” She spun away from him and marched into the barn. 

The door slammed shut. 

“No, you aren’t vulnerable. I am.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and headed out across the meadow. A walk would do him good. 

Chapter Five

Lacey walked into the dining room that evening expecting to find Jared missing. But he sat at the set table, conversing with an elderly gentleman. 

“Take the seat next to Jared,” Brett said from the head of the table. 

She walked around the end where Melanie sat and took her seat between Melanie and Jared. The older couple across the table from her smiled and nodded. 

“Mr. and Mrs. Oatman, this is my cousin, Lacey Wallis. She’s staying with us while her arm mends,” Brett said.

“Pleased to meet you,” she said to the couple.

“Were you in a car wreck, dear?” Mrs. Oatman asked.

“A bull wreck. I was riding in a rodeo and the bull came down on my arm.” She smiled and tapped the green cast.

“Oh my! Were you one of the people who rides a horse and saves the cowboys?” the woman asked.

Lacey shook her head. “No ma’am, I was riding the bull.”

Mr. Oatman pointed a finger at her. “I hope you showed that bull what-for.”

She laughed. “I rode him the full eight seconds. It was after the buzzer I got this.” 

“Good for you. You don’t hear much about women riding bulls.” Mr. Oatman said to his wife. 

“You haven’t been watching the news,” Jared said.

Mrs. Oatman’s eyes widened. “You’re the woman the news has been talking about? The first woman to be a finalist for the rodeo they hold in Las Vegas every year?”

“That’s me. It’s been my dream since I first sat on a bull in high school.” She glanced at Brett. He had a concerned expression, but he didn’t say anything.

“On my way here today, I received a call from the PRCA asking if I would give an interview for publicity. I’m not very good at talking to reporters, but I want everyone to know a woman made it to the bull riding finals.”

Mr. Oatman cleared his throat. “I owned a newspaper for thirty-five years. If you want, I could help you practice what to say.”

Lacey couldn’t believe her good fortune. “You don’t mind? The last time a reporter interviewed me, it didn’t go well.”

“I’ll say. He put words in her mouth,” Jared chimed in.

Lacey felt her cheeks burning. She didn’t want anyone else to know how the man had twisted her words to make her sound like a slut, but she also couldn’t help but notice how it had offended Jared as much or more than her. 

“What happened?” Mr. Oatman asked.

“The man twisted my words and made accusations that were false, only I was young and didn’t know how to answer them. When the story came out...” She shook her head. “I found out who my friends were.”

Mrs. Oatman glanced at her cast. “Will the cast be off by December?”

“No.” Jared answered. 

Lacey glared at him. “You don’t know. You aren’t psychic.”

“I know from a medical standpoint, if you don’t have another surgery on your arm in November, you won’t be able to use it fully. That means there will be another cast on your arm in December.” Jared flashed a gaze from the older couple to Brett and back to her. “If you don’t have that surgery, you won’t be able to do much of anything with your left arm. Is your dream worth crippling yourself for life?”

She heard the anger in his words. “It’s my dream. I’ll be there arm healed, or not. I’ve made it this far and I won’t allow anything to keep me from something I’ve earned.”

Jared shoved his chair back and stood. “I said I believed in dreams, but I can’t stand by and let you purposefully toss your life away. This time it was only your arm, what if the next time a hoof comes down on something vital?” He strode out of the room. 

All eyes were on her. She didn’t understand his outburst. 

“Let’s eat,” Melanie said, passing the dishes to the Oatmans.

Lacey put little on her plate. She barely kept up with the conversation as her mind replayed Jared’s reaction. 

After the meal, Lacey made a stab at helping Melanie clear the table. 

“Go on, you don’t need to help. You’re still recuperating,” Melanie said, shooing her out of the kitchen.

Brett was saying good night to the Oatmans. When the couple left, he stopped beside her. “Come for a walk with me.”

She nodded not really in the mood, but not wanting to go to her room just yet. 

They wandered down to the stream that the ranch was named for. Tumbling Creek was named after the dozen or more small waterfalls that the water tumbled over as it meandered down the side of the mountain before flowing through the meadow. 

“Has Jared told you anything about his tours in Iraq?” Brett asked, stopping by a downed log and sitting.

She sat beside him. “No. We’ve barely talked about anything other than my arm and my riding bulls. 

“Try not talking about the bull riding around him. Ask him about why he’s a nurse instead of a doctor and why he hasn’t been interested in a woman since he left the military.” 

She studied her cousin. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

“I’m telling you to get to know the man. You two are giving off pheromones when you’re in the same room. But he isn’t going to jump into something that will tear his heart out again.” 

“Again? What are you talking about?”

“It’s not my place. Just tone down the bull riding talk and get him to open up about his past.”

She shook her head. “I already know he doesn’t want to talk about it.” He didn’t want to talk about the past, but it had been evident in their tangled bodies by the corral that afternoon, he was interested in the present. 

“I can guarantee, he will, if you can show him you aren’t trying to kill yourself.”

“What are you talking about? I’m not suicidal.” She glared at her cousin. 

“Your desire to ride a bull is to Jared.” Brett stood. “Think about what I said. Act like a normal woman, not some crazy lunatic who has to prove you can ride a bull as well as a man.”

She watched him walk away as the moon lit up the meadow, dancing sparkles across the creek. Lacey continued to sit on the log, watching the deer slowly step out into the meadow and listening to an owl greet the night. 

Brett was trying to tell her something. She glanced back at the cabins. Two had lights on. One had to be Jared. Time slipped away, and she was that thirteen-year-old with sweaty palms, hoping Jared would look at her and see more than the tomboy. 

He knew she was a woman by the way he’d kissed her that afternoon. She’d never thought riding a bull made her less feminine. When not at a rodeo, she wore dresses now and then. She’d had a few men ask her out, but they never sparked anything in her. Not the way Jared always made her body heat and her insides go all squiggly. 

Her gaze landed on the opening cabin door. Golden light poured out into the night. A tall, broad-shoulder form walked out, stood on the porch a moment, and then started out toward the meadow. Her heart raced. Jared was coming toward her. Had he seen Brett talking to her, or had Brett told him she was sitting out here? 

She riveted her attention on the water gurgling over the rocks in the creek. The closer he came, the more alive her body became.

Jared still wasn’t sure why he was headed out to see Lacey. Brett had stopped by and said she was sitting on the log by the creek. His friend hadn’t said more than that. He evidently knew the two had grown closer these past weeks and wanted them to get along while at his ranch. It was pushing their friendship, the way he’d stormed out of the dining room in front of Brett’s paying guests. 

The meadow grass swished as he walked through it toward the dark lump on the log. The moon was a sliver of yellow in the dark, star-filled sky. 

He walked up behind Lacey. “Mind if I have a seat?”

She didn’t startle. Didn’t even glance up at him. “There’s plenty of log.”

He sat, leaving a good foot or better of log between them. “I’m sorry I blew up.”

“Me, too.” She continued to stare at the stream.

“You didn’t blow up.” He studied her profile in the faint moonlight.

“I’m sorry you blew up. Sorry my life makes you uncomfortable.” She faced him. “What I don’t understand is why?”

It would be easier to start with the obvious. “My living is patching people up, seeing them after they’ve had trauma. I understand car wrecks, accidents, but intentionally putting your body in harm...It doesn’t make sense.” 

“You were in the military. Didn’t you put your body in harm while in Iraq?” 

“That was different. I put myself in danger to help others. I was a medic. It was my job to help the wounded and bring them back alive.” He shut his eyes and tried shutting his mind to the horrors he’d seen and the people he couldn’t save. 

“I understand. But didn’t you also get a thrill out of slighting death not just for you but for your patients? Helping a soldier get back home alive?” She bumped his knee with hers. “I don’t ride for the sake of riding. I’m good at it. My instructor and mentor told me, ‘a guy with an ear tore off looks tough, a girl with an ear tore off looks ugly,’ meaning if I didn’t want to cause a stink and get a bad name for women in the profession, I had to be as good or better than the men to not muck things up for any other woman who wanted to ride bulls. I wanted to help open the opportunity to more women and show the world, we are strong enough, agile enough, and have enough brains to ride bulls.” 

He snorted. “I would have never pegged you as a feminist.” 

“I’m not. I’m for equality for everyone, no matter their gender, race, or philosophy. No one should be told how they can or can’t make a living. It has nothing to do with feminism and all to do with being able to do what I like and I’m good at.” She put a hand on his leg. “What about you? You’re an ER nurse. Typically, a female job but not so much anymore. Why not a doctor?”

Jared tried to ignore the soft, playful way she asked and the hand slowly moving back and forth on his leg. He’d not seen this side of Lacey before. His resistance to her compassion wasn’t working. 

“I had to make too many life and death decisions while in the military. A nurse gives their opinion and lets the doctor make the final judgement of the situation.” He put a hand over hers. “It’s nice to have the weight lifted off my shoulders.” 

She nodded. “I can understand that. A person can only take so much pressure and they need to back off.” 

He’d never thought of the decision making as pressure, but it had come to a boiling point. With his job now, he went home every night feeling he’d given his best and could sleep. There were times in Iraq when he hadn’t slept for days second guessing a decision he’d made in the field. 

Tired of thinking about the past, he asked, “When do you think that reporter will come do the interview?” 

“I don’t know.” She exhaled. “I hope Mr. Oatman can prepare me with good answers. I really don’t want it to be a ‘toss Lacey Wallis under the bus’ piece.”

“Do you want me to be there? I can stand up beside you, maybe make whoever the reporter is think we’re an item and that may keep any questions like that from arising.” He didn’t want her riding bulls, but he also didn’t want some reporter trying to make a name for themselves to use lies about Lacey to make their mark. 

“If you’re here when they arrive, I don’t mind, but if they ask intimate questions what are you...we going to say?” Her gaze flitted from him to the creek and back. 

What was she hoping he’d say? What could he say?

“We’ve known each other most of our lives. Not as close as say, your cousin and you, but I would think we could come up with something that would make it sound plausible.” Knowing he could help her this way made him happy.

“If you told me a little more about you, that would help.” 

He heard the innuendo of her trying to get more about his past and didn’t like where the conversation was going. Time to change it up. “Feel up to a ride tomorrow? I’d like to see all those colorful trees up close.”

“I know the perfect place to go. There’s a meadow up there.” She pointed up the mountain side with her good arm. “The larch, alder, fir, and spruce will be turning colors. And the pine scent...” She sniffed. “You can almost smell them down here.”

Jared laughed and tugged her closer. “You can smell the pine and you can smell Montana. Makes me wonder if you aren’t part dog.”

“I can be very loyal.”

The whispered words before her mouth covered his, stole his thoughts and sent blood rushing to his cock and whooshing in his ears. He pulled her closer. She draped her legs over his and her good arm around his neck. Jared fell into the kiss, exploring her heat and sweetness with his tongue and her toned body with his hands. 

His hands skimmed over the taunt muscles on her side, back, and belly. When he slipped his hand inside her bra and grasped her firm breast, she pressed closer, tipping her head back. The invitation wasn’t lost. He skimmed his teeth down her neck and pushed her shirt up, revealing the pebbled nipple he held in his hand. A flick of his tongue across her nipple caused Lacey to moan and squirm in his lap. 

This added friction to his growing cock had him close to exploding, but he didn’t want to stop. It had been a long time since he’d had a woman with so much fire and passion that he didn’t want to think about where they were or what the consequences could be. 

“Jared,” Lacey said in a raspy voice. 

“Yeah,” he croaked.

“Can we take this to your cabin?” She stopped squirming and placed her hand on his erection. 

He sucked in air, hoping he didn’t lose it. “That might be a bad idea.”

She continued to rub her hand up and down his length under his jeans. “Why? I can tell you are in to me as much as I’m into you.”

Jared grabbed her hand, so he could think. Her ministrations had him seeing stars. He drew in several deep breaths and said, “I have a feeling it has been a while since we’ve both had sex.” He felt her slowly pulling back. “I don’t want anything with you to be a one-night stand. I have your cousin’s friendship, your parents’ respect, and my conscience to think about.”

“So, you’re saying, you’d ignore this,” she dropped a kiss on his lips and pressed her bare breast against him, “Because of my family and your conscience?” 

“Yes.”

Chapter Six

Lacey didn’t know whether to be angry or happy. Her body was a burning inferno, and she had enough wisdom to know the only thing that would douse the fire was a romp in bed with Jared. And here he was being noble, stating he didn’t want a one-night stand. 

“Cowboy, I don’t do one-night romps. If we went to your cabin, it would mean I planned to be loyal to you until you told me to take a hike.”

Jared grasped her head, holding it in front of his face. “How many men have you slept with and told them you’d be loyal?” 

She swallowed. She hadn’t thought her lack of experience would come out. After all she was twenty-eight and a decent looking woman. She should have slept with lots of men by now. “One.”

“Damnation!” Jared exclaimed and released her. “How long were you loyal?”

“A lot longer than he was. We were twenty. I thought he cared about me and my dream to ride bulls. Turned out, he thought I was just another buckle bunny. I came home from a rodeo and found him in bed with a real buckle bunny.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. She’d never been so mad or ashamed as she had been that night. She’d hung her hopes and dreams on Keith and he’d tore her heart in two and her faith in men who weren’t family. 

“Lacey.” Jared pulled her into his arms, holding her tight. She liked the way his body engulfed her, making her feel safe and loved. He kissed her cheek. 

She turned her face, meeting his lips with hers. She’d never craved the touch and taste of anyone like she did Jared. 

He took over the kiss. Once again, her body started humming, her senses roared to life, experiencing every touch of his hands, his lips, his body. It had been a long time since Keith, but she knew her body never came to life under his hands like it did with Jared. 

He had her t-shirt up again. He’d pulled her bra up, to reveal both breasts. His wide hands spread across her back, holding her up so her breasts were near his mouth. One by one, he sucked, nibbled, and flicked the nipples, making her body shiver and wetness soak her panties. 

“Jared, please, either take me here or take me in your cabin, I can’t...” The words were swallowed as he captured her mouth in a kiss and swung her up into his arms. 

She barely registered the movement of him carrying her as he continued to kiss her. 

This was like a story she’d once read in a book. The hulking knight carrying the damsel to his lair. Only she would experience the knight’s ministrations first hand, not as words on a page. 

His steps crunched in the gravel walkway to the cabin. His lips left hers as he fumbled with the door knob and finally pushed the door open with her hip. 

He set her on her feet and kicked the door closed. The heat and desire in his eyes made her heart leap into her throat. She’d never dreamed anyone would look at her that way.

She took a step toward him, her hand catching the bottom of his shirt. 

He shook his head, moved her hand to her side, and tipped her chin up, kissing her chastely on the lips. “We’re going to take this like it’s your first time. Slow, easy, and memorable,” he whispered across her lips. 

Her body quivered in anticipation. “I don’t want slow and easy. I want hard, fast, and hot.”

“No. We’ll do that another time. This time we do it my way or...” He glanced at the door. “You can leave here wondering what you missed.”

She swallowed, even as her feet were thinking about walking just to see if he’d call her back. His big, throbbing package she’d touched earlier wouldn’t like her to walk out the door. Her body pulsed with need. She’d never be able to sleep if it wasn’t sated. 

“I’m yours,” she said, staring into his eyes. 

He smiled, showing off the dimples she loved. Jared reached out, slipping his hands under her shirt. His palms skimmed up her sides. She raised her arms, and he slid the t-shirt off over her head being careful of her arm in the cast. 

When she thought he would unhook her bra, he walked her backward until the bed bumped the back of her legs and she sat. He pulled off her boots and socks, unfastened her pants, and stood her up. 

Shivers skittered across her skin as he slid his palms down her legs, taking the pants down to her ankles. She kicked them off and stood in front of him in her bra and panties. 

She became nervous when he just stood there looking at her, not moving. “Don’t like what you see?” she asked.

“The complete opposite. I’ve never seen a more perfect body.” He stepped close, placed his hands on her back, lifting her up his body and her mouth up to his. His size reminded her of a bull. Big, strong, and uncontrollable. 

She fell into the kiss, opening her mind and body to him. She’d never had a headier ride than the one Jared was taking her on. Her body throbbed and smoldered when he laid her on the bed. His hands came away with her bra. He was still completely dressed as he drew her panties down her legs, leaving her naked on his bed.

“When do I get to see you?” she asked, running her gaze up and down his body, wondering if the physique she’d imagined was hidden under those clothes. 

“I told you, this was going to be slow.” He grabbed her feet, pulled her to the edge of the bed, and spread her legs. 

Her heart raced as she realized what he was about to do. She remained prone on the bed, griping the covers with her good hand, pressing her curls into his face, and panting like she’d run three miles. Her body arched, lightening ripped through her limps, and her mind went blank. 

When she came to her senses, Jared stood at the edge of the bed in his birthday suit and a condom. His broad shoulders, wide chest, hair arrowing down to his narrow waist, and impressive package, started her body heating up all over again. 

He kissed and nipped his way up her legs, thighs, belly, breasts, neck and ended up drugging her with another heart pounding kiss before he slowly eased into her. 

Her body cried out for release until he was finally seated as deep as he could go. 

“Are you doing okay?” he asked.

She pressed her good hand against the small of his back and thrust her hips up against him. “I want every inch of you.”

He set a leisurely rhythm, pressing deep, swirling, and drawing out, sending sensations rippling through her body but not taking her over the edge. 

“Faster,” she begged, trying to make him go faster with her hand clenching one butt cheek.

“There is no hurry. We have all night,” he said in her ear and nipped her lobe.

She liked the idea of all night, but her body was taut, tense, and ready to explode with just the right enticement. 

When she began to think she would never orgasm, he increased the thrusting. Taking her harder and deeper until her body exploded, sparking her nerve endings and flashing colored lights in her head. Her hand slid to the bed, and her body slumped after the initial spasms. She’d never felt so relaxed and happy. 

Jared started to rise off her. 

She wrapped her arm around his neck, holding his wide body on top of her. “Next time, I’ll show you how I ride a bull,” she said, kissing his cheek, her heart feeling free. 

***

[image: ]


Jared sat on the couch staring at Lacey asleep in his bed. What have I done? She told him she was loyal, and he had no doubt she would be faithful to him. He would be faithful to her as well, but what if he lost her like he lost Anita? She had the same daredevil tendencies. Hell, she was talking about riding a bull while her body was healing from a second surgery. 

She murmured and flung the sheet off her body. His cock came to attention at the sight of her toned, athletic body. It was this part of his anatomy that had put him in this predicament. No, he couldn’t blame it all on that head. He’d talked himself into taking her to bed, making love to her, hoping he could overlook the one thing that made her exactly like Anita. Then she said she’d ride him like a bull. Damn if that hadn’t turned him on and at the same time frightened him.

The pink sky heralded another day. He should get dressed, go for a long walk, and clear his head of Lacey. Her good hand skimmed down her body, drawing his gaze to her blonde curls and open thighs, showing the delights awaiting him. 
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