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Chapter One
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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.
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Chapter Two
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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? 
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Chapter Three
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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.” 
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