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CHAPTER ONE

The unexpected clang of metal against metal split the darkness like a rifle shot.

J.R. Wilde whirled and raised the flashlight he always carried during nightly rounds, aiming the beam down the narrow aisle. Each one of the three dozen pens housed a prized bucking bull owned by the Easy Money Rodeo Arena.

Correction. Thirty-five pens. One was empty! It hadn’t been five minutes ago when J.R. passed by.

Tiny hairs on the back of his neck quivered at the unmistakable sound of a heavy hoof pawing the ground. Slowly, he moved the flashlight beam until it landed on the dusty white face of Ghost, the Easy Money’s most prize-winning bull and their most aggressive.

J.R.’s heart kicked into high gear. “What the—”

The bull lowered his massive head until his nose touched the ground and snorted, his hoof continuing its rhythmic scrape, scrape.

Without waiting around to figure out how Ghost escaped, J.R. dropped the flashlight and ran. Fast as he could. Without looking back.

Not that he needed to look, Ghost was right behind him. J.R. swore he could feel the tip of the bull’s nose nudging him even as the earth beneath his feet trembled.

Fighting for breath, a roar filling his ears, he ran and ran. A burst of adrenalin powered his legs as he pushed for more speed. If he didn’t reach safety in the next few seconds, he’d be stomped to death. Ghost took no prisoners.

All at once, the gate to the livestock area filled his vision and J.R. threw himself at it, arms outstretched. Twisting sideways, he hurled himself over top, right leg first. In his haste, his left leg slipped and caught between the rails, twisting his ankle at an impossible angle. For one precarious, life-flashing-before-his-eyes moment, he hung there, suspended.

Ghost brought all of his nineteen-hundred pounds to a grinding stop in front of the gate and thrust his head forward, attempting to spear whatever piece of J.R. he could get with his horns. He missed by the slimmest of margins.

Acute pain arrowed through J.R. Stifling a yell, he summoned the last of his strength and yanked the leg free. Heaving the rest of his body over the gate, he fell hard, landing flat on his back. Air whooshed from his lungs, and the explosion of pain was nearly as great as the one in his ankle. He’d be surprised if he survived with no broken bones.

Make that re-broken bones. J.R. had sustained a fair amount of fractures in his lifetime.

Opening his eyes, he stared up at Ghost through the rails of the gate and choked out a wheezy, “Missed me.”

The bull rammed the gate with enough force to shake a hinge loose and crumpled two rails as if they were made of tinfoil.

J.R. scrambled to his feet, ignoring the hundred invisible knives stabbing his ankle and back. Continuing this one-sided conversation was both pointless and dangerous. Half jogging, half hobbling, he made his way to the horse barn, which housed both the rodeo arena’s office and a second story studio apartment he’d been calling home for the last two months.

Inside the office, he turned on a light and reached for the phone on the desk. It connected via intercom to the house behind the rodeo grounds where Mercer and Sunny Beckett, owners of the Easy Money, resided.

Mercer answered on the second ring, his gruff voice thick with sleep. “What’s wrong?”

No one used the intercom after seven at night unless there was a problem. It was now nearly ten.

“Ghost escaped his pen,” J.R. barked into the phone. “He nearly got me.”

“Be right there.”

The line disconnected. J.R. didn’t wait for orders from his boss and placed a call to Rusty, the assistant livestock manager and Easy Money employee who also happened to live the closest. Herding Ghost back into his pen was a three-man job.

Rusty answered his phone right away and agreed to be there as quickly as possible. J.R. limped back outside, another flashlight in hand, to check on the bull. He was smart enough to keep his distance. At the entrance to the livestock area, he stopped at a tall pole and flipped a series of switches. Instantly, the entire area was flooded with light.

Perhaps if he’d done this to begin with, he’d have noticed the improperly closed latch or seen Ghost attempting to escape his pen and stopped the bull in time. At the very least, he’d have gotten to safety without injuring himself.

It wasn’t as if J.R. didn’t have plenty of experience with bulls. Or bucking horses or steers, for that matter. With a decade of competing professionally to his credit and seven world championship rodeo titles, he considered himself something of an expert.

Two years away from the circuit spent drowning himself in an opioid and alcohol addiction hadn’t changed that. Neither had an additional six months of sobriety and the grueling climb out of the deep hole he’d dug for himself.

Of all the things he’d lost, and there were many — his job, his income, his pride, his dignity, his reputation, the respect of his friends and family — his knowledge of the rodeo business and bucking stock remained intact.

Mercer found J.R. a few minutes later, keeping watch on Ghost from a safe distance. The bull appeared marginally calmer. J.R. wasn’t fooled. Ghost’s hair-trigger temper could erupt with almost no provocation.

Mercer clutched his forehead in disbelief. “How in blue blazes did this happen?”

J.R. shrugged, only to wince when the motion set off a fresh wave of pain. “I haven’t had a chance to inspect the locks yet.”

“I hired you to prevent accidents like this.”

“I checked on him five minutes earlier. The pen was secure.”

“Obviously not!”

J.R. didn’t argue. His boss had good reason to be mad at him. He had missed something. The proof stood thirty feet away, snorting, stomping his hooves, and eyeing them warily. The other bulls, agitated by Ghost’s rage and brief stampede, milled restlessly in their confined spaces or sparred with their neighbor through the bars.

Tomorrow morning, they’d load up the lot of them for transport to Buckeye and the Senior Pro Rodeo. In the meantime, they still needed to herd Ghost back into his pen.

“We’d better check and double-check every lock in this place,” Mercer grumbled.

“Already planning on it.”

“Humph.”

The older man’s shirttails hung out and his shaggy gray hair stuck up on one side as if smashed by a bed pillow. He’d thrown on his boots but forgotten his jacket. If he was cold, something very likely for early spring in Reckless, Arizona, he was too preoccupied to notice.

J.R., on the other hand, was grateful for his jacket and not because of the chilly temperature. The cushy lining had probably saved him from even worse injuries.

Rusty finally arrived, his pickup truck rolling through the entrance and onto the rodeo grounds. A pair of ranch dogs came bounding from inside the barn and raised the alarm. The three men gathered outside the livestock holding area and, after several minutes of strategy planning, got to work.

With patience and care, they pushed Ghost back down the aisle way. He tolerated their, “Get along there,” and “Hurry up.” Arm waving and hand clapping annoyed him and earned the men several warning head thrusts and one buck for good measure. They didn’t use whips or switches or a cattle prod, although J.R. swung a rope over his head. Mercer refused to mistreat livestock for any reason, including bucking bulls.

Despite his strict and well-publicized policy, a nearby animal activist group had at one time staged peaceful demonstrations just down the road from the Easy Money. According to Mercer, they’d stopped the practice last year, refocusing their efforts elsewhere.

Personally, J.R. respected his boss’s practices. It was one of the reasons he’d taken the job. That, and the offers weren’t exactly rolling in. No one had wanted to hire a former addict, especially one who’d made a spectacle of himself on his journey to rock bottom.

“Thatta boy,” Mercer said and, reaching over the fence, closed the pen gate behind Ghost. The grating noise when the latched slipped into place was a relief to all of them.

“Where’s the lock?” Rusty asked, glancing around. With the coast clear, they’d convened outside Ghost’s pen. “It’s not here.”

J.R. searched the ground with his flashlight, finally spotting a glint of silver in the soft dirt outside the pen. With effort, he bent over and grabbed the padlock, passing it to Mercer. “Here.”

The arena owner engaged the heavy-duty lock, which clicked into place. He then used a key from the ring he always carried and reopened the lock. It sprang easily apart.

“Not broken or tampered with,” he proclaimed.

“You sure you checked it?” Rusty asked, his gaze drilling into J.R.

“One hundred percent.”

“Maybe it just looked secured.” The accusing tone in his voice was unmistakable.

“The pen was locked.”

J.R. and the assistant livestock manager didn’t always get along. Rusty made no secret of the fact he’d wanted the job given to J.R. and felt he deserved it after three years of loyal service. J.R. had asked Mercer why he chose not to promote his employee and was told that while Rusty was indeed a hard worker, he sometimes believed the rules didn’t apply to him.

“What is this?” Rusty asked. “The third incident since you’ve been hired?”

J.R. didn’t need a reminder. A week after he started, the bucking chute jammed, trapping a cowboy inside for several harrowing seconds. Then, a helmet flew off a contestant in mid-ride. They later discovered the strap was broken. Or cut. An inspection of all the safety equipment revealed two vests with missing buckles.

If J.R. had a suspicious nature, he’d think the string of recent accidents were, in fact, not accidents at all. Especially after tonight.

“We’ll deal with this tomorrow,” Mercer said, fastening a short, strong chain around the latch as a second layer of protection. “After the transport truck leaves. For now, let’s make sure this place is locked down tight. I don’t want another phone call in the middle of the night.”

“Yes, boss,” Rusty said with a bit too much butt-kissing for J.R.’s taste.

Mercer gave J.R. a long once over. “You going to be able to take the bulls to Buckeye tomorrow?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“Nothing an ice pack and aspirin won’t cure.”

Mercer’s brow knit with concern. “There’s no shame in admitting you’re hurt. I’m sure Rusty and the crew can manage without you.”

“I got this, boss,” Rusty chimed in, clearly happy to be tapped for the job.

J.R. clenched his jaw. But rather than swear or vehemently protest, he went along, knowing that would earn him more points. “Why don’t we see how I feel in the morning?”

“Fair enough,” Mercer said.

Shortly after that, the men parted ways. Rusty returned to his truck, Mercer to his house, and J.R. to the horse barn where he climbed the stairs to his apartment, each step pure agony.

Once inside the apartment, he made straight for the ice packs and aspirin bottle, just as he’d told Mercer. No opioids, no narcotics, and no alcohol.

Lying in bed, ignoring his throbbing back and leg, he fought the intense cravings. He’d come too far, sacrificed too much, to let his demons win.

~~*~~

“MAMA, I WANT to pet the horses.”

“Not today, little one. We don’t have time.”

Naomi Whitehorse held her daughter with one arm and her purse with the other as she hurried from her car to the Easy Money office.

At three-years-old, Sky was more than capable of walking. She had a tenancy to dawdle, however, and Naomi was in a hurry. She still needed to drop off Sky at her in-laws’ house before starting her scheduled shift at the emergency medical clinic in town.

Checking her watch, she quickly calculated just how close she was cutting it.

“Are you nursing today?” Sky asked.

Naomi smiled at the question. Sky had somehow confused what Naomi did for a living with the word ‘work’ and often interchanged them with humorous or even embarrassing results.

“No. I’m picking up my paycheck.”

“Can I pet the puppies?”

The ‘puppies’ were a friendly pair of ranch dogs that greeted them with wagging tails and lolling tongues.

“On the way out. Let me get my check first.”

Normally, Naomi would have run this errand on her day off, but her mortgage payment was due in two days. As a single mother on a budget, every bit of extra money helped. She was fortunate the Becketts had hired her to provide on-site medical services during their rodeos, team-penning competitions, and various other events. Without a second job, she might not be able to make those very distant ends meet.

The loud chug-chug of a diesel truck coming to life momentarily drew her attention to the holding pens a hundred yards away. She knew the Easy Money was leasing bulls to the rodeo in Buckeye and figured the crew was readying the transport rig.

With no event scheduled at the arena this weekend, Naomi’s services weren’t needed. And while she could use the money, having two free days allowed her to spend more time with Sky and her late husband’s parents who doted on their only grandchild. The whole reason Naomi had moved from the Navajo reservation was to be nearer her in-laws. They’d lost so much when their son died unexpectedly from a ruptured appendix, Naomi didn’t have the heart to deny them Sky, too. Plus, she genuinely loved them and they her.

Her check was at the front desk, as promised. After the briefest of conversations with the secretary, Naomi and Sky headed back outside. Of course, Sky remembered her mother’s promise that she could pet the dogs, and they had to stop for a few minutes.

Naomi was about to extract Sky from the murderous canines determined to kill her daughter with sloppy kisses and playful nips when she noticed J.R. Wilde limping toward her — or, more likely, the office.

Normally, his confident stride and square shoulders would elicit an admiring glace from her. Naomi may have been alone since shortly after Sky’s birth, but she wasn’t blind or immune to a good-looking man. In J.R.’s case, he was also charming, charismatic, and endearing. Traits that no doubt contributed to him being at one time the official spokesman for Western Horse Gear, Harmson Boots, and his many guest appearances on a reality TV show called Rodeo University where everyday people competed for prize money.

They were also traits many addicts possessed and even cultivated. Naomi had spent the first several years after obtaining her nursing degree working on the reservation, which included a lengthy stint at a facility for substance abuse victims.

As a result, she’d learned to be sympathetic and caring while still remaining objective.

“J.R.,” she called out. “Are you okay?”

He limped the rest of the way toward her, his posture slightly stooped. “It’s nothing.”

“I’m a nurse, remember? You can’t fool me.”

She tried not to notice his compelling brown eyes and the laugh lines that crinkled attractively when he grinned down at Sky. Yeah, he would have to like kids.

“I had a close encounter with Ghost last night,” he said. “Or maybe I should call him Houdini.”

“What happened?”

“He escaped his pen and chased me down.”
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