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Prologue
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Doctor Emma Fairfax stood with clenched fists, staring up at the murderous sky. Sheets of rain continued to pelt down on the outback airstrip, transforming it into thick, red mud. Jagged lightning lit up the surrounds – the graceful but ageing homestead, the weathered barns and outbuildings, the stables where the horses were corralled, safe from the onslaught of the storm. 

The lightning was followed almost instantly by a vicious crack of thunder, loud enough to startle her from her devastated thoughts. Her gaze was drawn once again to the airstrip. The Royal Flying Doctor Service plane stood stranded in the mud. The storm had grounded them.

If only we’d gotten out in time…

The boy—barely thirteen—now lay pale and lifeless on the stretcher inside the plane, oblivious to the storm that railed around him. He’d been flung five yards over the handlebars of a motorbike after his tires had skidded on a rock. He’d hit the ground hard. He hadn’t been wearing a helmet.

Jimmy Renshaw was already unconscious when Emma and her team arrived from the RFDS base in Roma, a small outback township in Central Queensland. She’d assessed him quickly and efficiently, mentally cataloguing his serious injuries. Head trauma, spinal damage, perhaps even internal bleeding. It was impossible to tell the exact extent without proper imaging, found in a major trauma hospital, a long way from where they were now.

They hadn’t had a lot of time. That much had been clear. He’d been crashing fast. Then the storm had hit and her hopes of getting him to lifesaving treatment had been shattered. When his heart monitor had flatlined, something inside her had too.

She’d done everything she could.

Everything.

And it hadn’t been enough.

She blinked away hot tears, swallowing the acidic taste of failure. Her hands—now trembling despite the warmth of the humid air—were still stained with blood. Her mind kept replaying the moment Jimmy’s slight, defenseless body had arched on the stretcher, the desperate rhythm of CPR, the hollow echo of silence which followed the prolonged sound of a heart giving out. Of her failure to save. 

“This wasn’t your fault,” Toni, the flight nurse, had told her gently. “There was nothing more anyone could’ve done.”

Yeah, right. Try telling that to his mother. A woman Emma called friend. She didn’t know how Sally Renshaw would ever get over the loss of her son—or the fact that Emma hadn’t been able to save him.

“You’re a doctor! Do something!” the desperate woman had screamed. And when it became clear that Jimmy had left them, Sally had been inconsolable. Her eyes had blazed at Emma, filled with accusation and pain.

“You should have gotten here sooner! You call yourself a doctor! You should have saved him!”



Emma squeezed her eyes shut, drawing in a shuddering breath. The grief was raw, but worse—so much worse—was Emma’s guilt and bitter disappointment. Sally was her friend. She’d known Jimmy all his life. She was supposed to save lives. That was her calling. Her purpose. Her gift.

But sometimes, gifts weren’t enough. Sometimes, all the training and quick thinking in the world still left you helpless.

A few months ago, she would’ve called this an occupational hazard—part of the job she’d chosen. But this wasn’t just another death. This was someone she knew. Not only knew, but cared about. Hell, they’d all been together celebrating the baptism of another mutual friend’s baby only a month earlier. Chatting and laughing and watching the children play…including Jimmy.

Something inside her cracked. She gasped aloud from the pain of it. Even more frightening was that she wasn’t sure she could be pieced back together with time or therapy or the next patient.

The storm was relentless. Unforgiving. Just like the voice in her head.

I should’ve gotten him out sooner.

Rain continued to pour down upon her, drenching her. She pushed her dripping hair out of her face. The pilot had already locked the door and secured the plane. They weren’t going anywhere tonight.

Emma turned away from the plane and sloshed across the airstrip toward the homestead where Jimmy’s father, Brian, had offered them shelter. She hated that she was imposing on the very same family she’d failed; hated that she had to sit across from Sally, knowing how the grieving woman felt. Unfortunately, she had no choice. 

Much later that night, when the storm had moved on and the worst of the rain had eased, Emma sat alone in an old rocking chair on the front veranda, staring out into the darkness. She was dry, finally, but numb. Completely, eerily numb.

She opened her phone, scrolled past a dozen unread messages from her siblings—sweet, concerned, chaotic—and pulled up the draft resignation letter she’d penned only an hour earlier. Her thumbs hovered over the screen. Then moved.

Click.

Send.

Done.

The moment it was gone, a wave of panic surged up. What had she just done? This job had been everything. A lifeline. A badge of honor. The Fairfax siblings were known across the outback for being capable, driven, competitive to a fault. She’d always been the steady one. The one who could handle pressure. Life and death.

Now I can’t even handle myself.

The next morning, when the aircraft finally lifted off the muddy strip, Emma stared blankly out the window, too exhausted to cry, too numb to feel relief. They landed in Roma just after sunrise, and she’d barely finished her written report of the incident before her boss pulled her into his office and said the words she wasn’t expecting to hear.

“I won’t accept your resignation.”

She blinked at him, stunned.

“I’ve lost patients too, Emma,” he said quietly. “Hell, we all have. The job you do isn’t about saving everyone—it’s about trying. Jimmy’s death wasn’t your fault.”

“I know that,” she whispered. But knowing didn’t stop the ache. Or the feeling of helplessness. Or the guilt.

“Take some time,” he said. “Take a break. Breathe. But don’t walk away from the thing you were born to do.”

Maybe someday, she’d believe him. But right now? She just needed to get away. Somewhere far from the skies. Somewhere no one knew her. Somewhere with no ghosts.

When her brother Cayd called that evening, babbling about an injured stock horse and a rodeo medic job that had opened up last minute, she jumped at the offer before he’d even finished explaining. Something temporary. Something rural. Something where people didn’t know about Jimmy Renshaw or the way she’d broken inside.

Too restless to go to sleep, she packed a bag, left her scrubs folded in a drawer, and stepped into boots she hadn’t worn for years. The rodeo circuit would be hot, dusty, chaotic. But it wouldn’t expect her to save lives. Only patch bruises. Strap sprains. Tape up shoulders.

Simple.

Safe.

So why did she feel like she was stepping off the edge of something she couldn’t name?

The night sky was clothed in a billion twinkling stars. As she turned onto the highway outside of Roma, the red outback stretching endlessly in the distance, Emma settled back in her seat and let the hum of her trusty Corolla’s engine soothe her. She didn’t know what came next. She didn’t know if she’d ever be the same. But for the first time since Jimmy’s death, she wasn’t crying.

And that had to count for something








  
  

Chapter One
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Three months later, Emma Fairfax stepped into the pandemonium of rodeo day—dust swirling, bulls bellowing, broncs kicking at the rails, and testosterone practically dripping off every swaggering cowboy in the vicinity—and immediately questioned her life’s choices. A rodeo doctor? Really? She could’ve been in a climate-controlled hospital, sipping mediocre coffee and reading patient charts. Instead, she was dodging cow manure and massaging egos as big and bruised as the bodies. 

But it was emotionally safer than her job in the sky.

Her gut twisted at the still-fresh, painful memory. Her friend’s only child. Jimmy Renshaw—thirteen, fearless, and gone. Emma’s boss had refused to accept her resignation, had told her it wasn’t her fault, but she couldn’t look at a plane without feeling like she was falling.

She’d given in to the urgent need to escape her dream job as a Royal Flying Doctor and hide away for a while, licking her wounds and doing her best to forget. Maybe someday she’d go back, maybe she wouldn’t. Right now, she didn’t want to think past the next few minutes.

So here she was choking on dust and denial, working at a rodeo because she’d thought ground-level emergencies would be easier.

Lies.


      [image: ]The medic tent buzzed with the aftermath of bad luck and poor decisions. Cowboys limped in with lopsided grins and left with tape and not-so-veiled threats, some with shattered dreams. She didn’t get it. Why climb on the back of an animal actively trying to kill you? Adrenaline was not a good enough answer.

Her brothers used to be the same. Half the reason she’d studied medicine was so she could patch them up and do her best to keep them in one piece. Her younger brother, Lachlan, had once entered a bronc comp just to impress a girl. He came off in two seconds, broke a limb, and got ghosted by the girl, anyway. Men.

Refocusing, she sighed and continued the task of restocking her supplies, muttering about the dwindling tape supply and the overabundance of masculine bravado. She was elbow-deep in antiseptic when trouble caught her eye. A swagger in dusty jeans, a too-cocky smirk, and a shoulder that definitely wasn’t hanging right.

Mitchell Longworth.

His name was legendary on the circuit. Six feet of attitude, arrogance, and sun-kissed blond hair. The rodeo’s golden boy. Super star and super stud, if the rumors were to be believed. And a complete pain in her ass. She finished what she was doing and turned to face him.

“Back again?” she said, arching a brow without looking up. “Let me guess: your shoulder’s still playing up?”

“I’m perfectly fine,” he said, flopping dramatically onto the stretcher. “I’m only here ’cause Joe threatened to bench me if I didn’t.”

Emma crossed her arms. “You need rehab, not rodeo. That shoulder’s hanging on by a thread.”

“Says you.”

“Yes. Me. The doctor. Remember?”

He shrugged. Poorly. Pain etched across his jaw before he buried it with a grin. “I’ve had worse. At least nothing’s broken this time.”

“That’s not a good comparison.”

“I’ll live.”

“Not if you keep ignoring medical advice like it’s a speed limit sign in the outback.”

He turned those infuriatingly bright green eyes on her. “You always this bossy, or just when you’re trying to impress me?”

She blinked. Then smiled sweetly. “Oh honey, if I were trying to impress you, you’d be a puddle.”

He chuckled, and to her annoyance, it was a nice sound.

“Joe says you’ve got some miracle liniment. Rub it in, and I’m championship-ready.”

Emma rolled her eyes and reached for the jar. “Fine. But if your arm falls off mid-ride, don’t come crying to me.”

He stripped off his shirt, revealing the kind of body sculpted by years of tough physical work and bronc riding. It was a sight that still snatched her breath. Studiously, Emma focused on the wall, the liniment, the meaning of life—anything except the ridiculous V of muscle disappearing into his jeans.

Lord have mercy.

She dipped her fingers in the balm and got to work. He hissed when she hit a knot. “That hurt?” she asked, too innocently.

“I’ve felt worse.”

“I’m starting to think you enjoy pain.”

“Only when it’s administered by a pretty doctor.”

She smirked. “Flattery won’t keep you out of a sling.”

“You’d like me in a sling?”

“I’d like you in traction.”

“Kinky.”

She pressed harder, and he grunted.

“Seriously,” she said, softening her tone slightly, “you could do permanent damage if you keep riding with this shoulder.”

His gaze met hers. “And if I don’t ride, I lose the championship. You fix bones, Doc. Not dreams.”

She hesitated, her fingers stilling. That hit closer to home than she expected.

“Just…be careful,” she said finally.

“No promises.”

Emma sighed. Cowboys. Impossible to treat. Impossible to ignore.

And this one? Dangerously charming with a death wish and a smile that made her want to strangle him…or kiss him.

Maybe both.

Emma continued to work the liniment into Mitchell’s shoulder with practiced precision, each movement calculated to alleviate tension and, perhaps, knock some sense into him. He winced slightly, but his expression remained defiantly stoic.

“You know,” she said, her tone conversational, “most people would consider a dislocated shoulder a good reason to rest.”

He smirked. “Most people aren’t chasing their fourth championship title.”

She arched an eyebrow. “And most people value their limbs.”

He chuckled, the sound rumbling deep in his chest. “Limbs are overrated.”

Emma rolled her eyes, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth despite herself. “Tell that to the guy who came in yesterday with a broken leg. He didn’t seem too thrilled about it.”

“Occupational hazard,” Mitchell replied, his gaze meeting hers. “We all know the risks.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to be reckless,” she countered, her fingers pausing momentarily. “There’s a fine line between bravery and stupidity.”

He leaned back slightly, his expression thoughtful. “And which side do you think I’m on?”

Emma met his gaze, her eyes serious. “That depends on whether you listen to your doctor.”

To her frustration, he merely grinned. “Guess we’ll find out tonight.”


      [image: ]Mitch’s eyes drifted closed as he allowed himself the momentary pleasure of being administered to by the sexy medic. With her long dark curly hair, striking blue eyes and luscious pink mouth, she sure was easy to look at. Tall and slender with bumps and curves in all the right places, it was a nice change having her around from what was usually a constant crowd of cowboys. The only thing he didn’t like was her lectures. No doubt that’s what she was being paid for, but he’d like her a whole lot better if she kept her opinions about his fitness to ride to herself.

Her fingers dug into a particularly sore muscle around the joint of his shoulder and he gritted his teeth against the pain. It wouldn’t do to alert her to how much he hurt. She’d be straight over to Joe with her concerns. No doubt she was right to caution him against riding when the damage he’d sustained to that shoulder not even a week earlier had yet to fully heal, but she didn’t understand about rodeos or the way every ride mattered if you wanted to stay on top.

He was pushing thirty. His body wasn’t as agile as it used to be. Neither was he as quick to heal. Back in his younger days, he could have cut off a finger and it would have grown back the next day. Now things took a lot longer.

He hated the thought of growing old; of reaching the point where his body could no longer take the beating he put it through every time he climbed on the back of a wild bronc. Eight seconds didn’t seem like very long, but when he was astride a heaving two-thousand-pound mass of angry horseflesh doing its best to buck him off, it felt like a lifetime. He loved every second of it. Always had.

He might have been born and bred on a cattle station in outback Queensland, but that didn’t mean beef ran in his veins. It had disappointed his father when he’d turned his back on raising cattle for the bright lights and excitement of the rodeo, but that’s how things had been since he was a teenager and that’s the way he wanted things to stay.

He shied away from thinking about what might happen when he was too old and too broken to rodeo. No doubt there would come a time when he’d be forced to retire and returning to the station would be his only option. His father would definitely be pleased. John Longworth would welcome his only child with open arms. But the thought of being a cattleman didn’t fill Mitch with enthusiasm.

Not that he hated that life. It was just that his passion lay in backing himself against a wild horse determined to send him flying and the indescribable adrenaline hit that gave him, along with the extreme levels of overwhelming satisfaction every time he conquered a beast.

Nothing he’d experienced in his twenty-nine years matched the feeling he got while on the back of a bucking bronc. Not even sex. And he loved sex.

Without conscious thought, his gaze slid toward the medic. Emma Fairfax. Her forehead was creased in a frown as she concentrated on working out the knots in his muscles. Surprisingly, her face was free from makeup. A smattering of freckles was visible across her well-shaped nose. He’d expected a woman like her wouldn’t have been seen in public without the full works—foundation, mascara, eyeshadow, lipstick.

He guessed she heralded from the city. With her slick and sophisticated words and hoity toity mannerisms, no doubt she’d spent her years at a posh private school and then an even posher university. He wondered what had brought her all the way out to the heat and the dust and the flies of Central Queensland. Maybe she was bored of her city life and city friends? Maybe this was a dare? Maybe she was running away from a bad relationship? Hell, it could be any of those things.

Not that he cared. The less he saw of her, the better. Joe had employed her to watch over the cowboys and make sure they were fit to ride; to patch up any mishaps, to assist the physical healing process in whatever way she could. The team manager cared about his cowboys and he cared even more about winning. Having a medic in the camp was quicker and more efficient than waiting in line at an emergency department.

Faster treatment usually meant a quicker recovery and a faster return to riding. Heck, no doubt the doc could even set broken bones. He’d had enough of those over the years. He sobered at the memory.

“This shoulder still doesn’t feel right. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if you’ve torn a ligament. You really aren’t fit to ride today.”

The doc’s words penetrated his thoughts. He scowled. “My shoulder’s fine. Don’t you worry about me, Doc. I’ve ridden in far worse condition than this.”

Her mouth set in a thin line of disapproval. “So you keep saying, but my job is to determine your fitness to ride. I’m saying you don’t pass muster.”

Irritation licked at his insides. She might look like every man’s wet dream and hold a medical degree from some fancy university, but that didn’t mean she knew better than he did about what his body could endure. He wasn’t kidding when he’d told her he’d ridden with far more serious injuries than this. There was no way he was sitting this one out.

He was currently on top of the leaderboard, and that’s where he intended to stay. There were only a handful of points separating him from the cowboy who was ranked in second place. The season was half-over. There weren’t many opportunities left to score points. He couldn’t afford to sit this one out. 

“Thanks for the advice, Doc. I really appreciate it. But I think I know what’s best.”

She sighed and then stepped back and wiped her hands on a towel. “You’re impossible.”

“That’s what my ex said,” he quipped.

Shaking her head, she quipped. “I’m not surprised.”

Just then, the tent flap opened, and Joe, the rodeo manager, stepped in. “How’s our star cowboy doing?”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Stubborn as ever.”

Joe laughed. “That’s Mitch for you. But he delivers.”

“Not if he tears his shoulder apart,” she retorted.

Joe raised his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll talk to him. But you know how these guys are.”

Emma nodded, her expression resigned. “Unfortunately, yes.”

Joe turned to Mitch. “Take it easy out there, will ya?”

Mitch offered his boss and friend a mock salute. “Always do.”

As Joe left, Emma gathered her supplies to prepare for the next patient. Mitch watched her, his gaze lingering.

“You care,” he said softly.

She looked up, surprised. “Excuse me?”

“You care,” he repeated. “About us. About this job.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “Of course I do. That’s why it’s so frustrating when you all act like you’re invincible.”

He smiled. “It’s part of the charm.”

She rolled her eyes again, but her smile betrayed her amusement. “Charm isn’t going to fix a torn ligament.”

He stood, rotating his shoulder cautiously. “Maybe not, but it helps.”

“Does it?”

He merely shrugged and looked away. 

“Just... Watch yourself out there, okay?” Her voice was filled with concern.

He met her gaze. For once, there was sincerity in his smile. “I will. Promise.”

As he left the tent, he heard her quiet sigh. He sent up a quick prayer that her concerns would prove unfounded and that he’d be no worse the wear after this ride. It was a prayer he uttered every time he climbed on the back of a bucking bronc.








  
  

Chapter Two
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The late afternoon sun beat down on the dusty rodeo arena, blinding and relentless. Emma adjusted her Akubra and squinted beneath the brim, scanning the paddock full of men, some warming up, some stretching stiff limbs, others just swaggering about like they were impervious to danger. 

It was loud—chaotic, even. The announcer’s voice crackled over the speakers, hyped with excitement and barely comprehensible through the distortion. Country music blared from the loudspeakers between events, the beat thudding in her chest. Spectators whooped and hollered from the stands, waving wide-brimmed hats and half-drunk beers in a chorus of cheers every time one of the riders made it all the way to eight seconds without falling off

She stood off to the side near the medical tent, arms crossed, trying her best to look like she belonged and not like she’d taken a wrong turn somewhere outside Roma and landed in cowboy central. Across the arena, another bronc exploded from the chute, hooves pounding, muscles bunching, mane flying. The rider—barely more than a boy—clung on, one arm in the air, body whipping like a flag caught in a cyclone. The horse twisted in mid-air and landed hard, almost vertical. The boy sailed high and landed heavily on the ground. The crowd roared.

Emma sucked in a sharp breath.

Bravery or stupidity? She couldn’t decide.

She’d seen her fair share of reckless decisions working with the RFDS, but this felt different. This was planned chaos. Men willingly hurling themselves onto the backs of semi-feral horses for the thrill, the title, the belt buckle. And for what? Eight seconds of adrenaline and a bit of prize money?

Another rider got thrown, hitting the dirt with a thud she could feel in her teeth. He was one of theirs. He bounced once, then scrambled to his feet, one arm hanging limp. She didn’t wait to be summoned. By the time she reached him, the cowboy was staggering toward the rail, spitting dust, his face pale beneath his hat.

“Dislocated shoulder,” she murmured, already slipping on gloves. “Congratulations, you lasted six seconds. That’s worth a busted socket, right?”

He laughed—a short, breathless wheeze. “That mare spins like the devil.”

“You’ll be spinning too if you don’t sit your ass down.” She guided him to a bench and began assessing the damage.

“Doc,” he grunted, wincing as she palpated the joint, “you always this gentle?”

“Only when I’m trying to impress someone.” She grinned sweetly, then yanked his arm back into place.

The satisfying pop made him swear. Loudly.

“You’re welcome,” she said, taping it up quickly and efficiently. “No riding for the next week, minimum. Or I’ll strap you to the fence.”

He chuckled and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

She helped him up and handed him off to one of the camp’s handlers before turning back toward the arena. Another bronc was already in the chute, wild-eyed and stomping, steam curling off its flanks. And there—sitting astride the next wild bronc, all calm confidence and maddening arrogance—was Mitchell Longworth.

Her stomach did a ridiculous little flip. Damn him and his stupid cowboy charm.

He hadn’t seen her yet, too busy watching the horse, murmuring something to his team. His hat sat low over his brow, the dark scruff on his jaw catching the sunlight. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, exposing strong forearms. It irritated her no end that he’d chosen to ignore her medical advice and ride anyway.

Idiot.

A sexy idiot.

The chute gate clanged open. The bronc exploded into the arena, bucking with a fury that seemed almost personal. Mitch was flung every which way. Emma forgot to breathe.

His form was perfect—fluid, strong, effortless. It was obvious why he’d won so many championships. He moved with the horse, not against it. Every jerk, every twist, every high, bone-jarring kick—he stayed balanced, focused.

Eight seconds, she thought. Just hang on for eight seconds.

And then it was over. The buzzer sounded. Mitch flew off the bronc in a controlled dismount, landing with a grace that should have been impossible given the physics. He whipped his hat in the air and grinned at the crowd like he hadn’t just come within inches of a spinal fracture.

The arena erupted.

So did her heart.

She exhaled shakily, both annoyed and impressed.

Dammit.

Mitch trotted over toward the rail and caught sight of her. His grin widened. He was limping, just slightly, and his taped shoulder moved stiffly. She stepped forward, ready to scold him, but he beat her to it.

“Doc,” he said with a mock salute, “didn’t die. Again.”

“Yet,” she replied. “Don’t get cocky.”

He leaned closer, smelling like dust, sweat, and a hint of liniment. “Worried about me?”

“Professionally,” she lied. “Though I’m running low on strapping tape and patience.”

“I like when you play hard to get.”

“I’m not playing. I genuinely don’t like you when you’re bleeding.”

His eyes sparkled. “Good thing I’m done bleeding for the day.”

She tilted her head, lips twitching. “We’ll see. You have another ride don’t you?”

“Sure do.” He winked and sauntered off toward the back paddock, leaving her hot, exasperated, and entirely too aware of her own heartbeat.

Emma turned her gaze back to the arena. The next bronc was up, and another young cowboy was climbing into the chute. She sighed. She still didn’t know if it was bravery or stupidity. But God help her, she was starting to understand why it mattered.

These men weren’t just adrenaline junkies. This was their life. Their legacy. Every ride was a declaration—of courage, control, and complete surrender to the unpredictable.

And maybe—just maybe—that was something she could respect.

Even if it scared the hell out of her.


      [image: ]The sky had darkened with the oncoming night but the summer heat remained brutal. As the hours passed, the crowd had grown wilder, and the tension crackled like static in the air. Emma stood at the edge of the arena, arms crossed and jaw tight as Mitchell swaggered once again toward the bronc chute like a man with something to prove.

Which, of course, he was.

“You’re not invincible,” she’d warned him not twenty minutes earlier. “You’re one wrong move away from a permanent injury.”

He’d just grinned, all cocky and golden and annoyingly shirtless. “You worry too much, Doc.”

The bronc in the chute was already foaming at the mouth. Emma stood at the fence line, her arms folded tightly across her chest, heart pounding. The sun was dipping low behind the arena, casting long, dramatic shadows across the red dirt. Dust swirled, dry and thick, catching in her throat.

And then Mitch was in the chute, on the back of the bronc, hat pulled low, jaw tight with concentration. She could see the tension in his shoulders as he gripped the rope, one hand raised, his taped-up left shoulder a stark reminder of how recently he’d been injured.

“This is a bad idea,” she muttered to no one in particular.

The announcer was building to a crescendo, the crowd roaring in anticipation, all eyes glued to the man on the back of two thousand pounds of rage and muscle. The Black Devil was known all over Queensland for his temper. The horse had been bred for just this kind of thing. His only goal was to rid himself of his rider and everyone on the rodeo circuit knew he’d do everything he could to achieve that. He was mean and nasty and powerful and very few cowboys had bested him.

Emma gripped the fence rail harder, her nails digging into the steel. This wasn’t just a medical concern anymore. It was personal. Too personal. Over the past three months, she’d patched up Mitchell more times than she could count. They’d exchanged lighthearted bickering, usually with her delivering him a lecture and him refusing to accept she knew best. And all the time there had been a simmering tension, an awareness neither of them appeared willing to acknowledge. His reputation around the circuit with women was legendary. There was no way she’d be another notch on his belt.

But that didn’t mean she didn’t care.

Please just hang on and get through this in one piece, Mitchell. Please.

And then the gate flew open.

The Black Devil surged forward like a bomb going off—hooves kicking, muscles bulging, slick black sides heaving. The sheer violence of it was breathtaking. Mitchell jerked with the motion, his form crisp and practiced, hat clinging to his head like it had been nailed there. He moved like water over fire—fluid and controlled, riding out each wild buck like it was a dance.

But the bronc was mean. Too mean.

Living up to his reputation, the Black Devil’s third jump was a twisting, almost vertical rear-up. The fourth was worse—an ugly, off-balance mid-air snap that made the crowd gasp. Emma’s stomach lurched.

Mitchell’s arm whipped out to compensate. She saw it a second too late—the way his weight shifted, the overcorrection. And then he was airborne.

He hit the ground hard. A bone-jarring, full-body impact. He didn’t bounce. He didn’t roll. He just…landed. And then he lay still.

The bronc galloped away in a fury, corralled by the pickup riders, but Emma was already sprinting across the dirt, ducking under the rail and dodging the hooves of the backup horse as the announcer’s voice called for medical attention.

She was the medical attention.

Her boots slipped in the churned-up red clay as she slid to her knees beside him, heart hammering. “Mitch,” she said urgently, hands already moving, checking his airway, spine, limbs.

He groaned.

Thank God.

But it was weak. Ragged. His eyes were shut, jaw clenched, blood leaking from a gash on his temple.

“Don’t move,” she said, her voice sharp. “You’ve had a bad fall.”

His eyes fluttered open, unfocused. “Doc,” he rasped.

“Yeah, I’m here,” she said, already pulling gloves from her belt pouch, her fingers trembling just slightly. “You took a hit. Just hang in there.”

“Did I—ride long enough?” he rasped.

Emma blinked rapidly, equal parts furious and relieved. “Unbelievable. You just got flung like a sack of potatoes and you’re asking about your score?”

“Was it—eight seconds?”

“You were airborne before five.”

He groaned, not in pain this time. “Bloody horse.”

“Bloody idiot,” she snapped, her throat tightening. She glanced toward the med cart racing toward them across the arena. “You’re concussed. Possibly fractured ribs. Maybe spinal damage. Can you move your legs?”

He lifted them gingerly.

She nodded grimly. “At least we can rule out damage to your spine. Still, we need to get you out of here.”

He winced as she gently touched his shoulder. “Yeah. That doesn’t feel right.”

“Hold still.” She knelt beside him, gently stabilizing his neck with a brace as she waited for the stretcher.

He turned his head slightly—against her hand—and his eyes caught hers. “I saw you watching,” he murmured.

Her heart stopped. “Of course I was watching. I always do. You scare the hell out of me.”

“Didn’t mean to fall.”

“I know.”

“Didn’t want you to see it.”

“Well,” she said, swallowing, “you kind of made a spectacle of it.”

The paramedics arrived and slid the stretcher beside them. Emma helped roll him carefully, wincing with him as he hissed in pain. As they lifted him onto the stretcher and began wheeling him across the arena, Emma walked beside him, her hand clutching the stretcher rail, refusing to let go.

As she strode along, she battled an avalanche of emotions – not surprise, more like fury—and maybe a little nausea. He hadn’t listened. Of course he hadn’t. Despite her advice, he’d ridden the bronc anyway, arm whipping skyward, shoulder straining. It was his own stupid fault he’d been injured. She was mad at him and mad at herself for caring. 

As they entered the medic tent, her anger hit boiling point. His eyes flickered open, his face ashen.  One arm hung at an odd angle. His jaw clenched against the pain.

“I told you not to ride,” she snapped.

“You always tell everyone what to do?” he muttered through gritted teeth as she leaned over him.

“Only when they’re being idiots and ignoring medical advice.” She reached out, pressing her fingers gently around the shoulder joint.

He flinched.

“Yep,” she said dryly. “Definitely broken.”

“I’ve had worse.”

“So you keep telling me. And if you keep flexing like that, I’m going to assume you’re trying to impress me.”

His gaze flicked to hers. “Is it working?”

“About as well as your pain threshold,” she sniped, reaching for the strapping tape. “Try not to whimper this time.”

He grunted. “I don’t whimper.”

“Oh, my mistake.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’re enjoying this.”

“Absolutely,” she admitted, wrapping the tape with clinical efficiency. “You’re a terrible patient and a halfway decent distraction.”

The moment the words were out of her mouth, she wished them back. Okay, so he was built like a Greek God, but he had the attitude of a petulant teenager! Why she found him attractive was beyond her.

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Careful, Doc. That almost sounded like flirting.”

Her face flamed. She kept her gaze averted as she patted the bandage with a little extra pressure than necessary. “You definitely hit your head along with your shoulder, cowboy. Now, how many fingers am I holding up?”


      [image: ]The tent smelled like antiseptic and dust. Through the opening of the tent, Mitch could tell it was fully dark. Somewhere between his last ride and being stretchered by the medics, the night had set in.

He winced as someone pressed a cold compress against his forehead. His ribs throbbed like hell, and his shoulder—Christ, his shoulder felt like someone had driven a fence post through it. Even his teeth hurt. He let out a slow breath and tried not to move. 

A silhouette moved beside him, sharp and familiar. Emma. Her dark hair was tied in a messy knot on top of her head, a streak of dirt across one cheek. She looked flushed, focused, fierce.

Beautiful.

“Still alive?” she said dryly, reaching for a clean bandage.

“Define ‘alive,’” he rasped.

She didn’t smile. That scared him more than the fall.

“Why did you ignore my advice?”

“You always tell me not to ride. I’m a rodeo star. Riding’s what I do,” he muttered, squinting as she leaned in to examine his forehead.

“Until the time you fall so badly you can never ride again. Hell, you might not even be able to walk. Is that the risk you’re willing to take?”

He looked up at her, blinking past the haze. “You crying, Doc?”

Her jaw tightened. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

“You sound pissed.”

“I am pissed,” she snapped. “You could’ve broken your damn neck out there. And for what? Pride? A plastic trophy? A few dollars? Tell me, what’s your life worth?”

Ignoring her questions, he winced as she dabbed at his temple with an alcohol swab. “You always this gentle with your patients?”

“Only the ones who make me care whether they live or die.”

That shut him up.

He stared at her, really looked at her—eyes flashing, cheeks flushed, her hands trembling just enough for him to notice. It wasn’t just professional worry written on her face. It was personal. Deep. Raw.

And it gutted him.

She finished with his temple and moved to check his ribs. Her fingers skimmed his side, light and clinical, but he still felt the heat of them all the way down to his toes.

He sucked in a breath.

“Bruised,” she said. “Maybe cracked. You’ll need an x-ray.”

“Hell.”

“You’ll live.”

He cracked a faint smile. “You’re terrifying when you’re worried.”

“I’m not worried. I’m angry.”

“Same thing.”

Emma pulled back and crossed her arms. “You think I haven’t seen men like you before? The ones who live for eight seconds of glory and act like they’re invincible? I spent years patching up crash victims and trauma patients who thought they were immortal. You’re no different.”

“You think I don’t know the risks?”

“You don’t care about the risks,” she shot back. “That’s the problem. You think it’s noble to push past pain and pretend nothing’s wrong. But it’s not noble, Mitchell. It’s reckless. It’s selfish.”

He didn’t reply right away. Mostly because she wasn’t wrong.

He stared up at the canvas ceiling, watching it ripple slightly with the wind. Insects buzzed around the lights that had been strung up overhead. The roar of the crowd outside was faint now, muffled. In here, it was just them and the sound of his heartbeat pounding in his ears.

“I didn’t mean to fall,” he said quietly.

“I know.”

“I didn’t want you to see me fall.”

Her breath hitched.

“I’ve had injuries before. Hell, I’ve had worse. But when I hit the ground this time…” He paused, swallowing hard. “It wasn’t just the pain that scared me. It was knowing you were out there. Watching.”

Emma didn’t speak. She leaned closer beside the stretcher, her face suddenly softer. “Mitch…”

“I never gave a damn what people thought of me. I’ve always been fine with the risks. But you…you standing on the sidelines, then on your knees in the dirt beside me looking scared to death—” His voice cracked. “You changed the stakes.”

She looked at him, eyes widening in disbelief.  “Do you hear yourself? You’re acting like I ruined your armor or something.”

“Maybe you did,” he said hoarsely.

She straightened abruptly, forcefully shaking her head. “Fuck you, cowboy. You don’t get to put this on me. I had nothing to do with your lack of concentration. This was all on you and that brute of a horse you drew.”

With that she stalked away. Mitch cursed softly under his breath and wished it didn’t hurt so much. He turned his face away to stare at the side of the tent.
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