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The horse in the bucking chute rolled his eyes and jigged right, smacking his flank hard against the metal rails, and, in response, the rider shifted his weight in the saddle. His fingers tight around the cotton lead rein, he sucked in a trembling breath.

It never got easier or less intimidating to saddle bronc ride, and that was what made him do it. Not knowing what would happen next combined with the adrenaline rush of surviving was a rush. Eight seconds, not long by most standards, but an eternity to a rider. Eight seconds of heaving and jerking, hoping your grip lasted longer than the horse’s maneuvers and you could dismount away from its flying hooves.

“Next, we have Halston Kane ridin’ Devil’s Advocate. That’s one horse that definitely got up on the wrong side of the bed this mornin’.”

A ripple of laughter passed through the crowd. Halston blocked it out. Concentration was key. If he let any thought get between him and the horse, he was doomed from the start.

“Get ready,” said a voice nearby. “And three, two, one ...”

The gate flew open and the horse sailed skyward, back arched, legs flailing. Cutting left, it whirled, tossing Halston forward. He adjusted his seat as best as was possible, his clench of the rope holding him tight in the saddle, and slung right at the horse’s next swerve.

The seconds counted down, and the volume of the crowd grew to an impossible level. He heard the voices, heard the cheers, and his confidence soared. At the blast of the eight-second horn, he aimed for the ground, releasing the rope and landed hard on his knees, face down in the dirt. Without looking behind, he leaped onto the rail, relieved to see the rodeo clowns distract the unsettled beast. 

“Good ride!” called the announcer. “Eight seconds and a score of seventy puts our handsome cowboy in second place. Great position for the young buck.”

Halston grinned to himself. Second was the highest he’d scored so far. With three riders left, it could change, but statistics ruled against it. He made his way out of the arena and behind the stands, accepting back pats and head slaps of congratulation until faced with his two brothers, both smiling ear to ear.

“Knew you could do it,” said his older brother, Hollis.

Harper, the youngest of the three of them, doffed his hat. “Give me a calf to rope any day,” he said.

“Young calves and pretty girls,” Hollis teased, tousling his brother’s hair.

Halston laughed at the pair of them and gave his older brother a shove. “Quit pickin’ on the kid. I’m thirsty.”

The trio turned and wove their way through the riders still waiting in line to a place at the edge of the crowd. Snagging sodas from a cooler on the back of his truck, Halston popped the tab and focused his gaze on the video screens hung high on the score board.

“Barry won’t do it,” he said, nodding upward. “His hand still hurts from the last time.”

Two minutes of set up and two seconds of riding proved him right. Barry threw his hat to the ground in disgust and stomped off.

Halston drained the can and crumpled it. The next rider he was more concerned about, but he, too, couldn’t make the eight seconds. That left only Wilson Vance.

Drawn from his seat on the tailgate, he took a stance at the rail and eyed his final competition. Wilson lifted his gaze, seeing him there, and curled his lip.

“Ignore it,” Hollis said out loud. “His chaps get much tighter he’ll talk like a girl.”

This brought laughter from those surrounding. Wilson was generally despised, both for flaunting his money and having a nasty attitude. He’d lucked out several times, getting horses not much worth riding, and built a certain status of wins. But to Halston’s thinking, he had no real skill for the sport. 

He did, however, have great taste in women, more specifically Destiny Mullens ... mind-altering curves and arches poured into skin-tight blue jeans with the attitude of a hornet. If ever a girl was off-limits, she was it, but looking was free.

“Three, two, one,” came the count down, and the gate flew open.

The horse, a roan gelding named Firecharger, was in the mood for flight. He spent more time in mid-air than any ride Halston had ever seen, and six seconds in, his worry grew to an impossible level. He’d lost before, but to lose to that big-headed windbag would be hard to swallow. Yet the eight second tone sounded, and Wilson took a triumphant leap to the ground, pumping his fist when the score put him in first place.

Halston frowned and moved away from the rail. Always something came in the way of his success. If not a bad horse, it was a bad night’s sleep, a sprained ankle, or one of his migraines. Tonight he’d been at the top of his game and still it wasn’t enough.

“Hey ... slow down.” Hollis’ voice called from behind.

Halston slowed only long enough for him to catch up then, unspeaking, closed the tailgate of his truck and climbed in the driver’s seat.

“Don’t let him get to you,” Hollis said from the passenger side. “One of these days, he’s gonna get what’s coming to him.”

“I can’t see it happening.” Halston slid down in his seat. “Seems like the worse he acts the more is handed to him. Meanwhile, we work our be-hinds off and still can’t pay half the bills.”

“There’s always people like that.” Hollis angled his way. “Has to be someone at the top and someone at the bottom. Way I see it we’re directly in between.”

Halston made no reply, his gaze captured by Destiny’s swaying gait across the lot. Every step, every swell of her hip and swing of her arm, made his mouth a little drier.

Hollis chuckled. “Can’t touch that.”

Halston released an explosive breath. “Touch, kiss, or drool on. I don’t imagine the Kane brothers have enough cash in their pockets for the likes of her or loose enough morals to make her hang around.”

Hollis bumped his knuckled fist into Halston’s shoulder. “God’ll send you the right one. Don’t set your sights on someone you shouldn’t have.”

“Shouldn’t or won’t ever?” he replied.

She faded into the crowd, and he reached forward and cranked his truck. “I’m suddenly really tired. If our sweet, kid brother would only return to base ...”

A knock on the window answered his remark. Hollis slid over and the three of them, shoulder to shoulder, headed out of the lot.
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“Did you see me, babe?” 

Lifted off her feet into Wilson’s embrace, Destiny squirmed, but the action served only to tighten his hold and bring him in. His mouth mashed hard to hers, his breath sour, she smacked him sharp in the jaw. 

He dropped her, abrupt, to grip his cheek. “What was that for?”

“You’ve been drinking.”

Something he did a lot lately. She’d complained, but so far, he’d ignored it.

“What’s the matter, Wilson? Losing your charm?” someone called from the surrounding group of rodeo riders.

Wilson’s face turned beet red.

“Ain’t his charm he’s lost,” said another. “It’s his power of persuasion.”

“That and too many cold showers,” spoke a third.

The ribald remarks came accompanied with a ripple of laughter. His gaze darkening, Wilson grabbed hold of her arm and pulled her, stumbling, away from the crowd. But the jokes followed them a good ways.

“You’re hurting me.” Destiny yanked her arm free at last and wrapped her opposite hand around it, massaging the tender flesh.

Wilson kicked one boot in the dust. “I think you enjoyed all that ... them making fun of me.”

She rolled her eyes. “If you weren’t such a nitwit, they wouldn’t be able to make fun of you. But you don’t see it ... rub their faces in the dirt enough and the one who ends up smelling like manure is you.” She flipped her dark brown locks over her shoulder. “Anyhow, I came to tell you I’m skipping the after-party.”

“Skipping it?” His voice rose. He waved one hand outward. “I won. This is my night. I have to go, and I want my girl beside me.”

“Have to go and crow,” she said. “You can do that alone.”

Crow alone. Drink alone. Sleep alone. Anymore, his attitude made her want to stay away. Destiny crossed her arms over her chest.

His manner changed. Gone was the braggart, who made her want to escape, replaced by a smooth grin and wandering hands that slipped beneath her blouse to the small of her back. She held stiff for a time, determined to resist, but gradually, the dance of his mouth across her cheek caused her to waver.

“I promise to keep it short and give you a good time after,” he said, pressing hard up against her. “Your mom won’t miss you tonight.”

No, she wouldn’t, and temptation swung out in front of her. She was the mouse, and he was the cheese. It’d always been that way. She’d decide to go it on her own, but he’d sweet talk her out of it. She’d given up college, a good job, and her virginity because of it. The first two she regretted, the third she was unsure. Wilson clouded her judgment on the issue, always taking more before she could effectively say no.

This thought lodged securely in her mind. Just minutes ago, she’d been determined to refuse, yet, now, here he was doing it again, making her weak. Clamping her teeth together, Destiny pulled free and reversed. She’d tell him how she felt, put her foot down for once.

But what emerged sounded weak. “I ... I’m too tired. I’ve been up since four a.m.”

Wilson’s bad mood returned. “Some support you are. You couldn’t even show up on time to see me ride.”

“I didn’t figure you’d ...”

He snorted. “I’d what? Win? You didn’t figure I could do it? Dang it, Destiny
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