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        * * *

      

      In a world where 8 seconds can change your life -- or end it -- it's not easy to find something that lasts.

      Bronc buster Nicholas Bennett is a cowboy with a past and he's determined not to let that past get in his way on his path to fame and glory on the rodeo circuit. Too bad his past has a mind of her own and she's dead set on clawing her way back into Nicholas' heart.

      Second Chance Cowboy Romance with HEA, 22,000 words.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness engulfs the stadium, but I can sense the twenty thousand people in the stands utterly silent just beyond the edge of my vision. It’s like a collective intake of breath is waiting for the exhale.

      Fuck it. Let’s go.

      The horse shifts under me. Every sense on high alert. The muscles of the giant animal under my saddle, my heart pounding, the sensation of forty thousand eyes looking at me through the darkness.

      I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt more alive.

      This is it. I slow my breathing and get ready to do the thing I’ve done a thousand times.

      Then, it’s on. The darkness explodes into the blinding glare of a thousand lights. Fans are on their feet, the ground vibrating from their cheers.

      The horse goes from standing still to trying to kill me in about one second.

      They always say that the rodeo loves its animal athletes.

      That’s true, but right now I am hanging on for dear life, trying to hold my form and mumbling a few curses that would make my momma’s ears turn red if she could hear me.

      And that’s fine, because I live for a good ride.

      Bronc riding. It’s not for the faint of heart. I can’t help but grin as, “We Will Rock You” blares over the speakers. If only those musicians had any idea what that really means.

      My boots grip the stirrups, my thighs pressing into the horse with every ounce of muscle I have.

      El Diablo is a study in speed, strength, and bucking ability. This horse was bred for this minute.

      But then again, so was I.

      We’re flying through the air and then crashing down. My ass and my nuts slam into the horse’s back, and my teeth snap together so hard I’m seeing stars.

      Before I can even register the pain, we’re back in the air. Through the pain and the noise and the dust kicking up, there’s something in this moment. I feel like I’m part of something larger than myself.

      The freedom and wildness of the horse. The grit of the cowboy. It’s eight perfect seconds when you can hold it all together.

      Which I’m doing my damn best.

      It’s taking everything I’ve got to hold my form, keep my damn seat, and not get thrown by this beautiful equine bastard.

      He rears up, shoots down, and then he’s up again. The buzzer is sounding.

      Hell yes! I did it.

      A big cowboy on a black horse is riding to help me down, but I dismount on my own and give him a quick tip of the Resistol. My ears are ringing, and when the announcer’s voice calls the score, I can’t hear what he says.

      But the crowd in the Gold Buckle section is on their feet and the ground vibrates beneath my boots with cheers.

      I’m raising my hat and hustling off the arena floor as fast as I can move, my body instantly stiffening up and my nuts screaming their complaints about the last ninety seconds. The next guy is off, and the night has moved on.

      The row of cowboys lines up along the fence at the Bronc end of the arena.

      “What’s the count?” I ask Justin Gale, an old friend.

      “You scored eighty-eight.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Great ride, man.”

      I shoulder my way in next to the other cowboys lined up, watching the rest of the rides. That score means I’m bringing home money tonight, and I’m in the running for the big prize.

      “Heading over to the after party?” One of the guys is asking me. “They’ve got a great shindig going on tonight.”

      Rodeo parties are legendary. They say country boys don’t know how to have fun, but they’d be wrong.

      Yet, the only thing I can think about is filling up the soaking tub of my thirty-five-dollar a night room with ice and getting as much sleep as possible. These guys will be out drinking all night, and that’ll give me an advantage tomorrow.

      Some of them are half my age.

      Behind me, a voice cuts over the noise of the rodeo as it continues, the cowboys talking beside me, the news of the crowd. Everything.

      “What’s the matter, old timer? Afraid you’ll miss Jeopardy?”

      That husky voice has my dick hard before I can even turn around.

      Shifting on back on my boot heel, I spin around and then catch my breath as I take in every inch of the redhead who slinks up behind me.

      Adriana Carter. Everything I love and hate, all rolled into a single perfect package.

      “Can’t keep the ladies waiting for me?”

      She quirks an eyebrow. “Which ones? Your mom back in your place with the Icy Hot ready to go?”

      A snicker runs through the line of guys waiting for their turn. Always count on Adriana to be a distraction.

      Right now though, all I can see are her killer curves stuffed into tight jeans and a form-fitting dark shirt. Red hair tumbles over her shoulders and down her back. And that wicked gleam in her eyes that’s humor, drive and intelligence jammed into ruthless delivery.

      “Come on, Nicholas. Give me a quote?”

      Of course. She’s not here to see me. She’s here to get a quote for her damned article.

      Same old story. Same old Adriana.

      “It’s a pleasure to be here at the rodeo finals. Happy to ride El Diablo. Good night, Adriana,” I walk past her before she can say another word.
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        * * *

      

      Dammit. Damn it!

      Nicholas had ridden the biggest, baddest horse in the lineup like the pro he was.

      My mind flashed back a decade. A hot summer night, home from college. I’m standing on the sidelines at the local rodeo they put on at the county fairgrounds.

      Rising bronc star Nicholas breaking every record with his scores. Thinking how much I’d like to ride him. Give him a run for his money and enjoy the command that he exerts when he rides. And oh, had we ever.

      The best summer of my life. Until it was time to go back to college, and Nicholas didn’t understand why I didn’t want to stay.

      Now ten years and thousands of miles separated us.

      Yet here I was, back at the nation rodeo championships covering the event as a stringer. Using vacation time from my real writing job. The only reason I had taken the gig? Because his name was on that list. I wanted to see him again and so here I was, standing boot-deep in dirt and wood shavings, eye to eye with the man I couldn’t get out of my mind.

      In under sixty seconds, I manage to piss him off. Sounds about right.

      When those lights come up, and I see him poised, intent and focused on that horse. Every feeling, every shared night, every regret comes slamming back into me.

      I don’t regret the life I’d made. The travel. The writing credits. The dreams I steadily ticked off the to-do list I had confidently started making in middle school.

      And, yet.

      The dark hair, the flashing blue eyes, the chiseled body. Every muscle in stark relief under the arena’s harsh lights. The tasteful white shirt, the black hat, the dark jeans.

      His dad’s buckle. I heard that he’d lost his dad last year, and I had even sent flowers.

      I’d sent flowers when what I’d wanted to do was get on a damned plane. But I didn’t, because I was scheduled to the teeth with celebrity interviews. And I was fucking afraid.

      What if he barely remembered me? What if he needed me? What if he walked away, like he just had?

      Fuck this.

      We might not get our happy every after, but he’s not just walking away from me when I upended my life to be here.

      I take off in the direction that Nicholas headed, moving fast along the wall. Stepping out into the crowd, I’m looking around in every direction trying to spot him.

      Did he stop to talk to some of the people he knew or get a drink? Where had he said he was going tonight?

      Suddenly, my view is blocked by a huge guy stepping into my line of sight. He’s drunk, and he’s coming in for the kill.

      “Love me a redhead,” he’s saying.

      I take a step back, and he takes that as an invitation to move in closer.

      The guy is big, he stinks of cheap beer, and he won’t get out of my face.

      “Come on, honey,” he’s slurring. “I always wanted a buckle bunny.”

      I’m about to buckle bunny his ass but satisfy myself with grabbing his cheap beer and dumping it down the front of his hideous bedazzled shirt.

      “Hey,” he hisses, grabbing my arm with an iron grip that turns my skin instantly red.

      In the press of the crowd, I’m having a hard time catching anyone’s eye. And honestly, I don’t have time to waste on some drunk yuppy getting his country kicks.

      I’ve got a rodeo to cover. And a cowboy to find.

      Fuck this.

      The heel of my bright turquoise boot slams into his soft leather loafer, and he lets go, stumbling back as I grind the “decorative” heel spur into his foot.

      “Bitch!”

      This night is getting longer and longer.

      A streak of white shoots by me, and before I know what happens Drunk Yuppy is flat on his $300 jeans clad ass in the puddle of his own beer. And maybe urine.

      Oh shit. Nicholas. His fist just broke that guy’s jaw, or that guy’s jaw just broke his fist.
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      “I think you broke your hand.”

      “Just drive, please.” I grind out through clenched teeth. At least it’s not my holding hand. Tomorrow, I should still be able to ride.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      Adriana’s tiny rental car is weaving in and out of the glut of traffic, as people make the exodus from the arena back to the Las Vegas strip. She’s swerving around cars and flooring it through spaces that I’m pretty sure have a 10 mph speed limit.

      Reaching for the oh shit handle, I hiss at the pain in my hand. Tonight was full of mistakes, from punching that guy to letting her drive. Mostly just letting her drive. That drunk deserved to be punched.

      I adjust again, my height and broad shoulders making it hard to be comfortable in the small space. Yet I’m enjoying being close to her.

      “Come on, lead foot, ease up,”. It’s possible that there’s a note of concern edging my voice.

      “Thought you liked a fast ride, cowboy.”

      She snorts, cutting left and just barely missing two drunk women in blanket coats as she jumps a curve. This is exactly how I ended up without a truck for a year after she crashed it back in Wyoming. I had to ride a damn bicycle to the ranch I was working at while I saved up to repair that truck. Through Wyoming winters.

      And she was worth every minute. Shoving
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