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        For those of y’all who saw that mechanical bull and thought, “yeah, I could ride that,” then looked at a cowboy and thought the same.

      

      

      

      
        
        Giddy up, cowgirl!
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            Reader Consideration

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight Second Hearts is a dark romance. That means there will be mentions of certain dark themes that may or may not be a trigger for you. While I want you to enjoy this book, your mental health is more important. If you’d like to skip triggers, stop reading now, but if you’d like to know triggers mentioned, these include: mentions of suicide, mentions of childhood neglect and abuse, Depictions of alcoholism and recovery, descriptions of trauma, Mentions of parental dementia, explicit language, PTSD Recovery, gang violence, murder, Explicit, detailed sexual content which includes some kinks and behaviors some readers may find triggering, including: breath play, rough sex, submissive/dominant power plays, squirting, and cowboy shibari. If you’re okay with these triggers, then please continue and enjoy the cowboys of Fairview Acres.
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      Want to listen to the playlists Kendra created for her characters? You can!

      
        
        Follow the link below.

        https://open.spotify.com/playlist/7cp3hXxYDHYznL3PYfWY4y?si=FKvHgfrKRg6UeFPRTwM01g&pi=wVCUZR1VRceuE
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        Come Hell or High Water - Steelfeather
      

      	
        Hangfire - Wind Walkers
      

      	
        Losing My Religion - BELLSAINT
      

      	
        Freedom - Lexxi Saal
      

      	
        Black Sea - Natasha Blume
      

      	
        Wide Awake - SAYSH
      

      	
        Machete - SPELLES
      

      	
        Between Wind and Water - Hael
      

      	
        Cry Evil! - ILUKA
      

      	
         Rebels & Outlaws - Everybody Loves An Outlaw
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        War Cry - Benjamin Dakota Rogers
      

      	
        Aerials Acoustic - Sam Donald
      

      	
        Let It Burn - Jared Benjamin
      

      	
        Poor Man’s Cry - Thorn Haze
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        It’s Gonna Be Me - Will Banister
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        Colt 45 - Bryan Elijah Smith
      

      	
        Whirlwind - Lainey Wilson
      

      	
        Heavy Metal - Austin Snell
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        Outlaws & Outsiders - Cory Marks, Travis Tritt
      

      	
        Dark Room - Foreign Figures, Jonny T
      

      	
        Come and Get It From Me - Sun Heat
      

      	
        King - Foreign Figures
      

      	
        Run Boy Run - Woodkid
      

      	
        Devil’s Row - The Reality of Yourself
      

      	
        Smoke & Trouble - Society of Villains, Sam Tinnesz
      

      	
          Bad Thing - Steven Rodriguez
      

      	
        Wild Over You - Warclub
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        Fazendeiro - Ao Vino
      

      	
        Mi Gente - J Balvin, Willy William
      

      	
        Despacito -Luis Fonsi, Daddy Yankee
      

      	
        Danza Kuduro - Don Omar Lucenzo
      

      	
        Amor Prohibido - Selena
      

      	
        Tú Para Mi - Rick Trevino
      

      	
        Neon Moon (Luna De Neón) - Sammy Arriaga
      

      	
        I don’t (Spanglish Version) - Kat Luna
      

      	
        Despídase Bien - Carin Leon
      

      	
        Jolene - Chiquis, Becky G
      

      	
        Cowboy Cumbia - Javier Molina
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      “I just think if you’re going to grow roots, you should do it where I can come visit,” my dad says. “Family is important, Indie. You know that.”

      I point my fork at him. “Don’t try to guilt trip me. You know that doesn’t turn out well.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Last time I tried it, you took off to the other side of the world to be a war correspondent,” he says, shaking his head. “You sure taught me with your numerous awards.” He rolls his eyes, but his smile belies his pride.

      He looks good. It’s been so long since we’ve been able to sit down like this, father and daughter, and have a good meal without anything heavy hanging over us. We’ve had a go of it, a real go, and at one point, I truly thought I was losing my dad. We’ve always been close, but after my mom died. . . he changed. He didn’t love me any less. If anything, he seemed to love me more, but Dad went down a deep, dark hole that only Mom could have pulled him from. And thanks to cancer, she wasn’t any help at all. Though, honestly, I don’t think she’d have been much help without dying either.

      Mom and Dad had a. . . tumultuous relationship. I never doubted they loved each other, but they were like fire and oil, always fighting, always ready for war. It’s no wonder I ended up with the job I have. Being a journalist was always my dream. Being a war correspondent felt almost. . . necessary. But now, I’m ready to come back home and find something more profound. I want to be a part of history in a different way, without having to be shot at.

      Honestly, not being shot at will be the nicest part.

      “I’ll take a job where I can get it, but I’m gunning for that position with The New York Times,” I explain. “I’ll try my best to stay close, but there aren’t many options out here in Arizona. You know that as well as I do.”

      He smiles at me, and despite him wanting me to stay close, he couldn’t be prouder of how far I’ve come. I know whatever job I get, he’ll celebrate with me. But tonight isn’t about my job hunt. It’s about my dad.

      Mom died when I was sixteen and that deep dark hole Dad found himself in lead him into trouble I still don’t fully know about. The little Asian market he built from the ground up had been a steady source of income and had kept our little family afloat through my childhood.

      Until cancer.

      Cancer kills a lot of things. It kills the person you love, sure, but it also takes your financial stability with it. I watched my dad struggle to maintain the business while taking Mom to chemo appointments. I worked at the store after school so he could help Mom with her treatment. Cancer also kills your faith. I watched my father lose his through the long year of fighting, and then when cancer finally killed Mom, I watched him decide there were no gods. Only people. And not a single one could save her.

      That’s where he began to dig.

      It was small things at first. I didn’t blame him for drinking after losing the love of his life. I did blame him for drinking so much, he’d black out and forget to go grocery shopping. I blamed him for driving while drunk multiple times until he totaled our car. Luckily, no one else had died with the car. We started to lose the grocery store, and I was just a kid. I did my best to keep us afloat while going to school. I ended up graduating early just so I could work at the store longer, but still, we started to lose it. The harder I held on, the more it slipped away. I was too young to know how to run a business properly and the one person I trusted to ask was usually too lost in the bottle to help. A year after Mom died, the bank started sending letters that Dad didn’t even bother opening. I did, though. I opened every single one of them.

      I begged him. I yelled at him. I desperately tried to get him to wake up, to face reality, to help me.

      And then one day, he did, but he wasn’t the same. He was colder, more distant, less the calm, gentle man and a more volatile one.

      The grocery store went from being three months behind on payments to being just fine. Strange men came into the store and slipped into the back to meet with Dad. Men in suits with lots of tattoos. The alcoholism didn’t stop, but we were no longer in danger of losing the grocery store by some miracle. When I asked about it, he dismissed my questions and told me to keep my nose out of his business. So, I did.

      I went away to college, and then went further, to the other side of the world, to escape the pain of watching my father lose himself to alcohol.

      I’ve come back temporarily, just because I want to get a job here in the states. The grocery store is still standing, thriving even, but he still won’t talk about business. I can’t help but think he’s gotten into some sort of deal with the kind of people always waiting to take advantage of vulnerable families, but I can’t help him if he doesn’t tell me about it.

      Still, the evidence of him following my career is on the walls. Every article I’ve written, every photo of me around the world, decorates his apartment, framed and presented for anyone who comes into his home. I’d paused when I’d seen it all, but now, it makes me feel. . . loved. I haven’t felt like that in a long time.

      “Enough about me, Bà ba,” I say, setting my fork down. Dad had whipped up his amazing pork and vegetable dumplings that I know he must have worked on the whole day before I arrived. I’ve missed his cooking. “Let’s see this coin.”

      My dad’s smile splits his face, and for the first time in years, I see pride in his eyes for himself. He reaches into his pocket and slaps a large coin on the table between us. I reach for it and pick it up, feeling the weight of it in my palm. It’s golden, and on the surface are the words, “To thine own self be true”. The large number one takes up most of the space.

      “One year sober,” he says proudly, tapping his head. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Xīn gān.”

      I reach across the table and take his hand, my eyes misting just a little bit. “This was all you, Dad. You deserve this.” I press the coin into his palm. “I’m so proud of you.”

      I’ve only seen my dad cry a handful of times, and all of those times were around my mom’s death. But right now, his eyes well at my words. I can’t stand seeing him so overcome with emotion, so I stand and wrap my arms around his shoulders, hugging him tight.

      I’ve missed this. I’ve missed the man who used to tease me about my penchant for stealing pens. I’ve missed the man who looks at me with clarity in his eyes.

      “Méi guān xi. Everything is going to be better now,” he says. “Just you wait and see. You’re going to get a big time job somewhere important and I’ll be here cheering you on from my humble little store.”

      I hug him tighter, my own emotions trying to come out. The teenager inside me breathes a sigh of relief at having her dad back. I’m so glad I came home. This is why I came home.

      He pats my arm, pushing down his emotion and gesturing to my plate. “Eat, eat. Your dumplings are getting cold. It’s no good when it’s cold.”

      Laughing, I straighten and take my seat again. “So what are your plans for⁠—”

      I don’t get to finish the sentence. There’s loud banging on the door that shakes the walls around it, like someone is hitting their fist against the worn wood.

      “Hao Chen!” someone yells through the door, a man with a big, booming voice. “This is the Prescott Police Department! We have a warrant! Open the door or it will be opened for you!”

      My eyes widen. “Dad?”

      He looks over at the door, his expression souring. “Zhēn shì de? They could have come at a different time. They’re interrupting our dinner.”

      “You have three seconds!” the man calls through the door.

      “Dad! What the fuck is going on?” I ask, standing up and backing away from the door. My eyes are wide with fear and confusion. Why the hell are the police here threatening to break down my dad’s door?

      “Āi yō, shéi jiāo nǐ de?” he says. “We don’t use that kind of word here.”

      “Now isn’t the time for a lecture!” I grunt. “What did you do? What’s going on?”

      “One!” comes through the door.

      He sighs and stands calmly to face me. “I’d hoped this wouldn’t happen, but I’m not surprised.”

      “Two!”

      I press against the kitchen counter of my dad’s apartment, staring at the man I thought I knew, the same man who I’d been so proud of a few minutes ago. “What have you done?” I whisper.

      He smiles, and despite the situation, it’s genuine. “I love you, Xīn gān. I am so, so proud of you.”

      “Three!”

      The door explodes inward, and I scream, dropping to the floor and covering my head as men in riot gear come flooding into the small apartment.

      “Get on the floor! Hands where we can see them! Get on the floor right now!” they scream.

      Dad puts his hands behind his head, and they shove him roughly to the floor, manhandling him like he’s a criminal. Two of the men close in on me, guns pointed at my head.

      “Hands where I can see them!” one shouts.

      “Get those guns away from my daughter!” Dad snarls, jerking at the men on top of him trying to put cuffs on his wrists. “She has nothing to do with this! Zhēn shì qǐ yǒu cǐ lǐ!”

      The cops don’t seem to care about his shouting. They jerk me onto my stomach and twist my arms painfully behind my back until I cry out in pain. That sound only makes my dad fight harder against his bonds, the sounds and swears in his native tongue coming from his mouth nothing like the calm and gentle man I’ve known.

      “If you hurt one hair on her head, I’ll murder your whole family!” he shouts, and the threat is so bloodthirsty, it gives me pause. I look over at him, fear in my eyes, not understanding what’s happening.

      “Bà ba?” I rasp, and despite the shouting and sounds of the men clearing the rest of the small apartment, he hears me.

      His eyes meet mine and soften. “I love you, Xīn gān. More than anything in this world. Remember that.”

      The cops jerk him to his feet, slamming him into the table as they do so. The sobriety coin skitters off the table onto the floor and rolls toward me. I watch as it spins on the tile like a top, the words nothing but a blur. The sounds around me fade into the background until all I hear is the spinning coin, until it slowly comes to a stop in front of me and lays flat.

      To thine own self be true.

      The words mock me as I’m jerked to my feet in cuffs and shoved out of the apartment after him.
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thirteen Months Later

      

      

      The headlines have finally died down but that doesn’t mean the world forgets. My face had been plastered around the country thanks to my dad. I never knew him, not really, because I learned about him right along with everyone else during his hearing.

      Drug trafficking.

      Money laundering.

      Ties with The Crows.

      They’d tried to get him for murder, too, but they didn’t have the evidence for those charges. I expect that the accusations are true though. I’d heard the way he’d threatened the cops who’d arrested him. That man, the one I never knew, seems like the kind to leave a few bodies behind.

      I’d been dragged through it all, the entire court case, questioned over and over again, but after a few months, they finally accepted I didn’t know anything and left me alone. Part of me thinks it’s only because Dad took a plea deal that included them leaving me alone when he’d finally accepted things. I’d still been forced to sit in front of a court room and explain my life, what I knew—which was nothing—and look him in the eyes as I revealed I didn’t even know my own father.

      To think, the little Asian market I grew up in was a money laundering scheme.

      That should have been the end of it. Once they dismissed me as a person of interest, life should have continued on like normal, but the media became obsessed with the former war correspondent and her crime lord father.

      
        
        War and Crime: How One Family Does It All

      

      

      
        
        Like Father Like Daughter?: The Chen Family’s Ties To The Crows

      

      

      
        
        The Crows Spread Their Wings: Another Family With Ties To The Crime Ring Revealed

      

      

      The headlines had only gotten worse. No matter where I went, I couldn’t escape them. I’ve read theories that I was somehow part of it all, that I’ve gone to another country to lay low. The conspiracy theories still run rampant, until I’d had to delete all my news apps and all my social media. The sheer number of times I’ve been tagged in yet another conspiracy theory that takes little pieces of my life and put it under a microscope for everyone to see is insane. Hell, I’ve even had old boyfriends contact me, asking if it’s true. Some of them went on the news to talk about how they always suspected there was something off about me because no one loves being away from home that much. People I went to high school with were suddenly experts on my life. No one ever asked me, and when I’d agreed to one interview, I’d regretted it the moment they started to spin it to sound like I was the mastermind behind it all. I’d been disappointed with how I was labeled by everyone, and though it’s finally died down, I can’t get over the fact that there are now whole websites dedicated to solving the mystery of the “Chen Crime Dynasty.”

      Every job I applied for after the court case came with a rejection, either because I was a media risk or because they thought I was too close to remain unbiased. Rejection letter after rejection letter came in, if they even sent one at all. Jobs that I was overqualified for, jobs that should have been acceptances, declined to hire me.

      No one wanted to have the daughter of a crime lord on their team.

      Until one did.

      Prescott, Arizona is known for one thing. The Prescott Frontier Days. It’s the longest running rodeo in the United States, still going strong since 1888 when it was just called a Cowboy Tournament. I’d grown up in this town, but never once have I gone to the rodeo. I know nothing about cowboys or livestock shows. All I know is that everyone owns a cowboy hat around rodeo time. . .

      . . . and that there are newspapers and magazines that deal specifically with rodeos.

      I only applied because I was desperate. Part of me thought the Saddle & Spur magazine was just going to decline me and move on. A war correspondent with civil rights background and a penchant for highlighting the facts whether they’re favorable or not working on a probably conservative magazine? It didn’t sound like a good fit to me, so I expected them to think the same.

      I was wrong.

      They hired me on the spot without an interview. I should have declined it, but I was desperate and they either took pity on me or lived under a rock. I know jack shit about bull riders and horses, but here I am, sitting in an office decorated with a ridiculous amount of horse photos along the walls. I’m surrounded by men in cowboy boots and denim blue jeans and women with rhinestones around their neck and bleach blonde hair. I don’t fit in here, and they make sure I know it. My straight black hair is a sore sight against their bottled blonde. My lack of makeup makes them look at me with disdain. Hell, they don’t even like my combat boots and worn denim jacket that I’ve covered in patches from around the world. I have no friends here, and I know it, but I’m trying my best to just keep my head down and get through this until I can find something better.

      Even if I’m tired of writing up rodeo schedules and writing articles about the newest rhinestone trend in cowgirl fashion.

      “Fuck my life,” I mumble under my breath as I stare at the pictures of gaudy earrings and ridiculous bedazzled cowboy boots. “Who’s wearing this crap?”

      “Hey, Indie,” someone interrupts my doomsday mind spiral. I glance up at Loretta and wince as I realize she’s wearing the exact boots I’d been staring at a picture of.

      “Yeah?” I ask. I don’t even have a cubicle here like everyone else. More like a desk shoved into the corner like an afterthought, like a misbehaving kid in elementary school. I get to look at a nice black and white photo of some woman on a horse as it runs around barrels.

      “Boss wants you,” is all she says before she stomps away in her ridiculously heavy, bedazzled boots.

      I sigh and stand up from my tiny desk, grabbing my latest stolen pen and notebook. I think this pen came from the coffee machine where someone left it by accident. It’s mine now. Finders keepers and all that.

      The boss, Frank Campbell, isn’t the biggest hard ass I’ve ever dealt with, but he’s real damn close. As I round the corner, I take in his outfit with disinterest. I’ve gotten used to it now, but it was real difficult not to laugh in the beginning. He’s dressed like a rodeo king from an old cartoon, massive shiny belt buckle, ten-gallon hat, golden rings and all. He’s even got the crocodile skin boots and the bolo tie to match.

      I knock on the doorframe. “Loretta said you wanted to see me, Boss?”

      He doesn’t even bother looking up. “Indie,” he says, his expensive pen flying across his letterhead as he writes out a letter to someone. I’ve wanted to steal that pen so many times, but he keeps it in his pocket any time he’s not using it. Not that I’m a thief. Pens don’t count as theft. Well. . . this one might.

      “I need you to write up an article about the newest top five trends in women’s rodeo fashion by tomorrow. Small column.”

      The sigh is meant to stay inside, but I can’t catch it before it slips out.

      Frank looks up with narrowed eyes. “You got a problem with that, girl?”

      That’s how you know Frank is displeased with you. He calls you “girl” or “boy” instead of your name. He does it to everyone, not just me, but really, he does it more often with me than anyone else in this office. And I’m not even trying to be a nuisance.

      “It’s just. . . isn’t there something more important I can write about?” I ask. “The fashion columns are killing me.”

      “No offense, but you ain’t exactly an expert on rodeo.”

      “Look at me!” I say, gesturing down at my black ripped jeans and combat boots. “I’m not an expert on women’s fashion either, but I’m managing that.”

      He sets his pen down on his desk and my eyes follow the movement before flicking back to his face. “I get you’re used to more hard-hitting stories, Indie, but this ain’t Iraq. This is important. Lots of people rely on our magazine for their rodeo news, and we can’t let them down.” I blink at the clear barb about war reporting not being more important than rodeo news, but don’t say anything. “Besides, your reputation isn’t exactly squeaky-clean no more.”

      I wince. No one has brought it up and I’d hoped it was because they didn’t know, but that was foolish of me. Of course they knew. And yet they still hired me.

      “I get that, but I’m an expert at what I do. Clearly, you still hired me for a reason. I can get you so many better stories than the latest bedazzled bullshit.”

      He levels his stare on me. I’m still not sure if Frank actually likes me or not. Most of the people in the office make their disdain for me clear, as if I’m a snake sneaking into their hen house, but Frank doesn’t give his thoughts away as easily. I suspect that comes with age and experience. He’s dealt with a lot of people for a long time, and this company has been in his family for three generations. Despite the decline in paper printed news, he’s still thriving where others have failed. He clearly knows what he’s doing.

      “You want tougher stories?” he asks, watching me carefully.

      “I do,” I nod.

      “You got an idea what kind of story you’re looking for?”

      I’ve done my research. I knew I couldn’t come in here and demand harder hitting stories without some suggestions. And there’s only one story big enough to tempt Frank Campbell.

      “The Crimson Three,” I say immediately, my chin tilting up to brace for his reaction.

      I’m not surprised when he laughs and sits back. “You really are insane then.”

      “They’re the only story you’ve never been able to get, the one interview no one has been able to go on record with. I know you’re hungry for it. I can get you that story.”

      Three men shouldn’t be so hard to track down, especially ones as famous as them. I don’t know why they refuse interviews, but they don’t need to do them to retain their fame. The Crimson Three are already legends even without talking to the press.

      He shakes his head. “The world has tried to get their story. Every journalist in this office has tried to get the scoop and failed.”

      “But I haven’t tried,” I say confidently. “I can get it.”

      His laughter is half disbelief, half amusement. “You gotta chase the circuits to even get close, girl. I ain’t paying for that when Kim and Zander are already out on the circuits.”

      Kim and Zander are the top journalists here, and also Frank’s favorites. Both of them get the biggest stories and their expenses are paid as they chase the circuit. I don’t need half the resources they do.

      “I’ll cover it,” I announce. “I can get the story.”

      He studies me carefully. I don’t know what he’s looking for, but whatever he sees, he finally shrugs and picks up that beautiful pen again. “I expect columns every week about the circuits and your normal fashion column. At the end of this, if you don’t get the full interview with them, that’s it. You’ll be the rookie forever.”

      “Understood,” I say, nodding my head.

      He sighs. “You’re a great journalist, Indie. I hope you know what you’re risking chasing those three. I’ve lost good people to their mental games.” He tosses a press pass on a lanyard over to me with the magazine logo. “You’ll have to grab a flight to catch up with the circuits. I assume you already know their schedule?” When I nod, he gestures toward the door. “Get going then. Have that column in my inbox by tonight.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say, turning to leave.

      “Oh, Indie,” he interrupts, and I turn back. He offers out his fancy pen to me across his large bullhorn desk. I hesitate before taking it, the thing heavy in my hands. No words are exchanged about it, so I don’t react to him clearly noticing my admiration. The weight of it is heavy in my hand as I tuck it against my journal.

      “Thank you,” I breathe.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” he says. “I expect that back if you fail. But if you pull this off. . .” He pauses and shakes his head. “Let’s just say legends are made. They ain’t born. If you know what I mean.” He looks back down at the papers on his desk and pulls out another fancy pen from his drawer, as if this is a very normal exchange. “You’ve got a flight to catch,” he says when I just stand there.

      I turn and leave his office before grabbing my bag from my desk drawer. I have the flight booked within the hour for the next morning.

      This is it. This is my chance. I’ve covered wars. I’ve run through active bomb zones. I’ve been shot at and held hostage. Hell, I’ve been shot.

      Three cowboys ain’t got nothing on me.
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      “Alright, Ramiro Mondragon. That’ll be two fifty for the bull riding event and one fifty for the bronc riding,” the man at the desk says as he scans the paperwork. “And we’ll need all paperwork signed for all three of you.”

      I nod and take the papers he hands to me. “And you included the contract for the clown?”

      “Yes, sir,” the man nods. “We had it ready. Beau is a mighty fine rodeo clown, but the big bosses certainly don’t like him.”

      “They never do,” I mumble, taking the contract he adds to the pile. “I’ll bring this back here in a few minutes.”

      I leave the table and weave through the crowd, looking for Tripp and Beau where they lean against the wall in the darkest corner far away from everyone. More than a few people look over at us as I walk up to them. Some of those gazes are filled with jealousy. Some of them are filled with hunger. We keep to ourselves because no one ever approaches us without some ulterior motive. Either it’s the buckle bunnies or someone trying to get into our circle. Either way, it’s never a good thing. Best to keep ourselves tight knit.

      I toss the top contract over at Beau. “They want you to sign that,” I explain as he catches it. A cigarette hangs out of the corner of his mouth, but it’s thankfully not lit right now. I hate the habit personally, and he knows it, but Beau is nothing if not reckless in all things he does. If that means he chain-smokes and destroys his lungs when he’s on the dirt, then so be it.

      “Beau Rogers will not hold Bismark PRCA Rodeo and its partners liable for any and all injuries during his performance,” he reads, flipping through the papers. “Same old, same old. These stuffy old boomers really think I’ll be suing anyone if I get gored by a bull? Ass wipes.”

      I shrug. “I don’t blame them after that stunt you pulled back in Nashville.”

      Beau grins. “It looked cool though, didn’t it?”

      I shouldn’t inflate his ego anymore. Dios mío, the man already has a big head. But I can’t lie to him. “Yeah,” I grunt as I hand Tripp’s papers over to him. “It looked cool.”

      And it did. Beau Rogers has made his mark on the rodeo world in the most dramatic way possible. Internet famous for taking risks and performing stunts that should have gotten him killed, rodeos clamor for him to perform at their events. As long as he signs the contracts, of course. Watching a man parkour over a charging bull really puts the danger into perspective for the lawyers.

      Tripp looks through the papers, making sure there ain’t nothing in it that shouldn’t be. I’ve already done that, but he likes to double check. Despite Beau and I being his most trusted friends, he still doesn’t trust anything. A daddy like he has’ll do that for you.

      “They increased the dues,” he comments.

      “Yeah, they did. Seems like everyone is these days,” I say, sighing. “We should be good to pay it.”

      He nods. Even if we weren’t good to pay it, he’d take care of it. He always does.

      I hand him the pen and he signs a small signature on the dotted line before handing it back. Beau signs his name as large as possible with big embellishments and a little heart. One of the barrel racers catches his eye, and he winks at her as he hands the paperwork back to me. She flushes and turns away, but I know she’ll look back in a few minutes.

      Most women can’t resist the temptation.

      I sign my own paperwork and leave the two assholes to turn it in. No one pays me much mind except to stare after me while I move. I interact with no one. I meet none of their eyes. I’m not here for them.

      I’m here to ride bronc and cash out. Nothing else.

      Well. . . except maybe have a good time while doin’ it.
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      The plane ticket costs more than I’d have liked when I’m footing the bill myself. I curse my luck for getting into a position where I have to spend my hard-earned cash just to get a story, but when I pull this off, it’ll be worth it.

      This early in the morning, the airport is practically empty. No one likes the red eye flight, but I wasn’t going to pay a hundred dollars extra for a little bit more sleep. I assume everyone in this airport feels the same. Most of the people look tired and worn out, but there are a few men in business suits who look like this kind of thing happens a lot. For them, it probably does. In comparison, my ripped jeans and combat boots feel underdressed, but no one gives me a second look as I hand my ticket to TSA to check before they wave me through.

      I trudge along the moving walkways, looking for my gate so I can settle in to wait for boarding. The coffee shop isn’t even open yet it’s so early, so I don’t bother making any stops. I have about an hour to wait before we start boarding, which means I have time to do some research on my targets.

      I’ve looked them up before. Once I got hired with Saddle & Spur, I did a little preliminary research to make sure I could at least sound a little knowledgeable and The Crimson Three come up a lot when you search the rodeo circuit. But I hadn’t looked any deeper past knowing it was a group made up of three men.

      The name they go by isn’t even the one they gave themselves. It’s just what the press calls them, which, in reality, is pretty fucking cool. News headlines are notorious for giving names to serial killers and criminals. They don’t often do the same for cowboys.

      I click through tabs, searching up as much information as I can about the three men. I don’t find much. Frank wasn’t lying when he said no one had managed to score an interview with them before. They just don’t do them. The only information out there is cold hard facts and nothing else.

      Tripp Savage is a legacy bull rider from a ranch in Wyoming. Both his dad and his grandpa were famous bull riders. His family breeds and raises rodeo bulls. His dad is still alive from what I can find and the ranch is called Fairview Acres, a ranch that Tripp is listed on the deed as owning now. He’s thirty-two. He’s a multi-million dollar cowboy and he’s been inducted into the Rodeo Hall of Fame a few years ago. That’s the end of the information on him besides his bull riding stats.

      Ramiro Mondragon is a bareback and saddle bronc rider making a name for himself at the ripe age of thirty-nine. He’s Mexican and proud of his heritage. He’s the only member of the three to talk to the media and only long enough to say if he’s happy with his rides or not. He should have already been in the Rodeo Hall of Fame from what I can see for the most bronc’s ridden in a single season, but he isn’t for some reason. He’s from the same town in Wyoming as Tripp.

      Beau Rogers is the deranged rodeo clown that seems to split people down the middle when it comes to their opinions on him. He’s internet famous, whole fan groups dedicated to loving him. The man even has fan fiction written about him. If anyone has a cult following, it’s Beau Rogers. Known for the blue chalk he carries with him while he’s on the dirt and the blue hand print he leaves behind on the bulls, he’s often getting far too close for comfort. There have been close calls and plenty of injuries. Hell, last week, he apparently flipped over a bull and just narrowly missed getting a horn in the eye. Apparently, I can buy merch from his website or at any of the events he’s a part of. He’s the youngest of the group at twenty-nine.

      As I click through the pictures of the three men, I can’t help but notice how ridiculously handsome they all are. It’s no wonder they have women fawning over them at every event they attend. It’s also no wonder that the press has taken a liking to them. They’re a mystery, the one story no one can crack. Why are they a group? Why do they not split up and do events separately? People love a good puzzle, and I’m going to finally be the one to solve it.

      Still, not a single interview in fifteen years. Which means they actively avoid doing them. How the hell am I going to get three men to let me interview them when they clearly don’t want to be interviewed? I’m relentless, but I need more information about them if I’m going to execute a plan of attack.

      Which is why I’m headed to Bismarck, North Dakota. In February. When it’s fucking cold as shit. I hate the cold. I’m hoping I can snag a ride with one of the other journalists already there between circuits, so I don’t have to keep paying for flights. I haven’t spoken to Kim or Zander much, but they should be open to me sharing a ride. We’re on the same team.

      The gate agent gets up to the desk and starts announcing boarding instructions to the fifteen people sitting here waiting. I tuck my laptop away and get ready for the two-hour flight, but as I stand, my phone starts to ring. I look down at the caller ID and the words, “Red Rock Correctional Facility,” pop up from when I’d saved it.

      I hit the red button and tuck my phone back into my pocket before claiming my place in line to board.
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      The Bismarck PRCA Rodeo only lasts two days and I’m already a day behind. When my plane lands, I immediately call a rideshare and head out to the event center where it takes place. Before any of the rodeo has started, I’m already on location and scouting out the best places to see the contestants.

      I flash my press badge to the security guards and they let me on through, gesturing for me to hurry up while they rope the passageway off again. I’m one of about three dozen media personnel meandering around the arena, and no one pays me any mind. I’m an hour early, just early enough to get to witness the busy rush of everyone preparing.

      I check the schedule of events to see where The Crimson Three will be. Ramiro Mondragon will be participating in the saddle bronc riding, the third event once the rodeo starts. I missed yesterday, but Mondragon had qualified so he will be riding today. Bull riding is after barrel racing, so I’ll have plenty of time in between the two events to try and find Tripp Savage. Beau Rogers is another matter entirely. I don’t know if he’ll be in the arena for the entire event or if he only comes out at certain times. There’s no standard when it comes to his performance, only that he typically is on the dirt during the more dangerous sports like bull riding.

      Many of the journalists are clustered in different places throughout the arena, some at the chute waiting for the bareback riding to begin, others in the stands. A large group of them are on the edges of the arena in a fenced off area labeled “press.” That’s where all the photographers huddle, their cameras around their necks ready to be used. In their mass, I spy Zander and Kim, the two of them laughing together. I don’t know if Frank warned them I was coming or not. Hopefully, they’ll be okay with giving me a ride to the next event. That’s usually how these things go. Besides, their gas is being paid for by the magazine so it would make sense.

      As I look around the arena, I’m reminded again of how much I don’t fit into this world. My denim jacket might have fit in if it wasn’t covered in tons of patches from around the world. It’s well-loved and I still add new patches whenever I travel somewhere I’ve never been before. Some of the patches have bigger meanings. Some of them mean very little. It’s my lucky jacket. I couldn’t leave home without it. Past that, nothing I wear matches anyone else. My combat boots are a contradiction to the cowboy boots surrounding me. The women wear fancy, bedazzled ones while the men wear everything from pointy to square-toed boots. Pretty much everyone either wears a cowboy hat or a well-loved baseball hat despite the frigid air outside begging for a beanie. Even inside the arena, it’s cold enough that most people wear heavy jackets. Carhartt’s are everywhere. So are plaid patterns. I’ve never seen so much plaid together in one place. I probably should have at least attempted to blend in, bought a cheap cowboy hat or something, but part of me doesn’t even want to bother. What does it matter if I look like them or not? I’m here to do a job. A hat doesn’t make me do that any better.

      Unless it’s an IHPS helmet that is. That shit’ll save your life.

      Still, I stick out like a sore thumb in this place. Ripped black jeans, combat boots, an army t-shirt one of the squadrons I’d traveled with in Iraq had signed and given me, the cluttered denim jacket. Hell, even my ethnicity is odd here. I might as well be a walking billboard for an outsider, and the eyes that watch me slip through the crowd tell me they notice.

      The press is only allowed in certain areas. I’m not allowed in the cordoned off prep areas where the contestants are getting ready. That’s reserved for the contestants and their people. The journalists get to stand outside of the area and try to get pictures of them putting on their chaps and praying. Maybe they get lucky and catch a hug from afar on camera.

      The lights dim overhead, and I realize I need to make my way to the floor with the rest of the press or else I’m not going to get a good spot. I don’t have a photographer or a fancy camera, but I have my phone and the camera in this thing has come a long way.

      “Welcome to the Bismarck PRCA Rodeo,” the announcer says, his voice booming through the arena. “Are you ready to see some cowboys?” The crowd goes wild, screaming and cheering. “I said, ‘are you ready to see some cowboys?’” he repeats. The crowd screams louder. “Then grab your popcorn and your belt buckles, because you’re about to witness the hardest ride some of these cowboys and cowgirls have ever done! Ladies and gents, it’s time to rodeo!”

      Ramiro Mondragon competes in both bareback bronc riding and saddle bronc riding, but this event, he’d only signed up for the saddle bronc. Sometimes he signs up for the other one, but he’s generally considered a master at both events. He’s older than many of the other competitors, for sure older than all of the bull riders, but he still manages to hold his own among them despite the toll on his body the sport takes. Hell, even Tripp Savage is aging out of his sport, but he doesn’t show any signs of slowing down soon. Legacies tend to continue until they can’t from what I gather.

      I don’t pay much attention to the two events before saddle bronc riding. While I need to write articles for Frank every week, I hardly think the first two events are going to give me anything to go off of. It isn’t until the announcer booms that it’s time for the saddle bronc riding that I get my first view of one of the Crimson Three.

      And it’s not even Ramiro Mondragon.

      “You’ve heard of him. You’ve seen him on your Tick Tacks and your Face Journals. You’ve probably had a dream about him at some point in your life. Let’s give a huge round of applause for the famous rodeo clown from Fairview Acres in Wyoming. . . Beau Rogers!” The announcer’s voice is nearly drowned out by the arena’s cheers as a man comes running from one of the shoots onto the center of the dirt. He spins, showing off his hot pink, rhinestone tasseled, leather crop jacket as the crowd goes wild.

      My brows shoot up. I’d seen pictures, but they really don’t do this man justice.

      He wears no shirt under the bright jacket, revealing all his black ink tattoos in all their glory, including a large cow skull along his rib cage and twin revolvers pointing at his crotch that disappear into his blue jeans. His cowboy hat perches on his head, balanced just so. Where most rodeo clowns have a varying degree of messy clown makeup, Beau’s is neat and carefully drawn on. One eye has a large blue star painted over it. The other has classic clown points. His nose is barely painted red, just enough to give him the clown look, and there’s a red strip from his bottom lip to his chin. I watch as he fawns over the crowd, doing fingers guns at the women clamoring for his attention. He does at least three hip thrusts at them, making them scream even louder. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a black zippo lighter before grabbing a cigarette from his hat band and tucking it between his lips. Only then does he make the motion above his head for the event to begin. He lights the cigarette just as the first horse is released.

      Most rodeo clowns have a barrel they can get inside of for safety and while there are a few scattered around the dirt, Beau stands near none of them. With the cigarette firmly hanging from his lips, he leaps into action when the first cowboy is thrown from his horse in only three seconds. A terrible time. He probably won’t even qualify for the prize pot.

      Bareback Riding is considered one of the most physically challenging events of any rodeo. It’s all about pure strength and technique and while plenty of men seem to know what they’re doing, plenty struggle as well. I watch man after man get thrown from the Quarter Horses and Mustangs, their walk of anger off the dirt there for us all to see. Saddle bronc riding is vastly different. It emphasizes finesse and timing over raw power. The judges score both the rider’s technique and the horse’s bucking ability. Your score depends on both.

      Eight seconds. That’s all they gotta stay on. It seems like such a small number, but the more men who are thrown off or lose their grip or technique before that makes me think it’s not quite so easy. Each time, Beau rushes forward with two other normal looking rodeo clowns to corral the horses back into the shoot. It doesn’t take much work. The horses are well trained and manageable, not like the bulls that’ll come later.

      “That Quarter Horse doesn’t like anyone on his back and it shows,” the announcer booms when the cowboy rushes off the dirt, one of the first to make it to eight seconds. “This next cowboy has worked his way up from the bottom. At the ripe age of thirty-nine, he’s the oldest competitor here, but age is just a number. The Mustang he rides is notorious for throwing his rider if he’s not ready and ranking high when his rider is. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome another one of the Crimson Three. It’s Ramiro Mondragon!”

      The chute opens and the Mustang immediately leaps into the air high enough to surprise me. I immediately pull my phone out and take a few pictures as Ramiro beautifully follows the horse’s lead, his rhythm impeccable even to my uncultured eye. The timer counts down, the whistle blares, and the eight seconds finish like it was nothing. I watch as he springs off the bucking horse with the grace of a goddamn ballerina. Beau comes rushing up, distracting the horse long enough to send it on its way before clapping Ramiro on the shoulder with a huge grin.

      They both look at the scoreboard, waiting for the score to pop up. The numbers tick before “ninety-one” pops up. The crowd goes wild as I snap a picture of the two men staring up at the screen.

      “That places Mondragon at the top of the scoreboard. That’s gonna be hard to beat!” the announcer says, stating the obvious. I don’t doubt that Ramiro will go home with some of the prize money. He clearly knows what he’s doing.

      “While we wait for the barrels to be brought out, who wants to see Beau Rogers do some of his tricks?” The crowd goes wild. “Steven,” he says in the deepest voice I’ve heard yet. “You heard ‘em. Release the bull.”

      Ramiro hardly has time to leave the dirt before a different chute opens and an angry bull comes rushing out. There are no straps on him, so this is clearly just an extra bull they had waiting in the wings. The moment that bull gets free, he rushes onto the dirt, looking for a target.

      And he finds it with Beau Rogers.

      He’s got another cigarette in his mouth, the tiny tendril of smoke rising into the air as he tenses and faces the bull. The bull rushes forward at a punishing speed, aiming his too-sharp horns right for Beau. Who doesn’t move. He stands as still as a statue.

      “Run!” the crowd begins to scream as the large bull closes in. “Get out of the way!”

      Hell, even I’m tense as I watch, my phone in front of my face recording so I can take camera stills later. Just before the bull can make contact, Beau dances to the side, the horns just barely missing scraping across his back. And it only makes the bull angrier. It slides to a stop and turns, pawing at the dirt.

      “Beau Rogers is a celebrated rodeo clown well on his way to the Rodeo Hall of Fame,” the announcer says. “And it’s easy to see why. He dances around rodeo bulls like it’s a choreographed show. It may look easy, but make no mistake that what he does is two parts skill and twenty parts agility. Ladies and gentlemen, don’t try this at home.”

      The bull takes off again and I watch as Beau reaches into a little pouch hanging from his hip. He grins around the cigarette hanging from his mouth and when his hand comes out, it’s covered in blue chalk. It trickles from between his fingers, dotting the red dirt. The crowd goes apeshit at the sight of it, like they know what’s coming. I’d done my research. I know what the blue chalk is, but it’s one thing to read about it and another thing to see it.

      I lean forward, my camera forgotten as I watch this man effectively prepare to perform a dare devil stunt. Rodeo bulls are powerful, bred for their muscle and their ability to buck. This bull is no different. He’s massive, heavily muscled, and big enough to make me nervous as he closes in on the rodeo clown. I say nothing. I don’t scream like the people around me do. I just watch, like I’m staring at a car wreck about to happen.

      The bull reaches him, its head tilted down to gore him in the side with its horns. I watch, enamored, as Beau Rogers places his open hand on the bull’s head, right between his horns, and flips up and over its back. He sails through the air, blue chalk flying in the air from his closed fist. As he flips over the back, he finally opens his hand and slaps it against the ass of the bull, leaving behind a large open blue handprint. He lands on his feet behind the bull, the cigarette still in his mouth, a grin on his lips. All that he lost was
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