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      The stands at the Pecos rodeo grounds buzzed with shouting and laughing and hollering and anticipation like the Roman Coliseum but with less blood and guts. The West Texas heat soaked Josephine Cox’s shorts with sweat, and the high humidity made her wish she had gills.

      She tugged on Comet’s lead rope and the palomino quarter horse picked up his head from the plot of patchy grass and followed with the reluctance of a five-year-old on the way to the dentist.

      You’d think Comet was slow. You’d think Comet wasn’t competitive.

      You’d be wrong.

      At the shade covered wash rack near the warm-up arena, Josephine cross-tied Comet, and pulled the whitening shampoo out of the bucket. She wet her horse’s white mane and liberally worked the shampoo into the manure-stained hair. She should have known better than to take the fly sheet off her horse that close to the start of the rodeo. Note to self: next horse would be horse-poop brown.

      “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” The male voice came from somewhere on the other side of Comet. Josephine wasn’t tall enough to see over her horse’s withers, but she didn’t have to peek under Comet’s muscular neck to know who was coming.

      “Looks like you found me.” Forget the poop brown horse. For the first time in her life, Josephine wished she’d bought a plain-Jane sorrel. Just an all red horse, no star on his forehead, no white stocking running up its legs, just a horse like any other. A horse that was impossible to pick out in a crowd. Not one in a million that shone like a beacon and turned every head within an eight-mile radius.

      Tall, and lankier than most of the other bull riders, Monte Shaw easily folded his arms over Comet’s back and leaned against the stout horse. He propped his straw cowboy hat higher on his forehead, revealing brilliant blue eyes and a freshly shaved face a girl would be tempted to take home to momma if she didn’t know any better.

      “Come to town with me after the rodeo tonight. There’s this new guy, David Allen somebody, playing at the honky tonk. Supposed to be pretty good.”

      “I don’t know.” Josephine massaged the shampoo into the base of the mane. Comet’s lips twitched, and his head bobbed, and the horse let out a soft grunt. If her dream of being a pro barrel racer didn’t pan out, maybe she could work the circuit as an equine masseuse.

      Or heck, she’d subject herself to the makeup and the hairspray and the rhinestone-studded outfits and carry the flag if she had to. Anything would be better than landing back at the Rockin’ C and settling down for the rest of her life.

      “Oh, come on.” He came around her horse’s rump with one of those cocky half-smiles that had charmed the pants off the buckle bunnies, the barrel racers, and the riders from the flag team.

      “I was going to pack up and get an early start tomorrow. Calgary is a long way away.”

      “And we’ll have most of the week to get there. A few hours here or there won’t make no difference.”

      She rinsed the suds from Comet’s mane. Monte stepped closer. And closer. She gripped the sprayer like a weapon. At least they weren’t alone. Spectators wondered by, their little kids riding stick ponies or stuffing their faces with cotton candy. Nearby, in the outdoor arena, cowboys and cowgirls warmed up their horses under the baking sun, the thick cloud of dust that the horses kicked up made the back of her throat itch. While Monte up close made her skin crawl.

      He stepped forward. She stepped back. He stopped. “Come on now. Only a few weeks left until the circuit ends in Cheyenne. I was hoping to get a chance to know you better.”

      “It’s not like you won’t ever see me again. If you ride the ridge trail, your father’s place is only a hard thirty-minute ride from the Rockin’ C.”

      “That’s different. Your parents are there. My parents are there. And the bad blood…”

      “Maybe you should have thought of asking me out months ago, before you banged every babe south of the Mason-Dixon line.”

      He didn’t even have the decency to look embarrassed. Instead, he took a step back and looked Josephine up and down, from the water dampened tips of her cowboy boots, to her cutoff jeans, up to last year’s Cheyenne Rodeo T-shirt she’d knotted at her waist. His eyes lingered over the lettering covering her breasts before he met her eyes with bold confidence. “I never took you for a prude, Cox.”

      “I’m no prude, Monte. This is the seventies after all. You know, bras have been burned, sex has been revolutionized and all that.” She waved a hand in the general direction of his crotch. “Just no telling where that thing’s been.”

      He backed her against a nearby stall, her fingers tight on the sprayer’s trigger. “What do you know about who I’ve slept with?” He leaned in close and whispered in her ear. “I never kiss and tell.”

      “Maybe not.” She shoved a hand against his chest and brushed past him. She didn’t have time for this. She had to get changed, and get Comet saddled and warmed up before her run. “But the girls gossip. A lot.”

      He grabbed her arm and spun her around. “Come on, Josie. One beer.”

      She dug her heels in. He tugged harder, her boots slipped in the water and she slammed against his chest. The sprayer went off in her hand. The freezing cold well water soaked them, and she let out a shriek of surprise. Monte stripped the hose from her hand and threw it down, but didn’t let her go.

      “L-Leave h-h-her alone.”

      Monte turned, her arm still tight in his grip. Rowdy Boyd stood behind them, already in his rodeo clown costume, but he hadn’t put his makeup on yet. Probably didn’t want it melting off under the blazing Texas summer sun.

      “W-w-who’s gonna s-s-stop me?” Monte mocked Rowdy’s stutter.

      Rowdy stood taller, but he was still more than a head shorter than Monte. “M-Me.”

      “Bug off, Mighty Mouse. Gotta be a racehorse out there somewhere in need of a jockey.”

      “You mother fucker.” Rowdy launched himself at Monte. Rowdy was fast and wiry and agile. Which was probably what made him such a good bullfighter.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Josephine caught a flash of blue as a man stepped between Monte and Rowdy. He pushed a hand in the middle of both men’s chests, his large frame blocking Rowdy from view. Silas Foss.

      “Get out of here, Foss,” Rowdy said, “This isn’t your fight.” Funny how Rowdy’s stutter always disappeared when he was riled.

      Silas ignored Rowdy and turned his attention to Monte. “I suggest you keep your hands off the lady.” Monte’s grip loosened enough for Josephine to pull her arm free. “And need I remind you who’s going to be out there in that arena saving your dumb ass from fifteen hundred pounds of pissed off beef?”

      Monte knocked Silas’s palm away from his chest and looked from Silas to Rowdy to Josephine. His expression shifting from anger to blatant interest when his eyes landed on hers. “Think about tonight.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.” The man had the nerve of a snake charmer in a pit of vipers. Josephine popped the quick release clips on the cross-ties and grabbed Comet’s rope.

      “C-can you believe this g-guy?” Rowdy said to Silas.

      Monte pointed a finger at Rowdy as he started to back away. “You’d better do your job tonight, you little piss ant. Don’t leave me hangin’—”

      “Get the hell out of here.” Silas put a staying hand on Rowdy’s shoulder.

      Monte laughed, but his focus was on Rowdy. “What’s the matter baby buckaroo? You need your bodyguard—”

      “I don’t need you fighting my f-fights, Foss.” Rowdy shook off Silas’s hand, his face red, but not from the heat.

      Rowdy stormed off toward his trailer before Josephine got a chance to thank him for stepping in. Monte continued to walk backwards. Either he didn’t want to turn his back on Silas or—

      Monte duffed his hat and pointed it at her. “I’ll pick you up at your trailer after the closing ceremony.”

      “Why’s he pickin’ you up?”

      Josephine spun around. Chet Orin came walking up behind her. Of all the— “What are you doing here?”

      Chet pulled off his hat and laid the brim against his chest with a this-wasn’t-my-idea tilt to his lips. “Your father sent me.”

      “My fa—” Josephine grabbed her grooming bucket. “Unbelievable.” She wanted to throw the bucket at Chet’s head, but mostly she wanted to throw it at her father. But he was in the Texas Hill Country, a few hundred miles away. Josephine had a good arm for a girl, but her arm wasn’t that good. She backed Comet out of the wash rack. “I’m a twenty-three-year-old woman. I don’t need a babysitter. Why’d he bother sending you now, after all these months?”

      “Maybe if you’d bothered to call—”

      She nicked him with a cutting glare.

      Chet held his arms out to his sides. “I just do what I’m told.”

      He always had.

      From the day he’d been born. From the day Chet’s father had abandoned him and his mother at the Rockin’ C. Obedient. Loyal. Like the son The Great Caine Cox never had.

      Silas stood there with his hands on his hips. Waiting. Watching. She was already sweating, but heat rushed up her neck and landed on her cheeks. Unlike with Monte, she liked the way Silas watched her.

      “Let me walk you back to your stall,” Chet said.

      “I don’t need—”

      Silas spoke up. “I’ll take her.”

      “Wait. Not you, too?” She couldn’t keep the shrill pitch of disappointment out of her voice. She didn’t need a keeper. She didn’t need a man. She didn’t need anybody.

      Comet bopped her on the arm with her nose. Okay, she needed Comet. Especially if she wanted to run barrels. But that was all she needed. She backed away, tugging Comet along with her. “Just…Just both of you, go away.”
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      On the dusty, gritty outskirts of Pecos, Texas, a place where tumbleweeds could roll on forever, Silas walked into the Rough Rider bar. The time was late, the crowd was thick, and the beer flowed freely. On a stage no bigger than a saddle pad, David Allen Coe had to already be well into his second set of the night. Some song about hitching a ride with Hank Williams that made Silas itch to hit the road himself.

      The only thing that had stopped him was that Josephine’s trailer still sat in the lot at the rodeo grounds, her horse bedded down for the night, munching away on hay. She hadn’t cut out for Calgary the way her friends and most of the rest of the rodeo rats had.

      He worked his way to the bar, his pockets flush with his weekend winnings. He came away with a longneck bottle of Lone Star beer in each hand, optimistic he’d find her here. He scanned the half-local, half-rodeo crowd, skirted around the dance floor, receiving back slaps and congratulations along the way. But he wasn’t looking for accolades, he was looking for Josephine.

      Almost giving up, he leaned against a pillar, his eyes on the stage as he took a swig from his beer.

      “Do you mind? You’re blocking my view.”

      Silas turned and smiled, not even trying to play it cool. He’d never had the time for head games. He snagged an empty chair and pulled it up to the tiny table in the corner where Josephine had hidden herself. “You’re a hard person to find.”

      Her hair was down, and the faint ring from her cowboy hat, rimmed her head. She took a sip of her drink. The ice was mostly melted as if she’d been nursing it much of the night. “That was kind of the point.”

      A new song started. He pushed one of the beers towards her, and had to raise his voice over the music to make himself heard. “You want me to leave?”

      She considered his question as if it were a life-changing decision. “You did bring me a beer.”

      “I did. I couldn’t picture you drinking the hard stuff.” He picked up her glass and gave it a sniff. He smiled. “Water?”

      “On the rocks. This time, but don’t let this face fool you. I’m not opposed to the hard stuff on occasion.” Josephine switched to the beer he’d brought her and brought it up to those perfect lips. Lips, he wanted around his—

      Stop. His jeans grew tighter and last year’s championship belt buckle bit into his belly. He washed the salacious thoughts away with a long swallow. He had to get his head out of the gutter.

      Word on the circuit was Josephine Cox wasn’t that kind of girl.

      “Water on the rocks. Hardcore. That’s what I love about you.”

      She sputtered and spit out her beer, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “What did you say?”

      Her face went red and she started gathering up her purse. He was about to apologize for embarrassing her when he realized her focus had shifted to a spot over his shoulder. He turned in his seat. Chet Orin and Monte Shaw strode through the front door. She bopped Silas on the arm and he turned back around.

      “You coming?” Josephine was ducking down in front of him as if trying to hide.

      That was a no-brainer. “Coming.”

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the back of the building, down the smoke-choked narrow hall with the faded autographed photos of Waylon Jennings, Lefty Frizzell, and Guy Clark. They moved quickly past the lines in front of the restrooms, and past the clang and bustle of the honky-tonk’s kitchen.

      She shoved through the back door, the smell of old frying oil followed them out. The door hit the back wall and slammed closed behind him, locking the sounds and the smells and the songs inside.

      “What’s the problem?”

      She dropped his hand. “Sorry about that.”

      “I’m not.”

      A breeze kicked up, carrying the stench of rotting food from the nearby dumpster. It should have been a moment that took his breath away. And it did. But not because of the smell.

      Josephine had the biggest, brownest eyes that made him think of gangly fawns before they lost their spots. But Josephine was far from gangly, and during her time on the circuit she had proven that she wasn’t easy prey.

      Josephine stilled. “Look, Foss, I’m not looking for a fling, or a buckle to hang my belt beside every night.”

      Silas leaned a shoulder against the brick building, and pushed his hat higher on his head as he schooled his smile. He was kicking himself for not making a move earlier in the season. “You’re the one who pulled me out here, remember?”

      Something shuttered behind her eyes. “Right. My mistake.”

      She turned to leave, but Silas caught her arm. “Hang on. You never answered my question. What’s the problem with those guys?”

      “No problem.”

      “Riiight.” He crossed his arms over his chest. Josephine was a crappy liar. “As soon as you saw Monte and Chet you bolted down that hallway like a skittish horse at an amateur rodeo.”

      Like him, she crossed her arms. Don’t look at her boobs, don’t look at her boobs, don’t look at her boobs. He glued his eyes to hers. He was attracted, but he wasn’t a dog.

      “I’m just tired. The circuit seems extra-long this year, and I’m tired of playing the mouse to Monte’s cat. And if that’s not bad enough, my father has his best trained cattle dog nipping at my heels. They’re the last two people I wanted to see tonight.”

      The breeze swirled, kicking dirt and leaves into a stinky dust devil. Josephine’s nose wrinkled. “I should be getting back. There’s a patch of grass behind the stands. I want to graze Comet before I go to bed.”

      They walked toward their trucks. He wanted to reach out and take her hand, to feel the sweet contrast again between her soft skin and her calloused palms. But like she’d said, she wasn’t looking for a relationship.

      The nomadic rodeo life was more suited to tantalizing trysts than long-lasting relationships. Not that he’d decline if she offered.

      He was parked across the lot from her truck, but he walked her to her driver’s side door.

      “Thanks,” she said. “You didn’t have to walk me out.”

      The single light at the top of a nearby utility pole left much of the gravel lot in the dark. “Yeah. I did.”

      She unlocked her door and tossed her purse inside. In the glow from her dome light, he spotted the finger sized bruising on her arm. Anger heated his veins. A slow, insidious burn. “Monte do that to you?”

      “I can handle Monte.” Standing in the pocket behind her open truck door, she held her hand over the bruising as if it could make him unsee what he’d seen. “I handled Lloyd Cagle a few weeks back, didn’t I?”

      “I hear he’s still spending his nights icing his bruised balls.” Silas chuckled, an unanticipated warmth settling in his chest for this woman. She was unlike anyone he’d ever been with before, and he found that both refreshing and enticing. He’d had enough success on the circuit that he got his fair share of attention from the ladies. You’d think being treated like you’re something special wouldn’t get old.

      It did.

      The front door of the bar swung open and Rowdy stumbled out with a woman on each arm.

      “Awh,” Josephine said, “that’s so sweet.”

      Sweet? Silas chuckled. “He’s looking to get laid.” The words were out of his mouth before he could filter them, and here he’d thought he was over that concussion from last month.

      But instead of being offended, Josephine laughed, too. It wasn’t musical. It was off-pitch and had the most adorable snort at the end. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. Josephine Cox. Where have you been all my life?

      “Yeah, but he’s a nice guy. It’s good to see him getting some female attention for a change.”

      “That news report last month didn’t hurt. You would have thought he’d taken a bullet for the president.”

      “He did save Cooper’s life. That bull was bent on breaking him and making him bleed, and Rowdy got you out of that mess with Thunderclap tonight. With your hand caught in the rigging, that tight spin the bull had you in, I thought that it would—” The way she cocked her head at him reminded him of a puzzled puppy. “Why do you have that goofy grin?”

      “You watched my ride?” He’d had his eye on her for months, sometime before Houston. The fact that she’d noticed him, watched him, made him want to puff his chest out and strut around like a proud peacock. Monte Shaw could suck his—

      She mumbled something he didn’t catch. With a finger under her chin, he tilted her head up, glad the open truck door partially protected him from a well-placed boot tip in case she thought he was getting too fresh. “What was that?”

      She didn’t pull away. “I said, I had a spare moment.”

      The warmth in his chest spread wider. He dropped his hand, even though he wanted to brush his thumb over that bottom lip. That bottom lip that begged to be nibbled. “Shouldn’t you have been cooling off your horse instead of watching the bullriding?”

      “I managed.”

      Behind him, the girls giggled as the threesome got closer. Those kind of giggles used to make Silas hard. Now they just made him shudder.

      When Rowdy was a car length away, Josephine said, “Great job, tonight.”

      Silas stuck out his hand and Rowdy released one of the ladies long enough to shake hands. “Yeah, thanks, again.”

      “I appreciate that. But I was only doing my job.” Looked like lust got rid of Rowdy’s stutter, too.

      The threesome scooted between a Ford Fairlane and a rattle-trap GMC pickup and disappeared into the dark. Silas stepped beside Josephine. His hand cupping her cheek before he had time for conscious thought.

      “What are you doing?”

      She didn’t pull away, and she didn’t kick him either. It was practically an open invitation, so he eased closer.  “I’m going to kiss you Josephine Cox. If that’s not what you want, you need to say so now.”

      “You can have any woman you want. Why me?”

      He couldn’t deny it. The more he’d won, the more the women skittered out of the woodwork like he was a tasty morsel of bull riding meat.

      But she was Caine Cox’s daughter. In Texas, beef was big, and Cox was king. Which made Silas a peasant to Josephine’s princess. But Josephine was also different than the other women on and around the circuit in a way he’d been unable to ignore these last few months. He didn’t have an answer for her question. Instead he said, “Is that a yes or a no?”

      She leaned in as her tongue wet her bottom lip. A yes then. His hand went around the back of her neck, his fingers tangling in her soft, lazy curls. He bent his head and—

      A hand clapped him on the back. “Hands off the merchandise, Foss.” Chet Orin. Silas swallowed the growl.

      Josephine jumped and squeaked, but Silas hardly had time to get angry at Chet before she brushed past him and got in Chet’s face, or rather, his chest. She was so close she had to tilt her head back to look the guy in the eye. “Go away.” With a finger, she prodded him in the sternum. “Far, far, away.”

      Silas pushed his hat back and crossed his arms. “I’d do what the lady says if I were you.”

      Chet spared Silas a quick glare then pinned the look on Josephine. “If your father—”

      The slap came fast and sharp. Chet’s head snapped to the side and he took a step back.

      “Shoulda listened.” Silas liberally coated his words with I-told-you-so’s.

      Josephine pointed toward the back of the lot, her lithe body tensed and ready for a fight. The last time Silas had seen her that mad, future generations of Cagles had been obliterated. “Go.”

      Was it wrong that her fire lubed Silas’s gears?

      Chet backed a couple steps before turning and walking away. The fact that Chet rubbed at his jaw as he left gave Silas more satisfaction than going the full eight seconds in the short go.

      Josephine climbed into her truck and slammed the door. She didn’t drive away. She gripped the wheel and yanked and yanked as if she wanted to tear the steering wheel from the column. Then she yelled. Even with her window closed, her frustration hit Silas like a bull stomp to the chest. Then she dropped her hands and sat there in her seat, staring out the windshield, her chest rising and falling in large gasps that fogged the windows.

      He gave her a moment. Two. Did she even remember he was there? He rapped his knuckle on the window. Nothing. He rapped again. She reached over and cranked the window down, the glass making a scree-scree-scree sound as it scraped against something inside the door frame.

      “You okay?” He asked.

      “Sure.” Her pitch was off, but that wasn’t unexpected.

      “Wait here while I grab my truck. I’ll follow you back to the rodeo grounds.”

      “I don’t need—”

      “Josephine.”

      “What?”

      He smiled when she mimicked the exasperation in his tone. “Humor me.”

      She huffed out a breath and her breathing returned to normal. She didn’t answer, but she nodded. He took a step to leave when she said, “Oh, Fossy?”

      He turned back, his hands on the sill of her door as the warmth blooming in his chest made something ignite. “Fossy? No one’s called me that since grade school.” He hadn’t like it then, but coming from her mouth, from those lips…it taunted him. In a good way. “What do you need?”

      “Thank you.”

      “For what? I didn’t do anything. You had the situation under control.”

      “Exactly.” She smiled at him. It was big and bedazzling.

      It was bold and bodacious.

      It was trouble.

      No. She was trouble.
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      Friday night found Josephine sitting on an upturned bucket inside Comet’s stall at the rodeo grounds in Calgary. The best thing she could say about Calgary was that it wasn’t Pecos. Oh, and being so far north, at least it cooled off at night and she wouldn’t parboil in her trailer while she slept.

      Her horse was tied, munching hay as his right rear hoof soaked in a shallow feed bowl filled with an Epsom salt and Betadine mixture. She glanced at her watch. Five more minutes. She dropped her head back against the wall. As her eyes drifted closed, she wished for the end of her sucky, sucky day.

      Comet chuffed a welcome around a mouthful of hay, and Josephine startled awake.

      Silas leaned a muscular shoulder against the open stall door. He was still dressed in his looser pair of jeans the bull riders used for competition, but had changed into a western shirt that probably hadn’t seen starch since well before Pecos. “I hear Terry Lewis has an open bunk in his trailer if you need a place to sleep.”

      “Terry, don’t-call-me-Jerry, Lewis? The stockman?”

      “The one and only.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Thanks, but Comet’s stall has fewer flies buzzing around it than Lewis’s trailer. Besides, I’m just about done here, and I have my tack compartment to myself tonight.”

      “You don’t say.”  Silas’s tone came out equal parts open curiosity and…was that…naked invitation?

      Josephine shook herself awake, certain she’d only heard what she’d wanted to hear. Silas didn’t have Monte’s classic ranch-boy-next-door good looks, or the massive arms of the bulldoggers. He was a fine, rugged man and there was something about his confidence, his sincerity, his integrity, his heart, that pushed all her go-go buttons.

      They had been running into each other more in the two weeks on either side of the Pecos rodeo than they ever had in all the time since Houston in the early spring. Coincidence?

      Nope. She didn’t believe in coincidences.

      His hat shaded his eyes from the glare of the overhead lights, but something in the way he stood there, drew her attention. Whether it was the turn of his head, the easy way he leaned there, feigning a calm, cool, and content cowboy, when the tension in his shoulders said he was anything but that.

      He tucked his thumbs into the front pockets of his jeans, and his long fingers fell over the front of his Wranglers. She tried not to stare, but the term “hung like a bull” came to mind. She really had to stop spending so much time with Cora. She was a bad, bad, influence.

      Silas bobbed his head toward Comet’s rear hoof. “What happened?”

      Her stomach slid to a stop faster than Jester’s roping horse. When the acid settled, she said, “Threw a shoe coming around the third barrel. Got a puncture in the sole from one of the nails. Must have come down on it before he lost it completely. I’m trying to keep him from abscessing.”

      Silas made one of those that sucks faces. “Oh, man. Bad luck.”

      She didn’t believe in luck, any more than she believed in coincidences. When things happened, they happened for a reason. If Comet abscesses, what’s the reason for that? Does that mean you have no business riding the circuit?

      Does that mean father was right?

      No. She refused to believe it meant that. What, it meant she didn’t know. But not that.

      Silas cleared his throat. “Mind if I join you?”

      “I was just leaving,” she said, though she was too worn out to bother getting up.

      He slipped behind her horse, knocked an errant ball of manure out of the way, and started easing himself onto the clean pile of shavings next to her. Partway down, he caught himself with a hand on her shoulder, hissed in a breath, and clapped an arm over his ribs. He grunted as he sat.

      “What the heck, Fossy?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. Let me see.” She dropped to her knees in front of him and tugged the tail of his shirt out of his jeans. “Holy mackerel.”

      “Shouldn’t that be holy cow? Or maybe holy bull?”

      “You’re not funny. Don’t give up your day job.” A raised purple bruise covered his ribs. “On second thought, maybe you should give up your day job.”

      Her hand went to his side, and he hissed in a breath.

      “That hurt?”

      “No. Sweet Jesus, your hands are cold!” He gathered her hands in his and started rubbing the heat back into them. Only his touch heated way more than her hands, making her wonder for the first time, if her promise to forgo men while riding the circuit would be that big of a deal to break.

      Wait. Yeah. It was a big deal.

      Affairs led to engagements, which led to marriages, and then the next thing you knew, a promising future chasing cans had turned into a lifetime of chasing kids.

      Not that there was anything wrong with that.

      But she had goals. She had dreams. Goals and dreams that didn’t involve her staying home and waiting week after week for a break in the circuit schedule, or for the rodeo to swing close enough for her to see her man again.

      She pulled her hands away from his and went to stand up.

      He grabbed her wrist. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No.” The word came out too fast and too high pitched to be believable.

      “Then what’s with that someone-stole-my-horse face?”

      “That’s my what-the-heck-are-you-doing-here-when-you-need-ice face.” She slapped her hands to her cheeks, dropped her jaw and made her eyes go wide. “This is my someone-stole-my-horse face.”

      He laughed, but it was cut short by string of curses. He curled in on himself. “Damn. Don’t make me laugh.”

      She sat back on her heels. “Sorry. But really, what happened? I thought that bull you drew was supposed to be nice.”

      “You checked my draw?” One corner of his mouth tipped up and he got a spark in his eye. The Silas equivalent of a wide grin.

      “That’s beside the point. Answer the question.”

      He sat his hat beside him and leaned his head against the wall. Despite the chill in the air, his short brown hair was sweaty around his head where his hatband had rested. “The bull was nice. Too nice. He came out of the chute, spun once to the left, once to the right then took me on a victory lap around the arena.”

      “So you got a reride?”

      “Yeah. Wasn’t so lucky that time. Some bull by the name of The Man Eater or The Maimer or—”

      “You mean Bone Crusher?”

      He pointed a finger at her and gave her a wink which she refused to admit did stupid, silly things to her stomach. “That’s him. Determined to live up to his name. He tossed me after the buzzer, then danced on my ribs to congratulate me.”

      “Ouch.”

      He grinned—part humor, part grimace, part pain—and held out his hand. “Help me up.”

      She didn’t take his hand. “You stay put. I’m going to get Comet settled, then we’ll put ice on those ribs.”

      Silas settled back, covering his face with his hat. Josephine hurried through her chores—hoof dried off, hay net stuffed, water buckets filled. Check, check and check. She freed Comet in the stall and tapped Silas on the bottom of his boot. “Rise and shine, cowboy.”

      Silas rested an arm on his knee, and glanced up at her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing, hell.” He pointed at her face. “You’ve got the Grand Canyon carved between your brows.”

      She reached up and smoothed out the furrow. “I think this circuit is cursed. Or there’s bad juju. Something.”

      He laughed, then groaned with pain. When she didn’t laugh with him he sobered. “You’re serious.”

      Comet put his chin on her shoulder and snuffled in her ear. She scratched his nose. “First that bull rider, Cooper, almost gets killed last month, and a few others are hurt. Tonight, you got stomped.”

      Silas raised his hands. “That’s not bad juju. That’s bull riding.”

      “There’s been other things. Cora said one of the ropers’ horses bowed a tendon, and then Comet lost a brand new shoe and…”

      “And what?”

      “And as much as I don’t want this circuit to end. It will almost be a relief when we all finish in Cheyenne, hopefully in one piece.”

      “All that, that’s the nature of the beast. Bad things happen.”

      She made one of those I-don’t-think-so faces, but she was too tired to argue. She held out a hand for him.

      He groaned and locked his hand around her wrist. Helping him get up took a lot of grunting on her part and a lot of cussing on his. “Still think you don’t need the ice?”

      It wasn’t meant to be rhetorical, but he didn’t answer like it was.

      She’d just gotten him steady on his feet when several large banks of overhead lights blinked out. “I guess that’s our cue to leave.”

      There were still some lights on at the end of the aisles. Enough at least for them to stumble their way out of the stall. She pulled a pocket-fuzzed carrot from her jeans, brushed it off, and gave it to Comet, scratching the fine bristles on the end of his soft nose while he chewed. She turned to leave and bumped into Silas.

      “Ooof.” He caught her by the shoulders and steadied himself.

      He backed her against the stall door. Comet shuffled over and nibbled and tugged on her ponytail, but as Silas stepped one muscular thigh between her own, she stopped noticing what her horse was doing.

      Silas’s hands slid up her arms and across her shoulders until his thumbs brushed the pounding pulse at the base of her neck. He ducked his head. She knew what was coming and met him halfway.

      Their lips touched, a tantalizing slide of skin on skin. She smelled the hops on his breath, the roughstock on his skin, and something else that made her think of clear nights and the rugged hill country…home.

      He came back in for a second run. She wanted to cup the back of his neck, to pull him closer, to deepen the kiss. But he pulled away, resting his forehead on hers. His breath hitched and she didn’t know if it was his ribs or her that had affected him. He shifted and his erection brushed against her belly.

      Her then. She smiled.

      “That was a beautiful run you and Comet had tonight.”

      What? Her brain slipped a gear then caught. “Uh, thanks?” There was a time for compliments and a time to shut up. This was one of those times he needed to shut up and kiss her.

      Without saying anything else, he stepped closer and pressed up against her. She could hear him breathing. No. Wait. That was her. She reached up to grab his shirt, but stopped. Why had he stopped kissing her? Was something wrong?

      Did she have bad breath?

      Had her kiss been as desperate as she’d felt?

      Did it show that she hadn’t been laid since the start of the indoor season last fall?

      She opened to mouth to ask, but her questions didn’t tumble out. Instead she said, “It wasn’t our fastest time considering the thrown shoe, and Comet knocked the second barrel and we’re near the bottom of the standings and Dottye Goodspeed doesn’t run until tomorrow so she could knock us out of the finals and there’s a good reason speed is in her last name and—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Relaaax.” He pressed another kiss to her forehead, to the corner of her eye. He kissed his way down her jawline until he’d made it back to her lips. He was no longer exploring, but tasting. He opened her mouth with his and dove in.

      Kissing was better than talking anyway.

      Their tongues taunted and tangled.

      His hands slid to the curve of her ass, and snaked up under the hem of her untucked shirt, his calloused hands hot against her skin. He broke the kiss long enough for both of them to suck in a couple of quick breaths, then went back for more. She slid her arms around his neck as he lifted her up and wrapped her legs around—

      “Aaaghhhh.” He stumbled and dropped her.

      She grabbed onto the rail of the stall front to keep from falling. “Ohmygod, ohmygod. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      He was bent over, his right hand braced on his knee, his left arm hugging his ribs. His breaths coming shallow and quick.

      “Silas?”

      He held a finger up in a way that said give-me-a-second.

      “I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      When he caught his breath, he straightened, as slow as a ninety-two-year-old man. But even in the darkened barn, she saw what might have qualified as a smile on his face.

      “What are you smiling about?” she asked.

      “The fact that I could make you not think.” He reached out for her but she lightly batted his hand away.

      “Uh, uh, cowboy. No more kissing until you ice those ribs.”

      His teeth flashed in the light with a grin she’d expect to see on one of the painted up rodeo clowns.

      “What?”

      “That implies there’s going to be a next time.”

      She figured an emphatic oh hell yeah, probably made her sound desperate, so she kept it to herself.

      Silas walked her to her trailer. The door to her front tack compartment, aka home-sweet-home, stood wide open.

      “I swear I don’t know what to do with Cora.” Josephine yanked a flashlight out of the tray in the door and shined the light around inside. “Ever since she’s been hanging out with that roper, her head’s been so high in the clouds, I think the extra moisture has rusted her synapses.”

      “Everything still there?”

      Her and Cora’s saddles were locked in the back of the trailer so at least the most important things were safe. “Looks like.”

      She went to click off the light, but Silas took it from her hands and leaned in, having a look around. “Cozy. You’re not afraid Cora’s bunk is going to fall on you in the middle of the night?”

      “Adrenaline junkies like living on the edge.”

      “Touché”

      Silas swung the light over the rest of the space. From the stacked double bunks, to the short rod for their hanging clothes that Chet had helped install before she’d set out in the spring, to the set of six stacking milk crates she and Cora used to store the rest of their things, to her extra pair of boots in the corner, complete with caked on mud that she hadn’t found the time to clean.

      In the back of the trailer she had rigged a makeshift shower and a small porta-potty. Which made her rig luxurious compared to some of the other competitors. But she was confident Silas didn’t want or need to see that too.

      That was it. There wasn’t even enough square footage to call it the ten cent tour. More like the tarnished and dented half-penny tour.

      “It doesn’t get a little tight in there?” This from a man with a cab-over camper on his truck. In comparison, it looked like she and Cora were living in a soup can. Which they pretty much were.

      “Cora’s tight on funds and she’s my best friend. We make it work.” Josephine wasn’t exactly flush either. Especially after not pulling a check at the last two rodeos. But she had a good feeling about the finals on Sunday if Comet stayed sound and her time held.

      He brushed the hair off one of her shoulders, his breath warm on her neck as he leaned in and whispered. “I guess bringing a guy back to your place is out of the question.”

      The deep rumble of his voice sent a shiver down her spine and all the hair stood up on her arms and waved hello! She wouldn’t admit the truth. That the lack of privacy hadn’t been a problem because she’d been too focused on her career for it to matter. “We make it work.”

      But for the first time in months she wondered what was the harm in a little distraction.

      Her father would tell her to take up knitting.

      Her grandmother—bless her dirty old heart—would tell her to take up men.

      Josephine went to close her trailer door. It was late, and they still had Silas’s ribs to ice. He caught the door and said, “Good night, Josie.”

      What? “I was going to help you ice those ribs.”

      He waited a beat. It dragged on and on like those times when she’d waited at the pay phones while the line rang and rang as she tried to make the entry cutoff for the next rodeo. Only usually her stomach didn’t feel like the air was leaking out. Had she misread him? Was he trying to find a nice way to let her down?

      “You’ve had a long day. Get some sleep. I can take care of the ribs.”

      Her stomach did that pffffffft thing that balloons do when someone lets go of the end and all the air escapes and the rubber zips and dips and crashes. She tried to clear her throat of her doubts, but they stuck in her windpipe. “Y-yeah. Sure. I could use a few Zs.”

      They exchanged good nights and Silas walked away.

      No hesitation.

      No looking back.

      Josephine climbed into her trailer and closed the door behind her. The front of her trailer had about a foot-long horizontal window that matched the curve of the nose. Standing on top of one of the milk crates, she could just make out the back of Silas’s rig sticking out from behind a stock trailer. Then the tail lights of the stock trailer came on and someone towed it out of her line of sight.

      A light was visible in Silas’s camper. But even with the shades drawn she knew he wasn’t icing his ribs because his cooler laid upturned beside his truck, the lid open as if he were letting it dry out.

      She flopped on her bunk. It shifted. Metal groaned. Her breath caught. The bunk held. She closed her eyes, but her insides jigged and jogged in place the same way Comet did in the alley before a run. With all her worrying, she wasn’t going to get any sleep, she was going to get a migraine.

      She climbed out of the trailer, grabbed Comet’s spare water bucket, and went in search of ice.

      She didn’t know if Silas hadn’t wanted to ice his ribs or if he hadn’t wanted her.

      But there was only one way to find out.
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      Silas sat on the bench seat of his dinette, a couple pillows from the bed propped up behind him as he read a Louis L’Amour book that had been making the rounds. He went to turn the page, but it stuck to the one behind it. The book was tattered and the way some of the pages were wrinkled and wavy, it might have gone two rounds with a water trough.

      He pried the pages free, but some of the letters came off and stuck to the other page making it impossible to read. He dog-eared a corner and set the book on the table. The light overhead dimmed as his battery weakened.

      Without the book to distract him, he started thinking of Josephine and everything he wanted to do with those lips and those hips and—

      Tap, tap, tap. The knock was light, hesitant.

      It wasn’t his best friend, Tobias. That man used the meat of his fist and pounding like the big bad wolf.

      He stared at the door and debated pretending he was asleep. But it was late and no one knocked on doors this deep into the night unless someone’s horse got out, or someone was in trouble.

      Knock, knock, knock. Louder now. More insistent. It would be hard to pretend to sleep through that.

      He grabbed the end of the table and hauled himself up. The quick movement sent shooting pains across his ribs and he hissed in a breath. “Yeah, yeah. Keep your pants on.”

      He shoved the door open. “Josephine…what are you doing here?” So the bucket of ice in her hand wasn’t a big enough clue? He sounded like his brain was packed with more sawdust than the championship stall at the Quarter Horse Congress.

      Josephine raised the bucket and shook it. “Can I come in?”

      He wanted to drag her into his camper, strip all their clothes off, and lock themselves away from the world until Cheyenne. Or longer. Probably not what she thought she was getting herself into tonight. “Uhhh…”

      Her face fell the same way it always did when she and Comet have had a bad run.

      She set the bucket at his feet on the floor of the camper. “Or not. I’m sure you’re plenty capable. I just noticed your cooler was empty and figured you didn’t have any ice and so I found Cora and they had bought some and—”

      “No, no. Come in.” He loved the way her nose crinkled, and all her sentences ran together when she got flustered.

      He pushed the door all the way open, and bent to pick up the bucket, but that wasn’t going to happen without serious pain meds, and he was saving what he had left for a time when he really needed them. Like before he rode in the finals on Sunday.

      “Go on. I got it.” She came up the steps, the leaf springs on his old truck creaking under her weight.

      He backed to the dinette and use the table to ease himself onto the seat. He didn’t want her seeing how much effort it took to slide in, so he let his legs dangle in the walkway.

      “You want to do it here or on the bed?”

      His head snapped up and he caught her eye. Her cheeks turned the color of his favorite red bandanna.

      She waved a hand at him. “That came out wrong. Do you want me to—”

      “I know what you meant. Here’s fine.”

      “This would be easier if you were laying down. Does the dinette turn into a bed?”

      “Yeah you just—” He started to get up, but she put a staying hand on his bare shoulder.

      “You just sit there and look pretty. I’ve got this.”

      Look pretty. Damn she was something. And he was a little ashamed that that simple touch was all it took to get him hard. Good thing his sweat pants were loose. Maybe there was enough ice in the bucket to dump on his crotch as well.

      In a matter of minutes, she’d folded the legs of the table, and repositioned the cushions, and turned his dinette into another bed. He wanted to reach for her, to drag her beneath him, to—

      “Fossy?”

      “Yeah?”

      She fluffed the pillows and put them in the corner, so he could lean back. “Is this going to be comfortable enough for you?”

      “Yeah, fine.” He held a protective hand over his ribs and slid over, trying not to sound like a crippled old bull needing to be put out to pasture, or worse, put out of its misery.

      When he got situated, he glanced up at her. She sat on the edge of the table-turned-bed, with one of those stern looks on her face his mother used to get when he’d let the dogs in the pig pen. He pushed the thought from his mind. The last thing he wanted to think about when he had a beautiful woman in his bed, was his mother.

      “You positive nothing is broken?”

      He opened his mouth, but before the I’m fine could escape, she held a finger to his lips and narrowed her eyes. “Think twice before you lie to me.”

      He held back the smile that wanted to take over his face. It would probably be hard to convince her he wasn’t laughing at her, and the way his side was feeling, even as small as she was, she could take him.

      “Doesn’t feel like it.”

      “What do you mean ‘It doesn’t feel like it?’” She pitched her voice higher, mimicking him.

      He hadn’t sounded anything like that. At least he hoped he hadn’t. That would be embarrassing.

      “Wait. You didn’t get checked out?”

      “X-rays cost money.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s a solid investment. What if your ribs are broken? What if you come off again on Sunday—”

      He held his hand up to get a word in but she batted it away and kept on going. “Because I know you’re just stubborn enough to ride on Sunday even though any doctor with any sense would tell you you’d be a complete and total idiot to ride.”

      “Good thing you’re not a doctor. Your bedside manners are terrible.”

      “You’re impossible.” She stood, opening, and slamming cabinet doors.

      He would have asked her what she was looking for, but he was a smart man and kept his trap shut. She found a hand towel in one of the upper cabinets and wrapped it around a couple of handfuls of ice and pressed it to his ribs. He propped a hand behind his head. She wouldn’t look him in the eye, her jaw hard set.

      He put his hand over hers. “Look at me.” She did. The anger in her eyes stung like a lick from a stock whip. “I know what cracked ribs feel like. I’m bruised, not broken.”

      Her expression softened enough for her exhaustion to show in the ever-dimming light above the dinette.

      “Go back to your trailer and get some sleep. I’ve got this.”

      “Nope.” Her voice wasn’t hard, but it was quick and sure, and he’d already pissed her off enough that he decided not to fight. She pulled a small container out of her pocket. “I’m not leaving until you’re iced, and I’ve put this ointment on your bruise. I used it on Comet when Cora’s gelding kicked him in the chest with both barrels. It’s effective. Just ask Comet.”

      Hard to argue with a horse. He let go of the ice and took the container from her hand and set it on the cushion beside him. He caught the towel back up. He had goosebumps on his chest and water had started leaking down his side into the waistband of his sweats. Her eyes drifted closed, then she caught herself.

      “It’s after one in the morning,” he said. “I can put it on later. Go. I’m good.”

      She shook her head. “The same way you put ice on your ribs like you said you would?”

      He pulled one of the pillows from behind his head and tossed it to her. “Lay down. At least until the time’s up on the ice.”

      She relented, which went to show how tired she was. She hugged the pillow to her, and curled up around it, her eyes drifting closed as soon as she’d settled.

      When the time was up, he dropped the towel and the melted ice back in the bucket on the counter behind his head. He waited five minutes, ten, and watched her sleep.

      The fixture overhead had dimmed to the intensity of a night light, but it was enough to see her and the way her lashes brushed her cheek. He wanted to brush the hair away from her face, but he didn’t want to wake her.

      As much as he liked the idea of her rubbing the ointment on his skin, he’d rather she rested. He reached for the container, but she’d moved it farther down the bed when she’d laid down. He’d have to do a sideways crunch to reach it.

      He could do this, he could do this, he could do this.

      He gritted his teeth, wished he had a leather strap trapped between his incisors. That would help. At least it always had in all those L’Amour novels.

      Okay. One. Two. Three…four. Okay. Okay. He crunch-lunged for the ointment. “Fuuuuuck.”

      Make that eighty percent sure no bones were broken.

      Josephine popped up, and she brushed the tumble of hair from her face and the trace of slobber from her lips. She grabbed the container from his hand. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      Pain made the sweat break out over his forehead and he sunk back into the pillows. “Sorry, I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “You were supposed to wake me. In fact, I wasn’t supposed to be asleep.”

      “You were tired.”

      “That’s no excuse.” She unscrewed the lid and dipped her fingers in. “You got a flashlight? I can hardly see you.”

      He bumped his chin toward the counter behind him. There’s a small one in the top drawer.”

      She got up on her knees, and had leaned over to reach the drawer. Her shirt drew up and from his vantage point, he caught a flash of her naked breast beneath her sweatshirt. He put his hand behind his head again to keep from reaching out, from cupping it, from tugging it to his mouth.

      With his other hand, he reached down and loosened the string on his sweatpants and tried to think of other things, like if Caine Cox would black both his eyes or just shoot him, if the man knew what Silas wanted to do to his little girl.

      That helped. A little.

      Josephine settled beside him, her legs crossed, her lips around the flashlight like—

      “Give me that.”

      “What?” With her mouth full, it sounded more like whuuut.

      He plucked the light out of her mouth. It hurt him in more ways than one to take that flashlight from her lips, but he had a serious issue brewing behind a thin piece of cotton that he’d be better off keeping to himself.

      He shined the light on his ribs and she started rubbing at the center of the bruising, slowly, working her way outward in ever increasing circles. It hurt, but the pain was bearable, especially if it meant she had her warm hands on him.

      She continued rubbing his skin long after the ointment had soaked in. His skin buzzed and tingled under her fingertips. Some of it was the medication.

      Most of it wasn’t.

      Then her hand drifted over, bumping across the muscles in his lower abdomen, beneath his belly button, her pinky finger dipping beneath the edge of his sweatpants. Holy sweet mother of—

      He dropped the light and grabbed her wrist.
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      Silas’s hand engulfed her wrist and held it steady. Heat rose to her cheeks but that didn’t stop Josephine from wanting a touch, a peek, a taste of what he had beneath the tenting of his sweats. “Sorry, that was…I mean… I uh…”

      She tried to back off the bed, but his grip was firm.

      “Where you going?”

      She preferred wallowing in her humiliation without an audience. “Back to my trailer.”

      The flashlight had caught at an odd angle on one of the pillows. It shot harsh light up at Silas’s face, reminding her of a kid telling ghost stories around a campfire, but even then, she saw the softness in his eyes.

      He settled lower on the bed. “Kiss me.” The words didn’t come out as a demand or a command. They came out as a promise. A promise of what, Josephine didn’t know. He gave her wrist a gentle tug, and his lips tilted up at the corners. “Kiss me.”

      You heard the man.

      It was a tad disconcerting she’d hear those words in her naughty granny’s voice. Yet despite granny’s naughtiness, she had always been a smart woman.

      Silas released Josephine’s wrist and she crawled back to him. He gathered her hair over one shoulder, his fingers working the tight muscles at the base of her skull as she leaned in and brushed his upper lip with the tip of her tongue.

      A groan of pleasure. A grunt of pain. He raised up on one elbow, opening his mouth to her, deepening the kiss. He drew back a moment, his eyes locking on hers before he dove back in for more. His arm came around the small of her back, drawing her in. Not wanting to crush his ribs with her weight, she leaned on one elbow and balanced with one leg between his.

      He hitched his hand behind her thigh, shifting her on top of him. His erection pressed against her lower belly, and his hand slid beneath her jeans and cupped her curves.

      A heaviness settled between her legs, as she pressed against him. As much as she wanted to reach down and take hold of the hard length of him, she broke the kiss instead. “What are we doing?”

      He removed his hand from her waistband and skimmed it up her side, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. “Pretty sure it’s called foreplay. You know those things you do to turn your partner on and—”

      “Yeah, I know what foreplay is. What’s the end game here?”

      As their breathing returned to normal, his expression shifted. She expected anger or frustration, but all she saw was patience and humor. “Sex? Not that you always have to end up there, but if you don’t ride the bull for the full eight seconds every once in a while, you miss out on a lot of fun.”

      “I’m sorry.” She sat up, turning her back to him and dangling her feet over the side of the bed. “I didn’t mean it to come out that way. It’s not like I’m looking for a proposal, or a boyfriend or…” she shut up before she embarrassed herself even more.

      He huffed and puffed and grunted and groaned until he’d made it to the edge of the bed, his shoulder brushing hers. She couldn’t look him in the eye. All she wanted to do was to hit a giant redo button and start the whole damn day over. Then she’d stay in her trailer like a good girl.

      He reached over and linked their fingers. “I don’t know what the end game is either. What I do know, is that I’m interested, and not in a one-and-done kind of way. By the way you had your tongue down my throat, I’m thinking that makes you interested too.”

      “Cheyenne is only a few weeks away and then we go our separate ways. Long distance relationships never work and—”

      “Whoa now.” He pressed a lingering kiss to the back of her hand and that touch settled her more than the words had. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I mean, who knows, I may find out that you fart like a bronc or snore as loud as a freight liner.” He glanced away then looked back up at her, his eyes earnest when he said, “Please tell me you don’t snore as loud as a freight liner.”

      “I don’t snore.”

      “See, then there’s hope for us, yet.”

      She got that itch between her shoulder blades that made her skin prick and her legs want to run. She wasn’t looking for a happily ever after. She stood up and swayed with an exhaustion that had settled deep into her bones. His hand held her steady, but she needed to make her intentions clear so there would be no misunderstandings or hurt feelings. “I’m not looking for an us.”

      He tugged her back down to the bed and she didn’t have the energy to resist.

      “Then let’s take it one day, one night at a time. Deal?”

      She nodded once as her eyes drifted closed. She could do that.

      “Lay down, Josie.”

      “What?”

      “You’re falling asleep sitting up. Lay down.” He eased down against the wall, and fluffed the other pillow for her. He held out his hand. “Come here.”

      She laid next to him, her back to his chest. She shifted, and bumped up against the hard length of him, but instead of pulling her tighter against him, he angled away.

      “Ignore that.” His words came out tight and tense and for a brief second, she wondered what it would take to break his control.

      But that wasn’t what they’d agreed to.

      His hand settled around her hip. “Get some sleep.”

      Except she didn’t.

      Couldn’t.

      Hour after hour, she lay there. His warm breath on her neck, his large hand spanning her belly, her bottom in his lap.  He slept, soundless and deep, but her body buzzed with an awareness she couldn’t shut off or unplug. The Naugahyde cushions squeaked when she shifted, and Silas’s scent drifted up from the pillow she’d borrowed. A heady combination of sunshine and fresh air and raw power.

      When the morning pinked the windows of the trailer, she didn’t wait for him to wake up, because that’s what couples did. They woke up together.

      She slipped from beneath his arm, slid on her boots and climbed out of the trailer, her mood off and her eyes gritty from lack of sleep. She already dreaded the chores ahead of her and was counting the minutes until she could fall back in her bed. Alone.

      She hadn’t been looking to become a couple. She’d been looking for some fun.
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      The cool heat of a Canadian Saturday afternoon found Josephine three hoof soaks and two short naps later. She snapped on her farrier chaps and worked her fingers into the sweat hardened leather of a pair of old work gloves complete with rasp-warn fingers.

      People had been giving her a wide berth all day, or looking at her funny. Maybe she should have gone with Cora to the local bar the rodeo crowd had taken over. Josephine clearly needed to relax if she was scaring everyone away.

      But she’d been feeling out of sorts and antisocial since she’d left Silas’s trailer that morning. She’d worried he’d come find her, to ask why she’d left.

      He hadn’t.

      Which worried her more.

      Where was Cora when she needed her?

      Josephine pulled Comet from his stall and looped the lead rope around one of the bars and got to work replacing the thrown shoe.

      Comet dozed while she rasped the bottom of the hoof flat and drove in the first two nails. His head popped up the same time Josephine heard Cora’s laugh in the distance.

      Cora’s laughs were always loud and as infectious as an STD at a porn convention. Josephine glanced up and Cora turned the corner at the top of the aisle. Josephine waved her over.

      Cora said goodbye to her friends and jogged up, the fringe on her long sleeves bouncing with each step.

      Josephine dropped Comet’s hoof and slipped the hammer into the loop on her chaps. “Just the wom—”

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me you slept with Foss?” Cora didn’t have an inside voice. Or discretion.

      People passing by slowed and stared before walking on again.

      “Would you keep your voice down?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Everyone already knew about it but me.”

      “You were asleep when I got in. I didn’t want to wake you. Besides, I thought you were staying the night with—”

      Cora waved a dismissive hand. “That’s over.” Cora didn’t look all broken up about it. She looked her normal, brushed out, made up, perfectly dressed self. “And don’t change the subject.”

      Josephine stretched Comet’s leg back and settled his hoof over her thigh and started tapping in the rest of the nails. “I guess that rumor accounts for all the weird looks I’ve been getting all day.”

      Cora settled on a bale of hay across from Comet’s stall. “It’s true, then.”

      Around a couple of nails she had sticking out of her mouth, Josephine said, “Of course it’s not true.”

      She pounded the last nail home, twisted off the ends, clenched them tight and gave Comet back his hoof. That shoe wasn’t coming off anytime soon.

      “So that redhead on the flag team was lying when she said she saw you sneaking out of Silas’s trailer at dawn?” Cora chewed on a stalk of hay, one booted foot on the bale, and a you-can-tell-me-the-truth smile on her face.

      Rodeo rumors flew faster than Telex, faster even than her hometown gossip grannies. Which said a lot.

      Josephine started gathering up her tools. She needed to set the record straight. Did it make her bad that a small, tiny, minuscule, fraction of herself wished the rumors were true? “Yes, I came out of Silas’s trailer at dawn. But no, I didn’t have sex with him. I didn’t even sleep with him. Now I’m tired and grouchy and—”

      “Horny.”

      Josephine couldn’t hold back the bubble of laughter as heat rose on her cheeks.

      “I knew you couldn’t go the whole season without someone tickling your fancy.”

      “Tickling my fancy? Now you’re starting to sound like my grandmother.”

      “Hey, Cora, get your sweet ass over here.” The deep male voice came from about ten stalls away. It wasn’t the roper Cora had left with last night.

      Cora’s grin expanded, and her eyes lit as she started backing down the aisle. “You should listen to your grandmother. She’s a smart woman. All my grandmother gave me when I left on the circuit was a container of oatmeal cookies. Yours gave you a box of condoms and an order not to dare come back until they were gone.”

      “I’m pretty certain that’s not normal.”

      “Doesn’t make it bad advice.”
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      Back at the Calgary rodeo grounds after a few beers at the
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