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      LIZ

      

      “What do you mean you signed me up?” I ask my sister, Gemma. I try to keep my voice low considering we’re in the stands at the local rodeo and there are people everywhere. Some of them know me, too. I don’t need any comments from the peanut gallery about my dating life.

      “Exactly what it sounds like.” A mischievous twinkle dances in her eyes. “You’ve got a chance to go on a date with the hunky Austin Wilder.”

      I shake my head violently no. I don’t do blind dates—I don’t even do dates anymore. After the pitiful luck I’ve had, I’m determined they’re a waste of time. Last week’s tragic date solidified my resolve. No more. I’m better off single and focused on my own goals. My bakery isn’t going to open itself.

      The anticipation of a date involves too much excitement, prep, and nerves only to be let down by yet another dud or douchecanoe. It’s all wasted time that could be spent on finalizing my business plan or testing out a new recipe.

      “Un-sign me up.”

      Gemma shrugs nonchalantly, glancing around at the gathering crowd as we wait for the event to start. “Sorry, too late for that.”

      I clench the program in my fist, crumbling the side. Austin Wilder: Pickup Man jumps out at me in big bold letters above my thumb. Just what I need. A possible blind date with an arrogant cowboy. Seriously, I should write a book about my disastrous dating history. I could sell copies in my future bakery. Gemma might sue me for slander, though, considering she’s responsible for over half of them and I would let the world know.

      “If I win, I’m never going to forgive you.” My sister is always meddling in my non-existent love life. I know she means well, but it never bodes well for me. I’m the one who has to be the bad guy when it doesn’t work out.

      “Relax, Liz. You’re just one name in dozens. Maybe hundreds. The odds of you winning a blind date with Austin are slim.”

      Letting out an annoyed sigh, I finally take the time to skim the advertisement in the program. The Wilder brothers are local legends around these parts; the closest thing our town has to celebrities. The four of them all are heavily involved in the rodeo. They travel together, work together, and even own a ranch outside of town together. Plus, they’re all smoking hot.

      The oldest two are married with families now, but the youngest two are single. And apparently Austin Wilder has decided to offer himself up as a prize tonight.

      His pixelated black and white photo sucks me into a trance. There’s something about those dark eyes and his half smile. It promises he’s up to no good. Against my better judgement, my nipples tighten and pebble. Ugh!

      Now look, I think a cowboy is just as sexy as the next girl. Add to that he’s a rodeo cowboy, and well, it’s enough to set any sensible girl’s panties aflame. But the popularity this man has amassed has obviously gone to his head. Presenting himself up as some sort of grand prize... puh-leeze!

      “If I win, I’m declining,” I declare, panties be damned.

      Gemma tosses popcorn at me, and it bounces off my nose into my nacho cheese. I eat it anyway, maintaining eye contact, just to annoy her. “Yeah right,” she scoffs. “You’re not going to shut him down in front of a crowd.”

      “Watch me.” But the words are a bluff. I have to live in this town, and don’t need to be shunned by the masses for embarrassing a local celebrity. “These are all what if’s anyway,” I counter. “You said it yourself. I’m up against probably a hundred other names in that hat. No way they draw mine.” I feel myself start to relax into my own words of wisdom, despite the nagging whisper in the back of my mind trying to sabotage my peace.

      “What’s your deal with Austin Wilder anyway?” Gemma asks. “Have you met the guy before or something?”

      “Yes.” Not a lie. I did meet him once, in a gas station. The Wilder brothers don’t come into town much. They’re gone a lot, and when they’re home, rumor is they like to enjoy their peace and quiet on their ranch.

      Well, meet is a strong word. I was standing three people back behind him in line. He didn’t even see me. That was months ago. I try to conjure the memory, certain he exuded some form of arrogance or cockiness that’ll prove my case. But I come up blank. “Look, I’m done dating for a while. I’m tired. Really tired. Especially after last week.”

      “I’m sorry,” says Gemma with a cringe. Last week was her fault and she can’t deny it. “I know I’ve set you up on some … less than ideal dates, but⁠—”

      I laugh so hard I snort soda out my nose. Which also makes Gemma laugh. “Gemma, you set me up with a personal trainer who couldn’t stop talking about protein shakes and supplements.” Never mind that I hate the gym and love my curves, thank you very much, but this guy was something else.

      “He wasn’t that bad.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “He showed up to our date with a six-week personal training program and meal plan with my name on it.”

      “Okay, okay. So that one was a mistake.”

      I wave the flyer, still clenched tight in my grip, at her. “This one is too. You just better hope they don’t draw my name.”
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      AUSTIN

      

      “Who’s ready for some bull riding action?” The announcer, Ted, calls to the crowd. I’m sitting on my horse in the arena, ready to save any bull rider from certain death should one of the beasts decide to show his temper tonight. That’s my job. To stay on my horse, watch the rider and the bull’s every move, and pick up the rider once he falls or jumps off his bull should he find himself the beast’s target.

      Though the job I’ve had for years always gets my heart pumping, it’s pounding now for an entirely different reason.

      When the crowd calms, Ted continues. “Before we introduce our bull riders, let’s do a last call for our special event of the night—winning a date with the pickup man, Austin Wilder.”

      I swallow, already regretting my decision. But I lift my hat from my head and wave it toward the crowd like I’m excited.

      I did it to help out a friend. The rodeo in my hometown is the most special venue to me out of all the places I’ve traveled in the country. It’s where my brothers and I all got our start. A couple of weeks ago, the owner confessed to me that he’s been having troubles this season filling the stands and staying in the black.

      To help alleviate his worries, I offered to do something crazy.

      I gave up myself as a raffle prize.

      “All you single ladies out there,” Ted calls out to the crowd. “If you haven’t signed up for your chance to win a date with Austin Wilder, you still have time. We’ll be drawing the winner halfway through the bull riders. Grab your tickets before it’s too late. Grab as many as you want.”

      Yep. I’m giving myself up as some stranger’s date. Tomorrow. Even agreed to take her back to my ranch for a quiet picnic away from the gossipy hens in town. If I’m not careful, one of them would have me married off by sundown. I really hope I don’t regret this.

      Though I certainly know a few rodeo cowboys who are a little full of themselves, that’s not me at all. And had my older brother Hudson not been married with a family, I would’ve suggested him in a heartbeat. He always did have a suave way with events like these.

      But out of the four of us brothers, Tex was the only other option besides myself. And Tex has sworn off women. After what his ex pulled, I can’t say I blame the man.

      On cue, I take a lap around the edge of the arena to wave at the crowd and let them get a more up close and personal view of me, hoping it’ll sell a few more tickets. All the proceeds are going straight to the venue to help catch it up and stay in the black.

      I lift my hat and wave it to the crowd again.

      That’s when I catch a glimpse of the beauty in the stands. Her deep green eyes meet mine and I swear the woman can see clear into my soul.

      I send her a smile. She returns it with a scowl and a roll of her eyes.

      “Ladies, who out there has bought a ticket or ten?” Ted asks as I turn around and ride by again. It wasn’t part of the original plan, but I want a second look at the mystery woman who’s captured my interest.

      Dozens of hands fly up. But hers doesn’t.

      I frown for a moment, but replace it with a smile. Part of the rodeo involves putting on a show for the crowd. That’s one of the reasons they keep coming back.

      “Would you look at that, Austin?” Ted cackles over the loudspeaker. “Who knew this town had so many single ladies?”

      Because I can’t help myself, I give the mystery beauty a wink before I ride back to the other side of the arena. The sight of her eyes widening in surprise makes my evening. I might have to spend tomorrow with some woman I can’t stand fawning all over me. But I will find out who my girl is before the night is over if it’s the last thing I do.
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      LIZ

      
      “He winked at you!” Gemma clutches my arm in a near death-grip as she squeals in delight. Luckily, the dull roar of the crowd muffles her to most of the people around us. But more eyes than I’d like turn in my direction.

      “He did not.”

      “Did too.”

      I clamp my lips shut in annoyance, because yes, my sister is right. The showboat did wink at me. That was after he smiled at me and I rolled my eyes in return. He might have everyone else in the audience fooled, but not me. At least that’s what I tell myself. “He was showing off,” I finally say.

      “Liz, that’s his job. To entertain the crowd.”

      I wave the flyer at her again. I’ve read his bio a couple of times now, afraid what my sister may have gotten me into. I know it’s a long shot to win, but I tend to win the things I don’t want. That’s why I have a gnarly feeling about this raffle. “There’s a guy for entertaining. See, he’s standing in the middle on top of that cage thing. Austin’s job is to save guys if a bull charges after them.”

      “You sure know a lot about this guy for all your talk about not wanting to go on a date with him.”

      Gemma has always had an uncanny ability to rile me up for her own amusement. I don’t take the
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