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      GEMMA

      

      “When are you getting married, Gemma?” The Wilder brothers’ Uncle Raine asks me as we wait for the rodeo stars to wrap up their interviews. This ritual after the rodeo has become my normal ever since my sister married into the Wilder family.

      “Have to find the right man.” The lie is easy enough to say. The truth though … I have found the perfect one. He just doesn’t know it yet.

      Tex Wilder. I’ve had it bad for months now. Maybe longer. Ever since that day in the coffee shop when an elderly woman at the counter couldn’t get her debit card to work. Tex stepped up and paid for her coffee. Not just for that day, but for the rest of the month.

      Tex didn’t notice me before he slipped out. But I never forgot his kind gesture.

      “Sure you’ve been looking in the right places?” Raine asks with a teasing chuckle.

      I like Raine a lot. He’s like the wise, comedic uncle I never had. If anyone suspects my long, pathetic crush, it’d probably be him. “I’ll find my knight in shining armor one of these days. You’ll see.” I pat him on the arm before I make a dash for the snack table to avoid where this conversation might lead.

      He’s only asking about my love life because my younger sister, Liz, just got married to Austin Wilder a few weeks ago. I scan the area again for my sister—she’s the reason I’ve been coming to so many rodeos lately—but I think Liz is celebrating with her husband in private.

      I’ve always known I wanted to marry a cowboy, ever since I was a little girl. But after Liz’s wedding, I want it even more.

      Tex Wilder is a mysterious, quiet man who keeps mostly to himself. He hasn’t dated a woman in well over a year; not since his ex pulled some stunt no one’s been willing to talk about. The only thing I’ve been able to figure out is she used Tex’s fame for her own gain.

      Though Tex is the entertainer for this particular rodeo circuit, he’s also famous in other ways. He’s played roles in a couple of big screen rodeo movies. For that reason, he attracts the cameras more than his brothers. I’ve even heard a rumor that he’s doing another movie. But rumors in this town can’t always be trusted.

      “Where is he?” I hear a shrill, female voice call above the crowd. “Tex? Honey?”

      Honey? 

      My eyes narrow in search of the woman who dares lay stake to my claim. From what his brothers and uncle have let slip, Tex has no intentions of ever being in a relationship again. He didn’t even bring a date to his brother’s wedding.

      “You should go,” I hear Uncle Raine say to the woman.

      Abandoning my snack plate, I weave my way through the small crowd to get a better look. Dammit, the woman is gorgeous. Elegant, flashy, and thin as a toothpick. She looks sorely out of place in the private grounds of a small town rodeo.

      “Don’t be silly. I’m not going anywhere without Tex. Where is he?”

      “Gone home,” I hear the oldest Wilder brother, Colt, pipe up. “Leave, Maxine. I won’t tell him you stopped by.”

      The ex. It has to be.

      “His truck’s still here,” she argues, folding both arms across her chest. The flimsy tank top she’s wearing hardly hides anything. Not that she has much of a chest to hide. Not like mine. The thought makes me spurt a laugh, and her narrowed eyes shoot daggers at me.

      “Who are you?”

      Austin steps in front of me, protecting me like a big brother. “That’s my sister-in-law,” he says. Yep, my sister picked a good one. Even though she’s the one who married into this family, they’ve accepted me as one of their own, too.

      “What are you saying?” Maxine huffs.

      It occurs to me that she might think I’m Tex’s wife.
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      TEX

      

      I make sure every bit of paint is off my face before I brave the after-rodeo crowd. I’m the entertainer that hangs out in the center of the ring to keep the crowd stimulated in between rides. I’m also a potential target for an angry bull during rides.

      Uncle Raine is a godsend to bring his RV to every event so I have a place to shower when it’s all over. It’s not just the face paint, it’s the dirt—and nights like tonight after a heavy rainfall—the mud. So much mud.

      This weekend we’re in our hometown, but that doesn’t mean I want to muddy up my truck on the twelve mile ride home. Besides, I promised a local reporter I’d give a quick interview about my new movie role. So, here I am.

      I stare at myself in the mirror, noticing the increasing number of lines around my eyes.

      I’m getting older. No doubt about it. 

      If you’d asked me five years ago where I thought I’d be by now in life, this isn’t quite it. Sure, I have some fame and I love the rodeo. But everything else I wanted—a wife, a family, and a house that felt like a home— has slipped out of my grasp. My heart’s hardened too much. 

      During a rodeo, I’m outgoing and funny. The crowd loves me. But after, I’m quiet and reserved. I keep mostly to myself. Outside of my brothers, I don’t have many people I’d call friends. It’s just easier that way.

      There was a time that wasn’t the case. But betrayal has a way of turning a man cold.

      “Let’s just get this over with, huh?” I say to myself in the mirror, ripping my gaze away.

      I stay to the shadows as much as I can, navigating my way around RVs and trucks to the pop-up tents. I’ve no doubt the reporter is at my family tent waiting for me, so I might as well grab a bite to eat before she pounces.

      My heart skips a couple beats when I notice the gentle wave of Gemma Hollingsworth’s dark red hair. She’s surrounded by my brothers and uncle.

      In another world, one where I wasn’t so heartless and cold, I’d ask her out. Hell, I’d do a whole helluva lot more than that. But it’s not fair to lure her in when I can’t give her all the love she truly deserves. I’m a broken man, and she’s an angel.

      With a deep breath, I brave my way into the gaggle of family. 

      The roar of their voices grows louder with each step. Something’s up. An upset fan? Or maybe a rival? Who’d Colt knock outta first?

      I consider skipping out on the interview. Whatever’s going on could be bad press captured by a hungry reporter, and I know myself too well. Exhausted, weary to my boots, my fuse is too short to hear someone slur our name. Raine can handle whatever it is. Austin too. I should just go.

      But a shrill voice from my past lifts over the huddle and punches me square in the chest. “Where is he?” she demands, like it was for the fifth time.

      Maxine.

      The woman who betrayed me.

      What the hell is she doing here?
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      GEMMA

      
      “Maxine, it’s time for you to leave,” Austin says sternly, an unmoving barricade between me and her. Seriously, these Wilder brothers are like linebackers. I can hardly see around him.

      “Not until I talk to Tex. Don’t feed me some bullshit line about him being married to her, either.”

      The jab stings initially, but I brush it off. I may not be some cover model, but I love my curves. I own my curves. It’s all I can do to keep myself from putting her in her place. I’m pretty sure one sweeping kick under her knees would knock her right off those stilettos and onto her bony little ass. Seriously, who wears high heels to a rodeo?

      But the flash of a camera keeps me from pushing my way around Austin and playing out the fantasy in my head. The last thing I want is to be some headline in our local newspaper—or worse, the internet. I’m a high school teacher. I don’t need my students or colleagues confronting me about a questionably violent headline. It might be summer break, but I run into someone from school almost daily.

      “We can have security escort you out,” Austin adds, adjusting his stance to block me completely from Maxine’s sight.

      I briefly wonder where my sister went off too when I notice something move in the shadows behind the open tent. There’s a tall man with broad shoulders hiding in the cover of darkness behind the RV parked there.

      Tex.

      I don’t need to catch the wafting of his woodsy cologne to know it’s him. I can tell by the outline of that magnificent silhouette. I’ve practically memorized the lines of his muscular body. It’s all that pining and watching from afar. Pathetic, I know. But I’m hung up on him. Bad.

      As the arguing continues, I quietly slip backwards until I’m on the other side of the tent and free of the crowd. With extreme caution, I go to Tex.

      My palms are sweaty, and my heart is racing faster than a fighter jet. But I force my voice to work so I can warn him. “Maxine,” I say in a quiet voice, my eyes fill with both sympathy and longing. All I want is for this man to gather me in his arms. To claim me as his own.

      But I know better.

      “Great,” he mutters, scrubbing a hand over the back of his neck. Even in the shadows, I see the strain in his dark eyes. “Do me a favor?”

      “Anything.” And I do mean anything.

      “Don’t tell them you saw me.”

      I swallow hard as I give him my nod of agreement. It’s laughable how much I look forward to the nights after the rodeo is over. Tex is always the first to leave, but I cherish even the few minutes I get to be around him. When I
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