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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have a proposition for you, bro.” Cheyenne McLintock slid onto a barstool near the cash register where his twin Clint was reconciling the receipts. Only a few Fluffy Buffalo customers remained and the band was packing up.

      Clint held up one finger and kept working.

      “Want a beer while you wait?” Their little brother Rance wandered down from the other end of the polished antique bar, a towel flung over one shoulder. “It’ll have to be on the house since he’s closing out the register, but⁠—”

      “Thanks, anyway.” Considering the favor he was about to ask, mooching a beer wasn’t classy.

      “Just as well.” Rance flipped the towel off his shoulder and began polishing the bar. “He just gave me the side-eye for offering. But shoot, one beer, y’know? It’s not so much. The markup is⁠—”

      “Cool it, Rance,” Clint muttered as he closed the drawer on the vintage cash register with a clang and tipped his head toward the remaining customers.

      “Oh. They’re so quiet I kinda forgot they were still here. Sorry.”

      Clint heaved a sigh and shook his head. “Fortunately for you, my boss has gone home for the night. If she’d heard you say that in front of customers, she would’ve fired you on the spot.”

      “It’s not like they don’t know we make a profit.”

      “Of course they do, but it isn’t your place to remind them. You gotta start thinking before you start working your jaw.”

      “And I will, I promise. I love bartending here. The way I see it, eventually you’ll move onto bigger things and I’ll take over as manager.”

      Cheyenne snorted. “In other words, he’s gunning for your job.”

      “Too bad for him that I’m very happy right where I am.” He leaned his forearms on the bar. “What’s this about a proposition?”

      “Take my place tomorrow night.” Cheyenne kept his voice low. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

      Clint’s eyebrows rose. “In the first place, it wouldn’t work, and besides⁠—”

      “It would work. All you need is a haircut. And a shave before the event.”

      “And then what? Whoever has the winning bid gets you as their errand boy for seven days. Even if I fooled everybody at the auction…” His attention shifted to the customers as chairs scraped. “Thanks, folks! Have a nice night!” He gave them a tip of his hat.

      “We’ll do that, Clint,” one of the guys called out. “Hey, Cheyenne, thank you for your service, son.”

      “You’re welcome, sir.”

      “Guess we’ll be seeing you up on stage tomorrow night.”

      “Yes, sir.” His gut tightened. He’d rather face a wall of flames with a leaky fire hose.

      “As I was saying.” Clint made eye contact. “It’s not just the auction. There’s⁠—”

      “It is just the auction. Then we’ll switch again and I’ll take care of the hired hand aspect. I just don’t want to go up on stage and strut around. That’s not me.”

      “I know that, but sometimes you have to take one for the team. I’ll bet the rest of the guys aren’t all that eager to⁠—”

      “Are you kidding? They think it’s a hoot. We’ll be doing this gig bare-chested, wearing only our turnout pants and boots, like you see in those firefighter calendars. They’ve been practicing their walk, like they were on a runway or something.”

      “And you’re not practicing?”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m practicing. I want them to think I’m gonna do it. But I’ve had this Plan B in my head for weeks. That’s why I’ve let my hair grow out a little more. It’s still not quite the same length as yours, though, so you need a trim.”

      “If you’ve planned this for weeks, how come you didn’t ask me a long time ago instead of waiting until we’re twenty-four hours away?” He glanced at the digital clock mounted under the bar. “Less than twenty-four.”

      “I kept thinking I’d get used to the idea. Instead I hate it more than ever. Today I finally faced the truth. I need you to switch with me. It’s the only answer.”

      “But you work with these guys. Some of them for years. They’ll know right away I’m not you.”

      “Not if they don’t expect it. They’ll be jacked up on adrenaline, ready for their five minutes of fame. I asked to be last, the grand finale, so to speak, so you can come in late. That way you don’t have to hang around with them before you go on.”

      “Clint, you should stand in for him.” Rance thumbed back his hat. “They need that new engine. You’ll be way better than he will, which means you’ll raise more money.”

      “See? Rance gets it. I don’t have the showmanship to bring in the big bucks. You do. You’ll be helping me and the community at the same time.”

      “Isn’t Mom going to be at this auction? She’ll bid you up.”

      “That’s exactly what I don’t want. She could end up winning me, which would be stupid. She’s already the station’s biggest donor. The other day she told me if the auction doesn’t produce enough for the engine, she’ll make up the difference.”

      “I see your point.”

      “C’mon. We used to switch places all the time.”

      “Yeah, when we were younger. When it was funny to confuse people. But these days I’m more me. And you’re more you.”

      “Folks still mix us up.”

      Clint gazed at him, clearly searching for a different solution. “What if I coach you? Let’s put on your music and do a run-through.”

      “When?”

      “Now. Perfect opportunity. Nobody’s here.”

      “Hey.” Rance flipped the towel in Clint’s direction. “I’m here.”

      “A run-through in an empty room won’t bother me. It’s the public humiliation I’m trying to avoid. And the excellent chance I won’t earn a dime for the cause.”

      “I’ll be the audience.” Rance grinned. “I’m great at publicly humiliating people.”

      “Y’know, a coaching session could work.” Clint flipped a switch behind the bar and the speakers hissed.

      “No, it won’t. Just take the gig for me.”

      “I’m sure you’re not as bad as you think. What’s your music? I’ve got most everything here.”

      “Strip It Down, but I⁠—”

      His twin laughed. “That Luke Bryan tune? Did you pick it, bro? ’Cause that’s a very sexy⁠—”

      “I did not pick it, but the guys said if I was going last I had to have that one, which is why I want you to⁠—”

      “Cue it up, Clint.” Rance vaulted the bar, one of his favorite show-off tricks, and grabbed a seat at a front table. “I’m ready to be en-ter-tained.”

      Clint fiddled with the sound system. “There it is.” He glanced up. “Seriously, this impersonation thing could easily go south. Let me give you a few tips on your routine and you’ll be fine.”

      “Aw, hell, I don’t⁠—”

      “Show me whatcha got. Then we’ll talk.”

      “Okay. I guess that’s the only way I’ll convince you.” Turning, he walked over to the steps next to the bandstand. “Roll it!”

      As the piano intro to the song began, he climbed the steps and sashayed across the stage. He liked the song, turned up the volume anytime it came on the radio in his truck, but walking around a stage to that slow-burn rhythm… no, thank you.

      “Give us a smile, cowboy!” Rance called out in falsetto.

      He turned and flashed a cheesy grin at his little brother.

      “Rotate your hips,” Clint said.

      “While I’m walking?” He stopped and stared at Clint. “How’re you supposed to do that?”

      “I’ll show you.” He hopped up on the stage. “Rance, go start the music again.”

      “On it, boss. Need to fetch my phone, anyway.”

      Good Lord. “Rance McLintock, if you shoot a video of this, you’re a dead man.”

      “Would I do that?”

      “I mean it, little brother. I’ll take a hammer to that phone if I see it pointed in my direction.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      “First off, start out like this.” Clint took his position at the edge of the stage as Rance rebooted the tune. “Swivel your hips as you come toward center stage, like so.” He demonstrated the move. “Then pause and do a hip rotation in the middle.”

      “Ooooo, baby, you are so hot!”

      Rance’s high-pitched imitation of a groupie made Cheyenne laugh.

      Clint did, too, but he kept his sexy movements going. “Exactly! You gotta have fun with it. Laugh, smile, loosen up.” He stepped back. “You try it.”

      “Here goes nothing.” He walked to the far side and attempted Clint’s swivel-hipped stroll toward center stage.

      “Ooooo, baby, you look soooo constipated!”

      Clint cracked up. “Sorry.” He took out a bandana, wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. “But he’s right.”

      “Told you.”

      “I thought maybe if I showed you, you’d be able to⁠—”

      “Not in a million years. Switch places with me?”

      “Yes. Yes, I will.” He looked over at Rance. “Didja get it?”

      Rance held up his phone and grinned. “Best blackmail material ever.”

      Leaping from the stage, Cheyenne stormed toward his little brother. “Dammit, I warned you not to⁠—”

      “Just messing with you, bro.” He handed over his phone. “The video’s just for you. Thought you’d get a kick out of it. Then you can delete it.”

      “Wait.” Clint jumped down and came over. “Let me look at it before you erase it.”

      Holding the phone out so they could all see, Cheyenne hit play. By the end of the video he was laughing so hard he couldn’t talk. His brothers were in the same shape, red-faced and gasping.

      Clint was the first to catch his breath. “Classic. Please don’t get rid of it.”

      “I’m not gonna.” He forwarded the video to his phone and deleted it from Rance’s. “But I want sole possession.”
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      On the day of the bachelor auction, Kendall Abbott developed a case of jitters. She hadn’t had an attack of nerves this bad since the championship round of Montana’s annual spelling bee.

      Thank goodness her best friend Angie McLintock had suggested an afternoon ride with lots of cross-country galloping. Good weather added to her excellent plan. Although snow still topped the Sapphire Mountain range, new grass poked through the brown crust that remained from last summer’s forage.

      Spring. A season of beginnings. In the past she’d observed the change more than she’d participated in it, but not tonight. Walking the horses back to cool them down gave her a chance to talk bachelor auction strategy with Angie.

      Loosening Mischief’s reins, she let the bay gelding choose his own pace. “Who do you figure my competition will be?”

      “Hard to say.” Angie pulled her dark hair into a ponytail and anchored it with her baseball cap. “How long’s it been since he broke up with what’s-her-name from Missoula?”

      “It was sometime before February twenty-third.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I asked about her when I finally got him to come over and inspect your wiring job in my kitchen. He said it hadn’t worked out.”

      “I’m not surprised. High maintenance.”

      “No kidding. I saw them at the Buffalo one night. She went into the bathroom to fix her hair and makeup at least ten times.”

      Angie laughed. “Not that you were counting.”

      “Didn’t have to. I was with Lucky and he started keeping track.”

      “That’s my brother, all right. A detail guy.”

      “Yeah, he’s funny.”

      “You two get along great. Have you ever wondered if⁠—”

      “We decided to kiss one time, to see what happened. Nothing. It just made us laugh.”

      “For all you know, that would happen with Cheyenne, too.”

      “Oh, something would happen, all right. I get goosebumps just thinking about him.”

      “Then why haven’t you just laid one on him?”

      “He always stays out of range. But if he’s obligated to spend a bunch of time with me, my odds are better.”

      “The clerk over at the Baby Barn might bid on him.”

      “Adele?”

      “Yep. I went in to pick up something for Beau and Jess’s baby shower and he was there for the same reason. Adele was falling all over herself. Customer service with a capital C.”

      “Was he flirting back?”

      “Nope.”

      “That’s good. I doubt she has deep pockets, anyway. Anybody else who might want him?”

      “That new server at the Chuck Wagon. She waited on Mom and me the other day and she brought up the auction. She asked us if Cheyenne is seeing anyone.”

      “She’s cute, but she doesn’t strike me as someone loaded with cash, either. It all comes down to the money. Unless someone shows up with a wheelbarrow full, he’s mine.”

      “How high are you prepared to go?”

      “As high as I have to.”

      “Whew. I’m glad this is Wagon Train we’re talking about.”

      “Me, too. Your mom is probably the wealthiest resident. She won’t bid against me.”

      “She won’t once you throw out your first bid. I haven’t told her you’re doing this, but maybe I should. She plans to start the bidding high so he’ll bring in more.”

      “That’s fine. I want to support the fire department so I don’t care how much I end up spending.”

      Angie peered at her. “I don’t know how well-off your dad left you, but⁠—”

      “Your mom hasn’t told you anything?”

      “Like what?”

      “A couple of months after Dad died, she came over to gently inquire if I needed any financial assistance. I showed her the books and she was relieved. Dad was a savvy investor and he taught me to be one, too.”

      “That’s awesome. How come you never told me?”

      “You never asked. I figured your mom had said something.”

      “She wouldn’t. She respects your privacy.”

      “That’s cool, but I don’t mind sharing that stuff with you, if you’re interested.”

      “I am now that I have a handywoman business and I’m responsible for my own retirement.”

      “We could trade investment tips.”

      Angie grinned. “I’m all over that idea. Between you and Mom, I’ll be a financial wizard.”

      “Which reminds me. Are you laying out some cash tonight?”

      “Nope. I’ve already made a private donation.”

      “Angie.”

      “It’s easier on everyone if I date out-of-town guys.”

      “But—”

      “My brothers wouldn’t deliberately be threatening. But there’s nine of them. They’re an imposing bunch. Any potential boyfriend would think twice.”

      “A true hero would stand up to them.”

      Angie laughed. “I’m still looking for someone with the cojones to do that. Mom says that will be my litmus test. But back to you. I’m convinced you’ll win Cheyenne tonight. What’s your game plan?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t have one. I can assign him plenty of jobs around my place during the day, but dreaming up reasons for him to stick around at night is tougher.”

      “He could take you dancing at the Buffalo.”

      “What if he treats me like his little sister, even at the Buffalo? We have dinner, dance a little, and he’ll bring me home. End of story.”

      “You could invite him in.”

      “For what?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? Cheyenne’s not stupid.”

      “He’s also not motivated to be alone with me, let alone make a move. I’m cute little Kendall, his baby sister’s best friend. In his mind I’m way too young for him even though I’m twenty-five and he’s barely thirty. It’s not my fault I look young for my age. How do I turn that around?”

      “You could bake him sugar cookies. He’s a sucker for those.”

      “I tried that when I had him over to do the fire safety check. He ate a couple and seemed to like them, but he still kept his distance.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to try a little makeup? This time I could⁠—”

      “It’s no good, Angie. That makeover we did last summer was painful for my self-image. After you left, I couldn’t scrub it off fast enough.”

      “It made you look older.”

      “So he’ll take older me to bed and wake up to find younger me fixing breakfast? He’d freak.”

      “Maybe not. Especially if you’re wearing the sexy nightgown you bought last summer.”

      “While I’m whipping up scrambled eggs and flipping bacon?”

      “Why not?”

      “I’d feel like an idiot. You don’t cook in flimsy outfits. Things spatter. And that nightgown is still in a drawer, by the way. I’ve never worn it.”

      “Keep it handy. Makeup and slinky negligees work on guys. It arouses their lizard brain.”

      “Lizard brain? I want nothing to do with that, thank you very much.”

      “Oh, yes, you do. Tap into it and you have a chance of making whoopee with my big brother.”

      “I vaguely remember something about this. What does it control besides sex?”

      “Basic stuff. Fight or flight, feeding, you get the idea.”

      “I fed him sugar cookies. Nothing happened.”

      “That doesn’t mean he was unaffected. Mix those cookies in with other primitive instincts, and you could hit pay dirt.”

      “I never looked at it that way.” She glanced down the trail to the fork about fifty yards away. The left fork led to Rowdy Ranch and the right would take her to the A-Plus, her parents’ name for their small spread. “That’s good info. I’ll have just enough time to make cookies.”

      “Want to reconsider the makeup and negligee?”

      “Not yet. Maybe I can appeal to his primitive instincts without those things.”

      “How?”

      “I haven’t worked out the details, but it might involve chickens.”

      “Your chickens?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” She drew back on the reins as they reached the fork in the path. “Are you still picking me up at six-thirty?”

      “That should net us a front table. But Kendall… chickens? I don’t get it.” Angie looked flummoxed.

      “It might work. Even if it doesn’t, it’ll be hilarious.”
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        * * *

      

      Kendall and Angie snagged the last front table at the Buffalo. Soon after they arrived and ordered drinks and snacks, Wagon Trainers had filled the rest of the seats.

      Kendall glanced over her shoulder. “I’ve ID’d your brothers, sprinkled throughout the crowd like you said.”

      “Sky decided it was better than bunching up. They’ll have more influence by creating pockets of energy. Mom’s book club is doing the same.”

      “Lots of energy in here, for sure. The place is packed.”

      “I think it’s because we’ve never had a bachelor auction in Wagon Train. And we have some great-looking firefighters.”

      “Do tell.” Kendall gave her a nudge. “Any in particular you⁠—”

      “I’m not answering that.”

      “Aha! Which means you⁠—”

      “Oh, here comes Mom. Looks like she’ll just make it. We need another chair. I’ll go grab one.” She located an extra one at another table and moved it to their two-top. “I should probably get her a drink from the bar, too. It’s almost time to start.”

      Kendall smiled. “Nice diversionary tactics, girlfriend. They won’t work on me.”

      Angie made a face and hurried off.

      Desiree slowly wound her way through the crowd, stopping to greet people along the way, her copper curls shining in the glow from the antique lanterns hanging from the ceiling beams.

      “I ordered us some more munchies.” Angie returned with her mom’s drink. “She needs to get a move on. I’ll bet they’re waiting for her to sit.” She beckoned to her mother.

      Desiree gave her a wave and maneuvered quickly through the remaining tables. “Good evening, ladies!” Taking off her coat, she draped it over her chair and sat. “Kendall, are you bidding tonight?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Cheyenne?”

      She flushed. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Gonna get that boy?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Excellent. Hey, I’m just in time.”

      The band played Hail to the Chief as Tyra Lindquist and Chief Denny Portman took the stage. Tyra introduced Denny and praised the dedicated crew of Wagon Train Fire and Rescue. Before turning the mic over to Denny, she announced that fifty percent of the night’s food and drink proceeds would be donated to the station.

      Desiree nodded in approval. “Classy move. I can see why Clint likes working for her.”

      “I heard the bachelor auction was her idea,” Angie said.

      “Then I’m doubly impressed. I’ll write her a thank you note.”

      “So will I,” Kendall said. And maybe, if the time spent with Cheyenne turned out well, she’d send the Buffalo’s owner a bottle of champagne.

      Chief Denny didn’t waste any time getting the event rolling. Turning to the band, he gave a signal and they launched into Kane Brown’s Lose It. The first bare-chested firefighter vaulted onto the stage and began to dance.

      Kendall clapped and cheered as the evening continued at the same high pitch. Each bachelor was introduced with a different sexy song, followed by a spirited round of bidding. She also kept an eye on her friend, but Angie never gave herself away, darn it. Every bachelor received the same enthusiastic response. No favorites.

      Cheyenne was last on the program. Would he play to the crowd the way the others had? That didn’t fit his personality. He was reserved, a trait she was drawn to. Maybe he’d rise to the occasion, but this kind of event wasn’t his style.

      The bidding on the next-to-last firefighter ended and the band’s keyboardist played the opening chords of Strip It Down. Evidently the quiet cowboy she’d known all her life would parade across the stage with this hot tune as his background. Disbelief warred with eager anticipation.

      The fire chief stepped to the mic. “Ladies and gents, give it up for Cheyenne McLintock!”

      He danced up the steps and crossed the stage, adding sexy moves that made her heart pound. The crowd whooped and hollered as he paused to execute a suggestive hip rotation.

      Her mouth went dry. She’d been a Cheyenne watcher for years and he’d never acted like this. Was it because of the adrenaline rush, or because… it wasn’t him.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth to smother a giggle. He’d switched with Clint. A glance at her tablemates confirmed it. They’d ducked their heads and snatched up their napkins to cover their laughter.

      Desiree was the first to risk looking at Kendall. Her eyes sparkled and she had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Still gonna bid?”

      “Oh, yes, ma’am. We’re perfect for each other.”

      Her eyes widened. “You and Clint?”

      “Oh, no. Me and the cowboy waiting in the wings. He did exactly what I would have done.”
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      Cheyenne stayed out of sight during Clint’s performance. He didn’t need to see it. The whistles and cat calls told him his twin was rocking the house. Perfect.

      His mom threw out the first bid, although she had a tough time because she was so busy laughing. Rance had promised not to tell, but his family would catch on immediately.

      Clint’s sexy moves inspired several women to jump into the fray. His mom dropped out after the first round, but four others stayed in. He could only identify one voice for sure. Kendall. He sighed.

      Angie had mentioned bringing her, but he’d convinced himself she wasn’t bold enough to participate. Sure, she’d had a crush on him for a while, but he’d never given her an ounce of encouragement. In fact, he’d done everything possible to discourage her.

      She might not be a teenager anymore, but that’s what he saw when he looked at her. Unless he’d missed something, she’d never had a serious boyfriend. That could mean she was still a virgin.

      She was totally wrong for a thirty-year-old cowboy who’d lost his virginity at seventeen. Clearly she didn’t understand that.

      Either her stubbornness or Clint’s performance had lit a fire under her, because she wasn’t backing off. The bids increased rapidly, shooting past the amount his buddies had brought in. One-by-one, she knocked out the competition until she was the last one standing.

      The chief pounded the nail into his coffin. “Going once, going twice, sold to Kendall Abbott for a very nice sum! That puts us over the top, folks. Now we can afford that new engine!”

      Thunderous applause greeted that announcement. He was glad for it, too, but holy hell. He’d be at Kendall’s beck and call for a total of one hundred and sixty-eight uncomfortable hours. It would be like baby-sitting his little sister, except not anything like that because Kendall acted like she wanted him to kiss her. Which he was never, ever gonna do.

      After the crowd settled down, Clint addressed Kendall from the stage. “Congratulations, Miss Abbott, and thank you for your generosity. Let me change clothes and I’ll be out to join you so we can make plans.”

      Slipping into Clint’s office, Cheyenne slumped in the office chair and waited for his brother.

      Clint came in grinning. “Damn, that was fun!”

      Vacating the chair, Cheyenne pumped energy into his response. “I’m glad. You were the right McLintock twin to handle it. I owe you one.”

      “Nah.” He toed off the boots. “You don’t owe me anything. I enjoyed myself. Your buddies from the station figured it out, by the way. So did Chief Denny. None of them cared. They knew you were dreading this.” He stepped out of the turnout pants. “Good fit.”

      “Should be. Unless you’ve gotten fat in your old age.”

      “Not a chance. Tyra keeps me so busy I don’t have time to get fat.” He glanced at the pants and boots. “I can keep this stuff until tomorrow. You don’t want to be lugging it when you have your chat with Kendall.”

      “Guess not.”

      Laying the turnout pants over the back of his chair, Clint pulled his jeans from the pile of clothes he’d left on his desk. “You okay? You seemed a little down when I first came in.”

      “Just thinking how I’ll navigate spending so much time with Kendall.”

      “Ah.” He zipped his jeans. “Worried that she’ll get you in a hammerlock and take advantage of you?”

      “Very funny.”

      “It’s Kendall, bro. You’ve known her since she was splashing around in a wading pool with Angie, Rance and Lucky.”

      “That’s the point. She’s supposed to think of me like her big brother. Instead she’s got this crazy idea we should be a couple. That’s just wrong.”

      “So treat her like your kid sister, like you always do. She’ll get over it.”

      “I’m not so sure. She just spent a small fortune for a sizeable chunk of my time.”

      Clint chuckled. “Blame that part on me.” He buttoned his shirt and tucked it into his jeans. “She thinks you’re hot.”

      “Smartass.”

      “How you talk. After I just saved your bacon.”

      “Sorry. You’re right. It’s not your fault if Kendall wants me even more, now.”

      “I was kidding about that. She knew all along who I was.”

      “She did?”

      “Oh, yeah. She was sitting with Mom and Angie. Two seconds into my routine, they were all in hysterics. I was made.”

      “Then her bidding had nothing to do with your routine?”

      “That’s right.” Clint picked up his hat, settled it on his head and tugged on the brim. “I’m pretty sure she enjoyed it, but clearly she came into the Buffalo with a game plan. Our switcheroo didn’t matter to her. She was going to make the winning bid or else.”

      “That’s very bad news.”

      “Look at it this way. Her determination to beat out the competition juiced the bidding. The station will get a new engine.”

      “That’s the bottom line, isn’t it? That’s why the department staged this in the first place.” He held out his hand. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime.” Clint gripped his hand and pulled him into a quick hug. “You’ve got this. It’s just Kendall.”

      “Right.” He left the office ahead of Clint, who’d somehow convinced Tyra earlier that excessive paperwork had prevented him from attending the auction. Or could be Tyra was onto them, too.

      Maybe the whole damn town had figured it out. Didn’t matter. The event had raised the necessary amount to purchase a much-needed apparatus for the fire department. He hadn’t participated in the auction, so the least he could do was honor the commitment to Kendall in exchange for her sizable contribution.

      He put on his happy face as he approached the table. “Have a good time?”

      His mom laughed. “It was like the old days.”

      “Except Clint and I didn’t fool anybody at this table.” He glanced at Kendall. “Thanks for putting us over the top.”

      “My pleasure.” She flashed him a smile.

      She had dimples. Of course she did. He’d seen them a million times. But tonight they caught his attention, for some stupid reason. “We should talk about what you want me to do.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Dimples again. Why was he so focused on them? “But we don’t have to discuss it now. I have the next forty-eight hours off. I could come by in the morning and we could⁠—”

      “Or you could drive me home and we could talk about it on the way.”

      “Um, I suppose that would work.” He shot a look at his sister, who was having way too much fun with this. “If you want, we could stay a while. Maybe you’d like some pie.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve been snacking all evening. I’m ready to go if you are.”

      “Then let’s make tracks.” He helped her out of her chair, took the coat that was draped over it and held it so she could put her arms in.

      “Thank you, Cheyenne.”

      “You’re welcome.” This routine was way too cozy, too much touching, like they were dating or something. He’d never helped her on with her coat. She smelled like sugar cookies. Had she always smelled like that?

      No. Either she’d been baking this afternoon or she’d dabbed on sugar-cookie perfume before she came here. Either way, he wouldn’t fall for it.

      He said goodnight to his mom and sister, who could barely contain their glee. If Angie was behind this bachelor auction move on Kendall’s part, he’d have words with his beloved sister tomorrow.

      Usually when he escorted a lady out of the Buffalo, he kept a hand at the small of her back. He almost made contact before he overrode his ingrained habit. Instead he just followed her out.

      The wooden buffalo at the door moaned haaaappy traaaaiiils toooo yooouuu as they exited the building. Clint had refused to reveal how the sensors worked, but they were accurate enough to tell the difference between someone entering and leaving. Damned ingenious.

      “Someday I’m going to figure out where the sensors are.” Kendall stepped out on the sidewalk and turned to him. “Or do you already know?”

      “No, ma’am. Clint’s a vault. None of us can get him to crack.”

      “But now Rance is working there.”

      “And we thought he’d spill the beans the first week. But he hasn’t. Whatever Clint threatened him with, it worked.”

      “Do you at least know who’s the voice of the buffalo?”

      “Afraid not.” He gestured toward their right. “I’m down that way.”

      “I know. Angie and I drove by your truck when we were looking for a spot.”

      “My mom didn’t drive in with you?”

      “She had an important conference call with someone in California and had to come separately.”

      “I see.” A studio had optioned one of his mom’s books, but her bestselling career as Western writer M.R. Morrison was a secret. Even Kendall didn’t know. The world thought the author was a man and his mom and her publisher wanted to keep it that way.

      The vehicle that had parked next to him was gone, so he had plenty of room to help her into his truck.

      Her hand was tiny and warm, but she had the grip of a lumberjack. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” When she finally turned him loose, he resisted the urge to shake his hand to restore the circulation. Closing the door, he rounded the hood of his truck and climbed behind the wheel.

      “You keep your truck nice.”

      “Thank you.” He started the engine and the radio came on. He switched it off. Something romantic might come on. Or worse yet, Strip It Down. But music could forestall conversation. He switched it on again. Except they needed to set up a schedule and now was as good a time as any. He turned it off.

      “Is something wrong with your radio?”

      “No. Why?” He checked his mirrors and backed out of the parking space.

      “I thought you might have a loose connection since you kept
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