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My life is measured in eight-second increments, over and over until I’ve won every bull-riding buckle there is. But when the lights fade, the cost of chasing glory is a bad knee, five weeks until the World Finals, and nothing waiting for me at home. 


Then Phoenix Morgan bids on me at a bachelor auction and buys herself a cowboy. Not for a date—as a mentor to her kid brother. A last shot at keeping him out of trouble before a judge decides his future.


I should’ve walked. But the more time I spend with them, the more I want to stay. Phoenix is everything I never knew I wanted—and she makes me feel like a hero, even when she’s the only one watching.


And that’s the problem. Falling for Phoenix means risking the only career I’ve ever had. Letting me in means risking the fragile world she’s built to keep her brother safe.


The buzzer’s coming, and this time it’s not about my ride—it’s about whether love is worth the price of everything.


The Price Between Us is a clean, emotional cowboy romance set in small-town Montana—full of slow-burn tension, family stakes, and a love worth betting everything on.
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Sawyer


Standing on this makeshift stage at the Ironheart Ridge County Fair, I felt about as useful as a saddle on a fish. The auctioneer’s voice boomed across the crowd, working up enthusiasm for what had to be the most ridiculous fundraising idea in Montana history, and all I could think about was how much I missed the arena. 
Eight seconds. That’s all it took to prove yourself in my world. Eight seconds on the back of eighteen hundred pounds of pure fury, and you either walked away a hero or got carried out on a stretcher. Simple. Clean. The buzzer sounded, and you knew exactly where you stood.
This bachelor auction nonsense? Not so much.
“Next up, we have Sawyer Carrington!” the auctioneer bellowed, and the crowd erupted in genuine enthusiasm—wolf whistles from the younger women, approving murmurs from their mothers. “Champion bull rider, youngest of the Carrington brothers, and ladies, I’m told he’s still single!”
I flashed the grin that had gotten me out of trouble since I was five, the one that usually worked on buckle bunnies and traffic cops alike. The crowd ate it up, hands already shooting into the air before bidding even officially started.
The smile was for show only, but I’d bet no one in the audience could tell. I’d gotten way too good at covering up what was going on inside. Which was nothing.
My brothers had found their heroic moments in real life—Knox saving our ranch from a wildfire and getting his wife back from witness protection at the same time, Flint pulling the family operation back from the brink of foreclosure while gaining a fiancée. Big, dramatic, life-changing stuff that mattered.
And here I was, getting auctioned off for a date instead of spending time trying to figure out what the heck my purpose was supposed to be when I wasn’t wrapped around a bull. I was only home for a couple of weeks, tops. Just like last season by this time in April, I sat at number one on the points leaderboard and could afford to skip a few events, let my knee heal up before Finals.
But standing here felt more like marking time than recovery.
The auctioneer’s mic crackled. “Bidding starts at fifty dollars for an evening with one of Montana’s most eligible bachelors!”
Fifty dollars for a date with me. I’d spent more than that on dinner plenty of times, but this was for charity—families affected by Richard Davidson’s schemes and the lack of restitution money after his son ran off with millions of dollars. Worth the humiliation.
“Do I hear fifty?”
Multiple hands shot up immediately. Mariah Jenkins from the feed store, looking way too eager. A couple of tourists in fancy boots who were clearly here for the novelty. Even Mrs. Lane, my second-grade teacher, with a mischievous grin that suggested she was bidding for her granddaughter.
It wouldn’t be the first time—or last—a well-meaning neighbor tried to set me up.
“Seventy-five! Do I hear one hundred?”
This was more like it. The bidding heated up fast, voices calling out numbers while I did my best to look charming and dateworthy instead of like someone desperately searching for what came next. I scanned the crowd, recognizing most of the faces—neighbors, family friends, people who’d watched me grow up and probably still saw me as the baby Carrington who used to follow his brothers around like a lost puppy.
That’s when I saw her.
She stood at the edge of the crowd, partially hidden behind a family with three kids wrestling over cotton candy. Dark hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, wearing jeans that had seen better days and an oversized hoodie that looked like it belonged to someone else. Everything about her said she didn’t want to be noticed.
But I noticed.
Couldn’t seem to stop noticing, actually. The way she held herself perfectly still while everyone else around her laughed and sipped fountain drinks through a straw. The serious line of her mouth while other faces lit up with the carnival atmosphere. She wasn’t playing the game everyone else was playing—no flirty waves, no theatrical gasps when the bidding went higher. 
She just watched with this intensity that reached out and grabbed hold of something under my skin.
Made me want to know what she was thinking about with those dark eyes so focused on the stage. On me.
“One twenty-five! Do I hear one fifty?”
Mariah Jenkins waved her hand enthusiastically, and the tourists countered immediately. I should have been paying attention to the bidding, playing up the charm for the crowd, but I kept finding my gaze drifting back to the woman in the hoodie.
Our gazes locked.
The connection hit like stepping into an arena knowing you’re getting a fresh bull—that moment when everything else falls away and it’s just you and a metric ton of unpredictable power staring each other down. Except this time, I wasn’t sure who was the rider and who was the bull.
Then she raised her hand.
“One fifty!” the auctioneer called out, pointing in her direction.
She flinched, her fingers twisting nervously at the frayed cuff of her sleeve. What was all this about now? Was she having second thoughts? Suddenly realizing that was a chunk of change for some dude she’d never met before?
I could not peel my eyes off her. It was saying something that we didn’t know each other, considering I shared blood with a third of the people here and had spilled blood with another third.
She had this quality about her that I couldn’t put my finger on. But wanted to in the worst way. She’d tripped my curiosity for what was inside the box so well, she should have shown up wearing gift wrap.
“Do I hear one seventy-five?”
Mariah looked around, probably trying to figure out who her new competition was. The tourists whispered between themselves, but my mystery woman just stood there, waiting. Something about her felt…fragile. As if she needed someone to ride to her rescue.
My specialty.
“One seventy-five!” Mariah called out.
Without hesitation, the woman in the hoodie raised her hand again. “Two hundred.”
Two hundred. The crowd went quiet for a heartbeat, but all I could hear was my own pulse hammering in my ears. Not because of the money—though that was serious cash for a county fair auction—but because of the way she said it with a touch of rawness underneath. It felt like watching someone stake everything on a single throw of the dice.
“Two hundred from the lady in the back! Do I hear two twenty-five?”
Mariah glanced around, clearly weighing her options. The tourists had already backed away, probably smart enough to know when they were outgunned. But I barely registered any of it because I was too busy being wholly intrigued by my mystery woman.
She wanted me pretty badly. My ego wasn’t hurting over it either.
“Going once at two hundred...”
Mariah’s chin came up. Don’t you do it, I warned her silently, sending all the back-off vibes I could muster. Me and my mystery lady had a date with destiny. I’d known Mariah since kindergarten and I’d be a good sport if she ended up the highest bidder. But I’d be sorely disappointed to miss out on what promised to be the most interesting thing to happen to me since that casting agent strolled up at Regional Finals and asked me to be an extra in an episode of Yellowstone.
“Going twice...”
Mariah shrugged and gave me an apologetic smile, apparently deciding I wasn’t worth going broke over.
“Sold! For two hundred dollars to the lady in the blue hoodie!”
The crowd erupted, but the sound paled in comparison to what was going on in my head. All I could focus on was watching Mystery Lady push through the crowd toward the payment table, moving with purpose while I stood there trying to figure out why my pulse had gone a little haywire.
By the time I climbed down from the stage—my never-fully-healed knee protesting like always, which I was ignoring and had been since January—she was already finishing up with the volunteer handling the money. Up close, she was even more striking. Younger than I’d thought, mid-twenties maybe, with the kind of bone structure that made you take a second look at her face.
But it was her eyes that hit me hardest. Dark brown and filled with…something other than appreciation for the cowboy she’d just purchased.
What, I had no idea. But dang, was that the way to throw out a bone this dog would fight for. I had to physically force myself not to invade her space so I could get started unraveling all her secrets right this minute.
“So,” I said instead, scrambling for something to say that made me sound less like it was my first day as a dude talking to an attractive woman, “looks like you’re stuck with me for an evening. Up for dinner and a movie? Just don’t ask me to cook, or you’ll be requesting a refund.”
It was meant to be light, flirtatious, the kind of opener that usually got a smile and broke the ice. Instead, she looked at me like I’d started speaking Swahili.
“Right,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “About that.”
Her tone skated over my skin. This woman was about to flip the script on whatever I thought was happening. And I was here for it. Surprising maybe, but she’d gotten my attention all right.
“Look,” she continued, glancing around like she was checking for eavesdroppers, which only cranked up my interest another notch. “I know the reason women traditionally buy guys at these things, but that’s not why I bid on you.”
I flashed my signature grin, the one that usually melted resistance faster than August sun on snow. “Don’t tell me you just wanted my autograph. Those are free.”
She stared at me for a beat as if trying to figure out why anyone would want my autograph. Ouch.
“I, um…don’t want your autograph. I don’t think so, anyway?”
Oh, I’d flustered her. Adorable.
She cleared her throat. “I need riding lessons, and I was told you’re the person to ask.”
That should have deflated me. It was a pin prick in the center of my balloon no doubt, but instead, she’d done the impossible. Hooked me, dead center.
Don’t get me wrong. I like it when women fall all over themselves to make their interest completely transparent. I won the belt buckle at my waist the hard way, and with that comes a spotlight that generally attracts flirty types—the bunnies who giggle and bat their eyelashes, the whole routine. 
This one was nowhere in the same universe.
It was fascinating.
“Riding lessons,” I repeated because I had no idea what to say. A solid first for me.
“Yes.” She steeled her tone, but I caught how her fingers tightened on the strap of her worn bag. “Is that going to be a problem?”
Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? Given how this was going so far, I had no shot at answering since I still didn’t know how to begin figuring out what made this woman tick.
I planned to get an education really quick, though.
“Who told you I gave riding lessons?” I asked, though I had a pretty good idea.
Knox and Flint had been not-so-subtly suggesting I find some new hobbies, probably hoping it would give me something to do besides obsess over what happened when my body finally called it quits on bull riding. It would be just like my brothers to casually mention something ridiculously boring around town in hopes of getting me to settle down.
But riding lessons? On horses? I mean, I knew which end to feed and which end to stay away from before a date, but when it came to farm animals, they were not my first choice for a fun time.
“Does it matter?” She lifted her gaze to mine, a plea swimming in their depths that struck an odd nerve. “I did my homework. People said you’re good with horses and might be willing to help. Was that wrong?”
She’d researched me. Planned this. Used a bachelor auction to arrange riding lessons because…why exactly? I had no idea. But somehow, she’d picked me out of a lineup because she thought I was the kind of man who helped people when they needed it.
That set me back a step.
Was that what had happened? She’d looked at me and seen something worth two hundred dollars of faith?
All at once, I wanted to honor that. Somehow.
“Not wrong,” I told her, shrugging off the lie. I was willing to help, and I’m good with everything, so horses wouldn’t be much of a stretch. “It’s just unorthodox, I guess. Most normal people just call up a place like Blackwood Ranch and schedule lessons.”
“Two hundred dollars seemed like the price of guaranteed attention.”
Undercurrents in her voice told me there was more to the story. Much more. What was going on in her life that made normal channels difficult?
Now she had me rabidly intrigued.
“You could have saved your money,” I said, resituating my Stetson so that it cocked down lower on one side, which generally got me a second date anytime I’d used the move before. “I’m a sucker for a pretty face asking for help.”
Pink flushed across her cheeks and she ducked her head. Not used to compliments, then. What kind of losers had she been hanging out with, anyway? Blind ones? She had gorgeous skin and a long fall of hair so lush and shiny that I could practically feel it sliding through my fingers.
You’d have to be six feet under not to appreciate what she brought to the table, not the least of which was this intriguing bit where she seemed totally unused to male attention, not quite clear on how to go about hiring a qualified riding instructor, and simultaneously operating under the assumption that I was the solution to her problems.
“I—that’s not—” She stopped, cleared her throat again, her eyelids slamming shut for a beat. “Has anyone ever told you you’re impossible to have a conversation with?”
“Not once,” I told her truthfully with a rueful grin. “It’s getting me to shut up that’s the trick.”
“I believe that,” she muttered and shook her head. “Will you do the riding lessons or not?”
Wasn’t this a hoot? The woman who’d just outbid the competition at a county fair was getting flustered over a little harmless flirting. Made me wonder what might happen if I really turned on the charm.
I was a wicked, wicked man because I couldn’t resist finding out. It sounded like more fun than spending the next five weeks obsessing over World Finals and whether I still had what it took to defend my title.
“For you? I’m available anytime.” I winked, letting my gaze linger on her face a beat longer than necessary, enjoying the way she swallowed hard. “Although you have to confess one of your secrets before we make it official.”
You could have heard a pin drop in the silence, and the flush across her neck had more mottled red in it than pleased pink. I’d struck a nerve. Which made me feel like I’d kicked a puppy and then sideswiped a grandma on the way over here.
“What?” she scoffed with more bravado than bristle and squared her shoulders. “I don’t have any secrets. What are you even talking about?”
That’s when I realized why I couldn’t put my finger on her vibe. She was hiding something. A big something. And I had no right to dig into her like a vulture on carrion. Good grief—I didn’t even know her name, yet.
I held up my hands traffic-cop style, since it was way past time to have mercy on her. “Whoa, I was only kidding. The only secret I require you to spill is why me and not one of the other guys?”
She huffed out a breath and contemplated me for five excruciating seconds, giving me a new appreciation for what the Best in Show heifer must feel like. Danged if I didn’t want to hit the mark on whatever mental calculations she’d just done.
“You looked like you’d be up to the challenge,” she finally said, which wasn’t much of an answer at all.
I clutched my chest in mock pain. “And here I thought you bid on me for my rugged good looks and sparkling personality.”
That got me an actual eye roll, but I didn’t miss the way her gaze flickered over my face, lingering just a beat too long. “Are we done here? Because I have places to be.”
“Right. Busy woman like you, can’t be standing around making small talk with your new purchase.” I tipped my hat slightly. “Tomorrow at the Diamond C, then? Ten o’clock work for you?”
She nodded, and I caught the slight release of tension in her shoulders, like she’d been bracing for me to back out. “Ten works. Thanks. I appreciate you not making a big deal out of this.”
The raw sincerity in her tone killed off the flirty comment on the tip of my tongue. Whatever she thought she’d purchased, it meant a lot to her. “Don’t thank me yet. I might be the worst teacher you’ve ever had.”
That earned me the ghost of a smile, just a slight upward tilt of her lips that ricocheted through me as if I’d swallowed a boomerang.
“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”
“Guess we will.” I held out my hand, desperate to connect with her, even in this small way. “I’m Sawyer, by the way. Seems a little late for introductions, but here we are.”
“Phoenix,” she replied, placing her hand in mine. Hers was delicate, clearly not used even remotely the same way mine were. “Phoenix Morgan.”
I held on far longer than necessary, fascinated by the way her pulse fluttered visibly at her throat. She didn’t pull away, but I had the impression it was because I’d flustered her again.
“Phoenix,” I repeated, testing the name on my tongue. “Like the bird that rises from the ashes.”
“Yeah,” she mumbled. “It’s just a name. Don’t read into it.”
Hiding something and defensive. Plus easily flustered and a little annoyed at herself for responding to me. At least, that’s what I was telling myself.
“Well, Phoenix Morgan,” I said with a grin, “looks like you just bought yourself a cowboy.”
The pink blush returned with a vengeance. “I—that’s not—how do you manage to make something like riding lessons sound so…”
“Decadent? Intense? Sexy?” I winked. “It’s a gift.”
“You’re a piece of work,” she muttered, shocking me with the slightest upturn of her lips. I’d gotten a tiny smile out of her.
I could get used to this.
“Part of my charm,” I replied, enjoying this game more by the second. “And you know what they say about cowboys...”
“Mamas don’t let your babies grow up to be one?” she suggested dryly, earning a genuine laugh from me that I felt all the way to my boots.
“That too,” I said.
“Tomorrow, Carrington,” she called as she sailed off into the crowd.
I stood there watching until I couldn’t see her anymore, absently rubbing at my chest until I got a clue that I probably looked like a besotted idiot. Which might not be far off.
For the first time in months, I had something to think about besides lasting eight seconds or proving I could handle whatever a bull threw at me or fixating on why winning felt more like a habit than a goal.
Phoenix Morgan thought I was worth two hundred dollars of trust. I could not overstate how strange that made me feel. Or how deeply I wanted to live up to whatever she saw in me.
Fate had dumped a chance right in my lap for me to be someone’s hero, and I was not gonna hit the dirt before the buzzer sounded.
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Phoenix


If there was a list of the worst ideas I’d ever had—and believe me, I keep those kinds of lists, color-coded and everything—buying a cowboy at a charity auction would now be sitting at number one. Bolded. In italics. 
What had I been thinking? Two hundred dollars. Two hundred dollars that could have covered our electric bill or restocked the pantry for almost three weeks or paid for Dylan’s math tutoring. Money we absolutely did not have to spare, blown on a ridiculous gamble that Sawyer Carrington—with his perfect smile and championship buckle and those eyes that burned with enough heat to fry eggs—might actually be able to help.
Might actually make a difference.
Might be worth the price.
I tapped out an anxious drumbeat on the steering wheel. The Diamond C Ranch turnoff was still half a mile away, and we were already running five minutes late. Five minutes might as well be fifty in the world of making first impressions, and I’d blown it before we’d even arrived.
We’ll just add it to the “Ways Phoenix Morgan Is Failing at Life” highlight reel that plays on repeat in my brain at 3 a.m.
“This is stupid,” Dylan muttered beside me, slouched so low in the passenger seat he was practically horizontal. “I don’t need to learn how to ride a horse.”
“Agree to disagree,” I replied, working to keep my voice level when my insides were twisting themselves into origami shapes. “And after last week, you should be grateful we’re even getting this option.”
“They dropped the charges. Why do I still have to go?”
I swallowed back the urge to point out that those charges—vandalism and marijuana possession—had only been dropped because it was a first offense and because Judge Bankston had seen something in Dylan worth saving. Or maybe he just recognized that one more strike against Dylan Morgan, son of the disgraced accountant who’d tried to take down Richard Davidson, wasn’t going to improve anyone’s life.
Dylan had gotten probation. A miracle, frankly.
Then DA Calloway pulled me aside in the courthouse hallway, his expression a mixture of sympathy and warning. “Ms. Morgan, your brother is on thin ice. Thinner than you realize, especially after your father’s arrest. Get that boy a positive influence, or I guarantee the next time we meet, the outcome won’t be so favorable.”
Those words had been on spin cycle in my brain for days.
“We’ve been over this,” I said instead. “The judge gave you thirty days to turn things around. It’s not a suggestion. It’s a deadline. This is about finding you something productive to do with your time.”
And about my desperate search for stability. A male figure in Dylan’s life who wouldn’t lead him straight to jail.
Dylan rolled his eyes with the practiced disdain that only teenagers can truly perfect. “Right. Because
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