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      “Wait, did I hear you correctly?” Tom tilted his head, trying his damnedest to parse what the drawl on the other end of the phone line could be saying.

      Tom’s little side hustle website was becoming quite a business, and he knew it. Cowboy Wanted was very popular—both on the side of the folks wanting help and the cowboys hunting work.

      He got help for ranchers. He found drovers for gentleman farmers. He hired cowboys for bailing hay and rounding up horses.

      He had a contact with a passion for helping wild mustangs. He had a section in the ads for handyman work and babysitting.

      He’d even managed to get someone a date who saved a crumbling marriage.

      But this was new.

      “You wanna take naked pictures of a cowboy?”

      “What?” That was pure-D shock. “No, not naked —kind of shirtless maybe. You see, I write romance novels. In fact I write gay romance novels, and I need a cover model. Everybody’s used everybody. I feel like there’s no new faces in the world. And we don’t, you know, we don’t even have to show faces. It can just be like a chin and down. But I need somebody with a decent belly. I need somebody who can wear a pair of Wranglers who seems like he was actually meant to wear them. I don’t need some sort of a bulked-up bodybuilder. I really need a nice-looking man, possibly with a tan and a six-pack, who can wear a cowboy hat and has great hands. You know, that’s the big thing I need. Great hands. Great hands on a belly. Great hands on a belt buckle. Great hands shoved into a pocket of their jeans. I need great hands.”

      Wow. Okay. So, writers obviously were chatty. Cool.

      “Do you have a photographer?” This was the weirdest thing he’d ever heard of, but cool.

      He was totally not the right type, but he would totally be willing to get naked and stand for a photographer. Koby would love that.

      “Of course I have a photographer. She’s having trouble finding the right cover model, and I happened to come across your site. I’m local, you see, and I thought I’d give it a try. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to waste your time.”

      “No, no, no, Mr.—”

      “Williams. My name is Austin Williams.”

      Tom hooted. “That is a kick-ass name.”

      “Thanks, I use it for my books too. I—yeah…”

      “So, Mr. Williams, you didn’t waste my time. I can do it.” He wasn’t really sure how he could do it, but God knew he could do it. It might require a spray tan, but he could do it.

      “Call me Austin. And you think so? It would save my life. I’ve got a whole series that I’m recovering, and we’re going to put them out. I’m trying to relaunch before my new series starts, and I just—I think I can make it work. I have money in the budget for the photographer and model fees.”

      Lord have mercy. “Well, okay. Let’s make this happen. So how does this work exactly? I’ve never done this.”

      “I’m not the professional, but I can e-mail you my photographer’s information, and she’ll be able to talk to you about cover model releases. And, you know, locations and all of that stuff. I don’t even have to ever meet the guy. It’s not skeezy, and it’s a no-contact thing. I’m trying to help the photographer and myself out. I’d love to have a cover model who’s mine, exclusive.”

      Okay, dude. Breathe. “Fair enough. I mean, seriously. I can do this.”

      “If you can do this, it would really make my year, man. I appreciate it. I’ll e-mail you all the contact info, budget, everything like that.”

      They finally said their goodbyes, and Tom hung up the phone and started thinking hard. Who did he know who was sexy?

      Someone who wasn’t his lover, because he didn’t want his husband on the cover of sexy books. He wanted his husband to himself.

      Whoa. That sounded like an awful possessive thought. Tom grinned feeling a little like the Cheshire cat. He’d have to go tell Kody. It would so turn him on.

      Then they could figure out who the second hottest cowboy was in Aspen and start from there.
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      Kyler Hale needed a side hustle.

      He had land. He had the money to build a house. What he didn’t have was the money to pay the rent in Aspen while he waited for the house to be built.

      He couldn’t simply live in a horse trailer on the property these days. That might have worked when he was on his own, but he had Paige now, and while she’d lived with him in said trailer and in hotels on the road for her first years, she was fixing to start school.

      “Daddy! I want to wear my boots tomorrow.”

      “Hmm?” He glanced up from the site he was scrolling through. It was called Cowboy Wanted, which seemed like it had to be a joke, but it was legit, according to the Better Business thing and the Chamber of Commerce.

      “My boots. I need you to help me polish them.”

      “Okay, baby girl. I’ll buff them up for you.” He clicked the call me form thingy. “You got your outfit all picked out?”

      They’d met Paige’s teacher, even though they’d registered late enough that they missed the big welcome meetup. Now she just had to show up on time for her first day.

      Not easy for a kid who’d done preschool with a bunch of barrel racer moms and roughstock riders’ wives as teachers.

      “Uh-huh. My pink Panhandle shirt with the fringe and my silver belt buckle.”

      “Smart choices.” He wondered how long it would take for someone to tell her it wasn’t Halloween. But his girl was a cowgirl, and she wasn’t going to change that for any fancy new school.

      “Do you think they’ll like me?”

      “Of course they’ll like you. You’re amazing.” Why wouldn’t they like her? She was down-to-earth, friendly, cute as a button, one hell of a rider, and a not half bad roper for being five.

      “Right. And pretty soon we’re going to have horses and cows and goats and chickens and ducks and llamas and buffalo and zebras and ostriches.” She spun in a circle.

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. “Breathe, girlfriend. Let’s start with horses. Maybe a couple cattle.”

      “And chickens, Daddy, you promised chickens.”

      Note to self—do not promise anything involving buffalo, zebra, or those fucking mean dinosaur birds. “All right, we can have some chickens, but you have to take care of them.”

      “Okay. I want to name them.” Completely unafraid, completely unconcerned—this was a child who had grown up around animals and rodeo cowboys—who were basically animals.

      She was going to eat the other kindergarteners alive.

      “Should I wear my hair down, or should I have it in braids?”

      “I think you should have it however you feel like on the day, my love.”

      Her thick blonde hair was going to be the envy of all the girls when she got to be a teenager, but right now? Just trying to tame it was about all he could do. Thank goodness he’d learned to braid, and Henley was one hell of a teacher.

      Hell, Henley was one hell of a mom. The problem was she was a better barrel racer, and she couldn’t settle down with a little girl in tow.

      Kyler got it. It wasn’t like they were some big love match. They were two people who had hooked up because they didn’t have anything better to do, and folks were starting to wonder.

      Of course, then they had somehow caught pregnant.

      That had been the best thing that ever happened to him. His Paige was the light of his life. She was the light of Henley’s life, too.

      It was just that it was hard to see that light past all the glitter and sequins.

      And he had to be honest. Her rodeo career was going to last for decades longer than his possibly could. Saddle bronc riders had fairly short expiration dates.

      So Henley took Paige whenever she could. She had a tiny condo in Dallas, she was always welcome to stay with them when she was in the area, and she called Paige every single day to see how she was doing.

      “Yeah. I’ll decide the night before, because if you’re going to do braids I have to get up fifteen minutes earlier because it takes you forever…” Her tease was so familiar.

      “I will beat you, girl,” he mock-growled, making her giggle.

      “I’m so scared, Daddy.” She rolled her eyes and grinned at him, then came over for a hard hug. “They are going to love me at school.”

      Good Lord and butter, she seemed just like her momma when she said stuff like that, and he was scared for those kids.

      Because they better like her or she was gonna eat them like he thought. His girl was a cowgirl through and through.

      His phone chimed, and he checked it even though it wasn’t Henley’s text tone, which was the stabbing sound effect from Psycho…

      It was an e-mail from Cowboy Wanted.

      Thank you for your interest in Cowboy Wanted. I’ve sent you a QR code to the forms I’d like you to fill out for the necessary work information and background check. There’s also a place for you to upload a few pictures if that works for you. Once I have the relevant information in hand, I’ll be happy to contact you for an interview.

      Thanks!

      Thomas Foster, Owner, Cowboy Wanted

      “Is everything okay, Daddy?”

      “Yep. I’m hunting around to get a little bit of extra work while you’re in school to help build the house.” He’d learned to never lie to her but to always put things in the simplest terms.

      “Ew. Can I go watch The British Baking Show Junior?”

      “Sure, kiddo. I’ll be there in a few.” He did love to watch kids bake. It made him smile.

      “Okay.” She skipped off.

      He shrugged.

      What the hell. He might as well fill out the forms.

      What could it possibly hurt?
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      Austin parked the Acadia, closed his eyes, and counted to ten.

      Then he counted to ten again.

      Then he counted to ten one more time. All right.

      He wasn’t sure why the school had called him again about Dallas.

      But he knew what it couldn’t be.

      He knew his son hadn’t gotten into a schoolyard fight. He knew the chance of his son having gotten hurt playing on any playground equipment was as likely as a hurricane in Nebraska. His son was not apt to talk back. He wasn’t into talking at school at all.

      So this was either some asshole kid had beaten his son up again. Maybe Dallas had had an asthma attack in PE class. Or possibly he’d simply refused to answer when the teacher called on him.

      Maybe Austin should homeschool.

      He really didn’t have time to homeschool.

      He had books to write, and it was tough as hell to write books while homeschooling your awkward yet brilliant six-year-old.

      God, how had he ended up with a six-year-old? Seemed like yesterday he’d picked Dallas up from the hospital, the surrogate having already left after her delivery. Dallas had been such a tiny little thing. So frail and riddled with lung problems, even then it hadn’t mattered.

      Not for a single second.

      Austin had fallen in love at first sight, and that hadn’t changed.

      However, all the love in the world didn’t make him want to homeschool.

      He got out of the car, straightened his T-shirt and headed across the still-warm parking lot as if he were storming a castle.

      Austin waited at the door of the school to be allowed in. And then he wandered in toward the office with a patently false smile on his face.

      “Mr. Williams. Please come in. Principal Waters will see you in just a few minutes.”

      He gave Kari Ann, who was sitting behind the desk, a conspiratorial grin. “So what happened?”

      “Well…we’re waiting for another parent.”

      “So did somebody hit him? Push him? Is he okay?” Jesus, he’d wanted to have a charismatic, popular kid who was invited to every party.

      He’d ended up with a little geek, like him.

      Seriously, he knew why he was sort of that guy. He hadn’t been tough and outgoing, but then he had a brother and sisters, not to mention his mom and dad with these huge personalities.

      So even if he hadn’t been the most sociable, socially acceptable kid on Earth, nobody had noticed. He was just one in the sea of Williamses.

      And he’d always had a book. That was something else he and Dallas had in common.

      Her smile widened. “He’s perfectly fine. Seriously? You’re never going to believe this one.”

      “Uh-oh.” Okay, curiosity was going to kill him. He was a writer. He could come up with half a dozen impossible scenarios without even breathing hard…

      “Yeah, a little oh, but mostly aww.” She grinned at him. “Just remember that you still love him.”

      “Right. Now I’m really scared.”

      “Please, have a seat.”

      He tapped his Birks on the floor, amusing himself with possibilities while he waited.

      Maybe Dallas had been abducted by aliens.

      Maybe Dallas had won the Nobel Peace Prize.

      Maybe Dallas had developed amazing superpowers—invisibility, super strength, the ability to shoot anti-bully rays from his eyes…

      About the time he’d convinced himself that Dallas was going to be overlord of the universe, a tall son of a bitch walked in, wearing dirty jeans, a button-down shirt that had seen better days, and a cowboy hat that had been beat to hell and shadowed his face.

      Lord, it was like Pig Pen. He walked right up to Kari Ann and said, “Pardon me, ma’am. The rumor is that you have my little girl here in the principal’s office.”

      Kari Ann just smiled. “Hello, Mr. Hale. Yes. Have a seat. We’re waiting on another parent.”

      Austin blinked at this Mr. Hale. Then up at Kari Ann “What? They ganged up on him? You telling me there was more than one? This is kindergarten. How is this fair or reasonable?”

      “I guarantee you my little girl didn’t gang up on anybody!” Pig Pen snapped, and Austin gave him his best eyebrow, while still glaring at Kari Ann.

      Kari Ann opened her mouth to answer, when a woman in a suit and heels so high she had to be begging to get an ankle broke stormed through the door.

      Ah, Elizabeth Franklin. Lawyer, head of her HOA, and mother to Wayne Franklin, the little shit who had broken Dallas’s glasses twice.

      Her ever so carefully coifed hair reminded him of growing up in Texas, the mass of highlights not even moving a bit in the breeze. He couldn’t imagine how much superglue it took to stick hair on a head like that, but it had to take quite a bit.

      “You get me Charlene Waters, and you get her for me right now!” Franklin said. “I will not have anyone accusing my son of bullying someone.”

      She met Austin’s eyes, and pointed one finger at him and man, that fingernail was long and sharp. Good thing he knew they ended up being dull for the most part, those acrylics. His mom wore them all the time. “This is your fault. Your son is a sniveling crybaby and possibly needs to be in a Special Ed class. There’s something not right about him.”

      Pure ice hit Austin’s veins like he’d been dunked, and he stood up.

      And up.

      And up.

      There wasn’t a whole lot about him that was intimidating, but being six-six didn’t hurt a God damn thing. “Pardon me? Am I to assume that your son is one of the troglodytes terrorizing mine? Again?”

      “‘Troglodyte’?” she screeched.

      “Yes, dear. Troglodyte. You know. Cave dweller? Comes from the Greek root trōglē, which means hole or cave. The adjectival form is troglodytic, and somehow I don’t have the slightest doubt you understand what it’s like to be a wee bit troglodytic yourself. You know, a hole?” He let those words come out in his very, very best sneer.

      Rule number one. Never fuck with an author. Rule number two. Never fuck with an author’s child. These were rules to live by. Austin was convinced of it.

      The cowboy chuckled, soft and low, and he glared over, but he just got a bland smile.

      “Ah, looks like we’re all here.” The principal came out of her office. “Please join me, all of you. Thank you, Kari Ann.”

      They followed her, Franklin marching, him and the cowboy sauntering.

      “Please sit down,” Principal Waters said.

      “Daddy! Daddy, the boy was being mean to Dallas. He pushed him down, stole his glasses, and he was going to poop on him. He said so. And so I kicked his butt, and I’m not sorry.” That little girl’s eyes were lit up with pure fury, her shirt was ripped, and one of her braids was all askew.

      He searched out his son who was sitting next to the girl, one eye blackened, glasses gone, and that rage hit him again. “Seriously?”

      The man sitting beside him muttered, “How troglodytic.”

      “What nonsense. You know full well that my Wayne wouldn’t do anything like this.”

      “‘m not a liar. I do not lie. That Wayne is a bully. He pushed Dallas down. He shoved him onto the ground. He took his glasses, and he has them in his backpack. And then he said if Dallas told he was going to squat down and poop in his mouth. I don’t lie.”

      “Well, that’s just nonsense. He wouldn’t.”

      Austin arched an eyebrow at Dallas. “Son? Is your friend there telling the truth?”

      Dallas nodded without saying a word.

      “I waited until you got here to do the backpack search,” Principal Waters said. “And I had Miss Grange here watch them while I came to get you so no one could cry foul play.”

      “So, do it. Dallas needs his glasses.”

      “You do not have my permission to search it,” Franklin stated.

      “I don’t need it. There’s a definite reason to suspect, and I am only searching for the glasses in his backpack.”

      “My girl doesn’t lie, lady,” Cowboy Hale drawled. “They’ll be in there, and if they are, your son is all the bad things they say and more.” He gave her a pointed glare. “I can see where he gets it from.”

      Oh, nice one. He fought the urge to fist-bump the guy. That would be frowned on, Austin thought. But if that guy’s kid had defended Dallas, he was grateful.

      “And who, exactly, do you think you are?”

      “That is my daddy, Kyler Justin Hale, the bronc rider.” That little girl was a firecracker. “Don’t you be mean to him!”

      The lawyer’s lip curled. “Or what?”

      “Mrs. Franklin, that’s quite enough.” Principal Waters’ voice was cold as ice. “Paige, please sit down. Wayne, your backpack. Now.”

      If he was straight, he’d so be into her.

      The glasses were in there. Broken again, of course, but in the backpack.

      “I bet they were planted.”

      The principal, the cowboy, and Austin stared at her. “Come again?” Austin spat.

      “One of them planted them so they could get Wayne in trouble, and then she probably hit him so that there would be bruises.”

      “I did not! You liar!” Paige stood, face screwed up, and her daddy shook his head, raised one hand.

      “You know full well that that’s not what happened.”

      “Nonsense, Wayne is…”

      “This is enough,” Austin snapped. “I want to press charges.”

      “What?” The shock in Mrs. Franklin’s voice was delicious.

      “This is the third pair of glasses. He’s going to have to go to the doctor for that eye. I want to press charges, and I want Wayne out of my son’s class. Immediately.”

      “I’ll call the police, then.”

      “You will not. I’ll sue you.”

      “For?” He couldn’t wait to hear this one.

      “For— for harassment.”

      That was weak, and they both knew it.

      “You will not. It’s well-documented that your child is a terrorist.”

      Wayne, who had been oddly silent, grunted, wrapping his arms around his waist. And Austin would have felt bad for him, but he’d had ample opportunity to amend his behavior already in this very short school year.

      And he hadn’t.

      “I’m taking Wayne out of this shitty school.” Franklin slapped her hand down on the principal’s desk.

      “That doesn’t change the fact that Mr. Williams wishes to have the police called.” She hit the intercom button on her desk. “Kari, Mr. Williams would like to press charges.” She was cool as a cucumber.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Now, if you would like to go sit in another room with a teacher present while we wait, you’re welcome to,” Waters told Franklin.

      “I want to talk to my son.”

      “Naturally. Miss Grange, take them to the lounge? I believe Mr. Diaz is in there.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Once they were gone, the principal turned to him and Hale. “I’m very sorry about all this. Would you like Paige and Dallas to go out and wait with Kari Ann while we discuss things?”

      Kari Ann appeared at the door. “I made the call. Paige, Dallas, would you like some juice and a cookie?”

      “I love juice.” The girl jumped to her feet, holding out a hand for Dallas. “Come on, Dal. We’ll go have something yummy and let the adults do adulty.”

      Dallas glanced at him, and he nodded. “Sure, son. Go have a cookie. I’ll be out in a few.”

      “Okay, Poppy.” Dallas slid off his chair and followed Kari Ann and the little girl out of the office.

      “So.” The cowboy leaned back in his chair and crossed his feet at the ankles. “Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

      “Of course.” Principal Waters sighed. “Wayne is a bully. It’s a situation we’ve been dealing with since the start of the school year. As you can see, his mother is not at all helpful. His father is… distant. He travels for work.”

      “And this is the third time he’s attacked my son,” Austin snapped.

      “Yes. We had already set the wheels in motion to switch Wayne’s class, but frankly, we’re a small school with right over four hundred students. We don’t have that many classes.” She folded her hands. “Wayne has already been in detention, so our next course of action is suspension. Which, if you press charges, Mr. Williams, will be the only option.”

      He stared at her. “Am I supposed to feel bad for him?” His kid was sporting a black eye.

      “No, of course not. I simply wanted to apprise you of the situation.” She switched her gaze to Hale. “Now, as for Paige, what she did was completely understandable. In fact, we encourage students to step forward if they witness bullying behavior.”

      Hale grinned a bit. “Well, that’s sure what she’s been taught.”

      Williams smiled faintly in response. “Yes. But we also suggest that, if the behavior persists, that students go and get the closest adult rather than taking matters into their own hands.”

      “Uh-huh.” Hale crossed his arms now too. “You telling me my kid is going to get detention?”

      “No, sir. But I will have to file an incident report.”

      “You gotta be kidding.”

      “It’s protocol.”

      “Look, I want to file a police report, even if I don’t actually get any action on this. But I do want him moved out of my son’s class sooner rather than later. Agreed?” Austin was really starting to get peeved.

      “Yes.” Principal Waters nodded. She recounted the incident as she filled out the forms. Wayne had accosted Dallas. Threatened to shit on him. Paige cleaned his clock. And then a teacher had stepped in.

      She handed them the report to review just as the police showed up.

      When Hale stood and took off his hat for the officers, Austin stared.

      Oh.

      Oh no fucking way.

      He knew that cowboy. Sort of intimately.

      Kyler Hale was on the cover of his best-selling series…
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      When it was all said and done, it was damn near time for school to be out, the cops had left, and Kyler was in a shit mood.

      Paige hadn’t done a thing wrong, but she’d gotten written up anyway. And that poor kid with the black eye…

      He walked outside with the kids and the other dad, peering at the sky, which was clouding up. “You gonna take him in to urgent care?” he asked.

      “No. I’ll take him to his regular doctor tomorrow. She always has a few appointments to squeeze people into just for things like this.”

      He grinned at Paige, who was still holding the little boy’s hand. “Y’all want to go to lunch?” Kyler wasn’t sure why the hell he’d asked that, but he wasn’t going to take it back. Paige’s face lit up like Christmas, dammit, and he thought she’d found a fast friend.

      “You want to, Dal? You didn’t get to eat your sammich. We can both get something different and share!”

      “Can we, Pop? Please?” the boy asked. “Paige is my best friend. She can ride horses, and she wants to play T-ball.”

      The other dad inhaled, then smiled. “Yeah? T-ball is great.”

      “I’m up for it if you are.” He stuck out a hand. “Kyler Hale.” He grinned, because the guy seemed a touch constipated, but he also kept glancing at his son like he’d never seen the kid before.

      Paige had that effect on people.

      “Austin Williams. Pleased.” The man had a firm, solid, no-bullshit handshake. He approved.

      “Good to meet you. So, where do y’all like to eat? Paige and I are just settling here, and we don’t know the area yet.”

      “There’s a great diner—burgers, sandwiches, milkshakes, soup.”

      “Chicken nuggets?” Paige asked.

      That child was made of chicken nuggets.

      “Oh, yes. And they have crispy French fries.”

      “Oh, yum.” She beamed at Mr. Williams. “I love those.”

      “Me too!” Little Dallas bounced, so much happier.

      “Come on, you bunch of hooligans,” Kyler said. “Food.” A milkshake would make his day better.

      “Yes, and your spare pair of glasses are in the car, okay, son?”

      Dallas nodded and glanced up at his dad. “I’m sorry, Pop. Honest.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Williams said firmly. He liked that. “And you have a very good new friend who had your back. How cool is that?”

      “Really cool, Pop.” Dallas gave Paige an adoring stare.

      Oh man. He bit back another grin. “I’m in the silver Dodge. We can follow you?”

      “Sure. I’m in the gold Acadia.”

      “Nice.”

      He got Paige loaded, and she started up as soon as he got in the truck.

      “Daddy! Did you hear that lady? She called me a liar! That Wayne boy is so mean! He was going to poop on Dallas!”

      “You did good, baby girl. I’m proud of you for standing up for Dallas.” He would talk to her later about the rules here. Once she’d calmed down.

      “He was all alone and everyone said mean things about him. Uncle Wacky says that those are the people you have to love the hardest.”

      “Uncle Wacky is right.” Wacey Beame was his best friend, albeit old enough to be his uncle, not Paige’s. Still, he gave good advice. “You did a good job, sweetheart. You ought to be proud.”

      “Yes, sir. I like him. He’s real smart. He reads all the time. He gave me a book of my own.”

      “What did he give you?” He realized he’d been so busy with shit the last few weeks, he hadn’t sat down at dinner and talked with Paige like he usually did. He had no idea what was going on with her.

      “It’s called the Dinosaurs Before Dark. It’s a whole bunch of books called Magic Treehouse, and he said they are second-grade books and he told me the words I didn’t know and said I was smart!” She bounced in her car seat. “Did you hear? He thinks I’m smart!”

      “You are, baby girl.” But that meant next to nothing in the rodeo. Book smart. His girl was a hand, and she knew horses and goats and cows and trailer hitches. Books were a new frontier. “I’m proud.”

      “Thank you! Do you think Dallas likes chicken nuggets?”

      “I’ve never met a
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