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The sun's relentless rays beat down on my skin, the heat seeping through the worn fabric of my denim shirt, clinging to my body like a second skin. I step into the rodeo arena, the air thick with the scent of sweat, leather, and the earthy musk of animals. My boots crunch against the dirt, each step deliberate, my eyes scanning the crowd for a familiar face. It's a sea of cowboy hats, plaid shirts, and tight jeans, but one figure stands out—a man leaning casually against the fence, his arms crossed, his gaze fixed on the bull riders with an air of quiet confidence. His jeans hug his muscular thighs, and I can't help but notice the prominent bulge at the front of his pants. Not that I'm staring. Much.

I mean, I’m straight. Always have been. Never questioned it. But there’s something about him—something in the way he stands there like he owns the ground beneath his boots. It’s not just how he looks. It’s his presence. Calm. Solid. Like the chaos of the arena bends around him and he doesn’t flinch. And that smile—barely there, like a secret he’s not ready to share. I tell myself I’m just curious. That’s all. Just... curious. But my feet move before I think, and suddenly I’m walking toward him, heart thudding like hooves in the dirt.

I adjust my hat, and as I approach, his eyes flick up from the arena, meeting mine with an intensity that catches me off guard. His jaw is strong, his lips firm, and there's a challenge in his gaze that I find both intriguing and intimidating. He exudes a rugged, manly charm—the kind that suggests he's not afraid to get his hands dirty. 

"You here to ride or just watch?" His voice is low and gravelly, laced with a drawl that slides down my spine like warm honey. I smirk and lean against the fence beside him, our shoulders brushing just enough to notice.

"Both," I say, tipping my chin toward the arena. "You?"

He follows my gaze, a half-smile tugging at his lips. "Same. Name’s Jake."

"Luke," I reply, offering my hand. His grip is firm and calloused, and when our skin touches, there’s a flicker of something—like static, but warmer. It only lasts a second, but my heart stutters all the same. Not that I’m reading into it. Much.

We fall into easy conversation, discussing the bulls, the rodeo circuit, and the long, grueling hours on the ranch. Jake's a natural storyteller; his tales laced with humor and a hint of swagger. I find myself laughing more than I expected, the tension of the upcoming competition melting away as we talk. I catch him checking me out—specifically, the way his gaze settles on my ass like it's got its own gravitational pull. Not that I'm flattered. Much.

The announcer’s voice booms over the loudspeaker, calling our names for the bull-riding event. Jake claps me on the shoulder, his hand lingering just a beat too long. “Let’s see who can stay on longer,” he says, that cocky grin daring me to rise to the challenge.

"You’re on," I fire back, adrenaline already surging through my veins. This—this is what I live for. The roar of the crowd, the sting of dirt in my lungs, the raw test of strength and control. I stride toward the chute, chest tight with nerves, but locked in. Still, I can feel Jake’s gaze burning between my shoulder blades as I climb onto the bull, like he’s daring me in more ways than one.

The gate explodes open, and chaos takes over. The bull bucks like a demon loosed, muscles twisting beneath me, trying to launch me skyward. My thighs are on fire, my hands ache from the strain, and my jaw clenches so hard it might crack. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Jake, still at the fence, arms folded, eyes locked on me. That look—steady, intense—makes something twist in my gut. I wonder if he’s impressed. Not that I care. Much.

Every second feels like a lifetime. Each buck is a test I’m barely passing. But I hold on, teeth grit, refusing to let go. Finally, the whistle blows. I stumble off, legs wobbling, lungs heaving, but still standing. The crowd erupts around me, but all I see is Jake. He hasn’t moved. His expression’s unreadable, carved in stone—except for a flicker in his eyes. A glint I can’t quite explain. Or ignore.

Next up is Jake’s turn.

A whistle pierces the air, and his name echoes across the loudspeaker. Jake flashes me a grin that’s pure mischief and swagger. “Watch closely,” he adds, voice dropping just low enough to stir something deep in my gut.

I step back, arms folded, heart pounding harder than I expected. He moves toward the chute with easy confidence, climbing onto the bull like he was born for it. The animal beneath him snorts and shifts restlessly, muscles taut and twitching. Jake settles in, one hand gripping the rope, the other raised high.

The gate bursts open.

The bull launches forward like a rocket, twisting and bucking with raw fury. Jake holds on, every part of him focused, jaw clenched, body moving with the beast like it’s a dance choreographed just for him. He’s poetry and danger all at once, and I can’t tear my eyes away.

Eight seconds later, the whistle blows. Jake lets go, hitting the dirt hard but rolling to his feet like it was nothing. The crowd roars, but his eyes find mine through the haze of dust and cheers.

He walks over, brushing the dirt from his jeans, breathless but grinning.

“Good ride,” I say, echoing his earlier words, trying to sound casual even though my heart’s still thudding in my chest.

Jake smiles, brushing the last of the dust from his jeans. There’s a pause—long enough to feel it—and he shifts his weight from one boot to the other.

“Hey,” he says, scratching the back of his neck, eyes flicking toward the lot, “you wanna hang out for a bit? I mean... if you’re not in a rush.”

I nod, maybe a little too quickly. “Yeah. Sure. I was thinking the same thing.”

He jerks his chin toward his truck. “C’mon. Let’s go for a ride.”

We head to his pickup, an older model with a rusted frame and a cracked bench seat that’s clearly seen a lifetime of rodeos. He opens the passenger door for me, and I try not to read too much into that. The windows are already down, letting the summer air sweep through as we pull onto the road. Somewhere behind us, the crowd is still buzzing, but out here, it’s just us.
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