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  Chapter one

Jason Cole had a plan, and it sure as hell didn’t involve Melody Weston. 
He’d put in the time, and he’d put in the blood. Quarts of it, probably. Not to mention the sweat, and yeah, even tears. Not a single soul, not even the boss, knew the land like he did. Loved the land like he did. Nobody had more of a right to the Weston Horse Ranch than Jason Cole.
Especially not Melody Weston.
“You’ve got that woman on your mind again,” Taylor called from the other side of the stable, lead rope slung over his shoulder as he rounded the corner. His forceful steps sent stray pieces of straw floating across the floor in his wake as he approached, and even with four stalls between them, Jason could pick out the expectation on his face.
“What woman?” he grumbled, as if said woman hadn’t been his sole focus for the past twenty-four hours. Maybe longer.
All right, longer.
“Oh, come on, Jase.”
Instead of dignifying Taylor’s smart-ass attitude with an actual response, Jason gave his attention to the mare in front of him, slipping off her bridle with a gentle hand. She was new, still a little skittish, but full of fire. And brushing her down every night had become an act of solace for the both of them. Lately, it was one of the few things that could ease his nerves.
Enter Taylor.
“You change your mind? Think she’s after your job?”
That question earned Taylor a heartfelt scowl, but still no reply.
But Taylor being Taylor, he powered on. “I mean, she’s family. That gives her an in.”
Jason rolled his eyes, refusing to give in to the bait. Taylor was a pro at playing devil’s advocate, and he knew damn well that while Jason was a lot of things, a family man wasn’t one.
Family was fleeting. Unpredictable, uncaring, and unnecessary.
And life hadn’t done much to prove him wrong in that.
Maybe that was why he couldn’t figure out whatever misguided reason his boss had for letting his privileged city-niece come out and live on their land, use up their supplies, and get in their way for an entire summer.
For free.
Something was up, and that something ate at Jason night after night as he tried to sleep.
But instead of grabbing hold of Taylor’s baited hook and letting his worst fears see the light of day, Jason smirked, tossing the bridle aside before laying a soothing hand on the horse’s withers, the stamp of her hoof telling him that tonight, he was welcome. “She’s on vacation, remember? Jim must’ve said it near twenty times by now.”
Taylor scoffed from somewhere behind him. “And you think that little lie translates to job security?”
“I’m sure your livelihood is safe, Taylor.”
“It’s not my livelihood I’m worried about.”
Jason shrugged as if it were nothing. As if the conversation hadn’t set him so on edge, one touch might shatter him into a thousand pieces. “Jim would’ve told me by now if he’d changed his plans.” 
He wouldn’t put it past his boss to have some kind of scheme in mind, but the man was also one of the few people in the world Jason trusted without reservation. There was almost no doubt in his mind that if Jim made alternate plans for the ranch, he’d be up front about it.
“The guys are convinced as ever she’s here to run the place right into the ground and take us all down with her, and we both know what those kinds of ideas lead to.”
Jason shook his head. “Jim loves this place too much to put it in the hands of someone who doesn’t know what to do with it.”
They looked at each other, and Jason knew the expression on Taylor’s face reflected in his own. Though he’d never admit it out loud, the pit in his stomach told him something, or someone, was about to turn their quiet ranch on its head.
Taylor nodded along in the silence that followed, a conversation clearly playing out in his mind that Jason wanted no part of, and yet, he’d get roped into, anyway. All because he was standing within shouting distance.
“The old man did right by me. By all of us,” Jason mumbled, glancing at him before turning his gaze back out the door and toward the road for what had to be the hundredth time that day. “We owe him a little faith.”
Taylor reached up and rubbed his neck, his shrewd green eyes narrowing at his boots. It was a habit that meant he was about to tell Jason something he didn’t want to hear, and Jason braced himself in response.
“Good intentions aside, he’s holding something back, man. We can all see that. I know you’re not blind to it either.”
Jason squared his jaw, weighing his next words. Insecurity was running rampant, and not just in their small corner of the stable. Being second in command meant his word traveled fast, so whatever he said, he had to mean it. “I think you’re right.”
Taylor’s eyes went wide, the surprise plain on his face.
“But that doesn’t mean I think he’s planning on signing over the deed.”
“He hasn’t given you any clue?”
“Does he ever?”
With a self-confirming nod, Taylor strode back to the doorway, and Jason hoped he’d let the subject drop. Because as tired as he was of thinking about Melody Weston, he was even more tired of talking about her.
Breathing deep, he inhaled the scent of fresh hay and leather, letting it fill his senses and soothe his insides. He told himself again she didn’t matter. Whatever Jim’s niece wanted, she wasn’t what was important. The ranch, the land, and the people invested in it, all depended on him. No matter how uneasy on the inside, on the outside, he had to be sure.
“Taylor.”
Taylor looked back, brows raised in question.
“Whatever this turns out to be, I don’t want it interfering with productivity. Just because Jim has some family thing going on doesn’t mean this place stops running. Got it?”
“Sure. But, what’s your plan?”
Jason’s grip slipped, and the brush dropped to the floor with a clatter, the resulting cloud of dust filling his nose and stinging his eyes. “Keep working.”
“That’s not a plan.”
“It’s the only one I’ve got.”
Taylor chuckled. “Work the ranch, inherit the ranch, die on the ranch?”
“Pretty much.”
“But say you’re wrong here. Say there’s a whole takeover operation about to happen right under our noses. What will you do about this person who might have other plans for your plan?”
Jason choked back a growl. If he had any say in the matter, he’d throw her out the second she showed up.
Family. The word was like a squashed bug in his mind.
Taylor dipped his head low to recapture Jason’s attention. “Brother, even if you don’t talk about it, you have to admit there’s still a chance she’s here to take your job and your land. I’d say that hinders your plan some.”
“All the more reason for me to stay out of it. I won’t have a hand in anything that’s bad for this place, and that includes relatives who think they’ve earned something they haven’t.”
“So, what? You’re gonna ignore her?”
Jason let out an exasperated sigh. “What else would I do?”
“Right, because Jason Cole doesn’t get involved with emotional sorts.”
“What makes you think she’s emotional?”
“What makes you think she’s not?” Taylor shot back. “She’s coming out here all spur of the moment, on her own, to stay with an uncle she barely knows, for an extended period of time. If that doesn’t spell drama, and by extension, emotions, I don’t know what does. No way this is a vacation. If you ask me, she’s hunting for something, or she’s running.”
“Good thing nobody asked you. And if they’ve got family stuff to settle, it’s none of my business. Or yours.”
Taylor frowned, hanging the saddle in place and wandering over to the doorway. Beyond him, the sun was dipping lower on the horizon. Early summer in Michigan meant more hours in the daylight, but even that didn’t stop time from ticking away, the minutes all but slipping through their fingers.
It wouldn’t be long now.
“Know what really doesn’t feel right about this whole vacation thing?” Taylor asked after a minute, dashing Jason’s hopes of some much-needed quiet.
He looked to the ceiling for some kind of redemption, but came up empty. “What?”
“Who in their right mind wants a vacation on a ranch? This place kicks my ass every single day of the year. If I’m going on vacation, I’m getting the hell away from here.”
Jason looked up then, eyes narrowing. “You spent your last vacation holed up in your bunk for three days playing video games. You got so bored you came back to work.”
“Yeah, and when all was said and done, it didn’t feel like much of a vacation now, did it?”
Jason laughed, but the bit of levity did little to settle his nerves. Throwing the mare’s discarded saddle over his shoulder, he made his way toward the opposite end of the stable as Taylor’s laughter followed him down.
“Maybe she thinks we’re one of those resort places. Wants the cowboy experience without the work.”
Jason grunted, stopping to check the latch on the tack room door before putting the saddle back in its place. “She’s in for a rude awakening.”
“I’ll say.”
They fell into their usual routine then, and Jason was grateful for the break, however short-lived it might be. 
Taylor carried on humming one of those annoying tunes of his as Jason wiped the sweat from his brow, before a flash from outside caught his eye and sent his stomach plummeting.
“Ready or not,” Taylor called from the doorway, nodding toward the dusty road that ran along the front of the ranch.
Jason wandered over to watch a shiny silver sedan pull up the drive to the main house. It was clean, expensive, and way too low to the ground to handle the landscape of the ranch. 
Her car alone screamed outsider louder than anything else could have.
As she pulled to a stop in front of the main house, all logical thought and explanation flew from Jason’s head as paranoia took hold. One look at the skinny blonde with the big sunglasses emerging from that ridiculous car, and his gut knew it without a doubt.
That woman hadn’t come for a vacation; she’d come to ruin his plans. 






  
  Chapter two

Melody Weston desperately needed a plan; but first, she needed a vacation. 
And the postcard-worthy log house at the end of the drive called to her like a beacon in a storm. It was massive and rustic, looming before her as an imposing figure in the middle of nature’s wildness. It was by all accounts a home, but to a city girl accustomed to Uber and nightly takeout, it might as well have been a tent.
Not that she’d ever been camping.
Before she could talk herself out of what she’d only recently talked herself into, the screen door at the front of the house swung open to reveal a familiar and weathered face. 
It hadn’t been two years since she’d seen him last, but the difference was startling. She winced at his strained gait as he hobbled toward her, his steps short and labored. But there was that smile. That genuine, infectious smile she always pictured whenever she thought of him. It hadn’t changed a bit.
“Great-Uncle Jim,” she said with a grin of her own as she slammed the door behind her, both on the car and on all the doubts that threatened her resolve. She hurried forward to close the distance, holding out her arms and pulling him close, his feeble form impossibly fragile against her own.
“How are ya, pumpkin?” he asked, and his voice shook, worrying her all the more.
“Feeling better already.”
Uncle Jim knew all about the disaster that was her ex-boyfriend and her ex-job. But unlike those closest to her, he hadn’t judged her for any of it. That wasn’t his style. And it was one of the many things she’d always loved about her great-uncle. He trusted her to make her own way and was happy to stand back and watch.
Now, if she could figure out which way her way was, they might both be happy.
“What about you, old man?”
“Oh, I get by.” He grabbed one of her bags, ignoring her protest, and ushered her toward the door.
Melody minded her footing as she walked the uneven pavers leading up to the cracked steps of the front porch. Placing a tentative foot on the first board, she turned her gaze back to the horizon behind her, where the tall grasses across the road were waving in the breeze as though to say hello.
The front door opened with a creak, and she followed her uncle inside, the smell of dust and mildew assaulting her nose and stinging her eyes as soon as her feet crossed the threshold. Blinking to clear her vision, she made a mental note to pick up some cleaning supplies when she got into town. 
Wherever that was.
Taking in her surroundings, Melody found the looming exterior of her uncle’s home no match for the quaint comfort of the interior. Worn and warm, it was everything her modern city apartment with Todd lacked, entirely welcoming, and a safe place to land.
With a heavy breath, Melody dropped the bag she held onto the faded carpet below, its fibers heavily matted down under years of foot traffic and everyday life.
She knew the feeling well.
“You have a lovely home, Uncle.”
He offered her a teasing smile. “You don’t remember it, do you?”
She pressed her lips together, examining the room with a shrewd eye, seeking any reminder of the childhood she so often tried to forget. “Sorry.”
“No matter. It’s yours for as long as you need it.”
Tears stung her eyes again, this time for an entirely different reason, as she cleared her throat and offered her uncle a shaky smile. They’d not spent much time together throughout Melody’s childhood, but they’d struck up a pen pal correspondence one Christmas when she’d introduced him to the novelty of email. They’d kept in touch ever since, and she’d grown to know the man as well as if he’d been a presence in her daily life all along.
And now here he was, the one to throw her the lifeline she desperately needed. Offering her a chance. And scary as it was, it was a chance she had to take. The alternative being a return to a life that would surely break her.
If it hadn’t already.
“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you letting me stay,” she said, her voice cracking only a little.
His already crinkled eyes narrowed. “Your parents still unhappy with you coming out here?”
“Try unhappy with every decision I’ve ever made.”
“If you ask me, it shows real strength to walk away from the only life you’ve ever known. Courage.”
She swallowed hard, pushing back the swell of emotion rising in her throat. After a lifetime of rushing to please her family, and then, of course, Todd, she’d finally taken the leap to do something for herself, and the landing was shaky at best.
For as much as she strived to be the strong, independent woman her mother hadn’t raised her to be, now and then she fell apart. And “now and then” was happening more often lately. Coming out to the ranch was a last ditch effort to stop the cracks in her already fragile foundation from expanding past the point of repair.
“Ready to go?” her uncle asked, breaking through her thoughts and pulling her back into the present.
“Go?”
He shrugged. “Good a time as any.”
“For…?”
“Making the rounds. You should meet everyone, seeing as you’ll be a familiar face around here before long. Don’t want anybody thinking you’re trespassing, do we?”
Shaking her head, Melody offered her uncle a smile she hoped conveyed the confidence she didn’t have. “I just got here, and I don’t want to get in anyone’s way.”
“Work’s done for the day. We can catch everyone before they head in for the night. Come on now.” Jim took her hand, dashing her hopes of finally being left alone for a while, and tugged her along behind him, leaving no room for the half-hearted protest that wouldn’t reach her lips, anyway.
As Melody buckled herself into the passenger seat of her uncle’s Jeep, she breathed deep, letting the fresh country air fill her lungs and soothe her jittery nerves. Sure, she hated crowds, and was so tired from both the trip and life that her bones practically ached with exhaustion, but for Uncle Jim, she could put up with a few introductions.
But all thoughts of artificial smiles and forced niceties flew from her mind as soon as he fired up the engine. Reaching out frantically, Melody clung to the door, her stomach dropping as he sped down the drive, his frailty no match for his need for speed. He headed toward a series of buildings she’d glimpsed on her way in, and she found herself breathing deep again, this time against a flood of anxiety, or maybe it was straight up panic, that refused to bend to positive thinking in the wake of tight turns and weather-battered roads.
To focus less on what were surely the final moments of her life, she turned her head all the way to the right, blocking out the road, if that’s really what it was, and taking in the scenery as a last attempt at inner peace.
Overcoming the roar of the Jeep and the constant jostling of her position in the passenger seat, the quiet world of the country called to her like something straight out of a magazine that documented far-off places. The calm outside the window was entirely foreign, and yet only two hours from the bustling city she’d called home her entire life.
They turned onto a tree-lined drive that cut through a magnificent golden field flanked on one side by several small buildings, and on the other by nothing but the breathtaking amber glow of the impending sunset. Her shoulders loosened, and all at once she gave in to the pull of contentment offered by the surrounding stillness.
Stillness that shattered into a thousand pieces when Uncle Jim jolted the Jeep to a halt in front of a building bursting at the seams with people. 
Despite the crowd, Melody jumped out of the vehicle with no hesitation just as soon as those tires stopped rolling, another mental note tucked away in her mind that compelled her to never, ever ride with her uncle again.
“How many people work here?” she asked, voice shaky as she brushed her hands on the brand-new jeans that still didn’t feel right against her skin.
“Twenty-six on the payroll,” he grumbled as he made his way around the hood.
“I’d say that’s more than twenty-six people,” she told him, nodding toward the building behind them. “Are you all having a barn dance later or something?”
Uncle Jim eyed her, a small smile pulling at his lips. “Some of my employees have families who live here too.”
“They live here?”
“Most do. You didn’t think I did it all alone, did you, honey? I’ve got a lot of land and animals to manage.”
“I knew you had employees. I didn’t realize you had a small city.”
He shook his head, that wrinkled smile never leaving his face. “Ranching is grueling work with long hours. The last thing these people want to do after a full day is make the drive back to town, only to turn around and come right back. I don’t want to be the one who takes anybody away from their family, and I’ve got more than enough room for everyone.”
“Still, seems like an added burden, providing for all these people and getting nothing in return.”
Jim considered her again, and Melody shifted under his gaze, pretending not to recognize the parallel she’d drawn to her own life.
“Nothing out here is free, Melody. Everyone does their part, whether or not they’re on payroll. It’s a community, and one I’m glad to have. I’d have nothing without them.”
Melody nodded, but didn’t respond, her thoughts silenced by her mother’s voice echoing in her head, warning her of how she’d never fit in a place like the ranch.
“Taylor,” her uncle called to a man walking around the side of the building. He looked up and made his way over, his expression more cautious than eager, and all but confirming Melody’s spiraling thoughts. “Taylor, I want you to meet my niece, Melody. Melody, this is Taylor, one of the best workers I’ve got.”
“Ma’am,” he held out his hand to her, and she gratefully accepted, relieved he at least didn’t look like he resented her presence.
“It’s nice to meet you, Taylor.”
Before they could fall into what would likely be an awkward silence after a forced introduction, Taylor called over his shoulder for more people to join their little group. After that, names flew in and out of Melody’s head as she met person after person, the lineup growing by the minute. Everyone jumped in to meet her as if it were part of their job description, and for all she knew, maybe it was.
Almost all were friendly, welcoming her with no hint of apprehension. All except a large man who smelled of something distinctly alcoholic, yet unfamiliar to her senses. He held her hand a little too long, gripped her knuckles a little too hard, and his persistent eye contact was enough to make her question whether he was going to give her a piece of his mind right there in the driveway.
He didn’t.
But as introduction after introduction dragged on, Melody swayed on her feet, and even in the great, wide-open outdoors, she found herself searching for solitude.
Finally, the last hand shaken and the final smile forced, she turned to head back toward the Jeep, exhaustion shifting into utter depletion demanding a warm bed.
“There’ll be one more, Melody,” her uncle called from somewhere behind her.
With an inward groan, Melody turned back and promptly froze in place when she caught sight of the statue of a man before her.
Whereas everyone else dressed down, ready to relax for the night, this man was one she could only describe as a real life cowboy. Tan, toned, covered in dust, the hat, the boots, and oh yeah, intimidating as hell. At the squeak that escaped somewhere from the back of her throat, he turned his icy blue gaze on her, his jawline hard and his stature unyielding.
“Melody, this is Jason Cole,” her uncle said, snapping her back into action as she closed the distance between them. “My right-hand man.”
Melody cleared her throat, lifting her chin and offering a practiced smile. “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Cole.”
When he didn’t respond with anything other than that cold stare, any softening she might have had at her uncle’s outward admiration of the man evaporated into the already muggy air. He might be gorgeous, the kind of man they’d put on one of those cheesy calendars, but he was also staring at her like he wanted to throw her out on her ass. “My family and I appreciate you being such a great help to my uncle. It’s a relief to know he’s not doing it all on his own out here.”
She extended her hand in an offering that might have been a little more challenge than courtesy and waited impatiently while he studied it for a near-eternity. Just as she was about to rescind the invitation, he reached out.
“Miss Weston,” he said without even a hint of a smile, his deep voice and large, calloused hand leaving her more than a little off balance. Releasing her, he turned back to her uncle. “If there’s nothing else, Jim, I’ve got some things I need to see to.”
Melody supposed that given her hesitation about meeting anyone on the ranch, the fact that one or two people didn’t like her shouldn’t have made a difference. But after everyone else had at least made the effort, the sting of this particular dismissal hit a little harder. 
It seemed this was one cowboy who missed the memo about manners.
“Jason’s all work and no play when he’s on the ranch,” her uncle explained, and Melody raised a skeptical brow in response.
“Is that right?”
“’Fraid so. Hardest worker I have, though.”
“Hmm. Well, don’t worry, I won’t get in your way,” she said, throwing a glance back up at the tall figure in front of her. He had to have at least a foot on her, and Melody clenched her teeth as she tilted her head to meet his gaze. Engaging any further than “hello” had been a mistake. Because that stony expression on his face told her in no uncertain terms that, in his opinion, she was already in the way.
Luckily, there was a way to remedy that.
“Uncle, I think I’ll meet you at the Jeep.”
She didn’t wait for an answer before walking away, but instead of heading straight back to the death trap on wheels, she stopped short past the side of the building and leaned her head around the corner. 
Eavesdropping was a “dangerous” habit her mother tried to break her of on more than one occasion. It was a shame the lesson never stuck.
“It wouldn’t kill you to be friendly,” Jim said.
“Was I unfriendly?” replied Mr. Grouchy.
“She’s my niece, Jason, and you’re about the last person I’d thought I’d have to remind to treat her with respect.”
“I shook her hand, didn’t I?”
“Don’t play with me, son. I know you’re angry, but you’ve got no reason to be. Change happens, and the sooner you get used to it, the easier it’ll be on you. End of story,” Jim replied, the authority clear in his voice.
That he had to speak to anyone like that made Melody vibrate with a fresh surge of irritation. That his supposed right-hand man wasn’t living up to the title made it worse. Her uncle seemed almost proud of the guy, while Melody was decidedly unimpressed.
“Understood,” Jason replied tersely before the sound of marching feet growing nearer had her jumping back into action toward the Jeep.
Now more than ever, her initial plan for her time on the ranch seemed to be a solid one. Stay invisible and out of the way. After all, no one cared where you were if they didn’t know you were alive in the first place.
And if staying out of the way meant avoiding another not-so-lovely encounter with the likes of Jason Cole? All the better.






  
  Chapter three

On a brilliant, sunshine-filled morning the likes of which she rarely saw in the city, Melody headed out the back door of her uncle’s home and into the tree line beyond. 
It had only been two days, but life on the ranch was already having the effect she hoped for. Todd wasn’t blowing up her phone at 2 a.m. demanding a ride home, her mother wasn’t texting her every thirty seconds at 8 a.m. on weekends, scolding her for how she could never wake up early enough to be on time for some ridiculous charity event that wasn’t even about charity. There were no fancy dinner parties where the expectation was to waste hours of her day getting ready. No one needed her help. No one needed anything.
Melody Weston was finally free.
Humming a tune, she followed the sound of running water, letting it lead her onward, but taking care to make note of how to find her way back, else she disappear into the wilderness forever.
Which, all things considered, might not be such a bad thing.
As the forest grew dense, the well-worn path she followed continued on, the promise of uninterrupted solitude beckoning her forward. After a while, the trees thinned, and the world opened up around her revealing a babbling brook and filtered sunshine offering the ideal oasis to get lost in a book. 
Or maybe get lost all together.
Either way, reality was on hold, and everything was perfect.
Melody closed her eyes and sat, leaning against the biggest tree she could find, its rough bark digging into her shoulders as she breathed easily, the sun’s rays warming her soul. It wasn’t until a cold shadow blocked out the light sometime later that she finally opened her eyes again, tilting her head to find the scowling form of Jason Cole looming over her.
“Hello. Can I help you?” she asked sweetly, squinting up at him and realizing belatedly that the sun was behind his shoulders, opposite to where it hovered in the sky upon her arrival. “Oh, I must have fallen asleep.”
He didn’t respond, instead opting to remain what she had a feeling was his usual unyielding statue self, this time towering over her in the middle of the forest instead of a parking lot outside a crowded mess hall.
Melody pushed herself up from her position on the ground, offering him a quick, and only a little sassy, grin as she bent down to collect her book. “Well, this has been great, but I think I’ll head back now.”
“Good. This time, do us all a favor and stay there.”
Melody blinked, surprised not only that the statue could string more than two words together but also at how jerky those words were. “Excuse me?”
“I hope you enjoyed yourself, because we lost a half day’s work looking for you,” he growled as he turned back toward a large black horse waiting several yards away.
“What are you talking about?” she asked as she stomped after him, her new boots sticking in a mud puddle and hindering her progress.
“Your uncle got worried when you didn’t come back for lunch. Said he couldn’t get a hold of you. Sent a bunch of us out to search. Aren’t I the lucky one to have found you?” He gestured impatiently toward the horse and she stepped back on impulse. Right back into the mud puddle she’d only just extracted herself from.
Bile rose in her throat and she swallowed hard, a tiny squeak emerging from deep within at the thought of setting foot in a stirrup ever again.
“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of taking your seat.” She covered for both the mud and the panic, folding her arms over her chest and then unfolding them, realizing she probably looked more like a stubborn child than a woman capable of looking after herself. “I can make it back on my own.”
“I’m under strict orders to deliver you personally if I find you.” He gestured once more to the horse, and Melody bit the inside of her cheek, all the while subtly twisting her boots to free herself of what was rapidly becoming quicksand beneath her feet.
“Tell you what, I’ll deliver myself, and you can head on back to work. Good? Good. Let’s call it a deal, cowboy.”
He worked his jaw. Hard. “I can’t go back until you’re back. Now, let’s go.”
“I’ll walk.”
“Horse is faster.”
“I don’t ride.”
“You don’t have to. Get up there and I’ll handle the rest.”
“I can’t,” Melody replied through gritted teeth, nails digging into her palms in the most painful way.
“What? You want a boost?”
She choked. “Absolutely not.”
“Then let’s go.”
“No. I am not getting on that… thing. End of story.”
He opened his mouth to respond, but closed it again. And, after a moment spent contemplating the sky, brought his gaze back to hers where, thankfully, some of the fury in his expression appeared to have abated. “Listen, your uncle will chew my ass out if I show up without you.”
“Pissing him off didn’t seem to worry you much a couple days ago.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
The horse made a noise, and she jumped at the sound, taking another step back from the enormous animal all the while successfully freeing herself from the mud pit. It was a small win, but all things considered, she’d take it.
Jason did nothing but stare at her until she had to look away from his intense appraisal for fear he’d see right through her. She wasn’t this woman. She wasn’t the tough, confrontational type, and it was taking everything she had to act like both the man and the animal in front of her weren’t looking more and more like mountains she couldn’t skirt around.
Jason sighed. Loudly. “She’s just a horse.”
“I can’t.”
“Can’t or won’t?”
“Can’t,” she repeated, growing more and more frustrated with his refusal to understand.
“Fine,” he snapped, ire rising right along with hers. “We’ll walk. Come on.” He led the horse away and up the path back toward the house without so much as another glance in her direction.
Melody eyed him ruefully, seriously contemplating walking in the opposite direction, if only to piss him off some more. Eventually though, she thought better of it. The less time she had to spend in his company, the better. Being purposefully defiant would only prolong the experience.
And so, with a heavy sigh, she trudged after him, all the while careful to keep a wide distance between her and the beast up ahead.

    
  Every once in a while, Jason glanced back over his shoulder to make sure Melody still followed. Even from a distance, she looked every bit as annoyed as he was, and the notion wasn’t entirely unpleasing. He’d ridden all over the ranch, wasting his time searching for her, and she hadn’t even had the decency to apologize for setting off a manhunt.
Jim would never let on, but she’d worried the hell out of him that afternoon, and with good reason. There were a lot of places for even an experienced rancher to get lost and hurt on that land. Not to mention the already less than favorable impression some of the hands had of her. Wandering off alone was just plain stupid.
“Will you keep up?” he snapped over his shoulder when the distance between them widened yet again. “She won’t bite so long as you keep your fingers out of her mouth.”
“I can’t believe that monster is a she.”
Jason didn’t answer.
“Anyway,” she went on as if he had. “It doesn’t matter. I have no intention of putting my fingers anywhere near that animal.”
“Never been close to one before?” he asked, lowering his voice to draw her nearer via conversation, seeing as how she plainly had no intention of keeping up the pace.
“Of course I have.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
There was a lengthy pause before she finally answered, her voice thankfully closer this time. “They don’t like me.”
“That’s hard to believe.”
He couldn’t see her, but he didn’t need to. He could feel the daggers she was throwing at him with her eyes. This time, he didn’t bother hiding his smirk.
“You know, some people say sarcasm is the lowest form of humor.”
“Some people haven’t wasted an entire day’s work looking for someone who doesn’t give a damn about what she’s done. What makes you think they don’t like you?”
He could tell the exact moment when she gritted her teeth. “Experience.”
He eyed her skeptically. She had the expression of someone thrown one too many times, but he was having a hard time imagining her in the saddle at all. From her fragile frame to her perfect skin, nothing about her suggested she might risk getting dirty on top of a mount. Hell, he could smell her fancy shampoo from several feet away, all flowery and exotic. “They’re not particular. If you’re nervous, it makes them nervous.”
“Sure,” she said with more doubt than anything.
“There’s that saying: get back in the saddle.”
“It’s back on the horse. And I’m fine down here on the ground, thanks.”
He stopped to study her then, as she finally caught up. She glanced at him in return before raising her brows and moving past him to take the lead, careful to leave as much space as the path would allow between her and the horse.
“It doesn’t matter, anyway. I have no plans for horses.” She trudged onward then, and it became clear she knew exactly where she was going.
At least that was something.
“What are your plans?” The question was out of his mouth before he could stop himself.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t know anyone crazy enough to take over a horse ranch when they hate horses. We’ve got a lot of horses here, sweetheart. It’s the way of life.”
“What are you talking about, taking over the ranch?” She slowed her pace, so she walked next to him now, and he was more than a little relieved to find she looked and sounded like she genuinely didn’t know what he meant.
“Inherit from your uncle?”
She tripped over her own feet, eyes narrowing at the ground as she did so. “He hasn’t informed me of any plans to make me his beneficiary. Besides, isn’t that your job as the supposed right-hand man? Are you leaving?”
“No.”
“Then why do you ask?”
“Just curious why you’re here.”
“Suspicious is more like it,” she shot back, and he chuckled a little despite himself.
“Call it what you want.”
She watched him out of the corner of her eye before speaking again. “I’m here on vacation, I’m sure my uncle must have told you as much.”
The way her gaze darted to the side and her expression slipped told him she was holding something back, and suspicion settled right back into place as quickly as it dissipated. “Could have gone to a hotel.”
“I like it here, even if it means spending quality time like this with someone as charming as you.”
He shook his head at the horizon. “Vacations are a week or two, tops. The way your uncle talks, you’ll be here for months.”
“So? We have family friends who spend entire summers in Europe.”
“Hate to break it to you, honey, but this ain’t Europe.”
She pursed her lips a bit before responding, and Jason got the feeling he was on the right track. “Uncle Jim is family. It’s not like I’m shipping off to Bali or something.”
“And what? Your job lets you take off for as long as you want? You don’t need the money?”
She paused a little in her stride, but recovered quickly. “My financial situation is none of your business.”
“Family paying your way, then?”
Her eyes narrowed as she shook her head at the path they followed. “They’re not. I’m here on my dime. A dime I’ve worked hard for. Saved for. Again, none of which is your business.”
The fire in her eyes told him he touched a nerve, and a more cautious man might have backed down. But he never backed down when it came to protecting his own.
“They’ve stopped it before.”
“Who? Stopped what?” Her frown grew deeper as she looked at him fully for the first time.
“Corporations. Sell outs. Outsiders who think they can buy this place and run it better than the people who’ve spent their lives doing it.” He tried to say it without emotion, as if the thought didn’t twist his insides into knots.
“The people on the ranch?”
At his nod, the concern she’d been worrying in her jaw finally touched her eyes.
“What do you mean, they’ve stopped it?”
“Got ugly real fast.”
Her eyes widened as she looked up at him, but it wasn’t fear he found there. She was almost a foot shorter, but what she lacked in size she more than made up for in determination. Despite what he’d hoped would serve as a warning, she glared up into his face with a whole lot of attitude and fire. “Is that a threat?”
“No. But it’s information you should have just the same.”
She chewed her lip as her focus locked somewhere behind him. “Hmm. Well, let me say this one more time so there’s no confusion. I. Am. On. Vacation. I have no interest in taking over your precious little ranch. So, if that’s what all this attitude has been about, you can save your breath, cowboy. I’ve got no interest in what’s yours.”
Just as he was about to snap back, he glanced up to find what had held her interest so intently behind him. They’d stopped in front of the house where Jim was standing out on the front porch, observing them with amusement written all over his aged face.
Catching Jason’s eye, he lifted a brow. “Happy now?”
“She’s alive,” Jason grumbled, gesturing toward the spitfire beside him and doing his best to convey his annoyance at being pulled from his work. Again.
Jim gave him a nod. “I appreciate your time.”
“For what it’s worth, she didn’t need any help. Got back fine on her own.”
“Thank you,” Melody muttered from beside him, her tone entirely begrudging.
“Leave a note next time,” he shot back, turning away and tugging on the reins for his horse to follow.
“One more thing before you go, Jason,” Jim called out, halting him in his tracks and sending a stomach full of dread his way while he was at it.
Jason planted his hands on his hips and braced himself for whatever it was Jim had cooked up in that head of his now. Usually, that tone of his meant change. And change was a word Jason loathed maybe even more than family.
“I’ve got some business out of town for oh, five or six days,” Jim said, stroking his chin as if he were contemplating the meaning of life. “Got to leave tomorrow. I’ll need you up here at the house with Melody. Don’t want to leave her alone as I’m not familiar enough with some of our newer hands. Rumors and all. You understand.”
Jason blinked in disbelief before risking a glance at the woman in question. No way was he volunteering for a week’s worth of hard time living under the same roof as her. Not. A. Chance. “I’ll keep an eye on things while you’re gone, Jim, but given those rumors you mentioned, my time is better spent with the workers.” 
“I’d feel better with you at the house. There’s no one I trust more.”
“I don’t need a babysitter,” Melody growled through gritted teeth.
“He’s not a babysitter, Melody. He’s there just in case.”
“In case of what? Besides, I could always call him if I need something.”
“She could call me,” Jason agreed helpfully, hoping maybe Melody had a way of getting through to her uncle he hadn’t discovered yet.
“No one is arguing that you’re not capable, but I’d feel better with someone else here.”
She cast a wary glance at Jason as he weighed the options. He hoped for all their sakes that warning he’d given her minutes before was playing on repeat in her mind. He wasn’t a threat, but that didn’t mean things wouldn’t get out of hand the way they had a couple years before he’d arrived on the ranch. That takeover attempt ended in hospital visits and jail time. The story alone was enough to shake him; he wasn’t interested in living the sequel.
Thankfully, most of the old crew was gone, and the ones who remained leaned toward a more levelheaded way of thinking. Most of them, anyway. But that didn’t change the fact that corporations and builders were buying up land across the county faster than people could get to the unemployment line. Tensions were high.
Melody cleared her throat, addressing her uncle in a quieter, gentler voice. “You don’t trust the people you have working for you?”
“I don’t know some of them well enough yet. Plenty of people around here don’t welcome change.” A meaningful glance in Jason’s direction punctuated the second half of his statement.
“Maybe you should find some new employees,” Melody told her uncle, eyes flicking to Jason’s face so quickly he would have missed it had he blinked.
“Laborers are scarce these days. I can’t be as particular as I used to be. That being said, I want you to know I don’t believe there’s any reason to be afraid—”
“I’m not afraid,” she snapped. “I just don’t understand why it has to be him.”
Jason didn’t bother to get offended. He was wholeheartedly rooting for her on this one.
But Jim nodded in a manner Jason was all too familiar with. “I trust him most. Now, get here tomorrow before I leave, Jason. With an overnight bag.” He turned and disappeared into the house then, leaving Jason looking to Melody for some kind of absolution.
“Ugh,” she groaned. “Look, there’s no point in arguing with him. Come up here tomorrow and act like you’re staying. Once he’s gone, you can go home. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” She didn’t wait for his response before she stomped up the porch steps after her uncle.
Dread compounded in Jason’s gut as he watched her go. Melody’s plan was an excellent one, and damn if he wasn’t he tempted to go along with it. Except he’d never gone behind Jim’s back on anything. And it didn’t make much sense to start now. Especially if the well-being of everyone on the ranch was on the line.
He didn’t have a choice. Like it or not, he’d have to put up with her. 
Even if it killed him.






  
  Chapter four

When Jason stopped by the next morning to drop off a bag, Melody applauded him for going the extra mile to make it look like he’d actually be staying with her. 
But then she kicked said bag, and discovered it was very much not empty. 
Unwilling to go behind Jim’s back, Jason intended to “suck it up” and stay at the house.
With her.
Just the two of them.
Sharing a bedroom wall.
And, because there just had to be a cherry on top of that particular bad news sundae, his entire demeanor that morning told her the ice that was their relationship hadn’t thawed in the least. He was still mad about her brief disappearance the day before.
And that was too damn bad.
Had it been irresponsible of her to “go missing” for so long? Maybe. Had she apologized to her uncle for her misstep? Three times. Would she be extending the same courtesy to Jason? Hell no.
But that didn’t change the fact that Melody was a peacemaker to a fault. A people pleaser through and through. Her whole life until her sudden escape to the ranch revolved around putting everyone else’s needs before her own and well, old habits die hard.
So, as much as it shouldn’t matter, she plain old didn’t want to live with an enemy. The knowledge that Jason didn’t like her needled at her endlessly. And in the end, she’d rather live with someone closer to a distant acquaintance than a straight up nemesis. Someone she could pass in the hallway without feeling the need to duck and cover.
Because she was done doing duck and cover.
Blowing stray hairs out of her eyes, she swept an old rag she’d found across the coffee table once more, the shine of the glass finally peeking through after the third pass. It was a start, but the place had a long way to go. Thick layers of dust covered every surface that didn’t see regular use, and she didn’t even want to speculate about where that musty smell was emanating from.
By the time she’d exhausted the few cleaning supplies her uncle owned, a glance at the clock told her it was quitting time for the workers. 
Meaning, her crabby roommate would return soon. 
Meaning, she needed to come up with a plan. 
Something that could work for both of them until they were out from under their ridiculous new living situation.
Wandering into the kitchen, she scanned the cupboards, pushing feelings of trepidation and fate aside in search of the thing her mother told her was the surest way to a man’s heart.
Not that she wanted any part of Jason Cole’s heart.
Although, a smile might be nice.
Surveying her surroundings for any glimmer of inspiration, she made for the fridge. There, among expired and very-perished perishable items, she found some fresh beef and vegetables. Entirely unsure of how people prepared those sorts of things for human consumption, she grabbed a frying pan and headed for the stove.
Once the meat looked like it was past the point of causing bodily harm, she turned off the burner and pulled some bowls from the cupboard. Placing a slice of crusty bread in the bottom of each bowl, she spooned her concoction over the top. 
It might taste horrible in the end, but it smelled good, and given the recent trajectory of her life, Melody Weston would take a win wherever she could get one.
As if on cue, the screen door slammed. Which of course made her jump, and in turn sent the metal spoon she held clattering to the countertop, along with a healthy drop of hot grease splashing onto the jeans she was finally getting comfortable in. Heart pounding, she spun to face her intruder, half amazed at how he’d already managed to piss her off without even uttering a word.
The answering smirk on his face only fueled her fire. “Sorry.”
He wasn’t. That much was clear.
But in the interest of being able to eat her dinner while it was still hot, she swallowed her scathing response and instead held out her olive branch. Or bowl, as it were. “I made dinner. There’s a chance it will kill us both, but given our living situation, I figure that’s probably a risk we’re both willing to take.”
He considered her a little too long before responding. “Mind if I wash up first?”
“Sure,” she said cheerfully. Perhaps too cheerfully, judging by the wide-eyed glance he threw her way as he walked away. When he disappeared down the hallway and the shower sprung to life a minute later, she breathed a sigh of relief.
“That went well,” she told herself with a smile and a nod as she grabbed a glass from the cabinet and the milk from the fridge.
The non-expired one.
She triple checked.
As she wandered into the dining room with her bowl, she took in the large table before her and pondered whether Jason ever stopped by to eat with her uncle from time to time. Or was Uncle Jim alone at that table night after night? Did he ever go down to eat with the others? Did anyone ever check in on him? With an ache in her heart, she hoped they did.
She decided then and there no matter how much she wanted to take that bowl to her room and hide from the grouch down the hall, sitting down to dinner with him was a good idea. After all, Uncle Jim made the effort for her, the least she could do was return the favor.
Because in the end, Jason might be the world’s biggest jerk, but he was also the closest thing her uncle had to family in his immediate world. The least she could do was be civil.
Ish.
Completing what
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