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  Chapter one
Chapter One


Daphne 
Sunrise spills across the yard, and I'm knee-deep in chaos, barking orders at ranch hands who are acting like they've never seen a cow before. Jesus. I yank my hat low against the dawn and recheck the paperwork. This cattle delivery looks like a bad joke, but I'm not laughing. I catch the eye of the foreman, pointing to the corral, where another heifer kicks its legs like it wants to fly. I feel mud in my boots and blood in my ears. Welcome to a day in the life of Daphne Moore.
I run a hand over my face, smearing a line of dirt from my cheek to my chin. "Hey! You letting that steer lead you around, or are you planning to do your damn job?" My voice carries like a shot across the yard, and I see them jump to life, moving like ants on a sugar cube. Ranch hands scuttle in every direction, and the delivery truck backs up with a wheeze that sounds more asthmatic than mechanical.
For a second, I take it all in—the chaos and the life I've built from sheer stubbornness and the legacy of three ex-husbands. My sprawling Montana ranch, where the cattle roam and the deer play, and my biggest threat is the UPS guy refusing to cross the yard because last time, a horse bit him. I worked my ass off to make this place what it is, and the ranch itself sits solid and eternal under clouds that hang low like God's lazy little miracles. It's everything I wanted. Almost. But now, right now, it's a shitshow.
"Come on, people! The paperwork's not gonna fill itself out!" I holler again, tapping the clipboard like a woodpecker on meth, my no-nonsense attitude on full display. The sun burns off the morning haze, giving the mountains a bright and pissed-off outline in the distance. I hear the nervous bleats of cattle and the curses of men as they scramble to keep it all together.
Boots heavy with mud and my hat pulled tight like I'm trying to wrestle a stray thought back into my head, I take another look at the delivery sheet. It flaps in the breeze, laughing at my so-called control. I'm here and everywhere at once, keeping one eye on the paperwork, one eye on the foreman, and my third eye on the fifty heifers trying to find freedom. Independence. Hell, I know something about that.
Pride and frustration do a waltz in my chest. The cattle are anxious, snorting like I've sent them a bill they don't want to pay. I think of the other ranch owners around here, retired bankers with wives in tennis skirts and decorative cowboy hats. Screw them. Screw their judgment and their disbelief that a woman runs the biggest ranch this side of the mountains.
I glance at my motley crew, running on caffeine and too little sleep. Some are kids still learning the ropes; some are old-timers who work harder than any ranch hand twice their age. All of them bust ass when I tell them to, and that's what counts. I see the delivery driver inching away from the action like he's got an urgent meeting with a donut. Not so fast.
"Think we're just about done?" he shouts, a hint of panic pitching his voice high as a toddler's.
"Think again, buddy. Get that truck where I want it, or I'm sending you back with two dozen angry steers," I shoot back.
He nods like he's got a tic and reverses the truck to the loading dock. It's lopsided and pathetic, but it'll do. One of the ranch hands swings the gate open, and the cattle start to unload in a jumble of hooves and dirt and pissed-off heifer attitude. Another shout from me, and the men line up, steering the animals toward the waiting pen with ropes and yells. We've got it under control. Almost.
The breeze picks up, carrying the smell of cattle, dust, and effort, mixing with sweat and stubbornness. It's the scent of hard work and raw grit, the kind that makes some people sick and makes others like me feel alive. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand, pushing my hat up just long enough to let a trickle of sanity into my brain.
"Careful with those heifers! You drop the ball, and they're out of here faster than a drunk at a Mormon wedding!" I shout, clenching the clipboard like it owes me money. One of the younger hands trips over a length of rope, and I see the stumble like it's in slow motion. He regains his balance, grinning sheepishly like he thinks it's cute. Christ.
I exhale, a long, tired sound like an old porch swing creak. I know the drill. I'm not about to let chaos run the show. My brain feels like the belt on an overworked engine, smoking but still turning, refusing to snap.
The foreman waves, looking more hopeful than capable, and I nod. We're getting there. The calves join their moms in the pen, adding to the racket with squeals and bleats. I hate calves. Little whiners. But damn if they don't sell well.
Then it happens. I see it before anyone else, like always. A break in the line. Several steers bolt like they've caught the scent of freedom, charging through a gap in the fence faster than I can process the words screw this in my brain.
"Son of a—!" I shout, taking off after them. Everything else disappears. I'm running full speed, legs, and heart pumping like a twelve-cylinder engine, half-mad and full-steam. A ranch hand joins me, then another, and we're like a scrappy football team chasing a last-second touchdown. Only this ball's got horns and a bad attitude.
The steers pound toward the open fields, where grass and terror run thick. They're the beginning of a stampede if I don't play my cards right. I grin, loving and hating this mess. I know I'll win. I always do.
The air detonates with bawling cattle and shouting ranch hands, a symphony of chaos swelling as three trucks rumble onto my land like they own it. Engines roar, and men jump out, wielding whips and prods, scattering like flies, working the livestock, which I just corralled. Sons of bitches. I catch their grinning faces, and the sick realization hits. This is an attack. I sprint to my truck for the rifle I keep for situations exactly like this. The ranch hands rally around me as I march toward the bastards, my anger a full-scale stampede.
The trucks come to a screeching halt, engines grumbling against the backdrop of mountains and sky, announcing their presence like a bad rock band that's just learned power chords. The men jump out, and I count heads. Four. Five. Six. Too many to be a coincidence. They scatter across the yard, yelling, poking cattle with their whips and prods, driving the livestock into a blind panic. Those bastards. My chest tightens as I see the cattle turn and run, legs churning like pistons, dust churning like storm clouds.
"What the hell?" I mutter, and the sound of my own disbelief kicks me into gear. I reach the truck and grab my rifle from the rack, the wood smooth and cool under my hands. A surge of adrenaline and rage courses through me like wildfire. I'm on the move, and the ranch hands follow, their faces drawn and determined. It's us against them and them against common decency.
One of the intruders—the tallest, smirking like he's just stolen candy from a toddler—looks up and sees us coming. He gives a shout, waving his arms, directing his crew like he's conducting a shitty orchestra. Another man chases down a calf, cornering it against the fence while the poor thing bleats in terror. This isn't just a raid. It's personal.
"Don't let those bastards get to the cattle!" I yell, voice slicing through the chaos, cutting it into bite-sized chunks of order. I'm all fire and vengeance, charging toward them with rifle in hand, refusing to slow my pace. I won't give them the satisfaction of seeing me hesitate. My crew falls in line behind me, ready to face hell, high water, or both.
My mind is a whirlpool of strategy and indignation. I think of my bank buddies in their fancy hats, the ones who said I couldn't do it on my own. They sure as hell never saw this coming. But here I am, and I'll be damned if I let these dirtbags win. The sun's high now, casting long shadows that dance like demons across the yard. It feels like it's just me, the intruders, and my crew as everything else falls away.
"Move it, move it!" the smirking intruder shouts to his men, his voice slick with the kind of confidence that makes me sick. I see one ranch hand struggling to keep a steer from breaking free again. He trips, and the panic ratchets up a notch. Damn it.
I've got the rifle at my side, feeling its steady weight, and it's an anchor against the tide of disorder these men are causing. "Keep them together!" I shout to the hands as they rally, using their bodies to push the cattle back from the open fields. "Show 'em we're not afraid!"
But some of them are afraid. I see it in their eyes, in how they glance over their shoulders, unsure if they should fight or flee. I don't blame them. This is new territory. But for me? This is war. And I don't lose wars.
The invaders laugh, and the sound rips through the air like a paper cut. They keep at it, stoking the panic, revving it like an engine that's just about to seize. I take another step forward, daring them with every ounce of defiance in my body. My voice booms like I'm calling down thunder. "You've got exactly ten seconds to get back in your trucks before I put holes in your tires!"
The tallest intruder stops, grinning like I'm the punchline to a joke he hasn't told yet. He steps forward, the arrogance rolling off him like sweat. I see him up close now, his eyes glinting with challenge, with a kind of amused disdain that makes me want to spit. He thinks he can win this. He thinks wrong.
I've been here before, in one way or another, staring down people who think they can take what I've built. But this time's different. This time, I've got more to lose, more to prove. My hands are steady, and so is my voice, though it feels like the words are biting my tongue as they leave my mouth.
"Last warning," I say, the rifle raised just enough to show I mean business. The yard is a blur of color and sound, cattle crashing against the fences like waves against rocks, ranch hands hollering as they scramble to keep control. The men aren't backing down, but neither am I.
It's a standoff, and the world hangs suspended on a thread so thin it might as well be gossamer. Tension crackles like electricity in the air, coiling and tightening, waiting to snap. But I'm patient. I can wait. I'm in this for the long haul.
A dust storm races down the road, fast and loud, announcing an arrival like the world's angriest postal service. The ranch hands look toward the sound, a black pickup barreling in like a one-truck cavalry. It skids to a stop, and a tall man with a military-straight posture steps out, his green eyes slicing through the chaos. He strides toward us with a purpose that commands immediate attention, each movement so crisp and efficient it's almost insulting. The intruders glance at each other, uncertainty cutting through their bravado. His presence changes everything. He issues a terse command, and I see them hesitate.
Who the hell is this? My brain scrambles to make sense of the sudden shift. I see how the ranch hands pause, a ripple of confusion in the tidal wave of panic. My rifle is still steady in my grip, but everything feels different now like someone just flipped the script and didn't tell me.
The tall man closes the distance with quick, confident strides, his face set in a look that could drill through steel. He doesn't break pace as he approaches, his eyes scanning the scene like he's already got it mapped out in his head. The intruders are caught off guard, their swagger replaced with something closer to fear. That's right, you assholes.
"Move," the man says, his voice low and full of authority, like he's got a direct line to God and isn't afraid to use it. It carries across the yard, hitting the men like a jolt of electricity. They falter, steps unsure, and I see them hesitate for the first time. It's the kind of voice that demands to be obeyed.
I'm still running hot, still pissed as hell, but there's a part of me—an annoying, curious part—that wants to know who this guy is and what he's doing on my land. My suspicion's as strong as my anger, both fueling a fire that could torch the whole damn ranch.
"Who are you?" I shout, not sure if I'm angry at him or just the confusion he's caused. Maybe both. Probably both. The question barely left my lips when I saw one of the intruders lower his prod and take a step back. Then another. They look at each other, then at the man, then back at each other, the uncertainty written all over their sorry faces.
"Get back to the trucks," he orders, his words clipped and cold as a Montana winter. It's the final push they need, and I watch as the retreat begins. My mouth is open, and I'm pretty sure I look like a fish on a riverbank.
It's over. Just like that, it's over.
The bastards shuffle toward their trucks, shooting me dirty looks like this was just a warm-up for the real event. One of them, the tall one with the shit-eating grin, glances back at me with a promise of round two burning in his eyes. They'll be back. I know it. They know it.
"Yeah, you better run!" I shout, my voice following them all the way to their dust cloud of an exit. I lower the rifle but keep it in my grip, a reminder that I'm still here, still ready to fight, even if someone else had to come and play the damn hero.
The ranch hands gather around, muttering like a bunch of hens that just laid a collective egg. I can see the mix of relief and confusion on their faces, the adrenaline hangover hitting them hard. I give them a nod, letting them know they did good, letting them know I've got this.
As the dust settles, I turn my attention back to the newcomer, the one who swept in like a storm and cleared the sky before I could blink. He stands there, calm and composed, his presence a raw magnetism that makes my stomach flip. I don't trust it. I don't trust him.
He walks toward me, his unyielding posture making it look like he's gliding over the mud and dirt. His eyes lock onto mine like I'm the only thing in this messed-up world worth focusing on. I meet his gaze, the suspicion rolling off me in waves. I'm a fortress, and he's the army trying to breach my walls.
"Thanks for the help," I say, and it sounds more like an accusation than gratitude. I keep the rifle between us like a chaperone, making sure he knows I'm not some damsel waiting to be saved.
"Jace Callahan," he says, introducing himself like I asked for his name, which I sure as hell didn't. His voice has a warmth to it now, a confidence that isn't quite cocky but isn't humble either. He takes another step closer, and I feel the heat of his presence, a physical thing pressing against my space.
"Well, Jace Callahan," I say, letting the words drip with all the suspicion I can muster. "Get off my land."
The corners of his mouth twitch like he's about to smile, and the thought sends my blood pressure soaring. He doesn't move or flinch; he just stands there, waiting for me to make the next move.
The air between us sizzles, a live wire of tension and stubborn pride. We're in a new kind of standoff, one that feels just as dangerous as the last. My heart drums against my ribs, the type of beat that dances on the edge of recklessness. The kind of beat that means trouble.
He looks at me, really looks, and it's like he's stripping away the layers of armor I've spent years fortifying. I want to be pissed, want to be furious that he thinks he can waltz in here and—what? Help me? Save me? The thought alone is enough to make me grind my teeth.
Instead, I hold his gaze, letting him see the defiance and the challenge and the woman who sure as hell isn't backing down. Not today. Not ever.
The minutes stretch like a bad rubber band, and the world narrows down to the two of us and this wide-open ranch that suddenly feels too damn small. The way he watches me is a promise and a threat rolled into one, and I know with the same gut-deep certainty I have about cattle and men and stubborn ranchers that this isn't the last I've seen of Jace Callahan.
Not by a long shot.






  
  Chapter two
Chapter Two


Jace 
Billings, Montana. The land stretches like a dare, and I drive right into it, dust and diesel swirling from my tires. At the diner, folks give me a look like they're measuring the time I'll last. "That Moore woman's got herself in deep," mutters the old man behind the counter, squinting through suspicion and cataracts. I order coffee and park myself by the window, listening. "Think they can scare her off?" asks a girl with braces and a big mouth. She looks at me. I sip my coffee and say nothing.
The air is thick with gossip and burnt bacon. My truck's a lone horse in a crowded stable out there, paint chipped and road worn. I've been through towns like this, where everyone knows your business before you do.
"Biggest ranch this side of the Rockies," old Hank drones on, as if I'm deaf, dense, or both. "And they think they can just waltz in and take it from her." He nods sagely, the kind of nod that means he's lived here forever and's a permanent part of the furniture and the lore.
"What about the law?" says another voice, bright and sharp as a needle, probably from that Laura girl who had braces last time I was through. "Why doesn't she just get the sheriff involved?"
Hank snorts, loud and dismissive. "Sheriff's too busy kissing babies and playing nice with the townsfolk." He scratches his chin, then adds, "Nah, they're gunning for her for sure. But that Moore woman's a tough one. Too tough for her own good."
They think I'm not listening, or maybe they know I am and don't give a damn. I stir sugar into my coffee, letting their words soak into my brain. They confirm everything we suspected and a bit more. This is bigger than land grabs and a few stolen steers.
"Think she's scared?" Laura's whisper is a hiss of drama and excitement.
"I think she needs a man who knows how to handle things," Hank says, and they both look at me again, expectant, curious. I let the coffee speak for me, a slow sip, then a long stare out the window.
Their chatter turns to other matters—high school football, some festival coming up, the way old towns shuffle their problems with tradition. But I'm still chewing on the tidbits they dropped, piecing it together like one of those puzzles they sell at the gas station. It's clear as the day is long: they think Daphne's in trouble. And from what I saw yesterday, they might be right.
Her face flickers through my memory, fierce and pissed, that rifle an extension of her no-nonsense attitude. Daphne Moore. She's got the kind of grit that would chew most men up and spit them out, then laugh while doing it. It's the challenge that draws me: the way she didn't flinch when everything turned to hell, and she almost shot me when I strolled in and flipped the script. She's a wild one, alright. But I've dealt with worse. Much worse.
And then there's the money. Good money. The kind that buys me a new set of tires and a vacation somewhere I don't have to shower with my boots on. Plus, the sweet satisfaction of proving my so-called competition wrong. Those jerks won't see me coming.
I finish my coffee, letting it linger in my mouth like a decision I'm still rolling over. Yeah, there are complications here, but when has that ever stopped me? A challenge is just another way to spell fun.
I toss a bill on the counter, nod at Hank and Laura, and head for the door. The dust is starting to settle—not for long.
I drive past the broken fence, and the dust hangs thick, as stubbornness, like the cattle, isn't the only thing that needs corralling. The whole damn place is a war zone, minus the war, for now. Her office is small but larger than life. Her hat hides her eyes, and her clipboard is like a badge of distrust.
Yesterday's drama left its mark, dust, and scuffs like badges of honor. I scan the property with the eye of a hawk—or a man who's been shot at more than once. Vulnerabilities stick out like targets: the eastern fence's sightlines, so poor a blind man could sneak in; lighting around the barn, inadequate as a politician's promises; fresh tire tracks in places no truck should be. It's amateur hour at the sabotage rodeo.
She's waiting at the door of her office, all business, her face as unreadable as a poker champ's. "Jace Callahan," she repeats. It sounds a bit more like an accusation than a greeting this time. I smile because I know it'll piss her off. I'm right.
I step inside, and it's like walking into a test you didn't study for. She's already got her arguments lined up. My plans hit the desk with a slap that echoes, camera icons and patrol routes sketched like a military op. And hell, it might as well be.
"This is what you came up with?" she asks, tapping her pen against the metal chair. She doesn't offer me a seat, so I take one anyway.
"It's a start," I say, as direct as a punch to the gut. "Got a lot to cover, especially since you almost shot me yesterday."
"I might still," she shoots back, and there's a spark in her eyes, half challenge, half something else.
The plans are all laid out now, rough-edged and inky with intention. I begin my rundown, the weaknesses, the gaps, the holes a mile wide. It's all clipped and factual, the way she'll understand. The way she'll respect if she's got the good sense, I think she does.
"Poor sightlines here and here," I say, pointing them out with the end of a pencil. "Whoever created this layout wanted to ensure you're in the dark. Literally."
Her eyes follow my hands, her skepticism a third player in this game. I like games. I'm good at games.
"You just see flaws everywhere, don't you?" she says, folding her arms and leaning back against the wall. The air between us is tighter than the string on a bull's balls.
"I see opportunities," I correct her. "Big difference."
She circles the desk, boots echoing like small explosions. I can feel her studying the blueprints as much as she's studying me. I like that too. Keeps things interesting.
"Here and here," I continue, unmoved by her lack of enthusiasm. "These are your soft spots. That's how they got in. It's how they'll keep getting in."
There's a pause, a breath in which she chews on what I'm saying. Her face is set and serious, every inch of her radiating the stubbornness I'd expect from a woman who thinks she can take the world on single-handedly. It'd be impressive if it weren't so damn stupid.
"Someone's got it in for you, Daphne," I say, low and direct. "They won't stop until you do something about it."
Her hat shadows her eyes, but I can see the gears turning, and I can almost hear them grinding against her reluctance. The tension is thick and palpable like the dust still clinging to yesterday's chaos.
"We're not just talking fences and lights, are we?" she asks, suspicion in every syllable.
"No," I say. "We're talking everything."
She keeps circling the desk, her focus moving from the plans to me and back again. The ice storm is melting just a bit, and I catch a glimpse of the fire beneath. It's hot enough to burn if I'm not careful. 
I hold her gaze, steady, unflinching. My voice matches, low and sure. "Let me do what I do best; they won't know what hit them."
There's a beat, and I see her decide. The clipboard goes down, the hat comes up, and I see her eyes for the first time. Really see them. The look she gives me is half resignation, half reluctant respect.
"Fine," she says, snapping the blueprint toward herself with a twist of intrigue at her lips. "Let's see what you got, Callahan."
The lines on the blueprint cross each other like a thousand tiny betrayals. "Frayed fence wire, missing tags, spoiled feed," I list them like a catalog of despair. "You think this is an accident?" I hold her eyes, a storm meeting a storm. "They're bleeding you slow." Her mouth tightens, a gate locking. I see it when she believes me, the moment it clicks, a light bulb of realization burning hot. "So, what's your solution?" she says, a challenge and a question. "For starters," I answer, "stop pretending they're going to play fair."
This isn't just land disputes and good-ol' boy intimidation tactics. It's systematic and calculated, just like me.
Her skepticism melts like the Montana snowpack, quick and messy. She doesn't want to believe it, but she does. I see it written all over her now-serious face, a new chapter in a book she thought she'd finished.
"So we fortify. Lock them out," she says, almost to herself, nearly resigned. She paces, her footsteps ringing on the wood like a ticking clock. "They really mean to ruin me, don't they?"
"Unless you do something about it." I give her a look that I hope lands somewhere between sympathetic and impressed. "They think you're an easy target."
"The hell they do," she mutters, but the fire in her voice doesn't quite reach her eyes.
"Then prove it," I say, all challenge, no hesitation. "Let's get serious."
I'm laying it all out, frayed wire, stolen tags, and sabotage that'd make a lesser woman weep. She doesn't weep. Not yet. But her hands are on the plans, and they're shaking just enough for me to notice. It's a start.
"I'm not one of your soldiers, Callahan," she warns.
I grin the kind that'd infuriate anyone with a pulse. "Lucky for you."
She stops pacing and stops pretending this isn't bigger than she thought. Her eyes find mine again, and the set of her jaw says she's not done fighting. Not by a long shot.
"So, what do we do first?" she asks, evoking defeat but also determination.
I like it. I like her. Hell, maybe I just like winning.
"We make sure they can't touch you," I say, blunt as a baseball bat. I tap the blueprints, tapping into Daphne's fear, her pride, all of it. "And that means letting me set up the way I know how."
I can see the fight rising in her, a tide that won't ebb without one hell of a storm. "You mean cameras, right? Surveillance on every fence post and water trough?"
"Something like that," I admit, knowing damn well that's the part she'll hate the most.
She narrows her eyes, a threat and a promise all in one fiery glance. "I don't need cameras watching me shower, Jace."
The way she says my name is a mixture of disgust and defiance, both aimed at me like she thinks I'll flinch. I don't. "You want to stop this?" I ask, shrugging off the hit. "You're gonna have to make some sacrifices."
"Like hell," she snaps back. "I need my cattle safe, not a goddamn reality show."
This is what I expect, the kind of stubbornness that's as predictable as it is infuriating. "Then let's do it your way," I say, leaning into the fight. "But don't cry to me when—"
"I don't cry," she interrupts, her voice like a steel rod between my ribs.
I shift gears, adapting like I always do. "Okay, no cameras," I relent, offering her a sliver of hope. "What about patrols? Men, you trust? They can be your eyes until—"
"I don't need babysitters either."
"Damn it, Daphne, stop making this harder than it needs to be."
"I'm not the one who rolled in here with an army plan to save the poor defenseless woman," she argues, her words hot as firecrackers in August.
We're circling each other now, more words than space, more pride than reason. I can see she's not gonna back down or bend the way most people do when I give them this speech, this strategy. She's tougher than the rest, which might be her saving grace. It might be her downfall.
"You want to do this? Really do this?" I ask, meeting her defiance with the determination I've honed for years.
"Yes," she says, firm as granite. "But on my terms."
I think about what it means to give in to let her have the control she craves, like air. It's a risk, but so is everything worth doing.
"Okay," I say finally, watching her face light up like she's won something. "We'll do it your way."
I see a flicker of triumph, but it doesn't last. She knows this isn't over. I know what I'm offering is the beginning of a very long, ugly fight.
I scratch out new routes and plans that keep her pride intact and her ranch secure. There are no cameras, no babysitters, just good, old-fashioned security on her terms, or close enough that she won't raise too much of a fuss.
"Surveillance on the outskirts," I say, and she doesn't interrupt. Progress. "Lighting where it counts. Extra men on shifts you can rotate."
She eyes the new plan, weighing it, weighing me, the doubt and the grit fighting for space in her mind. "It's not what you wanted, is it?" she asks, too perceptive for my own good.
"It'll work," I tell her, confidence bleeding into every word. "If you let it."
"Good," she says, her lips twisting into a smile that's more challenge than gratitude. "Then do it. Show me you're not full of shit."
I gather up the plans, the paper, the fragments of our temporary truce. Her eyes follow me, suspicious but hopeful, the kind of look that keeps a man like me coming back for more.
We've got a long way to go, her and I. But that's just fine by me.






  
  Chapter three
Chapter Three


Daphne 
Dawn spills across the ranch, and I'm in full throttle, spitting orders like sunflower seeds at a country fair. The ranch hands are a tangle of rope and bravado, and I'm a no-nonsense conductor of this livestock symphony. Hat low and boots muddy, I take stock of my own seething annoyance. Jace. Even the name sets me off. His security operation is screwing with my perfectly organized chaos, throwing my routine into upheaval. I see him across the pen, acting like he owns the place. And damn if the other hands aren't already deferring to him.
The low-slung sun finds every raw nerve as I holler instructions over the clamor. "Get a hold of that calf! He's not taking you to prom!" The crew scrambles, kicking up dust and dirt, and not a whole lot of coordination. My determination pumps through my veins, and pure adrenaline and attitude fuel the marathon morning.
I grunt at the raw spectacle around me—young calves bawling like it's Judgment Day, dust clouds hanging thick in the air, the acrid burn of singed hair from branding irons searing into nostrils and consciousness. It's chaos and industry, the sweet and sour of ranch life, and I thrive on every hectic second. Almost.
I catch sight of Jace again, his presence needling at me like a hangnail on my soul. The son of a bitch has half my crew wrapped around his little finger, following his every nod like they're hypnotized by his decisive competence. It burns like the hot irons we're wielding.
Righteous fire in my gut, I march toward the branding station with a vengeance. Clipboard is forgotten, hands on hips, boots slogging through the fresh hell of dirt and manure. I see the calf that's giving everyone a headache and set my sights on it. No way in hell I'm letting this show run itself, and no way in hell I'm letting Jace Callahan think he's already the top cowboy in these parts.
"Clear out! I'll handle it myself!" My shout cuts through the noise as I swoop in to tackle the job and the beast.
I've got this. I've got all of this. I tell myself this, but the uneasy itch of Jace's presence has me wondering if I believe it.
The calf gives me a look, all innocence, and vengeance like it knows exactly what I'm thinking. The little bastard's got a plan. And so do I. Before anyone can intervene, I'm in the pen, angling for control. Hooves fly, a perfect storm of limbs and bad intentions. My boot skids on the slick ground, and I'm spinning, the branding iron slipping, a slow-motion tumble into disaster.
Before I can brace for impact, he's there. He's a force of nature, as unshakable as granite, intercepting me mid-fall. Jace grabs my arm with an ironclad grip, saving my ass from a faceplant and the calf from a wild run for freedom.
Everything slows. My head swivels in a haze of surprise, and there he is, right there, too damn close for my peace of mind. I'm breathless, pinned by the pull of his green-eyed focus and the immediate, bewildering impact of his presence. His grip is like a tourniquet of strength, tight and unyielding, and the heat between us is a living thing. He's overshadowing my defiance with his own, making every nerve in my body sit up and take notice.
The world narrows to harsh breath, heat, and Jace Callahan. 
A stutter in my chest as my breath catches. Jace's nearness was like the roar of an engine in my ears. I'm too aware, too much, too soon, and then we're jammed together in the narrow chute, bodies crammed into the tightest corners of this ugly waltz. The moment is eternity and a flashbulb, the universe, and nothing. 
All I hear is calves lowing, cattle bawling, his breath steady and unshaken. The acrid scent of branding irons and fresh mud burns against the rawness of this—him.
His fingers bite into my arm, confident as the goddamn sun. He muscles the calf into submission as easily as the bastard knows it all. I'm pinned against him, his hand searing through my shirt, an invasion and an awakening I'm not ready to admit. I try to will the heat away, but it barrels back like the dust clouds we're stirring up. He's here. He's close. It's unbearable, and I bear it.
"I had it under control!" I snap, anger the only shield I've got. I want him to release me, want him to never release me. I want—hell, I don't know what I want except to not want what I don't want. The jangle in my brain is chaos, as raw as the noise in the air.
"Clearly," he responds, the infuriating calm in his voice suggesting he's known the world and everything in it since birth. His words tangle with the heat between us, a mix of tension, skill, and infuriating knowingness that makes my blood flash boil.
I wrestle out of his hold, the gap between us snapping back like a stretched rope, leaving space where a strange absence blooms. "Thanks," I mutter, and it sounds more like an accusation than gratitude. My feet are mine again, planted and stubborn and running on pride that feels about to run out.
He steadies the iron in my hand, and I see the work that still needs doing. "You good?" he asks the words a chisel against my resolve.
"I said I had it." The quaver in my voice is infuriating, the kind of thing that would make me cringe if I were the cringing type. I'm not. At least, not where anyone can see it.
Jace gives me a long look, the kind that sees more than I want him to. I can't stand it, the pity, understanding, or whatever the hell he's offering. My throat tightens as he goes back to wrestling with the calf, his movements smooth and sure.
I suck in air, as deep and full as I can manage, fighting against the upheaval in my body and my brain. His confidence sticks in my throat like a fish bone, stubborn and painful and inescapable. How does he do that? How does he make me doubt myself, all with one touch, one damn moment? The branding iron burns a mark on the calf's hide, but it's me who feels branded, hot and tingling and unsure.
The chute expands around us as he steps back, his presence less overwhelming, his nearness less infuriating. It's relief, regret, and everything in between, a cocktail of emotions I'd rather drown in whisky than admit to feeling.
Damn him. And damn me for feeling this way.
He's there, working beside me like it's the most natural thing in the world, efficient and sure, and it makes me crazy how good he is. He angles the iron like he's known this all his life and shows me how to make it easier on the calves. "Read their body language," he says, the words casual, the implication anything but. My pride takes a sucker punch. "Military leave," he explains, like it's no big deal. "Summers on a ranch in Wyoming." My eyebrows hit my hairline. I guess my shock shows because the bastard smiles. Again.
His confidence riles and impresses, a bitter cocktail I sip on as we work. He moves like this is his ranch like he owns this patch of Montana like he owns me. It stirs up a whirlwind of emotions, enough to spin my brain like a pinwheel in a hurricane.
I can't help it; my curiosity needs a fix. "How long have you been doing this?" I ask, the words bitten off and raw. They taste like regret, hope, and everything in between.
"Long enough to know what I'm doing," he replies, an undertone of challenge simmering beneath his calm, infuriatingly self-assured demeanor. He shows me again how to approach the calf, an angle that reduces the fight in them, a trick I should've known but didn't.
"How to calm them down," he adds, demonstrating a subtle shift in position that somehow relaxes the animal. He doesn't show off, or gloat and the humility in his efficiency really gets under my skin.
"What else do you know?" I can't resist pushing, needling, and jabbing to see if he's got any raw spots.
"Enough to make this work," he says, smooth as a well-oiled machine. He adjusts a rope with the precision of a sniper, and the confidence radiates off him in waves, crashing over my shorelines of disbelief.
I don't know what to make of this, of him, of my own reactions that flare up like fireworks and won't die down. The energy is kinetic, bouncing between us, an endless game of ping-pong that neither of us knows how to stop playing.
"Spent some time on ranches here and there," he says, a modest admission that cuts deeper than he intends. My goddamn competitive nature screams at me to do better, know more, prove him wrong.
I'm dizzy from it, this blitz of emotion and awareness. It's a battlefield, and I've forgotten which side I'm fighting for. His or mine or maybe, just maybe, ours.
His hand reaches for a tool at the same time mine does. Our fingers collide, and the contact is electric—an unexpected jolt that stops time, breath, and the constant churn of the universe. I'm hyper-aware of the calluses on his palm, the warmth, roughness, and pure human touch that leaves me reeling.
I jerk away, more than shocked. I'm rattled, thrown, and oh-so-alive in a way I haven't felt in years. Not since I last thought I needed someone.
I pull back, the distance safe and cowardly, the space between us full of what-ifs, hell-nos, and uncharted territory I might be willing to explore.
I look at him, and there's a glint in his eyes that says he knows exactly what he's doing to me. That makes one of us.






  
  Chapter four
Chapter Four


Jace 
Night on the ranch, and I'm out on the quad, headlights slicing through the Montana dark. The cold creeps through my jacket, sinking into skin and muscle deep enough to hurt. My body's tense as a steel cable, and the air's thick with the taste of dust and threat. Distant cattle cries punctuate the quiet. It shouldn't feel this peaceful, not after what went down today. My eyes cut across the property line, searching like I'm hoping not to find what I already know is out here. And then I see it. Flickering lights near the barn, not steady enough to be the ranch's, too deliberate to be natural. Every instinct snaps to attention.
The chill hangs heavy as I cut the engine, the sudden silence louder than the roar. My body moves on autopilot, weapon checked, and instincts primed. I'm across the open ground in seconds, covering the distance with practiced speed, keeping low and quiet. The lights blink out like they've seen me coming like they know I'm not about to play this game. Bastards. My breath steadies, my pulse slows, each step calculated, each step bringing me closer. I've been here before, in war zones, in places too ugly for a ranch like this. But this feels different. Feels personal.
Daphne's face flashes through my mind. She is fierce and defiant, too stubborn to ask for help, too stubborn to admit she might need it. I clench my jaw, driving the thought away. I know the type. I know her type. And hell, if I'm gonna let this go down while I'm on watch. The barn looms, shadowed and still, as I close in. It's dark and quiet, just like the land around it. Just like it shouldn't be. But I'm ready, more ready than the assholes think. They're gonna find out. And then we'll see who's the last one standing.
My approach is deliberate, a careful dance with the barn's shadows. I'm about to cut the corner when I hear it—a voice, a woman's voice, weaving soft threads of song into the night. I stop dead, let it reach me, let it settle. It's unexpected, but it's unmistakable. Daphne. Relief and irritation wrestle for dominance. What's she doing out here? I slip inside, quiet as a whisper. She doesn't see me right away. She's working with a horse, moving with an effortless grace that catches me off guard. Lantern light flickers around her. Hay dust floats in the beams, a slow, lazy dance.
I stay in the shadows, the familiar smells of leather and horse sweat wrapping around me. It's more intimate than I'm ready for, watching her like this, like she's someone I don't know yet. She sings the soft country tune filled with loneliness, the kind you don't admit to unless no one's listening. Her hands work the horse with gentle, practiced skill. The animal trusts her, and I can see why. The way she moves, the way she is—it's raw and unexpected and all the things she doesn't show in daylight. She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and the action tugs at something I thought was buried deep. She looks up, finally seeing me, and the surprise is instant, written in the quick intake of her breath.
"Jesus Christ, Jace!" The hand that was so sure a moment ago clutches her chest like I've snuck up on her with a live grenade. Her eyes flare wide, annoyance sparking like gunpowder. "Make some noise next time before you give me a heart attack." She's a mix of startled and furious; she's mad at herself for being caught and angry at me for the catching.
"What are you doing out here alone?" I'm blunt and to the point, irritation edging my words. "It's not safe."
Her eyes narrow, challenging, and defiant, but there's something else. Vulnerability may be. I'm not sure I believe it. I'm not sure I want to. We stand in the lantern's glow, our shadows stretching long and thin across the barn floor, stretching like the space between her stubbornness and my determination. The air is thick with more than dust and the smell of animals. It's dense with her pride, my frustration, and all the unspoken things we don't have the guts to say. Yet.
Daphne crosses her arms, her defense as flimsy as her bravado. "I come here when I can't sleep," she says, and the admission is so raw it throws me off balance. I see the truth in her eyes before she looks away like she's exposed more than she meant to. The silence between us expands, heavy with meaning, fragile as a promise. I shatter it with a confession of my own. "Saw some lights. Thought it was something." Our eyes lock again, the tension a live wire. "It's always something," she murmurs, her voice an unguarded edge I haven't heard before.
The shadows between us twist and lengthen, the lantern light playing tricks on what's real and what's imagined. Daphne's fear and doubt are there, and she can't hide them as well as she thinks. "Sometimes I wonder if I should just sell this place," she says, and the vulnerability in her words hits like a sucker punch. Her admission hangs in the air, daring me to do something with it. I step closer, the gravity between us undeniable. "This place is part of you," I tell her, my voice a low whisper that knows too much. "You don't strike me as someone who gives up."
Her breath catches, and I see the struggle, the push and pull of pride and uncertainty, and the weight of what she's trying to hold on to. We're beside the horse's stall now, the space too small for anything but honesty. I could reach out and touch her, and it's the wanting to that shocks me the most. Her eyes are wide, a mix of fire and fragility. "Feels like everyone else thinks I should," she says, and it's a confession and a challenge. "Then prove them wrong," I answer the words a command and a plea. I can't believe how much I mean it.
The closeness is electric and dangerous, like standing too near a storm and begging for lightning. I see how she falters, then stands her ground, drawing me in like a magnet. I reach for the lantern at the same time she does, our hands almost colliding, the heat from her skin a physical thing. It's a second, a breath, a lifetime. We're suspended in it, every nerve screaming, every thought gone. Then the scrape of metal against wood, loud and jarring, splits the air. I react without thinking, pushing Daphne behind me, weapon drawn, the moment shattered and forgotten as we face the door, as we face the unknown.






  
  Chapter five
Chapter Five


Daphne 
I called the meeting before most of them finished their coffee. The ranch house kitchen was still thick with the smell of burnt toast and yesterday's problems. Sleep-deprived and running on pure stubbornness, I plant myself at the head of the oak table that's seen three generations of Moore family arguments. The scratches and coffee rings tell their own stories, but today, I'm adding a new chapter that tastes like defeat in my mouth.
They file in like guilty schoolchildren, boots heavy on the hardwood, eyes everywhere but on me. The ranch hands take their usual spots—younger ones bunched together near the door, old-timers claiming chairs with the casual ownership of men who've sat in the same spot for twenty years. Hank, my foreman with a face like leather left too long in the sun, settles directly across from me, his eyes narrowed in that way that means he's already decided he won't like what I have to say.
The main house breathes around us, settling into its bones. The place is a patchwork of my history—my grandfather's mounted trophy buck watching over proceedings like a disapproving elder, faded cattle operation maps tacked to walls with pins marking grazing rotations, and my grandmother's quilts draped over worn leather furniture that's been broken in by generations of tired ranchers. It's home, and someone's trying to take it.
Jace stands against the far wall, arms crossed over his chest, watching everything with those calculating green eyes. He's a statue in the corner, present but separate, and I can't decide if that pisses me off or comforts me after last night. My skin prickles at the memory of his body shielding mine, the solid wall of him between me and whatever was at the barn door. It turned out to be nothing—or nothing we could find—but the moment hangs between us like an unfinished sentence.
"Most of you know by now that we had another incident last night," I begin, my voice steadier than my insides. "Someone was on the property. Again."
Murmurs ripple through the room. I catch fragments of concern, disbelief, and a few muttered curses.
"Nothing was taken this time, but that's not the point." I flatten my palms against the oak, anchoring myself. "They're getting bolder. First, the cattle incident, then the feed tampering, and now this. It's escalating, and we need to be ready."
One of the younger hands—a skinny kid who can't be more than twenty—shifts nervously. "You think they're coming back?"
"I know they're coming back," I say, the certainty in my voice surprising even me. "And next time, we'll be prepared."
This is the hard part. I take a breath that feels like swallowing pride and barbed wire. "This is Jace Callahan." I gesture toward the wall where he's propping up my grandfather's weathered paneling. "Some of you have already met him. He's a security consultant with military experience, and I've hired him to help us strengthen our defenses."
The room splits like lightning hit it. The older hands exchange glances loaded with skepticism, decades of doing things the same way suddenly challenged. Hank's face darkens like a thunderhead about to break, his fingers drumming a battle rhythm against the table. But the younger ones straighten, relief softening their faces. They've been scared, I realize. Maybe I should've been too.
"I don't care if you like him or not," I declare, meeting every pair of eyes. "But you will respect his authority when it comes to ranch security. When he gives an order about safety protocols, you follow it as if it came from me. Are we clear?"
The silence stretches thin like fresh taffy, and no one is quite willing to be the first to break it. Finally, Hank clears his throat, the sound like gravel in a blender.
"Been handling security here since before you could ride, Daphne," he says, each word careful as footsteps in a minefield. "Not sure we need some city boy—"
"He's not a city boy," I cut in, surprising myself with how quickly I jumped to Jace's defense. "And this isn't about your experience, Hank. It's about specialized knowledge none of us have." I soften my tone. "I value your input. Always have. But this is different."
Jace chooses this moment to step forward, his movement deliberate as a wolf's. Eyes track him automatically, and bodies shift to make space. He doesn't command attention—he assumes it like it's his natural right. Something low in my stomach tightens, and I'm unsure if it's irritation or something else entirely.
"I'm not here to step on toes," he says, his voice filling the room without raising it. "I'm here because someone's trying to run Ms. Moore off her land, and they're willing to break laws to do it."
He walks to the maps, tracing the property line with a finger that knows exactly where it's going. "I've done a preliminary assessment. We have vulnerabilities here, here, and especially here." He taps the southeast corner where the fence borders public land. "Starting today, we implement new security protocols: rotating patrols, a buddy system after dark, and communication checks every hour."
One of the younger hands raises his hand. "What about the south pasture fence? It's been giving us trouble."
Jace nods like he already knew about it. "Priority repair this morning. I want teams of two, armed, watching the perimeter while repairs are made."
"Armed?" Another ranch hand frowns. "We're not soldiers."
"No," Jace agrees, "but neither are they. They're counting on you acting like regular ranch hands who'll run at the first sign of trouble." His gaze sweeps the room. "We're going to show them differently."
I watch as the mood in the room shifts, uncertainty giving way to resolve, even as Hank's frown deepens into trenches. Jace lays out more details—schedules, patrol routes, emergency protocols—and I see my crew nodding, straightening, becoming something more than they were five minutes ago.
It's impressive. It's infuriating. I should be giving them this confidence, this direction. Instead, I'm watching this stranger command my people with an ease I've spent years trying to perfect. Yet I can't deny the results—the room vibrates with new purpose, with something that feels dangerously like hope.
My conflicted feelings must show on my face because when Jace turns to me for confirmation, he pauses mid-sentence, his eyes catching mine in a silent question. I give him a curt nod, permission, and acknowledgment rolled into one reluctant gesture.
"One more thing," I add as the meeting wraps up. "This stays between us. No talk in town, no bragging at the bar. As far as anyone outside this room knows, nothing's changed at the Moore ranch." I stand, signaling the end. "Questions, come to me or Jace. Dismissed."
They file out, purpose in their stride, leaving me alone with Jace and the ghost of last night's almost-moment hanging between us.
"That went better than expected," he says, his voice quiet now that it's just us.
I grunt, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. "Don't get too comfortable. They'll follow orders, but that doesn't mean they've accepted you."
"And you?" He steps closer, too close, his question loaded with more than professional concern. "Have you accepted this is necessary?"
I meet his eyes, finding it more challenging than it should be to maintain my composure. "I accepted you're here, didn't I? Let's leave it at that and get to work."
But as I brush past him toward the door, I know we've already crossed a line, and there's no walking back to where we started.
The Montana sun hammers down like it's got a personal vendetta, turning the morning into a pressure cooker of heat and tension. Jace walks beside me, our boots kicking up dirt clouds as we patrol the eastern fence line. His presence is both reassuring and irritating—like a pebble in my boot that somehow helps me keep my balance. Three feet of space between us might as well be three inches or three miles for all my awareness of him.
"This section looks compromised," he says, kneeling to inspect a stretch of barbed wire that sags between posts like a drunk trying to stand. His fingers work the metal with practiced ease, testing its give. "How often do you check the perimeter?"
"Twice a week. More when we've had trouble." I squint against the glare, surveying the land before us like a rumpled green bedsheet. The mountains rear up in the distance, snow-capped even in summer, eternal witnesses to our temporary problems. My grandfather used to say those mountains had seen a million troubles come and go, and they'd see a million more. Right now, that's not as comforting as it should be.
Jace stands, brushing dust from his jeans. "Not enough. Need daily checks, rotating patterns so no one can predict when you'll be where." He points to the tree line a quarter mile off. "Perfect cover there. They could watch for days, learning your routines."
I bristle at the criticism, even though I know he's right. "We don't have the manpower for daily checks on twenty miles of fence. We're a cattle ranch, not Fort Knox."
"Then we prioritize." He pulls out a small notebook, jotting something down. "These eastern sections first. Then south where it borders public land." His eyes never stop moving, scanning the horizon, checking our six, assessing angles like he's expecting a sniper behind every bush. It's unsettling and impressive, and I hate that I'm impressed.
We move along the fence line, Jace marking weak points and me making mental notes of needed repairs. The conversation stays professional, tactical, and safe. But then we reach the old oak that marks the northeast corner of the property, its ancient branches spreading like protective arms over the land, and something shifts.
Jace pauses, looking up at the massive tree. "That's been here a while."
"Longer than any of us." I find myself stepping closer, running a hand over the gnarled bark. "My grandfather used to say it was already ancient when his grandfather bought this land in 1889."
Jace glances at me, curiosity softening the hard edges of his face. "Your family's been here that long?"
I nod, surprised at my willingness to share. "Five generations. My grandfather used to say, " started with two hundred acres and a dream." I laugh, the sound catching on something rough in my throat. "He was the one who turned it into what it is today. Five thousand acres, prize cattle, a reputation that means something."
"And he left it all to you." It's not a question, but there's something in his voice—respect, maybe, or understanding.
"Not directly." The words come out before I can filter them. "My father got it first, ran it into the ground with bad investments and worse decisions. I bought it from the bank when they foreclosed. Used everything I had, including alimony from three ex-husbands who thought I was too much trouble." I feel my mouth twist into something between a grimace and a grin. "Turns out they were right about the trouble part."
Jace's eyes find mine, holding them with an intensity that makes my skin hum. "Some things are worth the trouble."
The moment stretches, taut as new wire. I look away first, unnerved by the understanding I see in his gaze. "Anyway, that's why I can't lose it. Won't lose it."
We resume walking, the silence more companionable now, less charged with the need to prove ourselves to each other. The sun bakes the earth beneath our feet, sending up waves of heat that distort the distant fences into wavy lines.
"Iraq, 2009," Jace says suddenly, his voice pitched low like he's telling a secret. "We were securing a village, regular patrol. Nothing special. I had this kid in my unit, fresh out of training, cocky as hell." He pauses, eyes fixed on some middle distance that isn't Montana at all. "We got ambushed. Bad intel, bad timing. I saw it coming about three seconds before it hit, just this feeling in my gut."
I wait, sensing more is coming.
"I grabbed that kid by his collar and threw him behind a wall. The bullet that would've caught him caught me instead." He taps his left shoulder. "Nothing serious. But that kid looked at me like I'd performed a miracle. Know what I told him?"
I shake my head.
"Trust your gut, even when it doesn't make sense. Especially when it doesn't make sense." Jace turns those green eyes on me, direct and challenging. "Your gut told you something was wrong here. That's why I'm here. Don't second-guess that instinct."
The admission catches me off guard—not just the story itself but the fact that he shared it. It feels like a gift I didn't ask for, one I'm unsure how to accept. I watch him as we continue our patrol, seeing him with new eyes. The way he moves is economical and precise. The way his gaze constantly sweeps our surroundings, missing nothing. The confident set of his shoulders beneath his faded t-shirt betrays years of discipline and purpose.
My awareness of him shifts from professional to something more dangerous. He's not just hired help any more. He's a man with a past, scars, and instincts that have kept him alive in places I can't imagine. And worst of all, he's a man who seems to understand why this land matters without me having to explain it.
"Well, well. Security meeting's over already?" Hank's voice cuts through my thoughts like a rusty blade. He approaches from the direction of the barn, suspicion rolling off him in waves. "Thought you two would be locked up with maps and plans all day."
Jace straightens, his demeanor shifting seamlessly from open to guarded. "The best way to make plans is to see the terrain firsthand."
Hank snorts, his weathered face creased with distrust. "Been seeing this terrain firsthand for twenty years, son. Been running security here just as long without fancy consultants." His gaze flicks to me, accusation plain as day. "Never needed outside help before."
The tension ratchets up, tight as overtuned guitar strings. I step between them, physically and figuratively.
"We've never had organized attacks before either, Hank." I keep my voice level diplomatic. "What happened at the cattle delivery, the feed tampering, last night...it's escalating. Jace brings the experience we need."
"We got experience," Hank insists, his pride wounded. "Got men who know this land, who'll die protecting it."
"And I want to make sure they don't have to," I counter, meeting his stubborn gaze with my own. "Jace is here because I asked him to be. That doesn't erase what you've done for this ranch—what you continue to do."
Jace surprises me by extending a hand to Hank. "I respect your knowledge of this place. I'll need it if we're going to keep it secure







