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Prologue
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The wind off the Absaroka Range did not merely blow; it carved. It moved across the Montana basin with a serrated edge, stripping the heat from anything foolish enough to stand still. Grant Miller tightened the collar of his canvas coat, his fingers already beginning to lose sensation inside his gloves, as he watched the red taillights of the transport truck vanish into a veil of rising dust. He stood alone at the perimeter of the Blackwood Ranch, a sprawling expanse of jagged peaks and yellowed valley floor that looked less like a sanctuary and more like a fortress of weathered timber and rusted wire.

The silence of the high plains was absolute, broken only by the rhythmic, metallic groan of a distant windmill. He looked at the gate, which was secured with a heavy chain and a rusted padlock. There was no one there to meet him, no sign of the hospitality his supervisor at the University had promised.

A quarter-mile up the rutted dirt track, a figure emerged from the long, dark shadow of a massive hay barn. Even from this distance, the man projected a heavy, localized gravity. He did not walk so much as he reclaimed the earth with every footfall. This was Beau Blackwood. He was a man constructed of broad shoulders and a permanent, low-simmering resentment, his face obscured by the brim of a sweat-stained Stetson that had seen better decades.

Beau did not hurry. He allowed Miller to stand in the biting cold for several minutes, watching him through the chain-link as if observing a stray animal that had wandered onto the wrong property. When Beau finally reached the gate, he did not reach for the latch. He leaned his weight against the fence post, hooked a thumb into his brass belt buckle, and stared at Miller with eyes the color of cold flint.

"You're the vet tech," Beau said. It wasn't a question; it was an accusation, delivered in a voice that sounded like gravel grinding against silk.

"Grant Miller," Miller replied, his voice steady despite the chill. He reached out a hand, a reflex of professional politeness. "The University extension sent me. I’m here to oversee the vaccinations and the health of the new calves through the winter season. Your father should have mentioned I was arriving today."

Beau looked at Miller’s outstretched hand as if it were a diseased limb. He didn't take it. Instead, he shifted his weight and looked past Miller at the modest pile of gear sitting in the dirt. "We don’t need a babysitter from the city telling us how to manage a herd that’s been on this land since before your grandfather learned to crawl. My father might have signed the grant papers, but out here, his signature don't mean a damn thing to the frost."

"I grew up on a farm in Idaho, Blackwood. I'm not some tourist. I can pull my weight."

Beau’s mouth twisted into a jagged, humorless grin that didn't reach his eyes. He finally unlatched the gate, swinging it open just enough for Miller to squeeze through with his heavy medical crates. "Growing up on a farm is a hobby. This ranch is a war. You want to stay? You work. You don't complain, and you stay out of the way of men who actually know what they’re doing."

He leaned in closer then, the scent of cedar, old leather, and stale tobacco hitting Miller with physical force. "And when you break—and you will break—don’t expect me to be the one to carry you back to the main road. I'll leave you for the coyotes just like any other weak thing that can't handle the altitude."

He turned on his heel without waiting for a response, his heavy boots kicking up plumes of frozen earth. Miller watched him go, a sudden, sharp realization settling in his chest. The environment wasn't the most dangerous thing on the Blackwood Ranch. It was the man walking away from him, a man who clearly intended to make every moment of Miller's residency a calculated, living hell.

The air grew thinner as the sun dipped behind the peaks, and the ground beneath Miller's boots felt like iron. He picked up his crates, the weight straining his shoulders, and began the long walk toward the bunkhouse. He didn't look back. He knew the gate had already been locked behind him.
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Chapter 1: The First Cut
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The 4:00 AM alarm didn't chime; it shrieked.

Grant Miller bolted upright in the narrow bunk, his breath hitching in the frigid air of the unheated cabin. The room was a tomb of shadows, smelling of cedar shavings and the faint, lingering scent of woodsmoke from a stove that had died hours ago. He fumbled for his glasses on the bedside crate, his fingers thick and clumsy from the cold.

Outside, the world was still buried in the blue-black ink of a Montana pre-dawn. Before he could even pull on his thermal leggings, the heavy oak door of the bunkhouse swung open with a violent crack, slamming against the interior wall.

Beau Blackwood stood in the doorway, a silhouette of intimidation against the pale starlight. He wasn't wearing a heavy coat—just a thick flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms corded with muscle and scarred by years of rope burns and barbed wire. He held a galvanized steel bucket in one hand, and without a word of greeting, he dropped it. The clang echoed through the small room like a gunshot.

"Daylight's burning, University," Beau growled.

"It's four in the morning," Miller rasped, his voice thick with sleep. "The sun won't be up for another two hours."

"The cattle don't check the clock, and neither do I. You said you could pull your weight. Prove it. The south paddock fence line was caught in the shift last night. The posts are leaning. You're going to reset them before breakfast."

Miller swung his legs out of bed, his feet hitting the floorboards. They were ice. "I'm here for medical oversight, Beau. I have to prep the refrigeration unit for the vaccines and catalog the—"

"You're here to do what I tell you," Beau interrupted, stepping into the room. The space felt suddenly smaller, dominated by his presence. He walked over to Miller’s neatly packed bag and kicked it aside with the toe of a mud-caked boot. "The vaccines can wait. The fence can't. If those heifers get into the lower draw, they'll break their legs in the scree. Now get dressed, or get off my land."

Beau turned and walked out, leaving the door wide open. The transition from the warmth of the blankets to the biting draft was agonizing. Miller didn't waste time arguing. He knew the type of man Beau was—the type who fed on hesitation. He dressed in layers, pulling on thick wool socks, heavy denim, and his work coat.

When he stepped outside, the wind caught him full in the chest. It was a dry, punishing cold that made his lungs ache. He found Beau by the tool shed, throwing a heavy post-hole digger and a pile of cedar stakes into the back of a beat-up flatbed truck.

"Get in," Beau commanded.

The drive to the south paddock was silent. The heater in the truck was a joke, blowing lukewarm air that did nothing to thaw Miller’s hands. He watched Beau out of the corner of his eye. The man’s profile was all sharp angles—a prominent jawline, a straight, aggressive nose, and eyes that never seemed to blink. He drove the truck over the rugged terrain with a reckless confidence, the wheels slamming into ruts that tossed Miller against the door.

"Hold on back there," Beau said, a ghost of a smirk playing on his lips as he hit a particularly deep washboard section of the track.

They reached the fence line just as a bruised purple light began to bleed over the horizon. The damage was clear; several yards of wire were sagging, the wooden posts tilted at precarious angles where the ground had softened and then refrozen.

Beau hopped out and grabbed the post-hole digger, thrusting it toward Miller’s chest. Miller caught it, the cold steel biting through his gloves.

"Dig them out. Three feet deep. If they aren't deep enough, the frost heave will just spit them back out by Tuesday. I'll be back in an hour to check your progress. If it's not done, you don't eat."

"You aren't staying to help?" Miller asked, looking at the long stretch of leaning wood.

Beau paused, his hand on the truck door. He looked Miller up and down, his gaze lingering on Miller’s clean, unscarred face and his expensive, brand-new work boots. "I have real work to do, Miller. This is just chores. Try not to blister those soft hands too bad."

The truck roared to life and sped away, leaving Miller in the middle of the vast, empty basin.

He started with the first post. The ground was like concrete. Every time he slammed the heavy iron blades of the digger into the earth, the vibration jolted up his arms and settled in his teeth. Within twenty minutes, his shoulders were screaming. Within forty, his breath was coming in ragged gasps, manifesting as thick plumes of steam in the air.

He didn't stop. He couldn't. He could feel Beau’s eyes on him, even though the man was nowhere in sight. It was a test, a blatant attempt to humiliate him and force him to admit he wasn't cut out for the Blackwood Ranch.

By the time the sun finally crested the mountains, bathing the valley in a harsh, golden light, Miller had reset three posts. His hands were cramping inside his gloves, and he could feel the hot, stinging sensation of blisters forming across his palms. He wiped sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, the moisture freezing almost instantly.

He was working on the fourth post when he heard the low rumble of the truck returning. He didn't look up. He kept his rhythm, slamming the digger into the dirt, ignoring the fire in his muscles.

The truck pulled up, and the engine cut out. The silence that followed was heavy. He heard the door creak open and the crunch of boots on the frozen grass. Beau walked over, stopping just a few feet away. He didn't say anything for a long time. He just watched Miller struggle with a stubborn rock at the bottom of the hole.

"You're crooked," Beau said finally.

Miller stopped, his chest heaving. He looked up, his face flushed with exertion and cold. "What?"

"The post. It’s leaning two inches to the west. It’s sloppy."

"It's solid, Beau. I packed the base with rock."

Beau stepped forward, grabbed the top of the post with one hand, and gave it a violent shake. It didn't budge. A flash of something—irritation or perhaps a sliver of surprise—crossed Beau’s face, but it vanished as quickly as it appeared. He kicked a clod of dirt into the hole Miller was working on.

"Solid isn't enough. On this ranch, it’s done right or it’s done over. Pull it out. Start again."

Miller felt a surge of white-hot anger. "There is nothing wrong with this post. You’re just trying to see how much I’ll take."

Beau stepped into Miller’s personal space, his shadow stretching long and dark over the fresh-dug earth. He was taller than Miller, enough that Miller had to tilt his head back to maintain eye contact. The air between them hummed with a sudden, sharp tension.

"I’m trying to see if you’re worth the air you’re breathing out here," Beau hissed, his voice low and dangerous. "This land doesn't care about your degree or your Idaho farm. It only cares about results. You want to argue? Fine. Pack your bags. I'll have one of the hands drive you to the station. But if you stay, you do it my way. No shortcuts. No whining."

He leaned in, his face inches from Miller’s. Miller could see the golden flecks in Beau’s flinty eyes, the tiny scar at the corner of his lip, and the sheer, unadulterated stubbornness written into every line of his features.

"Pull. It. Out," Beau commanded.

Miller stared at him, his jaw set. His heart was hammering against his ribs, partly from exhaustion and partly from the sheer proximity of the man. For a second, he thought about swinging the post-hole digger. Instead, he dropped it. The metal hit the ground with a dull thud.

Without breaking eye contact, Miller reached down, grabbed the cedar post, and wrenched it out of the ground with a guttural snarl of effort. He tossed it aside and picked up the digger again.

"Fine," Miller spat. "Again."

Beau watched him for a moment longer, his expression unreadable. He didn't offer a word of encouragement. He didn't offer a hand. He simply turned and walked back to the truck.

"Breakfast is in ten minutes," Beau called out over his shoulder. "If you aren't at the mess hall, your portion goes to the dogs."

As the truck sped off, Miller slammed the tool into the earth again. He was exhausted, cold, and his hands were bleeding, but as he worked, a different kind of heat began to settle in his gut. It wasn't just anger anymore. It was a grim, iron-clad determination. He wasn't going to break. He was going to outlast Beau Blackwood, even if it killed him.
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Chapter 2: The Pecking Order
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The mess hall was a long, low-slung building made of peeled pine logs that had darkened to the color of molasses over the years. It sat apart from the main house, a physical reminder that on the Blackwood Ranch, the workers and the family were two different species. As Miller approached, the scent of frying salt pork and burnt coffee hit him like a physical blow, making his stomach cramp with a sudden, hollow ache.

He paused at the heavy timber door, wiping his bloodied palms on his thighs. The cold had numbed the sting of the blisters for a moment, but the warmth radiating from the building brought the sensation back with a vengeance. He took a breath, pushed the door open, and stepped inside.

The roar of conversation didn't stop, but it shifted. It went from the easy, boisterous clatter of men who had known each other for years to a lower, more guarded hum. There were ten men seated at two long trestle tables. They were a landscape of flannel, denim, and weathered skin.

At the head of the far table sat Beau. He had already changed his shirt, though he still wore his hat, the brim casting a shadow that obscured his eyes. He didn't look up when Miller entered. He was methodically carving a piece of steak, his movements precise and efficient.

Miller scanned the room for an empty seat. He spotted one at the end of the nearest table, next to a man with a thick grey beard and eyes that looked like they’d seen every blizzard since the turn of the century.

"That seat taken?" Miller asked, his voice sounding thin in the cavernous room.

The older man looked at the seat, then at Miller, and then toward the head of the table where Beau sat. A silence rippled outward from Beau’s position.

"Seat's for ranch hands," Beau said, his voice cutting through the room without him ever raising it. He finally looked up, resting his fork on the edge of his plate. "Extension agents and paper-pushers can find a spot on the bench by the mudroom. We don't have enough room at the main board for guests who haven't finished their chores."

Miller looked at the table. There were at least three empty spots. The men nearby looked down at their plates, suddenly very interested in their grits.

"I reset the posts, Beau," Miller said, his voice hardening. "Just like you asked."

"I didn't ask you to do anything. I told you. And until I go back down there and see that they’re straight, you’re still on probation in my book." Beau gestured with a flick of his chin toward a small, isolated bench near the door where the boots were piled. A single tin plate sat there, holding a lonely scoop of eggs and a piece of dry toast.

Miller felt the heat crawl up his neck. It wasn't just the exclusion; it was the calculated public theater of it. Beau wasn't just bullying him; he was establishing a hierarchy in front of the witnesses he cared about.

"I'll eat where I like," Miller said, pulling the chair out.

The screech of the chair legs against the floor sounded like a scream. The man with the grey beard cleared his throat and shifted away, creating a physical gap.

Beau stood up slowly. He didn't lung; he didn't shout. He simply unfolded his frame until he seemed to take up all the light in the room. He walked around the table, his spurs jingling with a soft, rhythmic menace. He stopped when he was inches from Miller, his presence a wall of heat and leather.

"You think because you got a little dirt under your fingernails this morning that you’ve earned a place here?" Beau asked. He reached out, his hand moving so fast Miller didn't have time to flinch. He grabbed Miller’s wrist and flipped his hand over, exposing the raw, weeping blisters across the palm.

Beau’s grip was like an iron vice. He didn't squeeze hard enough to break bone, but he held Miller’s hand open, parading the injury for the room to see.

"Look at this," Beau announced to the silent mess hall. "This is what happens when you send a boy to do a man's job. He’s been here three hours and he’s already falling apart. You want to sit at this table, Miller? You earn it with
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