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CHAPTER ONE: ROPES AND RECKONING
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The heat clung to the horizon like sweat on bare skin, thick and syrupy, as if the earth itself couldn’t decide whether to breathe or burn. Dahlia Moore stepped onto Maddox land with the measured calm of a woman walking into a trap she’d set herself. Her boots kicked up dust, her duffel thrown over one shoulder, braid heavy against her spine. Everything she wore was calculated—scuffed denim, old flannel, a stoic expression carved from stone. The kind of look that said “don’t touch,” even if she prayed someone would.

Ahead, the ranch spread wide and unyielding under the waning sun, fences stretching out like prison bars. Horses snorted in the distance. A dog barked once, then went silent. She could feel the eyes on her before she heard the creak of wood, the measured steps down from the porch.

He moved like a shadow with weight. Heavy. Decisive. Shirtless, hat low over his brow, eyes darker than the soil that fed this land. Bishop Maddox wasn’t just a man. He was territory. All hard muscle, bronzed skin, and a scowl that could make a woman forget her own name. Dahlia had seen him in photographs, grainy surveillance clips. But up close, he was something else entirely.

She didn’t flinch as he approached, though her body screamed to take a step back. He was taller than she imagined, broader too, and when he stopped in front of her, the tension between them crackled like dry leaves underfoot.

“You’re early,” he said.

His voice was a growl wrapped in silk, molasses slow, like he chewed his words before spitting them out.

“I’m ready.”

He looked her up and down, no shame, no hurry, like he was appraising a new horse. Dahlia kept her chin lifted, hands still, pulse steady.

“You don’t look like ranch help.”

“I didn’t come here to look like anything.”

“No,” he said, a ghost of a smirk on his lips. “You came to test me.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Did I pass?”

He stepped closer. The brim of his hat cast her in shadow, and she could smell the heat coming off his skin—sweat, leather, earth. The way he stared at her made her feel undressed, dissected, understood and rejected all in the same moment.

“You didn’t pass,” he said. “But you didn’t break either. That’s something.”

He reached out, fingers grazing the strap of her bag, his knuckles brushing her collarbone. She held her breath. His hand stilled, curled around the strap, then yanked it from her shoulder like it was his right.

“You’ll sleep in the main house,” he said.

“Not the bunkhouse?”

His eyes didn’t blink. “You’re not a ranch hand.”

“What am I, then?”

“We’ll find out.”

He turned before she could respond and started toward the porch. She followed, the scent of timber and tobacco filling the air as they passed under the eaves. Inside, the house was cooler but no less oppressive. Wood floors, dark leather furniture, the kind of rustic luxury that came from old money and brutal discipline. A fire crackled in the stone hearth even though it was nearly ninety degrees outside.

He led her up a wide staircase, the silence between them thick. At the end of the hallway, he opened a door.

“Your room,” he said.

Dahlia stepped inside. The space was clean, simple—a queen-sized bed, a dresser, one window facing the corral. No locks. No privacy. Just like she expected.

He lingered at the threshold, eyes raking over her profile as she moved to the window.

“You’re not here for the job.”

She turned. “What makes you say that?”

“Because you carry yourself like someone used to lying. And you haven’t looked away once.”

Dahlia’s heart stuttered, but she didn’t let it show. She took a step toward him. Then another.

“Maybe I’m just good at hiding.”

His lips twitched. “You’re good at something.”

He let the door fall shut between them. No click of a lock. He didn’t need one.

Dahlia exhaled. Slowly. Carefully. The room pulsed around her, memory and mission warring inside her chest. She peeled off the flannel, stripped down to a tank top, and stood in front of the mirror. Her ribs moved too fast. Her hands shook. She pressed her palms to the dresser until her knuckles whitened.

This was it.

She’d waited years for this moment. Every second since her sister disappeared into this place, every nightmare filled with rope burns and muffled screams, every piece of her that had hollowed out in the process of becoming someone else—it all led here.

And now she was alone in his house. In his world. In his reach.

She turned on the shower, letting the water beat against her skin until it scalded the lies off. When she stepped out, wrapped in a towel, he was already inside her room.

She didn’t scream.

She didn’t flinch.

He leaned against the window frame, arms crossed, eyes hooded and unreadable.

“You listen well.”

“You break in uninvited.”

He tilted his head. “This is my house. My rules. You don’t want me walking in? Lock the door. Oh wait, you can’t.”

She stared at him. “What do you want?”

“I want to see what you do when pushed.”

He stepped toward her. Slow. Predatory.

Dahlia tightened her grip on the towel, pulse drumming.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because you act like you don’t need control. But your body tells a different story.”

He came close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. She hated how her breath caught. How her thighs clenched. How her heart betrayed her every second it kept beating like this.

“You think you’ve got me figured out?” she whispered.

“No,” he said, fingers brushing the towel at her hip. “But I know what makes you tick.”

She could stop this. Say the word. Shove him away.

Instead, she let the silence answer.

His hand moved, dragging the towel away. It fell to the floor, and her breath followed. His fingers brushed her collarbone, then trailed down between her breasts, over her stomach, pausing at the edge of her thigh.

“You’re not here to be safe,” he murmured.

“I’m not here to be saved,” she replied.

He took her wrist, turned it gently, and raised it above her head. His body pressed into hers. Hard. Hot. Unapologetic. Her other wrist followed, and she felt the scratch of rope—where the hell had that come from?—tighten around both.

She should have panicked.

She didn’t.

Her breath came faster, eyes locked on his.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” he asked.

“I was born for it.”

His mouth crashed into hers—hot, brutal, claiming. Her body arched, instincts burning through reason. Tongue tangling, teeth grazing, the taste of him drugging. His hands slid down her arms, across her ribs, until she moaned against his mouth.

He lifted her easily, carried her to the bed, and dropped her onto the mattress like she was weightless. She pulled at the rope but couldn’t move. Heat surged through her belly.

He looked down at her. Hungry. Patient. Like a man who knew exactly how long it would take to undo her.

“I don’t take what’s not given,” he said.

Her voice was low. Raw. “Then take it.”

He stripped, slow and deliberate, revealing a body carved by labor, hardened by time. Her breath caught again. Then his hands were on her hips, his mouth between her legs, and all thought evaporated.

It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t tender.

It was power.

It was possession.

And it was everything she’d never admitted she needed.

He didn’t ask what she wanted. He showed her. Over and over, until her voice cracked and her body gave up every secret. He made her come with his mouth, his hands, then finally—finally—with his cock buried so deep she couldn’t remember where she ended and he began.

After, she lay tangled in the sheets, wrists still bound, body sore and shaking.

He leaned down, kissed her shoulder.

“This was a warning.”

“To what?”

He smiled against her skin.

“To what happens when you lie to me.”

And then he was gone.

She lay still for a long time, eyes on the ceiling, body humming.

He thought he’d marked her.

But what he didn’t know—what he couldn’t yet see—was that every knot he tied around her wrists only dragged him closer to his own undoing.

Because the deeper he pulled her in...

...the faster he’d fall when the blade came out.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE FIRST CUT
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Dahlia woke to the scent of leather and dusk. The sheets were rumpled around her bare thighs, the rope marks ghosting across her wrists, red and tender, a stinging reminder of the night before. Her body ached in ways she hadn’t expected, and not just from the way he’d taken her—rough, unrelenting—but from the part of herself she’d let unravel in his arms. She wasn’t supposed to feel anything. Not this heat. Not this hunger. Not the curl of shame that followed.

She sat up slowly, muscles tight and sore, blinking against the early morning light spilling through the half-open curtains. Outside, the ranch moved with quiet rhythm—horses being led from the stables, ranch hands calling to one another, the occasional bark of a dog. Life here pulsed steady and simple, so unlike the chaos inside her chest.

She dressed in silence. Tight jeans, an old tank, boots. No makeup. No softness. The woman she’d built for this mission didn’t need armor. She was the blade.

By the time she stepped outside, the heat was already rising from the earth, curling around her ankles like smoke. Bishop stood near the paddock, arms crossed, eyes shadowed beneath the brim of his hat. He was speaking to one of the hands—a younger guy with nervous energy—and didn’t glance her way. But she felt him notice. The subtle shift of his shoulders. The quiet way his jaw ticked when her boots crunched the gravel behind him.

“You’re late,” he said, without turning.

“You didn’t give me a schedule.”

He looked over his shoulder, his eyes raking down her body with the same slow scrutiny he’d used last night. “I gave you a lesson.”

“I must’ve passed.”

“No,” he said simply. “But you didn’t run. That’s more than most.”

She bit the inside of her cheek. The truth was, she had wanted to run—right up until the moment his mouth covered hers and her body betrayed every rule she’d written. Dahlia wasn’t a fool. She knew how desire worked. Knew how to manipulate it, weaponize it. But what Bishop stirred in her wasn’t control. It was chaos. Wild and messy and blistering.

He waved off the ranch hand and motioned her forward. She joined him at the paddock rail, watching a black mare trot in slow circles inside the ring. The animal was beautiful—sleek, muscled, restless.

“She’s not broke yet,” Bishop said. “Testy. Kicks. Won’t let anyone ride her.”

“Sounds familiar.”

His lips twitched, the closest thing to a smile she’d seen all morning. “You want to impress me, Dahlia? Tame her.”

“You want me to ride her?”

“I want you to show me what you do when something stronger than you bucks.”

Dahlia met his gaze, the tension between them thick and humming.

“Strength isn’t always about muscle,” she said.

“No,” he agreed, voice low. “Sometimes
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