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CONTENT WARNING

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive behavior, possessiveness, stalking, surveillance, power imbalance, explicit language, forced proximity under dangerous conditions, grief, parental abandonment, morally grey characters, and dark themes.

This is a DARK romance. The MMC is not a safe hero. If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you.

Reader discretion is advised.
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Possession isn’t a deed or a signature. It’s the way your hands learn the shape of something until your fists won’t close without reaching for it.

— Cael Morrow, Letters from the Interior

For the ones who’d burn it down before they’d let go.
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Before

I’ve memorized this road from satellite images, traced the driveway with my thumb on a screen until the pixels blurred. Two hundred seventeen miles of Montana two-lane from the motel where I spent the night not sleeping, and every mile felt like a rope pulling tight.

The truck idles at the gate. 5:47 AM. Dawn hasn’t committed yet—just a grey suggestion behind the Absarokas, the kind of light that makes the mountains look like they’re deciding whether to let the sun through. The sign reads BLACKTHORN RANCH in letters my grandfather cut from cedar sixty years ago. Someone’s repainted them. Matte black on weathered wood. Clean lines, no flourish.

She did that. She does everything around here.

The house sits three hundred yards up the drive, a two-story log-and-stone that my great-grandmother designed when this valley was nothing but elk trails and ambition. Four bedrooms. Wraparound porch. The kitchen faces east because Margaret Lockwood wanted to watch the sun come up while she cooked. I know this because my mother told me, and my mother learned it from a woman she never met, passing the story down like a deed of its own.

Deeds. That’s why I’m here. That’s the story.

In the glove box, the paper sits in a manila envelope my lawyer sealed with a sticker that says LOCKWOOD ESTATE — PRIORITY FILING. The deed to Blackthorn Ranch, four hundred and twelve acres of high-country grazing land, transferred to Barrett James Lockwood upon the death of Malcolm Reid Lockwood, per the recorded title and the absence of any valid testamentary instrument to the contrary. Twelve words that translate to: she has nothing. I have everything.

I should feel something about that. Triumph, maybe. Justice. I don’t feel either. I feel the steering wheel under my hands and the cold coming through the window I cracked because the heater makes me drowsy, and I feel the pull—the one I’ve been fighting for two years, since the first time I opened the private investigator’s file and saw her standing on the porch in a flannel shirt with her hair in a braid, one hand on the railing, looking at something I couldn’t see.

I’d studied that photo until her face was more familiar than my own.

The lights come on. Downstairs first—the kitchen, the east-facing windows Margaret Lockwood designed for morning light. Then the mudroom, a quick flash. Then nothing for six minutes. She’s dressing. I know her schedule. I know she rises at 5:30, pulls on whatever’s closest, braids her hair in the dark by feel. I know she checks the weather before the coffee because the cattle don’t wait for caffeine. I know she takes her coffee black with a spoonful of honey that she eats off the spoon first, a habit she doesn’t realize she has.

I know everything about her except what her voice sounds like up close.

The front door opens. She steps onto the porch in boots and a canvas jacket two sizes too big—my father’s, probably, unless she bought her own. The braid hangs over her left shoulder. She stands for a moment the way ranchers do, reading the sky, the wind, the temperature in the grass. Then she walks toward the barn with the kind of stride that says the land knows her footsteps.

My hands tighten on the wheel. Not with anger. With something worse.

I came for the ranch. That’s the story I’ll tell myself until I believe it. That the deed is the point. That blood and title and law are what drove me through the night on roads still icy from last week’s cold snap. That eight years of working another man’s cattle in Wyoming was about building capital, gaining experience, waiting for the legal position to crystallize.

None of that is a lie. All of it is an alibi.

The truth is in the glove box too, under the envelope. A folder the PI assembled: two years of reports, photographs, property records, water-rights filings, county-board minutes, feed invoices with her handwriting in the margins. Two years of Delia Ward, documented with the kind of precision that a restraining order would call excessive and an honest man would call what it is.

I’m not an honest man. I’m a Lockwood. We take what we want and call it legacy.

She disappears into the barn. The light from the double doors spills onto the gravel in a wedge of gold, and for a moment the ranch looks exactly like every memory I’ve spent eight years trying to drown—the shape of home, the smell of hay and horse and cold air, the sound of hooves on packed dirt that I can hear even from here, even with the engine running, even over the years.

My father died seven months ago. Alone, in the house, in the chair by the fireplace where he drank his evening bourbon and read the same three Louis L’Amour novels on rotation until the pages went soft. Heart attack. Huck Calloway found him the next morning when he didn’t answer the phone. By the time the county notified me—because my father hadn’t updated his emergency contact in a decade, so they had to trace me through the DMV—he’d been buried for four days.

I didn’t go to the funeral. I wasn’t invited. No one thought to call.

She went. She organized it. She picked the suit and the psalms and the plot under the cottonwood he loved, and she stood there with Huck and the ranch hands and the town, and she buried the man who gave her everything he took from me.

The engine ticks in the cold. The sky brightens another shade. I can see my breath inside the cab, short controlled clouds that disappear before they reach the windshield.

The lawyer says it’s straightforward. No will, no trust, no transfer on death. Just the deed, already in my name through the joint tenancy my father set up before my mother died and never bothered to sever after he decided I was dead to him. I am, by every measure the law recognizes, the sole owner of Blackthorn Ranch.

Delia Ward is a trespasser.

She comes out of the barn leading a bay gelding, her free hand on his neck, talking to him the way some people pray—quiet, certain, like the animal understands every word and the conversation matters. The gelding follows her with his ears forward and his head low, and something in my chest does something I refuse to name.

I could have filed from Wyoming. Could have sent Thatcher with the paperwork and a sixty-day notice and never seen this valley again. Could have sold through an agent, banked the money, told myself it was clean.

I drove through the night instead. I’m sitting outside the gate at dawn, watching a woman I’ve never spoken to walk a horse through morning light, and my hands won’t unclench from the steering wheel because the last time I was this close to her she was fifteen years old and I was twenty-one and my father put me in a truck and told me if I stayed, I would ruin her.

He was probably right.

The braid swings as she turns, catching the first real light. She looks toward the gate—toward me—and I watch her body change. Shoulders squaring. Hand dropping from the gelding’s neck. She registers the strange truck, the idling engine, the shape of a man behind the glass, and she doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t retreat.

She walks back to the house. I wait.

Three minutes later, she’s on the porch again. The canvas jacket is zipped now. Her spine is iron. And in her hands, held low but unmistakable, is a rifle.

I turn off the engine.

Open the door.

Step onto Blackthorn dirt for the first time in eight years, and the cold hits me like a memory—specific, physical, lodged in the bones. The mountains are the same. The wind is the same. The sound of the creek beyond the north pasture is the same.

The woman on the porch is not the girl I left behind.

I take the envelope from the glove box. Close the door. Walk.

She watches me come. The rifle isn’t aimed—it’s held across her body like a statement, like punctuation. I stop ten feet from the porch steps, and for the first time in two years of photographs and PI reports and satellite images zoomed to the limit of resolution, I look at Delia Ward in real life.

Green eyes. The braid. Hands that have done more work this morning than most people do in a week. A face that could be carved from the same stone as the mountains behind her—not soft, not yielding, not anything close to what the word “pretty” suggests. Something harder. Something that makes the word “beautiful” feel like it was invented for less.

“Morning,” I say.

The rifle doesn’t move. Neither does she.

“I’m Barrett Lockwood.”

And now—there. The smallest shift. Her chin lifts. Her grip adjusts on the stock. She knew. She recognized the truck, or the name on the gate, or the shape of a Lockwood on Lockwood land. She knew who I was before I spoke.

“I know who you are,” she says.

Her voice is lower than I imagined. Steadier. There’s no shake in it, no surprise. Just the flat, clean authority of a woman who’s been running this ranch long enough to handle whatever walks up the drive.

I hold up the envelope. “Then you know why I’m here.”

She looks at the envelope the way she looked at the sky earlier—reading it, measuring it, deciding what it means for her morning.

“That depends,” she says, “on whether you’re smart enough to get back in that truck.”

I don’t smile. I want to, and that’s worse.

“I’m home,” I say.

The rifle comes up. Not aimed. Not quite. Just enough.

“You’re trespassing,” she says.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


Trespass

I smelled the exhaust before I saw the truck.

Not the usual kind—not the diesel rattle of Huck’s Dodge or the unmuffled growl of one of the ranch trucks coming back from town. Something cleaner, quieter, idling at the gate like it was waiting for permission.

I set down the feed bucket and stood still. Five forty-five in the morning, and the only people who come to Blackthorn before dawn either work here or want something.

The truck was a black F-250, newer model, Wyoming plates. Mud on the wheel wells but clean glass, the kind of truck a man washes every weekend and then drives through the wrong weather just to prove it’s not precious. It sat at the gate with its headlights off and its engine running, and in the driver’s seat, a shape I couldn’t quite resolve.

I walked back to the house. Not fast, not slow. The walk of a woman who owns the ground under her feet and doesn’t hurry for strangers.

The rifle was where I left it—behind the front door, chamber empty, five rounds in the magazine. I checked it by muscle memory, not sight. Malcolm taught me that. You should be able to work a bolt in the dark, Delia. If you need a light to handle a weapon, you don’t know the weapon well enough.

Malcolm taught me most of what keeps me alive out here. How to read the sky for weather, the creek for runoff, the cattle for sickness before it shows. How to balance a ledger so the ranch pays for itself. How to fix a fence in January when the wire is so cold it burns your hands through the gloves.

He also taught me to keep a rifle by the door and never apologize for holding it.

I stepped onto the porch and the cold hit me like water—November in the Absarokas, thirty-one degrees and dropping. The mountains were black cutouts against a sky just starting to bruise with dawn. The truck still hadn’t moved.

Then the driver’s door opened.

He was tall. That was the first register—tall and put together the way men are when their bodies are built by work, not gyms. Long through the torso, wide through the shoulders, moving with the careful economy of someone who’s spent years hauling things that don’t cooperate. He wore a canvas ranch coat, dark, collar turned up. Boots that had seen mud. He came around the front of the truck and stopped at the gate, and in the grey light I could see his face for the first time.

I knew him.

Not from life—from the photographs. Malcolm kept them on the mantel in the front room, a half-dozen frames he never moved and never discussed. A woman with dark hair and this man’s jawline—his mother, dead before I came to Blackthorn. A boy in a school portrait with too-serious eyes. A teenager on a horse, squinting against the sun. Malcolm’s son. The one he never talked about. The one who left.

The man at the gate was not the boy in the photographs. Eight years had stripped whatever softness the teenager carried and replaced it with angles, with tension, with the kind of stillness that comes from holding yourself very tight for a very long time.

He held a manila envelope against his chest like a declaration of war.

I raised the rifle. Not aimed—across my body, the way you hold a fence post or a shovel, something you carry because the work demands it. A statement, not a threat. Not yet.

“Morning,” he said.

His voice carried in the cold, low and clear, and I hated that it sounded right here. Like it belonged in this valley, in this air, bouncing off these mountains. Like the land remembered him even if I didn’t want to.

“Private property,” I said.

“I know.” He lifted the envelope. “I’m Barrett Lockwood.”

I’d been waiting for this. Not for him specifically—I didn’t know whether Malcolm’s son would come in person or send a lawyer or sell through a broker who’d never set foot on the land. But I knew someone would come. The letters from the law firm in Billings started six weeks ago, polite and precise, requesting a meeting to discuss the disposition of the Blackthorn Ranch property. I’d given them to my attorney and told her to respond with two words: no meeting.

Apparently no one told Barrett Lockwood what no meant.

“I know who you are,” I said.

He didn’t react to the rifle. Didn’t look at it the way city people do, with that flinch of surprise that says they’ve never seen one outside a movie. He looked at me. Steady, focused, the kind of eye contact that doesn’t waver because it’s already decided what it wants.

“Then you know why I’m here.” He held up the envelope again.

I looked at it the way I’d look at a snake on the porch—calculating the distance, the risk, the best tool for removal.

“That depends on whether you’re smart enough to get back in that truck.”

Something moved in his face. Not a smile—the ghost of one, the trace left behind after you kill an impulse. He looked past me at the house, and for a moment his expression changed. Something raw, something hungry, something that had nothing to do with legal filings or property disputes. He was looking at the house the way I looked at it—like it was the only real thing in the world.

Then it was gone.

“The deed is in my name,” he said. “Has been since the joint tenancy my father set up in 1998. No valid will, no trust, no transfer instrument. I’m the titled owner of this property.”

Every word landed like a nail. I’d heard the same language from my own lawyer, Karen Riggs, who’d sat across from me with her reading glasses low on her nose and said, Delia, I’m not going to lie to you. Without a will, the title controls. And the title says Lockwood.

I’d told Karen what I told everyone. I didn’t need a piece of paper to prove this ranch was mine. I needed the eight years of work, the rebuilt fences, the cleared debt, the herd I’d grown from forty head to a hundred and ten, the books balanced in my handwriting, the neighbors who knew my voice on the phone and my face at the co-op. I needed the land itself, which knew me the way a horse knows its rider—by touch, by weight, by the particular way I moved across it.

But land doesn’t testify. Land doesn’t file motions. Land just sits there while men with envelopes decide who gets to keep it.

“You’ve been gone eight years,” I said. “You didn’t call. You didn’t write. You didn’t come for your father’s funeral.”

That one hit. I watched it land—the slight contraction around his eyes, the jaw tightening for a beat before he caught it. But he didn’t step back. He didn’t explain.

“I’m here now.”

“You’re trespassing.”

“I’m standing on land with my family name on the deed. You’re the one holding a weapon on an owner’s property.” He tilted his head. “How do you think that plays in county court?”

I wanted to hate him for the logic. I did hate him for it. But underneath, in the part of my brain that runs the ranch and reads the ledgers and doesn’t flinch from hard numbers, I heard what he was really saying. He hadn’t come to negotiate. He’d come to claim.

“Your father left this ranch to me,” I said.

“My father left nothing to anyone. That’s the problem.”

“He promised—”

“A promise isn’t a will. And a will isn’t filed.” His voice was patient, almost gentle, and that was worse than cruelty. Cruelty I could fight. Patience meant he’d planned this. Patience meant he had time. “I’m not trying to hurt you, Ms. Ward. But this is my ranch. By law. By title. By blood.”

I held the rifle steady and didn’t let my face do anything. Inside, something was crumbling—not the confidence, not the anger, but something under those. Something softer. Something that sounded like Malcolm’s voice saying, This is your home, girl. Long as I’m breathing.

He wasn’t breathing anymore. And his son was standing at my gate.

The radio in the kitchen crackled—I could hear it through the screen door, the tinny voice of the weather service calling out what I’d already read in the sky. A storm system building over the Beartooths. Four to six feet in the high country. Temperatures past zero. Road closures within forty-eight hours.

Barrett heard it too. His eyes went to the sky, reading it the same way I had an hour ago, and I hated him for that—for knowing what those clouds meant, for reading this land like he’d never left it.

“Big storm coming,” he said.

“I’m aware.”

“Your hands going to ride it out here?”

“My hands are my business.”

He nodded. Put the envelope under his arm. Looked at me one more time with those grey eyes that seemed to carry the weather inside them.

“I’m not leaving,” he said. “The motel in Copper Creek has my truck in the lot by tonight. But I’ll be back in the morning. And every morning after that, until this is settled.”

“It’s settled. Get off my land.”

The ghost of a smile again. Then nothing.

“Not according to the state of Montana.”

He turned and walked back to the truck. Same unhurried stride. Same controlled silence. He opened the door, folded himself into the cab, and the engine came to life with a sound that already felt like an intrusion I’d have to learn to live with.

I watched the taillights disappear behind the ridge and didn’t lower the rifle until the road was empty.

Then I went inside. Poured my coffee. Added the honey. Ate it off the spoon without thinking about it.

Called Karen Riggs and told her Barrett Lockwood was in Copper Creek.

“How does he seem?” she asked.

I thought about his hands. The way he looked at the house. The quiet certainty in his voice when he said my ranch, like the words had been in his mouth for years, worn smooth.

“Dangerous,” I said.
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Deed

The fence posts are new.

I noticed it coming up the county road this morning—cedar posts set at intervals of exactly eight feet, planed smooth, treated against rot, with wire so taut you could tune it. My father’s fences were a patchwork of whatever was cheap and close: recycled railroad ties, split pine, barbed wire sagging between them like an old man’s handshake. I grew up mending those fences, and the mending was always temporary, always a patch on wood that should have been replaced a decade ago.

She replaced them. All of them, from what I can see. The north pasture fence runs clean along the ridge for a quarter mile, and I drive it slowly with the window down, reading her work the way you read handwriting—the precision of it, the care, the unmistakable evidence of someone who treated every post as a decision worth getting right.

I park at the overlook above the home pasture and sit with the engine off. The ranch spreads below me in the grey morning light—the house, the barn, the equipment shed, the cattle shelter, the round pen, the hay storage. Everything my grandfather built and my father maintained, barely, and this woman apparently rebuilt from the foundation.

The barn has a new roof. Standing-seam metal, dark green, sloped at the right angle to shed mountain snow. My father’s roof was corrugated tin that leaked in three places and screamed in the wind. I helped him patch it when I was sixteen, and even then I knew it needed replacing.

She replaced it.

The round pen has new rails. The equipment shed has been expanded—I can see the difference between the original footprint and the addition, older logs against newer lumber. The hay storage sits on a concrete pad where there used to be bare ground that turned to swamp every spring.

I pull up the PI’s file on my phone. Two years of photographs, and in the early ones you can trace the progression: the barn roof going up, the fencing project moving north to south, the round pen rebuilt season by season. She did this over time, strategically, investing the ranch’s income back into the operation the way a smart operator does. No flash, no vanity. Infrastructure. Capacity. The bones of a ranch built to last.

My father would have spent it on bourbon and a new truck.

I close the phone. Open it again. Scroll to the photograph I’ve looked at more than any other—her standing in the barn aisle, mid-stride, carrying a saddle in one arm like it weighs nothing. Her braid over her left shoulder. Her jaw set in concentration. She’s looking at something past the camera, and in that look is everything I came here telling myself I wanted to take: the confidence, the belonging, the ownership that lives in her body and not on paper.

I lock the phone and put it in the glove box. Under the deed. Under the folder.

The motel in Copper Creek is a twelve-room cinder-block operation called the Ridgeline Motor Lodge, run by a woman named Colleen who gave me a room key and a look that said she knew exactly who I was and the precise caliber of trouble I represented. Small towns don’t keep secrets. They collect them.

I took the room. Sat on the bed. Called Thatcher.

“How did it go?” he asked. His voice had the polish of a man billing at four hundred an hour who believes every minute is worth it.

“She met me with a rifle.”

A pause. “Is that a legal concern or a personal one?”

“Neither. It’s context.”

I told him what I saw. The improvements. The fencing, the barn, the operational efficiency visible from the county road. Thatcher listened the way lawyers listen—sorting information into columns: useful, not useful, potentially dangerous.

“None of that changes the title,” he said. “She can have gold-plated fence posts. The deed says Lockwood.”

“I know what the deed says.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

The problem was her voice when she said my land. The problem was the way the ranch looked under her management—not just maintained but remade, not just surviving but prospering. The problem was that she’d done what I would have done, what I’d spent eight years in Wyoming training to do, and she’d done it here, on my ground, with the same instincts and the same stubborn refusal to let the land be less than it could be.

The problem was that she was right. Not legally. But in every way that matters when you’re standing on four hundred acres of high-country grass with the mountains watching.

“No problem,” I said. “What’s the timeline?”

Thatcher walked me through it. File the quiet title action. Serve her. Request a hearing date. Normal case: three to four months. Contested—and this would be contested—six to eight.

“Can you speed it up?”

“Depends on what information I have. The more I can document about the property’s current operations, the stronger our position. Any mismanagement, deferred maintenance, tax irregularities—”

“There aren’t any.” I said it before I could stop myself. Before I could remember I was supposed to want her to fail.

A longer pause.

“Barrett. Have you had prior contact with this woman?”

I looked at the motel ceiling. Water stain in the corner, shaped like the state of Idaho.

“No.”

“No letters, no calls, no electronic communication?”

“No.”

“Good. Because a prior personal relationship complicates the filing.”

“There’s no relationship.” The word sat in my mouth like something I’d swallowed wrong. “I haven’t spoken to her before this morning. I haven’t been to the ranch in eight years.”

All true. All lies.

I hadn’t spoken to her. I hadn’t needed to. Two years of surveillance had given me more of Delia Ward than most people accumulate in a marriage—her schedule, her routines, her voice on recorded phone calls my PI captured from the ranch’s landline. I knew she ordered supplies from the co-op on the first and fifteenth. I knew she drove to town for groceries on Wednesdays. I knew she spent Sunday afternoons in the ranch office with the ledgers, and that sometimes she stopped in the middle and sat very still, staring at nothing, and I’d studied that stillness in photographs until I could feel it in my own body like a held breath.

“The timeline works,” I told Thatcher. “I’ll be here through the process.”

“Keep your distance from the property until we file. I don’t want her claiming harassment.”

I agreed. Hung up. Sat on the motel bed and looked at the wall.

Before driving to the overlook, I stopped at the Copper Creek Co-op for supplies. The storm meant days indoors, and the motel vending machine wasn’t going to sustain the kind of patience this required.

The co-op hadn’t changed. Same corrugated siding, same gravel lot, same hand-painted sign that said FEED — TACK — HARDWARE — GROCERIES in letters that faded a little more every winter. Inside, it smelled like pine shavings and leather conditioner and something my ribs recognized before my brain caught up. The smell of growing up.

I made it three aisles in before someone found me.

“Barrett Lockwood.” Not a question. A man in a canvas
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