
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Outlaw's Second Chance

An Enemies-to-Lovers Romance

Shirley Bond

Copyright Page © 2026 Shirley Bond

All Rights Reserved.

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and events are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews or articles.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE


[image: ]




Ten Years Ago

"Don't go," Jo says, and her voice cracks on the words.

I'm eighteen, standing in front of my bike with my jacket in one hand and her heart in the other. The night air smells like rain and regret, and I can't look at her face because if I do, I'll stay. And if I stay, I'll never know who I'm supposed to be.

"I have to," I tell her, forcing the words out. "My dad—the club needs me."

"I need you." She grabs my arm, and Jesus, her touch burns. "Cade, please. Don't do this. Don't choose them over—"

"Over what? Over you?" The words come out harsher than I mean them to. "You want me to be something I'm not, Jo. You look at me and see some guy who's gonna go to college, get a normal job, live in a normal house. But that's not me. That's never gonna be me."

"That's not true. I see you—"

"You see what you want to see." I pull away from her, swing my leg over the bike. The engine roars to life, drowning out whatever she says next. "I'm my father's son, Jo. Blood matters. The club is my family."

"And what am I?" she screams over the engine.

I don't answer. Can't answer. Because if I tell her the truth—that she's everything, that she's the only good thing in my whole goddamn life—I won't be able to leave.

So I ride away instead, watching her in my mirrors until she's just a small figure standing in the dust, and I tell myself it's for the best.

I tell myself a lot of lies that night.

The clubhouse is twenty miles outside town, tucked back in the hills where cops don't like to go and decent people know better than to wander. By the time I pull up, my hands are shaking so bad I can barely kill the engine.

My father's bike sits out front. Chrome gleaming under the porch light, pipes still ticking with heat. He beat me here, probably left right after our fight this afternoon.

"You coming or not?" he'd said, standing in our trailer's doorway. "Club votes tonight on your patch. You're either in or you're out, boy. No more sitting on the fence."

I'd looked past him to where Jo's ranch sat in the distance, golden in the afternoon sun. We had plans. Community college applications filled out together. Dreams about fixing up the old barn on her property, maybe starting a horse training business.

Stupid kid dreams.

"I'm coming," I'd told him.

Now I'm here, and there's no going back.

The door swings open before I reach it. Reaper stands there, grinning like he knows something I don't. He's my father's right hand, all leather and tattoos and stories about the old days that usually end with someone dead or in prison.

"Look who decided to show," he says. "Thought maybe your girl talked sense into you."

"She tried." I push past him into the main room.

Twenty guys turn to look at me. Some I know from growing up around the club. Others are strangers with hard eyes and harder faces. My father sits at the head of the long table, his president's patch catching the light.

He doesn't smile when he sees me. Just nods once.

"My son," he announces. "Cade Cross. Eighteen years old today. Ready to take his place with his brothers."

A few guys whoop. Most just watch, measuring me. Deciding if I'm worth the trouble.

"You sure about this?" my father asks, and for a second—just one second—I think I see doubt in his eyes. Like maybe he knows what I'm giving up. What I'm walking away from.

Then it's gone, replaced by that hard stare I've known my whole life.

"I'm sure," I lie.

"Then step forward."

I do. My boots sound too loud on the concrete floor. Someone kills the music, and the silence wraps around me like a fist.

My father stands, pulling something from his vest. A patch. Black leather with white stitching. The club's emblem that's older than I am.

"You understand what this means?" he asks. "Once you put this on, there's no taking it back. The club comes first. Before friends, before women, before everything. Your brothers are your family now. Blood in, blood out. You ready for that?"

I think about Jo standing in the road behind me. The way her voice broke when she begged me to stay. The plans we made that I'm burning to ash right now.

"I'm ready," I say.

He hands me the patch. It's heavier than I expected.

"Welcome home, son."

The guys cheer this time. Someone shoves a beer in my hand. Reaper slaps my back hard enough to hurt.

But all I feel is empty.

I'm in. I'm finally in the club my father's been pushing me toward since I could walk. I should feel proud. Accomplished. Something.

Instead, I just feel like I made the biggest mistake of my life.

"Drinks are on the new guy," someone shouts, and everyone laughs.

I force a smile. Raise my beer. Pretend I'm not dying inside.

My phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, see Jo's name on the screen. Three missed calls. Four texts.

Please come back.

We can figure this out.

I love you.

Don't do this.

I stare at the words until they blur. Then I turn my phone off and shove it back in my pocket.

"Problem?" my father asks.

"No problem."

"Good. Because that girl? She's your past now. Club's your future. You remember that."

I nod because that's what he wants. What they all want.

But I know the truth.

Jo isn't my past. She's the future I just threw away because I was too scared to be better than the man standing in front of me.

Too scared to believe I could be anything other than my father's son.

The party goes late. Guys getting drunk, telling stories, talking about club business I'm finally allowed to hear. Territory disputes with rival clubs. Money problems. Plans that make my stomach turn.

This is my life now. This is what I chose.

Around three in the morning, I step outside for air. The night's gone cold, stars sharp overhead. I can see the lights of town in the distance. Can almost make out the direction of Jo's ranch.

I wonder if she's still awake. If she's crying. If she hates me yet.

She should. I hate myself.

"Having second thoughts?" Reaper appears beside me, lighting a cigarette.

"No."

"Liar." He blows smoke into the night. "Look, kid. I get it. Leaving someone behind—it's hard. But your old man's right. The club comes first. Has to. Otherwise, it all falls apart."

"You ever leave someone behind?"

He's quiet for a long time. "Yeah. Long time ago. Girl named Sarah. Wanted me to quit the club, get a straight job, be normal." He laughs, but it sounds wrong. "Told her the same thing you probably told your girl. That I couldn't be something I'm not."

"You regret it?"

"Every goddamn day." He flicks his cigarette into the dirt. "But regret doesn't change anything. You made your choice. Now you live with it."

He goes back inside, leaving me alone with the stars and my thoughts.

I pull out my phone. Turn it back on. Ten more messages from Jo.

I know you're reading these.

Please just talk to me.

I don't understand.

Did I do something wrong?

Cade, please.

I can't breathe.

Come back.

I love you.

Please.

Goodbye.

That last one came through twenty minutes ago. Final. Like she's giving up.

I should be relieved. Should be glad she's letting me go. Making this easier.

But all I feel is sick.

I start typing a response. Delete it. Start again. Delete it again.

What do I say? Sorry I broke your heart? Sorry I chose a life of crime over a future with you? Sorry I'm a coward who'd rather follow my father into hell than build something good with the only person who ever believed in me?

There's nothing to say. Nothing that would make this better.

So I turn my phone off again. For good this time.

Inside, someone cranks up the music. The party's heating up again. My father's laughing about something, telling one of his famous stories.

This is my family now. These men with their patches and their bikes and their criminal records.

Not Jo with her blue eyes and her dreams and her belief that I could be better.

I take one last look at the distant lights of town. At the direction of her ranch. At everything I'm leaving behind.

"Goodbye, Joey," I whisper to the night.

Then I walk back inside and close the door.

Ten years from now, I'll stand in a courtroom and hear a judge sentence me to community service. At the Asher Ranch. With the girl I left standing in the dust.

Ten years from now, I'll have to face what I did tonight. Have to look Jo in the eyes and see the damage I caused.

Ten years from now, I'll get a chance I don't deserve. A chance to prove I'm not the scared kid who ran away. A chance to be the man she always believed I could be.

But tonight, I'm just eighteen and stupid and convinced I'm doing the right thing.

Tonight, I'm making the worst decision of my life and calling it destiny.

Tonight, I'm my father's son, and Jo Asher is just a girl I used to know.

The lies I tell myself are going to haunt me for a decade.

But I don't know that yet.

Right now, all I know is the weight of the patch in my hand and the hollow feeling in my chest where my heart used to be.

Right now, I'm choosing wrong and calling it inevitable.

Right now, I'm losing the best thing that ever happened to me and pretending it doesn't matter.

By the time I realize what I've done—what I've really done—it'll be too late.

Jo will hate me. The ranch will be falling apart. And I'll be exactly what I was afraid of becoming.

My father's son in every way that counts.

But that's ten years away.

Tonight, I put on my patch, drink with my brothers, and try not to think about the girl I left crying in the road.

Tonight, I become an outlaw.

And I don't look back.

Not once.

Not until it's too late to fix what I broke.
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The Sentence
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Cade

"Two hundred hours of community service, Mr. Cross. At the Asher Ranch. Starting Monday at dawn."

I'm standing in the courthouse, still rubbing my wrists where the cuffs were, when Judge Martinez drops that bomb. My lawyer tenses beside me. In the gallery behind the prosecutor, I see her.

Jo Asher.

She's standing now, her face pale, hands gripping the bench in front of her. "Your Honor, my ranch doesn't need—"

"Your ranch is falling apart, Ms. Asher," the judge interrupts. She's not being mean, just honest in that way judges are. "You filed for an agricultural hardship extension last month. Mr. Cross has construction experience, mechanical skills, and a debt to pay to society. Consider it providence."

Providence my ass.

This is punishment. For both of us.

Jo's blue eyes meet mine across the courtroom, and the look she gives me could strip paint off a car. Then she turns and walks out, her boots echoing on the tile floor like gunshots.

"Well," my lawyer says. "This should be interesting."

Interesting isn't the word I'd use. Hell. Torture. Complete and total disaster.

Those work better.

Because Jo Asher doesn't just dislike me. She hates me with every fiber of her being. And now I have to spend two hundred hours proving to her that I've changed, that I'm not the kid who broke her heart ten years ago.

Good luck with that, Cross.

The bailiff hands me paperwork. Community service agreement. Start date. Rules I have to follow or I go straight to jail. I sign where he points, my hand steadier than I feel inside.

"You're free to go," Judge Martinez says. "But Mr. Cross? Don't make me regret giving you this opportunity."

"Yes, ma'am."

I grab my jacket from the chair and head for the exit. My lawyer follows, already talking about appeals and technicalities, but I'm not listening. All I can think about is the look on Jo's face. Like seeing me caused her physical pain.

Can't say I blame her.

Outside, the October sun is too bright. I squint, searching the courthouse steps for my bike. That's when I see her again.

Jo's standing beside a beat-up truck that's probably older than both of us. Her blonde hair is pulled back tight, and even from twenty feet away, I can see the tension in her shoulders. She's on her phone, talking to someone. Her free hand keeps clenching and unclenching at her side.

She looks tired. Worn down. Nothing like the girl I remember who used to climb on the barn roof with me and talk about all the places we'd go someday.

"Mr. Cross." My lawyer touches my arm. "We should discuss—"

"Later," I say, not taking my eyes off Jo.

She hangs up and gets in her truck. Slams the door hard enough that I hear it from here. The engine turns over twice before catching, black smoke coughing from the exhaust. Then she's peeling out of the parking lot without a single look back.

Yeah. This is going to be fun.

"Cade." My lawyer says my first name now, which means he's serious. "Listen to me. Stay away from her outside of the mandated hours. Don't call, don't text, don't show up at her property unless you're scheduled to be there. The judge was clear about boundaries."

"I got it."

"I'm serious. One violation and you're doing six months in county. Is that what you want?"

"No."

"Then keep your head down and do the work. Two hundred hours will go fast if you don't screw it up."

He's wrong about that. Two hundred hours with Jo hating my guts is going to feel like a lifetime. But I nod anyway because that's what he needs to hear.

After he leaves, I walk to my bike. Someone keyed it while I was in court. Long scratch down the gas tank, deep enough to hit metal.

Jo? Probably not. She'd do worse than scratch paint if she got close enough to my bike. But someone who knows her, maybe. This town isn't big. Everyone knows everyone's business, and everyone knows what I did to her ten years ago.

I run my finger along the scratch, feeling the rough edges. This is my life now. Community service with the girl I destroyed. A bike that people hate as much as they hate me. And two hundred hours to somehow prove I'm not the same stupid kid who rode away.

My phone buzzes. Text from Reaper.

How'd it go?

Community service. Asher Ranch.

Three dots appear, then disappear, then appear again.

You're kidding.

Wish I was.

Want company tonight? Club's meeting at eight.

I think about it. About sitting in the clubhouse with my brothers, drinking beer, pretending everything's fine. About avoiding the truth for a few more hours.

Can't. Got work to do.

Work or wallowing?

Both.

You're an idiot.

Yeah. I know.

I pocket my phone and swing onto my bike. The engine catches on the first try, familiar vibration running through me. This bike is ten years old, built it myself from scraps and stolen parts when I first joined the club. It's seen more miles than it should, more trouble than I can count, but it still runs perfect.

Unlike everything else in my life.

The ride to my shop takes fifteen minutes. I own a custom bike garage on the edge of town. Legitimate business, mostly. I build bikes for people who can pay, fix them for people who can't. The club leaves me alone as long as I show up when they need me and don't ask too many questions about where the money comes from.

It's not much, but it's mine.

The shop is empty when I pull up. My assistant, Danny, left a note on the workbench.

Gone to lunch. Back at two. Don't forget the Harley rebuild is due Friday.

I crumple the note and toss it in the trash. The Harley can wait. Everything can wait.

I grab a beer from the mini fridge in the office and sit at my desk. The wall across from me is covered in photos. Me and the club on various runs. Me and Danny at last year's bike show. Me and my father the day I got my patch.

No photos of Jo. I burned those a long time ago. Easier that way.

My phone buzzes again. Different number this time. I don't recognize it, but I answer anyway.

"Yeah?"

"Is this Cade Cross?" A woman's voice. Professional.

"Depends who's asking."

"This is Sarah Chen from the community service office. I'm calling to confirm your start date at the Asher Ranch. Monday, six a.m. Do you have transportation?"

"I have a bike."

"A motorcycle?"

"That's what bikes are."

She's quiet for a second. Probably writing something down about me being difficult. "You'll need to dress appropriately. Work boots, long pants, shirt with sleeves. Ms. Asher runs a working ranch. She expects—"

"I know what she expects."

"Mr. Cross, I understand this situation is uncomfortable for both parties. But the court—"

"I'll be there Monday at six. Dressed right. Ready to work. Anything else?"

Another pause. "No. That's all. Have a good weekend."

She hangs up before I can respond.

I finish my beer and grab another. It's only noon, but I don't care. Monday is three days away, and I need to figure out how to face Jo without making everything worse.

The problem is, I don't know how to do that.

What do you say to someone whose heart you broke? Whose dreams you walked away from? Who spent ten years hating you while you tried to convince yourself you did the right thing?

Sorry doesn't cut it. Never did.

I tried apologizing once, about a year after I left. Showed up at her ranch with flowers like some kind of idiot. She took one look at me, said "Get off my property," and went back inside. Didn't even take the flowers. Just left me standing there like the fool I was.

Haven't tried since.

My phone rings. Reaper this time, not texting.

"What?" I answer.

"You sound like hell."

"Feel like it too."

"Come to the clubhouse. We'll figure this out."

"Figure what out? I have to do community service at my ex-girlfriend's ranch for two hundred hours. There's nothing to figure out. It's done."

"So you're just gonna show up Monday and what? Pretend the last ten years didn't happen?"

"That's the plan."

"That's a terrible plan."

"You got a better one?"

He's quiet for a long time. Then: "Talk to her. Before Monday. Clear the air."

"She doesn't want to talk to me."

"Doesn't matter. You need to try. Otherwise, you're walking into a war zone blind."

"I'm already in a war zone. Have been for ten years."

"Yeah, but now you're in her territory. On her land. Playing by her rules." He sighs. "Look, brother. I know you. You're going to go in there thinking you can just work and keep your mouth shut and everything will be fine. But it won't be. She's going to push you. Test you. See if you're still the guy who left."

"I'm not."

"Then prove it. Go talk to her. Tonight. Before you lose your nerve."

"She'll call the cops."

"Maybe. Or maybe she'll listen. Either way, you'll know where you stand."

He hangs up before I can argue.

I sit there, beer warming in my hand, thinking about what he said. He's right. I hate that he's right, but he is.

I need to talk to Jo before Monday. Need to at least try to explain. Even if she slams the door in my face. Even if she calls the sheriff. At least I'll know I tried.

I finish my beer and stand up. My reflection in the office window looks rough. Two days of stubble, dark circles under my eyes, hair too long and messy. I look exactly like what I am—a guy who makes bad decisions and lives with the consequences.

But maybe I can make one good decision today.

I grab my jacket and head for the door. The shop can wait. The Harley rebuild can wait. Everything can wait.

Right now, I need to face the girl I left behind and hope she doesn't shoot me on sight.

The drive to her ranch takes twenty minutes. I've made this drive a thousand times in my head over the last ten years. Practiced what I'd say, how I'd explain, all the ways I'd make her understand.

None of it feels right anymore.

When I turn onto her road, my stomach drops. The place looks worse than I expected. Fences sagging, barn roof patched wrong, the house needing paint so bad I can see bare wood through the flaking white.

This is what the judge meant. The ranch is falling apart, and Jo's trying to hold it together alone.

My fault. All of it.

If I'd stayed, we could have fixed this place up together. Made something good out of it. Built the life we used to talk about when we were kids who thought love was enough.

But I didn't stay. I chose the club. Chose my father's legacy over our future. And now she's drowning while I'm just figuring out how to swim.

I park at the end of the driveway, not wanting to get too close. Her truck is here, so I know she's home. Lights are on in the barn. She's probably working. Always working.

I kill the engine and sit there, trying to remember how to breathe.

This is stupid. Reaper's advice was stupid. Showing up here unannounced is going to make everything worse.

But I'm already here. Already committed.

So I swing off the bike and start walking toward the barn.

The sun is setting behind the hills, painting everything gold and orange. It's beautiful. The kind of sunset Jo used to drag me outside to watch when we were kids. She'd say the light was magic, that we should make wishes on it.

I wonder if she still watches sunsets. If she still believes in wishes.

Probably not. I killed that part of her when I left.

The barn door is open. I can hear her inside, talking to one of the horses. Her voice is soft, gentle. The same voice she used to use with me back when she thought I was worth saving.

I stop at the doorway, not sure if I should knock or announce myself or just turn around and leave.

Before I can decide, she sees me.

Her whole body goes rigid. The brush in her hand freezes mid-stroke on the horse's flank. Those blue eyes I used to dream about lock onto mine, and the temperature in the barn drops about twenty degrees.

"What are you doing here?" Her voice is ice.

"I wanted to talk. Before Monday."

"There's nothing to talk about."

"Jo—"

"Don't." She points the brush at me like a weapon. "Don't you dare come to my property and 'Jo' me like we're friends. Like you didn't destroy everything we had. Like the last ten years didn't happen."

"I'm not trying to pretend anything. I just thought—"

"What? You thought you'd show up here and what? Apologize? Explain?" She laughs, but it's bitter and wrong. "You're ten years too late for that, Cade."

"I know."

"Then why are you here?"

Good question. Why am I here? What did I think would happen? That she'd see me and suddenly forgive everything? That words could fix what I broke?

"I don't know," I admit. "I just— I wanted you to know that I'm going to do the work. I'm going to show up on time, follow your rules, and not cause trouble. I'm not here to make your life harder."

"You made my life harder the second you rode away." She turns back to the horse, starts brushing again with sharp, angry strokes. "Now you're stuck here for two hundred hours, and I'm stuck looking at the guy who broke my heart every single day. So yeah, Cade. Your life is about to get real hard too."

"I deserve that."

"You deserve worse." She doesn't look at me. "You need to leave. Now. Before I call Sheriff Dalton and tell him you're violating the court order."

"I'm not—"

"You're on my property without permission outside of mandated hours. That's a violation. Want to test me?"

No. I don't want to test her. Don't want to push this any further.

"I'll see you Monday," I say.

She doesn't respond. Just keeps brushing the horse like I'm not even there.

I turn and walk back to my bike, each step feeling heavier than the last. Behind me, I hear the barn door slide shut. Lock click into place.

Message received loud and clear.

Jo Asher hates me. Nothing I say or do is going to change that. And Monday morning, I'm going to show up at her ranch and face two hundred hours of that hatred head-on.

I swing onto my bike and start the engine. The sound echoes across the property, loud and intrusive. Exactly like me.

As I ride away, I check my mirror one last time. Jo's standing at the barn window, watching me leave.

Just like ten years ago.

Except this time, I'm the one who has to come back.

And I don't know if that's mercy or punishment.

Probably both.
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Cade

I show up thirteen minutes early because I'm not giving her any excuse to complain.

The ranch looks worse than I remember—and my memories weren't great to begin with. Fences are sagging like old men after a long day. The barn roof has patches on patches, none of them matching. The main house needs paint so bad I can see the wood grain showing through in places.

This isn't just struggling. This is drowning.

Jo's on the porch before I even kill the engine. She's wearing work jeans torn at the knee, her dad's old flannel shirt that swallows her frame, and boots caked with mud. Her blonde hair is pulled back so tight it has to hurt.

"You're early," she says. It's an accusation, not a greeting.

"Wanted to make a good impression."

"Thirteen minutes early isn't going to fix ten years, Cross."

The way she says my last name—like it tastes bad, like she has to force it through her teeth—makes something twist in my chest.

"Wasn't trying to fix anything," I lie. "Just following court orders."

She descends the steps, stopping a few feet away. Close enough that I catch the scent of her shampoo—something floral that triggers memories I've spent a decade trying to bury—but far enough that the distance feels intentional. Calculated.

"Here's how this works," she says, arms crossed. "You do what I tell you. You don't talk unless I ask you a question. You don't touch anything unless I say so. And you sure as hell don't bring up the past. We're not friends. We're not anything. You're here because Judge Martinez made me take you, not because I want you here. Got it?"

Every word is a knife, aimed with precision.

I deserve every single one.

"Got it," I say.

She stares at me for a long moment, those blue eyes searching for something. Whatever it is, she doesn't find it.

"North fence line. Posts are rotting. Tools are in the shed. I'll check on you in an hour."

Then she walks away without looking back, and I watch her go, wondering how many hours it'll take before she stops looking at me like I'm her enemy.

Probably all two hundred.

Maybe more.

The tool shed is worse than the rest of the property. Door hangs crooked on one hinge. Inside, everything's organized but ancient. Hammer with a cracked handle. Rusty post-hole digger. Wire cutters that probably belonged to her grandfather.

I grab what I need and head to the north fence line. The morning sun is already hot on my shoulders, and it's only six-thirty. Going to be a long day.

The fence posts aren't just rotting. They're basically dust held together by rust and spite. I pull the first one out with my bare hands. It comes free so easy I almost fall backward.

This is going to take more than two hundred hours to fix right.

I'm digging out the second post when I hear hoofbeats. Look up to see Jo riding toward me on a paint mare. The horse is beautiful, well-cared for. Probably the only thing on this property that isn't falling apart.

She dismounts about ten feet away. Doesn't come closer.

"You're doing it wrong," she says.

I straighten up, wiping sweat from my forehead. "How's that?"

"Too shallow. The posts won't hold through winter if you don't go deeper."

"The posts won't hold regardless. This whole section needs replacement, not repair."

Her jaw tightens. First crack in her armor I've seen. "I didn't ask for your opinion."

"No, you asked me to work. And I'm telling you, as someone who actually knows construction, that this is a waste of time."

"Because you're such an expert on ranching now?" The words come out sharp. "Last I checked, you worked on motorcycles."

"And before that, I grew up on a ranch. Same as you." I meet her eyes. "I know what I'm talking about."

"Don't call me that."

"What?"

"Jo. Don't call me Jo. It's Ms. Asher to you."

The correction hits harder than it should. We used to have nicknames for each other. Joey and Cade-man. Stupid kid stuff that made sense back then.

Now she won't even let me use her first name.

"Ms. Asher," I force out. "The fence line needs full replacement. You want me to patch it, I'll patch it. But in three months, you'll be right back here doing this again. Wasting time and materials you can't afford to waste."

She's quiet for so long I think she won't answer. Then, so quiet I almost miss it: "I can't afford full replacement."

There it is. The truth she doesn't want to admit.

Jo Asher is broke. Her ranch is falling apart. And she's too proud to ask for help.

"What happened?" I ask carefully. "I know your father passed, but the ranch—"

"Is none of your business." She swings back onto her horse. "Patch the posts. That's what you're here for."

She rides off before I can respond, leaving me standing in the dirt with a shovel and more questions than answers.

But one thing is clear. Jo's in trouble. Real trouble.

And whether she wants my help or not, I'm going to figure out how bad it is.

I work until my hands blister. The sun climbs higher, hotter. Sweat soaks through my shirt. My back screams from bending over the post-hole digger.

But I don't stop.

By noon, I've replaced six posts. It's not enough. Not even close. But it's something.

I'm mixing concrete for the seventh post when I hear a truck coming up the drive. Not Jo's beat-up piece of junk. This one's new. Expensive.

A black SUV parks near the house. Guy steps out wearing a suit that probably costs more than my bike. He's got that look—polished, put-together, the kind of man who's never had dirt under his fingernails.

Jo comes out of the barn, and I see her body language change. Shoulders go rigid. Hands clench.

She doesn't want him here.

I should keep working. Mind my own business. But something about the way this guy looks at her makes my skin crawl.

I move closer, staying in the tree line where they can't see me. Close enough to hear.

"Joanna," the guy says. Smiling like they're old friends. "You're looking well."

"It's Jo. And you need to leave, Brandon."

Brandon. The name triggers something. Then I remember. Her ex-fiancé. The one she almost married three years ago.

"I heard about your financial troubles," he says. Fake sympathy dripping from every word. "My offer still stands. Fair market value for the property. Enough to start fresh somewhere that isn't killing you."

"The ranch isn't for sale."

"Joanna, be reasonable. You're one bad season away from foreclosure. The bank isn't going to wait forever."

"I said no."

"And what's your plan? Keep struggling? Keep barely surviving?" He glances around the property with obvious disgust. "This place is a money pit. Your father ran it into the ground, and you're just—"

"Don't." Jo's voice goes cold. "Don't talk about my father. You don't get to come here and—"

"I'm trying to help you. Before you lose everything."

"I don't want your help. I want you gone."

Brandon sighs like she's a child throwing a tantrum. "When you change your mind—and you will—call me. Before it's too late."

He gets back in his SUV and drives away. Jo stands there, watching him leave, and I can see her hands shaking.

I should go back to work. Pretend I didn't hear any of that.

But I can't.

I step out of the trees. "You okay?"

She spins around, and the look she gives me could kill. "Were you spying on me?"

"I was working. He showed up. I heard voices."

"So you decided to eavesdrop?"

"I decided to make sure you were safe."

"I don't need you to protect me, Cross. I don't need anything from you."

"Yeah, I got that message loud and clear. But that guy—Brandon—he's wrong. This ranch isn't a lost cause. It just needs work."
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