
Chapter 1

The rental car died exactly where every horror movie warns you not to break down: the middle of nowhere, in a snowstorm, with twelve percent battery and zero cell service.

"No, no, no." I turned the key again. The engine offered a pathetic wheeze, then nothing. Just the whistle of wind against metal and the soft patter of snowflakes accumulating on the windshield.


I stared at the GPS screen—No service available—and laughed. Of course. Because why would a professional photographer on assignment research Montana winter weather? Or invest in practical winter boots instead of these designer ankle booties that cost more than most people's rent?


The snow was falling harder now, transforming the empty highway into a white tunnel. I could barely see twenty feet ahead. My fashionable wool coat, perfect for Brooklyn cafes, suddenly felt tissue-thin against the cold seeping through the car doors.

Twelve percent battery. No signal. The nearest town—according to the last GPS reading before it died—was forty miles back.

I was completely, monumentally screwed.


My assignment had seemed simple enough yesterday: photograph luxury ranch experiences for Metropolitan Living's winter issue. Rustic chic, they'd called it. Cowboys in designer jeans, artisanal cheese plates in weathered barns. I'd even laughed about it with my roommate: "How hard can Montana be? It's basically Colorado with more cows."



Turns out, very hard. Especially when you're dressed for a photoshoot and Mother Nature decides to audition for The Day After Tomorrow.


I tried my phone one more time, holding it up like some kind of signal-seeking satellite dish. Nothing. The temperature inside the car was already dropping, my breath forming small clouds.

Walking was suicide. Staying was only slightly better. I pulled my coat tighter and tried to remember if hypothermia was supposed to make you feel warm or cold before—

Headlights cut through the snow.

For a second, I just stared, convinced I was hallucinating. But no—a massive black truck was slowing down, pulling onto the shoulder behind me. The kind of truck that looked like it could drive through a building without noticing.

The driver's door opened, and a man emerged.

A very large man.

He was bundled in a heavy work coat, a Stetson somehow staying on his head despite the wind, and moved toward my car with the kind of confident stride that suggested weather was a minor inconvenience, not a threat. As he got closer, I caught details: tall, broad-shouldered, silver threading through dark hair, probably fifties. Weathered handsome, the kind you don't see in New York unless it's on a billboard for cologne.

He tapped on my window. I rolled it down an inch, cold air rushing in.

"You can't stay here." His voice was deep, roughened by weather or age or both. "Storm's getting worse."

"I called for a tow," I lied, because admitting I had no signal felt like admitting defeat.

His eyes—gray, sharp despite the snow—flicked to my phone on the dashboard, then back to my face. "No signal out here. Won't be until you're twenty miles closer to town." He glanced at the sky. "Which you won't make before the roads close."

"I'm fine, really. I'll just—"

"Get in the truck." Not a question. Not even a suggestion. A statement of fact, delivered with the kind of authority that made arguing feel pointless.

Still, I was a New Yorker. We don't do orders from strangers.

"I appreciate the offer, but I can handle—"

He was already opening my door, snowflakes swirling into the car. "You planning to handle it in those?" He nodded at my boots. "Or that?" My coat. "Because Montana doesn't care about fashion week, city girl."

"How did you—"

"License plates. Luggage." His gaze swept over my designer suitcase in the backseat, my camera bag, my completely inadequate winter gear. "And that look on your face like you've never seen real snow before."

Heat flooded my cheeks despite the cold. "I've seen snow."

"Not like this, you haven't." He moved past me to grab my luggage, hefting both suitcases like they weighed nothing. Which they definitely didn't—I'd paid excess baggage fees at JFK.

"What about my car?"

"I'll deal with it tomorrow. You'll freeze tonight." He was already walking to his truck, my belongings in hand, leaving me with a choice that wasn't really a choice at all.

I grabbed my camera bag and followed.

The truck's cab was warm, deliciously so, and smelled like leather and something woodsy. Pine, maybe, or just the scent of mountains. He'd already stowed my luggage in the back and was waiting in the driver's seat, engine running.

I climbed in, my pride bruised but my fingers grateful for the heater blasting hot air.

"Thank you," I managed. "I'm Natalie. Natalie Brooks."

"Logan Pierce." He put the truck in gear, pulling back onto the highway—though "highway" was generous for the barely visible strip of white we were navigating.

The name tickled something in my memory. "Pierce... as in the Pierce Ranch?"

"Among other things."


I turned to stare at him. "You're the Logan Pierce? The tech guy?"


His mouth quirked, not quite a smile. "Former tech guy. Sold out five years ago. Now I'm just the cow guy."

"You left Silicon Valley for..." I gestured at the swirling white landscape, "...this?"

"This is Montana. Paradise without the traffic." His hands were steady on the wheel, navigating conditions that would have sent me into a panic attack. "What brings a city girl photographer out here?"


"Assignment for Metropolitan Living. I'm supposed to shoot luxury ranch experiences." I paused. "Actually, I think yours was on my list for tomorrow."


That earned an actual laugh, short and dry. "Well, you're getting the authentic experience now. Free of charge."

The radio crackled to life with a weather report. I listened with growing horror as words like "blizzard warning," "road closures," and "multi-day storm system" filtered through the static.

"How long?" My voice came out smaller than I intended.

"Could be a few days."


"Days?" I had a flight back to New York on Wednesday. An editorial meeting Thursday. A deposit due on my studio rental Friday.


"Weather doesn't care about your schedule, city girl."

"Stop calling me that."

"Stop being one." But his tone wasn't mean, just matter-of-fact. He glanced at my outfit again. "Didn't anyone tell you Montana in December requires actual winter clothes?"

"I was planning to stay inside. Professional shoot, controlled environment, then back to civilization."

"Civilization," he repeated, like the word amused him. "That what you call New York?"

"That's what I call places with Starbucks and cell service."

"Got coffee at the ranch. Cell service is spotty, but the landline works."

I looked out the window. The visibility was getting worse, the world reduced to swirling white and the tunnel of his headlights. "How can you even see where you're going?"

"Twenty years of Montana winters." His voice was calm, completely unfazed. "Plus, I know these roads like I know my own land."

There was something oddly comforting about his certainty, the way he handled the truck like an extension of himself. Competent. Solid. The kind of person who wouldn't panic if the world ended tomorrow because he'd already have a plan.

Very different from the men I knew in New York—all ambition and anxiety, checking their phones every thirty seconds.

"Guest cabin's not winterized," he said as buildings appeared through the snow. "You'll stay in the main house."

"I can't impose—"

"It's not an imposition. It's survival." He pulled up to what I could only describe as a rustic palace: massive timber and stone, warm light glowing through windows, smoke rising from a chimney. "Welcome to the Pierce Ranch."

He was out of the truck before I could respond, grabbing all my luggage at once—and I'd packed like I was staying a month. I watched through the windshield as he carried everything up the porch steps without visible effort.

What kind of fifty-year-old man was that strong?

I grabbed my camera bag and followed him inside.

The interior hit me like a wave of warmth and woodsmoke. Everything was timber and stone and leather, masculine but not aggressive. A fire roared in a stone fireplace big enough to stand in. The space was open concept—kitchen flowing into living room—with high ceilings and exposed beams. Western luxury, if such a thing existed.

"Guest room's upstairs, second door on the right." Logan was already heading toward the staircase, my suitcases making his arms look only moderately full instead of completely overloaded. "Bathroom's attached. Towels in the closet."


I followed him up, acutely aware of his size in the narrow hallway. He wasn't huge, not like gym-rat huge, but solid. Built. The kind of build that came from actual work, not personal trainers.


He pushed open a door to reveal a surprisingly lovely room: four-poster log bed with a thick quilt, western art on the walls, a window that probably had a gorgeous view when it wasn't completely whited out.

"This is beautiful," I said, meaning it.

"Glad it meets your metropolitan standards." But there was humor in his voice now, a thaw in that gruff exterior. "Dinner in thirty minutes. Hope you're not vegetarian."
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