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      An arranged engagement. A midnight emergency call. A choice that changes everything.

      Jack Blackwood is already engaged to Senator Whitmore's daughter—the perfect political alliance to protect his family from a brewing scandal. His future is set, his duty clear, his heart carefully locked away.

      Then his prize horse collapses in the middle of the night.

      The veterinarian who races to save the mare is everything Victoria isn't—stubborn, passionate, and completely unimpressed by the Blackwood name. Sarah McKenzie has built her life around healing broken things, but she has no intention of fixing broken men.

      Until he calls her back to the ranch. Again and again. And she starts to see the man beneath the billion-dollar legacy.

      When Grace Sterling returns to expose the truth about her father's death twenty-five years ago, the Blackwood empire begins to crumble. Jack must choose: honor his engagement and protect everything his family built on blood and lies, or risk it all for a woman who's shown him what authentic love actually looks like.

      Some legacies are built on betrayal. Some love is worth redemption.

      First in a passionate series about eight billionaire cowboy brothers discovering that the most valuable inheritance is the courage to choose authenticity over obligation.
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      The silence hit Jack Blackwood like a physical blow.

      His brothers' trucks were gone from the driveway—Cole's pristine Ford disappeared sometime after midnight, Ryan's work vehicle already heading toward the airport. The house that had echoed with voices and arguments and life for thirty-five years now pressed around him with the weight of abandonment.

      Jack stood at the kitchen window, watching morning light stretch across empty pastures, his coffee growing cold in hands that refused to stay steady. Newspapers were scattered across the kitchen table where they'd been thrown during this morning's family fight—headlines glaring accusingly from every surface: BLACKWOOD PATRIARCH ADMITS ROLE IN NEIGHBOR'S DEATH, RANCHING EMPIRE BUILT ON BETRAYAL, BLOOD MONEY AND LEGACY LIES.

      The confession had happened weeks ago, but the media frenzy showed no signs of dying. And this morning's blowup—when Cole had finally demanded answers about every financial transaction, when Blake had accused their father of destroying his political career, when Travis had simply walked out mid-argument—had scattered his brothers like debris from an explosion, leaving Jack alone with two hundred thousand acres and the weight of a name that now meant betrayal across three counties.

      The phone buzzed against the counter. Another reporter. Jack let it ring, his jaw clenching until his teeth ached. He'd been fielding calls since dawn—journalists, lawyers, documentary crews who saw their family's destruction as entertainment. As if watching the Blackwood empire crumble was sport for people who'd never worked land or carried the burden of generations.

      His chest tightened, the familiar pressure that had been building since this morning's family meeting when everything finally exploded. When Cole's financial questions and Blake's political concerns and the weight of carrying their father's secret had finally torn apart the fragile unity they'd maintained since the confession.

      The house felt wrong without his brothers. Too quiet. Too big. Their absence was a presence all its own, reminding him that duty and blood weren't always the same thing. That some choices divided families beyond repair.

      Jack pushed away from the window and grabbed his keys. The ranch wouldn't run itself, and someone had to stay. Someone had to hold the center while everything else spun apart.

      The barn offered refuge from the suffocating silence of the house. Here, at least, the rhythms remained the same—horses needing care, cattle requiring attention, the eternal cycle of ranch life that didn't pause for human drama. Jack moved through morning chores with mechanical precision, grateful for work that demanded his hands even when his mind reeled.

      He was checking feed supplies when his phone rang. Dr. Peterson's number flashed on the screen, and Jack answered immediately.

      "Peterson."

      "Jack, thank God." The veterinarian's voice carried strain that made Jack's stomach clench. "I'm in emergency surgery at the Morrison place. Stallion versus barbed wire. But your foreman just called about Duchess."

      Jack's grip tightened on the phone. Duchess, their prize broodmare, gentle enough for children and valuable beyond measure. "What's wrong?"

      "Sounds like a breech presentation. Maybe worse. I can't get there for three hours, maybe four." Peterson paused, and Jack could hear the weight of bad news coming. "I've got someone else available, but she's new to the area. Dr. Stryder. Young, but skilled from what I hear."

      Jack closed his eyes, calculating. Three hours was too long. Duchess could die. The foal certainly would. And with reporters circling and his family's reputation in ruins, the last thing they needed was more evidence that the Blackwoods couldn't handle a crisis.

      "She available now?"

      "I'll call her. But Jack..." Peterson's hesitation carried the weight of weeks of headlines and ongoing investigations. "You sure about this? The media attention on your family hasn't died down."

      Complicated. Jack almost laughed at the understatement. "Call her. Whatever it takes."

      Twenty minutes later, Jack stood in Duchess's stall, running calming hands along her swollen sides while she shifted restlessly in fresh straw. Her dark eyes held the patient suffering that horses bore better than humans—pain acknowledged but not surrendered to.

      "Easy, girl," he murmured, checking his watch. Dr. Stryder should arrive any minute, assuming she'd agreed to help the family currently featured on every front page in Montana.

      Marcus, the ranch foreman, leaned against the stall door. Sixty years old and steady as stone, he'd worked Blackwood land since Jack was in high school. Even he looked strained today.

      "Your brothers coming back?" Marcus asked quietly.

      Jack shook his head, keeping his attention on Duchess to avoid meeting the older man's eyes. "They need time."

      "And if they don't come back?"

      The question Jack had been avoiding all morning. How did one man run an operation built for eight? How did you hold an empire together when the foundation was blood and betrayal?

      "Then we figure it out," Jack said, which wasn't an answer but was all he could offer.

      Tires crunched on gravel outside the barn. Jack straightened, brushing straw from his jeans, steeling himself for another person who'd judge him by morning headlines instead of thirty-five years of showing up when work needed doing.

      Footsteps approached—quick, purposeful, confident. The sound of someone who moved with authority even in unfamiliar territory.

      Jack stepped out of the stall, prepared for suspicion or pity or the careful distance people showed when they didn't want to be associated with scandal.

      What he wasn't prepared for was the woman who walked through the barn doors.

      Dr. Sarah Stryder moved like she owned the space, her professional focus so complete it seemed to create its own gravity. She was younger than he'd expected, probably near thirty, with dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail and clothes that spoke of someone who worked for living instead of managing from an office.

      But it was her eyes that stopped him cold. Green and direct and completely unimpressed by whatever reputation preceded him. She looked at him like he was simply a man with a horse in trouble, nothing more and nothing less.

      Something shifted in Jack's chest—a recognition he couldn't name and didn't have time to analyze.

      "Mr. Blackwood?" Her voice was steady, professional, carrying warmth that suggested competence rather than sympathy. "Dr. Sarah Stryder. Peterson sent me."

      Jack found himself staring longer than politeness allowed, cataloging details his mind insisted were relevant. The way she held her kit like an extension of herself. The slight tilt of her head that suggested she was already assessing the situation. The complete absence of the careful distance he'd grown accustomed to since yesterday's confession.

      "Thank you for coming," he managed, his voice rougher than he intended. "Duchess is this way."

      As he led her toward the stall, Jack found himself hyperaware of her presence beside him—the efficient clip of her boots on concrete, the way she scanned the barn with professional intensity, the faint scent of something clean and antiseptic that somehow steadied his chaotic thoughts.

      For the first time in weeks, he wasn't thinking about headlines or abandoned brothers or empires crumbling. He was thinking about the woman walking beside him, about the way she moved with quiet confidence through his world, about how her mere presence had shifted something fundamental in his chest.

      Sarah paused at Duchess's stall, her gaze immediately focusing on the laboring mare with laser-like intensity. "How long has she been like this?"

      "Marcus called it in about an hour ago. She's been restless since dawn." Jack's voice sounded steadier than he felt, though he couldn't explain why this stranger's calm competence was affecting him so strongly.

      Sarah set down her kit with careful precision, her movements economical and sure. "I'll need to examine her. Can you hold her head while I check the presentation?"

      Jack moved to Duchess's head without hesitation, his hands automatically finding the familiar rhythm of soothing touch along her neck. But he was acutely aware of Sarah moving behind him, could hear her murmuring soft reassurance to the mare, could feel the shift in the stall's atmosphere as she took control of the emergency.

      "Definitely breech," she said after a moment, her voice calm but focused. "But manageable if we work quickly."

      The authority in her tone did something to Jack's pulse that he didn't expect. Here was someone who saw a problem and moved to fix it, who didn't seem fazed by crisis or intimidated by the Blackwood name or distracted by scandal. Someone who simply got to work.

      "What do you need me to do?" he asked, and was surprised by how much he meant it. When had he last asked for help? When had he last trusted someone else to take the lead?

      Sarah glanced up at him, and their eyes met for a heartbeat longer than necessary. Something passed between them—awareness, recognition, the kind of unexpected connection that happened when two people found themselves in sync without planning it.

      "Just keep her calm," Sarah said quietly, but her voice had changed somehow, grown warmer. "Let me worry about the rest."

      As she worked, Jack found himself studying her profile, the way her brow furrowed in concentration, the gentle certainty of her hands. She talked to Duchess in low, encouraging tones, and something about her presence made the chaotic barn feel centered again.

      It occurred to him that this was the first time since the scandal broke that the world had felt manageable. The first time the weight pressing down on his chest had eased enough for him to breathe properly.

      "There," Sarah breathed, satisfaction clear in her voice. "Come on, little one."

      The foal emerged in a rush of fluid and life, Sarah's skilled hands guiding the birth with practiced precision. Within moments, a perfect bay filly lay gasping in the straw while Duchess whickered soft welcome sounds.

      Jack stared at the miracle of new life, his chest tight with an emotion he couldn't name. After weeks of destruction and this morning's abandonment, here was creation. Hope. Something beautiful entering a world that had felt broken beyond repair.

      "She's perfect," Sarah said softly, and when Jack looked up, he found her watching him instead of the foal, something unreadable in her green eyes.

      Their gazes held for a moment that stretched longer than it should have, charged with an awareness that had nothing to do with veterinary emergencies and everything to do with the way her presence had shifted something loose inside him. The way she'd walked into his chaos and made it feel less overwhelming simply by being competent and unafraid.

      Sarah looked away first, turning her attention back to cleaning up, but Jack caught the slight flush on her cheeks that suggested the moment had affected her too.

      "Thank you," he said, his voice rough with gratitude and something else he wasn't ready to examine. "You saved them both."

      "It's what I do." But her smile was softer now, less professional. "Though I have to say, it's nice working with someone who actually listens instead of trying to manage every detail."

      The comment hit closer to home than she probably intended. Jack had been managing every detail of his life for so long he'd forgotten what it felt like to trust someone else's competence. To let someone else be the expert while he simply helped.

      Sarah finished packing her kit, her movements brisk and efficient, but Jack found himself reluctant to let her leave. Not just because of the crisis they'd weathered together, but because something about her presence made the empty ranch feel less lonely. Made the weight on his shoulders seem more bearable.

      "What do I owe you?" he asked, though what he really wanted to ask was whether she'd stay for coffee. Whether she'd let him buy her lunch. Whether she'd give him a reason to see her again that had nothing to do with veterinary emergencies.

      "Peterson handles the billing," she said, shouldering her kit. But she paused at the stall door, turning back with an expression that seemed to be studying him with new interest. "Though if you need anything else, any follow-up care for mother or foal, you can call me directly."

      She handed him a business card, and when their fingers brushed during the exchange, Jack felt a jolt of awareness that had nothing to do with static electricity and everything to do with the woman standing close enough that he could see gold flecks in her green eyes.

      "I hope things get easier for you," Sarah said quietly, and there was something in her voice that suggested she meant more than just the ranch operations. That somehow, in the space of an hour, she'd seen past the headlines to the man trying to hold everything together.

      Then she was gone, leaving Jack standing in the barn with a business card in his hand and the unsettling realization that for the first time in his adult life, he was looking forward to needing help.

      Behind him, Duchess nuzzled her newborn filly, and the sound of new life taking its first breaths seemed to promise that not everything in Jack's world was falling apart.

      Some things, apparently, were just beginning.
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      Sarah Stryder's hands trembled as she reached for her coffee cup—not from nerves, but from twenty-seven hours of caffeine and adrenaline keeping her upright. Three emergency surgeries, two difficult births, and a colicky gelding had left her running on fumes and stubborn determination.

      Her phone rang as she pulled into a gas station, the truck cab smelling like antiseptic and exhaustion. She almost let it go to voicemail.

      "Dr. Stryder." Her voice carried the professional calm she'd perfected during veterinary school, even when her body felt like it might collapse.

      "Sarah, it's Peterson. I need a favor."

      She rubbed her eyes, feeling grit beneath her lids. "What kind of favor?"

      "Blackwood ranch. Prize mare in trouble, breech presentation. I'm stuck in surgery for hours, and they need someone now."

      The Blackwood name stirred something in her memory—local gossip she'd half-heard during her six months in Montana. Something about scandal, though she'd been too busy building her practice to pay attention to ranch politics.

      "I can be there in thirty," she said, already calculating the drive time while her GPS searched for the address.

      "Sarah." Peterson's voice carried a warning. "The family's been in the news. Some kind of scandal involving the patriarch. Might be media attention, people asking questions."

      Sarah looked at her reflection in the rearview mirror. Dark circles, hair escaping her ponytail, veterinary jacket stained with evidence of a night spent saving lives. She looked exactly like what she was—a new graduate fighting to prove herself in a profession that still questioned whether women belonged in barns.

      "Is the horse dying?" she asked.

      "Probably."

      "Then I'll be there."

      The drive took her through rolling hills dotted with cattle, fence lines stretching toward mountains that looked painted against the morning sky. Montana still caught her breath sometimes—so different from the flat Indiana farmland where she'd grown up dreaming of something bigger.

      She'd come here to prove something, though she wasn't entirely sure what anymore. That she could make it on her own. That the scholarship girl from nowhere could build something that mattered. That running away from David's betrayal and her mother's disappointed sighs could lead to something better than what she'd left behind.

      The Blackwood ranch gate bore a carved wooden sign weathered by decades of seasons. The drive curved through pastures that seemed endless, horses lifting elegant heads to watch her truck pass. This was generational wealth—the kind that built empires and expected service.

      Sarah had learned to navigate wealthy clients during school, developing the professional demeanor that earned respect without sacrificing integrity. She could handle whatever attitude waited in that barn.

      What she couldn't handle was walking through the doors and seeing Jack Blackwood for the first time.

      He stood beside a birthing stall, tall and solid in a way that spoke of actual work rather than gym memberships. His dark hair was disheveled, flannel shirt bearing stains from real ranching, and when he looked up at her entrance, his eyes held exhaustion that mirrored her own.

      But there was something else—a wariness that seemed deeper than concern for his mare. Something that made her chest tighten with unexpected awareness.

      "Mr. Blackwood?" Sarah moved toward him with purposeful strides, fighting the strange flutter in her stomach. "Dr. Sarah Stryder. Peterson sent me."

      Something shifted in his expression as he took her in—surprise, maybe relief, and something warmer that made her pulse skip. "Thank you for coming. I wasn't sure..." He paused, running a hand through his hair. "Duchess is this way."

      His voice was rougher than she'd expected, carrying strain that spoke of more than just a difficult morning. Sarah followed him to the stall, trying to focus on the mare instead of the way Jack moved with unconscious grace, checking water levels and adjusting stall doors as they passed.

      The mare—Duchess—was beautiful and clearly struggling. Large, probably fifteen hands, with the conformation that spoke of careful breeding. Her coat was damp with effort, sides heaving with contractions that weren't progressing.

      "How long has she been pushing?" Sarah asked, setting down her kit and approaching with slow movements.

      "Over an hour with no progress. Marcus found her around five."

      Sarah ran gentle hands along Duchess's neck, speaking in low tones that calmed nervous animals and anxious owners. "Easy, beautiful girl. Let me help."

      The mare turned toward her with eyes that held both pain and trust—a look that never failed to humble Sarah. This was why she'd endured the sleepless nights of vet school, why she'd left everything familiar behind.

      "I need to examine her," she said, pulling on gloves with practiced efficiency. "Can you hold her head? Keep her calm."

      Jack moved to Duchess's head without hesitation, his large hands gentle as he stroked her neck. "You're okay, girl. Dr. Stryder's going to help."

      The way he said her name did something to Sarah's concentration that she couldn't afford. She positioned herself for the internal exam, trying to ignore how Jack's presence seemed to fill the stall, how his quiet confidence made the emergency feel manageable.

      Breech presentation, as Peterson had suspected. The foal's position was wrong, but correctable with careful work. Sarah stripped off her gloves, reaching for fresh ones while her mind calculated the procedure.

      "Breech," she confirmed, meeting Jack's eyes across Duchess's back. "I can turn the foal, but I'll need help. Think you can handle that?"

      "Tell me what to do."

      For the next forty minutes, Sarah's world narrowed to the delicate work of repositioning a foal determined to enter the world backward. But she was constantly aware of Jack beside her—the steady presence of his voice calming Duchess, the way he anticipated her needs before she could voice them.

      When she needed towels, they appeared. When she needed him to support Duchess during a difficult maneuver, he was there. And when sweat dripped into her eyes and she couldn't spare a hand to clear her vision, Jack was there too.

      His touch was gentle and careful as he brushed the moisture from her forehead, but the brief contact sent awareness shooting through her tired body like electricity. Their eyes met for a heartbeat—his darker than she'd thought, focused on her with an intensity that had nothing to do with the veterinary emergency.

      "Better?" he asked quietly.

      Sarah's mouth felt dry. "Yes. Thank you."

      She forced herself to focus on the foal, on the delicate work that required all her attention. But she could feel Jack watching her, could sense his awareness of her in ways that made her pulse flutter despite her exhaustion.

      "Almost there," she said as the foal finally shifted into proper position. "Next contraction should do it."

      Duchess pushed with effort Sarah could feel in her own muscles. Then suddenly—progress. The foal's nose appeared, followed by tiny hooves, then head and shoulders in a rush of fluid and life.

      "There," Sarah breathed, supporting the newborn as it took its first breath. "Perfect."

      The foal was beautiful—a dark bay filly with white markings, already lifting her head and trying to organize her impossible long legs. Duchess turned toward her daughter with the soft nickering of maternal recognition.

      Sarah sat back on her heels, pulling off her gloves, watching mother and baby begin their ancient dance. Her hands were shaking from more than just adrenaline now. Something about the way Jack had looked at her, the careful tenderness of his touch, had unsettled her in ways she didn't want to examine.

      "She's beautiful," Jack said quietly, his voice full of wonder.

      Sarah looked up to find him watching the foal with an expression that transformed his entire face. The wariness was gone, replaced by something soft and amazed. It occurred to her that in his world of family scandal and media attention, this birth might be the first purely good thing to happen in a while.

      "She is," Sarah agreed, then found herself adding, "Strong, too. Look at her trying to stand."

      The filly's efforts were comical and heartbreaking—all knees and determination. When she finally managed to stand, wobbling but upright, Sarah felt the familiar surge of satisfaction that made every sleepless night worthwhile.

      "How long before she nurses?" Jack asked.

      "Soon. The instinct is strong." Sarah began packing her equipment, hyperaware of Jack's presence as he continued watching the foal. "Sometimes they need help with the mechanics."

      They stood in comfortable silence, and Sarah realized this was the most peace she'd felt in months. Something about Jack's quiet presence, the way he'd worked alongside her without ego or interference, made the chaotic barn feel centered.

      "What do I owe you?" he asked as she closed her kit.

      Sarah named her fee—fair but not cheap—expecting the negotiation that often came with wealthy clients. Instead, Jack nodded immediately.

      "I'll write you a check. And I'll need you to check on them tomorrow?"

      The question made her look up from her kit. Most ranchers treated follow-up visits as optional expenses. "Around ten, if that works."

      "Perfect."

      Sarah lifted her kit, suddenly aware of how exhausted she was. The adrenaline was fading, leaving bone-deep tiredness and an unexpected reluctance to leave. Something about Jack Blackwood had gotten under her skin—his competence, his gentleness with the animals, the way he'd looked at her like she was more than just the veterinarian he'd called for help.

      Jack walked with her toward the barn entrance, and Sarah found herself noticing details she'd been too focused to see earlier. How other horses turned toward him with obvious trust. The unconscious care he showed for everything around him, checking feed and water as they passed.

      "Dr. Stryder." He stopped her at the barn door, and when she turned, his expression held gratitude mixed with something warmer. "Thank you. I know you had other places to be."

      "It's what I do," she said, but her voice came out softer than intended. "Take care of Duchess. And congratulations on your beautiful filly."

      She was halfway to her truck when Jack called her name.

      "Sarah."

      She turned, surprised by the use of her first name, more surprised by the way it sounded in his voice—warm and careful, like he was testing how it felt.

      "Drive safe," he said. "You look exhausted."

      The concern in his tone did something to her chest that felt dangerous. Sarah managed a smile, lifting her hand in a small wave before climbing into her truck.

      As she drove away, she found herself thinking about the way Jack had cleared the sweat from her eyes—gentle and necessary, but lingering a heartbeat longer than required. About how he'd said her name like it mattered. About the way working beside him had felt natural in a way that surprised her.

      Sarah Stryder had spent six months in Montana building walls around her heart, focused on proving herself professionally and avoiding the kind of complications that had driven her away from Indiana.

      But something about Jack Blackwood made those walls feel suddenly fragile.

      And that scared her almost as much as it intrigued her.
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      Jack stood in the barn doorway watching Sarah's truck disappear, dust settling in the morning air like evidence of something that had passed too quickly. His chest felt tight, unsettled in a way that had nothing to do with Duchess's successful delivery and everything to do with the woman who'd just driven out of his life as suddenly as she'd entered it.

      Behind him, Duchess nickered to her filly, but Jack couldn't make himself move. He kept seeing Sarah's face when she'd sat back on her heels, exhausted and satisfied, her hair escaping its ponytail and a smudge of dirt on her cheek that had somehow made her more beautiful than any polished woman he'd ever known.

      The way she'd looked at the newborn filly with such genuine wonder. The gentle competence of her hands as she worked. The moment when he'd brushed sweat from her forehead and she'd gone very still, her green eyes meeting his with an awareness that had sent heat shooting through his body like electricity.

      Jack scrubbed his hand over his face, trying to clear his head. He had work to do. Phone calls to return. A ranch to run while his brothers nursed their wounds in distant cities and his father hid behind legal documents.

      But when he walked back to Duchess's stall, ostensibly to check on things that didn't need checking, his mind kept replaying Sarah's voice. The way she'd said his name—professional at first, then warmer. The brief smile she'd given him before leaving, like she'd surprised herself by being glad she'd come.

      "You're in trouble," he muttered to himself, running a hand along Duchess's neck.

      The mare leaned into his touch, content and trusting. Her filly stood steady now, all legs and determination, already trying to figure out the complicated business of being a horse. She was going to be beautiful—assuming they still owned the ranch by the time she matured.

      "How'd it go with the vet?" Marcus appeared at the stall door, hat in his weathered hands.

      "Fine." Jack's voice came out rougher than intended. "Good. She knew what she was doing."

      "Peterson recommend her?"

      "Yeah." Jack stepped out of the stall, his movements restless. "Dr. Stryder will be back tomorrow to check on them."

      Tomorrow. Twenty-six hours away. The anticipation hit him like a physical thing, unwelcome and impossible to ignore.

      Marcus started discussing fence repairs and feed schedules, normal ranch business that usually grounded Jack in familiar rhythms. But today his attention kept drifting. He found himself checking his watch, calculating how long until Sarah returned, then mentally shaking himself for caring.

      This was insane. He barely knew her. She was a veterinarian who'd answered an emergency call, nothing more. The fact that she'd gotten under his skin so completely in the span of an hour was just evidence of how off-balance the family crisis had left him.

      Except it didn't feel like desperation or confusion. It felt like recognition. Like seeing something he'd been searching for without knowing he was looking.

      After Marcus left, Jack threw himself into ranch work with unusual intensity. He repaired fence posts that could have waited another week. Moved cattle that were perfectly content where they were. Checked equipment that had been serviced the day before.

      None of it helped. Every task left room for his mind to wander back to Sarah—the way she'd moved through the barn like she belonged there, the quiet authority in her voice when she explained what needed to be done, the brief moment when their hands had brushed and he'd felt awareness shoot up his arm.

      By lunchtime, Jack felt like he was losing his mind.

      The kitchen felt enormous with only three people at the table. Maggie served soup and sandwiches while Bill read legal documents, his jaw set in the grim line that had become his default expression since the confession. Papers from Grace Sterling's investigation, probably. More questions about transactions and mineral rights and the systematic destruction of their former friend.

      "Any word from your brothers?" Maggie asked, settling carefully into her chair.

      "Ryan might be back next week." Jack didn't mention how distant Ryan had sounded, or that Cole hadn't returned any of his calls. "Blake's handling something in Washington."

      They ate in strained silence, the weight of absent family members pressing down like a physical thing. Jack found himself thinking about Sarah's family—how they'd lost their ranch when she was just a teenager. Peterson had mentioned it in passing during their morning conversation, but suddenly Jack needed to know more.

      After lunch, he drove out to check fence lines he'd already inspected twice that week. Really, he just needed space to think without Maggie's worried glances or the sound of his father shuffling through legal documents.

      The creek that marked their southern boundary ran clear and cold, fed by snowmelt that would keep flowing long after all their human dramas were forgotten. Jack parked beside it, listening to the water move over stones and trying to sort through the chaos in his head.

      He pulled out his phone before he could talk himself out of it.

      "Peterson."

      "Doc, it's Jack. I wanted to thank you again for recommending Dr. Stryder. She handled everything perfectly."

      "Good to hear. Sarah's been doing excellent work since she moved to Montana. Poor kid's had to fight for every opportunity."

      Jack's grip tightened on the phone. "What do you mean?"

      "Lost the family ranch when she was sixteen. Corporate buyout down in Wyoming. Three generations of ranching, gone overnight." Peterson's voice carried the weight of someone who'd watched too many families lose everything. "Sarah worked her way through veterinary school on scholarships and sheer stubbornness. She knows what it means to fight for something."

      The words hit Jack in the chest like a physical blow. Sarah had lived through exactly what he was facing now—the destruction of everything her family had built, the weight of carrying a legacy through forces beyond anyone's control. She'd been sixteen when her world collapsed, and she'd somehow found the strength to rebuild herself into someone who helped others protect what they loved.

      "Jack? You still there?"

      "Yeah. Thanks, Doc. I appreciate the information."

      Jack ended the call and sat staring at the water, his mind reeling. Sarah understood what he was going through in ways Victoria Whitmore never could. Victoria had grown up with security and privilege, had never watched generations of work disappear because someone with more power decided to take it. She saw his family's crisis as a political problem to be managed, not a personal devastation that cut to the bone.

      But Sarah knew. She'd lost everything and kept going. She'd turned that loss into strength instead of bitterness, had chosen to spend her life protecting other people's dreams even after her own had been shattered.

      The thought made Jack's chest ache with something too complicated to name. Admiration, yes. But also a longing so sharp it took his breath away. He wanted to know how she'd survived it. Wanted to understand the courage that had carried her through veterinary school and brought her to Montana to start over. Wanted to tell her that he recognized the careful way she held herself, like someone who'd learned not to expect too much from life but refused to stop hoping anyway.

      He wanted things he had no right to want from a woman he'd known for exactly one morning.

      Jack started the truck with jerky movements, his hands unsteady on the wheel. This was exactly the kind of thinking that could destroy what little stability his family had left. He was essentially engaged to Victoria—the announcement was just a matter of timing. Their marriage would restore political connections, provide financial security, give him the respectability he needed to rebuild the Blackwood name.

      It was the smart choice. The responsible choice. The choice that honored his obligations to family and legacy.

      But as he drove home through lengthening shadows, Jack couldn't shake the memory of Sarah's smile or the way she'd looked at Duchess's newborn filly like she was witnessing a miracle.

      Tomorrow couldn't come fast enough, and that terrified him more than any of Grace Sterling's legal threats.

      Evening settled over the ranch with the kind of peace that used to comfort him but now felt like a mockery of his inner turmoil. Dinner passed in careful conversation about weather and cattle prices, everyone dancing around the subjects that might shatter their fragile equilibrium.

      Jack found himself on the front porch afterward, ostensibly checking on the horses in the near pasture but really just trying to outrun thoughts that chased him no matter where he went. Duchess was out there somewhere with her healthy filly, both of them alive because Sarah had answered Peterson's call without hesitation.

      His phone buzzed. Victoria: Dinner Friday? We should discuss announcement timing.

      Jack stared at the text, his thumb hovering over the keyboard. The engagement would cement his path toward a marriage built on mutual benefit rather than feeling. Victoria was beautiful, intelligent, accomplished—everything a man in his position should want in a wife.

      So why did typing his response feel like signing his own prison sentence?

      Friday works, he finally managed.

      The words sealed something he wasn't ready to face. In a few weeks, he'd be publicly engaged to a woman who represented everything sensible about his future. Their children would have every advantage. Their marriage would rebuild what his father's confession had destroyed.

      But as Jack watched stars emerge over land that might not be his much longer, Sarah Stryder's face filled his mind. The way exhaustion had carved shadows under her eyes. The gentle strength in her voice when she spoke to frightened animals. The moment when she'd looked at him like he was more than just another wealthy rancher expecting service.

      Tomorrow she would return to check on Duchess and the filly. Tomorrow he would have to find ways to be professional and distant while every instinct screamed at him to pull her close and discover if the connection he'd felt was real or just desperation making him see things that weren't there.

      Jack closed his eyes, trying to summon Victoria's face, trying to remember why their arrangement had ever seemed like enough.

      All he could see was green eyes and a gentle smile, and the terrifying possibility that he was about to throw away the best thing that had ever walked into his life.
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