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The gut pile told her everything she needed to know.

Wren Gallagher crouched at the edge of the drainage, studying the remains with the same careful attention she'd give a trophy animal's sign. Professional butchering—clean cuts, no hesitation marks, the work of someone who'd done this hundreds of times. No head, no cape, no antlers. Just the parts that couldn't be sold, dumped in a spot any guide working this territory would eventually find.

A message. Loud and clear.

She pulled out her phone and photographed the pile from three angles, then marked the GPS coordinates with a notation her father had taught her: Problem sign. Document. Don't react.

The September morning was cool enough to see her breath, and the elk she'd been scouting for her client next week had moved through here recently—fresh tracks in the mud, browse marks on the willows. Good sign for the hunt. Bad sign that poachers were working the same drainage.

Wren straightened and continued her scout, because turning back would tell whoever left this that she'd noticed. That she was scared. That their message had landed.

She wasn't scared. She was angry.

Three miles deeper into the backcountry, moving through terrain her father had taught her before she could drive, she found the camera.

It was positioned perfectly—tucked into a tangle of brush where only someone who knew to look would spot it, angled to capture anyone using the access trail to her cabin. Professional placement. The kind of setup that required understanding how game cameras worked and how to hide them from people who used game cameras for a living.

Wren's jaw tightened. She photographed this too, marking the coordinates, but she didn't touch it. Removing the camera would tell them she was paying attention. Let them think she was oblivious. Let them underestimate the woman working alone in country they thought belonged to them.

The hike back to her cabin took two hours through drainages that would break most hikers and terrain that had killed more than a few over the years. She moved through it without thinking, her boots finding the paths her father's boots had worn before her. Six years since he'd died. Six years of solo guiding in country that didn't forgive mistakes.

Six years of telling herself his death was just bad luck.

The cabin came into view as the afternoon light started to slant—small, weathered, built by her grandfather and maintained by three generations of Gallaghers who understood that backcountry shelter meant survival. Smoke should have been rising from the chimney; she always banked the fire before scouting.

No smoke.

Wren slowed, her hand moving to the rifle slung across her back. She scanned the tree line, the approaches, the ground around the cabin for tracks that shouldn't be there. Nothing obvious. But obvious wasn't how professionals operated.

She circled wide, coming at the cabin from an angle that gave her sight lines to the door and windows. Still nothing. No vehicles, no movement, no sign that anyone had been here except—

The woodpile.

Someone had restacked it. Not obviously, not sloppily—just enough that the pieces she'd split yesterday were now in different positions, the pile slightly taller, the gaps filled in ways that weren't how she'd left them.

They'd been inside.

Wren approached the door with her rifle up, moving the way her father had taught her: slow, deliberate, ready to fire. The lock was intact. The door hadn't been forced. But when she pushed it open and swept the interior, she knew immediately what they'd taken.

Her client list.

The notebook sat on her desk where she'd left it, but the pages were bent wrong, handled by hands that didn't know how she organized information. Names, dates, contact information for every client she'd guided over the past six years. People who trusted her with their hunts, their safety, their wilderness experience.

Now someone else had all of it.

The message wasn't just we're watching. It was we know who matters to you.

Wren set her rifle by the door and made herself breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth, the way she'd learned to manage buck fever before a difficult shot. Panic was a luxury she couldn't afford. Panic got people killed in country like this.

She checked the rest of the cabin methodically. Nothing else taken, nothing destroyed—just the client list, touched and returned, a violation that left no evidence except the knowing. Her father's journals were still in their place on the shelf. His rifle still hung above the mantle. The photographs of clients with their game still lined the walls, decades of Gallagher guiding success preserved in fading color.

Her hands were shaking when she finally let herself sit.

This wasn't random. Wasn't opportunistic. Someone had hiked miles into backcountry, bypassed her security, entered her cabin, and sent a message so specific it could only mean one thing: they wanted her gone, and they were willing to work for it.

The gut pile. The camera. The client list.

We know your territory. We're watching your movements. We know who pays you.

Wren thought about calling the wildlife enforcement office, but the thought died before it fully formed. Two officers for three counties. Response times measured in days, not hours. And what would she report? Someone restacked my woodpile? I found a camera that isn't mine? The system wasn't built for this. Wasn't built for anything except making people feel like they'd done something while nothing actually changed.

She'd tried the system before. After her father died, when the "accident" didn't make sense and the investigation lasted exactly long enough to file paperwork. The system had shrugged and moved on, and she'd learned the lesson it taught: handle your own problems, or they don't get handled.

Night came slowly to the backcountry, the sky shifting from blue to orange to purple while Wren sat on her porch with her rifle across her knees. The camera was out there, watching. Recording. Sending images to someone who wanted her to know she wasn't alone.

She stared into the darkness and let them watch.

Let them see a woman who wasn't running. Who wasn't packing up and relocating to "different territory" the way they probably expected. Who'd been raised in this country by a man who'd died in it, and who understood something they apparently didn't.

This was Gallagher land. Had been for three generations. Would be until she was buried in it.

The poachers—because that's what they were, she was certain now—had made a mistake. They'd assumed intimidation would work the way it worked on other guides, other operators, other people who didn't understand what it meant to inherit territory from a father who'd taught you to hunt before you could read.

Wren knew how to hunt.

And starting now, she was hunting them.

She sat on the porch until the stars emerged in their millions, rifle steady, breathing slow. Tomorrow she'd drive to town and ask questions. Find out who else had seen things they shouldn't, who else had been warned, who else had decided silence was safer than speaking.

But tonight, she wanted them to see her. Wanted the camera to record exactly what she looked like when she wasn't afraid.

The woman on the porch wasn't prey.

She was the most dangerous thing in this wilderness, and they just didn't know it yet.
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The Dodge had buried itself axle-deep in a drainage ditch, and the owner was losing his mind about it.

"It just slid," the guy kept saying, pacing behind Clutch while he worked the winch cables. "The road was fine and then it just slid."

"Rain last night." Clutch didn't look up from the cable he was threading under the frame. "Clay soil gets slick. Happens."

"But my meeting—I've got a meeting in Williston in two hours—"

"You'll make it."

The cable seated properly, and Clutch stepped back to the truck controls. The winch engaged with a familiar whine, tension building in the line until the Dodge started to move, groaning its way out of the ditch like a reluctant animal.

His phone buzzed. Bronc's name on the screen.

Clutch let the winch do its work and answered. "Yeah."

"Got a situation at the compound." Bronc's voice carried the particular tone that meant interesting, not emergency. "Woman showed up asking for people 'comfortable with violence.' Direct quote. Figured that's your department."

"I'm on a recovery."

"She's not going anywhere. Drove forty miles on shredded rims to get here." A pause. "Looks like she's been through some shit, brother. Might want to finish up and head back."

The Dodge cleared the ditch with a final lurch. The owner started babbling gratitude, already reaching for his wallet.

"Twenty minutes," Clutch said, and hung up.

He finished the job with efficient hands—unhooking cables, accepting payment, giving the guy directions to a tire shop that wouldn't rip him off. The easy smile stayed in place throughout, the one he'd learned to wear like armor. People trusted the guy who smiled. Underestimated him, too.

Twenty-two minutes later, he rolled through the compound gates.

The truck caught his attention first. F-250, older model, the kind of working vehicle that got used hard and maintained harder. It sat in the lot with its front end canted wrong, and when Clutch pulled closer, he understood why.

All four tires shredded. Not blown—cut. The sidewalls showed clean slices that had let the air out slowly enough to drive on, fast enough to destroy the rubber within miles.

She'd driven forty miles on that. Rims grinding against asphalt, truck handling like a drunk elephant, knowing every mile was chewing up wheels that would cost a fortune to replace.

That took a particular kind of stubborn.

Clutch parked and stepped out, scanning for the driver. Found her by the main building's entrance, talking to Bronc with the rigid posture of someone holding themselves together through sheer will. Lean build, sun-weathered in ways that said outdoor work, not beach vacation. Short dark hair that looked like she cut it herself because salon appointments required time she didn't have.

She turned when she heard his boots on gravel.

Gray eyes. Direct. Assessing him the same way he was assessing her—not checking him out, just cataloging threat level and capability. The look of someone who spent time in places where that calculation meant survival.

"Clutch." Bronc nodded toward him. "This is Wren Gallagher. Runs a guiding operation out in the backcountry."

"Ran," she corrected. Her voice was flat. Tired. "Hard to guide clients when someone's sabotaging your camps and surveilling your cabin."

"She's got a poaching problem," Bronc said.

"I've got a criminal organization problem." Wren's jaw tightened. "Poaching's just what they do. What they are is something else."

Clutch studied her for a moment. The rigid posture. The exhaustion she was trying to hide. The particular frustration of someone who'd done everything right and watched it fail anyway.

He knew that look. Wore it himself, once.

"Let's talk inside," he said. "Get you some coffee. You look like you've been driving all night."

"Since four a.m." She didn't move toward the building. "And I didn't come here for coffee. I came because the wildlife enforcement office has two officers for three counties, and they told me to 'document and report' while someone systematically destroys my livelihood. I came because the sheriff's department said they can't do anything about crimes that happen on federal land. I came because every system that's supposed to help has told me to wait while people who know exactly what they're doing take everything I have."

The words came out hard and fast, weeks of frustration compressed into sentences.

"I need people who can actually do something. I was told you're those people."

Clutch let the silence stretch for a moment. Then he smiled—the easy one, the one that made people think he wasn't paying attention.

"Who told you that?"

"Earl Dawkins. Rancher south of my territory. Said your club helped him with a 'trespassing problem' last year and the trespassers never came back."

Bronc snorted. "Earl talks too much."

"Earl talks exactly enough." Wren's eyes hadn't left Clutch's face. "Are you going to help me or not?"

Direct. No games, no manipulation, just straight demand. Clutch appreciated that more than he'd expected to.

"Come inside," he said again. "Not for coffee. So you can tell me what we're dealing with, and I can figure out if this is something we can handle."

She hesitated—not from uncertainty, but from the calculation of whether walking into an MC compound was better or worse than walking away with nothing.

Survival math. He recognized that too.

"Fine," she said. "But I'm not staying long. I've got a client booked next week and I need to figure out if I can still honor it."

She walked toward the building without waiting for him to lead, and Clutch fell into step beside her. Bronc caught his eye and raised an eyebrow—this one's interesting—before peeling off toward the garage.

Inside, the main room was quiet. Mid-morning lull between breakfast and whatever the day would bring. Clutch guided her to a table in the corner, the one with sight lines to the door because she seemed like the type who'd want that.

He was right. She sat
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