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The heifer was dying, and Carly Dawson wasn't going to let her.

"Come on, sweetheart. Work with me." She was elbow-deep in the animal's birth canal, sweat dripping down her temple despite the clinic's industrial fans, her shoulders burning from the angle she'd been holding for the past twenty minutes. The calf was breech and stuck, and if she didn't get this leg repositioned in the next few minutes, they'd lose them both.

The heifer bellowed, a sound of pure animal terror that vibrated through Carly's chest. She'd heard that sound a thousand times in seven years of emergency calls and midnight calvings. It never got easier.

"I know, baby. I know." She adjusted her grip, found the hoof she'd been searching for, and started the slow process of rotating the calf into position. "Just a little more. You're doing so good."

Behind her, Frank Olsen paced like a man watching his savings account drain in real-time—which, given the price of breeding stock, he basically was. "She gonna make it?"

"Working on it, Frank."

The heifer's muscles contracted around Carly's arm like a vise, and she gritted her teeth against the pressure. This was the part nobody warned you about in vet tech school—the physical brutality of large-animal medicine, the way your body became just another tool in the endless fight to keep livestock alive. Her shoulders would ache for days. Her back already screamed from the angle. But the alternative was a dead calf and a grieving rancher who couldn't afford to lose either.

She found purchase on the tiny hoof, pulled with steady pressure, and felt the calf finally—finally—shift into the correct position.

"There we go." Carly exhaled hard, her arms shaking as she guided the calf through the birth canal. "Frank, get ready to catch."

Three minutes later, a wet, gangly calf slid into the world, all legs and confusion and the stubborn will to live that defined every creature born on the North Dakota prairie. The heifer turned to inspect her baby with exhausted maternal instinct, and Frank Olsen made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob.

"Goddamn, Carly. You're a miracle worker."

She stripped off her shoulder-length gloves, her arms red and aching, and managed something close to a smile. "Just doing my job, Frank. Keep them both warm, watch for signs of infection, and call me if she won't nurse."

The familiar routine of post-delivery instructions carried her through the next few minutes—checking vitals, updating charts, washing up in the clinic's industrial sink while Frank loaded his trailer. By the time she walked back into the main treatment area, exhaustion had settled into her bones like lead. Twelve hours into a fourteen-hour shift, and she still had paperwork to finish before she could collapse.

The coffee in the break room was burnt and six hours old. She drank it anyway.

She was reviewing Frank's file when the front door chimed, and two men walked in who didn't belong anywhere near a vet clinic.

City shoes. Cheap suits that fit wrong in the shoulders. The kind of practiced smiles that never reached their eyes. Carly's stomach dropped before her brain caught up, because she'd seen those smiles before—in the threatening letters that had escalated from polite reminders to thinly veiled menace over the past six months.

Scanlon's men.

"Carly Dawson?" The bigger one asked it like a question, but his eyes said he already knew the answer. Six-two, built like someone who'd done manual labor before discovering that hurting people paid better. Scarred knuckles. A smile that made her skin crawl.

"Can I help you gentlemen?" She kept her voice steady through sheer force of will, the same calm she used with panicked animals. Don't show fear. Fear makes predators bold.

"We're hoping so." The smaller one—wiry, watchful, something calculating in his expression—gestured toward the back of the clinic. "Got a minute to chat privately? Mr. Scanlon wanted us to deliver a message in person."

Every instinct screamed at her to run. To grab her keys and bolt out the back door and drive until she hit the Montana border. But she'd learned a long time ago that running from debt collectors only made things worse, and besides—there was nowhere to run to. Her mother was forty miles away in assisted care, dependent on Carly's paychecks to stay out of a state facility. Her cousin had vanished with the money three years ago, leaving her holding a debt she'd never asked for and couldn't escape.

Twenty-eight thousand dollars. The number that had become the drumbeat of her nightmares.

"Fine." She led them into the small exam room, acutely aware of how isolated they were—the clinic was outside town, Dr. Hendricks had left two hours ago, and the nearest neighbor was a quarter mile down the road. "Say what you came to say."

The big one closed the door behind them. The click of the latch sounded very loud in the sudden quiet.

"Mr. Scanlon appreciates your payment plan," he started, and the words were so reasonable, so professional, that for a moment Carly almost believed this was just a business conversation. "Fifty dollars a month, right? Real consistent. He respects that kind of commitment."

"But?" Because there was always a but.

"But fifty dollars a month for twenty-eight grand?" The big one chuckled, a sound with no humor in it. "That's forty-six years, sweetheart. Mr. Scanlon's a patient man, but he's not that patient."

Carly's jaw tightened. "I don't have more. I work sixty-hour weeks and every cent goes to my mother's care and my bills. There's nothing left to give."

"See, that's what we figured." The smaller one pulled out his phone, scrolling through something with casual interest. "Which is why Mr. Scanlon wanted us to explore... alternatives."

The word hung in the air like smoke from a grease fire.

"Alternatives," Carly repeated flatly.

"Sure." The big one stepped closer—close enough that she could smell his cologne, something cheap and aggressive that didn't quite cover the cigarette smoke underneath. Close enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. "There's other ways to settle debts when cash isn't available. You're a pretty girl. Smart, too. Mr. Scanlon knows people who appreciate that combination."

Carly's blood ran cold.

She'd known, on some level, that the escalating letters meant something bad was coming. But hearing it spelled out—the implication that her body could be currency, that Scanlon saw her as property to be bartered—hit her like a physical blow.

"Get out." Her voice came out steadier than she felt, which was a minor miracle. "Get out of my clinic right now."

The big one's smile didn't waver. "Now, that's not very friendly. We came all this way to have a civil conversation—"

"I said get out." She stepped back, putting the exam table between them, her hand closing around a surgical tray. "You have three seconds before I start screaming, and the rancher loading his trailer out back has a rifle in his truck."

For a long moment, nobody moved. The big one's eyes flickered—calculating distance, weighing options, assessing how serious she was. Carly held his gaze and let him see every ounce of desperate fury burning in her chest.

Finally, the smaller one touched his partner's arm. "Let's go, Mitch. She heard the message."

Mitch—the big one—didn't look happy about it, but he stepped back toward the door. "Mr. Scanlon's patience is running out, sweetheart. You've got two weeks to figure out a better payment plan. After that..." He shrugged, the gesture somehow more threatening than any explicit threat. "Things get less civil."

They left the way they'd come, cheap shoes clicking on the clinic's linoleum, the door chiming cheerfully behind them like nothing had happened.

Carly stood frozen until she heard their car start. Until the engine faded down the gravel road. Until the silence of the empty clinic wrapped around her like a shroud.

Then her hands started shaking.

She gripped the exam table to stay upright, her whole body trembling with the aftershock of adrenaline and terror. The surgical tray clattered to the floor, instruments scattering, and she couldn't bring herself to pick them up because her knees had gone liquid and her vision was blurring with tears she refused to let fall.

Twenty-eight thousand dollars.

Her worthless cousin Kyle had promised it was a sure thing—a business loan for a restaurant he'd never opened, with Carly's signature as co-signer because his credit was trash and she'd been too young and too tired and too desperate to help family to read the fine print. He'd defaulted within six months and vanished somewhere in Arizona, leaving her holding a debt that had grown with interest and penalties until it eclipsed her annual salary.

She'd tried everything. Payment plans, negotiations, even a lawyer who'd cost her two months of savings only to tell her there was nothing illegal about the loan and nothing he could do. Scanlon's operation was technically legitimate—predatory, yes, designed to trap people who couldn't afford to fight back, but legal.

And now they were coming for her in person. Implying things that made her sick to think about. Making threats that weren't quite specific enough to report but clear enough to terrify.

Two weeks.

Carly sank onto the exam room floor, her back against the cabinet, and stared at the wall while her hands continued to shake. She thought about her mother, who didn't even remember her name most days but still needed round-the-clock care that cost more than Carly made. She thought about her job, the only thing she was good at, the only thing keeping them both afloat. She thought about the miles of empty prairie between here and anywhere safe, and how there was no one coming to help because she'd spent the last seven years too exhausted to build a life outside of work and obligation.

The threatening letters had become something else. Something physical. Something she couldn't handle alone.

And for the first time since her mother's stroke, Carly Dawson had absolutely no idea what to do next.
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Chapter Two
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The mare was getting old, and Bronc knew the feeling.

Dusty had carried him through the last three years of his rodeo career—a buckskin quarter horse with more heart than sense and a leg that had never quite healed right after a trailer accident outside Billings. Kind of like her owner. Bronc's ankle throbbed as he swung down from the truck, a familiar complaint that got louder every time the weather changed, and he took a moment to let the joint settle before leading Dusty down the ramp.

"Easy, girl. Just a checkup."

The Hendricks Veterinary Clinic sat on a patch of scrubland ten minutes outside Williston, a practical cinder-block building that served every rancher in the county. Bronc had been bringing Dusty here for six months, ever since the mare started favoring her left front again, and he'd gotten used to the routine—the antiseptic smell, the industrial fans fighting a losing battle against summer heat, the competent hands of whatever tech was on duty.

Today, those hands belonged to a woman he'd seen before but never really looked at.

She came out of the back when he walked Dusty into the treatment area, already pulling on gloves, her brown hair scraped back in a braid that was coming loose at the temples. Tired eyes that catalogued the mare's gait before she even reached them. Movements that were efficient but somehow mechanical, like she was running on autopilot and had been for longer than anyone should.

"Cash Wade?" She checked the chart without looking up. "Follow-up on the leg?"

"That's us."

Bronc watched her work while she ran through the examination—checking Dusty's range of motion, palpating the old injury site, murmuring to the horse in a low voice that made the mare's ears flick with trust. She was good. He'd known that from previous visits, seen the way she handled nervous animals and impatient ranchers with the same unflappable calm.

But something was different today.

The exhaustion wasn't new—he'd noticed that before, the bone-deep weariness of someone working too many hours for too little reward. What was new was the fear underneath it. A tightness around her eyes that hadn't been there last month. The way she flinched when the clinic's front door chimed, her whole body going rigid for a split second before she forced herself to relax.

And her hands.

She thought he wasn't watching when she reached for the ultrasound gel, but Bronc had spent fifteen years reading body language—horses, bulls, men who wanted to kill him in bar fights. He saw the tremor in her fingers. The way she clenched them into fists to make it stop. The careful control she was using to hide something that scared her badly enough to shake.

"She's improving." The tech's voice was steady, professional, revealing nothing. "The inflammation is down from last month. I'd recommend continuing the current treatment plan, maybe adding some targeted stretches if you've got time."

"I've got time." Bronc kept his tone easy, unthreatening. "You okay?"

The question caught her off guard. Her eyes met his for the first time—hazel, red-rimmed, wary as a cornered animal—and for a moment he saw everything she was trying to hide. Fear. Exhaustion. The desperate isolation of someone carrying a weight too heavy for one person.

Then the walls came back up.

"Fine." The word was flat, mechanical, worn smooth from overuse. "I'll get you the treatment notes."

She walked away before he could push, and Bronc let her go because it wasn't his business. Not yet. He was a customer at a vet clinic, not her friend, not her protector, not anything that gave him the right to demand answers she clearly didn't want to give.

But he couldn't stop watching her as she printed out Dusty's paperwork. The way she kept glancing toward the front windows. The rigid set of her shoulders, like she was bracing for a blow that hadn't landed yet.

Someone had scared this woman. Recently. Badly.

And something in Bronc's chest—something he'd thought died with his rodeo career—stirred awake and started paying attention.



The compound was twenty miles of empty highway and gravel road, the kind of distance that would've been nothing on the circuit but felt different now that he was riding with a purpose instead of running from one. Bronc pulled his bike through the gates as the sun started its slow slide toward the horizon, the familiar rumble of the engine
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