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The gelding tried to yank his hoof away for the third time, and Macy Ford held on with the grip that had surprised men twice her size for six years running.

"Easy, big guy." She kept her voice low, steady, the same tone she used for every animal that outweighed her by a thousand pounds. "We're almost done."

The horse snorted but settled, letting her finish the final rasp strokes on his right rear hoof. Morning light slanted across the Dawson barn, catching dust motes in golden columns, and somewhere in the house Mrs. Dawson was making coffee strong enough to strip paint.

Good morning. Normal morning. The kind Macy had built her life around.

She released the hoof and straightened, pressing a hand to her lower back. Thirty years old and already feeling every hour she'd spent bent over horses' feet since she was twenty-four. Worth it, though. Every ache was a reminder that she'd built something real in a trade that had told her she didn't belong.

"All done." She patted the gelding's flank and ducked under the cross-ties. "He's good for another eight weeks. That crack in his left fore is growing out clean."

Old man Dawson nodded from his spot by the barn door, weathered face creased with the perpetual squint of a man who'd spent seventy years staring at horizons. "Appreciate it, Macy. You want coffee before you head out?"

"Can't today. Got the Halstrom place at eleven, then a trim job outside Eureka Springs this afternoon." She started loading her tools into the worn leather apron she'd inherited from her mentor—the man who'd taken a chance on a woman everyone else dismissed. "But I'll take a rain check."

She hauled the apron toward her truck, boots scuffing through hay and packed dirt, and that's when she saw them.

Three horses in the neighboring Henley pasture.

Macy stopped walking.

The Henley place had been running light for two years—old equipment, skeleton crew, the particular neglect that came from owners who'd stopped caring. She knew their stock by sight after six years working this county. These horses weren't Henley stock.

She set down her apron and walked to the fence line, eyes narrowing against the morning glare.

A bay mare. A paint gelding. A sorrel with a blaze that ran crooked down his face. All three wearing brands she'd never seen in this county—something that looked like a connected double-R, fresh enough that the hair hadn't fully grown back.

The animals moved wrong.

The paint spooked at a fence post like he'd never seen open pasture in his life. The bay mare kept her head high, whites showing around her eyes, scanning the tree line for threats that weren't there. And the sorrel...

Macy's stomach tightened.

The sorrel had rope burns around his fetlocks. Raw pink skin visible even from here, the kind of marks that came from being tied too tight for too long. Those burns weren't from normal handling. They were from transport restraints—the kind you used when an animal didn't want to go where you were taking it.

She walked back to Dawson, keeping her voice casual.

"New horses at the Henley place?"

The old man's face went tight. Just for a second—a flicker of something that looked like fear before the rancher's mask slammed back down.

"Wouldn't know." He turned toward the barn. "Henley's business is Henley's business."

"Those brands—"

"I said I wouldn't know." His voice had gone flat. Final. The tone of a man who'd decided a conversation was over.

Macy watched him disappear into the barn's shadows. Seventy years of ranching, and Cal Dawson had never once avoided talking about livestock. The man could discuss breeding lines and pasture rotation until your ears bled.

But three strange horses with fresh brands and rope burns?

Wouldn't know.

She loaded her anvil and forge into the truck bed, muscles straining against weight she'd long since stopped noticing. Her mind kept circling back to those horses. The way they moved. The fear in their eyes.

Stolen.

The word sat in her gut like a stone. She'd heard rumors over the years—livestock disappearing from ranches across the Ozark foothills, cattle and horses vanishing overnight and never turning up at any legitimate auction. Most folks blamed coyotes or bad fences or owners who couldn't count straight.

But those horses hadn't wandered onto the Henley place by accident. Someone had put them there. Someone who didn't care about rope burns or terrified animals or brands that didn't match anything in the county registry.

Macy climbed into her truck and pulled out of the Dawson drive, gravel crunching under tires that needed replacing. The Halstrom place was forty minutes south, and she had work to do.

She was two miles down the county road when the black truck appeared in her rearview mirror.

Big vehicle. New enough to gleam, old enough not to stand out. Tinted windows that hid whoever was behind the wheel. It pulled onto the road behind her from a turnout she hadn't noticed, falling into her lane with the casual precision of someone who knew exactly where she'd be.

Macy's hands tightened on the steering wheel.

She took the next left, toward the Halstrom place.

The black truck took the left.

She accelerated slightly, watching the needle climb.

The black truck matched her speed.

Okay, she thought, pulse kicking up. Okay. Could be coincidence. Could be someone heading the same direction.

She took a right onto a road that led nowhere except a burned-out barn and an abandoned homestead.

The black truck took the right.

Three miles. Four. The truck stayed behind her, not closing the distance but not dropping back either. Just... present. Watching. Making sure she knew she was being watched.

At mile six, right at the county line, the truck peeled off onto a side road and vanished into the trees.

Macy pulled over and sat with her hands shaking on the wheel.

They know, she thought. They know I saw those horses. They know I asked questions.

She thought about calling the sheriff. Thought about what she'd say—I saw some horses with weird brands and then a truck followed me for six miles and I think maybe something bad is happening?

Yeah. That would go over great.

She pulled back onto the road and drove to the Halstrom place with her eyes checking the mirror every thirty seconds. The black truck didn't reappear, but she felt its presence like a bruise.

Someone was watching her.

Someone who didn't want her asking questions.



The farmhouse was quiet when she got home that evening, the kind of quiet that usually meant peace after a long day. Her three dogs met her at the door—a bluetick hound named Waylon, a pit mix named Dolly, and a scrappy terrier mutt named Cash who had opinions about everything and wasn't afraid to share them.

"Hey, babies." She crouched to accept their greeting, letting their enthusiasm wash away some of the tension that had been coiling in her chest all day. "Mama's home."

She fed them in the kitchen, scooping kibble into three bowls while the sunset painted her windows orange and red. The farmhouse was rented, nothing fancy, but it was hers. Her space. Her life.

Her shotgun leaned against the doorframe where she'd put it that morning, loaded with buckshot, safety off.

Macy stared at it while her dogs ate.

She'd been carrying that gun to the door every night for a year, ever since a drunk ex-boyfriend had shown up at three a.m. convinced she wanted him back. Nothing had happened—she'd convinced him to leave with words instead of lead—but the habit had stuck.

Tonight, though, the shotgun felt different.

Tonight it felt necessary.

She thought about the horses with their wrong movements and rope burns. About Cal Dawson's face going tight. About six miles of black truck in her rearview mirror, patient and present, making sure she understood.

You saw something. You asked questions. We noticed.

Macy topped off the dogs' water bowls and checked the locks on every door and window. She pulled the curtains closed and turned off the porch light so nobody driving by could see inside.

Then she sat at her kitchen table with a beer she didn't taste and a phone she didn't pick up, wondering who the hell she was supposed to call when the people doing wrong things had already made clear they were watching.

Cash jumped onto her lap, all twelve pounds of terrier attitude, and pressed his cold nose against her chin.

"I know, buddy." She scratched behind his ears. "I know."

The shotgun stayed by the door.

And Macy Ford sat in her quiet kitchen, surrounded by dogs who loved her and the growing certainty that she'd stumbled into something far bigger than stolen horses.

Something that followed you for six miles just to make sure you knew it could.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


Roy Benoit hadn't watched a woman work in six years.

Not like this. Not with his coffee going cold in his hand while the morning stretched into something he forgot to track. But the farrier in the side paddock moved like a good engine—no wasted motion, every action flowing into the next, the kind of efficiency that came from years of doing something until your body forgot there was any other way.

He'd come to drop a bike at the stable for a brother's daughter's riding lesson. Should have been gone twenty minutes ago.

Instead, he leaned against the fence and watched.

She was small. Five-four, maybe, with forearms that looked borrowed from someone twice her size. Dark hair pulled back in a braid that had seen better days. Work clothes stained with sweat and horse, boots scuffed down to bare leather in places. Nothing pretty about her, nothing polished.

But her hands.

Christ, her hands.

She had a mare's hoof braced against her thigh, rasp working in smooth strokes that cleaned up the crack running through the hoof wall. The horse outweighed her by a thousand pounds easy, and she held it steady with nothing but grip and positioning. When the mare shifted, she adjusted without looking up. When the animal tried to pull away, she held on and kept working.

Twenty minutes. Salvage watched for twenty goddamn minutes.

The ring on its chain shifted against his chest when he finally pushed off the fence and walked toward her. He was aware of it suddenly—the worn gold that had lived against his skin for six years, the weight he'd stopped noticing until right now.

You're being stupid, he told himself. She's a farrier. You're watching her work. That's all.

But something in his chest had gone tight, and he couldn't remember the last time that happened.

She looked up when his boots hit the dirt near her work area. Her eyes were brown, sharp, the kind that catalogued everything without giving much back. They flicked to his cut, his face, his hands, then back to the mare's hoof.

"Help you?"

"Heard you board horses here."

"That's the stable owner. I just shoe them." She released the hoof and straightened, pressing a hand to her lower back. "Pearl might have space. You'd have to ask her."

"I'll do that."

He should have walked away. Asked Pearl about boarding, handled his business, gotten on his bike and forgotten about the small woman with the big grip and the economy of motion that made him think of engines running clean.

Instead, he watched her move to her truck—a beat-up Ford loaded with an anvil and a portable forge—and start packing her tools. Her eyes kept drifting to the tree line. Quick glances, barely noticeable unless you were looking.

She was scared of something.

"You work this county much?" he asked.

"Sixty-mile radius. Six years." She didn't look at him. "Why?"

"Just asking."

Now she looked. Those brown eyes
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