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The sun was bleeding out behind the arena roof when Josie walked her last student to her mother's car.

"Same time Thursday?" she asked, one hand on the Volvo's door while eight-year-old Madison fumbled with her seatbelt.

"Wouldn't miss it." The mother smiled, already distracted by her phone. "She's been talking about cantering all week."

"She's ready. Good seat, good hands." Josie leaned down to catch Madison's eye. "You remember what I told you about keeping your heels down?"

"Heels down, eyes up, trust the horse."

"That's my girl."

She waved until the Volvo disappeared around the bend in the gravel drive, taillights winking through the dust. The evening had gone quiet—just the shuffle of horses in their stalls, the creak of the arena gate in the breeze, the distant hum of traffic on the county road.

Josie loved this time of day. The lessons done, the students gone, nothing left but her and eight horses and the satisfaction of work that meant something.

She turned back toward the tack room.

Three men she'd never seen before were waiting by the door.



The biggest one leaned against the wall like he owned it—thick through the chest, bare-knuckle scars across his hands, a smile that didn't reach anywhere near his eyes. The other two flanked him like bookends, younger and meaner, the kind of men who'd learned to enjoy hurting people smaller than them.

Josie stopped walking. Every instinct she'd developed around thousand-pound animals screamed at her to hold still, stay calm, don't show fear.

"Evening," the big one said. "You Josie Rainwater?"

"Who's asking?"

"Name's Clyde." He pushed off the wall, gravel crunching under boots that cost more than her monthly feed bill. "I work for a man named Curtis Landry. You know that name?"

"Should I?"

"Probably not. But you know the name Danny Reeves."

Josie's stomach dropped. Danny Reeves—the ghost whose lease she'd inherited six months ago. The man who'd vanished in the middle of the night, leaving behind eight horses, thirty confused students, and a stack of unpaid invoices she was still working through.

"I've never met Danny Reeves," she said carefully. "I took over his lease when he disappeared. That's all I know about him."

Clyde's smile widened. It wasn't an improvement.

"See, that's interesting. Because Danny owes Mr. Landry eighty thousand dollars. Lost it in the ring, fight after fight, always convinced the next one would turn his luck around." He took a step closer. "It didn't."

"That's not my debt."

"It's your stable."

"It's my lease." Josie held her ground even as her heart hammered against her ribs. "I pay rent to the property owner. I don't know anything about Danny Reeves or his gambling debts or your Mr. Landry."

"That's a real shame." Clyde glanced at his men. "Because Mr. Landry doesn't care about the details. He cares about getting paid. And since Danny's sunning himself in Mexico and you're standing here with his horses and his arena and his little riding school..."

He let the sentence hang.

Josie felt the blood drain from her face. "You can't hold me responsible for someone else's—"

"I can do whatever Mr. Landry tells me to do."

He moved faster than a man his size should be able to.



The blow caught her across the cheek, snapping her head sideways with enough force to split the inside of her mouth against her teeth. Josie staggered, tasted copper, caught herself on the tack room door before her knees could buckle.

Don't fall. Don't give them that.

She'd taken hits before. The supervisor in Oklahoma, the one she'd punched because he deserved it—he'd gotten one good shot in before she'd dropped him. But that had been a fair fight, two people who both knew it was coming.

This was something else entirely.

"One week," Clyde said, straightening his jacket like he'd just brushed off dust instead of assaulting a woman. "You find the money, or you find a new place to play horse trainer. Those are the only two options Mr. Landry's offering."

"I don't have eighty thousand dollars." The words came out thick, bloody. "I barely have eight hundred."

"Then I suggest you get creative." He nodded to his men, and they fell into step behind him as he headed for a black SUV parked at the edge of the lot. "One week, Miss Rainwater. Don't make us come back."

Josie watched them go. Watched the SUV's taillights disappear down the same gravel drive Madison's mother had taken five minutes ago, back when the world still made sense.

Her hands were shaking.

Her cheek was already swelling.

And somewhere in Mexico, a man she'd never met was living free while his debts circled her throat like a noose.



She made it inside before her legs gave out.

The smell hit her first—leather and saddle soap and the sweet dust of hay, the scent of everything she'd built in the six months since she'd found this place abandoned and decided to make it hers. Eight horses. Thirty students. A covered arena and a lease she could barely afford and a life that finally felt like it belonged to her.

All of it balanced on a debt she didn't owe and couldn't pay.

Josie pressed her back against the wall and slid down until she was sitting on the concrete floor, knees drawn up, the copper taste still sharp in her mouth. The shaking wouldn't stop. She wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed until her muscles screamed, trying to hold the pieces together through sheer force of will.

One week.

She thought about calling the police. But what would she tell them? Three men showed up, one of them hit me, they're collecting on behalf of someone named Curtis Landry? She'd seen enough in her life to know how that would go. A report filed and forgotten. A restraining order that meant nothing to men who collected debts with their fists.

She thought about running. Packing up what she could carry and disappearing the same way Danny Reeves had, leaving the horses and the students and the life she'd built to whoever came looking for the scraps.

But she'd already run once. Left Oklahoma with nothing but a temper she couldn't control and a dream she refused to let die. She'd spent a year rebuilding from the ashes of that mistake, clawing her way back to something that felt like a future.

She wasn't running again.

So what, then? Fight back? Against men who hit women for fun and work for someone with fifteen years of violence behind him?

Josie reached for her phone with fingers that still wouldn't steady. She scrolled past the contacts she saw every day—students' parents, the feed supplier, the vet she couldn't always afford—until she found the one she needed.

It rang three times before a voice answered, warm and weathered and achingly familiar.

"Osiyo, little one. It's late for you to be calling."

The Cherokee greeting cracked something open in Josie's chest. She pressed the phone harder against her ear, against the cheek that wasn't swelling, and felt the first tears slip free.

"Grandma." Her voice broke on the word. "I need to hear your voice. Something happened and I just... I need to hear something that sounds like home."

The line went quiet for a moment. Then her grandmother spoke again, softer now, the tone she'd used when Josie was small and scared and the world felt too big to survive.

"Tell me."

So Josie told her.

About Danny Reeves and the debt she'd inherited. About the men with their scarred knuckles and their one-week deadline. About everything she'd built from nothing and the horses depending on her and the wound still throbbing in her face.

Her grandmother listened without interrupting, the way she always had. Patient as horses. Steady as stone.

When Josie finished, the silence stretched long enough that she thought the call had dropped.

Then her grandmother said: "You remember what I taught you about fear?"

"That it's a messenger, not a master."

"That's right." A pause. "The fear is telling you something, little one. It's telling you this fight matters. Now you have to decide what you're going to do about it."

Josie closed her eyes. Leaned her head back against the tack room wall and let the familiar voice wash over her like water.

She didn't have answers yet. Didn't have a plan or a way out or eighty thousand dollars she could conjure from nothing.

But she had a week.

And she had a voice that sounded like home, reminding her that she'd survived worse than this.

The fear is a messenger, not a master.

She'd figure out the rest tomorrow.
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The kid wouldn't stop talking about horses.

Trench gripped the steering wheel of Timber's truck and let the chatter wash over him—something about a gelding named Rooster and how she was finally going to learn to canter today and did he know that horses could sleep standing up? He didn't. Hadn't known anything about horses until forty-five minutes ago when Timber had tossed him the keys and said his niece needed a ride to her Saturday lesson.

Prospect duty. The glamorous life.

"You can just drop me at the gate," Emma said, already unbuckling her seatbelt as the gravel drive came into view. "Miss Josie doesn't like cars in the arena area."

"I'm supposed to wait."

"It's an hour lesson. You'll be bored."

Bored beats the alternative, Trench thought. The alternative being whatever task Stone would find for him if he came back early—cleaning the clubhouse bathrooms, probably, or inventorying the armory for the third time this month.

He parked at the edge of the lot and killed the engine. "I'll wait in the truck."

Emma was already gone, boots crunching on gravel as she ran toward the covered arena where a woman stood holding the reins of a big bay horse.

Trench watched her go.

Then he watched the woman.



She was tall and lean, dark hair pulled back in a long braid that swung between her shoulder blades when she moved. Not pretty in any conventional way—her face was too angular, her shoulders too broad—but there was something about the way she carried herself that made it hard to look away.

Patience. That was the word. She moved with the kind of patience he'd only ever seen in men who'd learned to wait out danger.

The kid—Emma—ran up chattering, and the woman smiled. Said something that made the girl laugh. Then she helped Emma mount up, adjusting stirrups and checking the girth strap with hands that moved like they'd done this ten thousand times.

Trench was out of the truck before he realized he'd opened the door.

He crossed to the arena fence and leaned against it, watching the lesson unfold. The woman walked alongside the horse, one hand on the rein, voice low and steady while Emma sat rigid in the saddle with the posture of a kid trying very hard not to fall off.

"Heels down," the woman said. "Eyes up. Trust the horse."

"He's going too fast."

"He's walking, sweetheart. That's as slow as he goes." A pause. "You're doing great. Feel his rhythm? Let your hips follow it."

Something in Trench's chest shifted.

He'd spent the last year watching violence—dealing it out, taking it in, learning to bleed in ways the Marines never taught him. The compound was full of men like him, broken in places that didn't show, held together by brotherhood and the promise of purpose.

But this—this was something else. This was someone teaching a scared kid to trust something bigger than herself. This was patience and gentleness and a voice that said you're safe, I've got you.

He hadn't known he was hungry for it until he saw it.



The lesson ended and Emma dismounted, beaming like she'd conquered the world instead of walking in circles for an hour. Trench pushed off the fence as the woman led the horse toward the barn, the kid trailing behind still chattering about cantering next week.

"Miss Josie! Can Owen come meet Rooster?"

The woman—Josie—turned. Her eyes found Trench across the arena, and he felt the weight of her gaze like a physical thing. Assessing. Cautious. The look of someone who'd learned not to trust strangers.

"Owen's welcome if he wants," she said carefully.

He didn't remember walking over. One moment he was at the fence, the next he was standing in front of her, close enough to see the faint shadows under her eyes and the calluses on her hands.

"You teach adults?" The words came out before he could think them through.

Josie's eyebrow lifted. "Sometimes. Depends on the adult."

"What does that mean?"

"Means I don't teach people who are going to waste my time." She handed Emma a brush and pointed her toward the barn. "Go start grooming. I'll be there in a minute."

The kid disappeared, and suddenly it was just the two of them standing in the morning sun, the horse nosing at Josie's pocket like it expected treats.

"You ever been on a horse before?" she
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