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The bay gelding was trying to kill her, and Gemma respected him for it.

She kept her shoulder pressed into his flank, one hand firm on the cannon bone, feeling the tension coil through his body as he debated whether kicking her head in was worth the effort. Fifteen years of this work had taught her to read horses the way other people read faces—and this one was scared, not mean. Big difference. Mean horses you walked away from. Scared horses you worked through.

"Easy," she murmured, running her rasp along the hoof wall with steady strokes. "Almost done. Then you can go back to hating me from a distance."

The bay snorted but held still. Smart animal. The dumb ones fought until they hurt themselves, but this one had figured out that cooperating meant she'd leave faster.

She finished shaping the hoof, checked her work, and lowered his leg to the ground. One down, three to go. The afternoon sun beat down on her back, sweat soaking through her Carhartt jacket in a way she'd long since stopped noticing. Three counties, eighteen ranches this week, and the Hendricks place was her second-to-last stop before she could collapse in her truck and sleep somewhere that wasn't moving.

Gemma moved to the next hoof, settling into the rhythm that had kept her alive since she was nineteen years old. Lift, brace, trim, shape, set. Repeat until the job was done and the check cleared.

That was when she saw the horse in the next paddock.

At first, she didn't register why her attention snagged. Just another gelding, chestnut with a blaze, nothing special about him except—

The scar.

Distinctive scarring on the left foreleg, the kind that came from a wire fence and bad luck. She'd seen that scar before. Two hundred miles south, on a ranch called Clearwater that she'd worked for six years until the owner died and his kids sold everything that wasn't nailed down.

The horse tossed his head, and she recognized that too—the particular way he threw his neck when he was irritated, the angle of his ears. She'd trimmed this horse's hooves for six years. She knew him the way she knew her own tools.

But he wasn't supposed to be here.

And his brand was wrong.

Gemma kept her hands moving, kept her eyes on the bay's hoof, kept her breathing steady even as ice spread through her stomach. The brand on the chestnut was fresh—too fresh, the hair still growing back around the edges. And it wasn't the Clearwater brand she remembered.

Could be a sale. Could be legitimate.

But legitimate sales didn't require fresh brands on horses that already had them.

She finished the bay's last hoof with hands that wanted to shake and didn't. Packed her tools with the same efficiency she brought to everything. Smiled at the ranch hand who came to pay her—young guy, new, didn't meet her eyes—and walked to her truck like nothing was wrong.

"Hey." She paused at the tailgate, turning back with what she hoped looked like casual curiosity. "Is Danny around? He usually has coffee for me when I'm out this way."

The ranch hand's face went carefully blank. "Danny quit. Week ago, maybe."

"Quit?" Danny Vasquez had worked this ranch for eight years. He'd talked about his retirement plan, the little spread he was saving for, the mare he wanted to breed when he finally had his own place. Men like Danny didn't quit. "He didn't mention anything last time I was through."

"Guess it was sudden." The ranch hand was already backing toward the barn. "You need anything else?"

"No." Gemma climbed into her truck, keeping her movements easy. "Thanks for the business."

She drove off with a wave that didn't show the ice in her stomach.



The sun was setting by the time she pulled off the highway onto a dirt road that led nowhere useful. She killed the engine, sat in the silence for a full minute, and then climbed into the truck bed where no one could see what she was doing.

Six months of documentation spread across the corrugated metal.

It had started as a habit—noting which horses she saw where, keeping track of brands and movement patterns because information was currency and you never knew when a rancher would try to short you on payment. But three months ago, the patterns had started to look wrong. Horses appearing in places they shouldn't be. Brands that didn't match her records. Ranch hands who got nervous when she asked too many questions.

Gemma pulled out her phone and scrolled through the photos she'd taken that afternoon. The chestnut's scar, captured while she adjusted her truck's tailgate for a "better angle." The fresh brand, slightly blurred but clear enough. The old brand from her Clearwater records, completely different.

She spread her maps across the truck bed, the routes she'd driven for fifteen years marked in faded highlighter. Drew lines between the ranches where she'd noticed discrepancies. Marked the dates, the horses, the brands that didn't add up.

The pattern was there. She could see it now, clear as the scars on her hands.

Someone was running stolen horses through these ranches. Hundreds of them, maybe, over the past year. A system so smooth she'd almost missed it—would have missed it, if she hadn't been the kind of person who noticed everything and forgot nothing.

Danny knew.

The thought hit her like a kick to the chest. Danny had always been observant, always asking questions, always looking at things a little too long. That was why she'd liked him. He'd treated her like a professional instead of a curiosity, asked about her work like he was actually interested, had coffee waiting every time she rolled through because he'd learned her schedule.

And now he'd "quit."

Gemma pulled out her phone again, ignoring the dying battery warning, and dialed Danny's number. Straight to voicemail. She tried again. Same result.

She thought about the ranch hand's face. The careful blankness. The way he'd backed away like he couldn't wait to stop talking to her.

Something's wrong.

The feeling had been gnawing at her since she'd seen that chestnut, and she was done ignoring it. She climbed out of the truck bed, slid behind the wheel, and drove toward the county road where Danny had told her he liked to fish on his days off.

The drainage ditch was three miles past his usual spot.

She almost missed it—just a glint of metal in the last of the daylight, half-hidden by prairie grass. But Gemma had spent fifteen years training her eyes to spot problems, and something about that glint made her pull over.

Danny's wallet was lying in the ditch like someone had thrown it from a moving vehicle.

She climbed down the embankment, her boots slipping on loose gravel, and picked it up with fingers that had gone numb. Driver's license. Credit cards. Forty-three dollars in cash. Nobody threw away forty-three dollars unless they wanted to throw away the whole wallet—unless they wanted to make sure nobody could identify what was left.

No. No, no, no.

Gemma stood in the drainage ditch with Danny's wallet in her hands, and the ice in her stomach turned to something colder. Harder.

She'd documented a theft operation. That was bad enough. But this—this was murder. Had to be. Men like Danny didn't disappear, didn't leave their wallets in ditches, didn't "quit" jobs they'd held for eight years.

Someone had killed him for knowing what she now knew.

And if they found out she knew it too?

She climbed back to her truck on shaking legs, Danny's wallet shoved into her jacket pocket next to her phone. Her hands were trembling now—something they hadn't done in fifteen years of handling horses that wanted her dead.

What do I do? What the hell do I do?

Cops were useless. She'd learned that young, watching foster kids disappear into systems that didn't care if they came back. Cops asked questions, filed paperwork, and let the people with money get away with whatever they wanted.

But someone had to pay for Danny. Someone had to answer for the horses, for the theft, for the body she knew she'd never find.

Gemma spread the documentation across her truck bed one more time, photographing everything with what was left of her phone battery. Brand comparisons. Route patterns. The wallet.

Evidence.

You can't fight if you don't have leverage, the foster system had taught her. And leverage means knowing things other people don't want known.

She knew things now. Dangerous things. The kind of things that got people like Danny thrown into drainage ditches.

The question was what to do with them.

Gemma stared at her maps until the sun disappeared entirely, until the only light was her phone's dying screen illuminating the web of stolen horses and falsified brands she'd accidentally uncovered.

Six months of documentation. A disappeared friend. A wallet that proved someone was willing to kill to keep this operation running.

And she was the only one who knew.
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Three beers into a slow Thursday night, and Deadlift was starting to think he'd wasted the drive.

The Rusty Spur was the kind of bar that attracted men who didn't want to be found—oil workers blowing paychecks, ranch hands drowning sorrows, the occasional drifter passing through on his way to somewhere worse. Good place to hear things. Better place to remind people that the Brotherhood was watching.

Tonight, though, the only thing worth watching was the bottom of his glass.

He was contemplating a fourth beer when the door swung open and trouble walked in.

She moved like she was looking for a fight and hadn't picked her target yet. Carhartt jacket worn soft at the elbows, jeans that had seen actual work, boots with enough manure caked on them that half the bar wrinkled their noses when she passed. Her hands were rough, calloused in ways that spoke of years gripping tools, and her eyes swept the room with the flat assessment of someone cataloging threats.

Not pretty. Not soft. Not the kind of woman who wandered into places like this by accident.

Interesting.

Deadlift leaned back in his chair, beer forgotten, and watched her head straight for the bar. She didn't order a drink. Didn't sit down. Just planted herself in front of Joe—the bartender who'd been moving product for cattle operations since before Deadlift was born—and started talking.

He couldn't hear the words from here, but he could read body language just fine.

She was asking questions.

Joe's shoulders went tight. His hand drifted toward the baseball bat he kept behind the bar. Two men at a nearby table exchanged looks—the kind of looks that preceded violence in places where nobody called the cops.

The woman didn't notice. Or didn't care.

She pulled out her phone, showed Joe something on the screen, and Deadlift watched the bartender's face go from annoyed to alarmed in the space of a heartbeat.

Oh, sweetheart. You have no idea what you just stepped in.

He was moving before he made the conscious decision, beer abandoned, weaving through tables with the easy gait of a man who knew exactly how much space he took up. Six-four and built like he'd spent a decade lifting heavy things—because he had—tended to make people step aside.

He reached the bar just as one of the men from the nearby table stood up.

"Hey." Deadlift's hand landed on the man's shoulder, friendly and heavy. "Sit down."

The man looked up, saw the cut, saw the size, and sat down.

Deadlift turned to the woman, who was watching him with an expression that suggested she was calculating whether she could take him. He liked that. Most people looked at him and saw a wall. She looked at him and saw an obstacle to evaluate.

"You're about thirty seconds from getting yourself killed," he said cheerfully. "Want to take this conversation outside?"

Her jaw tightened. "I'm in the middle of something."

"Yeah
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