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The German Shepherd wanted blood, and Regan Cross was running out of patience.

"Easy," she said, keeping her voice flat and bored even as ninety pounds of snarling muscle thrashed against the grooming table restraints. "We can do this the hard way or the harder way, but either way, you're getting a bath."

The dog—Zeus, according to the intake form, though Satan's Mistake would've been more accurate—lunged for her forearm. She dodged without flinching, years of handling aggressive animals making the movement automatic. His owner had warned her he was "a little nippy." Sure. And a tornado was a little breezy.

Regan grabbed the scruff of his neck with one hand and the sprayer with the other, hitting him with warm water before he could decide on his next attack angle. Zeus yelped in outrage, then seemed to realize the water wasn't actually killing him. His growling dropped to sullen rumbles.

"That's what I thought." She worked shampoo into his matted coat with efficient hands, ignoring the way he side-eyed her like she'd personally offended his ancestors. "All bark, no follow-through. Story of every male I've ever met."

The afternoon light slanted through the converted garage's windows, catching the dust motes and dog hair floating in the air. Prairie Paws Grooming wasn't fancy—metal tubs, industrial drains, rubber mats that could be hosed down when things got messy—but it was hers. Every tile, every piece of equipment, every client she'd built through word of mouth and a reputation for handling the dogs other groomers refused.

Zeus had almost settled into resigned acceptance when Regan saw the truck.

Her hands didn't stop moving—couldn't afford to give Zeus any opening—but her eyes tracked the vehicle as it crested the hill overlooking her property. Dark paint, tinted windows, deliberately anonymous. It pulled off the gravel road and parked in the same spot as yesterday. And the day before that.

Third time this week.

She rinsed Zeus methodically, watching the truck through her peripheral vision. The afternoon sun glinted off the windshield, making it impossible to see inside, but she could feel eyes on her property. On her.

The wind shifted.

Regan's nose wrinkled as the smell hit—sharp and chemical, like someone was cleaning with industrial solvents mixed with cat piss and burning plastic. It drifted down from the hills beyond her fence line, from the property she'd never paid much attention to because it was just empty land and an old farmhouse that had been abandoned since before she'd moved here.

Not so empty anymore.

She finished Zeus's bath with steady hands, toweled him off, and got him into a crate before he could remember he was supposed to be vicious. Then she moved to the window, keeping to the side where she couldn't be seen from the hill.

The truck hadn't moved.

Regan pulled her phone from her back pocket and took three photos through the gap in the blinds. The license plate was too far away to read clearly, but she'd been doing this every time they showed up. Building a record. Because the chemical smell and the watching trucks added up to something, and she wasn't stupid enough to pretend otherwise.

Meth. Had to be.

She'd grown up in Fargo, not exactly a hotbed of drug manufacturing, but you couldn't live in North Dakota without knowing what the Bakken boom had brought beyond oil money. Opportunity attracted predators. Remote properties attracted people who didn't want to be found. And empty prairie attracted the kind of operations that needed privacy more than they needed neighbors.

The afternoon crawled by. Regan finished Zeus, groomed a nervous Pomeranian whose owner apologized six times for things the dog hadn't even done yet, and bathed twin golden retrievers who thought the whole experience was a delightful game. Normal work. Familiar routine.

The truck stayed.

She caught herself checking the window every few minutes, cataloging the vehicle's position, the way the shadows moved across the hills, the chemical stink that came and went depending on the wind. Her shoulders were tight with a tension she couldn't shake, muscles coiled like she was waiting for a strike that hadn't come yet.

At five-thirty, she locked the front door, flipped the sign to CLOSED, and moved through her routine of shutting down for the day. The garage connected to her house through a mudroom—everything she had in one building, the way she'd designed it when she'd bought the place three years ago. Privacy and independence and no landlord telling her she couldn't have dogs on the property.

It had felt like freedom then.

Now it felt like isolation.

Regan paused at the back door, checking the deadbolt twice before pulling the curtain aside to look out at the prairie. The sun was starting its slow descent toward the horizon, painting the grassland in shades of gold and amber. Beautiful country. Brutal country. The kind of place where you could disappear and no one would find you for months.

The truck was still there.

She let the curtain fall and crossed to the corner where she kept the shotgun.

It was a Remington 870, twelve-gauge, the same model her grandfather had taught her to shoot when she was twelve. He'd been a farmer in the western part of the state, the kind of man who believed every woman should know how to defend herself because the police were forty-five minutes away and trouble didn't wait for backup.

Regan checked the chamber—loaded—and propped the gun by the back door where she could reach it fast. Then she stood in her kitchen and tried to figure out what the hell she was supposed to do.

Call the cops? And tell them what—that a truck had parked on a public road three times this week? That she smelled something funny when the wind shifted? They'd pat her on the head and tell her to call back if something actually happened. Women with vague concerns about suspicious behavior didn't rate high on anyone's priority list.

The memory surfaced before she could stop it. Last week, standing by the mailbox, making small talk with Earl Dawkins from the ranch two miles south. She'd mentioned the smell, casual-like, the way you'd mention anything strange in this empty country where neighbors looked out for each other.

Earl had gone pale.

Not surprised-pale or confused-pale. Scared-pale. The kind of color that drained from a man's face when he knew exactly what you were talking about and wished to God you hadn't brought it up.

"Best not to notice things like that," he'd said, his voice tight. "Best to mind your own business and let folks alone."

Then he'd practically run to his truck and peeled out of there like the devil was chasing him.

Regan had stood by her mailbox for a long time after that, watching the dust settle and trying to convince herself she'd imagined the fear in his eyes.

She hadn't.

Whatever was happening on that property, Earl knew about it. Knew enough to be terrified. And if a rancher who'd survived sixty years in this brutal country was scared, then she should probably pay attention.

The sun touched the horizon. Regan made herself eat dinner—leftover stew she barely tasted—and kept one eye on the window the whole time. The truck's silhouette was visible against the fading light, a dark shape that didn't move, didn't leave, just... watched.

Her phone buzzed. A text from a client confirming tomorrow's appointment. Normal life continuing like nothing was wrong, like there wasn't a vehicle full of unknown people monitoring her property while the smell of chemicals drifted across her fence line.

By eight o'clock, the prairie had gone dark. Stars punched through the black sky in their millions, so bright they hurt to look at directly. No moon tonight. Just endless darkness and the whisper of wind through grass that had survived worse than whatever was happening in those hills.

The truck's headlights flicked on.

Regan watched from behind her curtain as it pulled away, taillights disappearing down the gravel road toward the highway. Gone—for now. She didn't believe for a second they wouldn't be back.

She checked every lock in the house. Twice. Tested the deadbolts, rattled the windows, made sure the garage bay doors were secured. Then she sat at her kitchen table with the shotgun within arm's reach and pulled up the photos she'd taken on her phone.

The images were grainy, the distance too far for clear details, but she could make out the truck's general shape. Dark paint. Extended cab. Some kind of toolbox mounted in the bed. She swiped through the photos from the past week, looking for patterns, for anything that might tell her who these people were and what they wanted.

What she wanted was to pretend this wasn't happening. To go back to her simple life of mud-caked dogs and early mornings and the quiet satisfaction of building something real with her own hands. She'd walked away from Fargo and the engagement and the nice-suburb future everyone expected precisely so she could have peace.

Peace wasn't watching strangers watch her while meth fumes drifted across her property.

Regan set her phone down and looked at the shotgun. Twelve-gauge wouldn't do much against an organized operation with resources and manpower. But it would make someone think twice about coming through her door.

Maybe.

She didn't sleep well that night. Every creak of the old house jerked her awake, every gust of wind sent her reaching for the gun she'd moved to her bedside. The dogs she boarded—three of them tonight, all big breeds—slept soundly in their kennels in the garage, oblivious to the tension radiating through their temporary home.

By the time dawn broke over the prairie, Regan had made a decision.

She wasn't running. This was her home, her business, her life. She'd clawed it out of nothing after walking away from everything she was supposed to want, and she wasn't about to let some drug operation push her off her own land.

But she wasn't stupid, either.

The shotgun stayed by the back door. The photos stayed on her phone. And when the truck appeared on the hill again at noon—right on schedule, like they were punching a clock—Regan watched it through her window and started making a list of everything she'd noticed.

The license plates. The timing. The chemical smell. Earl's fear.

Someone was going to want this information eventually. Someone who wasn't afraid to do something about it.

She just had to survive long enough to find them.

The truck sat on the hill like a promise of violence, patient and unmoving, and Regan went back to washing dogs while her gut churned with the knowledge that whatever was coming, it was coming soon.
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The dog groomer was covered in enough fur to build a second animal, and she was manhandling a Rottweiler like it weighed nothing.

Tracker stood in the doorway of Prairie Paws Grooming, his shepherd's leash in one hand, watching a woman half the Rottweiler's weight wrestle it into a grooming stand with the kind of calm authority that said she'd done this a thousand times and won every round. The dog—easily a hundred and twenty pounds of muscle and attitude—tried to lunge. She didn't flinch, just adjusted her grip and kept moving.

"Sit," she said. Not a request. The Rottweiler sat.

Tracker felt something shift in his chest. First interesting thing he'd noticed in months.

"Be with you in a minute," she called without looking up. "Assuming you can keep your dog from eating my other clients."

He glanced down at Ghost, his German Shepherd, who was watching the Rottweiler with professional interest but no aggression. "He'll behave."

"That's what everyone says." She finished securing the Rottweiler and finally turned to face him, wiping her hands on a towel that had seen better days. Gray eyes assessed him the same way she'd assessed the dog—measuring threat level, deciding how much trouble he was going to be. "You're new."

"Tracker." He didn't offer his real name. Didn't matter anymore.

"That a name or a job description?"

"Both."

Something flickered in her expression—not quite a smile, but close. "Regan Cross. What's wrong with your shepherd?"

Tracker looked at Ghost, really looked, for the first time in weeks. The dog's coat was matted in places, dull from neglect, nails clicking too long on the concrete floor. Shame crawled up his spine. Ghost had been his constant companion for four years, and he'd let him fall apart because grief didn't leave room for anything else.

"Needs a bath," he said. "Grooming. The works."

"I can see that." Regan crossed toward them, and Tracker caught her scent underneath the dog smell—something clean and practical, soap and woman. She crouched in front of Ghost without asking permission, her hands moving over his coat with expert assessment. Ghost, who usually took time to warm up to strangers, leaned into her touch like he'd been waiting his whole life for someone to pay attention.

Traitor.

"When's the last time he was groomed?" Regan asked, her fingers working through a mat behind his ear.

"Too long."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I've got."

She looked up at him then, those gray eyes sharp enough to cut. "You military?"

The question caught him off guard. "Former Army. Why?"

"You've got the look. The standing-at-attention-even-when-you're-not thing." She straightened, brushing dog hair off her knees. "Your dog's been neglected. Not abused—he's not scared of you, and he's well-trained—but neglected. You want to tell me why, or should I just assume you're one of those guys who gets a working dog for the image and then forgets they're actually work?"

Heat prickled at
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