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Logan...

The fence was down again.

I stood at the edge of the east pasture with my coffee cooling in my hand, studying forty feet of sagging wire and two posts that had finally given up their argument with the ground. The wood had rotted through at the base—my fault for not replacing them last fall when I'd noticed the first soft spots. I'd told myself they'd last another season. They hadn't.

Behind me, the sun was clearing the mountains, throwing long shadows across the grass. The air still held the night's chill, sharp enough to catch in my lungs. It should have been a gift. Instead, I was already doing the math: two hours to pull the old posts, another to set the new ones, half a day gone before I could check the rest of the line. And that was assuming Rory showed up on time, which he hadn't done in three weeks.

I pulled out my phone. No missed calls. The buyer I'd been waiting on—Jackson, out of Billings, supposed to confirm on forty head by yesterday—hadn't called back. I'd left two messages. Professional, not pushy. The messages made it clear I wasn't desperate, even though forty head at current prices would cover the new irrigation equipment I'd been putting off since spring.

The phone stayed silent.

I took a sip of the coffee before it went completely cold. Bitter, over-extracted—I'd let it sit too long on the burner while I was checking the weather report. I drank it anyway. Waste not.

Morning chores had their own rhythm, and the work didn't care what mood I brought to it. Horses needed feeding. Stalls needed mucking. Equipment needed checking. The ranch ran on systems, not feelings, and that was exactly how I wanted it.

My grandfather built this place with his hands, his back, and forty years of showing up when showing up was the only option. My mother held it together after my father walked out. I'd spent the last eighteen years adding to what they'd built—new fencing, better stock, improvements that didn't show from the road but meant the difference between a ranch that survived and one that didn't.

Control. That was the word. I controlled what I could, and I didn't waste time arguing with what I couldn't. Weather happened. Markets changed. Fences came down. You fixed them and moved on without making excuses or looking for someone else to blame.

I was in the barn tacking up my horse when I saw it.

The smell of hay and leather and the particular dusty warmth of horses surrounded me, familiar as my own hands. I was adjusting the bridle when my fingers caught on an object that should not have been there—a braid of leather tied where the cheekpiece met the browband. Neat knots, precise work, a few glass beads woven through in a pattern I didn't recognize. The beads were cool and smooth under my thumb. The leather was supple, properly conditioned.

It wasn't mine. It sure as hell wasn't Rory's—my cousin couldn't tie his own boots half the time, let alone a braid this precise.

I pulled it off and held it up to the light filtering through the barn slats.

Whoever had made this knew what they were doing. And whoever had left it here had been on my property without permission.

I tucked it in my jacket pocket and finished tacking up, but my mind kept circling back as I rode out to check the fence line. The ranch wasn't exactly accessible. The main road was the only reasonable approach, and I'd have noticed unfamiliar tire tracks. No vehicles I didn't recognize. Nothing out of place except a braided charm on my horse's bridle, like someone had walked right through and left a calling card.

I didn't like mysteries I couldn't explain. Never had. Explanations meant causes, and causes meant you could fix the problem or prevent it next time. Mysteries sat there, taking up space in your head.

✦ ✦ ✦

The fence took longer than I'd estimated. It always did.

By the time I got the posts set and the wire strung, the sun had climbed high enough to burn off the morning chill, and sweat was soaking through my shirt despite the breeze. My shoulders ached from the post-hole digger. My hands would be stiff tomorrow—I could already feel the familiar tightness settling into my grip.

Rory had finally shown up around nine, apologetic in the vague way he had that meant he'd overslept but didn't want to admit it. I'd put him to work digging and let him sweat off whatever guilt he was carrying.

"You heading into town?" he asked when we were done, pulling off his gloves and stretching his back.

"Need to pick up supplies."

"I'll ride along. Aunt Elaine called this morning—said she needs a few supplies from the general store."

That explained why he'd finally surfaced. Rory's mother lived in the old foreman's cottage at the edge of the property and treated the general store like a personal delivery service. Every week, Rory was dispatched to fetch an item she'd forgotten or suddenly decided she needed. It was easier to say yes than to listen to her call three more times.

The drive into Garnet Creek took twenty minutes on roads I could navigate blind. The town wasn't much—a main street with a hardware store, a diner, the general store that doubled as a craft co-op, and a handful of businesses that came and went with the seasons. Population eight hundred and change, swelling to maybe twelve hundred when the summer tourists discovered us and decided we were "authentic."

I parked in front of the general store and told Rory to meet me back at the truck in an hour. He disappeared toward the diner, probably to flirt with the new waitress I'd heard him mention three times already this week. The kid was twenty-eight, same age I'd been when I took over the ranch full-time. That made me feel older than the actual years between us.

Mabel Rourke was behind the counter when I walked in, which was always a risk. The store smelled the way it always did—coffee from the pot she kept going all day, old wood, dust, and an herbal note from the soaps and candles the craft vendors kept stocked near the register. Mabel had been running the place for thirty years and considered herself the town's unofficial historian, matchmaker, and moral authority. She also had opinions about everything and shared them whether you asked or not.

"Logan Sullivan." She said my name like an announcement, straightening up from whatever she'd been organizing behind the counter. "We don't see you often enough."

"Mabel." I nodded and headed for the back, where the ranch supplies were kept.

"I heard your fence came down on the east line."

I stopped. Turned around. "How did you hear that?"

"Tommy Chen was out checking his own property line yesterday evening, saw the posts listing. Mentioned it at the diner this morning." She smiled, the particular smile she used when she knew more than you did. "Word travels."

Of course it did. In Garnet Creek, word traveled faster than weather.

The supplies I needed were on the back shelves—leather conditioner, a new pair of work gloves, wire cutters to replace the ones I'd finally worn through. I was gathering everything when I heard the bell over the door chime and Mabel's voice shift into warmth.

"There she is! Katie, honey, come look at what I've got set aside."

I glanced toward the front of the store. A woman was standing at the counter, her back to me, dark hair escaping from a knot at the back of her head. She was wearing a faded denim jacket over a cotton dress, the hem brushing the tops of her boots—practical boots, worn soft at the heels, the kind that had seen actual use. The way she carried herself—balanced, easy, her weight angled slightly forward like she was always ready to move—made me look longer than I'd intended.

Mabel was pulling supplies out from under the counter. Leather strips. Beads. Spools of waxed thread.

"These came in," Mabel was saying. "I thought of you the minute I saw them. The quality is so much better than what we usually get."

"They're beautiful." The woman's voice was low, a little rough at the edges, like she'd been up early or hadn't talked to anyone yet today. She picked up one of the leather strips and ran her fingers along it, and I noticed her hands—nails cut short, a thin scar across the back of her left hand, no rings. Working hands. "Where did you find these?"

"A supplier in Bozeman. He usually does saddle work, but I convinced him to branch out."

I walked toward the counter, my supplies in hand. The woman—Katie, Mabel had called her—turned as I approached, and I got my first real look at her.

Late twenties, maybe thirty. A face that was all angles and attention—sharp cheekbones, a nose with a slight crook to it like it had been broken years ago, eyes that moved between gray and green depending on the light. A dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, faded from summer. She watched me approach with the kind of steady assessment that didn't ask permission and didn't look away.

"Logan," Mabel said, her voice taking on a note I didn't trust, "this is Katie Lawson. She's new in town—taking a vendor spot at the weekend market. Katie, this is Logan Sullivan. Runs the Sullivan ranch, biggest operation in the valley."

"Second biggest," I corrected. "The Harding place has more acreage."

"But less cattle, and everyone knows cattle's what counts." Mabel waved a hand. "Don't be modest, Logan. It doesn't suit you."

Katie extended her hand. Her grip was firm, brief. Her skin was cool and dry, callused at the base of her fingers. "Nice to meet you."

"Likewise."

I caught a faint scent as she stepped back—not perfume, simpler than that. Leather and beeswax, maybe, the materials she worked with. It suited her better than flowers would have.

Mabel was watching us with a look I'd learned to recognize over three decades of being her target—the look she got when she thought she was witnessing the beginning of a story. I turned my attention to the supplies in my hands.

"This is everything you need?" Mabel asked, still with that note in her voice.

"This is fine." I set the items on the counter and pulled out my wallet. "And I wanted to ask—has anyone mentioned being out past the main road recently? Any visitors I might not know about?"

"Visitors?" Mabel tilted her head. "Not that I've heard. Why do you ask?"

I pulled the charm out of my jacket pocket and set it on the counter. The beads caught the light from the front windows. "Found this on my bridle this morning. Someone's been on my property."

The shift in Mabel was immediate—her eyes went bright, and she leaned forward to examine the charm like it was evidence at a scene she'd been waiting to investigate. "Well, would you look at that. Beautiful work. Look at those knots."

"I'm more concerned about who was doing it on my property without permission."

"Oh, don't be such a grump about it." Mabel picked up the charm, turning it in her fingers. "Someone left you a blessing. You should be grateful."

I felt my mouth harden. I felt the familiar tension spread up into my temples. "A blessing."

"Lucky charm, good-luck token, whatever you want to call it." She set it back down. "You know, Katie here makes charms like this. Sells them at the market. Don't you, honey?"

Katie picked up the charm and examined it with the same focus she'd given the leather strips. Her face stayed neutral, unreadable. "The braiding technique is similar to some of what I do," she said after a moment. "But this isn't my work. The knotting pattern's different. And I use a different type of bead."

"You're certain?"

She met my eyes. Steady, unbothered by my tone. "I'm certain. I know my own hands."

"Well, it's a mystery," Mabel said, clearly delighted by the prospect. "Someone leaving lucky charms on the Sullivan ranch. Maybe your fortunes are about to turn, Logan."

"My fortunes are fine." The words came out harder than I'd intended. I made myself unclench my jaw. "I'd like to know who's trespassing."

Katie set the charm back on the counter. "If you're worried about someone accessing your property, have you checked for footpaths? Old trails? Sometimes people use routes that don't show up on modern maps."

"I know every trail on that land."

"Then you'll know if someone's been using them." She said it simply, without challenge. "Fresh tracks, disturbed ground. You'd see the signs."

I studied her for a beat too long, trying to read the stillness in her face. She didn't fidget, didn't look away, didn't fill the silence with unnecessary words. She waited with patient stillness, like she had all day and wasn't bothered about how I chose to spend it.

"I'll check," I said finally.

"Good luck." Amusement touched her face, though it was gone almost before I could name it. "Finding your trespasser, I mean."

I couldn't tell if she was making fun of me. The uncertainty sat in my chest like a stone I couldn't shift.

I paid for my supplies and gathered my bags. Katie had turned back to the counter, examining the beads Mabel had set aside for her, already absorbed in her own concerns. I paused at the door.

"Miss Lawson."

She looked up.

"If you hear anything—anyone mentioning trips out past the main road, anyone who might have been out that way—I'd appreciate you letting me know."

"I'll keep my ears open." Her face gave nothing away, but her voice had warmed slightly, losing that guarded neutrality. "Welcome to small-town life, Mr. Sullivan. Everyone hears everything eventually."

✦ ✦ ✦

The drive back took longer than it should have. I found myself going slower than usual, watching the road without really seeing it, my thoughts circling back to that conversation like water finding a drain.

She hadn't planted the charm. I was almost certain of it—the way she'd examined it, the specific details she'd noted about the knotting pattern and beads, the lack of any defensiveness in her denial. Either she was telling the truth or she was a better liar than anyone I'd ever met.

I didn't know which possibility bothered me more.

Rory was waiting at the truck when I got back to town, a paper bag from the diner in one hand and a grin on his face that suggested the waitress had been receptive. He climbed in without being asked and held out the bag.

"Got you a sandwich. Figured you hadn't eaten."

I had, in fact, not eaten. The morning had gotten away from me.

"Thanks." I took the bag and pulled out of the parking spot, steering us toward the main road out of town.

"Meatloaf, extra pickles, the way you like it," Rory said, unwrapping his own sandwich—a towering sandwich with layers of meat and enough cheese to be visible from the road. "Linda remembered your order from last time."

I hadn't been to the diner in six weeks at least. The fact that the waitress remembered my order said more about Garnet Creek than it did about me.

We drove in comfortable silence for a few miles. I ate the sandwich one-handed, the bread slightly stale, the meatloaf salty and satisfying, the pickles providing a sharp counterpoint that cut through the richness.

"Heard news in town," Rory said eventually.

"Mabel already spreading gossip?"

"When isn't she?" He grinned, then sobered slightly. "Apparently the new charm vendor—Katie Lawson, I think—is a kind of traveling craftswoman. Goes town to town, sells her stuff at markets, then moves on before the season changes. Been doing it for years, from what Mabel says. No permanent address, no ties. Her and the road."

"Sounds lonely."

"Sounds free, you mean." Rory shrugged, licking cheese off his thumb. "Not everyone wants a ranch to tie them down."

I didn't answer. The mountains
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