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The possum had been gutted with care.

That was the thing that made Frankie's stomach turn—not the blood, not the stink, not even the way it hung from her kennel gate like some backwoods Christmas ornament. She'd dressed enough game to recognize a clean cut when she saw one. Whoever did this had taken their time. Made sure she'd understand the message.

The note was pinned through its eye with a hunting knife she didn't recognize.

You're done hunting this land.

She read it twice. Then she pulled the knife free, let the carcass drop into the dirt, and carried both to the fire pit behind her cabin.

The paper caught fast. The possum took longer, but she'd built a hot fire and she had patience. Her hounds were already stirring in the kennel, noses working the dawn air, and the last thing she needed was them catching the scent of blood and going crazy before her clients showed up.

Three warnings this month. Each one bloodier than the last.

First had been a rabbit nailed to her mailbox post, throat slit neat as a zipper. She'd told herself it was kids. Bored locals with too much time and not enough sense, the kind who thought terrorizing a woman living alone made them men.

Second was a doe, hamstrung and left dying in her driveway. She'd had to put it down herself, one clean shot behind the ear while its legs still kicked. Buried it in the tree line and scrubbed the blood out of her gravel with a hose and a brush that used to be white.

Now this.

Frankie watched the flames eat the note and tried to remember when she'd stopped being scared and started being angry.

She knew who was behind it. The whole county knew, even if nobody would say it out loud. Clayton Rourke had been pushing onto adjacent land for a year now, buying out outfitters who couldn't make their lease payments and running off the ones who could. Three operations had folded since spring. Four, if you counted old Martinez, who'd had a "hunting accident" in September and wasn't talking to anyone from his hospital bed.

Frankie was the last one still saying no.

Her forty acres sat right where Rourke wanted to expand, a finger of prime hunting land that poked into territory he'd been stripping for two decades. He'd made her an offer six months ago—insulting money, the kind that said he expected her to take it anyway because she was a woman alone and women alone didn't last long out here.

She'd told him to go to hell.

He'd smiled like a man who had all the time in the world.

The fire crackled. The possum's fur blackened and curled, and the smell of burning flesh drifted up into the pale morning sky. Frankie's hands wanted to shake, but she wouldn't let them. Her father had taught her that. Show nothing. Give nothing. The mountains don't care if you're scared, Frankie-girl. They'll kill you either way.

Her father. God.

Fourteen months in the ground, and she still caught herself listening for the sound of his truck coming up the drive. Still reached for the phone to call him when something went wrong, only to remember halfway through the first ring that the number didn't connect anymore.

He would have handled this different.

Buck Odell would have grabbed his rifle and gone looking for Rourke's men, probably gotten himself killed in the process but taken a few of them with him. That temper had been his gift and his curse—the thing that made him the best hunter in three counties and the worst businessman this side of the state line.

Frankie had inherited the temper. She was trying not to inherit the consequences.

Be smarter, she told herself, watching the last of the possum turn to ash. He's dead because he wasn't smart. You don't have to follow him.

The kennel gate creaked, and she turned to find her hounds pressing against the chain-link, tails wagging despite the early hour. Beau and Dixie, brother and sister from a litter she'd whelped herself. Cooper, the old redbone who'd been her father's favorite. Ghost, the gray-mottled walker who could track a deer through a river and never lose the scent.

Four dogs. Her whole operation, really. Everything else—the cabin, the equipment, the client list she'd spent three years building—none of it meant anything without the hounds.

Rourke knew that. That's why the threats kept escalating.

"Morning, babies." She unlatched the gate and let them swarm her, tails beating against her legs, noses shoving at her pockets looking for treats. "Yeah, I know. Breakfast is coming. Give me a minute."

The feed shed was twenty yards from the kennel, a metal building her father had put up the year she was born and never quite finished insulating. She filled four bowls with kibble and scraps from last night's dinner, then carried them back to the runs while the hounds danced around her feet.

Beau ate like he was starving. Dixie picked at hers, suspicious as always. Cooper had to be coaxed because his teeth weren't what they used to be, and Ghost inhaled everything in thirty seconds flat and then looked at her like she'd personally offended him by not providing more.

"That's all you get, you bottomless pit." She scratched behind his ears. "We've got a hunt this weekend. Club boys coming up from the valley. You'll earn your keep then."

The sun was fully up now, burning the mist off the hollows and painting her forty acres in shades of gold and green. Beautiful country. The kind of land people wrote songs about and died fighting over.

Her land. Her father's land. The only home she'd ever known.

She wasn't giving it up.

Not to Rourke. Not to his men. Not to the gutted possums and the dying does and the notes that promised worse to come.

Frankie checked the tree line the way she'd been checking it for weeks—quick scan, looking for movement, for the glint of a scope, for anything that didn't belong. Nothing. Just oaks and hickories and the distant call of a crow that had probably been watching her burn evidence.

You're done hunting this land.

She thought about the knife she'd thrown into the fire. Good steel, expensive. The kind of blade a man carried when he wanted people to know he was serious.

You're done.

No. She wasn't done.

She was just getting started.

Frankie latched the kennel gate, checked the lock twice, and walked back to her cabin to make coffee and pretend her hands were steady.
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The logging road hadn't improved since last fall.

Bullhead felt every rut and washout through his handlebars as he climbed toward the Odell property, his bike protesting the terrain in ways that would have made Backroad wince. This wasn't motorcycle country. This was truck country, four-wheel-drive country, the kind of land that chewed up anything pretty and spit out the bones.

He liked it anyway.

The cabin came into view around a bend—weathered cedar, tin roof gone orange with rust, smoke curling from a chimney that had probably been repaired a dozen times. Dogs started barking before he killed the engine, a chorus of deep-throated hound voices that said stranger and threat and we see you.

Good dogs. He'd hunted behind them before.

He swung off the bike and stretched, feeling his spine pop in three places. Forty next year. The road got harder every season.

The barking cut off at a sharp whistle, and he followed the sound around the side of the cabin to find—

Christ.

She was standing over a hog carcass hung from a gambrel, sleeves rolled past her elbows, blood up to her wrists. The morning light caught her hair—red-brown, tied back in a practical knot—and the freckles scattered across her cheeks like someone had flicked a paintbrush at her.

Small. That was his first thought. Smaller than he remembered from last year's hunt, when old Buck had still been running the operation and she'd been a shadow in the background, handling logistics while her father held court.

But the way she worked the knife said small didn't mean soft.

She glanced up at the sound of his boots, and her eyes swept over him once—assessing, cataloging, dismissing any threat in the space of a heartbeat.

"You're early." She went back to her work, blade sliding along the hog's belly with the confidence of someone who'd done this a thousand times. "Hunt's not till tomorrow."

"Came to coordinate." He stopped at the edge of the work area, watching her hands move. Steady. Sure. "Four brothers, long weekend. Wanted to make sure we're not stepping on your schedule."

"Schedule's flexible." She freed a section of intestine and dropped it into a bucket at her feet. "As long as you brought cash and don't expect me to cook for you."

"Cash is in my saddlebag. Cooking's our problem."

"Then we'll get along fine."

She didn't look up again. Just kept working, methodical and focused, like he was furniture she'd already accounted for.

Bullhead found himself watching anyway.

There was something about the way she moved. No wasted motion. No hesitation. She'd shot this hog herself—he could see the entry wound behind the ear, clean as a surgical cut—and now she was breaking it down like it was just another task on a list that never ended.

Her father had been the same way. Efficient to the point of coldness, at least until you got a few drinks in him and he started telling stories about hunts that had happened before Bullhead was born.

Buck Odell had been dead over a year now. Cancer, someone had said. Or maybe his heart. The details had been vague, the way details always were when a hard man went down hard.

His daughter had kept the business running. Alone.

"You want a beer?"

The question pulled him back. She was looking at him now, knife resting against her thigh, blood drying on her forearms in the morning air.

"Sure."

She jerked her chin toward a cooler by the cabin steps. "Help yourself. And while you're over there, those coolers by the door need to go to the smokehouse. Path's behind the kennel."

Not a request. An assignment.

Bullhead felt his mouth twitch. "Yes ma'am."

"Don't ma'am me. I'm not that old." She went back to the hog. "And don't open that beer until the coolers are moved. I don't pay in alcohol for work that hasn't happened yet."

"You're not paying me at all."

"Then consider it a tip for being useful."

He grabbed a beer from the cooler—craft something, local brewery, the kind of thing you couldn't find outside these mountains—and tucked it into his back pocket without opening it. The coolers by the door were heavy, packed with ice and what smelled like the last of last season's venison.

The path to the smokehouse wound behind the kennel, and the hounds pressed against the chain-link as he passed, tails wagging, noses working. He recognized a few from last year's hunt. Good dogs. Well-trained. The kind that didn't bark without reason and didn't quit until the job was done.

Like their owner.

He made three trips before the coolers were moved, and by the time he got back, Frankie had the hog half-broken and was wrapping cuts in butcher paper with the same efficient speed she did everything else.

"Smokehouse is full," he said.

"I know. Deer season starts next month." She tied off a package and set it aside. "You hunt with us last fall?"

"Yeah. Me and three brothers. Stone couldn't make it."

"I remember." She glanced at him—quick, assessing. "You're the quiet one. Big hands, doesn't talk much. My father liked you."

Something shifted in his chest. "I liked him too."

"Most people did. Even the ones he pissed off." A ghost of a smile crossed her face, there and gone. "He had a talent for making enemies and keeping them anyway."

"Sounds like a good man."

"He was a stubborn man. Not always the same thing." She wiped her knife on her jeans and sheathed it at her hip. "But yeah. He was good."

The silence stretched between them, comfortable in a way that surprised him. Bullhead wasn't much for talking—never had been, even before the accident that had driven him out of the timber and into a life that required fewer words and more action. But standing here in the morning light, watching this woman
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