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Frost on the Fence Line

The frost came early that year.

It silvered the fence wire and turned the prairie grass brittle as old bones. Thatcher Roane rode the line before sunup, collar up, hat pulled low, breath rolling white from his mouth and his horse’s nostrils alike.

The land lay quiet, but it wasn’t a peaceful quiet. It was the kind that listened back.

The storm had blown through three nights ago, hard and sudden out of the north. Roane had spent two days pushing strays back toward the south pasture, breaking ice in the creek with the butt of his rifle and checking for drifted calves along the draws. Winter didn’t forgive mistakes. Not from cattle. Not from men.

His bay gelding picked careful steps along the frozen ground. To the east, the fence stretched in a long, sagging line, posts leaning where the frost had heaved them. Beyond it lay open range and trouble.

Roane dismounted near a low dip where the wire ran slack.

He crouched, gloved fingers brushing the post. The earth at its base had been disturbed. Not by weather.

By a shovel.

He stood slowly and scanned the horizon.

No smoke. No riders. Just a pale sky and the far blue smudge of hills.

Someone had cut the wire and reset it clean.

A man could lose half a herd that way before he ever knew it was gone.

Roane tightened the wire with a practiced twist and drove the post deeper with the heel of his boot. He didn’t rush. Rushing made a man sloppy. Sloppy made a man dead.

He rode on.

At the north bend, where the fence turned along a shallow ravine, he found the first carcass.

A steer, half-buried in drifted snow. Hide opened clean along the ribs. Not wolves. Wolves tore and scattered. This was knife work.

The tongue was gone.

Roane stared at it for a long time.

Cattle rustlers marked their kills different ways. Tongue cut meant something. A warning. Or a signature.

He straightened and rested a hand on the worn walnut grip of his revolver.

There was only one outfit close enough and mean enough to try such a thing in winter.

The Ketter boys.

They ran cattle north of the ravine, claiming land they never paid for and water they never dug. Their father had died with a rope burn on his neck and a dozen enemies in the valley. The sons carried the grudges like heirlooms.

Roane swung back into the saddle.

He had no taste for a range war. He was a hired hand, nothing more. The Bar-T spread paid him to mend fence, ride herd, and keep the calves alive through snow and drought. Not to settle blood feuds.

But frost on the fence line was never just frost.

It was a sign.

By midday he reached the ranch house—a squat, wind-beaten structure crouched against the wind like it expected another blow.

Smoke drifted thin from the chimney.

Inside, the stove glowed red. Mrs. Hale stood at the table, sleeves rolled, hands in bread dough. Her husband had been dead six months, thrown from a horse during spring branding. Since then she’d run the Bar-T with a ledger book in one hand and a shotgun in the other.

She didn’t look up when Roane stepped in.

“You find what I think you found?” she asked.
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