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	Prologue

	The fence went down at 4:17 in the morning.

	That was the first thing I saw when I stepped out onto the narrow metal landing above the stables with a mug of coffee in one hand and my phone in the other. The second thing I noticed was the sky, still dark but starting to pale at the edges, the kind of dull gray-blue that made everything look unfinished. The third was Jasper, one of our older therapy horses, standing too close to the break in the far paddock with his head lifted like he already knew this day had started badly and planned to make sure it stayed that way.

	“Don’t you dare,” I muttered into the chill.

	The city sat in the distance beyond the ranch, all glass and steel and money, still lit up from the night. From here, Austin looked like two different places forced to share the same skin. Downtown shimmered like it had never known dust, while out here the ground cracked in the heat, the wood warped, the bills stacked up, and things broke before sunrise.

	My phone buzzed in my hand.

	LUCAS:
 You awake or did you finally die under a pile of invoices

	I snorted and typed back with one thumb.

	ME:
 Fence is down

	Three dots appeared almost immediately.

	LUCAS:
 That feels symbolic

	He wasn’t wrong.

	I set the coffee on the railing and headed down the stairs two at a time, boots hitting metal hard enough to wake the quiet. The barn smelled like hay, leather, horse sweat, and the faint bite of disinfectant from yesterday’s cleanup. Familiar enough to feel like part of my skin. Grounding enough to keep me moving before my brain could start its usual 5 a.m. spiral about debt and deadlines and all the ways a place like this could disappear while you were still standing inside it.

	Jasper huffed when I reached the paddock, old and patient and somehow still judgmental. The fence post had split clean near the base. Dry rot. Or bad luck. Those were basically the same thing lately.

	I slid through the gate, pressed a hand to Jasper’s neck, and felt the warm velvet shift of muscle beneath his coat.

	“You’re fine,” I said, more to myself than to him.

	The horses always knew when I was lying.

	A truck passed on the road beyond the property, tires whispering over asphalt. Somewhere farther off, a train horn cut through the morning, low and long. Then came the smaller sounds: a wind chime from the house next door, the hum of the arena lights, the restless scrape of a hoof against dirt. The ranch always woke in pieces. I liked that about it. Nothing here arrived all at once. Not trouble, not grief, not even light.

	I crouched beside the broken post and ran a hand over the splintered wood. Another repair. Another cost. Another thing I’d patch myself because hiring help meant money I didn’t have and asking for help in general made my teeth hurt.

	The equestrian therapy center had been my dad’s dream first. Mine second. Maybe that was the problem. Dreams were easier when they belonged to someone dead. They stopped changing on you. Stopped asking whether you still wanted them. Stopped noticing the way you lay awake at night doing math in your head until numbers turned into something mean and personal.

	I straightened, took a sip of cold coffee, and stared at the barn.

	Rivera Riding & Recovery.

	The sign near the front gate still had my father’s name under the logo in faded script, because paying to replace it felt obscene when the arena roof leaked during storms. He’d built this place from borrowed money and stubbornness. Ten acres on the edge of a city growing too fast to care what had been here before. A barn, two paddocks, a therapy room, a tiny office that used to be a tack room, and a mission that sounded noble enough in grant applications to make people emotional for exactly five minutes before they moved on with their lives.

	We worked with kids dealing with trauma. Vets. Adults relearning trust in bodies that had failed them or been failed by other people first. Horses were good for that. Better than people, usually. Horses met you where you were. They didn’t ask you to explain every scar before deciding what to do with you.

	My dad used to say healing looked ordinary while it was happening. Someone brushing a horse in silence. Someone showing up twice in one week instead of once. Someone learning to breathe again without calling it bravery.

	He died three years ago in late August, when the air was thick enough to chew and everything smelled like hot dirt and cut grass. Heart attack. Fast. Brutal. One minute he was dragging feed bags from the truck, cursing his knees, telling me to stop buying generic coffee because it tasted like regret. The next he was gone and I was standing in an emergency room hallway under fluorescent lights trying to remember how old I was.

	Twenty-five then. Twenty-eight now. Old enough to know grief didn’t get smaller. You just got better at building your day around it.

	My phone buzzed again.

	LUCAS:
 Need backup?

	ME:
 For a fence?

	LUCAS:
 Emotionally

	I looked out across the paddock, at the broken line of wood and wire, at the sky starting to bruise pink at the edges.

	ME:
 No

	Another pause.

	LUCAS:
 That was a test and you failed

	I smiled despite myself.

	Lucas had been trying to bully me into functioning like a normal person since college, which was hilarious because he himself functioned like a man held together by iced coffee, eyeliner, and bad decisions. We’d met at nineteen when I was taking community college classes during the day and working at a feed store at night. He’d wandered in looking for a birthday gift for a woman he’d been dating for two weeks, picked up a rhinestone-studded dog collar, and asked if it counted as romantic or threatening. We’d been stuck with each other ever since.

	He worked nights at a queer bar downtown now, one of those places with cheap whiskey, sticky floors, and the kind of bathrooms where half the city had cried at least once. He knew everyone. He flirted like it was a form of cardio. He called me out with the precision of a surgeon.

	He also knew not to push too hard before sunrise.

	I shoved the phone into my back pocket and got to work.

	By six, my T-shirt was damp at the spine and dust clung to my forearms. The light had fully arrived, flattening everything in gold and pale heat. The city skyline looked closer now, sharp and smug over the horizon. Jasper had lost interest in my struggle and moved to the far side of the paddock with the superior air of a retired king.

	A car pulled into the gravel lot by the main building.

	I didn’t bother looking up right away. We had an early volunteer sometimes on Tuesdays, and one of the therapists came in before seven if she couldn’t sleep. I hammered a brace into place and wiped sweat from my temple with the back of my wrist.

	Then the engine cut, and instead of hearing the usual slam of a truck door or the soft rattle of someone unloading bags, I heard something cleaner. More expensive. A car door shutting with the kind of solid weight that belonged to a vehicle with leather seats and a payment plan large enough to ruin a man’s month.

	That got my attention.

	I turned.

	A black SUV sat by the office, already dusted along the tires from the road in. Not local ranch dust either. The fine, city-adjacent kind that never really settled. For a second all I felt was annoyance. Then my stomach pulled tight for no reason I could explain.

	The driver’s side door opened.

	A woman in a navy blazer stepped out first, maybe forty, sharp posture, tablet in hand. Not a volunteer. Definitely not a therapist. She looked around once, taking in the paddocks, the barn, the weathered sign near the gate, the therapy garden we’d planted with two grants and a lot of begging.

	Then she moved to the passenger side and opened the rear door.

	A man got out.

	Not my age exactly. Early thirties, maybe. Tall enough to make the SUV look smaller than it should have. Broad shoulders under a light button-down rolled once at the forearms. Dark jeans, polished boots, expensive watch catching the morning sun. Blond hair cut close enough to look deliberate. The kind of face people trusted before they should: straight nose, hard mouth, eyes too clear to read from this distance.

	He didn’t move like someone lost.

	He moved like someone arriving.

	I stayed where I was with the hammer hanging loose at my side and the repaired section of fence still unfinished behind me. Something about him irritated me instantly. Maybe it was the clothes that didn’t belong out here. Maybe it was the way he stood still for a beat, taking in the property like he’d seen maps of it first. Maybe it was just instinct. Horses had it. So did I, when I bothered to listen.

	The woman said something to him. He nodded once. Then both of them started toward the barn.

	My mood, already limping, went straight to hell.

	I stepped out through the gate and met them halfway across the yard. Gravel crunched under their shoes. The air smelled like dust warming fast and coffee gone cold in my mug up on the landing. Behind us, one of the horses snorted.

	“Can I help you?” I asked.

	The woman glanced at the man as if he were the one expected to answer. That landed about as well as you’d think.

	He took off his sunglasses. Blue eyes. Not soft blue. Not summer-sky blue. The colder kind. The kind that looked like they could strip a person down to motive and weakness in under a minute.

	“Ethan Rivera?” he asked.

	His voice surprised me. Low, steady, clean-edged. City voice. Boardroom voice. Not Texas-born, or maybe too trained to show it.

	I didn’t like that he knew my name.

	“Who’s asking?”

	He almost smiled. It wasn’t friendly.

	“Mason Thornton.”

	Nothing in the name meant anything to me, but the way he said it suggested I should have recognized it. His gaze slid once over my shoulder to the barn, the paddocks, the office. Calculating. Measured. Like he was fitting dollar amounts over everything he saw.

	The woman stepped in then, handing me a business card before I could decide whether to tell them both to get back in the SUV and drive into the lake.

	“Dana Pike,” she said. “I’m with Thornton Development Group.”

	The card was thick, cream-colored, embossed. Of course it was.

	I looked from it to Mason and felt something hard settle in my chest.

	There had been rumors for months. Developers buying up old properties east of town, pushing farther out, turning open land into luxury homes with names like Saddle Ridge and Prairie View even when there wasn’t a prairie or a saddle anywhere near them. Money moved faster than weather in Austin now. Whole neighborhoods disappeared under polished branding and floor-to-ceiling windows. People talked about growth like it was holy, like no one got priced out of their own life to make it happen.

	The ranch sat in the path of that growth. I’d known that for years.

	Still, knowing a storm was possible wasn’t the same as watching it walk toward you in expensive boots.

	“What do you want?” I asked.

	Dana started to answer, but Mason cut in.

	“We’d like to discuss the property.”

	The property.

	Not the center. Not the ranch. Not the work we did here. Just land. Dirt. Acreage. A thing without memory.

	I laughed once, sharp and humorless. “You drove all the way out here to discuss it at seven in the morning?”

	“It seemed better than surprising you later.”

	I looked at the SUV, the tablet in Dana’s hand, the calm on his face. “This feels pretty surprising to me.”

	A flicker there, quick enough I could’ve imagined it. Interest maybe. Amusement. He seemed like the kind of man who enjoyed resistance as long as it stayed manageable.

	“Well,” he said, “you’re up.”

	I stared at him. Every instinct in me went hot and alert. He wasn’t flirting. He wasn’t trying to charm me. That would’ve been easier to deal with. No, this was worse. He was watching me with the cool attention of someone used to winning, and for some reason that made me want to step closer instead of back.

	I hated that immediately.

	“I have clients coming in later,” I said. “Whatever pitch you prepared, save it.”

	Dana opened her tablet. Mason didn’t look away from me.

	“We’re making an offer,” he said.

	The words landed like a fist.

	There it was. Clean. Simple. Violent in a suit-and-tie kind of way.

	I thought of the mortgage statements on my desk upstairs. The emails from donors I hadn’t answered yet. The roof patch I’d been pretending could wait until fall. My father’s handwriting in the margins of old lesson schedules. The therapy room walls painted by volunteers who cried more than the children some days. Every small ordinary thing that made this place a life instead of a number on a map.

	“No,” I said.

	Dana blinked. Mason didn’t.

	“You haven’t heard the figure.”

	“I don’t need to.”

	His gaze dropped to the hammer in my hand, the sweat on my shirt, the dust on my jeans. Then back to my face.

	“That’s not how negotiations work.”

	I took one step toward him. Not enough to touch, but enough to make the space between us feel intentional.

	“Good thing this isn’t one.”

	For the first time, his mouth changed. Barely. Not a smile. Something narrower. Sharper. Like I’d become more interesting than the file he’d read before getting here.

	Wind moved across the yard, carrying the smell of cedar and dry grass. Somewhere behind me, metal clanged against wood in the barn. The city gleamed in the distance, already heating up, already hungry.

	Mason Thornton stood in front of me like a man who had come to buy a piece of my life.

	And I already knew I was going to hate him.

	He slipped his sunglasses into the front of his shirt, glanced once more at the ranch, then looked at me like this wasn’t over, like he had all the time and money in the world and fully expected both to work in his favor.

	“Mr. Rivera,” he said, calm as morning, “this is just the beginning.”

	He was wrong about one thing.

	The beginning had started before he ever showed up.

	It started with a dead father, a failing bank balance, a fence broken before dawn, and a city creeping closer every day like it meant to swallow us whole.

	But as he stood there in the gravel with the skyline behind him and the sun catching hard at the edge of his jaw, I understood something ugly and immediate.

	Some beginnings arrive looking exactly like the thing that might ruin you.

	And at seven twelve in the morning, with dust on my hands and his business card cutting into my palm, I watched the man step onto my land and knew the day had only gotten worse.

	I turned back toward the broken fence.

	Behind me, his footsteps followed.

	 


Chapter 1

	The Man Who Came to Take Everything

	By the time Mason Thornton finally stopped walking, I was already done pretending this was a normal Tuesday.

	He stood a few feet from me in the yard with his city-boy calm and his polished boots getting dust on them for the first time in their pampered lives. Dana Pike hovered at his side with her tablet tucked against her ribs like she expected me to snatch it and throw it into the horse trough.

	Honestly, the thought had promise.

	I set the hammer down on the fence rail hard enough to make a sharp metal crack ring through the morning. Jasper lifted his head from across the paddock, unimpressed. The sun had climbed higher in the last ten minutes, burning off the last of the dawn cool, and sweat was already drying in a thin film between my shoulder blades.
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