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The morning mist still clung low over the pasture when Cricket spotted the scrap of paper half-buried in the mud by the gate. She bent and pulled it free, the wet soil smearing across bold block letters: SEIZURE WARRANT.

Her brow furrowed. She smoothed the sheet against her palm, the ink already bleeding from rain. Whole sentences were jagged, misspelled, thrown together like a schoolboy’s excuse. No case number. No court date. No judge’s seal. Just two names scratched at the bottom: Edgar Scarbro and the Cedar Ridge Chief of Police.

But it was the last line, scrawled beneath them in smaller print, that made her stomach turn:

Enforced by the Parish Commissioner Marion Mercer.

Cricket stared at it, disbelief souring into rage. That Commissioner had no power to seize property — that wasn’t her duty, wasn’t her jurisdiction. And worse still, Cricket didn’t even live inside Cedar Ridge limits. The Commissioner had absolutely no reach on her land for anything. This wasn’t just a forgery — it was arrogance dressed up as law.

She folded the paper in her fist and for a moment stood still, staring over the wide stretch of pasture where her father had raised stock all her life. That land wasn’t just acres and fences. It was Iron Gate — the old boundary marker, the same ridge line her family had held through droughts, hurricanes, wars, and every kind of disaster you can imagine. Whoever controlled Iron Gate controlled the crossing and the trade that flowed with it. Everyone in Cedar Ridge knew that. Everyone had wanted it.

Her father, Henry, had warned her more than once about Clyde Calhoun. He called him “a man who smiles while he’s cutting your throat.” Clyde wanted Iron Gate. So did Edgar Scarbro, with his crooked enterprises. But nobody had tried longer and harder to get their hands on it than Marion Mercer, Cedar Ridge ’s “Double-Dealing” Commissioner, and she was too eager to play both sides of the fence — smiling at church suppers while writing backroom deals with men who ran everything by intimidation.

Now they’d come for her horses, the one thing that kept her payments steady and her place afloat. Take the horses, choke the income, force a default. It wasn’t theft — it was strangulation dressed up in paperwork.

She stormed into town, demanding an audience with the sheriff. She slapped the warrant across his desk, voice tight. “My horses are gone, and this is what I found on my land. I want to file charges.”

The sheriff looked at the page, then leaned back, arms folded. “Those horses weren’t stolen, Cricket. They were seized. In government care now.”

“In whose care?” she shot back.

He only shrugged. “Can’t say.”

Next came the district attorney. Same story — a quick glance, a smirk, a shake of the head. “Looks official enough to me. Nothing I can do.”

Cricket sat with the mayor, Rebekah Dancey and begged for her support but even with empathy in her eyes she still shook her head a deafening “No”

Finally, she tried the Range Warden’s office . Clyde Calhoun himself sat behind the desk, smug as ever. It killed her to even face him, knowing he’d had a hand in this from the start.

“I don’t deal in animal cruelty cases,” he said, lips twitching.

“Cruelty? There is no cruelty and you know it — this is horse theft!”

Clyde tapped the fake warrant with his fat finger and grinned. “Pretty sloppy work,” he said. “But it’s binding enough.”

Cricket’s fists clenched. “A real judge would never sign this. And the Commissioner doesn’t even have jurisdiction over my land.”

Calhoun only chuckled, treating her words like a child’s tantrum. And when she demanded to speak with his superior, Mrs. Regina Casey, the response came sharp and quick: “Casey, she doesn’t deal with local disputes. You’re wasting your time.”

They laughed like it was a joke. Nobody claimed to know anything, but their eyes told the truth — they knew everything, and they’d all agreed to look the other way.

By the time Cricket walked back into the street, her rage had burned into a consuming fire. This wasn’t confusion. It wasn’t incompetence. It was a wall of cover-ups, backs being patted, the whole town leadership closing ranks around Edgar Scarbro and the Commissioner.

Her horses weren’t in government care. They’d been stolen in broad daylight — and every office sworn to uphold the law had signed their silence to the theft.

Cricket stopped on the courthouse steps and looked back down Main Street, the paper still clenched in her hand. The whole town felt different now — like a stage set built on lies, everyone smiling while the floorboards rotted beneath their boots.

She tucked the warrant into her coat, voice low and bright as a match.

“They think they can take what’s mine? Fine. I’ll make them famous — for all the wrong reasons. I’ll light a fire they can’t put out, and it’ll burn every rotten secret into the open.”

And with that, she drove back toward Iron Gate, the blaze in her chest hotter than the morning sun; miles away another call was already being made — one that would pull Penny and Kip straight into the storm she had just stepped into.

The trouble Marion Mercer had stirred was already riding the back roads, carrying word to the kind of people who didn’t look the other way.

Penny Lowery, horse for hire with a reputation for going where lawmen wouldn’t, and Kip — a quiet, wall of steel who knew the back roads, and knew Cricket. Together, they were about to step into the fight of their lives.




2 - The Call

The tide breathed in long, even pulls, slow as a sleeping giant. Penny Lowery matched her roan mare’s rhythm to the water’s hush, leather creaking with each step along the packed ribbon of sand. Gulls wheeled and tattled overhead. The wind salted her lips. On other mornings she’d ridden hard and let the horse fly until both their lungs burned, but lately she found she liked the stillness—liked being one small, ordinary thing inside a larger quiet.

Sixteen years of chasing stolen horses had a way of making quiet feel like a miracle. Sixteen years of midnight corrals and false papers, of barns that looked like churches until you smelled the blood on the boards, of men who’d cut a brand off a living animal with the same care they’d trim a cigar. Crime, mobs, corruption, cash—always the cash—piled in coolers

and glove boxes, passed hand to hand with a grin and a lie. It was never just horses. Like a gateway into the underworld horses have and would always be an introduction into other worlds. The worlds she had seen were gruesome. She’d taken it all into her body like smoke: the stakeouts, the bolted doors, the bad coffee, the wordless nods of deputies who’d look anywhere but where they should be.

She’d told herself this morning was different. This was the beginning of the quiet part. She’d even said it out loud in the kitchen, to no one, just to hear how it sounded: I’m.done.

The roan flicked an ear back at her, catching the small confession, and Penny smiled. “Yeah, sweet Peach. We’re done.”

Her phone vibrated against her thigh. Once, twice, a persistent hum. She thought about letting it ride, watching it shiver itself to death in her pocket. Instead she reined in, breathed, and slid the phone out. The screen glowed against the bright morning.

Kip – Texas Rangers.

“Not today,” she said to the surf, but the mare had already stopped, square and patient, as if she sensed there were some calls that weren’t meant to slide to voicemail.

Penny thumbed the green circle and pressed the speaker to her ear. “No,” she said, before he could open his mouth. “Don’t even say it, Kip. We already cut the cake on my happy trails.”

On the other end, the wind whispered through a line. She could see him taking off his gold rimmed Ray Bans to stare her straight through with his crystal clear blue eyes. Kip didn’t clear his throat or launch into his usual barbed word patterns. When he spoke, his voice was tight. “Penny. Listen a second.”

“You know what I’m doing Kip? I’m staring at the Gulf and minding my own business.”

“I got a friend who needs help. Penny this… this isn’t a normal case.”

“They never are.” Penny replied flatly

“Paper,” he said. “Black and white. Not a rumor. Not some ranch hand who heard a thing in a bar from a cousin twice removed. Real documents. A trail straight up to the Capitol.”

Penny closed her eyes, letting the salt air chill the back of her neck. “You’re not calling about horses.”

“I’m calling about Edgar Scarbro.” Kip stated with a firm thud

Her hand still went on the reins. The mare sighed, one big horse breath. Penny could taste copper in her mouth, old adrenaline waking up like a snake in the sun. The name was a stone dropped in calm water; rings rippled outward across years of bad snapshots and cold trails.

“Take the bounty,” she said, forcing lightness she didn’t feel. “Shoot, Kip, take the credit. I’ll clap from my porch.”

Long silence. Wind. A far gull laughed like a drunk. Kip said quietly, “This one needs you.”

“I’m retired.” Penny stated soundly

“You read him better than anyone.” Kip replied

“Retired,” she repeated, and made it flat.

“Where he is matters.” Kip shot back

She almost asked where, but she had rules about questions that fed themselves. Kip understood the pause. “Louisiana.”

Her laugh came out rough and out the corner of her mouth , “Kip. There isn’t a lawful man in that whole state.”

“It gets worse,” he said. “ The Devil’s Backbone.”

The old map unrolled in her head: pine and river and oil scar; slash-burn fields; parishes stitched together with roads that could turn honest men crooked. In that strip of land between states—No Man’s Land, folks called it when they wanted to sound romantic about a place that could swallow you whole—families didn’t die so much as grow new branches that twisted into courthouse chairs and sheriff seats and service stations that traded gas for gossip. Even Jesse James had walked softly on those dirt roads.

Penny’s jaw tightened. She’d lost good horses to those woods, and better friends to the Sabine River’s slow mouth. Burr Ferry Bridge. The words passed through her like a chill. Bodies had a way of washing up there, and when they didn’t wash up, everyone learned to stop asking.

“That’s exactly where he’d go,” she said. “Protected. In plain sight.”

“Paper trail’s real,” Kip said. “We’ve hunted him for years, Penny, and all we ever had were ghost prints and men who suddenly forgot how to talk. This time there are documents. A straight line between the range wardens and the parish clerks, between campaign funds and backdoor auctions. Sheriffs, Commissioners, up to the governor’s office. All roads run to Edgar Scarbro.”

“How’s your friend sitting on all that without being dead?” Penny asked.

“She’s been careful thus far but it is heating up. She isn’t safe anymore,” he said, and the word was too small to hold the fear underneath. “And she knows who to trust. Which is why my gut told me to call you.”

“Because in Louisiana the Badge comes with a warning label,” Penny said.

“Because in Louisiana,” Kip echoed, “the Badge comes with cousins.”

The roan stamped once, impatient in the sun. Penny shifted in the saddle, edges of the leather familiar against her thighs. The horse turned her head to watch the surf, unbothered with human troubles.

“Where’s the hand off?” Penny asked, hating the part of herself that leaned forward to hear the answer.

“Newton County,” he said. “Texas side. You still got friends.”

“Brent and Shelly,” she said automatically. Posse roundups, dust and laughter, a tin coffee cup passed hand to hand at dawn. Brent with his thousand-yard stare and soft voice long winded stories, Shelly with her quick wrists and quicker brain. They’d kept their names clean by staying careful. “Haven’t seen them in years.”

“They’ll be glad to see you,” Kip said. “They’ll be more glad if you come armed with your old instincts. This is their fight too in their own backyard.

Penny slid the phone into her pocket and let the mare step forward again. Water hissed up around the horse’s hooves and withdrew. She rode a dozen paces in silence, speaker still on, open line carrying the sound of her saddle leather and Kip’s breath.

“How solid?” she asked finally. “On a scale of ‘some guy’s bar napkin’ to ‘a judge puts his pen to it with both hands’?”

“Closer to the pen,” Kip said. “Too much to send. Not smart to speak aloud. But it’s there.”

Penny licked salt from her teeth and found herself smiling, small and involuntary. There. After years of smoke, something with weight.

“You’re not telling me everything,” she said.

“I’m telling you what keeps her breathing,” he said. “I’m telling you she can make the hand off at a produce stand off Texas highway if you’re there before noon tomorrow. I’m telling you once you see the first folder, you’ll know the rest are exactly what I said. And I’m telling you if we move officially on this, the papers burn and the people vanish.”

“So we don’t move officially?” Penny asked

“Not yet.” Kip breathed.

“Means I don’t tell you what I see,” Penny said. “Means I don’t tell anyone. Means I go quiet.”

“You always did your best work in silence.” Kip grinned through the phone

Penny laughed once. It surprised her how clean it sounded. You manipulative two-bit hustler,” she shot back, her voice carrying that mix of bite and respect only Penny could pull off. And in that instant, he pictured her standing right there.

Penny Lowery in her mid-fifties, cowboy-cut jeans worn soft with years, Cognac boots polished but scarred from the road. Hat brim pulled low, but her gaze lifted sharply from underneath — hazel eyes flecked with gold, the kind that pinned a man to his place. Her warm auburn hair streaked gray like lightning across a storm sky, forewarning the sheer hellfire she could rain down. Lines marked her face, but not with weakness; they were carved by grit, etched deep with survival. She stood in his memory like an oak at the river’s edge, weathered, unbending, impossible to ignore.

Their first meeting had been a clash, a tangle of sparks and tempers, neither one willing to give an inch. But the years had turned that storm into steel. She had become more than a rival. She was his ally, his friend — one of the strongest counterparts he had ever known. His esteem for her ran deep, carved from fire and trial. Her legal skills were deadly as the old colt she carried, but she had long given up court rooms and counsel. She went private years ago, known and paid by the highest elites to hunt down the deadliest of people, to pursue a different face of justice. Penny didn’t have a card, but if it did it would simply read Penny Lowery Horse for Hire.

“You still there?” her voice cut back across the wire, sharp as spurs on wood.

“Yeah,” Kip said, lowering his tone. “Just remembering how the storm looked when you first walked in.”

“Storms clear,” Penny replied. “But they leave the ground stronger if you survive ’em.”

He smiled into the silence that followed. “That’s why I don’t take your words lightly, Penny.”

She ended the call without saying goodbye and sat a while with the surf for company. The mare cocked a hip and rested, one back leg bent, the relaxed stance of a horse who knows there’s no hurry until there is.

Penny let herself picture it: a life without sirens, without the prickly heat of being watched. Coffee that tasted like something other than a gas station. A small book left open on a kitchen table. The grocery list didn’t include ballistic gel or bleach. She’d bought this ranch and the quiet it promised because she believed—she wanted to believe—that you could step out of a life and the door would stay shut behind you.

Then she pictured Edgar Scarbro: slick boots, lazy grin. The way he’d passed her at a livestock show once—close enough for her to feel the musk of his cologne—and had not even looked at her, not exactly, just past her. As if he knew she would never be able to prove a thing that mattered. As if the law were a horse he’d broken long ago. Riding high without consequences.

Penny turned the roan with a squeeze of her calf, and the mare obeyed with a soft snort, angling up the beach toward the scrub and the narrow trail home. The barn roof winked in the sun beyond the dunes, tin flashing like a signal. She counted the steps from the gate to the tack room, from the tack room to the kitchen, from the kitchen to the gun safe. The arithmetic steadied her heartbeat, made a rhythm she could ride.

In the barn, the roan blew and shook her mane eager to be first to tell the others. Penny loosened the cinch with practiced hands, slid the saddle to the rack, ran the currycomb in circles that drew up dust and the day’s salt. She oiled the bit, checked the girth, did the small reverent tasks that made a life feel clean and true. When she was done, she pressed her forehead to the mare’s, breathed in hay and horse, old leather and oil.

“Just a ride,” she told the horse. “See where it goes.”

Peaches ear flicked back, unimpressed.

Inside the house, the silence waited. Penny walked through it like a museum she owned but did not live in. On the counter sat the knife she’d used to cut a lemon this morning. A percolator of coffee with the lid off. A birthday card from a niece she loved in a way that required distance to stay pure. On the wall, an old map of Texas and Louisiana, river blue and county pink, the Sabine Road traced like a healed scar.

She opened the gun safe, took what she needed and what she might, rolled each thing in cloth like a careful thief. When she got to the bottom shelf, her fingers found the small tin box she hadn’t touched in years. Inside: a photograph of three people on a fence rail, brims low, eyes bright—Penny, Brent, Shelly—back when sleep was optional and rules were only good for other people. She tucked the photo in the inside pocket of her jacket.

The bag came together quickly: clean shirt, socks, a book she might not open. In the pantry she pulled a jar of pickled okra and another of pears, thought better of the pears, left both. She took the coffee instead.

At the door she paused, hand on the knob, and for the first time since the phone vibrated against her thigh, doubt visited. Kip could be wrong. His friend could be bait. Edgar Scarbro could be laughing his way through another daylight parade. Louisiana was a mouth with many throats; people slipped down the wrong one and were gone before they knew they were being swallowed.

But the quiet life, she realized, required something she was not yet ready to give: the belief that justice—if it came at all—could come from someone else’s hands. She wasn’t built for that kind of faith.

She set the house alarm, the tone a polite chirp. Outside, the day had shifted; heat climbed, cicadas starting up in the live oaks like static. Penny locked the barn and walked the fence line once, eyes on the ground the way she always did, reading signs out of habit—coons, a stray dog, the small neat print of a rabbit who knew what shade tasted like.

Back in the truck, she turned the key and felt the engine catch deep and sure. The glove box coughed up a road atlas soft with use; she flattened the Louisiana page on the passenger seat and traced the route with her finger. Newton County first. A handshake and a memory. Then east, where the road thinned, where the pines closed in and the river wore its secrets like jewelry. Burr Ferry Bridge. That quick turn down highway 111 was always different from other places. One hundred years ago, folks were Texans before the river had shifted its course, living close to the land. Bartering and growing their own needs in a way that felt almost native in a very tight knit culture; modern life layered over something much older.. But there was a darker side too. Things happened out there and the riverbanks kept their secrets. The dark current of the river kept them from coming into the light.

She could almost see him—Edgar Scarbro—promenading under that open sky of his, shoulders loose, sure he was untouchable. Maybe he was. For now.

Penny put the truck in gear. One thing at a time. Newton first but it was going to be a long drive across God’s country to get her there. Red dirt spit under the tires, trailer lights blinked. Penny and Peaches made their way to No Man’s Land. As she turned onto the county road, she rehearsed the first lie she’d tell Kip when he called back. Meanwhile, I’m just taking a drive. Silence was safer—for her, for him, for anyone who might sit down across from her in the next forty-eight hours and decide whether to keep breathing.

At the stop sign by the bait shop, she reached into her jacket and touched the hard corner of the photo. Brent’s hat tipping back as he laughed. Shelly’s eyes half-lidded in the sun. There were still a few people who’d answer when she knocked, who’d remember the rules of the old game and play them without needing everything explained.

She turned left. The Gulf fell behind in the mirror, blue and pretending it didn’t hold wrecks on its floor. Ahead, the pines kept their own counsel. Penny rolled the window down and let the air slap her awake.

“Just a ride,” she said again, and this time she didn’t bother to lie to herself. The trail was already in her nose. Her heart had already found the old pace—steady, steady, steady— waiting for the cue.

Across the Sabine, the right hand of injustice moved its pieces. Penny Lowery smiled without heat and started setting traps
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