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A fall doesn’t just bruise the body. It cracks open everything you’ve spent years 

refusing to look at. 

When Anna Whitford comes off her golden Lusitano mid-schooling session, 

she assumes it’s bad luck — until a tack log surfaces with a signature that 

doesn’t belong to anyone at Maple Run. The barn’s sharpest working student, 

Emily Cade, isn’t willing to call it an accident either. Someone altered Anna’s 

bridle on purpose. The only question is who, and why. 

The answer reaches back further than either of them expects — to a trainer 

Anna left four years ago without ever saying goodbye, and to a newcomer 

named Blythe Fox, who arrives at Maple Run with a talented, watchful 

Oldenburg and no idea she’s about to become someone else’s weapon. 

As the investigation pulls at the barn’s careful surface, it uncovers a barn’s 

worth of quiet, accumulated griefs: a working student who doesn’t know if she’s 

good enough without someone else’s name behind her, a boarder who’s spent 

years measuring her worth against everyone else’s success, a trainer who 

confuses control for care and calls the difference standards. What Anna finds 

isn’t a single villain so much as the long shadow of her own silence — and the 

cost of letting other people author the story of what happened to her. 

With nine days until the biggest competition of her career, Anna has to decide 

what matters more: solving the mystery, or finally riding the test as herself. 

Mystery at Maple Run Riding School is a story about rivals who become allies, about the 

particular honesty horses demand that people often can’t manage with each other, and about 

what it costs — and what it’s worth — to stop protecting the people who hurt you by staying 

quiet about it. 

For anyone who has ever trusted the wrong person, loved a horse more than 

they expected to, or wondered what they were still carrying long after they 

thought they’d set it down. 
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For every rider who listens when the horse 

speaks softly, and for every friend who turns 

rivalry into trust beneath the maple trees. 
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Chapter 1 

A Fall, a Missing Bit 

❧ 

Malibu’s tack clinked like impatient jewelry as the indoor arena doors shuddered 

open, and the sound snapped through Anna Whitford’s nerves like a snapped 

girth strap. 

She stood in the corridor outside the tack room and swung her leg forward 

and back, slow and deliberate, the way her first trainer had taught her before 

that trainer became someone she didn’t think about anymore. The fall was still a 

bruise under her skin — bright, hot, and stubbornly present — and the 

swinging helped, or she told herself it did. It was something to do with her body 

while her mind kept replaying the sequence: the transition, the spook, the long 

moment of wrongness before the floor. Someone had already tossed her helmet 

on a hook and called it fine, but fine didn’t stop her hands from shaking when 

she reached for her gloves. 

The corridor smelled of leather oil, sweet shavings, and the faint metallic 

tang of adrenaline that always lingered after a bad fall — or maybe that was just 

her. Maple Run Riding School had only been open four years, which meant the 

smell of the place hadn’t fully settled yet. It still had that ambitious odor, part 

new construction, part the specific anxiety of people trying to establish 

themselves somewhere that hadn’t decided what it was. The arenas were bright 

and wide. The footing was excellent. The politics were intricate in the way that 

only newer places could manage, where everyone was still performing 

competence and belonging and nobody had enough history to know who 

actually deserved to be trusted. 

Anna had been at Maple Run for fourteen months. Long enough to know 

which boarders’ horses got the extra attention, which working students had 

Gina Harrison’s quiet respect versus her polite tolerance, which feed times ran 

late on weekends. Not long enough for any of it to feel like home. She 

suspected that particular feeling might be unavailable to her here, though she 

hadn’t said that to anyone. 

She found her gloves on the shelf where she’d left them — tucked neatly 

under the edge of her helmet bag, which was itself tucked neatly beside Malibu’s 

bridle hook. She was a neat person in the barn. It was something she’d been 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

8 

trained into so young that it felt like character, though she understood now that 

it was just discipline mistaken for identity. Her first trainer had insisted on it. A 

tidy tack space is a tidy mind, Sutton Moore had said, more than once, in that 

voice she had — quiet until it mattered, then suddenly decisive in a way that 

foreclosed argument. Anna had organized her tack with military precision for 

seven years and continued doing it now out of habit, the same way she 

continued checking her bit before every ride, or had until three days ago when 

she’d trusted the pre-check log and paid for it on the arena floor. 

She pulled the gloves on and tried not to think about Sutton. 

This was not always a thing she succeeded at. 

The indoor arena at Maple Run had a viewing gallery along the long side — 

a raised walkway with a wooden railing, close enough to the action that you 

could hear a rider’s breath if the footing was quiet. Emily Cade was stationed at 

the far end of it, near the tack logs clipboard station, her shoulders squared and 

her voice low enough to keep the trouble from hearing itself. She had been 

watching the schooling session the way she watched everything: like it was a 

puzzle she could solve with her eyes alone, information she was owed by the 

universe if she just looked carefully enough. 

Anna had noticed Emily the way you noticed someone whose competence 

was slightly inconvenient — which was to say, immediately and with something 

that was not quite resentment but lived in the same neighborhood. Emily was 

twenty-nine, same as Anna, but she moved through the barn without any of the 

self-consciousness Anna had spent years trying to shed. She tacked up without 

checking whether anyone was watching. She gave corrections to the working 

students under her without apology. She rode Prince — her off- the-track 

Thoroughbred, all heart and no pedigree — with the same matter-of-fact 

authority she brought to everything else, as if she and the horse had simply 

agreed to be excellent together and that was the end of it. 

What Emily had not been born with, Anna understood, was any of the 

infrastructure that made excellence easier. No family money behind the horses. 

No trainer with a national reputation who’d spotted her at fourteen and said 

you, come here. Emily Cade had built everything she had from the working 

student stipend, the early mornings, the favors accumulated and repaid and 

accumulated again. She’d arrived at Maple Run two years before Anna with a 

rescue OTTB and a reputation in the barn community that had nothing to do 

with bloodlines and everything to do with the fact that she simply did not stop. 
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Anna had found this admirable in the abstract and exhausting in the 

specific, because Emily’s presence made her own advantages feel like 

accusations. 

Now Emily held a pencil as if it might confess. The room smelled of leather 

oil, sweet shavings, the faint metallic tang of adrenaline that always lingered 

after a bad fall. Fans rattled overhead, forcing a warm draft through the 

crowded space, stirring every loose strand of hay and every whisper of gossip. 

Anna could hear two boarders near the gate talking in the careful, slightly 

elevated voices people used when they wanted to be overheard and maintain 

deniability. She caught the words bit and pre-check and someone should have 

before she decided not to hear anymore. 

“I swear he didn’t do that trot-spook before,” Anna said. She had crossed 

the gallery without deciding to, and now she was standing beside Emily, which 

had not been the plan. The plan had been to collect her gloves and go back to 

Malibu’s stall and be alone with her horse for a while. But her feet had made 

their own decision. 

Emily didn’t look up. “You’re not listening to the horse,” she said. “You’re 

listening to yourself.” 

Anna felt the words land in her chest with the particular accuracy of things 

that are both unfair and correct. “He was scheduled for dressage schooling. He 

was supposed to be—” 

“Steady. Polished. Obedient.” Emily finally looked up, and her eyes were 

calm in a way that Anna found infuriating — the calm of someone who had 

never expected the world to arrange itself according to her needs. “Instead he 

startled mid-tune-up and you met the floor. What changed between Tuesday’s 

ride and today?” 

The bit, Anna didn’t say. Because saying it meant accepting that something 

had been done to Malibu’s tack — not misplaced, not mishandled through 

ordinary barn chaos, but deliberately altered or removed — and she wasn’t 

ready to accept that yet. It felt theatrical. It felt like the kind of thing that 

happened to people whose lives had a different shape than hers. She was a 

careful person. She checked things. She had simply — just this once — trusted 

the log. 

“Someone had already signed off on the pre-check,” Anna said instead, and 

even she could hear how thin it sounded. 
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Emily set her pencil down with a patience that was its own kind of criticism. 

“Show me the log.” 

Malibu was a Lusitano, golden as late afternoon, with a mane that caught the 

light like it had a secret. He was sixteen-two and compact in the way that the 

Iberian breeds were compact — not small, exactly, but organized, every part of 

him arranged with the specific efficiency of centuries of selection for collection 

and cadence and the kind of responsiveness that meant your seat was never 

private. When Anna was right, he was transcendent. When she was fractured, he 

told on her immediately, and there was no hiding it from anyone watching. 

She had bought him four years ago with the money from her grandmother’s 

estate and the conviction — quiet, stubborn, a little reckless — that this was the 

horse who could take her where she needed to go. She was not sure, even now, 

that she had been wrong. She was just not sure anymore where that was. 

The championship was in eleven days. The Maple Run Open, which drew 

competitors from six states and which Gina Harrison had been building toward 

for two years with the focused energy of someone who understood that a 

facility’s reputation was made or broken at events like this. Anna had entered 

the Prix St. Georges. It was the first time she’d entered at that level in three 

years — since before she’d left her last situation, before the disruption that 

she’d been calling a transition in her own head until recently, when she’d started 

calling it by its more honest name. Since before Sutton. 

She didn’t have to place well. She told herself that often enough that it had 

almost stopped feeling like a lie. She just had to go in and ride the test and 

demonstrate to herself and to Gina and to the small, watchful community of 

dressage people who knew her name that she was still someone who competed 

at that level. That the last three years had been a recalibration and not a retreat. 

The fall complicated that narrative somewhat. 

The tack room at Maple Run had a clipboard station on the east wall, eight 

hooks wide, each one labeled with a horse’s name in the neat printed hand of 

whoever had set up the system — Anna suspected Emily, though she’d never 

confirmed it. Each clipboard held the pre- check log for that horse’s equipment: 

date, rider, tack inspected, condition noted, signature. The system was Gina’s 

idea, implemented after a working student had missed a cracked stirrup leather 

two winters ago and a boarder had taken a bad step at the worst possible 

moment. 

The system was good. Anna had used it to argue herself out of anxiety 

dozens of times — it’s been checked, it’s been signed, let it go — until three 
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days ago when she’d used it to argue herself into exactly the kind of trust that 

could be punished. 

Emily pulled Malibu’s clipboard from the hook now and flipped it open 

with a steadiness that Anna envied. The metal training bin sat open on the 

counter beside her, lid flipped back like a mouth that couldn’t stop talking. 

Anna could still hear the clink from earlier — sharper than it should have been, 

that particular bright ping of a loose or missing piece of hardware — and it sat 

in the back of her mind like a question she hadn’t finished forming. 

“Tuesday,” Emily said. She ran her finger down the log without touching 

the surface of the page, the way you handled things you might need to treat as 

evidence later. Anna noticed this and filed it away without commenting. 

“Tuesday’s check was mine,” Anna said. “I did it myself. Malibu’s full 

double bridle, everything present and in good order, I signed it.” 

“Wednesday.” Emily’s finger moved. 

“Rest day. No entry.” 

“Thursday.” A pause. “The entry is here. Tack inspected, condition good, 

equipment complete.” Another pause, longer. “The signature isn’t yours.” 

Anna’s stomach moved in a way that had nothing to do with the ache in her 

hip. She stepped closer and looked at the page. The handwriting was unfamiliar 

— not Gina’s, not any of the working students she recognized. Careful and 

slightly formal, the kind of penmanship that suggested someone who’d been 

taught to write neatly because it was expected of them. 

“Whose is that?” she asked, though she already understood that the more 

important question was how. 

Emily closed the clipboard with a deliberate care. “That,” she said, “is what 

we’re going to find out.” 

Anna went back to Malibu because she needed to be near something she 

trusted completely. 

He was in the third stall on the left side of the barn aisle, a twelve-by-

fourteen with a half- window that looked out onto the back paddock where the 

older horses spent their afternoons. She had paid extra for the stall specifically 

because of the window — Malibu was happier with a view, and a happier 

Malibu was a more honest Malibu, and an honest Malibu was the only version 

of him that could carry her through a Prix St. Georges test with any integrity. 

These were the calculations she made. They were not the calculations of 
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someone who treated her horse as an asset. They were the calculations of 

someone who understood that the relationship between a rider and a 

performance horse was mutual in ways that most people outside the discipline 

found difficult to explain and she had long since stopped trying. 

He looked at her over the stall door with his ears forward and his expression 

neutral — the specific neutrality of a horse who is withholding judgment — and 

she put her hand flat against his nose and stood there for a moment, letting the 

warmth of him move up her arm. 

“I trusted the log,” she told him. He exhaled against her palm. “I know,” 

she said. “I know.” 

The barn was busy in the way it was always busy in the hour before evening 

feeding: tack carts rattling, working students moving with the purposeful 

efficiency of people who had too much to do and not enough time to do it. 

Somewhere in the far aisle she could hear one of the younger boarders having a 

lesson on Pax, Maple Run’s schoolmaster — an older Hanoverian who had 

once been someone’s serious competition horse and now carried nervous adults 

around the arena with the dignified patience of a creature who had made peace 

with his situation. Anna had ridden Pax twice when Malibu was being shod, and 

both times she’d come away with that particular melancholy of watching 

something excellent working below its level. 

She thought about Tuesday. About the care she’d taken. About the way the 

double bridle felt in her hands when she’d run each piece through her 

inspection — bradoon, Weymouth, the connecting rein sliders, the curb chain 

measured to two fingers’ width and no more. She had done it right. She had 

always done it right. Sutton had made sure of that, at least, in those years of 

drilling precision into her before precision became the whole point and the 

horse became secondary to the performance of correctness. 

She stopped that thought before it went further. 

There was a noise at the end of the aisle — a new sound, something slightly 

out of rhythm with the ordinary percussion of the barn’s late afternoon. She 

looked up and saw a horse she didn’t recognize being led in from the south 

entrance: a dark bay Oldenburg, maybe seventeen hands, moving with the 

coiled, watchful energy of a horse that was not entirely sure what he was 

walking into. He was beautiful in the way that well-bred warmbloods were 

beautiful — the kind of beauty that had been engineered over generations for 

exactly this purpose. His handler was a woman Anna hadn’t seen before: late 
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twenties, slight, moving with the careful attention of someone trying not to 

make noise in a space where she was not yet known. 

Gina Harrison appeared from the direction of the office, wiping her hands 

on a barn towel. “Right on time,” she said, and her voice had that particular 

quality it got when she was managing several things at once and making it look 

like she was managing none. “Let’s get him settled.” 

The woman with the Oldenburg glanced around the aisle — taking it in, 

registering it — and for just a moment her eyes stopped on Anna. There was 

something in the look, not recognition exactly, but the edge of it. Like Anna 

was a face she’d seen in a photograph. 

Anna filed that away too. 

She found Emily in the hay loft office forty minutes later, surrounded by 

tack logs and training notes and the smell of old paper and sweet dusty heat. 

The office was Gina’s technically, but Emily had colonized it the way 

competent people colonized spaces that needed organizing — gradually, 

without drama, until one day it was simply hers. 

“The new horse,” Anna said, from the doorway. “Oldenburg. Dark bay. The 

woman who brought him in — who is she?” 

Emily looked up from the stack of papers in front of her. Her expression 

was careful in the way that Anna was beginning to recognize as Emily’s version 

of significant. “Blythe Fox,” she said. “She called Gina last week. She’s coming 

from Carver Equestrian — that’s Marcus Lindell’s place, up in Tennessee.” 

Anna nodded slowly. She knew Carver by reputation: a good facility, serious 

trainers, the kind of program that produced consistent lower-level competitors 

without producing many stars. “She’s entering the championship?” 

“Registered yesterday. Intro level.” Emily watched her. “Her horse is the 

dark bay Oldenburg. Name is Quattro.” 

Anna turned the name over in her mind, looking for what was snagging on 

it, and came up with nothing. “She seemed to recognize me.” 

“You were in the GDCTA newsletter profile in March,” Emily said, 

neutrally. “People know your face now whether you know theirs or not.” 

That was true. Anna had done the interview because Gina had asked her to, 

and because refusing felt like the wrong kind of signal to send about her 

commitment to Maple Run. She’d talked about Malibu, about her training 

philosophy, about the years she’d spent finding a different approach to 
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collection after the one she’d been taught. She’d been careful not to be unkind 

about anything or anyone. She had named no names. She had simply talked 

about what had changed in her riding — what she’d had to unlearn, and then 

relearn, and then unlearn again. 

She had thought it was a reasonable thing to say. 

“The log,” Anna said. “Have you matched the signature to anyone on the 

current roster?” 

Emily shook her head. “Not yet. But I want to pull the access records for 

the tack room between Wednesday evening and Thursday morning. Gina has 

the keypad log.” 

Anna looked at her. “You think this was deliberate.” 

Emily didn’t look away. “Someone moved the tack log and then let you fall 

like it was weather,” she said. “So yes. I think this was deliberate.” 

The fans rattled overhead. Below them, Maple Run kept moving — 

hoofbeats through the walls, a distant laugh that snapped and faded, and 

somewhere a tack cart rattling like it had something to confess. 

Anna thought about the unfamiliar signature. The unfamiliar face. The way 

Blythe Fox had looked at her from across the aisle like she was someone 

recognizable from a distance. 

She thought about Sutton Moore, and then she stopped. 

“Okay,” she said. “Pull the access records.” 
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Chapter 2 

Emily’s OTTB Truth 

❧ 

The hay loft office smelled like old paper and sweet, dusty heat, as if someone 

had warmed the past and then forgot to open the windows. Emily Cade sat at 

Gina Harrison’s desk — Gina was at a farrier appointment and had left the loft 

unlocked, which was as close to an invitation as Emily ever needed — and 

spread the last three weeks of tack logs across the surface in chronological 

order. She did this the way she did most things: without announcing it, without 

asking whether it was appropriate, and with the complete focus of someone 

who understood that information organized itself only when you made it. 

The desk chair wobbled when she shifted, which she noted and ignored. 

Things wobbled. You adjusted your weight and kept working. 

Below the rafters, Maple Run kept moving — hoofbeats thudding through 

the walls, a distant laugh that snapped and faded, and somewhere a tack cart 

rattling like it had something to confess. Emily had worked in enough barns to 

stop hearing the ambient noise as background. It was all signal, if you knew how 

to read it. The rhythm of a barn told you who was running late and who was 

covering for them. The particular clatter of a cart told you whether the working 

student pushing it had been at it for two hours or six. She had learned to read 

barns the way other people learned to read rooms — necessarily, because in the 

rooms she’d grown up in, reading correctly had mattered. 

She pulled Malibu’s clipboard from the stack and set it in front of her. 

Thursday’s entry was there, same as before. Tack inspected. Condition 

good. Equipment complete. The handwriting was careful and slightly formal. 

She’d looked at it three times now and it still didn’t match anyone on Maple 

Run’s current roster — not the working students, not the regular boarders, not 

the part-time grooms who came in on weekends. She’d spent an hour this 

afternoon going through every signature on every log for the past month, 

comparing the particular way this person formed their lowercase e and the slight 

leftward lean of their t, and come up empty. 
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Which meant either someone had been in the tack room who had no 

documented reason to be there, or someone had been in the tack room whose 

documentation was somewhere she hadn’t looked yet. 

She made a note. Then she made a second note about the keypad access log, 

which Gina kept on her laptop, which Gina had said she’d pull tonight, and 

which Emily would follow up on at seven tomorrow morning if it hadn’t 

appeared in her inbox by then. She had found, over years of working in 

environments where she had no formal authority but considerable informal 

necessity, that following up was the most important skill nobody talked about. 

Things happened because people followed up. The rest was just intention. 

She’d come to Maple Run two years ago with Prince and forty dollars of 

margin in her checking account and the careful, controlled confidence of 

someone who had learned not to show the full picture of what she was working 

with. 

Prince was a Thoroughbred off the track — registered name Principled 

Argument, which she’d found funny enough to keep — who had been pulled 

from a kill pen in Louisiana by a rescue organization that had run out of foster 

space and posted him on their social media with an apologetic caption. Emily 

had seen the post, done the math on what she had available, and said yes. She 

did not think of this as heroism. She thought of it as the decision that was in 

front of her, made with the information she had. 

What she hadn’t expected — had allowed herself to hope for but had not 

expected — was that Prince would turn out to be not just rideable but genuinely 

talented. That the combination of his natural movement and his willingness and 

the particular quality of his attention, once he understood what was being asked, 

would add up to something that could compete. She’d restarted him herself, 

over fourteen months of systematic patient work, in the one-room apartment 

she’d been renting above a barn in Chattanooga, where her rent had been 

covered by barn management work and the evenings had been hers to study 

everything she hadn’t been formally taught. 

She had not had a trainer like Gina Harrison then. She had had library 

books and YouTube videos and a small, fierce conviction that the horse 

deserved better than what he’d already survived, and that she was the one who 

was going to give it to him. 

Maple Run had been a gamble. Working student stipends were not a living 

— she supplemented with the barn management hours and the occasional 

lesson student Gina sent her way — but the access to Gina’s eye and the 
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footing and the competition opportunities were worth the financial math if you 

did the math correctly. Emily did the math correctly. She always had. 

What she hadn’t fully accounted for was Anna Whitford. 

Anna was — Emily searched for the word and settled on unaware, which 

was not the same as unkind. Anna moved through the barn with the specific 

ease of someone who had never had to calculate whether she belonged 

somewhere. Her tack was excellent. Her horse was excellent. She paid for both 

without appearing to notice the number. She took lessons with Gina twice a 

week and had a flatwork coach who came from Atlanta on Saturdays, and when 

she talked about the years she’d spent finding her current training philosophy, 

she talked about them with the reflective calm of someone who had always had 

the option to search. 

Emily had watched her for fourteen months and reached a conclusion: 

Anna Whitford was genuinely talented, genuinely committed, and genuinely 

oblivious to the infrastructure that made her commitment possible. 

This would have been easy to resent. Emily had made a conscious decision 

not to, not because she was above it but because she understood that 

resentment was expensive and she was working on a tight budget in every sense. 

What she’d arrived at instead was something more complicated and more useful 

— a kind of watchful respect, the same respect she gave to any competent 

creature navigating its environment effectively, regardless of the conditions it 

had been born into. It was the respect she gave good horses. It was not nothing. 

And then Anna had fallen, and something had moved in Emily that she 

didn’t fully examine until later, after she’d watched Anna limp out of the arena 

with her head up and her expression arranged into composure. It was not pity 

— Emily distrusted pity as a way of organizing distance. It was closer to 

recognition. The particular recognition of watching someone have the floor 

taken out from under them and immediately, instinctively, try to look like they’d 

meant to be there. 

Emily knew that move. She’d made it herself, in different arenas, for 

different audiences. 

She’d crossed to the tack logs station because that was what the situation 

required. Not because she and Anna were friends, exactly, though the word was 

beginning to fit around the edges of whatever they were doing. Because the fall 

hadn’t looked like a spook. It had looked like a setup. 
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She was still working when she heard footsteps on the loft stairs — the 

specific cadence of someone climbing carefully, favoring one side. Anna 

appeared in the doorway with her gloves still on and an expression that was 

trying to look like it had already resolved the question it was asking. 

“Gina sent me the keypad log,” Emily said, without looking up. “I’ve been 

through it twice.” 

Anna came to stand across the desk from her, close enough to see the 

screen. She moved the way she’d been moving since the fall — not dramatically, 

not seeking sympathy, just slightly reorganized, her body recalculating its 

relationship to space. Emily noticed and said nothing, the way she said nothing 

about most things she noticed until the noticing became relevant. 

“Anyone unusual?” Anna asked. 

“Gina, both working students, you, three boarders — all expected, all with 

documented rides or chores in the correct time windows.” Emily turned the 

laptop so Anna could see the log. “And one code entry at eleven forty-seven 

Thursday night that doesn’t correspond to any of those accounts.” 

Anna was quiet for a moment. “A guest code?” 

“There are two guest codes active. One belongs to the farrier — he 

sometimes drops equipment after hours. I called him. He was in Chattanooga 

Thursday. Hasn’t been to Maple Run since Tuesday.” Emily let the silence hold 

for a second. “The second guest code was issued last week. To Blythe Fox. For 

barn access during her trial period.” 

She watched Anna process this. Watched the careful way Anna’s expression 

didn’t change. 

“She arrived today,” Anna said. 

“She was issued the code four days ago, when Gina confirmed her trial. 

Gina does it by email — the code activates automatically.” Emily pulled up the 

email record. “Blythe Fox received barn access credentials at two seventeen PM 

last Wednesday.” 

“She was in the tack room the night before my fall.” 

“Her code was used at the tack room keypad at eleven forty-seven PM 

Thursday.” Emily paused. “That’s what the record shows. What it doesn’t tell us 

is why.” 

Anna looked at her directly, the careful composure dropped slightly. “You 

think she tampered with the log.” 
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Emily thought about what she actually believed versus what she could 

demonstrate. She thought about the unfamiliar handwriting, neat and slightly 

formal, with its leftward t and its careful e. She thought about the way Blythe 

Fox had moved into Maple Run’s barn aisle this afternoon, the watchful quality 

of her attention, like someone reading a place from a photograph who had now 

arrived at the original. 

“I think someone used that code to enter the tack room and sign a log entry 

they had no business signing,” Emily said. “Whether that someone is Blythe 

Fox herself or someone who had access to her credentials is a different 

question.” 

“You’re not accusing her.” 

“I’m following the record.” Emily closed the laptop. “There’s a difference 

between what a record shows and what happened. I learned that early.” 

She had learned it at seventeen, in a situation she did not discuss, in a barn 

that was no longer operating under the management that had been there when it 

mattered. She had learned that records could be arranged, that arrangements 

could look like facts, and that the difference between the two required a person 

willing to look carefully enough and long enough to find the seam. 

She had become that person out of necessity. It was, like most of her 

competencies, a skill that had originated in something painful and arrived 

somewhere useful. 

“What do we do with this?” Anna asked. 

Emily stood up and began stacking the logs back into order — 

chronologically, precisely, the way they needed to be if they were going to be 

useful as a record of the investigation rather than just the investigation’s subject. 

“We talk to Blythe Fox,” she said. “Not as an accusation. As a conversation.” 

She looked at Anna. “You should be the one to start it. She knows your face. 

She came here because of you, at least partly. That’s an opening.” 

Anna frowned. “Because of the newsletter piece.” 

“The newsletter piece,” Emily said, “is how people at Carver Equestrian 

know your name now. It’s how she knows your name. Whether that’s relevant 

to Thursday night or not, it’s what you have.” She picked up Malibu’s clipboard 

and held it out. “The signature in this log is the seam. We pull it.” 

Anna took the clipboard. Her hands had stopped shaking, Emily noticed — 

or were at least shaking less. She was steadier when she had something to do. 

Most good riders were. 
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“You’re not saying I did anything wrong,” Anna said. It wasn’t quite a 

question. 

Emily considered her answer with the care she gave to things that mattered. 

“I’m saying you’re blaming yourself because it’s easier than blaming the people 

who actually had access,” she said. “Stop acting like the universe is punishing 

you for being careful.” 

The fans rattled overhead. Below them, Maple Run moved on — the 

evening feeding starting up, the specific percussion of buckets and bolts and the 

low, warm sound of horses settling into their stalls. Prince would be waiting, 

Emily knew, with his ears forward and his patient OTTB attention, the specific 

alertness of a horse who had learned to take nothing for granted and found in 

that knowledge not fear but a kind of readiness. 

She understood that about him because she’d learned it herself. 

“I’ll get the farrier’s written confirmation tonight,” she told Anna. “You 

start with Blythe Fox tomorrow. Casual — ask her about Quattro’s adjustment 

to the new space. Watch how she talks about where she came from.” 

Anna nodded, once, the nod of someone filing a task. “And if she’s 

involved?” 

Emily picked up her pen and looked down at her notes. “Then we figure 

out who sent her,” she said. “Because I don’t think she came up with this 

herself.” 

She said it quietly, without drama, the way she said things she was certain of. 

The way you stated a conclusion when the evidence had gotten there first. 

Outside, the first stars were beginning to show through the loft’s small 

window. Emily turned back to her logs, and the work continued. 
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Chapter 3 

Blythe Arrives at Maple Run 

❧ 

The stall Gina Harrison had assigned to Quattro was on the east side of the 

main barn, third from the end, with good ventilation and a clear sightline to the 

arena gate. Blythe Fox had walked the aisle twice before deciding it would do — 

not because she doubted Gina’s judgment, but because Quattro’s opinion of a 

space was something she’d learned to gather before her own. He was standing 

at the back of the stall now, head lowered, processing. She watched him 

through the bars and waited. 

This was the thing people who didn’t know Oldenburgs sometimes missed: 

they thought. Not the quick reactive thinking of a Thoroughbred, whose mind 

moved like water finding a path — she’d seen enough OTTBs to know that 

particular quality, had watched Emily Cade’s Prince work through a new 

environment with that bright, forward alertness, everything assessed and 

catalogued and filed in seconds. Quattro was different. He arrived somewhere 

and he stood still and he thought about it, working through the variables with a 

deliberateness that could look like stubbornness if you didn’t know what you 

were watching. 

Blythe knew what she was watching. She’d owned him for two years, bought 

him as a six- year-old from a program in Germany that had started him 

beautifully and then run out of the budget to finish him, and she had spent 

those two years learning his specific language — the small ear-flick that meant 

I’m uncertain but manageable, the deeper stillness that meant give me a 

moment, the particular way he moved his weight back onto his haunches when 

he was about to offer something extraordinary. He was the most talented horse 

she had ever ridden. He was also the most particular, and the particularity was 

not a flaw. It was the price of the talent, and she had always considered it fair. 

He lifted his head now and looked at her, and she read the ear position as 

acceptable, for now, which was the most she’d hoped for on the first night. 

“I know,” she said. “Me too.” 

She’d driven eleven hours from Carver Equestrian in Tennessee, Quattro in 

the trailer behind her, her tack in the truck bed, and the specific hollowed-out 
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feeling of someone who has made a large decision and is now inside the 

consequences of it. The decision had not been impulsive — she’d been thinking 

about it since March, since the newsletter profile, since she’d read Anna 

Whitford’s words about her training philosophy and felt something shift in her 

chest like a door opening that had been stuck. 

She was not naive about what had led her to Carver in the first place. Sutton 

Moore had been her trainer for three years, and in those three years she had 

learned a great deal — about precision, about structure, about the specific 

discipline of working in a system that had high expectations and clear 

consequences for not meeting them. What she had not learned, or had learned 

and then lost somewhere in the pressure of the system, was how to let a horse 

be uncertain without punishing the uncertainty. How to ride a mistake as 

information rather than failure. How to trust the animal underneath her more 

than the plan she’d arrived with. 

She had been working on this, quietly, in the small hours of her own 

practice, in the way you worked on things you couldn’t fully name in front of 

the person whose opinion structured your day. And then she’d read the profile, 

and Anna Whitford had named it, and Blythe had read the piece three times at 

the kitchen table at Carver and felt the particular relief of seeing your own 

private struggle described in someone else’s precise language. 

She had not decided immediately to leave. She had decided gradually, the 

way you decided things that had real costs — Carver was not inexpensive, and 

Sutton’s program had a reputation, and leaving meant giving up the security of a 

known quantity for the uncertainty of starting over somewhere new. She’d 

talked to her parents about it, and to her friend Darcy who had no horse 

experience but excellent judgment about people, and finally to Gina Harrison, 

who had responded to her inquiry email within the same day with a practical list 

of questions and a tone that suggested she evaluated riders on their 

horsemanship rather than their credentials. 

What she had not done — and this occurred to her now, in Quattro’s new 

stall, in the unfamiliar smell of Maple Run — was tell Sutton directly. She had 

submitted her thirty-day notice to the barn manager, cited personal reasons, and 

arranged her departure dates without a conversation that would have been 

difficult in ways she couldn’t fully predict. 

She had thought this was the cleaner option. She was less sure now. 

Sutton Moore had called her twice since the notice. Blythe had let both calls 

go to voicemail. 
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The first message was calm — just checking in, hoping we can talk before 

you go, I’d like to understand your decision. The second was less calm, or rather 

it had the quality of calm that Blythe had learned to recognize as its own kind of 

pressure: I’ve heard you’re going to Maple Run. I hope you know what you’re 

walking into. There are things about that situation you might not be aware of. 

Blythe had listened to both messages three times each and had not called 

back. She had told herself this was because she didn’t owe Sutton a 

conversation she hadn’t been offered the conditions for — and this was true, as 

far as it went. Sutton’s version of conversations had always involved a structural 

imbalance that Sutton managed to present as care. I’m telling you this because I 

want what’s best for you. It took Blythe longer than she was proud of to notice 

that what was best for Blythe and what was best for Sutton’s program had been 

treated as identical when they were not. 

But there was something in the second message — things about that 

situation you might not be aware of — that she had not entirely set aside. It sat 

in the back of her mind the way small uncertainties sat, not urgent but present, a 

pebble in the shoe of her confidence. 

She had arrived at Maple Run anyway. She was here. Quattro thought the 

stall was acceptable, for now. 

She could work with that. 

Gina Harrison had shown her around with the efficient warmth of someone 

who had done many orientations and understood that the most useful thing was 

practical information delivered at a navigable pace. The footing in the outdoor 

arena was good, currently set for dressage work. The indoor was shared in two-

hour blocks, posted on the schedule board by the tack room. The working 

students started at six; if she needed anything in the barn before that, the 

keypad code she’d been emailed would get her into the tack room and the feed 

room. Guest riders checked in at the clipboard station in the main aisle before 

every ride — there was a pre-check log for each horse’s tack, which she should 

sign after inspection, and a ride log to record her session. 

The pre-check logs were Emily Cade’s system, Gina explained, in a tone that 

suggested this was both a practical fact and a quiet tribute. Emily had 

implemented them after a close call with a cracked stirrup leather and had 

maintained them with the thoroughness of someone who understood that the 

value of a safety system was in its consistent application. 

Blythe had nodded and filed this away — the logs, the code, the schedule 

board — with the careful attention she gave to any new environment’s rules. 
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She was good at rules. She had spent years in Sutton’s barn, which had many of 

them, and she had learned to read the difference between rules that served the 

horses and rules that served the system. Maple Run’s rules, from what she’d 

seen in forty minutes, appeared to serve the horses. She found this encouraging. 

She had also, in those forty minutes, seen Anna Whitford. 

She had known the face from the newsletter photograph — direct gaze, 

posture that suggested both confidence and some private reckoning with it, the 

kind of face that looked like it had been through something and arrived on the 

other side still oriented forward. In person there was something additional: a 

slight reorganization of movement on Anna’s left side, the careful redistribution 

of weight that happened when something hurt and you were deciding not to 

show it. Blythe recognized this too, from her own riding life, from the falls 

she’d had and the ones she’d watched, the specific performance of I’m fine that 

a rider mounted after a bad day. 

She had not introduced herself. It had seemed like the wrong moment — 

Anna had the quality of someone in the middle of an internal conversation, and 

interrupting it would have been an imposition. Blythe told herself she would 

find a better moment tomorrow. 

She thought about Sutton’s second voicemail and put it away. 

She was in the tack room hanging her bridle when Emily Cade found her. 

Emily moved through the barn with the same quality as Quattro — 

deliberate, organized, not a step wasted. She was slight but carried herself with 

the assurance of someone whose body had done significant work and knew it. 

She stopped in the tack room doorway and looked at Blythe with the direct, 

evaluating attention that Blythe had already decided was Emily’s baseline rather 

than a specific judgment. 

“Blythe Fox,” Emily said. Not a question. 

“Yes.” Blythe turned from the bridle hook. “Emily Cade. I’ve heard good 

things about Prince.” 

Something moved in Emily’s expression — not quite surprise, but a 

recalibration. “From who?” 

“Gina’s website has competition records. You and Prince were Reserve 

Champion at the GDCTA Adult Amateur last fall.” Blythe said this simply, 

without the social hedging she’d been trained into at Carver, where 

acknowledging someone else’s achievement too directly could be read as a 
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competitive threat. She was trying to stop doing that. “He looked beautiful in 

the photos.” 

Emily studied her for a moment. “How long were you at Carver?” 

“Three years.” Blythe lifted her bridle down and checked the bit — habit, 

the same habit she’d had since her second year of riding, run each piece through 

your hands before you put it away dirty, know what you’re hanging and know 

its condition. “Under Sutton Moore.” 

The name landed in the room differently than she expected. Emily’s 

expression didn’t change, exactly, but the quality of her attention shifted — the 

way a horse’s attention shifted when it heard something it recognized from a 

distance. 

“What made you decide to leave?” Emily asked, and her voice was the same 

as before, neutral and direct, but something in the question had weight that 

Blythe hadn’t anticipated. 

“I read an interview with Anna Whitford,” Blythe said. “In the GDCTA 

newsletter. She talked about her training philosophy — about learning to ride 

the horse instead of the plan. It described something I’d been trying to figure 

out how to do.” She said this without defensiveness, because it was true and 

she’d gotten comfortable with the truth of it over the months of deciding. “It 

seemed like a place worth trying.” 

Emily was quiet for a moment that stretched slightly longer than 

comfortable. Then: “Did Sutton Moore know you were coming here?” 

Blythe felt a small, specific alertness — the pebble in her shoe, suddenly 

more present. “She knew I was leaving Carver. I don’t know how she found out 

it was Maple Run.” 

“But she knows.” 

“She called me. Twice.” Blythe set the bridle down on the cleaning rack. “I 

didn’t call back.” 

Emily looked at her for another moment — that deliberate, unflinching 

look that Blythe was beginning to understand was Emily processing something 

rather than judging it. Then she said: “Welcome to Maple Run,” and it sounded 

like she meant it, and also like it meant something additional that Blythe didn’t 

have the context to read yet. 

Quattro was eating when she came back to check on him, pulling hay from 

the net with the focused satisfaction of a horse who had decided, provisionally, 
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that the situation was adequate. His ears were relaxed. His eye was soft. Blythe 

stood at the stall door and watched him and felt the particular unclenching in 

her chest that happened when a horse she loved was okay in a new place. 

Down the aisle, she could hear Prince — the OTTB’s occasional 

commentary, a low nicker, the restless shifting of a horse whose energy was 

large for the contained hours after dark. She’d seen Prince only briefly, in the 

paddock during turnout, but the quality of his movement had confirmed what 

the competition records suggested: there was something exceptional happening 

there, something that had no business being at this level and was there anyway 

through sheer accumulated effort and love. 

She thought about Anna Whitford, reorganized around her fall, performing 

composure on the other side of the barn. 

She thought about Sutton Moore’s voice in those voicemails — the first one 

calm, the second one something else. Things about that situation you might not 

be aware of. 

She hung her fingers on the stall bars and watched Quattro eat and tried to 

determine exactly what she’d walked into. The barn settled around her — the 

creaking of wood contracting in the cooling evening, the soft percussion of 

horses shifting their weight, the distant sound of someone working in the loft 

office. The sounds of a place that had its own life, its own ongoing story she 

was just beginning to learn the grammar of. 

She would figure it out. She was good at figuring things out, given enough 

information and enough time. 

She just needed to make sure she was asking the right questions. 

Quattro lifted his head from the hay net and looked at her, one ear forward, 

one back — the posture of a horse who had settled in enough to start paying 

attention to the larger environment. 

Me too, she thought. Me too. 
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Chapter 4 

What the Horses Know 

❧ 

Anna woke at five fifteen without an alarm, which had been true every morning 

for as long as she could remember and which she had long since stopped 

regarding as a virtue. It was just the way her body organized itself around horses 

— pulled toward the barn the way a plant organized itself toward light, not 

because it chose to but because that was the direction everything necessary 

came from. 

She lay in the dark of her apartment — twelve minutes from Maple Run, 

second floor of a converted Victorian that smelled faintly of the previous 

tenant’s dog — and did the inventory she did every morning. Right hip: a dull, 

constant ache that sharpened when she rotated internally, which meant posting 

trot would be uncomfortable and sitting trot would require more core than she 

currently wanted to give it. Left shoulder: fine. Hands: steady, which was new. 

Yesterday they had shaken intermittently for six hours after the fall, the specific 

tremor of a nervous system that had received information it wasn’t prepared for 

and was still trying to file it correctly. 

Ten days until the championship. She had ridden Prix St. Georges tests in 

worse physical condition and she knew it. The hip was not the problem. 

She got up, made coffee, and stood at the kitchen window watching the sky 

lighten in the particular way it lightened in Georgia in late spring — reluctantly 

at first and then all at once, the darkness giving way to a gray-gold that caught in 

the live oak at the edge of the parking lot and turned it briefly luminous. She 

had grown up forty minutes north of here, in the kind of suburb that had once 

been horse country and had sold itself in parcels until only the memory of the 

landscape remained in street names. Saddle Ridge Road. Canter Court. The 

whole lost vocabulary of a rural life paved over and renamed. 

Sutton Moore’s barn had been forty minutes in the other direction — 

southeast, toward the flatlands, on a piece of property that had once been a 

working farm and which Sutton had converted over fifteen years into 

something that looked, from the road, like a serious operation. It was a serious 

operation. That had never been the question. 
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Anna finished her coffee and put the thought away. 

Maple Run was already moving when she arrived at six twenty. The working 

students — there were three of them, ranging from seventeen to twenty-four — 

were in the middle of morning feeding, moving with the efficient choreography 

of people who had done this enough times that the barn’s rhythm had become 

their own. She knew their names: Petra, who was seventeen and had the natural 

balance of someone who had been riding since she could walk; Dev, twenty-

two, methodical and unflappable, the kind of presence that horses went quiet 

around; and Cass, twenty-four, who had been at Maple Run since it opened and 

who knew where everything was and when it had last been cleaned with an 

authority that belonged to someone who had built a place with their own hands. 

She nodded to Dev on her way to Malibu’s stall and received a nod in return 

that contained, she thought, a careful neutrality — not unkind, not pitying, just 

the considerate blankness of someone who had decided not to have an opinion 

about her fall in front of her. She appreciated this more than sympathy. 

Malibu was at the front of his stall, ears forward, watching her approach 

with the specific attention he reserved for mornings — alert in a way that was 

different from his afternoon alertness, more interested, as if the night had reset 

something in him and he was genuinely curious about what the day would 

bring. She had always loved this about him. Afternoons, he could be 

complicated — sensitive to the accumulated tension of the barn day, quick to 

notice what had changed, occasionally editorial about it. Mornings, he was 

simply present. 

She let herself into the stall and stood with him for a moment, her hand on 

his neck, feeling the warmth of him and the steady rise and fall of his breathing. 

The fall was between them — not as a grievance, because he was not capable of 

grievance, but as a fact they both carried. He had startled. She had come off. 

These were things that had happened to their partnership and would need to be 

addressed within it, the way all things that happened between a horse and rider 

needed to be addressed — not talked around, not managed from a distance, but 

entered into directly and worked through. 

She had known this yesterday and had not been ready for it. This morning 

she was ready, or at least she was done with not being ready, which in her 

experience was the closest you got before you simply had to go. 

She began grooming him, starting at his neck and working back in the 

systematic way she’d been taught — not Sutton’s way, which had been about 

presentation and correctness, but the way she’d learned afterward, which was 
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about contact and information. Every pass of the brush was a question: how are 

you, where are you tight, what do you need today. Malibu’s answers came 

through his skin — the small flinch near his right shoulder that meant he’d been 

lying on that side, the relaxation along his topline as the grooming continued, 

the eventual lowering of his head that meant he was satisfied. 

She tacked him up carefully. She checked every piece of the double bridle 

herself, each component run through her hands twice, the curb chain measured 

and the bradoon fitted and the whole assembled thing tested for action before 

she put it anywhere near his mouth. She did not look at the pre-check log. She 

would sign it herself, when she was finished, because the log was a record and 

records mattered, but she would not rely on anyone else’s entry today or 

possibly for some time. Emily would understand this. Emily had built the 

system precisely because she understood that systems required maintenance and 

maintenance required people willing to verify rather than assume. 

She led Malibu to the mounting block at six fifty-five and stood beside it for 

a moment. 

The indoor arena was empty at this hour, which she had planned for. The 

overhead lights were on their morning setting — warmer, lower, the specific 

quality of light that made the footing look like something you could trust. Fans 

moved the air without urgency. Outside she could hear the distant sound of 

turnout beginning, the particular chorus of horses greeting the morning 

paddock, and closer, the rhythmic sound of someone raking the barn aisle. 

She thought about what Emily had said. You’re not limping in your head. 

That’s new. 

She thought about Malibu startling mid-tune-up, and the long terrible 

fraction of a second when she’d understood she was going, and the floor. 

She thought about the last time she’d been genuinely afraid on a horse, 

which was not three days ago but seven years ago, in a different arena, in a 

different circumstance, under the eye of someone who had treated her fear as a 

technical problem to be corrected rather than information to be understood. 

Ride through it, Sutton had said, more than once. The horse feels your 

hesitation. Which was true, as far as it went. What Sutton had not said, or had 

not known to say, was that the hesitation was trying to tell you something, and 

that riding through information was different from receiving it. 

Anna put her foot in the stirrup and swung up. 
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Malibu stood quietly, his ears flicking back to register her weight and then 

forward again. She sat for a moment without asking him for anything, just 

finding her seat, feeling the familiar geometry of him beneath her — the 

particular width of his back, the slight tilt of his barrel, the living warmth of an 

animal who was paying attention to her the way she was paying attention to 

him. 

Her hip announced itself. She adjusted, found the balance point that 

reduced the complaint to a manageable background note, and asked him to 

walk. 

He walked. She breathed. 

She had been riding for forty minutes — walk, trot, the first careful canter 

circles on the good rein, everything deliberate and slow and honest — when she 

heard the arena door and looked up to find Blythe Fox standing at the gate. 

Quattro was not with her. She was in barn clothes rather than riding clothes, 

carrying a coffee cup, and she had the look of someone who had been up early 

enough to watch the barn wake up and had found the watching interesting. She 

raised a hand in a small wave that was not quite apologetic and not quite 

confident, somewhere in between, which Anna thought was probably Blythe’s 

authentic register. 

She brought Malibu to a walk and made a circuit of the arena before drifting 

toward the gate. Emily had said casual — ask about Quattro, watch how she 

talks about where she came from. She thought about how to be casual about a 

conversation that was not casual at all and arrived at the conclusion that the 

most honest approach was probably just honesty, or something close to it. 

“He looks beautiful,” Blythe said, when Anna was close enough. Her voice 

had a quality of genuine feeling that Anna recognized — the sound of someone 

who actually loved horses talking about a horse. It was not a performative thing. 

It was just true. “The way he carries himself. Is that always there or does it take 

a while to come out?” 

“It takes a while,” Anna said. “He has to trust the work before he’ll give it 

freely.” She stroked Malibu’s neck. “Your Oldenburg — Quattro. How is he 

settling?” 

Something moved in Blythe’s expression — relief, maybe, at the directness 

of the question, or at being asked about her horse at all, which Anna 

understood was its own form of welcome in a new barn. “Better than I 
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expected. He’s particular about new spaces. Last night he ate, which was the 

thing I needed to see.” 

“How long have you had him?” 

“Two years. I bought him from a program in Germany.” A pause. “He was 

started well but not finished. There was some — the previous work had created 

some tension in how he uses his back. We’ve been undoing it.” She said this 

carefully, Anna thought, like someone choosing words that were accurate 

without being unkind about the origin of the problem. “He’s come a long way. 

He still has moments where the old patterns surface. I think that’s going to be 

true for a while.” 

Anna recognized this too — the long work of undoing something that had 

been built incorrectly, the way the wrong pattern could live in a body long after 

the cause had been removed. She had done it with Malibu. She was, in some 

private sense she hadn’t examined closely, still doing it in herself. 

“Carver Equestrian,” Anna said. “Lindell’s program.” 

“Yes.” The word was even, without commentary. 

“I know it by reputation. Good results at the lower levels.” Anna kept her 

voice neutral, the way you kept your voice neutral when you were approaching 

something from an angle. “What made you decide to move on?” 

The pause that followed was a fraction longer than conversational, and in it 

Anna felt the shape of something Blythe was deciding — what to say, how 

much to give, whether this conversation was safe for the thing she actually 

carried. She recognized that calculation too, from the inside. 

“I read a piece in the GDCTA newsletter,” Blythe said, finally. “An 

interview with you.” She said it directly, without the social cushioning that 

might have made it easier to dismiss. “You talked about learning to ride the 

horse instead of the system. About what you had to unlearn.” A beat. “I’d been 

trying to find language for something I was experiencing in my own riding and I 

hadn’t found it yet. The piece gave me the language.” She held her coffee cup 

with both hands. “I looked up Maple Run the next day.” 

Anna sat with this for a moment. The piece had been Gina’s idea and she’d 

agreed to it without thinking too carefully about the reach of it — a regional 

newsletter, a few hundred readers, the kind of modest visibility that a new 

facility needed to establish itself. She had not thought about who might read it 

beyond the local dressage community. She had said things that were true about 
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her own journey and had not thought about whose history those truths were 

written against. 

She thought about it now. 

“What did Sutton Moore make of your decision?” she asked, and kept her 

voice very even, and watched. 

Blythe’s hands tightened slightly on the coffee cup — a small movement, 

controlled, the kind of involuntary response you produced when a word landed 

somewhere tender. “She called me,” Blythe said. “Twice. I didn’t — I haven’t 

called back.” A pause. “She knew I was coming here. I’m not sure how.” 

“Small community,” Anna said. 

“Yes.” Blythe looked at her, and in the look was something that Anna 

recognized as the beginning of a question Blythe hadn’t finished forming — a 

question about Anna, about what Anna knew, about why this particular name 

had been the one Anna said. “Did you — do you know her?” 

“Yes,” Anna said, simply. And then, because the conversation had earned it: 

“I trained with her. For seven years.” She kept her eyes on Blythe’s face, 

watching the pieces arrange themselves. “I left four years ago.” 

The silence that followed had a texture to it — the specific texture of 

someone revising their understanding of a situation they’d thought they’d read 

correctly. Blythe set her coffee cup on the gate rail and looked at the arena 

footing and came to some private decision. 

“She left a message,” Blythe said. “She said there were things about this 

situation I might not be aware of.” 

“There might be,” Anna said, carefully. 

“She’s not wrong that I came here partly because of you.” Blythe said this 

without apology. “Because of the piece. I think she knows that.” A beat. “I 

didn’t come here to cause any trouble.” 

Anna looked at her — this woman who had made the same journey Anna 

had made, who had found the same language for the same struggle, who had 

arrived at Maple Run with her complicated Oldenburg and her earnest good 

faith and her unanswered voicemails — and felt something settle in her that had 

been unsettled since Thursday night. 

Not suspicion exactly, or rather — the suspicion was still present, a 

professional obligation she owed to Emily and to herself and to the fact of the 
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altered tack log. But underneath it, something else. Recognition. The specific 

recognition of a parallel life, running slightly behind her own. 

“I don’t think you came here to cause trouble,” she said. “I think someone 

else might be using the fact that you came.” 

Blythe looked at her steadily. “Sutton.” 

Anna didn’t confirm or deny, because she wasn’t ready to name it out loud 

in that arena, in the early morning, to someone she’d known for twelve hours. 

But she held Blythe’s gaze long enough that the answer was there if Blythe 

wanted to read it. 

“What was in the tack room?” Blythe asked, quietly. 

And Anna understood then that Blythe was asking not about the log — she 

didn’t know about the log yet — but about the larger thing, the missing piece, 

the wrongness that had preceded her arrival and that she was beginning, in her 

careful attentive way, to sense the shape of. 

“A missing bit,” Anna said. “And an entry in the pre-check log that 

shouldn’t be there.” 

The barn moved around them — a horse calling from the paddock, the 

working students’ voices in the far aisle, the sound of Pax being led in from his 

early morning turnout with his dignified old-campaigner walk. Malibu stood 

quietly beneath her, patient as he always was when she needed him to be. 

Blythe Fox looked at her and then at her own hands and then at some 

middle distance where she appeared to be working through the arithmetic of a 

situation she had arrived at in good faith and which had turned out to be more 

complicated than she’d planned for. 

“Tell me what you need to know,” she said. 

And Anna, for the first time since she’d come off the floor three days ago, 

felt something that was almost like solid ground. 

She rode Malibu for another twenty minutes after Blythe left, working 

through the lateral exercises she’d been building toward the championship — 

shoulder-in, travers, the beginning of the half-pass that needed more bend and 

less rush before it would be ready for a judge’s eye. Her hip complained and she 

negotiated with it and they reached a functional agreement. Malibu was with 

her, responsive and honest, the spook from three days ago present in him the 

way a weather memory was present in a horse — not gone, but filed, something 
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he knew had happened and was watching for again without letting it organize 

his entire attention. 

She asked him for a medium trot across the diagonal and felt the moment 

when he opened up — the lengthening of his frame, the swing in his back, the 

specific quality of movement that was his alone, the thing she had spent four 

years learning to invite rather than demand. It was there. It was still there. 

She brought him back to walk and sat quietly for a moment, feeling the 

quality of it, the aliveness of a horse who was genuinely working with her, and 

something in her chest that had been locked since Thursday morning released 

one careful degree. 

You’re not limping in your head, Emily had said. 

She was going to need to be very steady in her head for what was coming. 

But for right now, in this arena, in this early morning, with Malibu honest 

beneath her and ten days until the championship and a new piece of the puzzle 

beginning to take shape — she was, improbably, all right. 

She rose at the walk, long rein, letting him stretch. Outside the arena 

windows the Georgia morning was fully established now, gold and warm and 

indifferent to her problems in the specific way that good weather was always 

indifferent to whatever was happening beneath it. 

She thought about Sutton Moore, and this time she let herself think about it. 

Four years ago she had left. She had left quietly, the way Blythe had left, the 

way she now understood people left Sutton Moore — not with a confrontation 

but with a careful withdrawal, a thirty-day notice submitted to the barn 

manager, a forwarding address given, a conversation never quite had. She had 

told herself at the time that this was the civilized approach, the approach that 

kept doors open and preserved professional relationships and avoided the kind 

of dramatic rupture that made small communities uncomfortable. 

She understood now, for the first time, that she had also been afraid. 

Not of Sutton, exactly. Of what Sutton’s version of the conversation would 

have been. Of the way Sutton’s particular calm could make the truth of your 

own experience feel like a misunderstanding, a failure of gratitude, a technical 

error in your reading of events. She had not trusted herself to hold her own 

version of reality in the presence of someone who was very good at replacing 

other people’s versions with her own. 

So she had left without the conversation. And Sutton had watched her 

succeed, and had watched her talk about what she’d unlearned, and had felt it as 
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erasure. Anna could see that now with a clarity that was uncomfortable because 

it required her to hold two things at once: that she had not been wrong to leave, 

and that the leaving had had a cost she had not counted and had not paid. 

She had not made Blythe Fox into a weapon. But she had handed someone 

else the material to do it with, and she had not been watching. 

Malibu walked on, steady and golden in the morning light, and Anna let 

herself stay with what she was understanding, because the understanding was 

necessary even when it was not comfortable, and because they had ten days, and 

she was going to need everything honest she could find. 
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Chapter 5 

What the Records Say 

❧ 

Emily had been at the desk since five AM, which was not unusual. What was 

unusual was the specific quality of her focus — not the ordinary morning focus 

of someone working through a task list, but the narrower, harder focus of 

someone who had found a thread and was following it somewhere she wasn’t 

sure she wanted to go. 

The keypad access log was open on Gina’s laptop. The tack log 

reproductions — she’d photographed each page with her phone the previous 

afternoon before anyone could move or handle them further — were arranged 

on the desk in the order she’d established yesterday, which was chronological 

but also, she was beginning to understand, architectural. The logs were not just 

a record of who had checked what equipment. They were a record of who had 

been where, and when, and what they’d touched. 

She made another note. Then she made a second note, slightly to the right 

of the first, connected by an arrow. 

Outside the loft window, Maple Run was waking up. She could hear Petra in 

the far barn aisle starting the morning feeding — the particular rhythm of 

Petra’s work, which was quick and light and occasionally musical, since Petra 

sang to the horses in a low, unselfconscious way that she probably didn’t know 

anyone noticed. Emily noticed. She noticed most things. She had learned early 

that the people who noticed the most were not always the people who said the 

most, and that this gap, properly maintained, was a significant advantage. 

Here was what the records said. 

Blythe Fox’s guest code had been used to access the tack room at eleven 

forty-seven PM on the Thursday before Anna’s fall. This was documented. This 

was not in question. 

What Emily had spent the last fourteen hours establishing was the context 

that surrounded that fact, because a fact without context was not information 

— it was just a number, and numbers could be arranged to say almost anything 

depending on what you put beside them. 
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Context one: Blythe Fox had arrived at Maple Run this morning, eleven 

hours after the code was used. She had driven from Tennessee. Emily had 

looked up the drive time from Carver Equestrian’s address to Maple Run’s 

address — four hours and twenty minutes in normal traffic, longer with a 

trailer. Blythe had arrived with Quattro at approximately two PM yesterday, 

which put her departure from Carver at approximately nine AM, which meant 

she had not been in the tack room herself Thursday night. She had been in 

Tennessee. 

The code had been used without her. 

Context two: guest codes at Maple Run were six-digit numeric codes 

delivered by email. They were not unique to the recipient — the same code was 

reused for each guest category, changed on a monthly rotation. Emily had 

confirmed this with Gina last night, carefully, without explaining why she was 

asking. The code Blythe had received in her onboarding email had been the 

same code currently active for all trial-period guests. Which meant anyone who 

had access to that email had access to the code. 

Emily looked at this for a long time. 

Then she looked at context three, which she had not expected and which 

had arrived in the form of a name in Gina’s email archive that she had found 

while confirming the code rotation schedule. Gina kept her correspondence 

organized by sender. Emily had been looking for the thread between Gina and 

Blythe Fox, to confirm the code delivery date, and had found it easily enough. 

What she had also found, in the same sender-organized view, was a thread from 

two weeks ago that she had not been looking for. 

The sender name was S. Moore. 

She had not opened it. It was Gina’s private correspondence and the 

investigation had not yet reached a point where that step was warranted. But the 

existence of the thread — a recent email exchange between Sutton Moore and 

Gina Harrison, two weeks before Blythe Fox’s arrival and three weeks before 

Anna’s fall — was a fact. It was a small fact, possibly innocent, and it sat beside 

the other facts on the desk of her mind and changed the shape of the 

arrangement. 

She made a note. She drew another arrow. 

There were things Emily had not told Anna about Sutton Moore, and she 

was sitting now with the question of whether it was time to tell them. 
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She had known the name before Blythe said it in the tack room yesterday. 

She had known it for eight months, since before Anna had been at Maple Run 

long enough for Emily to decide what she thought of her, which was how she’d 

known it first — not as a person connected to Anna, but as a name that 

appeared in the background of a situation Emily had been tangled in at a 

different barn, in a different context, in the year before she came to Maple Run. 

She had been working as a barn manager at a small hunter-jumper facility in 

Alpharetta. Not her discipline and not her preference, but the rent was covered 

and the footing was good and the owner was decent if inattentive. One of the 

boarders — a woman named Carla, late forties, serious amateur, the kind of 

rider who had come to horses late and brought to them the full force of a 

personality that had spent decades looking for the right container — had arrived 

in October of that year in a state of disruption that Emily had watched with the 

patient attention she gave to all barn disruptions, which was to say completely 

and without appearing to. 

Carla had left a dressage program. She was not ready to talk about it. She 

was, however, unable to stop talking about it in the indirect way of someone 

processing a significant injury, in fragments and asides and sudden silences at 

the water trough. Over four months, Emily had assembled the fragments into a 

picture: a trainer in the southeast, serious reputation, high expectations, a barn 

culture that valued precision and results and managed its internal politics with 

the particular thoroughness of someone who understood that reputation was 

the product and control was the method. 

The trainer’s name was Sutton Moore. 

Emily had filed this. She had not known, at that point, that she would ever 

be at a barn where the name was relevant. She had gone to Maple Run nine 

months later for reasons that had nothing to do with Sutton Moore, and had 

found Anna Whitford already there, and had spent several weeks observing 

Anna before assembling the pieces into the connection — Sutton’s former 

student, doing exactly what Carla had described Sutton’s departing students 

eventually doing, rebuilding themselves in a different system with the specific 

careful thoroughness of people who had learned what precision looked like 

when it was used against them. 

She had not told Anna what she knew because it was not her story to carry 

into Anna’s. And because Anna was not ready for it then, or if she was Emily 

hadn’t known her well enough yet to be sure. 

She was sitting with the question of whether she was sure now. 
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Anna came into the loft at seven thirty, still in her riding clothes, carrying 

two cups of coffee from the barn’s ancient drip machine that lived on a shelf by 

the wash stalls and which produced something more closely resembling coffee’s 

intention than its execution. She set one cup in front of Emily without asking 

and sat in the chair across from the desk. 

“I talked to Blythe,” she said. 

Emily looked up. 

“She didn’t use the code herself. She was in Tennessee Thursday night.” 

Anna said this as a statement rather than a discovery — she’d reasoned it out on 

her own, Emily guessed, in the forty minutes she’d been riding after Blythe left. 

“Someone had access to her email, or to the code through another route.” 

“The code isn’t unique to her,” Emily said. “It’s a rotation code for all trial 

guests. Anyone who’d received it in the last month could have used it.” She 

watched Anna process this. “Has Sutton Moore had contact with anyone at 

Maple Run recently? Gina, specifically?” 

The quality of Anna’s stillness changed. “I don’t know.” 

“I found an email thread in Gina’s archive. Sender is listed as S. Moore. I 

haven’t opened it.” Emily held Anna’s gaze. “I need to tell Gina what I’ve 

found and ask her about it directly.” 

“What did Blythe tell you about how Sutton knew she was coming here?” 

“Blythe doesn’t know how she found out. She submitted a generic notice to 

Carver’s barn manager. But.” Emily turned her phone so Anna could see the 

photograph of the tack log signature. “I’ve been looking at this handwriting for 

fourteen hours.” She paused. “It doesn’t match any current roster member. But 

I found something this morning.” She opened the folder on the desk — 

printouts she’d made, photographs she’d taken on her phone, all organized in 

the sequence that made the argument visible. “The Maple Run newsletter from 

two years ago. Before your time here. There was a working student who did a 

two-month trial. She didn’t stay — left for a program in Virginia, according to 

Gina’s records.” She pointed to the newsletter photograph: a group shot, barn 

staff and students, and in the corner a young woman with careful posture and a 

specific stillness that Emily recognized as the posture of someone who had 

been trained to stand correctly. “Her name was Jess Hartley. She was at Carver 

Equestrian for two years before her trial here.” 

Anna looked at the photograph. Then at the tack log reproduction. Then 

back. 
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“The handwriting,” she said. 

“I can’t confirm it without a direct sample. But the formation of the letters, 

the leftward lean—” Emily tapped the photograph. “Jess Hartley was Sutton 

Moore’s student before she was a trial rider here. She knows the barn. She 

knows the layout. She would have known the trial-period code format, possibly 

known the current code if she’d stayed in contact with anyone here, or if Sutton 

had.” 

The fans rattled overhead. The coffee sat between them, cooling. 

“Sutton sent someone who’d been here before,” Anna said. Quietly, as if 

she were saying something she needed to hear in her own voice. 

“Someone who knew enough to move a tack log and sign a convincing 

entry.” Emily paused. “And who left before anything could be traced, because 

the keypad record shows one entry and no exit log — the exit doors don’t 

require a code.” 

Anna set her coffee cup down very carefully, the controlled movement of 

someone managing a physical response. “She has been planning this.” 

Emily said nothing. She had been saying nothing about this for eight 

months, and now the silence had run its course, and what she needed to say 

next was going to cost something, and she had learned that the things that cost 

something were usually the things that mattered. 

“There’s something I should have told you earlier,” she said. “I knew about 

Sutton Moore before Blythe said her name yesterday.” 

Anna looked at her. 

Emily told her about Carla. About the fragments assembled over four 

months at the Alpharetta barn. About the picture that had emerged — the 

precision, the control, the managed reputation, the way people left and then 

rebuilt themselves carefully, in quiet, as if recovering from something they 

couldn’t quite name. 

She told it plainly, without drama, in the way she told things that mattered. 

When she finished, the loft was quiet except for the barn sounds below and 

the early morning birds starting up outside the window. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Anna asked. Her voice was even but the effort of 

keeping it even was visible. 

“Because it wasn’t mine to tell. And because you were putting yourself back 

together and I wasn’t sure you needed someone else’s version of your own 
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history while you were doing it.” Emily held her gaze. “I was wrong to wait this 

long. I’m telling you now.” 

The silence stretched. Outside, Prince called from the paddock — his 

specific voice, the one that meant he was ready for his morning work and did 

not understand why it hadn’t started yet. Emily knew his vocabulary the way she 

knew most things about the barn: completely, and through attention rather than 

accident. 

“Jess Hartley,” Anna said, finally. “Can we find her?” 

“I have the address from Gina’s trial records. Virginia address, two years 

old.” Emily picked up her pen. “It may not be current. But it’s a place to start.” 

“And the email thread between Sutton and Gina.” 

“I need to bring Gina in,” Emily said. “I’ve been working around her 

because I didn’t have enough to present. I have enough now.” She looked at 

Anna directly. “She needs to know what’s in her own archive. And she needs to 

know that someone used a guest code to tamper with a tack log in her barn. 

This is her facility. She has a right to this information and an obligation to act 

on it.” 

Anna nodded. Once, the nod of someone making a decision. “When?” 

“This morning.” Emily was already stacking the photographs into order, 

building the presentation in her mind — what to show first, what to hold back 

until Gina had absorbed the foundation, how to give someone a difficult truth 

in a sequence that let them receive it rather than deflect it. She had done this 

before, in various barns, with various people, because difficult truths had always 

been her responsibility to manage even when they were not her fault. “Before 

the morning lessons. Before the barn is too loud to hear anything properly.” 

She stood and looked around the desk to confirm she had everything she 

needed. Then she looked at Anna. 

“You should be in the room when I tell her,” she said. “She’ll want to hear 

from you directly about the fall. And—” she paused, because the next part was 

also true and also needed to be said — “I don’t think you should be alone with 

what you’re carrying right now.” 

Anna looked at her for a moment with an expression that was complicated 

and specific, the expression of someone who had been offered something they 

needed and were not entirely sure how to accept. Emily recognized this too. She 

had been in that position herself, more than once, and knew that the correct 
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response was simply to stay present and let the offer stand without requiring it 

to be taken in any particular way. 

“Okay,” Anna said. 

Emily picked up the folder. The work continued. 

Gina Harrison’s expression, when Emily laid the photographs and logs on 

her desk and began to speak, went through several distinct stages: professional 

attention, then focused concern, then the specific stillness of someone who has 

received information that requires a significant recalibration. 

She listened without interrupting, which Emily had hoped for and not 

entirely expected. Gina was good at listening when she decided it was what the 

situation required. It was one of the things that made her a good trainer and a 

functional barn manager in a facility that was still finding its shape. 

When Emily finished, Gina looked at the photograph of the tack log entry 

for a long time. Then she looked at Anna. 

“I should have caught this myself,” she said. 

“The system worked exactly as designed,” Emily said. “Someone worked 

around it who knew how it was designed. That’s not a failure of the system. 

That’s a targeted effort.” 

Gina pulled up her email. She found the thread from S. Moore and opened 

it without hesitating. Emily watched her read, and watched her expression move 

through something that was not quite surprise — the expression of someone 

receiving a confirmation rather than a revelation. 

“She reached out two weeks ago,” Gina said. “She said she’d heard I was 

building a good program. Said she had a student who might be a good fit for 

the facility, was I considering any new boarders.” Gina’s voice was even and 

careful. “She gave me a name.” A pause. “Not Blythe Fox.” 

Emily had suspected something like this. “Jess Hartley,” she said. 

Gina looked up. “Yes.” 

The three of them sat with this for a moment — the shape of it, the specific 

coldness of a plan that had been assembled over weeks, that had required 

patience and knowledge and the willingness to use a person who trusted you as 

an instrument. Emily thought about Blythe Fox, who had driven eleven hours 

with her horse and her good faith and her voicemails she hadn’t returned, and 

felt something that was not quite anger but lived in the same general region. 
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“Jess Hartley never contacted me,” Gina said. “The email went to my 

inquiry address. I responded that I wasn’t taking new boarders at this time, 

which I wasn’t.” She paused. “But I did confirm that I had a trial-period guest 

arriving. I didn’t give the name. But I confirmed the dates.” 

Emily understood immediately. “The code rotation. If she knew when a trial 

guest was arriving, and she knew Maple Run’s code format from Jess Hartley’s 

time here, she could have worked out the current code with enough tries.” 

“The keypad allows three attempts before a lockout,” Gina said. “Thursday 

night there were two failed attempts before the successful entry.” 

Emily had not known this. She had not asked. She wrote it down now. 

“She tried three times,” Anna said. Her voice had a quality Emily hadn’t 

heard from her before — not angry, not afraid, something quieter and in some 

ways harder. The voice of someone who had just understood the full extent of 

what had been done to them. “She tried until she got in.” 

“Yes,” Gina said. 

Outside the loft window the morning was fully established, indifferent and 

golden. Below them, Maple Run kept moving — the working students, the 

horses, the ordinary percussion of a barn in full operation. Emily looked at the 

folder in front of her and then at Anna and then at Gina, and felt the particular 

weight of a moment when a problem has been fully seen for the first time. 

Fully seen was not the same as solved. But it was the necessary condition for 

solving it, and they were there now, and that was something. 

“We need to find Jess Hartley,” Emily said. “And we need to understand 

what Sutton Moore told her — and what she understood about what she was 

being asked to do.” 

“And then?” Gina asked. 

Emily thought about Blythe Fox and her coffee cup and her careful honesty 

and the horse who ate on the first night as a sign that things might be adequate. 

“And then,” she said, “we make sure that the person who actually deserves 

to be in trouble is in trouble. And everyone else is okay.” 

It was not a complicated ambition. It was just the right one. 
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Chapter 6 

What Blythe Didn’t Know 

❧ 

She was schooling Quattro in the outdoor arena when Emily Cade came to find 

her. 

She saw Emily at the gate before Emily signaled — had been aware of her 

presence at the rail for several minutes, the specific quality of attention that 

Emily brought to watching horses, which was not the casual spectatorship of 

someone passing by but the focused engagement of someone reading. Blythe 

had noticed this about Emily already, in the twenty hours she’d been at Maple 

Run: she watched horses the way she appeared to watch everything, with a 

completeness that suggested the watching was itself a form of work. 

Blythe brought Quattro to a walk and let him stretch long and low, the 

reward she gave him at the end of a good session. He had been good today — 

not perfect, which was not what she asked for, but genuinely honest, offering 

the work without bracing against it, which was the thing she’d been building 

toward for two years and which appeared, in this new space, to be continuing. 

She was grateful for this in a way she couldn’t have explained to anyone who 

hadn’t spent two years in the patient daily negotiation of bringing a talented, 

complicated horse to the point of willingness. 

She turned him toward the gate. 

Emily’s expression was not the neutral evaluative expression she’d been 

wearing at the rail. It was something more deliberate — the face of someone 

who had decided to say a difficult thing and was organizing how to begin. 

“Can you come inside when you’re done?” Emily said. “Gina’s office. 

Anna’s there too.” 

“Now?” Blythe asked, because Quattro still needed cooling out and she did 

not leave horses hot. 

“When he’s ready,” Emily said. “Take the time you need.” 

This, Blythe thought, was a person who understood priorities. She nodded 

and turned Quattro for another lap of the arena, walking him out in the slow 

deliberate way the work required, her hands light on the reins and her mind 

moving ahead to the office, to Anna, to the conversation she had been half-
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expecting since this morning when Anna had said I think someone is using the 

fact that you came and then looked at her with that specific steady regard. 

Quattro walked on beneath her, patient and cooling, his ears moving in the 

unhurried way they moved when he was satisfied. She had needed, this 

morning, to see that he was all right in this new place. She had that now. 

Whatever was waiting in Gina’s office, she had that. 

Gina Harrison was behind her desk when Blythe came in, and Anna was in 

the chair to the left, and Emily was standing near the window with her folder of 

photographs and logs, and the arrangement of the room had the quality of 

something that had been in progress before she arrived — a conversation with a 

shape that she was being invited into rather than a meeting that was beginning 

fresh. 

“Sit down, please,” Gina said. Her voice had the same warm practicality it 

had had during the orientation, but underneath it now was something more 

careful. The voice of someone managing the delivery of information. 

Blythe sat. 

Emily set a photograph on the desk in front of her. It was a picture of a tack 

log page, and Blythe looked at it and understood immediately that it was 

relevant to the fall she’d heard about on her first day — the fall Anna was still 

carrying in her left hip, the fall that had preceded Blythe’s own arrival by three 

days and which had given the barn a particular quality of unsettled attention that 

she’d been reading since she got here. 

“This is the pre-check log for Anna’s horse,” Emily said. “The entry from 

the night before her fall. Someone signed off on a tack inspection they didn’t 

perform. The tack had been tampered with.” A pause. “The signature doesn’t 

match any current Maple Run staff or boarder.” 

Blythe looked at the signature. It was neat and slightly formal, with a 

leftward lean she didn’t recognize. She looked up. “Why are you showing me 

this?” 

“Because your guest access code was used to enter the tack room that 

night,” Emily said. Not as an accusation — the tone was the same tone she’d 

used for everything, even and direct — but as a fact being placed in front of 

Blythe and allowed to stand. 

Blythe sat with this. She was good at sitting with difficult things without 

immediately trying to resolve them into something more comfortable, which 

was a skill she had developed by necessity over years of working with a horse 
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who required patience and a trainer who required management. She looked at 

the tack log. She looked at Emily. She looked at Anna, who was watching her 

with the specific regard of someone who already knows the shape of what’s 

coming and is waiting to see how you receive it. 

“I was in Tennessee that night,” Blythe said. 

“We know,” Emily said. “The drive time doesn’t allow for it. And the code 

isn’t unique to you — it’s a rotation code for trial guests. Anyone who knew the 

format could have obtained it.” 

Blythe felt a sensation that was familiar from the worst moments of her 

riding life — the long terrible fraction of a second when you understand that 

the ground is not where you expected it to be. Not the fall itself but the 

moment before it, when the information arrives and you haven’t yet had time to 

respond. “Someone used my credentials,” she said. “Someone who knew I was 

coming here and knew the code format.” 

“Yes.” 

She asked the question she already knew the answer to, because sometimes 

you needed to hear a thing said in order to receive it completely. “Who.” 

Emily glanced at Anna. Anna held Blythe’s gaze and said, quietly, “We 

believe Sutton arranged it.” 

The room was very still. Outside, through Gina’s small window, Blythe 

could see the paddock where Quattro was turned out for the afternoon — she’d 

released him after cooling out, and he was standing near the fence in the 

specific posture of a horse who is not uncomfortable but is still taking the 

measure of a new place. Present. Watchful. Not yet at home. 

She felt the shape of the thing assembling itself in her mind — the pieces 

she’d had individually, now arranged into a coherent picture. Sutton’s first 

voicemail, calm and reasonable. Sutton’s second voicemail, with its careful 

threat of information withheld: things about that situation you might not be 

aware of. The way Sutton had known she was coming to Maple Run when 

Blythe hadn’t told her. The fact that Blythe had come here in the first place 

because of Anna Whitford, because of the newsletter profile, because Sutton’s 

former student had given language to the thing Blythe had been struggling to 

name in Sutton’s own barn. 

She had left Sutton and come to Sutton’s former student’s barn, and Sutton 

had found out, and had — what? Used her? Used her name, her arrival date, the 

access credentials that had been issued in good faith to her — to do something 
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to Anna Whitford that Anna Whitford had not deserved and that Blythe had, 

through no intention of her own, been made to carry. 

She understood this. She understood it fully, with the particular clarity of 

someone who has had a long drive to think and has been half-assembling this 

picture since before she arrived. 

What she had not expected was how it would feel to have it confirmed. 

It felt like being used. Specifically, carefully, deliberately used — not as a 

person but as a tool, a key that fit a lock, a credential that could be borrowed 

while she was eleven hours away. It felt like finding out that someone she had 

trusted — not loved, not anymore, but trusted in the narrower professional 

sense, trusted to have operated in good faith even after the relationship had 

soured — had looked at her departure and thought not she’s leaving but she’s 

useful. 

She sat with this for a long moment. 

“The person who entered the tack room,” she said. “Who was it.” 

Emily set another photograph on the desk. A newsletter image, barn staff, a 

young woman in the corner with careful posture. “We believe it was a former 

working student named Jess Hartley. She did a two-month trial here two years 

ago, before coming from Carver’s program. She would have known the barn’s 

layout and the guest code format.” A pause. “We don’t yet know what she was 

told, or what she understood about what she was being asked to do.” 

Blythe looked at the photograph. She didn’t recognize the face — Jess 

Hartley had been at Carver before Blythe’s time, or had kept to a different orbit. 

But the posture was familiar: the specific stillness of someone who had been 

trained to stand correctly, the same stillness Blythe saw in herself sometimes in 

photographs and recognized as a physical remnant of three years under Sutton’s 

eye. 

“She might not have known what the log entry would be used for,” Blythe 

said. 

“That’s what we need to find out,” Emily said. 

Gina had been quiet through most of this, listening in the way she listened 

during difficult conversations — completely, without performing attention. 

Now she spoke. “Blythe, I want you to know that your place at Maple Run is 

not in question. You arrived here in good faith and nothing that has happened 

changes that.” Her voice was even. “But I need to ask you directly: did Sutton 
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Moore, at any point, ask you to do anything here? Give you any instructions, 

any tasks she wanted you to accomplish?” 

“No,” Blythe said. “She called twice and I didn’t call back.” She paused. 

“The second message said there were things about this situation I might not be 

aware of. I assumed she was trying to undermine my confidence in the decision. 

I didn’t think—” She stopped. 

“You couldn’t have known,” Anna said. It was the first thing she’d said 

since naming Sutton, and she said it with the specific weight of someone who 

has carried a version of this themselves. “She’s very good at being the only 

person who can see the full picture. It’s how she keeps people in place.” 

Blythe looked at her. There was something in Anna’s face that she had not 

seen there before — not softness exactly, but the particular quality of someone 

who has stopped performing composure and is simply present. The fall, the 

altered tack, the years of her own history with Sutton — all of it visible in 

Anna’s expression now, without the careful management that had been there 

this morning. 

“How long did it take you to see it?” Blythe asked. 

Anna was quiet for a moment. “Too long,” she said. “And then I left 

without saying anything, because I was afraid of what she’d do to my version of 

events if I gave her the opportunity to revise it.” A pause. “And then I didn’t 

think about the cost of leaving that way. To her, or to anyone who came after 

me.” 

The room held this. Outside, Quattro moved along the paddock fence, his 

dark coat catching the afternoon light, his attention caught by something in the 

far tree line. Watching. Processing. 

Blythe thought about the two years she’d spent at Carver, the things she’d 

learned and the things she’d had to quietly unlearn, the specific labor of 

maintaining her own judgment in an environment that was very good at 

replacing individual judgment with the system’s judgment and calling the 

replacement improvement. 

She thought about what it meant that Sutton had watched her leave and had 

reached not for a phone call, not for a direct confrontation, but for this — for 

the careful construction of a situation that would hurt Anna Whitford and use 

Blythe Fox as the instrument, and leave no fingerprints on either. 

She thought about Jess Hartley, whose posture she recognized, who had 

probably been given a task and a reason and had not been given the full picture. 
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“I want to help find Jess Hartley,” Blythe said. “I may be able to reach her 

in a way that doesn’t feel like an accusation. If she was at Carver before my 

time, we might have people in common.” She paused. “And I want to call 

Sutton back.” 

The room shifted. Emily looked at her with the evaluating attention, 

recalibrating. Gina was still. Anna’s expression moved through something 

Blythe couldn’t entirely name. 

“Not to confront her,” Blythe said. “She’ll close up if she thinks she’s being 

confronted. She’s very good at that.” She had watched Sutton close up with 

other people, had been in the room for those conversations and had not fully 

understood what she was watching at the time. She understood it now. “I want 

to call her and let her think she still has the picture she thinks she has. That I 

arrived here, that I’m—” she paused, choosing the word — “unsettled. That 

things are complicated. And listen to what she says.” 

The silence stretched. 

“That’s not nothing,” Emily said. 

“It’s also not safe,” Anna said. “If she realizes what you’re doing—” 

“She won’t,” Blythe said, with a certainty that surprised her slightly — and 

then, sitting with it, didn’t. She had managed three years of Sutton Moore. She 

understood the architecture of those conversations, the places where 

information lived and the places where it was withheld, the specific rhythm of 

talking to someone who was always, underneath the conversation, managing 

what you knew. “I know how she talks. I know what she listens for.” She 

paused. “She used me without my knowledge. I’d like to be useful on my own 

terms.” 

Gina looked at Emily. Emily looked at Anna. Anna looked at Blythe with 

the expression of someone revising an assessment. 

“We do it together,” Emily said, finally. “You make the call. Anna and I are 

in the room.” She looked at Blythe steadily. “And if at any point it’s too much, 

you end it. No explanation needed.” 

Blythe thought about Quattro in the paddock, working out the coordinates 

of a new place, measuring the distance between the fence and the tree line, 

deciding provisionally that it was adequate. 

“Okay,” she said. 
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She sat with Anna on the bench outside the barn for a few minutes 

afterward, while Emily went to make copies of the tack log photographs for the 

record and Gina made a call to the facility’s insurance carrier that she said was 

routine and which Blythe suspected was not entirely routine. 

The afternoon was warm and still, the specific stillness of a Georgia 

afternoon that had reached its peak temperature and was now simply holding it, 

like a breath not yet released. From where they sat they could see the outdoor 

arena, empty now, the footing dragged smooth by Cass during the lunch hour. 

The championship was nine days away. 

“I’m sorry,” Anna said. “For the piece. The newsletter piece.” 

Blythe turned to look at her. 

“Not for writing it,” Anna said. “The things I said were true and I don’t take 

them back. But I said them without thinking about who else might read them 

and how. I talked about what I’d had to unlearn without — without 

understanding that the person I’d learned it from was still out there, and that my 

version of the story was being received as a judgment of hers.” She paused. 

“And because of that, you’re sitting in the middle of something that wasn’t 

yours.” 

“I made my own decision to come here,” Blythe said. 

“I know. That’s yours. This—” Anna gestured toward the barn, the tack 

room, the invisible weight of the last three days — “isn’t.” 

Blythe looked at the empty arena for a moment. The dragged footing was 

perfectly smooth, unmarked, every previous session erased and the surface 

prepared for whatever came next. She thought about what she’d left behind at 

Carver and what she’d come here looking for and what she’d found instead, 

which was more complicated and more real than what she’d imagined. 

“I came here because you figured something out,” she said. “And wrote 

about it. That was a good thing.” She paused. “The fact that someone decided 

to use it badly doesn’t make it less good.” 

Anna was quiet beside her. 

“I’d like to stay,” Blythe said. “If Gina still wants me. After all of this.” She 

said it simply, without the hedging that might have made it easier to refuse. She 

had decided, somewhere in the cooling-out lap of the arena and the walk to the 

office and the long careful sitting with what she’d been told, that she was done 

with the kind of management that required her to make herself smaller than the 

situation warranted. “Quattro ate on the first night. Prince is extraordinary. 
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You’re riding Prix St. Georges in nine days and you got back on this morning 

after someone tried to take that from you.” She turned to look at Anna directly. 

“This is where I want to be.” 

Anna looked at her for a long moment. Then, quietly: “Good.” 

Above them the barn swallows that had nested under Maple Run’s eaves all 

spring were beginning their late-afternoon circuits, their small precise flight 

paths intersecting and diverging in the warm air over the arena. Below them, in 

the paddock, Quattro moved toward the water trough with the unhurried ease 

of a horse who had decided, more fully than before, that this place was 

adequate. 

More than adequate. 

Blythe watched him and felt something settle in her chest — not resolution, 

because nothing was resolved yet, but the particular settling of someone who 

has looked at a difficult situation clearly and decided to stay present within it. 

She had a phone call to make. 

She was ready. 
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Chapter 7 

The Voice on the Phone 

❧ 

They did it in the hay loft office, because it was the most private space in the 

barn and because Emily had already established it as her territory for this 

investigation, which meant the papers and photographs were already there and 

the chair arrangement already suggested a working room rather than a social 

one. Emily pulled a third chair to the desk. Blythe sat in the center. Anna sat to 

her left. Emily to her right with a legal pad and her pen already uncapped. 

Gina had offered the use of her own office and had been gently redirected 

— this was not a failure of courtesy but a practical judgment, which Gina, to 

her credit, had recognized and accepted without requiring explanation. She was 

downstairs managing the afternoon lesson schedule, which meant the barn’s 

ordinary motion would continue below them while the three of them did what 

needed to be done above it. 

Blythe held her phone in both hands and looked at the screen for a 

moment. Not hesitating, exactly — the quality was more like a rider gathering 

themselves before a test, a brief internal organization that had nothing to do 

with uncertainty and everything to do with precision. 

Anna watched her and felt the specific discomfort of someone witnessing 

an act of courage they themselves had declined to perform. 

“I’ll put her on speaker,” Blythe said. “She won’t know — she never asks, 

and she assumes the people she talks to are alone.” A pause. “She likes having 

the full picture. She’ll want to hear that I’m unsettled. That things here are more 

complicated than I expected.” She looked up at Anna and then at Emily. “I’ll let 

her fill the silence. She does that — she fills silences with information, because 

silence feels like an advantage being given away.” Another pause. “Don’t react 

to anything you hear. Even if it’s about you.” 

This last part was directed at Anna. Anna nodded, once. 

She did not trust herself to speak. 

The phone rang three times and then Sutton answered, and Anna’s body 

responded to the voice before her mind could intervene — a specific tightening 

in her throat, a sudden awareness of her own posture, the involuntary 
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reorganization of herself that had been, for seven years, the automatic response 

to the presence of Sutton Moore. 

The voice was exactly as she remembered it. Low and measured, with the 

specific cadence of someone who had learned long ago that the person who 

spoke less controlled more. “Blythe,” Sutton said, and even the single word had 

that quality — warm on the surface, careful underneath. 

“Hi,” Blythe said. Her voice was different than it had been in any of the 

conversations Anna had heard so far — slightly less certain, slightly more open, 

the voice of someone returning a call they’d been avoiding. It was, Anna 

realized, a performance, and it was a very good one. Blythe had understood 

something about Sutton that had taken Anna years to understand: that Sutton 

responded to uncertainty in other people the way some horses responded to the 

scent of water — with an immediate, organized movement toward it. 

“I’m glad you called,” Sutton said. “I was beginning to worry.” 

“I know. I’m sorry. The move has been—” Blythe paused in the way of 

someone choosing a word — “a lot.” 

“Tell me.” Two words, and in them the full architecture of Sutton’s 

conversational method: the invitation that functioned as permission, the 

invitation that you accepted without noticing that in accepting it you had also 

accepted the premise that this was a conversation Sutton was entitled to have. 

Anna breathed carefully through her nose. 

“It’s a newer facility,” Blythe said. “The culture is still finding itself. There’s 

been some — there was an incident before I arrived. A fall. One of the 

boarders. There’s a lot of unsettled feeling in the barn.” A pause. “It’s different 

from what I expected.” 

“Of course it is,” Sutton said, and the warmth in her voice had a shape that 

Anna recognized — the warmth of confirmation, of a prediction being fulfilled. 

“I did try to tell you. There are things about that situation that are complicated 

in ways that are difficult to understand from the outside.” 

“What things?” Blythe said. Her voice had the quality of someone asking a 

question they genuinely didn’t know the answer to, which was not entirely a 

performance — she was asking, Anna understood, because she wanted to hear 

Sutton say it. To hear the shape of what Sutton believed she had accomplished. 

A pause on Sutton’s end. The particular pause of someone deciding how 

much to give. 
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“Anna Whitford,” Sutton said, “has a way of presenting herself that makes 

people feel like they’ve discovered something. Like she’s found a truth that 

others haven’t accessed yet.” The voice was still warm, but underneath it now 

Anna could hear the thing she had not been able to name for years — the 

specific cold geometry of someone constructing a version of reality and 

presenting it as care. “The piece she did for the newsletter is a good example. It 

reads as self-reflection. What it actually is, is a fairly comprehensive critique of 

how other people train, dressed up as personal growth.” A pause. “I’m not 

saying she’s dishonest. I’m saying she doesn’t always understand the impact of 

her own narrative.” 

Anna’s hands were flat on her thighs. She was pressing them there. She was 

looking at the middle distance, which was the window, which showed the 

paddock, which showed Quattro in his afternoon turnout. She was not reacting. 

She was doing this by a narrow margin. 

Emily’s pen was moving steadily on the legal pad. Not frenetically — 

steadily, the way Emily did things, the specific rhythm of someone capturing 

what was being said without letting the capturing interrupt the listening. 

“Do you think the fall was an accident?” Blythe asked. 

Another pause. Longer this time. Anna felt the pause like a change in 

barometric pressure. 

“I think,” Sutton said carefully, “that what happens to a horse is always a 

reflection of the environment around it. If a horse spooks at a routine transition 

in a schooling session, it’s worth asking what in that environment might have 

contributed to that instability.” The voice was measured, precise. “I’m not 

suggesting anyone intended harm. I’m suggesting that a barn run with certain 

priorities is going to produce certain outcomes.” 

It was, Anna realized, masterful. Every word technically defensible. The 

implication constructed in the listener’s mind without a single element of the 

construction being attributable to Sutton’s own hand. She had heard this 

method applied to students, to parents of students, to competitors, to people 

who had left and people who hadn’t. She had never heard it applied to her from 

the outside. 

It was extraordinary, from the outside. It was like watching a very skilled 

rider make a very difficult movement look effortless — you could see the 

beauty of the execution and also, if you were paying close enough attention, the 

years of practice that had made it look natural. 
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“Have you met her?” Sutton asked. “Anna.” 

“Yes,” Blythe said. “Yesterday.” 

“What did you think?” 

The question was casual. It was not casual. 

Blythe was quiet for a moment — not the hesitation of someone uncertain 

what to say, Anna thought, but the specific stillness of someone deciding how 

much truth to introduce and from which angle. “She was riding when I 

arrived,” Blythe said. “She’d just come off a fall. She was — I thought she was 

doing the work of being okay.” A pause. “She seemed like someone who took 

things seriously.” 

“She does,” Sutton agreed, and the agreement had a precise, almost surgical 

quality — affirming just enough to stay credible while redirecting. “She’s 

genuinely talented. That was never the question.” A beat. “The question has 

always been about judgment. About understanding that the choices we make in 

the way we present ourselves have consequences for the people we’ve worked 

with. That riding well and communicating responsibly aren’t separate things.” 

Anna understood, with complete clarity, that she was being described as the 

problem. Not with anger — anger would have been easier — but with the 

specific, calm, reasonable certainty of someone explaining a technical error in a 

student’s position. You’re not wrong, exactly. You’re just not thinking about the 

full picture. 

She had heard this before. She had believed it, for a long time, because 

Sutton was very good at being the only person who could see the full picture, 

and Anna had been young enough and eager enough to believe that someone 

else’s comprehensive view was more reliable than her own partial one. 

She was thirty-four years old, sitting in a hay loft in Georgia, listening to her 

former trainer describe her judgment as the cause of an accident that had been 

deliberately arranged, and she understood, with a fullness she hadn’t managed 

before, what had been done to her sense of her own reality over seven years. 

Not all at once. Gradually. The way you altered a horse’s way of going by 

adjusting the same thing slightly each session until the adjustment had become 

the horse’s new baseline and the original way of going was no longer accessible. 

Blythe asked two more questions, both of them careful, both of them 

producing answers that Emily captured in full. The conversation lasted eleven 

minutes. At the end of it, Sutton said she was glad Blythe had called, and that 

she hoped things would settle, and that her door was always open. 
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Blythe said she appreciated that, and ended the call. 

The loft was quiet. 

Emily finished writing the last line and set her pen down with the care she 

gave to things she was finished with. 

Blythe set her phone on the desk and looked at it for a moment and then 

looked up at Anna. Her expression was not the expression of someone who had 

just done a difficult thing. It was the expression of someone who had just seen 

clearly something they had been trying to see for a long time and had finally 

managed to bring into focus. 

“She never said she did anything,” Blythe said. 

“No,” Anna said. Her voice was steady. She was surprised by this. 

“She constructed a situation in which the fall was your fault, and she did it 

without naming a single verifiable fact.” Blythe paused. “She didn’t say Jess 

Hartley. She didn’t say the tack log. She didn’t say anything she could be held 

to.” A beat. “She’s very good.” 

“Yes,” Anna said. 

“She was waiting for me to confirm that you’re damaged,” Blythe said. 

“That the barn is unstable. That the decision I made to come here was a mistake 

that she can help me correct.” She paused again. “She’s building a case for me 

to come back to Carver.” 

Emily was looking at her notes. “She also confirmed, implicitly, that she has 

a theory about the fall. She said ‘what happens to a horse is always a reflection 

of the environment.’ She didn’t say accident. She said reflection of the 

environment.” She looked up. “That’s the language of someone who knows 

what happened was not an accident.” 

Anna sat with this. The afternoon had reached that particular hour when the 

barn sounds had their own specific quality — the horses settling toward evening 

feeding, the working students finishing their afternoon tasks, the familiar 

percussion of a place that ran on routine and depended on routine continuing. 

Below them, in the barn she had been at for fourteen months, in the discipline 

she had spent twenty years building a life around, someone had used the fact of 

her success as a reason to harm her. And had used a woman she’d never met as 

the instrument. And had built the whole thing with such patience and such care 

that it looked, from any angle but the inside, like nothing at all. 
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She thought about what she’d said to Blythe on the bench: I left without 

saying anything, because I was afraid of what she’d do to my version of events if 

I gave her the opportunity to revise it. 

She had been right to be afraid. She understood that now. The fear had 

been accurate information about a real danger. What she had done with 

accurate information about a real danger was remove herself from it as quietly 

and completely as possible, and in doing so had left a vacancy that Sutton had 

filled with a version of events that had no Anna in it to contradict. 

She should have said something. Not to Sutton — that conversation would 

have produced exactly what she’d feared. But to the barn community, to Gina, 

to the other students. She should have named what she’d experienced in 

language precise enough to be recognized by the next person who needed to 

recognize it. 

She had not done that. She had been careful and quiet and had told herself it 

was dignity and had let the vacuum fill. 

“I should have spoken up,” she said. It came out more plainly than she’d 

planned. “When I left. I should have given people enough information to 

protect themselves.” She looked at Blythe. “You came here with no idea what 

you were walking into.” 

“I made my own decision,” Blythe said, for the second time that day. 

“You did,” Anna said. “And someone was able to use that decision as a 

weapon because I left a silence where information should have been.” She 

paused. “That’s mine to own.” 

Blythe looked at her steadily. “Is owning it the same as being responsible for 

what she did?” 

“No,” Emily said, from across the desk, without looking up from her notes. 

“It isn’t.” She said it with the finality of someone closing a door on an argument 

that doesn’t belong in the room. 

Anna looked at her. 

“You are not responsible for Sutton Moore’s choices,” Emily said. “You are 

responsible for your own silence. Those are different things, and conflating 

them is how she wins even when she loses.” She set her pen down and looked 

at Anna directly. “So. What do you want to do about it?” 

The question had the quality Emily brought to everything — not rhetorical, 

not directive, a genuine inquiry that expected a genuine answer. 
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Anna thought about nine days. About Malibu, honest and golden and still 

there underneath her this morning after everything. About the medium trot 

across the diagonal that had opened up when she stopped asking and started 

inviting, the feeling of it, the specific irreplaceable quality of a horse moving 

freely under a rider who has learned to trust the animal more than the plan. 

She thought about the Prix St. Georges test. About what it had cost to get 

to the point of entering it, and what it would cost to let someone else determine 

whether she arrived there. 

“I want to ride my test,” she said. “And I want Sutton Moore to understand 

that what she did has consequences.” She paused. “In that order.” 

Emily looked at her for a moment and appeared to find this satisfactory. 

“Then that’s what we do,” she said. She picked up her pen. “I’ll call the Virginia 

address for Jess Hartley this evening. We need her account of what she was 

asked to do and what she understood. And Gina needs to file a report with the 

facility’s insurance carrier about the tampered tack — that creates a formal 

record.” She looked at Blythe. “And you did something today that took more 

nerve than most people have.” 

Blythe looked at the phone on the desk. “I just let her talk.” 

“You let her talk in a way that told us exactly what we needed to know,” 

Emily said. “That’s not nothing. That’s actually the hardest thing in that specific 

kind of conversation.” A pause. “She underestimated you.” 

Something moved in Blythe’s expression — not pride exactly, but the 

specific quiet satisfaction of someone who has been seen accurately for the first 

time in a while. 

Outside the loft window, the sun had moved past its peak and was laying 

the afternoon light across the arena in long warm parallels. Anna could see the 

championship course setup in the outdoor arena — the dressage letters freshly 

painted, the arena boards set, the judge’s stand at C waiting for the person who 

would sit there in nine days and watch her ride. She had competed under those 

letters before, at lower levels, in different years, with different horses. She had 

never competed at Prix St. Georges. 

She was going to compete at Prix St. Georges. 

She was going to compete at Prix St. Georges in nine days and she was 

going to do it with everything she had, and Sutton Moore was going to have 

done something to her that had not in the end managed to be the thing that 
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stopped her, and that fact was going to live in the record the way all facts lived 

in records — permanently, without requiring anyone’s permission. 

She stood up from the chair. 

“I’m going to go ride,” she said. 

Emily was already writing. Blythe was looking at her with the expression of 

someone recognizing something in another person that they are still in the 

process of learning in themselves. 

Anna walked down the loft stairs and into the barn aisle and toward 

Malibu’s stall, and the barn received her the way it always did — with its 

particular noise and warmth and the specific complicated life of a place where 

people and horses were doing difficult things together and mostly, imperfectly, 

managing. 

It was enough. For now, it was entirely enough. 
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Chapter 8 

Jess Hartley’s Side 

❧ 

Emily made the call from the loft at eight that evening, after the barn had 

quieted into its nighttime rhythm — the last feeding done, the night-check 

rounds beginning, the particular hush that settled over a place full of animals 

when the working day finally released its hold. She had the Virginia address 

from Gina’s two-year-old trial records and, after twenty minutes of searching, a 

phone number pulled from a regional dressage association’s membership 

directory, which still listed Jess Hartley as an active competitor based out of a 

barn outside Middleburg. 

She had thought carefully about how to open the call. Not as an accusation 

— she’d learned, across several barns and several difficult conversations, that 

accusations closed doors that information could open. She had also thought 

carefully about what she actually wanted from this call, which was not 

punishment. Punishment was not hers to administer and wasn’t, in any case, the 

thing that would help Anna most. What she wanted was the truth of what Jess 

Hartley had been told, and what she had understood, and whether she had any 

idea what the signed entry in a tack log three states away had actually been used 

for. 

The phone rang four times. Emily was about to let it go to voicemail when a 

voice answered, young, slightly out of breath, the specific texture of someone 

who’d been doing barn work and had run for the phone. 

“Hello?” 

“Jess Hartley?” 

A pause. “Yes. Who’s this?” 

“My name is Emily Cade. I work at Maple Run Riding School, in Georgia. 

You did a trial here a couple of years ago.” Emily kept her voice even, factual, 

the same register she used for everything that mattered. “I’m calling about 

something that happened in our tack room ten days ago. I think you might be 

able to help me understand it.” 
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The silence on the other end had a different quality than the silence before it 

— not confusion now, but the specific stillness of someone who has been 

waiting, in some low- grade way, for a call like this one to come. 

“I don’t—” Jess started, and stopped. “What happened?” 

“Someone signed a false entry in a tack inspection log. The horse’s tack had 

been tampered with — the bit had been altered in a way that caused a fall 

during a schooling session. The rider is okay, but it could have been much 

worse.” Emily let this sit for a second. “The handwriting on the log entry 

matches photographs of your handwriting from your trial period here. The 

access code used belonged to a guest whose credentials had been issued before 

you would have had any reason to know her name — unless someone told 

you.” 

Another silence, longer. 

“I need you to understand,” Emily said, “that I’m not calling the police. Not 

yet. I’m calling you because I think there’s a version of this where you didn’t 

know what you were actually doing, and I’d like to hear that version before I 

have to assume something worse.” 

She heard a breath on the other end — exhaled slowly, the sound of 

someone deciding. 

“Is it Anna,” Jess said. Not quite a question. “Anna Whitford.” 

“Yes.” 

“Is she okay?” 

“She’s riding again. She’s competing in nine days.” Emily paused. “She came 

off hard, though. And someone built that fall deliberately, and used you to do it, 

and I don’t think that’s something you should carry without understanding the 

full shape of it.” 

The silence this time had a different texture — something giving way. 

“Sutton called me three weeks ago,” Jess said. “She said she had a favor to 

ask. That there was a former student causing some reputational damage with 

claims about her training methods, and that she needed someone to go check 

on a barn she had concerns about — concerns about how they were 

maintaining their safety logs. She said it was about protecting the discipline’s 

standards. That barns who cut corners on safety protocols needed to be 

documented, the way inspectors document things, for the good of everyone 

who rode there.” A pause. “She said I’d be perfect for it because I knew the 
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layout from my trial, and because nobody there would think twice about a 

former student passing through.” 

Emily absorbed this. It was, she thought, a masterwork of framing — 

Sutton had not asked Jess to sabotage anyone. She had asked Jess to perform an 

inspection, in the name of safety, of a facility that was allegedly cutting corners. 

The frame made the act feel responsible rather than malicious. It gave Jess a 

story she could tell herself while doing something she would never have agreed 

to do if it had been named accurately. 

“What did she ask you to actually do?” Emily said. 

“She said the code for the tack room would be active because a new trial 

guest was arriving soon, and that the code format hadn’t changed since I was 

there. She asked me to go in, late, when no one would be around, and check the 

tack — and if I found anything unsafe, to note it in the log so there’d be a 

record.” Jess’s voice had gone thinner. “She said if everything looked fine, just 

to sign off normally so there’d be a record that someone independent had 

checked.” 

“Did you find anything unsafe?” 

“No.” The word came out fast, almost defensive. “Everything was fine. I 

checked the gray Lusitano’s tack because she said that was the horse most likely 

to have problems — said the rider had a habit of not checking thoroughly, that 

it was a known issue.” A pause. “I checked everything. Bridle, bit, girth, all of it. 

It was fine. I signed the log because she’d told me to record it either way.” 

Emily felt something cold settle into place. “Did you change anything? 

Adjust anything?” 

“No. I checked it and put it back exactly how I found it.” A long pause. “I 

didn’t—” Jess’s voice cracked slightly. “Are you saying I tampered with 

something?” 

“I’m saying something was wrong with that bit by the time it was ridden the 

next day,” Emily said, carefully. “And you’re telling me everything was fine 

when you checked it.” 

“It was. I swear it was.” Jess’s breathing had changed, faster now. “I 

checked the curb chain, the bradoon, I ran my hands over every buckle. I would 

have noticed if something was wrong. I’m careful. I’ve always been careful — 

that’s the whole — that’s what she trained into all of us.” 

Emily sat with this. There were two possibilities now, and she turned them 

over with the same care she gave to any piece of information that didn’t fit 
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cleanly. Either Jess was lying — possible, but the specific quality of her distress 

didn’t read as performance, not to Emily’s experienced ear. Or someone had 

altered the tack after Jess checked it and before Anna rode it the next morning. 

Which meant Jess Hartley had been used twice — once as the alibi, the 

documented “independent check” that made everything look procedurally 

sound, and once as a layer of misdirection that would make the actual 

tampering, whenever and however it happened, harder to trace. 

“What time did you check the tack?” Emily asked. 

“Around midnight. I drove down that afternoon and back that same night 

— I told my barn manager here I had a family thing.” A pause. “I didn’t think it 

was that big a deal. She made it sound like a favor. Like something a person 

does for a mentor who’s been good to them.” 

“Has she been good to you?” 

The question landed somewhere Emily had aimed it deliberately. The silence 

that followed was long. 

“She got me my position here,” Jess said, finally. “Wrote my 

recommendation. I owe a lot of where I am to her.” Another pause. “But she’s 

also — there’s a way she asks for things that doesn’t feel like asking. It feels like 

a debt being called in. I didn’t think I could say no.” 

Emily recognized this. It was, in its structure, not so different from what 

she’d assembled about Carla at the Alpharetta barn, or what Anna had 

described about her own seven years — the specific architecture of a 

relationship where the asking was never quite asking, where refusal had a cost 

that was rarely named directly but was always somehow present, in the air, in 

the tone, in the particular warmth that could turn cold without warning. 

“I think,” Emily said carefully, “that you were used by someone whose 

request you weren’t equipped to refuse. And I think someone tampered with 

that tack after you left, specifically because your check — your honest, careful, 

real check — would create a record that made the later tampering look like a 

problem with the barn’s general safety culture rather than what it actually was.” 

She paused. “Which is to say, I don’t think you’re the person who caused the 

fall. But I think you need to understand what you were a part of, because she’s 

going to keep doing this, to other people, unless someone names it clearly 

enough that it can’t be done quietly again.” 

Jess was crying now — Emily could hear it, the specific contained sound of 

someone trying not to fall apart on a phone call with a stranger, in a barn, at 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

64 

night, where someone might walk by. “I didn’t know,” she said. “I swear I 

didn’t know what it was going to be used for.” 

“I believe you,” Emily said. And she did. “I need you to write down 

everything you just told me — the call, what she asked for, the time you arrived 

and left, what you actually did. Today, while it’s fresh. And I need you to be 

willing to say it again, if it comes to that, to Gina or to whoever Maple Run 

brings in to handle this formally.” 

“Is this going to come back on me?” 

It was, Emily thought, a fair question, and one that deserved an honest 

answer rather than a comfortable one. “I don’t know yet,” she said. “I think it 

depends on whether you’re willing to be honest about what happened, starting 

now. People who tell the truth early tend to be treated very differently than 

people who get found out.” A pause. “You’re not the worst part of this story. 

But you’re part of it, and pretending otherwise won’t help you.” 

A long breath on the other end. “Okay,” Jess said. “I’ll write it down.” 

“Send it to me tonight if you can. I’ll give you my email.” Emily read it off 

slowly, waited while Jess repeated it back. “And Jess — if she calls you again, 

about anything, I want you to tell me. Don’t agree to anything. Don’t do 

anything she asks without talking to someone first.” 

“Okay,” Jess said again, quieter now, the particular quiet of someone who 

has just understood that a story they told themselves about a small favor had a 

much larger and darker shape than they’d let themselves see. 

Emily ended the call and sat for a moment in the quiet of the loft, the desk 

lamp casting its small circle of light over the photographs and logs that had 

accumulated there over three days. Below her, the barn had gone fully still — 

the horses settled for the night, the last working student’s footsteps fading 

toward the parking lot, Prince’s occasional low nicker drifting up through the 

floorboards, his way of marking the hour when she usually came to say 

goodnight. 

She thought about what Jess had told her. Everything was fine when I 

checked it. 

If that was true — and Emily believed it was, both because of the specific 

quality of Jess’s distress and because the timeline made it more plausible than 

not — then someone had entered the tack room after midnight and before six 

the next morning, when the early feeding crew would have started moving 
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through the barn, and had tampered with Malibu’s bit in the narrow window 

between Jess Hartley’s honest check and Anna’s ride. 

Which meant there had been two intrusions that night, not one. Jess 

Hartley’s, documented and traceable. And a second one, deliberate and silent, 

that had left no signature at all. 

Emily looked at the keypad log again, the one she’d already gone through 

twice. Two failed code attempts, then one successful entry, at eleven forty-seven 

PM. One entry. No corresponding second entry later that night. 

Which meant either the second person hadn’t used the keypad at all — had 

come in through a door that didn’t require a code, the kind of door that existed 

in every barn for exactly the kind of practical reason that made security 

theoretical rather than absolute — or they’d had a key. 

She wrote this down. She drew an arrow. She sat back in the wobbling chair 

and looked at the gap in her own evidence, the place where the story had a hole 

in it that Jess Hartley’s honesty had just made visible. 

Someone else had been in that tack room. Someone who hadn’t needed 

Blythe’s code at all. 

She picked up her phone and texted Anna: Need to talk first thing 

tomorrow. Jess checked the tack at midnight — said everything was fine. 

Someone got in after her without using a code. 

The reply came within a minute. Who else has keys. 

Emily looked at the question for a long moment before typing her answer, 

because she already knew, and the knowing sat uncomfortably in her chest the 

way true things sometimes did before you’d fully accepted having to act on 

them. 

Gina. The three working students. And whoever Gina gave a spare to when 

the facility opened, which I need to ask her about, because that list might be 

longer than the current staff roster. 

She set the phone down. Outside, an owl called from the tree line beyond 

the paddock, and Prince shifted in his stall below, and the barn held its long 

patient silence around all of them, waiting, the way it always was, for the next 

thing that needed doing. 
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Chapter 9 

The Second Set of Keys 

❧ 

Blythe heard about the midnight gap from Anna over breakfast — the barn’s 

ancient coffee machine producing its approximation of coffee, the two of them 

standing at the rail of the empty outdoor arena while Quattro and Malibu both 

stood saddled and waiting, because some conversations needed to happen 

before the day’s work rather than after it. 

“Someone got in without the code,” Anna said. “Which means a key, or a 

door that doesn’t lock the way we assumed.” 

Blythe turned this over. She had been at Maple Run for less than three days 

and had the specific clarity that came from not yet knowing a place well enough 

to have stopped seeing it. She had noticed things in her first walk-through that a 

person who’d been there fourteen months might have stopped registering — 

not because Anna or Emily were careless, but because familiarity had its own 

kind of blindness, the way you stopped smelling your own barn after the first 

few months. 

“How many doors does the tack room actually have?” she asked. 

“Two. The main one off the aisle, which has the keypad. And a side door 

that opens into the supply closet, which connects to the feed room.” Anna 

paused. “I don’t think the side door has a lock at all. It’s just a door.” 

“Who would know that?” 

“Anyone who’s worked here long enough to need supplies in a hurry.” 

Anna’s expression shifted as she said it — the specific look of someone hearing 

their own words land somewhere they hadn’t expected. “Which is everyone on 

staff. Gina. The three working students. Possibly some of the longer-term 

boarders who help out informally.” 

Blythe nodded slowly. “That’s a wide net.” 

“Too wide to be useful as an accusation,” Anna agreed. “But not too wide 

to think about carefully.” 

They stood for a moment in the gathering warmth of the morning, both of 

them looking at the barn rather than at each other — the specific way people 
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looked at a shared problem instead of at each other’s faces, which Blythe had 

noticed was easier for difficult conversations, the same principle that made it 

easier to talk to someone while grooming a horse than while sitting across a 

table. 

“I want to walk the barn again,” Blythe said. “Slowly. Like I did the first day, 

except now I know what I’m looking for.” 

She started at the supply closet door, which was exactly as unremarkable as 

Anna had described — a plain interior door, no lock, no keypad, the kind of 

door that existed in every barn because someone needed a fast route between 

the feed room and the tack room during the chaos of morning chores and a 

locked door in that location would have been a daily inconvenience rather than 

a meaningful security measure. She stood in front of it for a long moment, the 

way she stood in front of any new piece of information, letting it settle before 

she tried to use it. 

Anyone who had worked at Maple Run long enough to know this door 

existed could have used it. That included Gina, the three working students, and 

— Blythe thought about this carefully — anyone who had once worked at 

Maple Run and still remembered its layout. Including, potentially, herself, 

except she hadn’t known about the door until this morning, and including Jess 

Hartley, who clearly had known about it but who Emily had reported entering 

through the main door with the code, not the side door, which meant Jess 

hadn’t needed the secret route because she’d been given the front-door key, so 

to speak, by Sutton. 

Which meant whoever had come in after Jess — the second visitor, the one 

who’d actually done the tampering — either also had the code, or knew about 

the side door. 

Blythe walked the barn aisle slowly, the way she walked any new arena 

before she rode in it, looking for what the footing actually was rather than what 

she’d been told it was. She passed Petra mucking a stall with her quiet, 

unselfconscious humming. She passed Dev, methodical and unhurried, checking 

a water trough float valve with the focused patience of someone who treated 

every small mechanical task as worth doing correctly. She passed Cass, twenty-

four, sweeping the aisle with the proprietary thoroughness of someone who had 

been at Maple Run since its first season and regarded the place, in some 

unstated but visible way, as partly hers. 

She stopped near Cass. 
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“How long have you been at Maple Run?” Blythe asked, in the easy, 

unhurried tone of someone making barn conversation rather than conducting 

an investigation. 

“Since it opened. Four years.” Cass didn’t look up from the sweeping, which 

had its own rhythm, practiced and even. “Watched the whole place get built, 

basically.” 

“That’s a long time to be somewhere.” 

“It’s home,” Cass said, simply. There was something in the way she said it 

— not defensive, just plain, the specific plainness of someone stating a fact 

they’d never had reason to examine. “Gina gave me a shot when nobody else 

would. I was eighteen, no real resume, just a lot of hours at a backyard barn that 

didn’t have a name.” She paused in her sweeping. “I’d do a lot for this place.” 

Blythe heard this and felt the specific quality of a sentence that meant 

exactly what it said and also, depending on how you turned it, meant something 

else. She did not think Cass was lying. She thought Cass had said something true 

that contained, inside its truth, a question worth sitting with. 

“Do you remember Jess Hartley?” Blythe asked. “She did a trial here a 

couple of years back.” 

Something moved across Cass’s face — quick, controlled, gone almost 

before it registered. “Sure. She didn’t stay long.” 

“Why not?” 

Cass resumed sweeping. “Wasn’t a good fit, I think. She was talented but 

kind of — closed off. Always seemed like she was reporting back to someone, if 

that makes sense. Like she had a different boss than the one standing in front of 

her.” A pause. “Gina didn’t extend the trial. I don’t think it was personal. Just 

didn’t click.” 

Blythe filed this away — reporting back to someone — and thanked Cass 

and continued down the aisle, turning the conversation over as she walked. It 

told her something about Jess’s pattern, a habit of divided loyalty that 

apparently predated Sutton’s specific request by years, which made the recent 

favor less an aberration than a continuation of something Jess had been doing, 

unconsciously or not, for a long time. 

It also told her, by its absence, that Cass had not offered anything that 

connected directly to the night of the fall. Which was either because there was 

nothing to offer, or because Cass was being careful, and Blythe could not yet 

tell which. 
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She found Emily in the loft an hour later, the desk now organized into a 

system that had grown more elaborate since yesterday — color-coded sticky 

notes on the wall behind the desk, a timeline drawn in pencil on a length of 

butcher paper that Emily had apparently liberated from the feed room. 

“I talked to Cass,” Blythe said. “She’s been here since the beginning. Said 

Jess Hartley always seemed like she was reporting back to someone else, even 

during her trial.” She watched this land on Emily’s already-considering 

expression. “I don’t think that’s nothing.” 

“It isn’t,” Emily said. “It means Sutton’s interest in Maple Run predates the 

fall by at least two years. Which means this wasn’t a sudden decision after the 

newsletter piece. It was an escalation of something she’d already been doing — 

watching, gathering information, through anyone she could reach.” 

Blythe sat in the chair across from the desk, the same chair she’d sat in for 

the difficult conversation two days before, and looked at the timeline Emily had 

built. Jess Hartley’s trial, two years ago. The newsletter piece, three months ago. 

Blythe’s own departure from Carver, six weeks ago. Sutton’s email to Gina, two 

weeks ago. Blythe’s arrival, three days ago. The fall, three days ago, hours 

before. 

“It’s a long game,” Blythe said. 

“She’s a patient person,” Emily said. “That’s not a compliment. Patience in 

service of control isn’t a virtue — it’s just a longer runway.” She tapped the 

timeline. “What I can’t place yet is the second entry. Someone who came in 

after midnight without the code, between Jess’s check and Anna’s ride at six 

forty. That’s a six-hour window.” 

“Anyone with a key to the building, or anyone who’s worked here long 

enough to know about the side door,” Blythe said. 

“Which is a list of people who already have every reason to be in the barn at 

strange hours, which is what makes it hard to isolate from camera footage or 

staff logs, because there isn’t anything unusual about any of them being there.” 

Emily sat back. “I requested the security footage from the exterior cameras — 

Gina has two, one on the main entrance, one on the parking area. Nothing 

inside the barn itself. She’s pulling the files tonight.” 

“What if it shows nothing useful?” 

“Then we go back to motive,” Emily said. “Whoever came in after Jess 

didn’t need Sutton’s instructions to know what to do. They came in, found the 

tack already checked and signed off, and altered it anyway — knowing that the 
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signed log would create exactly the kind of confusion we’ve spent four days 

working through. That’s not someone following orders blindly. That’s someone 

who understood the situation well enough to use it.” She looked at Blythe 

directly. “Which means whoever it was either had direct contact with Sutton 

beyond the initial setup, or had their own reasons for wanting Anna to fall that 

had nothing to do with Sutton at all.” 

The loft was quiet for a moment. Below them, the ordinary business of the 

barn continued — hoofbeats, the rattle of a wheelbarrow, the particular call-

and-response of working students checking in with each other across the aisle. 

“You think it’s someone at Maple Run,” Blythe said. It wasn’t quite a 

question. 

“I think it’s possible,” Emily said. “And I don’t like that thought, because it 

means someone in this barn — someone who has been kind to me, who I’ve 

worked beside for two years — might have a reason to want Anna hurt that has 

nothing to do with Sutton Moore at all.” She paused. “Sutton built the 

opportunity. But opportunity isn’t the same as execution. Someone else walked 

through the door she opened.” 

Blythe thought about Cass’s plain, true sentence. I’d do a lot for this place. 

She thought about Dev’s methodical unhurried competence, the kind of 

competence that could be mistaken for harmlessness simply because it never 

called attention to itself. She thought about Petra, seventeen, humming to the 

horses, who had been at Maple Run barely a year and who Blythe had not yet 

had a real conversation with at all. 

“What do we do,” she asked, “while we wait for the footage?” 

Emily picked up her pen. “We keep asking questions that don’t sound like 

questions,” she said. “And we watch who gets uncomfortable.” 

Blythe rode Quattro in the indoor that afternoon, working through the 

basics they’d be showing in the Introductory test in nine days — simple changes 

of direction, square halts, the steady rhythm that the level demanded and that 

Quattro, on his good days, gave generously. Today was a good day. He moved 

beneath her with the specific quality she had spent two years coaxing into being: 

unbraced, attentive, willing to be wrong without panicking about it, which was 

the actual definition of training, she had come to believe, more than any specific 

exercise or movement. You were not teaching a horse to be correct. You were 

teaching a horse that being incorrect was survivable, that a mistake was 

information rather than danger, and once a horse believed that, everything else 

became possible. 
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She thought, riding him through his simple changes, about Jess Hartley on 

the phone with Emily, crying, insisting she’d checked everything and found it 

fine. She thought about the particular fear in that insistence — not fear of being 

caught, exactly, but fear of having been part of something irreversible without 

having chosen it clearly. 

She thought about herself, three years at Carver, doing what she was told 

because the asking never quite sounded like asking, and how close that was to 

what Jess had described, and how the only real difference between them was 

that nobody had used Blythe directly. Yet. 

She brought Quattro back to a square halt at the center line and sat for a 

moment, feeling the stillness of him beneath her — present, settled, entirely 

there. 

She thought: she would have used me eventually, if I’d stayed long enough 

to be useful. 

It was not a comfortable thought. She let herself have it anyway, because 

she had decided, sometime in the last three days, that the discomfort of seeing 

clearly was preferable to the comfort of not seeing at all. 

She dismounted and led Quattro out of the arena, and the evening barn 

received them both — busy, warm, complicated, full of people she was only 

beginning to know and at least one of whom, possibly, had walked through a 

door that didn’t lock and altered a piece of tack with the specific intention of 

hurting someone. 

She did not know who yet. But she was watching now, the way she watched 

everything, with the complete attention that was, she understood, the only 

honest response to a situation that asked for it. 
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Chapter 10 

What the Camera Saw 

❧ 

Gina called the meeting for seven the next morning, before the barn’s full 

motion began, in the loft office that had become, over five days, something 

closer to a war room than a workspace. She had the footage pulled up on her 

laptop when Anna arrived — paused on a grainy, fixed-angle shot of the 

parking lot, timestamped 11:43 PM, four minutes before the keypad’s recorded 

entry. 

“There’s a vehicle,” Gina said, without preamble. She had the specific 

economy of someone who had spent a sleepless night with difficult information 

and had decided that efficiency was the only mercy available. “Comes in from 

the county road, parks at the far end of the lot, away from the lights. Sits for 

two minutes. Then someone gets out.” 

She advanced the footage frame by frame. Anna watched a dark shape 

resolve out of the grain — a person, slight build, moving quickly toward the 

side of the barn rather than the main entrance, out of the frame within four 

seconds. 

“That’s not the main door,” Anna said. 

“No,” Gina said. “That’s the direction of the supply closet’s exterior wall. 

There’s no door on that side — but there’s a window. An old hayloft delivery 

window, boarded but not locked, that we never fully sealed when we converted 

that section.” She looked up. “I forgot it existed until last night, when I walked 

the building looking for anything I might have missed.” 

Emily, already at the desk with her color-coded timeline, was very still. “So 

there’s a third way in. Not the keypad. Not the side door from the feed room. A 

window.” 

“Which means it doesn’t matter who has keys, or who knows about the 

unlocked supply door,” Anna said slowly. “Anyone who’s ever helped move hay 

through that window would know it opens.” 

“Which is most of the staff, at some point, in four years,” Gina said. The 

specific grimness in her voice was not directed at any of them, Anna 

understood, but at herself — at the slow accumulation of small unaddressed 
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vulnerabilities that any working barn collected over years of practical 

improvisation, none of them dangerous on their own, all of them, together, 

amounting to a building that was much less secure than its keypad suggested. 

“Can you make out anything else?” Anna asked. “Height, build, anything?” 

Gina advanced the footage again, frame by frame, and they watched the 

dark shape move and resolve and blur and resolve again, the night vision 

rendering everything in shades of gray that refused to cooperate with the 

specificity they needed. Slight build. A jacket with a hood, up. Movement that 

was quick and purposeful but not obviously masculine or feminine, not 

obviously young or old, not obviously anyone. 

“It’s not enough,” Emily said, finally. “Not on its own. We have a person, a 

time, an entry point. We don’t have an identity.” 

Anna sat with the frustration of this — four days of careful work arriving at 

a frame of grainy footage that confirmed exactly what they’d already suspected 

without delivering the one piece of information that would resolve it. “What do 

we do with it?” 

“We use it as leverage,” Emily said. “Not publicly. Not yet. But it tells us the 

person who actually altered the tack knew about an obscure access point that 

most current staff might not even remember exists. That narrows things, even if 

it doesn’t name anyone.” She looked at Gina. “Who would know about a 

boarded hayloft window from a renovation four years ago?” 

Gina was quiet for a moment, turning this over with the specific reluctance 

of someone whose answer was going to implicate people she genuinely cared 

about. “The three working students who’ve been here since the beginning 

would know — Cass, definitely, she helped with that renovation personally. 

Dev came on six months after opening, might not have seen it before it was 

boarded. Petra’s only been here a year, wouldn’t know unless someone told 

her.” A pause. “And me. And the contractor, who’s long gone and has no 

connection to any of this that I can imagine.” 

“Cass,” Anna said. The name sat in the room with a weight that none of 

them had wanted to give it. 

“I don’t want it to be Cass,” Gina said, simply. “She’s been with me since 

the beginning. She’s family, in the way barn people become family.” She looked 

at the frozen frame on the screen, the slight indistinct figure moving toward an 

opening none of them had thought to seal. “But I also don’t want to protect 
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someone from a fair question just because the question is uncomfortable to 

ask.” 

Anna left the loft an hour later with her stomach in a complicated knot that 

had nothing to do with her hip and everything to do with the accumulating 

weight of a mystery that kept widening instead of closing. She had hoped, 

foolishly, that naming Sutton and finding Jess Hartley would be the end of it — 

a clean villain, located and confirmed, the kind of resolution that let you exhale. 

Instead there was a second person, unidentified, who had walked through a 

forgotten window with enough purpose to undo a careful check and leave 

nothing behind but a few seconds of grainy footage. 

She drove home at nine, after her own ride — shorter than usual, because 

her mind wasn’t fully present for the work and Malibu deserved a rider who was 

— and found, when she checked her phone at a red light, a voicemail from her 

mother. 

She listened to it sitting in her parked car outside the apartment, engine off, 

the Georgia morning heat already building against the windshield. 

Anna, honey, it’s Mom. Just checking in — haven’t heard from you in a few 

weeks. Your father wants to know if you’re still planning to come up for the 

Fourth. Also, I ran into Pam 

Sutterfield at the grocery store and she mentioned the championship is 

coming up — said she saw it in some newsletter. I didn’t know you were doing 

the big one again. Call me back when you get a chance. Love you. 

Anna sat with this for a moment longer than the message warranted. 

Her parents lived ninety minutes north, in the town she’d grown up in, in 

the same house with the same dated kitchen and the same view of a backyard 

that had once bordered actual pasture and now bordered a subdivision. They 

were not horse people — her mother had supported the expense and the time 

commitment for years with the specific patient confusion of someone funding a 

passion she didn’t share but respected, and her father had attended exactly the 

competitions that fell on weekends he wasn’t working and had, at each one, 

asked thoughtful questions about scoring that suggested he’d done some 

research beforehand without ever quite developing his own opinion about why 

any of it mattered to his daughter. 

She loved them. She also understood, with the specific clarity of someone 

examining a pattern she’d maintained for years, that she had not told them 

about Sutton. Not really. She had described the move to a new barn as a logical 
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next step in her training, had described the years since as productive and 

forward-looking, had let her parents believe that the version of events that made 

the least demand on their attention was also the complete one. 

She had done this, she understood now, for the same reason she had left 

Sutton without a confrontation: because naming the difficulty fully would have 

required her to sit inside it longer than she wanted to, would have required her 

parents to ask questions she didn’t have comfortable answers for, would have 

required everyone to look directly at something that was easier, in the moment, 

to manage by omission. 

She thought about Emily’s sentence from two days ago. You are responsible 

for your own silence. 

She called her mother back. 

“Hey, Mom.” 

“Anna! I was just leaving you a message.” 

“I know, I just listened to it.” Anna looked out the windshield at the 

Victorian’s front steps, the dog-smelling stairwell waiting beyond them, the 

ordinary architecture of her ordinary daily life that had, over the last five days, 

come to feel like the outer shell of something much more complicated. “I 

wanted to actually talk. Do you have a few minutes?” 

“Of course. Is everything okay?” 

Anna took a breath. “Not entirely,” she said. “I want to tell you about 

something that happened, and something that happened a while ago that I 

never really explained properly. Is that all right?” 

There was a small pause on her mother’s end — the specific pause of a 

parent recalibrating, sensing the shift in register, preparing to listen differently 

than she’d expected to ten seconds earlier. 

“Of course, honey,” her mother said. “Tell me.” 

Anna told her. Not everything — not the full architecture of the 

investigation, not Jess Hartley’s name or the grainy footage from the parking lot 

— but the shape of it: that her training situation with Sutton, four years ago, 

had not been the clean, forward-looking transition she’d described at the time. 

That it had been harder than she’d let on. That something had recently 

happened at Maple Run that had made her understand, with a clarity she hadn’t 

had before, that the difficulty hadn’t fully ended when she left. 
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Her mother listened. She did not interrupt, which Anna had not entirely 

expected — her mother’s love had always come with a certain amount of 

helpful intervention, suggestions offered before they were asked for, the specific 

anxious thoroughness of someone who’d spent thirty years trying to solve her 

daughter’s problems before her daughter had finished describing them. This 

time she simply listened, all the way through, and when Anna finished there was 

a silence that had weight to it but not discomfort. 

“I wondered, sometimes,” her mother said, finally. “You got quieter, around 

the time you left that barn. We just didn’t know what to ask.” 

“I didn’t make it easy to ask,” Anna said. 

“No,” her mother agreed, gently. “You didn’t. But I’m asking now, if you’ll 

let me. What do you need?” 

Anna felt something in her chest that had been held very tightly for a long 

time loosen by a small, real degree. “I need you and Dad at the championship,” 

she said. “If you can make it work.” 

“We’ll make it work,” her mother said, immediately, with no hesitation at all. 

“Tell me the dates.” 

Anna gave her the dates and hung up and sat in her car for a while longer, 

feeling the particular lightness that came after admitting something you’d spent 

years not admitting, even partially, even to someone who loved you and had 

been waiting, it turned out, for the chance to be told. 

She thought about Blythe’s voice on the phone with Sutton two days ago, 

careful and controlled, gathering information while giving away as little as 

possible. She thought about Emily’s steady insistence that the things you were 

responsible for and the things you weren’t responsible for needed to be kept 

separate, clearly, or the whole moral architecture of a situation collapsed into 

something that let the wrong people off the hook. 

She thought about Cass, sweeping the aisle with her practiced rhythm, who 

might or might not have walked through a forgotten window in the middle of 

the night with some private grievance Anna had never thought to ask about. 

She went back to the barn in the early afternoon, because there was 

nowhere else she particularly wanted to be, and found Emily in the loft with a 

fresh pot of the barn’s terrible coffee and an expression that suggested the day 

had already produced something new. 

“What,” Anna said, by way of greeting. 
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“Dev came to me an hour ago,” Emily said. “Said he’d heard, through the 

barn grapevine, that we were looking into who knew about the old hayloft 

window.” She paused. “He wanted to tell me something before someone else 

did.” 

Anna sat down slowly. “What did he say?” 

“He said Cass told him, about two weeks ago, that she’d applied for a head 

trainer position at a bigger facility in North Carolina. And that Gina was the 

only reference she had, because she’d been at Maple Run her entire career and 

had nothing else on her resume.” Emily set down her coffee. “And that the 

facility called Gina for the reference last week. And that Gina, according to 

Dev, gave what he described as a ‘lukewarm’ recommendation — not negative, 

just not enthusiastic. Hedged.” 

Anna felt something cold move through her chest. “And Cass didn’t get the 

position.” 

“Dev doesn’t know that part yet. But he said Cass has been different the last 

ten days. Quieter. Short with people.” Emily looked at Anna directly. “Ten days. 

That’s before your fall.” 

The two of them sat with this — the new shape of it, the question that had 

widened again instead of narrowing, the uncomfortable possibility that the 

second intrusion in the tack room might have had nothing to do with Sutton 

Moore at all, might have been an entirely separate wound, accumulated quietly 

in someone Anna saw every day and had never once thought to ask how she 

was doing. 

“We need to talk to Cass,” Anna said. 

“Carefully,” Emily said. “If this is what it looks like, she’s not a co-

conspirator. She’s someone who’s been hurt and has been carrying it alone, the 

same way you did.” She paused. “I don’t want to repeat the mistake of assuming 

the worst about someone before we understand the whole shape of what they’re 

carrying.” 

Anna nodded slowly, thinking of her own silence, her own years of 

managing a wound by not naming it, and understood that whatever Cass was 

carrying deserved, at minimum, the same careful attention they’d given everyone 

else in this widening, complicated story. 

“Tonight,” she said. “After the barn quiets down.” 

Emily was already reaching for her legal pad. 
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Chapter 11 

Cass, After Hours 

❧ 

Emily found her in the feed room at eight that evening, after the last lesson had 

ended and the barn had settled into the particular stillness it kept for the hour 

between evening chores and full dark. Cass was measuring out the next 

morning’s grain into labeled buckets, the work she did every night without 

being asked, because she had decided years ago that mornings went better when 

the night before had been thorough. 

Emily had known Cass for two years. She had watched her work in every 

season, in every mood the barn could produce — through the chaos of show 

prep, through the long slow months of winter when there was nothing to do 

but maintain, through the specific stress of opening week each time Maple Run 

added a new program or a new facility upgrade that required everyone to absorb 

extra labor without extra pay. Cass had never once, in two years, complained 

about any of it in a way that asked for sympathy. She complained the way 

capable people complained — briefly, practically, and then she kept working. 

Emily had liked her for exactly this. She liked her still. She had spent the 

walk from the loft to the feed room turning over how to begin a conversation 

she did not want to be having, with someone she did not want to suspect, about 

something that might not even be true. 

“Got a minute?” Emily asked, from the doorway. 

Cass looked up from the grain scoop, her expression open, unguarded, the 

face of someone who had no reason yet to expect that this question carried 

weight. “Sure. What’s up?” 

Emily came in and leaned against the supply shelf, near enough to be in 

conversation, far enough to not crowd the small room. “I wanted to ask you 

about the North Carolina position,” she said. “The head trainer job.” 

Something moved across Cass’s face — quick, controlled, the same flicker 

Emily had seen described to her by Blythe two days ago, the specific reflexive 

flinch of someone touched somewhere tender without warning. “How’d you 

hear about that?” 
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“Dev mentioned it. Not to cause trouble — he was worried, I think, and 

didn’t know what else to do with the worry.” Emily kept her voice even, the 

register she used for things that mattered. “Did you get the position?” 

Cass set the scoop down. Her hands, Emily noticed, were very steady — the 

steadiness of someone choosing to be steady rather than someone who felt it 

naturally. “No,” she said. “I didn’t.” 

“What happened?” 

“They liked me in the interview. Said so directly. Then they called Gina for 

the reference, and—” Cass paused, picked the scoop back up, set it down again 

without using it. “I don’t know exactly what she said. But I know the offer 

never came after that call. And I know Gina’s been a little off with me since, 

like she feels guilty about something.” 

“Did you ask her what she said?” 

“No.” The word came out fast, almost like a flinch itself. “What would that 

even — what would I even ask. ‘Did you sabotage me?’ She’s been the only 

person who ever believed I could do this. I’m not going to accuse her of taking 

it back.” 

Emily heard the specific shape of this — the same architecture she’d seen in 

Jess Hartley’s voice on the phone, the same architecture Anna had described in 

seven years with Sutton. A debt of gratitude so large that questioning the person 

who created it felt like a betrayal, even when the questioning was exactly what 

the situation required. It was, Emily thought, a pattern that repeated itself 

everywhere, in every barn, in every field where talent depended on someone 

older and more established choosing to extend a hand: the hand that lifted you 

up retained, forever afterward, a kind of leverage that the person who’d been 

lifted rarely felt free to examine. 

“I think you should ask her,” Emily said. “Not as an accusation. As 

something you’re entitled to know.” 

Cass looked at her for a long moment. “Why does this matter to you right 

now? You’ve been buried in this thing with Anna’s fall for a week. What does 

my job application have to do with any of that?” 

It was, Emily thought, a fair question, and it deserved the full truth rather 

than a careful approximation of it. 

“Because someone came into the tack room the night before Anna’s fall, 

through the old hayloft window,” she said. “Someone who’d know that window 
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existed because they’d been here since before it was boarded over. And I need 

to ask you directly: was it you?” 

The silence that followed had a different quality than any silence Emily had 

sat in during this entire investigation — not the silence of someone calculating 

what to say, and not the silence of someone caught in a lie. It was the silence of 

someone hearing, for the first time, what their own private pain might have 

looked like from the outside, and recoiling from the shape of it. 

“You think I hurt her horse,” Cass said. Her voice had gone very quiet. 

“You think I’d do that.” 

“I think you might have,” Emily said, carefully. “And I think if you did, it 

came from somewhere real, and I want to understand what that somewhere is 

before anyone decides what happens next.” 

Cass sat down on the supply room’s single stool, the grain scoop still in her 

hand, forgotten. “I didn’t touch her tack,” she said. “I swear to you, Emily. 

Whatever you think happened — I didn’t do that.” 

Emily watched her with the complete attention she gave to anything that 

mattered, looking for the specific signs she’d learned to read over years of being 

the person other people brought their difficult truths to. Cass’s hands, still 

steady. Her eyes, direct, not evasive. The particular quality of someone telling 

the truth under pressure, which was different — Emily had learned this the hard 

way, more than once — from the quality of someone telling a well-rehearsed lie 

under the same pressure. The rehearsed lie had a smoothness to it. This had 

none. This had the rough, unprepared texture of someone defending something 

they hadn’t expected to need to defend. 

“I believe you,” Emily said, and found that she meant it. 

Cass’s shoulders dropped slightly — not relief exactly, but the release of a 

tension she hadn’t fully registered carrying. “I was angry,” she said. “I’ll tell you 

that much. I was angry for about a week after I found out about the call. I 

thought about a lot of things I’m not proud of thinking about.” She looked 

down at the scoop in her hands. “But I didn’t go anywhere near that tack room. 

I was home, both those nights. You can check — my truck doesn’t leave the 

property unless I’m running an errand, and I didn’t run any errands that week.” 

“I believe you,” Emily said again, and this time she said it the way you said 

something you’d already decided to act on. 
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They sat together in the feed room for a while after that, the grain 

measuring abandoned, the particular quiet of two people recalibrating a 

relationship that had just survived an honest and uncomfortable test. 

“I should have asked Gina directly,” Cass said, eventually. “About the 

reference. I think I was scared of the answer.” 

“What answer are you scared of?” 

“That she doesn’t actually think I’m ready. That she’s been telling me I’m 

good enough because it’s easier than telling me the truth, and the reference was 

the first time anyone made her say what she actually thinks.” Cass’s voice had 

the particular roughness of something said for the first time out loud. “I’ve been 

here since I was eighteen. This is the only place I’ve ever worked. If Gina 

doesn’t think I’m ready to run my own program somewhere else, then I don’t 

actually know if I’m any good. I just know I’m good at being here, in the 

specific shape this place needs.” 

Emily recognized this fear with an intimacy that surprised her — not 

because she shared Cass’s specific circumstances, but because the underlying 

shape was familiar from her own life, from the years of building competence 

without a formal credential to validate it, the years of wondering whether what 

she’d built with Prince and with her own hands actually meant anything outside 

the narrow context where people already knew her. 

“I think you should ask her,” Emily said again. “Because the version of this 

where you never ask is the version where you carry an assumption for years that 

might not even be true. And the not-knowing is worse than almost anything she 

could actually say.” 

Cass looked at her. “Is that advice for me, or for you?” 

It was, Emily thought, an uncomfortably accurate question. 

“Maybe both,” she admitted. 

She climbed the loft stairs an hour later to find Anna and Blythe already 

there, the day’s accumulated tension visible in both of them — Anna at the desk 

with her hands wrapped around a cold cup of coffee, Blythe standing near the 

window with her arms crossed, both of them looking up when Emily came in 

with the specific readiness of people who had been waiting for news. 

“It wasn’t her,” Emily said, before either of them could ask. “Cass. She was 

home both nights. She has a real grievance — the reference, the job she didn’t 

get — but she didn’t go near that tack room.” 
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Anna let out a breath that seemed to release something larger than the 

sentence warranted. “Are you sure?” 

“As sure as I can be without security footage that actually shows a face.” 

Emily sat down heavily in the chair across from the desk. “I believe her. The 

same way I believed Jess Hartley, for what that’s worth, which has held up so 

far.” 

Blythe was quiet for a moment, processing. “So we’re back to nobody,” she 

said. “A figure in a hoodie who knew about a forgotten window, and no name 

to put to them.” 

“Not nobody,” Emily said. “Just not Cass.” She looked at the timeline on 

the wall, the careful architecture of facts and dates and names that had grown 

over a week into something that mapped almost the entire emotional landscape 

of Maple Run and still, somehow, had a hole in the exact center of it. “Whoever 

it was knew about that window. That’s not nothing — it’s a specific kind of 

knowledge that narrows things even if it doesn’t name anyone yet.” 

“Gina,” Anna said, quietly. “She knows about the window. She’s known 

about it the whole time — she told us about it herself.” 

The room held this for a moment. It was, Emily thought, the kind of 

suggestion that felt almost disloyal to voice, given everything Gina had done 

over the past week — the speed with which she’d believed them, the resources 

she’d committed, the genuine distress she’d shown at the possibility that 

someone in her own barn had been responsible. And yet the timeline didn’t care 

about loyalty. The timeline only cared about who had been where, and when, 

and what they knew. 

“Gina has no motive that we’ve found,” Emily said, slowly, working 

through it out loud the way she worked through most things. “If anything, she 

has the opposite — every incentive to want this resolved quickly and quietly, 

because it’s her facility’s reputation on the line.” 

“Unless,” Blythe said, and stopped. 

“Unless what?” 

Blythe looked uncomfortable, the particular discomfort of someone about 

to suggest something they didn’t want to be true. “Unless there’s something 

about Sutton’s email that we haven’t fully understood yet. The one she sent two 

weeks ago, about a student who might be a good fit for the facility.” She 

paused. “What if Gina knew more than she’s told us? Not because she’s 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

83 

involved — but because admitting what she knew makes her look complicit, 

even if she isn’t?” 

Emily sat with this. It was, she had to admit, a possibility that the facts 

didn’t rule out, and one that none of them had wanted to examine too closely 

because Gina had become, over the course of this investigation, someone they 

were working alongside rather than someone they were investigating. 

“We need to see the full email thread,” Emily said. “Not just the first 

message. Everything that came after it.” 

Anna nodded slowly. “Tomorrow,” she said. “We ask her directly.” 

Outside the loft window, the last light was draining out of the sky over 

Maple Run, the barn settling into its full nighttime quiet, and somewhere below 

them Prince called once, low and questioning, the sound of a horse checking 

that his person was still somewhere nearby. 

Emily thought about Cass in the feed room, steady hands and rough 

unrehearsed honesty, carrying a private grief she’d never told anyone because 

the asking felt like betrayal. She thought about how many people in this story 

had been carrying something alone, for years, because naming it directly seemed 

more dangerous than absorbing it quietly. 

She thought that this, more than the tampered bit or the false log entry or 

even Sutton Moore’s careful architecture of plausible deniability, might be the 

actual subject of everything that had happened at Maple Run this week. Not 

sabotage. Silence. The specific, accumulating cost of people who loved 

something — a barn, a horse, a mentor, a version of their own competence — 

too much to risk asking it a direct question. 

She picked up her pen and added Gina’s name to the timeline, in the space 

reserved for things still uncertain, and underlined it once. 
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Chapter 12 

Gina’s Account 

❧ 

Gina asked them to come to her office rather than the loft, which Anna 

understood, on arrival, as a small but deliberate choice — the loft had become 

Emily’s territory, the investigation’s territory, and Gina meeting them there 

would have positioned her as a subject of it. Her own office, behind her own 

desk, was a different kind of room. It let her receive the conversation rather 

than be ambushed by it. 

She had the laptop already open when they sat down. Anna noted this and 

understood it as the second deliberate choice of the morning: Gina was not 

waiting to be asked. She had decided, sometime in the night, to offer what she 

had before anyone needed to extract it. 

“I want to show you the full thread,” Gina said. “All of it. I should have 

done this the first time, instead of just confirming the dates lined up. I was 

protecting myself a little, and I’m not proud of that, but I’d rather tell you that 

directly than have you find it some other way and wonder what else I’ve been 

protecting.” 

She turned the laptop so all three of them could see the screen. 

The first email was the one Emily had already described — Sutton’s opening 

message, warm and professional, inquiring about Gina’s program, mentioning a 

student who might be a good fit. Anna read it with the specific attention she 

now brought to anything written by Sutton, looking for the seams, the places 

where the warmth did the work that an outright request would have made too 

visible. 

The second email was Gina’s reply, polite and brief: not currently taking 

new boarders, but happy to stay in touch. 

The third was Sutton’s response, and this was the one Gina hadn’t shown 

them before. 

I understand. I do want to mention — and I say this only because I think 

you’d want to know — that I’ve heard some concerns from people in the 

community about how Anna Whitford represents her training history. I’m not 

in the business of correcting the record publicly, but I worry sometimes about 
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facilities that take on riders without understanding their full context. I’d be 

happy to talk further if it would be useful to you. 

Anna read this twice. The specific construction of it — I say this only 

because I think you’d want to know — was the same architecture she’d heard 

on the phone call two days ago, the warmth deployed in service of planting a 

doubt that Sutton herself never had to stand behind. 

“What did you say back?” Emily asked. 

Gina scrolled down. Her own reply was longer than the others, and Anna 

could feel, reading it, the specific discomfort of someone trying to be polite to a 

person they didn’t fully trust while not committing to anything that person was 

implying. 

I appreciate you reaching out, but I’ve found Anna to be a serious, 

hardworking rider, and I don’t have concerns about her conduct here. I’m sure 

every training relationship looks different from the inside than it does from the 

outside. 

“That’s a good answer,” Blythe said, quietly. 

“It’s a careful answer,” Gina said. “I didn’t want to fight with her over 

email, because I didn’t know yet what she was actually trying to accomplish. I 

thought she might just be — protective of her own reputation. People do 

strange things when they feel like their professional legacy is being questioned, 

even indirectly. I didn’t think—” She stopped. “I didn’t think she’d do anything 

beyond sending emails.” 

“What did she say after that?” Anna asked. 

Gina scrolled further. The fourth email was shorter, and colder, the warmth 

noticeably reduced. 

I understand. I just hope you’ll keep an open mind if anything comes up 

that complicates the picture. These things have a way of revealing themselves 

over time. 

“That’s the last one,” Gina said. “I didn’t respond. I thought the 

conversation had run its course.” She closed the laptop partway, then opened it 

again, as if she needed to look at it once more to confirm what she already knew 

was there. “Two weeks later, Blythe arrived, and three days after that, Anna 

fell.” 

The room held this. Anna felt something settle into place that had been 

loose since Chapter — since the beginning, since the moment she’d swung her 
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leg in the corridor outside the tack room and felt the fall as a bruise rather than 

a story. Sutton had not needed Gina’s cooperation. She had needed only Gina’s 

silence, and Gina’s silence — well-intentioned, defensive, born of not wanting 

to escalate a strange email exchange into something larger — had been enough. 

“You didn’t tell us this because you were embarrassed,” Anna said. It wasn’t 

quite a question, but it wasn’t an accusation either. She found, saying it, that she 

understood the impulse completely. 

“I was embarrassed,” Gina agreed. “And I was afraid that if I told you 

everything she’d said about you, it would feel like I was giving her words room 

in your head that they didn’t deserve to have. I thought I was protecting you by 

not repeating them.” She looked at Anna directly. “I see now that protecting 

you by managing what you knew is exactly the thing she does. I didn’t want to 

be doing the same thing, even with good intentions, even briefly.” 

Anna sat with this. It was, she thought, an honest and difficult thing to say, 

and she recognized in it an echo of her own reckoning from days earlier — the 

understanding that managing someone’s access to information, even out of care, 

even out of love, was a kind of authorship over their reality that wasn’t yours to 

claim. 

“I appreciate you telling me now,” she said. “All of it.” 

“There’s one more thing,” Gina said, and her voice had a different quality 

now, something more uncertain. “I didn’t connect this until last night, after 

Emily told me about the hayloft window and asked who would know about it.” 

She turned the laptop again, scrolled to a different folder, a different thread 

entirely. “Three weeks ago — before any of this, before Sutton’s first email 

even — I had a phone call from a facility in North Carolina. Asking about 

Cass’s reference.” 

Anna felt herself go very still. 

“I gave her a good reference,” Gina said. “I want to be completely clear 

about that, because Cass deserves to hear it directly and I should have told her 

this myself days ago instead of letting it become a rumor that ate at her. I told 

them she was talented, hardworking, and ready for more responsibility than she 

currently had here.” She paused. “But I also told them, when they asked 

directly, that she’d never run a program independently — that everything she 

knew, she’d learned within my systems, under my supervision, and that I 

couldn’t speak to how she’d perform without that structure around her.” 

“That’s not a bad answer,” Emily said, carefully. “That’s an honest answer.” 
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“It’s an honest answer that I gave without warning her I’d be asked, and 

without telling her afterward what I’d said,” Gina said. “Which meant she spent 

two weeks not knowing whether I’d helped her or hurt her, while I avoided the 

conversation because I didn’t want to see her disappointed in me.” Her voice 

had gone rougher. “I did the same thing Sutton does. Smaller. Without 

intending harm. But the same shape — I managed what someone knew about 

my own opinion of them, because the managing felt kinder than the honesty.” 

The office was quiet. Outside, Anna could hear the ordinary sounds of the 

barn’s late morning — a lesson starting in the outdoor arena, Gina’s voice on 

the PA system from earlier still echoing faintly in her memory, the working 

students moving through their afternoon chore list. 

“You should tell her,” Anna said. “Today. Not because of any of this—” 

she gestured at the laptop, the timeline, the whole architecture of the 

investigation — “but because she deserves it regardless of what we find out 

about the window.” 

“I will,” Gina said. “I already planned to, before you came in. I just wanted 

you to hear this from me, in full, before I did anything else.” 

They left Gina’s office with more clarity about Sutton’s method and less 

clarity about the second intruder than they’d had walking in, which Anna 

understood was, in its own way, progress — the picture had widened to include 

the email thread’s full coldness, and had simultaneously confirmed that Gina, 

whatever her failures of disclosure, had no apparent motive to harm Anna or 

Malibu directly. She had been careless with information. She had not been 

malicious with intent. 

That left the window. The slight figure in the grainy footage. The list of 

people who’d know an old hayloft delivery window existed and could be 

opened from outside — a list that had narrowed and widened and narrowed 

again over the course of a week, and which still, somehow, hadn’t landed on a 

name. 

“We’re missing something,” Emily said, as they walked back toward the 

main barn. “Someone who knew the window, who had access to information 

about the fall before it happened, who had some reason — their own reason, 

not Sutton’s — to want it to happen.” 

“Or someone we haven’t considered because they don’t fit the pattern of 

who’d typically be a suspect,” Blythe said. 
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Anna stopped walking. The thought that had been circling at the edge of her 

attention since the office finally resolved into something specific enough to say 

out loud. 

“The boarder Sutton mentioned in her email,” she said. “Not by name — 

but she said she’d heard concerns from ‘people in the community.’ Plural. She 

didn’t say it was just her own observation.” Anna looked at Emily. “What if 

there’s someone else. Someone in our own community, who’s been talking to 

Sutton independently. Someone with their own grievance who found, in 

Sutton’s interest in Maple Run, a convenient ally.” 

Emily was quiet for a moment, turning this over with her characteristic 

thoroughness. “That would explain the window,” she said, slowly. “Someone 

who didn’t need Sutton’s instructions because they already knew the barn. 

Someone who reached out to Sutton, or was reached by her, and found their 

interests aligned.” 

“Who,” Blythe said. 

Anna thought about the championship, nine days away now down to four, 

about the boarders she’d shared the barn with for fourteen months, about the 

small currents of competition and resentment and admiration that ran beneath 

every show barn’s friendly surface. She thought about who had been quietly 

unhappy, who had something to gain from Anna’s failure, who might have 

crossed paths with Sutton Moore at some show, some clinic, some chance 

encounter that none of them had thought to ask about because they’d been so 

focused on the people who worked at Maple Run that they’d forgotten to look 

at the people who simply rode there. 

“I don’t know yet,” she said. “But I think we’ve been looking at the staff 

because the staff are the people we know best. We need to look at the boarders 

too. Everyone competing in the championship. Everyone who might have 

something to gain from watching me fail.” 

Emily was already turning toward the loft, already reaching for her legal pad 

in her mind if not yet in her hand. “Four days,” she said. “We need a name 

before the championship, or we go into it not knowing who’s actually been 

working against us.” 

The barn moved around them, ordinary and unaware, horses and riders 

going through their afternoon paces with no knowledge of the careful, widening 

search happening in its margins. Somewhere in the outdoor arena, Anna could 

hear the rhythmic thud of a horse cantering a twenty-meter circle, the working 
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sound of preparation, of people getting ready for the thing that was coming 

whether they were ready for it or not. 

She thought: four days. 

She thought: I am going to ride that test no matter what we find. 

But she wanted to know. She wanted, more than she’d expected to, to look 

the second person in the eye before she rode into that arena, and understand, 

finally, the whole shape of what had been done to her. 
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Chapter 13 

The Boarder List 

❧ 

Blythe had been keeping a list of her own, separate from Emily’s timeline on the 

loft wall, in the back pages of the small notebook she used for tracking 

Quattro’s training notes. It felt strange to use the same notebook for dressage 

exercises and suspect observations, but she had found, over the past week, that 

the two kinds of attention required the same muscle — watching closely, 

withholding conclusions until the pattern repeated itself enough times to be 

trusted. 

She had started the list three days ago, after the conversation in Gina’s 

office, when Anna had said we need to look at the boarders too. Since then she 

had been doing what she did best: standing quietly at rails, listening without 

appearing to listen, riding Quattro through his paces in the outdoor arena while 

keeping half her attention on the conversations happening near the gate. 

There were nine boarders at Maple Run competing in this weekend’s 

championship across various levels. Most of them Blythe had crossed paths 

with only briefly — friendly enough, focused on their own preparation, the 

particular self-contained energy that competitors carried in the final week before 

a show. But one name kept recurring in a way that had started to feel less like 

coincidence and more like pattern. 

Renata Cole rode a warmblood named Donatello in the same Prix St. 

Georges class as Anna. She was somewhere in her fifties, Blythe guessed, with 

the specific bearing of someone who had come to the sport with significant 

resources and had expected those resources to produce significant results faster 

than they apparently had. Blythe had heard her, three separate times now, make 

comments at the rail that landed somewhere between observation and 

grievance. 

Some people just get the right horse and the right trainer and everything 

falls into place. Must be nice. 

I’ve spent more on Donatello’s training in two years than some people 

spend in five, and somehow I’m still chasing scores other people get on a 

fraction of the budget. 
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Anna’s done well for herself. I suppose the new approach is working out. 

None of these, individually, were damning. Blythe understood this. Show 

barns were full of competitive friction, full of people measuring their own 

progress against everyone else’s and finding the comparison wanting. She had 

done it herself, at Carver, in the years before she understood that the 

comparison was a trap with no bottom. 

But the accumulation had a shape to it. And this morning, riding past the 

rail during her own cool-out, she’d heard something that moved Renata from 

grievance to something worth following. 

Renata had been talking to another boarder near the wash stalls — not 

lowering her voice particularly, the way people didn’t lower their voices when 

they assumed the surrounding noise made them invisible. 

“—met her trainer once, actually. At a clinic two years ago, before she came 

here. Sutton Moore. Sharp woman. Very particular about standards.” A pause, 

the clink of a hose nozzle. “She had some interesting things to say about Anna, 

even back then. Said she had real talent but no humility about where it came 

from.” 

Blythe had kept walking, Quattro’s lead rope steady in her hand, her own 

pace unchanged, every part of her trained by two years of careful horsemanship 

to betray nothing through her body that she didn’t want betrayed. But internally, 

something had snapped into focus with the specific click of a girth finding its 

right hole. 

Met her trainer once. At a clinic. Two years ago. 

She brought Quattro back to his stall and texted Emily before she’d even 

finished untacking him. 

Renata Cole says she met Sutton at a clinic two years ago. Just overheard it 

at the wash stalls. Worth looking into? 

The reply came within minutes. Very. Can you find out which clinic? Need 

the date. 

Blythe thought about this while she finished grooming Quattro, working 

through his coat with the long even strokes that settled him after work, her 

mind moving through the practical question of how to ask a near-stranger for a 

specific detail without making the asking conspicuous. 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

92 

She decided, in the end, on the most direct approach available to her, which 

was also the one she trusted most: simple curiosity, offered without an agenda 

visible on its surface. 

She found Renata at the rail an hour later, watching her own trainer work 

with another student, and fell into step beside her with the easy, unhurried 

manner she’d been cultivating since her arrival. 

“Donatello’s looking strong,” Blythe said, which was true — the horse had a 

lovely natural stride, even if his rider’s nerves sometimes interfered with what 

the horse offered freely. 

“He’s coming along,” Renata said, with the specific weariness of someone 

who had said this sentence many times across many years and had stopped quite 

believing it would resolve into something better. “Slower than I’d like.” 

“I heard you mention Sutton Moore earlier,” Blythe said, keeping her tone 

light, curious, the tone of someone making conversation rather than building a 

case. “I trained under her for three years, actually. Small world.” 

Renata turned to look at her with new interest. “You did? I only met her the 

once — a clinic up near Charlotte, two summers ago. She was auditing more 

than teaching that day, I think, just observing the riders and giving feedback at 

lunch.” A pause. “She had a lot to say about the dressage world’s standards 

slipping. I remember thinking she was harsh but probably right about some of 

it.” 

“What did she say about Anna?” Blythe asked, still light, still just curious. 

Renata’s expression shifted — something more guarded now, the specific 

recalibration of someone realizing they’d said more than they’d meant to, earlier, 

at the wash stalls, without checking who might have been listening. “Just that 

she knew her. Said she’d trained her for years before Anna moved on to do her 

own thing. Didn’t say much more than that, honestly — I think I’m the one 

who brought up rumors I’d heard about Anna’s situation here, not the other 

way around.” 

“What rumors?” 

“Oh, you know how barns talk. Someone said there’d been some kind of 

incident with her tack.” Renata’s voice had the specific quality of someone 

repeating gossip while pretending mild disinterest in its content. “I don’t know 

the details. I just thought it was strange, when I mentioned it to Sutton at the 

clinic — that someone with all of Anna’s advantages would have a problem like 

that. Felt almost ironic.” 
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Blythe felt something cold settle into place. “When did you mention that to 

her? At the clinic, two years ago?” 

“No, no — that was recent. We’ve stayed loosely in touch since the clinic, 

just the occasional message about dressage things. I mentioned the tack rumor 

to her maybe — three weeks ago? A month?” Renata frowned slightly, trying to 

place it. “Before any of this happened, actually, now that I think about it. I just 

thought it was an interesting bit of barn gossip at the time.” 

Blythe kept her expression neutral with an effort that cost her something 

internally. Before any of this happened. Which meant Renata had been talking 

to Sutton about Anna — about Maple Run, about rumors, about the specific 

texture of barn politics — weeks before Anna’s actual fall. Not after. Before. 

Which meant either Renata had heard a rumor about an incident that hadn’t 

happened yet, which made no sense — or Renata’s “rumor” had actually been 

information, passed along from somewhere closer to the source than casual 

barn gossip usually traveled, and the conversation with Sutton hadn’t been 

Renata relaying old news. It had been Renata feeding something forward. 

“That’s strange,” Blythe said carefully. “An incident with her tack, before it 

happened?” 

Renata’s face did something complicated — confusion, then a flicker of 

something else, quickly suppressed. “I must have my timeline confused,” she 

said, too quickly. “It’s been a long week. Show prep brain.” She laughed, a short 

uncomfortable sound. “Anyway. I should get back to it.” 

She turned and walked away before Blythe could ask anything further, her 

pace just slightly faster than the conversation’s casual register would have 

predicted. 

Blythe stood at the rail for a long moment, watching her go, and then took 

out her phone and texted Emily again. 

Renata’s been in contact with Sutton for weeks, maybe longer than the clinic 

relationship suggests. She just told me she mentioned an “incident with the 

tack” to Sutton — and then said it was before any of this happened. Caught 

herself, tried to walk it back. She knows something. Or she did something. 

The reply came almost immediately. Don’t approach her again alone. I’m 

coming to find you both. We need Anna for this too. 

Blythe put her phone away and looked across the arena at Donatello, 

moving through his paces with his rider’s particular brand of effortful tension, a 

horse whose talent was being asked to compensate for something that wasn’t 
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quite working between the partnership’s two halves. She felt, watching him, 

something unexpectedly close to sympathy — not for what Renata might have 

done, but for the specific loneliness of investing everything in a sport that 

measured you constantly and mercilessly against other people’s success, and 

finding the measurement always, somehow, coming up short. 

It didn’t excuse anything. Blythe had learned enough, over the past difficult 

week, to hold both truths at once: that a person’s pain was real, and that the 

pain did not make every subsequent choice they made forgivable. 

She walked back toward the barn to wait for Emily, already composing, in 

her mind, the careful and necessary conversation that was coming. 
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Chapter 14 

What Emily Found, and What She’d Been 

Avoiding 

❧ 

Emily found Anna in Malibu’s stall, finishing the evening grooming, and pulled 

her aside with three words that had become, over the past week, the closest 

thing to a code between them: “We need to talk.” 

They met in the loft twenty minutes later, the three of them — Emily, 

Anna, Blythe — gathered around the desk in the configuration that had become 

familiar enough now to feel less like a war room and more like a kind of 

makeshift family arrangement, people who had not chosen each other exactly 

but had been thrown together by circumstance and had decided, somewhere 

along the way, that the throwing-together was worth honoring. 

“I spent the last two hours on this,” Emily said, sliding a printed page across 

the desk. “Public competition records. Renata Cole and Donatello, going back 

four years.” 

Anna scanned it. “She’s plateaued.” 

“Badly. Her scores haven’t meaningfully improved in three seasons, despite 

— based on what Blythe overheard — significant ongoing investment in 

training.” Emily tapped the page. “And two years ago, she was at a clinic in 

North Carolina. Same clinic where Sutton was auditing. I found the clinic’s 

published rider list. Renata was registered. So was a horse and rider combination 

under the name ‘S. Moore - observer,’ which the clinic organizer apparently lists 

for industry professionals attending without riding.” 

“So the relationship is confirmed,” Blythe said. “Not just a chance meeting 

Renata mentioned casually. A real connection.” 

“More than that.” Emily pulled up something on her phone, turned it so 

they could see. “I found Renata on a regional dressage forum — one of those 

long-running message boards people use to complain about judges and compare 

notes on clinics. She posted under her real name, which made this easier than it 

should have been. Eighteen months ago, she wrote a fairly detailed post about 

her frustration with ‘riders who get handed everything’ compared to her own 
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years of investment without comparable results. She didn’t name Anna. But the 

timing lines up with when Anna started getting real recognition in regional 

results.” Emily set the phone down. “And in the comments, someone using the 

handle ‘SMTraining’ replied with a fairly sympathetic message about standards 

in the sport eroding, about talent without proper grounding getting more credit 

than it deserved.” 

“SMTraining,” Anna said. 

“I can’t prove it’s Sutton with absolute certainty from a forum handle 

alone,” Emily said. “But the initials, the language, the specific philosophy being 

expressed — it’s consistent with everything else we’ve gathered.” She sat back. 

“I think Sutton has been quietly validating Renata’s resentment for at least 

eighteen months. Long before the newsletter piece, long before Blythe arrived. 

This wasn’t a single email and a single favor called in. This was a relationship 

Sutton cultivated with someone who already had a grievance, patiently, the same 

way she cultivated everyone else in this story.” 

The loft was quiet. Outside, the evening barn sounds continued their 

familiar rhythm, but Emily found herself only half hearing them, the larger 

shape of what they’d assembled pressing against her attention with a weight that 

had nothing to do with admiration for Sutton’s patience and everything to do 

with the particular exhaustion of understanding, fully, how long a person could 

sustain a quiet campaign of harm without ever once raising their voice. 

“Renata’s truck,” Emily said, returning to the practical thread. “I checked 

with Gina about the parking lot footage timestamp again — eleven forty-three 

PM. Renata boards here permanently, so her truck being on the property isn’t 

unusual on its own. But Gina confirmed Renata doesn’t typically come to the 

barn that late. Her usual pattern is early morning rides, gone by mid-afternoon 

most days.” She paused. “I don’t have a clear shot of her face in the footage. 

But the timing, combined with what Blythe overheard today, combined with the 

relationship to Sutton — it’s enough to ask her directly.” 

“Tomorrow,” Anna said. 

“Tomorrow,” Emily agreed. 

She stayed in the loft after Anna and Blythe left, ostensibly to finish 

organizing the documentation, but really because she needed a few minutes 

alone with something she’d been avoiding all week: her own preparation. 

The championship was three days away. She had Prince entered in the Adult 

Amateur division, a level below Anna’s Prix St. Georges but no less significant 
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to her — it was the highest level she’d ever shown him at, the culmination of 

two years of careful, patient work that had started with a rescued Thoroughbred 

and a conviction that he deserved better than what he’d survived. She had not 

ridden a full test in five days. She had not had a single uninterrupted training 

session since the morning of Anna’s fall, because every spare hour had gone 

into tack logs and keypad records and phone calls to Virginia and quiet, careful 

conversations with people carrying private grief they’d never meant to reveal. 

She loved this work. She had not expected, when she first crossed the 

gallery five days ago and told Anna to listen to her horse instead of herself, that 

she would end up at the center of an investigation that required every skill she’d 

built from a childhood of reading rooms for danger and barns for opportunity. 

But the work had a cost, and the cost was sitting in front of her now in the 

form of a test sheet she hadn’t had time to fully memorize and a horse who 

deserved a rider whose attention wasn’t divided four ways. 

She thought about what she’d told Anna, days ago, about the difference 

between a record and what happened — about following the seam wherever it 

led. She had followed it faithfully. She had also, in following it, given less of 

herself to her own preparation than Prince deserved, and she sat with the 

discomfort of this honestly, because pretending otherwise wasn’t a luxury she 

allowed herself. 

She picked up her phone and texted the only person she could think to ask. 

Cass — would you have an hour tomorrow morning to help me run 

through my test? I’ve barely ridden it this week and I don’t trust my own 

memory of the movements anymore. 

The reply came within minutes. Of course. I owe you one anyway after this 

week. 7am? 

Emily felt something in her chest loosen slightly — the specific relief of 

asking for something and receiving it without complication, the thing she had 

spent years training herself out of expecting and was now, in small increments, 

allowing herself to expect again. 

7am. Thank you. 

She thought about Cass — cleared, finally, of suspicion, but still carrying the 

real wound of an uncertain reference, still waiting, as far as Emily knew, for the 

direct conversation with Gina that would resolve it. She thought about how the 

investigation had moved through nearly every relationship in this barn like a 

current through still water, disturbing things that had been sitting quietly for 
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years, surfacing griefs that people had organized their whole working lives 

around not naming. 

She thought about Prince, patient in his stall below, who had never once in 

two years asked her for anything beyond consistency and care, and who 

deserved, this week of all weeks, her full attention rather than the fraction she’d 

had available to give him. 

She rode him the next morning before the sun had fully cleared the tree line, 

Cass standing at C with the test sheet, calling out movements in the clear, even 

voice she used for everything, the same voice that had told Emily two nights 

ago, in the feed room, that she’d been carrying a fear about her own 

competence for two weeks without asking the one question that would have 

resolved it. 

“Working trot, down the center line,” Cass called. “Halt at X, then… no, 

wait. Halt at G, sorry, let me look — yeah, G.” 

Emily rode the line, felt Prince’s honest, willing trot beneath her, the specific 

quality of a horse who had been built from nothing into something through 

patient daily attention, and who still, after everything, offered his best work 

without complaint or hesitation. She halted at G. Prince stood square, ears 

forward, waiting. 

“That’s clean,” Cass called. “Continue to working canter, left lead, at C.” 

They worked through the test twice, the movements gradually returning to 

Emily’s body the way trained sequences did when you stopped overthinking 

them and let the preparation underneath the recent chaos reassert itself. Prince 

was honest. He was always honest. It was the thing she loved most about him 

— not his talent, though the talent was real, but his fundamental incapacity for 

pretense. He gave you exactly what he had, every ride, and trusted you to meet 

him there. 

She thought, riding the final centerline back to X for the closing halt, that 

this was the thing Sutton Moore’s whole careful architecture could never touch. 

You could manipulate information. You could cultivate grievance in lonely, 

resentful people and use them as instruments. You could construct elaborate 

plausible deniability and let a rumor do work that a direct action never could. 

But you could not do any of that to a horse who simply showed up honest 

every single day, regardless of what was happening in the human world around 

him. 
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She halted Prince square at X and sat for a moment in the morning quiet, 

feeling the size of what she’d built with this horse over two years, and 

understood that whatever happened with Renata Cole, whatever the 

championship brought, this particular thing — the partnership, the honesty, the 

daily accumulated trust — was already, completely, hers. 

“That’s a good test,” Cass called from C. “You’re ready.” 

Emily looked over at her, at the steadiness in her voice that hadn’t been 

entirely present two days ago, before the confrontation in the feed room, before 

the truth had started, slowly, to surface between people who’d spent too long 

protecting each other from honest conversations. 

“Did you talk to Gina?” Emily asked. 

Cass’s expression shifted — something settling, something that had been 

braced finally allowed to rest. “Yesterday afternoon. She told me everything she 

said in the reference call.” A pause. “She thinks I’m ready. She just thinks I need 

one more season here, building the specific kind of experience that running a 

program independently would actually require — budgeting, hiring, the parts of 

this work that don’t show up in a a competition record.” Cass looked down at 

the test sheet in her hands. “She wasn’t protecting the job offer from me. She 

was telling the truth, and the truth wasn’t as bad as I’d built it up to be in my 

head.” 

“How do you feel?” 

“Better,” Cass said, simply. “Worse, in a way, because now I don’t have 

anyone to be angry at, and the anger had been doing some work for me, 

weirdly. But better.” She smiled, small and real. “I’m staying through next 

season. Then we’ll see.” 

Emily nodded, feeling something settle in her own chest alongside Cass’s 

relief — the particular satisfaction of watching one thread of this complicated 

week resolve cleanly, honestly, without anyone needing to be the villain in the 

story. 

She gathered her reins and asked Prince to walk on, long and loose, the 

cool-down stretch that ended every good session. Three days until the 

championship. One more conversation still ahead of them, with Renata Cole, 

before any of them could walk into that arena with a clear accounting of what 

had happened and why. 

She intended to have it today. 
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Chapter 15 

Renata’s Account 

❧ 

They found her in the wash stall, hosing Donatello’s legs down after a cooling 

walk, and Anna understood, watching Renata’s shoulders go rigid at the sight of 

the three of them approaching together, that whatever explanation was coming 

had already, in some sense, begun. 

“Can we talk?” Anna asked. “Somewhere quiet.” 

Renata turned off the hose. Her hands, Anna noticed, were not steady the 

way Cass’s had been in the feed room four nights ago. They had the specific 

unsteadiness of someone who had been waiting, in some low simmering way, 

for a conversation she’d known was eventually coming and had hoped, against 

the evidence of her own actions, might never arrive. 

“It’s about the fall,” Renata said. Not a question. 

“Yes.” 

She set down the hose and wiped her hands on her breeches and looked at 

the three of them — Anna, Emily, Blythe — with an expression that Anna 

recognized, because she had worn something close to it herself five days ago in 

the loft, listening to Sutton’s voice on speakerphone. The expression of 

someone watching a carefully maintained version of events collapse and finding, 

underneath the collapse, something that had been true the whole time and had 

simply been waiting for permission to surface. 

“Not here,” Renata said. “Donatello needs to be put away properly first. 

Give me fifteen minutes.” 

They gave her the fifteen minutes. Anna spent them at the rail of the empty 

outdoor arena, watching the championship course crew set the final markers for 

the weekend, the dressage letters bright and freshly painted, the judge’s booth at 

C already wired for the small speaker system that would announce scores. Two 

days. She thought about her parents, who had texted that morning to confirm 

their hotel reservation, who would be sitting somewhere near that booth in two 

days watching her ride a test that had, somehow, become about far more than 

the test itself. 
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Renata found them in the loft, which had become, by unspoken agreement, 

the place where Maple Run’s difficult conversations happened now. She sat in 

the chair across from the desk — the same chair Cass had occupied, the same 

chair Jess Hartley’s voice had occupied over speakerphone, the chair that had 

absorbed, this week, more honesty than it had probably heard in its entire 

previous existence as ordinary office furniture. 

“I didn’t tamper with anything before that night,” Renata said, without 

being asked, the words coming out fast, like something held too long under 

pressure. “I want to say that first, because I think you already believe something 

close to the truth and I’d rather you have the accurate version than whatever 

you’ve assembled from rumors and forum posts.” 

“Tell us,” Emily said. Even, direct, the same register she’d used with Jess 

Hartley, with Cass, with everyone who had needed, eventually, to be given room 

to say a difficult thing without flinching away from the difficulty. 

Renata looked down at her hands. “I’ve known Sutton Moore for two years. 

Since a clinic in Charlotte. She was — I found her clarifying, honestly, at the 

time. Direct in a way most trainers aren’t anymore. She talked about standards 

slipping, about people getting credit for talent without the discipline that used 

to be required to earn it. I’d been struggling with Donatello for years by then, 

throwing money at the problem, watching other riders with less invested get 

further faster, and her version of why that was happening made a kind of sense 

to me that I badly wanted to make sense.” She paused. “We stayed in touch. 

Mostly me, complaining, and her being sympathetic in a way that felt like 

validation at the time and feels like something else now, looking back.” 

“What did she ask you to do?” Anna said. 

“Nothing, directly. That’s the thing.” Renata’s voice had a quality of genuine 

bewilderment now, the specific confusion of someone examining, for the first 

time, a pattern they’d been inside of without seeing its shape. “She never asked 

me for anything. I told her things — about Maple Run, about you, about the 

newsletter piece, about whatever barn gossip came my way — and she’d 

respond with these careful, sympathetic messages that always seemed to validate 

exactly the resentment I was already carrying. It built over months. I didn’t feel 

manipulated. I felt understood.” 

Anna thought about her own seven years. About the particular skill of 

making someone feel understood while quietly authoring the terms of their 

understanding. 
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“Three weeks ago,” Renata continued, “she mentioned, almost in passing, 

that she’d heard Anna’s barn had some safety concerns — sloppy tack checks, 

that kind of thing. Said it wouldn’t surprise her if something happened 

eventually, given what she called the barn’s ‘casual culture around standards.’ I 

don’t think she was predicting anything specific. I think she was just — planting 

something. Seeing what grew.” Renata’s hands had tightened in her lap. “I 

mentioned it to a couple of people. I think that’s the rumor Blythe heard me 

reference — I told it like old gossip because by the time I repeated it, it felt old 

to me, even though I’d only heard it myself a few weeks before.” 

“And the night of the fall,” Emily said. 

Renata was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke again, her voice had 

dropped, the bravado of the rehearsed opening gone entirely. 

“I came to the barn late that night. I do that sometimes — Donatello gets 

anxious before storms and there’d been weather moving in, and I like to check 

on him when that happens.” She looked up, and her eyes were wet now, the 

careful composure finally breaking. “I went past the tack room on my way to 

his stall, and the door to the supply closet was propped open — I think 

whoever had been in there before me left it that way, the Hartley girl, though I 

didn’t know that at the time. I saw Anna’s tack laid out on the bench. I 

recognized the bridle — gold leather, distinctive, I’d admired it before.” Her 

breath caught. “And I thought about everything Sutton had been saying for 

weeks. About casual standards. About people who got handed everything. And 

I was angry, in that specific late-night, weather- coming way that makes 

everything feel more permitted than it actually is.” 

“What did you do,” Anna said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt. 

“I loosened the curb chain,” Renata said. “Just slightly. Enough that it 

would shift wrong under pressure, especially in a transition, especially if the 

horse was already a little tense. I told myself I was testing whether the barn’s 

safety culture was as sloppy as Sutton said — that if someone caught it before 

riding, it would prove nothing was wrong, and if no one caught it—” She 

stopped. Her hands were shaking now, visibly. “I told myself a lot of things that 

night that don’t hold up to any honest examination in daylight. I wasn’t testing 

anything. I wanted something to go wrong for you. Not seriously wrong. I 

never imagined a real fall, real pain — I think I’d convinced myself it would just 

be an annoying training hiccup, the kind of small frustration I’ve had a hundred 

times with Donatello. I didn’t let myself imagine the floor.” 
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The loft was silent except for the distant sound of the championship crew 

below, hammering in the final arena markers, the ordinary preparations for a 

competition that had become, for everyone in this room, about something 

much larger than ribbons. 

“I’ve regretted it every day since,” Renata said. “Not because I got caught 

— I didn’t even know if I would be, until Blythe started asking questions I 

couldn’t answer cleanly. I regretted it that same week, watching you limp 

through the barn, knowing what I’d done and unable to undo it.” She looked at 

Anna directly for the first time since sitting down. “I’m not asking you to 

forgive me. I don’t think I’d believe you if you said you did, this fast. I just want 

you to know that whatever Sutton built with me, over two years, the choice that 

night was mine. She didn’t tell me to do it. She built the resentment and left the 

door open, and I’m the one who walked through it.” 

Anna sat with this — the full shape of it, the genuine grievance underneath 

the genuine harm, the two things sitting together in a way that didn’t cancel 

each other out and didn’t excuse anything either. She thought about Cass’s 

reference, about Jess Hartley’s recommendation letter, about her own seven 

years of feeling, gradually, smaller in a system that called the smallness 

discipline. She thought about how many people in this story had been handed a 

real wound and had then made a choice about what to do with it — Cass 

choosing silence, Jess choosing a favor she couldn’t refuse, Blythe choosing to 

leave and start over, and Renata, in the end, choosing harm. 

“You’re right,” Anna said, finally. “That she didn’t make you do it. That 

doesn’t mean she’s innocent. It means you’re both responsible, for different 

things.” She paused. “I believe that your grievance about Donatello, about the 

years of investment without comparable results — I believe that was real, and 

that it’s hard, and that I’m sorry the sport made you feel that way, because I 

don’t think you’re wrong that something about how we measure success in this 

world is broken.” Another pause, longer. “But you altered my horse’s tack with 

the specific intention of hurting me, and I came off that horse at a canter and I 

am still, five days later, riding through pain you caused. Those two things are 

both true, and I need you to hold both of them, the way I’m trying to.” 

Renata was crying now, quietly, the specific contained crying of someone 

who had been braced for anger and had received something more complicated 

instead. 

“What happens now?” she asked. 
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Emily answered before Anna could. “We have a written account from Jess 

Hartley about Sutton’s request. We have the email thread between Sutton and 

Gina. We have what you’ve just told us.” She looked at Renata steadily. “Gina 

has to report the tampering formally — to her insurance carrier, and to the 

regional dressage association, because tampering with another rider’s safety 

equipment isn’t a private barn matter. It’s the kind of thing that affects everyone 

who competes.” A pause. “What happens to you specifically is partly up to 

Gina, as the facility owner, and partly up to whatever the association decides 

once they have the full account. I think you giving an honest statement now, 

rather than waiting to be caught more completely, matters for how that goes.” 

“And Sutton?” Blythe asked, quietly, the first thing she’d said since they’d 

entered the loft. 

“Sutton built the conditions for three different people to be harmed, by my 

count,” Emily said. “Jess Hartley, used and lied to. You, Blythe, used as an 

unknowing instrument and nearly poisoned against a place that’s turned out to 

be good for you. And Renata, whose real grief she validated for two years 

specifically because the validation served her own grudge against Anna.” She 

looked around the room. “I think the association needs to hear all of it. Not 

because I want her ruined — I don’t think destroying someone serves anyone, 

even when they’ve done real harm. But because she’s doing this quietly, 

repeatedly, to people who trust her, and somebody needs to make that visible 

enough that it stops.” 

Anna thought about this — about justice that aimed at truth rather than 

vengeance, about the particular kind of consequence that came from simply 

making something visible that had thrived, for years, in careful shadow. 

“I want to ride my test first,” she said. “Then we deal with all of it. In that 

order.” 

It was, she realized, the same thing she’d said in this same room over a week 

ago, and she found, saying it again now with the full shape of the mystery finally 

resolved, that the order still held. The test mattered. The truth mattered. They 

did not have to compete with each other for which one came first, as long as 

both, eventually, got their due. 

Renata stood, unsteady, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “I’ll 

write down what I told you,” she said. “Tonight. All of it.” She paused at the 

door. “For whatever it’s worth — and I understand it might not be worth much 

right now — I am sorry. Genuinely. Not because I’m afraid of what happens 

next, though I am that too. Because I keep thinking about you on the ground, 
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and I did that, and there’s no version of my own grievance that makes that an 

acceptable thing to have done.” 

She left. The loft held its quiet in her absence, the particular quiet of a room 

that had just absorbed something heavy and necessary. 

“Two days,” Emily said, finally, looking at the calendar pinned to the wall 

beside her timeline. “We have two days until the championship, and we know, 

now, almost everything.” 

“Almost,” Anna said. 

“Sutton,” Blythe said. “We still don’t know exactly what happens with her.” 

Anna looked out the loft window at the arena below, the fresh paint on the 

dressage letters catching the late afternoon light, the place where, in two days, 

all of this — the fall, the investigation, the unraveling of five separate private 

griefs — would resolve into something as simple and as complicated as a horse 

and a rider and a test ridden in front of judges who knew nothing about any of 

it. 

“We’ll deal with Sutton after,” she said. “Right now, I need to go ride.” 
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Chapter 16 

The Night Before 

❧ 

Quattro was settled by the time Blythe finished her evening check — ears soft, 

weight resting evenly on all four feet, the particular stillness of a horse who had 

decided, fully now, that wherever he was standing was someplace he could 

afford to stop watching so closely. She stood at his stall door for a long while 

just to look at him, the way she had on her first night at Maple Run, except now 

the looking had a different quality. That first night she had been searching him 

for information about whether the new place was safe. Tonight she was simply 

admiring him, the dark sheen of his coat under the aisle lights, the soft blow of 

his breath, the specific privilege of having a horse who trusted you enough to 

rest. 

Tomorrow was her first Introductory test in front of judges who had never 

seen either of them before. It should have occupied the whole of her attention, 

and in any ordinary week it would have. Instead, walking back toward the tack 

room to check her own equipment one final time, she found her mind circling 

toward a different kind of preparation — the conversation she had decided, 

several days ago, that she still owed herself, regardless of what it cost. 

She had told Anna and Emily, the night they’d put Sutton on speakerphone, 

that she wanted to call back on her own terms eventually. That night had been 

investigative — gathering information, letting Sutton talk, capturing whatever 

she revealed. Tonight’s call would be different. Tonight she wanted nothing 

from Sutton except the simple, complete experience of telling her something 

true and watching what happened when the truth wasn’t filtered through a need 

to extract information first. 

She sat on the tack trunk outside Quattro’s stall, the barn quiet around her 

in its last hour before full dark, and dialed the number she had not deleted, 

because deleting it had felt, every time she’d considered it, like erasing three real 

years rather than simply removing a contact she no longer needed. 

Sutton answered on the second ring. “Blythe. I was hoping you’d call again.” 

“I wanted to talk,” Blythe said. “Not about Maple Run. About us.” 
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A small pause — the particular pause Blythe now recognized, from the 

recorded call and from three years of careful study before that, as Sutton 

recalibrating, deciding which version of warmth the moment called for. “Of 

course. I’m glad. I’ve missed our conversations.” 

“I know what you did,” Blythe said. She said it plainly, without the careful 

management she’d used in the first call, because this conversation didn’t require 

management. It required only honesty, offered once, completely. “I know about 

Jess Hartley. I know you used my arrival here, my own access code, to give her a 

way into the tack room. I know you’ve been quietly cultivating Renata Cole’s 

resentment toward Anna for two years, and that Renata ended up tampering 

with Anna’s tack because of what you built in her over that time, even though 

you never told her to do it directly.” 

The silence on the other end stretched longer than any pause in the 

recorded call. 

“I don’t know what you’ve been told,” Sutton said, finally, and her voice 

had the same measured warmth, but underneath it now Blythe could hear 

something working, some recalculation happening in real time. “But I think 

you’ve been given a very one-sided account of a complicated situation.” 

“Maybe,” Blythe said. “Tell me your side, then. Tell me why you needed to 

use a former student’s access code to get someone into a barn you have no 

formal connection to. Tell me what legitimate purpose that served.” 

Another silence. 

“I was concerned,” Sutton said, slowly, “about standards. About a facility 

that markets itself on philosophies that, frankly, undermine years of established 

best practice in this discipline. I thought an independent check would either 

confirm my concerns or put them to rest. I didn’t ask anyone to harm anything. 

I asked for information.” 

“You asked Jess Hartley to use false pretenses to access a private facility she 

had no current relationship with, using a code obtained through my 

information, which you had no right to use for that purpose,” Blythe said. “And 

whatever you call what you did with Renata — encouragement, sympathy, 

validation — you spent two years making sure her resentment toward Anna had 

somewhere safe to grow, and somewhere safe to eventually go.” Blythe paused, 

gathering the next part carefully, because it mattered more to her than anything 

else she might say tonight. “I left Carver because I wanted to learn to trust a 

horse’s uncertainty instead of overriding it. I think, now, that the reason I 

needed to leave is that you don’t actually believe uncertainty deserves trust. Not 
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in horses. Not in people. You believe it deserves management. That’s what you 

did with me for three years, and it’s what you’ve apparently been doing with 

everyone connected to this, for much longer than I understood.” 

“That’s not fair,” Sutton said, and for the first time in either conversation, 

her voice had lost some of its careful evenness — not anger exactly, but 

something defensive, something that sounded, to Blythe’s ear, almost like fear. 

“Everything I did with you was in service of making you a better rider. A more 

disciplined one. You wouldn’t have Quattro at the level he’s at now without the 

foundation I built in you.” 

“Some of the foundation was good,” Blythe said, and meant it, because the 

full truth required acknowledging this too. “I learned real things from you. I’m 

not going to pretend three years gave me nothing. But you’ve just told me, in 

the same breath, that everything you did was for my benefit, while you were 

simultaneously using my private information to harm someone I’d never even 

met yet. Both of those can’t be fully true. I think you’ve spent so long believing 

your own framing that you’ve lost track of where the help ends and the harm 

begins.” 

The silence this time was different — not a pause for calculation, but 

something heavier, something that Blythe, even now, found herself wanting to 

fill with reassurance, the old reflex of three years rising up out of habit. She let 

the silence sit instead. 

“What do you want from me,” Sutton said, finally, and her voice had gone 

smaller, less certain than Blythe had ever heard it. 

“I don’t want anything from you,” Blythe said. “I called because I needed to 

say this to you directly, once, clearly, instead of leaving the way I left Carver — 

quietly, without explanation, hoping the silence would be kinder than the truth. 

I learned this week that silence isn’t always kindness. Sometimes it’s just a 

different kind of cost, paid by someone else later.” She thought of Anna, of the 

years of unspoken history that had let Sutton’s version of events stand 

uncontested. “I’m not going to manage what you know about why I’m doing 

this. I’m telling you plainly: what you did was wrong, and it hurt real people, and 

there’s an account of it being prepared for the regional association right now. I 

don’t know exactly what happens to you after that. But I wanted you to hear, 

from me, that I see clearly now what I couldn’t see for three years. And I’m not 

afraid of you anymore.” 

She ended the call before Sutton could respond, not out of fear of what 

might come next, but because she understood, with a clarity that felt entirely her 
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own, that she had said the complete thing she needed to say, and that anything 

added after it would only dilute the saying. 

She sat on the tack trunk for a long while afterward, Quattro’s quiet 

breathing audible through the stall bars beside her, the barn settling into its full 

evening hush around them both. 

She did not feel triumphant. She had expected, somewhere in her planning 

of this call, that finally confronting Sutton directly might produce something 

like victory, a clean closing of a difficult chapter. What she felt instead was 

quieter and more durable — something closer to completion. The specific 

feeling of having finally finished a piece of work that had been left undone for 

years, not because the finishing solved everything, but because the leaving- 

undone had been its own kind of weight, and she was no longer carrying it. 

She thought about Quattro’s training, the patient two years of teaching him 

that uncertainty was survivable, that a wrong step was information rather than 

catastrophe. She understood, sitting there, that she had finally extended herself 

the same teaching. The uncertainty of calling Sutton, of not knowing how the 

conversation would land, of risking the particular vulnerability of telling 

someone exactly what you saw in them — she had survived it. The horse and 

the woman, both, had learned the same lesson this year, on their own separate 

but parallel tracks. 

Footsteps in the aisle. She looked up to find Anna approaching, still in 

riding clothes, her own evening check apparently finished. 

“You okay?” Anna asked, settling onto the trunk beside her without waiting 

to be invited, which Blythe had come to recognize as Anna’s particular way of 

offering company without making a production of the offering. 

“I called Sutton,” Blythe said. “Just now. Told her everything, plainly. No 

managing it, no extracting information. Just the truth.” 

Anna was quiet for a moment. “How did it feel?” 

Blythe thought about this honestly. “Not like winning,” she said. “More like 

setting something down that I’d been carrying without realizing how heavy it 

was.” She looked at Anna. “I think you’ll understand that feeling, eventually. 

When you have your own version of this conversation.” 

“I will,” Anna said. “After tomorrow.” She looked toward Quattro’s stall, 

the dark shape of him settled and breathing easily in the low light. “He looks 

good.” 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

110 

“He is good,” Blythe said, and felt the simple truth of it land warm in her 

chest. “Better than I think I let myself hope for, even two years in.” 

They sat together for a while longer, not talking, the barn doing its ordinary 

evening work around them — Prince shifting in his stall further down the aisle, 

Malibu’s occasional soft snort, the specific layered breathing of a building full of 

animals settling into rest before a day that mattered enormously to the small 

handful of people who loved them. 

Tomorrow, the championship would begin. Tonight, for the first time in 

over a week, there was nothing left to investigate, nothing left to assemble, no 

further conversation that needed extracting before they could simply be three 

women and three horses, readying themselves honestly for what came next. 

Blythe stood, eventually, and gave Quattro one last scratch on his broad 

dark forehead before heading toward her car. 

“Get some sleep,” Anna said. 

“You too,” Blythe said, and meant it as more than politeness — meant it the 

way you meant things for people who had become, over one strange and 

difficult week, something closer to family than circumstance alone could fully 

explain. 
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Chapter 17 

The Maple Run Open 

❧ 

The morning of the championship arrived the way important mornings always 

seemed to, Anna thought — too early, too bright, with a kind of indifferent 

beauty that had nothing to do with what the day was being asked to hold. She 

woke at four forty, well before her alarm, her body apparently having decided 

that anticipation outranked rest, and lay in the dark of her apartment running 

through the test in her mind one final time. Entry at A, working trot. Halt and 

salute at X. The sequence unspooled the way it always did when she was ready 

— not as something she had to remember, but as something her body already 

knew, waiting only to be asked. 

Her hip had settled, over the past nine days, into something closer to 

background noise than active complaint. She had ridden through the discomfort 

enough times now that her body and the pain had reached the specific 

accommodation that athletes learned to make with old injuries — not absence, 

but coexistence. 

She arrived at Maple Run at six, and the place was already transformed. 

The outdoor arena had been fully dressed for competition: the dressage 

letters gleaming white against fresh black footing, the judge’s booth at C draped 

in the event’s banner, GDCTA OPEN CHAMPIONSHIP in clean block letters 

that someone had clearly spent real care designing. Trailers lined the access road 

in numbers Anna hadn’t seen at Maple Run before — competitors from six 

states, exactly as Gina had promised two years of planning would eventually 

produce. The barn aisle, usually quiet at this hour, was a controlled chaos of 

grooming boxes and tack trunks and the particular tension that gathered before 

any competition that mattered, riders moving through their preparations with 

the focused, slightly brittle energy of people trying to look calmer than they felt. 

Anna found Malibu already awake and alert in his stall, ears pricked toward 

the unusual morning activity, taking in the strange trailers and unfamiliar horses 

with the specific curiosity that had always been one of his most reassuring 

qualities. He was not anxious. He was interested. She had learned, over four 

years, that this distinction mattered more than almost anything else about how 

their day would go. 
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“Big day,” she told him, letting herself into the stall, pressing her forehead 

briefly against his warm neck before she did anything else. “Let’s go be 

excellent.” 

Emily found her an hour later in the wash stall, both of them grooming side 

by side in the comfortable silence that had become, over the past week and a 

half, one of the more reliable textures of their friendship. 

“Prince ready?” Anna asked. 

“As ready as two years of work can make him,” Emily said. “Cass helped me 

run the test twice more yesterday. I think we’re solid.” She glanced over. 

“How’s the hip?” 

“Manageable.” Anna ran the brush along Malibu’s flank in long even 

strokes. “How are you, actually? You’ve spent more of this week investigating a 

mystery than preparing for your own ride.” 

Emily considered this with her characteristic honesty. “Nervous in a way I 

don’t usually let myself be,” she said. “Prince deserves my full attention today, 

and some part of me is still tracking everything that happened this week instead 

of being fully here.” She paused. “But I think that’s true for both of us. I don’t 

think either of us gets to walk into that arena today as someone who hasn’t been 

through what we’ve been through this week. The question isn’t whether we 

carry it in. It’s whether we let it help instead of just weighing us down.” 

Anna thought about this while she worked, the brush moving steadily over 

Malibu’s golden coat. She thought about Sutton’s voice on speakerphone, about 

Renata crying in the loft, about her own mother’s voice on the phone saying 

we’ll make it work without a single second of hesitation. She thought about the 

version of herself who had come off the floor nine days ago and had needed to 

be told, by Emily, that she was listening to herself instead of her horse. 

She was not that version anymore, exactly. She was something built from 

that version, plus everything since. 

“I think it helps,” she said, finally. “I think I know things about myself now 

that I didn’t know two weeks ago, and I think those things are going to be in 

the saddle with me whether I want them there or not. I’d rather they be useful 

than just heavy.” 

Emily smiled, small and real. “That’s the whole game, isn’t it. Same thing 

I’m trying to teach every green horse that comes through here. The fear doesn’t 

have to leave. It just has to stop being in charge.” 
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Anna’s parents arrived at nine, finding her in the grooming area between her 

own warm-up and the start of the Prix St. Georges class, and the sight of them 

— her mother in a sundress entirely unsuited to standing in a dusty barn aisle, 

her father already holding a program he’d clearly been studying since the 

parking lot — produced in Anna a wave of feeling that arrived faster and larger 

than she’d braced for. 

“There she is,” her father said, with the specific pride he brought to 

occasions like this, uncomplicated by any real understanding of dressage scoring 

and entirely undiminished by that fact. 

Her mother hugged her carefully, mindful of the hip, mindful of 

competition nerves, the specific careful hug of someone who had spent thirty 

years learning exactly how much physical affection her daughter could absorb 

before a big day without it becoming its own kind of pressure. “You look 

wonderful,” she said. “Nervous?” 

“Very,” Anna admitted, and found that admitting it out loud, to her mother, 

in this ordinary barn aisle, cost her nothing at all. “But good nervous. I think.” 

“Tell us what to watch for,” her father said, opening his program. “I’ve been 

reading about the movements but I still don’t really understand what makes one 

better than another.” 

Anna spent five minutes explaining the test — the geometry of it, the 

specific qualities the judges would be scoring, the difference between a horse 

going through the motions and a horse genuinely engaged with the work — and 

found, explaining it, that the explanation clarified something for herself as well 

as for them. This was not about the ribbon. It had never really been about the 

ribbon, not even before any of this had happened. It was about whether she and 

Malibu, together, could produce something true in front of strangers who knew 

exactly how to recognize truth when they saw it. 

“We’ll be right at the rail,” her mother said. “Both of us. The whole time.” 

Anna looked at them — her parents, who had never fully understood the 

world she’d built her life around, who had nonetheless shown up for every part 

of it they could manage, who had, this particular weekend, driven ninety 

minutes and booked a hotel room and were standing now in a dusty barn aisle 

in clothes unsuited to the occasion because their daughter had finally, after years 

of careful management, simply asked them to come. 

“Thank you for being here,” she said. 
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“Where else would we be,” her father said, and the simplicity of it, the 

complete absence of any other possible answer in his voice, undid something in 

Anna’s chest that she hadn’t fully realized was still braced. 

The Prix St. Georges class ran in the early afternoon, the heat building 

steadily through the morning into the specific dense warmth of a Georgia 

summer day, the kind of heat that made both horses and riders work harder for 

the same quality of movement they’d have produced easily in cooler weather. 

Anna warmed Malibu up in the schooling arena alongside Renata Cole and 

Donatello — a fact that produced, in the warm-up’s enclosed space, a tension 

that had nothing to do with the test ahead and everything to do with everything 

that had happened in the week behind them. 

They did not speak. Anna had decided, riding into the warm-up arena, that 

today was not the day for that particular conversation — today belonged to the 

horses, to the work, to the specific narrow focus that good riding required. 

Renata seemed to have reached the same conclusion; she kept her eyes on her 

own horse, her own circles, her own preparation, and Anna let her. 

Malibu warmed up beautifully. He was sharp in the heat, attentive, offering 

his work with the specific generosity he’d always had when she rode him 

honestly — not demanding, not managing, simply asking and trusting him to 

answer. She rode through her transitions, felt the quality of his collection 

building correctly underneath her, and found, with five minutes left before her 

ride time, that her nerves had organized themselves into something usable. Not 

gone. Channeled. 

The steward called her number. 

She rode Malibu to the in-gate and sat for a moment, gathering the last of 

herself before the bell, looking across the arena at the judge’s booth, at the small 

crowd gathered at the rail — her parents near C, Emily and Blythe somewhere 

near B with Quattro and Prince already groomed for their own later classes, 

Gina near the entrance with the specific watchful pride of someone whose two-

year project was finally, fully, in motion. 

She thought about the fall. About Sutton’s voice on speakerphone. About 

Renata’s confession in the loft, about Jess Hartley crying on a call to a stranger, 

about her own mother saying we’ll make it work without a single second of 

hesitation. 

She thought: all of that brought me here. All of it is in the saddle with me. 

Let it help. 
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The bell rang. 

She rode forward at A, into the arena, into the test, into the specific 

complete present-tense focus that good dressage demanded and that nothing in 

the world outside the white boards could touch once you were fully inside it. 

Malibu’s stride opened beneath her, golden and honest and entirely hers. 
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Chapter 18 

What Prince Was Always Capable Of 

❧ 

Emily watched Anna’s test from the rail with the specific divided attention of 

someone trying to fully witness one important thing while privately rehearsing 

another. Malibu looked extraordinary — she could see it even from this 

distance, the quality of his collection, the swing through his back in the 

extended trot, the particular softness in his neck that only appeared when a 

dressage horse was genuinely working from behind rather than simply being 

held together from the front. Anna rode him like someone who had stopped 

asking permission to be good at this. 

She scored a 71.4, posted twenty minutes later on the board near the in-gate, 

and Emily watched Anna’s face when the number went up — not triumphant 

exactly, but something steadier than triumph, something that looked like 

confirmation of a thing she’d already decided was true about herself before the 

judges ever weighed in. 

Emily had perhaps eighteen minutes before her own class began. 

She found Prince in his stall, already tacked, Cass standing nearby with the 

specific protective attentiveness she’d brought to every part of this week since 

the conversation in the feed room had cleared the air between them. He looked, 

Emily thought, exactly like himself — alert, slightly too forward in his energy 

the way Thoroughbreds tended to be before they’d had a chance to settle into 

the day’s actual work, ears swiveling toward the unfamiliar noise of a fully 

attended championship in a way that suggested curiosity rather than anxiety. 

“You good?” Cass asked. 

“I think so,” Emily said, and found, checking the girth one final time, that 

she meant it. The week’s accumulated exhaustion was still there, somewhere 

underneath, but it had organized itself into something usable rather than 

something draining — the same transformation Anna had described in the wash 

stall that morning, fear and fatigue both finding a way to become fuel instead of 

weight. 

She led Prince to the mounting block and swung up, and felt, the moment 

she settled into the saddle, the specific click of arriving somewhere her body 
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had been waiting all week to return to. This was the part of horsemanship that 

no investigation, no mystery, no careful unraveling of other people’s grief could 

touch. This was just her and the horse she had built from nothing, two years of 

patient daily work compressed now into nine minutes that would either show 

what they’d built or wouldn’t, regardless of anything else happening in the 

world around them. 

She thought, walking Prince toward the schooling arena, about the morning 

two years ago when she’d first seen him — the social media post, the apologetic 

caption, the math she’d done in her checking account before saying yes to a 

horse with a body covered in old scars from a life she’d never fully learn the 

details of. She had not known, then, what he would become. She had only 

known that the decision in front of her was one she could make, and that 

making it felt more honest than not making it. 

What she had built since then was not, she understood now, simply a 

competition horse. It was an argument, lived out daily, about what determined 

value — not breeding, not pedigree, not the specific institutional credentials that 

Sutton Moore’s entire worldview depended on. Just patient attention, 

consistently given, to a creature who had never had any reason to expect it and 

had, once it arrived, given everything back in return. 

She warmed him up in the schooling arena with the careful unhurried 

rhythm she always used, walk to trot to canter and back, feeling for the specific 

quality of looseness through his topline that told her he was ready rather than 

merely willing. He found it within ten minutes — the swing, the engagement, 

the particular forward energy that had once been simply nervous and was now, 

after two years of careful redirection, simply enthusiasm. 

The steward called her number. 

She rode him to the in-gate and felt the same gathering she’d watched Anna 

do an hour before — the narrowing of attention, the specific present-tense 

focus that competition demanded, everything outside the white boards falling 

away into irrelevance for the nine minutes that mattered. 

She found Blythe at the rail near the gate, having already shown Quattro 

that morning in the Introductory test — a respectable 68.2, their first ribbon 

together, Quattro’s particular brand of careful talent finally given room to show 

itself in front of judges who knew what they were looking at. Blythe gave her a 

small nod, the specific quiet solidarity of someone who understood exactly what 

this moment required and offered nothing more than her steady presence in 

support of it. 
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The bell rang. 

Emily rode forward at A. 

What she remembered afterward, replaying it in the wash stall while 

sponging Prince down in the heat, was not any single movement but the 

cumulative quality of the whole nine minutes — the specific sensation of a 

horse meeting every question she asked with an answer that felt collaborative 

rather than compelled. His medium trot across the diagonal opened with the 

same generous swing Malibu had shown an hour before, proof, if she’d needed 

it, that good training produced the same essential quality in any horse willing to 

offer it. His canter departures were clean. His final halt at X held square and 

quiet, his ears soft, his whole body present in a way that had nothing to do with 

breeding and everything to do with two years of two creatures learning, 

patiently, to trust each other completely. 

The score posted forty minutes later: 69.8. Reserve Champion in the Adult 

Amateur division, the same placing she and Prince had earned the previous fall, 

except this time achieved in a week that had asked more of her than almost any 

week in recent memory, investigation and competition both demanding her full 

attention and somehow, against the odds, both receiving enough of it to 

succeed. 

She found Cass at the score board, already smiling. 

“Reserve again,” Cass said. “You two are something else.” 

“He’s something else,” Emily said. “I just stay out of his way as much as I 

can manage.” 

“That’s not true and you know it,” Cass said, with the specific direct 

affection that had become, over the past week, the foundation of something 

Emily understood now as genuine friendship rather than simply professional 

proximity. “You built that horse. Don’t let anyone, including yourself, tell you 

otherwise.” 

Emily looked at the score board — her name, Prince’s name, the number 

that represented two years of unglamorous, unwitnessed daily work finally given 

its due in front of judges who had no idea about any of the week’s other 

complications. She thought about Sutton Moore’s whole careful architecture, 

the years of cultivated resentment in people who measured their worth against 

credentials and pedigree and institutional approval. She thought about how 

completely that architecture failed to account for something as simple as a 
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rescued horse and a working student with forty dollars of margin, choosing, 

daily, to build something real instead of waiting for permission to deserve it. 

“I think,” she said, to Cass, to herself, to the particular quiet satisfaction of 

the moment, “that this is the part she’ll never understand. You can manipulate 

people’s insecurities for years. You can cultivate grievance and validate 

resentment and build elaborate plausible deniability around every harm you 

cause. But you can’t actually touch what happens between a horse and a rider 

who’ve done the real work together. That part’s just true, regardless of anything 

else happening around it.” 

“You’re getting philosophical,” Cass said, smiling. 

“I’ve had a long week,” Emily said, and laughed, the sound of it surprising 

her with how easily it came, how much lighter she felt than she had any right to 

feel given everything still technically unresolved — Sutton’s account still 

pending with the association, Renata’s consequences still uncertain, the whole 

tangled architecture of harm still working its way toward whatever resolution 

the larger dressage community would eventually provide. 

But Prince was cooled out and content beside her, his ears soft, his coat 

drying in the afternoon sun, and somewhere across the grounds Anna was 

probably finding her parents at the rail, and Blythe was probably checking on 

Quattro one more time before the day’s final classes, and the whole 

complicated, hard-won architecture of this particular week had produced, in the 

end, exactly what it needed to: three women, three horses, and the specific 

durable proof that good work, done honestly, eventually showed itself for what 

it was. 

She led Prince back toward his stall, already thinking about dinner, about the 

long debrief still ahead with Gina about Sutton’s formal report, about all the 

unfinished business still waiting on the other side of this one good day. 

But for now, just for the length of the walk back to the barn, she let herself 

simply be a woman walking beside a horse she loved, both of them tired in the 

specific satisfied way that came only after work worth doing. 

It was enough. It was, in fact, everything. 
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Chapter 19 

The Test 

❧ 

The arena swallowed everything outside its white boards the moment Anna 

crossed through A, the way it always did when the work was honest — the 

crowd at the rail reducing to a soft blur of color and sound, the heat and the 

day’s accumulated weight dissolving into something distant and irrelevant, until 

there was nothing left but the geometry of the test, the feel of Malibu’s stride 

beneath her, and the particular complete present-tense focus that nine years of 

riding had taught her to find and that the last nine days had taught her to trust 

completely. 

Working trot, straight down the center line. She felt him align beneath her, 

the specific quality of a horse going forward into a contact that asked rather 

than demanded, and the straightness held the way it was supposed to hold, his 

shoulders square, his hind legs tracking true behind his front. She halted at X, 

sat for the required moment of stillness, and saluted the judge with a feeling that 

had nothing to do with formality and everything to do with arrival — she was 

here, she had gotten here, through the fall and the investigation and the seven 

years before any of it, and the halt held square beneath her like a promise being 

kept. 

She picked up the trot again and rode the first lap of the arena, feeling 

Malibu warm into the work, the swing through his back becoming more 

generous with every stride, and let herself notice, for just a moment, the rail — 

her parents near C, her mother’s hand pressed to her mouth in the specific way 

she did when she was moved by something she didn’t fully understand the 

technical mechanics of, her father with his program forgotten at his side, simply 

watching. Emily and Blythe further down, both still in their show clothes from 

their own classes, Quattro’s ribbon already braided into his mane for the day, 

Prince cooled out and grazing nearby on a lead line. Gina near the judge’s 

booth, arms crossed, the specific stillness of someone watching two years of 

careful building finally pay forward into something larger than herself. 

She rode the shoulder-in down the long side and felt Malibu offer it the way 

he always offered his best work — not because she demanded it, but because 

she had learned, across years of difficult unlearning, to ask in a way that made 
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the asking irresistible. The travers came next, the half-pass building toward 

something that still occasionally felt, even now, like more than she had any right 

to expect from a horse and a partnership built across years that had not always 

gone smoothly. 

She thought, briefly, in the half-second between movements where her 

mind always found room for thought despite the work’s total demand on her 

attention: Sutton would say this is just talent finally given a fair structure. And 

then, immediately following it, the correction she had earned over the past nine 

days: No. This is what happens when you stop letting someone else author your 

relationship with your own horse. 

The extended trot across the diagonal opened beneath her with the specific 

generous swing that had become, over the past nine days, proof of something 

larger than dressage scoring — proof that whatever had been done to her, 

whatever Sutton had built and Renata had executed and the whole tangled 

architecture of grievance and silence had nearly cost her, none of it had touched 

the actual thing. The partnership. The honest work. The horse who met her, 

stride after stride, exactly where she asked him to be. 

She rode the flying changes down the centerline and felt them click cleanly 

into place, Malibu’s canter shifting lead with the specific seamless quality that 

judges lived for and that riders worked years to produce reliably. She rode the 

final extended canter, felt the power building beneath her, controlled and 

enormous and entirely available, and brought him back to the collected canter 

for the approach to the final halt with a feeling that had stopped being about 

the test and started being about something closer to gratitude. 

The halt at G held square. She sat for the required stillness, saluted the judge 

a final time, and felt, for the first time in nine days, the complete absence of 

anything she was still carrying. Not because it had disappeared. Because she had 

finally set it down somewhere it could be examined honestly instead of held. 

The applause from the rail reached her the moment she relaxed her position 

and let Malibu walk forward in a long rein, his neck stretching down, his breath 

audible and satisfied beneath her. She looked toward C and found her mother 

already crying, openly, without any of the careful management she usually 

brought to public emotion, and her father’s hand on her mother’s shoulder, 

both of them watching Anna with an expression that had nothing to do with 

dressage scoring and everything to do with simply being present for something 

that mattered to their daughter. 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

122 

Emily and Blythe were at the out-gate when she rode through it, both of 

them grinning in a way that told Anna, before any score had posted, that the 

ride had read from the outside exactly the way it had felt from the inside. 

“That was extraordinary,” Blythe said, reaching up to touch Malibu’s neck as 

Anna dismounted, the specific genuine warmth of someone who understood 

exactly what had gone into producing what they’d just watched. 

“He was extraordinary,” Anna said, already loosening the girth, already 

moving into the specific physical aftermath of a ride that had asked everything 

of her body and was now, slowly, returning her attention to the ordinary world 

outside the white boards. Her hip ached, sharply now that the adrenaline was 

fading, but the ache felt earned in a way that made it almost welcome. 

“You both were,” Emily said. “I watched the whole thing from the rail. That 

extended trot— ” She shook her head, the specific wordless appreciation of one 

rider for another’s best work. “That’s the real thing. That’s what all of this was 

always supposed to be about.” 

The score posted twenty minutes later, after Anna had cooled Malibu out 

and handed him off to a grateful Petra for the final grooming, and the number 

on the board — 74.6 — produced in the small gathered crowd at the score 

sheet a sound that was somewhere between a cheer and a collective exhale. First 

place in the Prix St. Georges, the highest score of the entire championship 

weekend across every division, the kind of result that would mean something 

concrete in regional standings and meant something else entirely, privately, to 

the four women who understood everything that had gone into producing it. 

Anna’s mother reached her first, still crying, pulling her into a hug that 

didn’t account for the hip at all and that Anna received completely anyway, 

because some embraces were worth the discomfort. 

“I didn’t understand any of what you just did,” her mother said, into her 

shoulder. “I just understood that it was beautiful, and that you earned it, and 

that I am so proud of you I don’t have anywhere to put it.” 

“You can put it right here,” Anna said, hugging her back. “This is exactly 

where it belongs.” 

She found Gina an hour later, near the now-empty arena, the 

championship’s final classes still running on the far end of the property but the 

Prix St. Georges results already settled into the record, into the history that this 

place would carry forward now that its first major event had produced exactly 

the kind of result a young facility needed to establish itself. 
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“You did it,” Gina said. “All of it. The ride, and everything underneath the 

ride.” 

“We did it,” Anna said. “All of us.” She looked back toward the barn, 

toward Emily walking Prince in slow cooling circles, toward Blythe checking 

Quattro’s legs with the careful attention that had become, over two weeks, 

entirely natural to her. “I don’t think I get to take credit for any of this alone. 

Not the score, and definitely not the rest of it.” 

Gina nodded slowly. “I spoke to the association’s regional director this 

morning, before your class,” she said. “I sent the full report last night — Jess 

Hartley’s written statement, the email thread with Sutton, Renata’s account, 

everything Emily compiled. They’re opening a formal review. It won’t move fast 

— these things never do. But it’s moving.” 

Anna absorbed this, the specific complicated relief of knowing that the 

largest piece of accountability still ahead of them had finally, officially, begun. 

“What happens to her? Sutton?” 

“I don’t know yet,” Gina said honestly. “Possibly nothing more than a 

formal reprimand and increased scrutiny if she ever tries something like this 

again. Possibly something more serious, if the review finds what we believe it 

will find — that this wasn’t an isolated incident, that there’s a longer pattern 

with other students, other barns.” She paused. “I think, regardless of the 

outcome, the fact that it’s visible now matters. She’s spent years operating in 

careful shadow. That’s harder to do once people are actually looking.” 

Anna thought about this, about the specific kind of consequence that came 

not from punishment but from simple visibility, the same lesson Emily had 

articulated in the loft over a week ago. She thought about Sutton’s voice on 

speakerphone, controlled and warm and underneath it all entirely cold, and 

found that she did not need that voice to suffer in order to feel that something 

real had shifted. It was enough, for now, that it could no longer operate unseen. 

“And Renata?” she asked. 

“She’s submitted her own statement to the association, separately from ours. 

Taken full responsibility for the tampering itself, distinct from whatever Sutton 

built around her.” Gina’s voice held the particular weight of someone who had 

spent the past week thinking hard about justice that aimed at repair rather than 

ruin. “I’ve asked her to take a leave from competing here through the rest of the 

season. Not permanently. But I think she needs time to understand what she 

did outside the pressure of show prep, and I think the barn needs time to trust 

her again before she’s back at the rail every week.” 
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“That seems fair,” Anna said. 

“I thought so too.” Gina looked at her directly. “For what it’s worth — I’m 

sorry. For the email thread I should have shown you immediately. For managing 

what you knew, even with good intentions. I understand now that the managing 

was its own kind of harm, even small, even careful.” 

“I forgive you,” Anna said, and found, saying it, that she meant it 

completely. “You told me the truth as soon as you understood what the truth 

actually required. That’s more than I gave anyone, for seven years.” 

The two of them stood together for a moment in the settling afternoon 

light, the championship’s last classes still running somewhere behind them, the 

particular satisfied quiet of a day that had asked enormous things of everyone 

involved and had, in the end, delivered something worth all of it. 

“Go celebrate,” Gina said, finally. “You earned an evening where none of 

this is the main subject.” 

Anna smiled, and went to find her parents, and her horse, and the two 

women who had become, over two impossible weeks, something she hadn’t 

expected to need and now couldn’t imagine the last fourteen months without. 
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Chapter 20 

What the Barn Held 

❧ 

By seven that evening, the championship had thinned into its long golden 

ending — trailers pulling out one by one down the access road, the competitors 

from six states packing up their tack and their ribbons and their particular brand 

of exhausted satisfaction, the outdoor arena’s fresh white letters catching the 

last low light before someone would, tomorrow, begin the unglamorous work 

of taking the whole temporary structure down. 

Anna stayed. So did Emily and Blythe, and so, eventually, did Gina, the four 

of them gathering without quite planning to in the barn aisle where this had all 

started two weeks earlier — Malibu, Prince, and Quattro all freshly groomed 

and settled in their stalls, Pax visible at the far end of the aisle being led back 

from a quiet hack by one of the boarders who hadn’t shown today but had 

wanted the schoolmaster’s company on a day full of other horses’ big moments. 

Anna’s parents had gone back to their hotel an hour before, her mother 

hugging her twice more before leaving, her father shaking Emily’s hand and 

then Blythe’s with the specific formal warmth of a man trying to properly honor 

people who had clearly mattered enormously to his daughter’s week without 

fully understanding the shape of why. 

“I keep thinking about Sutton,” Blythe said, into the quiet. She was sitting 

on an overturned feed bucket near Quattro’s stall, her ribbon from the 

morning’s Introductory test still pinned to her show jacket, which she hadn’t yet 

had the heart to take off. “Not with anger anymore. Just — wondering what 

made someone become that. Someone who could build something so quietly 

destructive and call it standards.” 

“I don’t think we get to know that,” Emily said, from where she sat on an 

upturned tack trunk, Prince’s bridle still in her lap, the leather catching the last 

light as she ran a cloth over it out of habit more than necessity. “I don’t think 

she knows it herself, honestly. People who do what she did rarely have the kind 

of self-knowledge that would let them name it accurately, even to themselves.” 

“Do you think she’ll stop?” Anna asked. “Whatever happens with the 

association’s review — do you think this actually changes anything for her?” 
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“I don’t know,” Emily said honestly. “I think visibility makes it harder. I 

think the people closest to her — if there are others, the way Renata suggested 

there might be — might start asking the questions Renata didn’t know to ask 

for two years. That’s not nothing. But I don’t think one investigation undoes a 

pattern someone’s spent a career building.” She set the bridle down. “I think the 

most honest thing I can say is that we made it harder for her to keep doing this 

quietly. That’s the actual scope of what we accomplished. Not her 

transformation. Just her exposure.” 

Anna sat with this, the specific clear-eyed honesty of it, and found that she 

preferred it to any tidier version they might have told themselves. The exposure 

mattered. The transformation, if it ever came, wasn’t theirs to produce or 

guarantee. 

“I talked to Cass before I left the score board,” Gina said, settling onto the 

aisle floor itself, leaning back against a stall door with the particular informal 

ease of someone who had spent decades comfortable in barns and saw no 

reason to stand on ceremony in one now. “She’s staying through next season, 

like she told you. I’ve already started giving her more responsibility — she ran 

point on the whole vendor coordination for this event, did you know that? I 

didn’t even have to ask twice.” 

“She’ll get there,” Emily said. “Wherever there is, for her. I have no doubt.” 

“What about you?” Anna asked, turning to Blythe. “Now that the 

investigation’s done. Now that you’ve made the call you needed to make. Are 

you staying?” 

Blythe looked down at Quattro’s stall, at the dark shape of him settled for 

the evening, his ears soft, his weight resting easy on all four feet. “I told you on 

the bench, that first week. This is where I want to be.” She looked up. “Nothing 

that’s happened since has changed that. If anything, it’s confirmed it. I came 

here because of something true Anna said in a newsletter, and what I found 

underneath that truth was harder than I expected, but it was still — it was still a 

place worth finding.” She paused. “Quattro likes it here. I trust his judgment 

about places more than I trust almost anything else.” 

“He’s a good judge,” Anna agreed, and meant it completely. 

They ate dinner together that night, an impromptu thing assembled from 

whatever the barn’s small refrigerator and the leftover snacks from the show’s 

concession stand could provide — sandwiches and fruit and the last of a sheet 

cake someone had brought for the volunteer crew, eaten sitting on overturned 

buckets and tack trunks in the barn aisle while the horses settled into their 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

127 

evening hay and the sky outside went from gold to the deep particular blue that 

came right before full dark in late spring. 

“I want to say something,” Anna said, partway through the meal, and found 

that she had everyone’s attention immediately, the specific quality of a room 

recognizing when someone has something that needs saying. “Two weeks ago, I 

came off a horse and felt like the floor had taken something from me that I 

wasn’t sure I’d get back. I spent the next several days assuming the worst thing 

that had happened was the fall itself.” She looked around at the three women 

sitting with her — Emily, steady and exacting and endlessly generous in ways 

she rarely announced; Blythe, who had walked into a complicated situation with 

nothing but good faith and had turned that good faith into something braver 

than anyone had asked of her; Gina, who had built something real here and had 

been honest enough, eventually, to admit where she’d fallen short of her own 

standards. 

“The actual worst thing that happened,” Anna continued, “was seven years 

of silence I let calcify into something that almost cost more people than just me. 

I think I’m only now starting to understand the size of that. And I think the 

reason I get to understand it without it destroying me is because all of you, in 

different ways, made it safe to look at directly instead of managing it from a 

distance.” She felt her throat tighten, the specific vulnerability of saying 

something true in front of people who had earned the truth. “I don’t think I say 

thank you enough, in general. I’m saying it now. Thank you. For all of it.” 

The aisle held this for a moment, the horses shifting in their stalls, the 

evening settling fully into dark around the small circle of light from the single 

bulb someone had switched on near the tack room. 

“We’re not done, you know,” Emily said, eventually, breaking the silence 

with the practical warmth that had become, over two weeks, one of her most 

defining qualities. “The association review is just starting. Renata’s leave is just 

starting. Whatever happens with Sutton is going to take months, not days.” She 

looked around at all of them. “This isn’t the ending. It’s just the part where we 

get to catch our breath before the next part.” 

“I know,” Anna said. “I think that’s actually what I’m grateful for. Not an 

ending. Just — company, for whatever comes next.” 

Blythe raised what remained of her plastic cup of lemonade, the gesture 

small and slightly absurd and entirely sincere. “To company, then,” she said. 

“And to horses who tell the truth even when people don’t.” 
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They drank to it — lemonade and sheet cake, in a barn aisle, on the night a 

year’s worth of careful work had finally paid off in front of judges who would 

never know the half of what had gone into producing it. 

Anna walked Malibu out for one final check before leaving, the barn fully 

dark now except for the small security lights that ran along the aisle ceiling, the 

night air finally cooling after the day’s relentless heat. He met her at the stall 

door with his ears forward, curious as always, and she stood with him for a long 

while, her hand on his neck, feeling the steady rhythm of his breathing. 

“We did it,” she told him. “All of it. The hard parts too.” 

He exhaled against her palm, unhurried, the same gesture he’d offered two 

weeks ago when she’d stood in this same spot telling him she’d trusted the log 

and paid for it. She thought about the distance between that moment and this 

one — not in days, though it had only been two weeks, but in the specific 

internal distance a person could travel when they finally stopped managing their 

own story and let it be witnessed instead. 

She thought about Sutton, somewhere, in whatever barn she still controlled 

with whatever careful architecture of warmth and management she still 

deployed daily on people who trusted her. She thought about Renata, sitting at 

home tonight with a season’s worth of consequence ahead of her and, Anna 

hoped, the beginning of an honest reckoning with what her own grievance had 

cost someone else. She thought about Jess Hartley, somewhere in Virginia, 

having finally told the truth about a favor that had turned out to be something 

much darker than she’d understood. 

None of it was finished. Emily was right about that. But finished, Anna 

understood now, had never actually been the goal. The goal had only ever been 

honest — to stop letting silence author the story, to let the people who loved 

her actually know what she was carrying, to ride the test that mattered with 

everything she had instead of managing her way around the parts of herself that 

felt too difficult to bring into the open. 

She had done that. Whatever came next, she had finally done that. 

She gave Malibu one last scratch behind his ears and walked out of the barn 

into the warm Georgia dark, toward her car, toward home, toward the long 

unglamorous work of whatever came after a story like this one finally let you set 

it down. 
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Behind her, the barn held its quiet — three horses settled for the night, a 

building full of ordinary animal breathing and the particular peace of a long 

day’s work finally, fully done. 

It was enough. For tonight, it was entirely enough. 
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The Georgia Dressage & Combined Training Association (GDCTA) is a 
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combined training throughout Georgia and the Southeast. Through 

educational clinics, competitions, volunteer opportunities, youth 

programs, and a welcoming network of horse enthusiasts, GDCTA 
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achievements, and strengthen the future of equestrian sport. 



MYSTERY AT MAPLE RUN RIDING SCHOOL 

132 

SADDLE UP FOR MORE THAN JUST RIBBONS 

           

What if your next big win wasn’t just in the ring, but also in the friendships and 

connections you made along the way? 

At GDCTA, we’re more than an organization—we’re a community. From 

schooling shows to year-end awards and clinics, we offer endless opportunities 

to elevate your equestrian journey. And the best part? You’ll be surrounded by 

people who share your love for horses and the lifestyle that comes with it. 

Whether you're here for the ribbons or the ride, we’d love to welcome you into 

the GDCTA family. 

Join today! 

https://gdcta.org/join-us 
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