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​Dedication

For the ones who have ever wished for one more chance...

May you discover that sometimes the greatest second chance isn’t changing yesterday...

It’s choosing who you’ll be today.
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​“Per chance the Good Lord gives every man one chance to prove the kind of man he is...

​The lucky ones get a second.”
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​PER CHANCE

Chapter One

The Long Way Home
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The first frost had settled over the pastures sometime before daylight, leaving every fence post glazed in silver like old bones. A thin skin of ice clung to the sycamore leaves along the fence line, and the air carried the sharp, clean scent of frozen grass and distant wood smoke from a neighbor’s chimney. Jace Morgan stood at the gate with a steaming cup of black coffee, the heat seeping through his gloves into fingers stiff from the cold. He watched six yearlings drift slowly through the morning haze, their breath hanging in pale clouds in the cold Missouri air before disappearing into the pale gold of sunrise.

Peace.

It had taken him almost a year to find it. Not the kind that came easy, but the hard-won kind that settled into your bones after the noise of arenas and the sting of betrayal finally faded. The old red barn behind him creaked as the wind pushed through loose tin, a sound as familiar as his own heartbeat. Somewhere inside, a gelding stomped impatiently for breakfast, the thud of hooves on packed dirt mixing with the faint creak of leather from halters left hanging on stall doors. Hay dust still lingered in the air from yesterday’s feeding, mixing with the earthy smell of horse and liniment.

Home.

Not a mansion. Not the bright lights of Las Vegas or packed arenas screaming his name after an eight-second ride that once made his blood sing. Just eighty acres his grandfather had left him. A weathered farmhouse with a porch swing that groaned in the wind. A barn that always needed another board replaced. And horses that never lied. Jace preferred them that way. Horses didn’t pretend. They didn’t pack up and leave in the middle of the night with someone else’s scent on their skin. They just stood there, breathing, waiting for you to show up and do the work.

He leaned against the cedar post, the rough bark biting through his jacket, and watched Ranger, a bay gelding with more attitude than sense, pin his ears before chasing another horse away from the hay ring. The gelding’s breath steamed in the cold, and Jace could almost feel the old wound in his own chest tighten in time with the horse’s irritation.

“You’re still an asshole,” Jace muttered, the words fogging in the air.

Ranger ignored him, just like always.

Most mornings looked exactly like this. Feed. Fence. Coffee strong enough to stand a spoon in. Train a few horses. Help a couple of local kids prepare for jackpots—kids like Mason who still believed the world was fair if you worked hard enough. Eat supper alone. Sleep. Repeat. It wasn’t glamorous. It was honest. And after everything that had happened eight months ago—after the kitchen confrontation, the tears, the horse trailer disappearing down the gravel drive—honest was enough. Or at least it had been, until the past started knocking again.

His phone buzzed in his jacket pocket, the vibration against his ribs pulling him back from the quiet ache he carried like an old saddle sore. He didn’t bother looking at first. Probably another client wanting a horse tuned before next weekend’s jackpot. Or Eli checking to see if he’d remembered Mom’s birthday this time—Eli, who still believed a man could be fixed with enough biscuits and gravy and brotherly lectures.

Eventually he pulled it free, the screen glowing against the frost.

ELI
Breakfast at the diner? Eight-thirty.
Jace smiled despite himself, the expression feeling rusty on his face. His older brother refused to accept that a man could survive on coffee and beef jerky and the company of horses that didn’t ask questions.

Already ate.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Liar.

Jace laughed, a short sound that fogged and vanished. Fine. Meet you there.

He slipped the phone back into his pocket just as headlights appeared at the end of the gravel drive, cutting through the morning haze like a promise he wasn’t ready to believe in. Not Eli. Wrong truck. A white half-ton pickup eased through the open gate before stopping beside the barn, tires crunching on frost-rimed gravel.

He frowned, something uneasy stirring in his gut. Didn’t recognize it.

The driver’s door opened.

A pair of worn cowboy boots hit the gravel.

Then faded blue jeans, soft from years of washing and riding.

A tan jacket that had seen better days.

Long brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail that caught the first light like it remembered how to shine.

Jace forgot how to breathe. The coffee cup trembled in his hand, sloshing hot liquid over his glove. The cold air bit at his lungs, sharp with the scent of frozen pasture and the faint, sweet rot of last year’s leaves under the sycamores.

Lacey.

She looked almost exactly the same. Maybe a little thinner, the angles of her face sharper, a little more tired around those green eyes that had once been his whole world. But those eyes... they could still stop time. They always had. Even now, when every instinct told him to turn away, to go back to the honest rhythm of feed and fence and forgetting.

She closed the truck door gently, almost like she was afraid to make too much noise, as if the whole ranch might shatter if she wasn’t careful. Neither of them spoke. The wind carried the scent of fresh-cut hay between them—hay he’d baled himself last summer, before everything broke—and underneath it, the faint trace of her shampoo, something floral and familiar that hit him harder than any arena dirt ever had.

Months.

It had been eight months since she’d stood in his kitchen crying, her voice cracking on the words “I was with someone else.” Eight months since she’d packed everything she owned into a horse trailer and driven away, leaving nothing but the ring box in the attic and a hole in his chest that no amount of honest work could fill. Eight months of him telling himself he was fine, that horses didn’t lie and neither did the land.

Jace had imagined this moment more times than he’d ever admit. Sometimes he’d pictured himself yelling until his voice gave out. Sometimes walking away without a word. Sometimes pretending he didn’t care, that the ring he still kept was just a thing, not a promise he’d never gotten to make. Reality was worse. He felt... nothing. Or maybe everything at once—the old hurt rising like floodwater, the stupid, stubborn hope he thought he’d drowned, and underneath it all the quiet truth that he still noticed the way she stood, the way her hands curled like she wanted to reach for him but didn’t dare.

“Lacey.”

His voice sounded flat, like frost on the fence posts.

She swallowed, her throat working. “Hi, Jace.”

Silence settled between them again, thick as the morning haze. She looked around the ranch—the fixed west fence he’d spent a weekend on, the new board on the barn door, the way the yearlings had grown. “You fixed the west fence.”

“You noticed.”

“I notice everything about this place.” She said it softly, like a confession.

He almost laughed. A year ago that sentence would’ve meant everything. Now it just hurt, a dull throb behind his ribs where the ring box lived in the dark. “What do you need?”

She looked down at the gravel, boots shifting. “I just wanted to talk.”

“I’m working.”

“It’ll only take five minutes.”

He shook his head, the motion sharp. “No.”

She blinked, those green eyes widening just a fraction—the same eyes that had watched him ride, that had laughed at his burnt hamburgers on the overlook bench, that had filled with tears the night she left. “I drove three hours.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“I know.”

Another long silence. The yearlings had drifted closer, curious, their breath fogging. One nickered softly, the sound carrying in the cold air like an invitation neither of them could accept.

She took one cautious step closer, boots crunching frost. “I don’t expect forgiveness.”

“Good.”

“I don’t expect things to go back to the way they were.”

“They can’t.”

“I know.”

He stared past her toward the truck—Missouri plates, no horse trailer this time, no sponsor decals on the doors. Just an ordinary pickup that looked strange without the life she used to haul behind it. “So why are you here?”

Her eyes finally met his, steady despite the tremor in her voice. “Because every mile I’ve driven for the last eight months ended here.”

Something inside him tightened, a fist around the old wound. Damn her. She always knew how to find the truth, even when he’d buried it under fence posts and coffee and the honest work of forgetting.

“I’ve replayed that night every day,” she whispered. “I’d give anything to take it back.”

“You can’t.”

“I know.”

“I believed you.”

“I know.”

“I trusted you.”

Tears filled her eyes, catching the light like frost. “I know.”

“I was buying a ring.” The words slipped out before he could stop them, raw and unplanned. The confession he’d only ever made to Eli and the attic shadows.

Lacey covered her mouth with one gloved hand, a small sound escaping her.

He’d never told her. Nobody knew except Eli, who’d helped him pick it out one rainy afternoon in  Hickory, joking that she’d cry when she saw it. “I picked it up two days before...” His jaw tightened. “I still have it.”

The tears spilled freely now, tracking down her cheeks. “I’m sorry.”

“So am I.”

She wiped her face with the back of her glove, leaving a smudge. “I don’t deserve another chance.”

“No.”

“I know that.”

“Then why are you here?”

She drew a shaky breath, the cold air making it plume between them. “Because loving you never stopped.”

Jace looked away toward the pasture, where Ranger had wandered to the fence and was watching them like even the horse knew something important was happening. Funny. Animals always sensed things people missed—the shift in the air before a storm, the tension in a man’s shoulders, the way a heart could still want what it had lost.

He finally looked back at her. “I believe you.”

Hope flickered across her face, fragile as the ice on the fence posts.

Then he finished. “But believing you isn’t the same as trusting you.”

The hope disappeared, leaving only the tired lines around her eyes. “I understand.”

“I don’t think you do.” He walked past her toward the barn, the gravel crunching under his boots like the sound of something breaking all over again. “I spent months wondering what I did wrong.”

“You didn’t—”

“I wasn’t finished.” She fell silent. “I questioned everything. Every kiss. Every late-night phone call. Every rodeo you said you were staying another day for. Every time you looked me in the eye and lied.” His voice never rose. That somehow made it hurt even more—the quiet way the truth came out, like frost melting and refreezing.

“I don’t know how to undo that,” she whispered.

“You don’t.” He slid open the barn door, the metal screeching in the cold. A horse nickered inside, the sound warm and alive against the frozen morning. “I think you should go.”

She stood there for several seconds, the wind tugging at her ponytail. Then nodded. “I rented the little cabin outside Ash Creek.”

He frowned, turning back. “You moved back?”

“I came home.”

Home. The word landed heavier than either of them expected, echoing in the space between them like the creak of the old barn.

She climbed back into the truck. Before closing the door she looked at him one last time, her green eyes steady despite everything. “I’ll stop asking when you tell me there’s absolutely no hope.”

Jace didn’t answer. He couldn’t. The coffee had gone cold in his hand, the steam long since vanished into the Missouri morning.

The engine started. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as she drove away, the taillights disappearing beyond the line of sycamores that marked the edge of his land—his grandfather’s land, the place that had always been honest even when people weren’t.

Only then did he realize his coffee had gone cold. He poured it into the dirt, the dark liquid soaking into the frost like an offering or an apology. Some things couldn’t be reheated. Some things, once broken, had to be rebuilt from the ground up. If they could be rebuilt at all.

He stood there a long time, the cold seeping into his bones, watching the place where her truck had been. The yearlings had wandered closer, curious about the man who smelled like hurt and horses. One of them nosed at his empty cup, and he let it, the soft muzzle warm against his glove.

“Per chance,” he muttered to the empty air, the old saying his grandfather used to tell him when life knocked him down. “The lucky ones get a second.”

But luck had nothing to do with it. Second chances were work. Hard, honest work. And he wasn’t sure he had it in him anymore.

Or maybe he was afraid he did.
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Chapter Two

Ghosts in the Arena
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The bell over the diner door jingled as Jace stepped inside. Warm air smelling of bacon, coffee, and homemade biscuits wrapped around him, chasing away the chill that had settled into his bones along with something heavier. The breakfast crowd was already thinning, leaving only a few farmers lingering over coffee while discussing cattle prices and weather forecasts. The kind of conversations that hadn’t changed in fifty years. He liked that. It was steady. Predictable. Honest in a way people sometimes weren’t.

“Over here.”

Eli Morgan waved from a corner booth. At thirty-six, Eli had inherited more of their father’s broad shoulders than Jace ever had. His flannel shirt was already dusted with grease from working on a hay baler before sunrise. He looked tired, but his eyes were sharp the way they always got when he was worried about his little brother.

“You look like hell,” Eli said as Jace slid into the booth.

“Morning to you too.”

The waitress, Donna, appeared before Jace could ask. She’d watched the Morgan boys grow up. “The usual?”

He nodded. She topped off his coffee without another word. Donna knew enough not to ask questions when a man’s eyes looked the way Jace’s did this morning.

Eli studied him. “What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Bull.”

Jace stirred sugar into his coffee he didn’t really want. The spoon clinked against the mug, a small, ordinary sound in a world that suddenly felt anything but. “I saw Lacey.”

Eli stopped reaching for his biscuit. “...Here?”

“This morning.”

“At the ranch?”

Jace nodded once.

Eli leaned back slowly, the vinyl booth creaking. “How’d she find you?”

“I’ve lived in the same place my whole life.”

“I meant...”

“I know what you meant.”

Silence settled over the booth, thick as the smell of bacon grease. Finally Eli sighed. “What’d she want?”

“To talk.”

“And?”

“I told her to leave.”

Eli watched him for a long moment, the way he used to when Jace came home from a bad ride with dirt on his face and something worse in his eyes. “You okay?”

Jace gave a humorless laugh. “Does it matter?”

“It matters to me.”

Before Jace could answer, Donna returned with two eggs, bacon, hash browns, and toast. Neither brother touched the food. The eggs cooled, the yolks going from bright to dull. Finally Eli broke the silence.

“You still got the ring?”

Jace looked out the window at the quiet street. A truck drove by, kicking up a little dust. Somewhere a dog barked. Normal morning in Ash Creek. “Yeah.”

“You ought to sell it.”

“I’ve thought about it.”

“But?”

“I can’t.”

Eli nodded. “I figured.”

Jace cut into his eggs even though he wasn’t hungry. The fork scraped the plate. “I thought I’d hate her.”

“And?”

“I don’t.”

“You love her?”

Jace didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Eli had known him too long. The older brother just sighed and said, “Damn.”

By noon, Jace was back at the ranch. Work usually cleared his mind. Today it didn’t. Every fence post reminded him of weekends Lacey had insisted on helping, her hands blistered but determined. Every stall held memories of her laughing while she mucked, of the way she sang under her breath when she thought no one was listening. Every gate she’d painted. Every horse she’d named. The whole place felt like a photograph someone had left out in the rain—familiar but blurred around the edges.

He grabbed a curry brush and started working Ranger’s dusty coat, the repetitive motion soothing. The gelding flicked an ear.

“You picked a fine day to lose your mind.”

Ranger snorted.

“Yeah.”

The gelding bumped his shoulder, and for a second Jace let himself lean into the solid warmth of the horse. Horses didn’t ask questions. They just stood there, breathing, letting you be whatever you needed to be in the moment.

The sound of tires on gravel pulled his attention toward the driveway. This time it was expected. A rusty trailer bounced behind an aging pickup. Twelve-year-old Mason climbed out before the truck even stopped, his mother laughing behind him.

“Mr. Morgan!”

His mother followed more slowly, shaking her head. “Slow down, buddy.”

Mason practically ran across the yard carrying his saddle, the determination only twelve-year-olds possessed lighting up his face. “You think Buck’s ready today?”

Jace smiled despite himself, the expression feeling less rusty than it had that morning. “We’re about to find out.”

Helping kids ride had become his favorite part of ranch life. Kids didn’t care about your past. They only cared whether you showed up, whether you were steady, whether you believed they could do it. Mason saddled the little sorrel gelding with fierce concentration, his tongue poking out the corner of his mouth.

“You nervous?” Jace asked.

“A little.”

“Good.”

The boy frowned. “Really?”

“The ones that aren’t nervous usually end up eating dirt.”

Mason grinned. “Guess that makes sense.”

An hour later, Buck was loping smooth circles around the arena while Mason finally found his rhythm, his seat softening, his hands quieting. Jace leaned against the fence, the sun warm on his back, and felt something in his chest loosen just a fraction.

“Better.”

Mason beamed. “You think I could rodeo someday?”

“If you’re willing to work harder than everyone else.”

“I am.”

“We’ll see.”

His mother walked over, her boots quiet on the dirt. “Thank you.”

“He did the work.”

She smiled. “Not just today.”

Jace tipped his hat. “You’ve got a good kid.”

“I know.” She hesitated, glancing toward the road. “I heard Lacey moved back.”

News traveled faster than wildfire in small towns. Always had. “Apparently.”

“You two...”

“No.”

She nodded. “Just thought I’d ask.”

By the time Mason’s truck disappeared down the road, the afternoon sun was beginning to sink behind the oak trees, painting everything in gold and shadow. Jace turned toward the barn—and froze.

A gray horse stood tied quietly outside.

Not one of his.

He recognized the mare instantly. Willow. Lacey’s barrel horse.

His stomach tightened. He rounded the corner.

Lacey was kneeling beside Willow’s left front leg, concern written across her face. The mare shifted her weight, favoring the hoof.

“She threw a shoe,” Lacey said softly without looking up. “Tom’s shop is closed until tomorrow.”

Jace didn’t move. The wind stirred the sycamores, carrying the scent of cooling earth and distant rain. “You could’ve called another farrier.”

“I did.”

“They’re all at the state finals.”

She finally looked up, those green eyes meeting his without flinching. “I didn’t know where else to go.”

He walked over and crouched beside the mare. Willow nuzzled his shoulder immediately, her breath warm and familiar. “Traitor,” Lacey whispered with a sad smile.

Jace ran practiced hands down the mare’s leg, feeling for heat, for swelling. “She’s sore.”

“I know.”

“You hauled her like this?”

“I was only fifteen miles away when it happened.”

He stood. “Bring her into the barn.”

Lacey blinked. “I thought you wanted me gone.”

“I do.”

She looked away, her ponytail catching the light. “But I’m not turning away a horse that needs help.”

For the first time that day, the corners of her mouth lifted into the smallest smile. “Thank you.”

“It’s for Willow.”

“I know.”

As they walked side by side toward the barn, neither of them spoke. The silence wasn’t comfortable. But it wasn’t empty anymore. It was filled with something neither of them was ready to name.

Hope.

Just enough of it to hurt
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Chapter Three

The Horse Doesn’t Lie
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The barn smelled of fresh-cut pine shavings, leather, and liniment. To Jace, it smelled like home.

Willow stood patiently in the cross-ties, resting her left front hoof while Jace cleaned the leg with practiced hands. The missing shoe hadn’t done serious damage, but another day of hauling would have left the mare lame. Lacey stood a few feet away, hands shoved into the pockets of her denim jacket. She looked uncomfortable. Not because of the horse. Because of him.

Neither of them spoke. Jace preferred it that way.

He picked up Willow’s hoof again, studying the hoof wall with careful fingers. “She’ll be fine.”

Lacey let out a breath she’d apparently been holding. “Thank God.”

“You caught it early.”

“I felt something wasn’t right coming out of the warm-up pen.”

He nodded. “That’s why you’ve won as much as you have.”

She smiled faintly. “You used to say Willow could outrun anything except my own stubbornness.”

“I wasn’t wrong.”

“No.”

A quiet laugh escaped her before disappearing almost as quickly as it came. It was the first genuine laugh he’d heard from her in nearly a year. It caught him off guard. For just a second... he remembered.

There had been another morning in this very barn. Rain hammered the metal roof while Lacey danced through puddles carrying feed buckets. She’d looked twenty years old instead of twenty-six. Hair soaked. Boots covered in mud. Laughing because she’d slipped face-first into the muck.

“You planning on feeding horses,” he’d called, “or wrestling pigs?”

She’d stood up grinning. “If you marry me someday, you’ll have to get used to this.”

He’d walked over, wrapped muddy arms around her, and kissed her anyway. “I was already getting used to it.”

The memory vanished as quickly as it came. Jace tightened the hoof stand. Memories were dangerous. They reminded you what you’d lost — and what you were still afraid to want again.

“You’ve been keeping her worked,” he said.

Lacey nodded. “Three or four days a week.”

“She’s carrying herself better.”

“I’ve been listening to what you taught me.”

He looked at the mare. “Looks like it.”

Silence settled again. Outside, wind stirred the oak leaves. Somewhere beyond the pasture, a calf bawled for its mother. The familiar sounds of the ranch wrapped around them like an old coat that still fit, even if it no longer belonged to the same life.

Finally Lacey spoke. “I sold the trailer.”

Jace kept working, though his hands slowed. “I saw.”

“I couldn’t afford the payments anymore.”

He paused, the rasp of the brush quieting. “What happened to your sponsors?”

“They left.”

He looked over his shoulder. “What do you mean they left?”

“They don’t like scandals.” She laughed once. It wasn’t a happy sound. “I found that out the hard way.”

He hadn’t thought about that. The rodeo world loved a winner. It loved gossip even more. He wondered how many people had turned their backs on her when the story broke. How many had smiled to her face while whispering behind her back.

“You still competing?”

“Local jackpots.”

“No pro circuit?”

She shook her head. “I lost that.”

He wanted to say something. He didn’t. She’d made her choices. Consequences followed choices. That wasn’t cruelty. That was life. Still, something in her voice made the words sit heavier than he expected.

A truck pulled into the driveway. Both of them looked toward the open barn door. A white service truck rolled to a stop.

“Took me long enough,” a voice called.

Tom Reynolds climbed out carrying his farrier box. Gray beard. Ball cap older than some of the horses he worked on. He stopped halfway to the barn. His eyes bounced from Jace... to Lacey... and back again.

“Well,” he muttered. “This oughta be interesting.”

Jace hid a smile. Tom had all the subtlety of a freight train.

“I appreciate you coming,” Lacey said.

Tom nodded before kneeling beside Willow. “Let’s see what kind of trouble you’ve gotten yourself into, sweetheart.”

He inspected the hoof while Jace handed him tools without being asked. Years of working together required few words.

Tom finally looked up. “Nothing serious.”

Lacey visibly relaxed. “She’ll make next weekend if you don’t run her before then.”

“I won’t.”

Tom nailed on the replacement shoe with quick, confident blows. When he finished, Willow planted her foot squarely. “Good as new.”

Lacey reached for her wallet. Tom waved her off. “Nah.”

She frowned. “I owe you.”

“You do.” He grinned. “You can buy breakfast next time.”

She smiled for the first time all afternoon. “Deal.”

Tom packed his tools before motioning toward Jace. “You got a minute?”

Jace followed him outside. The older man leaned against his truck, the metal warm from the afternoon sun. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

“You look terrible.”

“So did Eli.”

Tom chuckled. “Then they’re both right.”

He folded his arms across his chest. “You know everybody in Ash Creek knows she’s back.”

“I’m aware.”

“They’re talking.”

“They always do.”

Tom nodded slowly. “I’ve known you since you were riding calves.”

“I know.”

“And I watched that girl grow up.”

Jace stared toward the pasture where Ranger grazed. “So?”

“So don’t let this town decide your future.”

He frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means half these people will tell you you’re a fool if you forgive her.”

“And the other half?”

“They’ll tell you you’re a fool if you don’t.”

Tom climbed into his truck and started the engine. Before he pulled away, he looked at Jace through the open window. “Good thing neither group has to live your life.”

The truck disappeared in a cloud of dust.

Jace stood there longer than he realized, the words settling into him like dust after a storm. When he walked back into the barn, Lacey was brushing Willow. Not hurriedly. Not trying to impress him. Just... taking care of her horse. She’d always been gentle with animals. Even when she was making a mess of everything else.

Willow turned her head and rested it against Lacey’s shoulder. Lacey closed her eyes. “You never stopped loving me either,” she whispered into the mare’s mane.

She thought she was alone.

Jace heard every word.

He'd survived bucking bulls that weighed eighteen hundred pounds.

Four whispered words had nearly brought him to his knees.

He stepped backward before she noticed. Some conversations weren’t meant to have witnesses.

He grabbed another halter from the tack room and headed toward the pasture. The cool air hit his face as he crossed the yard. Behind him, Willow nickered softly. Ahead of him, Ranger trotted to the gate, expecting dinner.

Jace scratched the gelding’s neck. “Horses have it easy.”

Ranger bumped his shoulder.

“They don’t have to decide whether people deserve second chances.”

The horse snorted as if disagreeing.

Jace smiled despite himself. “No,” he said quietly. “But they always know who they can trust.”

The words lingered long after he’d spoken them. Because deep down... that was the question neither he nor Lacey could escape. Not whether they still loved each other. Whether trust, once broken, could ever truly be rebuilt.

And for the first time since she’d come home, he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted the answer to stay no.
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Chapter Four

Friday Night Lights
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By Friday evening, Ash Creek was exactly what it always became when there was a rodeo. Busy.

Horse trailers lined both sides of the fairgrounds like they’d been dropped from the sky. Diesel engines idled in the cooling air, and country music drifted from open tack rooms. The smell of barbecue mixed with fresh dirt, leather, and the faint sweetness of cotton candy from the concession stand. For most people, it felt like coming home. For Jace Morgan, it felt like walking into a room full of ghosts.

He backed his truck into its usual spot beside the warm-up arena and stepped out with Ranger in tow. The gelding wasn’t competing tonight. He was there to help a teenage boy work cattle before the junior roping, something Jace had done a hundred times before. Routine. Predictable. Safe.

“Evenin’, Jace.”

“Good to see you.”

“How’s business?”

The greetings came from every direction. People respected him. They trusted him. But he noticed something else tonight. Every conversation ended with the same glance. The one over his shoulder. Looking for Lacey. Word had spread faster than a grass fire in dry August. It always did in Ash Creek.

“Mr. Morgan!”

Mason came running across the parking lot wearing a crisp pearl-snap shirt and a hat that looked two sizes too big. His mother followed behind at a more reasonable pace, shaking her head with fond exasperation.

“You nervous?” Jace asked when the boy reached him.

“A little.”

“Good answer.”

Mason grinned, practically vibrating with excitement. “I drew a good calf.”

“You don’t know that.”

“My dad said I did.”

Jace laughed, the sound surprising even himself. “Your dad lies.”

Mason looked horrified for half a second before Jace ruffled his hat. “But don’t believe anybody until the gate opens. That’s when the truth comes out.”

The kid nodded like he’d just been handed the secret to life. Sometimes the simplest advice stuck the longest.

The announcer’s voice boomed across the grounds. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Ash Creek Friday Night Jackpot!” Applause rolled through the grandstands. Kids chased each other between the concession stands. Older cowboys leaned against fences telling stories that somehow got bigger every year. Nothing ever changed here. Until it did.

A familiar gray mare walked past the warm-up pen. Willow. Jace’s eyes followed her automatically, like they always did when she was near. Lacey sat quietly in the saddle, warming the mare with slow, careful circles. She wasn’t dressed for attention tonight. No flashy sponsor shirt. No rhinestones catching the arena lights. Just faded jeans, a navy button-up, and her lucky black felt hat pulled low.

She looked... different.

Less like someone trying to be noticed. More like someone trying to disappear.

Their eyes met across the arena. She offered the smallest nod. Jace returned it before he could stop himself. Progress. Or weakness. He wasn’t sure which anymore.

“You coming over?”

Eli appeared beside him carrying two paper cups of coffee, steam rising into the cooling night air.

“No.”

“She’ll understand if you say hello.”

“I don’t care whether she understands.”

Eli handed him a cup anyway. “You’ve been saying that for eight months.”

Jace accepted the coffee. The cup was warm against his fingers. “You got another speech planned?”

“No.” Eli leaned against the fence, watching the barrel pattern being set up. “I’m just reminding you that being angry takes more energy than forgiving.”

“I’m not angry.”

“No.” Eli glanced at him sideways. “You’re hurt.”

Jace didn’t answer. Because his brother was right, and they both knew it.

“Lacey Rivers, you’re up!”

The announcer’s voice echoed through the speakers. The crowd clapped politely. A few people whispered. Jace caught fragments of conversation drifting on the night air.

“That’s her...”

“Thought she’d quit...”

“After what happened...”

He hated gossip. Especially when it was true.

Lacey eased Willow into the alleyway. She sat quietly for a moment, eyes closed, one hand resting on the mare’s neck. Then she nodded once, almost to herself. The gate swung open.

Willow exploded into the arena.

The gray mare devoured ground with effortless speed, her hooves throwing up small clouds of dirt. First barrel. Perfect. Second barrel. Even tighter. Third barrel— Willow slipped. Not much. Just enough to break her rhythm.

Lacey shifted instantly, sacrificing speed to keep the mare upright. The run was over before it really began. She crossed the timer clean but well outside winning time. There was scattered applause. No cheers. No buckle waiting at the end.

She slowed Willow to a walk and leaned forward, rubbing the mare’s neck with quiet affection. “Good girl,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the noise of the crowd.

Jace couldn’t help smiling. Five years ago, she would’ve pushed the horse for one more tenth of a second. She would’ve risked everything for a better time. Tonight, she chose the horse over the paycheck. That mattered. More than she probably realized.

As Lacey exited the arena, a young woman stopped her near the gate. “Excuse me.”

Lacey smiled politely, though Jace could see the tiredness around her eyes even from a distance. “Yes?”

“My daughter...” The woman pointed toward a little girl clutching a toy stick horse. “She watches you every time you ride.”

Lacey’s smile faltered for just a second before she recovered. “Really?”

The little girl stepped forward shyly, eyes wide. “I wanna barrel race someday.”

Lacey swung down from Willow without hesitation and crouched in front of the child. “You will.”

The girl looked up with something like awe. “You think so?”

“I know so.” Lacey’s voice was gentle but certain. “But promise me something.”

The little girl nodded solemnly.

“Take care of your horse before you worry about winning.”

Jace watched from across the arena, something tight in his chest loosening just a fraction. No cameras. No sponsors. No audience worth impressing. Just one little girl and a woman who still cared about the right things.

Maybe people really could change.

“Still watching her.”

Jace looked over. Tom Reynolds stood beside him, eating a pulled pork sandwich like the world wasn’t quietly shifting around them.

“I’m watching the horse.”

Tom snorted. “If you say so.”

Before Jace could answer, a horse screamed from the warm-up pen. Every head in the arena snapped toward the sound. One of the younger horses had broken free, the frightened gelding charging through the crowded alleyway with a lead rope trailing behind him like a whip. Children scattered. People yelled. The horse bolted straight toward the concession area, eyes wild with panic.

Without thinking, Jace ran.

So did Lacey.

They reached the panicked horse from opposite sides at the exact same moment. Jace grabbed for the trailing rope and missed. Lacey stepped directly into the horse’s path, arms out, voice calm and steady.

“Easy... easy, sweetheart...”

Her voice cut through the chaos like a blade. The gelding hesitated, just for a second. Jace caught the rope. Together they brought the frightened animal to a stop before anyone got hurt.

The crowd erupted in applause. Neither of them acknowledged it. They were too busy making sure the horse was okay.

Lacey stroked the gelding’s neck until his breathing slowed. “You alright?” Jace asked quietly, his voice rough from running.

She nodded. “You?”

“I’m fine.”

For the first time since she’d returned, their eyes met without anger. Without guilt. Without the heavy weight of history standing between them. Just relief. And something else. Something quieter. Something that felt dangerously close to trust.

Someone cleared their throat behind them. It was the young horse’s owner, a teenage boy who looked like he might throw up. “I’m... I’m so sorry.”

Jace handed him the lead rope. “It happens.”

Lacey smiled gently at the boy. “Learn from it.”

The boy nodded repeatedly. “I will.”

As he walked away, Eli leaned close to his brother, his voice low. “You didn’t even think.”

“What?”

“You trusted her.”

Jace watched Lacey disappear into the crowd with Willow. He frowned, something complicated twisting in his chest. No. He hadn’t trusted her. He’d trusted the woman who stepped in front of a thousand-pound frightened horse to protect everyone else without hesitation.

The problem was... for just a second... he wasn’t sure there was a difference anymore.
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Chapter Five

Coffee at Miller’s
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The Saturday morning crowd at Miller’s Café was already filling the booths when Jace walked through the door. Every table seemed occupied by someone in boots. Ranchers. Team ropers. Barrel racers. Farmers. The rodeo had ended late the night before, but nobody in Ash Creek slept in after a Friday night jackpot. Life here moved on its own schedule, and that schedule didn’t include sleeping past dawn.

Donna looked up from behind the register, her face breaking into a warm smile. “Morning, handsome.”

“Morning.”

“The usual?”

“You know it.”

She smiled. “I’ll have it waiting.”

Jace nodded toward a corner booth where Eli was already halfway through a plate of biscuits and gravy. His brother looked like he’d been up for hours. Probably had. Eli had never been one to waste daylight.

“You’ve got a problem,” Eli said before Jace even sat down.

“I’ve been here ten seconds.”

“You’ve got a problem.”

Jace wrapped both hands around the warm coffee mug Donna set in front of him. The heat seeped into his fingers, grounding him. “I’m listening.”

“You smiled at her.”

“I smiled at the horse.”

“You also asked if she was okay.”

“There was a runaway horse.”

“There was.” Eli buttered another biscuit with deliberate slowness. “And you still looked at her like you used to.”

Jace stared into his coffee. The dark liquid reflected nothing useful. “You done?”

“Nope.” Eli leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “You’re trying really hard to hate someone you still love.”

Jace looked up. “I don’t hate her.”

“I know.” Eli’s voice softened just a fraction. “That doesn’t mean I can trust her.”

“That’s the real fight.”

Donna delivered breakfast before either brother said another word. Two eggs over easy, bacon, hash browns, and toast for Jace. Neither of them touched the food right away. For a few blessed minutes, the only sounds were forks scraping plates and the low murmur of conversation around them.

Then the front door opened.

Every instinct Jace had told him not to look.

He looked anyway.

Lacey stepped inside.

The café grew noticeably quieter. Not silent. Just... aware. Small towns had a way of holding their breath when something important walked through the door. Lacey noticed it too. She kept her head high, offered Donna a polite smile, and ordered a coffee to go. No one spoke to her. No one was rude. Sometimes kindness withheld hurt more than cruelty offered.

She turned toward the door—and caught Jace’s eye.

She hesitated.

Then walked over.

“Morning.”

Eli nodded politely. “Lacey.”

She looked at Jace. “I wanted to thank you.”

“For what?”

“For helping Willow.”

“You already did.”

“I know.” She shifted her weight, glancing around the café like she was checking for exits. “I just... didn’t want you thinking I came back expecting anything.”

“I don’t.”

“I came back because I got tired of running.”

Jace said nothing. He didn’t trust his voice yet.

Lacey smiled sadly. “I hope you have a good day.”

She turned to leave.

“Miss Rivers?”

An older voice stopped her.

Everyone looked toward the back booth. It was Walter Jenkins. Eighty-one years old. Retired rancher. One of the most respected men in Baxter County. Walter motioned toward an empty chair beside him.

“You got a minute?”

Lacey looked surprised. “Yes, sir.”

Walter folded his weathered hands on the table. “I watched your run last night.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry it wasn’t faster.”

He shook his head. “I wasn’t talking about the clock.”

She frowned. “You pulled your mare up.”

“She slipped.”

“You cost yourself a paycheck.”

“I can earn another paycheck.”

Walter smiled, the lines around his eyes deepening. “You only get one good horse.”

Lacey looked down at her hands. “I learned that from someone.”

Walter nodded toward Jace without saying his name. “I figured.”

The old rancher took a sip of coffee before continuing. “I’ve lived long enough to know people make fools of themselves.”

A few quiet chuckles drifted through the café.

“Myself included.” He smiled. “The trick isn’t avoiding mistakes. It’s deciding what kind of person you become after you make one.”

Lacey’s eyes filled with tears before she could stop them. “Thank you.”

Walter simply tipped his hat. “Go have yourself a good day.”

She left without another word.

The café remained quiet for several seconds after the door closed. Finally Donna exhaled. “I’ve missed that girl.”

Someone else nodded. “So have I.”

Jace stared out the window as Lacey climbed into her truck. Maybe he wasn’t the only one trying to figure out who she’d become.

Later that afternoon, the ranch was unusually still. Jace had just finished repairing a section of fence when he heard tires crunch across the gravel again.

This time it wasn’t Lacey.

It was a brand-new black dually. Expensive. Too expensive.

A tall man stepped out wearing polished boots, designer sunglasses, and a pressed western shirt that had probably never seen a day’s work. He smiled like he owned the world.

“Jace Morgan?”

“Who’s asking?”

The man removed his sunglasses. “Ty Dawson.”

The name landed like a punch to the chest. Jace recognized him immediately. Not because they’d ever met. Because he’d seen the photographs. The messages. The evidence that had destroyed his future.

Ty extended his hand. “I’ve been wanting to meet you.”

Jace looked at the offered hand. He didn’t take it.

“What do you want?”

Ty slipped his hand back into his pocket. “I heard Lacey came home.”

Jace’s jaw tightened. “So?”

“I figured I owed you an apology.”

Jace laughed once. It wasn’t amused. “You drove three hundred miles to apologize?”

“No.” Ty’s smile faded. “I came because she’s not answering my calls.”

The words hung in the air. Cold. Heavy.

Jace took one slow step forward. “I think you should leave.”

Ty didn’t move. “I made mistakes too.”

“You made one.”

Ty looked genuinely uncomfortable. “I cared about her.”

“No.” Jace’s voice remained calm. “You cared about yourself.”

Silence stretched between them. Finally Ty nodded. “Maybe.”

He looked toward the house. “I just wanted to know if she was okay.”

Jace’s eyes never left his. “She’s not your concern anymore.”

Ty studied him for a long moment before climbing back into his truck. As the engine started, he lowered the window. “For what it’s worth... she never stopped talking about you.”

The truck rolled down the driveway and disappeared behind the trees.

Jace stood alone in the settling evening. His pulse was steady. His hands weren’t shaking. But something had changed. Until now, Lacey’s betrayal had been an old wound. Ty’s unexpected arrival had torn it back open.

And for the first time since she’d returned... Jace realized the hardest part wasn’t forgiving Lacey, It was facing the man who had helped break them apart.
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Chapter Six 

What A Man Keeps
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The sun had barely cleared the tops of the sycamores when Jace Morgan unlocked the weathered door to the old workshop.

A gentle rain had settled over Baxter County before daylight, drumming steadily against the rust-speckled tin roof that had sheltered the building longer than Jace had been alive. The familiar rhythm echoed through the rafters, mixing with the faint creak of old timbers that had expanded and contracted through nearly seventy Missouri winters.

His grandfather had always said there were two sounds a country man could trust.

Rain on a tin roof.

And horses nickering before breakfast.

One reminded you that the land still needed you.

The other reminded you that somebody depended on you.

This morning...

Only the rain brought him comfort.

He stepped inside, closing the heavy wooden door behind him.

The workshop greeted him with the smell he'd known since childhood.

Fresh-cut oak.

Sawdust.

Old leather.

Grease.

Motor oil.

A faint trace of cedar shavings still lingered from the saddle rack he'd finished the week before.

Every scar in the wooden floor had a story.

Every tool hanging neatly on the pegboard had once belonged to either his father or his grandfather.

Nothing inside the shop had ever been bought because it was fashionable.

Everything had been earned.

His grandfather's drawknife still hung beside the window.

His father's framing square rested exactly where he'd left it nearly eight years earlier.

Jace had never found the heart to move it.

Some mornings...

He still caught himself expecting to hear boots crossing the floor behind him.

"Morning, son."

Funny how memory could sound so much like reality.

He shrugged out of his canvas jacket and hung it on the same peg where his father had always left his.

Some habits survived long after the people who started them.

The cedar saddle stand waiting on the workbench was nearly finished.

Built for a ranch south of Ash Creek.

The glue had cured overnight.

Only the final bolts and a careful sanding remained.

He picked up a socket wrench.

His hands knew exactly what to do.

Measure.

Tighten.

Check.

Sand.

Repeat.

His body stayed busy.

His mind wandered.

Ty Dawson.

The polished boots.

The expensive pickup.

The smile that looked practiced enough to sell a lie before breakfast.

Jace tightened one bolt harder than necessary.

The wrench groaned.

He immediately eased off.

"You ain't the problem."

He wasn't talking to the bolt.

He hadn't slept much.

Every time he'd closed his eyes, yesterday's conversation replayed itself.

Ty standing in the driveway.

Asking for forgiveness.

Claiming he'd changed.

Maybe he had.

People could change.

Jace believed that.

He'd changed himself.

But change wasn't measured by apologies.

It was measured by what happened after them.

He stared at the saddle stand.

Ty had come all the way back to Baxter County.

Why?

To apologize?

To ease his conscience?

Or...

To find out whether Lacey had truly slipped out of his life for good?

That last possibility bothered him far more than he wanted to admit.

He reached for another wrench.

Stopped.

Realized he'd been staring at the same bolt for nearly a minute.

A truck slowed outside.

Gravel crunched beneath worn tires before the engine shut off.

Jace smiled before the door even opened.

Only one man drove an old Chevrolet that carefully anymore.

Earl Whitmore ducked through the doorway, shaking rainwater from the brim of his hat.

"Mornin', boy."

"Mornin', Earl."

The older rancher carried a worn leather bridle draped over one shoulder.

"I've got a patient."

Jace accepted it with a grin.

"What happened?"

Earl shrugged.

"Young gelding decided barbed wire was merely a suggestion."

Jace laughed as he turned the bridle over in his hands.

One cheekpiece had snapped.

The leather was cracked nearly through.

"Looks worse than it is."

"You can fix it?"

"I can."

"When?"

Jace smiled.

"Tomorrow."

Earl folded his arms.

"You always say tomorrow."

"And?"

"You always have it finished today."

Jace shrugged.

"Bad habit."

"No."

Earl's weathered face softened.

"That's called taking pride in your work."

He looked around the workshop.

The old tools.

The organized benches.

The freshly swept floor.

Then back at Jace.

"You alright?"

Jace looked up.

"What makes you ask?"

"You've been staring at that same piece of leather long enough for me to finish this conversation by myself."

Jace blinked.

"I have?"

"You have."

For the first time all morning...

He laughed.

"I've got a lot on my mind."

"So I've heard."

News traveled through Baxter County faster than spring floodwater.

Someone's cow got out.

Everybody knew before supper.

Somebody bought a new tractor.

Half the county had already stopped to admire it.

A stranger parked at the Morgan ranch...

Well...

That became breakfast conversation from one end of the county to the other.

"I swear people around here have spies."

Earl grinned.

"We don't need spies."

He tipped his hat toward the rain-covered road.

"We've got front porches."

Jace laughed again.

"That's probably true."

"Course it is."

Earl rested one hand on the workbench.

"I won't ask questions."

"I appreciate that."

"I've lived long enough to know folks tell you what they're ready to tell."

Silence settled between them for a moment while rain continued tapping steadily overhead.

Finally Earl spoke again.

"But I will tell you one thing."

Jace waited.

"If a storm circles back around..."

The old rancher looked thoughtfully through the open shop door toward the rain.

"...it usually ain't because the wind got lost."

Jace frowned.

"What does that mean?"

Earl smiled.

"That's for you to figure out."

He picked up his coffee thermos and headed toward the door.

"I'll stop by tomorrow."

"I'll have your bridle ready."

"I know you will."

The old Chevrolet disappeared into the curtain of rain.

The workshop grew quiet once more.

Jace looked down at the broken bridle in his hands.

Some things...

With enough patience...

Could be stitched back together stronger than before.

Others...

Only looked whole until you pulled on them again.

He wasn't sure yet which kind his own heart had become.

Nearly half an hour passed before another pickup turned into the driveway.

Unlike Earl's old Chevrolet, this one made no effort to avoid the potholes.

It bounced across them with complete confidence, sending muddy water splashing against the fenders.

Jace smiled before the engine even shut off.

Only one person drove onto the ranch like the road belonged to him.

Eli climbed out carrying a cardboard drink tray with two steaming cups of coffee balanced carefully in one hand.

"You planning on feeding me forever?" Jace called.

Eli grinned.

"Somebody has to."

He handed over one of the cups.

"Black?"

Jace twisted off the lid.

"When have you ever seen me drink anything else?"

"Fair point."

They stood shoulder to shoulder beneath the overhang outside the workshop while rain drummed steadily against the tin roof.

Neither man spoke.

They didn't need to.

Brothers had a way of sharing silence that never felt awkward.

The rain filled the empty spaces.

Finally Eli broke it.

"So."

"So."

"I hear yesterday got interesting."

Jace smirked.

"You hear from who?"

"My wife."

"And she heard from?"

"The cashier at Miller's Market."

Jace laughed.

"The cashier?"

"The cashier heard it from Mrs. Henderson."

"And she heard it from?"

"The mailman."

Jace shook his head.

"The man hadn't been gone ten minutes."

Eli shrugged.

"I've told you before."

He pointed toward town.

"People around here don't need Facebook."

"They've got front porches."

"And kitchen windows."

Jace laughed again.

"You left out the feed store."

"Oh, that's headquarters."

They both smiled.

Small towns had their own way of passing news.

Nobody intended to gossip.

Information simply...traveled.

Sometimes faster than common sense.

Eli took another sip of coffee.

"What'd he want?"

Jace looked across the rain-soaked pasture where Ranger sat beneath the loafing shed watching the weather.

"Said he came to apologize."

"You buy it?"

"No."

"You believe he's sorry?"

Jace thought for several moments.

"I think people regret consequences."

Eli nodded.

"Sometimes."

"Not always."

Jace stared toward the pasture.

"I don't know."

"Maybe he really has changed."

"You think people can?"

"I hope so."

"Why?"

"Because if they can't..."

He looked down into the black coffee.

"...none of us have much chance."

Eli smiled faintly.

"That's probably the truest thing you've said all week."

Rain continued falling.

Steady.

Patient.

Almost gentle.

The kind of rain that soaked into the ground instead of running across it.

Jace watched it disappear into the pasture.

"I think..."

He hesitated.

"...he wanted to know if she was really gone."

"And?"

Jace's answer came quietly.

"She is."

Eli studied his younger brother for a long moment.

"Is she?"

Jace frowned.

"What does that mean?"

"I mean physically?"

He nodded toward town.

"Yeah."

"She's gone."

Then he reached over and tapped two fingers lightly against Jace's chest.

"But mentally?"

A knowing smile crossed his face.

"She's still living rent-free right here."

Jace looked away.

Rainwater dripped steadily from the roof.

One drop.

Then another.

Then another.

He wanted to argue.

Wanted to tell Eli he'd moved on.

Wanted to say she'd become nothing more than another chapter in his life.

Instead...

He remained silent.

Because brothers had a way of hearing truths that words couldn't hide.

"You know what bothers me?" Jace finally asked.

Eli waited.

"I was angry for a long time."

"I know."

"I almost preferred it."

"Why?"

Jace rested his forearms on the porch railing.

"Because anger's easier."

"Easier than what?"

He watched Ranger wander slowly toward the barn.

"Easier than missing somebody."

The words settled heavily between them.

Eli didn't answer right away.

He simply looked out across the ranch.

"You still love her?"

Jace closed his eyes.

That question.

He'd spent months avoiding it.

Trying to outrun it.

Trying to bury it beneath work.

But work had never answered it.

Neither had time.

He finally opened his eyes again.

"I quit trying not to."

Eli nodded slowly.

"I figured."

"I hate that."

"I know."

"I should still be mad."

"You were."

"I should've forgotten."

Eli smiled sadly.

"That's not how love works."

"No?"

"No."

He leaned back against the workshop wall.

"If it was..."

He glanced toward the old farmhouse.

"...Mom would've forgotten Dad."

"She hasn't."

"No."

"She still talks to him sometimes."

Jace smiled.

"I know."

"I heard her yesterday."

"What'd she say?"

Eli chuckled.

"She was complaining because one of his old coffee cans finally rusted through."

Jace laughed.

"Sounds about right."

"Then she smiled."

"And?"

Eli shrugged.

"She said she'd better save the lid."

"'Your father would've found a use for it.'"

The brothers laughed together.

Their father had never thrown anything away if he thought it might someday prove useful.

An old hinge.

Bent nails.

Coffee cans.

Scraps of leather.

Half-used bolts sorted into Mason jars.

As a kid, Jace had teased him relentlessly.

"You know why he kept all that junk?"

Eli asked.

"Because Grandpa did."

Eli nodded.

"And Grandpa kept it because his daddy lived through the Depression."

Jace looked back toward the workshop.

There wasn't much inside that building someone else wouldn't have called junk.

Old tools.

Weathered harnesses.

Broken stirrups waiting to be repaired.

Wood too short for most projects.

Yet every piece held value because someone had believed it still had purpose.

He frowned slightly.

"I wonder if that's what people do."

Eli looked over.

"What?"

"We throw away things too soon."

Silence settled again.

Rain continued whispering against the tin roof.

Finally Eli smiled.

"You talking about leather..."

"...or people?"

Jace didn't answer.

He didn't have to.

Across Baxter County, the little cabin on Miller Road felt even smaller beneath the steady rain.

Water dripped rhythmically from the porch roof, splashing into flower beds that had long since surrendered their summer blooms.

Inside, the wood stove crackled softly.

Its warmth pushed back against the damp October chill creeping through the old windows.

Lacey wrapped both hands around a coffee mug that had long since gone cold.

She hadn't noticed.

Her attention remained fixed on the cardboard box resting beside the couch.

Across the top, written in fading black marker, was a single word.

JACE

She'd packed it herself.

Nearly three years ago.

The night she'd left Missouri.

At first she'd told herself she'd open it once life settled down.

Then she'd promised she'd wait until she stopped hurting.

Eventually...

She'd stopped making promises altogether.

The box simply followed her.

Oklahoma.

Texas.

Wyoming.

Colorado.

Apartment after apartment.

Hotel after hotel.

Storage unit after storage unit.

Everywhere she went...

It came too.

Always sealed.

Always waiting.

Almost as though the life inside had refused to move forward until she did.

She slowly pulled the box into her lap.

The cardboard had softened with age.

One corner had been crushed during one of the moves.

A strip of yellowed packing tape still clung stubbornly across the top.

Her fingertips rested there for a long moment.

"You've carried this halfway across the country."

She smiled sadly.

"What are you so afraid of?"

She already knew.

Finding out she'd traded forever...

For something that had never lasted.

Taking a slow breath, she peeled away the brittle tape.

The sound seemed impossibly loud inside the quiet cabin.

Inside...

Time had stopped.

Right on top rested two faded county rodeo ticket stubs.

She smiled despite herself.

General Admission.

Six dollars.

She picked one up carefully.

The ink had nearly disappeared.

But the memory hadn't.

That had been the first rodeo where she'd realized Jace loved watching people almost as much as he loved competing.

Halfway through the bull riding he'd leaned over and whispered,

"Watch that little boy."

She'd looked toward the front row.

A tiny boy stood against the fence wearing a cowboy hat far too large for his head.

Every rider became his hero.

Even the ones who bucked off.

She remembered asking,

"What about him?"

Jace had smiled without taking his eyes off the arena.

"He doesn't care who wins."

"No?"

"He just loves watching people chase dreams."

She'd looked at him instead.

"And you?"

His answer echoed through her memory as clearly as if he'd spoken it yesterday.

"I hope nobody ever talks me out of being that little boy."

Fresh tears blurred the faded ticket.

She understood now.

Nobody had talked Jace out of dreaming.

She'd simply stopped dreaming beside him.

She reached deeper into the box.

Photographs.

Birthday cards.

Small pieces of another life.

Each one carrying more weight than the last.

Outside...

The rain continued falling across Baxter County.

Steady.

Patient.

Almost as though even the sky understood...

Some things couldn't be rushed.

The rain continued through most of the afternoon.

Not the kind that flooded creeks or washed out roads.

Just a slow, steady rain that settled into the fields and soaked deep into the earth.

The kind farmers welcomed.

The kind that made a man think.

Jace finished repairing Earl Whitmore's bridle just before noon.

He rubbed a light coat of conditioner into the new leather before holding it at arm's length.

The repair was nearly invisible.

Unless someone knew exactly where to look, they'd never know it had ever been broken.

He smiled to himself.

"Not bad."

His grandfather used to say leather was a lot like people.

Take care of it...

Keep it clean...

Don't leave it out in the weather...

And it'll serve you a lifetime.

Ignore it...

Pretend it doesn't need attention...

And one day it'll split where you least expect.

Jace hung the finished bridle on the delivery rack before wiping his hands on an old shop towel.

The rain tapped softly against the windows.

Normally he'd move on to the next project.

Today...

His thoughts drifted elsewhere.

To a small velvet box tucked inside an old wooden chest upstairs.

He hadn't looked at it in years.

Not because he'd forgotten.

Because he remembered too well.

Across Baxter County...

Lacey sat cross-legged on the living room floor.

The cardboard box remained open beside her.

Photographs lay scattered around her like pieces of another lifetime.

She picked up one taken at the Baxter County Fair.

Jace stood beside her wearing the ridiculous blue ribbon she'd won in barrel racing.

She remembered laughing because he'd insisted on pinning it to his own shirt instead.

"You won it."

"So?"

"I'm proud of you."

"You don't need to wear it."

"I know."

He'd grinned that crooked grin she loved.

"But I want people to know whose girl I'm cheering for."

Fresh tears blurred the picture.

She traced his smiling face with one fingertip.

"You always were."

Another photograph waited beneath it.

Christmas.

Snow covered the porch roof.

Jace stood holding two steaming mugs while she laughed at something outside the frame.

She couldn't even remember what had been funny.

She only remembered feeling safe.

Another.

County picnic.

Another.

Church barbecue.

A fishing trip where neither of them caught anything except sunburn.

None of the pictures were extraordinary.

That was what made them precious.

They weren't photographs of vacations.

Or championships.

Or milestones.

They were photographs of ordinary days.

The kind that quietly become the life you miss the most.

Near the bottom of the box she found a birthday card.

The envelope had never been sealed again after she'd opened it years before.

She slipped the card free.

The handwriting made her smile instantly.

Jace's printing had always leaned slightly to the right.

Strong.

Steady.

Like everything else he built.

Happy Birthday, Lace.

I know you keep telling me not to buy you presents.

So I didn't.

Instead I figured I'd spend the day with my favorite person.

Seems like a better investment anyway.

Love,

Jace

She laughed through tears.

He really hadn't bought her anything that year.

Instead...

They'd driven gravel roads with the windows down.

Stopped for cheeseburgers at a roadside diner.

Watched the sunset from the tailgate.

She'd told him it had been her favorite birthday.

Not because of where they'd gone.

Because they'd gone together.

She carefully folded the card and placed
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