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      DREW

      The mare is going to die if I can't stop the bleeding.

      She came off a livestock trailer forty minutes ago, dumped at my front gate like garbage on collection day. No note. No paperwork. Just a bay quarter horse with her ribs pressing through her coat and a gash along her left flank deep enough to see muscle.

      "Easy, sweetheart." I keep my voice low, my hands steady. The same hands that sutured wounds in Kandahar while mortars shook the ground underneath me. "Nobody's going to hurt you here."

      She doesn't believe me. Her eyes are wild, whites showing, nostrils flaring with every breath. She's pressed herself into the corner of the intake stall, trembling so hard her legs look ready to buckle. Blood runs down her side in a slow, steady stream that's turning the straw beneath her dark.

      I move slow. Always slow. Quick movements are for emergencies, and this mare has had enough emergencies for one lifetime. The laceration is jagged, not clean. Barbed wire, maybe. Or a piece of rusted equipment in whatever hellhole she came from. It needs suturing, needs antibiotics, needs someone who gives a damn.

      That's me. The guy who gives a damn about things nobody else wants.

      I inch forward with the suture kit balanced on my thigh. She pins her ears back and swings her hindquarters toward me. Warning shot. I've taken worse.

      "I know." I set the kit down on the straw and lower myself to one knee. Make myself smaller. Less threatening. "You've got no reason to trust me. I get it. But I'm going to sit right here until you decide I'm boring enough to ignore."

      Three minutes. That's how long it takes. Her ears rotate forward, then back, then forward again. Her breathing slows from panicked to cautious. When she finally drops her head an inch, I pick up the kit and move in.

      The needle goes through skin. She flinches but holds. I work fast and clean, the way I was trained. Fifteen sutures. Betadine flush. Antibiotic injection in the thick muscle of her neck. She doesn't kick. She doesn't bite. She just stands there, shaking, while I put her back together.

      "Good girl." I press my palm flat against her neck when I'm done. Feel her pulse hammering under my hand. "You're safe now. That's the deal here. You show up broken, I fix what I can."

      She lets out a long, shuddering breath and drops her head to the straw.

      I strip off my gloves, toss them in the bin by the stall door, and lean against the wall. My shirt is smeared with blood. My jeans are worse. There's straw in my hair and I smell like antiseptic and horse sweat. Standard Tuesday.

      Second Chance Sanctuary. A hundred and twelve acres of Montana dirt that I bought with my separation pay and every dollar I'd saved from twelve years of Army deployments. Three barns. A farmhouse with a kitchen that still needs new countertops. Fourteen horses in various stages of rehabilitation. Eight dogs, including a three legged pit bull named Captain who thinks he runs the place. A flock of chickens that answer to nobody. Four goats. Two barn cats. And one donkey named Frank who bites everyone except me.

      It's not what I planned. None of this is what I planned. But plans have a way of dying in the field, and the only thing I know how to do with any certainty is keep broken things alive.

      I check the mare's vitals one more time. Heart rate coming down. Respiration evening out. She'll need monitoring through the night, a full blood panel in the morning, and about six months of patient, consistent care before she stops flinching every time a hand reaches for her.

      Six months. I've got nothing but time.

      I push off the wall and head down the barn aisle. Ginger, the retired dressage horse who came to me half starved, nickers softly from her stall. Apollo, the draft cross with the scarred face, watches me with his one good eye. Clementine, the ancient Appaloosa mare who was my first rescue, presses her nose into my chest as I pass and I stop long enough to scratch behind her ears.

      "Don't be jealous," I tell her. "You're still my favorite."

      She snorts like she doesn't believe me, either.

      The morning light hits the barn aisle in long gold slats as I step through the double doors. The sanctuary spreads out below the ridge, green pastures rolling down toward the tree line, the mountains stacking up behind them in layers of blue and gray. Two of the younger horses are turned out in the east paddock, running the fence line because the air is cold enough to make them feel alive. Captain is sunning himself on the porch of the farmhouse, his one front leg tucked under his chest, his scarred face turned up to the sky like he's posing for a portrait.

      It's quiet. It's always quiet. That's the point.

      I wash my hands at the outdoor spigot, scrubbing blood from underneath my fingernails while the cold water turns my fingers numb. There's a coffee mug sitting on the fence post where I left it two hours ago. Stone cold now. I drink it anyway.

      My phone buzzes in my back pocket. I pull it out and squint at the screen.

      Clara Whitmore. The town vet. She's been calling twice a week since I got here, offering backup, checking on the animals, generally refusing to leave me alone. She's good at that. All of them are. The whole damn town treats solitude like a disease they're determined to cure.

      I let it go to voicemail. I'll call her back about the mare later.

      The phone buzzes again. Text this time. Not Clara. Nash Carter.

      
        
          
            
              
        New rescue came through Sawyer's office. Horse from a neglect case in Billings. You got room?

      

      

      

      

      

      I type back with one thumb.

      
        
          
            
              
        Always.

      

      

      

      

      

      Because that's the other thing I do. I say yes. To the animals, to the work, to anything that needs saving. I say yes and I show up and I pour whatever I've got left into something that might survive.

      People are harder. People I say no to.

      I drain the rest of the cold coffee and I'm heading for the house to shower when I hear it. The low rumble of a vehicle coming up the gravel road. Not the mail carrier. She comes at eleven and she drives a Subaru that sounds like it's held together with duct tape and prayer. This is something bigger. A van, maybe.

      I stop on the porch steps and wait.

      A white county transit van rounds the bend in the drive and pulls to a stop near the first barn. The engine cuts. For a moment, nothing happens.

      Then the side door slides open, and six teenagers spill out.

      They're loud and restless, the way teenagers are when they've been confined in a small space against their will. Oversized hoodies, crossed arms, headphones around necks. Two girls, four boys, all of them wearing expressions that say they'd rather be literally anywhere else on the planet.

      I know those expressions. I wore one just like them for most of my childhood.

      The driver's door opens last.

      She steps out and my brain goes blank for two full seconds.

      Tall. That's the first thing. Almost my height, long legs in dark jeans and boots that have actually seen dirt. Mahogany skin. Protective braids pulled back from a face that's all sharp cheekbones and full mouth and eyes so brown they're almost black. She's wearing a fitted jacket over a white top, gold earrings catching the morning light, and there's something bright wrapped around her wrist. An orange bracelet. Red maybe. The kind of deliberate color that says she chose it on purpose.

      She looks up at the sanctuary. At the barns. At the mountains behind them. And then she looks at me.

      I'm standing on the porch in a blood smeared shirt with straw in my hair and cold coffee on my breath, and this woman looks at me like she's cataloguing every detail for a file she hasn't decided to open yet.

      Warm. That's the wrong word. She's not warm. She's a controlled burn. Heat and precision and something underneath it that I can't name but can feel from thirty feet away.

      "Mr. Briggs?" She crosses the gravel toward me, her stride long and certain. Confident. Like the ground under her feet better cooperate or she'll have words with it. "I'm Brianne Hall. County Social Services. We spoke on the phone last week about the youth outreach program."

      We spoke on the phone. Right. A five minute call where a woman with a voice like dark honey asked if she could bring a group of at risk kids to the sanctuary, and I said yes because I always say yes, and I didn't think
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