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            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      There's a rhythm to mornings at the C&A Animal Sanctuary that I've come to depend on.

      More than coffee. More than sleep. More than just about anything.

      The goats are typically the first ones up, bleating like they haven't been fed in a month even though they get a hay bale every night and Holt’s been sneaking them fruit.

      I can hear them from the porch as I finish off my coffee, steam curling off my mug. The sky over Deepwood Mountain is turning from charcoal to a pale lavender, and the air's got that thin bite that tells me fall's creeping in whether we're ready or not.

      I set the mug on the rail, and head for the barn.

      Holt's already in the feed room, which means something's wrong or he's trying to make up for whatever he burned on the grill last night. Could be both. The man's got more enthusiasm than skill when it comes to cooking, and last night's chicken was proof.

      "You're up early," I say.

      He grins at me around a mouthful of granola bar. "Couldn't sleep. Kept thinking about how you're gonna react when I take all your money at poker again Friday."

      "Bold talk from a man who seasoned chicken with what I'm pretty sure was cinnamon."

      "It was smoked paprika."

      "It was not."

      Bodie’s massive bulk fills the doorway, hat pulled low. He gives me a nod, grabs a pitchfork, and heads for the south paddock without a word. That's Bodie. Some mornings he says four words total. But he’s as hard a worker as they come.

      Maverick rounds out our crew about ten minutes later, strolling in with his sleeves rolled up and an easy smile on his face. He’s still young and built like trouble, but steady where it counts. I've known Mav since he showed up at eighteen—green as grass, full of fire, and didn't know the business end of a fence stretcher. I never gave him hell for it. Just showed him and he worked it out. Now the kid knows more than me, I’m sure.

      "Carter." He slaps the barn post on his way in. "Reece wants you up at the house when you're done with the morning rounds. Something about the new program."

      I nod. “He say anything else?"

      "Nope." Mav shrugs. "Paige made blueberry muffins, if that helps."

      It doesn't. Well, not completely.

      I take my time moving through the morning routine—sanctuary rounds, water troughs, the three retired draft horses out in the east meadow who want their faces pet before they'll let you do a damn thing. Old habits.

      This place used to be Callahan Ranch, a working cattle operation until Reece and Paige turned it into a farm animal sanctuary. Now, every animal here is a rescue, a second chance, a creature somebody neglected or gave up on. Me and Mav stayed on through the transition. Holt and Bodie were hired after, but we’ve all become a family.

      And it turns out I feel so much better caring for animals than I ever did sending them to slaughter.

      I check the hinge on the north gate.

      Reece and Paige have wanted to expand into animal-assisted therapy and humane education for a while now. And when they came to me, asking if I thought they should start with an equine therapy program—using horses to help people, I was all for it. I mean, it would benefit folks with autism, depression, trauma, and more.

      I also told Reese and Paige I knew exactly who could build such a program.

      Lyla Stafford is the best equine therapist I've ever come across. Master's in counseling. Credentials in equine-assisted therapy. She's been doing the work for eight years with kid's camps, temporary gigs, and fill-in positions all over the West. She's got a gift with horses that goes soul-deep, the kind you can't teach. She got it from her daddy.

      I don't let myself dwell on that too long.

      Instead, I walk into the house, following the scent of freshly baked muffins.

      "Morning, Carter." Paige is at the counter, hair piled up, apron dusted with flour. She's smiling. Paige is always smiling, but this particular smile has a quality to it I don't trust. "Muffin?"

      "Please."

      Reece is at the table, coffee in hand, the ranch ledger open in front of him even though everything's digital now. The man likes paper. And I respect that.

      "So," Reece says, leaning back. "Lyla’s arriving today."

      I already knew she’d be starting soon. I was the one who called her and pitched the opportunity…she’d get to build her own program, in a place that actually has the space and the backing to do it right. Lyla's voice on the phone had gone quiet, but there was a giddy edge to it when she told me she’d have to think about it.

      And after Reece called her and talked contracts and salary, he told me she’d said yes in a way that sounded as if she was already packing.

      But I had no clue it would be today.

      "Good," I say evenly. "She'll be an asset."

      "She'll be here after lunch," Paige adds, and there's that smile again, a shade too pleased. "I've got to put the finishing touches on her room."

      I give her a look. "So that’s why ya been fiddlin’ with the room next to mine."

      She bats her eyes innocently. "It's the biggest of the open bedrooms, and it's got the best light."

      It’s not the biggest of the open ones. There are three other rooms with better square footage, and Paige knows that because she had a hand in remodeling every single one of them.

      She shrugs and bites into a muffin.

      "Works fine," I say, because what else am I going to say?

      Please don’t put her in a room next to me. My poor old heart can’t take it.

      I excuse myself and head back out. The air hits my face and I'm grateful for it.

      My hand finds the pocketknife on my belt without thinking. It’s an old Buck knife with a worn handle and a blade I've resharpened so many times it's half the width it started. Grant Stafford gave it to me the summer we rebuilt the fence line on the south ridge of a ranch in eastern Montana, back when we were both young enough to think we'd live forever. He tossed it to me across the truck bed and said to keep it because he had three just like it.

      He didn't. He had two, and he gave me the better one.

      Grant was the best man I ever knew. Straightforward in a way that made you want to be better just standing next to him. We worked that ranch side by side for years before he met a woman on a trip to Wyoming, and fell so hard in love with her he relocated his whole life. They married, and he took over her family's spread, and had a little girl with black hair and her daddy's laugh.

      When his heart was doing things the doctors couldn't fix, I drove out to Wyoming, sat at his kitchen table, and told him I'd make sure his wife and Lyla were okay.

      I made a promise. Didn't even have to be asked. He looked at me with those tired eyes and nodded once and that was enough.

      A week later he was gone.

      And I’ve kept that promise…from a distance. Birthday cards with a folded twenty inside. Phone calls to her mama checking in. Watching from afar as Lyla grew up, got her degree, started her career, and became exactly the woman Grant would've been proud of. I haven't been a father figure. I've been a shadow at the edge of her life, making sure the road was clear as best I could.

      I haven't seen her in three years. Last time was in Cheyenne. I was there for the rancher’s association dinner, and she was there for an aunt's wedding down the hall. Small world. I spotted her across the hotel lobby in a blue dress with her hair down and my entire body ached. We talked for ninety seconds. She smiled at me, her blue eyes twinkling. I said something forgettable.

      And she replied: It's good to see you, Carter. It's always good to see you.

      I can still hear exactly how she said it.

      And I still remember how many times I thought of what I wanted to do to her in that damn blue dress.

      I run a hand through my hair and walk the fence line until my head's quiet again.

      

      Later, I’m at the round pen when I hear the sound of a truck pull up later that afternoon. I told myself I'd stay busy, that I’d let Paige and Reece do the welcoming, and I'd say hello when it made sense, like a man with a reasonable grip on himself.

      But I'm at the driveway in under a minute.

      Lyla’s in a white Dodge Ram that’s seen better days. There's a crack running the width of the windshield and a bumper sticker that says HORSES ARE MY THERAPY.

      She steps out of the truck, and the first thing I see is the braid. It’s even longer now, flung over one shoulder, the end of it touching her waist.

      She's wearing a faded flannel and worn jeans that fit her like a second skin, the kind a decent man has no business noticing. She pushes her sunglasses to the top of her head.

      She sees me, and there’s a flicker of something I can't quite read before she smiles, softly and maybe a little uncertain. She’s probably wondering how this works now, since the last time we spoke in person was ninety seconds in a hotel lobby, and before that, her daddy's funeral.

      We don't exactly have a template for casual.

      "Hey, Carter." Her voice is still warm, like sunshine, and she tucks a hand into her back pocket, then takes it out again, as if she doesn't know what exactly to do with herself.

      I know the feeling.

      "Lyla." I close the distance. She's right there smelling of wildflowers…and all I want to do is pull her into my arms.

      But I offer my hand instead.

      She takes it. Her hand is small and slightly rough. She’s got a strong grip from years of working with horses. Her sky blue eyes meet mine for half a second too long, and then she drops them to the ground, to the truck, to anywhere that isn't my face. Her cheeks turn a rosy pink, and it’s the sweetest thing in the world.

      "I want to thank you—I mean, for this opportunity. Thanks for recommending me. It's incredible."

      "You earned it." My voice is huskier than I’d like. "Best person for the job."

      She nods, and her smile finds its footing again…still warm, but steadier now. More like the Lyla I remember. Whatever that flash of nerves was—new job, new place, the ghost of her daddy hanging in the air —she tucks it away and squares her shoulders, ready to move forward.

      Good. That's good. That's what I want.

      "Welcome to C&A,” I say. “Good to have you here.”

      Mav comes around the corner of the barn, grinning already. "I thought I heard that piece of junk you call a truck pull up." He opens his arms. "Get over here."

      "You know I’m gonna drive it until it dies, Mav." She lights up and walks straight into the hug, so easy and natural, the way people do when there's no war happening inside them. His arms go around her shoulders and she laughs into his chest and I feel a deep ache twist in my gut that I have absolutely no right to.

      "Your sister called me twice this morning," Mav says, letting her go. "Made me promise I'd be nice and not embarrassing."

      "Sounds about right." Lyla grins up at him. "How long have you been at C&A now?"

      "Goin’ on twelve years. Right, Carter?” He tips his hat in my direction. “He’s the one who taught me which end of the horse bites." He laughs, but his eyes seem to stay on me longer than normal. Mav notices things. Always has. He's too sharp, this kid. "You're gonna love it here, Lyla."

      She smiles my way. "I think I will.”

      Paige materializes from the house as if she's been watching from the window—which she probably has—and sweeps Lyla inside, talking about this and that. I hear Lyla laugh and it fuels my soul.

      I stand in the driveway for a minute after they're gone. Maverick takes one look at my face, and says, "You okay, boss?"

      "I’m fine."

      "You look like you just swallowed a fence post."

      "Go do somethin’, will ya?"

      He goes. But not before giving me one last smile.
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      The rest of the day is a preview of the kind of slow torture to come.

      Reece and Paige take Lyla on the full tour—the barns, the paddocks, the east meadow where the drafts live, the round pen where we'll be setting up her program. I catch pieces of it from a distance while I work.

      Lyla crouches to greet one of the goats, her jeans pulling even tighter across her sweet ass. She leans on the fence rail while Paige introduces her to Dolores, our rescue mule, who pins her ears and turns her hindquarters like the miserable old girl she is. Lyla giggles at something Reece says, the sound carrying across the property.

      I keep my head down. Get my work done. Don't look up more than what is reasonable.

      For the most part.

      Dinner is Mav's night, which means we’re all in for a treat. He's got thick-cut ribeyes on the grill, seasoned with his own special spice blend he could probably sell, and a cast-iron pan full of roasted vegetables that no cowboy should know how to make that good. It's the kind of meal that loosens people up, and by the time everyone's settled around the long table on the porch, the conversation is flowing as if it’s just a regular old night among friends.

      Lyla sits across from Mav, next to Bodie, and fits in like she's been here for months instead of hours. She teases Mav about being a better cook than his sister, Laurel— "Don't you dare tell her I said that" —and gets Bodie to say eleven words, which might be a record. Holt asks her about the therapy program, and she talks about it with passion. She also knows her stuff…and it’s damn attractive.

      She's careful with me, though. Polite. Friendly. There's a distance she's keeping, and I’m sure she’s only being professional, or trying to navigate a space where the last person who connected us is dead. Whatever it is, she doesn't quite meet my eyes when she asks me to pass the salt, and when our fingers brush on the handoff, she pulls back fast and reaches for her water glass.

      She's settling in. It’s a new place, new people…and her daddy's old friend is sitting six feet away…it's a lot.

      I eat my steak and try not to stare too much.

      After dinner, Paige walks her down the hall to her room.

      "This is perfect, Paige. Thank you." Her voice is soft through the wall.

      I close my door and lean against it. Press the heels of my hands into my eyes.

      I hear her moving around the room, unpacking. A drawer slides open, slides shut. There's a soft thud—boots coming off, probably—and then the creak of the bed frame as she lies down.

      Why am I imagining reclining there next to her, holding her in my arms?

      Maybe this was a mistake.

      I brought her here because she's the best, and that's the truth. But it's not the entire truth, and I've never been a man who's comfortable with half-measures.

      The real truth is that I wanted her here.

      I've wanted her for a very long time.

      And now that she’s here, I’m up shit creek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            LYLA

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake up to a rooster nobody warned me about.

      It's still mostly dark outside, that mottled purple light before the sun appears, and I blink at the unfamiliar ceiling, the unfamiliar shadows…the quilt that smells like dryer sheets from someone else's home.

      Then I remember I’m in Montana at the sanctuary.

      Ready to start my own program.

      I sit up, the bed frame creaking beneath me. My phone says it's just before six, which I’ve set my alarm for anyway. But it doesn’t matter, I'm already wide awake with an energy I haven't felt in years.

      I've spent the better part of a decade bouncing between gigs—filling in for someone's maternity leave, a summer contract at a kids' camp, a year at a facility I thought I’d stay in, until they ran out of funding. I'm good at showing up, settling in, and making something work with whatever they hand me.

      But nobody's ever handed me a blank page before.

      Reece and Paige Callahan are giving me that. I can build this program from scratch, with their abundant resources, horses, and financial backing. It’s what I used to describe to my best friends, Lark and Laurel, on late-night phone calls and they'd say so go do it, and I'd say yeah, maybe someday, and then I'd take another temp gig and someday would slide a little further down the road.

      I pull on some work clothes, braid my hair, and wash up.

      I find hot coffee in the kitchen, with a note on the machine from Paige that says Help yourself! Creamer's in the fridge door. And there's a smiley face.

      Outside, the air is sharp and clean and smells like pine and cold dirt. The mountains are getting brighter and more vivid as the sun climbs them. It’s almost too perfect, like someone laid the whole valley out to make a point.

      I take a deep breath and finish off my coffee on the porch before heading over to the barn.

      The goats are already raising hell in their pen—bleating, climbing on each other, and threading through the clucking chickens as if it’s a game. A brown-and-white one with lopsided horns locks eyes with me and yells right at me.

      "Good morning to you too," I tell him.

      I love it here already.

      By nine o'clock I've walked the entire property with the notes app open on my phone and a mission. The east meadow has three retired draft horses—a Belgian, a Percheron, and a massive gray whose name is Roy.

      Roy is sweet, letting me pet his face and scratch his ears. Then he decides he's bored and wanders off. He’s got a good temperament, calm energy, and doesn't seem to have a problem with fast movements or sounds. He barely looked at me when I clapped near his ears. He's going on my list.

      The round pen has decent footing but needs work. I note a few layout changes like a mounting block here, an observation area there, maybe a covered section for rainy days. When I'm planning like this, I've learned to just let my imagination run wild and sort through the mess later.

      I'm by the south paddock fence, petting a little quarter horse mare named Birdie, when I hear boots behind me.

      I know it's Carter before I turn around. He steps lightly and has a certain cadence. But he also still wears the same citrusy aftershave that is tattooed on my olfactory nerve.

      He's coming from the barn with a hay bale, arms flexing and—that's just unfair. He's in a green thermal shirt with the sleeves shoved up, the light glinting off the silver in his short beard.

      I wonder what that beard would feel like against my skin.

      Nope, not going there.

      “Morning,” he says, setting the bale down by the fence. "Gettin' the lay of the land?"

      "Just gathering some ideas." I hold up my phone like proof I'm here to work and not stand here gawking at him. "Birdie seems promising. Roy, too. I want to spend more time with the drafts."

      "Roy's solid," Carter says. "Patient as hell. Stood still for nearly an hour last week while one of the goats slept between his front legs."

      I laugh. "That's exactly what I'm looking for."

      He nods again, slower this time, and I catch the knife sheath on his belt.

      My dad had one, too. He carried a Buck pocketknife, with a chipped guard on one side. It was constantly in his hand, and the last time I remember seeing it was when he was cutting baling twine on our porch in Wyoming.

      I look away fast, but not before something hot and tangled rises in my chest—grief and gratitude and an ache that sits right in the space between them. My dad has been gone for eleven years and most days the missing is a dull thing, background noise.

      But sometimes it ambushes me. A knife on a belt. A husky drawl that sounds like his. The particular way Carter stands, weight on one hip, patient as the mountains, exactly the way he would stand next to Dad.

      "You okay, darlin’?" Carter asks, his voice soft, and it’s like a warm hug.

      "Yeah." I smile. "Sometimes it’s a lot to take in, this…place."

      He watches me for a long moment. “Well, if you ever…need to talk…” he trails off, as if he has second thoughts about what he’s saying. But he nods. “You know I’m here.”

      I nod, and he turns, heading back for the barn.

      I watch him go because I'm allowed to look at a person walking away.

      Especially when that person is a man who looks as good as he does in a pair of low slung jeans.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dolores, the rescue mule, is my favorite creature on this property, and she hates me.

      She hates everyone, according to anyone I mention her to. Even Bodie stopped me on my way to her paddock to tell me she bites.

      She’s a standard-size mule, brown with a pale muzzle and ears that could pick up satellite signals. She's standing in the far corner of her enclosure with her back end aimed at me like a loaded weapon, ears pinned so flat they've disappeared into her neck.

      "Hi, gorgeous," I say, and just chill there about fifteen feet away from her.

      I've known horses and mules like Dolores my entire life. They’re the ones who got handled wrong, or not at all, or by someone who thought fear and pain would solve the issues. They’ll come in sharp and defensive—with teeth and hooves and a whole lot of stay the hell away from me. But under all of it is usually an animal who just wants to trust they’ll be treated with kindness.

      So I sit and pretend to do something on my phone. I sing something low and simple, the way Dad taught me when working a nervous horse.

      After about ten minutes, Dolores turns her head just enough to look at me with one suspicious eye.

      "Yeah, I'm still here," I tell her. "Get used to it, girlie.”

      Her ear flicks forward. Just for a second.

      But it's a start.

      

      I'm walking back from Dolores's paddock with dirt on my jeans and a silly grin on my face when my phone vibrates with a FaceTime call from the Three L’s group chat. I duck behind the barn and pick up.

      Lark's grinning face fills the screen, light brown hair everywhere. "She lives!"

      "I've been here one day."

      Laurel’s face squeezes into frame beside her, dark hair pulled back, and Lark replies, “If I didn’t have Garrett to ease my…mind,” she winks, “I don’t know what I would’ve done after Laurel’s cryptic texts when she started her new job in Colorado. I’m not going to let that happen with you, Lyla.”

      Laurel rolls her eyes. “Excuse me! I was busy with a new horse.”

      “Yeah, and rollin’ around in the hay with Beck."

      “Oh my god, I⁠—”

      “I’m not saying that’s a bad thing,” she cuts Laurel off. “But not telling your best friends about it—shameful.”

      I’m biting my lip, trying not to laugh as Laurel’s face turns red.

      Lark blinks her blue eyes straight at the screen. "So? How is it, Lyla? Beautiful? Have you cuddled all the cute animals yet? Rate every horse on a scale of one to ten."

      "How're the accommodations?” Laurel adds. “Is everything clean? How are the meals?"

      "I’m not rating the horses, Lark. And my room is lovely…and clean. So far every meal I’ve had has been great. But we all rotate dinner duty, so some meals might be better than others.”

      "Oh, how fun!” Laurel says. "Tell Mav I said hi, and remind him Mom's birthday is in three weeks and we need to go in on a gift together."

      I chuckle. "I will.”

      "Okay, but actually," Laurel leans in closer to the screen. "Are you freaking out? You should be freaking out. This is like, your dream job."

      "I'm not freaking out." Maybe a little. "But yes, it's incredible. The property is unreal, the animals are amazing, Reece and Paige are the nicest people alive, the other ranch hands are friendly, and I've already got plans for the program."

      "And…how’s Carter?" Lark asks, feigning innocence.

      I try to keep my face very, very neutral. "He's fine. He's good."

      "Uh-huh." Lark is looking at me, all giddy and smug. "Have you talked?"

      "He's the head wrangler, Lark. Of course I have to interact with him."

      "You should be doing a lot of heavy interaction." She puts air quotes around the word.

      "Lark!" Why do I talk to these two again? "I'm hanging up."

      "Don't you dare⁠—"

      "I’ll tell you more soon. Love you both, bye!"

      I end the call and lean against the barn wall, slipping my phone in my pocket.

      I’m such an idiot for telling them about my stupid crush.

      And that summer when I turned eighteen.

      Carter came to Wyoming for two weeks to help Dad re-fence the south pasture…and my entire world tilted on its axis.

      I was still just a kid. I knew that. All legs and elbows and a ponytail I couldn't keep out of my face. Carter was just Carter, Dad's friend…loyal, quiet, and kind.

      And so damn hot.

      He'd been a fixed point in my universe since I was small, this tall cowboy who was around a lot, always there for my Dad when he needed him.

      But that summer, something changed. I'd watch him work from the porch—the casual swagger in his walk, the low, husky voice he used with the horses, the definition of his muscles as they flexed under his clothes.

      One afternoon, I was out in the yard practicing my rope throws. He saw me and came over to offer advice. He stood behind me and took my wrist, adjusting my angle. His hand was so warm and rough and it lit up every nerve-ending in my body.

      I didn't sleep for a week after that.

      I never told anyone back then. Only years later did Lark and Laurel get it out of me.

      I was scared about what it would mean if Dad found out—not that Carter had done anything, because he hadn't—but that his daughter was lying awake at night thinking about his best friend touching her, kissing her, and so much more.

      It would've ruined their bond, I’m sure, and I loved my dad too much to be the reason their friendship imploded.

      So I buried it, shoving it down deep, piling years and distance and other relationships on top of it. I told myself I'd grow out of it…the way you grow out of anything from high school.

      But standing behind this barn with my heart pounding, I know the truth.

      That crush never went away.

      And that night after Reece’s dinner, I can't seem to get to sleep once again.

      My brain won't stop running as I go through program plans, horse evaluations, how Carter told me I’d earned this job in his deep, rough voice.

      I need some water. That's all. Just a cold glass of water.

      I swing my legs out of bed and pad to the door in pajama shorts and an old T-shirt that's seen better days. But no one should be up at this hour, and the hallway is dark except for a thin bar of light under the bathroom door at the far end.

      Okay, maybe someone’s in there, but I’ll be back⁠—

      The door swings open just as I’m about to walk by.

      Carter steps into the hallway and suddenly I’m staring directly at him.

      He's bare-chested. Lounge pants sit on his hips in a way that should be criminal, a towel slung over one shoulder, his hair still damp and pushed back from his face. He's showered—I can smell the crisp, fresh scent of soap on warm skin. Water glistens along his broad, tan chest where patches of dark hair all seem to come together and lead in a trail down his center, ultimately slipping below his waistband.

      I’m lightheaded.

      I put a hand on the wall because my legs have made a unilateral decision to stop functioning and I need support.

      Please don’t let me pass out in front of him.

      His eyes drop to my bare legs for exactly one millisecond before they snap back to my face.

      "'Scuse me, Lyla," he says, carefully. “I didn’t think anyone was still up.”

      The hallway is narrow. Not narrow enough that two adults can't pass each other, but narrow enough that passing requires a negotiation of space that feels…very loaded.

      "Just getting water," I say, and I sound normal, which is a miracle because my entire body has gone hot and my brain has emptied of everything except the fact that he's standing three feet away from me in a dark hallway. And those corded arms and muscled chest are right there and this whole situation is deeply, profoundly ridiculous.

      He nods once, sidesteps past me, barely brushing me…and I feel the steamy warmth coming off his skin.

      Then he disappears into his room, his door clicking shut.

      I stand there with sweat beading on my forehead, and a sudden throbbing between my thighs.

      I don’t move for a long time. Long enough that if Carter came back out and saw me still standing there, I’d die from embarrassment.

      Now, I’m hoping there’s plenty of ice for my water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m already near defenseless against this woman in every way.

      Lyla's been here less than a week and she's already rearranged the round pen schedule, won over the draft horses, and convinced Reece to let her try a new kind of groundwork exercise with Birdie.

      She's not messing around.

      And watching her do all of this only makes me feel more things for her that I shouldn’t be feeling.

      Not to mention, now whenever I go to bed, I see her in those tiny pajama shorts from our run-in in the hallway…and I have to stroke myself off before I can even think of getting any sleep.

      But the real trouble starts when we get the new intake on Tuesday morning.

      I hear the trailer pull up—the low groan of an engine hauling weight up the gravel drive, followed by the unmistakable clatter of hooves inside. Paige, Reece, Mav, Holt, and I are at the south gate when it rounds the bend, a stock trailer behind a battered red Ford with the Missoula County Animal Services logo on the door.

      "I hate this part," Mav says, and I know what he means.

      Getting a new animal is bittersweet, knowing the poor thing probably came from a bad situation. But we try to focus on all the good that’s to come.

      Reece got the call two days ago about a three-year-old gelding seized from a property outside Missoula where he'd been kept in a pen barely big enough for a dog. Underweight, undersocialized, and skittish as hell. It’s the kind of case that makes you want to put your fist through a wall. Or the person responsible.

      The driver backs the trailer up to the intake pen, and when he opens the gate, the horse doesn't move. I can see him from where I'm standing—a bay with a ragged mane and ribs you can count. His head is low, ears pinned, and his eyes are showing white.

      "Easy, son," the driver says, but the horse wants no part of him.

      "May I?" Lyla's voice comes from behind me, and I don't know when she got here.

      Paige gives her a nod. “Be my guest. I’ll give him a full exam once he’s more settled.”

      Lyla moves past us, her steps light. She doesn't rush, she just walks to the back of the trailer and stands to the side of the opening, angled away, making herself small.

      I've seen plenty of good horse people in my life. Grant was the best. He could read a horse's mood from across a field, knew when to push and when to give ground. Lyla has that same instinct, but she's refined it into something backed with more education.

      She doesn't just feel what the horse is feeling. She knows why.

      After about two minutes of her standing there, she starts talking to the horse in a low, soothing voice.

      "Hey, handsome. I know. It's loud and it smells weird and you don't know any of these people. You take your time." She pauses for a moment as she studies him. "You've got nice ears, by the way. Very expressive. I respect that in a horse."

      The gelding takes a step forward, then another. He stretches his neck toward the ramp, nostrils flaring, and his ears come up just a fraction.

      "There you go," she murmurs. "That's it. Nobody's gonna rush you."

      He finally comes off the trailer on his own terms, shaking, head high, every muscle tight as a bowstring. But he sniffs Lyla and allows her to clip a lead on his halter, before following her out into the pen. It’s as if he's already decided she’s not going to hurt him.

      Mav lets out a low whistle beside me. "She's something."

      Reece puts his arm around Paige and smiles.

      Yeah. She is definitely something.

      "I'm calling him Teddy," Lyla says later, standing at the pen rail while the gelding paces the far side, testing the fence with his nose. She's watching him with a soft look on her face. "He's a teddy bear at heart. He just doesn't know it yet."

      I look at the horse—skinny, afraid, and pacing like he's plotting an escape route—then back at her. "You see a teddy bear in there?"

      "I do." She says it with total certainty. "Give him time."

      She gazes at me with those blue eyes, and there's that fire. She's already making her plans. "He's young enough to start fresh. If I can get him to where I need him to be, he'd be perfect for the therapy program. People would learn everything through him…trust, patience, and how to read body language. He'd be the whole curriculum walking around on four legs."

      "That's a big if. He's got a lot of damage."

      "I know." She wraps her fingers around the top rail. "But that's exactly why. The people coming into this program, whether it's a kid with anxiety or a veteran working through trauma or someone who just can't find the words for what they're carrying, some of them are going to be just like him. Shut down. Scared. Convinced every hand that reaches for them is going to inflict pain. If they know Teddy learned to trust again, it'll mean more than anything I could ever say in a session."

      I stare at her.

      There are moments in life when you see a person so clearly it’s magical. And I don’t mean physically—though god knows she's beautiful standing there with dust on her jeans and the afternoon sun catching the edges of her eyelashes—I mean, because of who they are. Laid bare when something clicks inside.

      "That's a damn good plan," I say, my voice rough.

      She beams at me and it’s like a ray of sunshine straight to my heart. "So you'll help me with him?"

      "Of course I'll help."

      And just like that, she’s got me wrapped around her finger.
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      Working with Teddy becomes our routine.

      Every morning after the sanctuary rounds, we're in the pen together. Lyla leads the sessions and I'm there as the second body, a steady presence, the one who holds the lead when she needs to move around him or the one who stands at the rail and mirrors her calm when Teddy gets wound up.

      She's methodical about it, starting each session just hanging around him—sitting on an overturned bucket, talking softly, letting him decide when to approach. Some mornings he gets close enough to lip at her shoulder. Some mornings he won't come closer than two or three feet.

      But I see the arc. I see the progress in small increments. He’s learning to listen, trust her…and the first time he lets her pet his neck without flinching, she looks over at me and mouths did you see that? and I give her a big smile.

      I'm watching her too closely. I know it. And my body is tuned to her as if she’s a frequency I can't switch off.

      She pushes her braid over her shoulder, and I forget the second half of whatever I was saying to Holt about the water trough in the east meadow.

      She bends over to check Teddy's front hoof, and her jeans pull tight across her ass, and I check the same fence post I checked already.

      Throughout the day, I find myself
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