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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
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