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Prologue
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People don’t end up in Willow Creek by accident.

They say they do, of course. They say they’re passing through, that it’s a stop on the way to somewhere else. But towns like this don’t work that way. Willow Creek doesn’t announce itself. It waits.

The road narrows miles before you reach it, asphalt thinning into something rougher, less forgiving. Cell service fades. The horizon opens up. Sky stretches wide and unbothered, the kind that makes you feel small whether you want it to or not. By the time you see the town sign—hand-painted, sun-faded, stubbornly still standing—you’ve already slowed down without realizing it.

Ranches ring the town like a quiet perimeter. Some are modest, others sprawling, but all of them are working land. This isn’t scenery. It’s livelihood. Horses graze behind weathered fencing, heads low, muscles shifting beneath glossy coats. The people who raise them don’t talk about passion or dreams. They talk about bloodlines, temperaments, weather patterns. They talk about responsibility.

Ranchers in Willow Creek don’t boast. They don’t need to. Reputation travels faster than gossip out here, and it confirms itself every morning before sunrise. You earn respect by showing up. By doing the work even when no one’s watching. Especially then.

Horses are the town’s quiet constant. They’re raised with discipline and patience, trained with firm hands that know the difference between force and control. Anyone can break a horse. Not everyone can earn one’s trust. That distinction matters here. It separates the men who last from the ones who don’t.

The Campbell ranch sits just outside town, land rolling wide and open as if it was claimed generations ago and never questioned since. There’s nothing flashy about it. No grand gates, no polished signs. Just well-kept fencing, solid barns, and horses that stand calm even when the wind picks up. The kind of place that doesn’t need to announce its worth.

People talk about the Campbells the way they talk about landmarks—factually, without embellishment. The ranch has been in the family for as long as anyone remembers. Passed down carefully, never sold, never divided. It’s known for producing horses that can handle pressure, horses that don’t spook easy, horses that stay steady even when things get rough.

People say the current owner is the same.

Wyatt Campbell doesn’t draw attention to himself. He doesn’t drink much in town, doesn’t linger longer than necessary. He runs the ranch the way it’s always been run—early mornings, long days, no shortcuts. He doesn’t hire help unless he has to, and when he does, expectations are clear. You show up on time. You work hard. You don’t bring trouble with you.

And you don’t expect him to meet you halfway.

I don’t know any of this yet when I turn off the highway and head down the long gravel road toward the ranch. I don’t know about the unspoken rules, or the way Willow Creek watches newcomers quietly, measuring them without comment. I don’t know how hard it is to leave once the land gets under your skin.

What I know is that the air feels different out here. Heavier. Like it carries memory. Like it remembers the people who tried to outrun it and the ones who finally stopped trying.

I tell myself this job is temporary. Just a way to regroup. A place to work with my hands, keep my head down, save some money, and move on once I figure out what comes next. I’ve said those words enough times that they sound convincing even to me.

But as the ranch comes into view—low buildings, wide paddocks, horses lifting their heads as my truck crunches down the drive—I feel something shift. Not fear. Not excitement.

Recognition.

Willow Creek feels like a place people stay longer than they planned. A place that doesn’t chase you, but doesn’t let go easily either. A place that asks questions you didn’t come prepared to answer.

I grip the steering wheel a little tighter and keep driving.

I tell myself I’m just passing through.

I’ve told myself that before.
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Part 1: Where I Stop Running
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The Ranch Hand

The gravel crunches louder than it should as I pull onto the long drive, like the sound is announcing me when I’d rather slip in unnoticed. Dust lifts behind my truck and hangs there, suspended in the late afternoon light. I roll the window down and let it in anyway. Dry air. Warm. Clean in a way cities never are.

The ranch stretches out in front of me, wider than I expected. Low buildings sit back from the drive, weathered but solid, the kind of structures that don’t need paint to prove they’re standing strong. Fencing runs in clean lines across open land, horses grazing in the distance, their movements slow and unbothered. A few lift their heads when they hear the engine, ears flicking toward me, assessing.

I park near the main barn and shut off the engine. For a second, I just sit there with my hands on the wheel, watching dust settle, listening to the quiet. Not silence—there’s wind, distant hooves, the low creak of wood somewhere—but the kind of quiet that makes you aware of yourself. Your breathing. Your thoughts.

Temporary, I remind myself.

I grab my bag from the passenger seat and step out of the truck. Heat hits me immediately, not oppressive, just present. The sun sits low enough to cast long shadows across the ground. Somewhere nearby, a horse snorts softly.

I haven’t even taken three steps when I see him.

He’s leaning against the fence near the barn, one boot hooked casually over the bottom rail, hat low on his brow. He’s not doing anything in particular—just standing there—but something about him feels deliberate, like he’s always exactly where he needs to be. He straightens when he notices me, movements unhurried, controlled.

Wyatt Campbell.

I know it’s him without being told. Some people just look like they belong to the land under their feet. He does.

He pushes off the fence and walks toward me. Tall. Broad shoulders. The kind of build that comes from work, not the gym. His shirt is faded from too many washes, sleeves rolled up, forearms tanned and strong. He doesn’t smile as he approaches, but his expression isn’t unfriendly either. Just measured.

“You Travis?” he asks.

His voice is lower than I expect. Calm. Steady.

“Yeah,” I say, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder. “Travis Brooks.”

He nods once. “Wyatt.”

No last name. He doesn’t need it.

We stand there for a second, the space between us charged in a way I can’t immediately explain. It’s not attraction—not exactly—but awareness. Like we’re both clocking something about the other and filing it away.

He holds out his hand.

When I take it, his grip is firm without trying to prove anything. Warm. Solid. The contact is brief, professional, but I feel it linger after he lets go, a strange awareness settling in my chest that I ignore on instinct.

“You find the place okay?” he asks.

“Yeah. Hard to miss once you turn off the highway.”

“That’s the idea.”

His mouth twitches slightly at that, like it might almost be a smile. Almost.

He gestures toward the barn. “I’ll show you around.”

We walk side by side, boots crunching against dirt and gravel. Wyatt moves with easy familiarity, pointing things out without much commentary. Barns. Paddocks. Feed storage. His explanations are efficient, stripped of unnecessary detail. This is where things are. This is how they’re done.

I listen more than I talk. I’ve learned that’s usually the safest approach in new places.

The horses are closer here. A chestnut mare watches us pass, dark eyes alert but calm. Wyatt slows and reaches out, resting his hand against her neck. She leans into the touch, trusting. The sight of it—this big, reserved man so gentle with a thousand-pound animal—does something unexpected to my chest.

“She’s one of our best,” he says, not looking at me. “Good temperament. Steady.”

“She trusts you,” I say before I can stop myself.

Wyatt glances over then, studying me in a way that makes me feel like I’ve said more than I intended.

“She knows I won’t push her,” he says simply.

The words sit between us, heavier than they should be.

We continue on, the tour ending near a small bunkhouse set a little apart from the main buildings.

“That’s where you’ll be staying,” he says. “It’s basic, but it’s clean. If you need something fixed, you tell me.”

“Got it.”

“You start tomorrow,” he adds. “Breakfast is at six. Lunch around noon. Dinner at six. We work until the work’s done.”

I nod. “That’s fine.”

Another pause. He looks at me like he’s deciding something.

“You got experience with horses?” he asks.

“Enough,” I say. “Worked a few ranches before. Different sizes.”

He studies me for a beat longer, then nods again. Approval, maybe. Or simply acceptance.

“Alright,” he says. “Get settled. Dinner’s your business. Town’s about ten minutes back the way you came.”

“Thanks.”

He turns to leave, then stops, glancing back over his shoulder.

“This is a working ranch,” he says. “We keep things professional here.”

I meet his gaze. There’s something unspoken in the way he says it, like the words are doing more than one job.

“Understood,” I reply.

He holds my eyes for a second longer than necessary, then nods and walks away.

I watch him until he disappears around the barn, only then realizing I’ve been holding my breath.

I exhale slowly and turn toward the bunkhouse, telling myself the same thing I’ve told myself every other time I’ve arrived somewhere new.

This is temporary.

I unlock the door, step inside, and set my bag down.

Outside, the horses shift and settle, the ranch moving on without me.

I have the sudden, unsettling sense that it won’t be that simple.

***
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I DON’T UNPACK RIGHT away.

The bunkhouse is clean, simple, and quiet in a way that feels temporary by design. A narrow bed. A small dresser. A window that looks out toward the paddocks. It’s enough, but I’ve learned not to get too comfortable too fast. That’s how places start to feel permanent.

Instead, I grab my keys and head back out to the truck.

The sun is already slipping lower as I drive back down the gravel road, dust trailing behind me again like a second thought. The land opens up on either side, fences stretching long and straight, horses dark against the light. The sky feels bigger here. Closer somehow. Like it’s pressing down just enough to remind you it’s there.

Willow Creek comes into view quietly. No traffic lights. No real downtown to speak of. Just a handful of buildings clustered together, practical and worn and still standing because they’re needed, not because anyone bothered to replace them.

I slow without meaning to.

The diner is the first thing I notice. Low brick building. Big front windows. A sign that’s probably been there longer than I’ve been alive. The parking lot is half full, trucks and one dusty sedan angled like they’ve been parked the same way for years.

Down the street sits the Willow Creek Motel. Two stories. Exterior doors. Flickering vacancy sign that looks optimistic at best. It’s the kind of place people stay when they don’t know how long they’ll be around—or when they don’t want anyone asking questions.

I circle once, taking it in.

On main street, there’s a hardware store, a feed supply shop, a bar tucked a little farther down that looks like it comes alive after dark. Everything feels functional. Nothing flashy. Willow Creek doesn’t try to impress you. It just exists, steady and unbothered.

I park near the diner and sit there for a moment, engine ticking as it cools. The air feels charged in a way I can’t quite place. Not heavy. Just...expectant.

Storm weather, I realize.

I’ve learned to read it over the years. The way the wind shifts. The way the clouds stack up far off in the distance, dark and patient. Out here, storms don’t sneak up on you. They announce themselves early and then take their time deciding how bad they’re going to be.

Summer storms roll in fast, sudden and loud. Winter ones settle deeper, longer, like they’ve got something to prove. Either way, people in places like this plan around them. You don’t fight weather. You wait it out.

Inside the diner, it’s warm and loud in a comforting way. The smell hits me first—coffee, grease, something sweet baking in the back. Conversations overlap without any effort to keep them private. A bell jingles when I open the door, and a few heads turn out of habit.

I slide into a booth near the window and order coffee I don’t need, just to give myself something to do. The waitress doesn’t ask questions. She just nods and pours.

I watch Willow Creek through the glass while I drink. A couple walks past, laughing quietly. Down the street, a truck pulls into the motel lot. Someone leans against the bar entrance, smoking, posture relaxed like they know exactly where they belong.
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