
  
  [image: ]




  
  


Copyright © 2023 by Hannah E. Carey

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Published June 1st, 2023

Cover Design by Serenity Star Designs

Formatting by Serenity Star Press, LLC

Editing by West of Mars, LLC and The Editing Soprano 







  
  
Dedication 

To Rabiah,

For creating a safe haven for horses and humans. 
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Nothing about my life was currently going to plan. As I pulled up to the green metal gate, I yawned so hard, my jaw popped. The headlights on my car illuminated the hand-carved wood sign that proudly let me know I’d arrived at Heart and Soul Ranch in Culpeper, Virginia. I should have been here three hours ago, but I’d gotten a flat tire just outside of Charlottesville and I’d had wait for AAA to come and switch my spare. And honestly, getting AAA had been sheer luck. When I’d called the number on the beaten-up plastic card I kept in my wallet, it turned out Aunt Glenda hadn’t taken me off her policy yet, not that I expected that to last. 

Note to self: Learn how to change a tire, I thought as I shifted the car into park and grabbed my phone off the passenger seat. 

I could just add not being able to change a tire to the long list of life skills I was sadly lacking. After a car accident had killed both my parents when I was just six, my aunt Glenda had taken me in. But she had made it clear from the start that she didn’t have time for me, leaving me to pretty much raise myself. And as soon as I’d turned eighteen, I’d gotten the hell away from her and the hell out of Atlanta. Glenda hadn’t wanted me around and I hadn’t wanted to stay and spend the rest of my life listening to her lectures about how I was never going to amount to anything. 

As I pulled up a number on my phone, there was a flutter in my stomach. I’d wanted to make a good first impression on my new boss, Anita Lancaster. Arriving three hours late wasn’t getting me off to a good start. Shaking my head, I hit the send call button. Hopefully Anita wouldn’t be too mad.

“Hello?” Anita said when she picked up the phone. 

“Hi, Miss Lancaster,” I replied. “This is Meg Beckett. I just pulled in.”

“Oh, wonderful. You were able to get roadside assistance, then?” 

“Yes ma’am. I’m sorry it delayed me so much.” 

“There’s nothing you can help about that. I’m just glad you made it safely. I’ll be down in just a minute to open the gate. And Anita is fine, by the way.” 

“Okay. See you in a few minutes.”

We hung up and I fidgeted with the steering wheel, my brief chat with Anita not doing much to settle my quivering stomach. The fact that she was so nice felt like it was making everything worse. I’d first seen her ad on an equestrian help wanted site a month ago and it had sounded perfect. The job as an assistant at Anita’s rehab ranch included housing in the form of a small barn apartment, decent pay, and a small employee benefits package. I’d been looking for a full-time horse job since the moment I’d graduated high school back in May. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life working at a tiny little bagel shop in Atlanta and spending my weekends mucking stalls at Blue Moon Stables for crap pay and the hope I might be allowed to get on a horse. 

While most of my graduating class had gone off to college, that wasn’t an option for me. Glenda had made that perfectly clear. She didn’t have the money to send me and I wasn’t smart enough for scholarships. She was going to make me move out before the end of the year anyway, my supposed freeloading days over now that I was eighteen. Seeing Anita’s job offer had felt like a sign from the universe or something. A way to prove to Glenda, and to myself, that I could amount to something. 

The only problem was that I hadn’t been entirely honest with Anita during my video call interview. I wasn’t completely clueless about horses, but my experience was pretty limited. I’d cleaned stalls at Blue Moon on the weekends since I’d turned fifteen. Glenda hadn’t been willing to pay for riding lessons, despite my love of horses, but I’d been determined to be around horses somehow. My stall mucking job had earned me occasional rides on an old school horse and, every once in a while, a lesson from the barn’s trainer, Janet, but that was where my horse experience ended. I didn’t know anything about running a barn or training a horse. I was banking everything on my ability to fake it until I made it. This job had gotten me away from Glenda and if I tried hard enough, maybe it could launch my future in the horse industry.

Pretty soon, headlights broke through the darkness as a large truck rolled down the gravel driveway, stopping on the other side of the gate. A figure popped out, one I soon recognized as Anita. She was dressed in a light windbreaker, jeans, and a pair of tall rubber boots. She unlatched the gate, waving at me before jumping back in her truck and moving the vehicle to the side of the driveway so I could pull in. 

She got back out and latched the gate behind me before leading the way up the winding driveway. I followed behind her, wishing it wasn’t pitch black so I could actually see the place. But even in the dark, I could pick out the shadows of trees and three-board fence. I knew from my interview and the ranch’s website that it was located at the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, a place I was hoping to visit at some point and take advantage of the endless, picturesque hiking. 

Eventually, the driveway emptied into a gravel parking lot and I got my first glimpse at the large wooden barn that was going to be my new home. It was an older building, but it looked like it had been well-maintained. Anita parked her truck and I pulled in beside her before getting out of the car. The brisk wind made me shiver a little and I was glad I was wearing my hoodie. It was autumn right now, the first of September, and my first winter in the mountains was going to be a completely new experience. 

“Do you need any help carrying your things?” Anita asked, coming over to join me at the trunk of my car. 

“I don’t have much. Thanks though,” I replied, feeling a little self-conscious as I pulled out a ragged, faded duffle bag. 

I didn’t have a whole lot to call my own. My beat-up Honda that was practically on its last leg was probably the most valuable thing I owned. Glenda hadn’t made much working as a hostess at a large chain diner and very little of her money had gone to me. Even with socking money away for a car since I was sixteen, the old beater was the best I’d been able to afford. I was probably lucky it had gotten me here at all,

I threw my duffle bag over my shoulder before grabbing my purse out of the front seat. Anita led the way across an open grassy area to the barn, pulling back one of the sliding doors so we could enter. The lights were on and I took a brief second to breathe in the comforting smell of horses, hay, and leather. I would make this work, one way or another. I was determined. That had to count for something, right?

“The stairs for the apartment are right this way,” Anita said, motioning for me to follow her. “Just inside the tack room.”

I trailed along behind her down the concrete aisle, the barn’s setup throwing me slightly. I was used to long rows of single stalls, but this barn wasn’t like that. On one side were what looked like spacious, oversized stalls, but the back walls were completely open, leading out into grassy fenced paddocks. On the other side were single stalls, but they were larger than what I was used to, the doors on the back sides of them hooked open to once again reveal more paddocks. And weirdly enough, I didn’t see any horses. Not until we came to the last single stall. 

A pretty dapple grey horse popped its head over the stall door, its ears pricked forward as it looked at me and Anita expectantly. Anita gave a light chuckle, pausing to rub the horse on the face. The horse’s build reminded me of the fancy warmblood show hunters that had filled the stalls at Blue Moon. A brief glance at the brass plate on the stall door told me the horse’s name: Winter Song. Fitting with her dappled coat. 

“You’ve already gotten your night check hay, pretty girl,” Anita said to the horse, taking a moment to peer into the stall. “And you haven’t even finished it all.” 

“Where are the other horses?” I asked, readjusting the strap of my duffle bag, which had started to dig into my shoulder. 

“They’re out for the night,” Anita answered. “Everyone is on twenty-four seven turnout here. Winter just arrived a few days ago so she’s still in quarantine, but in the next week or so, she’ll start going out with the others. With nice nights like this one, the horses tend to stay out in the fields, but they’ll be back up in the barn for breakfast first thing in the morning.”

I nodded, hoping my growing unease didn’t show in my expression. Anita’s explanation was another reminder of how out of my depth I was. I’d known from my interview that things at Heart and Soul were very different from what I was used to at Blue Moon, but it was starting to hit home just how different things were going to be. Turnout definitely hadn’t been a priority at Blue Moon, and the horses had spent most of their time in their stalls. I’d only ever turned a horse out into a paddock twice, and that hadn’t been a fun or easy job. 

You’ll figure it out, I reminded myself as Anita gave Winter one last scratch and we continued on our way into the tack room. I’d make this work. I had to. Glenda had made it pretty clear that when I’d left for Culpeper, I’d left for good. I wouldn’t be welcome in her home any longer.

The tack room at least felt more familiar to me, with walls of bridles, saddles, pads, grooming kits, halters, lead lines, and more. I only saw one jumping saddle, the kind I had used at Blue Moon, but the dressage saddles that seemed to dominate the space didn’t look all that different. The one Western saddle and the couple of rope halters were completely foreign to me, but there was always YouTube and Google. 

I followed Anita up a narrow set of stairs and when we reached the top, she pushed open the door, giving me my first look at the apartment. It was honestly bigger than I’d expected. A half wall separated a living room from the small kitchen. It had been nicely furnished, the living room boasting a couch, two small chairs, a lamp, and a small TV. The kitchen even looked like it had a working stove. 

“The bedroom and bathroom are back that way,” Anita said, pointing down a short hallway. “There’s linens and towels in the closet in the bathroom. If you need anything, just let me know.”

“I will,” I replied. “Thanks.”

“I’ll leave you to get settled,” Anita said with a smile. “I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning for feed up. I start at seven o’clock.” 

She let herself out and I let out a long breath before trudging back to the bedroom. Again, it was bigger than I’d expected. The queen-sized bed fit in the space comfortably, along with the dresser and nightstand. I dumped my bag on the ground near the foot of the bed. I’d unpack fully tomorrow, not that there was much to unpack. Briefly, I glanced out one of the two windows. I couldn’t see much in the dark, but it looked like one of the pastures was right outside my window. That would be a nice view, seeing the horses every day. 

Rummaging through my duffle, I found my toiletries and a pair of pajamas. I went over to the bathroom, taking a brief  look around before brushing my teeth and getting ready for bed. Once back in the bedroom, I located an outlet, plugged in my phone charger, and crawled into bed. My phone definitely needed a charge before morning; it was already down to ten percent battery. 

I yawned as I scrolled through social media for a few minutes, making a brief post that I’d made it safely to my destination. Not that there was anyone who would really care, but I could put the post up and pretend like someone did. Stifling a yawn, I placed my phone on the nightstand and nestled under the covers. My day would be starting bright and early; I needed what sleep I could get. If I wanted to convince Anita I actually knew what I was doing when it came to being her assistant, I needed to be on my A game. 
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