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To the horse of my heart, Mocachee. 


Without you, I would have never traveled down the long road of learning to understand the species Equus. You raised me and you taught me. May the future of horses be with those who listen. 
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There was one word for the horse backing off of the trailer into Heart & Soul Ranch’s parking lot: big. Meg knew from his intake paperwork that at eighteen hands, the Dutch Warmblood gelding was a large horse, but reading his height on paper wasn’t nearly the same as seeing him in person. The gelding, Verglas, finished scrambling down the trailer ramp and once his hooves were firmly on the ground, he let out a loud whinny, causing his whole barrel to shake. His owner, Alisha Coleman, shook her head. 

“I think your presence is sufficiently announced,” Alisha said, turning the horse around so that he was facing the barn.

As Alisha began leading the big horse across the gravel parking lot, Meg couldn’t help but admire him. He was a stunner. His coat was a rich chestnut color and four bright white socks peeked out from the edges of his knee-high navy blue shipping boots. The white socks themselves would have been striking on their own against his bright red coat, but he also had a broad white blaze running down the center of his face. He had a long, ground-covering stride and Meg caught a glimpse of his agile athleticism when his first good look at the barn caused him to snort and jump to the side. Alisha shook her head at him before turning the gelding in a circle and then getting him walking forward again. 

Meg fell in step on the other side of Alisha as they continued on to the barn, watching the pair but deciding not to intervene. Verglas wasn’t being easy for Alisha to manage, but Meg didn’t see where anyone was in any sort of immediate danger, the kind that would make her step in and take the horse from the owner for everyone’s safety. Meg also knew Alisha would want to see her gelding to his new stall himself. She’d been at the ranch four years ago when Alisha had brought her first horse, Allegra, in for training, and knew Alisha had always been pretty hands-on with her horses. Her wife, Lauryn, trailed behind them, carrying Verglas’ hay bag over her shoulder. 

“You weren’t kidding when you said he was big,” Meg said when they passed through the weathered, dark-stained barn doors, Verglas skittering to the side ever so slightly when his hooves hit the concrete.

“You know, I told Anita I wasn’t getting anything over sixteen hands after having Allegra,” Alisha said with a rueful smile. “Then this guy had to show up and steal my heart.”

There was a slight pang in Meg’s chest at the mention of Anita. Next week would mark three months since the cancer had stolen her from this world far too soon and Meg still felt the sting of that loss. If it hadn’t been for Anita, she never would have stepped foot into this barn, much less be living here at Heart and Soul Ranch. She’d been eighteen when Anita had taken a chance on her, hiring her to come work as an assistant. Despite a bit of a rocky start after Meg had arrived at the ranch from Atlanta, Georgia, Heart and Soul had become her haven and her home, and over the years, Anita had become more than just an employer. 

She’d been a mentor and a friend, as well. Meg had been there with Anita through those long months of doctor’s appointments and chemotherapy, all the way until the end when she’d been forced to say goodbye. After Anita’s passing, Meg had learned that Anita had left the ranch to her, and Meg intended to carry on her life’s work of rehabilitating horses in mind, body, and spirit. And Meg was determined to do just that, even if the weight of that responsibility often left her feeling like she was floundering.

Meg cast a sidelong glance as Verglas as they neared his temporary quarantine stall. He was her first big test, her first horse without Anita here to guide her. It would be up to her to get to the bottom of the issues that had caused his training as a show hunter to come to a halt, and she hoped she didn’t fail. 

When they reached the stall, Meg slid the door open to allow Alisha to lead Verglas inside. Turning the gelding around, Alisha removed his leather halter, the brass fittings sparkling in the late evening sun as she turned him loose. Meg tried to ignore the slight quiver in her stomach as she watched Verglas exploring his new space. She’d spent six years working and studying under Anita, but still, she worried she wouldn’t be able to fill the very big boots Anita had left behind. Alisha and Lauryn were taking a chance on Meg, thanks to Anita’s work with Alisha’s now retired hunter mare, Allegra. While Meg had worked with Anita for years, she didn’t have the experience or the reputation her mentor had created for herself over the years, and with the arrival of Verglas, Meg was feeling the pressure. 

“This stall is so much bigger than the one he had at Poplar Ridge,” Lauryn said, coming up behind Meg. “I always liked that about this place. Anita did such a great job having it redesigned and renovated.” 

Meg couldn’t help but smile. She had seen old pictures of the farm from when Anita had first bought it, and over the years, she’d done an amazing job turning it into a little equine oasis nestled among the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. There was plenty of space for the horses to roam and when Anita had renovated the old barn, she’d done so with the horses in mind. On one side of the barn were single stalls for feeding, quarantine, or injury layup, while on the other were much larger run-ins, big enough for three to four horses to fit in comfortably. The run-ins were open on the back side and led out into large paddocks which led into even bigger pastures, allowing the horses to spend most of their time living together in groups.

Alisha came out of the stall and as Meg latched the door closed behind her, she heard the clatter of hoofbeats. The rest of the horses had come into one of the large run-ins on the other side of the aisleway, all three of them eager to check out the newcomer. Verglas shoved his head out his stall door, his ears pricked as he took in the other horses. The one mare in the bunch, Esperanza, was the first to turn away and wander back out to the paddock with a flick of her tail. Meg couldn’t help but smile as she watched the chestnut and white Paint meander off. Anita had found the mare at an auction years ago. Esperanza had been in poor shape and skittish when Anita had first brought her home, but with a little time, she’d blossomed into a wonderful, level-headed companion. She was now owned by Anita’s one remaining sister, Elena, who boarded her at Heart and Soul. 

The two geldings, Fuego and Smoke, still hung by the door, ears pricked and gazes focused on Verglas. Fuego, a chestnut Tennessee Walking Horse, and Smoke, a lanky grey off the track Thoroughbred, had belonged to Anita, and they’d been left in Meg’s care with a small trust to provide for their needs. Both the geldings were officially retired from any hard riding at this point, with Fuego nearing thirty and Smoke in his mid-twenties, though Meg would still do groundwork with them, and Smoke in particular enjoyed the occasional bareback ride around the property. Meg understood the responsibility that Anita had passed onto her, and both Fuego and Smoke would live out their days treasured and cared for at the ranch. 

This time, Verglas was the first to turn away, wandering out to the run on the back of his stall.

“I’ve got more of Verglas’ alfalfa mix in the truck,” Alisha said, pulling Meg’s attention away from the horses and back to her and Lauryn, the latter of whom had slipped into Verglas’ stall to dump out his leftover hay from his trailer ride. “I know you normally do orchard or an orchard mix, but Dr. Thompson recommended this timothy alfalfa as part of his ulcer treatment.” 

“I cleaned out a place for his hay in the hay room this morning,” Meg replied. “He’s still on a half tube of GastroGuard twice a day, right?”

Alisha nodded with a slight grimace, stepping to the side to let Lauryn out of the stall. “Yes. I swear, that stuff is going to make me bankrupt. He does seem to be improving with treatment, but it’s not cheap.” 

Alisha had been proactive with Verglas in a lot of ways. She’d had a full workup done on the gelding by Dr. Derrick Thompson of Still Waters Equine Clinic shortly after Verglas’ behavior had taken a turn for the worse. Verglas had ended up getting diagnosed with gastric ulcers and had promptly started treatment. Having known Derrick for years, Meg knew Verglas was getting top-notch care and that Derrick would be happy to be a part of a team approach to getting Verglas feeling comfortable again. 

Alisha leaned against the stall door as Verglas wandered back in. She let out a soft sigh. “I’m going to miss seeing him almost every day.”

“I know it’s more of a drive for y’all than Poplar Ridge is, but you’re always welcome to swing by and see him,” Meg replied. It was vital for the owners to be involved in the rehab process, and especially in the case of an owner like Alisha, who already had a strong connection with her horse, the more involved she got to be, the better. 

“I’m hoping we can make it down at least twice a week, but I know he’s in good hands.” She looked back at Meg with a kind smile. “Anita had faith in you and your abilities. That’s why she left you this place.”

Meg swallowed hard, trying to clear the lump that had settled in her throat. She wanted the ranch to thrive more than anything. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she failed. 

“We’ll get Verglas’ things unpacked and give him his dinner, if that’s okay with you, and then leave him to settle,” Anita said. “We’re planning on driving down again on Sunday to see how he’s doing.”

“That all sounds great,” Meg replied. “Do y’all need any help unloading?” 

“We’ve got it, but thanks.”

Meg showed Alisha and Lauryn the basics of where Verglas’ things would go in both the feed room and tack room, and then left them to finish getting the gelding settled in. As Meg walked up the hill via the gravel path that led to the little brick ranch, her stomach grumbled. It was almost seven o’clock and while the horses had all eaten, she hadn’t. Alisha and Lauryn had gotten stuck in traffic on their drive over, pushing their arrival time back later than Meg had originally expected, which had put a damper on her original dinner plans. Though at least with the arrival of spring and daylight saving, she wasn’t having to walk back to the house in the dark. 

As she continued up the hill, she strolled past the rolling pastures that covered most of the ranch’s fifteen acres, as well as the bluestone and sand riding spaces that consisted of a large fenced-in dressage arena and a smaller fenced-in square pen. As always, the Blue Ridge Mountains created a stunning backdrop as the sun slowly began to set behind them. Anita had left many of the old trees on the property and their newly budding branches cast long shadows across the path, swaying slightly in the evening breeze. 

The closer Meg drew to the house, however, the more the ache in her chest grew. It still felt odd living in the house at the top of the hill. Prior to Anita’s passing, she’d lived in the small apartment above the barn. The space had suited Meg perfectly, but the house, along with the ranch, had been left to her. She’d stayed in the apartment for a month and a half before she finally felt ready to relocate, and still she didn’t feel like she’d fully adjusted to the change. 

Letting herself in through the back door, she paused in the mud room to kick off her muck boots before discarding her horsehair and dirt-covered jacket. Now that it was early April, shedding season was here in full force and she was always covered in hair every time she came in from the barn. In a few more weeks, the horses would have slicked out into their short summer coats, but until then, Meg was left making horsehair a fashion statement every day. 

She headed to the kitchen, grabbing a frozen pizza out of the freezer and throwing it in the oven before walking back to her bedroom to get out of the worst of her horsehair-covered clothes. There was a hitch in her chest when she passed the main bedroom on her way back to the kitchen. Elena and her husband had come over a few weeks after Anita had passed and collected her personal items, leaving the room mostly bare. Meg had taken one of the guest bedrooms. In her mind, the main bedroom would always be Anita’s. 

When she entered the kitchen, she checked on the pizza. It still had a little while left before it was done, and so she took a seat at the table, sorting through the stack of mail from earlier in the day. There was nothing pressing, outside of the electric bill. She set that aside to make sure she paid it before she went to bed. She went to move aside the stack of condolence cards that had piled up on the table, making a mental note that she needed to actually put them away, when her gaze fell on one card in particular. Her chest tightened. She thought she’d trashed that card weeks ago, but apparently she hadn’t. 

No time like the present, she thought, snatching it up and walking it over to the trash can. She didn’t even look inside it. She didn’t need to. She knew who had sent it and she didn’t need to see his name again, or the fake words of sympathy he’d written after Anita’s death. That was Nick, she thought, tossing the card into the steel trash can before slamming the lid shut with an odd feeling of satisfaction. He had always been good with words, telling her what she’d wanted to hear. In hindsight, she never should have gotten involved with him in the first place. Anita hadn’t liked him from the start and Meg should have listened to her. 

She’d thought Nick Clarke was what she wanted. He was the son of an investment banker and his parents were some of the richest people in Culpeper, Virginia. They’d met years ago at a charity gala for a local therapeutic riding center that Anita and Meg had attended. Nick had seemed sweet at first and had been completely obsessed with her. Meg had blissfully ignored all the red flags until their final spectacular fight, just three weeks after Anita had died. Nick had made it clear that he’d expected Meg sell the ranch and marry him, insisting that he didn’t want a life that revolved around horses. In the end, Meg had picked the horses. 

Shaking her head, she returned to the table and shoved off all thoughts of Nick. Resting her chin in her hand, she checked the ranch’s email on her phone. Nothing pressing awaited her there either, outside of a notification that a few supplements she’d ordered earlier in the week had finally shipped. As she scrolled through her inbox a second time, she worried her lower lip. She still had two open training spots to fill in order to be making enough money to keep the ranch running and the bills paid, and outside of Alisha and Lauryn, there’d been little interest. Summer was coming, and this was typically the time of year where people were getting out with their horses more and thinking about seeking out training, but Meg still caught herself worrying over the empty spaces. She’d just closed out of her email app when her phone buzzed and a text flashed up on the screen. 

The message was from her best friend and neighbor, Sierra MacFarlane. She and her family owned Haven Hills Equestrian Center, a family-run boarding and training facility a few miles away. Ellen, Sierra’s mom, and Anita had both grown up in Culpepper together and had been good friends since they were kids. Meg had met Sierra through Anita, and Sierra had pretty quickly cemented herself as one of Meg’s closest friends. She swiped the screen with her thumb, opening the text. 



Sierra: Mom had a reporter contact her from the Culpeper Times. They want to do an article on some of the smaller farms in the area. Mom was going to pass on your name and information to them, if you’re okay with that. 



Meg shifted in her chair as she considered her answer. The people part of the job was still the hardest part for her. She was an introvert at heart and an afternoon with a reporter didn’t exactly sound like a good time, but the publicity would be good for the ranch. People needed to know that Heart and Soul Ranch was still here and still taking horses. With a sigh, she typed her response. 



Meg: That would be great, thanks! And tell your mom thanks for thinking of me. 



Sierra: You’re welcome and she said she was happy to. 



The last text brought a slight smile to Meg’s face as she got up from the table. Like much of northern Virginia, Culpeper was horse country, and despite all the drama that could come with horses, there were good people here too. Anita had been one of them, and so were the MacFarlanes.  

The timer on the oven beeped and Meg pulled the pizza out. After giving it a few minutes to cool, she threw a few pieces on a plate and returned to the table, her thoughts already churning with what all her first session with Verglas the next day would entail. It was going to be hard not having Anita in the arena with her, but she was determined to continue the legacy Anita left behind: one horse at a time. 
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Only three more months.  Carter folded his arms behind his head, smiling up at the ceiling. In three months, he’d be telling the love of his life “I do.” It was a moment he felt like he’d been preparing for for almost his whole life. He’d first met Gillian Holt when he was five and she was four, after her parents had moved into the house across the street in a newly constructed subdivision in Warrenton, Virginia. They’d started dating their freshman year of high school and eleven years later, after he’d graduated and secured his position in the finance department at O’Sheen Distillery, the company that had been in his family for four generations, he’d proposed. Their happily ever after was waiting for them, and Carter couldn’t wait for it to begin.

The ring of a cell phone broke him out of his thoughts of wedded bliss and Carter glanced over at the nightstand on the other side of the bed. Gillian’s phone had lit up and was buzzing, but the steady pounding of water coming from the bathroom told him she was still in the shower. He yawned, scrubbing a hand over his face as he let it continue to ring. She’d get to it when she got out.

His own phone buzzed next, his alarm reminding him that it was time to get up. With a sigh, he rolled out of the bed. Gillian had a busy day planned for them, which meant he’d best get moving. He walked over to his dresser, digging through the drawers as he looked for a set of clothes so that he could jump in the shower after Gillian was done. She had spent the night at the new house with him to kick off the weekend and while neither of them had gotten much sleep, he couldn’t say that had necessarily been a bad thing. He was so ready for their weekends together to turn into something more permanent. 

After rummaging through his drawers a bit more, he finally pulled out a nicer pair of jeans and a comfortable polo shirt. Most of the day would be eaten up by driving and shopping. Gillian had a big horse show coming up in a few weeks at Morven Park, which meant that she and her horse, D’Artagnan, needed a whole new wardrobe for the event. Carter honestly didn’t understand a whole lot about Gillian’s equestrian hobby or her horse, but he’d tried to be supportive of her passion. 

Gillian had started learning the equestrian sport of dressage a little over a year ago, eventually convincing her dad, Frank, to purchase D’Artagnan from her trainer for her twenty-fifth birthday. Carter didn’t really get the whole riding around an arena doing circles all the time thing, but the horse made Gillian happy, and that was good enough for him. Ahead of the wedding, Frank had insisted on signing ownership of D’Artagnan over to Carter, instead of just signing the horse directly over to his daughter. It hadn’t set well with Carter, coming off as yet another one of Frank’s controlling maneuvers regarding his daughter, but the other man wouldn’t take no for an answer and Gillian had said she didn’t care whose name the horse was in. Still, Carter was planning on surprising her with D’Artagnan’s ownership papers on the honeymoon. He was her horse, not his, and he didn’t plan on wielding D’Artagnan like a weapon to try and control her. 

As he pulled out a leather belt, tossing it onto his pile of clothes on his side of the bed, Gillian’s phone went off for the fourth time in a row. The noise of the shower was still coming from the bathroom, and so he walked over to the nightstand. Four calls in a row was pretty persistent. He frowned at the number on the Caller ID. He didn’t recognize it and it didn’t have any sort of contact name assigned to it. When the phone buzzed a fifth time, he picked up. 

“Gil, baby, why the hell haven’t you been answering?” 

It was a man’s voice on the other end and Carter immediately tensed, an uncomfortable feeling settling in the pit of his stomach. 

“Who is this?” he asked, his tone gruff. 

A tense silence fell between him and whoever was on the other end of the phone before he heard the click of being hung up on. He pinched the bridge of his nose, trying to draw a deep breath as his thoughts raced. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe the guy had the wrong number. But even as he conjured up a long list of excuses, a niggling of doubt was taking root in his heart. There’d been things he’d noticed these last few months, things he had wanted to ignore. 

There were the countless multiday trips up to D.C., supposedly for wedding planning. And every time he’d tried to offer to come along and help, Gillian had put him off, telling him she and her mom had it all handled and as the groom, it wasn’t like he really got a say in the matter. Then there were all the phone calls she would intentionally take away from him, laughing it off and telling him it was about her wedding dress or bachelorette party, things she insisted he didn’t need to know about. He’d ignored it all because they loved each other. They were meant to be together.

The door to the bathroom swung open and Gillian came out, wrapped in a silk robe with her blonde hair still wet and her makeup only half done. Her gaze strayed to the phone in Carter’s hand and in that moment, he knew. The guilt was written all over her face, from her widened eyes to the crimson flush spreading across her cheeks. He swallowed hard, trying to get control of the anger and hurt that coursed through him, all the while feeling like the world’s biggest damn fool. 

“Any particular reason someone would be calling asking for you and calling you baby?” he asked, jaw clenched. 

Her face paled. “What in the hell are you talking about?” she said, flipping back her wet hair and hurrying over to snatch her phone out of his hand, all without meeting his gaze. 

“I’m talking about the man who called asking for you.”  

She pressed her lips together, an awkward, tense silence falling between them. They were only inches apart, but he’d never felt so far from her. 

“Carter,” she finally said with a sigh. “It just wasn’t going to work out, okay?” 

When she looked up at him, a coldness had come into her green eyes, turning her into someone he barely recognized. His chest ached like a lead weight had settled on it and his stomach churned. Where in the hell had this gone wrong? 

“What are you talking about?” he said, shaking his head. “We’re supposed to get married in three months.” 

His throat thickened as she yanked her engagement ring off her finger. “Look, you’re a nice guy, okay? But I have dreams too and I need someone who can support the kind of lifestyle I need.” 

“When have I ever not supported you?” he retorted, his body flushing. 

He’d tried so damn hard to be there for her. It wasn’t as if their parents had ever been there for either one of them, and he’d wanted to give her so much more than what they’d both been raised with. When her parents had brought her to tears with their harsh words, he’d been there to dry them. When her dad had told her at graduation that she would never amount to anything, he’d been there to hold her and tell her he was wrong. He’d bought this house because it was the one he knew she’d been dreaming of since they were eighteen. He’d spent long weekends at horse shows, cheering her on. He hadn’t done any of it to use it against her or to demand something in return. He’d done it because he loved her. Except at some point, she’d stopped loving him. 

“It’s already done, Carter!” She threw the ring down on the bed, but not before he caught the tremble in her hands. “I was going to tell you, but maybe it’s better this way. I’m not in love with you and I’m not marrying you.”

“Who is he?” he half-snarled. 

“A senator,” she replied, lifting her chin. “In D.C. And trust me: His finances are far more impressive than yours or your family’s. We’re done, okay? This is over.” 

She turned on her heel and stalked back to the bathroom while he dumbly stood right where he was, still reeling from what she had said. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the diamond ring lying on the cream-colored sheets, sparkling in the late morning sunlight. He still remembered the day he’d bought it. She’d been dropping some not-so-subtle hints about the engagement ring she wanted and he’d been determined to get her the ring of her dreams. He’d taken his grandfather, Patrick, who had helped his mom raise him and his brother after their dad had died, with him to the jeweler and Patrick had helped him pick the ring out and given him a few tips for the proposal. He’d proposed to her on New Year’s Eve, with both of their families present, and the memory of the joy on her face felt like a knife to his chest. It had all been a lie. 

The bathroom door slammed open again and Gillian strode out, makeup hastily applied and her hair haphazardly done. She gathered her things as quickly as possible and Carter clenched his hands into fists, somehow at a loss for words as he watched her storm out of his life. The night they’d spent together kept replaying in his thoughts, holding her in his arms and telling her that he loved her. But apparently, none of it had been real. Not on her part, at least. When she made it to the bedroom door, he finally found his voice. 

“What about the wedding?” he asked, his jaw tight. 

“Cancel everything,” she said, her keeping back to him. “I’ve already canceled everything on my end.”

It was another punch to his gut. “And you weren’t planning on telling me? The wedding is in three damn months!”

“I was going to tell you,” she huffed. “It just wasn’t going to be like this.”

“No, you were going to keep stringing me along and wait until the last possible moment to let me down easy.”

“Carter, don’t be like this.” She finally looked back at him with a sigh. “It was fun while it lasted, okay? But it was never going to be forever.” 

Slinging her bags over her shoulder, she opened the door and stepped out. A painful lump settled in his throat as the door swung shut behind her and he listened to her fading footsteps. He slammed a fist down on the bed, but as he did so, he hit the engagement ring. One of the prongs on the setting had come loose, cutting his hand and leaving a bloody gash behind. Cursing under his breath, he sank down onto the mattress, his hand stinging as he cradled it. Gillian had been a part of his life for almost as long as he could remember. And now, in a matter of minutes, that relationship was gone. She was gone, walking out of his life like it was the easiest thing in the world for her while he sat there with a bruised and bleeding heart. 

His gaze flitted to the ring, now marred with flecks of blood and the large diamond loose from its setting. The irony wasn’t lost on him. It seemed the perfect image for how things had ended between them, of how she’d ripped his heart out and torn it to shreds. Moisture pricked his eyes and, heedless of the blood on his skin, he put his face in his hands as silent tears streamed down his cheeks. In a little more than a heartbeat, everything had gone up in flames. He didn’t have the first clue how to move forward from this. How could he when he didn’t even know what he’d done wrong? Gillian was gone and she’d taken his heart with her. 








  
  

Chapter 3
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Thank god for Smoke. Meg cursed under her breath as she heard the click of the camera behind her, and she fumbled with the lead line in her hand. Smoke swished his tail at a few flies, the ever-patient gelding waiting for her to get it together. She took in a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she fought to release the tension that had crept into her shoulders. She knew what she was doing; she’d done this exercise hundreds of times at this point. Smoke had done it even longer, which was why she’d picked him when the reporter from the Culpeper Times had asked to get a few photos of her working with one of the horses.

After one more deep breath, she repositioned herself in front of Smoke again, cueing him to start walking forward while she walked backward. She focused on the alignment in his spine as he walked, using her training wand to periodically cue him to shift his weight or reposition himself as she worked to help him find his way to more straightness. As they rounded one of the large orange traffic cones that made up the corners of the large rectangle pattern she’d set up in the arena, she asked him to bring his shoulders to the inside of the invisible line they were walking.

Smoke did as she asked, but when she heard the click of the camera again, her pulse ticked up, the distraction enough to make her lose her timing. She didn’t catch Smoke soon enough to cue him to maintain keeping his shoulders inside the track, which would have put him into a shoulder in. Her frustration with herself mounted. All morning she’d been off her game and stressing about what the reporter would write. He’d seemed a bit bored when she’d discussed the ranch’s training and horse-keeping philosophy and now that she’d brought Smoke out to the arena, she was screwing up continuously. 

She halted Smoke again, trying to refocus. She knew what she was doing, she just needed to be able to shove her worries aside long enough to be in the moment with the horse in front of her. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Sierra leaning on the fence beside the reporter. Sierra had come over for moral support, and as her gaze caught Meg’s, Sierra gave a subtle thumbs-up and a smile. Smoke let out a low breath, eyeing Meg expectantly. 

“Right,” Meg said, repositioning herself again. “We’ve got this, right, old man?” 

She released a couple more deep breaths before starting the exercise over again. This time, she forced herself to ignore the clicking of the camera, as well as her observers. She needed to see the horse in front of her, feel the subtle exchange of communication and energy between their bodies and the lead line and cavesson that connected them. They rounded another cone and this time, Meg got her timing right, allowing Smoke to smoothly flow into a shoulder in down the long side of the rectangle. 

When they reached the next cone, Meg brought him to a halt, unable to hide her smile when he stopped perfectly square, a silent sign that the exercise had been as beneficial for his balance and straightness as she’d intended. She pulled out a training treat from her pouch, slipping it to him to help reinforce what they’d just done. Rubbing him on the neck, she came to his shoulder and led him over to the fence. After their fiasco of a session, that was a good place to stop, and hopefully the reporter had gotten what pictures he wanted. 

When Meg reached the three-board black wood fence, Sierra smiled but the reporter looked less than impressed, his lips pulled into a slight frown. 

“That’s it?” he asked with a wave of his hand. “You’re not going to ride him or run him around or something?” 

Meg’s shoulders stiffened and she fought the urge to snap back with a decidedly unprofessional retort. So many people expected theatrics when it came to training horses, especially troubled ones. They wanted to be entertained. If it was at the detriment of the horse’s well-being, they didn’t care. They just wanted a good show. But good horsemanship was found in the slow basis work; it was as about as exciting as watching paint dry. The goal was to keep the horse’s confidence and dignity intact, not strip them of it because the human was in a rush. 

“This is the kind of work I do here,” Meg answered, forcing a smile that she hoped was convincing. “The groundwork is at the heart of it. It’s a slower process, but I find that it works and the horses respond really well to it.” 

The reported cocked his head, pursing his lips for a moment before giving a slow nod. The wrinkle in his brow eased and an eager look came into his eyes as he began typing away notes on his phone. With one last satisfied nod, he finished his notes before putting his phone away. 

“I think I got everything I need,” he said. “Thanks again, Miss Beckett. Nice to meet y’all.” 

They all said their goodbyes and a few moments later, the reporter was walking down the short gravel path that led back to the parking lot. Meg couldn’t hold back a heavy sigh as soon as he was out of earshot. 

“If it makes you feel any better,” Sierra said as soon as he was out of gone. “He was just as skeptical of Mom and Dad. I think he was expecting more with Dad’s show record and was more than a little disappointed to see how slow Dad goes with the youngsters.” 

In his younger years, Sierra’s dad, Chris MacFarlane, had competed on the local jumper circuit pretty heavily, and horse shows were how he had met Sierra’s mom, Ellen, who had been competing in dressage. Meg knew both Chris and Ellen approached training a lot differently now than they had years ago and much like Anita, they had come to find that slow and steady was the key to creating a confident and happy horse. 

“At least I’m not alone in being disappointing,” Meg replied with another sigh, glancing back at the cones in the arena with a slight grimace. “Too bad I made myself look like an idiot.”

“It really wasn’t that bad,” Sierra replied. “Honestly, I doubt he could really tell. And Smoke makes everyone look good anyway.”

Meg smiled as she looked over at the tall grey gelding, who had cocked one foot and started to doze while they chatted. Even at twenty-five, he was still a looker for sure. He’d filled in for her a lot when her anxiousness had gotten the better of her, a testament to his temperament and Anita’s training. 

“Hopefully what he writes is mostly complimentary. And at least Smoke enjoyed getting to get out and do something.”

Sierra walked over and got the gate for Meg as she led Smoke out of the arena. The two of them walked him back to the barn, one of them on each side of the gelding. Meg relished the light breeze that had picked up, which was helping keep the temperature comfortable as well as warding off some of the flies. 

“How is Verglas doing?” Sierra asked when they walked into the barn. 

“Pretty good,” Meg replied. “There’s definitely been things he needs a better understanding of, and I have a sinking suspicion saddle fit might have something to do with his poor behavior and performance. But Alisha scheduled a saddle fitter to come take a look at his saddle tomorrow, so that should help.” 

Things hadn’t been completely smooth sailing with Verglas, mostly due to Meg second-guessing herself without Anita around. Meg hoped she was on to something with the fit of the gelding’s saddle and that getting it adjusted would make a difference, but she was having a hard time trusting her gut without Anita there to guide her.

“I’m not gonna lie. I think Dad is pretty stoked at the idea of Alisha eventually bringing him over to our place,” Sierra said with a light laugh, grabbing a brush out of the blue grooming caddy on the floor before jumping in to help Meg groom Smoke. 

“He’s a really nice horse,” Meg replied. “I definitely think if anyone can help Alisha with him on the show ring, it will be your dad.” 

Once Verglas finished his basic rehab work at Heart and Soul, he would most likely be going to Haven Hills, where Alisha and Chris could dial in to the nitty gritty details of getting the horse back to working over fences. It was something Anita had been doing with the MacFarlanes for decades. Competition had never been Anita’s thing, but she had always been happy to refer clients to Haven Hills after their horses finished up their time at the ranch, knowing that Chris and Ellen shared a similar training philosophy.

“He may or may not be the thing that lets Dad talk me into ditching my Western saddle and going for a few spins in a jumper saddle again,” Sierra said as Meg bent over to start picking out Smoke’s hooves to make sure he hadn’t picked up any rocks or anything else potentially harmful. 

This time, Meg laughed. Sierra had grown up with a love for jumping like her dad, but after pulling a rangy Paint Horse from auction roughly a year ago, she’d completely switched disciplines and fallen in love with Western Dressage. 

“He is a hunk and a hell of a mover,” Meg said when she straightened. “I’m looking forward to getting to ride him myself.”  

Once she was done cleaning Smoke’s hooves, Meg unhooked him from the tie ring and led him back down the aisle to the run-ins so that she could turn him out with the rest of the herd. Sierra came with her, but even as Sierra kept up the small talk between them, Meg couldn’t ignore the uncomfortable feeling that had settled in the pit of her stomach.

She had completely frozen up with Smoke, more than once, and the longer Verglas was at the ranch, the more she was feeling the clock ticking. Alisha and Lauryn had signed the standard three-month contract Anita had used for years, which stated that a minimum of three months was required for each horse who came to the ranch and at the end of that period, the horse’s progress would be reassessed to determine if they would benefit from another three months or not. It was admittedly an unusual way to do business, but Anita had long felt that it put the horse’s needs first. And while Meg knew Alisha and Lauryn were in no rush as far as Verglas was concerned, her failure with Smoke, doing exercises she knew with a horse who knew them better than she did, was leaving her more worried than she wanted to admit. She hadn’t hit the more challenging parts of Verglas’ rehab yet, and she knew they were coming. What would happen when she did?

Sierra hung outside in the aisleway while Meg led Smoke into the run-in. When she turned him loose, the old grey gelding ambled outside to join the rest of the horses grazing in the large paddock. As Meg latched the run-in door shut and hung up Smoke’s leather halter, her throat ached slightly when her gaze fell on his now faded and worn brass nameplate. Anita had entrusted her with so much when she’d left Meg this place. Her session with Smoke had been a fluke; it had to be. 








  
  

Chapter 4
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Carter was staring at his checkbook, his iPhone in his hand, with the very thought of hitting the Send Call button leaving him sick to his stomach. Gillian’s picture stared back at him on the screen, her smile feeling like a knife to his chest. It had been just shy of a week since she’d broken things off and the Band-Aid on his right hand was a constant reminder of the moment when he’d discovered what a farce their relationship had been. 

Over the last few days, he felt like he saw her everywhere in this damn house. He’d bought it for her. As soon as the development had gone up, she’d told him it was exactly what she’d always dreamed of, and he’d wanted nothing more than to make her dreams come true. But now, it felt like everywhere he looked in these four walls, he was reminded of his own shattered dream. 

His gaze went to his checkbook again and he heaved a heavy sigh, massaging his temple. He swore he could feel a headache coming on, but he had to do this. D’Artagnan’s monthly boarding fee was due next week and he had no idea where he and Gillian stood in regards to the horse. She hadn’t taken any of his calls since yanking her engagement ring off and storming out. 

You don’t really have a choice here, he reminded himself, clenching his jaw as he hit the Send Call button. It rang repeatedly before going straight to voicemail. Grumbling under his breath, he called a second time; whether she wanted to or not, they had to discuss this. His palms were growing clammy and he could feel a slight uptick in his pulse as he waited for her to pick up. 

Finally, she answered. “What do you want, Carter?” She sounded annoyed and he could hear a man’s voice in the background. 

His muscles tensed and he clenched his jaw even tighter, trying not to think of the fact that she might very well be with the guy she’d cheated on him with. “I need to know what to do about D’Artagnan.” 

“What about him? I told you, Carter, we’re done.” 

“I’m the one who has been paying his bills,” he replied through gritted teeth. “Not to mention that all his paperwork is now in my name. Am I signing him back over to you or your dad or what?”

“Do whatever you want with him. James is already in the process of helping me import a warmblood from Germany.” 

He blinked rapidly, the lead weight that had been sitting in his stomach feeling like it was growing even heavier. James had to be the senator and hearing his name from her lips only made his stomach tighten. “That’s it then? You don’t want him anymore?” 

“Look, he was a nice horse to start with and obviously we had a bond, but if I’m going to be competitive and get my USDF Bronze Medal, I need a trainer and a horse who can help me move all the way up the levels, and D’Artagnan just can’t do that.” 

Her flippant words only made Carter angrier. Sure, she had a bond with the horse, just like the one she’d had with him. How had he missed this callous side of her all these years? Or did I just not want to see it? he thought with a grimace. Ignorance was bliss—until it wasn’t.

“I’m sure if you sell him, you can recoup your investment,” she continued. “Get Vanessa to help you. She’ll know how to market him. Do whatever you want with him. Just don’t call me again.”

The call ended with a click and it took everything in him not to slam his phone down on the coffee table, mostly because he didn’t feel like dealing with a broken screen on top of all his other problems. He slumped back on the couch, scrubbing a hand over his face. Everything had crumbled so quickly and with every passing day, he was finding himself questioning if he had ever really known Gillian half as well as he thought he had. She’d been his world for most of his life, but if he was brutally honest, he could look back over the years and see hints that perhaps she hadn’t always felt the same. 

And it’s pretty blindingly obvious now, he thought, cursing the thickness in his throat. When the doorbell rang, he started, frowning as he got to his feet. He wasn’t expecting anyone. As he walked to the door, he silently hoped that it wasn’t his mom deciding to stop by for an impromptu visit. She had not been happy since she’d found out about the breakup, especially with all the money that had already gone into the wedding. It had been impossible to avoid her at the office, and she’d taken every moment she could to let him know just how disappointed and furious she was with him, insisting that if Gillian had left him, it was his fault and he needed to be trying harder to get her back. 

To his relief, when he opened the front door, it wasn’t his mom but his younger brother, Logan. While they both shared the same black hair and similar build, that was where the similarities ended. Carter was tall, over six foot, while Logan was only five-seven. Logan had gotten his green eyes from their dad while Carter had gotten their mom’s genes with his brown ones. And it was more than just the differences in their appearance that set them apart. Where Logan had always found it easy being the center of attention and the life of the party, Carter had often struggled with the same role. 

“Let me guess,” Carter said, trying to hide his grimace as he tightly gripped the door handle. “Mom sent you?” 

“Technically, yes,” he replied, giving Carter his lopsided grin that usually charmed just about everyone he met. “But while I came at her demands, I’m here to let you know that I’m on your side, not Gillian’s.”

“I hate that we even have sides,” Carter grumbled, stepping back and letting Logan inside. 

“I am sorry, man,” Logan said, following Carter to the living room and settling in a chair like he’d lived there forever. “That was pretty damn low of her.” 

“Yeah, it was.” Carter came over and sat across from him on the couch, hanging his head. 

“Had she moved in here yet?”

“No.” Carter let out a bitter laugh. “She was only staying here with me on the weekends, when it suited her. Should have been a sign, I guess.” 

“She had us all fooled. I mean, we’ve all known each other since we were kids and she’s always acted like she had a thing for you. It just sort of made sense, you guys being together.” 

“Apparently I’m not what she really wanted.” Carter rolled his shoulders, trying to get rid of the tension that had crept back into them. He wasn’t in the mood to rehash his whole disaster with Gillian. It was over and she clearly didn’t want him back. “How’s school been?” 

With six years between them, Logan was finishing up his second year at American University in D.C. Their mom, Catherine, had encouraged Logan to go into politics, with his charismatic personality, and he was currently pursuing a degree in Political Science. College, however, hadn’t exactly been smooth sailing for him. Both Catherine and Patrick had had to get Logan out of trouble on more than one occasion and while Carter knew how Logan thrived in the spotlight, he’d caught himself wondering at times if a future as a politician was really what his brother wanted. 

“It’s school.” Logan shrugged, not quite meeting Carter’s gaze. “Semester is almost over at least. I’m staying in Warrenton until Sunday. Why don’t we hit up Whitney State Forest tomorrow? Weather is supposed to be nice for a hike.” 

If there was one thing Logan had always loved, it was the outdoors. Between hiking and rock climbing, Logan was way more active and athletic than Carter had ever been, though Logan had convinced him to tag along on his outdoor excursions often enough over the years. 

“I don’t know…” Carter trailed off as his phone buzzed, vibrating loudly on the coffee table. 

Picking it up, he saw it was a text from Gillian’s trainer, Vanessa Holland, who also owned Idlewild Equestrian Center where D’Artagnan was boarded. Carter let out a frustrated sigh as he opened the message.  



Vanessa: Gillian missed her lesson this morning. She isn’t taking my calls. Everything okay with her? 



“Are you freakin’ kidding me?” he muttered, letting out a frustrated growl. Was Gillian seriously determined to burn all her bridges? 



Carter: As far as I know, she’s fine. But we aren’t together anymore. 



The three dots on the screen that let him know that Vanessa was typing stayed up for a long few minutes. He glanced back up at Logan, who was staring back at him with raised brows. 

“Everything okay?” Logan asked. 

“Yeah,” Carter huffed. “I just… it’s Gillian’s horse. Apparently, she was a no-show for her riding lesson today and her trainer is texting me, trying to find out what’s going on.” 

“Tell her you’re not together anymore.”

“I did.” 

Carter’s phone buzzed again. Vanessa had finally decided what she wanted to say, but it turned out it wasn’t much. 



Vanessa: Please let me know what is going to be happening with D’Artagnan as soon as possible. 



Carter tossed the phone down on the couch next to him, running his hands through his hair before muttering a few choice words under his breath. 

“Seriously,” Logan said. “What is it?” 

“It’s the horse,” Carter answered with a stiff wave of his hand. “Gillian’s dad signed him over to me two months ago, ahead of the wedding.” He paused, letting out a bitter laugh. “I was going to give her his ownership papers on the honeymoon, but I guess D’Artagnan being important to her was another thing I was clueless about. Apparently now she’s ghosted her trainer, who understandably wants to make sure D’Artagnan’s bills are still going to be paid.” 

“Doesn’t Gillian want this horse herself?” 

“Apparently not.” Carter let out a snort of disgust. “I called her today and she told me to do whatever I want with him.” 

“You can sell him, right?” 

“I can, but…” 

Carter stared down at his lap. He should sell the horse. He certainly didn’t need him and quite frankly, he didn’t know the first thing about horses. He could count on one hand the number of times he’d interacted with the animal. And while his lack of time around the horse hadn’t been because he’d disliked him—he seemed like a pretty cool animal—horses had been Gillian’s thing, not his. The smart thing to do would be to sell him and yet, that thought left a bitter taste in his mouth. He was slightly concerned that maybe in the wake of his breakup, he was going crazy, but he felt sort of an odd kinship with D’Artagnan. They’d both been tossed aside for a newer, shinier toy by someone who had professed to love them. 

“But what?” Logan’s voice jerked Carter out of his thoughts. “I mean, no offense, but horses were never your thing.” 

“I know. I just….” Carter ran a hand through his hair again. “I don’t know if I can sell him. Not right now at least. Not when everything is such a mess.” 

“You have time, right? Give yourself a few weeks and then maybe try and re-home him.” 

“Yeah,” Carter mumbled.  

“So, Whitney State Forest this weekend?” Logan’s tone brightened and Carter could tell his brother was trying to distract him. Not that Carter was mad at him for it; Logan meant well. “I say this lovingly, but you’re looking rough, man. Some time in the outdoors might be good for you. Clear your head.” 

Logan wasn’t wrong in his assessment. When Carter hadn’t been at the office, he’d been spending his time moping around the house in old sweats and a ratty t-shirt. Not to mention he hadn’t exactly been keeping up with showering or shaving. 

“How about tomorrow morning?” Carter asked, mustering up what he hoped was a convincing smile. 

“Ten too early for you, old man?” Logan grinned. 

Carter rolled his eyes. “I think my old decrepit self can be down there by ten.” 

“Perfect.”

Logan started telling Carter about his latest exploits with his college friends, and Carter was happy to be distracted by his stories. It got his mind off Gillian and D’Artagnan. He didn’t know what in the hell he was going to do with the horse, but that wasn’t a question he had to answer immediately. He’d figure it out eventually. Just like he’d figure out what he was going to do with the rest of his life now that the one woman he’d loved had crushed his heart and buried it in the dirt. 
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Sunday afternoon, Carter found himself pulling through the automated gate at Idlewild Equestrian Center. The hike with Logan the day before had done him some good, as far as getting his thoughts off Gillian, but when he’d woken up, he’d found himself still faced with the problem of what to do with D’Artagnan. Located a little over twenty minutes outside of Warrenton, Idlewild was home to all manner of show horses. The sixty-acre horse farm had been where Gillian had first found her passion for the animals, after starting lessons with one of her friends, and as Carter drove down the driveway, his grip on the steering wheel tightened. 

The horses, this place; it had all been her thing, not his. There was no reason he had to keep D’Artagnan. After all, what was he going to do with the animal? Sure, he had the money to pay for the horse’s upkeep, but he didn’t ride and he didn’t have any interest in it. It didn’t seem fair to the horse to have him sitting around doing nothing. As he pulled into a parking spot, Carter let out a long, low breath, the massive green and white barn looming in front of him. Go in, see the horse, talk to Vanessa, see if she can help you sell him, he told himself as he turned off the ignition. When he got out of the car, he slipped on his sunglasses, the absence of clouds in the clear blue sky making the afternoon particularly bright. 

Squaring his shoulders, he strode down the cobblestone walkway and into the barn. Gleaming horses stood in every stall, with not a speck of dust or dirt in sight. The chandeliers that lit the barn aisle had always seemed a bit much to him, but Vanessa catered to a certain clientele who had certain expectations for the sort of environment they spent their leisure time in. D’Artagnan’s stall was in the middle of the barn and as Carter walked down the aisle to it, he wrinkled his nose. Chandeliers or not, it was still a barn and the smell always took some getting used to, even with how open and airy as the building was. A few of the horses stuck their heads out in greeting as he walked by them, though just as many hung in the back of their stalls, not seeming the least interested in him. 

When Carter reached D’Artagnan’s stall, the horse was munching on a large pile of sweet-smelling hay. The perfectly square space was deeply bedded with pine shavings, at least making it look comfortable, and there was a little window on the back wall of the stall that the horse could stick his head out of. When Carter leaned over the stall door, the horse lifted his head up from the hay, pricking his ears at him before returning to his meal. His coppery coat gleamed and even Carter had to admire what a good-looking animal he was. His legs were black, and his muzzle, as well as the tips of his ears, were tinged black as well, as if someone had dipped those parts of him in a pot of ink. His black mane and tail were long and wavy, something Gillian had loved about him. 

As Carter watched the horse eat, the uncomfortable ache returned to his chest, along with a strange sense of guilt. He shook his head. What in the hell was wrong with him? This was a horse. They got bought and sold all the time. Why did it feel like he was abandoning him and casting him off? Was it just because of what Gillian had done to him? Some weird part of his psyche that wanted to use holding on to D’Artagnan as some way to process his own grief and hurt? 
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