
[image: a misty forest with pine trees]





Gray Wolf Ranch

Mara Oudenes

24bookprint


Copyright © 2026 Mara Oudenes

GRAY WOLF RANCH

Originally published in 2018 under the title Gray Wolf Ranch by Amazon KDP. This revised edition published in 2026 by the author through Amazon KDP and 24Bookprint

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews or critical articles.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-94-038-2241-9

Cover design by Pink Moon Design PR
First edition (revised)
Printed and distributed by Amazon and 24Bookprint

To Kaley

The Summer the Brakes Failed

ROWTAG

When the snow began to fall, the Algonquians created sheltered camps where they built or reconstructed longhouses. In lean times, they relied on food they could catch and otherwise survived on crops. They cleared the fields by burning them after one or two years of cultivation, then moved the village to a new location. This is the reason the English found the region relatively cleared and ready for planting.

The lives of the Algonquians sounded like ours. We arrived in a place, our parents supervised the construction and hired people for the new hotel, and after a year or two, we moved again.

“I’m bored!”

When I lifted my eyes from the book I was drawing in, I saw half of Huritt’s face above it.

“I’m reading,” I said and returned to my book.

“That’s all you do, Rowtag! At least come to the pool with me. You can read there.”

“Go alone or with Istu.”

“Dad said I can’t go anywhere around the property without you.”

“Because you always get in trouble.”

“Exactly! And you never do! I beg you, Rowtag. Come with me. This suite doesn’t have enough air for all of us. I can’t wait until Grandma and Grandpa come to pick us up.”

The idea made me happy. Nothing was better than a summer vacation at Broken Arrow. There was so much to do at the farm: riding horses, eating fresh honey, listening to Great-Grandpa’s stories, and playing with the neighborhood kids at the river. I also couldn’t wait to have a real egg. The kitchen here used liquid from a carton to make omelets, and it wasn’t the same.

“All right, let’s go downstairs.”

“YES!” My brother pumped a fist in the air. “I promise I will let you read a thousand books when we are at the farm.”

After grabbing swim shorts and my book, we headed downstairs in the elevator. A couple entered and stared at us with suspicion. I had lost count of how many times someone had complained about some random kids roaming the property, until they learned we were the chain owner’s grandkids.

“Where are you two going?”

Dad stood in the lobby in his neat suit, face serious, with warm light-brown eyes.

“Pool! And I have Rowtag with me,” Huritt said as he walked away.

“Wait! Take Istu and Kitchi with you.”

“But, Dad!” Huritt whined.

I liked my little brothers, but Kit was six years old and a pain in the ass.

“Go together. Row, keep an eye on them so they don’t get in trouble.”

I nodded and walked outside. We found our brothers at one of the nearby playground areas.

“Dad says you have to come with us,” Huritt said, annoyed.

“Where to? I’m playing here,” Istu said while shoveling sand into some cups.

“To the pool,” I said, and Kitchi immediately stopped what he was doing.

“I hate swimming,” Istu complained.

“There’s a playground nearby. You can play there if you promise to check in with me from time to time.”

My offer seemed to satisfy Istu. Kitchi blabbered the whole walk about being able to hold his breath underwater for ten minutes. Huritt called his bluff, and something told me I’d have to keep them apart today, besides not letting them hold their breath for so long.

“What are you doing here?”

Mom walked toward us as we turned onto the path. Her stern gaze lingered on me before she gave a bone-crushing hug to Kitchi, who squeezed out of her hold.

“We are going swimming. Dad gave us permission,” Huritt said.

“Stay off the path to the new villas. The inspector is around, and I don’t want any sand in the pool area.”

I nodded, and we continued our walk behind the main buildings to avoid an encounter with guests or inspectors.

“It has a key…” Kitchi left the group and walked toward an open storage building.

Besides boxes and spare parts for who-knew-what, I saw what had caught his attention. A golf cart was parked inside with the keys in the ignition and an envelope taped to the steering wheel. We surrounded the cart, and I smelled trouble.

“We should take it out for a ride,” Huritt said.

“The battery is probably dead,” I said. “Otherwise, why leave the keys in?”

“Only one way to find out.” Huritt turned the key, and the motor started.

Kitchi climbed behind the wheel. After I pulled him off, he took a place on the backseat while Istu frowned at us.

“I’m not riding on that thing. I want to go to the playground,” he said.

“If you don’t come, Kitchi can’t either. He’s too small to sit at the back alone,” Huritt said.

“I can sit in the front,” my youngest brother said and tried to climb up front, but Huritt stopped him.

“Hell no. I’m older than you. I get to sit there.”

“You didn’t call gunshot!”

“Don’t need to. I turned the cart on!”

“I found it! It’s my cart!” Kitchi pushed Huritt, who pushed back.

“Guys! GUYS!” I stepped between them as they glared at each other. “Kit, Huritt is right. If Istu doesn’t hold you, you could fall.”

Kitchi was worked up and breathing hard. His face turned red, and his fists balled at his sides.

“I will tell Mom, and you will all get in trouble. You won’t go to Grandpa, and she will ground you forever,” he said, rubbing his nose as he walked toward the main building.

“Come on, Kit. Don’t do that,” Istu said, walking after him.

“He’s an ass. And a cow poop. We can’t do anything because he’s always telling Mom,” Huritt said.

I felt relieved as I held my swim shorts and book closer to my chest. Then, together with Huritt, I continued walking toward the pool.

“Wait!”

We turned back and saw Istu and Kitchi, the latter now wearing a big smile.

“I’m coming. One round, and then I’ll do whatever I want,” Istu said.

Kitchi and Huritt ran to the cart while Istu dragged his feet. I had no other option but to be the driver, as I was almost thirteen and had done it before. After everyone was in place, I carefully backed out of the storage and onto the path.

“Faster! Faster!” Huritt shouted while Kitchi giggled in the back.

“It’s a golf cart. It doesn’t go faster than this.”

“Sure it does!” He stepped on my foot over the accelerator.

“Ouch! Get off!”

The cart sped up, and I tried to slow it by pushing the brake pedal, but it did nothing. We approached the small hill heading down to the construction site of the new villas, and my heart pounded in my chest.

“I can’t make it stop!” My hands turned white as I gripped the wheel.

“Just park it!” Huritt yelled, holding tighter to the frame.

“The brakes don’t work!” I pumped the pedal, and nothing happened.

The next thing I saw was workers waving their arms at us to stop. The cart skidded as we passed them, and seconds later my body slammed against rough concrete. Pain exploded through my arm and side, and I cried out.

Around me, I heard shouts and screams that blurred together. Cracked noises and sharp voices came from a walkie-talkie nearby. My mouth tasted like blood, and I couldn’t catch my breath.

“KITCHI! ISTU!”

Mom’s voice made me open my eyes. I finally saw what was happening around me. Istu hung like a doll over the lower branches of a bush. One of the construction workers turned him around, and his face was covered in blood. He whimpered and shook all over. Close to me, Huritt lay still on his side, one leg bent at a wrong angle. And Kitchi—there was so much blood around his head.

“D-Dad.”

“Huritt has a pulse,” he said with relief after checking my brother, then crawled to my side. “Help is on its way. Hold on, Row,” he said, gripping my hand.

“IT’S BOTH YOUR FAULT! YOU MARRIED THAT SLUT AND ADOPTED HER BASTARD KID, AND NOW HE’S KILLED MY SONS!” Mom screamed, pointing at me. I flinched and cried again.

“Valeria, they are still alive. You’re scaring Rowtag.”

“My sons won’t be the same,” she sobbed. “YOURS SHOULD DIE, NOT MINE!” She wailed as she held Kitchi’s hand.

The pain in my side and chest grew until I couldn’t stand it. No air came into my lungs, and the sky turned dark as I wondered if thunder would come and wake me from what still felt like a nightmare that refused to end.


New Beginnings

ROWTAG

Twenty years later

The satisfaction I felt was incredible. Our efforts over the past years were finally paying off. The lobby buzzed with people checking in, all of them eager to enjoy their time at Gray Wolf Ranch.

Who would’ve thought my brothers and I would ever become lodging property owners? It felt like fate. Our late grandfather on our mother’s side had started with a chain of roadside motels, which eventually evolved into the Royal Residence Hotels. Dad had become the Operations Director after marrying Mom, who worked in Human Resources. We grew up among the guests—running on the grounds, eating in the staff kitchen, and diving into the pool. At the end of each day, we’d fall asleep in construction trailers or, when available, in a full-service family suite built onto each hotel to accommodate our stay. That was life, until I turned thirteen.

After finishing school and becoming professionals, my brothers and I tried our luck with various ventures, gaining experience in hospitality, accounting, and farming. Every time we reunited, we ended up talking about the same dream: running a place of our own. Our combined knowledge and determination were more than enough to make it happen.

About three years ago, after finding a suitable location, I drafted a solid business plan while Istu worked on the financial projections. Huritt created visuals and a mood board for the grounds, then reached out to local business owners around the valley for collaboration opportunities. We had some savings between the four of us, but we needed financial backing and guidance from our parents to bring the plan to life. We didn’t want a hotel. We envisioned a vacation compound: a cluster of individual lodges and a campsite, centered around a service building with recreational areas.

Dad hesitated when we pitched the idea. Mom was even more skeptical. But once we told them Kitchi would run a stable and a farm on-site, they couldn’t say no. To this day, I still don’t know whether they believed in him or if pity played a role in their decision.

Two years ago, the four of us moved onto the grounds and lived in two trailers. We wanted to oversee the construction closely and get a real sense of the place we’d soon call home. Huritt got to work immediately. He built a website with information about the upcoming vacation spot and kept a blog full of construction photos. He used social media to generate excitement, and it worked.

“Can you give me more activity kits? I didn’t know we were expecting so many children.”

Huritt stood next to me with an empty box. He’d been greeting families with kids, handing out welcome kits and informing them about the kids’ club.

“Maybe because it’s opening weekend,” I said as I handed him a fresh box and a pair of scissors.


“At least the parents give me grateful looks when I tell them about the club. I bet they’re thinking, Finally, peace!” He chuckled.


“I thought it was a great idea, education mixed with fun.”

“’Cause you’re a nerd,” Huritt said with a cheeky grin, then walked back to the entrance.

I smiled after him. We couldn’t be more different. He had lighter skin and green eyes, while the rest of us had copper skin and brown eyes. While I enjoyed quiet nights on the back deck, Huritt’s idea of unwinding was a beer at the local bar, chatting with strangers. Between his marketing experience and his easygoing nature, he was perfect for entertaining guests. Thanks to him, we’d soon offer local tours and a full entertainment program.

“This is looking good. Full house, so to speak.”

I turned to see my third brother, Istu, smiling at the crowd. Like me, he wore a light gray shirt embroidered with the ranch logo. His hair was parted to the side, his fringe falling over thick glasses.

“How did the interviews go?” I asked.

“A few were impressive. You need entertaining people for an entertainment team,” he said knowingly. “Huritt can start the full program soon.”

“When the campground opens, we’ll need evening programming in place. I hope we pass the inspection soon. People have been asking about the campsites since the soft opening. This week, we’ve booked thirty-six of the forty houses,” I said, glancing at the reservation system on my tablet.

“Better than I imagined. I’ll post some last-minute rates and try to fill the rest,” he said, patting my shoulder before heading to his office.

Istu always found ways to help. On the days I doubted what we were doing, he showed up, numbers in hand and optimism in his voice.

One of the front desk clerks handed me a reservation she couldn’t find. We were still testing booking platforms and occasionally ran into small errors. I smiled at the senior couple in front of me.

“Welcome to Gray Wolf Ranch, Mr. and Mrs. Rogers,” I said, glancing up from their paperwork. “Give me just a moment while I locate your reservation.”

“You’ve got quite a pretty place here. Nothing like this around the valley. How many houses?” Mr. Rogers asked.

“We’re proud to offer forty lodges, and soon, two hundred camping spots,” I explained, pointing toward the information center. “To the right of the staircase, you’ll find the supermarket, the kids’ club, a restaurant, and a laundry room.”

“Impressive. From the outside, it doesn’t look that big, but I see it now,” Mrs. Rogers said as she peeked around the staircase.

“We tried to use the space efficiently to leave more room for nature.”

And we meant it. The uneven layout came from preserving as many trees as possible.

“Your reservation is confirmed. You’ve been assigned lodge number five,” I said, marking it on a paper map. “This building here has a swimming pool, a spa, and a multi-use event area. If you enjoy horses, you can visit the stables and the vegetable and fruit gardens next to them. We also have a barn with cows and goats, and a chicken coop. We use the milk and eggs in our restaurant. Here’s your welcome pack and your key. Come to us with any questions, and enjoy your stay.”

The couple left smiling, and it filled me with warm memories of my grandparents and my great-grandfather. Our great-grandfather had been a proud member of the Sac and Fox Nation and cherished his cultural heritage, something he tried to pass to my grandfather and my father with less success. When designing the ranch, we agreed to honor him by displaying arts and crafts made by his community throughout the property.

Kitchi walked into the lobby carrying a basket covered with cloth. A few mothers instinctively pulled their children closer. His wild hair was loose today, and dirt streaked his hunter-green overalls.

“I finished most of my chores,” he said, stepping to the front desk. “Only the animal feeding left tonight. Need me for anything?”

“Not much to do, just answer questions and sort out missing reservations. What’s in the basket?”

Kitchi stared at the basket, then off into the distance. I had the feeling he hadn’t been feeling well lately. Maybe the stress was catching up. I took the basket from his hands and peeled back the cloth. Inside were strawberries and asparagus.

“First harvest of the season,” he said suddenly. “I’m bringing them upstairs. There’s not enough to serve in the restaurant. Maybe Huritt can cook them tonight.”

“Good idea. Kit, two guests asked about trail rides. Do you think that’s manageable? I know the animals and the patch already take up most of your time.”

“Sure. I’d love to take them down to the river through the mountain. The horses will enjoy the walk.”

In the months before the grand opening, Kitchi had explored the surrounding mountains and forest. It turned out to be a great way to exercise the horses and a great guest experience.

“Thanks, baby bro,” I said, patting his cheek and meeting his tired eyes. “I’ll call them. And I promise I’ll get you some help soon.”

Kitchi headed upstairs, and a moment later, Huritt returned, limping slightly.

“Are you in pain?” I asked as he stretched his hips.

“Just a bit. I’ve been walking around a lot. Don’t give me that guilty look, Row. Hand me another box.”

I composed myself. “You’re going to be busy.”

“Yeah. I’m glad Amy already set up today’s activities. She’s teaching the kids dance moves for the mini disco tonight. You coming?”

“You know I can’t dance,” I said with a laugh.

“I can’t either, but the kids just jump around,” he said with a grin, heading back to work.

“Mr. Marshall, I’ve got another one I can’t find,” one of the front desk ladies called.

“All right,” I said, checking a deeper level of the reservation system. No trace of Mrs. Olson’s booking.

“Good afternoon, Mrs. Olson. I’m afraid your reservation took a detour. Would you mind coming upstairs to the office so I can investigate more thoroughly?”

“Sure. Let me ask my daughter if she wants to come. She’s taking a walk outside.”

She returned with a woman about my age. As we entered the shared office, Istu gave me a quiet smile.

“Sorry for the inconvenience. I’m Rowtag Marshall, and this is my brother Istu. Did you have a good trip?” I asked.

Mrs. Olson shook my hand. Her daughter didn’t. She looked at it, then finally reached out after a nudge from her mother.

“Eventful,” Mrs. Olson said. “We drove almost three hours, got lost, and had a flat tire.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said as I typed. “We’ll make sure you get the rest you need. Before you return home, we can have a mechanic check your car and help you find the best route back.”

“Thanks, Mr. Marshall.”

“Call me Rowtag. It still feels weird to be called ‘Mr.,’” I said with a chuckle.

I ran a detailed search by reservation date and finally found it. We’d need to speak to the VacationPlus rep. This system wasn’t working properly.

“Found your reservation. Three weeks with us.”

“Yes. We need peace, away from the city,” she said, glancing at her daughter. The young woman gave her a tired smile and nodded.

“Well, Gray Wolf Ranch is perfect for that. Let me get your key and guides.”

I returned downstairs to finish check-in, then brought the key back upstairs.

“Here’s the key to lodge number twelve. I hope you enjoy your stay. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to come to us. We live behind those double doors,” I said, pointing toward the back of the office.

“I need to lie down,” her daughter whispered.

“Sure, darling. Thanks, Rowtag,” Mrs. Olson said as she helped her daughter down the stairs.

I watched them walk toward the path leading to their lodge, wondering what was going on with her and how, in time, this place might offer her more than just rest.


A Chance at Gray Wolf Ranch

HURITT

As I walked around the kids’ club, I admired their drawings of their families. We had prepared the wall outside with painted wooden frames and clips to display their artwork. Guests passed by on their way to the supermarket or the laundry room, and parents saw it too when they dropped off or picked up their children.

“That looks great. Good job,” I said to a chubby boy who had serious drawing skills. “What’s your name?”

“Jason,” he replied, his front teeth missing and freckles dotting his nose.

“Nice to meet you, Jason. I’m Huritt,” I said as I sat beside him.

“You have a weird name,” he said, giving me an odd look.

I laughed and stood, walking back to the main table where Amy cut strips of paper for tomorrow’s activity. The kids adored her, and I could see why. Besides being the sweetest woman in the world, she looked like a doll with her curly black hair piled high on top of her head and her peach-colored uniform spotted with marker stains. She looked up at me with her beautiful light-blue eyes and smiled.

“That kid just told me I have a weird name,” I said as I sat next to her and grabbed a pair of scissors to help.

Amy smiled. “Well, you have to admit your names are uncommon. I’ve never heard them before.”

“I know,” I said. “They’re the names our great-grandfather gave us. Only a few people ever call us by our legal ones.”

She nodded, thoughtful. “I’ve always heard you’re not supposed to use your Indigenous name in public.”

“Some people don’t,” I said. “For us, it’s personal. He gave them to us when we were babies. Losing him was hard, and using the names makes it feel like he’s still close.”

“What’s your legal name?” she asked.

“Hayden.”

“That suits you too. Did they also call you Huritt when you worked for your grandfather at the hotel chain?”

I laughed quietly. “No, it was Hayden then.”

“See? I still can’t figure out why you chose to live in a rural setting like this after a taste of corporate life.”

I focused on cutting the paper, keeping my tone light. “It wasn’t that glamorous, moving between hotels and working with people who thought they were better than anyone else.” I finally looked at her. “You’d be surprised what stops mattering once you’ve lived out of a suitcase long enough.”

She smiled, but there was uncertainty in it.

“For what it’s worth,” I added, “this place, this life, is the first one that actually feels like mine.”

She stacked the paper strips neatly, and I noticed her blushed cheeks. “I didn’t know that.”

“Most people don’t,” I said.

The activity alarm buzzed, and it was time to walk the kids back to their parents waiting in the lobby.

“All right, gang. Tomorrow we’re making paper chains to decorate the picnic area. Don’t forget to bring Mom and Dad to see our gallery after breakfast,” I said as the kids rustled around, gathering their things.

They lined up by the door, and our second entertainer led them out. Amy and I stayed behind, collecting their artwork and organizing supplies.

“We’ve worked together for a while, and I’ve never asked you. Why did you apply here?” I asked.

“The short story is, we used to live in the valley. About ten years ago, we moved to Greenwood. The move to a big city was tough on my brother. He rebelled, got into trouble, and ended up in the penitentiary. He just got released. I moved back with him for a fresh start. Familiar place, clean slate. I saw the vacancies on the supermarket board, and this felt like a good fit. I used to work at a daycare.”

“How’s your brother doing now?”

“He’s changed. He wants to prove it. But the past always follows him. He’s ashamed of what he did. He served his time, but people still judge him. Life’s hard for him right now.”

“Does he have a job?”

“No. Everyone turns him down because of his record.”

“What was he in for?”

“Drug dealing. One of his friends got shot during a night out, and he stayed with him, even though he had drugs on him. The cops knew who he was. They found the drugs and arrested him. His friend died, and it opened his eyes. He pled guilty. He paid for it.”

“Do you think he’d want to work here?”

Amy froze with a marker halfway into the jar. She turned toward me.

“Huritt… are you serious?”

“It’s not a promise. But I can talk to my brothers. Kitchi’s overwhelmed at the farm, and now word’s gotten out about the trail rides. If your brother’s interested, tell him to come by tomorrow and talk to Rowtag and Istu. They have the final say.”

“Thanks,” she said, suddenly hugging me.

Her body tensed, and she quickly stepped away. “I’m sorry. I’m usually not this affectionate.”

“Hey, it’s okay. A hug’s a beautiful thing,” I said gently.

“I just really appreciate this. He’s losing hope, and I’m so afraid he’ll fall back into his old habits just to make money.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

We finished the cleanup in slightly awkward silence and said our goodbyes at the end of the shift. Later, I went upstairs, sat in front of Rowtag, and pulled my laptop toward me.

“How did it go today?” he asked.

“Good. The kids are funny and seem to enjoy themselves. I’ll put up their artwork in the gallery tomorrow morning.” I glanced between him and Istu. “I need to ask you both a favor.”

Istu stood from his desk and joined us at the table.

“Amy has a brother who’s trying to turn his life around. Would you consider hiring him?” I asked.

“What’s his background?” Istu asked.

“He’s fresh out of jail. Former drug dealer. No one wants to give him a chance,” I said. “But he’s changed. I really believe it.”

“Huritt, that’s a risky step,” Rowtag said, leaning forward. “We have to think about the safety of our guests and our reputation.”

“I know. I get it. But how is he supposed to prove he’s changed if no one gives him a shot? We have plenty of work to go around. Kitchi’s buried under farm tasks, and I don’t know if either of you have noticed, but he’s been zoning out a lot. I’d feel better knowing someone was watching his back.”

“We could give him a trial with clear expectations,” Istu said, adjusting his glasses. “Maybe this place is exactly what he needs. A healthy routine, surrounded by positive people. I’m sure Kitchi would appreciate the help too. I agree, he’s not doing well.”

Rowtag leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. He tilted his head and let out a soft sigh.

“All right. Let’s do it. I assume you told Amy her brother can come speak to us?”

“I did,” I nodded. “Though I actually don’t know his name. Or how old he is.”

Rowtag raised an eyebrow. “That’s a first.”

“I’m guessing she’ll introduce him when they come.”

“Good. That’s settled.” Rowtag rubbed his hands together. “So… what are we eating tonight?”

“You know there’s a restaurant downstairs, right?”

“Yeah,” he shrugged, “but I want to eat in my boxers.”

I burst out laughing.

Later, after hot showers and clean sweats, we sat on our comfy couches, eating takeout and savoring a rare moment of peace. The work at a vacation compound never really ended, but those quiet pauses in between made it all worth it, even as I wondered whether opening this door would change more lives than just Amy’s brother’s, including my own.


Stormlight Encounter

ISTU

My brothers had all retired to their evening routines, except Kitchi, who already slept soundly. I had checked on him a while ago and found him sprawled on the bed, one arm and one leg dangling off the side. His work was physically demanding, and even though he’d never admit it, doing it all alone was clearly wearing him down.

I hoped Amy’s brother could help. It broke my heart to see Kit caught in an episode. Tonight, he couldn’t remember that the asparagus he was eating was the same he’d harvested two days ago. Huritt had asked how the rest of the crop was doing, and Kit’s damaged brain couldn’t make the connection. I looked at my brothers, and both wore the same concern I felt. I needed to book an appointment for him, to figure out what was really going on.

Huritt lay on the couch with a book. Ever since we moved to the Cedar Hollow Valley, he’d taken an interest in thrillers. The same guy who used to tease Rowtag for being a bookworm had become one himself.

“Holy fuck! My heart!” he gasped, clutching his chest as one of our cats leapt off the couch.

I chuckled. “Aren’t you going out tonight?”

“Nah. Not with the weather they’re predicting. I don’t want to drive those bends in the rain.”

“I’m taking Hunter out again. It’s too warm in here. The storm’s sucked out all the fresh air.”

He nodded and returned to his book. I walked out to the back deck, where Rowtag sat with a cigar in hand, gazing up at the stars. An empty coffee cup sat on the table, and Hunter lay at his feet.

“Hey, boy!” I called, holding up the leash. In seconds, he jumped up and bounded to my side.

“You heading out again?” Rowtag asked.

“Yeah. I feel restless and warm. A walk will help.”

After clipping on the leash, I let Hunter lead us down the stairs. When we moved here to oversee construction, we adopted a dog to alert us to trespassers. We found Hunter, a goofy golden retriever, at a shelter. I’d always wanted a dog, but our mother never allowed it. Hunter and I bonded fast, and now he even sleeps at the foot of my bed.

A low rumble of thunder echoed from the other side of the mountain. I’d never feared storms, but the thick, heavy air before the rain made it hard to sleep.

I tightened my grip on the flashlight and followed the path that curved around the lodges. It felt peaceful, just the sounds of dishes clinking and people settling in for the night. A few porch lights glowed, and I caught glimpses of guests sipping wine in the dim warmth.

Rain began to fall, light at first. I welcomed it.

Then, without warning, Hunter bolted.

“Hunter! Hunter, come here!” I hissed into the dark, trying not to wake the sleeping guests. “Damn stupid dog!”

I scanned the trees with my flashlight, pointing it at random spots. Hunter loved chasing squirrels and rabbits. I had no doubt that’s what triggered his burst of joy.

The rain picked up. I kept wiping my glasses, but the drops kept returning, blurring my sight. Thunder rolled closer.

“Hunter! Come here, boy!” I called again, jogging as I whistled for him.

Reaching the last row of lodges, I stopped. Beyond this point, the forest thickened. I heard a soft bark nearby and sprinted toward it, only to slam into something solid.

“Oh fuck, that hurts!” I groaned, landing flat on my back. A tree. I’d run straight into a damn tree.

My glasses had flown off. I didn’t even know where my flashlight landed. I got on all fours, patting the ground.

“Please don’t be broken,” I muttered.

“You okay?” a soft male voice asked nearby.

“Please stay where you are. I’ve lost my glasses. You might step on them,” I said, still patting the grass.

A small light appeared, probably from a phone.

“I found them,” he said as he came closer.

“Are they broken?” I stood and wiped my muddy hands on my sweatpants.

“No, just dirty,” he replied, handing them to me. “My lodge is right here. If you come with me, I’ll clean them for you.”

“Thanks. Can I ask a favor? I can’t see without them. Mind if I hold your arm?”

“Sure,” he said gently. He guided my hand to his arm. The muscle tensed under the fabric.

We walked a few feet to his lodge. I sat on a lounge chair on the lit porch and listened as he rinsed my glasses inside. When he returned, his hand brushed mine as he placed the glasses into it.

“Thanks,” I said, wiping the lenses further with my shirt before slipping them on.

He was young, with wavy blond hair and pale eyes. In the porch light, I couldn’t tell if they were blue or green. Rain poured down now, and I could only hope Hunter would find his way back.

“What were you doing out here in this weather?” he asked, sitting in the chair beside me. His gaze made something inside me shift.

“I couldn’t sleep. Took my dog for a walk. He saw something, probably a squirrel, and bolted. Normally he barks at everything. But now, when I need him to bark, he goes mute,” I said, irritated.

Right on cue, Hunter bounded onto the porch, tail wagging wildly. He rushed straight to the guy, licking his cheek and soaking his clothes.

“You must be Hunter,” he laughed. “I heard your owner calling. Pleased to meet you, buddy, though you haven’t exactly behaved tonight. I’m Josh Sutton,” he added, offering his hand.

“Isaac Marshall,” I said, shaking it. He held it a little too long. “But most people call me Istu.”

“How’d you lose your glasses out there?”

“Ran into a tree. It was dark, and I can’t see well when my glasses are wet,” I said with a wince.

“At all? I could still see the outlines of the trees, even in this,” he said, concerned.

“I’m fully blind in my left eye. Limited vision in my right. I wasn’t born this way. I got hurt in an accident when I was eight.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Are you lodging here too?”

“Permanently. I’m one of the owners. I live in the main building with my brothers. What about you? Here alone?”

“Staying with my parents for two weeks. They’re in their seventies, not exactly the adventurous type. This place is perfect to spend time with them and recharge before I return to my business.”

“You look too young to have parents in their seventies.”

“They tried for years. Gave up hope, then had me when my mom was forty-two. Only child. What’s it like, owning this place?”

“A lot of work. But I enjoy it. I handle admin, hiring, salaries, payments, supplies. My brothers do more of the guest-facing stuff.”

Thunder rumbled again. Hunter whimpered and placed his head on Josh’s thigh. Josh stroked his fur, eyes on the sky.

“I should get back before I get stuck in this storm,” I said, standing.

“Let me drive you. The main building’s far, and we don’t want this kiddo chasing dreams again.”

“Hunter’s soaked, and I’m not much better. We’ll ruin your car.”

“Nonsense. I’ve got towels. Come on, let’s get you home safe.”

He returned with a stack of towels and a set of keys. I helped him cover the seats, then called Hunter, who happily jumped in the back.

Josh drove us to the main building. I opened the front door and Hunter raced upstairs. I prayed my bedroom door was closed and he hadn’t jumped on my bed.

“Wait a sec, Josh. Let me get you clean towels.”

I grabbed a pack from the housekeeping closet and returned to the lobby, where he stood holding the damp ones. As we exchanged them, his fingers brushed mine, firm, deliberate, and lingering just long enough not to be accidental. He gave me a small, shy smile.

“Uh… thanks for the ride,” I said, trying to sound casual.

“My pleasure. I hope to see you around,” he said, and winked.

What does that mean?

“Thanks again. Ah… enjoy your stay, and—no. I mean, good night!”

Josh grinned and turned to leave. He gave me a small wave before heading to his car, and I stood there far longer than necessary, heart pounding, already knowing this brief encounter had shifted something inside me in a way I wouldn’t easily forget.


A Fresh Start

CHRIS

A plate with two fried eggs landed in front of me. The food looked good, but my stomach churned with nerves.

“You need to eat,” Amy said. “Otherwise, your stomach will be rumbling during the interview, and they’ll think I don’t feed you enough.”

I looked at my sister and offered a small smile. After sipping my coffee, I picked up my fork and pushed the eggs around the plate.
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