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Nestled in the breathtaking Colorado mountains lies a sanctuary—not
just for injured wildlife, but for the broken-hearted and those
searching for a second chance.

When veterinarian Natalie Walker escapes a crumbling marriage and
a life that no longer feels like her own, she arrives at a remote
rehabilitation sanctuary in search of peace, purpose, and a place to
start over. But the land has a heartbeat of its own, and healing it
requires more than bandages and medicine—it demands trust,
resilience, and opening old wounds to the light.

Under the watchful eye of Olivia, the sanctuary’s fiercely devoted
founder, and alongside the brooding and gentle Mason Bennett,
Natalie begins to rediscover herself. As she finds solace in caring for
the wild, a new love quietly takes root. But when tragedy strikes and
the very wilderness that saved them, threatens to tear them apart,
they must come together to keep the sanctuary—and each
other—safe...
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The clatter of stainless-steel instruments and the muffled rhythm of barking from the
kennels formed the familiar soundtrack of Dr. Natalie Carrington’s day.

Outside the glass walls of the Beacon Hill Veterinary Hospital, spring clung to the
Boston sidewalks with hesitant fingers.

Rain had given way to a cautious sun, and commuters hurried by in sodden trench
coats, their dogsin tow.

The trees in the park across the street were just beginning to blush green, their buds
trembling on the cusp of bloom.

But inside the clinic, it was a different world, brighter, clinical, a place pulsing with
order and purpose.

Natalie stood at the surgical table. Her gloved hands steady as she adjusted the
position of a sedated Labrador retriever sprawled beneath the bright glow of the
surgical lamp.

The dog'’ s breathing was slow and even, the soft rasp of the ventilator a metronome to
her concentration.

A torn cruciate ligament, nothing she hadn’'t seen a hundred times before, but she
treated every patient like it was the only one.

Her face was partially obscured behind a pale blue surgical mask, but her dark eyes
were intense, and unwavering.



She was tall, just over five-foot-nine, with a slim frame that belied its strong core yet
when she moved it was with grace.

Her dark brown hair was twisted into a practical twist at the nape of her neck, not a
strand out of place.

A few fine lines framed her eyes, not from age, but from years of squinting into
bright operating lights and |ate-night charting.

There was a cool elegance to her, a quiet authority that made even the most anxious
pet owner instinctively trust her.

"Retractor,” she said softly, and her technician, Christie, placed it into her palm
without hesitation.

Christie was younger, maybe twenty-five, with honey-blonde hair tied back in a braid
that swung every time she moved.

Her scrubs were printed with tiny foxes, a playful counterpoint to her serious focus.

She closely observed Natalie's precision, often watching her hands with a mixture of
respect and aspiration.

The clinic bustled just beyond the sterile bubble of the operating room.

Phones rang in reception, crocs trod purposefully across polished floors, and someone
called out for assistance with an aggressive terrier in Exam Room 3.

Somewhere, a Chihuahua was yapping in protest. But Natalie' s focus remained razor-
sharp, her mind tuned to the minute details of tendon and tissue.



"You okay, Dr. Carrington?' Christie asked during a brief [ull as Natalie paused to
reposition a suture.

Natalie nodded, not taking her eyes off the incision. "Just another Tuesday."
It wasn't untrue. But it wasn't the whole truth either. The real answer lived behind
her composed expression, in the stiffness of her shoulders, the extra layer of fatigue

she carried these days like a second skin.

Nobody knew that her marriage was fraying at the edges, unraveling in threads too
fine for most to see, but she felt it.

Felt it in the way her husband, Giles, had stopped waiting up for her.

In the way he spoke only in logistics and calendar events.

In the coffee he left on the counter with a sticky note that read, "You had an early
surgery.

Thought you might want this." The coffee always went cold.

And yet here, at the clinic, she was still Natalie. Dr. Carrington. In command.
Respected. A woman who saved lives.

The procedure ended without complication. Christie cleaned up as Natalie peeled off
her gloves and scrubbed her hands under warm water. The stainless-steel backsplash
reflected her features in warped silver: a woman whose eyes saw the lie beneath the
facade.

Her reflection looked tired. Not old, not yet, but weary.



Her usually vibrant brown eyes were dulled, and her skin, always pale, looked almost
translucent under the fluorescent lights.

Her scrub top, deep green, was speckled with afew drops of saline and antiseptic.

Her fingers trembled slightly as she dried them on a paper towel, but she hid it well.

"Another one down," Christie said cheerfully, tossing her gloves into the bin. "You
sure you don’t want to take lunch?"

Natalie glanced at the clock. It was already two-thirty. She smiled faintly. "I’ll grab
something between appointments. Y ou go."

The next few hours passed in ablur. A cat with a stubborn abscess.

A golden retriever with allergies. A teacup poodle with a heart murmur and an owner
who looked more fragile than her dog.

Natalie moved from room to room with practiced grace, her compassion genuine, but
compartmentalized. It had to be.

Exam Room 5 overlooked the quiet alley behind the clinic, where trash bins lined the
curb and pigeons fought over stale bagels. Natalie pulled on a fresh pair of gloves and
entered to find a ten-month-old Husky named Leo nearly pulling his leash from his
owner's grasp.

He was vibrant, al flailing limbs and mischief, and he launched himself into her arms
the moment she entered the room. His tongue swiped at her cheek, his tail a blurred

metronome of excitement.

"He' sarescue," the woman said, her eyes tender beneath the brim of afaded baseball



cap. "My partner and | adopted him after our miscarriage last year. We needed
something to pour our love into."

Natalie's hand froze on the dog's flank for just a second too long. She recovered
quickly, offered a warm smile, complimented Leo’s coat, but her throat tightened as
she listened.

She and Giles had once talked about children.

In the theoretical way that busy professionals do.

“Someday, when things settle down.” Then the years stretched on, appointments
filled her calendar, and Giles' absences grew longer and less explained.

Now even the idea of that shared dream felt like arelic from another life.

The exam ended, and Natalie dlipped away to her office, closing the door gently
behind her. She exhaled and leaned back against the wall, closing her eyes.

"Just get through the day," she whispered.

The room was small, lined with shelves of veterinary textbooks and patient files, her
framed degrees hanging neatly behind the desk.

On the corner was a photo of her and Giles, taken on their honeymoon in the
Dolomites.

He was laughing in the picture, squinting into the sun, his arm around her shoulders.

Natalie picked it up, staring at it as though it belonged to someone else.



Outside the narrow window, the late afternoon sunlight had turned coppery. The city
beyond moved with purpose, its heartbeat steady and indifferent. Her phone buzzed.
A text. From Giles.

Knocked off early. Made dinner. Will leave yours in the microwave. Been along day
so | won't wait up.

Blunt with atoken serving of caring. Cold like her dinner.

Natalie stared at the screen, then slowly set the phone face down on the desk.

She didn’t cry. There were no theatrics.

Only a bone-deep sadness and the dull certainty that this, whatever it was they had
become, wasn't marriage.

Not anymore. There would be time for tears.

Later. But for now, there were still patients to see.

Natalie straightened, took one final breath, and stepped back into the fluorescent light
of the hallway, the practiced smile returning to her face like a mask she wore too
well.

It was still Tuesday and there was still work to do.

It was her turn for the late shift and the hours stretched before her.

The streets of Boston were jammed with late evening traffic, the kind that seemed to

gather at every light with no clear purpose other than to try her patience just because
happy people wanted to go out and have fun.



Natalie tapped the steering wheel of her silver Volvo in quiet rhythm, staring out
through the windshield as brake lights flared ahead of her.

The sky had turned a soft watercolor of charcoa and violet, spring darkness slowly
settling gently over the brick buildings and budding trees.

Inside the car, it was quiet. Her phone rested in the center console, the screen black.

No new texts. No missed calls. Not that she was expecting any.

She' d managed to finish early. The waiting room was empty, and the on-call night vet
said he would handle anything that came in.

In the spirit of Giles messages, Natalie couldn’t be bothered to tell him she was on
her way and to hold dinner so they could eat together.

If he'd finished and was holed up in the snug watching television so be it. What
would be would be.

She drove past the familiar stretch of Charles Street, where cafes and boutiques sat
with their warm lights glowing, windows filled with curated displays of linen dresses
and artisan chocolate.

A couple walked arm in arm past aflorist, pausing to smell awrapped bouquet.
Natalie looked away, something in her chest squeezing tight.

Everywhere she turned, there were reminders of the life she’d once imagined, one

filled with laughter and late-night dinners, shared mornings over coffee, hands
brushing while reaching for the same mug on the shelf.



But lately, it had become alife of passing notes, missed calls, and the quiet drone of
loneliness that clung to her even in acrowd.
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When she pulled up outside the brownstone she shared with Giles, the street was

mostly empty.

The building loomed in the soft evening light, its red-brick facade trimmed with
white-painted molding, tall windows framed with wrought iron.

There was a planter near the steps filled with tulips just beginning to bloom, placed
there weeks ago by Natalie herself in a hopeful gesture that now felt foolish.

Shelingered in the driver’s seat, engine ticking as it cooled.

The house looked the same as aways, a three-story with a polished brass door
knocker in the shape of alion’s head.

Her name was still on the mailbox. Her keys still fit the lock.

But tonight, it felt foreign, like checking in to a hotel room that someone else had just
vacated.

She climbed the stone steps slowly, her bag pulling at her down, shoulders hunched
dlightly against a force not entirely physical. Inside, the air smelled faintly of cologne
and cooking. There was a jacket draped over the banister. Not Giles. Unless it was
new.

Natalie's stomach fluttered. She toed off her shoes and crossed the foyer, the
hardwood floors cool beneath her feet.



The wals were painted a tasteful dove gray, with framed black-and-white
photographs from their travels lining the hallway.

Paris, Rome, Kyoto. A museum of memories, each one whispering a version of
happiness she barely recognized anymore.

The house was dim, lit only by the under-cabinet lights in the kitchen and the glow
from the living room television, which was paused on a black screen with the Netflix
logo.

“Giles?’

No answer.

She moved toward the kitchen, half-expecting to see him sitting at the counter with a
glass of wine in his hand. But the stool was empty. A half-finished glass sat on the
marble island, deep red clinging to the crystal walls. The dishwasher did its thing in
the corner.

A sound upstairs. A soft, hurried thump. Natalie stood very still.

Then, slowly, she walked toward the stairs.

The air changed as she climbed. Warmer. The faint scent of perfume clung to the
banister.

Something floral. Not hers. At the top of the stairs, the bedroom door was gjar.

She pushed it open. The bed was unmade, the sheets tangled and scrunched at the
bottom of the mattress.



Thetell-tale signs of lovemaking and a rare occurrence.

The window was cracked to let in the breeze, and a pair of champagne flutes sat on
the nightstand beside an empty bottle of prosecco.

And on the floor, just beside the foot of the bed, lay apair of lacy black stockings.

Natalie stared at them. Her mind cataloged details with clinical detachment.

Far too small. Style not hers, tacky. Her breath hitched.

Her chest felt hollow, like all the air had been knocked out of her in a single silent
blow.

She had suspected it for some time, the late nights, the cryptic texts, the sudden
interest in working out and buying expensive cologne.

But apart of her, the part still hoping, had refused to believeit.

She thought if she just stayed patient, held onto the fragments of what they were,
things would get better.

She was wrong. Her hand reached for the bedpost to steady herself, the cool wood
grounding her in the moment. Then came the rush, a wave of heat, disbelief, a noise
in her earslike static.

“Giles!” she called, louder thistime.

No answer.

Then the sound of the bathroom door opening. He appeared in the doorway a second



later, shirtless, hair damp, towel slung around his waist.

Hefroze. “Nataie.”

She didn't speak. Just stared at him, at the room, at the evidence so casually
displayed.

He followed her gaze, and something flickered in his expression. Not guilt. Not
panic. Irritation.

Shefinally spoke. "Who was she?'

“Nat, don’'t."

"Don’'t? Don't what, Giles? Don’'t ask why there's a stranger’s underwear on our
floor? Or why you're standing there looking like you got caught rehearsing your lies
in the mirror?"*

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. "l was going to tell you."

“Really? Or did you just get caught out?"'

He walked past her to grab the flutes, dumped them in the en-suite sink. "l suppose |
did but it's not all on me, Nat. You're never here. You're always working. Always
exhausted. We haven’t connected in years."

Her voice dropped, trembling with restrained fury. " So that justifies cheating on me?"

“I'm not justifying anything,” he snapped, turning back to her. "I’'m explaining.
There' sadifference. "



She laughed, sharp and humorless. "No, Giles. Thereisn't."

The silence between them stretched long in the space of all the unspoken things
they’ d avoided for too long.

Shefinally said, quieter now, "How long has this been going on? Isit serious or isit a
fling?'

His pause was the answer.

Natalie nodded slowly, absorbing the impact like a punch. "Wow."

"I didn’t plan for this to happen. It just... it happened. And it made me realize how far
apart we've grown."

"Y ou could have talked to me."

"And said what? That | don’t know if | love you anymore? That | feel like aghost in
my own house?’

She flinched.

He looked like he regretted it the second it came out. But it wastoo late.

She crossed her arms over her chest, as if to hold herself together. "So that’s it?
Y ou’ ve made up your mind?"

He looked at her for along moment. "I don’t know. | need space.”

"Then takeit," she said. "Take al the space you need."



He moved toward the closet, pulled on a shirt, jeans, grabbed his keys. His cologne
lingered behind him, the same scent she used to love, now cloying and foreign.

“I'll goto Ed's," he muttered. "Give you time to think."
But she could tell it was he who needed the distance. He who couldn’t stand the sight
of what he’d broken. The door slammed behind him. Natalie stood in the silence he

left behind, the final cycle of the dishwasher the only sound in the house.

She didn't move for a long time. Just stood there, staring at the place where the
stockings had been, the air still tainted with perfume that didn’t belong to her.

Her legs finally gave out, and she sank to the floor, back against the bed she would
never sleep in again.

No tears. Not yet. Only the sound of her own breath, shallow and uneven, and the
yawning ache that opened inside her like a chasm.

This was the moment her marriage ended. No lawyers.

No documents. Just black lace, a slammed door, and a silence that echoed louder than
any words.

Outside, the city kept moving, indifferent, unfeeling.

Inside, Natalie Carrington sat alone in the ruins of what used to be her life.

And for thefirst timein along time, she had no idea what came next.
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The morning light filtered through the bedroom blinds, softly, asif unsure whether it
should intrude on the remnants of the night before. Natalie lay on her side in the guest
room, her back to the window, cocooned beneath the duvet. She hadn’t moved for
hours.

Sleep had come in broken fragments, a blur of shallow dreaming and long stretches
of staring at the walls.

Her limbs were heavy, her throat dry. Around her, the room was still but not peaceful,
as though it was absorbing her restlessness.

She rolled onto her back and stared up at the plastered ceiling, her heart raw in her
chest, her mouth agrim line.

This house had always felt like an extension of them.

A tastefully curated life wrapped in exposed brick and polished floors, scented
candles and bookcases arranged with spines aligned like soldiers.

They had picked it out together, walked through every room arm-in-arm, imagining
Sunday mornings and dinner parties and the children they might one day raise here.

Now it felt like a mausoleum.

Natalie sat up slowly. Her muscles ached, her head pounded from lack of sleep, and
something in her chest twisted with every breath.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, the wood floor cool beneath her bare



feet.

Immediately she thought of the lacy underwear she’d found on the floor of their
room, now was gone, thrown it into the trash with a kind of grim finality, but the
memory lingered, clear and savage.

She moved through the house like a sick person and poured herself a glass of water in
the kitchen then leaned against the sink, watching a pair of pigeon's peck at

breadcrumbs on the windowsil|.

The spring sunlight illuminated the soft gold of the cabinets, the stone countertops,
the hanging copper pans, but it felt hollow, not a home and more like alie.

What had al this been for? The silence was filled with questions she didn’t want to
ask and answers she aready knew.

Natalie padded into the living room and sank onto the couch, legs curled beneath her,
arms one another.

The blanket draped across the back felt soft against her cheek as she rested against it.

She stared at the wedding photo on the mantle.

They were laughing in it. She was in ivory lace, her hair swept back in soft waves,
her eyes bright with promise.

Gileswas in adeep navy suit, his smile so easy, so sure.

They had been standing on the bluff in Martha' s Vineyard, the ocean behind them,
the wind catching her veil like it was ready to carry her away.



Her cheeks had a flush from champagne and sun and happiness.

She closed her eyes, and the memory came flooding back.

The smell of salt intheair. The clink of glasses.

The way he whispered into her ear, "Y ou make everything feel possible. "

She had believed him.

They had danced barefoot in the sand, his arms wrapped around her waist, her cheek
against his shoulder.

Guests had gathered around a bonfire later that night, toasting marshmallows and
singing to an old guitar, and she had looked at Giles, silhouetted in the firelight, and
thought that it was forever.

But forever, she was learning, was fragile.

She stayed on the couch for over an hour, unmoving.

Her mind drifted between then and now, pinballing through fragments of memories:
weekend hikes, shared recipes, the night he first told her he loved her beneath a

canopy of Christmas lights.

The first time she stayed late at the clinic, and he brought her dinner, joking that he
could never compete with alitter of kittens.

The warmth of his arms when she came home crying after losing a patient.

The way they used to reach for each other in sleep without even waking.



All of it felt like a story someone else had told her once, a fairytale that no longer
made sense.

Finally, she stood. She couldn’t sit here all day, surrounded by ruins and memories
and regrets. She needed air. No. She needed space.

The first chore Natalie tackled that morning was the hardest. Maria, the practice
manager, someone she regarded as a good friend and not just a colleague, listened in
silence and confidence while Natalie explained what she’d walked into the evening
before.

And after asking for privacy and compassionate leave which Maria granted in a beat,
Natalie quickly ended the call.

She couldn’t bear sympathy or kindness, it was too much and would break the barrier
she was building around herself.

Then she sat at the kitchen table, composing her thoughts, her laptop closed, the
screen dark. A mug of untouched coffee cooled by her side. The silence of the house
was loud and unforgiving. Every creak of the wood floors, every tick of the wall
clock, only emphasized how alone she was.

She looked pale in the soft morning light, the shadows under her eyes like bruises
from a battle she hadn’t meant to fight.

Her chestnut hair, usually smoothed and tied back with precision, fell in a loose,
tangled braid down her shoulder.

She wore an old college sweatshirt and leggings, mohair socks warming her feet on
the hardwood floor.



There was a rawness to her, an unguarded vulnerability in the slope of her shoulders
and the tight line of her jaw.

A woman unraveling but still sitting upright.

She tapped her phone's screen, found Olivia's number, and stared at it for a long
moment before pressing call. Her heart thudded, heavy and uncertain. She hadn’t
spoken to Olivia in months, not out of choice or neglect, but life. Distance.
Schedules. And now this.

The phone rang twice before Olivia picked up.

"Natalie?'

Her voice was warm, surprised. Familiar. Natalie closed her eyes and let the sound
settle around her.

"Hi, Liv," she said, and her voice cracked just enough to betray everything she was
trying to hold back.

A beat of silence followed, but Oliviawas quick. "Tell me what happened.”

Natalie swallowed, pressing her fingers to her temple. "It's Giles. He... he was
unfaithful. | found out last night."

Another pause. Then Olivia said quietly, "I'm so sorry, Nat. God, | wish | were
closer."

"Actualy... that's why I'm calling. | need to get out of here. Clear my head. | know
it'sasking alot, but... isthere any chance | could come stay with you for awhile?'



Olivia didn’t hesitate. "Of course you can. You don't even have to ask. The guest
cabinisyours. Hell, I’ll go put fresh sheets on the bed myself."

Natalie smiled, tears brimming now. The relief of knowing she had a place to land,
somewhere quiet, somewhere safe, was overwhelming.

"Thank you," she whispered.

"When will you come?"

Natalie looked around the room. The house felt like a stranger to her now. "Today. If
| can get everything packed."

"Then I'll see you tomorrow. Be careful driving, okay? Text me when you're on the
road."

"I will. And Olivia... thank you. Really."

They ended the call, and Natalie stared at her phone for a long time. Still no word
from Giles. No text. No voicemail. No apology. Not even a question to ask if she was
alright.

The truth of that settled over her like winter, chilling and absolute. She had been
shattered the night before, torn open, and the man she had shared a decade with
hadn’'t even bothered to reach out. He was done. And somewhere inside, she was
starting to be done, too.

Natalie stood and moved through the house with new purpose.

First, the garage below the house where she found what she needed then packed
methodically.



Her fingers wrapped around framed photos and gently laid them into the boxes they’d
used when they moved in.

Wedding pictures, travel snapshots, goofy polaroids from their first apartment.

Every image told a story she wasn’'t sure she believed anymore.

The home was beautiful. A clean-lined modern design softened with old-world
touches.

Muted colors on walls warmed by brass accents and natural wood furniture.

A bay window in the living room filled the space with afternoon light, always her
favorite place to curl up with a book.

But now, the house felt like a showroom, all the warmth drained, all the softness
gone.

Every inch polished and tasteful and hollow.

Natalie wandered into the bedroom again, opened the closet.

Her eyes scanned the neatly arranged rows of blouses and jackets, the familiar order
suddenly annoying.

She went into to smallest bedroom they used for storage and tugged a large suitcase
and overnight bag from the back corner, returned to the bedroom and placed them on
the bed .

Her fingers moved on autopilot, pulling clothes from hangers, tossing them into the
bag with mechanical efficiency.



Jeans, sweaters, her favorite boots. The green wool coat she always wore when she
needed comfort.

A knit hat from atrip to Vermont. To the smaller bag she added a few books, a travel
mug, her charger. She moved like someone escaping afire.

When the bag was zipped, she walked to the window and stared down at the street. It
was quiet on their block. A jogger passed, earbuds in. A man walked his golden
retriever. Life was still happening, oblivious to the tectonic shift in hers.

Natalie closed her eyes. Shedidn’t cry.

She hadn’t cried yet. But something cracked inside her then, atiny fissure.

The realization that she had held on for too long, to a man who had let go long ago.
She was leaving. She didn’t know for how long, or where exactly she would go.

But she needed time to remember who she was before the silence.

Before the empty dinners and cold sheets.

Before she became someone who accepted so little. She needed to remember how to
breathe.

By midday, she had nearly everything ready.

Suitcases lined the entryway, taped boxes stood in neat stacks.

Her favorite books were packed. The houseplants would go to her neighbor.



She made lists, labeled containers, wiped down countertops.

There was something comforting in the work, an element of the carnage she could
control.

Around two, she called her cleaner.

"Hi, Della. | wanted to let you know I'm going away for a while. Giles might be
around, but I’m maybe not."

"Oh, okay, Natalie...” Della sounded confused but remained tactful. “Do you want
me to stick to my regular hours?"

"Yes, please, and if you get here and there's nothing much to do I'll still pay you,
don’t worry about that. Just keep an eye on the place for me. | might need your help
with afew things, but I'll be in touch about that soon. | just wanted you to know 1'd
be away."

There was a brief pause, and Della said gently, "Natalie, is everything okay?"'

Natalie hesitated, then answered with honesty. "No. But | will be."

After she hung up, she stood in the foyer and looked around. The house was quiet
again, but not in the same hollow way as before. This time, the silence felt
intentional. Like it was bracing for a new chapter.

She double-checked the lights, unplugged the kettle, and picked up her purse. Her
phone remained eerily silent. Still no message from Giles. Not even a placeholder
text to feign concern. It was akind of clarity. He wasn’t coming back. And maybe he
didn’t deserveto.



She grabbed her suitcase and opened the door.

The air outside was crisp and clear. The sky overhead was pale blue, dotted with soft
white clouds drifting slowly west. The tulips in the planter trembled in the breeze.

As she pulled the door shut behind her, she glanced back one last time.

The house looked unchanged. But she knew better now.

The walls held memories, yes. But in each room, there played a slow, sad song about
the quiet death of love.

She turned the key, stepped down the stairs, and wheeled her suitcase to the car.

The street was alive with city sounds. Horns, footsteps, the occasional bark of a dog
or children’s laughter.

The spring afternoon held a strange kind of beauty.

A season of beginnings blossoming all around her while her own world had just come
undone.

That was when the final piece clicked into place.

The man she thought she had loved, the man who once held her hand in a vineyard
and promised the world, wasn’t the man who had shared her bed last week.

That man hadn’t cared enough to fight. To fix.

To even reach out. And she didn’t owe him her suffering.



She climbed into her car, started the engine, and watched her building disappear in
the rearview mirror.

With every mile, the ache in her chest loosened, just alittle.

She passed the city limits, the skyline shrinking behind her, and turned onto the
highway that would take her toward Colorado.

Toward Olivia. Toward whatever came next.

She didn’t know what she would find. Didn’t know how long she would stay. But for
the first time in years, she was moving not because someone needed her, or because
duty dictated it, but because she needed to. Because she was choosing herself.
Because it was time.

The road stretched ahead, wide and open and waiting. Natalie pressed her foot to the
gas. And she didn’t look back.
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The highway unspooled ahead of her like a ribbon, weaving its way westward
through towns with names she didn’t recognize and skylines that faded into hills, and
then into vast open fields.

Natalie drove with the windows cracked, the soft wind threading through the strands
of hair that had pulled loose from her braid.

It was early evening by the time she passed into the Berkshires, the Massachusetts
trees turning from urban ornamental to wild-limbed and unrestrained.

Patches of snow clung to the shadowed sides of hills, resisting spring’s slow thaw.

The sky, a watercolor of orange and plum, draped the mountains in a soft glow that
might have felt romantic if not for the hollow weight in her chest.

She hadn’t eaten since that morning, but hunger never came.
Not real hunger. Just the dry, uncomfortable awareness of an empty stomach.

Her body felt like it belonged to someone else, someone she had vacated and |eft
behind in that Boston townhouse.

Her hands remained steady on the wheel, though her thoughts drifted.
Sometimes they returned to the call with Olivia. The way her friend had said her

name with so much concern, so much knowing. Olivia had always had that gift,
reading beneath the words. But mostly, her mind betrayed her. It circled back to



Giles.

The first time she saw him, he had been laughing.

A loud, unfiltered laugh that broke across the room like a spark.

He had leaned over a bar counter to pay for a coffee, chatting animatedly with the
barista.

Natalie had watched him from her seat in the corner, a medical journal opened on her
lap, her scrubs creased from the overnight shift.

He had glanced over, smiled at her. That easy, disarming smile.

And just like that, something had shifted in her.

They were married three years later. The wedding in Martha's Vineyard was
perfection.

She wore ivory lace and bare feet, and he kissed her like he couldn’t believe she was
real.

There had been laughter, wine, speeches that made her cry.

She remembered the feeling of his hand on the small of her back, the way he |eaned
in and whispered, "Y ou’re my beginning. "

Now, that memory felt like glass. Sharp.

Dangerous to touch. She passed a rusted gas station and a boarded-up diner.



The road narrowed for a while, hemmed in by trees, then opened again into wide, flat
farmland.

The sun dipped lower, casting moody shadow-shapes across the fields.

Darkness soon followed and Natalie flipped on her headlights, the glow illuminating
awooden sign welcoming her into upstate New Y ork.

She didn’'t know how long she’'d drive that night. She just knew she had to keep
moving.

Music didn’t help. It made her feel too much. Talk radio was worse so she drove in
silence, the churn of the tires and the whisper of wind through the window her only
companions.

In that silence, her mind was cruel. She replayed the moment she found the stockings.
The champagne flutes. The look on Giles face. That flicker of annoyance, like she
had interrupted the afterglow of his act. Not shame. Not regret. Just frustration. It still
made her nauseous.

She had wanted to scream. To throw something. But instead, she had stood there in
quiet disbelief, the kind that takes time to settle. The kind that arrives in pieces, days
later, while driving through a state you’ ve never visited.

She passed a motel with ayellow neon sign and pulled in without thinking.

Her body had grown stiff, her eyes dry and gritty.

The room was plain but looked clean and held a bed, a chair, a wooden dressing
table, atiny bathroom that smelled comfortingly of bleach.



She dropped her bag beside the bed, sat down on the edge, and stared at her reflection
in the dresser mirror.

Her eyes were bloodshot. Her skin pale. Her mouth pressed into a flat, unreadable
line.

She thought of calling someone. One of her city friends, maybe. But what would she
say?

| don’t know who | am without him. | don’t know how to be alone.

Instead, she peeled back the covers, lay down, and closed her eyes.

The dreams, when they came, were cruel and chaotic bringing images of Giles
laughing with someone she couldn't see, rooms filled with voices that spoke in
riddles, doors she couldn’t open.

She woke tangled in the sheets, her chest tight, her eyes damp.

She didn’t cry much. Not the way she thought she would.

Mostly, it was just this Slow leak. A steady drip of grief and betrayal that never
seemed to empty.

The next morning, she ate a granola bar in the car and drank bitter motel coffee.

The road stretched ahead again, winding into Pennsylvania, then Ohio.

Each state passed like a chapter she didn’t want to reread.

Fields gave way to towns, townsto rivers, rivers to stretches of silent wilderness.



She stopped only for gas, restrooms, and the occasional coffee shop where she could
get something that didn’t taste like food lonely people eat.

She didn't listen to music until Indiana. Then, without thinking, she tapped her phone
and chose a playlist Giles had once made for her. She aimost turned it off. But she let
it be. Maybe she wanted to hurt. Maybe she needed to remember what love had
sounded like before it curdled.

The winding road narrowed as it climbed deeper into the Colorado mountains,
flanked on both sides by towering evergreens dusted with the last remnants of spring
snow.

Natalie leaned forward in her seat, her hands gripping the steering wheel with a mix
of anticipation and exhaustion.

Her car's tires crunched along a gravel path that twisted up toward a clearing, where
the trees began to thin, and the sanctuary finaly revealed itself in the golden
afternoon light.

It looked like something from another life. A postcard scene she might have saved for
later, back when she was still collecting dreams like pressed flowers. A place where
wild things healed, where nature was the architect, and time slowed to a rhythm older
than grief.

The main cabin sat nestled between two wide-boughed pines, its weathered wood
siding dark with age and accented by a wraparound porch adorned with planters of
early wildflowers,

Nearby, smaller buildings dotted the open meadow, a converted barn, a long, low
medical cabin, and what looked to be an aviary with glinting mesh.



Beyond that, the land rolled gently into forest, where the tree line swallowed
everything in shades of green and pine-shadow.

Natalie parked near a split-rail fence and stepped out. The air was different here,
cooler, thinner, but clean in away Boston never was. It smelled of earth, sap, and the

unmistakable crispness of atitude. The stiliness was so complete it made her head
swim.

The front door to the main cabin swung open, and Olivia Hayes emerged, wiping her
hands on a canvas apron, her dark hair pulled back by a scarf. Her face lit up the
moment she saw Natalie.

"You madeit," she called, her voice low and warm.

Natalie didn’t trust herself to speak. She just nodded.

They closed the distance between them in a few long strides, and then Olivia was
wrapping her arms around her, tight and grounding.

Natalie stiffened at first, her body not yet used to comfort but then she melted into the
embrace, her forehead pressing against her friend' s shoulder.

"You're here,"” Oliviamurmured. "You're really here."

There was history in their embrace. Years of friendship, late nights studying for
exams with coffee-stained notes and laughter echoing off dorm walls.

Summers spent on wildlife fieldwork together, ankle-deep in mud or perched in trees
watching nesting falcons.

The kind of bond that didn’t need upkeep to stay whole.



When they pulled apart, Natalie saw the questions in Olivia's eyes, but none were
spoken. Not yet.

"Comeinside," Oliviasaid, taking her bag. "I put you in the private guest cabin at the
edge of the woods. It's quiet and gets good sun in the mornings. | figured you could

use both."

They walked together along a stone path that curved past alow enclosure where two
foxes napped beneath a wooden shelter, their russet coats glowing in the light.

A hawk circled overhead, wings spread wide, gliding on invisible currents.

Every detail seemed heightened here, clearer somehow, the bark rougher, the sky
wider, the light cleaner.

Natalie felt like she had crossed into another world.

"Thisplaceis magical," she murmured.

Oliviasmiled. "It saved me, too."

The guest cabin was small but lovely, with cedar plank walls, a covered porch, and a
view of the distant ridge.

Inside, it smelled faintly of woodsmoke.

A small bed sat beneath a wide window, a quilt folded neatly at the foot.

There was awriting desk, a couch, a stoneware lamp, a shelf lined with paperbacks.

A pitcher of water and a bowl of fresh-picked apples waited on the dresser, and a



single framed photo of afox cub peeked out from the nightstand.

"It's beautiful," Natalie said softly.

"It'syoursfor aslong as you need,” Oliviareplied. "Unpack later. Come see the place
first."

They walked together, the rhythm of it slow, natural. The sanctuary unfolded in
gentle spaces. Pens lined with pine shavings, a feeding station nestled beside a

thicket, an open-air aviary where barn owls blinked down from wooden beams.

Olivia showed her the clinic, with its modest surgery room and shelves lined with
carefully labeled jars.

Jars that held herbs, treatments, and tools.

The scent of antiseptic mingled with cedar, and the walls were pinned with notes,
feeding schedules, and Polaroids of animals who had come through and gone free.
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"We get al kinds" Olivia explained. "Birds of prey, foxes, raccoons, even the
occasional bear cub. Most come in injured or orphaned. We do our best to give them
a second chance."

Natalie nodded, her hands folded in front of her. She hadn’t realized how much she'd
missed this kind of work until now, the raw, essential care of living things. No
bureaucracy. No practice board meetings. Just need, and response.

A white-tailed deer watched them from a nearby enclosure, her eyes dark and
unafraid. Olivialeaned on the fence beside Natalie.

"She was hit by a snowplow in February. Broken hind leg. Took three surgeries and
more than one argument with the vet in town, but she’'s healing."”

"What happened to the old vet, Martin? "

"Retired. The new one is young and textbook-smart, but he hasn’t quite learned how
to listen yet."

Natalie smiled faintly. "l remember being that kind of smart."
Oliviachuckled. "Didn't we all."
They looped back toward the main cabin, the sun now dipping low enough to paint

the mountains in dusky lavender. The air had cooled noticeably, and the scent of
wood smoke curled from the chimney above the lodge.



Oliviaglanced sideways at her. "You don’t have to tell me anything. Not until you're
ready. But just know... I'm here. We dl are."

Natalie swallowed hard, the kindness burrowing inside her chest. She wasn't used to
being seen like this. Broken at the edges, cracked down the middle.

"Thank you. | think | need afew days to settle."

"Then that’s exactly what you’'ll do."

As they neared the cabin again, Natalie caught sight of a young man crouched near
the aviary, coaxing ared-tailed hawk onto a glove. He looked up, nodded to Olivia

"There's Davey," Oliviasaid. "He helps out full-time now."

Natalie blinked. "Davey? That's little Davey?"

"Not so little anymore," Olivia said with a wry smile. "He's... had a few setbacks
lately so he'sjust finding hisway."

Natalie didn’'t push. She knew that tone, the careful choice of words. Everyone here
had their reasons for being in a place like this. A sanctuary wasn’'t only for animals.

As the sun began to dip behind the ridge, dusk began to fall across the sanctuary,
Natalie watched the light shift on the mountains.

Birds called in the trees. Somewhere in the distance, awolf howled.

The sound shivered through the trees and into her skin, ancient and wild and whole.

And for the first time since she left Boston, the pain in her chest eased.



The warm light from the kitchen spilled into the darkness like a golden invitation as
Natalie followed Olivia back toward the main lodge.

Her boots crunched softly over the gravel path, and the evening air held the scent of
pine and wood smoke.

Somewhere nearby, the low babble of a creek wound through the trees, adding a
natural rhythm to the quiet.

Inside, the cabin was alive with gentle light and the comforting aromas of home
cooking.

Olivia's kitchen was the heart of the place with wooden counters worn smooth from
years of use, spice jars neatly arranged on open shelves, and a cast iron stove that
radiated a deep, steady warmth.

A worn apron hung by the door, and a vase of fresh wildflowers sat on the table, a
simple, beautiful offering.

"Sit," Oliviasaid, nodding toward the table. "Dinner’ s ready."

Natalie eased into a wooden chair, the cushion sun-faded and stitched with pinecones.
The table itself bore the marks of many meals, fork lines, candle drips, faint rings
from coffee cups. She ran her fingers over the surface absently, taking comfort in its
imperfections.

Olivia served two bowls of venison stew, thick and fragrant with root vegetables,
herbs, and garlic. She cut dlices of crusty sourdough and placed them on a plate

between them, then poured them both glasses of elderflower tea.

"Y ou made this from scratch?' Natalie asked, incredulous and touched.



"l like to keep my hands busy," Olivia said. She sat across from her, folding one leg
beneath her. "Keeping occupied cams me."

They ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, the crackle of the fire in the
hearth adding to the ambience. Outside, the sky deepened from plum to ink, and the

old world felt impossibly far away.

"You look different,” Olivia said eventually, not unkindly. “"Thinner definitely. Sad,

too.

Natalie glanced down at her bowl, then back up, her lips forming a rueful smile. "
feel like a stranger to myself."

"You'renot,"” Oliviasaid. "But you’ ve been through hell."
Natalie nodded, swallowing hard. "I still don’t know what | did wrong. | keep looking
back over everything, you know, trying to find the exact moment it all started to go

wrong."

"It doesn’t always work that way. Sometimes the fault lines are so small, you don'’t
see them until everything opens up and falls apart.”

Natalie sighed. "I used to think we had something solid. Something real. We built a
life. We traveled. We laughed. But in theend...”

She trailed off, her eyes drifting to the window where the reflection of candlelight
shimmered against the glass.

"Inthe end,” Olivia prompted gently.

"In the end, | think we just stopped choosing each other. And | didn’t even notice



until it wastoo late."

Olivia leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. "Do you remember when we
were twenty-three, and we were stuck in that thunderstorm in Utah? Hiding under a
tarp with two fox kitsin acarrier and all our equipment soaked?'

Natalie laughed, surprised by the memory. "And you kept singing ‘Here Comes the
Sun’ even though it was pouring.”

"You were furious. But you didn’t give up. You kept those foxes alive, even though
everything went wrong. Y ou always had that firein you, Nat."

Natalie looked at her friend, the laughter fading to something more tender. "1 feel like
that fire went out."

"It didn’t. It's diminished but not gone forever."
They sat for a while longer, talking the way only old friends could, with a shorthand
born of shared dorm rooms and heartbreaks, fieldwork and lost pets, dreams

whispered over midnight munchies.

Natalie told Olivia about the discord that had grown between her and Giles, the things
left unsaid, the way her once bright world had gone dull.

Olivia listened, never interrupting, never judging. But Natalie could see the
understanding in her friend’ s eyes too.

"And what about you?' Natalie asked. "Y ou've built al of this. It's incredible. Buit...
are you okay?'

Olivialooked away for a moment, her fingers tracing the rim of her tea mug.



"We're barely holding on some days. The donations have slowed, the local council
keeps threatening our permits, and some of the ranchers think we're a threat to their
livestock. We're stretched thin. And Davey... he's trying, but he's still finding his
placein all of this."

"That'salot to cope with."

“Itis. But it'smy life. And some days, that has to be enough."

Natalie reached across the table and covered Olivia s hand with hers,

"You don’'t have to carry it alone.”

Olivia smiled, something soft and grateful in her eyes. "Neither do you."

Later, after the dishes were rinsed and the kitchen dimmed to a gentle glow, Natalie
walked the path back to her cabin under a blanket of stars. The night air was brisk and
quiet, filled with the scent of moss and pine and the faint mustiness of the earth.

Her breath clouded in front of her as she opened the cabin door and stepped inside.
The warmth from earlier still lingered. She lit a single lamp and changed into flannel
pajamas, curling into bed with the quilt pulled high.

As she lay there, staring at the moon through the window, Natalie felt something she

hadn’t in along time. Not peace. Not yet. But hope. A fragile, tantalizing thing that
she held onto it like alifeline.
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The smell of fresh coffee and frying potatoes greeted Natalie as she stepped into the

main lodge the next morning.

Sunlight beamed through the lace curtains above the kitchen sink, casting soft
patterns across the pine floorboards.

The lodge felt warm and lived-in, as though it had absorbed years of conversation, of
morning silences, of hands wrapped around mugs while frost still touched the

windows.

The morning light slanted through the tall windows, illuminating dust motes
suspended in the air like lazy fireflies.

On one windowsill sat arow of succulents in mismatched ceramic pots.

A faded calendar hung beside the pantry door, a dry-erase board pinned beside it with
notes from volunteers written in different colors.

Every surface carried homely signs of wear, a fraying dish towel, a hand-carved
spoon darkened with use, the subtle creak of wood as the house settled into the day.

Olivia was at the stove, a faded green apron tied around her waist, flipping golden
potatoesin a cast iron pan.

The kettle whistled gently on the back burner, and the low murmur of NPR filled the
background like an old friend.



She looked more tired in the daylight, afew more lines around her eyes, atightness to
her shoulders that hadn’t been there last night.

Natalie rubbed the sleep from her eyes, a yawn catching in her throat. "Smells
amazing."

Olivia turned, smiling softly. "Morning. Sit. You need a proper breakfast if you're
going to be of any use around here."

Natalie laughed, dlipping into the same seat she’'d taken the night before. The table
had already been set with thick ceramic plates, mismatched mugs, ajar of homemade
preserves. Everything here had the comfortable look of things chosen with care and
used with love.

Before Natalie could reply, the screen door creaked open, and Davey stepped inside.
She noticed the shift the moment it happened, an amost imperceptible rigidity in
Olivia's posture, the way her shoulders squared, the pan lifted just slightly higher

over the heat.

Davey was taller than she remembered, broader in the shoulders, with a beard that
made him look older than his twenty-one years.

His brown hair was tousled from sleep, and he wore a flannel shirt unbuttoned over a
T-shirt that read SANCTUARY STAFF.

His eyes, a softer version of Olivia's, flicked toward Natalie, then away just as
quickly.

"Hey," he said, alittle shyly.



"Morning," shereplied, offering asmall smile.

He moved across the room with a quiet, dlightly guarded energy. Natalie could see
the ghost of the teenager she had once known in the way he half-hunched his
shoulders, how his hands stayed buried in his pockets until Olivia handed him a plate.
"Thanks," he mumbled.

The silence that followed was subtle but stretching, like athread pulled too taut.
Natalie picked up her fork, glancing at Olivia, who busied herself with the coffee
press, her hands at work. She poured herself a mug but didn’t ask Davey if he wanted

one. Hedidn't ask elther.

The air in the kitchen was warm, but the atmosphere had cooled. Even the cheerful
bubbling of the potatoes seemed suddenly too loud.

"You look... different,” Natalie said, hoping to ease the tension.

He shrugged. "It’ s the beard. Makes me look less like a disaster.”

Natalie smiled, but Olivia made a sound in her throat, not quite a laugh, not quite
disapproval. She said nothing, but the way she picked up a dish towel and started
drying already-clean mugs spoke volumes.

Natalie saw it then. Not just the tension of a mother worried about her son, but
something more complicated. Resentment, maybe. Frustration. A quiet hurt that had

never been fully voiced.

"I didn’t know you were back," Natalie said, directing her words more to Davey now.



He nodded, keeping his gaze on his plate. "Yeah. Been a few months now. Just
helping around here. Trying to figure things out."

His voice had an edge to it. Not hostility, but a defense mechanism maybe. Natalie
recognized it instantly.

Olivia set a bowl of scrambled eggs in the center of the table with a little more force
than necessary. "Davey’ s taking some time off school."

"Isthat so?' Natalie said gently, though she felt the shift in the air immediately.

Davey looked away. Olivia's jaw tensed.

"It wasn't going too well," Olivia added, her fork clinking alittle too hard against her
plate.

Natalie said nothing. She had no desire to prod open old wounds, especially not at the
breakfast table. But something in Olivia s tone didn’t sound like the whole truth.

Davey stabbed at hiseggs. "l got kicked out, Mom. Let’s not sugarcoat it."

The words dropped like stones. Natalie blinked, her eyes flicking to Olivia. Her
friend s face remained calm, but her hands had gone still.

"You don't have to say it like that," Oliviasaid quietly.

"How should | say it? That | needed a break? That | just needed to 'find myself'?"

"Y ou don’t need to perform for anyone here," Olivia said, her voice still low but firm.

“I'm not performing,” Davey snapped. "l just don't want to pretend this is some



spiritual retreat. | got kicked out. That’s what happened.”

Theroom fell silent again. Natalie shifted in her chair.

She could feel the anger in both, raw and unspoken.

She knew better than to interfere. But she couldn’t stop herself from noticing how
both mother and son seemed caught in their own storm, unable to reach the other.

She reached for her coffee. The mug was warm, grounding.

Outside, a crow cawed from a high branch. Inside, the silence held.

"I didn’t mean to pry," Natalie offered quietly.

Davey looked at her, something softer in his eyes now. "You didn’t. | just... | don’t
really talk about it."

Olivia pushed back her chair and stood. "I'm going to check on the fawn. Natalie, if
you're up for it, | could use help feeding the birdsin abit."

Natalie nodded. "Of course."

When Olivia stepped outside, the tension eased a little, like the tightly drawn string
was released.

Davey exhaled. "She doesn't tell people. About me."

"Definitely not to me," Natalie admitted .

"That's her way of protecting me. Or maybe protecting herself."



He toyed with hisfork.

"It wasn't drugs, if that’s what you're wondering. Or grades. | was doing fine. It
was... amistake."

Natalie didn’t press.

"Anyway," he said, pushing back from the table, "welcome to the sanctuary. It's a
weird little world, but it grows on you."

He disappeared out the back door, leaving Natalie alone with the cooling remains of
breakfast and the echo of a conversation that felt like it had only just begun.

Outside, the morning had brightened. Blue jays called to one another from the trees,
and the breeze carried the fresh scent of pine resin and grass.

Somewhere in the distance, she imagined Olivia, lost in her worries, speaking softly
toananimal.

Natalie stood, collected the plates, and began to rinse them in the sink, her own
thoughts turning. This place was more than she' d expected. And, like her, it was still
trying to heal, wild things and humans with a common aim.

Natalie stepped out into the crisp morning air, the kitchen door clicking shut behind
her.

The sky above was cloudless and expansive, stretching in soft hues of blue over the
pines.

Morning mist still clung to the lower hills, curling around trunks and stones like
breath held in the earth.



She could hear the low rustle of birds through the trees and the distant call of a red-
winged blackbird echoing through the sanctuary.

She pulled her coat tighter around her as she headed down the narrow path toward the
animal enclosures, gravel crunching under her boots.

The sun had risen fully now, warming the frost-laced grass and bringing a golden
sheen to the wooden fences and rooftops of the sanctuary.

The whole place seemed to shimmer in the quiet light, like a watercolor brought to
life.

The sanctuary was alive with gentle movement.

Chickadees flitted from branch to branch, and a squirrel darted up the side of a cedar,
chattering noisily.

Natalie passed the aviary, where a great horned owl turned its head to follow her with
slow, deliberate grace.

Farther down, a line of enclosures stood open to the woods, allowing partially
rehabilitated animals to come and go under careful supervision.

Each space had been designed to mimic the natural world, fallen logs, running water,
MOossy rocks.

This place was no sterile refuge. It was a staging post before the return.

She spotted Olivia just past the far paddock, kneeling beside a small, fenced pen
where ayoung fawn lay curled in the straw.



Olivia was murmuring something, her hand gently brushing over the animal's soft
flank.

Even from a distance, the tenderness of the moment struck Natalie.

It was a portrait of care, of persistence.

"Hey," Natalie called softly as she approached.

Olivialooked up and offered atired smile. Her eyes were rimmed with weariness, but
not the kind born solely of lack of sleep. It was the exhaustion of constant giving, the

kind that lingered even after rest.

"I meant to ask, did you sleep aright?' Olivia asked, brushing off her knees as she
stood.

"Better than | expected,” Natalie said. "Something about this place... it's even quieter
than | remembered.”

Oliviatilted her head dlightly. "It hasits own rhythm. Once you get into it, it’s hard to
imagine living any other way."

They stood in silence for a moment, watching as the fawn flicked its ears and rested
its chin on the straw.

"How’ s she doing?' Natalie asked.

"She'll make it," Olivia said. "Broken leg. Caught in a barbed-wire fence. But she's
eating again. Starting to trust.”

Natalie nodded, folding her arms as a breeze passed through. "She reminds me of



someone. "

Oliviagave adry chuckle. "Y ou and me both."

Natalie didn’t press. The tension at breakfast had |eft echoes.

They walked slowly toward the bird enclosures, the scent of hay and pine drifting
through the air.

Around them, volunteers moved about their routines.

A young woman in her early twenties was cleaning water dishes near the fox den.

Another man, older and wiry, adjusted the wiring along one of the fences.

"You run all of this?' Natalie asked.

Olivia gave a half-nod. "Me and a rotating cast of saints and sleep-deprived drifters.
We survive on passion and stubbornness.”

Natalie smiled but didn’'t laugh. She understood that kind of survival. Lately, she was
surviving on memory and momentum.

Olivia led her to the aviary, where a pair of owls blinked at them from their perch.
The structure was large and circular, with mesh walls high above to alow flight. The
inside was shaded and cool, lined with evergreen branches and thick trunks for
perching.

"We built this last year with a grant from alocal conservation group,” Oliviasaid. "It
was a huge victory."



"It's beautiful," Natalie said. She reached a hand toward the mesh, careful not to
disturb the owls. "It feels like it belongs here."

Oliviagave asmall smile. "That was the idea."

They fell into a companionable silence again, the kind that only comes from years of
friendship and shared history.

Natalie was grateful for it. She felt raw beneath her layers, fragile in ways she hadn’t
yet put into words.

Her hands still trembled sometimes when she thought of Boston, of Giles, of the days
in that house where nothing felt like home.

She had come here to breathe again, and even now, standing in the crisp mountain air,
she wasn'’t sure she could, so clung to hope.

"This place... it feels like a second chance," Natalie said softly. "Like | might find a
way back to myself."

Olivia turned to look at her. Her expression was kind but edged with something
weary.

"Itis. Butit’s not always easy. Y ou saw that this morning."

Natalie nodded. The memory of Davey’s bitterness and Olivia' s quiet pain hung like
smoke over their breakfast mea;.

"He'sangry,” Natalie said.

"He'slost,” Olivia corrected gently. "And | can’t seem to reach him."



They began walking again, following a narrow trail that led along the edge of the
sanctuary. Wild grasses lined the path, and the ground was soft beneath their feet. A
hawk circled above them, its shadow rippling across the open space.

"The town hasn't made it easy either," Olivia continued after a pause. "There' s been
pushback. Locals say we' re encouraging predators, that the wolves we rehabilitate are
a danger to livestock. They accuse us of wasting tax dollars, even though we rely on
private funding."

"That sounds... deflating."

"Itis," Oliviaadmitted. "But it matters. The work we do here matters. And if | giveit
up, | lose more than just the land. | lose what this place means. For the animals. For
people like you. And Davey."

Natalie felt apang in her chest. She reached out, lightly touched Olivia' s arm.

"You haven't lost him."

"Sometimes,” Olivia said quietly, "I think I've been waiting to lose him, amost
knowing this phase was coming or maybe all parents feel like that, who knows."

They walked in silence again, the path narrowing as they reached a small overlook.
Below them, the valley stretched wide and wild, dotted with patches of forest and
clearings where deer might graze. The sanctuary sat like a hidden gem in the hills, its
cabins and enclosures blending into the land.

Natalie drew in a breath of the sharp, clean air. She could feel the mountain settling
into her lungs, chasing out the staleness of city streets and hospital corridors. Her
heart still hurt, bruised and wary, but here in this place, she could amost believe it
might one day feel whole again.



"Thanks for letting me come," she said softly.

Oliviaturned, her expression open and filled with a quiet affection. "Y ou’ re not here
asaguest, Nat. You belong here, I’ ve often hoped you come.”

Natalie smiled. The wind whispered through the trees, and they stood side by side,
two women bound by friendship and hardship, facing a world that was still uncertain
but filled, at last, with the promise of something more.
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The sun was higher in the sky now, warming the meadow with its early spring light.

Natalie moved alone through the sanctuary, following the dirt trail that wound its way
behind the aviary and around the enclosure fencing.

She carried a small bucket of chopped produce Olivia had handed her, carrots, apples,
and afew boiled eggs for the foxes.

The path beneath her boots was soft with pine needles, and birdsong descended from
the treetops like a welcome.

She was beginning to relax into this rhythm, into the breath of the forest, the hush of
leaves. Her shoulders didn’'t sit quite as high, her breath didn’t feel quite so shallow.
There were moments, even just divers, where her thoughts weren’t knotted around
Giles.

The trail meandered through a corridor of towering conifers, their trunks thick and
ancient, their branches knitted tightly overhead to form a green canopy that dappled
the sunlight into gold and moss.

The air was rich with the scent of loam and woodsmoke.

Every so often, she’'d catch a glimpse of a deer trail breaking into the underbrush, or
the blur of arabbit bounding out of sight .

She paused by the enclosure’s outer gate, resting the bucket against her knee while
she reached for the latch.



And then her phone buzzed. A single vibration, low and long in her coat pocket.

Natalie closed her eyes before she even pulled it out.

She didn’t need to see the name. Somehow, she already knew.

Still, she looked. Giles. Her thumb hovered over the screen.

The message preview sat like arock in her stomach.

I’ ve been thinking. Can we talk? | made a mistake. | went back to the house. You've
gone.

She stared at it for along time. The trees around her were silent now, or maybe it was
just her.

The birds, the wind, all of it seemed to fade into the background.

She sat down on awooden stump beside the enclosure, the bucket forgotten.

The ache bloomed again. Hot and wide and slow.

Shedidn’t cry. But her hand trembled. What did he want from her now?

Forgiveness? A return to the cold, threadbare life she had finally stepped away from?

Was it guilt? Regret? A moment of weakness?

The sanctuary had felt like a clean date, a place outside of time.

But that message dragged her back to everything she wastrying to forget.



The wind picked up dlightly, rustling the trees with the sound of gentle hushes.

A raven called from somewhere deeper in the forest, its cry long and guttural.

Were the wild things trying to tell her something?

She turned the phone over in her hands and placed it screen-down beside her. Not
now. Not here.

"Y ou planning to feed those foxes or just give them a sermon?"

The voice came from behind her. Rough, low, edged with dry humor.

Natalie stood quickly, brushing her palms against her jeans.

A tall man approached from the trail, dressed in a dark green work shirt and heavy
boots dusted with dried mud.

His jaw was covered in stubble, his hair pulled back into a loose knot at the base of
his neck.

He carried atool belt Slung over one shoulder and held a wire crate filled with empty
water bowls.

He looked like he belonged here. Weathered.

Self-contained. There was something almost feral in the way he moved, silent,
economical. Like the land itself had shaped him.

"Sorry," Natalie said, stepping aside automatically.



He set the crate down near the gate, his expression unreadable. "Didn't mean to
startle you."

“You didn't. I just...”

She trailed off, gesturing at the bucket.

He glanced down at the food, then back at her. "Y ou’re the vet Olivia mentioned.”

"Natalie Carrington."”

"Mason Bennett."

They shook hands briefly. His grip was firm but not aggressive, his hand rough with
callouses.

"You're new to sanctuaries?' he asked.

"Not to animals," Natalie said. "But yes. To this."

He nodded once, then crouched by the gate and unlatched it. "Just make sure the red
one doesn’t get too close," he said, stepping inside. " She nips when she’ s nervous.”

Natalie followed, the bucket in hand. Inside the enclosure, two foxes emerged from
the underbrush, their coats sleek, eyes bright and wary.

Natalie crouched low, placing afew pieces of apple and carrot onto aflat stone.

The smaller of the two, a dusty orange with a white blaze down her chest, crept
forward and sniffed at the offering.



Mason didn’'t speak for a while. He moved around the enclosure with quiet
confidence, refilling water bowls, replacing aworn scratching log.

His movements were precise, confident. She noticed how the foxes responded to him,
not with fear, but caution.

Asif they trusted his presence more than his touch.

It reminded her of how she used to move around Giles in the final months.

Measured. Careful. Like anything she said might set off a hidden trigger.

"How long have you been here?' she asked, glancing at him over her shoulder.

"Fifteen years give or take."

"That long?"

He straightened. "L ong enough to stop noticing the quiet.”

Natalie gave a soft, thoughtful hum. "I don’t think Il ever stop noticing it."

Mason looked at her then. His eyes were a deep gray-blue, the color of
thunderclouds. He didn’t smile, but something in his expression shifted.

"Giveit time," he said.

She watched him a moment longer. He looked like someone used to solitude, for
whom silence wasn't just comfortable, but necessary.

And yet, there was no coldness in him. Just distance.



Asif his quiet was something earned, rather than built asawall.

And then, without another word, he picked up the crate of water bowls and headed
back toward the gate.

Natalie watched him go. She felt the text message burning in her pocket.

Her phone still sat on the stump, screen dark.

But her gaze lingered on the path where Mason had disappeared.

The air around her was shifting. Not a storm but maybe a change in the weather. And
somehow, she wasn't afraid of it.

The emergency call camein just after noon.
Olivia met Natalie outside the medical cabin, her face tense beneath her wide-
brimmed hat. Her posture was taut, her hands tucked beneath her arms as though

holding herself together .

"There’'s a report of an injured wolf near Highway 39," Olivia said. "Solo male.
Y oung. Looks like atrap injury. We need to go."

Natalie tightened her grip on the clipboard she'd been using to inventory supplies.
Her pulse quickened, not with fear but with urgency. These were the kinds of
moments she understood, action, assessment, response.

"Mason's already loading the equipment,” Oliviaadded. "You'll ride with him."

She nodded, though her stomach fluttered. She wasn’'t nervous about the animal, that
she could handle. It was the man. The quiet, watchful presence she’'d only just met



and wasn't sure she understood.

The truck waited near the barn, an old but well-maintained Toyota with heavy tires
and streaks of mud splashed across the sides.

The back was already filled with a steel crate, first-aid kits, a tranquilizer rifle in a
padded case, and bundles of rolled gauze and splinting material.

Mason stood beside it, securing the tailgate with methodical efficiency.

His shirt sleeves were rolled to the elbow, revealing forearms crisscrossed with faint
scars and old scratches.

His hands moved with unthinking precision, like he was assembling something he
had done a thousand times.

He didn’t look up when she approached.

"Oliviasaid I’m riding with you," Natalie said.

Mason glanced over, his expression unreadable. "Y ou good with field sedation?"
"More than good."

He nodded and gestured toward the passenger side. "Then get in."

She climbed into the truck. The interior smelled faintly of cedar, damp canvas, and
something more personal, the clean musk of the woods that clung to Mason like a

second sKkin.

The dashboard was clutter-free, utilitarian.



No music played. Just the rattle of gravel and the rhythmic chug of the engine as
Mason turned the truck onto the main road, the sanctuary falling away behind them.

They didn’'t speak for the first ten minutes. Trees whipped past the windows in
towering blurs of green and brown, and occasional shafts of light broke through the
canopy, striking the windshield in sudden bursts.

Natalie stared out the window, trying to steady her breath. The woods here were vast
and ancient, pine needles carpeting the ground, fallen logs and hollowed-out stumps.
She noticed how Mason gripped the steering wheel with one hand, relaxed but aware.
A man used to emergencies.

"How far?' she asked finally.

"Couple miles off the highway. Hiker spotted the wolf near a gulley. We'll need to
move fast."

They parked in aturnout near the tree line, the tires crunching against gravel and dead
leaves. Birds scattered overhead with startled cries. The forest stretched in all
directions, its silence deep and dense. Mason grabbed the tranquilizer rifle and
handed her a med kit.

"You lead," he said.

She blinked. "Y ou sure?"

"You'rethe vet."

Natalie adjusted the strap over her shoulder and stepped into the trees.

The air was cooler here, damp with the scent of moss and decaying leaves.



Dappled sunlight filtered through the canopy, and the sound of trickling water grew
louder as they moved downhill.

Birds called above them, and somewhere nearby, the sharp, territorial cry of a jay
rang through the branches.

They moved quickly but cautiously. Mason's steps were soundless, his presence
nearly absorbed by the forest. He was like a shadow beside her, more creature than

man in the woods.

They reached the gulley after twenty minutes of weaving through brush and ducking
under low branches.

The scent of blood hit Natalie first, faint but distinct, coppery and raw.

A trall of crimson drops led them downhill into a narrow depression where the terrain
dipped into a shallow ravine.

The wolf lay there, half-concealed beneath a tangle of fallen logs and dry brush.

Its fur was a mottled grey with streaks of silver, dusted with dirt and pine needles.

Its left hind leg was twisted at a brutal angle, the fur matted with dried blood and
gore.

The trap had lacerated deeply into the flesh, exposing raw muscle and torn sinew.
The wolf was young, maybe two or three years old, but already large. He raised his

head dlightly, panting, teeth bared. His eyes glowed awild yellow in the filtered light,
sharp and wary even through the pain.



"Trap wound," Natalie murmured. "Old, maybe aday or two. Infection’s starting."

Mason nodded, crouching low at a distance to observe the animal's breathing. "He's
holding on. Barely."

"Vitalslook okay. Y ou got a sedative?’

She pulled a syringe from the med kit and began preparing a dose with practiced
hands.

"Use Telazol," she said. "Quicker onset."

Mason didn't move. "l usually use Medetomidine and Ketamine. Less respiratory
risk."

"Not with that much blood loss. He needs to be under fast, or we'll lose him when we
move."

His jaw tightened. "I’ ve worked with wolves longer."

"I’ve worked in traumalonger," she replied.

The standoff stretched between them like adrawn wire.

Mason finally stepped back, just slightly. "Y our call."

She administered the dose with steady hands.

The wolf flinched as the needle went in, gave one last defiant growl, and then
slumped slowly, his breath slowing as the drug took hold.



They moved in together. Natalie steadied the animal's head while Mason inspected
the leg.

Blood seeped slowly from the torn skin. The trap had fractured the tibia clean
through.

"WEe'll need x-rays," she said. "But this can be saved."

Mason carefully lifted the limb, his hands large but gentle. "We splint it here, or it
won't survive transport.”

He reached for the bandages. Natalie watched his movements, sure, practiced, but
rough around the edges. He worked by feel. Intuition.

"Not like that," she said. "You're binding it too tight. You'll cut off circulation."

"Thisisn't aclinic," he snapped.

"No," she snapped back, "but he's till a patient.”

Their voices clashed in the stillness, sharper than the birdsong and louder than the
wind.

They locked eyes. The trees stood silent around them.

Finally, Mason let out a breath, long and low, and loosened the bandage.

They worked in silence, tension thrumming in every movement.

Sweat beaded on Natalie's brow. Her throat was dry.



But her hands didn’t shake. Not once. When the wolf was finally secured in the crate,
his body stabilized, Natalie sank to a crouch beside the metal frame, her fingers
brushing the animal’ s thick fur one last time.

"Y ou always take command like that?' Mason asked, his voice quieter now.

She wiped her brow with the sleeve of her shirt. "Only when it | have to, when it
matters.”

He studied her for amoment, his expression unreadable.

Then, quietly: "It mattered."

They carried the crate together, step by step, muscles burning. The forest surrounded
them like a cocoon of scent and hidden dangers.

When they reached the truck, they dlid the crate into the bed and latched it down. The
wolf inside breathed steadily, his body still.

Mason closed the tailgate and |eaned against it, arms crossed over his chest.

"Y ou handled yourself well."

Natalie sat on the bumper, staring into the trees. "You didn’t make it easy."

"l wasn't trying to."

She glanced at him. The corners of his mouth lifted, just slightly.

They sat there, side by side, neither speaking. The tension had eased, but something
remained. Not hostility. Understanding. Wariness. Respect.



And something else. Something just beginning.
They drove back in silence, the wolf breathing behind them.
The light was fading, and the mountains loomed tall against the sky.

Natalie rested her head against the window, watching the trees blur past. Her hands
were still shaking.

But thistime, it wasn’t from nerves, fear, or lack of confidence.

It was from adrenaline. From purpose. From something that felt very much like being
alive again.
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The sanctuary's rhythm had started to seep into Natalie like a second heartbeat.
Each day began with a quiet that wasn't total, but something deeper.

It was a hush that belonged to wild things, to dew-soaked earth, to the flutter of wings
at dawn, to breath taken before sound.

Morning light filtered through the pine canopy in golden shafts, dusting the sanctuary
in brilliance.

The paths wound like lazy thoughts through the trees, linking the cabins to the animal
enclosures and the medical barn.

Three days had passed since the rescue. Natalie still remembered the tension of it, the
guick decisions, the push and pull between instinct and training.

And Mason, she remembered Mason most vividly.

The way he watched her. The way his hands moved like they belonged to the
landscape.

She hadn’t seen him much since then, only glimpses at a distance.

But something had shifted. Not forgiveness, perhaps, but the start of begrudging
acknowledgment.

The wolf, now named Argus by one of the volunteers, had made it through surgery.



Natalie had spent hours bent over him, cleaning the wound, setting the bone, and
meticulously stitching the gashes.

She stayed late that night, keeping watch from the corner of the clinic as Argus
slowly regained consciousness.

She talked to him in whispers, told him stories about the city, about the time she once
treated a stray dog who refused to leave a child' s bedside.

The rhythm of care was something she knew. Something she could hold onto.

Now she stood by his enclosure in the animal care wing, clipboard in hand, noting his
temperature, his breathing, the healing of the sutures.

Outside, the breeze stirred through the pine trees and brought with it the pungent
scent of resin.

Sunlight caught in the dust motes that floated lazily from the beams as it cutt through
the open windows.

"Y ou always hum when you work?’

Natalie turned. Mason leaned against the doorframe, his shirt damp with sweat,
sleevesrolled to his elbows.

His hair was tied back in atighter knot today, afew strands clinging to his temples.

He carried awater bottle and afolded towel in one hand.

He looked like he had just come from chopping wood or hauling feed, strong and
windburned and entirely unbothered by the chill in the air.



She flushed dlightly. She hadn’t realized she was humming.

"I guess | do. Occupational habit. Helps keep my hands steady."

He walked over slowly, his boots thudding softly against the floorboards.

"He looks better."

"Heis. Clean break. Good muscle tone. He' sfighting.”

Mason crouched beside the crate, watching the wolf’s chest rise and fall. Argus
opened one eye, then the other, but didn’t move.

"Most wouldn’'t have madeit."

"He' s obviously not most."

They stood in companionable silence for a moment. The old tension was still there,
but it no longer buzzed like a threat. It had softened to something else, wariness,
maybe, or simply unfamiliarity.

"Y ou want to help me with the hawks next?' he asked, after a pause.

Natalie hesitated. Then nodded. "Y eah. | do."

They walked together up the path that led to the raptor rehabilitation center, a long
narrow building set against a slope of trees.

It was quiet but alive with a predatory edge, a place of feathers and talons, of sharp
eyes and sharper memories.



Inside, the air was cooler, still laced with the smell of straw, antiseptic, and raw mest.

Rows of enclosures lined the walls, some draped in cloth to keep the birds inside
calm.

Three red-tailed hawks rested in separate sections. One was missing flight feathers on
her left wing. Another, smaller and younger, had a bandage wrapped around its chest.
The third stood tall and alert, his head twitching from side to side as they entered.

Mason handed her a thick leather glove. "They remember pain. That's the hardest

part.
"People do, too," she said, dlipping the glove on.

He gave aslow nod. "We're not so different then."

As they continued through the space, Natalie noticed how carefully Mason moved.
He didn't speak to the birds, but his body language was low, slow, measured. He
didn’t reach unless invited. And when he did, it was with the kind of steady

confidence that only came from time.

"You grew up around wildlife?' she asked, wrapping a fresh dressing around the
young hawk’ s wing.

"My grandfather was a tracker. | spent summers with him up north. Learned more in
those woods than | did in school .”

Natalie glanced at him. "You don't talk much about yourself so that's quite a
revelation. "

"Neither do you."



She chuckled softly. "Fair."

"What made you leave Boston?' he asked, not accusing, just curious.

Natalie was quiet for a moment. Her hands paused over the gauze. Then she resumed
the wrap, slower thistime.

"Sometimes, places start to break you."

He didn’t press. Just nodded.

"| get that," he said.

When they finished with the hawks, Mason led her outside. The wind had picked up,
rattling the pine branches. They waked toward the ridge trail, boots crunching

against the gravel path.

"There's a spot up the ridge," he said. "Observation deck. We watch releases from
there. Want to see it?'

"Sure."

The trail climbed gradually, winding between towering evergreens and stands of
aspens just beginning to bud.

Wildflowers had started to appear along the edges, early purple violets, yellow trout
lilies, tiny white blossoms like lace against the forest floor.

Asthey hiked, the conversation turned easy.

"What did you think of methat first day?' Natalie asked, half-laughing.



Mason gave her a sideways look. "Y ou want the truth?"

"Always."

"Y ou were sharp- tonged. Stubborn. Attacking in defense. Too quick to assume the
lead.”

She laughed. "Y ou left out bossy."

"Didn’t want to be rude."

They reached the top of the ridge, and the view spread out before them.

The valley unfurled in greens and golds, the sanctuary a quiet jewel nestled among
the trees.

The wind tugged at her hair. The sun warmed her face.

Natalie stepped to the edge of the observation deck and leaned on the railing.

Below, she could see the raptor center, the fox enclosures, the curved roof of the
clinic where Argus rested.

"It’ s beautiful," she whispered.
"Itis," hesaid. He leaned on the rail beside her, his arms folded.
They stood in silence, and something loosened in her chest. She wasn't healed. She

wasn't whole. But in this place, on this ridge, beside this man who said little but
meant every word, she felt the smallest thread of peace stitch through her.



"You likeit here yet?' he asked.

Natalie took along breath. "l think | do."

He nodded, and she saw it again, the quiet undercurrent of care, the steadiness
beneath his guardedness. And for the first time, she didn’t feel like a visitor. She felt

like she might stay.

And Mason, standing beside her with arms crossed and eyes on the horizon, didn’'t
seem so hard to reach after all. Not anymore.

Natalie turned dlightly on the observation deck, brushing a strand of wind-tossed hair
from her cheek.

The air smelled of something old and untouched, like moss and memory.

She closed her eyes for amoment, breathing it in.

There was contentment in it, afleeting, delicate thing she hadn’t felt in months.

Then the sound of boots crunching on gravel pulled her back.

Davey.

He appeared at the crest of the trail, hands shoved deep into the pockets of his hoodie,
shoulders hunched like he was trying to disappear into himself.

His expression was wary, but not quite sullen.

He looked like someone dragged out of the warmth of bed and into the unrelenting
clarity of mountain light.



The wind pushed gently at the hem of his hoodie, revealing a faded band logo
stretched over along-sleeved shirt beneath .

"Mom said | can't just sit around anymore,” he muttered, coming to a stop just a few
feet away. "Told meto talk to you."

Mason didn’'t turn from the raling. He let out a low grunt, the kind that lived
somewhere between acknowledgment and dry amusement.

"That’s usually how it starts," he said. "Her telling you to get off your ass."

Natalie shot him alook, the corner of her mouth twitching despite herself.

Davey blinked, uncertain. He shifted from foot to foot like the earth beneath him was
somehow unreliable. "l don’t know what I’m supposed to do."

"Anything," Mason replied, still not looking at him. "Feed. Clean. Build. Doesn’t
matter what. Just do something."

Davey snorted, kicking at a loose stone on the deck. "You make it sound easy, but
you know the ropes, and everyone has their role to play while | feel like the spare
part."

Mason finally turned. He looked at Davey with those weathered, gray-blue eyes,
serious, cam, assessing. But there was no judgment in them. Only something
measured. Quiet. The kind of ook that reflected the person within, not just the words

they spoke.

"I didn't say it was easy. Starting something new never is but all of us have been
there, on that day, feeling like the spare part. But we all got through it and so will
you. Man, you've lived here al your life and if anyone is part of this, you are, so



don’t over think it."

Davey crossed hisarms. "And if | screw it up?’

"Then you learn by your mistake and try again."

Davey looked at him like he wasn’t sure if he was being tested or offered a lifeline.
"Do you think | can do this? Learn to be useful and really help Mom. "

"I think showing up isthe hardest part,” Mason said ssimply. "You did that already."

Davey stared at him like he was waiting for the punchline.

When it didn’t come, something in his expression cracked open.

Not much. Just afraction. But Natalie saw it.

The softening of his mouth. The surprisein his eyes.

Like he'd been given something he didn’t know he needed.

Mason reached into his back pocket, pulled out a pair of worn work gloves, and
handed them to Davey.

“I'll be by the fox enclosure this afternoon,” he said. "Come find me. I'll put you to
work."

Davey took the gloves slowly, like they might vanish if he moved too fast. He turned
them over in his hands, fingers brushing the leather. "You're always chill about
things? | wish Mom was like that."



Mason huffed a quiet laugh. "I’'m more like your mom than you know. Just better at
hiding it."

Davey smirked. "Fair."

He looked at Natalie then, and she smiled at him, warm and encouraging.

There was something about him that reminded her of the gang-kids she used to see on
the city streets.

Tough on the outside. Hurting underneath.

It was in the edge to his voice, the way he spoke in short bursts, his reluctance to
meet their eyes for too long.

He nodded to her, and then turned, heading back down the trail.

Mason watched him go. "He walks like someone who expects to be called back."

"He looks like someone who expects to be misunderstood,” Natalie added.

Mason gave a thoughtful nod. " Same thing, sometimes."

When the trees swallowed Davey’ s figure, Natalie let out a slow breath .

"You're good with him," she said softly, still watching the place where Davey had
disappeared.

Mason leaned back on the railing beside her. "He's got something to prove. | get
that."



She looked at him, her head tilted dlightly. "You don't strike me as someone who
needs to prove anything."

"Maybe not anymore," Mason said, his voice quiet. "But | remember what it felt like.
There was a time | was the one with the reputation for messin’ up, the guy who
people expected to fail, and | have to say, | didn’t disappoint. | don’t want that for

Davey or hismom."

There was a pause. The wind stirred again, lifting a few loose strands of Natalie's
hair and sweeping them across her face.

Without thinking, Mason reached over and brushed one behind her ear.

Her breath caught. It was a simple touch.

Gentle. Brief. But it lit something inside her that had been extinguished for a long
time.

"Y ou seem... different up here," she said, trying to steady her voice.

He half-smiled. "Y ou mean less of apain in the ass?’

She laughed, the sound soft and surprised. "No. Well. Maybe a little. But more...

open.

Mason looked out at the horizon. The light touched his face in angles accentuating a
cut across his cheekbone, the faint scar above his brow.

"It's easy to be closed off when you're always protecting yourself and it's a habit |
find hard to shake," he said. "Sometimes it takes the right people to remind you that
you don’'t have to."



Natalie was quiet, the potential meaning of hiswords settling gently in her chest.

"Do you think this place can really heal people?' she asked .

"I don’t know about people," Mason said. "But it's healed a hell of alot of animals.
And me, | guess.”

He looked at her then, really looked. "Maybe it’ll do the same for you."

Natalie's eyes met his, and for a moment, the world felt narrowed down to that gaze.
The wind. The hush of the forest. The unspoken question of what came next.

"Maybe," she said.
He nodded once, like that was enough. They stood side by side, the sky above them a

riot of orange and gold. Below, the sanctuary pulsed with quiet life. And for now, that
beat that was enough.
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The storm had rolled in quickly, without warning.

Low clouds dropped heavy over the mountains, swallowing the light in shades of
pewter and bruise.

The wind had begun its steady how! by late morning, skimming low through the trees
and bending their tops like they were bowing to something ancient and wild.

Rain came in short bursts at first, then in sheets that soaked the earth and muddied the
trails, filling the air with the scent of moss and wet bark.

Natalie stood by the loading shed, pulling on her waterproof jacket, her breath
misting in the air. The sky was churning above, and everything felt tight. The air, her
nerves, the urgency caused by the storm.

Mason emerged from the barn with a field crate slung under one arm and a coil of
rope in the other. He wore a dark green rain shell over his flannel, droplets running
off the brim of his cap. Davey followed close behind, drenched to the bone despite
his hood, arms full of supplies.

"We got the call ten minutes ago,” Olivia said, her voice raised over the wind as she
joined them.

Her hair was tied back in abraid, her face drawn with focus.

"Local hiker said he saw alarge animal down in one of the northern ravines. Could be
awolf, maybe a coyote. Possibly a bear cub. Either way, it’s not moving. "



Natalie exchanged a glance with Mason. "How far in?"

"About three miles off the secondary trail,” Olivia said. "It's a steep descent. That
areafloods when it rains.”

"We can't wait," Mason said. "If it's injured and stuck, it could drown before the
night.”

Natalie nodded. The panic in her chest exacerbated by the thudding of her heart. She
wasn't afraid, exactly. But something about the weather, about the strange quiet that

had settled over the forest, made her skin prickle.

They split the packs. Natalie and Mason carried the medical gear, Olivia kept the
radio, and Davey slung atarp and extra rope across his shoulders.

They set off at a quick pace, their boots slipping in the mud as they ascended the
western ridge trail, then turned off toward the old game trail that would take them to
the ravine.

The forest had turned into something else entirely under the storm’s eye.

Branches clawed at their sleeves. Trees groaned above them.

Water dripped steadily from every surface, pooling in gullies and soaking their pant
legs.

The trail narrowed to afaint, winding path over wet rock and thick undergrowth.

"Y ou okay back there?' Mason called over his shoulder.

"Still breathing," Davey replied, though his voice trembled from exertion, maybe



more.

Natalie kept her head down, her jaw tight, focusing on her footing and the rhythmic
crunch-squish of thelir steps.

They crested the ridge and saw the ravine spread out below, a steep cut in the forest
floor, littered with rocks and the gnarled bones of fallen trees.

The slope was dlick, almost vertical in parts.

Water coursed down in small rivulets, turning the mud into something treacherous.
They paused at the edge .

"It's down there somewhere," Olivia said, pointing to a shape barely visible through
the mist and trees. It lay motionless against a rock, barely more than a silhouette. Too
big to be a coyote. Too lean for a bear cub.

Mason squinted. "Wolf."

"WEe'll have to go down together," he added. "Natalie, you and | first. Olivia, guide us
by radio. Davey, hang back until we get eyes on the injury."

Olivia nodded, adjusting the frequency. Her hands were steady, but her eyes held a
flicker of hesitation. Natalie clipped into the rope line, her gloved fingers trembling
just slightly. Mason checked her harness, his touch firm but careful.

"Y ou good?' he asked.

"Let’'sget to him," she said.

They began their descent, inching down the slope as the wind picked up.



Rocks shifted beneath their boots. Tree roots jutted like bones from the mud.

Mason moved ahead of her, every movement precise, his body tense but sure.

Natalie followed close behind, trying to match his focus.

The injured wolf lay wedged between two boulders, its hind leg bent at an unnatural
angle.

Blood had soaked into the earth, mixing with the water and mud into a slurry of
crimson.

Mason crouched beside it, hand outstretched.

"Still breathing," he said. "Bad fracture. Maybe worse. We need to stabilize it before
we move."

Natalie dropped to her knees, her pack already open. She pulled out the field wrap kit,
rain lashing her back as she worked. Her hands moved quickly, instinctively.

" Stay with me," she whispered to the wolf. "Y ou’ve made it thisfar."

They worked in tandem, Mason holding the wolf’s head, Natalie wrapping the limb.
Their movements were fast, practiced, wordless.

Then a sudden sound behind them, a scrape, a gasp.

Natalie looked up.

Olivia had been climbing down to deliver the splint bag.



Her foot slipped on the slick rock. Time slowed.

Natalie saw her hand reach for a branch.

Watched it break. Oliviatumbled, her body twisting midair, her arms flailing.

She struck the slope with a sickening thud and slid further, disappearing behind the
rocks.

"Mom!" Davey's scream echoed through the trees.

Natalie froze, heart slamming. Mason surged to his feet.

" Stay with the wolf," he ordered.

Then he was gone, scrambling down the slope after Olivia, rain hammering the forest
like war drums. The forest swallowed them both. And Natalie sat there, her hand still
on the wolf, her lungs frozen with fear. The storm had fully arrived. And nothing, not
even the mountain, felt steady anymore.

The banshee howled around them now, louder and more rel entless.

The forest had turned wild, the trees groaning beneath the weight of the wind, rain
falling in angry slants through the canopy.

Natalie crouched low beside the injured wolf, her breath coming fast, heart
hammering against her ribs as she watched Mason disappear down the slope after

Olivia.

"Mason!" she called, her voice swept away by the wind.



But there was no reply. Only the thunder of the storm, the sharp scent of blood and
wet |eaves, and the shiver of cold that settled deep into her bones. Davey was frozen
above them, halfway down the ridge, knuckles white on the rope line, eyes wide with
panic.

"She fell," Natalie said, her voice sharp now, cutting through the storm. "She's down
there. We need to move."

He didn’'t answer. She made the call herself.

"Davey, listen to me! Your mom needs you. Mason is with her. | have the wolf.
Y ou're the only one who can help. "

That seemed to snap him out of it. With a grit of hisjaw, he began the descent, every
movement jagged with urgency.

Mud dlipped beneath his boots. Branches clawed at his arms. But he didn’t stop.

Natalie turned back to the wolf. Argus, no, not Argus.

This one was different. Y ounger. Lighter coat.

She placed her hand on its side again. Still breathing, but shallow.

She tightened the bandage around its leg and whispered, not knowing if the animal
could hear her or not.

"Hold on. We're going to get through this. Just stay with me."

Down below, she heard Mason shout. Then Davey’ s voice, cracked and desperate.
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Natalie dared a glance over the ledge. Olivia lay sprawled on the slick rocks, her leg
bent in a way that made Natalie's stomach twist. One of her arms was cradled
awkwardly across her chest. Her face was pale, her mouth open in amoan of pain.

Mason knelt beside her, steadying her head, shielding her from the worst of the rain
with his body.

"She's breathing," he shouted. "Bad fracture. Maybe worse. We need to stabilize it
before we move."

Davey reached them and dropped to his knees beside her, one hand trembling as he
brushed the soaked hair from her forehead.

"Mom?I’m here. I'm here. It’s going to be okay."

"We need air rescue,” Mason said, looking up to Natalie. "Get the satellite radio.”

She tore through her bag, hands numb with rain and adrenaline and found the device.
The screen flickered to life, its pale green glow a small beacon against the grey fury

of the storm. She pressed the emergency beacon, then held the receiver to her lips.

"Sanctuary team. Medical emergency. Female, fifty, severe fal injury. Ravine
northeast of Pine Trail junction. Require medevac, over."

A hiss of static, then a voice crackled through: "Copy that. Storm cell is moving fast
but we're dispatching a chopper. ETA forty-five minutes. Secure the patient. Keep

her stable."

Natalie clipped the radio to her belt and looked down the slope again. Mason looked



up at her, hisface grim.

"I should stay," he called. "They’ll need help with the evac."

"No," she said, her voice strong despite the fear curling through her. "Stay with the
wolf. I’ ve got them."

He blinked at her, rain streaking down his face, and for a moment they just stared at
one another. The world seemed to go quiet for the space of a breath.

"Trust me," she said.

And he nodded.

"Be careful," he called.

She clipped into the rope line, her boots slipping as she began the descent.

The path was treacherous now, the ground a mixture of mud, jagged stone, and loose
debris.

A fallen log threatened to roll beneath her step.

Trees creaked and swayed ominously overhead, their branches cracking in the wind
like brittle bones.

The ravine below was deeper than it had |looked from above, carved by centuries of
storms, a hidden scar beneath the forest's lush veneer.

Lightning forked across the sky, illuminating the entire valley for a brief, blinding
moment. Thunder cracked a second later, sharp and immediate. The banshee's roar



echoed through the trees and down the ridgeline. Natalie reached them, heart
pounding, every breath afight against the cold.

Olivia sface was waxy now, her breath shallow. "Natalie," she groaned.

"I’m here. Don’'t move, okay? Help's coming. "

Davey held her hand, murmuring something under his breath. Something like a
prayer.

Natalie tore open her med kit and worked quickly. She stabilized Olivia's leg with
splints and gauze. Covered her with the emergency blanket. Whispered comfort in
between instructions.

"Y ou’re going to be aright. Just keep breathing."

Oliviagave aweak smile. "Y ou always were the bossy one."

Davey let out a strangled laugh. A tear slipped down his cheek.

"I’m sorry, Mom," he said, his voice cracking. "I’m so sorry."

"None of that now," Oliviawhispered. "Just stay. That’s all | want."

The minutes crawled by. Lightning forked in the sky above, followed by deep, rolling
thunder. But the worst of the rain began to ease, tapering to a steady drizzle. The
wind still lashed at the trees, but the violence of the storm had passed. The banshee

camed.

Natalie looked up at the ridge. Mason was a silhouette now, crouched beside the
crate, guarding the wolf. He hadn’'t left. Even when he could have. And somehow,



that meant something.

The chop of helicopter blades came faint and distant at first, then louder. A beam of
light cut through the mist.

"Here!" Natalie shouted, waving aflare into the air.

The helicopter hovered overhead, then slowly descended into the clearing just above
the ravine.

Paramedics rappelled down, fast and efficient.

They worked quickly, assessing Olivia, strapping her onto a backboard, wrapping her
tightly before lifting her into the air.

Davey watched, arms crossed tightly, lips pressed in a hard line. Natalie laid a hand
on his shoulder.

"She's strong.”

"She hasto be okay, so | can makeit up to her. "

They stood together, watching the helicopter rise into the clouds.

Mason made his way down as the last of the wind settled into silence.

His face was streaked with rain, but his eyes locked on Natalie’'s the moment he
reached her.

No words were exchanged, only alook. One of silent gratitude. Of recognition.



The wolf was safe. Oliviawas alive. And the forest had gone quiet again. But none of
them would forget the storm-banshee and the havoc she had wreaked.
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The hospital waiting room smelled like antiseptic and machine coffee, the air stale
with anxiety.

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, reflecting too brightly on white walls and cheap
plastic chairs.

Natalie sat between Mason and Davey, a Styrofoam cup of lukewarm tea clenched in
her hands, her fingers raw from the cold of the mountain. It had been hours.

They'd scrubbed the dirt and blood from their clothes in the ER’s family restroom,
borrowed scratchy secondhand sweats and hoodies from a nurse who took one look at
them and said nothing.

Davey had barely spoken since they arrived.

He sat hunched forward, elbows on his knees, hands loosely clasped, eyes vacant.

Natalie kept glancing at him, aching to say something comforting, but knowing he
wasn't ready to hear it yet.

Across from them, Mason paced slowly by the vending machines, arms crossed
tightly, jaw locked.

Finally, the surgeon entered, a tall woman in her late fifties with silver-streaked
cropped hair.

Her scrubs were stained with iodine, her voice calm and clipped.



"She's stable," she said. "Ms. Hayes sustained a compound fracture to her left femur,
four fractured ribs, and a dislocated shoulder. We were able to successfully reset the
joint and pin the femur. There was some soft tissue damage and internal bleeding, but
no organ compromise.”

Davey exhaled for what felt like the first time since the fall. "Will she walk again?"
he asked, voice hoarse.

"Eventually. With extensive physical therapy. She'll be immobilized for at least six
weeks. Non-weight-bearing for longer. Pain management and wound monitoring will
be crucial for the first two."

"Can we see her?' Natalie asked.

The surgeon nodded. "She's in recovery now. Still under anesthesia. One of you can
sit with her until she wakes."

"Go," Mason said quietly to Davey.

The boy hesitated, then nodded and stood, disappearing through the swinging doors
behind the nurse. Natalie sagged back into her seat. Mason returned to sit beside her,
the space between them pulsing with shared exhaustion.

"Y ou okay?" he asked.

She let out a shaky breath. "I don’t know."

They sat in silence for a while. Every now and then a monitor beeped down the hall.

The intercom called for someone in pediatrics. Rain still pattered lightly against the
windows.



"You didn't leave that wolf," she said finally.

Mason rubbed his palms together. "Couldn’t. He was scared. And alone.”

She nodded slowly. "So was Olivia. So was Davey."

Mason turned to her. "So were you."

That hit harder than she expected. The truth of it echoed inside her chest like the
crack of distant thunder.

"We need to reevaluate the trail protocols,” Natalie said, her voice quiet but firm.

“That descent was dangerous, even without the storm. We should have had an

emergency back-up team. Better communication tools. We got lucky."

"You'reright,” Mason said. He didn’t argue. Didn’t deflect. Just accepted it.

Shelooked at him. "That’ s rare."

"What is?'

"Someone like you admitting that."

He gave asmall smile. "Maybe | trust you now." The air between them shifted.

Davey returned an hour later, his eyes rimmed red but steadier.

" She woke up. She asked for coffee.”

Natalie smiled. "Then she' s going to be just fine."



Mason clapped him gently on the back.

"She told me to stop moping and get back to work,” Davey added. "Said the
sanctuary won't run itself."

Natalie rose. "She's not wrong."

They left the hospital just after dawn. The storm had passed, but the sky was still
heavy with low clouds, the streets dlick and shining in the early light. When they
arrived back at the sanctuary, the volunteers were already up

"You know," he said, "they kept the fire going the whole time we were gone. Fed
every animal. Cleaned every stall. Didn’t even ask."

Natalie felt something warm rise in her chest. The sanctuary might have been worn,
frayed at the edges. But its heart still beat strong. And so did theirs. Even after the
fall. Even after the storm.

Everywhere looked almost peaceful in the soft morning light.

The rain had washed everything clean, leaving the leaves brighter, the air sweeter,
and the sky a clearer blue than it had been in days.

Wildflowers nodded gently along the trail edge, and the wolf pens glimmered with
fresh straw under the golden sun.

They had made it through the storm. Olivia had survived the fall. But the road ahead
remained uncharted.

The sanctuary van pulled up slowly, its tires crunching on the gravel. Mason opened
the back doors while Natalie stood on the porch of the main cabin, shielding her eyes



against the sun. Davey came out behind her, nerves written in his every movement.

Inside the van, Olivia sat upright in a lightweight wheelchair, bundled in a soft
blanket despite the warmth.

Her arm wasin asling, her left leg stiff and braced, elevated dlightly.

Her face was pale, lips pressed tight against the pain, but her eyes sparkled when she
saw a ‘welcome home' sign still hanging from the gate.

"You guys areridiculous," she murmured, though her voice cracked with emotion.

Mason helped guide her chair onto the portable ramp, and Davey took over as soon as
her wheel s touched the ground, gripping the handles tightly.

"We missed you," he said, his voice cracking.

Oliviareached back with her good hand, patting hisarm. "It’s good to be missed."
The volunteers had gathered in the main clearing, giving respectful distance but
shouting out welcomes and waving. One of the teenagers from the raptor team

handed her a bouquet of handpicked wildflowers.

Natalie stood at the base of the porch steps, watching as Olivia was wheeled toward
her, and gave her awry smile.

"Y ou look surprisingly dignified for someone not long out of surgery. "

"It s the morphine," Olivia quipped. "Everything feels like a dream right now."

Inside, they had set up Olivids recovery bed in the living area of the main lodge,



close enough to keep her connected to everything, but private enough to offer rest. It
had been Mason’s idea, and Natalie had seen how quietly, how efficiently the team
had made it happen.

Once she was settled with pillows fluffed and water by the bed, Olivialooked around,
taking in the little details: a small bookshelf stocked with her favorites, a framed
photo of her and Davey by the fox enclosure, and a corkboard pinned with a rotating
animal care schedule.

"You al didn’'t waste any time, did you?'

"We weren't sure how long you' d be out of commission,” Natalie said gently.

"At least eight weeks," Olivia admitted. "And even then, | won't be walking
unassisted. Not for awhile."

The room fell quiet.

Davey sat on the arm of a nearby chair, his jaw clenched. "We'll manage. | can take
on more. Mason said he' d teach me."

Olivia raised an eyebrow. "Mason’'s teaching you? That’s either very promising or
deeply concerning.”

"It's promising,” Natalie said, suppressing agrin. "He's good with him."

"That man talks to wolves more easily than humans,” Olivia murmured.

There was a pause. Then Davey stood. "I'll check on the hawks. Give you some

space.



When he was gone, Olivia reached out and caught Natalie’'s hand. Her grip was
weaker than usual but still steady.

"Thank you. For everything."

Natalie sat beside her, emotions crowding her chest. "You don’t have to thank me.
Y ou saved me the moment | stepped onto thisland.”

"I saw you," Olivia said. "Out there in the storm. The way you moved, the way you
took control. You' re meant to be here."

Natalie looked down. "l wasn't sure at first."

"You are now?"

Natalie nodded slowly. "Yeah. | think | am."

Olivia settled back into her pillows. The room was warm with late sunlight, casting a
soft glow over the wood-paneled walls.

Then Olivia sighed. A sound that came from deep inside. "There’'s something | need
to tell you."

Natalie leaned in.

"The sanctuary isn't as secure as it looks. The grants | was counting on didn’t come
through this year. One of our private donors pulled out last minute. And this hospital
vigit... the air evac, the surgery, the meds... it's going to drain what's left of our
savings."

Natalie’' s stomach dropped. "How bad isit?’



"Bad enough that if we don’t raise significant funds by fall, we may have to scale
back. Close off parts of the sanctuary. Let some of the animals go. Maybe even sell
the northern ridge."

Natalie was quiet, the importance of Olivia s words settling heavily on her shoulders.

"Does Mason know?"

"Not yet. | wanted to get through the surgery first. But we can’t keep it quiet for
long."

Natalie reached for her hand again. "Then we fight. We get creative. We find a way.
Together."

Olivia closed her eyes, a tear slipping down her cheek. "You sound like someone |
used to be."

Natalie squeezed her fingers gently. "Then maybe it’ s time you become her again. "

They sat in silence for a moment, listening to the creaks and sounds of the sanctuary
around them.

Olivia cleared her throat. "You know, there was a time | thought about selling the
whole thing.

Years ago. When Davey left for school. When the winters got longer, and the
donations got shorter.

But every time | thought about it, | saw one of the animals and remembered why we
started thisin the first place, and | wavered. "



Natalie tilted her head. "What stopped you then?"

"Hope. And pride. Probably a lot of stubbornness,” Olivia said with a smile. "This
place was built on more than just money and permits. It was built on second chances.
For the animals. For the people who turn up here. For me."

"Then let’s make sure it stays that way."

Olivialooked at her, truly looked. "You'd redlly fight for this?*

"| aready am."

A breath passed between them.

"I don’t want to loseiit," Oliviawhispered. "This place is my heartbeat."

"Then we protect it," Natalie said. "Piece by piece, dollar by dollar, we figure it out.
And you’re not doing it alone anymore."

Outside, the sanctuary pulsed with quiet life. Birds called from the trees. Somewhere,
afox barked at the fading light.

And inside, two women bound by more than just shared history prepared to weather a
different kind of storm.
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The night air carried the soft rustle of wind through pine branches, and the distant call
of anight bird echoed across the sanctuary.

Stars blinked against avelvet sky, scattered like diamonds over a dark quilt, while the
moon, thin and neat as a dliver of bone, cast asilvery light across the ground.

The chill had returned with the night, crisp and clean, wrapping the forest in a cold
embrace that only made the warmth inside the rehabilitation facility more sacred.

Inside, the click of heaters and the rustle of straw under restless paws created a
soothing, rhythmic backdrop.

Lanterns glowed in the corners of the room, casting a golden hue on wooden beams
and wire-mesh enclosures.

The soft smells of cedar bedding, fresh hay, antiseptic gave the space a living
warmth.

Even the animals seemed to settle into the atmosphere, silent, still alert, but
comforted.

Natalie moved between pens with practiced ease, her steps soundless despite the
creak of old floorboards.

She checked temperature readings, adjusted feeding bowls, and whispered quiet
reassurances to the animals.



Her body wastired, but her mind was sharp, attuned to the familiar rhythm of care.

It was her sanctuary as much as theirs. She paused at Argus's pen. The young wolf
they’ d rescued during the storm.

He blinked at her sleepily, his golden eyes following her every movement.

"You're afighter," she murmured, crouching to slide afresh blanket beneath his crate.
His injured leg was still stiff, wrapped with gauze, but he was eating again, and that
gave her hope. "Y ou remind me of someone."

Behind her, she heard the door creak open. The cold air swept in briefly as Mason
stepped through, his silhouette familiar and solid in the dim light. He carried a tin
thermos and two enamel mugs, his presence grounding, dependable, and increasingly

welcome.

"Thought you might still be here," he said, setting the mugs on the counter near the
heater. "Figured you hadn’t eaten."

Natalie turned, offering a tired but genuine smile. Her hair was pulled into a loose
braid, wisps escaping to curl around her cheeks. "I lost track of time."

"So did I. That seemsto happen alot around here."

He poured the drinks, strong black tea steeped with a hint of honey and handed her
one.

The warmth seeped through her chilled palms, grounding her.

She breathed it in, the steam settling on her face, acomfort al its own.



They sat together on the old leather sofa tucked into the corner of the facility, the one
Oliviainsisted they keep despite its fraying edges and creaking springs.

The cushions were worn, the blanket tossed over the back smelled of cedar and
campfire.

It was an imperfect, mismatched scene but it felt like home.

Through the wide windows, they could see the outline of the sanctuary beyond.

Rows of raptor cages nestled beneath protective tarps, the fox dens hidden in the
shadow of firs, and the owl enclosure bathed in moonlight.

Somewhere far off, a wolf howled a long, mournful sound that was both eerie and
utterly beautiful .

For along time, they said nothing. The silence lingered comfortably between them,
filled with the breathing of animals and the hush of the night.

Then Mason spoke, his voice low and thoughtful. "l used to think quiet was just a
lack of noise. Now | know better. It's a kind of peace. Or maybe it’'s the space to

finaly hear yourself think."

Natalie looked over at him, her features soft in the lantern light. "What do you hear,
Mason? When it's quiet like this?"

He hesitated, a muscle ticking along his jaw. Then: "Regret. Mostly. But lately... not
just that."

"What else?'



He turned the mug slowly in his hands. "Hope, | guess."
She let the silence settle between them again, comfortable now. She sipped her tea,
the warmth mingling with the flicker of something unfamiliar—something like

anticipation.

"I’'m married but it’s over now," she said finally. Her voice was steady, but there was
atremblein her hands. "Y ou probably figured that out."

He nodded. "Y ou don't have to talk about it."

"] want to. | need to."

She stared into her mug, watching the steam spiral away.

"We were good at first. And then we weren't.

He started disappearing in small ways, missing dinners, forgetting conversations,
pulling away.

| blamed myself. Thought | wasn’t enough.

But it wasn't about me. It was about what he wanted that | couldn’t give. Or wouldn’t
giveup."

Mason’s brow furrowed. "What did he want you to give up?'

"My work. My passion. He said it was childish. That I'd never make areal difference
with animals. That real life required letting go of dreams.”

Mason's jaw tensed. "That’s on him. Not you."



"I know that now," she said softly. "But it took losing everything to see it. To come
here and start over. "

He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "l lost someone too. Not to death. But it felt
that way. She left when things got hard, when | started to pull away. | didn't even
realize how far I’d drifted until she was gone."

Their eyes met in the low light.

"Y ou blame yourself?' she asked.

"Some days, yeah. But then | see what we're doing here. The animals. Olivia. Davey.
You. And | start to think maybe there’ s still good in me worth showing."

Natalie reached out, her fingers brushing his. Her skin was cool, his warm, and the
connection made her chest ache.

"Thereis, Mason. | seeit every day."

The touch lingered. Neither of them moved to break it. Outside, the forest exhaled
under the stars. A soft snow began to fal, barely visible in the moonlight but
brushing the windows with silver.

Mason shifted, his voice quieter now. "When | was a kid, we moved every couple of
years. My dad was military, and my mom... well, she did her best, but it was hard on
all of us. | was the quiet one. Found more peace in the woods than in the house.
Started bringing home injured birds and squirrels. My mom tolerated it until one day
| brought home a fawn with a broken leg. That’s when she said enough. *

Natalie smiled gently. "Y ou were a rescuer even then."



"I think I’ ve always needed to fix things. Even people. Maybe because | didn’t know
how to fix myself."

She turned to him, touched by the vulnerability in his voice. "You're not broken,
Mason. You just carry your pain like a coat you forgot how to take off."

He let out a soft laugh. "Y ou’ re good with words."

"Only because I’ ve lived them."

She shifted dlightly, drawing her knees to her chest, the blanket now draped over both
their legs.

"I grew up in a small town outside of Asheville. My mom ran a bakery. My dad
worked construction. We didn’t have much, but there was a little wood behind our
house, and that’s where | always went.

| found an injured barn owl there when | was eleven.

Nursed it back to health in a cardboard box in my closet. "

"Did your parents know?"

"Eventually. My mom cried when | let it go. Said | had a gift."

Mason smiled. "She wasright."

Natalie looked away, blinking quickly. "She died not long after. Cancer. | think that’s

when | knew | wanted to dedicate my life to giving second chances. To animals. To
people. To myself."



He reached out and gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

"Y ou’ re doing that now."

They sat in the glow of the lanterns, their childhood memories unraveling into the
quiet, into each other. And when Natalie rested her head against Mason’s shoulder
again, she felt not just warmth, but understanding. The kind born of shared pain and

quiet resilience.

The hush of the forest outside was broken by the sudden creak of the rehab facility’s
door.

Natalie and Mason looked up, their shared warmth folding into a ripple of alertness
when they heard movement.

Davey stood in the doorway, his hood pulled up, shoulders tense, cheeks red from the
cold.

He looked between them, gaze flicking from Natalie’'s hand still close to Mason’s on
the blanket, then back to their faces.

"Sorry," he said, but there was urgency behind his breath. "Mom'’s upset. She wants
to see you both. It'simportant.”

Mason was aready rising, grabbing his coat from the hook by the door.
Natalie stood more slowly, her heart sinking. "What happened?”
Davey shrugged but the stiffness in his voice betrayed the answer. "It’s the council.

The conservation thing. It's getting worse. People are talking. About shutting us
down."



They hurried through the cold, late spring snowflakes tumbling gently through the
beam of Mason'’s flashlight as they made their way up to the main lodge. Inside, the
heat was turned up, and the scent of herbal tea clung to the air.

Oliviawas in the armchair by the hearth, wrapped in a quilt, her injured leg elevated
and cushioned by pillows. Her face was pale, lips drawn tight, a clipboard of notes

resting beside her untouched.

She looked up when they entered. "Thanks for coming. | wouldn’t have called if it
wasn't serious."

Natalie stepped forward first, crouching beside her. "What’ s happened?”

Oliviahanded her afolded email printout. Natalie read quickly, heart tightening.

Local Wildlife Management Board Considering Permit Review Amid Community
Complaints

Mason scanned it over her shoulder. "They’re gunning for us."

"The town council is holding a hearing next week," Olivia said. "Word is, one of the
newer board members thinks the sanctuary is interfering with natural population
control. There' ve been whispers we're ‘domesticating’ wildlife."

Natalie felt her jaw clench. "That's outrageous. We release every animal we can.
They know that."

Olivia nodded, the firelight catching the sheen of sweat on her forehead. "It's not
about facts. It's about perception. A few vocal residents who think wolves bring
danger, who think we're interfering where we shouldn’t.”



She reached for the mug on the side table, but her hand trembled too much. Natalie
moved it closer for her, concern evident behind her eyes.

"Thisdidn’t start overnight,” Olivia continued, her voice lower now.

"It's been building for the past year. Complaints about noise, animal sightings near
the town limits,

A farmer lost a goat to a rogue coyote, absolutely no proof it was one of ours, but
they blamed us anyway.

Then last spring, a letter appeared in the local paper criticizing our ‘lenient attitude
toward predators.’ It was signed anonymously, but | know who wroteit. "

Mason's jaw was set. "Carson Bell."

Olivianodded. "He' s been angling to run for the council chair. And this, attacking the
sanctuary, it's become his platform. He wants to ‘restore balance and safety,” as he
putsit.”

Natalie could feel the heat rising beneath her skin. "And what have we done in
response?"

"Letters. Reports. Open house days. 1've met with council members, offered data,
shown them release schedules. I’ ve tried to stay diplomatic. But Carson plays on fear.
He holds up a blurry photo of a wolf in the woods and says a child could have been
hurt."

Davey made a soft noise, his brow furrowed. "That’s not fair. Wolves don’t attack
people. Not unless they’re cornered."”



"Fairness doesn’'t win in politics," Olivia said wearily. "Fear does."

The room fell into silence, broken only by the hiss of the fire.

Mason stood with his arms crossed, his face unreadable. But Natalie could see the
tension in his shoulders, the worry in his eyes. He was rattled, even if he wouldn’t say
it out loud.

"The volunteers?' Natalie asked after a moment.

"They know," Olivia said. "Some of them have heard rumors in town. They're
unsettled. But they’ ve stayed. For now."

Natalie turned to Mason. "We can't roll over or let fear undo all the healing you've
done."

"Wewon't," he said smply. "But we need a plan.”

Olivialeaned forward dlightly, wincing with the effort. "We need to get ahead of this.
If the public hearing goes badly, our licenses could be revoked. That means no rehab.
No releases. Not just for wolves, but for every animal."

Davey’s eyes widened. "Even the raptors? The fox kits?"

Olivianodded. "All of it."

Natalie knelt by her again, gripping her hand. "Then we show them what we really
do. Not just paperwork. We give them areason to believe in us again."

Mason stepped closer. "A video campaign. Testimonials. Footage of the animals
we' ve helped, the ones who' ve gone back to the wild."



"We organize a community day," Natalie added. "Invite families. Local reporters. Let
them walk the trails, talk to the staff, see the animals that are recovering here. Let
them feel what we feel."

Oliviabreathed in slowly, her eyes glassy. "And if it’s not enough?"
"Then we go louder,” Natadlie said. "We fight. We cal in national wildlife
organizations, use socia media, crowdfunding. We make sure no one forgets what

this sanctuary means."

Davey sat up straighter. "I can talk at the hearing. | want to. | used to be embarrassed
by this place. | thought it was some kind of pretend farm. But now... it's everything."

Olivia s eyesfilled. She squeezed his hand tightly. "Thank you."
They stayed like that for a while, letting the storm inside them calm as the snow
continued to fall outside. The glow of the fire lit their faces, their worry and their

hope written on each.

They weren't just ateam now. They were afamily. And families fight for each other.
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The sanctuary had never felt quieter. Natalie stood by the edge of the barn, watching
the frost dissipate under the slow rise of the morning sun.

Fog clung to the tips of the pine trees like breath held in a hush.

Birds called in cautious bursts, and beneath the surface of stillness was a tension so
taut, she could feel it pressing between her ribs.

Today was the town hall meeting. The past week had been a whirlwind.
Posters printed, volunteers rallied. Olivia had orchestrated everything from her
recovery chair in the lodge, her voice somehow even stronger now than before her

fall.

Davey had stepped into his new responsibilities with surprising maturity,
coordinating trail cleanup with the younger staff, drafting letters to supporters.

And Mason. He had worked quietly but relentlesdly.

Fixing gates, preparing animal release records, helping install new signs for the
sanctuary trails,

But more than that, he stayed close, close enough that Natalie felt his presence
whether he was in the room or not.

Every time she turned around, there was something he' d anticipated.



A cup of tea. A charged phone. A glance that said | believe in you, even if you don't
believein yourself just yet.

Now, as they loaded presentation boards and printed reports into the truck, Mason
stood beside her, his hands in his coat pockets, watching the town line rise in the

distance.

"Just remember you're not alone up there. Maybe in body but not in spirit because
everyone back at the sanctuary will be thinking of you, " he said.

Natalie looked up at him. "I don’t want to let anyone down."

He gave asmall nod. "We al know that, and you won’t."

She hesitated for a moment, his words catching her. "Thank you for always being
there. | notice it. Even when | don't say anything."

Mason's voice softened. "l don’'t expect thanks. | just... | see how much you care. It
matters. That kind of heart, it'srare.”

Natalie blinked against the sudden sting of tears. "Sometimes | wonder if we all care
too hard."

"We care exactly right,"” Mason said. He stepped closer, enough that their shoulders
brushed. "And that’ s what they need to see."

They arrived in Cedar Hill just before noon. The town center, usually sleepy and
slow-moving, was unusually crowded. Cars lined the small lot outside the community

hall. Signs flapped against fences. Some neutral, a few supportive. And some not.

Natalie spotted one nailed to a telephone pole across the street: "WILD DOESN'T



MEAN SAFE."

Her stomach flipped. Mason saw it too but didn’t say aword.

He gently placed a hand at the small of her back as they walked toward the building.
The contact lasted only a moment, but it steadied her.

Inside, the hall buzzed with noise. Folding chairs placed in neat rows.

A long table at the front with council nameplates.

Olivia had arranged for a slideshow to loop behind the podium, images of fox kits
being bottle-fed, of owls spreading their wings in preparation for release, of children
on school field trips watching in awe as arehabilitated hawk soared into the blue.

Natalie swallowed the tightness in her throat.

She had seen every image a dozen times. But standing here, they took on new
meaning.

She found her place at the speaker table, flanked by three council members, two
unreadable, one clearly skeptical.

Carson Bell sat at the end, his sharp suit ajarring contrast to the town’s usual flannels
and canvas jackets. His smile was thin. Calculated.

The chairman called for quiet in the room and introduced their first speaker, Natalie.
Pushing back her chair and taking her notes, she stepped up to the podium as the
room hushed. Her hands didn’t shake. She was surprised by that.



"Good afternoon,” she began. Her voice sounded different through the microphone.

Larger than she felt. "My nameis Dr. Natalie Carrington. | came to the sanctuary as a
wildlife vet, but | stayed because it became a home. Not just for me, but for every
animal that’s come through our gates, and every person who needed to see that
second chances still exist."

She clicked the first dlide. A fox kit, nose pink with milk, curled into the palm of a
volunteer. "We're not here to tame predators. We're here to help injured, orphaned,
and displaced animals heal and return to their livesin the wild."

Slide after dlide followed. A bear cub released into a national preserve. A raptor
lifting off into awinter sky. The pensioner from town who'd come weekly to knit nest

warmers for opossum litters.

Natalie turned to face them fully. "We' ve had 164 successful releases in the last two
years.

We work closely with wildlife biologists, state conservation officers, and
veterinarians to ensure best practices.

We educate local schools. We host youth programs. We're not a threat to balance.

We're part of the effort to restore it and keep it safe for generations to come. "

Carson Bell leaned forward. "And what about public safety, Dr. Carrington? What
about the sightings of large carnivores within a mile of town property?*

Natalie didn’'t flinch. "The animals we release are monitored. None have shown
aggressive behavior. Every wildlife agency in the country supports rehabilitation and
rewilding efforts like ours. Animals belong in the wild. And we make sure they have



the best chance to stay there."

A voice rose from the audience, a woman in her fifties with salt-and-pepper hair.
Natalie recognized her as the school principal.

"My daughter volunteered last summer," she said. " She came home every day excited
about what she learned. Y ou gave her confidence. Y ou gave her purpose and a greater
understanding of nature."

Another voice, then another. A father whose autistic son had found peace during
weekly visits to the sanctuary. A volunteer who had rescued a hawk with Mason and
described it as life changing.

Still, Carson pressed. "And how do you address the financia instability? Olivia
Hayes has been recovering from injury. Your organization has debts. Doesn't the
community deserve to know if this project is sustainable?’

Natalie lifted her chin. "We're not hiding from our challenges.

We' ve launched new fundraising campaigns.

We're building stronger partnerships. And yes, Olivia is recovering and will soon
return to her duties but in the meantime while she heals, she's still leading us, every

day.
Olivia built the sanctuary from the ground up, it’'s her life and reason for being and
she wants nothing more than for it to thrive for the benefit of everyone and

everything. "

There was a pause. Then Natalie added, her voice soft but firm.



"When people come to the sanctuary, they aren’t just looking for animals.

They’re looking for hope and goodness in a harsh world.

For something pure and untouched by politics and fear.

Y ou can’t quantify that in profit margins.

But it matters. In a society controlled by technology and consumerism, greed and
hate, being in touch with nature matters more than ever.

To me, everyone at the sanctuary, our children and the birds and animals who live in
peace, side by side with humans. "

Theroom was still. She had never felt her like this.

Fierce yet composed. Lit from within by the need to protect something that mattered
to her.

After the applause, Natalie stepped down from the podium, her heart thudding.

The chairman asked if there were any more questions, but hands stayed down and
instead of angry voices, only mutterings from the audience as they chewed over her
words.

The chairman indicated to a stack of information sheets that waited on atable by the
door and suggested everyone take a copy and familiarize themselves with some facts
about the sanctuary.

He then closed the meeting, eyes raised as Carson Bell stormed from the stage and
towards the door.



After answering one-to-one questions from residents too shy to raise their hands,
Natalie found Mason waiting in the aisle, and their eyes met.

"You were amazing," he said softly, falling into step beside her as she reached the
back of the hall.

She let out a shaky breath. "I thought | might pass out."

He chuckled. "You didn’t. You lit the room on fire."

Natalie touched his arm, grounding herself in him. "Did | do enough, though? | kept
thinking | would forget something,” she murmured. "Miss a point. Freeze up."

"You didn't. You werefierce. Y ou said what needed to be said, and you said it with a
kind of grace | don’t think they expected. "

She looked up at him, eyestired but warm. "I don’t think | expected it either."

Mason looked down at her, his expression unreadable for a moment. "I did. And if
they can’t see what this place means after that, then maybe they never wanted to."

She smiled. "That’swhat | told myself. Still helpsto hear you say it."

He leaned in dlightly, their shoulders brushing. "I’ ve got your back. Always."

And she believed him.

The road back to the sanctuary was quiet. But there was something in the stillness

now that hadn’t been there before. A sense of unity. Of defiance. Of hope. And just
beyond the frost-laced windows, the forest waited, watching, breathing, alive.



Snow clung gently to the edges of the sanctuary buildings as the truck rumbled back
into the gravel lot.

By the time Natalie and Mason stepped out, dusk was spilling across the horizon,
blushing the sky in lavender and gold.

Light glowed from the windows of the lodge and rehab barn, casting a soft warmth
onto the snow-packed ground.

The air smelled of pine and woodsmoke, grounding them again in the wildness of
home.

The town hall meeting felt like it had happened in another world, one of suspicious
glares, and voices that teetered between support and condemnation. But here, at the
sanctuary, the air was different. Calmer. More forgiving.

Natalie exhaled as they approached the porch, her boots crunching over the hard
snow. Mason opened the door and held it for her, his quiet presence a steadying force.
He leaned closer as they stepped inside, the warmth of the lodge wrapping around
them.

Inside, the atmosphere had shifted. Olivia sat at the table, still pale but upright and
alert, astack of paperwork in front of her.

The fire crackled behind her, its glow illuminating the thin scars on her cheekbone
and the strength in her eyes.

Davey stood beside her, pointing out something on a printout of local business
sponsors, his posture confident and capable.

The room smelled like herbal tea and cedar, and even through her exhaustion, Natalie



felt arenewed sense of purpose weaving through the space.

"How did it go?' Olivia asked, her voice careful but hopeful.

Natalie smiled, the tension still slowly unwinding from her shoulders. "Better than |
hoped. Not perfect. Carson Bell did his best to stir doubt, but we had support. Real
stories. And | think it mattered."

Olivia nodded, her eyes glassing dlightly. "You did good. Y ou made them see what
we' ve been trying to protect.”

Mason took a seat, leaned back in his chair, arms crossed. "People in town are still
nervous. But there were a lot of nods. And that mom from the school? That was
powerful."

They needed to see someone fight for the sanctuary and Natalie gave them something
real."

Natalie blushed and sank into the chair across from Olivia, warmth flooding her
chest. "Now we just have to make sure the council doesn’t back down when Carson
pushes harder."

Olivia lifted a page from the stack beside her. "Then we keep going. I’ve aready
started on the new grant applications. And Davey’s helping me reach out to some of
the larger conservation funds. There's a new round of proposals opening in a few
weeks."

Davey grinned sheepishly. "Turns out reading budget spreadsheets is kinda like
decoding old video games. Less blood, but more math."”

They all laughed, the tension easing for a moment.



"We're also planning a weekend fundraiser,” Olivia continued, more animated now.
"Family day, trail tours, animal talks. Mason, do you think you could lead the fox
habitat tour? People always like hearing about the foxes from you."

Mason rubbed the back of hisneck. "Y ou really think people want to hear me talk?"

"Absolutely,” Natalie said, smiling over her tea. "You have a way of making people
listen. You speak like the trees do, quietly, but you' re hard to ignore.”

He met her eyes and held them for a moment longer than was necessary. Then he
nodded. "Alright. I’ll doit."

Later that evening, after dinner had been cleaned up and the rest of the volunteers had
gone to bed, Natalie stepped outside for some air. Snow still fell in lazy spirals,

coating the path in a glittering layer of silence. She heard footsteps behind her and
didn’t need to turn to know it was Mason.

"Couldn’t eep?"' he asked.

"Just needed to breathe. And think."

He walked beside her to the edge of the clearing where the tree line stood like dark
sentries. "Y ou surprised me today."

Shetilted her head. "How so0?"
"Not the way you spoke. I’ve seen that fire in you. But... how you carried all of us
with you. You didn’'t just fight for the sanctuary. You carried Olivia. Davey. The

animals. Even me."

She was quiet for amoment. "Y ou helped me believe | could.”



He reached out and gently brushed a snowflake from her hair. "I’'m proud of you."

Her breath caught. She turned to face him fully, snow collecting in the folds of her
scarf and lashes. "I think I’ m starting to be proud of me too."

He smiled, and it wasn't the half-smirk he usually gave. It was real, open, touched by
something deeper.

"Do you ever wonder if we're doing the right thing?' she asked. "Pushing so hard
against atide that just keeps coming."

"Every day," he answered. "But then | look around at this place, and at you, and |
remember why it's worth it. The right things aren’t easy. They never are. But they're
the ones that change everything."

She blinked, tears threatening again, but she didn’t let them fall. Not yet.

"Can | kissyou?' he asked, voice awhisper of warmth in the cold.

Natalie nodded, heart thudding. And when their lips met, it was slow, sure, and filled
with promise. Everything was still worth fighting for.
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The snow had begun to melt in patches along the sanctuary trails, revealing soft earth
beneath and a promise of spring stitched into the fabric of winter’s end. Birds called
more frequently now, and the ever-present hush of the forest was laced with
something more vibrant.

Olivia sat on the edge of her bed, bundling her scarf around her neck with slow,
deliberate fingers.

Her left leg, still recovering from the compound fracture, was supported by a brace,
but she could stand now, abeit briefly and with effort.

Natalie stood nearby, watching her with careful patience.

A knit beanie sat crooked on Olivias head, strands of silver-streaked brown hair
poking out beneath it.

Her cheeks had faint color again, and her eyes, those always-sharp, intelligent eyes
now held the first glimmer of confidence Natalie had seen in weeks.

"Y ou sure about this?' Natalie asked, her voice low, but laced with admiration.

Olivia looked up, eyes determined. "I need to be outside. | need to remember what
I’m fighting for."

"Asif you ever forgot. "

"Maybe. But I’ ve spent too many weeks looking out of windows. Today... | want to



fed it."
Natalie smiled and reached for the walking poles leaning against the wall. She wore
her field jacket, soft with use and patched at the elbow, her face framed by wind-

chilled cheeks and the braid that had become her trademark. "Then let's go set
something wild free."

By the time they reached the edge of the trees, the mid-morning sun had broken
through the clouds, warming the path just enough to soften the air.

Mason stood by the truck with the transport crate already secured.

He was bundled in hisforest green jacket, sleevesrolled to reveal hisworn gloves.

His stubble was thicker than usual, his hair tied back neatly.

When he saw Olivia approaching, he straightened and gave her a nod.

Inside the crate was the wolf. A young female, roughly two years old, her thick gray
coat tinged with streaks of russet and silver.

Her amber eyes shifted between the humans with aert calculation, her body low but
tense, muscles coiled in anticipation.

Scars etched her flank where the wound had once festered, but her fur had grown
back thick, and hopefully, the pain she’d endured was only a memory now, a part of
her survival story.

"She's ready. We'll take her to the clearing and set her free," Mason said as he
stepped aside to let Olivia and Natalie come closer. His voice was deegp and quiet, as
though he respected the moment too much to speak loudly.



Olivia gripped the handle of the crate for a moment. Her breath shuddered slightly,
and Natalie saw her steady herself with every ounce of the resilience she’d always
known Oliviacarried.

As Natalie leaned forward, she caught a flash of something in Olivia's expression and
when her friend spoke, she realised why .

“This reminds me... it's like along-lost memory returned for a moment, the present
hurtling in on the past. I'd like to say something, if | may.” Olivia looked from
Mason to Natalie, both nodded encouragements.

“Twenty-seven years ago, give or take, | stood in a similar clearing, though the
landscape was different. Much wilder, less touched by human hands. | was fresh out
of college and had my first real job at a modest wildlife rescue in northern Oregon. It
had been pouring rain the day | released my first rehabbed fox.” Olivia smiled,
although her eyes were lost somewhere in the past, seeing someone nobody else
could.

“My mentor, a wiry old man named Samuel handed her the crate and said, ‘This is
why we do it. She will be your first.” | lifted the latch, and the fox darted from the
cage, soaked and blinking into the wind. | wept so hard, not out of sadness, but out of
awe. That moment, the feeling of letting something go to give it a better life was a
turning point in mine. | swore a silent oath to myself that I'd build my own sanctuary
one day.

A place where broken things could be made whole.

And now, here | am, older and bruised, but unbroken.

That same fire still burns inside me, like the wild heart that beats inside this animal.



And | swear, another day another oath, that while | have breath in my body and
people like you around me, | will never give up. ”

Seeing that tears weren't far away, Natalie stepped forward and embraced Oliviawho
she suspected was running on raw emotion and strong painkillers, the events of the
past few weeks catching up with her.

Whispering into Olivia's ear she made her own promise. “And | won't give up,
either.”

Pulling apart, Natalie allowed Olivia to compose herself by turning to Mason and
asked him to tell her about the wolf.

"She was brought in during the storm,” Mason replied. "Half-starved. Limping.
Thought we might lose her the first night. "

The wolf shifted again, her snout brushing the grate, and Natalie knelt in front of the
crate. Her eyes met the wolf’s and something primal passed between them. Respect.
Shared history. Survival.

"Y ou’re beautiful," she whispered. "Y ou're strong. And you're ready."

Mason and Davey had cleared atrail earlier that morning, guiding the team toward a
quiet stretch of land bordering protected forest. The release site overlooked a wide
ridge, where tall grass and evergreen cover met winding streams and natural game
corridors, ideal for awolf looking to reclaim her freedom.

The walk there was not fast. Olivia took her time, aided by Natalie' s quiet support
and the occasional balance from her walking stick. Her coat flared around her like a
banner, and with each step, her confidence seemed to grow.



As they arrived, Mason opened the tailgate. Natalie knelt to unlock the crate's front
panel while Mason took position to guide the moment. There was no speech. No
ceremony. Just the silence of trees and wind and a heartbeat of reverence.

The wolf stepped forward slowly, ears alert, eyes scanning the landscape.

Her movements were cautious, deliberate.

She sniffed the air, lifting her head into the breeze.

Then, with a sudden burst of motion, she ran—muscles rippling, paws pounding
across the ground, her body a silver streak that cut through the trees until she
vanished into the wild that had been waiting for her.

Oliviawatched her go, tears slipping freely now. Her hand tightened around Natalie's
wrist. Natalie stepped closer and rested a hand over Olivia's. "That's why you started
this," she whispered.

Olivianodded, blinking hard. "That’swhy I’ [l never stop."

They stood there for a long time. Not speaking. Just watching the place where
wildness met the horizon. Behind them, Mason’s presence touched Natalie. And
when she turned and caught him watching, he didn’'t look away. They were already

halfway to something more. But today, it became something solid.

Later, as they made their slow walk back toward the sanctuary, Olivia spoke with a
steadiness that hadn’t been in her voice in weeks.

"We need to schedule three more releases. That red-tail is aimost cleared. The fox
kitswill be ready by next month. And | want Davey to lead the prep teams."



Natalie smiled. "Already ahead of you."

"You aways are," Oliviasaid.

Back at the lodge, Davey was aready sorting through the next week’s supply
inventory, clipboard in hand. He looked up as they entered, his eyes widening as he
took in his mother, perspiring, smiling, walking.

"Youdidit," hesaid quietly.

"Wedid it," Olivia corrected.

Mason leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, gaze soft. "That wolf? She
wouldn’t have made it without us."

Natalie turned toward him. "Teamwork."

And Mason smiled, because she was right. The sanctuary had changed shape again.
Not just a haven for wildlife, but for the people who needed purpose. Who needed
healing. Who needed to remember what they were capable of.

As the sun dipped behind the trees and the calls of the forest came alive again,
Natalie, Olivia, and Mason stood shoulder to shoulder at the window, watching dusk
fall.

And in the quiet between their heartbeats, the return to action had begun.

Not just in the physical, but in the spirit.

Together. And thistime, they were stronger than ever .



The next morning arrived with alow fog pressing into the trees, softening the edges
of the sanctuary in silver mist. Mason stood outside the barn in the early light,
watching a pair of young deer nibble cautioudly at the treeline.

He wore his usual canvas jacket, though the cold didn’t seem to reach him anymore,
not after months of early mornings and late nights, and not after yesterday.

Releasing the wolf had stirred something he hadn’t felt in along time.

Purpose. He ran a hand along the back of his neck, staring out at the empty crate still
resting near the trail. The wolf was gone, but the feeling she'd left behind, freedom,
motion, survival, it clung to him.

"Y ou okay out here?' Natalie' s voice came from behind him, soft and familiar.

He turned. She was bundled in a navy wool coat, her cheeks flushed from the wind, a
mug of coffee clutched in one hand. Her smile reached her eyes, and Mason felt that
familiar tug in his chest.

"Yeah," he said. "Just thinking."

"Dangerous habit."

She passed him the coffee and |eaned beside him on the fence. For a moment, they
said nothing. Just listened to the crunch of animals moving through the woods, the
distant call of a hawk, the heartbeat of the sanctuary.

"Y ou’ ve changed since | got here," she said suddenly.

He looked over at her, brows raised.



"You're quieter, still," she continued, "but you meet people' s eyes more. You trust
yourself again.”

Mason looked down at the coffee in his hands. "l guess | forgot who | was for a
while. | was going through the motions, just doing what needed to be done. But
now... | want to be part of more than just survival."

"You aready are" she said gently. "You've kept this place running. You've
supported Olivia, trained Davey, helped me find my footing."

He met her eyes then.

"Y ou gave me back a piece of myself | thought was long gone," he said quietly. "Y ou
reminded me why | came here in thefirst place.”

Natalie reached out, her gloved hand brushing his. They stayed like that for a moment
longer than necessary. The quiet was broken by the sound of footsteps. Davey
appeared at the path, breathless, carrying afolder and alook of worry.

"Hey. Sorry. Mom sent me. There’' s something you should see.”

They followed him to the lodge, where Olivia sat in the kitchen with her laptop open
and a frown carved deep into her brow. Her brace rested on a stool beside her, a
constant reminder of how far she had come, and how far there was still to go.

"It's from the council," she said, motioning them forward. " Carson Bell’ s pushing for
another round of review before the fina vote. He's drumming up concerns about
local livestock safety again."”

"We already addressed that," Natalie said, scanning the document. "The data doesn’t
support his claims."



"Doesn’'t matter," Olivia said, her voice tight. "He's gone public with it. He did a
local radio interview this morning, and he's quoted in the paper. He's framing us as
reckless. Emotional."

Mason bristled. "And he' s positioning himself as the calm voice of reason."

"Exactly.”

Natalie crossed her arms. "Then we don’t wait for the council to act. We make our
move first. Community day isthis weekend. Let’s show them firsthand who we are."

Davey spoke up next, something hard and young and proud settling in his face. “I'm
going to help make this fundraiser count. I’ [l handle the school booths. I'll talk to the
youth volunteers. I’ [| make them see.”

Oliviasmiled, tears threatening again. "That’s my boy."

Before the moment could settle, the lodge phone rang.

Oliviaanswered. Her expression changed as she listened. "What? When? How bad?"
She hung up and looked up sharply. "There's been vandalism. The education sign
near the east trailhead was torn down. The enclosure gate near the fox pens was found
wide open.”

Natalie swore under her breath. "Any animals hurt?'

"No. James did a sweep. Everyone's accounted for. But someone clearly wanted to
send a message.”

Mason's eyes darkened. "We need to secure the perimeter. Set up cameras if need be.



Double shifts.”

Olivia stood. "We don't scare. Not now. We make the fundraiser bigger. Louder. We
call in the press.”

Natalie added. "We show them they picked the wrong people to intimidate."

Everyone nodded their agreement. The fight was just beginning.
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The flames of the bonfire licked high into the sky behind the sanctuary lodge.
The night was crisp, the stars sharp above.

Sparks drifted upward like tiny fireflies, catching on the wind before dissolving into
the night.

It was the end of along day of repairs, planning, and cautious optimism.

The fundraiser was just days away, and the sanctuary was buzzing with preparation
and a newfound resolve, its heartbeat steady and strong.

Natalie stood beside the fire, awool blanket draped over her shoulders.
The glow lit her face, warming the angles of her jaw, the curve of her cheek.
Around her, laughter and soft conversation rose and fell in waves.

A few of the volunteers toasted marshmallows, the younger ones huddled in thick
jackets.

Despite the threat of opposition, there was a pulse of togetherness that throbbed
gently under the night.

It was the kind of moment you didn’t realize you were yearning for until you were
wrapped in the middle of it.



Mason arrived carrying two steaming mugs, offering one to Natalie. "Apple cider.
Hot and spiced. James has hidden talents.”

Natalie accepted it with a small smile. "It smells amazing. | didn’t even know we had
cloves. "

"Apparently Luanne’ s been hoarding them. For emergencies only."

They both chuckled, the tension of the week momentarily eased by the simple joy of
shared warmth and firelight.

"This," Natalie said softly, gesturing to the group huddled around the fire, "this feels
like home."

Mason looked at her, really looked at her, the firelight dancing in his eyes. "That’'s
becauseit is. For all of us."

Near the center of the circle, Olivia sat in a low chair, her brace still visible but her
posture stronger than it had been in weeks.

A cane rested beside her, though she hadn’t used it all evening.

She wore a heavy knit shawl wrapped around her shoulders, her hair braided down
her back.

There was a contentment in her face that Natalie hadn’'t seen in weeks.

Davey sat cross-legged at her feet, a guitar resting on his lap that someone had
coaxed him into playing earlier.

Now, he simply strummed quietly, plucking out a melody Natalie didn’'t recognize



but found deeply comforting.
Davey’s fingers weren't as relaxed as they looked. His eyes, though trained on the
guitar, flicked occasionally toward his mother, as if measuring the timing of a

conversation he wasn’t sure he was ready to have.

Earlier that day, he'd stood aone behind the barn, staring at the edge of the woods,
where the shadows met the treetops.

He had questions. Questions he' d buried for years.

About the man whose absence had shaped most of hislife.

About the silences that filled his mother’s expression when he asked about the past.
He didn’t want to upset her.

Not now, not after everything she’ d been through.

But tonight, as Olivia sat laughing quietly with the others, her smile relaxed, her
voice light, Davey couldn’t shake the ache under hisribs.

He wanted to know more about his father. Not just the simple truths she'd told him
when he was younger, that he'd left when things got hard, but who he really was.
Why he hadn’'t stayed. Why he hadn’t written. Why Davey till felt like a shadow
half-shaped by someone who' d walked away.

He watched Olivia now, her face lit by firelight, and his jaw tightened dlightly.

He loved her, fiercely. But part of him resented the silence.

Hedidn't need afairy tale. He just wanted the truth.



And yet, tonight didn’t feel like the moment.

It felt too full of joy, of warmth, of something sacred. So instead, he kept playing.
Laughter echoed again. Someone telling a story, others nodding in time with the
rhythm of shared history and trust. For a moment, Natalie allowed herself to exhale

completely.

She closed her eyes and soaked it in. The crackle of wood, the warmth of Mason's
presence beside her, the soft hum of Davey’ s music, the murmur of belonging.

Her heart beat in sync with the sanctuary’ s rhythm.

Olivia suddenly tapped her mug, attracting everyone' s attention.

"Thank you all for being here tonight,” she said, her voice rising above the gentle
conversation.

The group quieted as she spoke. "After the last few days, | needed this. We al did.
And it reminded me of something | think we forget too easily, just how much we've
already built together. "

She paused, glancing around the circle. Faces turned toward her, flickering with
firelight. Some eyes were tired, others wary. But all were attentive.

"We've been tested,” she continued. "More than once. We've had injuries, threats,
accusations. We' ve had moments where it felt like everything might fall apart. But
here we are, stronger, more united than ever. Because we chose to stay. We chose
each other."

She paused, her gaze settling on Natalie and Mason.



"And I’ ve watched two people in particular remind us why we started this in the first
place.

Natalie, your passion, your honesty, and your endless heart have breathed something
new into this sanctuary.

You didn’t just show up. Y ou rooted yourself here.

Y ou cared, deeply, and loudly, even when it was hard. "

Natalie looked down, humbled, her throat tightening.

"And Mason..."

Oliviaturned dightly. Mason was still, visibly surprised, his mug halfway to hislips.
"Y ou’ re the roots beneath us. Y ou’'re quiet, yes, but never absent. You' ve steadied us
when we've been shaking. You've taken on more than anyone has asked without
complaint. We see you. And more importantly, we' re stronger because of you."
Mason lowered his mug slowly, his eyes flicking to Natalie, then back to Olivia. The
fire caught the edges of his expression, stoic but moved. He cleared his throat. "I'm
not much for speeches. But... thank you."

A few chuckles followed, but the warmth in his voice softened the moment.

He stepped forward then, just enough that the fire illuminated the raw edges of his
face creased from sun and time and something deeper.

"| came here years ago," he said. "And it helped me bury some things, | wasn’'t proud
of. To do something useful without needing to be seen. But lately... I've been



reminded of something | didn’t think I’ d feel again. Purpose. Belonging."

He glanced again at Natalie, the firelight dancing in his eyes.

"And love."

She didn’t move, didn’'t blink. But her heart thundered in her chest .

"I believe in this sanctuary,” Mason continued. "But more than that, | believe in the
people who keep it alive. | believe in Natalie. And if you'll have me, for however
long this fight lasts, | want us to stay. Not just as a caretaker, surgeon, friend, but as
partners.”

There was a beat of stunned silence. Then Olivia nodded, and several of the others
clapped, the noise quickly swelling with support. But Mason's eyes were still on
Natalie, waiting. She stepped forward slowly, the blanket slipping slightly from her
shoulders. Her eyes never left his.

"Then I'll stay," she said simply. Her voice trembled, not with fear, but with feeling.
"And let’sbuild it together, as partners.”

The clapping turned to cheers. Someone tossed another log on the fire. And in the
rising heat, Natalie and Mason stood shoulder to shoulder, hand in hand.

They didn’t kiss. They didn’t need to. The connection was deeper than that. It was a
promise.

Later, as the fire burned lower and the volunteers drifted off to cabins and sleeping
bags, Natalie and Mason remained at the edge of the flames. Olivia had gone inside,
her cane tapping softly against the porch. Davey had taken his guitar and disappeared
into the woods.



"Y ou meant it?' Natalie asked, her voice quiet now.

Mason nodded. "Every word."

She reached up and touched his face, her fingers light along hisjaw. "l believe you."

He closed his eyes briefly. "I didn’t think I'd find this again. Not after the mistakes |
made. But you make me believe in starting over."

Natalie smiled, tears brimming. "Then we'll start over together. "

Above them, a meteor shot across the sky, swift and brilliant and brief. They stood in
silence, watching it go. And in that quiet, the future didn’'t feel quite so uncertain
anymore.

They were no longer just individuals holding on. They were a team. And the bond
between them was no longer fragile it was forged. In fire. In hope in shared

commitment.

The next morning, light streamed through the tall windows of the lodge, soft and
golden with the hush of early spring.

The scent of woodsmoke still lingered faintly in the fabric of the common room
where the bonfire’ s warmth had seeped into the bones of the building.

Oliviastood at the kitchen island, organizing event flyers with focused precision.

There was a new steadiness in her step, alightnessin her touch.

For the first time in weeks, her heart felt full.



She glanced out the window where Mason and Natalie were already walking the
grounds, their shoulders brushing, a quiet rhythm forming between them as naturally
as breathing.

A warmth spread in Olivia s chest. There was so much pain this place had seen, and
so much beauty and a huge secret that was becoming a burden, and she had the
feeling that before long she’ d have no choice but to share the load.

Until that day came, she would focus on the present, and hope that it would be
enough for her son, who she knew was struggling with the past.
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Davey sat on arock near the edge of the trees, staring up at the sky.

In hislap, he held afolded photograph, one he' d found years ago in a drawer.
His mother and a man with brown eyes and a gentle smile, holding a baby.
Woas that him? He didn’t remember. He wanted to ask.

He needed to ask. But not yet. Not today.

He folded the photo again and tucked it back into his coat.

Someday soon. Standing, he made his way to the lodge and the welcome aroma of
coffee.

Minutes later he stepped in from the back door, cheeks flushed from the morning air.
He carried two crates of donated trail guides, his steps careful but purposeful.

“You're early,” Olivia said, raising an eyebrow. “Planning to take over my job
today?’

He grinned, setting the boxes down. “Figured I'd get a head start before the
volunteers show up.”

She smiled at him, a rea smile that crinkled the corners of her eyes. “I like this
version of you.”



He shrugged, brushing atwig from his jacket. “ Just doing what | can.”

They moved side by side for a while, folding and stacking brochures, clipping
signposts together, sorting donation forms. Every now and then Olivia would glance
at her him, aflicker of something soft crossing her face.

He hoped he was showing her he' d changed and that someday he’ d become someone
she admired and found dependable.

But what his mom didn’t see, what she couldn’t know, was that the distance that was
healing between them was also deepening in a different direction because he knew
she was keeping a secret.

Who was his father, really? The man in the photo didn’t look cruel. There was love in
the way he held the baby, something wistful in his eyes. But Olivia never spoke of the
man in the photo in detail. Only in vague, gentle phrases that |eft more gaps than they
filled.

And now, with the sanctuary fighting for its future and his mother regaining her
strength, Davey couldn’t bring himself to ask. So instead, he worked harder. He stood
closer, smiled wider, folded one more brochure than needed.

But still, Davey couldn’t quiet the voice in his head.

That afternoon, when the last volunteer had left and Olivia went to rest in her room,
Davey quietly slipped into the office.

He closed the door gently behind him and opened the old filing cabinet in the corner.

The drawers groaned as he pulled them out, careful not to make too much noise.



It wasn't snooping, he told himself. It was searching.

For answers. For something to tether him to a name, a moment, a truth that didn’t
vanish with firelight and sentiment.

He flipped through old employee records, financial statements, sanctuary permits.
Then, tucked in the back of a thick folder labeled “Private,” he found a bundle of

documents clipped together. Among them was a faded envelope addressed in a hand
he didn’t recognize.

He opened it slowly. Inside was a letter. Dated twenty years ago. Short. Formal.
Apologetic.

Olivia,

I’m sorry. | tried but | can’t stay. This place is everything to you, but it’s not for me. |
don’t fit in here. | don’t know how to be afather. | don’t know how to be the man you
both need. | wish | was.

Please forgive me and be happy, both of you.

C.

That was it. No return address. No full name. No photograph. Just an initial. Davey
stared at the page for along time, anger and sorrow mixing like oil and water in his
gut. He folded the letter and slipped it into his back pocket and replaced everything as
itwas.

Outside, laughter filtered through the window.

Natalie and Mason’ s voices, low and close, almost musical.



He turned his head just slightly, watching them through the glass.

They were sitting on the bench near the hummingbird feeders, Mason holding a small
tin of screws, Natalie passing him tools as he repared the warped frame of the
enclosure.

Her laugh floated up again, soft and unburdened.

Mason grinned, that rare expression Davey had only recently begun to see.

They belonged with each other. That much was clear.

Not in a showy, performative way. In the way their bodies moved in sync, how their
eyes found each other without thinking, they were comfortable.

It made something inside Davey twist. Not out of jealousy, but longing. For
something grounded. Something solid. Later that evening, he joined them as they
packed away tools and cleaned up the work shed.

“Looks like you two got alot done,” he said, his voice casual.

Natalie smiled. “Mason does the heavy lifting. | just hand him the right screwdriver
and take credit.”

Mason chuckled, giving her alook that made Davey avert his eyes.

“Everything okay, Davey?’ Natalie asked.

He nodded. “Y eah. Just tired.”

“You'’ ve been working hard,” Mason said. “Go easy on yourself. You're not running



the place solo.”

Davey shrugged. “Feelslike | should be doing more.”

“You'redoing plenty,” Natalie said gently.

He looked between them again. “Can | ask you both something?’

“Of course,” they said in unison.

Davey hesitated, then looked directly at Mason. “Did you always know what kind of
man you wanted to be?’

Mason blinked. “No. Not even close. ”

Davey nodded. “ That makes me feel better.”

And he smiled, but inside he still carried the weight of that folded |etter.

He was unraveling one thread at a time, determined to know the shape of the person
whose ghost still looked back in his reflection.

He would keep looking. Quietly. Until he found the truth.

Not out of rebellion. But out of need. Out of longing. Out of love.



Page 16

Source Creation Date: July 17, 2025, 9:13 am

The first signs came quietly. It started with the bent trail signs, just off the southern
boundary of the sanctuary.

Then came the scattered trash near the feeding stations, crushed beer cans, cigarette
butts, an empty shotgun shell that hadn’t been there the night before.

Mason found it on his morning sweep and held it in his gloved hand for a long
moment, hisjaw tightening.

By noon, Natalie was called to the enclosure housing the recovering fox kits.
The perimeter fence had been tampered with.

A meta latch, once sturdy, had been loosened with bolt cutters, likely during the
night.

Nothing inside was damaged. The foxes were unharmed.

But the message was clear. Someone wanted them to feel exposed.

That afternoon, Olivia convened an emergency staff meeting in the main lodge. Her
brace propped beside her, she leaned forward in her chair with a ferocity that
reminded everyone why she had started this place in the first place.

"I don’'t care how subtle they think they’ re being. We won’t be intimidated,” she said,

voice low but firm. "We increase our patrols. We set motion cameras near every
entrance and along the ridgeline. And we contact the sheriff. Again. "



"What if it escalates?' someone asked quietly from the corner.

Natalie glanced at Mason. He stood at the edge of the group, arms crossed tightly.
"Then we meet it head-on. But not with fear, with facts. With visibility. The more
public we make this sanctuary, the harder it is for them to tear it down like the
cowards they are."

The staff murmured in agreement. But the air was taut.

Uneasy. The kind of quiet that usually came before a storm.

Olivia, though sitting, radiated a new kind of determination.

Her recovery had been slow, but each day she’ d grown stronger.

The wheelchair that once followed her movements everywhere now sat in a corner of
the room, unused.

Her cane, now more of a symbol than a crutch, rested beside her chair.

"Soon I'll be out walking the property again myself,” she added. "And whoever’s
doing this better hope | don't catch them on the trail." It drew a few nervous
chuckles, but beneath it, avery real pulse of dread.

That evening, Natalie and Mason drove into town to meet with the sheriff. As they
pulled into the gravel ot behind the small cedar-sided building, they noticed a fresh
poster stapled to the community board out front.

PROTECT OUR FAMILIES. SAY NO TO PREDATOR HARBORING

The flyer bore the image of a wolf’'s snarling mouth, teeth exaggerated, fangs



dripping red ink. Mason ripped it down, the paper tearing beneath his grip. The sound
was louder than it should’ ve been in the quiet .

"They’'re using fear," Natalie said. "And they’ re not even hiding it anymore."

Inside, the sheriff met them with the same tired empathy he always offered.

"I’ ve got deputies doing rounds near your property lines,” he said, hands folded over
his belt. "But without a name or a camera shot, there’s only so much we can do. We
don’t have the resources to sit on your fence line twenty-four hours aday."

"So that's it?" Natalie asked. "We wait for them to do real damage before you step
in?'

"I didn't say that." He leaned forward, lowering his voice. "But this town is divided.
Half the people see your sanctuary as arefuge. The other half seeit as athreat to their
way of life. You know how it is around here. People keep their own counsel, and they
don’t like being told what’ s safe and what’ s not. "

Natalie’'s hands tightened in her lap. "We're not asking for round-the-clock
protection. We just need help deterring whoever’s doing this before someone gets
hurt."

“I'll do what |1 can,” he promised. "But I’d suggest you keep things calm. No
escal ation. The more public you make this fight, the more likely it isto backfire."

Back in the truck, Mason stared at the steering wheel for a long time, the light from
the dashboard casting sharp shadows across his face.

"It's not just the sanctuary anymore,” he said. "It's you. It's Olivia. It's the kids
working the pens and Davey giving tours. They’re trying to scare al of us."



Natalie reached for his hand. "Then we fight smarter.”

He looked over at her, his eyes dark and steady. "Y ou’ re still sure about all of this?*
She smiled, fierce and calm. "More than ever."

As they turned onto the winding road that led back to the sanctuary, a pair of
headlights appeared behind them. Bright. Close. Too close. Mason's jaw clenched.
He eased off the gas.

"They’'retailing us."

Natalie turned to look. A rusted pickup truck. High beams burning through the rear
window.

"Keep driving," she said. "Don’t stop.”

The truck followed them for two more turns before veering off onto a side road. But
by the time they reached the gates, the nerves in Natalie’'s hands were still twitching.
Mason climbed out first and double-checked the locks on the outer gate. Then the
fence line. Then the tool shed.

When he returned, Natalie was sitting on the porch steps, staring out into the trees.
"Thisisonly the beginning, isn’'t it?' she asked.

He sat beside her, resting his hand on her knee. "Y eah. But we're ready.”

In the back of the truck, tucked beneath a tarp, were the trail cameras Mason had

bought from his own money, quiet weapons in a war they hadn’'t chosen but were
determined not to lose.



Because in the dark beyond the trees, something could be watching and waiting and
this time, Mason was sure the predators were of the humankind.

Inside the lodge, Olivia stood from her chair on her own two feet, steadying herself
without help, and whispered to her reflection in the window, "Come at me, then. |
dareyou."

The tension didn’t ease when the sun rose. In fact, with daylight came new fears, the
possibility of finding more damage, more messages left in the trees, more signs that
someone was watching. But with the fear came resolve, and Natalie and Mason were
up before first light, laying out a strategy .

The dining table in the main lodge became a command center. Trail maps, fencing
diagrams, and digital printouts were spread across the wood grain like puzzle pieces.
Mason pointed to each vulnerable area with a red marker, his brow furrowed in
concentration.

"Here, here, and here," he said, circling the main wildlife corridors. "If | were trying
to make a point without getting caught, I’ d hit these first."

Natalie nodded, tracing her finger across the path to the southern ridge. "We'll need
extra lighting near the feeding stations. Solar-powered, motion-activated. If they step
too close, we catch their faces on camera.”

Olivia had joined them mid-morning, moving more steadily now, her cane a
companion more than a crutch. She studied their plans, her expression unreadable.

“I’m getting a list of local journalists together,” she said, flipping open a notebook.
"We're going to hold a press event. Remind everyone why we're here. We're not the
enemy—we're the defense line between injured animals and extinction. And they
need to see that."



"Y ou’ re going to speak?' Mason asked, surprised.

"Damn right | am. | may not be able to hike the perimeter right now, but | still have a
voice. And I’'m going to useiit."

They al shared a moment of determined silence, the air between them heavy with
unspoken unity.

As evening settled over the sanctuary, Mason and Natalie took to the trails again,

placing cameras, checking fencing, setting new locks. The quiet between them had

changed. It was closer now. Warmer.

They returned to her cabin just after dark.

Everyone else had gone to their accomodation.

Oliviahad retired early, saving her strength.

The fire was low, casting shadows that danced across the floor.

Natalie sank into the couch, exhaustion rolling over her like atide.

Mason stood nearby, pulling off his gloves slowly, watching her.

"Y ou okay?"' he asked.

She looked up, eyes soft. "I will be."

He moved closer, sat beside her. Neither of them spoke for awhile.

"Y ou’ ve done more than enough today," he said eventually.



She turned toward him. "So have you. | don’t think | would’ ve gotten through any of
this without you."

Their eyes met, something deeper passing between them. It wasn't just gratitude. It
was something older, truer, that had been building over weeks of shared labor,

silence, and mutual trust.

"We've been walking this same line for a while now," she said. "Both of us circling
something we were too scared to say out loud."

Mason gave her a crooked smile. "Maybe it’ s time to stop walking."

Natalie reached up and touched the edge of hisjaw. He closed his eyes briefly at the
contact.

"I want to stop thinking," she whispered.

He leaned forward. "Then let me help.”

The kiss began gently, a meeting of lips that was quiet, reverent.

But it didn't stay that way. It deepened, breath catching and releasing in unison,
hands threading through hair, gripping shoulders, moving with instinct rather than

plan.

Mason's pam cradled the back of her neck as Natalie shifted closer, her fingers
curling into the fabric of his shirt.

They broke only for air, resting foreheads together, their eyes still closed .

"I’ve wanted this for longer than | can admit," she said.



He exhaled against her mouth. "You don’t haveto. | already knew."

When they moved again, it was in sync. They stood, still holding one another,
Mason’s hands steady on her waist, her fingers dragging lightly across his spine.

He kissed her again, slower now, anchoring them in the moment.

They crossed the room in silence, the cabin creaking softly around them, the hush of
the forest wrapping the building in akind of sacred privacy.

Mason paused by the bed as if waiting for her to change her mind.

She didn’'t. She reached for him instead, and he came to her like he’d been holding
his breath for years.

They undressed slowly, learning each other’s skin like a story they’ d always meant to
read.

Natalie touched the scar along hisribs, and Mason kissed the hollow of her throat.

Their bodies came together not in rush or desperation, but in recognition of trust, of
partnership, of something both tender and fiercely alive.

The first time was unhurried, breathless, and close.

They moved like they knew each other’s rhythms, like the nights spent working
shoulder to shoulder had somehow choreographed this.

After, she lay with her head on his chest, his arm around her waist, their legs tangled
in the sheets.



The firelight outside the door painted slow-moving patterns on the wall.

"Y ou said you came here to disappear,” she murmured.

He stroked her hair, his voice rough with emotion. "Now | want to be seen. By you.
By this place."

She lifted her head to meet his eyes. "Y ou are. Every part of you."

He pulled her in again, kissing her owly, like a seal, like a promise.

They made love again, deeper this time, a soft ache of connection that left nothing
between them but breath and heartbesats.

Long after the fire had died and the moon had crested high above the trees, Natalie
drifted to Sleep in his arms, her fingers still resting against his chest, asif to hold his
heartbeat steady.

And Mason stayed awake for a while longer, listening to the quiet, his eyes fixed on
the ceiling. For the first time in years, he wasn’t wondering what came next. He was

ready for it.

With her by hisside.
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A week passed in ablur of strategy, sweat, and stubborn hope.

Mason and Natalie now, officially a couple, moved through each day like twin
engines of calm resolve.

The days were packed with effort, fortifying the sanctuary's perimeter, fielding media
calls, prepping for the community open house, and driving to schools and local
organizations to share the truth of their work.

But the nights? The nights were their own. They’d fall into bed bone-tired, the weight
of the day replaced by the warmth of shared breath, whispered promises, and a
growing certainty that whatever came, they would face it together.

Natalie had always believed in the power of doing, of proving her worth through
effort and resilience. Mason, more than anyone, understood that language. It was why
they worked so well in tandem. They didn't need fanfare or ceremony. They just
needed each other.

The open house weekend arrived like a stormfront, fast and full of energy.

By Friday afternoon, the sanctuary had been transformed.

Hand-painted signs welcomed visitors at the gates.

Volunteers set up booths for educational displays, animal tracking games, and
Interactive rescue demonstrations.



Kids in matching T-shirts walked goats along the lower field, while others offered
face painting in the barn.

Olivia, now walking longer distances with her cane and occasionally without it,
supervised everything with hawk-like focus and maternal pride. Her confidence had
returned with a vengeance, and no one dared cross her path with half a plan or a
hesitant tone.

“Keep the media booth by the entry path,” she told Davey. “If they catch our story
before the crowd, they’ Il write from the heart, not the headline.”

“Yes, maam,” hereplied, scribbling furiously on his clipboard.

Natalie and Mason took the lead on school outreach. By Saturday morning, they were
standing in the main room of the local elementary school, surrounded by twenty-five
wide-eyed fourth graders and a projector that occasionally made whirring noises like
it was going to explode.

“This,” Natalie said, pointing to a photo of ayoung, injured bobcat, “is Meadow. She
was hit by a car last year near the edge of our sanctuary. She lost her mother, had a
broken paw, and was dangerously underweight.”

One girl raised her hand. “Did she make it?’

Natalie smiled. “She did. It took three months of care and learning how to trust again,
but she’ s back in the wild now. She lives near the east ridge. And she’ s thriving.”

The kids erupted in applause.

Mason took over from there, talking about animal tracking and how they monitored
released wildlife.



“You mean, like... spy gear?’ one boy asked, eyes wide.

Mason chuckled. “Kind of. Except instead of catching bad guys, we're making sure
the good guys, our wildlife, stay safe.”

By the end of the hour, they had two teachers requesting sanctuary field trips and half
a dozen kids asking how they could volunteer.

“1t' sworking,” Natalie whispered to Mason as they packed up.

He nodded. “ They’re starting to see the truth of us.”

That night, back at the sanctuary, after the last visitor had gone and the booths were
stacked neatly by the tool shed, Natalie and Mason walked the long path by the wolf
pens, hands clasped.

“| talked to one of the parents today,” Natalie said. “She used to be one of the loudest
voices against us. Thought we were going to bring predators into her backyard.
Today, she thanked me. Said her daughter wants to be a vet now.”

Mason’ s grip tightened dlightly. “It’ s happening. The tide' s turning.”

They stopped near the viewing platform, where the moon lit the treetops, and the
smell of pine drifted up like a promise.

Natalie looked up at him, something hesitant in her eyes. “Can | ask you something
personal ?’

“Of course.”

“Why didn’t you ever have kids?’



The question hung between them.

Mason looked away, jaw working.

“l mean, you're so good with Davey. With the interns. You'd be an incredible
father.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, silent for a moment too long. When he finally spoke,
his voice was quieter than she’ d expected.

"There was a time..." he began, then stopped, searching the shadows for words.
"There was someone. A long time ago. We weren't married, but it was serious. She
got pregnant. We were both scared. | told myself | was ready, but the truth is... |
didn’t know how to be ready. "

Natalie listened, her eyes not leaving his. He shifted his weight slightly, as though the
memory was a coat too heavy to keep wearing.

"We lost the baby,” he said. "And after that, everything fell apart. She needed
something | couldn’t give. | didn’t know how to grieve properly. | didn’t know how
to stay.”

"You left?' Natalie asked gently.

"She left," he answered. But his voice didn’t carry certainty. "Or maybe we both did,
in different ways."

There was a beat of silence. The wind moved through the trees.

"After that, | just... | kept telling myself | wasn't built for it. For family. For that kind
of responsibility. And after a while, it became easier to believe that than to ask if I'd



been wrong."

Natalie stepped closer, slipping her hand into his.

He didn't speak. His gaze was distant, as though he was still trying to let go of
something that clung to his past. She studied him quietly.

There was more he wasn't saying. Something behind his eyes that suggested there
were pages to his story that hadn’t been opened yet. She didn’t press. Not now.

But later, she would wonder. Later, she would remember this moment, the hesitation,
the shadow.

And she would begin to ask what he hadn’t yet dared to share.

For now, they stood together in the quiet, the stars blinking overhead, and the
sanctuary slowly exhaling around them.

They didn’t have all the answers. But they had each other.
The morning after the open house dawned bright and clear, with a sky so blue it
almost seemed performative, like nature itself was congratulating the sanctuary for a

weekend well done.

Olivia stood by the kitchen window of the main lodge, stirring a second cup of tea
she barely tasted.

Her cane leaned against the wall, untouched.

It had been three days since she'd last used it.



Her gait was still careful, but her confidence had returned like muscle memory.

On the table in front of her was a stack of envelopes, thank-you notes from visitors,
donation receipts, and pledge forms from new community sponsors.

A local organic co-op had offered to partner with them.

A retired veterinarian wanted to volunteer part-time.

Even the mayor’ s office had sent a message of support.

They’d doneit. At least for now, the sanctuary’ s future felt less like a cliff’s edge and
more like solid ground. She exhaled slowly and sat down, her body aching in familiar

ways. But the ache wasn’t heavy with dread anymore. It was simply the cost of effort.

Davey entered a moment later, his boots tracking dry pine needles across the floor.
He carried a clipboard and alook that didn’t quite match the morning’s optimism.

"Mail’s up. The new donor cards camein," he said.

Olivianodded. "Y ou’ ve got a good system. Better than mine ever was."

He shrugged, eyes on the envelopes. "It’ sjust sorting."

"It'smore than that," she said. "It s keeping us going."

Davey smiled, but there was something behind it. Something guarded. Olivia didn’t
push. Not yet. She was just starting to win back the balance of their relationship, the

kind forged by shared crisis and rebuilding. But she also sensed it. A space opening
between them again, subtle but tangible.



Later that day, Oliviatook awalk down to the welcome center where volunteers were
restocking brochures. As she approached, she overheard two women in low
conversation near the front desk.

"I heard he was expelled from school, not just dropped out."

"Really? Olivia s boy? He always seemed quiet. "

"Too quiet, if you ask me. Like a coiled spring.”

The words sliced through the air, chilling her blood to ice.

Olivia stopped just short of the door, heart thudding in her chest. Their voices carried
with the kind of easy cruelty reserved for gossip passed under the guise of concern.

She waited until their voices trailed off, then stepped inside, her expression neutral.

The two women looked up guiltily, their faces coloring.

She greeted them with her usual calm professionalism, asked after their work, and
made a note to herself not to confront them. Y et.

But shefelt it, that familiar judgment, quiet and cruel.

The kind that lingered and infected, whispered at church gatherings, muttered at town
meetings.

As Oliviawalked back to the lodge, her mind swirled.

She had tried so hard to shield Davey, to let him carve his own path.



And till, the past clung to them like fog.

She couldn’t change where he' d been. But she would damn well defend who he was
becoming.

Across the property, Natalie and Mason were giving a tour to a group of high school
students from the community center.

They moved as ateam, weaving stories into facts, laughter into structure.

Watching them together was like watching two hands of the same body.

It was a beautiful thing, especially because she remembered the old Mason who could
have had ‘trouble’ tattooed on his forehead.

He' d come along way from the angry young man he once was, and she was glad he'd
finaly found happiness.

Sighing, she turned and made her way back to the lodge, not allowing wistful
thoughts of what might have been, or the face of a man she'd loved and lost any

space in her head. Now wasn’t the time and it never would be again .

At the center, after the group departed, Natalie wiped her hands on her jeans and
turned to Mason. "Y ou’ ve gotten good at this."

Heraised abrow. "Y ou mean not scaring kids away with my quiet intensity?"

She laughed. "Exactly."

They walked together through the enclosure trails, past the fox dens and down toward
the overlook. Mason paused at the ridge, leaning on the fence.



"Olivia told me the donations were more than expected. Enough to keep us afloat
through winter."

Natalie nodded. " She deserves every hit of it."

"So do you."

She looked at him, seeing something guarded in his eyes. "Y ou okay?"

He hesitated. "l saw Olivia earlier. Something' s bothering her. She won't say it, but...
| know that look."

Natalie frowned. "Y ou think it’ s about Davey?'

"Maybe. He' s been sullen lately."

Natalie considered that. She had noticed it too. A kind of restlessness in Davey. He
was doing the work. But his focus had shifted somehow. That evening, as Mason and
Natalie sat on the back porch of the lodge, sipping tea under the stars, she brought it

up again.

"Y ou ever think that not knowing his dad is the root of Davey’s troubles?"

Mason nodded. "All the time."

Natalie looked down. "Olivia never talks about him. | never pressed her, just
respected that it was private, and she’ d tell me if she needed to."

Mason didn’t answer right away. "Some stories are hard to tell. And some kids go
looking for answers whether they’'re ready or not. Davey’s got a lot of baggage he
needs to sort through, in my opinion. And maybe Olivia needs to help him with that."



Earlier that afternoon, Mason had stopped at the local feed store to pick up supplies.
As he loaded bags of seed and straw into the back of the sanctuary truck, he caught
the tall end of a conversation between two men standing near the register.

"...an't surprised he's working up there. No real job and got kicked out of college so
what can that tell you. That family’s always been strange.”

"Thought he' d be locked up by now."

Mason froze. He realized they were talking about Davey and it hurt.

He didn't speak, didn’t flinch, just kept loading the truck until he was sure he
wouldn’t crack.

When Olivia passed him on the path later that day, he nodded, forced a smile, and
kept moving.

She didn’t ask if he was okay, and he didn’t offer an explanation why he might have
looked cross.

“Maybe I'll have aword with Davey myself and you could speak to Olivia, see if we
can help them in some way.” Mason suggested.

“It can't do any harm, if we tread carefully.” Natalie rested her head on his shoulder,
both losing themselves in thought.

They stayed on the porch long after the stars bloomed overhead, enjoying the
evening, now the weather was turning.

"We' ve become something, haven’t we? A kind of family."



Mason nodded. "The kind you choose."

And beneath the silence, beneath the soft hush of |eaves and the distant call of an owl,
Natali€' s heart swelled.

She had good friends. And love. Two of the most precious thingsin life.
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The campfire crackled on the sanctuary’s upper observation deck, its light casting a
warm amber glow over the worn deck planks and the faces gathered around it.

Mason sat a little apart from the others, his back braced against a cedar beam, hands
wrapped around a chipped enamel mug of coffee that had long since gone cold.

Natalie, seated next to him, leaned into the firelight, her fingers loosely tangled with
his.

Volunteers were filtering away in twos and threes, their conversations drifting off
into the darkness along the winding trail toward the lodge.

By the time the last voice faded, only Mason and Natalie remained beneath the stars.

Above them, the sky stretched wide and silent, the Milky Way swirling like mist
abovethetreeline.

Somewhere in the distance, a bird called, a soft, warbled echo that settled into the
stillness.

There was something playing on Natalie€'s mind, life changing, unavoidable so
without delay she turned to face Mason and just blurted it out.

“1 had an email. It was waiting for me when | got back to the cabin, from a lawyer.
Giles wants a divorce and to sell the house. All | have to do is say the word and my
old life will be packed up and sold off. Simple as signing on the dotted line.” Seeing
the words in black and white had rocked her almost perfect world and reminding her



that she couldn’t hide from making a decision forever.

Mason sucked in air, and she could tell he was trying to think of the right words to
say. His thumb brushed the edge of his cup as waited.

“1 thought you were quiet tonight,” he said softly.

She nodded, then shrugged, the firelight catching on the edge of her jaw. “I’ve been
thinking it all over.”

“That’s dangerous,” he teased gently and offered a small smile, but it didn’t reach his
eyes. “Maybe | need to say some stuff, that might help you decide. About things |
haven't said before.”

Natalie' s expression shifted, softening into something serious, open. “Okay.”

He looked out at the treetops for a long moment. “You know the story | told you
about the woman | was with? The baby we lost?’

11 Y%."

“1 left some things out.”

Thefire crackled, casting shifting shadows across his face.

“We didn't just lose the baby,” he said.

“We lost everything in one long, unraveling stretch. | didn’t know how to grieve.

But she did. She cried, she screamed, she mourned.



| watched it al and couldn’t make sense of any of it.

And instead of standing beside her, | shut down.

| built walls so high, even | couldn’t see over them. ”

Natalie listened without interrupting.

“One night, she came home late. She looked different. Worn out. | asked her where
she' d been. She said she needed space. That someone else understood what she was
feeling. She didn’t say it, but | knew. There was someone else. And | didn’'t blame
her.”

His voice was tight. “The thing is, | didn’t fight. | let her go. | thought | was sparing
us both. | told myself that if | stayed, I'd do more harm than good. So, | packed my
things and disappeared.”

He looked down into his mug. “That’s how | ended up here.

Olivia took me in and gave me a place to stay, and even then, after she was kind, |
was carrying so much anger | still messed up and |eft.

| think maybe the whole town cheered. And then when | came back she gave me a
second chance but most of al, she let me be me, left me alone to work it all out. ”

Natalie reached for his hand again. He let her take it, his fingers wrapping over hers.

“I’ve spent years convincing myself I'm better alone. That | wasn't meant to be
anyone's husband, or father, or anything else that asks for more than | know how to
give. But then you showed up. And every day since, I’ ve been questioning everything
| used to believe about myself.”



He glanced at her, his expression unguarded. “Y ou make me want things I’ d stopped
letting myself want.”

She touched his cheek, her thumb brushing gently over his skin. “That's not
weakness, Mason.”

“I'm afraid of breaking it,” he whispered. “Of breaking us. But | want us more than
I’ ve wanting anything before.”

“Youwon't break us, Mason. | won't let that happen.”

They sat in silence, the fire's glow warming their faces, the stars overhead bearing
witness to a confession long overdue. And when Mason finally rested his head
against Natalie's shoulder, it was not with the weight of shame, but with the relief
and release of truth.

The night closed gently around them, blanketing the deck in quiet reverence. They
weren't just holding hands anymore. They were holding history. And they were no
longer afraid of what came next. Not together.

The morning after the campfire, Natalie rose before dawn, the firelight of the night
still burning in her chest. She wandered the sanctuary trails alone for a while, letting
the stillness of the woods speak to the questions moving through her.

Mason had shared his pain, the edges of a past she could feel still marked him.

She'd felt it in the way he hesitated, the moments his hand tightened dlightly around
hers, like he still feared the collapse of what they were building.

But as much as it brought them closer, it stirred something in her, too, a quiet ache
she' d kept carefully hidden.



She'd spent so much of her adult life strong, capable, determined not to need anyone.
She had become the woman others could lean on, while quietly locking away her own
need for reassurance, for safety, for love she could trust not to unravel. And trust,
she’' d learned, came at a cost.

Later that morning, she joined Olivia on the back deck of the lodge. The older woman
was already there, her cane laid across her |ap, a mug of tea warming her hands.

“You look like you didn’'t sleep,” Oliviasaid, not unkindly.

Natalie gave asmall laugh. “1 slept. Just not peacefully.”

They sat in companionable silence for a while, watching the forest slowly come to
life.

“Can | ask you something?’ Natalie said at last.

Olivianodded, sipping her tea.

“It' s about Davey.”

Olivia stiffened dlightly but nodded again. “Alright.”

“I’ve heard whispers. From town. | haven't asked because | didn’t think it was my
place. But now... | think it might help him if someone else knew. If it wasn't a secret.

Oliviadidn’'t respond immediately. Her gaze was fixed on the horizon, where the mist
rolled gently through the pines.

"He' s not abad kid," she said finally.



“I know.”

"But he did something that gave them areason to label him."

Natalie waited.

“He got into afight,” Oliviasaid. “At college. A serious one.”

Natalie' s brows lifted, but she didn’t interrupt.

Olivia s voice was steady, but low. “There was a girl in one of his classes. She'd
come to him more than once about a guy who wouldn’t leave her alone.

Told him she was scared. Davey encouraged her to go to the administration, but she
said she didn’t feel safe making it official. So, Davey kept an eye out."

She paused, and Natalie saw the tightness in her grip around the mug.

“One night, he found the guy cornering her after a party. She was crying. Davey
pulled him off her. The guy threw a punch. Davey hit him back. Hard. Knocked the
guy clean out and he ended up in ER.”

“Did she speak up?’ Natalie asked softly.

“Shetried. But it became a‘he said, she said.” The guy’s family had money. Lawyers.
Influence. Davey didn’t. And he refused to apologize. He said he'd do it again.”

“They expelled him.”

Olivia nodded. “Just like that. My son, who acted out of instinct and protection, was
labeled violent. Dangerous. The family had too many connections and deep purses,



you know how it goes.”
Natalie felt the knot in her chest tighten. She could picture it—the quiet anger in
Davey’s eyes, the burden he'd carried without explanation, the guilt that didn’t

belong to him but lived there anyway.

“And the worst part?’ Olivia added, her voice trembling just dightly. “He's been
carrying it like it defines him. Like maybe they’ re right.”

"He' s ashamed about being kicked out."

Olivia nodded. "And | couldn’t fix it. | couldn’t make it go away. | didn't know

how.
The pain in her voice settled over them like fog. Natalie took her hand and held it.
“He protected someone,” she said. “ That matters.”

Olivia s jaw clenched, her eyesfilling. “I know it does. But the town doesn’t. Not all
of them. They see a quiet boy with a checkered past and fill in the blanks. They see
him through the lens of what they’ ve heard, not who heis.”

Natalie felt that truth settle deep in her chest.

That afternoon, Natalie found Davey in the storage barn, organizing supply bins.
“Hey,” she said, leaning on the doorframe.

He glanced up, his expression wary.

“Your mom told me,” she said gently.



His eyes darkened. “Told you what?’

“About school. About what really happened.”

He looked away.

“Davey,” she said, stepping closer. “You don’'t have to be ashamed of that. You did
what you thought was right.”

“1 hit someone,” he said flatly. “That's what everyone sees. And he got off with it
al.”

“And that’s unfair, but | don’t care about him or his parents who couldn’t see what
their son was and failed to teach him alife lesson. All | see is someone who stood up
when it mattered. Who didn’t look away. He' s the person | care about.”

He swallowed hard, blinking against something.

“1 just... | don’t want that to be the first thing people know about me. "

"Then help them see the rest,” she said. "Let them see the man you' re becoming, not
the boy they only heard about.”

He nodded slowly, and for the first time in weeks, she saw his shoulders lower. Just a
little.

That night, under the stars, Natalie sat again with Mason by the fire, the shadows of
old wounds still lingering, but the light between them growing stronger.

“We al have ghosts,” she said. “But we get to decide if they haunt us... or teach us.”



Mason looked at her, his eyes steady.

“And you? What have yours taught you?’

She hesitated.

“That I’'m allowed to need someone,” she said. “And that it doesn’t make me weak.”

He kissed her then, gently, reverently, like the world might stop and start again in the
space between them. And in some ways, it did.
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The wind had shifted overnight, bringing with it a chill that hinted at early frost. The
sun had yet to climb over the ridgeline as Natalie stood near the trailhead with her
backpack slung over one shoulder, her fingers adjusting the radio clipped to her vest.
Her breath fogged in the cool air.

She checked the location coordinates one last time, reviewing the GPS message from
alocal hiker who had reported spotting a limping mountain lion cub along aravine a

few Giles northeast of the sanctuary’s marked boundary.

Olivia had wanted to send a team, but Natalie had insisted on taking the lead herself.
Mason, predictably, hadn’t let her go alone.

“We're likely looking at a cub that’s gotten separated from its mother and injured
itself,” she said as he joined her. “Probably dehydrated, disoriented. But we won't
know until we get there.”

Mason handed her athermos. “Y ou sure you' re up for this?’

“I’m sure.”

There was no bravado in her tone, just quiet certainty.

She needed this. Needed to prove to herself that she could lead, make critical
decisions, and navigate difficult terrain without second-guessing.

After everything with Mason, after Davey’s truth, after learning how much the town
still misunderstood them, Natalie was burning with purpose.



They set out at first light, climbing the steep trail through tall pines and thickets of fir.

Mason took point through the denser sections, but Natalie's confidence grew with
each step, navigating with practiced focus.

An hour into the hike, they heard the first faint yowl.

It echoed across the ridge, somewhere below them.

They paused, crouching beneath alow canopy of branches.

“Southwest slope,” Mason said. “ Close. Maybe half amile.”

Natalie nodded and led the way, carefully descending the loose path. The terrain
shifted underfoot, gravel and loose stone. At one point, she slipped, her ankle twisting
just slightly before Mason caught her.

“You aright?’

She gritted her teeth, nodded. “Fine.”

His hand lingered on her back a beat longer than necessary. Just a brush, but she felt
it. The way he steadied her, not just physicaly, but something deeper. A kind of
grounding she hadn’t realized she craved.

They reached the ravine just before midday.

And there, nestled between the roots of afallen pine, was the cub.

Its leg was curled at an awkward angle, eyes glassy with exhaustion, tongue dry and
cracked.



It didn’t move as they approached. Natalie' s breath caught.

She approached slowly, murmuring soft reassurances.

Mason unpacked the emergency crate. “If we can get it stabilized, we can carry it
back halfway, then call for pickup.”

As Natalie knelt beside the cub, assessing the injury, a sharp crack echoed through
the trees. Gunshot. They both froze. Then another. Distant, but unmistakable.

Natali€' s heart thundered. Mason stood, tense. “ Poachers?”

“Or someone trying to scare us off.”

“Either way, we need to move. Fast.” Natalie worked quickly, splinting the cub’s leg
with practiced hands. The animal whimpered once but didn’t fight. It was too weak.

“Let me carry him,” Mason said.

“No. I’ve got him.”

He didn't argue, just watched her lift the crate with quiet strength.

They climbed steadily, adrenaline dulling the ache in her muscles.

The forest felt denser now. Every crack of atwig, every gust of wind seemed |oaded
with intent.

More than once, Natalie turned, sure she'd seen movement. But it was only the
woods watching.



At the halfway point, Mason called in their location. “Rescue team’s en route,” he
said. “ Ten minutes.”

They stopped in a small clearing. Natalie lowered the crate gently and sat beside it,
her legs trembling.

“I don’t know if I’ ve ever been that scared,” she admitted.

Mason sat beside her. “You handled it.”

She turned to him. “I keep thinking about all the things we're up against. Legal
threats. Local opposition. All of it. And sometimes it’s overwhelming and that, back
there didn’t help.”

“Itdidn’'t,” he said without hesitation. “But we got through it.”

She leaned against him, her head resting on his shoulder.

“I’m not used to all this,” she said. “But at the sametime | need it like | need air.”

“1 know,” he murmured. “But | need you too.”

She looked up a him, and their eyes locked. In the filtered light of the forest,
surrounded by the wild and the risk and the weight of everything they carried, she
saw something in him that made her heart soar. Devotion.

He touched her cheek gently, his thumb brushing a smear of dirt she hadn’t noticed .

“I’ve never trusted anyone the way | trust you,” he said.

Her breath caught. “Same.”



They kissed, slow, steady, their lips tasting of fear overcome, of trust hard-earned.

It wasn't rushed. It was aclaiming. A confirmation.

When the sound of the approaching vehicle finally broke through the woods, Natalie
stood with Mason beside her, the crate between them.

She had led the rescue. She had trusted herself. Finally.



Page 20

Source Creation Date: July 17, 2025, 9:13 am

By the time the community meeting convened at the town’s civic center, word had
aready spread about the cub rescue, the gunshots, and the sanctuary’s unflinching
response.

What had once been whispered doubts had begun to shift, nudged by the steady
drumbeat of Natalie and Mason’'s quiet reslience and Olivia's no-nonsense
fundraising campaign.

Inside the cedar-paneled meeting room, folding chairsfilled quickly.

There were local ranchers in their sun-bleached denim, PTA parents in clinking
charm bracelets, teenagers from the community center, and half the sanctuary’s
volunteer team—all gathered under the same vaulted ceiling. Uncertainty hung in the
ar.

Natalie stood near the side wall with Mason and Davey, heart thudding like a
metronome beneath her ribs. Olivia sat at the front table, her cane tucked behind her.
She looked calm, even regal, as if she' d been born to speak truth to power.

The mayor, a man with thick glasses and a voice like gravel, opened the meeting with
the usual formalities. But his tone changed when he brought up the sanctuary .

“We' ve looked at all the concerns from both sides,” he said. “Some worrying that the
sanctuary is attracting predators. Others saying it’s providing vital services for our

wildlife. Tonight, we're here to listen.”

The microphone was passed to Olivia. She stood slowly, deliberately, without using



her cane. The room hushed.

“My name is Olivia Hayes,” she said, voice strong. “I founded the sanctuary over
twenty years ago with the belief that injured wildlife deserve a second chance. I'm
not here to change your minds. I'm here to tell you what we've done, and what we
will continue to do.”

She outlined the rescue numbers, the education programs, the outreach work in
schools. She spoke about the volunteers who gave their time, the donors who had
stepped up, the animals that had heal ed.

Then she paused. “And when our team was targeted last week, when gunshots rang
through the woods during a rescue, we didn’t back down. We didn’t run. We carried
that cub out of danger because that’s what we do. Not because it’s easy, or safe, or
convenient. But becauseit’sright.”

A silencefell over the room. The kind that holds attention.

Then a hand went up. It was the school principal. “I visited last week with a group of
fourth graders,” she said. “ Those kids saw something that day, compassion, courage,
teamwork. My daughter hasn’t stopped talking about it. Y ou have my support.”
Applause followed. Hesitant at first, then building. Others spoke. A local
veterinarian. A high school student who'd interned with the raptor rehab team. A
mother whose son had struggled with anxiety until volunteering gave him confidence.

Natalie stepped forward. Her voice was steady, her eyes bright.

“1 came to the sanctuary looking for purpose. What | found was a community. What
we do thereisn’t just about saving animals.



It's about healing people. Preserving the most beautiful wildlife, giving something
back.

And we need your help to keep doing it.”

Mason joined her at the front, silent but solid beside her. His presence spoke
volumes.

Davey stood next. “1 know some of you have heard things about me,” he began.

“Some of it’strue. | did get in trouble at school.

But what you didn't hear is why. | stood up for someone who was scared and
vulnerable.

| kept ayoung woman safe. And | won't apologize for that.

| admit | lost my temper, but it was the first and last time.

So please, whether you believe me or not, don’t judge my mom or what everyone
does up there by my actions. That’s not fair.”

There was a beat of silence. Then someone clapped. Then another. And another. The
hall filled with the sound of support, as though the team had broken down a major
barrier and now huge strides forward could be taken.

By the time the meeting ended, alist of new donors had formed at the back table. The
mayor shook Olivia's hand. Parents approached Natalie with words of gratitude.
Even some of the most skeptical attendees lingered near the exit, murmuring to one
another, not in derision, but in cautious interest.



That weekend, the sanctuary hosted a celebration. Lanterns were strung through the
trees, casting golden light across the grounds. Music played, soft and low. Children
ran with paper fox masks, and the scent of grilled food mingled with the bite of early
evening air.

The sanctuary team worked hard to set up the event, stringing banners between trees
and lighting candles along the pathways. Tables were arranged with rescued animal
portraits, handmade crafts from the volunteers, and pamphlets about the mission and
future goals.

Olivialed atour through the new rehabilitation wing, proudly displaying the recently
finished raptor enclosure. Natalie and Mason took turns introducing attendees to the
sanctuary’s newest rescues, three baby squirrels, a red-tailed hawk, and a shy fawn
with a stitched shoulder.

“People want to believe in something good,” Natalie said to Mason as they shared a
quiet moment near the bonfire. “Sometimes they just need to be reminded it's

possible.”

Mason kissed her temple gently. As dusk fell, Olivia gave a short speech by the fire.
Her voice, amplified just enough to carry, was clear and unwavering.

“We built this place from grit, hope, and the belief that the wild matters. And tonight,
| seethat belief alivein all of you.” The crowd erupted in applause.

L ater, as the guests began to trickle away, the core team gathered near the main barn.

Laughter bubbled up among them, real and easy.

Natalie took a moment to step away, breathing in the night air, watching her breath
drift toward the stars.



From behind, Mason joined her, wrapping an arm around her waist.

“Wedidit,” hesaid quietly.

Sheleaned into him. “We did.”

They stood there for a while, beneath the shimmer of lanterns and stars. And in that
light, in that stillness, Natalie knew they weren't just surviving anymore. They were
building something that could last alifetime.

The stars were scattered like silver needles across a navy sky when Natalie and
Mason wandered away from the lanterns and soft chatter that still lingered near the
sanctuary’s bonfire.

The celebration had spilled into night with laughter and music, but for them, it had
narrowed into this quiet moment, away from the crowd and noise.

They walked the familiar trail that led to the observation deck, their boots crunching
softly over pine needles.

It was a space they both gravitated to when they needed breath, or clarity, or each
other.

Mason took her hand as they climbed the short set of stairs to the platform. The wind
up there was crisp, clean, laced with woodsmoke and the faint musk of damp earth. A
blanket had been left draped over the rail, someone from the team, maybe Olivia,
anticipating the need for peace.

Natalie wrapped it around her shoulders, turning to face Mason. In the moonlight, his
features were softened, but his gaze was steady.



“You look tired,” he said gently.

“l feel...” She hesitated. “Not tired, exactly. Just like I’ ve been carrying something for
so long, | didn't realize how heavy it had gotten until | finally set it down.”

He nodded. “And now?’

She looked out over the treetops, then back to him. “Now | just want to stay here. |
don’t mean on the deck. | mean here, this place. With you. With Olivia. With the
animals. With the work.”

Mason studied her, his heart thudding alittle harder. “Y ou mean stay permanently?’
She nodded, slowly. “I’ve been circling that thought since the email.

Telling myself 1I'd go back, tidy up my old life, return to the career | built.

But it doesn’'t feel like mine anymore. It hasn’'t in along time.

This place... this feels like home and | know I'm kidding myself if I think | can ever
go back to the city. ”

He took a step closer, cupping her cheek. “You are home here. Not just because of
what you do, but because of who you are.”

Her breath caught. There were still parts of her, fragile and hesitant, that questioned if
she deserved something this steady. Something thisreal .

“You don’'t think it's na?ve or weak?’” she whispered.

“1 think it’s the bravest thing you’' ve ever said.”



She blinked, smiling through the weight of unshed tears.

“1 thought | was done falling in love with people,” she said. “Not just romantic love.
But trust. Family. Letting peoplein.”

Mason pulled her into his arms, his hold firm, grounding. “Then let me be the one
you fall with.”

She pressed her face into his chest. “You aready are.”

They stood there, wrapped in silence and stars, until the cold began to sneak through
the blanket.

Mason nudged her gently toward the cabin.

Inside, the warmth embraced them. Mason lit a few lanterns, their glow casting gold
on the wooden walls.

Natalie leaned against the table, watching him with the quiet awe of someone
realizing they had crossed into something permanent.

He came to her slowly, arms wrapping around her waist.

“You're staying,” he said, asif tasting the words.

“I’m staying,” she confirmed. “I don’t need to chase something | thought | wanted
when what | need isright here. I'll set things in motion in the morning.”

His kiss was soft at first, sow and full of reverence. But when she dlid her hands
under his shirt, feeling the warmth of his skin, something in her deepened.



They moved together with an urgency that wasn't rushed but rooted in need. In
gratitude. In the quiet, consuming kind of love that asks not for fireworks but for
steady, burning light.

Afterward, they lay tangled in the center of the bed, breath slowing, hearts still full.
Mason brushed a strand of hair from Natalie' s face.

“You terrify me,” he whispered.

She looked up. “Why?’

“Because loving you makes me want to be better than | thought | could be. ”

She kissed his shoulder. “Y ou already are.”

Outside, the sanctuary was still. But inside that little cabin, something had taken root.

Not just love. Not just trust. Something enduring. Something strong enough to
weather what came next.
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A chill crept in on a Monday morning, crisping the edges of the leaves and frosting
the morning dew that clung to the edges of the sanctuary’s solar panels.

Natalie wrapped her scarf tighter and stepped out onto the lodge porch with athermos
of coffeein hand.

Across the courtyard, Mason was aready out by the tool shed, his breath visible in
the morning light as he checked the integrity of the new fencing aong the west

boundary.

They were running on little sleep, shorter daylight, and a list of needs that far
outweighed their budget, but they were moving forward.

The open house had been a turning point.
Since then, foot traffic at the sanctuary had increased.

The phone rang with inquiries, and emails arrived with volunteer requests, donation
offers, and invitations to speak at regional conservation forums.

For every positive response, however, there were two logistical challenges waiting in
the wings, an injured owl with expensive dietary needs, a backed-up septic system in
the lower cabins, alegal letter from arancher about a supposed fox incursion.

Natalie met Mason at the fence line just after sunrise.

"We've got four sponsorship meetings this week," she said, offering him the thermos.



He took it, taking a slow sip before handing it back. "I thought things were supposed
to get easier after the town meeting."

"They are easier. Now we're just being tested in other ways."

He gave her ahalf smile. "Nothing we can’t handle."

“Exactly,” shereplied.

Together, they walked the outer perimeter trail, making notes on repairs, trail safety
signs, and possible relocation plans for two older enclosures. The sanctuary had
grown steadily, and it was clear now they were on the verge of needing more space.
Later that morning, Natalie joined Olivia in the admin building. The older woman

had a clipboard resting on her lap and a calendar of grant deadlines spread out before
her.

"Davey’ s working on the internship training packets," Olivia said without looking up.
"He wants to help with the community education program too. | think we' ve created a
monster."

Natalie chuckled. "A highly competent, surprisingly organized monster."

Olivia looked up then, a rare twinkle in her eye. "He's blossoming here, Nat. Like |
aways knew he could. He's finally standing in his own story, not one written by
someone else.”

Natalie nodded. "I’ ve seen it."

They shifted focus to grant proposals, combing through the fine print of eligibility
requirements. One in particular caught Natalie's attention, an eco-tourism and



environmental education grant for rural nonprofits.

“We could use this,” she said, tapping the margin. “Upgrade the aviary and build a
proper education space with projection and visitor seating. Maybe even house long-
term staff onsite.”

Olivia narrowed her eyes. "You up for presenting this at the next regiona
conservation meeting? "

Natalie blinked. "Me?'

"You're the professional. They trust you. And besides, | want the next generation of
sanctuary leadersto step up. That means you."

That evening, Natalie shared the news with Mason. They sat outside the bunkhouse
porch, shoulders touching, their legs brushing beneath the shared blanket.

"I don't know if I'm ready to speak in front of a hundred conservationists," she
admitted.

He kissed her temple. "You carried a wounded mountain lion cub out of a gunshot-
patrolled forest. You're ready for anything."

The following week passed in a blur of preparations. Mason updated infrastructure
diagrams for Olivia s expansion proposals. Davey finalized internship curriculum and
drafted an interactive sanctuary app idea. Natalie practiced her presentation late into
the night.

At the conservation meeting, she stood at the podium with a slide deck, a voice that
only trembled once, and a story full of grit, healing, and purpose.



When she finished, the room erupted into applause.

Two representatives approached her before she could return to her seat.

“We'd like to sponsor afield trip program through your sanctuary,” one said. “And |
think we can match your grant ask. We need places like yours.”

Natalie blinked, overwhelmed. “Thank you.”

When she called Mason with the news, he whooped so loudly she had to hold the
phone away from her ear.

Back at the sanctuary, Olivia watched Davey lead a class of local teens through the
fox enclosure, describing behavioral rehabilitation protocols with clarity and poise.

She turned to Natalie with aquiet smile. “Y ou know what thisfeelslike?”

Natalie tilted her head.

“Momentum.”

And it did. Like forward motion. Like strength. Like a sanctuary becoming more than
just arefuge. It was becoming alegacy.
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It was nearly dusk when Davey found Olivia sitting on the porch of the lodge, her
eyes following the slow sway of the trees in the breeze.

The warmth of the day had faded, leaving behind a hush that fell over the sanctuary
like a blanket.

In her lap was a folder of donor correspondence, but she wasn't reading. She was
still.

“Hey,” Davey said softly, stepping onto the porch.
She turned toward him with atired smile. “Hey, yourself. Done wrangling squirrels?’

“They finaly stopped trying to escape,” he said, dragging a chair closer. “I think
they’re starting to trust me.”

Oliviachuckled. “That’ s the hardest part.”

There was a beat of silence. Davey cleared histhroat. “Can | ask you something?’
Olivia s eyesflicked to his, carefully guarded.

“Of course.”

“1"ve been thinking alot. About where I came from. About why you never talk about

him.



He didn’t need to say the name. He' d never had one to say.

“1 used to think you didn’'t tell me because it was too painful,” he continued. “But
lately, it feels more like you’ ve been protecting something.”

She turned back to the trees. The light was dimming, dipping into twilight. Her voice,
when it came, was steady. “1 have been.”

Davey didn’'t speak. He waited a beat then held out a photograph.

Shelooked at it Slowly. Then at him.

"Who's the man?’ he asked, voice taut. “The one next to you. The one holding me.”

Her lips parted, but no sound came.

“1 found the letter, too. The one signed ‘C.”” He stepped closer. “ Tell me the truth, or
| swear to God, I’m gone. Tonight.”

Oliviawent still. The photograph trembled in her hand, asif it too was afraid of what
it might reveal.

“That's Clark,” she said finally. Her voice was barely a whisper. “He worked here.
Y ears ago.”

“My father?’ Davey demanded, though a part of him already knew the answer.

She closed her eyes. “No. Not your father.”

He blinked. “But he lived with us. He's in every picture of the sanctuary, maybe only
the background but he was here from when | waslittle.”



“Yes, he was here and yes, he did live with us when you were a baby” she said.

“1 loved him with all my heart. But he came after. Y ou were aready two months old
when he arrived. | thought... | hoped he’ d want to be a father to you.

| needed someone, and you adored him. For awhile, | let myself believe it could be
real.”

Davey’ sfists clenched. “ Then why did he leave?’

Olivia looked down at her hands. “Because loving a child that wasn't his was too
much. And he wasn’t strong enough to stay. ”

Davey stepped back. “ So he left us.”

“Heleft me,” Oliviasaid. “It dmost killed me, losing him but | lived on for you. And
| swore I’d never give my heart to another man again. Y ou became my everything.”

The silence between them pulsed like a bruise.

Davey’ s voice dropped. “1 don’'t believe you.”

“What?’

“1 don't believe that’s the whole truth,” he snapped. “Y ou’ve kept this locked down
for too long. And | want to know, now. Or I'll pack my bag and you'll never see me

again.”

Oliviastood slowly. Her eyes were glossy, her breath shaky.

“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t go.”



“Then tell me.”

There was no escaping it now. No gentle detour. Just the open road of what had
always been unsaid. Her hands shook as she reached for the railing, steadying herself.

“Your father isMason.” The air around them shattered and Olivia held her breath.

Davey’sface crumpled in disbelief. “What?’

“Mason Bennett,” Oliviasaid. “Isyour father.”

He staggered back like he’d been struck. “No. That’s... no. I’ve worked with him.
We' ve spent hourstogether. He never said...”

“He doesn’t know.” The words barely made it past her lips.

Davey’s eyes were wild. “What do you mean he doesn’t know?”’

“It was one night,” Oliviasaid, thetearsfinally falling.

“One terrible, messy night after a rescue went wrong. Mason had lost a child. A
daughter. And the woman he loved had left him. He was broken. We were friends.
Close. That night, | cooked him dinner. We drank too much. We talked about pain
and endings, and we... we made a mistake.”

Davey stood stone-still .

“The next morning, we were ashamed,” Olivia continued.

“We both knew it wasn't love. Just loneliness.



Just grief. He was always in trouble. Started drinking.

Sleegping around. And he |eft town soon after.

By thetime | knew | was pregnant, he was already gone.

| had no idea how to contact him and never thought I'd see him again.

Then | met Clark, but he left, too. Then, out of the blue when you were five, Mason
came back and I'd grown so used to it being just the two of us, I. .. | decided not to
tell him.”

“Why?’ Davey’svoice was hoarse, raw. “Why wouldn’t you tell him?’

“Because | was afraid,” she said. “Afraid he’'d ruin it. Afraid he'd resent you. Afraid
he' d come back and then leave again and break your heart worse than never knowing

him at all.”

“S0, you made that decision for both of us,” he said, his voice shaking. “Y ou decided
| didn’t get to know my father.”

“1 thought | was doing the right thing,” she whispered. “1 thought if | could just give
you a stable life, a happy one, that it wouldn’t matter.”

“But it does matter,” he said. “It matters more than anything.”

Oliviareached for him, but he pulled away.

“1 trusted you,” he said. “1 believed you had your reasons. But this? This was my life.
My family. My right to know.”



“1 know,” she whispered.

“And now what?’ he said. “What do you expect me to do? Pretend it doesn’t matter?
Pretend Mason being my father doesn’t change everything?’

“l don’'t know,” she admitted. “I’ve lived with this secret for so long | stopped
imagining what it would be like if it came out.”

He stared at her. “Does he still not know?”

“No,” she said. “Not yet.”

“Unbelievable,” Davey muttered. “You've lied to us both. ”

“1 was going to tell him.” She said, pleading. “I was building up to it. | didn’t know
how to begin then it was too late.”

Davey’svoice cracked. “You don’'t begin, Mom. You just speak. You just say it.”

“| was scared.”

“Y ou should have been brave.”

She reached out one more time. “Please, Davey. Just wait. Let me tell Mason and
Natalie myself. Let me explain in my own way.”

But he shook his head. Stepped back.

“] don’'t owe you that,” he said. “Not anymore.”

“Davey...”



He turned, almost running down the porch steps, boots crunching on gravel. The sun
had disappeared entirely now, leaving the sky deep purple and bruised with dusk.

“1 hate you,” he said without looking back. “I don’t care why you did it. You still
did.”

And then he was gone.
Olivia sank onto the porch rail, the photograph still clutched in her hand. In the

distance, a hawk called once, then fell silent. And Olivia wept. Not just for the son
she might lose, but for the man who didn’t know he'd had ason at al.
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The sanctuary’s private retreat spot, a wooden platform built above the ridge, nestled
in acrown of red pines had become a place of quiet reverence for Natalie and Mason.

It overlooked a silver-threaded stream far below, flanked by mossy rock beds and
thick fern underbrush.

The wind whispered through the trees like the echo of an old lullaby, rustling the
|eaves with a sound that seemed too intimate for the world below.

Natalie sat on a wool blanket, her legs stretched before her, Mason beside her with
one hand resting near her knee, fingers brushing hers now and then.

They had hiked up that morning with thermoses, packed sandwiches, and no agenda.
The buzz of recent events still rippled through the sanctuary below, new enclosures
planned, grant approvals, ongoing repairs but here, they were suspended in another
world, just the two of them, just the present.

The breeze lifted strands of her hair, and Mason reached to tuck one behind her ear.
“You look peaceful,” he said.

“1 am. For thefirst timein along while. ”

Shettilted her face to the sun, letting the light warm her cheekbones.

Mason looked over at Natalie, his expression soft but intent.



“1 used to think 1'd never have this,” he said quietly. “Not just peace, or a place that
mattered. But someone. You.”

Natalie looked up from the stream, her heart tightening. She studied his face in
profile, creased by years of tough weather and a tough life, but gentler now. “I don't
think | ever let myself want it,” she said. “Not until | got here. | thought being self-
sufficient meant being alone.”

Mason took her hand more fully then, his grip warm and certain. “I love you,” he
said, the words simple and final, like a stone laid gently into soil.

She stared at him, breath catching.

“I’ve loved you for awhile now. | just didn’t know how to say it.”

Natalie blinked, her lips trembling into a smile. Tears stung at the corners of her eyes.

Mason leaned in, kissing her forehead first, then her lips. A kiss that wasn't just
warmth or want, but something older, steadier. Like a promise.

When they pulled apart, Natalie's fingers traced the line of his jaw. “I love you too.
This... you... the sanctuary... it'swhere I’'m meant to be.”

They held each other for along time, the wind dancing around them. Below, a hawk
shrieked, circling above the valley asif drawing invisible lines around their world.

They talked long into the afternoon. Of what they would build. Of what expansion
could look like. Of fostering youth programs, of investing in long-term conservation.
Natalie spoke of starting an onsite vet technician training, Mason of enhancing
wildlife corridors.



“It doesn’'t have to be just a safe place,” Natalie said. “It can be abeacon.”

Mason kissed the back of her hand. “It already is.”

And in that moment, with only the sky above and the sanctuary below, they believed
it.

They believed they were safe.

It should have been perfect. It almost was. But the wind that whispered through the
trees seemed to carry a warning, faint and weightless, like a breath before a storm.
Below them, at the sanctuary, cracks had begun to form.

The wind had picked up by the time Mason returned alone to the lodge. The skies
overhead had dimmed into a sullen gray, clouds bruising at the edges like the warning

of an oncoming storm.

He stepped inside the kitchen to refill the kettle when he heard it, a footstep behind
him.

Mason turned and faced the doorway, eyes narrowing slightly at the sight of the boy,
no, the man he' d watched grow into himself this past year.

But tonight, Davey didn’t look like the young man Mason had come to know.

His expression was carved from something older. Something wiser.

“We need to talk,” Davey said.

Mason set the kettle down with care. “ Okay.”



He expected a question. A complaint. Maybe even anger. But not the next two words.
“I know.”

Mason frowned. “Know what?’

Davey pulled the folded letter from his coat pocket, the paper worn soft at the edges.
His voice dropped as he set it on the table. “I know who | am. Who | come from. |
thought it was a guy named Clark, the person in this letter.”

Mason took a step forward. “Davey...”

“It'syou.”

Mason froze.

“What are you talking about?’ he asked, barely above a whisper.

“You're my father.”

The room went very still. Even the wind outside seemed to hold its breath.

“1 forced her to tell me,” Davey said. “Told her I'd leave if she didn’t. That I'd walk
away from this place forever.”

Mason’s hand rested on the edge of the counter. “Oliviatold you?’

Davey nodded.

Mason stepped back like he’' d been punched. “ Jesus.”



And in that moment, the door creaked open behind them. Olivia stood in the frame,
breathless, hair clinging to her damp forehead, eyes wild with what she must have
aready known. Her gaze swept from Davey to Mason, and the truth of what she'd
hidden crashed down around them like falling branches.

Mason’ s voice was gravel. “Y ou have some explaining to do.”

She shut the door softly behind her. “I know.”

They moved to the table in silence, the three of them. A triangle of truth, years too
late.

Mason didn’t sit. Not yet. He stood at the end of the table, his arms folded tight over
his chest. “Y ou should' ve told me.”

“1 know,” Oliviasaid again, her voice breaking.

“You had already left when | found out. Y ou were drinking, fighting, spiraling. | was
pregnant, alone, and scared. | thought...” Her voice cracked.

“l thought you didn't want that life. That you couldn't handle it, not after what
happened with your daughter. ”

Mason looked at her, hisjaw flexing.

“I didn’t expect to see you again, didn’'t even know where you were,” she continued.
“And by the time you came back, Davey was five. We were happy. Y ou wanted your
job back, to stay in town. You'd changed. But | didn't know if it would last. And

Davey... hetook to you right away.”

“1 remember,” Mason whispered, blinking fast.



“l was afraid,” Olivia said. “Afraid that if | told you, you'd leave. Or worse, that
you' d stay and not be enough. That you'd disappoint him. That he'd look at you the
way | looked at Clark when he left and never come back.”

At that name, Davey’ s head turned sharply.

Mason looked confused. “Clark?’

“A man | loved,” Olivia said quietly. “After you. He wasn't Davey’s father, but |
wished he was. And when he walked out, | swore | wouldn't risk anyone else
disappointing him.”

Silence.

“1 thought having you around as a friend, as a male figure, was enough. But | was
wrong,” she added. “He needed the truth. He needed you.”

Mason finally sat, slowly, like gravity had caught up to him.

Davey stared at the grain in the wood table. “Y ou were wrong,” he said at last. “You
thought you were protecting me, but really, you were just scared. And | paid the price
for that.”

“1 know,” Oliviasaid. “And I’'m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. Her voice cracked.

Mason leaned forward, elbows on the table, voice low. “You robbed me of those
years. | won't pretend I’ m not angry.”

She flinched.

“But” he said slowly, turning to Davey, “what we do now... that’s what matters.”



Davey looked at him, hope in his eyes.

Mason’ s voice softened. “I can’t go back and change anything.

But | can be here now. | want to be. | want to make up for lost time.

But for that to happen, we all haveto forgive.

Y our mom didn’t make the right call, but she made it with love.

And if we're going to move forward, we do it clean.

No bitterness. No blame. Just... honesty. ”

He reached across the table, hand open. It hovered in the space between them. Davey
stared at it. Then, slowly, he reached out and took it. Mason’s fingers closed around

hisson's.

Then, without aword, Mason reached for Olivia s hand and brought it into the center,
laying it on top of theirs.

“We'll figure thisout,” he said. “ Together.”
Olivia's tears spilled freely now, but she nodded, her voice gone. And for a long,
quiet moment, the three of them simply sat like that. Hands connected. Breathing

steady. Threelives, finally aligned in truth.

The door opened behind them. They turned. Natalie stood in the doorway, her eyes
darting from Olivia s tear-streaked face to Mason’ s hand over Davey’s.

Her brow furrowed. “Well, doesn’t this look cozy.”



Natalie stepped into the room, her face ashen, her world having just fallen apart.
Outside a bolt of ice white lightening lit up the sky, reflected her anger better than
any words could.
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Mason rose. “Natdlie...”

“l heard it all,” she said, stepping closer. “I wish | hadn’t, but it looks like my ears
didn’t deceive me.”

Oliviastood too. “Natalie, please.”
“You were an item?’ she asked, her voice quiet but shaking. “Y ou and Mason?’
“No!” Oliviasaid quickly. “We were friends. Good friends. That's all.”

“We were never together,” Mason added. “It was one night. We had too much to
drink, and...”

“And what?’ Natalie said, voicerising. “You just tripped and fell into bed together?”’

“We were grieving,” Olivia said, pleading. “We were lost. It happened, and the next
morning, we both agreed it had been a mistake. We never spoke of it again.”

“1 don’t remember half of it,” Mason added. “| barely remember anything.”
Davey cleared histhroat. “ Still here, the big mistake. Just saying. ”

The tension cracked a little. Natalie looked at him, looked at the boy she loved like
family, now the son of the man she loved.

“I’m not angry about what happened that night,” she said slowly. “I’'m hurt because



you both kept it from me. You knew. You let me fall for Mason, and you never once
thought | deserved to know. After what Giles did, you knew | was vulnerable.”

Olivia's eyes welled. “I wanted to, al those years ago. And then... | didn’t know

how.

Another flash of lightening made the kitchen turn white, then back to dark like
Natalie’s mood.

“You lied,” Natalie said. “For so long. And Mason, you... when we got together, you
didn’t think | deserved the truth?’

“1 didn’t know the truth!” he said. “I only found out minutes ago!”

Olivia stepped forward. “Natalie, please...”

But Natalie shook her off. “Don’t. | need air. | need... space.”

She turned and walked out, her boots thudding against the hallway floor. Mason
chased after her and Davey left through the back door. And Olivia, left behind, leaned
against the wall, her eyes closing, her breath shaking. Her heart pounded like thunder

in her chest, each beat louder than the last.

Natalie had just reached her room, hands still shaking from the confrontation with
Olivia, when another flash lit up the entire hallway like daylight.

An instant later, the thunder followed, louder than any before, rattling the
windowpanes and setting her nerves alight.

She froze. Then, through the small opening in her window, the unmistakable scent
reached her, sharp, acrid. Smoke.



In the kitchen, Olivia straightened, her back stiff as she sniffed the air. She turned
toward the window and saw it: a bloom of orange rising over the eastern ridgeline,
flickering just above thetreeline.

“Oh no,” she whispered as a shrill alarm cracked through the silence, followed by the
pounding of feet on the wooden floors. Outside, the rain fell harder, the thunder
booming now, closer, enraged. The wind howled through the gap in the window
frame, whistling like awarning.

Mason reappeared, his quest for Natalie forgotten, flashlight in hand. His face was
taut, lips pressed into a grim line. "We've got a fire in the east woods. Lightning

must’ ve struck one of the dead pines.”

Natalie joined them, panting from the run from her cabin, her thoughts now focused
on the storm outside, the one inside could wait. "How far?"

“Too close.”

Olivia took command, her voice clear despite the panic rushing through her chest.
"Mason, notify the volunteer crew and get everyone to the safe zones. Natalie, get the
small animal enclosures started on evacuation protocol. I'll alert emergency services."

Mason gave anod and turned toward the lodge’ s emergency panel.

Natalie moved, her adrenaline overriding the hurt in her chest. The argument could
wait.

The truth could wait. Right now, there were animals in danger.

Minutes blurred. The sanctuary staff gathered in the main clearing, faces illuminated
by the growing red glow on the horizon.



Ash rained down like snow. The trees hissed with embers.

The smoke moved like a creature, dithering low through the brush, hungry and
reaching.

“We've trained for this,” Mason barked, handing out radios and flashlights. “Stay in
teams, check for stragglers. Prioritize the vulnerable pens first. Use the lower trail to
move crates toward the south gate. ”

The words were clipped, practiced, but beneath his calm command, worry gnawed
loud.

Olivia coordinated from the command post with a map of the property pinned to the
table. Her fingers trembled as she relayed positions to the fire department, her voice
never cracking. "We've got thirty minutes before it hits the outer perimeter. That's
our window."

Natalie and Mason found themselves working side by side. They loaded injured birds
into carriers, clipped tags to recovery cages, counted heads with practiced precision.
Time seemed elastic, rushing forward and dragging back.

“1 need that fox crate!” Natalie shouted over the crackle of the radio.

“Coming!” Mason hoisted it over the fence, their hands brushing for only a second.
Even then, through the smoke and chaos, the sting of everything unsaid hung between
them. Asthe fire drew closer, the heat thickened the air. Trees groaned. A distant pop

marked the fall of a scorched pine.

“Fence line's catching!” someone yelled.



Olividas voice came over the radio. "Pull back to the western compound. The fire
team will try to hold the ridge."

Animals were moved into trailers and trucks. The sanctuary staff formed a chain to
hand off food, crates, blankets. The air burned every breath. The earth itself seemed
to moan.

And then came Davey. He emerged from the far side of the barn, his face streaked
with ash, sweat glistening at his brow. His eyes were wild but focused, pupils sharp,

body braced with araw kind of clarity.

“What do you need?’ he barked at no one in particular, grabbing a cage of recovering
squirrels and heading toward the caravan of waiting vans.

Olivia spotted him from across the clearing and froze. It was the first time she’d seen
him since their conversation—since she’ d told him the truth.

“Davey!” she called.

He paused, cage in hand. Their eyes met. She took a step forward.

“1 need to help,” he said, cutting her off. “We can talk after.”

Her throat bobbed with the words she couldn’t say. She nodded. He turned and ran.

He moved with an urgency that came not just from the fire but from something
deeper, rage, confusion, betrayal, love.

His limbs burned, but he didn’t slow down.

He worked beside volunteers, beside Natalie, though they barely exchanged words.



At one point, he handed her atool kit. Their fingers touched briefly. She glanced up.
“Thank you,” she said.

Hedidn't reply.

Later, as the fire crept closer, Olivia and Mason crossed paths near the east trail.
Mason's face was streaked with soot, a gash on his arm from a broken branch. He

looked at her but didn’t stop moving.

“Davey’s working the supply line,” Olivia said, matching his pace. “He's not
speaking to me. Or to you.”

Mason nodded. “We don’t deserve his words right now.”

“He' sterrified,” she whispered.

“Soam|.”

Their eyes met just long enough for pain to flash between them.

“1 need to know we're not going to lose this place,” Olivia said.

“Wewon't,” Mason answered. “Not while we still have hands and legs.”

Smoke clung to everything. Natalie’ s lungs burned, but she kept moving.

A falcon shrieked in her arms, its wings trembling as if sensing the flames.

She whispered to it, nonsense, comfort, anything to fill the roar of fire with
something human.



Each breath was a prayer. Then, as they loaded the final crates, Mason found her.

“We' ve got to go,” he said.

She turned, hair wild, ash streaked across her cheek like war paint.

For a heartbeat, she was still. Then she nodded.

As they made their way down the lower trail, Olivia and Davey joined them, the four
of them walking through the haze together.

Their shadows merged and stretched long and dark across the scorched path.
No one spoke. There was too much to say. Too much they hadn’t said.
The fire reached the sanctuary fence as the last vehicle pulled away. Behind them, the

trees blazed like ghosts reclaiming the land. And ahead, the uncertain road stretched
into the smoke-choked night.
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The scent of smoke lingered long after the flames had passed.

By dawn, the fire was mostly contained. The sanctuary’s perimeter was scarred,
blackened soil, charred tree stumps, and patches of melted fencing lay like the
skeleton of a battle lost. But the main buildings had survived, and miraculoudsly, not a
single life had been lost. The animals, sheltered in makeshift care stations set up in
the community center and a handful of borrowed barns, were calm but disoriented.

The humans weren’t much different. Natalie stood dazed, taking it all in, going over
it al in her head.

The fire had come fast. A dry lightning strike had ignited a long-dead pine on the
eastern ridge, and within minutes, the flames had leapt across the treetops, fed by

underbrush that hadn’t seen rain in weeks.

The wind turned cruel, gusting southeast and driving the fire directly toward the
sanctuary’ s eastern perimeter.

Volunteers had only a few minutes to mobilize.

Olivia had sounded the alarm and activated the emergency protocols, but the smoke
had already begun creeping in by the time the first calls were placed.

The old water tanks couldn’t pump fast enough, and though the local fire team had
scrambled, the remote nature of the property meant delays.

Inside the sanctuary, Mason and Natalie had coordinated triage.



Olivia had overseen animal transfers, and Davey, angry and withdrawn until that
moment, had thrown himself into the work like a man possessed.

They formed a chain of motion, arhythm of rescue.

One team rounded up the larger mammals, foxes, deer, raccoons, guiding them into
transport trailers.

Another group tended to the birds, each one sedated and wrapped gently before being
carried to safety.

For hours, it was chaos.

The eastern fence was the first to go, awall of fire devouring it in seconds. The sound
of it, the snapping, groaning, the furious hiss of oxygen surrendering, was something
none of them would forget. Animals shrieked and bellowed. Radios crackled. People
shouted over the roar of heat.

And yet, no one fled. Even as trees collapsed, even as sparks rained down like hell’s
snow, they stayed. They worked. They carried cages and poured water and shouted
each other’ s names.

It was Davey who saw the last fox kit, cowering in a drainage pipe.

He dove, belly-first, and dragged the creature out, shielding it with his body as Mason
hauled them both to safety.

It was Natalie who administered oxygen to a hawk that had stopped breathing mid-
transport.

It was Oliviawho guided a blinded owl by touch alone.



When the last trailer rolled through the western gate and onto the road, the fire was
less than ten yards behind them. They didn’t look back.

Now, standing at the edge of that devastation, Natalie stared out at the scorched
remains of what had once been the raptor flight zone. Her boots crunched over brittle
debris, and her hands trembled from exhaustion, though she hadn't slowed since
sunrise .

Behind her, a chorus of voices rose from the sanctuary grounds, volunteers and
neighbors who had arrived before dawn to help. Some brought shovels, others
wheelbarrows and chainsaws. Some brought casseroles and coffee. The community

had come. And they had comein force.

And yet, even in the quiet buzz of rebuilding, there was a current of something else,
of tension and unfinished conversations.

The fire had scorched the land while history had exposed wounds.

The revelation about Mason being Davey’s father till hung over them like an
unspoken storm cloud.

Thefire had forced them to act, to respond, to focus on survival.

But now, in the moments between hammer strikes and wheelbarrows rolling past, it
resurfaced.

Natalie had spent the night after the evacuation in a borrowed cot at the community
center, sleepless and staring at the ceiling.

Mason had been across the room, curled in a blanket, eyes closed but she could tell he
was awake.



In the dim light, she had studied his face and wondered if trust could ever grow again
in the burned place where love had once sparked.

Olivia, meanwhile, had tried to keep herself busy. But every time she looked at
Davey, who avoided her gaze, it was like a knife turning in her chest. She knew she
had been wrong not to tell him. She knew she had given him reason not to trust her.
Davey moved like a man possessed, hauling crates of supplies, clearing branches,
running between teams with a kind of rigid determination that masked the turmoil
inside him.

He hadn’t forgiven. Not yet. But he had shown up.

That was something. And yet, beneath it al, questions burned.

Would the fire be enough to melt the walls they'd built between them? Or would it
only harden them further?

Mason arrived mid-morning from the northern trail. His arm was bandaged, his
clothes soot-stained, but his eyes were sharp. He nodded at Olivia in passing. Their

exchange was brief, an acknowledgment without words.

When he spotted Natalie near the wreckage of the fence, he hesitated. She hadn’t
spoken to him since the night before. But as if sensing him, she turned.

Their eyes met. She didn’'t smile. But she didn’t look away either.

"We need to start with the eastern quadrant,” she said, her voice rough.

He stepped forward. "1l take the lower posts. Y ou direct the rebuild."



It wasn't forgiveness. But it was a beginning.

By midday, alocal contractor had arrived with replacement fencing materials.

A group of high school students from a nearby county brought portable generators
and hot meals.

A pair of wildlife rehabbers from out of town drove six hours to assist with the more
fragile animals.

It was more than they could have hoped for.

In the afternoon, a spontaneous meeting formed beneath the old oak by the visitor
center, volunteers, residents, sanctuary staff, and representatives from local
conservation groups.

Folding chairs were dragged into acircle.

Olivia, pale and visibly spent, took the center with a blanket around her shoulders.

“This fire could’ ve ended everything,” she said. “But instead, it showed us what we
can do when we come together.”

There were murmurs of agreement. A few heads bowed. Some wiped tears from
smoke-rimmed eyes.

Natalie stepped forward next. “We won't rebuild what we had. We'll build something
better. Stronger. A sanctuary that reflects what we've learned and who we are now.

We' ve seen how fast everything can change. Let’s make this place one that endures. ”

Applause followed. Quiet, respectful. But it built. As the meeting broke apart into



smaller conversations and task groups, Davey stood on the edge of the crowd,
watching. His hands were clenched at his sides, not with anger anymore but with
uncertainty.

Then Mason approached him. Not close. Just enough.

“l don’'t expect you to forgive your Mom quickly,” he said. “But just so you know,
thistime I’m not going anywhere.”

Davey looked at him, his expression unreadable. “I'm glad,” he said at last. Then
turned back to work.

Despite the hopeful tone of the afternoon meeting, the air between Mason, Natalie,
and Oliviaremained brittle, like cracked glass ready to shatter with the wrong word.

Later that day, as the sun dipped low and cast long gold slants across the ruined
grounds, Natalie stood alone by the supply tent, arms folded tightly around herself.

She'd thrown herself into rebuilding efforts, moving with relentless focus.

But when she paused, even for a breath, the weight of what had changed settled over
her again.

Her hands were raw from hauling lumber. Her throat ached from smoke and
unspoken words.

But it wasn't the fire damage she couldn’t shake.

It was the silence between her and Mason.

The way his voice had sounded when he called her name.



The way Olivia had looked at her, ashamed but unrepentant.

The world had been shifted by the truth.

Mason approached from the west trail, hesitant. His footsteps slowed when he saw
her, and for along moment he didn’t speak. The wind stirred ash in little eddies at his
feet, like ghosts circling him.

“You’ ve been working nonstop,” he finally said, gently.

“l can't dleep,” she replied, her voice low.

He nodded. "Neither can |."

Natalie turned toward him then, eyes ringed with exhaustion and something else,
something more fragile. Her gaze flickered to the bandage still wrapped around his

arm.

“Mason, | don’'t know what to think. What we were before the fire, before the truth...
it’srocked me."

He stepped closer, but she took a half step back, folding her arms tighter. Her body
was awall, solid and closed.

“I loveyou,” he said. “That hasn’'t changed.”
She shook her head. “But it has. You kept something from me, something that
changes everything. Every conversation, every quiet moment we shared... you knew

the whole time that you' d slept with Olivia.”

“l swear, | didn’'t think about it once, not in al the years since | came back and



especialy not while | was with you. Why would |?’

Natalie's voice cracked, her words barely above a whisper. “1 need to believe that’s
true.”

She paused, eyes swimming with emotion, and her voice dropped again. “You know
what hurts the most? My husband cheated on me, Mason. He looked me in the eyes
for months and made me believe | was the only one, when he had someone else
waiting in the shadows.”

Mason'sfacefell. “I’m not him.”

“No,” she said sharply. “But the betrayal feels the same. | opened myself to you, after
everything.”

He looked down. “I don’t want to lose you.”

Tearswelled in her eyes. “Then you should’ ve trusted me. Y ou should’ ve told me the
truth before it was too late. And so should Olivia.”
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The silence that followed was not empty. It was alive. Charged with everything
unsaid and unraveling. Around them, the distant sound of hammering continued.
Voices echoed from the tree line where volunteers rebuilt fence posts. But in that
small space between them, the world was still .

Natalie's lips trembled. She was shaking now, not from cold, but from the sheer toll
of disappointment. Of anger that had nowhere to land. Her chest rose and fell with
rapid breaths as though her body couldn’t contain it all.

“l need time,” she said at last. “To figure it out.”

Mason wanted to reach for her, to take her hands, to promise her it would be okay.
But he didn’t. He ssimply nodded, his eyes hollowing just sightly at the edges.

From a distance, Olivia watched them. She sat on the edge of the gathering tent, an
untouched mug of coffee cooling in her hands.

Her eyes followed her son as he worked beside the volunteers, his expression
focused, his words minimal.

She hadn’t spoken to him since the fire, not truly, and the guilt of it gnawed at her.
She looked back at Natalie and Mason, their standoff unfolding like a scene in slow
motion. It was her secret that had unraveled them. Her choice. Her silence. She

thought she had been protecting her son. Protecting Mason. Even Natalie.

But she hadn’t protected anyone. She' d detonated a truth too large to bury.



Natalie walked away from Mason like the wind moving through burned trees, silent
but devastating. As she turned, she caught Olivia' s gaze. They held it for a breath too
long. Olivia stood to go to her, but Natalie turned sharply and disappeared into the
shade of the trees before she could.

Natalie walked without thinking, her boots crunching through charred needles, her
vision blurring. The trees rose tall and indifferent around her. It was happening again.
That slow, painful unraveling .

She remembered the night she discovered Giles' affair. That night, she’d gone to bed
alone, the house she had built her life in cold and empty. And now, she felt that same
sensation settling into her chest.

She had believed in Mason. Believed in afuture.

In healing. In something that could finally be hers, without compromise.

Now even that had been tainted. The fire hadn't taken her home.

But maybe it had taken something else. Something she feared she wouldn’'t find
again.

The truth. The kind that you can build alife on.

She found a bench at the edge of the lower trail and sat. Her hands covered her face.
Her shoulders shook as she sobbed. Maybe it was from exhaustion or disappointment,
shedidn’t know but let it out anyway.

The sun continued its descent over the scorched fields.

Somewhere nearby, a volunteer laughed, brief and too loud, then silence.



A bird called once, twice. And then nothing but wind.
The sanctuary would be rebuilt plank by plank, post by post. But some things would
take longer to restore, and some may never be whole again. Davey and Olivia. Her

and Mason.

Natalie turned her face toward upwards, closing her eyes for amoment and let herself
fedl it: the hope, the hesitation, the disappointment.

All of it. But it didn’t vanish. It clung to her ribs like smoke.

She opened her eyes and looked again at Mason, who now chatted quietly with a
local wildlife officer by the refreshment table.

From adistance, he looked like any other man.

A little older, alittle wearier, but with a steady kind of strength that drew peoplein.

She remembered the first time she' d seen him.

Back then, he was a mystery. Now he was a wound.

“1 thought love was supposed to make us whole,” she murmured, not really intending
for anyoneto hear.

But Olivia, who had stepped up beside her unnoticed, did .

“It doesn’'t,” Olivia said softly, her cane clicking as she adjusted her stance. “It breaks
us apart. Then makes us decide what pieces are worth keeping.”

Natalie turned to her. “Do you regret not telling me? About Mason and Davey?’



Olivia exhaled dowly, watching the sky where a hawk circled high above. “Every
day. But regret’s a backward thing. It doesn’t build. It destroys.”

“l just...” Natalie faltered. “I didn’t expect to feel so... let down.”

Olivia s eyes sharpened. “Natalie. Y ou’ re exhausted.

And when you feedl like that, everything is magnified a million times and | swear to
you, that one drunken night, the years of omission are minuscule compared to what
you and Mason have found here.

Please don't let two maudlin people and a bottle of scotch get in the way of that. ”

“1 don’t know how to look at him without feeling that way.”

A breeze picked up, rattling the strings of a handmade wind chime overhead. Olivia
tapped her cane against the porch post thoughtfully.

“Mason’s not perfect,” she said. “But he's here. Still trying to be the person he wants
to be, for you more than anything. That counts for something, doesn't it?’

Natalie' s gaze drifted toward Davey, who had just slipped away from the crowd and
was now sitting alone on the stone wall that edged the sanctuary’s main pasture. His
shoulders were rounded forward, head bowed dlightly, like he was still figuring out
how to hold al that he now knew.

“Mending things doesn’t mean forgetting,” Olivia added. “It just means we stop
picking at the threads.”

Natalie gave a hollow laugh. “Y ou’ ve always had a way with words. ”



“Years of living in aplace where the wild things don’t speak but still tell the truth.”
They remained in silence for a while as the sun dipped behind the tree line. The air
cooled, tinged with pine and ash and something faintly floral, the new lavender
bushes by the guest cabin. A sign perhaps.

Finally, Natalie said, “1I’m glad the community showed up today.”

“They didn’t come for me,” Olivia said. “They came because we al gave them
something to believe in again.”

Natalie shook her head. “Y es. We did that. Together.”

They turned then, slowly, back toward the crowd, where laughter rose like mist and
music carried across the hills.

And behind them, the sanctuary stood, stitched together, scarred but breathing. Just
like them.
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It had been just over a week since the sanctuary, like the trees that had withstood the
fire, had found its rhythm again.

The sanctuary buildings, still partialy charred in places not yet replaced, stood like
quiet sentinelsto survival.

There was beauty in their battered edges, in the signs of life having been fought for.

Burned brush had been cleared, and new plants, low brush, hardy blooms, were being
coaxed into the soil by volunteers with trowels and calloused hands.

Smoke from the hearths rose into the still morning air, curling slowly into the sky like
prayers.

Inside this quiet rebirth, Natalie moved silently, not wanting to engage.
She wore dark jeans, and a charcoal-colored fleece jacket zipped high to her chin, her
hair always tied back tightly, as though keeping it bound could also tether the rest of

her fraying self.

Her features had become pale, cheekbones more defined, dark circles gathering like
ink beneath her eyes.

Her lips were rarely painted with the half-smile that once came so easily.

She walked briskly between the outbuildings, clipboard in hand, her boots firm
against the dirt paths. Every so often, someone would call her name, and she would



turn with alook so detached it felt like a stranger answering.

Mason had stopped trying. Not because he didn't want to try, she knew that, but
because each time he reached for her, she pulled farther away.

His face, once open and gentle, had become more guarded.

The faint laugh lines at his eyes now deepened more with weariness than joy.

His usua earth-toned shirts and jackets hung slightly looser on his frame, as though
he' d lost a few pounds without noticing.

But his smile for Davey remained.

Davey had shed something too, some old layer of teenage bitterness that had long
kept people at arm’s length.

He now wore a sturdy denim work jacket, his sleeves often rolled up to the elbows,
revealing forearms speckled with dirt and wolf hair.

He moved with purpose, his gait confident, and he met peopl€e’ s eyes when he spoke.

The boy had become a man almost overnight.

Olivia watched from her porch most mornings, wrapped in a wool shawl and sipping
black coffee from a chipped mug.

Her once-severe limp had softened into a steadier walk, thanks to physical therapy
and stubbornness in equal measure.

Her face, lined with sun and sorrow, still carried the kind of warmth that settled



people even when her eyes gave her away.

She had noticed how Natalie flinched dlightly when someone spoke to her too
suddenly. How she lingered too long aone in the barn after chores. How her laughter,
when it came at all, sounded hollow.

The tension between them remained thick as mist. One gray afternoon, as clouds
gathered low and heavy over the ridges, Olivia found Natalie in the tack room, her
back turned, rummaging through a storage bin.

The air was laced with the scent of leather and dust. A storm was coming, one of
those early winter squalls that blew in off the mountains without warning, sheeting
the valley in sudden sleet and wind.

Outside, the trees bowed in the rising gusts.

“We need to talk,” Oliviasaid, her voice edged but calm.

Natalie didn’'t look up. “Now’s not a good time.”

“You'’ ve been saying that for aweek.”

Natalie straightened slowly, her hair frizzy from the weather, cheeks pale. Her eyes,
once so expressive had dulled to sate.

“I haven't had anything worth saying.”

Olivia crossed the room slowly, her cane tapping against the concrete floor.

“Thisisn’'t about Mason anymore, isit?’



Natalie let out aquiet, bitter laugh, then dropped alength of rope to the ground with a
thud. “No, Liv. It's about everything.”

The silence between them stretched thin. Outside, a shutter clattered in the wind, the
sky dimming further as sleet began to whisper against the windows like fingernails

tapping glass.

Oliviastudied her. “You look like you haven't slept.”

“I haven't,” Nataliereplied. “Not really. Not since the fireand | lost hope.”

“Hope for what?’

Natalie leaned back against the wooden shelf, crossing her arms tightly. Her voice
cracked, barely audible above the wind. “That someone would choose me. Wholly.

Without the ghosts.”

She looked up finally, meeting Olivia s gaze. “Do you know what betrayal does, Liv?
It doesn’t just cut. It stains. It getsin your blood.”

Olivia s eyeswere glassy. “I never meant...”

“But you did,” Natalie interrupted. “You meant to protect Davey. You meant to
protect Mason. You just didn’t think about me.

I’m your oldest friend. The one who stayed in touch.
Believed in what you were doing even if from a distance, and what joined us was

friendship, a real bond that miles and years couldn’t separate, and it feels like you
betrayed al that. "



The wind howled louder now, shaking the windowpanes in their frames, pushing cold
air through every crack in the tack room walls, but Natalie didn’t feel it. Her hands
were shaking. Her heart thudded somewhere beneath her ribs, too heavy, too loud. In
the distance, thunder rumbled over the ridge.

She turned without another word to Olivia

Her boots scuffed against the concrete as she walked out of the room, the door
clicking softly closed behind her.

She didn’t go back to her cabin. Instead, she veered off toward the side building, the
one that housed the staff restrooms and supply lockers.

It was empty this time of afternoon, and she was grateful for the solitude.

Her fingers trembled as she unlocked the door and stepped inside.

The fluorescent light flickered overhead, casting a sterile glow over the tiled walls
and cracked mirror.

She moved automatically, her body knowing what to do even as her mind screamed
to freeze.

She locked the door behind her. Reached into the deep pocket of her fleece jacket.
Her fingers brushed something small, rectangular, wrapped in crinkling foil.

The pregnancy test. She'd bought it in town two days ago and had carried it with her
since. Like a stone in her pocket. Like a secret too big for her to leave anywhere else.

She stared at it in her palm for a moment, her breath fogging in the cold air. Then she
opened it.



Her hands moved numbly. The test was simple, one line for not pregnant, two for
positive. She read the instructions three times anyway, as if repetition would slow the
beat of her heart.

Then she did what she had to do. The silence in the bathroom was absolute. She
placed the test on the edge of the sink and leaned against the counter, gripping it
tightly. Her knuckles went white.

Outside, the storm had begun in earnest. Wind lashed at the trees.

The tin roof rattled above her head. Somewhere far off, a door ssammed, and a dog
barked nervoudly.

She didn’t look at the test right away. Instead, Natalie sat on the closed lid of the
toilet, her elbows resting on her knees, hands cradling her face.

The test sat on the edge of the sink, cruelly silent.

One minute had passed, maybe less, but it felt like time was dragging its feet just to
punish her.

Her mouth was dry. Her chest tight. The storm outside pelted the small frosted-glass
window, wind and rain lashing in urgent rhythms, as if the sky itself was unsettled by
what was happening inside.

She forced herself to breathe. In, out. Don’t panic.

But how could she not? Her heart thumped too loudly, too fast, as though it were
trying to keep up with the thoughts ricocheting in her head.

What if it's negative? Relief. No. Not relief.



Something like disappointment, buried deep beneath the fear.

And what if it's positive? The word swelled inside her, pregnant, a word she hadn’t
dared truly feel since the last time. And even then, it had been a ghost of a thing, a
hope she' d barely let take shape before it had slipped away, dismissed as a moment of
foolishness.

But now? She wasn’'t sure which answer would break her more.

Pregnant.

Not pregnant.

Two sides of a coin she didn’t know how to hold anymore. Her hands went to her
stomach reflexively, pressing gently against the soft flatness beneath her sweater. She
tried to picture it, something small and forming inside her. The beginning of a
heartbeat. A seedling of life.

The image came with a stab of pain. This was supposed to be ajoyful thing.

The moment that changes everything in a beautiful way.

The movie scene where the woman smiles through tears, touches her belly, runs to
tell the man she loves.

But thiswasn’'t amovie. And she couldn’t run to Mason. She didn’t even know if she
wanted to.

Her eyes burned, but she refused to cry. Not yet. She looked up at the ceiling and
closed her eyes, trying to find silence in the storm of her mind. And that’s when the
memories came, uninvited, sharp-edged.



Giles.

That damn apartment. The marble countertops.

The way he used to brush her off with a distracted kiss and always a late-night phone
call he never explained.

She remembered being late once, just over a week.

She' d stood in the bathroom with shaking hands and atest clutched like alifeline.
She’ d wanted it so badly to be positive, to mean something.

She remembered staring at that single line and feeling her chest cave in, not because
she wanted a baby at that moment, but because she’'d wanted something that would
tie them back together.

Now here she was again.

Only thistime, there was no illusion of repair.

No fantasy that something broken could be mended by a child.

Shedidn’t want afix. She didn’t want salvation.

She just wanted truth. A future. Something that made sense.

A gust of wind rattled the door, and she jumped, her eyes flying to the test still face
down on the sink.

The minutes had passed now. Surely enough time.



She gripped her knees, her palms damp. Still, she couldn’t look.

Not yet. Because once she did, there would be no going back.

The world would split into before and after.

She let out atrembling breath, lifted her head, and whispered to the empty bathroom,
“Please be something | can handle.”

Another breath. Then she stood slowly, her legs stiff from tension, and crossed the
small room to the sink.

Her fingers reached out. She turned the test over.

She stared at the test. Two lines. Bright.

Unmistakable. Natalie pressed both hands flat to the counter to keep from falling.

Her legs felt watery. Her lungs couldn’t find air.

She was pregnant. Pregnant.

She swallowed hard, her reflection in the mirror pale and stunned. She didn’t cry. She
didn’t speak. She just stood there, watching her own face as it folded in on itself, as
something ancient and electric passed through her chest like a bolt of lightning.

Her first thought, before anything else, was Mason.

His face. His hands. His face when she’ d ran away from him.

Her heart surged and cracked at the same time.



Thiswasn’t how she’ d imagined finding out.

Not in a bathroom with bad lighting and cold fingers.

Not in the aftermath of silence and fractured trust.

She thought of the first time she had let herself truly imagine a life with him, on the
porch, by the fire, when the stars had shimmered overhead, and he’'d looked at her

like she was something holy.

That version of Mason, the one before secrets, before truths, he would have held her
hand right now. But this version? She didn’t know.

Natalie did slowly down the wall and sat on the cold tile floor. Her hands covered her
stomach. Her body felt foreign. At once miraculous and terrifying. She didn’t know if
she should be happy. She didn’t know if she had it in her to hope again. Not now. Not
like this.

A memory surfaced then, unbidden. A different bathroom. A different house.

Y ears ago, Boston. Their bathroom with the rainfall shower and cold marble floors.
She had been late. Only by afew days, but her heart had leapt.

She remembered how she'd sat on the edge of their tub, gripping a test just like this
one, and hoping. Hoping with everything in her that it would be two lines. That
maybe a baby could bring her and Giles back together. That maybe she wouldn’t

have to carry the feeling of being invisible in her own marriage.

But that test had come back negative. And when she told Giles, hoping for some
expression of disappointment, he had only nodded and gone back to scrolling through



his phone. She hadn't realized until that moment how desperately alone she had
aready felt.

And now here she was again. Alone. Pregnant. Only this time, the father was a man
she truly loved, and who had almost broken her heart. Tears sprang to her eyes, hot

and blinding.

Would Mason want the child? Would he see it as a miracle or a complication? Would
Davey feel abandoned all over again?

And Olivia. how could she possibly lean on Olivia after everything they'd said?

After the distance that had stretched between them like fault lines.

Natalie let her forehead drop to her knees.

The storm raged outside, thunder grumbling over the hills, wind shrieking through the
eaves.

And inside the quiet, bleach-clean bathroom, Natalie sobbed.
Not from regret. Not from joy. But from fear. From hope. From knowing she stood

again on the edge of something life changing. And she had no idea if she would fall,
or fly.
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Three days had gone by and the rain had passed. By late morning, the clouds had
begun to part, drawing long streaks of light across the still-wet land. Drops of water
shimmered on the pine needles like pearls, and the air smelled of bark, earth, and
cleanliness.

Natalie dipped away from the clinic before the others arrived, her footsteps soft
against the gravel path.

She needed space. She climbed the trail to the small rise above the sanctuary, the one
Mason had once taken her to, early in the spring when the trees were still bare.

It was quiet up there. Removed. You could see the entire sanctuary from above: the
winding paths between enclosures, the low roofs of the cabins, the open stretch of
field where they released the rehabilitated animals into the wild.

It had always felt like a place between two worlds.

Today, she needed that. She sat on aflat rock at the ridge’s edge, pulling her knees to
her chest, wrapping her arms around them.

A light breeze stirred her hair. In the distance, the wolves stirred, low calls echoing
through the valley like echoes of something ancient.

They seemed to always know when something was shifting in the air.

She placed a hand against her stomach. It felt too early to feel anything.



No flutter, no swell. Just the knowledge that something had begun.

Something impossible and enormous. She hadn’t told anyone.

Not yet. The knowledge of it was still too fresh, too delicate.

Theidea of voicing it out loud felt like tempting fate.

But she needed to speak. Even if no one was listening.

She looked down, a soft breath escaping her lips.

“Can | do this?’ She whispered.

Her voice sounded small in the open air, like it didn’t quite belong to her. She shifted
dlightly and pressed her palm firmer against her belly.

“l don't know how to protect you. | don’'t know if I’'m strong enough to be your
mother. But | want to be.”

Tears pricked her eyes, but she blinked them back. “Y our father... he's a good man.
Complicated, flawed, and sometimes too silent for his own good. But he loves
fiercely. | know that. I’ve seen it in the way he touches the animals, in the way he
looks at the land, in the way he’ strying with Davey.”

Her voice wavered. “I’ve loved and been betrayed before,” she said softly. “Your...
well, the man | used to be married to, he broke something in me. And | thought
Mason was the person who helped me rebuild. Maybe he still is. Maybe he always
will be. But | can’t tell.”

A hawk cried high above, its wings slicing against the sky, circling.



“I wish | could give you certainty. A name. A story with a clear beginning and a
happily-ever-after. But the truth is, | don’t even know what tomorrow will look like.”

She paused, her fingers gently stroking the fabric over her stomach .

“But | do know this: You are dready loved. Even in this moment. Even in my fear.”

Her throat tightened. “Y ou are not a mistake. Y ou are not afix. You are a beginning.
Yours. And mine.”

The wind picked up again, lifting her hair and brushing it back from her face like a
mother’ s hand.

Natalie closed her eyes. She imagined holding the tiny weight of a child against her
chest. A heartbeat tucked close to her own.

A pair of eyes looking up at her with trust. A name whispered into the night like a
promise.

The tears came then, not the kind that poured out in waves, but the kind that dlipped
down the cheek without sound. Grief. Joy. Memory. Hope. All of it, together.

And then a moment of pure clarity. This was how Olivia might have felt. Alone,
uncertain with choices to make but still, full of love for her unborn child. The thought
was freeing.

When she findly stood, the sun had broken fully through the clouds. The wet earth
glistened, and the trees shone as if newly washed. She brushed her hands on her jeans

and looked down once more, her voice quiet and certain.

“You and me,” she said. “No matter what comes next.”



And then she turned toward the sanctuary below, toward everything that was waiting.

The community gathering had been Olivias idea, a thank-you celebration for
volunteers, donors, and town council members.

A way to mark the beginning of the sanctuary’s next chapter.

Folding chairs dotted the open lawn, fire pits glowed beneath the wide Colorado sky,
and a string of white lights swayed above the tables like stars caught in a net.

Laughter drifted across the field. Someone had brought a fiddle and was playing
tunes near the grill, while kids darted between picnic tables chasing each other with
glow sticks. On the surface, everything shimmered with lightness. But Natalie felt
like she was walking underwater.

The sounds around her, cheerful conversation, clinking glasses, distant music, were
muffled, dreamlike. She moved from group to group offering polite smiles and vague
nods, but her gaze searched for one person only. Mason.

Her hands shook when no one was looking.

She had rehearsed the words again and again since she'd climbed down from that
ridge.

She had written them in her journal. Whispered them to herself in the mirror.

But none of her practice had prepared her for this.

Her special secret was heavy. Tucked beneath her ribs.

Pressed behind her lungs. Living in her belly. And tonight, it had to be spoken.



She glanced around the gathering and spotted him near the back fence, speaking with
Davey.

Firelight lit the edges of his jaw, turning his profile to bronze.

He wore his flannel shirt open over a gray T-shirt, the sleeves pushed up, revealing
forearms marked with tiny scratches and the kind of calluses earned by real work.

His hair, a little longer now, lifted in the breeze, and when he laughed at something
Davey said, his whole face changed.

He looked young. Lighter. Hopeful.

That made her chest contract. She felt Olivia appear beside her, like a ghost stepping
into view.

“You okay?' her friend asked quietly, offering her a cup of cider.

Natalie nodded too quickly. “I’m fine. Just... thinking.”

“You'’ ve been thinking so hard you haven't spoken al night.”

Natalie tried to laugh but it caught in her throat. “Do you think he'll be happy? When
| tell him my news.”

Olivia gasped, then smiled and didn’t ask who or why or what. She didn’t need to.
Her expression softened, and she looked out across the crowd to where Mason and
Davey stood.

“1 think he'll be something,” Olivia said. “You'll never know which until you tell

him.



Natalie drew in along, shaky breath. “I'm terrified.”

Oliviaplaced a hand gently on her arm. “That just means it matters.”

She nodded once, then handed back the cider, untouched, and turned toward Mason.
Her feet felt heavy, like every step toward him was encumbered by baggage from the
past, the shadow of betrayals, and the unknown of what this revelation would shift
between them.

“Mason?’ she said when she reached him.

He turned instantly, as though he’ d been waiting for her voice. His eyes searched her
face, cautious and open all at once.

“Can wetak?

His shoulders tensed, but he nodded. “ Of course.”

Davey looked between them and murmured something about grabbing more
firewood, vanishing into the blur of flickering lights and laughter.

Natalie led Mason away from the center of the lawn, past the tables and glowing
lanterns, past the music and warmth, toward the edge of the pasture. Here, the
shadows thickened, and the sounds of celebration blurred into the quiet of rustling
grass.

They stood afew feet apart, the space between them alive with things unsaid.

She looked down, then up. Then down again. Her fingers curled into fists and
unfurled again.



“1 don’t know how to say this,” she began, voice barely above awhisper.

Mason stepped forward dlightly. “Just say it. ”

She drew a breath like she was plunging underwater. “I’m pregnant.”

The words tumbled out and hung there, unanchored. For a heartbeat, nothing moved.

Then Mason blinked. Hislips parted dlightly. “You're...?’

“Yes.” Her voice cracked. “I found out last week. | wasn't sure... | mean, I’ ve been
sure. Just not sure how to tell you.”

The wind tugged gently at her hair as the truth landed between them. Mason exhaled
hard. A long, stunned silence followed. Natalie's chest rose and fell with quick,
shallow breaths. She wrapped her arms around herself.

“I'm sorry | didn’t tell you sooner,” she said, her voice raw. “I didn't know how.
Things between us... they were already so fragile. And | didn’t want this to feel like
more weight on top of everything. | didn’t want to feel like a complication.”

“You're not acomplication,” Mason said, stepping closer.

His eyes shone, though with what, she couldn’t tell. Shock. Awe. Maybe fear.

“I just...” he hesitated, running a hand through his hair. “Thisis... | didn’t expect...”

“l didn’'t either,” she said, and suddenly her voice cracked wide open. “But it’s real.
And it s happening. And | don’t want to do it alone.”

Mason looked like he wanted to reach for her, but hesitated. “You want this baby,



with me?”’

Natalie pressed a hand to her belly, her fingers trembling. “Yes. | do.”

That changed something in his face. His posture softened. The line of his jaw
unclenched.

“Then | want to be there.”

She looked up at him, tears brimming now. “It’s not just about the baby. It’s about us.
About everything we haven't said.”

“l know,” hesaid. “And we'll say it. All of it. If you'rewilling. ”

She nodded slowly. “I"'m willing.”

He reached out, but still didn’t touch her. Instead, he held out his hand.

She stared at it for along moment, then placed hersin his.

It was not a perfect ending. It was a beginning.
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The fire in the hearth was burning low, just glowing coals now, slow-pulsing embers
casting warmth into the corners of the private cabin nestled on the edge of the forest.
Outside, the sky was lavender and rose, tinged with dusk.

The first faint calls of owls echoed through the thinning pines, and frost kissed the
windows like lace pressed to glass.

Inside, Natalie sat on the worn brown leather couch, her hands folded tightly in her
lap, her fingertips faintly chilled despite the heat from the fire.

She could hear her heart in her ears, steady but unrelenting.
Her mouth was dry, her thoughts a thrum of anticipation and fear.

No matter how many times she'd rehearsed this moment, nothing could settle her
nerves now that it was redl.

Across from her, Olivia and Davey shared the matching armchair, Olivia perched
carefully, her cane beside her, and Davey leaning forward dlightly, his long legs
stretched out, arms crossed over his chest. His eyes flicked from Natalie to Mason
and back again, sensing something in the air.

Mason sat beside Natalie, his hands resting on his knees. Every now and then, his
fingers twitched, and he glanced toward her, but he didn’t speak. He was letting her

lead. She had asked him for that.

The cabin was quiet except for the slow creak of settling wood and the faint pop of



the fire. Natalie swallowed. It wasn't just the words themselves. It was the moment.
The pause before the fall. The air heavy with something about to shift.

She glanced at Mason, who gave her a small nod. His eyes, dark and steady, held no
pressure. Just support. His quiet patience wrapped around her like a blanket that both
soothed and stirred her anxiety.

She turned back to Oliviaand Davey and took a breath that felt bigger than her lungs.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

The words landed softly, like snowfall. But they stirred the room as though thunder
had rolled through it. Olivia smiled, there to support her son, already knowing
Natalie’'s condition. “This is wonderful news.” She turned to Davey, “Davey, you're
going to be abig brother.”

Then Olivia stood, slowly, carefully, but with purpose and crossed the small space
between them. Her face, usually composed with strength and a touch of mischief, had
softened into something maternal and luminous.

“Oh, sweetheart,” she whispered, wrapping Natalie in her arms. “This is beautiful
news.”

Natalie exhaled into the embrace. Her hands clutched lightly at Olivia's back,
grounding herself. Her throat felt thick, and her eyes stung, and something inside her
that had been coiled so tightly began to loosen.

“1 know things... things haven’'t been simple between us lately.”

Olivia leaned back, both hands on Natalie's arms now, tears shimmering. “There is
nothing more healing than new life. Especially when it grows from love. And from



loss. It means you haven't given up.”

Natalie glanced down at her abdomen and blinked quickly. “I didn’t plan this. But |
don’t think | could let it go now.”

Olivia pulled her into another brief hug before turning toward Mason and reaching
for his hand.

“You're going to be afather again.”

Mason’'s smile was slow, cautious, and warm. “1 still can’t quite believeit.”

Davey had been quiet. He shifted now, sitting straighter, his expression unreadable.

Natalie turned toward him. “We wanted to tell you in person. Before anyone else.”

Davey nodded once, hislips pressed into athin line. “1 appreciate that.”

There was silence again, not cold, but uncertain. As though they were al trying to
figure out what this news meant to each of them.

“l know thisis... alot to take in,” Natalie said gently. “And | want you to know this
doesn’'t change what’ s already been built between us. It just... addstoit. If welet it.”

Davey ran a hand through his hair, then let it fall to his lap. He looked at Mason.

“Y ou knew when you told me you were my father?’ he asked quietly.

Mason shook hishead. “No. | didn’t. | found out afterward. After thefire.”

“I’m pleased for you, | really am.”



Mason's voice was cam but weighted. “I didn't want to make things more
complicated between us and nothing changes what | said about us.”

Davey looked at Natalie, then down at the floor. “ Okay. ”

The word was simple. Heavy. A placeholder for more complicated emotions.

“I’m not upset,” he added after a moment. “Just... |I've never had something like this
before. A whole family.”

Natalie's heart softened. She reached out and placed a hand gently on his arm.
“You're not losing anything, Davey. You're gaining.”

He gave her afaint smile. “Guess I’ |l be the cool older brother.”

Olivialaughed through her tears. “That poor baby.”

Mason smiled at Davey with more pride than he could voice.

The tension broke like a thawing river. Olivia wiped her eyes with a corner of her
sweater. “1 didn’t realize how much we all needed good news,” she whispered.

“lI didn’t realize | could be part of it,” Natalie whispered back.

They sat again, and Olivia poured tea, her hands steady even as her eyes glistened.

“This baby,” she said, handing Natalie amug, “is going to be so loved. By al of us.”

The fire popped softly behind them. Outside, a breeze stirred the branches, and the
scent of pine drifted in through the window screen.



Natalie looked around the room. The cabin was plain, built for utility, not beauty. But
in that moment, surrounded by these people, it felt sacred. A beginning.

“1 want this child to know joy,” she said quietly, aimost to herself. “Not just from
being loved. But from watching people who love each other. Who show up. No
matter what.”

Mason shifted closer, his hand reaching for hers. “We'll give them that,” he said.
“Together.”

Natalie pressed a hand to her belly, where life had begun again.

And for thefirst time in what felt like years, she didn’t just believe in tomorrow.

She welcomed it. The fire had burned down to embers again by the time Olivia and
Davey left the cabin.

Outside, the wind had calmed, and a hush had settled over the sanctuary grounds like
awoolen blanket.

The kind of silence only found in mountain places, thick, reverent, and full of old
things, ancient, spiritual, wild and watching.

Natalie stood by the window, her arms wrapped around herself as porch lanterns
swayed in the breeze. The reflection of her own face, pale and drawn in the glass,
stared back at her. Behind her, Mason moved quietly, tidying up their mugs, stoking
the fire one last time with a metal poker.

He didn’'t speak right away. He knew enough about Natalie by now to recognize
when her mind was louder than her words. The seasons had come and passed since
she’d come to the sanctuary. It felt like a lifetime and yet also like yesterday. Now



here they were.

“1’ve never loved anyone the way | loveyou,” he said, softly.

Natalie turned from the window, blinking as though pulled from a dream. Her lips
parted, but no words came. She didn’t expect that. Not so ssmply.

He stood a few feet from her, firelight tracing the contours of his face, the lines at his
eyes, the weather-worn skin of his hands.

Hands that had carried birds, stitched wounds, built shelters from splintered wood and
willpower.

Hands that had, more than once, held her together without ever squeezing too tight.

“1 need you to hear that,” he continued, stepping closer. “Because | know | haven't
always said the right things. I’ ve made mistakes. | should’ ve told you things sooner. |
should' ve fought harder when things got quiet between us. | let my fear speak when |
should' ve listened.”

Natalie lowered her gaze, her throat thick with emotion.

“But,” Mason added, “I’'m here. And I’ m staying. For you. For this baby. For us. ”

She looked up at him then, tears shining unshed in her eyes. “I don’'t need a rescue,
Mason.”

“l know.” He smiled. “That’s one of the things | love most about you.”

She let out a soft, choked laugh and shook her head. “How did we even get here?’



Mason stepped close enough to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. “Because we
didn’t run away from the hard things. At least... not forever.”

They stood in silence for a moment, the fire casting long shadows behind them.

“You remember that first night?’ she asked. “When | arrived here, angry and hollow
and pretending | was fine?’

He nodded. “You wore that green coat and gave me a lecture on ethical sedation
techniques.”

“You were using atranquilizer dart on afox that didn’t need one.”

“1 was improvising.”

“Y ou were showing off.”

“Maybe.”

They both smiled.

“1 didn’t expect you to last two weeks,” he admitted.

“1 didn’t expect to stay.”

“And yet...” Hereached for her hands and held them between his. “Here we are.”

She looked at their joined fingers, at the quiet strength in the man before her. “I'm

scared, Mason. Not just about the baby, about everything. Loving you. Letting myself
believein this.”



He nodded, his voice low and sure. “Metoo. But | promise you this, whatever comes,
| won't let you do it done. | won't let you down.”

She swallowed hard. “| want to believe that.”

“Then let me show you. ”

He reached out and gently touched her belly, hesitant at first, his hand warm through
the fabric of her swesater.

“1 don’'t know what kind of father I'll be,” he said honestly. “But | want to try. | want
to give this child the kind of start neither of us had.”

She stepped into his arms then, finally, and let her head rest against his chest. His
arms folded around her, steady and quiet, the rhythm of his heart a soft reassurance
beneath her cheek.

In that moment, they weren’t two people bracing against the past. They were afamily
beginning.

Still tender. Still healing. But together.
Outside, the wind whispered through the trees, and the wolves answered with a low,
echoing song. Inside the cabin, two people stood at the edge of something sacred.

And chose, once again, to hold on.

They sat together on the floor in front of the fire, the thick woven rug warm beneath
them and a blanket draped over their legs.

The air between them had softened into something golden, like the dying light of day
caught inside a snow globe.



The embers crackled beside them, and the scent of burning cedar drifted through the
cabin like something holy.

Natalie had curled into Mason’s side, her head resting on his shoulder, their fingers
lazily intertwined. For the first time in what felt like months, they weren’t rushing to
fix something. Or protect something. Or escape from something. They were just
there. Init. Together.

“1 keep thinking about names,” she said after awhile.

Mason turned his head dlightly, smiling. “Already?’

“lI can't help it.” She sat up straighter, one hand pressed instinctively to her belly.
“They just keep popping into my head like little sparks. I’'m not even sure why.
Maybe it makesit feel morereal.”

“Got any front-runners?”

She tilted her head, considering. “Maybe something old-fashioned. But not too frilly.
Strong. Something with roots.”

Mason chuckled. “Y ou know we're going to spend the next few months vetoing each
other.”

“You say that likeyou'll get avote.”

He laughed again, the sound deep and warm and familiar. “Oh, | see how this is
going to go.”

“I’m growing the baby,” she said, mock-defensive, “I get primary naming rights.”



Mason reached for her hand, lifting it to his lips. “Fair. But I'm in charge of bedtime
stories.”

Natalie' sface softened. “Deal.”

They sat in a companionable silence for a moment. It wrapped around them like a
well-worn quilt. Outside, snow had begun to fall, fine and powdery, sticking only in
the corners of windowsills and fence posts. Inside, everything glowed with
contentment and firelight.

“Do you think it's aways like this?’ Natalie asked quietly. “Happiness. Does it ever
just... stay?’

Mason was quiet for amoment. Then he answered honestly.

“1 don’'t think it stays the same,” he said. “I think it changes shape. But | think it can
last if we keep choosing it.”

She turned her face toward him, eyes glossy. “I’m tired of not being in control.”

“So, let's stop letting fate dictate,” he said gently. “Let’s look forward, commit to
being happy and living life how we want it to be.”

She leaned in, brushing her nose against his, and smiled. “Y ou’re getting poetic on

me.
He smiled, too. “Must be the baby.”
Then he reached behind the cushion he' d been sitting against. Natalie didn’t notice at

first, not until he shifted and turned back around, something small and dark in his
hand .



When he held it out to her, she stared.

It was avelvet box.

Her breath caught.

“Mason...”

He didn't rush. He held it there in his palm, steady, the firelight catching in the
softness of the velvet.

“I’ve had this for awhile,” he said quietly. “Since before the fire. Before everything
fell apart. | didn’t know when the right moment would be. And | sure as hell didn’'t
want it to be out of pressure or chaos.”

Natalie couldn’'t speak. Her hands trembled dlightly in her lap. He opened the box
slowly.

Inside was a simple diamond ring, elegant, understated, the kind of beauty that didn’t
need to shout. The center stone was oval, set in adelicate band that shimmered faintly
in the firelight.

“lI love you,” Mason said. “Not just the woman that stands strong in front of
everyone, or the one who heals animals better than | ever could. | love the woman
who came here broken and never let the cracks stop her from building something
new. | love the woman who sits beside me right now, for good or bad, in sickness and
childbirth and whatever life throws at us.”

She covered her mouth, eyesfilled to the brim.

“1 don’t want to wait for perfect,” he continued. “I don’t care about a big wedding or



atimeline that makes sense to anyone else. | just want you. And this baby. And alife
we build with both hands.”

He held the ring toward her. “Natalie Carrington... will you marry me?’

Her tears spilled over, slow and soundless. But her smile was radiant.

“Yes,” shewhispered. Then louder: “Yes. Of course, yes.”

He dlipped the ring onto her finger, and it fit perfectly. Like it had aways been
waiting there. Then he pulled her into his arms, and she kissed him through laughter
and tears, through the smoke of the fire and the fading ache of everything they’d

overcome.

Outside, the snow continued to fall. Inside, two hearts beat against one another in a
rhythm that had finally found its home.
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The next morning, the mountains woke slowly.

The sky glowed a soft, winter blue. A hush blanketed the sanctuary, not from snow
but from stillness.

Natalie stood barefoot on the porch of her cabin, a wool blanket wrapped around her
shoulders, one hand resting instinctively over her belly.

Her body felt different already, tender and glowing.

Her other hand twisted the diamond on her finger, the ring still so new it felt like a
Secret.

Inside, Mason was finishing breakfast, the smell of cinnamon and coffee drifting
toward her in slow ribbons.

She had imagined moments like this before, quiet, content, filled with small routines
but never believed she would reach one. Stillness used to scare her. Stillness meant
something was missing. But now? It felt like safety.

The sound of boots on gravel made her turn. Mason stepped out, two mugs in hand,
his eyes immediately finding hers. She took a deep breath, steadying herself in the
calmness of his gaze.

“Still real?” he asked with a crooked smile.

“Still real,” she said, accepting the coffee. Their fingers brushed as she took the mug,



and the warmth of his skin settled her more than the drink ever could .

She watched him, quietly memorizing the curve of his jaw, the morning scruff on his
cheeks, the way his smile softened everything in her. That this man, the one she had
once met with a frown and a wolf on a stretcher, was now her home, still astounded
her.

“Ready to tell them?’ he asked.

She nodded. “Let’ stell them.”

An hour later, they stood at Olivia s kitchen table.

The room smelled like orange peels and tea.

A kettle whistled softly behind them. Davey was peeling an orange with slow
precision, his expression focused but neutral.

Natalie could never quite tell if he was deep in thought or smply avoiding eye
contact.

Olivia was thumbing through a stack of papers, budgets, schedules, scribbled grant
applications. She looked up when Mason cleared his throat.

Natalie's heart beat harder. She could hear it. Like adrum in adistant canyon.

“We wanted to share something,” she began, her voice gentle but firm.

Davey’s eyesflicked upward. Olivia s hand stilled on the page.

Natalie lifted her hand, letting the ring catch the morning light.



“We're engaged,” Mason said simply.

Oliviastared for half a second before it sank in.

Then she stood so abruptly the chair scraped the floor. “Y ou’' re engaged?’

She crossed the space in three careful strides and wrapped Natalie in her arms, tight
and trembling.

Natalie hadn’'t expected to cry but she did. Not from doubt or fear, but from the
overwhelming warmth of being embraced .

“l didn't know | needed to hear that,” Olivia whispered against her hair. “I didn't
know how badly we all needed this.”

Natalie felt the gift of it, that truth. They were a family made of jagged beginnings.
But this moment felt smooth. Seamless.

Olivia pulled back, cupping her cheeks, eyes damp. “Oh, honey. You two. You're
building something very special.”

Across the room, Mason looked at Davey.

Davey’s posture was tight. The lines around his mouth were new. But his voice was
soft when he said, “Congrats. Both of you.”

Mason let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Thanks, kid.”
Davey nodded once, then turned to Natalie. After a beat, he walked to her and

wrapped her in a quick, strong hug. Natalie felt his arms around her and closed her
eyes. There was still so much healing left between them all, but this was a start.



“I’m happy for you,” he said, pulling back with a shy smile. “I really am.”
She smiled, pressing her hand to his chest briefly. “You're part of this, Davey. In
every way. You're going to have a sibling, and | know you'll the best big brother

anyone could wish for.”

Olivia stood back, hands on her hips. “Well, now we need a celebration. Sanctuary-
style.”

Mason chuckled. “That didn’t take long.”

“I’m serious. Thisweekend. Lights, music, cider. | want fiddles. | want pie.”

Davey groaned. “ She' s going to make me hang lights again, isn’'t she?’

“You'retal,” Oliviasnapped. “That’s your job.”

Natalie leaned into Mason, laughing. His arm dlipped around her waist like it had
always belonged there.

“You okay?' he asked, voice low, just for her.

“1 think I’'m finally okay,” she whispered .

Later that afternoon, Davey and Natalie sat together on the porch steps, watching the
valley stretch out in quiet layers of green and gray.

Davey tossed a small stick into the dirt, then pulled his knees up, arms draped
casually across them.

“1 didn’'t think I’ d be excited,” he said suddenly.



Natalie glanced over. “About what?’

“The baby. A sibling.” He shrugged. “But | kind of am.”

He looked sheepish, like admitting it would make him less of a man.

“I've always had this picture in my head,” he continued, “of what a family’s
supposed to look like. But | never realy thought I'd have one. And now | do. Or at
least... the beginning of one.”

Natalie felt her heart stretch. “Y ou're not starting over. Y ou're expanding.”

He smiled and leaned back on his hands. “Think they’ll like me?’

Natalie nodded. “They’re going to adore you.”

Behind them, Olivia and Mason were arguing over lantern placement and whether or
not cider counted as an appropriate toast drink.

Natalie turned to watch Mason laugh, her hand dlipping to her belly without thinking.
Thiswas her life now. Not perfect. Not easy. But chosen. And finally... whole.

The porch was steeped in late afternoon gold, the kind of light that turned every
rough edge soft.

Natalie turned to Davey and stole a glance as they sat side by side on the weather-
worn steps, the air crisp.

The scent of pine mingled with faint smoke from the chimneys, and every now and
then a bird called from the woods, as though even the wildlife sensed things were
shifting in the right direction .



They’ d been sitting in companionable silence for a while. Mason and Olivia were still
inside the lodge arguing over how many pies a proper engagement party required.
Davey had bet three. Oliviainsisted on six.

Davey leaned back on his elbows, legs stretched out, his boot scuffing lazily at the
gravel. Natalie sat more upright, her hands resting gently in her lap, one palm
absentmindedly pressed to the small curve of her abdomen.

“You know,” Natalie said quietly, “I’m not sure what our relationship will be.”

Davey glanced at her. “Y ou and me?’

She nodded, eyes on the far trees where a pair of deer grazed at the edge of the
woods. “What I'll be allowed to be to you. What you’ d be comfortable with.”

Davey shrugged, but there was thought behind it.

“It's been complicated lately hasn't it.

But ever since I’ ve known you as Mom'’ s friend you were always....

good to me. Like afaraway aunt who sent cool presents to a kid out in the sticks and
when you visited, you made everyone happy.

I’d just like that to carry on, for you to be there and part of my life...

but closer now, not miles away in the city. ”

Natalie smiled, her heart warming. “Then that's what 1’'ll be and I'm glad it’'s you.
That you' re the one who'll be the baby’ s big brother.”



He blinked, clearly caught off guard. “Y eah?’

“Yeah.” She looked over at him now, her gaze direct and soft. “Y ou’re kind. Smart.
Strong in ways that most people miss at first. You've got aquiet heart, Davey, but it's
agood one. And | want this baby to grow up knowing they have someone like you to
look up to.”

He shifted dlightly, clearly moved, unsure how to process the depth of what she was
offering.

“1 didn’t think I'd ever be anyone’s brother,” he said after a moment. “Not really. It
was aways just me and Mom. Even when she was with people, it felt like it was still
just us.”

Natalie nodded, understanding more than she could say.

Davey turned toward her, searching her expression. “And you... you're okay with all
this? Even after everything?’

She reached for his hand and held it between both of hers. “It’s not aways easy to
choose love, especially after pain. But | am choosing it. And I’'m choosing you too,
Davey. Asfamily.”

He blinked rapidly and looked away, clearing his throat. “Y ou’ re gonna make me cry
on the porch like some overly sentimental Hallmark movie.”

She laughed, the sound light and true. “Good. That’s what soon-to-be big brothers are

for.

They sat like that for awhile, fingers still linked, hearts alittle fuller.



Then Natalie took a breath, hesitated, and said, “There's something else | wanted to
ask you.”

He looked over, curious.

“1 know it’ s traditional for afather to give the bride away,” she began. “But... | don’t
have afather in the picture. Haven't for along time.”

Davey nodded slowly, understanding blooming in his expression.

“1 thought maybe, if it's something you' d be okay with, maybe you could be the one
to walk me down the aisle.”

His eyes widened. “ Seriously?’

She nodded. “Y ou're already my family. It would mean the world to me.”

He sat up straighter, stunned for a moment, then rubbed a hand over hisjaw as a slow
smile broke across his face. “I’ve never been to a wedding where | wasn't just
sneaking cake.”

Natalie grinned. “Well, you're officially promoted. ”

He reached out and hugged her, tight and sincere. “I’d be honored.”

“Just don’t trip over your shoelaces.”

“No promises.”

They both laughed again, and Natalie leaned her head on his shoulder, the gesture
simple and sweet. For a long time, neither spoke. The quiet between them wasn’t



heavy. It was something else entirely. It was trust. And belonging.

From inside the lodge, Mason’ s voice rose in protest: “No one needs six pies!”

Olivia shot back, “This isn’'t about need, Mason, it's about joy! Pies make people
happy, everyone knows that.”

Davey chuckled. “God help you both.”
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Natalie smiled, already picturing the scene, the lights, the music, the laughter. And all
of them together, building something new. It wouldn’t be perfect. Nothing ever was,
But it would be theirs.

The porch creaked as Natalie and Davey stepped back inside the lodge, the warmth of
the woodstove welcoming them like open arms. Olivia was in the kitchen, sleeves

rolled up, elbow-deep in abowl of biscuit dough.

Her apron, cream-colored with tiny, faded violets was dusted with flour, and her hair,
loose for once, had slipped from its usual bun and fell in soft waves around her face.

It was a scene that tugged at Natalie's heart in the gentlest of ways. After all the
months of tension, of missteps and mending, there was something healing about

seeing Olivialike this again, comfortable in her space, at ease in her body, grounded.

“There you two are,” Olivia said, turning with awide smile. “1 was just about to send
someone out with arope to reel you back in.”

“We were bonding,” Davey said, brushing snow from his shoulders. “You'll be
pleased to know |'ve accepted my new position as best big brother and man of
honor.”

“Y ou mean best man,” Natalie corrected, elbowing him lightly.

“l stand by what | said,” Davey deadpanned.

Mason stepped in behind them, closing the door with a gust of wind. “Y ou promised



me coffee, Liv. Don’'t make me regret this engagement.”

Olivia snorted. “Don’'t tempt me. The beans are in the cabinet. If you want it strong,
make it yourself.”

Davey turned to Mason and jerked his chin toward the door. “Y ou ready to head into
town for the kegs?’

“Ready,” Mason replied, grabbing his keys from the hook near the door.

“Wait, kegs?’ Natalie blinked. “I thought this was going to be a quiet gathering?’

Mason shrugged. “Thisis Olivia s version of aquiet gathering.”

“We're not having a party with sparkling cider and hummus, Natalie,” Olivia said
with awink. “It’s Colorado, not Connecticut.”

Natalie laughed, holding her hands up. “Fine. You win.”

Mason stepped close to her and gave her a quick, grounding kiss on the temple.
“We'll be back before dinner. Y ou okay?’

She nodded, but before she could answer, Davey opened the door, letting in another
gust of wind. “Let’s go. I'm driving. | don’'t trust you not to detour through every
scenic overlook.”

Mason shot him a look, but followed him out, leaving Natalie and Olivia alone in the
suddenly quieter lodge.

Olivia wiped her hands on a towel and nodded toward the kitchen table. “Come on.
Sit. The dough needsto rise, and | need to catch my breath.”



Natalie followed her, taking the seat across from her, folding her handsin her lap.

For afew moments, neither spoke. Outside, snow fell with a quiet insistence.

It layered the pine boughs and softened the world.

Inside, the crackle of the fire was the only sound.

Then Natalie exhaled and met her friend’s eyes.

“Areyou okay?' she asked.

Olivialooked confused for a second, then nodded. “ Of course. Why?”’

“With all of this.” Natalie paused. “With me. With Mason. With... everything.”

Understanding dawned slowly across Olivia s face. She leaned back in her chair, the
weight of history settling gently in the lines around her eyes.

“Oh, Nat,” she said, shaking her head. “ That was few blurred hours, alifetime ago.”
Natalie studied her face carefully. “But you were close once. Closer than | realized.”
“We were good friends,” Olivia said, her voice steady. “At a time when | had few
friends and even fewer choices. Mason was... safe. Familiar. And | admired him for
everything he did here. But it wasn't love, sweetheart. It was never love.”

Natalie' s eyes shimmered, her voice small. “Not even alittle?’

Olivialeaned forward, resting her hand gently over Natalie's.



“l promise you. Mason was never mine. He was always waiting for someone like
you, someone brave enough to challenge him and kind enough to stay. | saw it when
you first got here, how he looked at you. It was never me and | never wanted it to be.”
Natalie s throat tightened. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”’

“Because | didn’t want to make things messier than they needed to be.

Y ou had enough to deal with. And later...” She exhaled.

“Later, | was ashamed. That | hadn’t told you about Davey’ s father sooner.

That I’d let my own insecurities become se crets.

Maybe if you'd lived here, been part of my every day, then there’d have been a
moment when I’d have shared but it didn’t happen like that. ”

Natalie' s voice cracked. “Y ou're the only family | had when | got here. You still are.”

Olivia's hand tightened. “And you're mine. And sometimes family mess up, then
they move on.”

The emotion that had hovered between them for weeks, shards of misunderstanding,
long looks, unsaid apologies, melted in that moment.

“1’ve been thinking,” Natalie said, blinking back tears. “ About the wedding.”

“Oh?’

“l know it’s traditional to have a sister or a cousin or someone you grew up with as
your maid of honor. But | don’t have anyone like that.”



Olivia smiled, something flickering behind her eyes.

“I’ve got you,” Natalie continued. “You're the one who took me in. Who made me
believe | could still be useful when | felt like nothing but ruins.”

She stood and moved around the table, crouching beside Olivia's chair. “Would you
be my maid of honor?’

Olivia's hand flew to her mouth.

“Oh, Natdlie...”

“1t would mean everything to me.”

Olivia seyesfilled. “Yes. Of course, yes.”

They hugged then, clinging tightly, like two women who had weathered every kind of
storm and finally found their way back to each other. When they pulled apart, both

were crying and laughing in equal measure.

“You'll be stuck with me through the whole planning,” Oliviawarned, dabbing at her
cheeks with the edge of her apron .

“Good,” Natalie said, standing again. “That’s exactly what | want.”

As they began talking colors and music and menus, the tension that had long pulsed
beneath the surface seemed to lift.

Outside, the sky began to brighten just enough for the sun to pierce the clouds.

Inside, two women sat close over tea and flour and dreams, planning not just a party,



but alife that was slowly, beautifully, beginning again.
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The day of the party arrived. The trees that circled the sanctuary stood like proud
guests.

Songbirds waited on branches, their calls light and sharp, notes flitting through the
canopy like threads being sewn into the morning.

The sky was a pale, hopeful blue, smeared at the edges with soft cloud.

Sunlight poured like honey across the open clearing beside the lodge, where
volunteers and neighbors had gathered since dawn to help string lights, unpack tables,
and warm spiced cider in enormous metal pots.

By early afternoon, the party wasin full swing.

Rustic tables groaned under platters of baked goods, charred vegetables, gamey cuts
of venison stew, and no fewer than six kinds of pie at Olivia sinsistence.

Jars filled with wildflowers and flickering tea lights lined the pathways, and a
wooden platform, hastily built by Mason and Davey the day before, served as a
makeshift dance floor.

Children in boots and wool sweaters chased one another through the soft mud, their
laughter spilling through the clearing like music.

A small local band played in the corner near the edge of the lodge porch, fiddle,
upright bass, acoustic guitar, and an old harmonica that rasped out joy like a memory
reborn.



Natalie floated through the crowd, radiant.

She wore a pale cornflower-blue dress that hugged the curve of her belly just enough
to make the pregnancy visible for those paying attention.

Her cheeks were pink with the chill in the air and the sheer energy of the afternoon.

Her hair was swept back in a soft braid, pinned with tiny sprigs of lilac.

A soft mohair shawl kept out the chill and the ring on her finger glinted every time
she gestured or lifted a cup of cider or reached out to clasp someone’s hand.

She was beaming. Glowing. Alive in away that made people turn to one another and
whisper things like, she looks so happy . And she was.

As the music carried through the trees, Natalie greeted every guest, offering hugs,
laughter, and pieces of the story they all wanted to hear.

Shetold it like a good memory, softened at the edges by time: the fire, the rebuilding,
the friendship that had turned to love, and the new life growing inside her.

Every sentence was woven with gratitude, humility, and the wonder of how far they
had all come.

“I'm so happy for you,” said a woman who ran the local feed store, sgueezing
Natalie's handstight. “We all saw it. Y ou and Mason, it was only a matter of time.”

“You'll make beautiful babies,” someone else said, and Natalie only laughed, hand
dlipping protectively over her stomach.

From across the clearing, Mason stood by the edge of the trail that led to the wolf



enclosures, holding a mug of cider and watching her.

She moved with such grace through the people, her smile real, her eyes soft. Every
once in awhile, her hand would catch at her belly, almost unconsciously, like she was
reminding herself that yes, it wastrue. Y es, something sacred had begun .

Mason’'s chest swelled with a quiet, reverent pride.

He had known love before, weaker versions of it.

Fleeting and shallow. Bright enough to warm him briefly, but never strong enough to
hold through the dark.

But this? Thiswas different. Natalie was different.

She had dug through his silences and found the man beneath.

Not just the rehabilitator, not just the loner in a cabin with birds and wolves, but the
man who wanted a home. A future.

His thoughts were interrupted by the soft tap of a cane behind him. He turned to find
Olivia, her silver-streaked hair braided into a crown across her head, her knit shawl
pulled tight over her shoulders. She looked at him with an expression that was neither

hard nor fragile, just real.

“You two pulled it off,” she said, looking toward the clearing. “This place, this day. |
wasn't sure we' d ever get here.”

Mason exhaed a quiet laugh. “Neither was1.”

They stood in silence for a moment, watching Natalie lean over a pie table, laughing



with awoman from town.

“She’sgood at country life,” Olivia murmured.

“She was born for it,” Mason said.

There was along pause. Then Olivia spoke again, more gently.

“1 want you to know... | don’'t carry any of it anymore.”

He looked at her, uncertain.

“The past,” she clarified. “ The mistakes. The half-truths. | let them go, Mason. Y ou
don’t owe me anything.”

His shoulders eased. “| never wanted to hurt you.”

“You didn't,” Oliviasaid. “Not really. We had history, sure. But it wasn't ever meant
to be this. Not what you and Natalie have. Y ou were always my friend and that’s all |
wanted fr om you, still do.”

Mason swallowed the knot in his throat. “Y ou sure?’

“I'm sure.” She gave him a small smile, then added, “Y ou love her the way people
pray to be loved. I'd thought I'd found that, but | was wrong, and maybe | was a fool

to think nobody else would match up, and if they did they’d break my heart again.

If | could go back in time and give my young self some advice, I'd tell me to take a
chance, be brave. Kinda like you have been with Natalie.”

“There s still time, Liv. Don't write love off just yet.” Mason turned to his friend and



smiled, receiving araised eyebrow in return.

A gust of wind blew through the trees, stirring the lights above them. Somewhere
nearby, a child shrieked with delight as two dogs tumbled through the grass.

Olivia reached out, touched Mason’s arm gently. “Be good to her. Keep showing up.
That's al she'll ever need.”

“1 will,” he promised.

She nodded and turned back toward the fire pit where a group was starting to toast
marshmallows. Mason lingered a moment longer. Then, cider still in hand, he made
his way through the crowd, toward Natalie.

The sky over the sanctuary had turned to burnished gold.

Long strands of twilight threaded through the trees, the lights strung above the
clearing now flickering gently in the dusk.

Laughter had mellowed into something softer.

Groups had formed around fire pits, mugs of cider passed between mittened hands,
and the fiddlers had slowed their tune to something more wistful, more suited to
stories and memories than dancing.

The setting itself, the wild, scarred, breathtaking piece of earth nestled deep in the
Colorado mountains seemed to exhae in time with the people who had come to

celebrate it.

The sanctuary had always been more than a workplace.



More than a mission. It was a patchwork refuge, pieced together with raw wood,
muddy boots, and the kind of stubborn hope that could only grow in wounded soil .

Along the perimeter, the silhouettes of animal enclosures stood like quiet sentinels,
gently lit by lanterns and solar lamps.

Inside, owls stirred on their perches, rescued raccoons nested in straw, and one of the
older wolves, Ash, with his greying muzzle and pale amber eyes, paced in slow, calm
loops as though marking his place in this moment, too.

Pine trees wrapped the clearing like tall guardians, their branches dusted with the last
breath of snow.

Beneath them, wild sage and curled bracken made their slow emergence from
winter’s hold, casting the ground in tones of silver and green.

In the distance, the hills rose like folded cloth under the fading sky, their lines
softened by shadow.

Natalie stood near the trellis arch Olivia had decorated with pinecones, cedar boughs,
and sprigs of mountain laurel, cut from the sanctuary’s own edge trail.

The arch stood beside the old barn, now converted into an education center for loca
schools, and the scent of hay and wood lingered faintly on the breeze.

She turned her face to the sky, then to the crowd. The ring on her finger caught the
amber light like it was stitched into the landscape itself. She didn’t know when
Mason had approached. She only felt it, a familiar hush settling over her body, the
unmistakable sensation of him nearby.

“You've been glowing all day,” he said softly, his breath warm against her ear.



She turned and found him standing just behind her, hands tucked into the pockets of
his flannel-lined jacket, eyeslocked on hers.

“1 think it’sthe pie,” she said with a half-smile.

He reached out and gently ran a knuckle along her cheek. “No. It's something else.”
They stood in a quiet pocket of the celebration, framed by soft lights and the hum of
contented voices behind them. Natalie tilted her head, watching him as he looked at
her like she was the only thing in the world.

“l didn’'t think I'd ever feel thisway again,” she said.

Mason reached for her hands. She stepped into him, pressing her forehead against his
chest. The rhythm of his breathing, steady and sure, wrapped around her like the
familiar rise and fall of the hills behind the sanctuary. Somewhere nearby, a hawk

called low from the ridgeline, returning to roost.

They swayed gently where they stood, not quite dancing, just moving with the hush
of the music drifting from the porch.

“When | first got here,” she whispered, “I thought | was just passing through. Like |
was too broken to root anywhere again.”

His hand came to rest on the curve of her back. “Y ou’ re rooted now.”

She nodded, eyes closed. “ So deep it hurts.”

He kissed the top of her head, and they stayed like that, anchored to one another as
the celebration turned to memory and the first stars slipped into view.



Later, after the guests had wandered home, pie tins emptied and music faded into the
hush of the trees, Olivia sat on the front step of the lodge, her shawl pulled tight over
her shoulders. The air had turned colder and blue with moonlight.

Behind her, the lodge glowed from the inside, lamplight spilling out across the porch
where muddy boots had been kicked off, chairs tilted back, and laughter had hung in

the air only hours before.

She watched the last of the cleanup: Mason carrying folding chairs back into the barn,
Natalie gathering dishes with the help of afew lingering volunteers.

The barn stood beneath the shadow of the ridge, its beams worn smooth by years of
use, itsloft now home to the sanctuary’s supply of hay and medical crates.

Beyond it, the trail curled up into the hills, where the more sensitive releases took
place, hawks and foxes, coyotes and deer, all given a second chance under the dark,
watchful eyes of the pines.

Davey approached quietly, a blanket tucked under one arm.

“You should beinside,” he said, settling beside her.

“I likethe cold,” shereplied. “Reminds me I'm still aive.”

He chuckled, handing her the blanket anyway. “Humor me.”

She took it and draped it over her lap. For a moment, they sat in companionable
silence, watching the lights dim one by one across the sanctuary. Somewhere far off,

an owl hooted, and a chorus of frogs joined in from the wet patch near the lower
enclosure trail.



“You ever think we' d get here?’ he asked finally.

Olivia's eyes stayed on the trees, the way their silhouettes reached toward the stars
like old hands.

“Some days,” she said, “I didn’t think we'd make it through the storm. Not just the
wildfire. But all of it. The years before. The silences between us.”

Davey nodded slowly. “Metoo.”

He shifted, leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “1 was angry for along time. About
what happened with school. With Mason. But | think... | think | was angrier that you
never let me see you struggle.”

Oliviablinked. “Y ou think | was trying to protect you.”

“1 know you were,” he said. “But sometimes, we need to see the fight. We need to see
how the people we love survive.”

She looked at him then, really looked, and what she saw was no longer a boy lost in
the shadow of other people’s mistakes. She saw a man. One still learning, still
healing—nbut strong. Rooted .

“1 wasn't always brave,” she admitted. “I got tired. | made mistakes.”

“I'm still here,” he said gently.

She reached out and took hishand. “Soam 1.”

The wind picked up again, carrying the scent of pine and fire and damp earth. Above
them, the moon rose fat and full, casting silver light across the fields. Somewhere



beyond the trees, awolf called out—along, lonesome sound, not sad, but solemn.

“You' re going to be an amazing big brother,” Olivia said after a moment.

Davey looked down, a soft smile on hislips. “I hope so0.”

She nudged him. “You are.”

“And you're going to be the most stubborn grandmother, aunt, whatever, this town
has ever seen.”

Olivialaughed, her voice light with something rare, joy.
“Damnright | am.”
They sat together until the moon climbed high, and the fire burned down, two

silhouettes beneath a quiet sky. Mother and son. Bruised but whole. And finaly,
findly, at peace.
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Summer in the mountains held a different kind of light. It was golden and forgiving,
like something slowly exhaling. The sanctuary was soaked in it, every pine needle
and barn plank gilded, every breath of wind laced with the whisper of coming change.

The fields were soft with grass that bowed under its own weight, and wildflowers
clung stubbornly to the edges of the trail, as if refusing to surrender to even a hint of

Autumn.

A soft breeze stirred the tall grass and carried with it the scent of warm earth, hay,
and the faint musk of fur from the enclosures just beyond the grove of birch.

Natalie stood beneath the overhang of the barn roof, one hand resting at the base of
her rounded belly, the other holding a mug of herbal teathat had long since cooled.

Her hair was caught in aloose braid that hung over one shoulder, and her dress, soft,
cotton, sea-glass blue, fluttered gently against her legs.

She was thirty-eight weeks along now, and her body felt every bit of it.

Still, her face glowed with anticipation, and her eyes shimmered with the quiet kind
of joy that comes not from perfection, but from peace hard-won .

“Look at them,” she said softly.
Olivia stood beside her, sipping from her own mug. Her cane leaned against the wall,

forgotten for the moment. She wore a loose cream cardigan, the sleeves rolled up as
always, her hair pulled back in a knot that had begun to come loose.



Together, they watched Mason and Davey down by the fence line, where the northern
enclosures backed into the rise of forest. The two men moved in perfect rhythm,
clearing brush, repairing sections of fence damaged by the last rainstorm.

Davey carried lumber while Mason bent to measure and hammer, their voices low
and easy in conversation.

Occasionally, one would laugh and the other would toss a reply, a quiet back-and-
forth built not just on shared purpose, but something deeper. Something earned.

“He's proud of Davey,” Oliviasaid, a softnessin her voice.

“And Davey...” Natalie smiled faintly. “He's finally letting someone be proud of
him.”

It had taken months of patience and small, unspoken steps.

But now the bond between father and son had solidified into something unshakeable.

They worked through Christmas, a time of unbridled happiness at the sanctuary,
battling a harsh winter not just as colleagues, but as kin.

Thair movements were seamless. Thair trust in each other unmistakable.

Natalie felt her baby shift, a low, strong roll and she placed both hands beneath her
belly, bracing for the wave of tightness.

“Isthat akick?’ Oliviaasked, amused.

“No. That was atumble,” Natalie said. “They like to somersault when Mason’s near.
| think they already know hisvoice.”



Olivia reached out and touched her shoulder, grounding. “They’ll know how deeply
they’re loved. From the very beginning.”

A hush settled between them again as the sunlight deepened, casting long shadows
from the trees onto the gravel path that wove between the enclosures.

“Have you and Mason talked more about the wedding?’ Olivia asked.

Natalie nodded. “We want to do it after the baby arrives. Just something small. Here
at the sanctuary. Under the trees.”

“Barefoot and beautiful?” Olivia grinned.

“Exactly.” Natalie laughed, and then quieter, “I want our child to be there. Even if
they’re only afew months old. | want them to grow up knowing their parents made a
promise with their feet in the dirt and the people who love them all around.”

Olivia s eyes misted. “That sounds like something worth waiting for.”

The sun shifted again, casting a golden glow over Mason'’s back as he leaned to lift a
post, his shoulders flexing with the effort. Davey reached out to help, and together
they raised it in place. For a moment, their silhouettes aligned so perfectly it made
Natalie' s throat catch.

She blinked, sudden tears burning at the corners of her eyes.

Something inside her stirred, not fear, not quite. Just a ripple. Like when the forest
goes quiet before a storm. Like knowing change was coming.

“You okay?' Oliviaasked, noticing the change in her posture.



Natalie nodded. “Y eah. Just... emotional.”

Olivia chuckled. “Pregnancy’ |l do that to you.”

Natalie didn’'t answer. She was still watching Mason, who had turned and, as if
sensing her gaze, looked up at her.

Their eyes met across the distance. He smiled.

And that’s when she knew. Something in her heart pushed in, urgently, fiercely, with
the ssmple truth that this, this exact day, might be one of the last golden ones.

That life had away of turning without warning.

And that joy, if not fully lived in, could vanish before it ever had the chance to take
root .

She raised her hand to him. He waved back, mouth moving silently with a phrase
she’d come to know well. | love you.

She smiled, blinking fast. “I love you too,” she whispered.

Beside her, Olivia placed a hand on the small of her back. “Come on,” she said
gently. “Let’s go sit before that baby decides to take over your ribcage again.”

Natalie laughed, and they walked together toward the porch, the scent of lavender and
sun-warmed wood rising around them, while down below, two men worked side by
side, father and son, framed in the clean light of summer.

And above them, a hawk circled. Silent. Watching. Foreshadowing something only
the wind seemed to understand.
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The evening settled like a shawl around the shoulders of the sanctuary, with the chirr

of crickets and the slow hush of wind through the trees.

Inside their cabin, Natalie and Mason moved through familiar rhythms. The small
table near the window had been set with two bowls of venison stew, hearty and rich,
seasoned with rosemary and cracked pepper.

Mason poured cider into mismatched mugs while Natalie adjusted the cushions on the
wooden bench where she liked to sit, her back cradled against the window frame.

The lights above the table glowed soft and amber, casting their little world in warmth.
Through the window, the sky was darkening, the first stars winking into view.

“1 think this might be the quietest day we' ve had in months,” Mason said, easing into
his chair across from her.

Natalie smiled and cradled her bowl! between her hands. “Don’t jinx it.”
He grinned. “You don't believein jinxes.”

“Not usually,” she said, pausing to spoon up the stew. “But I’ ve been pregnant long
enough to respect the laws of irony.”

He laughed, and she watched him, heart tight and full. His laugh had changed over
the past few months, looser, warmer. Like he’d shed something heavy. And maybe
she had too.



She looked down at her belly, which rose beneath the cotton of her dress like a quiet
moon. The baby had been quiet today. Peaceful. Still.

She brushed a hand across the curve. “| think they like the sound of your voice.”

Mason reached out and pressed his palm gently to her stomach, the way he aways
did now, like it was prayer. “I’m going to love them so much it hurts.”

“You aready do,” she said softly.

They ate in silence for a while, the kind that only comes from shared understanding
and the closeness of two people who no longer needed to fill every space with words.

The wind picked up outside, rattling the porch lantern. In the distance, a wolf howled
once, long and low, a sound more solemn than sorrowful.

Natalie finished her stew and leaned back with asmall sigh. “We should write vows,”
she murmured.

Mason looked up. “Now?’

“Not this minute,” she said with a small smile. “But soon. Before we forget what this
feelslike.”

“What does it fedl like?’

Shetilted her head. “Like everything' s exactly where it should be.”

He reached for her hand. “Itis.”

And just then, two loud raps then the door flew open. Olivia and Davey burst into the



cabin, wind-tousled and breathless. Olivia s cheeks were flushed, and Davey’s eyes
were wide with urgency.

“We just got acall,” Olivia said quickly. “There’'s a hiker up near EIk Run trail who
spotted what 1ooks like an injured wolf, high up on the slope, just beyond the fence
line.”

Mason was aready on his feet. “How bad?’

“Not sure,” Davey said. “But they said it's not moving. Could be a snare, maybe a
break.”

Natalie sat up straighter, her brow furrowed. “Do we have anyone else out there?’

“No,” Oliviasaid. “Everyone’s off duty or at home. We're the closest.”

Mason grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, his voice cam but firm. “Let’s
go. We'll take the truck up the lower trail and hike the rest.”

“I’ll prep the med kit,” Davey said, already turning for the door.

Oliviafollowed, her voice trailing instructions.

Natalie stood too, pushing herself up with both hands, intending to follow them into
the hallway to offer guidance.

But halfway across the room, she stopped.

Her eyes widened. She reached for the edge of the table.

And then she doubled over. A small, sharp gasp escaped her lips.



Mason turned immediately. “Natalie?’

She straightened slowly, but her hands pressed hard against her belly, and her breath
was short, shallow.

“1...” shetried to speak, but another wave rolled through her, this one deeper. Lower.
Like atide coming in fast and unrelenting.

All three of them had frozen.

Oliviamoved first. She crossed to Natalie in two strides, her hands steady. “Breathe,
sweetheart. Just breathe.”

Natalie's eyes met hers, wide and glassy. Then they flicked to Mason.

His face had gone pale. “Natalie?—7"

She gripped the back of a chair as another pang rippled through her .

Then she looked at all of them, Olivia, Mason, Davey, and smiled in disbelief.

“1 think the baby’s coming.”

For amoment, the world stood impossibly still.

Natalie' s voice, soft but unflinching, hung in the air.

Then, the moment shattered into motion. Mason moved first, his instincts catching up
with his heart.

He was at Natalie's side in an instant, a hand cradling her lower back, the other



gripping hers asif he could tether her to steadiness.

“Okay,” he breathed, voice too calm for the thunder behind his ribs. “Okay, Nat.
WEe're going to the hospital. Now.”

Davey spun toward the door, already moving. “I’ll bring the truck around!” he
shouted, hisvoice trailing behind him like smoke as he disappeared into the dark.

Natalie tried to stand, one hand braced on the edge of the table, the other cradling the
taut, trembling swell of her belly. She looked up at Mason with wide, storm-lit eyes.

“1t's coming,” she whispered. “Finally... but I’'m scared.”

Mason crouched before her, pressing his forehead gently to hers. “It's going to be
okay, don’t be scared. Y ou and the baby are going to be okay.”

But the stillness that had filled the cabin with warmth only minutes before had now
thickened into something else. Olivia hadn’t moved.

Mason turned to her, hisvoice taut. “You'll come with us?’

But Oliviadidn’'t answer right away. Her cane rested against the wall behind her. Her
eyes, usually filled with quick, practical fire, were locked on the window beyond the
cabin, on the dark ridgeline, where the trees folded into shadow and wind whispered
secrets only the wild understood.

“l can't,” she said at last, her voice gentle but resolute.

The air in the room shifted .

Mason blinked. “What do you mean you can’'t? It's starting. You... Natalie needs



you.
“There' s an injured wolf,” she said, her hands steady even as something inside the
room fractured. “High up, just past the fence line. If it's caught in a snare, it won't

survive the night.”

“Olivia” Mason’s voice was sharp now, edged with disbelief and something close to
hurt. “Natalie' sin labor.”

“And she has you,” Olivia said, looking at him fully now, her eyes fierce with quiet
conviction. “ She has you, and she has Davey. But that animal? It has no one else.”

Mason stared at her, struggling to piece together the two truths in front of him.
Natalie in labor, his child on theway... and Olivia, who'd always listened to the earth
before anything else, slipping into the woods with nothing but her will and her worn

pack.

Olivia turned to Natalie then, who had managed to sit, breathing through another
wave of pain.

“1 want you there,” Natalie whispered. “1 want you with me.”

“1 know,” Oliviasaid softly, crouching beside her.

“But this... thisiswho | am. Thisis my heartbeat. If | didn’t go, I’ d lose something |
can’'t explain.

And you...” she touched Natalie's cheek, tears glistening in her eyes, “you’ll have
everything you need.

You'restrong. And Mason... he'll never leave your side. ”



A long silence passed between them, punctuated only by the whistle of wind around
the cabin walls.

Then Natalie reached for Olivia s hand. “1 understand. Now go but promise me you'll
be careful.”

Oliviasqueezed it. “ Always.”

A moment later, she was out the door, wrapped in her long coat, pack over her
shoulder, headlamp slung around her neck.

She disappeared into the blackened edge of the trail like she belonged to it, the scent
of cedar and dusk rising to meet her.

Natalie leaned back against the wall, gripping Mason’'s hand as another contraction
hit.

Mason helped her stand, pressing a kiss to her temple. “I’ve got you,” he whispered.
“I S’vear.”

The cabin door burst open again as Davey appeared. “ Truck’ s running. Let’s go!”

They wrapped Natalie in athick blanket, helped her out into the night.

The wind caught at her dress, wrapped around her belly like awarning.

The stars had come out, bright and sharp, scattered across the sky like shattered glass.

Mason helped her into the truck, dliding in beside her, one hand clasping hers, the
other braced on her back as she breathed in short, sharp bursts.



Davey climbed into the driver's seat, his jaw set, hands steady. “We'll be there in
twenty minutes.”

“Drive safe,” Mason said, glancing at Natalie’' s face. “But drive fast.”

As the truck roared down the gravel road, the sanctuary disappeared behind them,
swallowed by darkness and moonlight.

Inside, Natalie gripped Mason’s hand and closed her eyes, feeling her body rise like a
wave and crash again.

Her thoughts blurred with each pulse of pain, but one image held in her mind:
Olivia's back retreating into the forest, walking straight toward danger without fear,
because that was who she was.

“She’ll be okay,” Mason whispered again, though he wasn't sure if he was saying it
for Natalie, or for himself,

The truck curved through the pines, headlights slicing through shadow, wheels
skimming corners. In the rearview mirror, the night stretched on endlessly. The world
had split in two.

One road led to new life. The other, into the trees, toward silence. Toward something
none of them could yet see.
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The night had folded in fast, thick, black, and wet with rain.
The truck’s headlights cut through the darkness in twin blades, illuminating slick
ribbons of asphalt, the tall shadows of trees that pressed close to the road like

sentinels.

The windshield wipers worked in rhythmic urgency, smearing away the sheets of
water that lashed against the glass, their beat loud in the silence.

Inside, the cab was dim. Natalie sat in the rear passenger seat, bundled in Mason's
flannel jacket, her breath fogging the window, her hands gripping the edge of the seat
beneath her.

Her belly rose like a soft hill beneath the blanket draped over her lap.

She stared straight ahead, her body tense with effort, every muscle braced for the next
contraction.

They were coming faster now. Deeper. Pulling at her like a tide she couldn’t hold
back.

She said nothing. Not because there was nothing to say but because holding in the
panic was al she could do to stay afloat.

Beside her, Mason kept one hand on the seat in front, the other on her knee.

His grip was steady. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the road since they |eft.



The dashboard lights painted his face in aglow of soft green and amber.

He looked calm, outwardly, at least. But his jaw was tight.

The musclesin his neck corded with restraint.

Every bump in the road sent a flicker through his eyes. Every breath Natalie took
made him inhale with her, like he could carry the weight of her painin hislungsif he
just tried hard enough. In the driver's seat, Davey sat tiffly, his hands white-

knuckled around the steering whesl.

He stared out the window, but he didn’'t see the trees, or the dant of rain, or the
endless stretch of winding road that separated them from the hospital.

What he saw, again and again, was the door closing behind his mom.

Her back as she disappeared into the woods.

Her coat flaring like wings in the wind.

The ache in his chest was sharp and unfamiliar. He felt pulled in too many directions,
his thoughts scattered like dried leaves across the forest floor. He should be strong,
for Natalie. For the baby. But part of him wanted to scream. To turn the truck around.
To find his mother and bring her back.

But he didn’t. Instead, he drove, in that growing quiet, between contractions, between
breaths, between everything they were trying to hold together. The only sound in the

cab was the wipers and the rain. The engine’slow grind. The baby’ s silence.

Natalie pressed her forehead against the cool glass.



Her skin was damp with sweat, and she swallowed against the rising pressure in her
chest. Her teeth clenched as another contraction rolled through her.

She didn’'t cry out. She wouldn't. Instead, her hand slid down to her belly, circling
slowly, almost apologetically.

Not yet, little one, she thought. Just alittle longer.

The road twisted again, winding through a valley where the mist pooled low and
thick.

Water streamed in miniature rivers along the edge of the road, glinting like mercury.

The forest on either side |leaned closer, dark and watchful.

The trees here were old. Silent. Asif they knew the things the people inside the truck
did not.

Mason’' s fingers tapped once, gently, against Natalie's leg.

A rhythm. A reassurance. He was here. He didn’'t speak, afraid, maybe, that words
would break something fragile.

That if he tried to say we'll be okay, the weight of that hope might tip the balance.

Instead, he watched the road, trusting Davey to get them there safe.

And Natalie breathed. And Davey watched the road disappear beneath them, one mile
at atime.

The hospital was still twenty minutes away, but the night stretched long. Like time



itself had slowed to match the pacing of Natalie's contractions, every minute drawn
tight with tension, every breath athread pulled thinner.

Up ahead, a deer darted across the road, pale in the headlights, ghost-like and sudden.
Davey’s hands tightened on the wheel, but he didn’t swerve. He just eased the truck a
little more firmly into the center of the lane and kept moving forward. Natalie's
fingers gripped the door handle.

The rain thickened. The trees leaned in.

And somewhere, not far away, another path was being walked.

Another life hung in balance. But here, in this truck, in the dark and the rain, a
different kind of courage was being called upon.

The courage to hope. The courage to trust. The courage to believe they would make it
intime.

Therain hadn’t let up. It came in waves now, light, then heavy, then steady again.

A constant, cold whisper against Olivia's hood as she checked the contents of her
canvas pack one last time beneath the flickering light outside the barn.

Her fingers were stiff with cold but still practiced, moving through bandages, gauze,
gloves, tranquilizer darts, the emergency radio she prayed they wouldn’t need.

The lantern swung beside her on its hook, casting elliptical shadows across the fence
posts and wet gravel. Beyond the barn, the world was all blurred lines and swaying

pines, the sanctuary disappearing behind a veil of rain.

“Are you sure about this?” came a voice behind her.



She turned. A volunteer, Asha, stood near the trail’s edge, already wrapped in rain
gear, her blonde braid soaked dark at the ends, her face pale but composed. She was
one of their newest interns. Eager. Tender-hearted. Brave.

“l can come with you,” Asha added, pulling her jacket tighter. “You shouldn't go
aone.”

Olivia nodded once, slinging the pack onto her shoulder. “Good. | could use an extra
set of eyes.”

She didn’t say I'm scared. She didn’'t say | don’'t want to be alone tonight. Olivia
didn’t have that kind of language anymore. What she had was movement. Duty. A
call in her blood that could not be silenced, not even on a night like this.

Asha grabbed the secondary pack, lighter but still heavy with supplies, and fell in
beside her. Together, they turned toward the mountain trail, their boots splashing
through puddles as they crossed the clearing, their headlamps cutting narrow beams
into the night.

Behind them, the lodge windows glowed faintly through the curtain of rain.

Ahead, only trees, fog, and the path. They started the climb.

The trail was dlick, the pine needles turning the slope into something treacherous.

Olivia moved steadily, relying more on her memory of the land than the limited glow
of her headlamp.

Ashafollowed closely, not complaining, not slowing down.

They passed the creek, now swollen and churning, the steppingstones submerged and



turned up toward the ridgeline. The trees here were older. Taller. The canopy denser.
The sound of the rain softened beneath the fir branches. Somewhere above them, an
animal was waiting. Trapped. Wounded. Alone.

Olivia pushed forward, her breathing shallow but even. Every movement required
focus, every step placed with care. Behind her, Asha dlipped once but caught herself.

“You okay?' Olivia asked without turning.

“Still here,” the girl panted. “We're close, right?”’

Olivia didn't answer. Not because she didn’t know, but because close didn’t mean
safe.

In the truck, Natalie closed her eyes between contractions, trying to breathe with the
rhythm of the windshield wipers. Mason's hand gripped hers tightly, and Davey’s
shoulders were taut, locked on the whesdl.

The headlights carved a narrow, trembling tunnel through the mist. Her back ached.
Her legs tingled. The pressure was mounting. She pictured Olivia's face as she'd
turned toward the trees, strong, certain, unshakable. And still... something in her
heart fluttered with dread.

The contractions were sharp now, low, insistent, and closer together.

Natalie gritted her teeth through another, biting back acry.

Her hand dug into Mason's pam, and he murmured words she couldn’t quite hear,
only fedl.

They passed the marker that told them they were minutes from the hospital. Mason's



jaw clenched tighter.

“l can seethelights,” Davey said. “We' re amost there.”

Natalie opened her eyes and stared through the windshield.

Hold on, shetold herself. Just alittle longer.

The truck jerked to a halt under the hospital’s emergency bay awning. Davey threw
the door open, shouting for help before the engine had stopped. Mason leapt out,
circling the truck, opening the passenger side.

Natalie was pale now, her forehead damp, her breaths shallow.

“I’ve got you,” Mason said. “It’s okay.”

A nurse appeared with awheelchair, and Natalie was gently eased into it. She gripped
Mason's coat as he crouched beside her.

“Don’'t leave me.”
“I won't.”
Behind them, Davey hovered, wide-eyed and pale, trying to stay out of the way but

needing to be close. Then they were moving, down the hall, through double doors,
voices rising around them. And somewhere, far away, the forest held its breath.
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The mountains were no longer quiet. Rain had swallowed the sky.

It hadn’t come in a sudden downpour, but as a steady, relentless force that had
gathered all day like breath in a chest before a scream.

Now, in the belly of night, it fell in sheets, cold, hard, and unmerciful.

Each drop stung like pinpricks, drenching Olivia's coat, plastering her hair to her
neck, and soaking through the seams of her boots despite their years of use.

The forest trail normally firm and forgiving had turned into something treacherous
and wild.

Mud clung to every step, dragged at her soles, slid underfoot with each incline.

But Olivia pushed forward. Beside her, Asha moved carefully, one hand gripping the
sodden strap of the supply bag, the other braced against the steep rock face that lined
the path.

Her breath came sharp and fast. She was strong for her age, and eager.

But Olivia could hear it in her voice when she last spoke, she was afraid.

Oliviakept talking. Quiet encouragements.

Short instructions. The things that tethered people in storms. They were hafway up
the slope now, clinging to a narrow ledge where the trail faded into slick rock and



Spongy Moss.

The forest pressed close, heavy with pine and shadow.

Rainwater spilled down the mountain in runnels, finding every crevice, every fault
line.

The wind had shifted too, no longer playful, it howled now, urgent, threading through
branches like something old and angry.

Somewhere, beneath it all, was the wolf. They reached the shelf just below the upper
ridge, ajutting, narrow platform of stone slicked by rain and rimmed in lichen. Trees
leaned out over the drop like guardians, their roots clutching rock, their trunks
swaying in the storm.

And there, half-hidden beneath a twisted fir, lay the animal.

The wolf was young, maybe a yearling. Gray-coated, mottled with white and soot-
black along the spine. Its body was curled awkwardly, one leg bent unnaturally
beneath it. The snare, a steel wire meant for smaller prey, had looped tight around its
haunch and drawn blood, the fur matted red and dlick.

It snarled the moment Olivia approached. Asha flinched behind her. The wolf
writhed, its golden eyes wild with pain and confusion, fangs bared, a deep growl

rumbling from its chest that was more desperation than threat.

“It's okay,” Olivia murmured, crouching slowly. “You're not alone. We're here to
help you.”

The animal lunged dslightly, but its hind leg wouldn’t support it.



It fell with ayelp, then dragged itself backward, twisting, eyes blazing.

Oliviadidn’t flinch. She' d seen this before.

The terror of being trapped. The fury of it.

She knew what it was to want to run and not be able to.

She reached into her jacket and pulled out the tranquilizer, measured and prepped in
the warmth of the lodge only hours before.

Her hands, though cold, moved with practiced grace.

Her knee sank into the soft ledge moss, and water pooled around her boot.

Behind her, Asha edged closer. “Do you think it’s going to bite?”

“It might,” Oliviasaid gently. “But not if we do thisright.”

The wind screamed down the side of the mountain, and Olivia waited, watching the
wolf’s chest rise and fall in shuddering gasps. The animal’s legs twitched. Its snarl
faded into alow whine, eyes flicking from Olivia s face to the needle in her hand.

“Just a breath more, sweetheart,” Olivia whispered.

She moved slowly, so slowly it felt like time was stretching around her, holding its
breath.

Then in one motion, practiced and certain, she delivered the sedative.

The wolf yelped and lunged, catching her wrist with a snap of teeth, not skin, but the



fabric of her sleeve, and then dropped, its muscles going limp in stages, until its body
sagged to the side, breath slowing.

Oliviaexhaed. “It's okay,” she said again, even though the wolf could no longer hear
her.

Ashaknelt beside her, her face pale and rain soaked. “ That was incredible.”

Oliviaoffered atired smile. “That was lucky.”

They moved together, fast but careful. Olivia pulled gloves from her pocket,
unspooled gauze, cut through the wire snare with clippers wet from the rain. The
wound was deep but clean. They could clean it, treat it, carry the wolf down the
mountain between them. It wasn’t going to die tonight.

But something else was changing. The trees groaned above them, the wind rising to a
new pitch. Lightning flashed somewhere far off, asilver wound in the sky. The storm
wasn’'t done. It was circling back. Olivia looked down at the wolf. So small now, at
rest.

And then up at the slope above, the ledge they’d have to climb again. The mud
already dliding in thin waves. The sky bleeding water. She pressed a hand to the
wolf’'sflank .

“We're not done yet,” she murmured.

Behind her, Ashalooked up at the trees, nervous. “Isit safe?’

Olivia didn't answer. Because safety was never guaranteed. Only the will to go on,
was.
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The fluorescent lights in the labor and delivery wing buzzed above them, casting a
pale wash over the corridor walls.

The floor beneath their feet gleamed, freshly waxed linoleum that reflected the
silhouettes of rushing nurses and the wheels of a gurney disappearing into a nearby
room.

It smelled of antiseptic and citrus hand soap, faintly floral like someone had tried to
soften the scent of urgency.

The nurse, a kind-faced woman with quick hands and steady eyes, helped Natalie into
the hospital bed. “Y ou’re doing great,” she said. “We're going to get you into agown

and start monitoring baby’ s heart rate. Y our OB ison the way.”

Natalie didn’t answer. She just nodded, closing her eyes and leaning into Mason as he
supported her weight.

Davey hovered near the door, shoulders hunched, unsure of where to look.

His eyes bounced from the monitors to the bed to the IV stand beside it.

He' d never been in alabor room before, and the intimacy of it, the bare skin, the soft
grunts of pain, the way Natalie’'s body tensed and moved made him feel like he was

intruding on something sacred.

The monitor beeped as the nurse fitted a fetal Doppler over Natalie's abdomen. The
room filled with the rapid whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of the baby’s heartbeat, strong,



fast, a galloping rhythm that cut through the noise of everything else.

“There s baby,” the nurse said gently. “Doing beautifully.”

Mason whispered the sound into Natalie’'s ear like a prayer. “That’s our baby.”

Natalie opened her eyes. They were glazed with pain but shining. “They’re coming
soon,” she murmured.

The nurse helped her lie back, placed the IV in her arm, and recorded vitals while
Mason stood close, never letting go of her hand. “Y ou’ re about four centimeters,” the
nurse said after checking. “You’' ve got alittle way to go, but this baby’ s coming soon.

Y ou'’ re doing wonderfully.”

Then came another contraction. Natalie arched forward, crying out this time, her
fingers crushing Mason’ s hand.

Mason steadied her, hisvoice low, steady. “Breathe with me. That’sit. Just like that.”

Davey turned away, jaw tight, a wave of discomfort crossing his face.

Mason looked up. “It’s okay to watch this, you know.”

Davey blinked, unsure how to respond.

Mason nodded toward Natalie. “This is nature, son. This is strength. You don’'t ook
away from strength. Y ou stand with it.”

Davey looked at Natalie then, her back hunched, her knuckles white, her face twisted
with effort and something shifted. It wasn’'t embarrassment anymore. It was awe. He
stepped closer, slow but sure, and stood beside his father.



The doctor arrived not long after, a woman in her forties with silver threads in her
dark hair and confidence in every movement. She shook Mason’s hand and smiled
warmly at Natalie. “Let’s get this baby into the world, shall we?’

Hours passed in a blur of sound and pressure and heat. The contractions came harder.
Faster. Natalie’'s body trembled with the force of them. She refused pain medication,
choosing instead to move through it with Mason's hand bracing her and Davey
offering sips of water and murmuring encouragement.

The nurses moved in and out like dancers changing linens, checking dilation,
monitoring heart rates. The lights were dimmed. The blinds were drawn. A stillness
fell over the room in between the pain. A holy stiliness. And then, suddenly, it was

time.

The doctor snapped on gloves and crouched at the end of the bed. “You're at ten. It's
timeto push.”

Natalie' s body tensed. Her breath hitched.

Mason brushed her hair back from her face, forehead pressed to hers. “You’'ve got
this. You're amost there.”

She nodded, barely. The next contraction roared through her.

“Push, Natalie!” the doctor instructed. “That’'s it. Again. Good, good. You're doing
it.”

Natalie bore down, teeth gritted, her entire body curling inward with the effort. Sweat
dripped from her brow. Her cry rang out, long and low and raw.

“You'reso close,” the nurse said. “The baby’ s crowning!”



Mason looked down, eyes wide.

Davey stood at the head of the bed, motionless beside the monitor, watching at a
discreet distance, his mouth opened dlightly, tears glistening at the corners of his eyes
“One more, Natalie. Just one more!”

Natalie pushed with everything she had. And then... A cry. High-pitched. Fierce. A
sound more alive than anything they had ever heard. The doctor lifted the baby into
the air, her tiny body slick and wriggling, her lungs aready testing the world.
“It'saqirl,” the doctor said, smiling.

Natalie collapsed back against the pillows, eyes fluttering, breath gone. Mason stood
frozen for a moment, watching the nurse place the baby on Natalie's chest. The infant
wailed, fists clenched, feet kicking. She had a shock of dark hair and the longest
fingers he' d ever seen. Then Mason broke.

He leaned down, kissed Natalie’' s forehead again and again. “You did it. You did it.”
She stared at the child through tears. “ She' s perfect,” she whispered. “ She's perfect.”
Mason stepped closer, stunned silent.

The nurse looked at him. “Would you like to cut the cord?’

He nodded, dazed, and the nurse guided his hand.

Then they wrapped the baby in a warm blanket, tucked her close to Natalie, and
everything stilled.



The room dimmed again, as if to honor the moment.

Mason sat beside the bed, one arm around Natalie's shoulders, the other hand
reaching to touch the baby’ s tiny head.

The rain still tapped the windows. But inside, under hospital lights and blankets,
something extraordinary had entered the world. And now, they had her. Her name
would come later. But already, she was home.

Therain hadn’t let up, not even alittle.

It fell in dense sheets now, blurring the forest into a watercolor of darkness and
motion.

Thunder rolled distantly, too far to be dangerous, but close enough to make the air
feel raw and alert.

Every breath Asha took came thick with pine, earth, and something metallic she
couldn’t quite name. They were nearly done.

The wolf, young and narrow-hipped, no longer snarling but still breathing with pain
ridden wheezes, lay sedated beneath the overhang of alarge rock slab.

Olivia knelt beside it, calm and sure even with the storm circling around her like a
predator.

Her hands moved with precision, tucking gauze around the injured leg, securing the
sling beneath its weight, every movement quiet, reverent.

Asha stood nearby, gripping the flashlight with both hands, her arms stiff from effort.



Her boots were soaked through. Mud oozed with every step.

Her heart thudded in her throat, and her breath kept catching, not from exertion, but
something closer to dread.

Something wasn’t right. The rain, the wind, the way the air felt too full.

The trees above them swayed in arhythm she didn’t trust.

“Hold that light steady,” Olivia called, her voice breathless but sure.

Ashadid, adjusting dlightly, trying not to let the tremble in her hands show.

“We'll move him on my count,” Olivia said, tucking the last strap around the wolf’s
torso. “One, two...”

There was a sound. Low at first. A groan. A thud. Then something louder, splintering
wood, cracking stone. And then, thunder without lightning.

Oliviafroze. Her head snapped upward.

“No,” she whispered.

Asha followed her gaze and saw it. Above them, on the slope above the ridge, dark
shapes moving. Not animals. Rocks. Large. Jagged. Ripping from the earth as though
something had loosened the very bones of the mountain. The slope gave. A great
tearing sound cracked across the mountainside .

“Run!” Olivia shouted, her voice fierce and full of command. “Asha, run!”

Ashahesitated. “Olivia...”



11 GO! ”

She couldn’t move. Her feet wouldn't listen. Her mind was still trying to understand
how the land could shift like that, how something so solid could fall apart in seconds.
And then Olivia did something that ripped the breath from her lungs. She threw
herself over the wolf.

Not a stumble. Not a dlip. A deliberate, full-bodied lunge, her arms cradling the
animal’ s head, her back arched over it like ashield. Likeinstinct. Like love.

Then the mountain came down. The first rock hit the edge of the ridge and exploded
into shards. Mud followed. More stones. And Asha finally moved, staggering back,
dlipping on wet pine needles and shale, stumbling down the trail as the mountain
screamed above her.

She hit the tree line and turned, heart in her throat. The world slowed. In the weak
beam of her fallen flashlight, she saw it: A flash of Olivia s coat. The pale fur of the
wolf. And then nothing but rain and rocks and aroar of silence so completeit felt like
it swallowed the stars.

“Olivial” she screamed, her voice tearing from her chest.
But the mountain didn’t answer. It just wept and howled and bled stone. Asha stood

there, soaked and shaking, breath coming in jagged bursts. The path behind her was
gone, swallowed in atorrent of earth. Somewhere beneath it lay Olivia and the wolf.
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The hospital room was dim and hushed, cast in the soft glow of a single bedside
lamp.

The storm had finally passed, leaving the sky a pale, fragile gray outside the window.
Natalie lay in the narrow bed, half-reclined, her hair damp against her temple.

The baby, barely a handful, was curled against her chest, swaddled in a blanket the
color of milk.

Her tiny mouth moved softly, her fists tucked beneath her chin as if she were
dreaming already.

The monitors beeped quietly behind them.
The scent of antiseptic and newborn skin hung in the air like alullaby.

Mason stood near the bed, one hand resting on the bedrail, the other gently brushing
theinfant’s cheek with the back of hisfinger.

He had barely blinked in the last hour, afraid to miss a second.
Her skin was so soft it felt like a breath.

Her eyelashes were translucent. Her breathing was slow and even, and each rise and
fall of her chest hit him like awave.



Davey sat nearby on a chair pulled close to the bed, elbows resting on his knees,
watching the baby with wide, disbelieving eyes.

“She’'s so small,” he whispered .

Mason nodded, his throat thick. “ They’re always smaller than you expect.”

Davey shook his head, still stunned. “How does something that small have so much
noiseinside it?’

Mason smiled, just alittle. “That’s amystery.”

They sat there for a while, letting the stiliness hold them. Outside the window, the
clouds had begun to peel back, and a thin shaft of early light fell across the hospital
floor.

“She was amazing,” Davey said, glancing at Natalie, who had begun to drift into the
guiet haze of sleep. “Natalie. She didn’t scream or freak out. Shejust... did it.”

Mason'’s heart squeezed. “Y eah. She did.”

He looked at her then, really looked. The way her fingers curled protectively around
their daughter. The way her lips parted as she exhaled slowly in slegp. There was no
armor left in her. No defense. Just a woman cracked wide open by love and strength
and exhaustion.

“1’ve never loved her more than | do right now,” Mason whispered.
Davey didn't say anything, but the look on his face said it all. For a few moments,

everything was suspended. In thistiny, quiet room at the edge of the storm, the world
had paused, just long enough for them to exist in peace. To marvel. To believe in



everything good.

Then the knock came. Sharp. Urgent. Too loud for the quiet. Mason turned. A nurse
stood in the doorway, a cellphone in her hand, her face drawn tight.

“There’sacall for you,” she said quietly. “It’' s from the sheriff’s office.”

The air left the room. Mason took the phone, his hand already shaking.

“Hello?

“Mason, it's Deputy Kellerman,” came the voice, distorted slightly by static. “We' ve
just been notified there' s been alandslide near EIk Run Trail. The western ridge gave
out sometime in the last few hours.”

Mason didn’t breathe.

“The trail’s buried. The team that found it says a large portion of the slope came
down. Trees, boulders. We don’'t have full details yet, but... we found signs that two
people were up there. A driver reported seeing them, Olivia and one of your
volunteers.”

Mason's knees buckled. He leaned heavily against the windowsill.

“No confirmation yet,” the deputy continued. “But it's bad. Emergency rescue is en
route. We'll keep you posted.” The line clicked off.

Davey stood. “What isit? What' s wrong?’

Mason turned slowly. His face had drained of color.



“There’' s been alandslide,” he said. “Up by Elk Run.”

Davey’s eyes widened. “ That’swhere...”

“They think Olivia was up there. With a volunteer, probably Asha as she was on
cal.”

The room filled with silence, deep and immediate, like the hush before snowfall.

Natalie stirred, her lashes fluttering. “Mason?’

He went to her side, sat carefully on the edge of the bed. “Shh,” he whispered,
brushing a hand over her hair. “Everything's okay. Just rest.”

She frowned faintly, half-aseep. “Isit the baby?’

“No,” he said. “ She' s perfect. Y ou’ re both perfect.”

And it was true. But it wasn't all the truth. Natalie sighed, slipping back into sleep,
the baby nestled against her chest. Mason stood and walked slowly back to the
window, the phone still in his hand. Davey didn’t move.

“She’s not okay,” he said. “Isshe?”

Mason turned his back to the light and let the tears fall silently. “I don’t know.”

But he did know. He knew Oliviawouldn’t have left that wolf. Knew she would have
kept going, because that’s who she was. Because she had told them, again and again,

that the wild was her church. That saving something, even at a cost, was in her blood.

Davey sat down heavily. He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, trying to



push the truth away. “ She was supposed to come back.”

“I know.”

“ She was supposed to meet the baby.”

Mason let out a sound, part breath, part sob. “I know.”

They didn’'t speak after that. They just sat. The baby stirred, let out a small cry, then
settled again against Natalie's chest. Mason moved back to the bed, reached out and

touched her tiny hand. Her fingers wrapped instinctively around his.

“She’s beautiful,” he whispered. “Y ou’ re going to love her, Liv. We're waiting. Hold
on. Don't give up.”

Davey stood behind him, hand on Mason’s shoulder. Together, they watched the sun
rise.

Not with triumph. Not with joy. But with reverence. For what had been lost. And for
what had been born in the same storm.

The hospital room remained quiet. Mason sat on the chair beside the bed, his elbows
braced on his knees, his head bowed.

Davey stood behind him, one hand resting gently on his father’s shoulder, his other
arm curled across his stomach like he could hold the grief inside if he just pressed
hard enough. Neither spoke.

The silence was thick with the weight of what hadn’t yet been said aloud.

They hadn’t received confirmation, it had been hours, no fina word, no official



statement.

But it didn't matter. They knew. There were some truths that settled into the chest
long before they were spoken.

Some absences that made themselves known in away the world couldn’t understand.

Mason rubbed his eyes, already raw. His heart felt like it had been cracked in two,
half till beating for the sleeping woman beside him and the tiny new life that rested
on her chest, and half lying somewhere up in the mountains beneath wet stone and
pine.

He thought of Olivia's face, the way it lit up with firelight, the crinkle at the corners
of her eyes when she smiled. He thought of her last words.

“Go. Don't missit.”

And now... she had.

Natalie stirred softly in the bed. The motion was small, a ripple beneath the blanket.
Her eyes fluttered open slowly, groggy from the fog of exhaustion and joy. She
looked down first, instinctively checking that the baby was still there, still warm and
breathing against her chest.

Shewas. Still perfect. Still new.

Then Natalie turned her head toward the corner of the room and blinked into the
blurry shapes of Mason and Davey, bent and crumpled in the hush of a new day, their
shoulders bowed, Mason’s hand cupped to his mouth, Davey pressing his forehead
into the crook of hisarm.



“Mason?’ Her voice was thin, dry.

He turned at once, rising to hisfeet and crossing to her side.

She took in the red rims of his eyes, the tension in his jaw. And then she looked at
Davey who hadn’t moved but whose breath had hitched at the sound of her voice.

“Mason,” she whispered again, more urgent. “What happened?’

He didn’t answer at first. He reached down and touched the baby’s back, grounding
himself .

Then he brushed a curl from Natalie's damp forehead and sat beside her. “There's
been an accident.”

Natalie's eyes darkened. “Who?’

His voice broke. “ The ridge. Oliviawas on the mountain. With Asha.”

The words hung in the air like frost.

Natalie swallowed hard. “Is she...?”

He couldn’t say it. He didn’t have to. Natalie closed her eyes, and her face crumpled.
A breath escaped her like something vital leaving her chest. She held the baby tighter.

Davey finally moved. He stepped forward and stood at the foot of the bed, his hands
open and shaking. “They haven't found her yet. Not officially. But they found the

ledge. The rocks. Her pack. Thetrail's gone.”

Natalie reached for Mason’'s hand, and he folded into her, their foreheads pressed



together, the baby a warm weight between them.

A small sound, a sob, escaped Natalie's lips, muffled into Mason’ s shoulder.

And Davey, he sat on the other side of the bed, head bowed.

His hands trembling. His lips parted like he wanted to say something but didn’t know
how to begin.

Then, a small movement. The baby’s tiny fingers curled around Mason’'s index
finger, holding it like alifeline.

And on the other hand, reaching blindly, she grasped one of Davey’ s fingers, too.
That’s how they stayed. The three of them.

Mason weeping quietly, Natalie holding her daughter to her heart, Davey watching
the baby’ s hand curl around his own with something like reverence breaking through
the storm of grief.

They didn't speak. There was nothing more to say. The world had changed shape
again, sudden, brutal, irreversible. But somehow, in the center of that loss, there was
aso this.

A new life. A tether. A daughter. A sister. A light .

Mason kissed Natalie' s temple. “ She' s holding both of us,” he whispered.

Natalie looked down, tears tracing her cheeks, her voice rough. “She's holding all of
us.”



Davey reached forward and rested his hand on the baby’ s back.

And together, in that quiet hospital room where grief met grace, they breathed in what
remai ned.

Outside, the clouds parted just enough to let a siver of sunlight fall across the
hospital floor.

Pale and gold, it stretched toward the bed like a reaching hand, catching the edge of
the white cotton blanket and the curve of the newborn’s slegping face.

Her hands were still wrapped around both Mason’'s and Davey’s fingers, tiny fists
holding tightly, like she could anchor them in that quiet, impossible space between
joy and sorrow.

Natalie looked down at her daughter, the tears still fresh on her cheeks, her throat
sore from holding back what her heart was trying to speak.

The baby moved softly against her chest, a warm breath, a flutter of lashes, a gentle
flex of fingers.

“She’s so small,” Natalie whispered, more to herself than to anyone else. Her voice
was thick with exhaustion and grief and something more fragile than hope.

And then Natalie exhaled. Long and slow. As if naming her sorrow would somehow
ease it. She looked at the child, still unnamed, still new, and felt the heat rise again in
her chest.

A memory passed through her, unbidden. Olivia s voice, crisp and steady in her ear
just weeks before: "Names matter. They tell the story before we get the chance.”



Natalie touched the baby’s cheek with the backs of her fingers. Her lips trembled as
she whispered, “Her nameisLivvy.”

Davey looked up sharply. Mason blinked, and for amoment, he didn’t breathe .

“Olivia,” Natalie said softly, meeting Mason’s eyes. “But... Livvy. For what she gave
us. For what we lost. And what we still have.”

The name settled into the room like it had always belonged there.

Livvy.

The baby stirred, her tiny brow furrowing just dightly, and then she yawned, her
mouth opening in a perfect pink O before she nestled deeper into Natalie' s chest.

Davey let out a choked breath, his eyes wet. “It suits her,” he said.

“It's perfect,” Mason added, his voice low, reverent.

Natalie nodded. “ She'll carry Oliviaforward. In name. In spirit. In the way she moves
through the world.”

For along while, none of them spoke again. They just sat. Watching her. Holding her.
Letting the weight of the name, the life, the loss, settle into something real. And
outside the hospital window, the world, fragile, bruised, and beginning again, kept
turning.
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A month had passed since the night the storm changed everything.

The days that followed had not arrived in the tidy, measured way the calendar
suggested they would.

They had dragged, twisted, folded into each other, like time itself was grieving too.

Sometimes the light came in warm and sure, falling through the windows of the
sanctuary like old memory.

Other times, the hours passed in muted gray, everything shrouded in that strange
silence that follows death, when even nature dares not make a sound, as if it knows a
soul has gone.

Autumn had crept in lowly, hesitant, reverent.

The birches along the southern trail had just begun to yellow, their golden leaves
fluttering like quiet applause with each breeze.

Mornings were cool now, sharp with the bite of frost clinging to the grass, and nights
descended earlier, with stars dipping into view like small, watchful eyes.

The sanctuary carried it all, the ache, the hush, the ache again. It had always been a
place built from survival, but never had its walls felt so fragile. Never had the woods

felt so empty.

Natalie stood on the porch of the main lodge, her body still learning its shape again



after childbirth, her arms wrapped around the warm bundle of her daughter.

Livvy slept nestled against her chest in the sling Mason had sewn by hand before she
was born, a simple thing, stitched with care and lined with soft wool.

Her tiny breaths puffed in and out, arhythm as steady as the turning earth.

Onefist had uncurled in sleep and now rested against Natalie's skin like a promise.

Natalie had not stopped crying for more than aday at atime.

The tears came softly, like fog in the valley, unannounced, weightless.

Sometimes it was Livvy’'s smell that did it, that perfect, earthy newness that Olivia
never got to breathein.

Sometimes it was the porch stairs, where Olivia used to sit with her tea at sunrise, or
the sound of the screen door creaking, aways that creak, like it was still waiting for
her hand.

There was grief in everything. Even in beauty.

Especialy in beauty. It had only taken afew hours after Livvy’s birth for the storm to
shift.

Mason had stood in the hospital room, tears still drying on his face from the awe of
watching his daughter come into the world, when the call came. And after that, time
fractured.

Natalie remembered every second of Mason’s voice breaking as he told her Olivia
had been on the mountain. She remembered Davey’'s face when he stood at the



window and whispered, “ She was supposed to come back.”

But Olivia hadn’t. Her body had eventually been found, but her soul, her absence was
a hole greater than anything anyone could contempl ate.

Now, the sanctuary was trying to remember how to breathe without her.

The wolves knew. Of course they did. Ash had started howling again at sunset, a
long, keening sound that shattered Natalie’'s heart every time it rose across the trees.

The hawks had been restless too, their cries more frequent, more fractured.

Even the horses, those usually steady and stubborn creatures, had taken to pacing
their enclosures in the morning.

Grief had alanguage. And every animal knew how to speak it.

The porch door opened behind her. Mason stepped out, two mugs of teain his hands.
His movements were slow, like someone walking through thick water. He hadn’t said
much in the last few weeks, not because he didn't want to speak, but because he
hadn’t yet figured out how to say the things he felt.

He handed her the tea, his fingers brushing hersin that familiar way.

“She dept okay last night,” he said, his voice quiet aswind in the trees.

Natalie nodded. “ She woke up around two, but I got her back down.”

“She’'sagood baby.”

“Sheis.”



He stood beside her, and they looked out together.

Down below, the volunteers moved slowly across the field, laying fresh straw in the
goat pens, checking the locks on the bird enclosures.

They didn't talk much anymore either. Their grief had fallen into them like snow,
light at first, but layering, quiet, cold.

Natalie turned to Mason. “I think we should plan the service.”

He nodded, eyes still fixed on the treeline. “1’ ve been thinking about that.”

“She wouldn’t have wanted anything big.”

“No. Just honest.”

“1 thought maybe the old clearing,” she said. “The one near the ridge where she
released that hawk in the spring.”

Mason smiled, but his eyes glistened. “ She loved that spot.”

Natalie paused, then whispered, “ She called it the in-between. Not forest. Not field.
Just aplaceto let go.”

Mason took a breath so deep it shook him. “Then that’s where we'll say goodbye.”

They fell into silence again, and Natalie leaned her head on his shoulder, her body
aching in ways deeper than recovery. Livvy shifted softly against her chest.

Inside the house, Davey moved around the kitchen, packing feed, stacking bins.



His movements were methodical. Focused. He hadn’t spoken Olivia's name aoud in
days.

But every night, Natalie saw him sit outside by the wolf enclosure, back straight,
hands in his pockets, staring into the dark as Ash howled to the sky.

She knew he was waiting. Waiting to feel her somewhere in the trees.

And she also knew the sound of Livvy’s soft cries were what pulled him back inside.
Later, when Mason went to bring in the horses, and the sky turned the color of ash
and rose, Natalie rocked Livvy on the porch swing and whispered stories about the

woman her daughter was named for.

“She was the kind of brave you don’t seein books,” she said. “She didn’t wear armor.
She wore calluses and grit and a grin that could cut through a storm.”

Livvy sighed in her Sleep.

“She taught us to listen,” Natalie went on, voice cracking. “Not just to the animals,
but to the things we're most afraid of. And she loved this place so much that it
became her, bark and bone and breath.”

A tear dlipped down her cheek.

“But she would' ve loved you most of all.”

And in that moment, with the trees rustling their answer, and the sun dipping behind

the mountains, Natalie swore she felt Olivia s hand in the wind. Not gone. Not really.
Just scattered into everything .



The house had been quiet all morning. Grief, by then, had softened its grip just
enough to allow space for preparation, quiet hands folding sweaters into drawers,
boots lined neatly by the door, Livvy swaddled in soft cream wool and sleeping
deeply against Natalie's chest. Her tiny mouth opened in a dream, her fist curled at
her mother’ s collarbone.

Inside, the four of them had moved in silence.

There had been no rush. No spoken urgency. Just a shared understanding that today
was a threshold. A bridge between before and after. And nothing, not the clearing
skies or the cooling wind or the baby’s gentle coos could stop the ache in their bones
that today was the day they would say goodbye.

Natalie had dressed in along gray coat that had once belonged to Olivia, worn wool
that still smelled faintly of cedar and wind.

It was too big in the shoulders and short at the wrist, but she wore it anyway,
buttoned carefully around Livvy’s dling.

A shawl wrapped around her throat, and alocket rested against her heart.

Mason wore his cleanest flannel and boots Olivia had once teased him for polishing.
Davey had combed his hair with effort and stood in the hallway with his shoulders
squared and his grief like armor.

“Ready?’ Mason asked, his voice rough with restraint.

Natalie nodded. Davey reached for the door. And when he opened it the world stood

waiting. The porch steps opened not onto solitude, not onto fog or fallen leaves, but
onto rows and rows of people. The entire community had come.



They stood in clusters, shoulders close, hats in hands, coats zipped tight against the
wind. Children held the leashes of shaggy dogs. One girl had a tabby cat curled in her
coat. An older man stood with a hawk perched calmly on his thick glove, eyes sharp
as the mountain.

Farmers, teachers, shopkeepers. The wildlife vet from the next county. The postal
clerk who'd cried when he learned the news. Volunteers, interns, and neighbors who
had once brought Olivia preserves in the summer, now here with offerings of silence

and reverence.

And at the front of them all stood a simple wooden coffin draped in pine boughs,
mountain laurel, and bundles of dried lavender.

No one spoke. But when Natalie stepped onto the porch, Livvy against her chest,
Mason and Davey at her side, the crowd clapped.

Not loudly. Not the kind of applause meant for celebration.

It was soft. A slow, swelling sound, hands meeting hands in a rhythm that said: We
see your pain. We loved her too. We are with you.

Natalie’ sthroat closed. She blinked fast, but the tears came anyway.

Mason stepped beside her and took her hand.

Davey placed a palm gently on her back. And Livvy, as if she understood, let out a
tiny, breathy sigh against Natali€'s heart.

Together, they descended the porch steps.

The path from the lodge to the church at the edge of town had been cleared of |eaves.



Along it, volunteers had placed lanterns, small glowing orbs that flickered in the
morning wind.

And then the procession began. The coffin was lifted gently by four of the
sanctuary’ s longest-serving hands. Two women and two men, their eyes rimmed red
but their strides steady. They led the way through the trees, and behind them walked
Mason, Natalie, Davey, and Livvy. Then the rest.

A slow river of footsteps, hushed murmurs, the occasional cry of ahawk above. Dogs
walked without barking. Children walked without asking questions. The forest, too,
was silent. The trees stood tall and listening. The sanctuary watched.

And Olivia, if she was anywhere at all, was in every rustle of pine, in every paw print
pressed into the trail. She was in the way the animals moved, the way the wind
curved around the people she'd protected, healed, loved.

As they neared the church, the sun broke through the clouds, casting long beams of
light across the procession.

And Natalie, heart full and shattered, whispered to her daughter, “Thisis your village,
Livvy. Thisiswho we are. Because of her.”

And Livvy stirred against her, a hand slipping free of the sling, fingers curling toward
the light.
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The grave was ssmple. Just a low, earthen mound beneath a canopy of pine and aspen,
the morning light filtering through the leaves like threads of gold.

The air smelled of loam and lavender, from the bundles placed lovingly on the fresh
soil, some from the sanctuary’s gardens, others gathered by neighbors from the

woods Olivia had once walked.

The service had been quiet, gentle. There had been tears, of course, whole rivers of
them, but there had also been laughter.

Memories. A thousand small stories offered like prayer.

Now, as the others began to drift away toward the lodge and the warm fire inside, the
burial ground emptied slowly. Except for the four of them.

Mason stood with one hand resting on Davey’ s shoulder, his grip steady and warm.
Davey hadn’'t moved since the last handful of soil had fallen on the coffin.

His shoulders were hunched, his face turned downward, and the raw, open sorrow
that had taken root in him seemed heavier now than ever.

Mason stayed silent, letting the stillness settle between them.
He knew there were no perfect words for this kind of goodbye.

No way to mend the wound of losing a mother in asingle breath or gesture.



But he could be here. He could show up, the way Olivia aways had.

“She would’ ve hated this,” Davey finally said, his voice cracking. “ All the fuss.”
Mason managed a small smile. “Probably.”

They stood there for a moment longer, the wind curling through the trees. Livvy let
out a soft whimper from Natalie' s chest where she dept, swaddled tightly, sensing the

sorrow around her.

“She’d be proud of you,” Mason said to his son, his voice low. “For how you've
handled this. For how you’ ve stepped up for the sanctuary. For Natalie. For Livvy.”

Davey wiped his sleeve across his face, still not looking up. “1 don’t know how to do
this without her.”

“You don't haveto,” Mason said gently. “You have us. You have me.”
Davey turned then, finally meeting his eyes. And in that glance, Mason saw the boy
he'd missed, the man he was becoming, and the bridge they were building, slowly,

painfully, together.

“Come on,” Mason said softly, guiding him away from the grave. “They’re waiting
for us at the lodge.”

Davey nodded, letting Mason lead him down the trail. But Natalie stayed behind.

She watched them walk away, father and son, bound now by something deeper than
blood, something that had been forged in fire and sealed with |oss.

She adjusted Livvy in her sling, careful not to wake her, then knelt lowly beside the



grave.

Her knees pressed into the damp earth, her hand settling on the soft mound of soil
like she was touching the surface of memory .

She took a breath and began to speak, her voice low and sure. “I'm here,” she
whispered.

A single crow called from a tree nearby, and the wind moved through the canopy
above, shifting the light like stained glass across the grave.

“l don't know how to do this without you either,” she said. “The mornings feel
wrong. The paths are too quiet. The barn doesn’'t creak the same without your boots

init.”

She closed her eyes. A tear dlipped down her cheek. “But I'll keep going,” she said.
“Because you asked meto.”

Livvy stirred, ahand curling against Natalie' s chest.

“I’ll ook after the animals. Every last one.

I’ [l give them names, learn their stories.

I”[1 make sure no creature under this roof is ever alone or unloved.

I’ll train the interns, 1’1l balance the damn budget.

I’ll fight the developers if they come sniffing around again.

And I'll keep the firewood stacked just how you liked it. ”



Her voice caught, then steadied.

“I'll look after Mason too. You knew before | did how deep that love ran. And
Davey... I'll be there for him. He's finding his way, Liv. He's stronger than he
knows.”

She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a thin, leather-bound notebook.
Olivia s field journal. “I’ll read this cover to cover. I'll teach Livvy what you taught
me. About the wild. About how to listen. About how to be brave.”

She brushed her fingers over the soil again.

“You were never meant to stay inside,” she whispered. “You were always wild. |
think a part of you belonged to the trees. To therain. To every animal you saved. You
were the sanctuary before it had a name, and you will forever be in my heart.”

She swallowed the ache and pressed her palm to the ground.

“You're still here,” she said. “In every trail. Every cry. Every heartbeat. ”

She stood slowly, careful not to disturb the baby, and looked up through the trees.
The sky was blue now, open and wide, and the first leaves were starting to turn,
amber, gold, crimson.

Natalie closed her eyes. “ Thank you,” she said. “For everything.”

Then she turned and walked back toward the lodge, toward the waiting arms of her
family, toward the life they would build now, piece by piece, in the echo of Olivia's

love. And behind her, the forest rustled softly. Alive with the memory of the one who
had loved it best.
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Six months later, the sanctuary pulsed with quiet celebration.

Spring had come early, melting the last remnants of snow from the ridgelines and
painting the fields in bold strokes of green and gold.

Wildflowers dusted the meadows beyond the north trail, the first crocuses peeking
shyly from the loam.

The barn smelled of cedar shavings and fresh hay, and the wolves howled softly that
morning as if offering their blessing.

The clearing near the edge of the forest, the same one where Olivia had once released
the red-tailed hawk, the one where they’d made a memorial garden, among larch
saplings planted in her honor, had been transformed into something smple and
sacred.

Wooden benches lined a narrow aisle carved into the earth, their edges woven with
ribbons and dried lavender.

A handmade arch stood at the far end, wrapped in pine boughs, mountain laurel, and
feathers left by sanctuary birds, shed naturally, collected with reverence.

A place made not for grandeur, but for truth.

Inside the small cabin just off the trail, Mason stood in front of the mirror, adjusting
the sleeves of his crisp white shirt.



The top button was still undone. His hair had been trimmed that morning, though the
wind had already mussed it again.

Behind him, Davey leaned against the doorframe, his jacket slung over one shoulder.

He wore dark gray, the kind that |ooked better with scuffed boots than polished shoes,
and histie, loosened dlightly, matched the sage green Olivia had once loved.

They caught eyesin the mirror.

“You look nervous,” Davey said, grinning.

“I"m not,” Mason replied, though his fingers fumbled with the button again.

Davey stepped forward and helped him, his hands sure. Mason caught his gaze,
suddenly still.

“You okay?' he asked quietly.

Davey nodded. “Yeah. | am.”

He looked around the room, sunlight streaming through the open window, the hush of
birdsong outside, and then back at his father.

“l was thinking,” Davey said slowly. “I don’t want to go back to college, not ever.”
Mason’s brows lifted. “ Then stay?’
“1 will. I want to make sure the sanctuary thrives. For Mom. For Livvy. For you and

Natalie. It feels like... thisis where I'm meant to be. | know Mom hoped maybe I'd
find another college, try again, but my destiny is here, not in alecture hall.”



Mason’' s throat tightened. He hadn’t expected that. But maybe he should have.

He placed a hand on Davey’ s shoulder. “Y ou sure?’

Davey nodded, his voice soft. “I want to keep what she built aive. | think she’d want
that, too.”

Mason smiled, slow and quiet, and reached forward to pull his son into a hug. It
wasn't awkward this time. It was full-bodied, honest. A father and a son, holding
each other in the aftermath of loss, and the bloom of something lasting .

“I’m proud of you,” Mason murmured.

Davey swallowed. “I know. And I’m proud of you too.”

They stood there for a moment longer, the sound of the trees swaying outside, the
faint murmur of guests arriving.

Then Davey stepped back, smoothing his jacket. “Y ou ready?’

Mason looked out the window toward the clearing, where Natalie was just stepping
out of the lodge in aflowing, pale cream dress.

Her hair had been pinned back with delicate twists of wildflowers, and in her arms,
Livvy gurgled in a soft cotton romper, a daisy tucked behind one tiny ear.

The baby waved her fists like she aready knew what the day was.

Mason drew in a breath. He turned to Davey and smiled.

“Ready.”



Mason stepped outside the cabin as the guests began to take their seats.

The clearing beyond was bathed in light.

Wild birds called to one another overhead.

The air was rich with the scent of fresh pine, budding earth, and lilac from the bush
that had miraculously bloomed early beside the path.

He waited beneath the archway, hands loose at his sides, heart pounding a steady,
reverent beat.

He didn't feel nervous anymore. Just... full.

Of love. Of memory. Of the quiet promise that they had all survived the darkest night
and come into morning.

And then, just at the edge of the clearing, Davey appeared.

Natalie stood beside him, radiant in her simple cream dress, Livvy cradled gently in
her arms, wrapped in a blanket stitched from pieces of Olivia s favorite flannel shirts.

A wreath of wildflowers crowned her head, and sunlight poured across her shoulders
like a blessing.

Davey looked down at her, and for a moment, emotion caught in his throat.

He cleared it gently, then leaned close and said, “Y ou ready, Mom Two?”

Natalie turned to him slowly, her eyes wide with surprise, then warmth. Her lips
trembled just enough for asingle tear to slide down her cheek.



She reached up, brushing her hand along his jaw. “That might be the greatest honor
of my life.”

He smiled, swallowing hard. “Come on then.”

The music began, strings low and reverent. And together, they walked.

Natalie' s feet moved in rhythm with Davey’s steps, her arm threaded through his.
Livvy blinked sleepily at the soft hum of melody, one fist curled beneath her chin.
The guests rose in quiet, watching as the three of them made their way down the
narrow aisle between the benches, past the larch tree planted in Olivia's honor, past
the faces of the people who had carried them through every fracture and fire.

Mason stood at the front, his heart expanding with every step she took. And when
Natalie lifted her gaze to meet his, everything else faded. There was no pain left in
her eyes.

Only lovein their hearts. And the wild.

The End



