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The
  dust hadn’t settled yet.




  
It
  clung to Caleb Dawson’s boots, to the worn denim of his jeans, to
  the silence that followed him everywhere he went. Even now,
  standing
  at the edge of the old ranch fence, he could almost hear the echo
  of
  a crowd that no longer existed.




  
Eight
  seconds.




  
That
  was all it ever took.




  
Eight
  seconds of chaos, adrenaline, and pure instinct. Eight seconds
  that
  had once defined his entire life.




  
Now,
  it felt like a lifetime ago.




  
Caleb
  leaned his elbows against the wooden fence, eyes fixed on the
  wide
  stretch of land ahead. The Wyoming plains rolled endlessly under
  a
  pale morning sky, the kind of view most people would call
  peaceful.




  
To
  him, it felt… empty.




  
A
  soft breeze moved through the tall grass, carrying with it the
  scent
  of earth and something faintly sweet—wildflowers, maybe. It
  should’ve been enough. It should’ve felt like home.




  
But
  Caleb wasn’t sure what “home” meant anymore.



“

  
Still
  staring at nothing, huh?”




  
The
  voice came from behind him, light but familiar.




  
Caleb
  didn’t turn right away. He already knew who it was.



“

  
Just
  thinking,” he said.




  
Letty
  Dawson stepped up beside him, brushing a loose strand of hair
  behind
  her ear as she looked out at the same endless horizon. Unlike
  Caleb,
  she seemed completely at ease here, like the land itself was part
  of
  her.



“

  
Thinking
  or avoiding?” she asked, a hint of a smile in her voice.




  
Caleb
  exhaled slowly. “You always this nosy?”



“

  
Only
  when you’re being stubborn.”




  
That
  made him glance at her.




  
Letty
  crossed her arms, studying him the way only a younger sister
  could—like she saw everything he tried to hide.



“

  
You’ve
  been back for three weeks,” she continued. “And you’ve barely
  said more than ten words to anyone in town.”



“

  
I’ve
  said enough.”



“

  
No,”
  she said gently. “You haven’t.”




  
Caleb
  looked away again.




  
The
  truth was, he didn’t know what to say anymore. Out there—in the
  arenas, under the lights—words didn’t matter. It was all action,
  instinct, survival.




  
Here,
  everything felt slower. Heavier.




  
More
  real.



“

  
I
  didn’t come back to entertain people,” he muttered.




  
Letty
  softened slightly. “No one’s asking you to.”



“

  
Feels
  like they are.”



“

  
They’re
  just curious,” she said. “You left everything behind. People
  notice that.”




  
Caleb
  let out a dry laugh. “Yeah. I’m sure they do.”




  
He
  could imagine the whispers already.




  

    
What
    happened to him?
    


    
  


  

  


  

    
He
    used to be something.
    


    
  


  

  


  

    
Guess
    he couldn’t keep up.
  




  
The
  thoughts irritated him more than he cared to admit.



“

  
I’m
  fine, Letty,” he said firmly. “I just want a quiet life. That’s
  all.”




  
She
  didn’t answer right away.




  
Instead,
  she leaned on the fence beside him, her gaze drifting across the
  fields.



“

  
You’ve
  never been the quiet type,” she finally said.



“

  
That
  was before.”




  
Before
  the fall.




  
Before
  the injury.




  
Before
  the moment everything changed.




  
Caleb’s
  jaw tightened slightly. He didn’t want to think about it—not now,
  not ever if he could help it.



“

  
People
  change,” he said.




  
Letty
  nodded slowly. “Yeah. They do.”




  
A
  pause settled between them.




  
Then,
  almost casually, she added, “You should come into town
  today.”




  
Caleb
  groaned under his breath. “There it is.”



“

  
What?”



“

  
The
  real reason you came out here.”




  
She
  smiled, unapologetic. “Maybe.”



“

  
I’m
  not interested.”



“

  
You
  don’t even know what I’m going to say.”



“

  
I
  don’t need to. It involves people.”



“

  
That’s
  usually how towns work, Caleb.”




  
He
  shook his head. “Not happening.”




  
Letty
  sighed, but there was amusement in it.



“

  
Fine.
  Be that way. But at least hear this part.”




  
He
  didn’t respond, but he didn’t walk away either.




  
That
  was enough encouragement for her.



“

  
There’s
  a new bakery opening on Main Street,” she said. “Small place.
  Just opened a couple days ago.”




  
Caleb
  raised an eyebrow slightly. “And?”



“

  
And
  the owner’s new in town,” Letty continued. “Doesn’t know
  anyone. Thought maybe you could—”



“

  
No.”



“

  
I
  didn’t even finish.”



“

  
Don’t
  need to.”




  
Letty
  gave him a look. “You’re impossible.”



“

  
So
  I’ve been told.”




  
She
  nudged him lightly with her elbow. “Just stop by. Buy something.
  Say hello. It won’t kill you.”




  
Caleb
  considered arguing again—but something about her tone made him
  pause.



“

  
Why
  do you care so much?” he asked.




  
Letty
  shrugged. “Because I remember who you used to be.”




  
The
  words landed heavier than expected.




  
Caleb
  straightened slightly, his grip tightening on the fence.



“

  
I’m
  still that person,” he said.



“

  
Are
  you?”




  
He
  didn’t answer.




  
Because,
  for the first time in a long while… he wasn’t sure.




  
Letty
  pushed off the fence and stepped back.



“

  
Just
  think about it,” she said. “That’s all I’m asking.”




  
She
  turned and started walking toward the house, leaving him alone
  with
  the wind and his thoughts.




  
Caleb
  stayed there for a while.




  
Long
  enough for the sun to climb higher into the sky.




  
Long
  enough for the silence to start pressing in again.




  
Finally,
  he let out a breath and pushed himself off the fence.



“

  
Just
  a bakery,” he muttered.







  
Main
  Street in Maple Creek looked exactly the same.




  
That
  was the first thing Caleb noticed as he rode into town later that
  morning.




  
Same
  old buildings. Same faded signs. Same slow, steady rhythm of
  life.




  
Nothing
  like the arenas he had once known.




  
He
  tied his horse outside a post near the sidewalk and took a moment
  to
  scan the street.




  
People
  moved about casually—talking, laughing, living.




  
For
  a second, he felt like an outsider.




  
Then
  he shook it off.



“

  
This
  was your home first,” he reminded himself quietly.




  
Still,
  his steps felt heavier than they should as he walked down the
  street.




  
He
  wasn’t even sure why he came.




  
Maybe
  to prove Letty wrong.




  
Maybe
  to prove something to himself.




  
Or
  maybe… just to break the silence.




  
His
  gaze shifted until it landed on a small storefront he didn’t
  recognize.




  
The
  sign above the door read:



“

  

    
Mara’s
    Oven”
  




  
The
  windows were clean, decorated simply, with a warm glow spilling
  out
  from inside.




  
And
  the smell—




  
Fresh
  bread.




  
Sweet,
  comforting, impossible to ignore.




  
Caleb
  hesitated for a moment.




  
Then,
  before he could change his mind, he pushed the door open.




  
A
  soft bell rang as he stepped inside.




  
The
  warmth hit him first.




  
Not
  just from the ovens—but something else. Something quieter.




  
Something
  human.




  
Behind
  the counter stood a woman he had never seen before.




  
She
  looked up as he entered, her expression neutral—but sharp,
  observant.




  
There
  was no immediate smile.




  
No
  sign of recognition.




  
No
  hint of admiration.




  
Just…
  curiosity.



“

  
Well,”
  she said after a moment, her voice calm but firm. “You’re not
  from around here. Or you are—and just don’t talk much.”




  
Caleb
  blinked once, slightly caught off guard.




  
Then,
  slowly, a faint smirk formed.



“

  
Something
  like that.”




  
She
  crossed her arms lightly. “You planning to stand there all day,
  or
  do you actually want something?”




  
Direct.




  
Blunt.




  
Different.




  
Caleb
  stepped forward.



“

  
Depends,”
  he said. “What do you recommend?”




  
For
  the first time, a small hint of a smile touched her lips—but it
  didn’t quite reach her eyes.



“

  
That
  depends,” she replied. “Are you someone who knows what he wants…
  or someone who needs help figuring it out?”




  
Caleb
  held her gaze.




  
And
  just like that—




  
For
  the first time since leaving the arena…




  
Something
  felt alive again.




  
Not
  loud.




  
Not
  wild.




  
But
  real.




  
And
  he had a feeling—




  
This
  was only the beginning.
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The
  afternoon carried a different kind of weight.




  
Morning
  in Maple Creek was soft, forgiving. It allowed space for quiet
  thoughts and slow beginnings. But by midday, everything
  sharpened.
  The sun stood higher, the streets filled, and conversations
  became
  louder, more direct.




  
Caleb
  usually avoided town at this hour.




  
Too
  many people. Too many eyes.




  
But
  today, he found himself walking down Main Street again, hands in
  his
  pockets, gaze fixed ahead like he had somewhere important to
  be.




  
He
  didn’t.




  
Or
  at least, he didn’t want to admit that he did.




  
The
  bell above the bakery door rang as he stepped inside.




  
Mara
  looked up immediately this time.




  
Her
  expression shifted—just slightly.



“

  
Back
  again?” she said.




  
Caleb
  shrugged. “Didn’t think there was a limit.”



“

  
There
  isn’t,” she replied. “Just noticing a pattern.”




  
He
  stepped closer to the counter. “You seem to like those.”



“

  
Patterns
  make things easier.”



“

  
Or
  predictable.”



“

  
Or
  reliable.”




  
He
  nodded once. “Fair.”




  
The
  bakery was quieter than usual for that time of day. A few empty
  tables, sunlight stretching across the floor, the faint hum of
  something baking in the back.



“

  
You’re
  here late,” she added.



“

  
Could
  say the same.”



“

  
I
  work here.”



“

  
Right.”




  
A
  brief silence passed.




  
Then
  Caleb leaned lightly on the counter. “What’s good this
  time?”




  
Mara
  crossed her arms. “You don’t get tired of asking that?”



“

  
You
  don’t get tired of answering?”




  
A
  flicker of amusement crossed her face.



“

  
No.”



“

  
Then
  I won’t stop asking.”




  
She
  shook her head slightly and turned to grab something from the
  shelf.




  
As
  she placed it in front of him, she said, “You could just pick
  something yourself.”



“

  
I
  could,” he admitted. “But where’s the fun in that?”




  
Mara
  raised an eyebrow. “You don’t strike me as someone who looks for
  fun.”




  
The
  words landed sharper than she probably intended.




  
Caleb’s
  expression didn’t change—but something in his posture did.



“

  
That
  obvious?” he asked.




  
She
  hesitated.




  
Just
  for a second.




  
Then
  she said, more carefully, “You seem… serious.”



“

  
Is
  that a problem?”



“

  
No,”
  she replied. “Just an observation.”




  
He
  nodded slowly, though his jaw tightened slightly.



“

  
I
  used to be different,” he said.



“

  
I
  figured.”




  
There
  was no judgment in her voice.




  
But
  there was honesty.




  
And
  sometimes, that cut deeper.




  
Caleb
  took a bite of the pastry, barely tasting it this time.




  
Mara
  watched him for a moment.



“

  
You
  don’t have to come here, you know,” she said.




  
He
  looked up.



“

  
What?”



“

  
I
  mean it,” she continued. “If this is some kind of… distraction,
  or habit, or whatever—there are easier ways to pass time.”




  
Caleb
  frowned slightly. “You trying to get rid of customers?”



“

  
I’m
  trying to understand why you keep coming back.”




  
He
  set the pastry down.



“

  
Maybe
  I like it here.”




  
Mara
  held his gaze.



“

  
Or
  maybe,” she said quietly, “you don’t like being alone.”




  
The
  words hit harder than anything she had said before.




  
Caleb
  straightened slightly.



“

  
You
  don’t know anything about that,” he said.




  
Mara
  didn’t back down.



“

  
You’re
  right,” she said. “I don’t.”




  
A
  pause.




  
Then,
  softer, “But I recognize it.”




  
The
  tension in the room shifted.




  
Not
  louder.




  
But
  deeper.




  
Caleb
  looked away first.




  
For
  a moment, neither of them spoke.




  
Then—



“

  
You
  talk like you’ve got everything figured out,” he said.




  
Mara
  let out a quiet breath. “I don’t.”



“

  
Could’ve
  fooled me.”



“

  
That’s
  because I don’t like showing the parts I don’t understand
  yet.”




  
He
  glanced at her again.



“

  
That
  must be nice.”



“

  
It’s
  not,” she said. “It’s exhausting.”




  
Her
  honesty caught him off guard.




  
Again.



“

  
You
  don’t seem exhausted,” he said.



“

  
That’s
  because I don’t let people see it.”




  
Caleb
  leaned back slightly, crossing his arms.



“

  
And
  what am I?” he asked. “Just another person you don’t let see
  anything?”




  
Mara
  hesitated.




  
This
  time longer.




  
Then
  she said, “You’re someone who doesn’t let anyone see anything
  either.”




  
That
  stopped him.




  
Completely.




  
For
  a second, the room felt too quiet.




  
Too
  still.



“

  
Guess
  we’re even, then,” he said.



“

  
Maybe,”
  she replied.




  
A
  customer walked in then, breaking the moment.




  
Mara
  turned to greet them, her tone shifting instantly—lighter,
  easier,
  practiced.




  
Caleb
  stepped back, giving space.




  
He
  watched her for a moment.




  
The
  way she moved.




  
The
  way she spoke.




  
The
  way she adjusted depending on who stood in front of her.




  
It
  was subtle.




  
But
  it was there.




  
And
  for the first time, he realized—




  
She
  wasn’t just guarded.




  
She
  was careful.




  
When
  the customer left, the silence returned.




  
Mara
  didn’t look at him right away.



“

  
You
  didn’t answer my question,” she said.



“

  
What
  question?”



“

  
Why
  you keep coming back.”




  
Caleb
  considered it.




  
Really
  considered it this time.




  
Because
  the easy answers didn’t feel right anymore.



“

  
I
  don’t know,” he said finally.




  
Mara
  nodded slowly.



“

  
That’s
  at least honest.”




  
He
  looked at her.



“

  
What
  about you?” he asked. “Why’d you open this place?”




  
She
  glanced around the bakery, her expression unreadable.



“

  
Because
  I needed something that was mine,” she said.



“

  
That’s
  it?”



“

  
That’s
  enough.”




  
Caleb
  studied her.



“

  
You
  don’t talk about before, either.”



“

  
No.”



“

  
Why?”




  
She
  met his gaze directly.



“

  
Because
  it’s not who I am anymore.”




  
He
  tilted his head slightly.



“

  
Sounds
  familiar.”




  
Mara
  didn’t respond.




  
Instead,
  she turned away, wiping the counter again, even though it was
  already
  clean.




  
Caleb
  watched her for a moment.




  
Then
  he said, quieter this time, “You were right, you know.”




  
She
  paused.



“

  
About
  what?”



“

  
Not
  liking being alone.”




  
She
  didn’t turn around.




  
But
  he saw her shoulders shift slightly.



“

  
That
  doesn’t make you weak,” she said.



“

  
I
  didn’t say it did.”



“

  
You
  didn’t have to.”




  
Caleb
  exhaled slowly.



“

  
I
  just didn’t think it’d feel like this,” he admitted.



“

  
Like
  what?”




  
He
  hesitated.




  
Then,
  simply, “Empty.”




  
Mara
  turned back to him.




  
This
  time, there was no edge in her expression.




  
Just
  something softer.



“

  
Starting
  over usually does,” she said.




  
Caleb
  nodded.



“

  
Yeah.”




  
Another
  silence settled between them.




  
But
  it wasn’t sharp anymore.




  
It
  wasn’t tense.




  
It
  was… real.



“

  
You’re
  not as closed off as you think,” Mara said after a moment.




  
Caleb
  smirked faintly. “Don’t tell anyone.”



“

  
No
  promises.”




  
He
  pushed himself off the counter.



“

  
Guess
  I should get going,” he said.




  
Mara
  nodded once.



“

  
Guess
  so.”




  
He
  took a step toward the door.




  
Then
  stopped.



“

  
Hey,”
  he said.




  
She
  looked up.



“

  
You’re
  not as hard as you pretend to be either.”




  
For
  a split second, something flickered across her face.




  
Surprise.




  
Then
  it was gone.



“

  
Careful,”
  she said. “You might be wrong about that.”




  
Caleb
  smiled slightly.



“

  
Maybe.”




  
He
  pushed the door open.




  
The
  bell rang.




  
And
  as he stepped outside, the sunlight felt a little different than
  before.




  
Not
  softer.




  
Not
  warmer.




  
But
  clearer.




  
Because
  some words stayed with you.




  
Even
  after you walked away.




  
And
  some of them—




  
Cut
  deeper than you expected.





 










 










 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






