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Chapter One
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Adam McClain sat down across from the new boy coming to live at the boys’ ranch. He could feel the anger flowing toward him from his young charge. He glanced at his “cheat sheet” for the boy’s name. Ah, there it was. Nicholas. 

“Welcome to the ranch.”

Nicholas slumped down in his chair, a look of anger filling his face. Adam felt the fury hit him in the face like a ball of pure energy. “I don’t want to be here.”

“Few boys do...until they’ve been here for a while and realize what an awesome place they’ve landed in.” Adam gave the boy his complete attention. “Tell me about Nicholas.”

“It’s Nick.”

Adam made a quick note so his brothers wouldn’t make the same mistake he had. “All right, then. Tell me about Nick.” He sat still, feeling fear coming from Nick. “Start with how old you are and where you’re from? There’s no need to be afraid of me.” As soon as he mentioned being afraid, he felt pride coming from the young man. As an empath, Adam was the counselor at the McClain’s Boys’ Ranch. Sometimes he loved it, but other times it was hard to feel all the emotions hitting him at once.

“I’m fourteen. I’m from Dallas. I want to go home.”

Adam sat back in his chair, steepling his hands under his chin. He’d heard the same words hundreds of times. At thirty-five, he was the oldest of seven children. His mother had a fascination with Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, hence the name. His younger brothers were Benjamin, Caleb, Daniel, Ephraim, Frank, and Gideon. They’d been teased about their names a lot, but truth be told, it made him feel like part of a set, which pleased him.

“Do you want to tell me why you’re here?” The facts were laid out before Adam. Nicholas had stolen his stepfather’s car to go for a joy ride. Add in shoplifting, smoking, drinking, and way too many fights with other boys at school, and his parents had decided to send him away.

Nick shrugged, responding exactly how Adam expected him to. “No one wants me to have fun.”

Adam shrugged. “You’ll find you’re allowed to have fun here. After your schoolwork and chores are done. My name is Adam McClain. You’ll come in and talk to me a couple of times a week for a while. We’ll become good friends.”

“You’re a shrink.”

“You could say that. I’m a trained youth psychiatrist. The real thing I’m here to do is talk to you about your troubles. We’ll start that tomorrow. First, though, I’m going to walk you to your cabin so you can meet the five boys you’re going to share a home with.” Adam glanced down at Nick’s file again. “You’ll be starting out in a cabin with two of my brothers—Caleb and Benjamin. You’ll be using our first names when you address us, because there are too many Mr. McClains to keep up with. We wouldn’t know who you were talking to.” 

The kid didn’t meet Adam’s eyes. “I’m ready.”

“Good. Get your things and we’ll go for a little walk.” Adam chatted easily with the boy as he walked out of the office and across the ranch with him. “The stables are to your right. You’ll be assigned a mount that you will tend while you’re here. My brother, Ephraim, is in charge of the stable, and all the other animals here on the ranch.”

“A horse?” Nick’s eyes brightened, and Adam felt a rush of happiness that was quickly masked. “You don’t expect me to start roping cows, do you?”

“That’s something you’ll learn to do here. You came just a week too late. We had our annual fundraiser over the weekend. We have rides, games, good food, and lots of fun stuff.” Adam pointed off to an area that had been trampled by thousands of feet just a couple of days before. “We hold the fundraiser over there.”

“Figures I’d miss it.” Nick kicked at a clump of grass. “It stinks here.”

Adam grinned. “That’s the smell of cow manure. You’ll get used to it. You might even grow to not mind it so much.” The boy would be there for four years. His parents had written him off and completely given up custody of him. “While you’re here, you’ll learn to work with the cattle, ride horses, mend fences, and generally work hard. You’ll go to school every day, and when you get home, you’ll work around the ranch. It’s a good life.”

“Did you get sent here when you were a boy?” Nick asked, seeming to like the idea of the man beside him having had to go to a boys’ ranch as well.

“Nope. I’ve lived here since I was born. I refer to a lot of men as my brothers, because they were raised here along with me. I am the oldest of seven brothers by birth, but there are at least a hundred men I refer to as brother.”

“I’m not going to call any of the boys here my brothers. They’re just random idiots I’m being forced to live with.” Nick looked at everything around him, soaking up the ranch. Adam could feel the excitement radiating off of him.

Adam grinned. He knew the boy would feel differently soon. He stopped in front of a cabin. In truth, the building was more of a house. There were four bedrooms. His brothers shared one, and each of the boys shared with one other. “This will be your home for a while.”

Nick wrinkled his nose. “Do I have to share a room?”

“Yup. You’ll share a room with Hunter. He’s fourteen, and he came here from San Antonio.” Adam strode toward the back of the house, opening a door. “This will be your room. Hunter was here first, so he gets his choice of beds. Looks like he’s in the one on the left. I’ll get you some linens and stay here with you while you make your bed and unpack.”

“Make my bed? There’s not someone here who can do that for me?”

Adam pulled out a chair that was in front of one of the desks in the room. The furniture was comfortable, but not fancy. There were two twin beds, two chests of drawers, and two desks with chairs. Nothing else. “You’ll find that here on the ranch, you will be required to take care of yourself.”

“What does that mean?”

Adam had dealt with many boys like Nicholas in the years he’d been working on the ranch. “It means you will make your own bed every day. You will do your own dishes. You’ll be expected to take a turn at cooking. Your mother doesn’t live here, Nick. You are responsible for you.”

Nick frowned. “I’ll leave.”

Even as he said the words, Adam felt fear wash over him. “You won’t leave. You’ll love it here. It’s just going to take a little while.”

“No one can make me love it.” 

But Nick felt hope, and Adam knew it. “No, no one can make you love it. You’ll have to do that yourself. I promise though, if you’ll give us a chance, you will love it. I would be willing to bet money that in a year, you’ll love this place more than you ever loved living in Dallas.”

Nick sat down on his bed, a frown on his face. “No, I won’t.”

“I’ve been doing this a long time, Nick. We always succeed in making boys love the ranch. Period.” Adam walked to the closet there in the room and opened it, taking down a set of sheets. “Go ahead and make up your bed. I’ll stay with you until you’re done, and then I’ll walk you down to your housemates.”

Nick glared at Adam, obviously not wanting to follow instructions, but he stood and took the sheets. As he struggled to put the sheets on his bed, Adam gave light tips. “Make sure you put it over both of the corners at the top before you move on to the bottom. That’s right. Good job.”

When the bed was made, Nick looked at Adam with pride. He’d obviously never made a bed before, but he did it right the first try. “It’s done.”

“Yes, it is. Good job. Now put your clothes away.” Adam pointed to one of the chests. “That one is yours. Get your stuff in it.” He sat down again, waiting for the boy to do as instructed. Always on one of the first few days, the new boys would try to make a run for it. Or they would flat refuse to do something. Nick was younger than most of the boys who came to the ranch, so Adam hoped he’d do what was right.

Nick picked up his things and slowly put them into the drawers. He hadn’t brought much, which didn’t surprise Adam. They relied on donations from the church in town for clothes for the boys. Usually what the boys brought wasn’t particularly suited to ranch life, so their wardrobe was slowly changed anyway.

When he’d finished, Adam led him out of the cabin and toward the hay field. This month was the month Benjamin and Caleb had this particular group of boys, so they were working in the field, adding fertilizer to make it ready for planting again in the spring. Benjamin had the power to make plants grow at a tremendous speed. 

Adam and his brothers were the seven sons of a seventh son. Each generation, the seventh son had some sort of power, but this generation was the seventh. And each seventh generation brought a group of men who each had a power. Gideon had every power his brothers had, but all were to a lesser degree.

Caleb’s power was sensing danger, so it was always good to start the new boys with him. It didn’t always work out that way, but Adam was pleased when it did.

“Your housemates are working on fertilizing the hay field. You’ll be joining them. I told you my brothers Benjamin and Caleb will be your house leaders for this month and next. The leaders shift out every two months, so you get to learn skills from each of us.”

“What about you?”

Adam shrugged. “I’m the oldest, so I stay in the big house where my parents still live.” Truly, he couldn’t spend a night amongst the boys. They’d tried it at one point, but the angsty emotions of the teenage years had been too much for his empathic powers. 

“That’s dumb.”

“Why is that dumb? I also have a degree in psychiatry, so I’m a doctor. That affords me special privileges.”

“None of your brothers are doctors?”

“Actually, both Daniel and Ephraim are. Daniel’s the fourth brother. He’s a regular old fashioned general practitioner. Then There’s Ephraim. He’s the third to the youngest. He’s a veterinarian.”

“An animal doctor?” Nick shrugged. “Animal doctors aren’t the same as people doctors.”

“No, they’re not. But they’re every bit as important.” Adam felt the excitement from the boy. “Do you like animals?”

“I don’t know. I never had one.”

“You’ve never had a pet?” Adam asked, not at all surprised. “The cat just had kittens. Do you want to claim one?”

Nick looked at him with shock in his eyes. “You’d let me do that? I’m a troublemaker.”

Adam shook his head. “You used to be a troublemaker. Now you’re going to be a productive, working member of our ranch. You’ll see. I’ll take you to pick one out when you come to see me tomorrow.”

“Why am I getting my head shrunk so much?”

“Because you’re new here, and I need to get to know you.” Adam stopped when they were within earshot of his brothers. “It’s not something to be ashamed of here. All the boys see me every day for their first week. And then gradually less. I see every boy on the ranch at least once a week.”

“How many boys are here?”

“Right now we have thirty. We’re at maximum capacity with you. We had room because one of our recent graduates moved out last month.” Adam raised a hand to signal Caleb, who hurried over. “Caleb, this is Nick. He’s here from Dallas. He’s going to share a room with Hunter. He’s made up his bed and put his things away.”

The boys who were working at shoveling manure onto the field from a wheel barrow all stopped, looking at them. “Hey, Adam!” Jose yelled. Jose was sixteen, and a permanent resident of the ranch. His parents had sent him there when they’d found out about his drug abuse. 

Adam raised a hand in greeting. “How’s
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