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      The title “Dark Horse” refers to an old slang term for heroin, “horse.”

      I know of no horse show participant who traffics in drugs. I made that up purely to serve my story. The same with the Victorian Club. To the best of my knowledge it does not exist.
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      The horse show was finally over. Spencer yawned for what felt like the millionth time. Her feet hurt, her legs and arms ached, and her brain felt fuzzy with fatigue. She couldn’t wait to get home to her bed and get a full night’s rest, but first she had to help Burr unload the horses and tack.

      He backed the long trailer up to the Big Barn’s rear entrance and they stumbled out of the cab. The spring night was cool and crisp and clear.

      Spencer stopped a moment to find the Big Dipper in the night sky and breath in the familiar smells of the barn. Over two hundred years old, it stood strong and tall, three stories of oak post and beam that had hardened like iron and weathered to a soft, silver gray. The barn was as familiar to her as her own bedroom and equally loved.

      “I’ll get the horses if you’ll start with the tack and feed,” Burr called from the rear of the trailer.

      “Deal,” Spencer said. She switched directions, opened the tack room at the front of the trailer, and grabbed the first saddle off the hanging racks.

      The five day show, the first of the season, had been grueling. Between them Burr and Spencer had put in over one hundred and forty work hours as they cleaned stalls, hauled water and feed to their charges, groomed and tacked, and helped out in general wherever an extra hand was needed.

      The Rocking Bear Ranch had done itself proud: Iris Peterson’s students had brought home well over half of the top ribbons and trophies.

      “Burr, where does this go?” Spencer asked, stifling another yawn as she carried a fancy western saddle into the barn. The saddle leather was heavily tooled and was inlaid with intricate silver work.

      She admired the saddle maker’s craftsmanship as she tried to get a better grip on it, but her tired muscles were refusing to cooperate. She staggered a few steps under the saddle’s weight and almost dropped her burden.

      “Mmmm,” said Burr, “I think that belongs to a student who never showed for her class. Put it on that rack next to you and I’ll take care of it later. Why don’t you head home, Spencer? We’re almost finished here and I can easily handle the rest. You look beat.”

      Spencer glared at Burr. She had very few friends and Burr was her most treasured, not only because he had once saved her life, but because he valued the same things she did. After spending her first year of college with a roommate who believed that clothes and hairstyles and who dated who was what mattered, it was nice to be with someone again who looked beyond all that surface stuff.

      “I would love to go crawl into my bed, but it wouldn’t be right to leave you to finish up alone. Besides, that would be admitting that I can’t keep up with you, and we both know that’s not going to happen. Thanks anyway.” She smirked as she carefully placed the heavy saddle on the rack.

      Despite her bragging words, Spencer knew she should accept Burr’s offer and head home. This show had been her first big show, both as a worker and as competitor. It had also been the first show held at the Big River Equestrian Center after the original owner’s untimely death last year. That death had shocked their small community and put Spencer in the limelight as she had been with David Billmore when he died.

      At her employer’s urging Spencer had entered her Gypsy Vanner mare in a special all-breed halter class and was thrilled to win second place, even though she suspected that Belle would have taken first if the judges had been more familiar with her breed.

      “Don’t expect too much,” Iris had warned her. “It’s the first time you or Belle will be in a show ring, so just enjoy the experience and know that you’ll do better next time. Above all, have fun. That’s the main reason to participate—for the fun.”

      Despite an attack of the nerves, it had been fun. In Spencer’s opinion Belle was far and away the most eye-catching horse in the ring, but the judges had chosen a young Percheron named Harry to take the blue ribbon.

      Still, Spencer wore a broad smile when she proudly accepted the red ribbon as she knew she and Belle had done well for first-timers.

      She put away the last saddle and walked back into the trailer to scoop out the leftover hay from the mangers. She filled her arms and heard a scuffling sound from underneath the hay box. Spencer gasped and dropped the hay and ran out of the trailer.

      “What is it?” asked Burr. He hung the newly filled water bucket and latched closed the stall door. “Is something wrong?”

      “I - I think something’s in there. I heard it moving when I grabbed the hay. What if it’s a rat?” Spencer shuddered. “I hate rats. Maybe it’s another rattlesnake. Remember the two we found in the stall last summer? Listen.”

      They stood just inside the trailer and listened but heard nothing. Then the soft scuffle sounded again.

      “There! Did you hear that?” asked Spencer, grabbing Burr’s arm.

      “Huh, we must have picked up a rat at the show barn,” said Burr. “I’ll be right back.” He left the trailer and quickly returned with a pitchfork. “Lift up the manger cover when I nod,” he whispered.

      They tiptoed the length of the trailer and stopped a foot short of the manger. Burr hefted the pitchfork into a strike position and then nodded at Spencer. She grabbed the manger platform and lifted it up as he moved to strike.

      “Wait! Burr look! It’s a little boy!” Burr lowered the fork and they stared in disbelief at the dirty child curled up in one corner of the storage space.
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      The boy stared back at them, his large, bright blue eyes wide with fear.

      “At least I think it’s a boy,” said Spencer, uncertainly. “How on earth did he get in there?”

      The child hid his face and cowered tighter into the corner.

      “It’s okay,” said Spencer gently. “We won’t hurt you. We thought you were a rat.” She reached down and touched the child on the shoulder. He flinched and made a small whimper.

      “Burr, set down that pitchfork, you’re scaring him.” Spencer withdrew her hand but kept it held out toward the child. “I promise that we won’t hurt you. Are you lost? Who are you and how did you end up in our trailer?”

      The child looked up at Spencer but said nothing. His face was streaked with dirt and his short red hair stood up in spiky clumps. Thin arms jutted out of a filthy, too small tee shirt, and his feet were bare. There were scratches and half-healed sores on his legs and arms. He reminded Spencer of an abandoned puppy or kitten.

      “Let me try,” said Burr. He set the pitchfork aside and reached out with both hands. “You look like you could use a bath and some hot food. Are you hungry?”

      Spencer saw the boy’s thin neck pulse as he swallowed and then nodded.

      “Okay then,” said Burr. “You come with us. We’ll take you up to the house and see that you get something to eat. I can tell you from first-hand experience that Alder Peterson is an excellent cook.”

      He leaned down, and the child stood up and lifted his arms for Burr to help him out of the manger.

      “What’s your name?” asked Spencer again. “I’m Spencer Reed and this is Harold Michael Joshua Calhoun. Most folks just call him Burr.” She waited but the child said nothing.

      “Well, that’s okay, you can tell us later,” she said, striving to be cheerful. There was something very wrong about this little boy that stabbed her right in the heart. Neglect practically screamed from every pore of his dirty body.

      “We’ll get you up to the house so Alder and Iris can feed you and figure out how to find your folks and get you home.”

      At the word “home” the boy shrank away from Burr’s hands and looked ready to run. Burr caught his arm before he could dart away and swung him up onto his shoulders as if he weighed no more than thistle down.

      No longer tired, Spencer followed them up to the house.

      “What on earth? Who do you have there?” asked Alder when he answered the door and saw the three of them on the porch.

      Spencer shrugged. “We don’t know his name. He was hiding in the storage space under the manger in the last trailer we unloaded. We’re guessing he crawled in there at the horse show. We were one of the last to leave the Equestrian Center, so I think that we’d have heard if a child was missing, don’t you?”

      She looked at the boy’s hands wrapped around Burr’s forehead. They were small and thin, with skin so pale and translucent she could easily see the blue veins underneath.

      Alder frowned and agreed. “Bring him in, the poor thing looks like he could use a bath and some hot food.”

      “That’s exactly what I said.” Burr swung the boy down off his shoulders and set him on the floor. He crowded up against Burr and held onto his leg.

      “Looks like you’ve made a friend,” observed Alder, smiling at the child. “Bring him to the table and sit with him while I rustle up some food. Won’t take me but a few minutes.”

      Burr hobbled over to the table, hampered by the child clinging to his leg. He pulled out two chairs, sat in one, then pulled the boy from his leg and sat him in the chair next to his.

      Spencer joined them and took a seat opposite the young child so she could study him. Now that they were in the light she could see that the child had dark circles under his eyes. His clothes were threadbare and disgustingly rank. Besides the filthy tee shirt, he wore a pair of frayed nylon running shorts that were several sizes too large. Neither item was even worthy of the rag-bin.

      Someone had done a bad hack job on his hair. It was cut so close in some spots that she could see his dirty scalp.

      Spencer jumped up from the table. “I’m going to run home and see if I can find some of my old clothes. I’m pretty sure Mom packed a few things away in the attic and he’ll need something clean to wear until we figure out where he belongs. Don’t let anything exciting happen while I’m gone.” She smiled and winked at the child and left.

      By the time Spencer returned with some clothing for the boy, he had finished eating and was sound asleep. Iris had wrapped him in one of her handmade quilts and placed him in front of the fireplace in one of the big club chairs.

      All of the couches and chairs in Iris and Alder’s home were large and comfy. They faced the massive limestone fireplace that dominated the room’s entire back wall, with colorful quilts folded on their backs for snuggling.

      Spencer had loved the warm, inviting room the first time she set foot in it, a little more than a year ago. Now it felt like a second home to her.

      She tiptoed over to the child and inspected his face, noting that Iris had cleaned him up. He looked younger with his wide eyes closed, barely out of toddler-hood. His eyelids were paper thin. Everything about him looked fragile.

      She noticed a sprinkling of faint freckles across his nose and cheeks that had been previously hidden by the dirt.

      “What did you learn about him?” whispered Spencer.

      Iris shook her head and lifted one corner of her lips in a half smile. “For one thing, he’s a she, not a he. Other than that, I didn’t learn a blessed thing. She hasn’t spoken a word. We know she isn’t deaf because she responds to our voices and apparently she understands us when we speak to her. I don’t know why she doesn’t speak, it’s possible she’s a mute, but I suspect that it’s more likely trauma related.”

      “A girl? Poor thing. Why would anyone cut her hair like that?” Spencer walked over to a nearby couch and sat facing the sleeping girl. She absently played with the edge of the quilt beside her as she thought aloud.

      “What if she’s a runaway, Aunt Iris? She could have a good reason for running —she doesn’t look very well cared for.”

      “I called Sheriff Timms and asked if any missing children have been reported but he says no. He’s going to check with Minnesota and across the river in Wisconsin. He suggested we call Child Services tomorrow and see what can be done about returning her to her family.”

      Spencer had lived a very sheltered and secluded life until attending her freshman year in art school, but she had learned much about the world from her classmates this past school year. She had been shocked by some of the stories they told and still found it hard to believe that children could be ill-treated by the parents who were supposed to love them, but she knew that it happened.

      It saddened her and made her angry to think of how many parents were out in the world doing unspeakable things to their children.

      Iris sat next to Spencer. “I hate to think she’s been abused, but I fear you may be right, Spencer. She definitely looks neglected, there’s no denying that. I suspect that she’s been underfed for a long while. I found sores and some old scars on her body when I gave her a bath. It looks as though someone has hit her with a stick or a whip.”

      Iris shook her head and held out both hands, palms up. “We’ll just have to wait and see what the people from Child Services have to say about her.”
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      The mystery of the young girl sprang into Spencer’s mind when she woke the next morning. Although Iris had given her the day off, she decided not to sleep in and rose at her usual hour.

      After five days stuck in the horse show barn, Spencer wanted fresh air and movement. She opted to leave her new pickup in the yard and rode her bicycle to the ranch instead.

      While she pedaled along the Mississippi River Road she remembered the only other time she had ridden her bicycle on the main road to the Rocking Bear Ranch. It had been a spring morning much like today, the air full of birdsong and the smell of freshly turned fields, with the sun glinting off the river through the trees to her right.

      On that particular morning there had been an incident that ultimately led to big changes in her life.

      Her position at the Rocking Bear Ranch began a year ago right after her sixteenth birthday. It had been her first paying job. She still worked at the ranch during her summer break in spite of the fact that she was no longer poor.

      For Spencer it was all about the horses, and there were no better horsemen in all of the Midwest to learn from than the Peterson twins.

      Fifteen minutes after setting out she pulled up to the Peterson house huffing and puffing. After the death of their father, Alder and Iris had built a new home halfway up the side of a steep bluff. Designed to blend in with its surroundings, it was a long, low affair crafted from logs and stone harvested from their ranch.

      Spencer loved the place, and even though she felt anxious to see the little girl, she stopped for a moment to appreciate its simple beauty. She leaned her bicycle against one of the stone pillars that supported the wide front porch and walked slowly up the stairs while she tried to get her breathing under control.

      Too much time sitting in classes and studying, she thought. I’d better make the effort to get more exercise or I’m not going to be able to keep up with Belle. The thought of her beautiful Vanner horse made her smile.

      She ignored the horse head knocker on the heavy oak door and walked right in. Spencer was not related to the Petersons by blood, but the Reed and the Peterson families had homesteaded adjacent land and had developed close ties over many generations.

      Despite only meeting them a year ago, Iris and Alder had become an important part of Spencer’s extended family and she knew she was always welcome in their home.

      A small but cheerful fire burned brightly in the fireplace. Iris and the ranch manager, a transplanted, sun-weathered Texan named Clay Waters, sat at the table while Alder prepared breakfast for them all. The aromas of bacon and sourdough pancakes filled the room.

      “Oh boy, that smells great, Uncle Alder. I’m starved!” She looked around the large room. “Where’s Burr and the little girl?” Spencer joined Iris and Clay at the table after pouring herself some juice. “Did you find out who she is yet?”

      “Not yet,” answered Iris. “She still hasn’t spoken a word. I called Child Services after you left last night. They said someone will be over later this morning. Can she keep you company in the barn while you do the stalls? I have lessons all morning and Alder has to head into town for some supplies.”

      “Sure, I’d be happy to keep her with me. Where is she now?”

      “She’s with Burr. She seems to feel safe with him. She latched onto him as soon as he came in this morning. He took her out to the henhouse to look for eggs,” said Alder from the stove.

      Just then the front door opened and Burr came in with the little girl. She clutched a basket of eggs tightly to her chest with one hand while the other gripped Burr’s hand.

      “Here we are,” Burr said as he scooped her up in one arm and carried her into the kitchen area. He set her on a clear section of counter space and held out his hands. “May I have the eggs please?”

      The girl clutched the basket tighter for a moment and then reluctantly held it out to Burr. He took the basket from her small hands and set it carefully beside her.

      “Thank you very much,” he said, solemnly, “you were a big help.” A small smile flitted across the girl’s face. She put her arms up toward Burr and he lifted her down from the counter.

      “Who’s ready for breakfast?” asked Alder.

      The little girl ran over to the table and clambered up onto a chair. She was so tiny her chin barely reached the tabletop. Sydney hadn’t noticed how small she was the night before because she had sat in Burr’s lap to eat.

      The child climbed down from the chair and lifted her arms to Burr.

      Clay jumped up and lifted a finger to her. “Wait a minute, young lady” he said. “I’m sure we can do better than that.” He walked over to one of the many bookcases that lined the great room walls and took out a thick manual. When he got back to the table he placed it on the chair and lifted the girl onto it. She squirmed a moment, then smiled at Clay.

      Sydney noticed that the girl still had her baby teeth. She’d go online later and see when children start losing their first teeth, she decided. Then they’d have some idea of how old the girl was. Knowing her age might help them learn where she came from.

      Alder put a couple strips of bacon and two pancakes on the girl’s plate, added butter and maple syrup and placed it in front of her.

      “Well, there’s nothing wrong with your appetite,” Spencer said to the girl as she watched her stuff a large bite of pancake into her mouth.

      She smiled at the girl as an idea came to her. “Would you like to help me out in the big barn today?” she asked. The girl looked at Burr, her eyes wide and questioning.

      “I have to work on fence lines this morning, honey,” he said in answer to her unasked question. “You wouldn’t like it. Spencer is my very good friend. She’s trustworthy and she’ll take extra good care of you, I promise.”

      For a moment Spencer thought the girl was going to refuse or make a scene, but she shrugged her shoulders and gave a shy nod.

      The rest of breakfast was spent planning out the day’s chores. Alder refilled the girl’s plate twice more before the platters of food were finally emptied and everyone headed out to do their work. Watching the girl wipe her finger through the last of the maple syrup on her plate, Sydney couldn’t help but wonder when the child had last eaten her fill.
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      “Hey–um, shoot.” Spencer pursed her lips in frustration.

      “I can’t keep calling you ‘Hey.’ Do you have a name?” It was awkward talking to someone with no name. “You there” and “young lady” didn’t cut it and “hey” felt rude.

      The girl was incredibly easy to be with. She gave Spencer no trouble, did as she was asked, and was very quiet, something that Spencer appreciated as she was not much of a talker herself.

      It was a bit unnerving however to be with someone who didn’t speak at all, and Spencer found herself talking more than usual in an effort to try and draw the girl out.

      Spencer sat down on a hay bale and patted the space beside her, inviting the girl to sit with her. “You need a name,” she continued. “I can’t keep calling you “girl.” I know you understand what I’m saying to you. I don’t know why you won’t speak, but there must be some way that we can communicate. Do you know how to write your name?

      She got up and grabbed a white board off the wall along with a black marker and sat back beside the girl.

      “Here, let me show you what I mean. This is my name, Spencer. See? S-P-E-N-C-E-R.” She wrote out each letter as she named it, then handed the marker to the girl. “Now it’s your turn.”

      The girl took the marker and in crude block letters spelled out “Cassidy.” The esses were backward and the letters were scrunched and uneven, but Spencer detected a shy pride in the girl’s eyes.

      “Cassidy? That’s great, Cassidy. Thank you.” She smiled at the girl. “What a pretty name. It means clever, and I bet you are. Do you have a last name?”

      To Spencer’s disappointment Cassidy had divulged all she was willing to share. She slid off the hay bale and ran down to the opposite end of the barn where she sat in a sunny spot with Martha, the old mis-named tomcat with one ear who kept the big barn policed for mice.

      Spencer sighed. At least they had a name to call her. She doubted that Cassidy had much schooling, that was obvious from the poorly formed letters, but at some time someone had taught her how to write her name. She would try to get more information from the girl later.

      The sound of a car engine coming up the farm road interrupted her thoughts. The car slowed by the barn but then kept going up the drive towards the house.

      Spencer glanced out the open door as it passed and saw lettering on the side. The Child Services people had arrived.

      She hung the whiteboard back on the wall and called to the girl.

      “Cassidy! Child Services are here. They’re going to help us find your parents, isn’t that great?”

      Spencer walked to the large open doors on the barn’s south end and looked up toward the house. Should she take Cassidy up to meet them or wait here? she wondered.

      She decided to wait. They would come to the barn when they were ready. She went back to mucking out stalls and left Cassidy in the aisle playing with Martha.

      Twenty minutes later Iris and Alder came down the hill in the old farm jeep followed by the Child Services vehicle. Spencer put down the manure fork and went to stand in the doorway and wait for them.

      A tall, skinny black man in an ill-fitting suit got out from behind the wheel. He wore a pencil mustache over his upper lip that gave his long narrow face a sinister look. His expression clearly said he didn’t have time for this.

      His companion was a short, plump woman with frizzy dyed-red hair and a large mole beside her nose. Her eyes darted around the barn and she had a nervous air about her.

      Spencer narrowed her eyes. Did these people even like children?

      Only people who cared, people who loved children and wanted to help them, should be given this type of job. Why didn’t Child Services employ people who would actually appeal to children? They had certainly missed with these two.

      She turned her head and located Cassidy, still sitting with Martha. “Hide, Cassidy,” she hissed. “And don’t come out until I tell you it’s okay.”

      Cassidy leaped to her feet and scooted up the ladder to the hayloft.

      “Spencer, this is Mr. Albright and Miss Rosedale from Child Services. They’ll take the girl with them and see if they can find her parents,” said Iris after they had all filed into the barn.

      Spencer shook Mr. Albright’s cold, paper-dry hand and then Miss Rosedale’s hot, sweaty one. Eww, she thought, looking into their faces, I’m glad I don’t have to go anywhere with these two. Any guilt she had felt at telling Cassidy to hide vanished.

      “Where will you take her?” she asked aloud.

      Miss Rosedale started to answer her question but was rudely cut off by her companion.

      “Does it really matter to you?” said Mr. Albright, his tone sharp and unfriendly. “We’ve come to do our job. We have an overload of kids coming into the system because of parents who neglect or abuse their children and we really don’t have time to stand around making chitchat with a teenager.”

      Spencer saw Alder stiffen at the man’s rudeness. She frowned at the man, then shrugged.

      “Whatever.” She turned to Iris. “Her name is Cassidy. She wrote it for me this morning on the whiteboard. I think she—”

      “I said we’re short on time. Get the girl for us so we can get out of here,” interrupted the Mr. Albright.

      Spencer gave him a long look through narrowed eyes before turning away. In her world there was never a good excuse for rudeness. Rudeness was a sign of a lowly, classless being.

      “Cassidy! Child Services is here, hon,” she called as she walked toward the other end of the barn where she had last seen the girl.

      Martha was still sitting in the patch of sunlight but Cassidy was no longer with her. Spencer willed the little girl to stay hidden and silent.

      “Cassidy? These people are going to try to find your folks for you and take you back home. Cassidy?” Spencer pretended to take a quick look through all the box stalls and finally rejoined the group waiting by the door.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know where she went,” she said. She kept her fingers crossed behind her back even though she knew the gesture didn’t actually negate a lie.

      “She was just here. Can you help me look for her, Uncle Alder?”

      Mr. Albright tapped his foot in an irritated manner and looked at his watch. Tap, tap, tap. The scowl on his face said everything: Mr. Albright didn’t like to be kept waiting.

      “Oh dear,” said Miss Rosedale, her extra chins quivering. She fluttered her pale white hands in front of her. “We really don’t have time for this you know. We have to be in the Twin Cities by one o’clock. You said she was ready to go.”

      “Just give us a minute please,” said Alder. He glared at Mr. Albright. “I’m sure seeing strangers frightened her. She can’t
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