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With regard to the works of man,

by the word of your lips

I have avoided the ways of the violent.

My steps have held fast to your paths;

my feet have not slipped.

Psalms 17:4-5
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__________​

Dylan Vargas blinked under the shadow of his brown cowboy hat. Six pairs of eyes stared back at him expectantly. His mouth went dry, causing his tongue to stick to the roof of it.

Where was Adan? He always talked to the guests. So Dylan wouldn’t make a fool of himself.

Heat crawled up his neck and over his face. Sweat pushed from the pores of his forehead, despite the late October breeze.

The petite redhead cleared her throat. “We’re here for our trail ride.” She had already said so once.

Dylan silently nodded in response. The cloying floral scent of her perfume mixed with the smell of hay and horses nearly causing his eyes to water. Any minute now, Adan should arrive and rescue him from the annoyed group of ladies. He hoped.

A frown creased the middle-aged woman’s features as she dropped her hip lower and propped a hand on the other, long slender fingers drumming on her waist.

He pulled his phone from his shirt pocket, hoping to find a text from Adan saying he was on his way. Instead, he found nothing.

“You are our trail guide, right?”

Dylan shook his head.

“N-n-no.” His face contorted with the effort to speak. He swallowed the tightness in his throat as heat crept up his neck and burned his cheeks almost as hot as a sunburn. He never failed to embarrass himself thoroughly when face to face with a woman. The old stutter, usually controlled, became pronounced when he was nervous and women made him insanely nervous. It’s why Adan handled the trail ride guests while Dylan listened.

“I.” He swallowed again. “N-n-need to kn-kn-know.”

The redhead’s eyebrow arched so high on her forehead he thought it might disappear into her hairline. Her booted foot tapped a staccato rhythm on the hard, packed dirt.

“Your experience.”

There. He had finally said the broken sentence.

As the women conferred, Dylan’s older brother’s truck screeched to a halt, causing a billow of dust to rise in the air, gravel crunching under the tires. Dalton shoved his door open and stalked toward him, eyes narrowed. His loyal Staffordshire terrier, Ginger, followed close behind with her big grin. At least someone was happy.

Where was Adan?

Dalton’s expression softened as he turned his attention to the women. “Good morning, ladies. I’m Dalton Vargas. Can you tell me if you have ridden before?”

Dylan’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He slid it out and saw the message from his cousin Renata, the resort manager. His shoulders bunched tighter as he read it. Adan running late. Dalton on his way.

Yeah. Figured that out already.

He turned his attention back to the group of women. The redhead and two others had never ridden a horse before. He studied them and mentally picked the perfect horse for each. Pansy, a gentle white mare, for the redhead. Then Dottie and Caramel for the other two. The blond with short, wispy hair used to own a horse. He would give her Red, a strong bay gelding. The youngest woman in the group, possibly the daughter of one of the others, knew how to ride, but hadn’t in a while. Sunflower would be perfect for her. The sixth woman, with a kind smile, rode a few times a year. She could handle Mocha, a brown gelding with a little spunk, or Frappe, a dappled gray mare. Dylan’s eyes traveled the length of her. Yeah, Frappe would be the better choice.

When Dalton launched into small talk, Dylan turned on his heel back to the safety of the stables. He swung by his office for a swig of water, soothing his parched mouth, before he started readying the horses.

“Sorry,” a breathless Adan joined him a minute later with Parker Quaid in tow.

“W-w-where were you?” Dylan choked out, clearly still agitated, judging by his stutter.

Adan grimaced, apologetically. “Sorry, Dyl. I had to help... Someone with something. You doing okay?”

Dylan nodded. His stutter was old news to Adan, his best friend since grade school. Adan knew everything about him, including how embarrassed his speech impediment made him. And how it came to the surface when speaking to women.

Adan squeezed his shoulder. “Won’t happen again. Promise.”

“I’ve got. Frappe, Red, and Dottie. Can you. Get. Pansy, Caramel, and Sunflower?” Dylan puffed his cheeks and blew out a breath, thankful the stutter had diminished, even though his words were still choppy.

“Sure thing, boss.”

Parker headed toward Sunflower’s stall while Adan hurried to retrieve the other two.

As Dylan saddled the second horse, Dalton came into the alleyway. Dylan bit the inside of his lip, ready for the scolding.

“We need to talk,” Dalton started.

It was the first time since last Saturday that his older brother looked less than pleased. Dylan really wished Dalton and his wife would have taken their honeymoon right away instead of waiting until next summer. Then maybe the coming reprimand would have been delayed.

Dylan nodded toward the saddle he had set out for the third horse. Dalton grabbed it and settled it on Red’s back.

“With you taking on more responsibility managing the stables, I really need you to work on the customer service aspect of your job.”

A knife sliced through him. Dalton knew how hard he worked to overcome his speech impediment and how he couldn’t always control it. His brother’s words hurt, even if they were true.

“I’ve been looking into specialists and I found someone I think can help you.”

Dylan’s eyes widened. “I don’t know.”

“She specializes—”

“She?” Dylan’s mouth felt drier than the desert at high noon.

“Yes. She’s a grandmotherly figure, and she works with some tough cases. Her name is Shirley Willis. She is a speech pathologist and a voice coach. She used to work with actors in Hollywood, but retired to Wickenburg a few years ago.”

Dylan’s shoulders sagged. The last thing he needed was a female speech pathologist. After Dalton cinched the last strap, he squeezed Dylan’s shoulder.

“Trust me, I know how hard this is for you. She’ll help. I think this is the only thing holding you back.”

Dylan worked his jaw. “Do I have a choice?”

“You always have a choice. Though, Papi and I agree about this. It’s time to try something new. See if it helps. If it doesn’t, then I promise I won’t ask again.”

“You talked to Papi?” The ache in his chest deepened.

Dalton nodded.

Dylan let out a loud breath. With their semi-retired father involved, he really didn’t have a choice. “Okay. Send me her info.”

Dalton whipped out his phone and tapped several times before Dylan’s phone chimed. Then Dalton pocketed his phone and led Red out of the stables. Dylan followed behind with the other two horses. Adan already helped three of the women mount their horses. Dylan and Dalton assisted the remaining three before Adan climbed onto his own horse.

“See you in a few hours,” Adan winked at him as he nudged his horse forward.

“Hours?” The redhead groaned.

Adan’s laughter floated in the air as Dylan stalked back to his office, shaking his head. The trail ride was only one hour, but Adan loved teasing their guests.

As he eased into his office chair, Dylan stared at Shirley Willis’s contact info for a few minutes.

Lord, can she really help me get past this?

Silence.

He swallowed down a lump forming in his throat, afraid to hope.

At thirty-one years old, he had struggled most of his life to overcome the stuttering. In school, the principal wrangled him into speech therapy classes. They helped some, but the fear of ridicule still locked him up, like this morning.

Before he could second guess himself any longer, and knowing Papi expected him to try, Dylan punched the contact. On the second ring, Shirley answered. Dalton had pegged her. She sounded exactly like his late-grandmother Elena, instantly putting him at ease. The conversation took longer than he expected. She asked many questions about his background, techniques he had been taught, and then she finally scheduled the first session on Tuesday afternoon. She even agreed to come to the ranch, saving him an hour round-trip of travel time. Maybe working with Shirley wouldn’t be a bad thing.

His phone pinged a minute after he finished the call. Renata needed his help in the resort office, so he found Parker Quaid, a cowboy that helped in the stables part-time. He let Parker know where he was off to before he climbed into his truck and drove to the office.

When he neared, a blond woman buckled a child into the back seat of an old Rav. Then she pushed a wheelchair around to the back. After collapsing it, she laid it in the trunk. Something about her seemed familiar, but she never turned his way. By the time he parked, she had already backed out and driven away.

His heart squeezed tight. She reminded him of Brisa Franco. Beautiful brown-haired, blue-eyed Brisa. The love of his life. Secret love. Or silly high school crush.

Stupid. He hadn’t seen her in almost a decade. Besides, the odds stacked against him. His heart belonged to a woman completely off limits—Adan’s younger sister. She could be married for all he knew. Adan never talked about her. Best Dylan could tell, she had no contact with her family.

He sighed, shrugging off the thoughts as he climbed out of his truck and headed into the office to help Renata. Though, a tiny part of his heart hoped that the mystery woman had been Brisa.
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“Sis!”

Brisa smiled at the jovial greeting from her older brother as she wheeled her son Braden into the coffee shop at Vargas Guest Ranch & Resort, just outside of her hometown of Wickenburg, Arizona.

“Adan.”

Her brother’s muscular arms engulfed her in a hug for a few seconds before he released her. Crouching in front of Braden, he lightly tapped a curled knuckle on his nephew’s chin.

“Hey there, cowpoke.”

“Uncle Adan.” Braden giggled. His laughter always warm-ed her heart.

“Let’s say we get you some breakfast.”

When Adan’s hands hovered over the wheelchair handle, Brisa finally wrested the words from her emotion-clogged throat. It was harder than she expected to ask him for help.

“Thanks so much for watching him.”

“No problem. Tell Renata I’m gonna be late for the trail ride.”

“Will do.”

“Good luck.”

Brisa let out a steadying breath. “Thanks for letting me know about the job.”

He winked and wheeled Braden to the counter. “Wanna split a muffin?”

Braden’s bright blue eyes lit with surprise as his head pumped up and down.

Thank you, Lord, for my family.

She turned from the precious scene and headed toward the resort office. Just outside of the doors, she squared her shoulders and pasted on a welcoming smile. Then she pushed the heavy glass door open. The smell of cinnamon and vanilla calmed her.

The reception room had changed since her last visit, nearly ten years ago. Soft, classic country music played through the overhead speakers. Clusters of leather chairs created a cozy feel, next to wrought iron lamps with cream-colored shades. The warm glow beckoned her in. The light wood-looking tile on the floor gave a modern touch to the otherwise rustic space.

“Brisa!” Renata greeted her as she stepped into the room from the hallway. “I’m so glad you’re back in town. I’ll admit, when I saw your resume, I was surprised.”

“That I wanted to work here?”

“That you became a massage therapist. I did not know. Adan hasn’t mentioned you in a while.”

Brisa’s eyes darted to the floor. She hadn’t exactly kept in touch with her family for the past few years. A narcissistic boyfriend had a way of destroying family relationships. She shook off the memories. She was free now. Her life was her own again.

“Yeah, I worked at one of the big chain places for a few years after getting certified. But I missed home and am back now.” For good, she hoped.

More than home, she missed feeling safe. Missed the small town life. The city wasn’t for her. She had gotten it out of her system. 

Now that Braden... She pushed that thought away, too. She must focus on her interview, not break down over circumstances she could not control.

“Speaking of Adan, he said to tell you he would be late for the trail ride.”

Renata’s smile faded, and she grabbed her phone from her back pocket. While biting her lower lip, her thumbs flew across the screen before she looked up again.

“Sorry about that. Come on in. Want some water?”

Brisa accepted the water bottle and followed Renata into her office. A large dark wood desk sat in the middle of a room lined with file cabinets. A mini fridge hid behind the desk. One wall held a map of the thirty-five thousand acres of the ranch and resort property, including a few areas flagged for construction.

When Renata’s phone chimed, she begged Brisa’s pardon, tapped out another message, then set her phone on her desk.

Brisa retrieved a copy of her resume from her purse and handed it to Renata. She had grown up while Brisa was away. Of course, the last time Brisa had seen her, Rennie had been in the eighth grade. She had matured into a beautiful woman, full of confidence.

“We expanded the spa over the summer, hoping to hire a second massage therapist. It has been difficult to convince anyone to move to a small town from Phoenix,” Renata explained. “When Adan told me you were interested in the job and qualified, I thought you might be who we need.”

Brisa’s cheeks warmed. “I’m glad to be back in the area. If things work out, I hope to find a place in Forepaugh. Less of a drive.”

Of course, that was only if she could find something cheap enough that she could make it wheelchair accessible. She had no expectation of finding a place already converted. At four-years-old, Braden was still light enough she could carry him up a few stairs if need be. She would figure it out.

“That’s wonderful. Many of the employees with families live there instead of Wickenburg.”

Renata turned the conversation to her qualifications. Then she asked several questions about how she worked as part of a team. The interview lasted about forty minutes before Renata offered her the job. Brisa sent up a prayer of gratitude.

“You mentioned in the ad that there is daycare available on site?” she asked.

Renata’s eyes rounded, but she quickly recovered. “Yes.”

“Good. My son, Braden, is four. How do I enroll him?”

“I’ll text you the link to the forms and you can fill them out online. Just include your husband’s name on the form, if he’ll be picking up your son.”

“I don’t have a husband,” Brisa said flatly, annoyed by the reminder of how far she had fallen.

Renata’s cheeks reddened. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed.”

“No worries. I’ve been gone for several years. My son came as a surprise to my family as well.”

Renata cleared her throat and stood. “Do you have time for a tour, or do you want to wait until next week?”

“Next week is fine. I need to head back home.”

“Alright. See you on Monday.”

Brisa stood and followed Renata out to the lobby.

“Glad you’re home,” Renata added before she wished Brisa a good weekend.

Brisa let out a long breath. She shouldn’t be upset that no one expected her to come back with a little boy. Or one in a wheelchair. If anyone suggested to her in high school she would shack up with a man she wasn’t married to, she would have laughed at them. No one fathomed her as a rebel. Not even herself.

Never mind all that. It was in the past. God forgave her. Though she was still working on forgiving herself. At least her parents and brother had welcomed her back with open arms, despite their hurt feelings.

And she didn’t have to worry about Braden’s dad coming after them. God had been merciful in that. Something she prayed she would never take for granted again.

Brisa pushed open the doors to the dining hall and spotted Adan and Braden at a small table near the coffee shop. As she walked toward them, Braden’s eyes lit up.

“Mommy!” Braden’s glee warmed her heart. It quickly faded to sorrow as he squirmed in his wheelchair. She hurried toward him and scooped him into a big hug, since he could no longer run to her. As she breathed in the fruity scent of his shampoo, a tear squeezed from the corner of her eye.

Adan rested a hand on Braden’s head. “See you later, squirt.”

Then his blue eyes locked on hers, one eyebrow raised. “Did you get the job?”

“Yeah. I start Monday.”

“Good. I gotta run, but we’ll talk later.”

“Thanks again.”

As Adan rushed out the door, Brisa thanked God for the hundredth time for His mercy and love and the love of her family—none of which she deserved. Then she placed Braden back in his chair.

Drake Vargas introduced himself and greeted her with a smile as he ambled toward the table. She barely recognized him. He was just a middle schooler when she graduated from high school. Good grief, he had facial hair now.

“Welcome back. Can I get you anything?”

Brisa bit her lower lip. She could afford a small treat. “Iced cinnamon latte.”

“Coming right up.”

She yanked a card from her wallet, but Drake refused to take it.

“On the house today.”

She doubted that. More than likely, Adan had told him he would pay for anything she wanted. She thanked Drake anyway.

While she waited, she watched her son. Braden’s eyes drooped and his teddy bear listed to the side, wedged between the stump of his leg and the side of his wheelchair. A sob caught in her throat, and she swallowed hard to force it down.

If only she had left Tristin sooner. Maybe her son would still have his legs. Her failures cost him a normal future. It wasn’t fair that Braden had to pay for her mistakes.

An outsider might consider Braden a mistake, too. He wasn’t. Despite being an unplanned baby, Braden had been the greatest blessing in her life. A light in the darkness. A promise of something good to come from the brutality she had endured at Tristin’s hands.

A flash from her right startled her and she ducked, reflexes born from a life with Tristin.

“I’m sorry,” Drake’s gentle voice said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“I was deep in thought and didn’t hear you.” She tried to explain away her bizarre reaction.

Drake set the coffee in front of her before he scurried back to the counter to help another guest.

Brisa sipped the cool beverage as her eyes scanned the dining hall. A fresh coat of distressed paint covered the walls. Turquoise, orange, yellow, and rust decor brought a southwestern flair to the space.

A large row of folding glass doors lined one wall. She had seen similar ones in the resort dining rooms near her old apartment. In the cooler, eighty-degree fall days like today, the doors folded to the side, allowing the room to blend seamlessly with the beautiful outdoors.

Dalton Peak stood tall and proud, much like the generations of men who bore the name. Brilliant blue skies complemented the rust and gold tones of the mountain.

Brisa glanced at the neatly stenciled family motto over the main doors.

I do not dV8 from the Lord’s plan.

A smile stretched across her lips as she remembered the dual meaning of the family’s brand. A lowercase “d” for the first name of all the boys. Uppercase “V” for Vargas. When combined with the “8”, it completed the word “deviate” in the family motto.

The Vargas family truly lived it out. She remembered many times when her father, and Dalton Vargas the third, Drake’s father, had helped repair a family’s house. Her mother and Catalina Vargas often had organized a meal train for grieving or needy families in their community.

That was small-town Arizona to her. Neighbor helping neighbor simply because it was the right thing to do.

Brisa finished her latte and cleared the table. Then she wheeled her sleeping son out to her silver Rav. After he settled in his booster seat, she stowed his chair in the trunk and drove home, grateful for the opportunity to start over in a safe place.
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Tuesday morning, Dylan sent up an extra prayer for his session with Shirley. She had texted to confirm the address and time. His stomach soured the more he thought about the upcoming session. If Dalton hadn’t pressed him on it, he wouldn’t be trying to “fix” his stutter.

He still wasn’t sure it was possible. It’s not like he hadn’t tried before. Many times. A speech pathologist in middle school. A counselor in high school when they thought the symptoms came from his state of mind. Many, many prayers of his family over the years. Even his own prayers from time to time. One thing he knew for certain, God had no plans to cure him miraculously.

For you, O Lord, are my hope, my trust, O Lord, from my youth.

Dylan took some comfort from the Psalm as he led Sunflower out to the corral. He ought to place his hope in God, but it was not always easy. He removed the bridle and entered the stables. After placing the bridle over Pansy’s head, he walked her to the corral. Repeating the motions, he soon had all the trail horses settled in the corral with room to stretch their legs, run, and play.

Several birds chirped from a tall live oak tree nearby as a gentle breeze rustled its leaves. Pansy’s whinny drew his attention to the fence line. His cousin Renata, or Rennie as they all called her, escorted a gorgeous blond toward the corral. Rennie greeted Pansy, her favorite horse, before she called out to him.

“Dylan! Come meet our new massage therapist.”

After securing the corral gate, Dylan turned. There she stood. He blinked, not trusting his eyes. The blond woman was the one who had filled his dreams, more beautiful than he remembered. Even in the loose fitted navy t-shirt and scrub-like pants, he noticed her feminine curves. Those brilliant blue eyes threatened to stop his heart.

“Hey, Dylan.”

A soft smile spread across her full pink lips. She had lightened her brown hair and changed the style since high school. It suited her.

He swallowed away the dryness in his throat and tried to smile. It felt forced. Unnatural.

“B-B-Brisa.” Heat warmed his face as he choked out her name. He felt the muscles in his face contract as his eyes squeezed tight for a few seconds—the worst of the worst of his stuttering tics. His heart rammed against his rib cage, pounding hard enough to escape. Could he have botched his first impression any more? Doubtful.

“Hello!” A high-pitched woman’s voice called out from the alley.

As more heat settled over his neck, Dylan turned on his heel, bolting from the love of his life. He hadn’t seen her in ten years. Any hope he had of winning her heart quickly plummeted as he replayed the scene. How humiliating!

“Dylan?”

A short, older woman with a friendly smile greeted him. Little creases formed along the outside corners of her eyes, much like he remembered his grandmother’s smile.

He nodded, not daring to trust his words after the mortifying disaster with Brisa.

“I’m Shirley Willis.”

Her light perfume and spiky blond hair didn’t match the image he had conjured in his mind. Nor did the bright purple shirt tucked into her stylish jeans. She had to be around Mami’s age. Maybe a few years older.

As a long breath left his lungs, he motioned toward his office. “Th-th-this way.” Great. More stuttering. Maybe he should tape his mouth shut today.

“Pretty property,” she said as she followed him.

Once she entered his office, he closed the door, rounding his desk toward his chair.

“Did I hear that one of those women is a massage therapist?”

Dylan nodded.

Shirley’s blue eyes sparkled. “Oh! That’s wonderful. I might enlist her help with your therapy.”

His eyes widened, and his throat dried up. He sucked in a sharp breath and choked on it. Anyone besides Brisa would be better. There was no way he could relax around her. After a few sips of water, he finally recovered from the coughing fit.

“You alright?”

Again, he nodded instead of speaking.

“Honey, I can’t do my job if you don’t use your words.”

Shirley’s tone held a tinge of scolding as she plopped into the chair across from him. He felt like a kid getting caught sneaking one of his
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