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Chapter 1
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Cecily Cooper’s heart pounded as she stood in the judge’s chambers, awaiting the appearance of Grady Fenton, the first subject in her new program, Helping Through Horses. She’d spent months working out the details, hustling endorsements, groveling for grant monies, and had done everything in her power to convince her brother, Derek, to give Grady a job at the Cooper family Triple-D Ranch.

Shuffling footfalls announced Grady’s arrival. She ran her damp palms along her denim skirt, wishing she could have worn jeans so she'd have pockets to hide the trembling. She tucked a wayward lock of hair that had escaped her ponytail behind her ear. A deputy half-pushed him into the room, muttering, “Show some respect.”

With an extended exhale, the young man—Cecily knew from his case file he was a couple months shy of eighteen—stood at a poor imitation of attention. Dark red hair hung to his shoulders in unkempt tendrils. Freckles stood out in bold relief against his pasty complexion. He wore black denims, a light-blue long-sleeved polo shirt, and neon-orange sneakers. He clutched a duffle bag which Cecily assumed held his worldly possessions.

Grady lifted his pointed chin and his pale blue eyes met the judge’s gaze. His expression telegraphed defiance, not respect.

“Mr. Fenton,” the judge said. “Have the terms of your release been explained to you?”

Grady shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. I gotta go pretend to be a cowboy on some ranch. If I don’t fuck it up, I get cut loose.”

The judge scowled. “Would you care to repeat yourself in more fitting language, or do you want to forfeit your chance at this program? So far, the charge is shoplifting, but please realize at your age, I could send you to prison as easily as the juvenile system.”

Grady’s shoulders slumped. Then he straightened and spoke again. “I meant, if I do what’s expected in a satisfactory manner, my debt to society will be considered paid and I will be allowed to rejoin civilization.”

“Very well,” the judge said.

Cecily flashed Grady a wide grin.

His gaze raked her up and down, and he returned her grin with a sneer.

After taking care of the requisite paperwork, they exited the building. Grady didn’t speak until they reached the parking lot. “I’m starved. Can we get something to eat before I face these animals I’m supposed to live with?”

“They’re expecting you for lunch at the ranch.” Cecily tried another smile. “I guarantee the food will be worth the wait.”

Grady shrugged. “Okay, whatever.” He hugged his duffle, refusing to let Cecily stow it in the back of her SUV.

Cecily climbed behind the wheel, feeling none of the excitement she’d been carrying since she’d found out she had the first candidate for her program. She knew it wouldn’t be easy, but she’d hoped Grady would have shown a little enthusiasm. Or gratitude. Or anything positive. Didn’t he know how lucky he was? How important her project was? How he could impact the futures of far more people like him?

With a sigh, she exited the parking lot. After the first mile, she gave up on conversation. Her thoughts turned to Bryce Barrett, Derek’s ranch hand. Her sort-of boyfriend. The one Derek would saddle with handling Grady. The one who preferred animals to people, and had protested being part of the program from the start. Her relationship with Bryce had been on shaky ground for the last couple of months, as she’d spent most of her off duty hours working on her project. She had a feeling things weren’t going to get any better once he met Grady.
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Bryce Barrett clamped his Stetson on his head and urged Shadow, his mare, into a gallop, guiding her into an intercept course with a recalcitrant steer. As if Shadow needed guidance. She saw the animal making a run for it and was in pursuit almost before Bryce told her what to do. He watched as the young animal raced across the pasture, as if chased by an invisible demon. He gave thanks that whatever had spooked the steer hadn’t upset the rest of the herd.

Damn. It was headed right for the fence. Bryce spurred Shadow on, but the steer had too much of a head start and ran blindly into the barbed wire. One leg was caught, which only served to spook it even more.

Bryce and Shadow came to a halt a few feet away. Behind him, Bryce sensed one of his fellow cowhands. A quick glance told him it was Frank Wembly, who’d been covering the other side of the herd. Bryce dismounted and approached the entangled animal. “Easy fella. Moving around’s only going to make it worse.”

“Need some help?” Frank asked.

“Cutters,” Bryce said.

“Comin’ right up.”

While Bryce waited for Frank, he pressed his hands on the animal’s heaving chest. “It’s okay, little guy. We’ll get you out of there.”

The steer seemed to understand Bryce was there to help, and its struggling lessened.

Frank reached in, cut the wire, and extricated the animal. “Doesn’t look too bad,” he said. “You calmed him down before he did any serious damage. They should call you the cow whisperer. Or just plain animal whisperer. Don’t know how you do it, but I’m glad it works. Probably saved either putting the animal down or some horrendous vet bill. D-Man will like that.”

Bryce shrugged it off. The steer scrambled to its feet and took off for the herd. “I’ll let him know.” Without another word, Bryce mounted up and called his boss, Derek Cooper, owner of the Triple-D Ranch.

“More scared than hurt,” Bryce said.

“I’m still bogged down in paperwork. Cecily and Grady should be here in time for lunch. Head back so you can meet them if they get here before I’m done. It’s almost lunchtime.”

“You sure you don’t need me out here?” Bryce knew he was postponing the inevitable, and wasn’t surprised when Derek told him no.

Bryce clucked his tongue, and Shadow took off at an easy lope. “You’re thinking you’ll get some lunch too, aren’t you? Maybe you can greet the new kid.”

Twenty minutes later, Bryce rested a foot on the lower fence rail of the paddock and whistled. Ginger, Cecily’s aged mare, moseyed over looking for a handout and Bryce gave her a chunk of carrot. As she munched, she moved closer and lowered her head. He scratched her poll, right between the ears. “You like that, don’t you girl? You behave yourself and Cecily might come by and take you for a walk.”

Or not. She’d probably be too busy with the new kid. Bryce’s gut clenched. For a while, he’d thought they might have something more serious going, but she was so engrossed in helping people—people who couldn’t be trusted, people who would end up yanking her shiny bright world out from under her fancy boots—that they had nothing left to talk about except how Ginger was doing.

Damn Derek for not being able to resist his sister’s requests. Demands, more like it, but Derek never saw it that way. She’d give him her brown-eyed puppy-dog look, and he’d melt. Nothing Bryce said—to either of them—could change her mind. Derek had caved. Easy for him—because guess who Derek said had to ride herd on this punk? Good old Bryce, that’s who. He and Lemuel, the last stray Cecily had sent to the Triple-D, had gotten along, so Derek and his sister assumed Bryce would respond to everyone the same way.

He kicked a clod of dirt. No. Didn’t work that way. Lemuel had that one in a million gift of animal connection. Animals didn’t have secrets. They didn’t have agendas. Not like people. With an animal, you needed to know how to read them, and Lemuel could.

High-pitched sounds of the old triangle clanging from the back porch signaled lunch was ready. Bryce gave Ginger one more scratch before hustling for the ranch house. He stopped in the mud room to take off his boots, placed his Stetson on the shelf, and washed up at the sink as Frank and Tim arrived and joined in the routine. Charlie, Derek’s little-bit-of-everything mutt, stopped at Bryce’s feet for a scratch before trotting into the kitchen.

“You meet the new kid?” Frank asked.

Bryce shook his head. “Not here yet.”

“You think you can teach him to help with the livestock, or you gonna have him hauling hay and pitching manure?” Tim said.

“I don’t know who he is. Street kid was all Cecily said. If he thinks he’s getting an all-expenses-paid trip to a classy dude ranch, he’s in for an eye-opener. I know there has to be some horse connection to fit the rules of the program. Beyond that, there’s plenty we can come up with to keep him busy.”

“You must be pissed,” Tim said with a chuckle. “Haven’t heard you string so many words together since—since ever, I’d say.”

Bryce ignored Tim, the ranch clown. Lunch awaited, and tantalizing aromas filled the room. Enchiladas?

In the kitchen, Frank zeroed in on the coffee pot, while Bryce headed for the fridge and the ever-present pitcher of lemonade. Tim snagged a bottle of water, and the three men proceeded to the dining room and slid into their customary seats. Derek’s was noticeably empty, as were two more place settings.

“Where’s the boss?” Tim helped himself to a generous portion of the enchilada casserole, then passed the dish to Frank.

“Right here.” Derek strode to the table and took his place. “Cecily and Grady should be here any minute.”

The rumble of a car engine and the crunching of gravel said Cecily—and their new hand—had arrived. Bryce pushed his plate aside.
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Chapter 2
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Cecily parked her SUV at the rear of the ranch house. “This is it.”

Grady got out, clutching his duffle bag close, as if the two were conjoined twins. Cecily opened the door to the mud room.

“You can leave your bag in here,” she said.

Grady shook his head and tightened his grip.

“Then let’s have lunch,” she said. “You can meet the hands.”

In the kitchen, Cecily paused before heading for the dining room. “Grady, this is Tanya. She’s our cook and is probably the most important person you’ll interact with—assuming you like to eat. Tanya, Grady’s our new hand.”

Tanya turned away from the sink, wiped her hands on a towel, and offered a handshake. “Nice to meet you, Grady.”

Grady seemed to be sizing her up, and shifted his duffle so he could accept Tanya’s hand. He gave a quick head bob. Shakes and nods seemed to comprise the bulk of his vocabulary, but the boy didn’t seem immune to Tanya’s good looks. Her deep blue t-shirt set off her coppery-colored complexion and caramel-colored eyes. She was an exotic—and attractive—blend of her Latino father and African-American mother.

In the dining room, Frank and Tim stopped eating long enough to smile at Grady. Bryce shifted his silvery blue eyes to Cecily for a split second, then studied his plate, moving morsels of food around, not eating. Cecily’s stomach lurched. Had bringing Grady to the ranch been the final cut in what she’d thought—hoped—could have turned into a serious relationship? Despite the anger radiating from Bryce, she felt a familiar quickening inside, the one seeing him triggered. The one that said I want to be near you. Sit beside you. Talk to you. Laugh with you.

Derek motioned to an empty chair. “Welcome to the Triple-D, Grady. Around here, there’s the quick and the hungry, so grab some food before it’s gone.”

Grady took the indicated seat and stashed his duffle under the table. Cecily sat beside him. She glanced toward her brother, sending him a silent question about making introductions. Helping Grady feel accepted.

Before Derek said anything, Tanya came into the room. Her smile for Grady repeated her initial welcome.

“What do you want to drink, Grady?” Tanya asked. “There’s always coffee in the pot, lemonade in the fridge, or you can have water, milk or soda. It’s help yourself, but I’ll bring you what you want, seein’ how it’s your first day.”

“Milk?”

“Coming right up.” Tanya waited.

“I need more coffee,” Derek said, rising. “Sis?”

“Water’s fine. Thanks.” Stalling, Cecily thought. Or did he want to talk to Tanya in private? Resisting the urge to join them, she tasted her casserole. Closed her eyes. Heaven. “This is really good, Grady. Go ahead. Eat.”

Tanya returned with Grady’s milk.

“Thanks,” he said without lifting his eyes. He forked up a tentative mouthful of the enchiladas and his eyes widened. The tiniest twitch of his mouth was the first hint of a smile Cecily had seen.

“Told you,” she said and worked on the rest of her lunch. If the way to the boy’s heart was through his stomach, Tanya’s cooking should convince Grady that Cecily’s program had an upside.

Derek returned with a glass of water for her, and a mug of coffee for himself. Still avoiding introductions, he dove into his meal.

She’d barely made a dent in her portion before Grady scooped seconds of both the casserole and the coleslaw onto his plate. Cecily wondered when his last home-cooked meal had been.

“Save some room for dessert,” Tim said. “Tanya’s apple cobbler is to die for.”

Grady glanced at Tim, then at his own plate and kept shoveling. Meanwhile, Cecily tried to send mental messages to Derek that he needed to get on with the basics.

Tanya brought in the cobbler and plates, and for the next few moments, the only sounds were forks clicking against ceramic. At long last, Derek set his plate aside, took one more sip of coffee, wiped his mouth, then cleared his throat. All eyes shifted to Grady, who stared at a point on the wall across from him.

“Men, this is Grady Fenton. Grady, you’ve already met Cecily. These guys are my regulars. Frank, Tim, and Bryce.” Frank lifted a hand in a half-wave, Tim nodded, and Bryce pulled his ponytail over his shoulder and toyed with the rubber bands along its length. Still avoiding her eyes.

Derek went on. “We don’t stand on a lot of formality here, but we do expect everyone to pull his weight. I understand you don’t have a lot of experience with horses. Is that right?”

Grady twisted his napkin. “No. Yes. I mean, I never been on a horse.”

“Bryce is our head wrangler—that means he’s in charge of the horses. He’s going to help you learn how to handle them. What he says is law. Mess up with Bryce, and you’re out of here. Understand?”

Although his tone was even, Cecily knew he wouldn’t hesitate to kick Grady out. The look Derek gave her said those last words were directed at her as much as the boy. She nodded her understanding.

Bryce’s expression seemed to relax a bit, as if he’d been handed a Get out of jail free card.

“This is a working ranch,” Derek continued, “started by my great-grandfather and his two brothers. I left the ranch some years ago, joined the Army Rangers and then a private security company. I came back about five years ago when health issues with my mom made it impossible for her and my dad to continue to work the ranch. I’m not going to be the one who’s responsible for ending the business. It’s my job to make sure the Triple-D is around for a good long while.”

Grady’s features were expressionless. Better than scowling or smirking, Cecily figured.

“The food in front of you, the roof over your head, comes from the cattle we raise,” Derek said. “Everything, and I mean everything, depends on the livestock. The horses are our tools for working with the cattle. They come first. You don’t eat until they eat. You don’t go to bed until they’re settled in for the night. Bryce will show you how it’s all done. Questions so far?”

Grady shook his head.

“Fine. We’re up and ready to go early—usually before daybreak. You’ll get the time the night before, and you’ll be expected to show up at the barn then. If you need food before you start, there’s a small kitchenette in your quarters, or you can come up here. We break between nine and ten for a hot meal, and again between one and two for the kind of meal you just ate. Since you’ll be living on ranch property, you’ll be invited to take a light supper at the house, or at your quarters.”

Grady gazed around. “I’m not staying here?”

“No, you’ll be at the old bunk house,” Derek said. “It’s a guesthouse now. A bit under a mile away, so you’ll need to take that into account when it’s time to show up in the morning. There’s an alarm clock in the bedroom, and I strongly suggest you use it.”

Grady’s face fell with each of Derek’s pronouncements. Cecily wished she could soften his instructions, but it was important Grady knew the ground rules from the beginning. If Grady failed, her project failed. She failed.

“You guys live there?” Grady’s gaze bounced from Tim, to Frank, to Bryce.

All three men shook their heads.

“You’ll be living on your own,” Derek said.

Whether this was good or bad news for Grady, Cecily couldn’t tell. He seemed to be shrinking further into himself with each word out of Derek’s mouth.

“Hey, look at the bright side,” Tim said. “We have to get up even earlier to be here on time.”

Cecily’s stomach did a quick somersault. Grady hadn’t seemed to notice Tim’s attempt to lighten the mood.

Derek pinned his gaze on Grady. “This project means a lot to my sister, and my sister means a lot to me. However, we value privacy, and how much you tell us about yourself, and when, is up to you.” He paused. Grady didn’t take the opening.

“Why don’t I get Grady settled in?” Cecily said. “Give him the nickel tour.”

Derek and Bryce exchanged a glance. “Fine. Have him at the barn in an hour, and Bryce will introduce him to the horses.”

Grady’s already pale complexion went three shades lighter.
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Grady climbed into Cecily’s SUV, balancing his duffle on his lap as the vehicle bounced along the rutted dirt road. The sharp edges of the metal box dug into his thigh, reassuring him he might stand a chance of getting out of this mess. As long as he had a bargaining chip, he should be okay, right?

Cecily’s chatter as she drove faded into background noise. She’d stop, point to something. He’d nod. Drive some more. Stop. Point. This less-than-a-mile ride was taking longer than the drive all the way from the courthouse.

On the upside, she was hot, with her shiny reddish-brown hair, big brown eyes, and full, shiny lips. Tall, too. He was five-ten, and she was nearly his height—although she had on those high-heeled cowboy boots. Fancy boots with red, white, and blue stars? Red and white shirt with snaps instead of buttons? Give him a break. Did people wear those? He remembered the cowboys at the lunch table. Guess so.

He’d gone along with Heather, the social worker, when she’d taken him shopping for ranch supplies. Fine. Clothes were clothes. The hat was kind of cool, though. He bit back a smile. Besides, who’d recognize him in cowboy duds? Duds. That was a cowboy word, wasn’t it?

Cecily had stopped again, pointing off in the distance. “Those are some of our cattle. The brown ones with white faces are Herefords. The black ones are Angus. We’ve got twelve pastures and we move the cattle from one to the other, which lets the grass grow back.”

He stared at the dots of brown and black along the hillside. She saw cows, he saw steaks and hamburgers. He’d never thought about where the meat came from. Did they slaughter and butcher the cows here? Would he have to do stuff like that? He suppressed a shudder. That was going too far.

“Here we are.” She stopped the SUV in front of an oblong wooden building with a porch extending along about a third of the length. “I fixed a room for you yesterday. Nothing fancy, but you won’t be here for much more than sleeping.”

He got out of the SUV and slung his bag over his shoulder. Cecily opened the door and waved him inside. Derek had said something about this being converted from a cowboy bunk house, and the inside seemed newer than the outside. He sniffed. Smelled like lemon and pine.

Inside the door was a section of tiled floor. The rest of the floor was polished wood, scattered with a bunch of little rugs, like different shaped and colored stepping stones. Castoffs from somewhere else, he figured. Four large windows on the front and rear walls filled the room with light. He followed Cecily as she gave him what she called her nickel tour.

She indicated a row of pegs on the wall next to the door. “Outerwear goes here. If you’ve been working, boots come off unless you want to spend your free time cleaning the manure and mud off the floors.” She showed him a strange wooden plaque on the wall, about eighteen inches high and four or five wide. Prongs of wire, like two-tined forks, stuck out along its length. Three of them, and two wooden pegs below. “Your Stetson goes in here. Slide it in crown down. Always. Otherwise you’ll ruin the brim.”

There was a lot to learn about this cowboy crap, but he wanted her gone. How hard was it to figure out where the bathroom, bedroom, and kitchen were? Especially the bathroom.

“You can get with Tanya to stock some basics for early breakfasts and suppers,” Cecily went on.

Tanya. She was hot, too. And not as old as Cecily. Seemed nice enough, unlike Bryce, who was supposed to be Grady’s boss. Well, nothing said they had to like each other.

What was with the guy’s hair? A blond ponytail reached past his shoulders, with different colored rubber bands every couple inches. Like one of those poisonous snakes in the zoo. Or, considering the way Bryce ran his fingers from one band to the other, like playing a guitar.

No, Grady would rather think about Tanya. Did she have a guy? Maybe she’d be a side benefit of this stupid program he was supposed to be thankful for. He pictured himself introducing Tanya to his mom. That would be worth it to see her reaction to him having a girlfriend with dark skin. You know I have nothing against them as long as they stick to their own kind, she’d have said.

Yeah, right. Well, no way was he ever going back to Wisconsin. Home? As if. Back to the place where she and the man she had her claws into this time lived was more like it. Not a home.

“You have a cell phone?”

Cecily’s voice brought him back to reality. He shook his head. Not one that belonged to him. Or worked, for that matter. Besides, he was trying not to be found. Enrique and Xiang would never think to search for him way out here. Once again he cursed falling for their false friendship, taking what they’d offered like a junkie desperate for his next fix.

Cecily gestured to the wall. “Phone’s in here. Land line. Number for the house and Derek’s cell are on the board.” He noted the small whiteboard next to the phone with the two numbers in red marker.

“Let’s check out the rest,” she said. Her boots clomped against the floor, alternating with quiet as she crossed the rugs. At the other end of the space was a hallway with three doors on each side. “Bathrooms are in the middle.” She opened the center door on the right. He peered inside. Nothing fancy. Seeing the fixtures made him all the more aware of his need to use one of them.

“Got it,” he said. “I can manage.”

“You sure?” she asked, as if living in a house was a new experience.

He hadn’t grown up on the streets. Hell, if she knew where he’d grown up, she’d never have picked him for her little save the urchins project.

“Yup.” Another cowboy word. “I’ll be at the barn on time.”

She paused, and he tried not to squirm under her stare, as if she was waiting for something. His life story, he bet. “Um ... thanks.” He held out a hand.

Her handshake was firm, her hands were warm. “You follow the road to the house. Should take you about fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll be there. Should I wear the hat?”

She grinned. “You bet. Boots, too. Don’t forget the gloves. Heather did outfit you, right?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. Almost as an afterthought, he added, “What about keys?”

She laughed. “Out here? Nobody locks doors.”

Great. Would she, or Derek, or that Bryce guy come snooping?

He thought of the box in his duffle. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled. Where could he put it where it wouldn’t be found? 
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While he was stuck waiting around for Grady, Bryce lingered in the barn, busying himself checking tack, enjoying the quiet. Derek, Tim, and Frank had left to finish riding fence on the far eastern pasture, taking Charlie with them. The sound of Cecily’s SUV approaching pulled him away from his task. He set a bridle on the workbench to be mended later and braced himself for the kid’s arrival. When no one entered the barn, he sucked it up and went out to find them. Cecily stood at the paddock fence, her hands resting on the top rail. She gave a low whistle, and Ginger ambled over.

“Hey, baby, how are you doing? I brought you a carrot.” Cecily extended her hand and Ginger lipped up the offering.

Bryce joined her at the fence, taking a spot about five feet away, enjoying the way she and the horse connected. Every time he saw Cecily interact with Ginger, his heart did a quick barrel roll.

Even at that distance, even with the normal paddock and horse aromas, he could smell her perfume—floral and woodsy. He still responded to it, even if their budding relationship had been pruned to a tiny remnant of a stem. All she’d been able to talk about had been her program and now that it was in effect, he imagined things would get worse. He waited. Was she aware he was here? Was she avoiding him?

He glanced toward her SUV, which was empty. So, Grady wasn’t with her. Derek had given the kid an hour to get settled, so he was probably still at the guest house. Cecily scratched Ginger between the ears and patted her neck. “That’s all, baby.”

Ginger stayed where she was. Without taking her eyes from the mare, Cecily said, “How’s she been doing?”

Neutral conversation territory. “Fine.”

“I think she’d be good to introduce Grady to horses, don’t you?”

Bryce, collecting his thoughts, didn’t answer immediately. Cecily went on. “She’s patient, she’s gentle, and she’s never shied away from people who might be nervous.”

Grady hadn’t looked nervous. Terrified came to mind. Still, of all the Triple-D horses, Ginger was the best choice. If Cecily was volunteering the animal she loved, Bryce would get on board with it.

“Makes sense,” he said.

Cecily rubbed Ginger’s nose. “You go play, baby.”

The mare wandered toward Bryce. He chuckled. “You had your treat from me already. If you’re good, I’ll get some apples and let Grady give them to you.”

She nodded her head and nickered.

“I swear, that horse understands everything you say.” Cecily smoothed her skirt and took a couple steps toward him.

“Why wouldn’t she?” he said. “We’ve got a good relationship.” Better than his and Cecily’s, for sure.

She moved another step closer. Her brown eyes sparkled. “I’m glad you’ll be working with Grady. He’s not a bad kid, just had some rough spots.”

He grabbed his ponytail and flipped it behind him. “Haven’t we all,” he muttered. Right now, dealing with this inexperienced kid was a pothole in Bryce’s road. Being tied up doing the one-on-one thing with Grady meant Derek would be a man short. “You gonna fill in for me working cattle?” he said, a touch of sarcasm leaking through his tone.

“You know I would, but I don’t have enough vacation days.”

Ultimately Derek was the one to decide if he needed to hire an extra hand. Since he’d given in to Cecily on bringing Grady to the ranch, Bryce would have to deal.

“It won’t be so bad,” Cecily said. “He knows the consequences of not pulling his weight, not following orders.” She cast him her puppy-dog eyes. “Don’t tell me you won’t be the tiniest bit glad to have someone else mucking out stalls and pitching hay.” She held her thumb and index finger about half an inch apart.

He shrugged. Kid was way too scrawny, but between doing the chores Cecily had mentioned—and a few more—plus Tanya’s cooking, he’d get some meat on his bones soon enough. A knot in Bryce’s gut loosened. Cecily seemed to understand Grady wasn’t going to be out with the cattle where the potential for screwing things up was far greater than from shoveling manure.

She closed the distance between them. Put a hand on his arm. Did that damn puppy-dog thing with her big, brown eyes again. His heart did another roll.

“I’m sure you’ll have him trained as an extra hand in a couple weeks,” she said.

He patted Ginger’s neck. “Maybe.”

“Come on, Bryce. All of us kids were working cattle by the time we were eight. You might have to supervise him for a bit, but I’m sure if anyone can do it, you can.”

He refused to acknowledge the twinge in his chest when she gave him another round of puppy-dog eyes. “You had five years of experience on horseback by the time you were eight,” he said.

She tilted her head. “He’s bigger, stronger. He’ll be able to control a horse better.”

There was no point in arguing with Cecily, not when she was working on one of her projects. “We’ll see.”

Obviously interpreting that as a yes, she leaned in and gave him a kiss. On the cheek. Chaste. Between the contact and her scent, his response was immediate. Ignoring it, he stepped away. Turned for the barn. “Have to get things ready.”

“Easier if I’m not around,” she said. “I have to finish designing the forms. Can I email them to you when they’re done?”

“Forms?”

“We have to document everything to show the program is effective.” Her eyes were pleading now. “Bryce, please. If Grady doesn’t work out, it could be the end of Helping Through Horses. Think about how many other people we can help—or how many we can’t help if it falls through.”

“It’s your program. It’s Derek’s ranch. Why do I have to fill out the forms?”

“Because you’re the one who’s going to be seeing the progress Grady’s making.”

Paperwork? Nobody’d said anything about paperwork. He spun and marched to the barn.
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Cecily stopped herself from following Bryce. Trying to explain why his participation in the project was critical—again—would shove him farther away. She gripped the top rail of the paddock fence. The sun-warmed metal spread heat across her palms, melting her frustrations away. Bryce needed time, that’s all. He didn’t like anything disrupting his routine, and if there was even the slightest perceived threat to his beloved animals, he’d fight it like a buck establishing its dominance.

He’d come around. He had with Lemuel, and he would with Grady.

Should she wait until Grady got here? No, that would send an I don’t trust you message, and if Grady was late, she’d hear about it from Bryce. Vehemently. With a generous helping of I told you so.

She watched the horses munch on hay for a few minutes, then, after a longing glance toward the barn, headed home. She was on the early morning shift tomorrow and needed to finish those report forms tonight. They’d been included in her proposals as a way to track progress, but those were samples. Examples. Drafts. She could change them, make them Bryce-friendly. Lots of check boxes, not many write a paragraph sections.

Maybe it would be better if Derek talked to Bryce about the forms. There was a boss-employee dynamic between them, and Bryce would accept the task if it came from Derek. She had the feeling that right about now, Bryce would fight her on anything. Although he had gone along with her suggestion to use Ginger. Could he be mellowing?

She stepped away from the paddock, but paused before turning for her SUV. What about sticking around to make sure Bryce wasn’t rude to Grady? Or he wasn’t giving him tasks that would break him?

No, Bryce might not like dealing with people, but he’d handle Grady the same way he did the horses. He’d never hurt them. He didn’t ever use force to get them to do what he wanted. He’d do the same with Grady.

Wasn’t that one of the qualities she liked in Bryce? He might be slow to trust, he might grumble about disruptions to his routine, but—even if he didn’t know it—he cared.

The place to start wasn’t with Bryce. It was with Derek, whose attitude needed a bit of redirecting. Once he recognized helping Grady wasn’t going to interfere with ranch work, she knew he’d help convince other ranchers to include members of the program on their ranches. If it took some encouragement coming at Derek from another direction, Cecily had no qualms about giving things a push. Subtly, of course. She knew her brother, and deep down, he thought her program had promise, or he’d never have gone along with bringing Grady on board.

The semblance of a plan took shape. On her way home, she detoured through the grocery store. Tanya was a great cook, but the evening meal wasn’t part of her job. Cecily wanted to make sure she wasn’t creating extra work by having Grady live on the ranch. Derek had yet to master much beyond making coffee and pouring milk onto cereal. After stocking up on ingredients for things she knew Derek liked, and things she thought a seventeen-year-old boy might enjoy, she got out her phone. Sabrina might be the perfect solution.

Sabrina Barton had left her cooking school in Albuquerque and was setting up a new one on a piece of property that adjoined the Triple-D. Like Cecily, Sabrina targeted people who needed a fresh start in life, or a nudge onto a straighter and narrower lifestyle, and they’d bonded instantly. The fact that Sabrina and Derek had a thing going didn’t hurt.

Cecily tried to ignore the quick pang spiraling through her belly. Not jealousy. Envy? Regret? That she and Bryce had seemed to be heading for a thing of their own, but it had fallen apart. Anyone worthy of a thing would have to approve of Cecily’s dreams, and Helping Through Horses was perched high atop her list.

Cecily punched her friend’s number on her phone. “Sabrina? You busy tonight? I have wine.”

“And?” Sabrina said.

Cecily heard the unspoken What do you need? in Sabrina’s response. Had she been that obvious? With the phone tucked against her shoulder, she steered the grocery cart down the snack aisle. “What? I can’t ask a friend over to celebrate the first participant in my new program?”

“Of course you can. I forgot today was the big day. How did it go?”

“It’s going. But I could—”

“What time?” Sabrina cut in before Cecily could finish her thought.

“Depends what works for you, and if you want your wine with or after dinner.”

“You cooking?” Sabrina asked.

Cecily tossed three boxes of assorted snack bars into the cart and headed toward the deli counter for the prepared meals. “Dinner? Sure.” She perused the offerings. “Lasagna?” Cecily left out the part about how she hoped Sabrina would be cooking some dishes for Derek and Grady.

Sabrina’s laugh said she knew the lasagna wouldn’t be homemade. “Six?”

“Sounds great.” Cecily put her phone away, added the lasagna to her cart and contemplated additional choices to round out the meal. A kale salad with pecans and cranberries for a healthy side dish. Ice cream for dessert. She checked out and headed for home, pondering ways to work her goals and objectives for the program into a simple form, one Bryce could finish in a few minutes each day.

She finished putting the groceries away and went to her desk. Her phone blinked a waiting voice mail. She accessed the message.

“Hi, Cecily. It’s Heather. I have some information about Grady. I’m tied up the rest of the day. Call me tomorrow.”
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Chapter 5
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Twenty minutes before Grady was due, Bryce made his way to the head of the drive where he could see the road leading to the guest house. He held a canvas pouch of carrot and apple pieces. No reason Ginger couldn’t get something positive out of this mess.

In the distance, Grady shuffled along the road, his orange sneakers kicking up dust. He’d changed into jeans and a denim jacket over a red shirt, and he swung a large plastic bag back and forth. He was still too far away for Bryce to make out a lot of detail, but he’d bet everything was new. Part of Cecily’s program, no doubt. Grady even wore what Bryce assumed was a genuine Stetson, knowing Cecily’s penchant for the brand. The boy had it pulled low on his head, partly obscuring his face. Was he hiding from someone?

Bryce watched the boy approach for a minute or two, then backed away. He went to the barn for a curry comb, then came back and hoisted himself over the fence into the paddock. He maneuvered Ginger around so he’d be able to see when Grady entered the yard, and began working some clumps out of the mare’s coat.

“You been rolling in the mud again, haven’t you girl? You want to look nice for the new guy, don’t you? Let’s get you cleaned up.”

He continued talking as he worked, casting surreptitious glances toward the drive. He sure as hell didn’t want to appear eager to start working with the kid. Which he wasn’t. Ginger stomped a foot.

“Sorry, girl. Did I tickle you?” Or had she picked up on his thoughts? He scratched her poll. No point in having his irritation bleed through to her. Last thing he needed was for her to be upset with Grady.

Bryce waited until he sensed Grady was about ten feet away, then glanced up. Nodded. The boy nodded back. Ginger raised and lowered her head. So much for greetings. Grady raised the bag he carried. “I brought my boots.” He looked around, as if seeking a place to swap footgear.

“What size?” Bryce asked.

“Ten-and-a-half.”

“You’re not going to be riding today, so mud boots will be better.”

Grady’s slouch lessened, as though a sack of grain had been removed from his shoulders. “I—we—didn’t get those. They weren’t on the list.” He gazed at his unmistakably new shoes, already decorated with typical ranch detritus.

“Should be a pair in the tack room that’ll fit.” Bryce gave Ginger a quick pat and headed for the barn. After a second or two, Grady followed. Once they’d swapped out the orange sneakers for a pair of tall rubber boots, Bryce handed Grady the pouch of treats. “You spent much time around horses?” he asked as a formality. Grady’s reaction in the kitchen had made the question moot.

Grady shook his head. At least he wasn’t a chatterer.

“Come.” Bryce chinned toward the barn door and walked away.

At the paddock, Grady held back. Bryce called Ginger over, placed a halter over her head, and snapped on a lead. He led her out of the paddock, over to a hitching post at the far end of the barn, and secured her. Grady kept his distance.

“This is Ginger. She’s an old lady now, but she and Cecily put in their share of years working the ranch. Figure you two could start to get used to each other. She likes apples and carrots. Hold it in the flat of your palm, like this.” Bryce demonstrated, and Ginger daintily lipped up an apple slice.

Grady’s eyes widened. He took a step back. A statue in the park was more flexible.

“Relax. She can sense if you’re afraid, but she’s willing to forgive you.” Bryce demonstrated again, then handed a chunk of carrot to Grady. “Your turn.”

Grady placed the carrot dead center in his palm. Turned his head away and reached in Ginger’s general direction.

“Get closer,” Bryce said. “She’ll think you’re teasing her. Don’t jerk away when she takes it.”

With an exhale that could have been heard at the ranch house, Grady complied. When Ginger took the morsel, Grady’s lips twitched. His brows lifted in surprise.

“Soft, like velvet. It tickles, doesn’t it?” Bryce blew out a breath of his own. Step one accomplished. “Try it again.”

Four treats later, Grady had loosened up. Ginger eyed him expectantly.

“Last one,” Bryce said.

Grady offered the last apple slice. With a smile. More like a tiny curve at the corner of his mouth, but small steps were still progress.

“Time to go to the paddock,” Bryce said. He untied the lead and handed it to Grady.

The boy jerked his hand away from the rope. “Me? I don’t think I’m ready yet.”

“You can walk, can’t you?”

“Yes, but—what if the horse—?”

“Her name is Ginger,” Bryce said. He put the lead in Grady’s hand. “You cluck—like this.” He demonstrated the tongue-click. “And start walking. She’ll come along. In fact, it might be good for you to walk her around the barn. Take the long way to the paddock. Her old joints need the lubrication.”

Bryce gave Grady a silent count of three to comply. Credit to the kid, he gave another one of his whooshing exhales, swallowed, and managed a barely audible tsk.

Bryce tried not to smile. “A little louder. Her hearing ain’t what it used to be.”

Grady’s next attempt produced a serviceable cluck. He took a few tentative steps toward the paddock. Ginger’s ears pricked forward, and she ambled along behind him. Not the long way, but at least Grady was walking with a horse following him. As a precaution, Bryce stayed within reach, but as expected, Ginger was a perfect lady.

At the paddock, Bryce let Ginger into the enclosure and unhooked her lead. He gave her rump a light swat. “Atta girl. Go show the youngsters who’s boss.” He opened the gate, waiting for Ginger to pass through.

“Next lesson,” Bryce said. “Gates. Never leave them open. Never. Ever. Check them, then check them again.”

He stepped aside and gestured to Grady, who closed the gate and gave it a tug to make sure it was latched. He cast lidded eyes in Bryce’s direction. Half defiant, half seeking approval.

If the lad thought he’d be lavished with praise for those simple tasks, he’d be a long time waiting. Bryce tilted his Stetson back on his head. “Okay. Ready to work?”

Grady shrugged. Bryce took that as a yes and led him to the barn. He pointed to three empty stalls needing to be cleaned. “Manure fork. Manure bucket. There’s a spreader behind the barn. Out the door, to your left. You’ll find it.” He demonstrated, separating the manure from the shavings and handed the fork to Grady. “The less bedding you pick up, the less you’ll have to lay down later. Make sure you get all the wet bedding, too. Let me know when you’re done.”

Grady scowled, but forked manure into the black rubber tub. Bryce returned to the tack room and picked up the bridle that needed mending. As he worked, he heard Grady muttering to himself, his monologue interspersed with swear words, some of which Bryce hadn’t heard until he’d joined the army. He shook his head and let the kid get it out of his system. He’d done better than Bryce had expected with Ginger, but it would be several days before he put Grady on her back. Ginger wasn’t a working horse, which meant Grady would have to transfer what he learned from riding Ginger to an active cattle horse.

Taking advantage of the time to catch up on tack repairs, Bryce went through bridles, halters, and saddles, lining them up on the workbench for either cleaning or fixing. Surrounded by familiar equipment, inhaling the smells of leather and saddle soap, he worked his way down the line, attending to each in turn, lost in the peace of the job.

When he put the last halter away, he realized he hadn’t heard anything from Grady for several minutes. He stepped into the dim light of the barn, letting his eyes adjust as he made his way to the stalls he’d assigned to Grady. All three had been mucked out, but the boy was nowhere in the barn.

“I told you to tell me when you finished,” Bryce muttered as he strode out of the barn. “How hard was that? You knew where I was.”

He found Grady, hands shoved into his pockets, Stetson tilted back on his head, standing about five feet from the paddock. Ginger’s head hung over the fence, eyes closed, her tail whisking her flanks.

Bryce stopped. Listened. Grady, whether he understood it was smart not to raise his voice around horses, or because he didn’t want to be overheard, was talking to himself. Or Ginger. Or both. Bryce didn’t approve of eavesdropping, but he couldn’t help but overhear Grady’s muted, one-sided conversation.

“Guess we’re stuck with each other. Tell you what. I won’t hurt you, you don’t hurt me, okay? It won’t be for too long, and by the time my sentence is up, I should be safe. Nobody’s going to find me here in Back of Bumfuck.”

With the last utterance, Grady turned around, as if to make sure nobody had found him. He caught Bryce’s eye and tugged his Stetson low on his forehead again.
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Chapter 6
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Grady jerked at a thwacking sound from the direction of the barn. He turned to see Bryce smacking his cowboy hat against his leather chaps. The man settled the hat on his head and strode over.

“See you’re making friends with Ginger,” Bryce said. “Nothing wrong with that, but you need to spread fresh bedding in the stalls.”

Great. More time in the stinky barn.

Bryce didn’t wait, just turned and walked away. Grady ducked his head and clumped toward the barn. Had Bryce overheard what he’d said to that old horse—Ginger? Grady replayed his words. He hadn’t said anything about who might want to find him and why. Bryce hadn’t tried to pump him for information. No talk to me, tell me your life story crap like the social worker. Pretending she was making conversation, when she was digging for dirt.

Bryce led him to a shed where a faded red wheelbarrow leaned against the wall, and opened the door. He pointed. “Bedding.”

Not hard to figure that one out, since Grady had spent the last hour separating the stuff from the shit.

Bryce cocked his head toward a tool rack on the wall. “Shovel.”

Another no-brainer. Like who didn’t know what a shovel was? He let Bryce keep talking. Or uttering words, a few at a time. Which was fine with Grady.

He got it. Shovel the bedding into the wheelbarrow he’d seen outside. Haul it to the barn. Spread it in the stalls. But if Bryce thought he needed it spelled out, so be it.

“Add enough to bring the level to three inches, except for Ginger’s stall,” Bryce went on. “She’s an old lady and likes to lie down to sleep. She should get about eight inches.”

The cowboy didn’t mind using a few more words if it was about the horses, Grady noted. He nodded. He’d already seen the sign with Ginger’s name on it above one stall, so no challenge there.

“You’ll find a clean bandana in the tack room. Drawer on the left.”

Grady cocked his head. “Bandana?”

Bryce did his thing with the rubber bands on his ponytail. “You can cover your nose. Bedding is dusty.”

Grady nodded.

“We’re good, then. Don’t forget to latch the shed door when you’re done. I’m going to check the water tanks. If you finish before I get back, as long as everything’s latched properly, you’re free to leave.” Bryce walked away, headed toward another wooden structure.

Leave? As if he had somewhere to go. He went out and wheeled the barrow into the shed and started shoveling. Once he’d filled it, he headed for the barn. Why was the shed so far away? Seemed like there was plenty of room to keep the bedding in the barn itself, where it was needed.

At least no one was bugging him. Bryce had said he was leaving. Was that the truth? Did Bryce trust him, or was he going to be watching from some secret place? Did it matter? Grady might not like shoveling shit, but being on the ranch was a hell of a lot better than dodging Enrique and Xiang on the streets in Colorado Springs. Based on today’s lunch, living here was a humongous improvement over Dumpster diving and panhandling for meals.

Or would Bryce go snooping around the guest house? No, Grady hadn’t picked up the least bit of curiosity from Bryce. The man didn’t seem to give a shit about him, as long as he didn’t mess with his precious horses. No way that was going to happen.

A couple of shovelfuls, and Grady understood what Bryce had meant about the dust. He found a red bandana where Bryce had said it would be and wrapped it over his nose and mouth. Between the bandana and the hat, nobody would recognize him. Cool. He glanced around to make sure nobody was in the barn. Laughing, he pulled a pretend six-shooter from a pretend holster. “Give me all your money and nobody gets hurt.”

Still chuckling, he got to work. He shoveled and spread, spread and shoveled. Sneezed. Coughed. But he kept going. Grady wasn’t going to give Bryce the satisfaction of saying he wasn’t pulling his weight. Not going to give him a reason to ship him back to the streets. Or worse, back to his mother.

In a few months—three, to be exact, plus one week and four days—he’d be eighteen and wouldn’t have to listen to any judge or social worker or someone from Child Protective Services telling him who he had to live with.

Grady spread the bedding in the last stall. Outside, engine noises and clattering wheels warned him someone was coming. Probably Derek and the other cowboys. Would Bryce be with them? Was Grady expected to take orders from everyone? Nothing new there. He’d go put away the shovel and wheelbarrow. That was his job at the moment, and he wasn’t about to hang around and give the other cowboys a chance to pile more on.

He angled the shovel into the wheelbarrow and headed outside. A pickup hauling a horse trailer kicked up a cloud of dust as it came to a stop near the barn. Grady pulled his hat down and bumped the wheelbarrow to the shed. If he was out of the way, maybe the cowboys wouldn’t give him more to do. Bryce had said once the stalls were finished, he could leave, right? All he could think about was a shower. A long, hot shower.

He tilted the wheelbarrow against the wall the way he’d found it, put the shovel in the rack, and made sure he latched the shed door. Stuffed the bandana in his back pocket. He glanced at his mud boots. No way he was
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