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Dedication


For my boys, who constantly inspire me to create new heroes who remind me of the men you are growing up to become far too quickly for your mother’s liking. You’re my two favorite boys!
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Chapter One


“JESSIE, COME ON, you know I’m good for the money.” Gage leaned his elbow over the railing of the corral but moved it quickly when Jessie’s horse started lipping at his shirt sleeve.

Gage Granger couldn’t believe he’d been reduced to begging. But if Jessie, his sister-in-law by marriage, didn’t have room for him on the ranch, he was going to have head into San Francisco, which was exactly what his partners would expect of him. After all, he was officially here to oversee the opening of Iconics’ new office. However, at the moment, he wasn’t exactly ready to face them.

“You know that’s not the issue. I’d let you stay in one of the guest cabins for free. I just can’t spare the room. We’ve got camps lined up all summer, and the new therapist is finally arriving today.” The black horse Jessie had a hold of shook his head impatiently, and she ran a calming hand over his neck. “I would if I could.”

Gage ran a frustrated hand over his jaw and looked around the horse ranch, wondering where else he might stay while he was hiding out after his colossal screw up. He didn’t know of any open B&Bs in town, and his business partners would be expecting him at the ritzy hotels between Sacramento and San Francisco. At least here on Jessie’s ranch, he could lay low until he had an answer for them. Jessie’s place offered the best of everything—a place to hide away while still being close enough to the only family he had left—his brother, Dylan, and his wife, Julia, as well as Gage’s month-old niece, Emily. Then, once he’d made some sort of decision about his future at Iconics, he would contact his partners.

Gage ran his hand over his head, feeling the rasp of the short hair against his palm, and sighed. “Don’t worry about it, Jessie. I’ll figure something out.” Her horse shoved his nose into Gage’s stomach, and he reached forward, rubbing the center of the animal’s face. “Needy bugger, aren’t you?”

Jessie laughed. “Jet’s pretty demanding when he likes someone.” She looked back toward the barn where five cabins and a new modular home currently sat empty, waiting for the arrival of the at-risk youth she would finally be serving at her camp this summer. Biting her lip, she gave him a pensive look. “How long do you think you’ll need to stay?”

She was going to give in. He could hear it in her voice.

“A month, tops. Just until I get a few things shuffled around and can look into buying a place in town.”

She raised her brows in surprise. “You’re moving here permanently? I thought this was just a temporary thing.”

“Long-term temporary right now.”

She didn’t press for more information, and Gage was glad. He wasn’t sure he had it in him to rehash his mistake that might destroy the company he and George had built. It was his name on the dotted line approving the faulty computer security system. His name that was going to forever be linked with the hundreds of thousands of dollars lost by corporations who’d entrusted Iconics to protect their investments. Worst of all was that his system had been hacked by teenagers. They might have been genius teenagers, but still. He couldn’t help but wonder if he would ever live it down once the media was able to dig deep enough to see who was to blame. Some creative publicity and an amazing team of lawyers had convinced the companies affected that settling out of court was the best option, but the final damage count was still coming in, and it was possible the entire company might still crash and burn. All because of a backdoor coding error. An error he’d missed.

Hell, he had a distinct hunch at least one of the partners wanted to figure out a way to get rid of him without facing legal repercussions, which was part of the reason for his sudden departure. Gage knew how much trouble he’d gotten himself into, but he also didn’t need everyone else in his family to know it just yet. He just needed a little time to get everything straightened out. In the meantime, let them think he was just here for work.

“I’ve got a big camp coming in the middle of July. That’s almost eight weeks. Until then, I’ll double everyone up in the other cabins. But I can’t do more than that.”

Gage jerked her into his arms, giving her a bear hug. “Thanks, Jessie.”

“All right, all right.” She pushed him back as Jet jerked at the lead line. “For big, tough guys, you and your brother are sure touchy-feely.”

“We get it from Mom.”

Gage wanted to kick himself when he saw Jessie’s eyes mist over slightly. He’d had years to come to terms with his mother’s death. In fact, it had almost been a relief for both him and his older brother, Dylan, after watching cancer ravage her body, but it had been less than two years since Jessie had lost both her parents in a car wreck only to find they’d actually been murdered.

“Ah, man, I’m sorry, Jessie.”

She waved a hand at him. “It’s fine. I just really miss them sometimes.” She looked at the cabins again. “Makes me wonder what they would have thought about what I’ve done with the place.”

According to her brother, Justin, Heart Fire Ranch had been a premier dude ranch until their parents were killed and Jessie fought to turn it into an abused horse rescue and camp for at-risk youth. “You know they’d have been proud of you. From what Justin said, your parents were always proud of you, especially your dad.”

A sad smile tipped the corner of her mouth up on one side and she sniffed. “Go, get your things while I put this guy back in his stall. Take the cabin just before you get to the modular. I can’t promise it will be quiet or peaceful, though.”

“Honestly, I couldn’t care less. I’m just looking for a place that’s off the grid.”

When you were running away, being picky was the last thing to worry about.

LEAH MCCARRAN COULDN’T believe her luck as she popped the hood of her classic GTO and glanced behind her, down the deserted stretch of highway in the Northern California foothills. Steam poured from her radiator, and there wasn’t a single car in sight.

She blew back a strand of her caramel-colored hair as the curl fell into her eye and caught on her mascaraed eyelashes. Even those felt like they were melting into solid clumps on her eyes. It was sweltering for mid-May, and, of course, her car decided to take a dump on the side of the highway today. She fanned herself with one hand as she looked down at the overheated engine. It probably wouldn’t have been nearly this big a deal if her cell phone hadn’t just taken a crap, too. To top off her miserable day, she’d spilled her iced coffee all over the damn thing getting out of the car and likely destroyed it once and for all.

This wasn’t the way she’d hoped to start her new job or her new life at Heart Fire Ranch.

Walking back to the driver’s side of the car, Leah had no clue what to do now. Luckily, her boss wasn’t expecting her until this evening, and she’d had the foresight, knowing her penchant for bad luck, to leave early. But until some Good Samaritan decided to drive by and stop for her, she was S.O.L. She kicked the tire as she walked by. As if trying to deny her even that small measure of satisfaction, the sole of her worn combat boot caught in the tread, nearly making her fall over.

“Son of a—”

Leah caught herself against the side of the car, willing the tears of frustration to subside, back into the vault where they belonged. That was one thing she’d learned as a child: tears meant weakness.

And showing weakness was asking for more pain.

She bent over into the car, looking for something to mop up the sticky mess the coffee was making on the restored leather interior of her car. She reached for the denim shirt she’d been wearing over her tank top before she’d left Chowchilla this morning, before the air had turned from chilled to hell-on-earth-hot.

“Shit,” she muttered. Trying to sop up coffee with denim was like trying to mop a floor with a broom: it did absolutely no good.

“Hot damn! That is the most incredible thing I’ve seen all day.”

The crunch of tires pulling off the asphalt of the highway was a welcome sound, but the awe she heard in the husky voice was enough to send a chill down her spine. Leah threw the shirt down onto the coffee-soaked floorboard. Standing up, she spun on the heel of her boot, her fists clenching at her sides as she tried to control the instinct to punch a man in the mouth.

“Excuse me? Do you really have so little class?”

“Oh, shit! No, that’s not . . . ” She watched as the man unfolded himself from a late model Challenger and shut the door, jogging across the empty two-lane highway to her side. “I’m sorry, I meant the car.”

Leah crossed her arms under her breasts and arched a single, disbelieving brow. “Sure, you did.”

A blush flooded his dark caramel skin. “I swear I meant the car. Not that you’re not . . . I mean . . . crap.” He cursed again. “Let me try this again. Do you need some help?”

Leah nearly laughed as he tried to backpedal, embarrassed by his hastily spoken comment. Instead, she just lifted the brow higher on her forehead, leaning her hip against the driver’s side of her broken-down vehicle as she looked him over. The man looked like he’d just stepped out of a magazine ad with his designer jeans and T-shirt.

Who the hell wore designer T-shirts, for crying out loud?

But she couldn’t fault the way he filled those clothes out. He had definitely been gifted in the looks department. After what she’d just heard, she couldn’t help but assume that his physical gifts were the only ones he had, since brains didn’t appear to be high on his list of attributes.

“No offense, but you don’t look like you get your hands dirty too often. Although, if you don’t mind letting me borrow your cell to call for a tow, I’d really appreciate it.”

He shot her a playboy smile that she was sure had charmed plenty of women out of their panties. “Just because you say ‘no offense’ doesn’t mean it’s not offensive, you know.”

His voice was deep and rich with a slight rasp that was sexy as hell. Too bad he acted like he knew it.

“Says the man who just commented on my ass.”

The smile instantly disappeared. “I meant the car. I wasn’t even looking at you.”

So much for my ego, she thought.

Leah wasn’t about to admit any sort of disappointment, not even to herself. Narrowing her gaze, she watched as he slid one hand over the curves along the frame of her car, making his way to the front and peering down at the engine.

“Radiator?” He leaned to the side and looked around the top of the open hood at her.

“Yeah.” She knew it was the radiator; it had been giving her trouble before she left, but she’d been hoping it might last until her first paycheck. But he didn’t look like the kind of guy who’d have any clue about the inner workings of a car engine. “So, can I use your cell?”

Looking back under the hood, he slipped his hand into the front pocket of his jeans, pulled out the cell phone, and held it to the side. Leah reached out to take it when he pulled it back.

“Do you even know who to call?”

She realized she didn’t have a clue, since she’d turned down the roadside coverage on her car insurance to save a few bucks. She supposed she could call Heart Fire Ranch and ask her new boss. If she did that, she could also let them know the situation and kill two birds with one stone.

She plucked the phone from his fingers. “Yes, I have someone I can call.”

Leah pulled the folded paper with the address and phone number for the ranch from her back pocket where she’d shoved it the last time she’d looked up directions nearly an hour ago. She ignored the man watching her from the front of her car and wandered toward the trunk for some privacy as the call went through.

“Hey, Gage, what’s up? Did you forget something?”

“Hi . . . um, this is Leah McCarran, I’m your—”

“Leah?” The woman on the end of the phone sounded confused. “Are you with Gage?”

So that’s his name?

“I’m actually just a few minutes away, but my car broke down, and this guy stopped to let me use his phone. Is there a local tow company I could call?”

“Where are you?”

“On one ninety-three, almost to your place.”

“I’ll call Dave and send him to find you. I trust him. Is Gage going to wait with you?”

Leah glanced at the man standing at the front of her car, watching her like she was some sort of oddity from outer space. She was fine with waiting by herself; she’d been taking care of herself for a long time, too long. “I’ll be fine.”

“Have him bring you back to Heart Fire. He’s staying here for a few weeks. The two of you are neighbors.”

Leah’s gaze shot back to the wannabe fitness model, reclining against the side of her car, now staring down the highway as he pretended not to be listening. Leah shook her head, wondering what in the world she had done that deserved this kind of bad luck.

GAGE FOUND HIMSELF watching the woman as she talked on the phone. He’d already put his foot into it when he pulled up, so he could understand her being a bit prickly, but she made a cactus look cuddly. Which was surprising because, looking at her, she was hotter than the sweat-inducing sun beating down on them and the muscle car she drove put together. She might be a tiny thing, but she was sharp dips and rounded curves in all the right places. With her shorts showing off plenty of leg, and her rock band tank top showing off toned arms, he didn’t have to look too hard to see those curves. Now if only those golden brown, whiskey-colored eyes would stop glaring at him, he could appreciate the rest of her.

He couldn’t hear much of the conversation but, judging from her stiff posture and the frown causing a wrinkle between her brows, he could tell she didn’t like the news. She pressed the button to disconnect the call and handed his phone back to him.

“I take it you’re Gage?”

His brows shot up in surprise. “Yeah, how—”

“I’m your new neighbor, apparently.”

She didn’t sound overly thrilled about it. Gage crossed his arms over his chest, waiting for her to elaborate.

“I’m the new therapist at Heart Fire Ranch. Jessie is calling a tow truck out but wanted me to ask you if you’d mind driving me back out to the ranch after Dave leaves with my car.”

A measure of satisfaction spread through him as she muttered her request. Little Miss Independent wasn’t nearly as smug now that she needed him for more than his phone. A self-righteous grin tugged at the corner of his lips as he saw a way to break through her icy exterior. He could be charismatic when he wanted to be, and this seemed like as good a time to turn on the charm as any other.

“I think I could do that.” Her shoulders relaxed slightly as she took a step toward him with her hand held out, preparing to introduce herself. “If you say you believe me that I was talking about the car.”

She dropped her hand and gave him an unconvinced scowl. “Really?”

“It’s up to you.” Gage was a gentleman, through and through, and there was no way he was leaving her on the side of the road. He knew that, but she didn’t. He wasn’t about to cave just because she bristled and let out a sigh of frustration as she looked back at the highway, taking in nothing but empty space in either direction. He tucked his fingertips into his pockets and moved away from the car. “I guess I’ll just be heading the way I was going.”

“All right, fine.” She huffed out a breath. “We’ll agree that I’ve got an incredible car.”

Gage shook his head at her stubbornness but wasn’t going to waste energy arguing with her, especially when it looked like they might be waiting for a while. “So, the new therapist, huh?”

She rolled her eyes in his direction, appearing disinterested in conversation while they waited, and walked back toward the driver’s seat, bending into the car again.

“Bet you can’t guess what I’m thinking.”

She stood slowly and turned to look at him, tossing a denim cloth onto the seat and crossing her arms again. “Are you going to tell me that innuendo was about the car, too?”

“What?”

Aw, crap.

He hadn’t even thought about how sexual that might sound to her, especially since she didn’t seem inclined to trust him in the first place. He took a deep breath and took a step closer, realizing he towered over her by at least a foot. And damn, she smelled so good. Like sunshine and woman and fresh rain. But then she turned those derisive golden brown eyes on him, and he could read the disdain in them. Gage didn’t usually have to work this hard to convince a woman that he had honorable intentions in mind.

“Look, lady, let me make one thing clear before you get yourself all worked up again. You’re pretty, but you’re just not my type. I like women who won’t bite my head off every time I open my mouth.”

“Well, it’s a good thing we’re on the same page then, because I like my men to have brains.” She let her mocking gaze slide over his chest and back up to his face. “Not just brawn.”

Gage arched a brow back at her, daring her to say more, but he refrained from defending himself. They stood, toe to toe, neither willing to take even a slight step backward and admit defeat to the other.

He had a feeling it was going to be a long, long month living next to this woman. Sacramento was suddenly looking like a better option.




Chapter Two


LEAH WAS TRYING desperately to ignore the man leaning on the back of her car. He’d already loaded her embarrassingly meager belongings into the back of his rented Challenger, while trying to make conversation about their shared interest in muscle cars. She didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t want to talk to anyone right now.

What she needed to do was figure out how she was going to pay to fix her car, and that would require some careful planning, and quiet. Just because she was a therapist didn’t mean she was on duty all the time, ready to listen to every thought that might run through his head. He just talked so much.

“Look,” she said, finally holding up her hands and standing in front of him. “I’m a child psychologist. That means I work with kids.”

“And?”

“And maybe we could just sit here quietly for a few minutes while I try to figure a few things out. Dave should be here soon to tow my car. Until then . . . ”

“Are you suggesting we play the ‘quiet game?’ ” he asked, shaking his head and crossing his arms over a broad chest. “I just thought that since we’re going to be neighbors, we should probably get to know one another. But, hey, no worries. I have a hundred things that I should be doing instead of sitting here trying to make conversation with you. I’ll just head over here and get some of my work done until Dave arrives.”

He walked across the highway toward his car and jerked open the door. “Don’t worry. You haven’t already inconvenienced my plans for today at all,” he added, letting the sarcasm drip from his husky voice.

She watched him as he folded himself into the driver’s seat and pulled out his phone, tapping away at the buttons. Guilt rose up from her stomach, making her feel slightly ill. Or maybe that was the iced espresso on an empty stomach she’d had before spilling it on her phone. Either way, it wasn’t his fault that her life sucked, or that, even when she tried to make it better, it just seemed to go from bad to worse.

She crossed the street and leaned inside his car window. “Look, I’m sorry I’m being such an ingrate. You’ve been more than patient, waiting here with me, and I’ve been rude.”

He simply looked at her expectantly, and she noticed he didn’t contradict her assessment.

“I mean, it’s not your fault I’m having such a bad day,” she continued. “So, again, I’m sorry.”

She waited as the silence between them stretched out awkwardly. She’d learned a long time ago that remaining silent usually brought deep comments to the surface, but this man simply stared at her.

She prompted him. “So . . . ”

He tossed his phone onto the console before turning back toward her and opening the door. Leah took a step back as he exited the car.

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” she asked.

“Like what?” Gage crossed his arms. She was sure he was trying to intimidate her, but she dealt with far more difficult men than this guy.

“I don’t know. Maybe apologize?”

“For what? Saying you have a nice car? Waiting here with you for the tow truck to arrive?”

“For insinuating your sexual fantasies in regards to my ass?”

Gage shook his head. “I already told you, I was talking about the car. For a therapist, you sure don’t listen very well.”

She heard the roar of an engine climbing the hill and prayed it was the tow truck. As soon as it rounded the curve, she spotted the lights flashing on top of the truck and sent up a prayer of thanks. It would save her the effort of coming up with a scathing retort for this infuriating man.

“Sorry for the delay. I got here as quickly as I could. I’m Dave.” A young man who barely looked twenty hopped down from the driver’s seat of the tow truck. “Wow,” he said, turning toward Leah’s baby. “That car is a beaut!”

“Thanks. It’s the radiator. She’s going to need a new one.”

Dave rubbed at the dark blond whiskers that graced his square jaw and hesitated. “That’s not going to be a cheap fix, and I’m going to have to order the part unless I can find one in Sacramento.”

“That’s what I was worried about.” Leah cringed, wondering if fate would continue to conspire against her.

Dave filled out the paperwork and passed it in her direction. “I’m going to need a credit card to order the part, too.”

Shit.

Her card was already at its limit, and there wasn’t much left in her checking account. The savings had been depleted a long time ago. Leah didn’t want either man to suspect her predicament, so she reached into her purse, trying to stall the driver while she figured out how to convince him to hold off a couple of days. She heard Gage clear his throat.

“Here,” he said as he passed a credit card to the tow truck driver. “Just put it on my card so we can get this show on the road.”

Her gaze met Gage’s, and she instantly understood that he wasn’t doing this because he was in a hurry. He’d seen right through her ploy and knew she didn’t have the money.

No matter how hard she tried, she’d never shake that poor kid stigma. It clung to her, lingering like the stench of cigarette smoke from the bars she’d worked in to put herself through school. Leah narrowed her gaze, wishing she had the luxury to throw his credit card back in his direction. She didn’t want charity in general, and not his specifically, but she didn’t have any other options. Unless she wanted to try to con them both—and that was something she’d stopped doing at sixteen, once she chose the straight and narrow path in order to become the woman Nicole had thought she could.

Saying nothing, she signed her name to the bottom of the tow slip, passing it to Gage, who scratched his signature at the bottom of the receipt while she handed Dave her keys. She would find a way to repay him. She wasn’t going to remain indebted to this cocky, arrogant, self-righteous—

“I’ll take good care of her and will call you in a couple of days when I find the part.” He handed Leah the receipt and a business card. “Feel free to call if you need anything or have questions before then. I’m guessing it’ll be around a grand by the time we add in parts and labor.”

Leah tried to contain her despair. That was almost half of her first paycheck from the ranch. She glanced at Gage, who didn’t even flinch, and then watched as Dave jumped back into his truck, driving away with the baby she’d practically lived in at one time.

What sort of man had that kind of money to toss around willy-nilly?

She felt the old Leah, the con artist who’d survived years in a nightmare childhood, press her face against the cage the new Leah had confined her to and whisper, “Men like him don’t even notice when money goes missing. There’s plenty more where that came from, and you know exactly how to get it.”

GAGE WASN’T SURE what he’d expected from the short ride back to the ranch, but her complete silence surprised him. He ran a hand over the back of his head and down to his neck, massaging the muscles he could feel tensing up already. When his phone rang, the woman in the car glanced at him but turned back to the window almost immediately. He looked at the caller ID and saw George’s name. Sliding a finger over the screen, he sent the call to voice mail.

It wasn’t usually his style to hide, or run away, but it also wasn’t usually his style to screw up so royally.

Gage gripped the steering wheel, twisting his hands against the leather, his knuckles turning white as he tried to control the frustrated rage beginning to build in his gut. It simmered and rolled, like a slow boil, threatening to spill over. He knew he needed to tell someone about it, to release this pent-up frustration, and while his brother was the logical choice, he couldn’t bring himself to confess his failure to the one person who believed in him. Dylan had practically raised him after their father took off during a drunken binge. He’d sacrificed his own happiness and dreams to make sure Gage had his, even to the point of almost losing his life. Gage wasn’t about to repay him by telling him that it had all been for nothing.

He could almost hear his mother’s voice, reassuring him the way she always used to. It was a mistake. Everyone makes them.

Gage knew it was true, but that didn’t change the fact that he didn’t make them. Not to this degree. It was something he prided himself on—his talent, his work ethic, and his near flawless performance. To have that all come crashing down around him destroyed every bit of his self-confidence, rocking the foundation of belief in every area.

If he could destroy something he was good at so easily, what hope was there for the other aspects of his life, the ones where he didn’t excel?

Turning off the main highway and onto the dirt road that lead to Heart Fire Ranch, he heard a sharp intake of breath from the seat beside him and glanced her way. She chewed at the corner of her lip nervously before jamming her thumbnail between her teeth. It struck an empathetic chord somewhere deep within him and he slowed the car.

“You okay?”

Like closing shutters over a window, the nervousness disappeared, replaced by the fierce self-assurance she’d displayed even while stranded on the side of the highway.

“I’m fine.”

Gage didn’t buy it for a second. He knew the ploy because he used it himself on many occasions.

Fake it ’til you make it.

“Because you look a little . . . uptight.”

She glared in his general direction but wouldn’t meet his eye. “You’ve known me all of an hour.”

Gage rolled his eyes back toward the road and clenched his jaw. He’d been nothing but nice to this woman. Hell, he’d just dropped who knew how much to fix her car. The least she could have done was offer a simple “thank you.”

“It’s enough to tell when you’re being bitchy,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?” Her voice rose at least two octaves. “Did you just call me a bitch?”

Gage tried to hold back the grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “No, I said you were being bitchy, there’s a difference.” He slowed the car as he approached the main house. “I’m guessing you need to see Jessie, so if you want to head inside, I’ll take your things over to your house.”

“My house?” She sounded surprised, and Gage pointed in the direction of the modular home.

“Yeah, your house. Jessie said that’s where you’ll be staying and having sessions.” He pointed at a small cabin past the house. “And that’s where I’ll be. I’m assuming the other four cabins are for the campers and counselors Jessie said were coming in.”

Gage parked the car and turned toward the woman in the passenger seat. “You know, you’ve been trying so hard to avoid any and all conversation that I don’t even know your name.”

Her gaze slid over him slowly, taking in every inch of his face, as if she was trying to read his intent. Gage slid one arm to the back of the seat, waiting her out.

“Leah.” She bit her lip again, but seemed to catch herself giving in to the brief moment of weakness and let it go. The tip of her tongue snuck out and wet the soft flesh, and he felt a kick of attraction settle south of his belt, surprising him.

Down boy. You already have enough trouble to take care of.

“Leah McCarran.” She held her hand out to him.

It didn’t suit her. Her name was a soft breath of sound, rolling off the tongue gently, soothing. The woman in front of him was hard. Her entire demeanor was as abrasive as sandpaper, and he couldn’t help wondering what had made her that way.

“Gage Granger.”

He grasped her hand and felt the callouses on her palm. This woman knew what it meant to work hard, physically. But there was a warmth there that he hadn’t seen in her demeanor. Maybe he was reading far too much into a simple handshake.

His hand enveloped hers, his thumb dropping over the pulse at her wrist, and he was surprised to find it racing. Just as he suspected, her confidence was a sham.

“Don’t worry, you’ll fit right in. Jess and Bailey are going to love you.”

Another speaks-her-mind, takes-no-prisoners woman on the ranch. God help them all.

LEAH HADN’T BEEN sure what Gage meant, until she met Jessie. The woman was a fireball and Leah immediately liked her. Especially when she slid the contract across the desk to Leah. As she read it over, she realized Jessie was giving her full freedom to develop a program that suited her needs rather than some cookie-cutter service that she couldn’t tailor fit to the teens they would be seeing.

“We’re not exactly like most organizations. I want to keep this place fluid, changing and adapting as we need to. The same training doesn’t work for every horse, and I’m assuming it’s the same with the kids we’ll be working with.”

Leah’s gaze lifted from the terms of the contract long enough to meet Jessie’s deep blue eyes. “I don’t know anything about horses, but you do realize that a lot of these kids aren’t going to want to be here. If it ends up being a court-mandated facility, they are going to throw attitude from the moment they arrive.”

Jessie chuckled and the German shepherd at her feet lifted his head, gazing up at her adoringly. She rubbed behind the dog’s ear and he settled again. “Leah, I’m accustomed to plenty of attitude. Most of the horses I work with have come here after leaving abusive situations. They’re fearful, angry, and fifteen hundred pounds of attitude. It takes patience, understanding, and in some situations, discipline, to reach them. I’m not afraid of attitude.”

She was surprised by Jessie’s almost blasé reaction. Most people didn’t want to deal with the trouble at-risk teens offered. Jessie seemed to welcome it. “What sort of precautions are you taking to ensure safety?”

“First, and foremost, we aren’t yet a court-mandated facility, so coming here is still a choice. It’s just one of many options available, so, as of right now, most of the kids don’t see it as a punishment. We’re working closely with several foster parents who continue to bring their kids here, even after they’ve completed the initial camp.”

“So it’s a reward instead of a punishment.”

“Exactly,” Jessie said, folding her hands. “That doesn’t mean we aren’t careful. Nathan, my husband, has several men on staff he trusts to maintain the perimeters of the ranch for the safety of everyone involved. No one comes in or goes out without our knowledge and approval. We also work closely with the local sheriff’s department.”

Leah paused with the pen held aloft over the document. “This isn’t what we agreed on.” The salary listed was significantly higher than they’d discussed. “And I was supposed to be staying in one of the cabins.”

Jessie smiled brightly as she shrugged. “Nathan found another donor, and we were able to raise the salary to something more in line with what we felt matched the value of what you’re offering on the ranch. As far as the house, the cabins would have been too cramped to provide room for living quarters and sessions. This gives you far more room and a dedicated office space.”

Leah pressed her lips together, trying to force back the tears of relief burning the back of her eyes. Until this moment, she’d never felt wanted or appreciated, and she’d certainly never felt needed. A lump lodged itself in her throat, threatening to choke her with foreign emotions and she cleared her throat.

“I . . . thank you. I can’t wait to help make Heart Fire an amazing place that helps a lot of kids like m—Kids at risk.”

Jessie tipped her head to one side but didn’t comment on what she’d almost revealed. Leah worried that she’d slipped up, letting on to the fact that she’d once been in the same position as these kids. But there hadn’t been a ranch for her to find herself, no one to lead her back to the straight and narrow.

She scribbled her signature at the bottom of the contract, committing herself and the next five years of her life to Heart Fire Ranch in exchange for a home. Or, at least the closest thing she’d ever known.

“Welcome to the family, Leah. I have a feeling you’re going to love it here.”




Chapter Three


GAGE WIPED HIS face against the shoulder of his T-shirt, leaving a sweat mark on the dark cotton. Movement across the driveway caught his eyes, as Leah and Jessie headed toward the main barn.

“This is where we keep all the horses that the kids will be working with. Over the next few days, I’ll help you gain confidence around them so that you can understand exactly what the kids will be doing with them.” She raised a hand toward Gage and Moose, her dog, ran over, yipping happily for attention. “Hey, Gage, you’re going to be here for dinner tonight right? I thought we’d have everyone over for an impromptu welcome party for Leah.”

His eyes flicked to Leah’s face, and he could easily read the open challenge. The last thing he wanted to do was spend time in the presence of the prickly shrew again, even if it meant getting to spend some time with his brother and niece. He’d see them plenty over the coming weeks.

“I don’t think so. I have a lot of work to catch up on.”

Jessie shrugged. “No problem. I’ll have someone bring you over some leftovers.” She continued into the barn. “Over here are the girls . . . ”

Leah hung back for a minute, watching him as he finished unloading the last of her boxes on the porch of the house. Gage crossed his arms over his chest, waiting for some sort of gesture of gratitude. Instead, she looked away and hurried after Jessie into the barn.

Figures.

Gage hadn’t really expected anything different from her after the way she’d acted on the highway and the ride to the ranch. Except, as much as he wanted to believe she was as self-involved as what she appeared to be, he didn’t. His bullshit meter was working overtime every time she came near, and he wondered what she was trying to hide. Because he was sure she was hiding something.

He wasn’t even sure why it mattered to him. He was hiding plenty of his own secrets. He certainly wasn’t about to push someone else to tell theirs.

Gage made his way to the cabin he’d be staying in and opened the cupboard. He let out a quick sigh. Of course, there was no food; his trip to the store had been derailed this morning. He headed back to his car.

Driving past the barn, his eyes slid to the doorway where he saw Leah grooming one of the horses while Jessie instructed her. He tried to tell himself it was because he was just being cautious, making sure no one came out in front of the car. It absolutely was not because he wanted to see her again. Jessie raised a hand, waving as he drove past, but Leah simply followed him with her eyes. Gage clenched his teeth, willing himself to turn away. He didn’t care that she didn’t seem to like him.

At least that’s what he was going to keep telling himself. Eventually, he might believe it. Because it did bother him, a lot.

LEAH FLOPPED ONTO the couch in the living room of the three bedroom house Jessie and Nathan had provided for her. After a lifetime of nothing but hard times, she was finding it difficult to believe that something this good was actually happening to her. A job that had been a great opportunity this morning was, with each passing moment, becoming a dream come true.

She looked around the room at the boxes stacked on the kitchen counter and the island. There weren’t too many, considering her entire life was packed into them. Then again, when most of childhood was something you’d rather forget, there wasn’t much time to collect too many objects. She pressed her hands against her knees, forcing herself off the couch, and carried the first box into the master bedroom.

Jessie must have been the one to decorate this house. Everything seemed like her style, maintaining the western ranch theme with dark woods, neutral browns, and tans, and plenty of leather. Instead of feeling imposing, Leah found it comforting. A picture of a silhouetted cabin hung on the wall over the bed, catching Leah’s attention. It took a moment for her to realize it was the main house, with the sun a bright ball of fire in the background, whose oranges, pinks, and reds lent the only spot of color to the room. It was gorgeous, and she couldn’t help but feel a gaping sense of yearning. She wondered what it must have felt like growing up here, with parents and siblings, a home.

Leah ran a hand over the foot board of the bed, her fingers trailing over the smooth log furniture. She opened the box and pulled her clothes out, folding them and placing them into the dresser. As she finished, she ran her hand over the top of the dresser, void of any knickknacks to personalize it.

She had never kept pictures of her family. She’d never known most of them, and the ones she knew, she wished she didn’t. Growing up, Leah pretended she had a family somewhere who would someday come and rescue her. When that didn’t happen, she convinced herself that if she loved her mother enough, it would change things.

Tucking a loose strand of her hair back into the knot at the back of her head, she took a deep breath and went to the window, pulling back the sheer curtains. From her bedroom window, she could see the cabin where Gage would be staying. Jessie had offered his background freely, making Leah feel harsh and judgmental for assuming he was nothing more than a good-looking meathead. The man ran an IT company specializing in security software. He was a prodigy and a genius, if she was to believe Jessie, who sounded like a proud mother telling her about Gage’s accomplishments. It was easy to see her boss held him in pretty high regard.

And you insulted him as soon as you met him.

It wasn’t her finest moment, to be sure, but it was hardly the worst thing she’d ever done. However, that didn’t excuse her actions. Leah could see his car parked in front of the cabin again, assuming he’d returned at some point while she’d been riding with Jessie. She battled with the urge to go over and apologize to him, yet again.

When he’d left earlier, she’d seen him watching her in the barn, and she hadn’t missed the look of disgust on his face when he turned away. Leah wasn’t stupid. She knew it was because he didn’t want to be around her. When Jessie had invited him to dinner, he hadn’t even hesitated before refusing. But she couldn’t exactly blame him. She’d been pretty awful today.

She glanced at the old watch on her wrist. Other than her car, it was the only memento she’d kept from Nicole, the foster mother who’d turned her life around. She felt a twinge of melancholy each time she saw it, missing the vibrant woman she’d shared too little time with. But this wasn’t the time to get sentimental. She needed to head over to the main house. Jessie was expecting her in less than thirty minutes, and she hadn’t even changed yet, not that she had anything but jeans to change into.

She pulled open several boxes still in the kitchen until she found the box with her black jeans. Tugging them from below two other pair, she located a black button-up shirt that didn’t look too wrinkled from being packed and her knee-high black boots. Hurrying to the guest bathroom, Leah tugged the hair tie from her head, trying to finger-comb her caramel waves back into some semblance of a style before giving up and pulling it back with a barrette. It was a far cry from the professional doctor image she’d wanted to project, but it was going to have to do. Her sweaty tank top and broken-down car had already destroyed that facade.

Trotting down the steps, Leah hurried to the back gate and let herself into Jessie’s yard. A handsome dark-haired man, who was standing at the barbecue on the patio by the pool, looked back over his shoulder at her.

“You must be Leah. I’m Nathan. Jessie should be out in just a minute, and I’m sure the rest of the clan is already on their way.” His gaze, sparkling with impish humor, shot to the back door of the house conspiratorially. “Did she warn you yet?”

Leah felt oddly at ease with Jessie’s husband. She tended to keep her distance with men, but his open, genuine smile made her feel more at home. “About what?”

“The rest of the family.” He closed the barbecue, letting it heat up while he flipped off the pool skimmer, tugged the machine from the water, and set it aside. “You’ll like them, everyone does, but they can be a lot to handle if you’re not expecting the wild, rambunctious crowd that will be here.”

Great, this sounds like a blast, she thought, barely keeping herself from rolling her eyes.

“Justin’s the oldest. His wife, Alyssa, used to be a pretty big deal in Hollywood. They have a little boy, Sam, who’s about six months old. Then there’s Julia and Dylan, Gage’s brother. She trains service dogs and he’s a paramedic in town. They have a little girl, Emily, who’s only about a month old now. I think Bailey’s coming with Chase, too, unless he has to work tonight. She helps Justin at the clinic, and he’s a deputy sheriff in town.”

“Jessie mentioned him earlier.”

“Yeah, he refers a lot of kids here. Matter of fact, I think he’s sending over a few this week.”

“Already?” Leah felt her stomach clench. It wasn’t a shock—this was her job, after all—but she’d been hoping for a little more time to prepare and make some plans.

He shrugged, a grin spreading over his face. “Jess isn’t big on taking things slow.”

“Are you talking about
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