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"HANK, GOD DAMNIT," bellowed Sterling Sweeney. "Get your ass in my office."

Lucy, Hank's mom, cast her son a frantic wave to obey his father. Every fiber in his body wanted to walk out and close the door to Glacier Crest Ranch. 

His dad ruled everything as far as the eye could see.

He shook his head as he marched past his mom. He thunked his boots against the hardwood floor on the second story of the lodge that the town folks called Sweeney mansion. Not an hour after he'd beat Denny Geone's Trans Am with his Camaro on the River Front Road, the fucking loser had run to his daddy, whining about losing his title.

Hank stepped inside his dad's office. The musty smell of cigar smoke permeated the walls, the leather furniture, and the curtains covering the floor-to-ceiling windows. The smell nauseated him.

He only stepped into his father's office if he'd gotten in trouble, and his dad wanted to hand out his punishment.

Rarely had his dad called him there to congratulate him or give him a bigger allowance for all the shit he was required to do for the family.

His dad poured whiskey into a tumbler and glared at Hank. "Give me the Geone boy's title to his car."

He stiffened his spine. As long as he was alive, his dad always drank four fingers of whiskey in two swallows when his temper brewed.

"Denny knew the deal. I won fair and square." He widened his stance. "You can tell his dad to fuck—"

"God damnit, give me the title, or I'll drag your ass down there, and you can hand it back yourself." His dad slammed his empty tumbler on the desk in a show of temper he only released on Hank.

Hank slipped his hand into his back pocket, retrieved the folded piece of paper with the rights to the Trans Am, and flung the vehicle title on the desk. He then stormed out of the office. It was useless to argue against Sterling Sweeney unless he wanted to sport a black eye or broken ribs tomorrow. His dad had a heavy hand, and despite being sixteen years old, Hank couldn't stop his old man from bringing the wrath down on him.

His mother reached for him. He stepped out of the way, avoiding her touch, and pushed through the front door. Outside, the wrap-around porch sheltered him from the afternoon sun.

Not stopping, he jumped over the steps and landed on the pebbled path. He planned to move out as soon as he turned eighteen.

He'd need to go far away to escape his dad's control. Sterling Sweeney had more men than Hank could count watching everything that happened in Whitefish, Montana.

"Hank, come back," called his mother.

In dismissal, he waved his arm above his head and kept walking toward the two-story garage. If it weren't for his father, his mother would be happy. She'd find an interest away from the ranch. As it was, each year, she grew quieter and cut herself off from everyone she knew. All because his dad humiliated her in front of everyone.

It was common knowledge that Maria, the woman who lived in the cottage behind the house with her daughter and cooked and cleaned for his family, was his father's whore. The only person who never said anything about him having an affair was his mom.

He walked through the garage door and grabbed the push broom. Raising the handle over his head, he ran toward one of his dad's collector cars, a Ford Galaxie. All his anger was bottled in his chest, ready for release.

Jade rode her bicycle in front of him and stopped. "What are you doing?"

Maria's young daughter was always running around the ranch. At her age, someone should watch her better. She could get hurt.

"Get outside." He gritted his teeth. "Go."

His dad set strict rules so she would not leave the backyard and the asphalt pad on the side of the horse barn. A working ranch had too many dangers for a little girl if she wandered too far into trouble.

At six years old, Jade had more guts than most people had around his dad. For some reason, his dad had a softness for the girl. She never feared punishment because the worse she'd ever received was a scolding.

Jade got off her bike. "I can help you clean the garage."

"What?" He glanced at her.

She pointed above his head. He lowered the broom and dropped it on the concrete floor. All the steam went out of him.

"You better go back to the cottage before your mom finds you over here." He thrust his hands into his hair. "Or my dad catches you."

"I'll hide." She grabbed his hand. "I'm small. I can show you where you can hide."

He exhaled harshly and walked away, shaking his arm to dislodge her. But, she held on tight.

"Do you want to play?" she asked.

"No."

"What are you going to do?"

"Nothing." He stopped beside his dirt bike.

"Can I go on a ride with you?"

"No."

"Please?"

He grabbed the handlebar and lifted the bike off the stand. "No, Jade. Go away before you get in trouble."

Rolling the bike backward, he turned the front wheel. He reached down on the left side, flipped the kickstart, and planted his foot on the lever.

"Where are you going?" Jade planted her hands on her waist. "When are you coming back?"

She was nosier than his mom, always wanting to know where he was every minute of the day. He shifted his weight, putting everything he had into starting the bike, and gave it some throttle. The two-cycle engine sputtered to life, cutting off Jade's next question.

He lifted his chin, urging her again to leave before she got in trouble. Her little bottom lip stuck out, and she walked toward her bicycle. He gave the dirt bike some throttle and rode toward the door.

Caught up with Jade pestering him, he hadn't seen his dad follow him out to the garage until the broom he'd left on the floor was thrust into the spokes of the front wheel of his dirt bike. The sudden stop threw him against the handlebar. He toppled off the motorcycle, sprawling on the concrete.

The broken wood handle rolled toward him. He grabbed the stick, jumped to his feet, and prepared to defend himself. But his father, yielding the rest of the handle, came ready to fight.

Hank jerked back, but the fragmented stick caught his cheek, cutting a hot streak across half his face. Stumbling, he dropped the only thing he had as a weapon and balled his fists. 

"No bike. No car." His father threw the stick behind him. "Not until you learn to listen to me, boy."

His jaw ached, but he refused to unclench his teeth. He'd only anger him more if he pushed his dad too far. While he'd never seen his old man lift his hand on his mother, it wasn't a chance he'd take.

"Clean up the mess while I go deal with your shit." His dad walked over to the Jaguar, slid into the driver's seat, and drove out of the garage.

Shaking with rage, Hank stared out the door long after the car was out of sight. One day, he'd kill the son of a bitch who fathered him.

Soft sniffles broke through the haze. He closed his eyes an extra beat, knowing he'd turn around and find Jade. It was bad enough to have someone else witness his father's abuse. But the child should've been home, safe, and protected.

Darkness hung over the Sweeney Ranch. Amidst the greed, corruption, and danger, a spot of sunshine floated around with the innocence of a baby.

But Jade was growing up. She had eyes.

Someday, all the evil would touch her. If it hadn't already.

He turned around and walked to the back of the garage. Jade ran out from behind a car and threw her arms around his waist. He held the back of her head.

"Come on." He nudged her toward the door. "I'll walk you back to the cottage."

She looked at him as she walked, clinging to his hand. "You're bleeding."

"I'll be fine."

Tears continued to roll down Jade's cheeks. "He’s your dad. Dads aren’t supposed to hit their kids. Why is he so mean to you?"

"He's mean to everyone," he muttered, striding across the grass.

"But—"

He stopped and kneeled in front of her. "I don't care if he's nice to you, Jade. You can't trust him. Do you hear me?"

She nodded.

Her cheeks remained wet from her tears. He hardened himself against the fear radiating off her. Jade would need to toughen up to live on Glacier Crest Ranch or she'd never survive.
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Dust from the hay floated in the sunbeam coming through the barn window. Jade twirled with her hand above her head, disrupting the air and sending the tiny particles floating in new directions.

Copper neighed. She lowered her arm and stepped over to the horse, hugging Copper's neck.

"I love you." She kissed the smooth coat on Copper's jaw, laughing when the pony tossed her head. "I know. I want to go for a ride, too. But momma won't let us until someone can teach me."

Mr. Sweeney gave her Copper on her tenth birthday. She'd only rode the horse during her birthday party. Since then, Mr. Sweeney and her mom told her she couldn’t ride until she had lessons.

"I'll save all my money I get for doing chores to buy lessons, Copper. I promise." She smoothed the mane where it always tried to fall between her ears and get in her eyes. “By summertime, we can ride to the creek behind the cottage. Doesn't that sound fun?"

"How will you do that when you're not allowed to ride the beast?" A deep familiar voice startled her.

"I'm going to learn." She grabbed Copper's halter and led the horse toward the stall door, closer to Hank. "I’ll be as good as you when you ride Charger."

Hank reached over the wooden door and rubbed Copper between the ears, messing up her mane again. "I was riding horses before you were born."

She focused on him. "Who taught you?"

He stared at the pony, continuing to stroke her head. Jade thought he wouldn't answer, but then he swallowed, making that lump at the front of his neck move.

"My dad."

"Oh," she whispered.

She'd learned long ago not to ask him about his dad. Thinking about his dad put Hank in a bad mood, and he usually walked away and wouldn't stay and talk to her. 

Mr. Sweeney was mean to his son. He not only yelled but hit and kicked Hank, too. He made him bleed.

It made her sad because Mr. Sweeney was nice to her. He'd even bought Copper for her. Though, momma wondered why he'd buy her a gift that cost hundreds and thousands and gazillions of dollars.

Horses were expensive and not toys.

But she'd return Copper to Mr. Sweeney if he stopped hitting Hank. She'd hate to say goodbye to Copper, but someone else would love him if he were given away. Hank had nobody but her.

Mrs. Sweeney never stopped Mr. Sweeney from hurting Hank. Even her momma wouldn't say anything to stop Hank's dad from beating on him when he was angry.

She'd known Hank her whole life. Ever since momma moved into Mr. Sweeney's cottage, back before she could remember.

"Why don't you hop up on the horse?" He patted the board. "Bring her over here, climb up, and slide onto her back. I'll lead you around the paddock."

She glanced back at Copper and bit her lip. She really, really wanted to ride.

A heaviness settled in her chest. She couldn't ask Hank to let her. If anyone found out, Mr. Sweeney would get mad.

"I can't," she mumbled.

"Why not?"

"Mr. Sweeney and momma said I need riding lessons." Her throat tightened in disappointment. "I haven't saved enough money to hire someone. I get two dollars a week. I don’t know how much it’ll cost, but I’m going to save all my money. I won’t even buy ice cream when momma takes me into Whitefish."

"That's bullshit." He opened the stall door, lifted her, and held her until she grabbed Copper's mane. "My dad has more money than anyone in the county. I'll teach you if he won't pay for your damn lessons. Go ahead climb up."

She climbed up to the top rail and threw her leg over the horse. Squeezing her legs, she held on to the mane. Without a saddle, she'd fall. But she wanted to ride more than she worried about falling. Hank would make sure she stayed on Copper’s back. 

"Relax." He put his hand on her back. "Copper ain't going to let you slide off."

"How do you know?"

"I know." He grabbed the halter and led the horse out of the stall.

Hank stopped in the sunshine and pivoted, taking her behind the barn. The paddock was in the opposite direction.

Her stomach fluttered. Used to the uncomfortable but exciting way Hank always broke the rules, she sat straighter in anticipation of what he would do. She wasn't worried about getting in trouble for herself. Momma would set Mr. Sweeney right, the way she always had when he came to the cottage in a bad mood.

"Why do you ride your motorcycle so much when you could ride horses everywhere you wanted to go?" She relaxed, riding the bumps as Copper walked. "Horses are quiet. Your motorcycle is loud."

Hank glanced away from her, walked a few more feet, then stopped Copper. "Because the old man can't stop me from riding something I paid for."

"Like Copper was a gift to me, so she's mine to ride whenever I want, right?" She patted the horse’s neck.

"Yeah." He looked around the area. “Same thing.”

A grove of trees blocked where the creek filled the pond. She'd walked that way with her mom plenty of times. Behind her, the barn blocked the view to the Glacier Crest Ranch, where her mom worked, and Hank lived with his parents.

A clink drew her attention back to Hank. He undid his belt buckle and pulled the leather strap out of the loops on his jeans.

She leaned forward and scratched Copper underneath her neck where she liked to be rubbed. "What are you doing?"

"I'm giving your horse a little freedom to take you on a ride." He studied her. "You're not scared, are you?"

She lifted her chin. "I'm not scared."

She liked being on top of Copper. Even without a saddle, riding was fun. It was her favorite thing to do in the whole world. She never wanted to stop.

Hank looped the end of his leather belt through the halter, then threaded the leather through the buckle, making a long lead. Jade kicked her feet at how smart he was. Copper shot forward, rocking her. 

"Whoa." Hank put his hand on Copper. "Mind your feet, Jade. Any time you tap her sides, she's going to walk."

She held on tighter. "I want her to walk."

"Then, let's go for a walk." Hank stepped back, holding the end of the belt in his hand. "When you want her to go, you click your tongue—"

"I don't know how."

He stepped toward her again. "Put the tip of your tongue on the roof of your mouth." He squinted at her. "Now press the rest of your tongue up there." He paused. "Got it?"

She nodded because she couldn't talk with her tongue pushing up.

Hank reached out and grabbed Copper's halter. "Now, pull down your tongue."

She opened her mouth. Hank chuckled and looked away. "Let's try it a different way. Put your tongue back on the roof of your mouth."

She followed his instructions.

"Without moving your tongue, pretend you're sucking a milkshake up a straw."

She sucked her cheeks in. She held her breath with her tongue on the roof of her mouth.

"Okay, drop your tongue."

A soft click came from her mouth. "I did it."

"Good enough." He stepped back, holding the belt. "Now click again, and at the same time, tap your heels gently against Copper's sides."

Doing exactly what Hank had taught her, the horse shot forward. She tightened her hold on the mane, tottering from side to side. Caught up in the excitement, it took her a moment to realize that Hank was standing in one spot while Copper walked in a circle around him.

She rode for several minutes, around and around. Every time Copper slowed, Hank told her to tap her heels. Each time the horse listened to her, she shared a smile with Hank. He was teaching her how to ride.
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Sterling Sweeney handed a pistol to Hank. He gripped the handle, familiar with the weapon. For the last year, he'd spent each Saturday shooting targets to get his dad off his back.

“Men. Real men. Protect what belongs to them. If someone takes something of yours, don't be afraid of killing the fucker," said his dad each time he handed him the pistol.

"You're going to ride with Rick and pay a little call on a man named Buckley." His dad sat behind his desk and steepled his fingers. "Listen to Rick. Learn how to control the situation. And for God's sake, don't get yourself killed, or your mom will bring down the roof."

He scoffed, shoving the pistol into the pocket of his jacket. Instead of heading out to the river road to race, he was stuck doing work for his dad.

Rick entered the office. Knowing there was nothing he could do but follow orders, Hank stepped out of the room and waited in the hallway. 

There were three weeks until school started. His senior year was meant to prepare him for the real world.

He had no desire to go to college. All he wanted to do was get out of Whitefish, Montana.

"Hank." Jade dropped the white dust rag on the stairs and ran down the hallway. "Can you take me on a ride?"

"Sh." He motioned toward the open door and backed her away from the office. "Can't today."

"Later?"

Jade was the one person who was real with him. Despite their age difference, she never disappointed him. He wouldn't lie to her.

"I'm busy today, but I'll try tomorrow." He glanced at Maria, who pretended to dust the table in the hallway while overseeing her daughter. Jade's mom flickered her gaze toward the office, then turned to Hank and nodded. He leaned down. "Be at the barn in the morning."

A huge smile broke out, and she rocked forward on her toes. "Thank you. Thank you."

His chest warmed. When everyone else let him down, Jade more than made up for other people's choices.

"Oh." The sound of sorrow covered him as Jade cupped his face with her little hands. "You're hurt."

He opened his left eye wider, trying to hide the swelling. "I'm okay."

Her pert lips puckered, and she lowered her brows. "I'm sorry."

"Not your fault, wild one." He winked with his right eye and walked past her, dipping his chin at Maria. His father's whore deserved better than the treatment she received for cleaning the estate and sleeping with his dad.

Sterling Sweeney was a womanizer of the worst kind. He played in front of his wife, kept a mistress on the ranch, and treated everyone around him like a servant. He hated that for Jade. She should not grow up thinking that kind of treatment was normal.

Once outside, he waited at Rick's car. He wasn't surprised that Jade noticed the fading bruise on his cheekbone and the slight swelling of his eyelid. His dad caught him late Thursday night coming in from Armstrong's party. Slow to react after consuming a few beers, he missed his chance to duck out of the way of the flying fists.

Now, he had to do his father's bidding. Truth be told, he'd rather give Jade secret riding lessons than do his dad's dirty work.

There was a time he wondered if his dad had fathered Jade. That maybe the little girl who turned out to be his biggest ally at the ranch could be his half-sister.

He remembered when Maria moved into the cottage. Jade was a baby, not even walking yet. He'd hidden behind the bushes, hoping whoever moved in had a son his age. Someone for him to play with. Instead, he witnessed his father embrace Maria and kiss her the way he'd never kissed Hank's mom.

But his theory about Jade’s father was proven wrong a few years ago. Maria had caught him looking at a picture on the end table when he went to the cottage to help deliver a washer and dryer. The man in the picture looked similar to Jade.

They both had one dimple and high cheekbones. The same straight black hair. Going from the picture, the man was Native American. He could be someone from the nearby reservation or one of the cowboys his dad hired throughout the years.

But Maria killed his curiosity about the picture. She informed him that Jade’s daddy was killed in a car accident before she was born. Now that someone had pointed out the relationship, he could see where Jade had inherited her mother's Mexican mannerisms and good looks.

Throughout the years, he'd seen how his dad treated Jade. She was favored and had the run of the ranch. Whereas Sterling Sweeney saved all the beatings for Hank.

It wasn't Jade's fault his dad favored her. He was glad his dad never raised a hand to her. If it meant he'd take more abuse, he'd take it all to make sure Jade stayed safe.

Rick came out of the house. "Get in."

He walked around the car and got into the passenger seat. Riding in silence, he knew his place. His father wanted to teach him the family business.

What he'd gathered over the last couple of years was that his dad was an asshole. People hated him. Most of all, people were scared of him from his reputation alone.

Other's opinions meant nothing to his dad. All he wanted was the money they owed him.

It no longer shocked him to see one of the men working for his dad pull a gun on someone to demand what Sterling Sweeney wanted. Fists or a barrel of a pistol, both would do damage.

He’d even seen men get killed. It was a secret he’d hold to his grave.

In town, Rick parked behind Huang Chinese Restaurant. Hank's stomach rumbled. The exhaust fan from the kitchen blew out into the narrow alley.

"You'll follow me inside. The kitchen is halfway down the hallway on the right. You'll stand there." Rick shoved the magazine into the handle, charged the pistol, and looked at Hank. "Don't let anyone out of the kitchen. If they attempt to get into the office, shoot them."

The weapon his dad gave him was in his pocket. He opened the car door. All the times he'd ridden along with his dad's men on a job, he'd never needed to remove the pistol from his jacket. The men always handed over the cash when threatened.

The aroma of fried food grew thicker until he could taste the grease in the air. Following Rick inside, the loud voices of people talking in a foreign language muffled the sound of their footsteps on the dirty linoleum floor.

Rick motioned ahead of him to the right. Hank nodded. His father's men always acted as if the job was some undercover covert operation. Pumped up and full of themselves.

Instead of pissing off his dad, he went along with whatever Rick or any of the men wanted him to do. If he needed to keep everyone in the kitchen, standing in the damn doorway wasn't hard.

Two men dressed in white aprons and chef hats moved back and forth from the stainless-steel counter to the greasy grill. They yelled at the women running into the room and grabbing food under a giant warmer. They were all Chinese. He couldn't understand a word that was spoken or yelled. It was hard to tell the difference.

He slipped his hand into his pocket and gripped the pistol. Looking over his shoulder, he tried to see what was happening in the room down the hallway, but he was too far away.

The raised voices waned suddenly. He turned around to find the two men staring at him. Not explaining why he was in the kitchen, he blocked their exit.

A woman rushed into the room, jabbering at the men. She flapped her arms and slapped the counter with the flat of her hand. Her agitation set the mood. She was in a hurry, and the chefs failed to meet demand.

Over the humming fan, the voices from deeper in the restaurant leaked into the kitchen. The droning of the waitress lulled him into safety, preoccupied with the scene in front of him.

A gunshot echoed in the restaurant. Hank jumped. The startling blast deafened him.

One of the chefs picked up a large butcher knife, raised it above his head, and rushed toward the door. In reflex, Hank raised his hands to protect himself and realized he held the pistol.

Shouting behind him struck fear through him. Boxed in, he stepped backward, but the Chinese man kept coming toward him, screaming at him in words he couldn't understand.

There was no way he could escape. The man was going to stab him.

Hank pulled the trigger. 

The man dropped to the ground, a red splatter on the front of the white apron. The woman ran in front of him. Hands grabbed the sleeves of his jacket, propelling him away. Forced to keep his feet under him, he scrambled to keep up with Rick and ran out the back door.

Rick threw him in the backseat of the car. Hank pushed to a sitting position, looking back at the alley through the rear window as Rick sped away. He never heard the blast.

His heart hammered. Aware of Rick shouting at him, he couldn't understand what he was saying. Everything sounded muffled.

He turned around and stared out the front window.

He'd killed a man.

He hadn't meant to shoot the gun.

The man had surprised him.

The knife. He would've been killed. 

He had to shoot.

He had to...

The next thing he knew, his dad grabbed him out of the car and pushed him toward the house. Once inside, the shove propelled him toward the staircase. He came down on the step. Pain shot through his side.

Groaning, he rolled, arriving at the bottom of the stairs. Black spots invaded his vision. Aware of his dad pulling him up. He wheezed a broken breath through the excruciating pain.

"Sterling, he's had enough," shouted Hank's mom.

He pushed to his hands and knees, letting his head hang between his arms. His lungs seized. Dry heaves ripped through his throat.

"Stay out of sight while I clean up your fucking mess." His dad's thunderous steps on the hardwood floor echoed in the house.

Arms trembling, he pulled himself to his feet. Ignoring his mom and Maria, he climbed the steps, one at a time.

He sought the safety of his room, closing the door behind him. Crawling up on the bed, he panted, trying to get enough air past his hurt ribs. A vise squeezed his skull. He'd killed a man. It wouldn't matter what his father had to do to cover up the crime, he was going to hell.

But maybe hell was better than living at the Glacier Crest Ranch.

A soft touch landed on his back. He refused to look. He knew who had come to him. She always came when he needed someone.

"Hank?" whispered Jade.

His pain hurt worse with her around. She shouldn't be here. His life was too ugly for her.

At thirteen years old, Jade would soon see him for what he was...a beaten man. He never wanted her to see him that way.

"I'll get you a wet washcloth." Little, muffled footsteps pattered across his room toward the attached bathroom.

She returned, climbing up on the bed beside him. Jade held the cloth to his forehead. He wasn't sure what the purpose was, but it felt nice. Warm.

"I'll make you feel better," she whispered.

He swallowed. Even his throat hurt.

"You need to get out of here before he catches you in my room." He raised his head. "Go."

"But who'll take care of you?"

He had no one. His mom knew better than to step between his dad and him. Hell, the cops could be showing up any minute to cart him off to jail for shooting a man.

"I'll be okay." He motioned with his chin. "Go out the sliding door and run across the backyard to the cottage."

Jade's forehead wrinkled, and she slid off the bed. "I'll check on you later."

"Better to stay away."

"I'll be back. I promise." She opened the sliding door and used all her weight to open the glass.

She slipped outside without a sound. He let his head fall back on the bed and closed his eyes. The washcloth under his head had grown cold.
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Lying in the hammock, Jade held the book in front of her. Able to gaze over the pages without drawing any attention, she watched the back of the big house, waiting for the cluster of men to leave. Hank had promised to take her riding.

It'd taken two days to convince her mom to let her go after swearing she'd be back in time to work.

Since she'd turned fourteen at the beginning of summer, Mr. Sweeney had hired her to help in the kitchen for two hours every night before dinner. Charles, the cook, was a grump, but as long as she fetched everything he needed, he never complained to Mr. Sweeney or her mom.

Her arms ached from holding up the book. If Hank took too long, they wouldn't have time to make it to the rock cropping where they'd seen the baby deer last week.

Two of the men walked into the house. She swung her leg over the side of the hammock and stopped swinging, ready to jump before Hank walked off and forgot about their plans.

Hank strolled several feet toward the house and then stopped, slapping the other man on the back before staying outside while the others left. Once he was alone, Jade tossed her book to the ground and took off in a sprint.

Before she reached him, Hank turned. "Are you taking up spying now?"

"I can't hear anything from the cottage." She came to a stop and planted her cowboy boots on the ground. "You're still going, aren't you?"

"Told you I would, wild one."

Her happiness consumed her. She loved when he called her that. He only did it when they were alone. She was glad because she never wanted to share him with anyone.

She jumped, motioning her arm for him to walk with her to the barn. "I can't wait."

She stumbled over her boots and righted herself. If she could live in the barn with Copper, she would. It would mean getting to ride her whenever she wanted. While she no longer needed lessons and could keep up with Hank, her mom wouldn't permit her out of view of the barn unless Hank was with her.

Since Mr. Sweeney fired her trainer for arriving late too many times when they were scheduled to ride, Hank had stepped up and taken her out. But each time he rode with her, she worried that it was the last time he'd want to be with her. He was twenty-four years old now, and she was just a kid.

Though he no longer talked about moving far away, he would one day get married. That's what her mom kept telling her. 

If that day ever came when Hank brought a wife back to Glacier Crest Ranch, Jade would move away. If she weren't old enough to leave, she'd never have anything to do with the woman. Hank belonged to her. She couldn't face him spending his free time with someone else.

Every night, she wished she was ten years older, so she could be as old as Hank. Then, he'd have no choice but to love her. She hated being so young.

He was the big brother she never had. The father figure she needed. The confidant she dreamed about. The conspirator who kept her secrets. The soul mate she lived and breathed for. Hank was the only person in her life she could trust.

Her mom was too worried about keeping her position at the ranch and losing the cottage. While she loved her mom, she hid things from her—so as not to come between her and Mr. Sweeney.

She would never allow a man to use her the way Mr. Sweeney used her mom. By the time she was double digits old, she'd figured out Mr. Sweeney wasn't only her mom's friend. He was married to Mrs. Sweeney, but he spent hours in her mom's bedroom.

Their relationship wasn't right. Nobody at school could find out about her mom because everyone knew married men weren't supposed to be friends with other women.

That's why Jade hid how much she hung out with Hank. He understood and they never had to talk about it. It was their secret.

In the barn, Hank stopped in the office. She waited in the breezeway, pacing back and forth while watching him change from the black leather boots he wore when riding his big motorcycle to a pair of well-used cowboy boots.
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