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      Anyone who has followed the story of the Campbell-Hayes family will recall the court case against Hank Castille and the three boys who gave evidence that put Hank away. They had all been victims of terrible abuse at the hands of Hank, and one of them, Gabriel, could do nothing but cry in court. He wore a borrowed, expensive suit, and he was broken.

      When I began to write Gabriel (Book 2), I wanted to show a man who had nowhere to turn and had become reliant on another man who perpetuated the abuse Gabriel had suffered so far. I wanted to show that however brave a person is, sometimes they are trapped with no way out.

      Because of this, there are on-page scenes of Gabriel being hurt, details of his impossible situation, and mentions of him thinking there is no point in being alive.

      I have a spectrum of readers and I know that some may consider this an on-page trigger, and I needed to let you know.

      Love to you all.

      

      RJ
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      Last Christmas Eve

      Jason Smith had two things he needed to do before he could sleep.

      The first was to work enough men coming out of bars so he could finally add to his cash and bank another five hundred.

      The second was finding somewhere he could rest.

      Jeb had turned him out last night, muttering something through his disgusting, acid-rotted teeth, explaining that Jason was a fucking leech who needed to get out.

      Jason left with his one bag, and he’d spent the night in the park. Which was no hardship. The nights were cold, but he had newspaper and a single blanket, and he was used to this shit. Anyway, the park was alive with all kinds of humanity that were on his level. He used his bag as a pillow, slept with an ear open for any sounds, and managed a couple of hours of shut-eye.

      Okay, so getting woken at 5:00 a.m. by a guy in a suit who wanted a cheap-and-quick blowjob with added hair pulling wasn’t the best way to meet the new day, but the twenty Jason pocketed was worth it. He just needed to clean up now and used the locked public bathrooms by climbing in through the narrow window. His skinny frame easily fit through the small space, and he dropped to his feet inside.

      The place stunk; even if it was raining, no way on earth would he sleep in here. The stench of urine and shit and fuck-knows-what-else were enough to have his eyes burning. Still, there was water in here, and he had bits of soap in his backpack—real soap that he’d taken from his last motel booking—and a can of deodorant.

      He needed it because today was going-to-the-bank day. He took the money out of every place he’d hidden it, and laid it out on the sink. Five hundred and eight dollars. Jason pocketed the eight, enough to buy breakfast, and the rest he rolled up with a rubber band and poked right down into the bottom of his bag. He considered leaving out another fifty, maybe even getting a room for the night, but he’d easily get a place in a hostel if he turned up early enough.

      No point in staying out to earn anything; pickings were slim on Christmas Eve. Most of the men who wanted his services were at home with their families, with no chance of a fuck-and-run to get whatever was in their heads out of their system.

      “Yo, J. You in there, dude?”

      Jason sighed at his reflection in the cracked, misted mirror. “Yeah,” he called back.

      Noises announced someone else slithering in through the window, and then Evo stood next to him. No one knew why he was called Evo, but the five-five skinny teenager was probably the closest thing Jason had to a friend. If you could have that kind of thing in his walk of life. They’d partied together, but not in the beer-and-laughter sense, more the being-used-together kind of way. Still, situations like that bonded guys.

      “Heard there’s a party over at Jeb’s tonight,” Evo said with a grin. He looked well, bright and awake, and he was wearing new clothes. Likely he’d lifted them from a john, but he actually looked kind of cute.

      Then it hit Jason: Jeb was having a party, so that had to be why Jason had gotten thrown out. Jeb’s parties were young boys, old men, and a hell of a lot of pain. Not Jason’s scene and he wouldn’t go again, not after last time. But Evo looked at him steadily, and he was smiling.

      Jason frowned. “Fuck, you’re not going, right?”

      “Jeb asked me. Said I could make one-fifty if I took it all, if I did okay. More if I made him proud.”

      Temper had Jason rounding on Evo. He hated that Evo looked for approval from Jeb, who was nothing more than a lowlife peddler of second-rate drugs and used-up kids.

      “Jesus, Evo, it’ll kill you. Stay away from Jeb.”

      Evo looked up at him, his wide brown eyes focused right in on Jason. “Where else am I gonna make that much money?” he asked a little petulantly.

      “From anything but working one of Jeb’s parties, for God’s sake.”

      Part of Jason wanted to suggest they share a bed at the shelter. Sometimes the shelter people would look the other way but part of the deal with getting a room was to be at least outwardly clean. Evo looked a little on edge, his pupils wide, probably high on something. Jason had learned his lesson in the past; Evo was an addict and at least two years shy of eighteen. Way too much heat. Guilt flooded him, but he’d learned he needed to look out for himself if he ever hoped to get off the streets alive.

      “Pays well.” Evo began hopping from foot to foot.

      He did that a lot recently, shimmying and shaking his ass, unable to sit still. Jason didn’t know what Evo’s backstory was—well, apart from leaving home at an ungodly age and finding his way to this particular part of the city—but something really bad had driven him out here. Jason had seen the scars on Evo’s back, knew the pain that must have put them there.

      As he danced, Evo checked his hair in the mirror, pouting as though posing for a selfie, like the ones tourists took all the time, and then catching Jason’s eye and winking at him with an added broad grin.

      Evo rummaged in Jason’s bag, not deep enough to get to his money, but Jason grabbed at it to yank it back. Evo wasn’t allowed near his bag; it was unspoken between them that they had boundaries.

      “Sorry, just wanted this.” Evo grabbed the deodorant and then danced out of reach, shoving the can under his jacket and T-shirt.

      He sprayed enough to knock a guy unconscious at ten paces. Jason, still waking up, couldn’t even be bothered to chase him. He was still stiff from a night outside on a bench, not to mention the early-morning blowjob and his scalp stinging from the hair pulling.

      Evo held out the deodorant, his eyes going from Jason’s face to the bag, a flicker of uncertainty in his expression. Jason looked down at the bag; a couple of the zippers were open, and he pulled them tight closed.

      “I’ll put it back,” Evo said.

      He sounded wrong—though Jason didn’t know how exactly. It wasn’t a defined thing; Evo just wasn’t his dancing, smiling self for an instant.

      Jason held out his hand, and Evo passed over the can. He was worrying his lower lip and kept glancing down at the bag.

      “Fuck,” Evo muttered, then looked up at Jason and grinned broadly. The smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Bye!”

      “Whatever, asshole.” Jason concentrated on washing his face with the remnants of soap and the copper-colored water the old restroom faucets provided, gripping his bag very firmly between his legs.

      Evo did one last check in the mirror and then danced back to the window.

      “Merry Christmas, J,” he said, and in a smooth, sinuous movement he was out of the window and scrabbling down the wall outside.

      Jason leaned on the sink as the water drained away. One of his tricks had been just a little too handsy last night and decided mid-blowjob that he wanted to add in breath play. Fucker. A ring of bruises marked Jason’s neck. He stared at them, even poked at them, pressing hard until it hurt. When he released the pressure, they disappeared in a bloom of scarlet, then reappeared as his skin settled. At least if he took a couple of days off then the bruises would fade a bit; he definitely wasn’t offering dying while sucking cock as an option.

      He straightened, then used the spray on his pits and in a general sweep over his body before pushing the can into his backpack.

      He scrambled out of the restroom, dropped to a crouch, rose, and walked across the park to the bank. Way too early for it to open, but he had other things he needed to do.

      At all times, Jason was aware of the noises and people around him. A few early commuters were around, but most everyone else were creatures of the night like him. One coffee and a bagel later, he took up residence on the bench outside the bank and waited. The minute it opened, he went into the front of the queue. He carefully completed a blank deposit slip in his neatest handwriting and passed it over.

      The cashier smiled at him, an honest-to-goodness smile. She counted out the money. A pause followed as she was likely checking it wasn’t fake. Then she ticked it off on the slip, slid the whole lot in a drawer, and printed out the receipt.

      “Could I have an account statement, please?” Jason asked politely. He owed himself the Christmas gift of seeing how much he’d saved. He’d never asked for one before but it seemed almost like a gift to himself to count the money he’d saved.

      “Do you have ID?” she asked.

      He didn’t. Of course, he didn’t. Not real ID, not one for Jason Smith. The bank account was a leftover from his time at the group home, the only thing he had that was anything official, anyway.

      “Not with me, but it’s okay,” he said. “I’ll check outside at the ATM.”

      She glanced left at the security guard who hovered tactfully just out of reach. It seemed the bank didn’t mind taking the money from someone who looked like him, someone with five hundred in cash, but they damn well-needed security close while they did it.

      Jason didn’t take it personally.

      She smiled, tightly this time. “Have a nice Christmas, sir.”

      “Thank you,” Jason murmured and left the counter.

      He stopped just inside the exit door at the cash machine, aware of the security guy following him at a discreet distance, and pushed in his card and entered his PIN. The card was only a month away from needing to be renewed. It was the last thing he had from his home, from that time when he had an address. At some point in the next week, probably by New Year’s, he needed to take out all his money with his card and get the hell out of Dodge.

      Balance showed as a couple of hundred dollars, with the available balance just the extra five hundred dollars.

      “What?” He ejected the card and pushed it back in again. Maybe something was wrong? The same balance showed again, so he clicked on the statement option.

      There, in black and white, the money had gone on a daily basis: fifty here, thirty there, some days a hundred. In the last two months, nearly every cent had been taken.

      And there was only one person who knew he had money saved, and who had stood next to him at the ATM on more than a few occasions. Evo. He recalled Evo standing by his bag this morning looking for deodorant—or was he putting the card back? How long had he been doing this?

      Jason’s money was all gone.

      And there was no point in talking to the bank; it wasn’t an administrative error.

      The world fell around him. No wonder Evo had spent the last few months dancing around and living like he had it all. He’d taken Jason’s money and injected it into his arms, or inhaled it, or given it to clothes stores.

      It had to be him. And Jason had never noticed, even though he checked his card was there every day… more than once a day.

      He opened the small pocket inside his backpack where he kept the card—and pulled out a loyalty card from Starbucks, the same weight and shape as his bank card. Was that what he’d been feeling? Why hadn’t he unzipped the whole thing? Why hadn’t he checked visually? With a clenched fist, he punched the wall next to the cash machine and cursed loudly.

      When he turned around, he walked into an unmoving wall of blue.

      “Is there a problem, sir?” The guard looked down at him with no expression on his face. The man had a wide body, a thick neck, and a gun on his hip.

      Jason somehow managed to look the huge, intimidating mountain of a man in the face. “No. I’m just leaving.”

      The guard nodded, and Jason slipped past, exiting into the coolness of a Dallas December.

      In a daze, he walked out with as much control as he could manage, and he held his head high. He went back to the park and into the now-open bathroom where, only a few hours earlier, he had stood with a feeling that he was close to his dream of getting a bus ride away from there and starting new somewhere, somehow.

      Now he was back to square one.

      He locked himself in the last cubicle and rested his head back against the wood-and-plastic partition. God knows what was on those walls, the unseen deposits alongside the graffiti.

      Even though Evo had taken every single cent he had, Jason didn’t cry. Evo wasn’t to blame; he was a kid who didn’t know better, and Jason had been lax. He only had himself to blame.

      So.

      He moved on. Found the hostel, decorated with donated tinsel and garish with bright lighting, and he got himself one of the last rooms.

      His cell vibrated as he sat on the edge of the narrow bed, clutching his bag, but he ignored it. He didn’t want to talk to the only person who had the number; Evo was dead to him.

      Maybe an hour after, he decided to listen to the voice mail—it could be Evo apologizing. He should at least listen.

      Damn kid was going to be the end of him one day.

      The message was garbled; only two words made sense: “Help me.”

      Fear had Jason running from the hostel to Jeb’s place, forcing his way into Jeb’s apartment, desperately looking for Evo, pushing at the body that leaned against the bathroom door, knowing it would be his friend.

      And hell, he didn’t cry when he cradled Evo in his arms; when the boy who had stolen his money and danced in the bathroom bled out around him. Whoever hired out Jeb and his boys that night had done their best to destroy all the evidence. They’d left Jeb for dead, used Evo, and cut him. The fatal wound was a slice across his throat that hadn’t been deep enough to kill him outright.

      Jason didn’t remember calling 911, but he must have done so, because suddenly the cops arrived. He still couldn’t make himself cry even when he was arrested, covered in Evo’s blood.

      There was no point in crying. Who would he be crying for? Evo? He was in a much better place.

      And for himself? What did it matter? No one cared if he cried.

      No one.
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      October. The Double D Ranch

      

      “Ready?”

      Kyle nodded. He wasn’t ready at all. He’d only just gotten settled into the bunkhouse at the main ranch, and now he was being asked to move.

      For good reasons, yes, but still, he wasn’t at ease with it.

      The man asking him, Jack Campbell-Hayes, the owner of the Double D, was looking at him with that expression on his face. The one he used when gentling a horse, all care and calm and irritating peacefulness. At least Jack didn’t look at him with pity; unlike Jack’s husband Riley, who stared at Kyle like he didn’t know what to say.

      Kyle hefted his bag onto his shoulders. His entire world was in that bag: clothes, a Kindle and charger that Jack had given him, and a few photos he’d collected along the way. Nothing permanent, nothing that spoke of family—because he didn’t have one. Nope, the photos he carried were of the horses he’d loved down the years, starting with Apollo, his first-ever pony when he’d been a little over five years old, and his mom made him believe that Apollo was his to keep.

      Of course, Apollo didn’t belong to his mom—a cook and housekeeper on a ranch—or to Kyle, and that was the first of many disappointments in his life. Losing his mom when he was sixteen had just cemented how crappy fate was to him.

      He rose above it, found temporary jobs on ranches, worked his way up, and landed a job at Bar Five, working for the Castille family.

      Which was where everything went to shit.

      But he couldn’t think about that today. He had enough to do focusing on keeping his distance from everyone while not being a big enough dick that they sent him away.

      Jack scratched Solo, his horse, between the eyes and leaned in to press a kiss on his soft velvet nose. “We’ll walk them down.”

      “Okay.” That made sense. The new building was half a mile from the main house, and Kyle had his bag to carry.

      Movement to his left startled him, but it was only Liam. Liam was a harmless guy, a ranch hand, and he and Kyle had a lot in common. They’d both worked for the Castille family on the Bar Five.

      Both suffered abuse at the hands of Hank Castille.

      They never talked about it, but it was there, right in the middle of them. Sometimes, when Kyle was low, he would consider Liam, look at the man who seemed so happy in his skin, with his boyfriend and his place at the D. Kyle would wonder just what it was that Hank had done to him.

      Was it the same as he’d done to Kyle? Liam had gone through the ranch after Kyle had finally had the balls to get away.

      What if Kyle had turned Hank in, reported him? Would that have meant Liam might have escaped what Hank had done? He would never know.

      Not once did Liam ever look at Kyle with anger or disgust. Nope, he was the nicest guy Kyle had ever met. Under different circumstances, they might even have been friends.

      Jack, Liam, and Kyle set off down the main road away from the ranch house, with Jack slightly ahead and Kyle walking abreast with Liam. Kyle had hold of the reins of his horse.

      And yes, he couldn’t get over that—he had his own horse. One that they wouldn’t take away. Transferred into his name, and he’d seen the paperwork. Part of his salary for working at the D, or so Jack had said.

      “Nervous?” Liam asked.

      Kyle shrugged, but Liam didn’t let it drop.

      “I was nervous when I started at the D, but this is a good place.”

      “But I won’t be at the D,” Kyle said.

      And he wasn’t. He was being farmed out to one of Jack’s projects, rebuilding and adding to a crumbling stone house, making it a center for people who needed it: young people without direction, abused or just completely fucked-up like Kyle. A pity project, no doubt, from a man who was as rich as anything Kyle could imagine. Or rather, not Jack—he wasn’t the rich one, that was his husband, Riley, an oilman who seemed to find Kyle fascinating and appeared to want desperately to be Kyle’s friend.

      Nope. Not happening. Riley was too… everything. Too polished, too clever, too pretty to be real. And there was something about the tall businessman that put Kyle on edge, something to do with the memories of another time that froze hard in his mind.

      “Nope, you’re managing Legacy when it’s done,” Liam said.

      And that? Legacy. Whose legacy? Jack’s? Who named a ranch Legacy?

      “Hmmm,” Kyle responded and hoped that would be the end of the conversation.

      Clearly, Liam was in a chatty mood, and when Jack slowed up a bit so they were three abreast, Kyle felt claustrophobic.

      “If we get Pod One finished, we can fit the shower,” Jack began. “The plumbing is all in for that room and waiting to go, and the construction crew from the barn raising has the skeleton done.”

      Kyle knew all that, Liam had already told him, but he didn’t tell Jack that. “Okay,” he did say, because there was a lull in the conversation and he had to fill it.

      “Pods One and Two are our priority,” Liam interjected. “Then Kyle will have somewhere to sleep until the foreman’s room is done.”

      The understanding had been that once construction was underway, Kyle would be staying at the new Legacy ranch to oversee security and generally be there for deliveries, as well as working on the development itself.

      Construction wasn’t his thing. Horses were. But Jack had explained this was going to be Kyle’s project, that he was reporting only to Liam, and then only when he had things he couldn’t handle himself.

      Jack had given him a budget, a cell phone for contact—and one hell of a lot of responsibility.

      But Kyle was determined. He could do this.

      They reached the new Legacy area. The wooden structure for the accommodation was two arms laid out on either side of the central stone building, in one long rectangle. To the left stood the professionally built horse barn. Liam carried on to the barn, but Jack stopped and touched Kyle briefly on the arm to bring him to a halt.

      “Will you be okay in a tent?” Jack asked.

      He looked concerned, glancing from Kyle to the construction and back.

      “Jeez, I said it’s fine,” Kyle snapped.

      That was the fifth time Jack had asked the same thing, and Kyle was pissed that he apparently wasn’t making himself understood that yes, a tent inside the barn was a good thing. It was isolation, and warmth, and all his own.

      Jack narrowed his eyes and Kyle swallowed. He’d instinctively snapped, but this was Jack Campbell-Hayes, his boss, the man who was offering him a chance to make a difference in his life.

      “I’m sorry,” Kyle said, for the first time since he’d come to the D. However, he felt, whatever his feelings were for being there, Jack was a good man and deserved his respect.

      Jack looked at him steadily, “Me too. You know your own mind; I shouldn’t keep questioning it.”

      Christ, this man was too good to be true.

      Jack tied Solo off on the fenced-in paddock, and Kyle followed suit with Skeeter.

      Then Jack headed into the barn. “There’s a microwave, a kettle, and we brought down some mugs and plates, and Jonah will bring down food twice a day, breakfast and dinner.”

      Jonah was a new guy to the Double D, even newer than Kyle was, responsible for feeding what had become a small army of staff at the D, the riding school, and now Legacy.

      Jack then indicated the tent, opening the flap to expose a cot and a small table. “All yours,” he said.

      Kyle nodded. He’d check it all out later when everyone was gone. To be honest, all he wanted to do was to get into a routine. He was building the pods—as they called the accommodation rooms—and he was responsible for a couple of horses: Skeeter and the horse Liam had brought down, the grumpy Sundance.

      Kyle wanted everyone to go so he could get a start. Liam would be coming back every so often, to help on days when he could, but Legacy was Kyle’s domain, and the idea of isolation here was about the only thing making him smile.

      Yes, it was Jack’s charity, and that still grated on him, but it was a new start.

      “Thank you,” he murmured and held out a hand to Jack.

      Confusion filtered into Jack’s cornflower blue eyes, but he held out a hand and shook firmly. “No need to thank me,” he said a little gruffly. “You’re the best person for the job.”

      Kyle bit his lip to stop himself from saying something stupid, like “not sure why you think that.”

      Instead, he said, “I won’t let you down.”

      “I know you won’t,” Jack said with a smile, and with not one hint of threat in the words.

      The sound of hooves had both men turning. Kyle’s heart sank; Riley was joining them.

      Riley drew his horse to a halt and slid smoothly to the ground. “Hey, guys,” he said, as he walked over and bumped shoulders with Jack.

      “Thought you were waiting for a call?” Jack said, and then his eyes widened. “Tell me you didn’t leave Hayley waiting on a million dollar deal phone call.”

      “Knowing her she’d probably get us two million,” Riley huffed.

      They smiled stupidly at each other, so much connection between them, and Kyle almost relaxed. Riley wasn’t talking to him, or asking him if he was okay, or sending thoughtful enquiring glances his way.

      But then it changed, and abruptly he was the one in the spotlight. “Hey, Kyle,” Riley said. “All settled in?”

      Kyle nodded. He didn’t talk to Riley. Riley asked him questions, and he was tall and built, and there was something about him that was off. What could a millionaire oilman see in a cowboy like Jack? Why were they together? What did Riley want? He had to want something—that was the only way being in a relationship began, and ended. All Hank had wanted from Kyle was for Kyle to suffer, and to rent him out, and Kyle’s two other hookups after leaving the Bar Five had been nothing more than sex and pain.

      Kyle had seen Riley and Jack disappear into their barn, and from the teasing comments Liam made, seemed like the barn was some kind of den of sex or something. Kyle didn’t go anywhere near it. Or indeed Jack, or Riley if they were alone.

      Kyle bet Riley made Jack go to his knees. He just bet that behind closed doors, Riley was in charge.

      That was all wrong.

      Jack touched him gently on his arm. “You okay?”

      Kyle jumped a little, feeling utterly stupid, and then turned and walked out of the barn and over to the small fenced-in exercise area, untying Skeeter and letting him loose in the space. Riley didn’t try to talk to him again. Well, apart from calling a goodbye as he waited patiently for Jack to join him.

      “Okay. Well, see you, Kyle,” Jack said. “I’ll be back in a couple of days, but if you need to, you can get me anytime on the cell I gave you.”

      Kyle nodded at that, and it seemed like it was enough. Then he climbed the fence and sat on the top rail, inhaling the scent of the October day and allowing himself to relax a little at a time, watching as Jack mounted Solo and he and Riley headed toward their home.

      “What is it with you and Riley?” Liam asked, climbing to sit next to him.

      Kyle couldn’t believe that Liam was even asking that. After a short while, Kyle asked, “You remember Paul?” Because Liam needed to understand; he had to. Liam had been at the Bar Five so he’d seen the kinds of things that happened.

      “Paul who?” Liam narrowed his eyes in thought.

      “Tall guy, brown eyes, city guy, always wore suits. He was one of Hank’s friends,” he mumbled.

      Liam closed his eyes and Kyle felt guilty. The last thing he wanted to do was make Liam think back to a time that had to hurt. But Liam had asked, and Kyle wanted to tell him.

      Liam shuffled on his perch. “No. There was no Paul.”

      Kyle squirmed a little. Paul had been the nastiest of Hank’s friends. Money crossed hands for him to be allowed time alone with Kyle. Real money. He’d turn up in his expensive car, with his fancy suit and this air of expectancy, and Kyle knew he’d be in for hours where he would lose who he was and became nothing more than sold goods.

      I could take Paul now. I could punch him out.

      I don’t want to use violence. But I would hurt Paul before he hurt me again.

      They didn’t look anything alike, Paul and Riley, but they had a presence about them: confident, moneyed, in charge. Paul had looked so normal, laughing and joking with Hank, until the door shut on them, and then…

      It changed.

      “Paul hurt me worse than Hank,” he murmured. The words were so soft that part of him hoped Liam hadn't heard. Clearly he had.

      “And Riley reminds you of him? What is it? Flashbacks?”

      Kyle stared out to the bluff above Legacy, and wanted to drop the whole thing.

      “Riley wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Liam murmured. “You have to know that.”

      Kyle shrugged. That was his go-to response whenever he didn’t want to dig deep into the well of shit he had in his head.

      “You’ll see,” Liam continued. “He’s just one of those guys who everyone likes when they get to know him. He won’t stop trying until he gets you to smile. He’s tenacious like that.”

      But Kyle was lost in thought again…

      Of the last time that Paul hurt him. Of the blood, and the pain, and the humiliation.

      Mostly he knew Riley wasn’t Paul, but he couldn’t stop the instinct to run whenever Riley was anywhere near him.

      Fuck. My. Life.
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      Riley still tried, though. Every day he’d find a reason to visit Legacy and would bring something with him or have some need to talk to Liam.

      The mess in his head with Riley scared Kyle, no two ways about it.

      All spit-shiny and tall, with his ridiculous smile and those soul-searching eyes, and his big silver car parked up on the road, Riley intimidated the hell out of Kyle.

      Seeing him stride across the dirt and dust of the construction site today, with a purpose in every step, had Kyle instantly feeling guilt and fear, one hell of a lot of self-destructive crap. Usually he’d go to the barn, but Liam was there, between him and safety. Riley didn’t look happy—hell, he didn’t look angry either, merely determined. But still…

      I fucked up.

      They want me to go.

      I knew they didn’t want me here really.

      They lied to me.

      They’ll take Skeeter back.

      And every single thing thrown at Kyle during those short jobs he’d worked on various crappy ranches became a ball of panic and anxiety in his chest made him sick, and had him rooted to the spot.

      Riley was a big man, strong in his own way, more than capable of taking Kyle down and pinning him to the floor.

      Fight-or-flight instinct itched under Kyle’s skin, and one foot moved a little as if it was completely separate from his control. Riley looked so damned purposeful like he had something to say.

      Get on your knees and swallow.

      Why wasn’t Jack with Riley? If Jack were here, he could look out for Kyle. And hell, where was Liam? He was only over in the barn, why didn’t he come out? He’d been here five minutes ago, gabbing on about some drainpipe, stabbing at plans with a pencil and muttering that he sure as hell hoped he’d get to see horses today.

      Riley stalked toward Kyle, and abruptly everything in his head became a mess he couldn’t handle.

      Riley stopped a couple of feet away, his hand outstretched, holding a bag in front of him. “Hey,” he said.

      It sounded like he was shouting at Kyle. Terror snapped inside him and Kyle couldn’t move.

      “Hey,” another voice said from next to him.

      Thank God, Liam was there, running a hand through his dark hair, brushing out the dust.

      “You forgot this.” Riley shook the bag a little to emphasize the point.

      Liam reached past Kyle, took the bag, and opened it to peer inside. “Muffins,” he announced flatly. “But where are the cookies?” He sounded suspicious. “Did you eat them between the house and here?”

      Kyle stopped breathing. Was Liam calling Riley out on something? Liam shouldn’t be doing shit like that—it was dangerous. Jack was the man they reported to, but Riley had his hooks in Jack. All it would take was for Riley to tell Jack something, and everything would be destroyed. Hell, Riley had the power to call a halt to all of this: the ranch building, the stables, the horses, everything.

      And to hurt me.

      And if the shit hit the fan, Kyle had no doubt that he’d be the first to go. He wouldn’t give them a chance; he’d run away well before the punches began to fly.

      “Asshole,” Riley muttered, grabbing back the bag. He peered inside and then handed it back. “At the bottom.”

      If Liam could behave normally in front of Riley, then why couldn’t Kyle?

      Because Riley is trying too hard convincing me, he’s a good guy, and he must be hiding something. He has to be.

      Kyle was convinced they would tell him to leave. Then where would he be? Out on his ass with nowhere to live, nothing to eat, and in a world where he could get hurt.

      Liam has a boyfriend. He’s not alone like me. He’ll always have somewhere to go. Doesn’t matter if he calls Riley an asshole.

      Liam took back the bag. “Hmmm.” And then he smiled. “Thanks.”

      “I don’t eat all the cookies in the house, you know,” Riley said defensively, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

      Kyle stood his ground. He wasn’t a quitter, and he liked Liam; the tall skinny cowboy was a good kid who spent way too much time talking about his boyfriend and getting up in Kyle’s space. Kyle had Liam’s back if whatever Riley was hiding behind his mask of ordinary ever spilled out and hurt them.

      “Jack told me about last night,” Liam said. “Said you ate everything.”

      And then it happened.

      “Well if you don’t want them.” Riley mock growled, made to snatch back the bag, stepping forward a few inches, and Kyle moved so fast that he didn’t even have time to think about what he was doing.

      “You can take them.” He blurted his words out with a dramatic exhalation of previously held breath.

      A couple of things happened at once. Liam stumbled away from where Kyle had pushed him behind him, and Riley stopped abruptly, his grin morphing into shock and then something Kyle couldn’t make out.

      Disbelief? Pity?

      But not anger.

      Instead, Riley held up his hands and backed away. “We were joking,” he said, simple and straight to the point.

      He said it in that way the counselors did, the same way the cops spoke to Kyle like Kyle was going to go murderer on their asses at the slightest provocation. All cautious and low in tone. Like Kyle was made of glass, a fragile, transparent thing that would break at the smallest touch.

      There was no fear in Riley, not one flicker of worry that Kyle would be a problem for him. No, there was just this hateful, soul-destroying concern, and Kyle’s heart broke open again.

      He didn’t want pity, didn’t want to be scared. He didn’t want to put himself between a friend and someone he was afraid of anymore.

      “It’s okay,” Liam said from behind him, placing a hand on his belt, a soft touch of reassurance.

      Riley didn’t seem to know what to do. His gaze flicked from Kyle and then back to Liam, a hundred questions in their brown depths. He was clearly deciding what to say, how to handle Kyle, how to be around him without setting him off.

      What Kyle should do was move away, step aside from protecting Liam against someone who wasn’t even going to hurt him, but again he was frozen; he couldn’t move. His default setting was to fight for Liam, and until Riley moved away, Kyle wasn’t able to take a step.

      “Okay,” Riley said. “I need to get into the office. Bye.”

      He looked directly at Liam, his eyes questioning whether Liam would be okay.

      Everyone is scared of me. Of me cracking, or punching someone.

      It seemed that even though Liam said nothing, Riley got the answer he needed; he turned on his heel with a waved goodbye, climbed into his car, and drove off.

      “He left cookies.” Liam shook the bag. “Water, sandwiches, muffins, and cookies saves us going back. See you inside.”

      Liam didn’t ask Kyle if he was okay. There was no point. Liam had been where Kyle was—abused, scared, and lost. He didn’t have to ask Kyle if he was okay. Kyle was far from okay.

      Kyle wasn’t sure he would ever be okay.

      He rolled his shoulders, flexed his hands at his side; they ached from being clenched into fists. He wouldn’t hit first, but sure as eggs were eggs, he wouldn’t take anything lying down.

      Riley was a big man—physically big, taller than Kyle by nearly half a foot and broad; he’d be difficult to takedown. But Kyle would fight for his life if he needed to, and to protect Liam, who was the closest thing he had to a friend at the D.

      All of that was a given.

      He turned and went inside the building site that was to be the west end of the Legacy bunkhouse.

      Stupid fucked-up head.

      Liam sat cross-legged on a tarpaulin, eating sandwiches, with water propped up next to him and the cookies he’d placed on top of the bag. “Ham.” He gestured to a pile of sandwiches on a napkin.

      Kyle didn’t sit with Liam, but he picked up all four thick-cut ham-and-bread treasures. He’d never eaten this well; it had taken his stomach a long time of working up to this level of food, but ranch work and construction work needed fuel. He sat on wood propped across two old metal water buckets and had managed to eat two of his sandwiches before Liam decided to talk.

      “Can you manage on your own for the rest of the day? The vet is out looking at Taylor, and Jack isn’t back until Friday.”

      Kyle nodded. He could manage this whole project on his own well enough; he didn’t need Liam around him at all. Or anyone. Just the horses. Talking of which, he’d noticed something this morning, and if the veterinarian was here anyway...

      He coughed to clear his throat. “Sundance is favoring his right hind leg.”

      Liam nodded. “I’ll tell Neil.”

      Neil was the ranch veterinarian. Kyle had only seen him from a distance. Neil was married to Jack’s mom but didn’t look much older than Jack did. When Kyle saw him last, he was smiling at Jack and looked pretty harmless. Clearly he liked animals, and he wasn’t a built guy. Kyle could maybe knock him to the floor if he tried anything.

      And yeah, Kyle hated that he categorized men by threat level.

      Sundance was the second horse stabled at the new area of the Double D, but Skeeter was Kyle’s horse.

      For now, anyway.

      Jack told him the dark brown Appaloosa had been bottle raised. In fact, Jack had rescued Skeeter from a couple of ranches over. Skeeter was mischievous, into everything. His real name was something long and convoluted, but they called him Skeeter for short because, like a mosquito, he buzzed around annoyingly and generally got into things he shouldn’t.

      Jack had decided to put the new barn at Legacy to use, stabling Skeeter and Sundance over with Kyle.

      Trust.

      Kyle was aware that Jack trusted him and that he was building something at Legacy, but Kyle, wary and broken, was finding it as hard to adjust to life at the Double D. Just as hard as the two-year-old horse found staying put in his stall..

      Liam brushed himself off and adjusted his hat.

      “They’re looking at a guy to come to Legacy, take up a space, twenty-two. Name’s Jason Smith. Got pulled in after Christmas, and Steve says he’s about ready to get out of the support center.”

      Steve Murray ran a center for teenagers and young adults on the streets, one that believed in education and helping to find them a future. The concept was that Legacy would be a place where a person could heal, and work, and be part of the ranch. The next stage for these young men and women who needed a new focus and direction in life.

      “I didn’t think we were getting anyone yet.” He looked up at the construction—half new build, half renovation of a crumbling stone building—and then back at Liam. “We’re not ready.”

      “Seems this Jason is close to the edge, and Steve says he should be out now. All sounded kind of urgent.”

      “What will this person do? Where will he sleep?”

      Liam looked thoughtful. “He’ll be working with you on the construction I guess. And for sleeping? Maybe in a tent in the barn next to you until one of the rooms is ready for him.”

      “So, you mean, I’d be looking after him?”

      Liam shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess Jack will come down and talk to us. Anyway, it was just a heads-up. I’ll bring Neil back after,” he said. And then he left.

      Kyle was on his own again, and it felt so damn good. Call him ornery, call him broken, call him an idiot, but he was happiest on his own. Which didn’t bode well for this Jason guy, who would need Kyle to teach him things and show him the way they worked, and God knows what else.

      The last thing he needed in his current state of mind was a troubled man dumped on him. Not that Liam had said he was troubled, just used the words “on the edge.” What did that even mean? Was the guy strung out? Was it drugs? Or did he have a criminal record?

      Will he hurt me?

      Kyle couldn’t think the worst, not yet. He polished off the rest of the sandwiches and two huge cookies, chased them down with the rapidly warming water, and considered what to do first. The early-afternoon Texas sun was warm but comfortable, reassuring; the heat in this state was the only constant in his life.

      Well, heat and fear.

      Pushing his hands into his pockets, he eyed the building. The west side of the new Legacy bunkhouse was about a third done, the shells of the rooms stood ready.

      Four rooms, each big enough for a bed and a small bathroom, with locking doors and a window to the front. Jack called them pods, but whether that was an official term or not, Kyle didn’t know. Pod One had a working bathroom with a temporary sewerage solution, and it contained a shower, a sink, and a toilet. There were no doors yet, but the ranch was isolated. Windows and doors were covered in tarpaulin, and Kyle loved working there every day.

      Alone.

      The first plans Kyle had seen had an internal corridor and doors to each room, but written over that, in what he’d come to learn was Jack’s handwriting, was “complete privacy and exterior doors.”

      The insight that Jack had, that a person needed the control to keep themselves safe, was another tick in the column adding up to Kyle respecting him.

      In fact, he could like Jack despite his interference and his do-good attitude.

      Riley, on the other hand? Kyle just didn’t get it.

      How could Jack, a man’s man, all cowboy and rough drawl, end up with Riley, who was almost too pretty to be real?

      But together they were, and if what Kyle had walked in on a few weeks back was anything to go by, they got along just fine in the bedroom department. Riley had been topping the hell out of Jack, and hell, Jack was letting him! Riley had Jack pressed up against the wall of the barn, muttering something about tying him up, and Jack had groaned, low in his throat, tilting his head and grinding up against him.

      Didn’t seem right, somehow, that Jack wasn’t in charge, that he wasn’t the one calling the shots.

      And then it changed. In a smooth move, Jack pushed Riley against the wall, and they were laughing until that laugh turned into a burning kiss. Enough to have the blood rushing south in Kyle’s body. That was more like it: Jack was all muscles, broad and strong, and Riley was the pretty boy, the one who Jack…

      Used?

      What the hell, how did Kyle know what was normal with things like that? He’d lost all sense of what a relationship was; only ever seeing pain and abuse. Not like he had a normal to compare it to.

      Kyle had been trapped there by the feed, with Liam due back any minute, and so he’d closed his eyes and listened to the groans, the kissing, the laughing, and the teasing.

      And he’d ached inside for what he could hear and what he could never have.

      They separated, moved away, and Jack smacked Riley upside the head, muttering something about frustrating oilmen. Riley had just laughed again, given him one more kiss, and left the stable. Thankfully, after a few moments, Jack went as well.

      Kyle shook his head to clear it of the memories and residual adrenaline that seemed to carry him through his days. He had framework to build up; that was next on his list, but first he had to check in on Skeeter.

      No, he needed to see Skeeter, needed to stroke him and receive the horse’s unconditional excitement at seeing his human friend visit.

      Kyle scrambled across the detritus of building work, wood and pallets of materials that had become part of his life. He walked through the barn, passing the tent where he slept, and on up to the stalls where Skeeter and Sundance stood in their separate spaces ignoring each other. They were standoffish, preferring to stay away from each other.

      Skeeter trotted right up to Kyle as he leaned over the stall door, almost knocking him over with the enthusiasm of his push against him.

      “Hey, Skeeter,” he murmured and scratched above the horse’s eyes. Soon, as the temperature lowered, he’d ride Skeeter over to the western hills, right opposite to where everyone lived and worked on the ranch.

      Skeeter snickered, searching Kyle’s hand for treats but finding none. The Appaloosa let out a huff of disapproval, but he didn’t move away, clearly up for the affection anyway. Sundance stared at them both balefully from the opposite side of his stall, his ears pricking up when Kyle made a soft noise, but he didn’t move.

      Sundance was a bay quarter horse with white markings on his head and sporting a black mane and tail. He was a horse with scars. Still underweight, Sundance needed extra nutrients in his feed. Another one of Jack’s rescues, this time from neglectful owners. Sundance was gentle, despite his backstory, but he was wary.

      Bit like me.

      Kyle looked down at his arms, bare where he’d rolled the shirt up; his skin darkened by the sun. Kyle was still thin, but he was getting muscles again, like he’d had at the Bar Five, through working with the horses and the construction. He was starting to feel healthy again as if he really could make it through everything and come out the other side.

      He fussed Skeeter for a little while, or at least he let Skeeter fuss him, and as he stood there, he attempted to clear his head. The first-ever counselor he’d had who made sense talked about finding a happy place. Kyle didn’t subscribe wholly to this concept of a single time and place where happiness occurred, but he had memories that he clung to, and sometimes they were enough to make him smile.

      He didn’t have many to call up, though.

      His first time meeting Skeeter was one of them. And cookies. Cookies were good.

      Kyle hadn’t meant to lose it this morning like he had, and Riley certainly hadn’t done a single thing to warrant Kyle thinking he would hurt anyone, least of all Liam. Hell, Liam and Riley seemed almost friends most of the time. That, despite being a ranch hand and Riley an owner.

      Shame began to manifest inside Kyle, and he couldn’t stop it, not even if he tried—a small ball of nothing that would become something if he let it. How could he think Riley would hurt Liam or Kyle? Jack loved Riley, so Riley must be a good guy. Jack certainly was; he hadn’t broken any of his promises, would never hurt Kyle or make him do anything he didn’t want to do. Jack had given Kyle time with horses, a job, even a small salary that Kyle had negotiated down because he didn’t deserve it.

      Who the fuck did that kind of stupid thing anyway?

      And now, he’d added a shameful, humiliating reaction to whatever else Jack thought of him. Riley would go home later and tell Jack what an idiot Kyle was, and even though Jack wouldn’t ask Kyle to leave, or punish him, or talk to him about it, things would change again.

      Jack would look at him with pity.

      And there it was, a trigger, and he was going to have another freaking meltdown, only, this time, it would just be horses watching him, and he could handle that. Because horses never judged you on your fucked-up mind or your failings in life.

      Determined to get past the mess in his head, Kyle climbed down from the fence and almost jogged over to the tools he’d left earlier. Losing himself in physical work was his go-to: wielding a hammer, taking care to measure and cut and build so that everything was square. He ran a hand down the next piece of wood, envisioning it lining up with the corner and forming part of the doorframe for room three. With the door hung, that was enough to tell Jack they were ready to think about ordering in the kitchen for the main eating area.

      The central area would sit with four rooms on the left, four on the right, a decking area behind, and the horses out front and to one side. If Kyle shut his eyes, he could imagine what it would look like.

      He spotted the veterinarian driving past to the main ranch and figured he’d have a while before Neil came back to check in on Sundance, so he pressed on. The doorframe took shape with the cool shade of the room behind him, and Kyle didn’t panic about having to talk to the veterinarian.

      Not at all.
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      Kyle waited until Neil finished, standing a respectful distance from the veterinarian, ready to hear whether he was just overreacting about Sundance.

      “You’re right to worry,” Neil said. “There’s heat here, and the edges of the ligament are rounded, softer. What do you think it is?”

      Wait… Was the veterinarian asking his opinion? Kyle stood there opening and closing his mouth. He didn’t know much about horses. Well, he knew the care of them, how to put on tack, how to ride—he’d learned all that at Bar Five—but the medical stuff? Well, he wasn’t an expert. “I don’t know.”

      “You called me.” Neil scratched at Sundance’s coat. “Why?”

      “Thought he was favoring his leg.”

      “And?”

      Neil was pushing for more. Why would he do that? Kyle didn’t know. “It was hot. I thought maybe it was a tendon strain,” he finally offered.

      Neil nodded. “That would be at the back of the leg. This is more likely suspensory desmitis.”

      Kyle stiffened. Great, this was going to be a lecture he’d have no idea how to follow.

      “Yeah?” Kyle’s irritation showed in his voice. He wasn’t stupid, and he wasn’t going to stand there and take being talked at.

      Then he slumped a little, knowing that yes, he likely would stand there and accept the lecture.

      Anything for an easy life.

      Neil nodded and continued, seemingly unaware of Kyle’s reaction. “Yeah, I get it’s a name that’s best forgotten. It’s an upper third ligament injury.” As he spoke, he ran a gentle hand down Sundance’s leg. “It’s common. Doesn’t matter whether it’s a thoroughbred jumper or a pleasure pony.” He looked up expectantly as if he was waiting for Kyle to ask a question. Then he continued. “Ligaments attach bones to each other and act as supports.”

      Wait…. Was Neil trying to teach Kyle what was happening here? That wasn’t right, and Kyle was suspicious of the motive. Still, he couldn’t exactly move away. “And he’s hurt it.”

      “Yeah, it’s a strong structure that attaches to the back of the cannon bone just below the knee, where the ligament begins.”

      Kyle shuffled a little closer, remaining just out of reach, and Neil nodded at him.

      “The ligament divides into two branches that attach to the inside and outside sesamoid bones on the back of the fetlock. I’ll bring you some posters. You can put them up in the barn and check them if you spot anything out of the ordinary. They have the same up at the main ranch.”

      Kyle had noticed them—who wouldn’t? A whole wall of them, all kinds of diagrams and notes. He didn’t for one minute think Jack needed them. Jack was a god with horses, instinctively knew them, and Robbie knew just as much. Kyle guessed they’d had to learn from somewhere, though.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Neil looked back at Sundance, pressing the area he’d described, and Sundance let out a snort. Immediately, Kyle went closer, scratching between the horse’s eyes and murmuring softly.

      “Steady, boy,” he whispered. “It’s okay.”

      “The damage can be quite hidden at times, so diagnosis is difficult,” Neil pointed out. “He’ll need cold therapy and bandaging. That will usually reduce the swelling, and then we can get a better look. You know much of Sundance’s history?”

      “Not so much, sir. Mr. Campbell-Hayes may know more.”

      “Call me Neil,” the veterinarian said.

      No way was Kyle doing that to his face; although inside his head, Kyle could think the man was called Neil well enough.

      “Box rest,” Neil continued. “I’ll come back out the end of the week. Conformation can play a role in a horse like this, or maybe it was the way the horse was treated. I’ll talk to Jack and see if we can get a history.”

      Neil left after showing Kyle exactly how to handle the cold packs, and giving instructions to ask Jack for a refrigerator and freezer for the barn so that future cold packs and medicines could be stored ready.

      “Maybe that’s better coming from you,” Kyle said. Then he stepped away when he realized what he’d done.

      Neil didn’t look put out. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I’ll call him, get it dealt with.”

      When Neil left, Sundance looked pretty upset by the whole experience, and Kyle was left feeling antsy.

      Liam came back, chatting on about something and nothing—babies, or food, or horses. Kyle wasn’t really up to the bonding thing at the moment. The only thing he and Liam had in common was Hank and the abuse, and they never actually talked about the one thing that might connect them.

      The ache of physical work had deserted him, and he needed to get out on Skeeter and find some peace, so he saddled up and went for a ride.

      He was only about five minutes away from the ranch, his battered Timex showing him it was close to 7:00 p.m. when he heard another horse approaching.

      And he knew.

      Regular as clockwork, so he knew exactly who it was.

      “Hey.” Robbie reined in a huge bay and fell into a slow walk next to him.

      Kyle did what he did every time: side-eyed him and grunted. Of course, he should probably be tipping his hat or calling him sir; Jack’s foreman should be shown respect.

      Kyle had done that on night one, and the foreman had told Kyle to call him Robbie. Night two, Robbie rolled his eyes when Kyle called him sir again.

      Night three, Robbie’s boyfriend, Eli, came with him. When Kyle called them both sir, Eli couldn’t stop laughing.

      Night four, Kyle called the foreman Robbie, and Robbie simply nodded at the change.

      Sometimes it was just Robbie out riding; sometimes it was Jack and Riley, or just one of them with Vaughn. Whatever, there was always someone keeping an eye on Legacy, or Kyle or both.

      Kyle didn’t know which one caused the people up at the big house the most stress.

      He was stuck between understanding why and resenting it. But he knew it was to protect him too. Kyle was a twenty-six-year-old man with a shaky past and an uncertain future, and Legacy was Jack’s baby.

      And there was that trust thing again: Jack left him and Liam alone to project-manage the building. Other than getting in a company to build the stables—after all, the horses were a priority—everything else was up to Liam and Kyle.

      It had to be obvious Liam wanted to go back to the main ranch with the horses. At times, Kyle would catch him looking wistfully at Skeeter and Sundance, and somehow Kyle just knew Liam didn’t want to be there at Legacy.

      At first, Kyle resented that as much as he did the check-ups. Why was Jack Campbell-Hayes even considering setting up Legacy when no one from the D appeared interested? Kyle hadn’t got his head around the concept of rehabilitation that Jack had waxed on about for so long. Still, he had a job, a place to sleep, and safety. He was more than happy not to have Jack over here all the time. He just needed to get a handle on Riley trying to make friends, and he’d be fine.

      Anyway, by the second week of moving from the Double D’s bunkhouse to the tent at Legacy, Kyle looked forward to his evening rides with other guys.

      Only the other guys talked, even Jack. Last night, it had been Jack who joined him on his ride, and the usually quiet cowboy talked about his daughter Hayley. God knows what started it, probably Kyle’s throwaway comment about how Jack’s day had been.

      It seemed like Jack had things to get off his chest and Kyle happened to be a handy ear to listen.

      Now, after last night’s ride, Kyle knew Hayley was fourteen going on twenty, needed braces and hated the idea, had three siblings, and that Jack was concerned about something to do with adoption. That was just the start of it. Kyle now also knew all about Hayley liking some boy, Logan, who was Jack’s nephew, or something.

      Yeah, that kind of conversation. The type where all Kyle had to do was nod his head every so often and move alongside Jack, listening to him talk and taking in the fact he was on a horse and chilling in the evening sun. He felt safer on horseback, like if Jack moved closer he could just press Skeeter into a gallop and run.

      Tonight as Robbie drew alongside and Kyle thought he’d have a quiet ride, Jack and Hayley had joined him. Jack looked tired tonight and didn’t say much, leaving that to Hayley.

      Jack’s cell rang, and he cursed softly, falling back a little to answer the call. Rob had pulled ahead and abruptly Kyle was alone with Hayley Campbell-Hayes.

      “Dad’s stuck in Austin,” Hayley confided. “Plane trouble.”

      Dad must be what she called Riley. That explained the concern on Jack’s face. “Oh,” he said because it appeared she wanted an answer of some kind.

      “So, what’s wrong with Sundance?” Hayley asked as they climbed the western hill to where a body could get the best view of the ranch.

      “Ligament injury.”

      She looked at him pointedly, questions in her dark eyes, and not for the first time he was blown away by how much of her dad she had in her.

      And yes, he knew Riley was her biological father, and Jack was her other dad, who was just as important. She’d explained all that last week when she’d trailed alongside him and Robbie. She had a way of looking at a person, without judgment, but with concern.

      “But it can be fixed. Right?”

      “Neil said so.”

      Hayley nodded and heeled the horse to step forward. “You icing and wrapping?”

      “What he told me,” Kyle replied.

      That was enough talking. Unless, of course, it wasn’t just Jack that knew more of Sundance’s history. Maybe Hayley knew as well; she seemed to know everything else.

      “You know anything more about how Sundance got here?” he asked, suddenly in a situation where he had to make conversation with a fourteen-year-old girl. Possibly the first real question he’d asked her in all the nights she’d ridden with him and the others.

      “Pappa rescued him. Dad went with him. There was a ranch sale, and no one wanted Sundance. Pappa said he needed a home, and we already have Mistry and Skeeter, and Dad said it would be good to have a place for these horses to go. You know, the ones that are hungry, or hurt, or who need love, or just have nowhere to go.”

      She could have been describing what Kyle needed.

      Well, that makes me feel like shit—to be summed up by a kid.

      “Did he come with any papers?” he asked to change the direction of his thinking.

      Hayley shrugged. “You need to ask Dad. Hang on…. C’mon, Red.”

      She wheeled away, pushing her horse back down the path to where Jack was following. She stopped and talked to him, and then the two of them caught up with Kyle, who had reined in Skeeter and waited.

      Of course, he was waiting to be told it was none of his business, or he just needed to keep his head down, or his question was insulting. That was just the way he’d been conditioned.

      “Sorry about that,” Jack apologized. “Hayley said Neil looked at Sundance.

      Kyle swallowed his nerves, hoping to hell he’d recall the details he’d been given.

      “Liam organized it,” he defended. Because, hell, what if the reject horses at Legacy were just there temporarily? Maybe Jack didn’t want to spend money on them. Instinctively, Kyle leaned forward a little and stroked Skeeter, feeling a kinship to the rejected horse.

      “What did Neil say?”

      Kyle stilled the flutter of panic in his chest. He recalled the name; he’d said it over and over to make sure he knew how to say it right. “Suspensory desmitis.”

      Jack didn’t laugh at him or frown; he looked concerned. “Ice, wrap, and wait, and to stable him?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Call me Jack,” Jack said by rote. “Let me know if you need anything. Meanwhile, I’ll pass this news on to Darren in the office.”

      “I can handle it,” Kyle said without thinking.

      When Jack fixed him with a stare, he wished he could rewind time.

      “Course you can,” Jack said evenly like he’d never thought any different. “But you’ll need to get refrigeration down here, and another diesel generator until the electric’s fixed.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Cam—Jack.” Kyle apologized immediately for jumping to the conclusion that he was being judged and found wanting.

      Jack frowned a little, but not with disappointment. Or at least Kyle didn’t think it was that. Maybe frustration that Kyle was apologizing again.

      “Night, Kyle.”

      “Night,” Kyle murmured at Jack’s back as Solo trotted toward Hayley.

      The two of them rode over the hill, joined up with Robbie and headed toward the ranch.

      For the longest time, until darkness smudged the horizon and Skeeter began to fidget, Kyle sat there and stared down at the ranch. From this point, he could see the D with its barns, cars, and lit-up windows, and to the left, he could see the new, smaller ranch site, Legacy.

      Pride filled him as he looked at what he and Liam had built so far. Six weeks, and for the first time in his life, he’d managed to create something that wasn’t going to be ripped down.

      Slowly he made his way back down, stabled Skeeter, pulled the doors close, and saw to Sundance with the ice-and-wrapping treatment. Then he unzipped the tent that he’d moved inside the stable—not for warmth, but to be close to Sundance.

      Who knew, the ornery horse might need him.

      It would be nice if someone did.

      Stop that now. Get a fucking grip.

      So Kyle went to bed, taking the flashlight in the tent, and propped himself up on the pillow. He opened the book he’d hid inside his sleeping bag, An Encyclopedia of Horses, and checked the index for ligaments. If he had Internet he could maybe check Google, but there was something satisfying about checking the details in a book.

      He read until his eyes hurt, and then he lay down.

      Before long, he was asleep.

      
      When the dream started, it was the same as every other time. He
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