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      “Son, I need to talk to you.”

      Sage sighed but kept it soft enough that no one could possibly hear. Momma didn’t call often—once a week—and she talked to him for exactly fifteen minutes. Hell, he wasn’t sure if the calls were habit for him or for her, but it was what it was, and it kept the costs on his pay-as-you-go phone low. If she called on a Saturday morning, when she knew he’d been working on the docks all night, it had to be important.

      “Sure, Momma. What you need?”

      He leaned back on his bed, looking out the little window. His eyes followed the hairline crack that climbed through the glass. Some days he thought maybe that weird, crookedy little line wanted to be a word or something. A picture. Not today. Today it was only a place for a tiny spider to climb. God, he was tired. The trucks had been filled with hundreds of small heavy boxes, and his muscles were screaming for rest. Not sleep, not yet. That wouldn’t come ’til eleven or so. It wasn’t like he came home and crashed once his feet found their way back through the mess in the streets and the little pockets of nighttime assholes on the corners, waiting for the bolder daytime assholes to spell them. This was his primetime, after all. He had a cup of coffee and a Louis L’Amour book he hadn’t read, which he’d found in a dumpster on his way to work a couple of days ago. It was all good.

      “Are you listening to me, Sage Marlowe Redding?”

      “What? Sorry, Momma. I must’ve dozed some. Long night. Say again?”

      “I need you to come home.”

      He sat up and frowned, his heart doing that sickening little hiccup and roll that meant something shitty was going down. “What happened?”

      “Well, nothing that you’d think was an emergency, really. Your daddy, though, his hands…. He can’t work the horses as much.”

      Sage closed his eyes. Fucking Parkinson’s. Daddy’d been fighting it for damn near eight years, but it was a losing battle. “Momma, I….”

      “Son, that Teddy Dale, he’s going to take the land. You know he will. He’s waiting. I need you to cowboy up and come on. Now.”

      “Teddy Dale’s the reason I ain’t come home, Momma. That man hates the sound of my name.” Not that Sage blamed the crusty old bastard. Angelo, the man’s only son and the apple of his momma’s eye, had died in Sage’s company ten years ago. Leastways that was the story and what was taken as God’s honest truth.

      Ten years, ten months, fifteen days and… fourteen and a half hours ago.

      “Well, we need to be able to train these horses. Your daddy has a contract. If he can fill it on time, we can pay for six months of bills. Sister’s took pregnant on me, Son. Her and that ass hat she’s married to caught like a pair of hounds.”

      “I don’t even have a car, Momma, and I sure don’t have the cash to bus it right now. I get paid in two weeks.” A baby? Rosie? Christ, when had he gotten old? He looked at the calendar. “I can get on a Greyhound then, if I clear it with my parole officer.”

      They had rules for men like him, and he followed them because he wasn’t going back in.

      He couldn’t.

      “I can wire you the money.” She sighed, lowering her voice. “It would kill your daddy to lose this place.”

      “I know. I’ll come. I have to make arrangements, Momma. You know that.”

      “I know that you paid your debt to society already, baby, for something that shouldn’t have all been on your shoulders.”

      “I paid my stupid tax, for sure.” He smiled a little. “Let me see what my parole officer says, and I’ll call.”

      “Okay. They… they’ll let you come home, right?”

      “I’ll have to go in front of a judge. You know that.” It sucked, but it was what it was.

      “I know, son. Maybe you’ll get Judge Shannon. He’s not in anyone’s pocket, leastways in my memory.”

      “Maybe. You’ll need to send me doctor’s information so I can start everything.”

      “I can send it overnight unless you have one of those Kinko’s places. I can fax there.”

      “I’ll have to call you, Momma. I don’t know. There should be a phone book down in the management office.”

      “Okay. I-I’m sorry, son.” He could hear the tears, right there in her throat. He hated for his momma to cry.

      “Shit, what for? You didn’t make me a fuck-up, you didn’t make Daddy sick, and you didn’t make Rosemary decide to have children that her crazy fuck of a husband can’t feed. Seems to me like we should be apologizing to you.”

      She sniffled, but the chuckle was just as strong now.

      “I’ll call you with the Kinko’s number. Later. I got to work all weekend, but I’ll get in to see Jack on Monday.” If he could.

      “Thanks, baby. I’m sorry. I know it’s borrowing more trouble for you, but I need your help.”

      “I got your back, Momma. I won’t let you down.” The again was there, unsaid and implied.

      “I love you, Son.”

      “I love you, Momma. Talk to you later on.” He hung up and sat there, his head pounding, feeling swole as a rotting melon. Much as he hated California, he hated the thought of begging some Texas judge to let him come home even more.

      God, what a mess.

      “Damn you, Angel. You and me, we fucked everything up, and you had to up and die and get out of everything.”

      Angel never answered back, which was good, since the man was dead. Would make it awkward if he hung around.

      Sage chuckled, rubbed his forehead, and set his alarm. He’d get a couple of hours of sleep, then get to work.

      He had a feeling he was fixin’ to have a lot to do.
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      Sage got off the bus, as tired as he’d ever been. The scent of red dirt and mold and cow shit hit him, at once horrifying and comforting as all get-out.

      He’d gone before the judge in L.A. He’d said his piece about Daddy and the ranch, and Momma and Cousin Rich had stood for him too. He’d laid out his life for all those folks to study and sneer at, and his head felt stuffed with cotton wool. He just wanted to rest his body a minute.

      A sheriff’s vehicle was there, with Sheriff Jim Dale staring at him. Sage ignored it. He wasn’t looking to find trouble, wasn’t looking to get into trouble. He was not in the trouble business. He was here to work and make sure Daddy kept the ranch. That was it, damn it.

      His momma pulled up, and the familiar rumble of her old truck sunk deep inside him.

      She parked between him and the sheriff, and he put his duffel in the back before climbing in. “Momma.”

      “Son. Welcome home.”

      Sage’s gaze cut across the parking lot to where Jim glared. Dead Angel Dale’s favorite uncle lifted his hand and pointed his index finger at Sage, thumb raised like a pistol. Right. Welcome home.

      “Thank you, Momma.”

      Momma glared at Jim, then leaned over to kiss Sage’s cheek. “You don’t let him get to you.”

      “I don’t want any trouble. I’ll lie low, like I promised.”

      He wasn’t going to cause anyone any stress. No way. He would work and he would sleep.

      “I think he ought to be the one who has to.”

      Sage shrugged. “Don’t you worry on it, Momma. I’ll take care of sh—things.”

      “Good. You’re a good boy.” She started up the truck and got them moving. “I made a pork loin.”

      “Rosie and her man coming over?” Rosie’s husband Greg hated Sage with a fiery burning passion.

      Momma ducked her head. “Not tonight. Rosie said she’d come soon and to tell you she loves you. You know how that little fuck she’s married to is. He invented some bullshit reason not to show.”

      “It’s no big thing.” He reached over and patted her hand. “I know, huh? It sucks to have the shitty son.”

      “You hush. You’re my son, no matter what you did or didn’t do, and I love you.” His momma, she could be fierce.

      “Yes, ma’am.” His heart didn’t want to look at things as she drove off, see how much had changed and how much hadn’t. His eyes, though, they were curious and determined to look at everything. McCallum’s pharmacy was still there, and the Ridgeway Cinema was too, even though it was a dollar theater now, showing shit that was on TV for those who could get satellite. The roller rink was a Dollar General now, and they’d thrown up one of the Mexican convenience stores, and somewhere that looked like it’d been a movie store, about five years ago. Thank God the Dairy Queen was still the same. “They still let you smoke in there?”

      “They do. The city made a fuss, but the place sits five yards outside the limits.” Glaring some, she looked over at him. “You ain’t smokin’, are you?”

      “No, ma’am. I quit.” Not because he wanted to, but because he couldn’t afford it. He couldn’t afford any vices these days, so he was a fucking paragon of clean living.

      “Well, good on you.” She sighed and looked back in the rearview at the near empty street, her hands relaxing on the steering wheel, and Sage got it. No one was following them, thank God.

      The farther they got out of town, the less change Sage saw. The Shields’ house still stood in the center of the gnarliest grove of pecan trees on earth, the Pecinas still hung out their shingle for leatherwork, and the world’s biggest pothole was still there—Momma not even noticing as she drove around it.

      “Still haven’t fixed that, huh?”

      “Nope. I don’t reckon they ever will, Son. Ain’t but four families on this road and ain’t none of us that have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of. County don’t care about old folks.”

      “You’re not old, Momma.” Although he knew she had to be as ancient as his body felt these days.

      “I ain’t young.” She laughed, but it was strained.

      “I’ll make it right, Momma. I won’t let you down.” Once more, Sage didn’t say the again. He didn’t have to. They both knew it was there.

      “I know you’ll do fine.” She turned off onto their road and bumped down the dirt track.

      He needed to grade the drive after he got finished riding fence. The gate looked solid enough, and the cattle guards were still whole, rattling under the tires as the big dually trundled over them.

      The house looked so familiar it made his belly ache, and when the truck stopped, he felt frozen.

      “This is your home, Sage Redding. Your place. Nothing will change that.” Momma sounded like she was fixin’ to lose her shit, and he couldn’t deal with it. “We put a single-wide back behind the barns, so you have your own spot.”

      “Y’all didn’t have to….”

      “You hush. A grown man needs something not his childhood bedroom. It’s real nice. Your daddy traded for it—that old tractor that no one was gonna use no more.”

      He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Thank you. Is Daddy out to the barn or in the house?”

      “Should be in the barn. Supper in half an hour.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He’d take his duffel to the trailer afterward. First, he’d get to work. “I’ll help him out, and we’ll be in to eat.”

      “I’ll see you then.” She gave him a ghost of a smile and headed for the house, leaving him on his own.

      Sage hopped down and walked to the barn, whistling loud enough that the critters and Daddy could hear him and not be surprised. He looked out over the pasture as he went; the grass was browning, proving it was just on the other end of vicious Texas summer. Late September could be deadly—hot and humid, with air that felt like syrup in your lungs.

      Daddy was singing, the words stuttering a bit but sounding loud and clear. Sage joined in, singing old Bob Wills songs like he had just come home from the store a half hour ago, not damn near eleven years ago.

      Daddy’s head whipped up, but Sage saw no censure, no disappointment, nothing there but a huge grin, and they rolled into the big finish together, yodeling like fools.

      The horses tossed their heads and snorted like they were singing right along. Silly things.

      Daddy came and pounded on Sage’s back when they were done. “Son!”

      “I’m home.” For what it was worth, he was home.

      “You are, and it’s about damned time.”

      “Yes, sir.” It was. “Momma says supper’s in thirty. What you need me to do?”

      “I need that bale moved, and I’ve got about a thousand little things.”

      “I’ll get on it.” He set to working, the motions and rhythm of this so deep in his bones that no time could rust it. Out of the corner of his eyes, he watched his father, those gnarled hands shaking now, the tremors obvious. God was a mean, vicious scorekeeper, and Sage thought He cheated more often than not.

      They finished up the work in time for supper and made for the house, the wind picking up.

      “Sounds like it’s fixin’ to storm.”

      Daddy nodded. “You ain’t got one of them fancy-assed phones to tell you what the weather’s going to do?”

      “No, sir.” He couldn’t afford one, and he didn’t have no credit. He had a pay as you go from the Walmart.

      “Good.” Daddy spit into the dry ground. “Rosie’s asshole husband has one attached to his fucking palm. Worthless piece of shit.”

      Sage shrugged. His knees told him when it was going to be really bad. That was his one truly painful souvenir from prison. At least he’d been given a choice—teeth or knees. He’d reckoned no one could do worse than what a horse could, and he’d been right. He could cowboy up.

      His teeth had cost his momma and daddy too much money to let someone knock them clean out….

      Momma opened the front door and he forced himself to simply walk in, pretend like he belonged. Christ on a crutch, not a goddamn thing had changed, at least at first glance. The floors were still wood, and the walls in the mudroom still frog green. Pairs of rubber boots still sat in the old wood milk crate that Momma had bought at the First Baptist Christmas Yard Sale and Craft Show when he was eight.

      Somehow it smelled the same too—like salt pork and beans, cornbread and chili.

      As they walked in, he noticed the little things that were different—there were pictures of cousins’ babies where his and Rosie’s school pictures used to be, and the console TV cabinet had a little flat screen on it.

      It made him breathe, finally, and made him smile. Time did march on.

      “Come in and sit. You want milk or tea, Son?” Momma had already given Daddy his water and milk, and she had a cup of coffee by her plate.

      “Tea, please.” It occurred to him, a little distantly, that he’d never sat at this table and had a beer. Not once, and he was fairly sure he never would.

      “Here you go.” She handed him a glass, and he wanted to scream all of a sudden, wanted to break up the normalcy of the little scene.

      He sat instead.

      Daddy prayed and they ate, the food good, familiar, filling. He was going to crack like a dropped pie plate, right down the middle.

      When the meal was finally over, he hauled his bones up, refusing the offer to sit and watch the evening news. His soul felt brittle, and he didn’t think he could bear it a bit, Momma crocheting and Daddy napping through one pointless show after another.

      “Here’s the keys to the trailer, Son. There’s plumbing, gas, lights. I set it up for you.”

      “Thank you, Momma. Daddy.” He took the keys and the wrapped-up plate of leftovers. “I’ll see y’all first thing.”

      “We’ll be here.” Momma smiled for him and Daddy nodded, though that could have been the Parkinson’s.

      Sage walked out to the truck and grabbed his duffel, thankful the storm hadn’t found them yet. He carried the bag to the trailer, standing and staring at it for a long time. Damn. It was plumb nice, really, even had a wee baby porch on it.

      He didn’t see the pit bull sitting there, not until he climbed the stair. Little and blue, the whipcord tail set to wagging, thump, thump, and he frowned. “Copper?”

      It couldn’t be. She’d been an old dog when he’d gone to California. She had to be long buried. Still, the pup was her spitting image and had a collar on her with a tag. He put the bag down and the plate on the porch rail, then bent down. “Who the hell are you, pup?”

      Her tag said “Penny,” and he couldn’t help but grin. Momma did have a wicked sense of humor.

      She licked his face, tail just thumping. Lord, lord. Looked like he’d have some company.

      “Come on in, then, but you’d best not piss on my floor.” He liked a clean house. He’d never live in filth. Never again.

      She trotted in next to him, and she didn’t jump on nothin’, just settled on a dog bed in the corner of the little front room.

      The place was spotless and simple, with a TV, a little DVD player, and a sofa. The kitchen had the basics, and Sage knew if he looked, the pantry would have Corn Flakes, cans of Wolf Brand Chili, and quick grits.

      Hell, there was even a mason jar filled with green apple Jolly Ranchers.

      Oh sweet Jesus. He was home.

      His knees buckled, and if that sweet pup came and licked tears off his cheeks, well shit, there wasn’t a living soul to tell on him.

      For the first time in ten years, no one was watching.
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      Adam Dale Winchester, aka Win, walked into the sheriff’s department and checked the board to see where everyone was. The sheriff was in his office, which was good, because Win thought they needed to talk.

      “Hey. Where were you last night?” he asked his uncle when he stepped in and closed the door. “I thought you were on call.”

      “How is this your business, boy?” Jim snarled, not even looking up.

      “Because I got called in for a traffic collision when I was off duty, that’s why.” People thought he’d gotten his job because Jim Dale was his uncle. Shit, it had all been in spite of that. The man was a petty tyrant.

      “You could have called Barb.”

      Right, because Barb as a single mom with one disabled boy and one under four needed to do a 10:00 p.m. call. Ass hat.

      “Or, you could have been on call. What the hell was so fucking important that you just disappeared?”

      “Watch your fucking mouth, or I’ll beat you to within an inch of your life.”

      Win sneered. “You’ll try.” He hadn’t spent all that time in the Army for nothing. Neither of his uncles could even think about raising a hand to him these days like they had after his daddy died.

      “Look, I was following a lead, huh? We got a murderer just moved into town. I was making sure the guy didn’t cause no issues.”

      Win raised a brow. “A murderer?”

      Jim nodded. “That fucker that killed your cousin Angel. You know, your Uncle Teddy’s boy.”

      Sarcastic asshole. No. No, he didn’t remember Angel.

      Oh. Oh man. Talk about a cluster fuck. Win shook his head, wondering what he’d missed about the Redding family. What emergency had brought Sage Redding home? “You really think the man needed to be watched?”

      “He killed five people.”

      Win rolled his eyes. “He got manslaughter for being the one not killed when the meth lab went up, and you know it.” He’d read the reports when he’d gotten home from overseas, trying to help his family make sense of it all. The way he saw it, Sage had gotten a raw deal, but that was a fairly unpopular opinion. Hell, Win barely remembered the guy from school.

      “He’s a fucking fag, a drug addict, and he corrupted your cousin, and you’d do well to remember that. The neighbors on either side of that ranch have kids.”

      “Corrupted Angel?” He clamped his mouth shut. It did no good to talk ill of the dead, and it would only make it worse for Sage Redding if Win kept on defending him. “Well, I hope this ain’t gonna be so much of a pet project that you forget where you work.”

      “I’ll make sure he knows we’re watching. He’ll screw up. They always do.”

      In general, Jim was right. Lifelong criminals messed up over and over. He hoped for Sage’s momma’s sake that this man honestly had been in the wrong place at the wrong time. “You know the law, though. You can’t harass him.”

      Somehow, saying that felt important.

      “Uh-huh. Don’t you have work to do?”

      Jesus, he wanted to beat the living fuck out of the man. He sighed, handing over a sheaf of papers. “Here’s last night’s report. I’ll take off at three today. Comp time.”

      “That works. You need to remember to go out to the school, give the prehomecoming text and drive lecture.”

      “Lord.” He grinned a little, though. He didn’t mind that at all. Kids were, as a rule, decent little shits and way more ready to listen than adults.

      He waved, heading back out to the bullpen, wanting to get on with his day.

      Grace was at the front desk, her coffee cup steaming. Win kissed her cheek, laughing. “Hey, lady. You ready for a crazy day?”

      “Am I ever?” She winked at him. “I have news. My Leanne caught pregnant. I’m gonna be a granny.”

      “You know it’s not me, right?” He ducked when she swatted at him. “Seriously, that’s great news, honey.”

      “It is. They’ve been trying so long, you know?”

      “I know.” He gave her a hug, making a mental note to get her something for her daughter.

      Grace squeezed him. “How’s the bear this morning?”

      “Prickly. I pissed him off already.”

      “Go you. Shit, Win, you’ve been in here for, what? Eighteen seconds?”

      “Maybe twenty-five.” He grinned some more, feeling better already.

      “Oh, honey. You’re off your game.” Look at that evil smile.

      “You think?” He grabbed the dailies and rifled through to see if he had any routine calls to make.

      Everything had been quiet, which was par for the course. They’d have issues come Friday night, between the Rail and Buddy’s, depending on who started shit—cowboys or bikers. Today, it looked like the biggest thing was a warning not to let Sage Redding breathe hard on anyone.

      “Lord, he has a hard-on for this guy.”

      “Yeah. Redding’s daddy’s sick and….” Grace stopped, lips pursing. “Damn shame, that.”

      “Yeah.” Well, at least Grace agreed with him.

      Grace didn’t say another word about it, which meant she had more to say and wasn’t about to say it in front of the sheriff. He’d have to take her out for coffee. The woman loved a diner.

      Win did too. He never turned down pie.

      “I’ll be at the high school this afternoon. One ’til two thirty. Tell all the bad guys no emergencies.”

      Grace nodded. “Will do, Win.”

      He headed to his desk. E-mails. Then coffee. Then he could get the hell out of the office and pretend to do something.

      He had a good bit of time to kill, after all. That was the best thing about being the law in a small town.

      The ancient computer that wheezed and groaned, he liked that less. He crossed his fingers and sat, hoping it would boot up.

      “You should get you one of them tablet deals. All the youngsters have them now.”

      “Shit, lady. I still haven’t figured out my new phone.”

      “Well, you’d best get with it,” Grace said. “The newest version just came out.”

      “Newest version of what?”

      “That phone. You’ll be replacing it in no time.” She waved at him and went to get more coffee.

      Right. His phone did more than was reasonable, and really, he just wanted to make phone calls. Though he had to admit, texting could be nice.

      His phone went off about then, and he sighed at the notification he was being called out for a breaking and entering. He wasn’t going to have that slow morning.

      Damn it.

      “I’ll be back. Someone’s busted into Dick Walker’s tool shed again.”

      “Lord. Don’t let him shoot you.”

      “I’ll do my best, honey. See you this afternoon.”

      “Later.” Grace waved, and he headed out, glad he’d just missed Jim, who was coming into the bullpen looking like a thundercloud. Whatever bee Jim had in his bonnet, Win didn’t want any part of it.

      He’d have to keep an eye on what Jim was up to with Sage Redding, though. Man didn’t deserve any more shit.

      Whatever happened years ago, the evidence didn’t show that anyone was a cold-blooded murderer—more like a stupid shit who got lucky and didn’t burn to death. All eighteen year olds were stupid. Look at Win. He’d joined the Army….

      Shitty as it was, it was better than the pen.

      The food might be worse.

      He was grinning as he headed out, hat brim down to shade against the brutal late-September sun. Time to go see who had violated Dick’s stuff.
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      Sage finished hammering shingles onto the barn roof, the sun beating down on him, the heat like a living thing. Lord have mercy, it was like breathing in a swimming pool out here.

      He shook his head and sighed, shooing the gnats and moving his bundle of shingles and tar paper to the edge of the barn. “Daddy? You down there? I’m fixin’ to drop the shingles.”

      “Yep. I’m out of the way, Son.”

      “Good deal.” The bundle went down, then he gathered the tools and nails and shimmied down the ladder, his knees screaming.

      “All patched up. Looks good up there.” Better than he’d feared, honestly.

      “Good deal. Come on and have a sandwich.”

      “Pimento cheese or ham?” Momma only made two kinds.

      “Ham. Though she makes me turkey now. Says it’s better for my cholesterol.”

      “Ah. Well….” What was he supposed to say about that, exactly?

      “Yep. Now you’re here, I might get me a pimento cheese.”

      “I bet you do.” They shared a conspiratorial little grin. Momma did love feeding people. All he’d have to do was ask once, and Momma would make a shit-ton of pimento cheese.

      “Tell her to ease off on the pepper this time, Son? Last time my tongue damn near burned off.”

      “Well, if it’s been that long since you had it.” He winked, unwrapping his sandwich and his chips.

      “I think she’s bored. Not enough people to cook for. She applied for a job at the diner. Your momma, working in that place.” Daddy spit on the ground. “I won’t have it. I’ll provide for her.”

      “You will. She’ll see.” He’d get profit back into this place if it killed him.

      “She will.” Daddy nodded and leaned back against the barn, his hands shaking.

      Sage bit back the instinctive “are you all right” that wanted to come out. Daddy didn’t need him pointing things out. Getting old sucked, and Parkinson’s sucked harder. It was what it was.

      The crunch of boots on the track made them both look up, but it was only Momma, smiling, carrying a little covered dish. “I decided you two needed cobbler.”

      “Apple?” he asked.

      “Peach?” That was Daddy.

      “Blackberry. June brought me a huge load.”

      June was Momma’s best friend—a weird, hippy-dippy old woman with about a dozen cats, a huge garden, and an art studio where she sold scary dolls to witchy people in Austin and Houston.

      Sage had always been a little in awe of June, but she was good to his Momma.

      “Did you give her all that wood I picked up for her?”

      Momma shook her head. “No, sir. She looked like she’d been beat. The MS crawls all up in her. I thought Sage could drop it off on his way to the feedstore.”

      He fought the immediate urge to say no. He didn’t want to leave the ranch, not yet. He bit back the no. He needed to cowboy up. They needed him strong.

      “Sure, Momma. Whatever you need.”

      “Tomorrow. Today, you’re Daddy’s. I’m cooking chicken and dumplings for supper.”

      “That sounds good, honey,” Daddy said, smiling.

      Momma beamed, then headed off, all the dogs following her—pit bulls and hounds, collies and mutts wagging like she was magic.

      “Lord have mercy. Look at that.”

      Daddy hooted. “Them beasts love her.”

      “They do.” He chuckled. “She’s the crazy dog lady.”

      “That’s it. Woman will send us all to the poor house, feeding them.” Daddy watched her walk, all the way back to the house. “Did she threaten you to make you come back here?”

      “No.” No, and his reasons were his own. He hoped Daddy took the flat response for what it was.

      “Good. Let’s get the stalls cleaned up. I want to introduce you to all the new girls.”

      Sage asked the question he didn’t want to. “Did you sell Sugarbaby?”

      He hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the mare. Daddy’d given her to Sage for his fourteenth birthday, and she’d just been getting to her prime when he’d gone.

      “Nope. She’s out in the pasture with the rest of ’em. She dropped her fourth foal this spring. I hadn’t worked her for a while.”

      “She still bite before she decides to be nice?” He was glad she was still there. He’d missed that silly horse.

      “Yep. She throws a pretty foal, though.”

      “She’s a good girl.” They ate, working through the cobbler and a couple-three Cokes. He patted his belly. Damn. He was going to gain fifty pounds in a month.

      “I know, but you’ll work it off. Come on.” Daddy gave his hand a pointed look before he grabbed a pitchfork. “Let’s get on it.”

      “Yes, sir.” Sage started gathering up shingles and nails, knowing he had to get it all up or the animals would end up with injuries.

      “Maybe this afternoon we’ll take the four wheelers down and look at the horses.”

      He grinned, looking forward to that. “I’d like that a lot.”

      Daddy nodded, and that was that. “Then we’d best get to work.”

      He could breathe, really breathe, and the hot, humid air tasted damn good in his throat. Sage got back to work, his muscles aching because he was doing real labor instead of slinging weights in the exercise yard or chunking boxes. Good work.

      Something in him still waited for the bells to ring, for the sounds of steel doors clanging together. For the random acts of violence. He still spent most of his time waiting to duck. His shoulders spent most of their time up around his damned ears.

      Still, worried and out here with the horses was better than in. Any day. The dark place inside him might only be about 10 percent filled with sunlight and home, but that was better than it had been.

      Whatever he got, Sage thought he’d better take it. A man never knew when his life was gonna change.
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      “Christ, I need a day off.” Win’s neck felt like someone had frozen it with that liquid nitrogen stuff. The whole fucking county had lost their minds in the last few days, and if it wasn’t for the dog food he needed to pick up for Mrs. Simpson and that old mean basset mix she’d rescued, he’d be home letting his new showerhead work out the kinks.

      “Me too.” Grace winked. “Don’t forget you need dog food for Lucy Simpson, and lightbulbs.”

      “Lightbulbs. Right.” He’d stop by the feedstore. They had a little section of hardware.

      “You’re not on the schedule tomorrow. I’d keep your phone off, if I was you.”

      “Thanks, lady.” He could so do that. Or at least he could pretend to keep it off unless Grace or one of the other ladies sent a real distress signal.

      He wandered out to his truck, whistling tunelessly, sighing at the weather. Fucking September. Fucking heat.

      Everyone all over the country was going on about fall. Not in Texas. No, it was hot as the hinges of Hell.

      He slipped into his truck and turned on the AC and the radio in damn near the same motion. The cab was so hot his skin prickled up with goose bumps, a cold sweat breaking out on his upper lip.

      Okay. Okay, what the fuck had he been heading out to do? Feedstore. Dog food. They were expensive beasts, neighbors.

      He pulled out

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/boot--hat-4-color.jpg





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/termsofreleasefinal.jpg
il T
*= TERMS 0F
RELEASE

~-BA Tortliga





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-squiggy-screen.png







