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CHAPTER ONE

SIMPLY STARING FOR ENDLESS SECONDS rarely produced results. Sienna Parks knew that as well as anyone. Yet she kept studying the half-filled cupboard as if the missing Wolverine juice tumbler would spontaneously appear.

Two weeks in their new home, and she’d yet to finish unpacking, much less find everything in the dozens of unopened boxes and crates still stacked in the unused living room. She didn’t dare contemplate the approaching holidays. Between the move to Century, Arizona, her new job as assistant manager at Mountainside Bank, and getting Cody settled at school, there’d been no opportunity to decorate, and “Santa” had yet to go shopping.

Well, there were always online stores. But Cody would get wise if packages suddenly started arriving on their doorstep.

“Mom! Did you find it?”

Sienna turned at the same moment her seven-year-old son burst into the kitchen, all spindly limbs, bare feet and gaps in his smile from a missing tooth.

“Not yet, sweetie. Sorry.”

“You lost it.” His entire body slumped in defeat.

“I misplaced it. There’s a difference. We’ll find your cup. Eventually.” She steered him to the table where a bowl of his favorite cereal and cinnamon toast waited. “It has to be one of the boxes.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Come on, now. You have to eat.”

“I don’t want to.”

Sienna chided herself for not being better at motivating her son. They never covered that in her many sessions with the family counselor. Mostly, they’d talked about her role in helping Cody deal with the teasing and bullying he’d received at school on a near daily basis.

She hardly noticed his ears, which, okay, maybe stuck out a little. But to her, they were just another part of him, like his blue eyes and freckles and how he got the hiccups whenever he ate ice cream. But the children at Cody’s former school had noticed his ears and tortured him relentlessly. When Sienna learned about the job opening at Mountainside Bank, she’d immediately applied, hoping a fresh start in a new town would bring to a swift end her son’s difficulties.

So far, no luck. Cody hadn’t been teased but neither had he made any new friends. She told herself to give him time. It had only been two weeks. She herself was still finding her way, at work and around the charming, picturesque community nestled in the northern Arizona mountains.

“Here.” She set a glass of orange juice in front of him.

He immediately pushed it aside. Professor Xavier was no substitute for Wolverine, not in Cody’s opinion.

Normally, Sienna wouldn’t condone her son idolizing a scary monster who used brute force to overcome his foes. But she knew that his affinity for the X-Man superhero was more about a regular guy transforming into a bigger, stronger, more powerful version of himself and who inspired awe in everyone he encountered.

Cody secretly wished the same for himself. In all honesty, Sienna wished it, too. The difference was, she believed her son capable of exactly that all on his own. If only he believed as much as she did.

“Remember,” she told him, “you have your first riding lesson today. Aren’t you excited?”

He shrugged one shoulder while shoving a spoonful of cereal into his mouth.

Sienna had enrolled Cody in the Pony Up Riding Academy, an after school horse program at Gold Avenue Elementary. Before the bullying and his fascination with Wolverine, he'd wanted to be a cowboy — the result of a couple trail rides last year during summer camp. She hoped fulfilling his former dream, if only on a small scale, would help bring him out of his shell. It was worth a try, anyway.

“Hurry. We don't want to be late.”

Again, she silently added. Easing into their new routine was going less smoothly than Sienna would have preferred. Not all Cody's fault. She, too, was to blame.

While putting his Marvel Comics lunch box into his backpack, she noticed he'd finished his entire breakfast despite his protest. Even the juice. She grabbed the empty dishes and headed toward the sink. “Get your shoes on.”

“Where are they?”

“By the door where you left them.”

Sienna stacked the dishes and ran cold water over them. She'd load the dishwasher tonight when she got home, needing to arrive on time at work more than the dishes needed washing. Standing at the sink, she finished the last of her yogurt and granola. Maybe one of these days, she wouldn't have to eat every meal on the run.

Crossing the great room to the TV area, she searched for Cody's jacket. It lay on the floor by the couch in a rumbled heap. Sienna groaned. As she straightened, her gaze went to the window, and a large, dark moving object caught her eye.

“What the...” She scrambled to the window for a better look — and then drew back in alarm when the object came into focus, barreling down the driveway straight toward the house!

“No. That can't be.”

And, yet, it was. Her eyes weren't deceiving her.

The horse slowed from a gallop to a trot before bouncing to a stop in front of the side gate. He stood there, head held high as if scenting the air and tail swishing impatiently. A second later, he stomped his foot and lowered his nose to nudge the gate repeatedly. When it didn't open, he cranked his big head around and stared directly at the window as if to ask, “Well? Aren’t you going to let me in?”

~~*~~

Sienna grabbed a sweater and, stepping outside, slowly approached the horse. If she didn't know any better, she'd swear he wanted entrance into their backyard. But that was crazy. Okay, yes, there were stalls there and a paddock. But Sienna didn't own any horses. Not at the moment. She thought she might one day, when Cody was older and if he took to riding the way she had when she was a young girl.

“Oh, wow!” Cody materialized beside her. “Is that a horse?”

“Yes.”

“Where'd he come from?”

She rubbed an index finger along her chin. “I have no idea.”

“Can we keep him?”

“No way, young man. I'm sure he belongs to someone and is just lost.”

The horse wasn't wearing a saddle or bridle or even a halter. He'd likely escaped from his owners and became confused. Maybe the house where he lived looked similar to this one.

“What are we going to do?” Cody took a step forward. “Can I pet him?”

“No, you can't.” Sienna reached out her arm out to contain her son. “And I don't know what we're going to do.”

She imagined the bank manager's response when she called to say she'd be late because a horse had appeared at her house from out of nowhere. Should she leave as planned and hope the owner came looking for him or assume the horse would eventually head home on his own?

No. Better she call the authorities first. But which authority? 9-1-1? This didn't seem like an emergency, not in the strictest sense. The sheriff's office? Maybe. Yes.

“Cody. Go inside and grab the magnet off the refrigerator. The one with all the local emergency phone numbers the rental agent gave us. And put on your jacket.”

While he was gone, she called her boss. Luckily, the bank manager found her excuse for being late amusing and wasn't angry. Not this time, Sienna reminded herself. Next time might be a different story.

She then called the attendance line at school and left a message stating that Cody would be late, cringing because she’d heard the recorded instructions so often she could recite them from memory.

Disconnecting, she and the big gelding studied each other intently.

“Hey, boy.”

Though familiar with horses, Sienna hadn’t ridden since before Cody was born. For that reason, and plain ole common sense, she approached cautiously.

Cody abruptly exploded out the door and ran toward her, his jacket unzipped and the magnet in his hand. “Here, Mom.”

“Stay behind me, Cody,” she barked.

“He's sooooo cool.”

She couldn't argue with him. The horse was gorgeous. Dark bay with four black stockings, he had a narrow white blaze down the center of his face that ended with a cute little hook. Large intelligent eyes the color of coal assessed everything around him, and ears flicked this way and that to capture every sound.

“That's a good boy.” Sienna paused. Maybe she should call the sheriff’s office first. But then the horse snorted and nudged the gate again, rattling the latch and distracting her. “Where did you come from, fellow?” she mused aloud.

The horse didn't appear aggressive, though one never knew for sure. She mustered her courage and closed the remaining distance between them, her hand extended. The horse stretched his long neck and met her fingertips. His velvety nose was warm and soft and the sensation stirred a familiar chord in Sienna.

“Oh! Aren't you a beauty. Whoever owns you must be missing you.”

When she withdrew her hand, he took a step forward and pressed his nose into her hair. The sound he made when sniffing sounded like a jet engine.

Sienna laughed. “Silly boy.”

The horse then lowered his head to Cody. Wait, what? Where had he come from?

“Cody, I told you to stay behind me.”

Too late. He was petting the horse's nose just like she had. “He likes me!”

Sienna’s heart stilled. When was the last time she'd seen her son smile like that? She knew she should protect him, push him away just in case. But she couldn't. The moment was simply too special.

The noise of spewing gravel had her whirling around. A shiny red pickup truck hauling a livestock trailer had pulled into her driveway. If horses were capable of showing emotion, this one acted not at all surprised. If anything, he appeared at on once resigned and disappointed.

“Who's that?” Cody asked as the truck came to a stop.

“My guess is the horse's owner.”

“Aw, shucks. I wanted to keep him a while longer.” His wonderful smile faded.

“Me, too,” Sienna said, though her reasons differed from his.

The driver cut the engine and opened the door. Two well-worn cowboy boots hit the ground, followed by denim clad legs, a Carhartt jacket, and, last out, a brown Stetson. The man nodded curtly and made his way toward them, a halter dangling from his hand.

If not for the frown on his face, he'd have been nice looking. Handsome, even. Sienna offered a wide, neighborly grin, which he didn't return.

“Hi. Is this your horse?”

“Sorry about that, ma'am. I'll load him up and get him out of your hair.”

“No problem. We were just worried. I was about to call the sheriff's office.”

Sienna stepped back, taking Cody with her. He stared at the tall man with the same fascination he reserved for Wolverine. Wasn't that interesting? Granted, her son didn't have a ton of experience with men, Sienna's husband had left them five years ago and only visited once or twice a year. So far, all of Cody's teachers had been women, and while Sienna's parents had lived nearby until they moved, her dad was the mild mannered, academic type. This rugged cowboy probably did seem like a superhero to her young, impressionable son.

“What's the horse's name?” Cody asked, his face bright with excitement.
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