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Chapter One




Sweat dripped from my brow. Even though it was only the early summer, it was a particularly hot day. Plus, I was still sweating from my time in the ring.

The sights, sounds, and smells of the rodeo swarmed around me, filled me, overwhelmed me. God, I love it. The fact that I was currently in first place may have also had something to do with that love of rodeo.

Even though it had been over an hour ago, the thrill of my time in the ring felt like only seconds ago. I had been atop Thunder, my horse, behind the gate. We were both tense — he’d done this often enough to know exactly what was going to happen in the next few seconds.

They let the calf into the ring. A thin rope was attached to the calf’s neck and the other end of it was attached to a device next to our pen — I watched tensely as it quickly grew taut and then snapped, triggering the rope holding Thunder and I back to quickly fall away. Without waiting for me to urge him on, Thunder bolted from our pen and charged into the ring. The already scared calf went frantic and tried to evade us.

I grabbed my lariat — my lasso — and swung it above my head. It whistled through the air. It was a sound I was so used to. It was familiar. It was calming. And it put me in the zone. Everything dropped away and everything felt like it was going in slow motion, like I wasn’t precariously balanced on the back of my horse, dangerously charging around the small ring, chasing another animal.

When I felt that the moment was right — something I knew only from intuition and that I could never hope to explain if someone were to ask — I let go of the lariat and it soared through the air. I watched it, hopeful, expectant … and then it slipped around the calf’s neck. I jerked Thunder to a sudden halt, but with his experience he was expecting it already and knew the routine. The calf kept running and the lariat, connected to my saddle with a string, very quickly stretched and then the string snapped. A loud buzzer sounded through the air — my round was over.

I was sweaty and breathless. Around us, a smattering of people who were watching gave polite cheers and applause. But I wasn’t doing it for them, I was doing this for me.

I directed Thunder toward the exit and then hopped off. We stood there and waited for our time to show up on the leaderboard across the ring. I patted Thunder and ran my fingers through his mane, combing him and calming him, thanking him for his help. When I’m in the zone, I have no sense of time and have no idea if I’m doing well or not. All that exists in those moments is the calf, Thunder, and myself.

My heart continued to race, because of the tension of waiting for my times, not from the exertion of what we’d just done in the ring. And then my time appeared. I didn’t even hear the announcer reading out my time or the new standings because I was jumping and whooping for joy! I’d shaved half a second off my best time, putting me safely in first. Dad came running over to me and picked me up in a bear hug.

“Congratulations, Grant!”

When he put me down and gave me more congratulations, he soon hurried off to join Mom in watching my sister in the shooting range. I gave Thunder a big hug and even though he certainly knew what a good boy he was, I made sure to tell him over and over. I eventually led Thunder back to his pen to let him chill out and enjoy some hay and water. I picked up my backpack that I’d left in the pen and pulled out an apple, handing it to Thunder, who gobbled it up in a matter of seconds. I then returned to the ring to watch the rest of the competition.

A noise had distracted me before I had reached the ring — the sound of cattle mooing. I headed over to the pen that held half a dozen calves and immediately recognized the one that Thunder and I had roped; it had a dark brown splotch that looked like someone had dumped a can of paint over its back.

“Hey, boy,” I said in as calming a voice as I could. The fact that I was the one that chased him in the ring and slipped a rope around his neck seemed lost on him as he and the other calves hurried up to me. I laughed and patted him on the head while also being sure to give each calf a pat too. As their attention started to drift and most of them wandered off, leaving just the calf I’d roped and myself, I slipped my backpack off and pulled out a second apple and gave it to the calf, who ate it almost as fast as Thunder had done.

As I watched the calf scarf down the apple, I thought about my choices. I was old enough that I could transition from breakaway roping to traditional calf roping — but for the life of me, I couldn’t contemplate wrestling a gentle calf to the ground and tying it up. The risk of hurting the animal was too much for me.

Now, a half hour later, standing at the side of the ring and watching the rest of the competitors, I was still in first place by a healthy lead. The second to last competitor had just roped his calf — the string broke and the buzzer sounded. A moment later, the time flashed on the board at the far side of the ring. It was a good time, but I had a full three seconds on him.

“And for our final competitor,” the announcer said, his voice booming from the speakers and echoing through the crowded area, “Logan Summers!”

Instantly, my mood soured.

My comfortable lead and my present standing of first place was about to be challenged. And, if recent history were any indication, I was about to be bumped to second.

I tried not to scowl as I turned my head to look at him. He was my age — we were in the same grade but didn’t share any classes — but I always thought he looked so much stronger than me. Today was no exception. The late afternoon sun hung on the other side of him, silhouetting him and his slender frame, which broadened a bit at the chest. He reached behind him, under his cowboy hat, and pulled forward his ponytail, letting it drape over his shoulder. He looked athletic ... impressive, like a statue made of stone. But I knew he wasn’t made of stone, he was likely coiled tight right now, waiting for the calf to burst forth and a broken string to signal his entry into the ring.

A buzzer went off and Logan leaned forward; it was almost imperceptible, but it somehow made him seem even more powerful. The calf ran out of its pen, the string attached to it very quickly growing taut and snapping, which released a trigger to yank the rope out of Logan’s way.

He and his horse seemed as in tune as Thunder and I. It didn’t look like Logan gave his horse any sort of signal — rather, as one, they moved. The horse surged forward and Logan swung his lariat so it was soaring above his head. The muscles in his forearms rippled with the movements. It was entrancing to watch.

And then Logan let go of the lariat and it soared through the air, landing perfectly around the calf’s neck. His horse came to a sudden halt, kicking up dust and sand into a thick cloud. A moment later the lariat grew taut and the string at the end broke. A buzzer sounded and the crowd applauded.

I didn’t clap.

But with that over, I could breathe again. I glared at him as he led his horse out of the ring. He slid off the horse, patted it, and then turned to watch the board. I tore my gaze from him and turned it toward the board.

I had a bad feeling about this.

I held my breath. A second later, his time flashed on the board. He was a tenth of a second faster than me. For a guy that tries not to swear, I let out a few foul words under my breath.

Logan and I knew each other, but we didn’t socialize or have similar friend groups at school. The only time we really saw each other or said anything to each other was at rodeos and on the winners’ podium. He’d been a thorn in my side the whole time — I either just barely squeak by and make first place or, like today, I lose by a fraction of a second. Sure, I’m still in second place, but my performance was worthy of first. And it would be first if Logan wasn’t competing.

I shook my head and stepped away from the ring, facing all of the pens and assorted crowds behind me. Mom has been after me to change my thinking, that I don’t deserve first place and that equal competition is good for me. Sure, I got it and I understood, but it didn’t change how much it sucked to come in second place by a tenth of a second after putting in one of my best performances.

“Would Logan Summers, Grant Peters, and Geoff Mueller report to the winners’ podium for the medal ceremony,” the announcer’s deep voice blasted from the speakers and echoed around me.

I shook out my hands and arms, trying to shake loose the dark cloud that had settled over me and clung to my skin. I had to put on my polite face now. I might be the worst runner-up in my head, but on the podium I had to be gracious.

Weaving my way through the scattered crowds, I made my way to the podium. Logan was already there, sweat beading on his forehead and his ponytail draped behind him. His eyes locked with mine and he gave me a small smile. I tried my best to return it.

I stepped up onto the second place platform and Logan leaned in to me. “Congratulations,” he said, and held out his hand.

“Thanks,” I said, not really feeling it but saying it anyway. I shook his warm hand. “And to you too.”

We stood there and waited while Geoff joined us on the third place platform and the judges got themselves organized. I mostly tuned out the rest of the award ceremony. Our names were announced in reverse order, starting with Geoff. There was polite applause with every name announced and a judge put a medal around all of our necks.

When we were all awarded and there was a final round of applause for us, I glanced up at Logan and he looked down at me with that smug little smirk of his that just always got me so angry. I looked away; if I kept looking at that smirk, I wouldn’t be able to contain that anger.

As soon as was socially acceptable, I stepped off the platform and stormed off. I didn’t like how my anger got the best of me, but I guess that’s a trait that runs in the family. Whatever. I just needed distance between Logan and myself.

I wove through the meager crowd and gave polite smiles anytime someone patted me on the back in congratulations for shoddy second place. Before I even really realized where I was walking, I heard the crack of rifle fire. I followed that sound, soon finding myself approaching the small set of bleachers facing the Under-Eighteen Girls’ rifle competition.

I made brief eye contact with Mom and Dad. They both gave me a warm smile, but for them I didn’t bother with the energy of faking a smile. They knew how I got when I got silver and my scowl likely told them the whole story. I sat down at the end of the front row of bleachers, far from anyone else. I needed what I could scrounge together of alone time.

I tuned out and sunk into my own self-pity, replaying the competition over and over in my head. If I had only reacted just a half second earlier when the calf had darted to the right, I might’ve come in a little faster than Logan and he would be the one sulking in misery. But no matter how many times I replayed that moment, I realized I had reacted as quickly as I could have — the only way to have reacted faster is if I had been able to read the calf’s mind.

Now that I had talked myself out of how I was such a failure, I felt a little better, but I still needed my alone time. I crossed my arms and tried to focus on the competition in front of me.

I missed the name of the girl competing right now, but she was a crack shot. Like my sister, and the rest of the girls in this competition, she was younger than me, but she was so much better than me with the rifle. She was in the third of three rounds, shooting this time from a position of lying down on her stomach. Seconds after calling for the skeet, a clay disc was launched into the air. She raised her rifle, tracked it, and after a sharp crack from her rifle, the clay skeet broke and fell to the ground. I joined in politely clapping for her skill.

Glancing over my shoulder, I caught my parents’ eyes again and this time I gave them a weak smile to let them know I was over my moodiness. Dad gave me a short nod and Mom smiled back.

Turning back to the competition, I realized I was just in time for my sister’s turn. “Our final competitor,” the announcer said over the tinny system, “is Lila Peters.” Everyone around me clapped. I whistled. I heard my parents whoop.

Taking first position of standing up, her back straight and her profile powerful, she called for the skeet and as soon as it was in the air she raised her rifle and fired. The first girl I’d watched had been quick but Lila was a natural at this and didn’t even hesitate the fraction of a second that the other girl did. Indeed, the skeet shattered and fell to the ground. I whistled again as the crowd around me applauded politely.

After a moment, she knelt for the second position. Taking a moment to center herself, she then called for the skeet and again almost as soon as I saw it in the air, it had been shattered by her shot and collapsed to the earth. The applause got a little louder this time, so I whistled even louder.

For her final shot, she took the third position — lying down. She called for the skeet, it flew through the air, and then it fell in half a dozen pieces.

The applause was loud now, so I jumped to my feet, shouted “Yeah!” and whistled again. Though I hadn’t watched the whole competition, there was no doubt who was now in first place. As I settled back into my seat, though, the weight of the silver medal around my neck felt heavy and accusatory. Lila got gold. I didn’t.




• • •




“You’re awfully quiet, Grant,” Mom said from the front passenger seat of our truck. She turned around and looked at me. “You okay?”

I smoothed my thumb over the medal in my hand, wishing I could somehow change it from silver to gold. “Yeah,” I said, looking up at her. “I’m fine.”

She glanced down at my medal, then back up at me. I’m sure she knew exactly what I was thinking. “You did fantastic today. That medal doesn’t matter. What matters is that you did your best and you really pulled it off.”

I sighed and balled my fist around the medal and shoved my hands into the pockets of the jacket I wore. “I know,” I said, as I looked out the window, hoping she would turn back around. Eventually, she did.

Lila had been chatting for most of the ride home, sharing her excitement at winning yet another gold for shooting. She handled that rifle like nobody’s business. She was such a natural at it that Mom had taken to calling her Annie, as in Annie Oakley, so often that it was like her unofficial second name. More importantly, though, she didn’t have any competition like I did. In the tri-state area, she was clear ahead as the leading female shooter and wasn’t at all haunted by someone like Logan who easily and frequently stole gold from her.

“Hey,” Dad said. I looked at the rear view mirror and met his eyes. “Your mom is right, you know. Besides, you’ll get it next time.”

“I know,” I repeated, then looked away. How could I explain to them that it was more than just gold? My need to best Logan wasn’t always about personal pride, even if I convinced myself that it was, but to explain it all to them ... that was a conversation I just wasn’t ready to have.

Thankfully, Lila soon started talking again and the conversation had moved on from me, letting me just hang out in my sullen silence. When we got back to the ranch, I quickly took my medal up to my room then came back to let Thunder out of the trailer.

I needed some air and some silence, some alone time with Thunder. From how he paced from hoof to hoof, I could tell he was antsy too. We often went for a ride after coming back from a rodeo, like we needed some casual bonding time after the tension and energy of competition. I saddled him up, climbed on, and we took off across the field.

Wind rushed through my hair, I left my family and my house behind, and I felt freer and freer with every gallop Thunder took away from it all.


Chapter Two




By the time we reached the far end of my family’s ranch property, Thunder’s pace had slowed and he was breathing quick. I slowed him further until we were proceeding at a casual trot. Ahead of us was the fence and beyond that was a narrow strip of woods that divided the land between our property and Logan’s property.

Why the hell did I come here? I asked myself.

Staring at the trees and knowing what was on the other side of it — who was on the other side of it — had my blood boiling. That smug smirk Logan had given me on the podium was etched into my mind. If I closed me eyes, I could see it. It was the same smirk he gave me every time he came in first and I came in second.

The next time I came in first, I promised myself that I would return his smirk with one of my own. Maybe I could make him feel bad and inadequate and see how he likes it?

For the second time today, I swore under my breath. I put my foot back into the stirrup and let myself down from Thunder’s back. Together, we walked the rest of the way to the fence. Even from this distance, I could hear the faint burbling of the stream that ran down the center of the strip of woods. That was what truly divided our properties and how our ancestors divvied up the land generations ago — the stream acted as a natural barrier between us.

I sometimes came out to these woods because it was quiet and it could sometimes feel like I was in a different world. I was no longer on the ranch and I wasn’t part of modern society. I was just in the woods, alone.

I tied Thunder’s reins to a fence post. “You hang out here, boy,” I told him. “I’m just gonna sit by the stream for a bit.”

Stepping between the fence wires, I then proceeded into the woods. Once I was under the forest canopy, it took on that other world vibe that I loved so much. The sun wasn’t so harsh, the wind was muffled, the burbling stream sounded louder. It was like I left my whole life and everything I was back at the edge of the woods.

Being careful not to slip, I crabwalked down the steep bank of the stream and found a log to sit on. I took off my shoes and socks and dangled my feet in the cool water.

Here in the woods, it no longer seemed to matter that I had come in second place. It didn’t matter that it was Logan, again, who had bested me. It also let me leave the pressures of the ranch and my family behind.

I hadn’t had the conversation yet with Dad about wanting to go away for school and maybe get a job in the city after that. I loved the ranch and it would always be home to me, and I loved Thunder and the other animals, but I wasn’t ready for his plans for me. This ranch had been handed down in the family, father to son, for generations. I knew he wanted me to go for some quick community college certificate and then return home to start the process of taking over the ranch.

It was like he had my whole life planned out for me. If he could even pick someone to be my eventual wife, he would do that.

I felt a dark cloud settle over me. I took several deep breaths to try to clear it. He just wants what’s best for me, I reminded myself. Sometimes it felt like Dad was trying to run my life, but I knew he did it out of a place of love. And he wanted to continue the family tradition, to give me the ranch and carry it forward for my future children.

I took another deep breath. I had to think of something else. This was too much pressure. I was sixteen; it was way too early to be thinking of all these things.

Sometimes I just needed this escape from it all. I kicked my feet a bit, splashed the stream’s water around. I wish, I thought, then hesitated before finishing the thought. But I couldn’t hide from it anymore. I wish I could actually escape from all this. Just live my life.

Besides, I told myself, Lila actually wants this ranch. She wants it way more than I do. But I’m the oldest and there’s that stupid father-to-son tradition.

And then I felt guilty for having such a thought. I looked down at my feet as I kicked them again. I sighed and laid back on the log, staring up at the tree canopy high above.

A sound from the other side of the stream had me sitting up again. Coming through a pair of large bushes was a pair of hands. And when they parted the bushes, I saw who it was. He was the last person I wanted to see right now.

Logan stepped through. He stopped when he saw me, kind of looked at me funny, then did a similar crabwalk down the slope of the stream bank on his side. He found a rock to sit on and then he looked at me.

“What?” I said. I really wished he’d just go.

“You did good today,” he said.

I almost felt offended at that. We almost never talk, like, ever, and the first thing he says to me is a reminder of how I lost to him?

“Not good enough, apparently,” I said.

“I barely won,” he said. “I’m sure next time you’ll come out ahead.”

I sighed heavily and looked away.

When I didn’t respond, Logan said, “I watched Lila compete. She’s good.”

I did a weird snort-laugh that I wished I hadn’t done. “Yeah.” I wanted to tell him that she didn’t have a Logan breathing down her neck, but I didn’t know how that would go over so I kept my mouth shut.

I couldn’t tell if Logan was making forced small talk or if he wanted something out of this conversation. Either way, I hoped it would end soon and he’d just go back home. If he didn’t, then I would have to be the one to leave first and I somehow felt like that would be defeat and I wasn’t ready to lose twice in one day.

After not talking for several long moments, Logan started moving. I looked up at him, hoping that he was getting up to leave, but instead he was taking off his shoes and socks and rolling up the bottom of his jeans. His bronzed skin seemed to glow in the light that filtered through the canopy. His ponytail and its raven-black hair fell over his shoulder and hung in front of him like a cascade of night.

I coughed and looked away.

When I looked back, he had his feet in the water and his hands and arms out behind him and he was looking at me.

“What?” I asked.

“We never hang out,” he said.

“Are we supposed to?”

He bit his lip, then said, “Forget it.”

“Sorry,” I said. I could be such an asshole sometimes.

Logan didn’t reply; he just stared at his feet. Though I didn’t want to talk to him, didn’t even want him here, this sudden silence had me almost desperate to fill it. Silence with Logan was far worse than talking with Logan — silence gave my mind time to wander into areas I didn’t want it to go.

“I didn’t see Sam today,” I said.

While Logan and I were evenly matched and continued to vie for first place, there was a guy who had just entered our age bracket last year and was the closest thing to a threat. After how hard Sam competed last year, I fully expected him to be on the top of his game this year.

“Oh ... you didn’t hear?” Logan asked.

I shook my head, suddenly dreading what Logan was going to say.

“His father sold the farm to some corn mega company. They moved to Detroit and his dad works in a car factory now.” Logan shook his head. “Sam had to give up his horse and everything. They went from a house and a giant farm down to a cramped apartment.”

I had a weird feeling of anxiety building in my stomach, making me feel queasy. Though I didn’t want to inherit the ranch, I also didn’t want to leave it. At least, not yet. And I could never give up Thunder. All of this hit home, though, because, well, as much as Dad tried to hide it, I knew that the ranch wasn’t in the greatest shape business-wise.

“How do you know all this?” I asked. I think I was desperate to find out that this was all a rumor and might all be bad information.

“Sam told me. We’re friends on Instagram.” Logan kicked his feet a little, water splashing around and almost reaching my feet on the other side of the stream. “Their family’s not the first to sell out to big corporations. Won’t be the last, either.”

That nausea-inducing anxiety cranked up to a hundred. “That sucks,” I said, hoping that I managed to hide that anxiety from him.

“It so does,” Logan agreed. For a moment, I felt like he wanted to say more, that something was on the tip of his tongue, but he said nothing. Then he looked up at me and for a moment our eyes met before we both looked away.

I’d had enough of this. Logan’s presence, the anxiety-induced nausea, the bad thoughts of losing the ranch ... I needed to get back on Thunder and run around the ranch again. I opened my mouth to tell him I was going to head on back, but then a number of branches to the north of us snapped like something heavy had stepped on them.

We both snapped our heads in the direction of the sound, searching for its source. My heartbeat kicked up in speed, fearing the worst. It was probably a hiker. They sometimes did that — parked on the road and then hiked along the stream, crossing, and coming back along the other side. It didn’t happen frequently, but it happened enough that there were worn trails among the trees and tall grasses. But there was also the chance that it wasn’t a human that had stepped on those branches.
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