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Chapter One

				Jovani Treviño slipped from the pickup, his boots thudding dully on the dry soil as he looked around carefully but not with particular unease. A crescent moon climbed up over the far side of the interstate, but here darkness allowed considerable isolation. Cars speeding by on the freeway wouldn’t notice him, and if they did, hopefully they’d avert their eyes, assuming someone needed to take a leak.

				Only moments passed before a second, dark vehicle pulled in behind him. The driver switched off the headlights but left the parking lights on. Jovi reached into the cab and pulled the lever to open the hood then moved to the front of the truck. Seconds later the newcomer joined him, extending his hand briefly.

				“Jovi.”

				“Hey, Rick.” Almost immediately, both turned their attention to the engine.

				“So — you gonna apply for the job at Nueva Brisa?” the newcomer asked.

				“Tomorrow,” Jovi agreed, turning at a slight rustle in the weeds that framed the roadside clearing, then relaxing when he realized the noise couldn’t have come from anything large.

				“Still jumping at shadows?” Rick shook his head. “We leave the job, but the edge never leaves.”

				“You don’t let anyone leave,” Jovi retorted, slapping a mosquito seconds too late, and rubbing his arm. “Tell me why I said yes again.”

				“Cause you’re one of the good guys, we pay well, and you get to be close to your mom while she gets back on her feet. It’s win-win, Jovi.”

				“Cut the bull, friend. I left DEA because no one wins — the work’s important, but the war’s unwinnable, Rick.”

				Rick Ortega shrugged his thin shoulders. “Maybe.”

				“And this one smells.”

				“Why?” He nudged Jovi with an elbow. “Cause we’re looking at some honey the locals call untouchable?”

				“Unattainable.” Jovi motioned Ortega back and slammed the hood. “Your reasons for looking at this woman are shaky at best, and if I’m investigating her, I damn sure won’t be thinking about her looks.”

				“Touchier than ever,” the DEA agent muttered.

				“And in a week or two, when my plane lands in Florida — I’m done, Rick. No more arm-twisting, no favors. I’m serious.”

				“Look, I know you mostly came until your mom beats her pneumonia — not so much to help us. But you’re perfect, Jovi — the border’s home to you, but you’ve been gone long enough you’re an outsider now.”

				“Hell, I was always an outsider. Everywhere.”

				“Whining isn’t your style, amigo,” Ortega chided. “You know how things are. No trust left — our side or theirs. The cartels are winning. For Christ’s sake, they’re slaughtering innocents on the streets a mile from here.” He jerked his head toward the tree-framed skyline. Behind those trees, the Rio Grande whispered its newly violent song to the night. “Check her out, that’s all. She worked for a major importer, but quit suddenly. Her father left her some money, but — ” He shook his head. “Something’s not right, buddy.”

				Jovi glanced at him. “Because her father left money?”

				“No. Because insurance aside, her father shouldn’t have had money to leave. The ranch is a joke — big property value, but no livestock except horses. On paper, he sold horses — horses we’re not real sure existed. Horses! No market for horses right now, going on back even before his death. The man went through a bitter divorce from the wife, yet got big bucks from the ex father-in-law, Lionel De Cordova.”

				“De Cordova? Man!” The name surprised him. “But for all his sins, I never heard he trafficked.”

				“We know some of the younger cousins do. Nobody’s tagged him, true. But the foreman you’re replacing? Arrested in Sinaloa several weeks ago. Arranging to drive a load to El Paso.”

				“So she has to know?”

				Ortega shrugged. “Hard to say. The man’s a Mexican national, and the story wasn’t broadcast here. We only found out through our sources. But if he worked out of her barn … ”

				“She either knows or she’s stupid?” he suggested.

				Again, Ortega made a slight gesture of denial. “She’d been in New York and Houston more than home until recently. She worked for an import firm with headquarters in Houston and branches all over Mexico, as well as in several border towns. The horses were more or less at the mercy of the foreman and the two grooms.”

				“Sketchy at best,” Jovi pointed out again. “This is my last call, though,” he repeated, walking to the driver’s side and pulling the door open. “This job’s too hard on the soul, Rick. Too much lying and too many half-truths — and to save what?”

				Ortega paused by the open door as his friend climbed back in. “Did I tell you that little four-year old girl — Lisa, remember her? She turned seven yesterday. They put her photo on one of those news lead-ins.”

				“Damn you,” Jovi snarled, thinking of the child he, Ortega, and others had found cowering in the corner of a crack house after a deal turned particularly violent. And her brothers, 5 and 8, lying broken on the floor in their own blood. His last official case — the last case he’d tried to stomach.

				“Sometimes we win,” Rick insisted, and slapped his arm. “Suerte,” he ended, walking away.

				Luck. Jovi shook his head, turned on the truck, and poked the radio button. He wouldn’t need luck if he kept his mind on work and on the stable full of thoroughbreds waiting for him in Florida. As he eased back onto the access road, blessed darkness and George Strait’s melodious voice surrounded him.

	
Chapter Two

				Dell Rosales tossed the sheaf of bank statements aside and stood up, agitated. Numbers should make sense, but the disorganized financial records her father left behind meant nothing. Once again she kicked herself for staying away from the ranch for so long. She had loved her father, loved him still, even after his unexpected death. But the pain of this place had been too great; her mother’s absence — and worse, memories of her mother’s presence — overwhelmed. She sucked in her breath, a sharp sound not unlike the snorts and soft snuffles from some of the horses in the aisle outside. To hell with it. Her father’s records were disorganized, not wrong. She wouldn’t believe anything else. She clenched her fists and closed her eyes momentarily, wishing she hadn’t touched any of his money before she’d unscrambled the paper mess he’d left; that would have been smarter. She should have gone back to the import business immediately, instead of deciding to help a friend out while she licked her wounds — that would have been smarter, too.

				Like smart was ever your thing. Angrily, she cast the self-accusation away. She’d been stupid hurting over her mother’s abandonment. She’d been stupid in love. But she damn well had learned not to be stupid when it counted.

				A flash of movement outside, unexpected at this mid-afternoon hour, snared her attention. Her stomach knotted momentarily as she wondered what emergency dragged her housekeeper down to the stable in the heat. Tempted to cross her fingers, or cross herself, she hurried out to meet the older woman.

				“Rosa, what’s wrong?” she asked. “Major or minor?”

				Rosa drew in a breath that shook her ample frame and wiped a hand across her forehead, then glowered at Dell. “You’re not sweating?”

				Dell shrugged, glanced briefly at the cloudless sky. The South Texas sun was a nuclear blast of heat and light, so intense that nothing moved around them. The oleander and bougainvillea bordering the drive were motionless, testimony to the complete absence of circulating air.

				“The heat doesn’t bother me. You know that, Rosa.” She ran a hand over her crisp, white blouse. “Besides, I just came from the office.”

				“Did you ride at all?” Rosa asked, and Dell shook her head, her ponytail flopping heavily against her neck.

				Dell started toward the house, Rosa huffing alongside. “No. I spend most of my time just keeping up with the girls and their paperwork, then when I get to the barn — with no foreman, I’m ordering feed and paying vet bills. I did pet a couple of them, though.” She glanced at the older woman. “Think I’d even recognize a saddle anymore?”

				They reached the back porch, and Rosa pulled a key from her pocket. “Karla was upstairs with la princesa,” she explained, “but — ”

				“Better safe than sorry,” the two finished in unison.

				“So what happened, anyway?” Dell asked, motioning Rosa into the kitchen first.

				“Nada.”

				Dell cast a sideways glance. “Nothing? Rosa, you practically ran down to the barn.”

				“Well, you know I don’t like using that fancy phone you put in. The intercom thing.”

				Dell waited as Rosa offered her usual, detailed explanation. “Don’t understand it. Had to get you.”

				Dell still wasn’t sure what the problem was. “And?” she prompted, shifting the vase of silk flowers on the kitchen table.

				Rosa’s jaw dropped. “Oh — forgot the important part, huh? Gettin’ old, I guess. There’s a man here.”

				“A man?” Dell looked down at Rosa blankly.

				“Tu sabes,” Rosa replied, “a man. About the job.”

				“Already?” Dell arched an eyebrow. “That was fast.” Then she frowned. “You do mean the foreman’s job? Not just someone looking for work?”

				“The foreman’s job,” Rosa confirmed. “He’s in the den.” She drew in a breath, sagging a little as the cool air surrounded her, then looked up at Dell, her eyes concerned. “I didn’t like him.”

				Rosa’s blunt statement triggered an immediate reaction. There were few people whose judgment Dell relied on; she trusted her own opinions about people — and Rosa’s. “What’s wrong with him?”

				Rosa shrugged. “I don’t know, exactly. He’s local — how many young Laredoans have experience with horses?”

				“Well, the Asmussens — ”

				Rosa’s plump hand brushed aside the renowned family, whose sons made racing headlines internationally. “Besides them. This man — I don’t know. He’s arrogant. Chocante. He’s — he’s — ” Her hand traced a circle in the air as she searched for the words to finish her description.

				Dell laughed. “He’s a man. Reason enough to be suspicious, ¿verdad? But I’ll be careful.” Her good humor faded. “I have reason to be careful, don’t I? But we need someone so badly, Rosa. I don’t want to give up the horses. They’re all I have left from before.”

				“I know.” Rosa reached a hand up to touch her cheek. “You’ll manage, chiquita. You always do.”

				Dell looked around the house — comfortable, affluent, so tidy — and so empty.

				“Where are the girls?” she asked.

				“You worry too much. Pete took Michelle, Selina, and Amy into Laredo with him for groceries. They’ll be okay. And la princesa is upstairs, asleep.”

				“All right.” Dell drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Do I look like a brisk, efficient, professional employer should?”

				“No.” Rosa grinned, her eyes sweeping over Dell. “You look like some spoiled and sexy Cosmo cover girl. But like you tell those mule-headed girls — looks aren’t everything!”

				“Thanks!” Dell retorted, pulling her blouse down lower over her hips. “Make me feel vulnerable, why don’t you?”

				“You?” Rosa snorted disdainfully. “Not any danger of that. They don’t call you ‘la inalcanzable’ for nothing, you know!”

				“Don’t bring that up again,” Dell protested, frowning a little at the nickname she had earned among some of her acquaintances. Literally, the word meant unreachable. Someone distant and untouchable.

				She supposed being a little distant wasn’t a bad idea if she were going to interview some macho-man jerk for the position she had in mind. Resolutely she walked through the house, her boots clicking on tile, then muffled on carpet as she stepped into the den. The man staring out the window at the green expanse of lawn turned as she came into the room.

				“Buenas tardes,” she greeted him, as he nodded at her.

				“Buenas,” he replied, his voice deep and throaty as he drawled the abbreviated greeting.

				He was an immensely tall man, square-shouldered and bronzed. His dark eyes appraised her, and she was not surprised that a mustache framed sensual lips or that he held a Stetson against his leg. She was looking for someone to manage her horses, after all.

				“A. Rosales?”

				“Dell Rosales,” she answered, walking over to shake his hand. “And you are — 

				“J. Treviño.” He clasped her hand briefly. His hands were well groomed, Dell noted. She wondered just how much experience this man really had with horses. He looked more like an office worker. Or would, except that the creamy knit shirt he wore did nothing to hide well-sculpted muscles. Moving hay bales could do that.

				“Please, sit down.” She waved at a chair near her desk.

				He sat down, placed the Stetson on the corner of her desk, and pulled a newspaper clipping out of his pocket. There was a splash of yellow highlighter on the crumpled ad she recognized as her own. “You’re the person I’m supposed to see?”

				“I’m Adela Rosales, Mr. Treviño, but I prefer Dell. So, is ‘J’ really your first name?”

				“No,” he admitted, smiling for the first time, and his eyes danced a little. She could see instantly that Rosa was right to dislike him — men with killer good looks generally knew exactly how to use them on susceptible women. Not that she was at all susceptible. Not anymore. La inalcanzable, she reminded herself sternly. Unreachable. Untouchable. Unattainable.

				“It’s Jovani.”

				“Jovani,” she repeated thoughtfully, her forehead wrinkling a little. “Like the musical group?”

				His grin widened. “You must not be into rock. That’s Bon Jovi, not Jovani.”

				“Oh, that’s right. So what do you go by, Mr. Treviño?”

				He laughed. “Jovi. Mom says she named me Giovani — just couldn’t spell it.”

				“I see. How did you become interested in horses, Mr. Treviño? You do have experience?”

				“Yes. I’ll fax my resume to you later today, if you’d like. I was driving in from San Antonio and decided to stop by. I’d seen your ad. Several days ago already.” He fluttered the clipping. “I didn’t want to wait too long.” His sincerity bordered on intense. Somehow not the tone she expected from an applicant. “I’m interested in your job, Ms. Rosales.”

				“Why?” she asked, her tone as frank as his own.

				He shrugged one shoulder, picked the hat up, and placed it idly on a jeans-clad thigh. “There aren’t a lot of jobs in the area that let you concentrate on breeding quality horses. Most ranches are cattle — or cattle and oil.” He paused, frowned a little. “I don’t want an indoor job.”

				“Where had you been working?”

				“Do you know Heaven’s Thunder Farms in Florida?”

				“Ocala, right? Of course. Everyone does — well, everyone in horses, anyway,” Dell amended, thinking how few of her acquaintances would recognize the name. The racing stable had come out of the blue like the lightning bolt that graced their jockeys’ silks. At a time when the thoroughbred industry was depressed, especially in central Florida, Heaven’s Thunder Farms had sprung up and immediately become a force.

				“I’m impressed,” Dell added truthfully. “Their horses took everything last year — the Derby, the Belmont — even the Breeder’s Cup Classic.” She tilted her head, studying him. “You couldn’t have been there long, though — they just got started what, four years ago? They were racing their own colts for the first time last year.”

				“I was there when Dave and Griselda bought the farm, and I chose their broodmares. Love the place,” he said.

				Dell leaned back a little in her chair, regarding him thoughtfully. He met her eyes evenly.

				“You’re going to ask why I left, right?”

				“I have to.”

				“Yes.” He stood up, flipping the hat into the empty chair. Her question had agitated him, though she didn’t understand why. She watched through narrowed eyes as he walked back to the window and looked out for a minute or two before turning back.

				“I had to,” he said. “I was afraid.”

				“Afraid of what?” she asked, surprised this tough-looking man would admit fear so easily.

				“Of doing something stupid.” He sighed, then came back across, reclaimed the hat, and sat down. “I fell for Griselda Cooper.” He looked down at the hat and brushed his fingers over the smooth, clean felt. Finally he looked back at her, his dark eyes grim. “Falling in love with the boss’s wife is stupid. Especially when the boss is a friend.”

				Dell tapped a polished nail on the smooth surface of the desk. “Mr. Treviño, I’m sorry if I seem insensitive in an uncomfortable situation,” she said after a minute. “But I need references. Would that be a problem?”

				“No.” He shook his head. “The Coopers will give me good references. My mother lives in Laredo. She’s been sick.” A muscle twitched in his jaw. “They think that’s why I left.”

				Dell pursed her lips thoughtfully. “So Mrs. Cooper didn’t know about your feelings? There were no problems?”

				“No problems that had anything to do with my job,” he replied brusquely. “The rest is none of your business.”

				“Actually, Mr. Treviño, what happened between you and Mrs. Cooper is my business.” Dell pulled open a desk drawer and dug out a folded newspaper. A group of teenaged girls sat on horses, and Dell stood next to one of them, a hand resting on the pinto’s neck. “I have some projects I’m trying to get off the ground. That’s why I need help. I intended to raise the horses alone, and when my last foreman just disappeared, I thought I’d hire another groom and run things alone. But I don’t have time to bring the breeding program back, because — well, I’m providing a temporary home for some troubled girls.” She tapped a finger again, this time on the photo. “I’ll be blunt, Mr. Treviño. I have to be careful about whom I hire. I’d actually prefer a woman for the position, but I need someone right away. The girls who stay here have problems — and I have to be sure that anyone I hire would be … safe.”

				“Look, Ms. Rosales,” he said, his expression shuttered, “if you’re interested, I’ll send you my resume today. Check my references. Call me if you need me.” He stood, visibly irritated. “And don’t worry. I’m no threat to teenagers — or anyone else. Like I said, I recognize stupidity. Especially my own.”

	
Chapter Three

				Dell glanced at the girl sitting next to her desk then down at the papers in front of her. “Well, Maribel,” she offered, “Welcome to Nueva Brisa.”

				The girl ignored her, looked at her blue-enameled nails, and then methodically began to chip the polish off one of them.

				Dell bit back her frown. The girl had chopped her hair off, and makeup that could have made her attractive coarsened her appearance. The girl’s skimpy tube top bared virtually everything, including a cobra tattoo that slithered across her bosom and onto her left arm, and she wondered which overtaxed social worker had let her walk out the door in that attire.

				The girl continued to ignore her, and Dell counted silently to ten then stood and walked to the front of the desk. She leaned against the edge, hoping either her height or proximity might intimidate the girl, who stubbornly kept her head down, working on the nail with detached determination.

				“Maribel, this isn’t getting us anywhere. The judge sent you here — ”

				The girl’s head came up then, and she fixed Dell with a remorseless, dark stare. “Don’t give me no shit about sending me back to juvenile. Just do it.”

				Dell smiled. “You’d like the center, wouldn’t you? No, Maribel, you didn’t let me finish. She thought I could help you.”

				“Should have left me alone. I wasn’t hurtin’ no one.”

				“Except yourself.” Dell fought the urge to tell the sixteen-year-old just how badly she was hurting herself. Lecturing wouldn’t work.

				“You get paid a lot?” Maribel looked around the study, taking in the shelves of books, the richly upholstered furniture, and the Amado Peña prints on the paneled walls. “Guess if you send me back, you lose money, huh?”

				Dell didn’t argue the girl’s mistaken ideas. There was no point in describing how or why she had become involved in this project, not yet. Not to Maribel.

				“Bet it ain’t the place the judge thinks,” the teenager went on, apparently annoyed Dell hadn’t refuted her suspicions. She ran her eyes over Dell insultingly. “Think you’re hot, huh? Maybe this is just like where I was, no? Your vatos come over for a good time, too?” Maribel’s eyes glittered dangerously. “I don’t mind doin’ it for money — you know that. But I choose who I work for.”

				Dell shook her head. “No, you don’t. You gave up your choices the first time you slept with someone just to prove you could. You’re just too young and stupid to see it.”

				“You — you can’t call me stupid — ” Maribel sputtered, flustered. “Who the hell you think you are, talking to me like — like — ”

				“Like someone who just called me a ho?” Dell suggested blandly. “Look, Maribel, insults aren’t going to get either of us anywhere. You made stupid choices. Change them if you’re smart enough.” She shrugged. “Up to you, either way. Let’s get you settled so you can do other things.”

				“What other things?” Maribel asked suspiciously.

				Dell grinned. “You’ll see,” she said, picturing the defiant girl mucking stalls. “Let’s show you your room.”

				• • •

				A few minutes later, blowing out her frustration in a couple of short puffs, Dell walked back down to the den, idly straightening a picture on the hall wall as she went before slumping into the chair behind her desk. What have I put my foot in? she asked herself. Selina, Amy, and Michelle were girls with temporary problems — too little parenting, mostly. She’d been there, but her path had been different than theirs — she’d had a father who loved her and money to pave her way. Those girls had so little, and when her high school friend, now family judge, Patricia Ovalle, asked for her help — she’d agreed without hesitation.

				But Maribel. Dell’s lips twisted. The girl was a piece of work. She picked up the unfamiliar papers with their legalese. Being asked to keep a high-school dropout who’d been working the streets was new. The other girls were part of a pilot project to get them away from family discord, substance abuse, truancy — light stuff. But being asked to keep a street kid who’d been turning tricks — that was new. And scary, in a way, though Judge Ovalle assured her this placement would be brief. The detention center was overfilled, and arrangements were in the works to move the girl out of the county.

				Still … she drummed a finger on the polished desktop. Did she want someone like that around Becky, even for a few days? As if she’d heard her name cross Dell’s mind, the toddler appeared in the door with Rosa right behind her.

				“Go spend time with Dell,” Rosa ordered, bussing the little girl’s dark head before heading off down the hall.

				“Hi, gorgeous!” Dell went across the room, picking the child up and hugging her. “How’s my princess?”

				“Fi,” the child answered, squeezing Dell’s neck and kissing her wetly on the cheek before struggling to be put down.

				Reluctantly Dell put her back on the carpet. The little girl needed to be active and explore — she’d lost months of stimulation to an environment of neglect, unloved by a mother addicted to drugs and alcohol. She rubbed her arms as the memory of the child she’d first seen made her shiver.

				“You angel,” she murmured, but Becky plucked a magazine off a coffee table and trundled over to the loveseat, oblivious to anything Dell said. She made a half-hearted attempt to climb up before sliding down and turning a page. Careful not to disturb Becky, Dell pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and snapped a picture of the toddler “reading” the magazine. Someone should have memories of Becky later, she thought. And wondered, as she occasionally did, if there were pictures of a baby Adela anywhere. Real pictures, not the formal sittings at yearly intervals that graced her childhood room.

				The desk phone shrilled, distracting her. She glanced around to be sure nothing dangerous was within the child’s reach and lifted the receiver.

				“Nueva Brisa,” she said into the phone, a little breathlessly. “Dell Rosales speaking.”

				“Oh, good!” a woman’s voice said pleasantly. “Griselda Cooper at Heaven’s Thunder Farms, Ms. Rosales. I’m returning your call — how can I help you today? We have some excellent two year olds — ”

				Dell laughed. “Slow down, Mrs. Cooper! I’m not buying thoroughbreds — at least, not right now.”

				“Sorry,” the voice said unrepentantly. Dell thought back to the races she’d watched last year, trying to remember what the woman had looked like there in the winner’s circle. A calm woman, Dell recalled, married to a man delightfully ignorant of how to behave around the Kentucky blue bloods when his Gladiator’s Rose became only the fourth filly in history to win the legendary Kentucky Derby. He managed to carry a bucket of some icy liquid to the winner’s circle and dumped it over his trainer’s head, football style. Gladiator’s Rose shied, ditching the blanket of roses and her jockey and knocking down a cameraman. Griselda Cooper had laughed, kissed her husband on the cheek, quieted the nervous filly.

				“So, what can I do for you, then?” Griselda asked, calling her back to her purpose. Dell found herself unusually reluctant to broach a difficult subject.

				“I’m calling about an employee of yours,” she admitted. “He applied for a job, and — ”

				“Oh, Jovi!” Griselda said instantly. “Worked for us until his mother got sick. He chose our broodmares, you know. If you have horses, hire him!”

				“Is he reliable? Were there ever any problems?”

				“Dave and I really should have given him a letter of reference. Would you like us to fax you something? He’s absolutely trustworthy,” she assured Dell, as enthusiastically as she had tried to sell horses moments before.

				Dell toyed with a pen, then picked it up and began an abstract doodle. “I have Western stock, primarily. A couple of thoroughbreds and some Arabians, but mostly quarter horses and Appaloosas. Could he manage the switch?”

				“Absolutely,” the voice on the other end affirmed. “He’s knowledgeable already, and a fast learner to boot. Dedicated, too. Dave and I are Texas stock ourselves. Dave’s dad owned quarter horses, and he lived with us ’til his death. You know they talked shop.”

				Dell hesitated, frowning. According to his ex-employer, the man had no faults. “Mrs. Cooper — ”

				“Griselda,” the woman insisted cheerfully.

				“Griselda, were there ever any personal problems with Jovi?” She hesitated, not sure how deeply she should delve.

				“Personal problems? I’m not sure what you mean. Look, Jovi’s a hard worker, and he’s honest and reliable. Nobody’s better with horses.”

				Clearly the other woman either didn’t know about or wouldn’t admit to the feelings Jovi claimed he’d developed for her. Dell thanked her and hung up, then walked over to sit on the floor with the toddler. Becky clutched the magazine to her tummy like a blanket, crooning to herself in a strange, low monotone. Another mark, her case worker explained, of growing up without normal communication with people who cared for her.

				Dell sighed. She needed someone to take care of the horses. That had been her father’s one passion, raising and selling quality horses. Quarter horses, Appaloosas, Arabians — even the thoroughbreds he’d belittled as being too delicate for the south Texas climate. She’d tried to walk away, but horses must be in her blood … and Becky’s, she thought, smiling at the little girl who was now trying to tear a page out of the glossy journal.

				She wouldn’t give up the horses, even if it meant hiring the first applicant for the vacant foreman’s position.

				She stood up and hoisted Becky into her arms then paced around the room, reviewing her options. Jovi’s resume had been neat and concise. He’d worked in the military and for DEA. Griselda gave him glowing references, and Rosa disliked him. She nudged Becky’s head, blowing into the dark hair and letting the child’s giggle soothe her. She needed a foreman, and he was available. For the moment, she’d go with that. Decided, she walked over to dial his number.

	
Chapter Four

				Jovi stood at the window in the office, looking out at the girls cantering around the nearby training ring. Selina, the tall, quiet one, was sitting easily on the leopard Appaloosa, laughing and looking happy. Michelle and Amy were riding with confidence, though neither seemed particularly outgoing or cheerful. But Dell told him they tended to be quiet and serious, still troubled by the problems that had brought them here. He’d been surprised the three girls were on the ranch on a judge’s informal agreement with their mothers and were participating in what amounted to a summer camp for troubled teens.

				His mouth twisted as his gaze turned to Maribel. She sat rigidly on the big, gentle bay she rode, and unlike the others, her face was etched into hard, unfeeling lines, her mouth tightly compressed. He didn’t know her story, he realized; he’d barely seen Dell since he started, and she’d said nothing about this bitter young woman who showed up one afternoon using a vocabulary that made Pete, the elderly groom, shake his head and mutter “perdida” whenever he saw her.

				Jovi grimaced. Pete was from a time of manners and respect, in spite of his job or circumstance. The man was probably right, too — he suspected Maribel truly was a lost cause. He squinted back in the direction of the ring, watching the players moving unknowingly across their stage. Not for the first time, he felt a small prick of guilt over being here to find evidence of Dell’s innocence — or guilt — in drug running.

				Maribel’s horse was trailing the others, and he frowned as she suddenly slashed the bay with her reins, making him lunge forward to overtake Amy and Michelle. She turned her head and said something, and he saw Michelle pull her horse in, ducking her head. Amy instantly reined her horse around, coming back and putting her hand on her friend’s arm in a comforting way. He bit back an expletive as he headed for the door, but saw Dell walking into the corral, holding up her hand for the girls to pull up their horses. He narrowed his eyes again, and his lips tightened involuntarily.

				Dell didn’t look like a criminal, he thought again. She looked … gorgeous. She was tall, slender, and graceful, with lively dark eyes and dark, glossy hair that fell to her shoulders when she didn’t tie it up out of her way. He thought of the little he’d learned about her since he started working for her just a week ago. Not much. Apparently she hadn’t lied when she said that managing her other affairs didn’t leave her time for the horses, though he could tell she loved them — and the girls she was trying to help.

				Would a drug smuggler help girls like these? Girls who might well have been referred here for problems with substance abuse? He sighed. That would be ugly, if the judge were unwittingly sending troubled youngsters right into something worse. Out in the ring, Dell had taken the horse away from Maribel. The girl shrugged her shoulders insolently and turned away from whatever she was being told. The other three girls were clustered together, seemingly finding comfort in each other.

				The riding session was over; the girls loosened the girths on their sweaty horses and began walking them around the ring. Maribel took the bay’s reins back unwillingly and began to circle alongside the fence, lagging behind and aiming occasional kicks at the thick sand under her feet.

				Dell turned and headed toward the barn, and he left the window and went to the desk, hurriedly pulling a sheaf of papers he’d been working on from a desk drawer and picking up his pen.

				He was bent over his work, pretending to be engrossed with the papers, when Dell came through the open door. He looked up, and she greeted him with a slight smile and nod. He remembered the sketchy preliminary report he’d received on her had said they called her la inalcanzable. Unattainable. He wasn’t sure how she’d received the nickname, or how many used it, but it fit. There was a remoteness about her, a distance, as if she were holding herself away from something she didn’t want to touch. He realized he must have frowned when she shook her head and sank into the chair in front of the desk.

				“Are things that bad?”

				“No.” Her perfume teased him, light and intriguing, a pleasant change from the mustiness of straw and the pungent odor occasionally drifting in from the stalls. She glanced at the papers he had out. He smiled easily, trying not to breathe her scent in too deeply, and handed the papers across the desk. “My mom always said I was un enojon. Easily angered. I deny it, but … ” He shrugged. “As you can see, I’ve been trying to analyze what you have in the way of stock.”

				“And?” She leaned back in her chair, studying him. She wondered how he’d been received in Florida and Kentucky, with his South Texas habit of throwing Spanish words into a perfectly good English conversation. The habit gave purists fits — and she’d suffered herself, at college in New York. Here, though, it made him seem genuine and unaffected. She wondered, too, how easily angered he actually was — how much of “un enojon” — he’d seemed rather unruffled since his show of temper during that initial interview.

				He gestured at the papers he’d turned over to her. “How do you feel about selling everything and starting over?”

				Dell blanched. “Selling? Everything?” she asked, and he could hear pain in her voice. “The horses — which horses? I can’t sell the horses — ”

				He ran a hand over his forehead, rearranging his hair, then rubbed his chin. “Ms. Rosales — ”

				“Call me Dell, Jovi. I can’t talk to some stranger about my horses. Why do I need to sell them? My father had excellent stock — some of the horses I trained myself, some of them before I left home for college. Before — ” She stopped, then gave her head a decided shake. “I don’t think I want to sell any of them,” she finished.

				“Dell, this is a horse farm,” he said. “You have too many horses. Some of them are too old to be productive. Why do you need” — he pointed at a highlighted item — “Fourteen quarter horse mares if you intend to raise primarily Appaloosas and Arabians?”

				“My father liked quarter horses best. They’re his horses. And they’re all really good horses. Besides, we use some of them with the girls.”

				“He’s not here any longer, Dell,” Jovi said gently but matter-of-factly. “So they’re not his — they’re yours. And they haven’t produced colts in several years.”

				“We don’t have a quarter horse stallion, and I haven’t had time to have them bred.” She frowned across the desk at Jovi. “That’s where you come in, remember?”

				“But fourteen?” He shook his head slowly. “Dell, I don’t know your financial condition. But most people can’t afford twenty-nine horses and two ponies — old ponies — even in good times. How can you justify all these mouths to feed when they’re not bringing in a single penny?” Pain touched her eyes, but he pushed on. “I have to call it like I see it. You’re spending a fortune — feed, insurance, vet bills, help. Your father had excellent horses, true enough. I noticed the trophy case, and I’ve looked at some of the past books — the ranch used to sell almost all the two-year-olds for top-dollar prices. But not recently. And with economic conditions — you may struggle to sell stock even when you have the mares bred.”

				Dell stood up and walked over to the window, looking out for a few, silent moments. Finally she sighed heavily and turned back around. “I suppose we need to talk about a sale, then. But not today.” Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “I have to make peace with the idea first, I guess.” She came back again and sat down. “Tell me something, Jovi … how big a stickler are you for job descriptions and doing only what you were hired to do?”

				He arched an eyebrow. “I don’t know. Why?”

				“How are you at carne asada?”

				He blinked, then grinned. “The best, naturally. I wasn’t away that long!”

				“Good.” She plucked absently at the eyelet blouse she was wearing, removing invisible lint. He couldn’t look away.

				“These girls have lost so much — all of them have either left or been taken away from their families.” Emotion came and went in her eyes as she spoke. “Amy was telling me the other day that the thing she missed most was the Sunday carne asada — the family getting together — even the smell of the smoke, she said. I can’t give it all back, but I thought we might try to reproduce some of it.”

				“Fine with me.” He leaned back a little and idly tapped the desk.

				“I could do it,” she continued seriously. But Jovi, you remember carne asadas in these parts, right?”

				He nodded. “Alcohol, music, and fighting, too often.”

				“I want something better than that for the girls. A good time without the bad thrown in.”

				“So I come in because … ?”

				“You can cook the meat,” she said immediately, “while I chaperone.”

				Jovi gazed across the desk at her, straightening in his chair. This was an unwelcome situation. There was an intimacy about a carne asada — friends had carne asadas. And families. He was the last person she could trust, even if she didn’t know that. Yet. He couldn’t have hidden his irritation. She looked startled by his abrupt change in demeanor, and then the impenetrable air of calm and distance settled back around her. “Is something wrong?” she asked. “If you’d rather not, don’t feel obligated — ”

				“There’s no problem,” he answered. “Just don’t expect miracles, Dell. Those girls are tough cookies, deep down.”

				Dell stood, her own annoyance undisguised. “I don’t expect miracles, Jovani,” she retorted. “I’m not that naïve. But the girls aren’t nearly as tough as you think.” She cast a quick glance at the clock on the office wall. “I thought we’d start around five.” She turned toward the door then stopped to look back over her shoulder. “I’ll let you know about the horses within the week.” Her tone was dismissive, boss to employee.

				Good. Better that way, he reminded himself brusquely. Because at best, Dell was just his boss. And at worst … at worst, she was the woman he’d destroy. Soon.

				The lights in the side yard glowed, scattered around the large expanse with tasteful flare. Tejano music played softly, and roses and honeysuckle sweetened the night air, although the smell of fajitas sizzling on the grill overpowered the lighter floral scents at the moment. Jovi propped a shoulder against the brick wall of the grill and glanced around the patio again, relishing the abrupt quiet.

				Minutes ago, the girls chattered and argued by the pool, but Rosa had herded them off to change out of their bathing suits.

				He reached over and poked at a piece of fajita, lifting it up and flipping it over. Laughter announced the return of the girls, and he frowned. Had Dell noticed when Maribel approached him, flirting with a determination that should have been beyond her years? He hoped she knew what she’d gotten into with the teenager. Bad, bad news.

				Then again …  His mouth tightened, and he speared another piece of meat. There was a real possibility Dell’s main concern wasn’t the girls’ welfare, anyhow, however unlikely that seemed when he watched them together.

				The girls were loaded down with trays of dishes, glasses, and condiments, and Rosa came behind them, carrying a steaming jarro of beans. The earthenware pitcher and the aroma of the bacon and cilantro-spiced beans filled him with nostalgia.

				There had been days, many, many years ago, when the beans cooking slowly on his mother’s stove had been the day’s food. He’d worked hard to overcome that — and she could afford what she chose, now — but the beans were still a constant in her kitchen. It was who they were, she would tell him, clucking at his insistence that she go out with him to eat in some new restaurant or other.

				Selina unloaded her tray on the table, and she ran across the lawn toward him, her long, unruly hair flying with abandon. “We’re starving, Jovi,” she announced. “Need help?”

				“Nope. Got it under control.” He held out a tray of cooked meat for inspection. “How does that look?”

				“Perfect!” She took the tray from him. “Give it. Are you gonna eat with us?”

				“Sure.” He looked at the last of the meat, just beginning to cook. “This can take care of itself for a while.” He walked across the lawn with her, and Rosa, Michelle, and Amy all greeted him with smiles. Maribel frowned.

				“Bet you didn’t even use beer on it,” she sniffed. “Carne asada with no beer sucks.”

				“Smells pretty good to me,” Dell said, her voice floating melodically on the hot summer air. He turned, his indrawn breath of surprise not quite audible over the girls’ conversation. Dell had abandoned her usual slim-fitting pants and skirts for a loose dress. Its scooped neck was embroidered with flowers, and the gauzy material draped her body enticingly. The yard lights glinted on the silver earrings exposed by her upswept hair and the matching necklace around her slender throat. As stunned as he was by her appearance, though, his eyes widened involuntarily when he took in the toddler at her side. The little girl appeared to be two or three. Her huge, black eyes took in everything with infinite interest, and a mass of curly black hair tumbled around her tiny, pale face.

				So, he thought, and was abruptly annoyed with himself. There were hundreds — thousands — of single mothers. It meant nothing. Nothing about morals, or lack of them. Nothing about whether or not this woman might be engaged in illegal activity. Surprising no one had mentioned the girl, but oh, well. He masked his surprise, and when Dell came over to him, the child in tow, he smiled at the little girl with genuine warmth. It was impossible not to — she was irrepressible.

				“Jovi, this is Becky.” Dell stooped, lifting the child with tenderness and holding her up for him to meet. “Becky, this is Mr. Treviño.”

				“Hi.” The girl pressed her face into Dell’s shoulder briefly, then shot him a slight smile before giggling and burying her face against Dell again.

				“She’s shy,” Dell explained, “but she’s getting better.”

				“She’s precious,” he murmured, reaching out a hand to touch the girl’s hair. Dell’s face softened at the gesture, and she smiled.

				“Afraid of giving her ojo?” she asked.

				He seemed a little embarrassed, but nodded. “Our old superstitions die hard, don’t they?”

				“You probably got some glares in Florida,” she said, still grinning. “Even more up there in Kentucky during Derby week. In New York there were people who thought they should report me.” The custom of touching something you admired — or envied — to prevent harming it was largely unknown outside of the Mexican-American culture that embraced the practice. Many mothers who were unaware of the benevolent intent of warding off ojo were offended — or frightened — when strangers touched their child’s cheek or head in passing.

				“Some,” he admitted, his eyes dancing. “Guess I can see why strangers might freak out just a little in this day and age.”

				Dell put Becky down, and the child toddled over and climbed up on the bench with Michelle’s help. “Looks like someone’s hungry.”

				“She always is.” Dell smiled, inhaling deeply. “Shall we eat?” She waved a hand at the girls clustered around the end of the table filling glasses with tea.

				Everyone claimed a place at the table, with Jovi sitting near the end so he could keep an eye on the meat still cooking over the dying coals. Rosa sat with the girls, ignoring Maribel’s hostile looks and the endless chatter of the other three. Dell walked over to re-light a citron light meant to discourage mosquitoes, and returned to find most of the bench occupied. She glanced at the others, then pulled her skirt up slightly and maneuvered herself onto the bench between Becky and Jovi.

				“I hate this attached seating,” she grumbled. “There’s no way to get in and out gracefully.”

				“You did pretty well,” he said mildly, and she shot him a sideways glance. He smiled. Next to her, Becky babbled happily. The girls were rolling pieces of the spicy meat into Rosa’s homemade flour tortillas, and Dell reached for a basket and passed it to him.

				“Get ’em ’fore they’re gone,” she warned.

				“Gone!” Amy snorted. “After the hours it took to make the damn-darn things — ”

				“Mamá always said they invented stores so women could quit making tortillas,” Selina interjected. “But ¿sabes? Rosa’s tortillas are kickass.”

				“Riquisimas,” Jovi agreed.

				Rosa beamed across the table, basking in the praise. “Gracias, gracias.”

				She reached over and patted Selina’s cheek, then smiled across the table at Dell, ignoring Jovi altogether. “These niñitas can cook up a storm, now.”
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