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      MOM, ARE WE THERE yet?” Cody asked from the backseat. “Why are you going so slow?”

      Skylar Mathews-Adams drove along the road toward the main buildings of the Second Chance Ranch, very much aware that the closer she came to arriving, the more slowly she drove. She’d spent three very impressionable years living on or around this ranch, and with every roll of her tires, a memory surfaced.

      “We’re almost there,” she answered for the hundredth time, her gaze meeting her son’s briefly in the rearview mirror. “And I want to be careful, too. Remember, there are going to be lots of physically challenged people on the ranch. Horses and animals, too. We can’t go racing somewhere or we might hurt them.”

      Cody didn’t answer and she wondered if he took heed of her warnings at all. Her seven-year-old son went back to playing, making sounds, his hands fisted around his dolls as they flew through the air, crashed and fought.

      She stopped outside the building that served as check-in, dining hall and game room. She felt sick to her stomach at the chaos and grief she’d left behind in New York and yet she was happy to have finally arrived. “We’re here.”

      “Let me out! I wanna see.”

      Cody released his seat belt and stood between the bucket seats of the rental. He gazed up at the snow-capped mountains towering above the ranch.

      “Awesome.”

      Cody’s enthusiasm did nothing to ease the tension pulling her shoulders tight. Fifteen years ago her mother, Rissa, had uprooted Skylar from New York and moved them to their cousin’s family owned ranch to help Skylar cope with her father’s death and some other heavy-duty personal issues no fourteen-year-old kid should go through. Now on this sunny Wednesday afternoon, Skylar was making the same pilgrimage with Cody for similar yet very different reasons. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      His psychiatrist hadn’t agreed with Skylar removing Cody from his weekly sessions, but when her colleague had mentioned drug therapy as the next step in her son’s medical plan, Skylar couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      Cody was struggling with his father’s death, yes, but drugs? Her son was almost eight, and kids his age had active imaginations. Cody’s fixation on his imaginary world was…acceptable for what he’d been through.

      There was an issue. She knew there was an issue. But before she began feeding her child chemicals, she had to try removing him from everything and focus on him one-on-one. Montana had worked for her, helped her deal with her father’s traumatic death in a car accident and the part she’d played in it, so surely it could work for a little boy who needed to find as much fun and adventure in real life as he did in his fantasy world? “I told you they made the mountains big here.”

      “I bet there are lots of vampire caves up there. See that one?” He pointed to the tallest peak. “That one belongs to the oldest vampire ever.”

      Skylar got out and pushed the seat forward so Cody could climb out the conventional way versus plowing over the console and scuffing it with his shoes. “Then it’s a good thing we won’t be going up there.”

      Even as she made the statement, she chastised herself for playing along. But after ten days of grief counseling the teens at her high school after a student’s suicide, it was the best she could manage.

      They’d had a delay-ridden flight and a long drive from the Helena airport, and Skylar was exhausted. She’d already spent countless sleepless nights debating staying in New York, keeping Cody in therapy and continuing to work alongside her co-counselor to help their students deal with the loss. In the end, she had decided to stick with her original plans. The last thing she wanted was for Cody’s troubles to manifest themselves like Travis Duncan’s, the boy who had hung himself.

      Cody’s mop of silky-straight, white-blond hair lifted in the breeze that blew over the beautiful landscape. Thanks to the cowlick at the crown, Cody’s hair always had a messy, fresh-from-bed look. And she loved it, loved him, more than life.

      “But we gotta! How will I find my dad if we don’t?”

      Ignoring the guests leaving the common room, Skylar focused on Cody and stamped down the nerves churning within her. “Cody, we’ve talked about this. About how make-believe is fun, but it’s not real. Remember?”

      Her son’s indigo eyes stared at her with mutinous intensity, his chin set at a stubborn angle she recognized from looking in the mirror. With his naturally dark complexion and light hair, he looked more like a sun-kissed California surfer than a kid born and raised in the heart of New York City.

      When he didn’t respond, she said, “Why don’t we go inside and find Grandma Rissa and Maura? Figure out which cabin is ours? Won’t that be fun?”

      He lowered his head and his fingers tightened around his dolls—or rather, action figures—as though he wanted to sling them at her. Ignoring her suggestion, he stared at Batman as if the doll was talking.

      “I know,” he whispered to Batman, then heaved a gusty sigh. “Okay. We’ll wait.”

      “Cody,” she said, pulling his attention to her. “What’s going on? Where are we right now?”

      “Montana.”

      “That’s right. I want you to remember that. Now we’re going to see Grandma. Are you ready?”

      Cody lifted his head and focused on the mountains with such longing, her heart skipped a beat. Maybe she shouldn’t have brought him here. “Listen to me. Look at my eyes.” She waited for him to obey her. “Honey, I know I sort of looked like a vampire in those pictures you and Natalie found,” she said, referring to the babysitter, “but I was playing dress up. I’m not a vampire, and neither was your dad.”

      He shook his head. “Mom, I know the secret.”

      “Cody, there is no secret. Your dad is—”

      “No, he’s not! He’s not really dead!”

      Nine months, six days. That’s how long it had been since Tom had died on August 26 of last year. Nine months and six days, but Cody still couldn’t accept it. “Your father is buried in Rose Mount Cemetery. We’ve visited his grave how many times? You have to stop making up these stories.”

      Cody stared at Batman again before he grabbed his backpack. “We don’t have to go up there to find Dad.”

      She blinked at the sudden turnaround, but welcomed the change in topic with open arms. Talking about Tom’s death wasn’t easy for her, either. “We don’t? Why?”

      Cody shrugged.

      “Cody, why?”

      “Because Dad’s probably asleep now, and if we go, the other vampires might be hungry. We can stay here. Dad’ll find us.”

      She was glad Cody had changed his mind, even if she was upset because he was still pretending.

      Other than a single trip to Montana when Cody was too young to remember, her son had never seen so much open land. He didn’t know the dangers of getting lost, despite the number of talks she’d had with him. “I’m glad you’re thinking about the risks, Cody.”

      “Yeah. Parker said vampires have lots of power and move really fast, like they’re flying. Some are good and some are bad. Dad’s a good one. When you were a vampire, could you fly?”

      Never had she regretted her ultimate Goth-girl days—complete with the black fishnet, boots and too-short skirts topped by skull T-shirts—more than now. Those pictures she’d saved as a reminder of how far she’d come in her life fueled Cody’s make-believe world. While babysitting him, Parker and Natalie—the teenagers next door, good, straight-A, genuinely nice kids—had loved helping Cody come up with a story to match Skylar’s clothing, not realizing the depths to which Cody’s dream world took him.

      “How about we go get our key so we can settle in and explore? Won’t that be fun?” Skylar said.

      “Yeah. Can I turn into a vampire like you did?”

      “Cody, enough already.”

      “Parker said they have to bite you. Does it hurt?” He then proceeded to have Batman—a vampire in Cody’s mind, despite how many times Skylar had explained to the contrary—do a surprise dive attack on Robin.

      What could she say to him to get through to him? Get him to understand? Get him to stop?

      One of the horses nickered from the corral. Skylar wondered how long she’d been standing there delaying going inside because she hoped his pretending and questions would end. “Come on, Cody. Let’s go.”

      She ushered Cody up the ramp and inside, where the smell of fresh-baked cookies and bread filled her nose.

      “Skylar! Rissa, she’s here,” Maura cried.

      Maura Rowland, her mom’s cousin and the chef of the Second Chance, hurried toward them behind Skylar’s mother, who’d hopped up from her chair and crossed the room in a split second.

      Engulfed in her mother’s embrace, Skylar noticed Grace Rowland, the ranch owner’s wife, standing tall and lithe and grinning from ear to ear beside Maura, both waiting for their hugs.

      “Oh, baby, welcome home. It’s so good to see you,” Rissa said. “I know you were torn about coming, after what happened with that boy, but we’re so glad you did.”

      Rissa squatted to hug Cody and remark how much he’d grown since her last trip to New York.

      “It’s good to be here,” Skylar said, while receiving Maura’s hug, which smelled like the fresh-baked cookies on the counter.

      “Mom, I’m thirsty. Do they have any blood?”

      “Blood?” Rissa asked, her tone filled with surprise.

      “Tomato juice or punch.” Skylar shot Cody a hard stare of reminder. “He likes to…pretend.”

      “I have cranberry juice,” Maura said.

      He looked at Skylar as if to confirm that it was red and reluctantly she nodded.

      “Thank you,” he said, remembering his manners.

      “You’re welcome, sweetie. How about a snack, too? You must be hungry,” Rissa said, at home in the Rowland kitchen from her days of working there. “You can eat while we help your mom settle in.”

      Barely managing to hold in a groan because she’d hoped for a little more time with Cody to get him out of his make-believe world, Skylar tried to smile, wondering what her family would think once they discovered the real reason she and Cody were here.

      One thing she knew for certain, try as she might, she couldn’t hide Cody’s unusual behavior for long.

      

      MARCUS WHITEFEATHER SCOWLED when he heard Oreo’s high-pitched whinny. The mare didn’t like being trapped in a stall, but she had a penchant for roaming. With her so close to foaling, Seth Rowland, the owner of the Second Chance, had penned the horse for her own safety.

      Done teaching for the day, Marcus headed toward his van and the racing wheelchair inside of it. He had enough time to get a good roll in before Grace finished his grandfather’s biweekly physical-therapy session.

      A loud thump sounded and the wall of the barn vibrated with the force of the horse’s kick, distracting Marcus from his purpose. He turned away from the van and the hydraulic ramp lowering into position, and wheeled himself into the barn to investigate.

      It took a good five seconds for his vision to adjust to the change in light, but once it did, he spotted the source of Oreo’s upset.

      Across from the mare’s stall, a child had climbed the rails of a holding pen. The boy looked to be about five or six and he had a piece of black material tied around his neck. If the boy fell off his perch and the material got caught, he could strangle himself. “Hey, kid,” Marcus called softly, careful with his tone so as not to startle the child. “Get down from there before you fall.”

      The boy ignored Marcus, or else didn’t hear, and continued making a shooshing sound, his arms out at his sides. As high as he was on the rail and with the material stretched out by his hands, no wonder Oreo was spooked. “Hey, you. Kid.” Was he deaf? Marcus waved to get his attention. “Hey!”

      The boy suddenly turned toward Marcus and he wobbled before regaining his balance, his dazed expression slowly clearing. The boy stared but didn’t budge.

      At least he hadn’t fallen. That wobble was enough to have Marcus’s heart thumping out of sync in his chest. “You need to get down. You aren’t allowed to play in here. Understand? The barn’s off-limits unless you are with a ranch employee.”

      “Vampires can do anything.” The boy bared his teeth at Marcus with a hiss.

      Vampires? Marcus wheeled closer. “Not here, they can’t. See that horse over there?” He indicated Oreo’s stall. “She’s ready to foal, but we don’t want her to have her baby yet.”

      “So?”

      “So, you’re making her nervous.”

      The child turned up his nose and gave Marcus a glare. “I’m a vampire.” He raised his arms and the cape as though that alone should prove his point.

      “Yeah, well go be a vampire at your cabin or on the playground, not here.”

      “Vampires like the dark.”

      “Then play in your closet until the sun goes down. You can’t play here. Now get down and try not to—”

      The little vampire leaped from the rail to the floor before Marcus could finish. Oreo spooked, her shriek of complaint echoing loudly off the walls as her hindquarters hit the stall.

      Marcus cursed. “I told you not to scare the horse.”

      The boy had landed in a crouched position, but he straightened with an ease and speed Marcus envied. As he’d discovered teaching art classes and helping out occasionally with riding lessons at the ranch, not many kids that age were that coordinated.

      “You said a bad word.”

      “Don’t scare the horse.” Marcus enunciated each word through gritted teeth because the kid’s obliviousness was irritating him. “If she goes into labor right now, it could kill both of them. Is that what you want?”

      The boy’s eyes widened as if he finally understood the seriousness of his actions.

      Marcus rolled to Oreo’s stall and put his hand over the rail, waiting patiently for her to recognize his scent and approach so he could rub her nose. After she did, he reached to feel what he could of her side to see if she was contracting. “Thatta girl. Easy does it. He didn’t mean anything by it. Settle down, little mama.”

      Satisfied she was calming, Marcus slowly backed away and swung his wheelchair to face the boy. “Don’t come in here again. Not without one of the ranch employees with you. Understand? There are rules, and this is not a play area.”

      The boy’s mouth quivered. “Is she gonna die?”

      Marcus studied his face to figure out how much of the kid’s attitude was sincere and how much was because he didn’t want to get into trouble. “I think she’ll be all right, but we can’t let her get riled. If she goes into labor early, then yeah, she could die. The colt’s not turned yet.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Oreo. She’s a special pet of the owners’ children and we’d all be upset if something happened to her. You understand?”

      The kid nodded again, not meeting Marcus’s gaze. Feeling bad that he’d come down so hard on the boy, who obviously didn’t know better, Marcus asked, “You got a pet?”

      “No. I want a dog, but my mom won’t let me ’cause we’re not home much.”

      “That’s smart. People shouldn’t get pets if they can’t take care of them.”

      The child wiped his face on the cape. “I didn’t mean to scare her.”

      He belatedly remembered the boy was a guest with parents who wouldn’t appreciate Marcus swearing at their little angel. “I’m sorry, too. For saying the curse word.” He hoped the kid understood he wasn’t apologizing for ordering him about, because the boy needed to know when to listen to adults.

      On a ranch with animals, equipment and dangers some wouldn’t know to look out for, it was everyone’s job to keep the guests safe, especially the little ones.

      The boy’s gaze dropped to the chair and a peculiar expression stole over his face, one fairly easy to read.

      “Something wrong?” Marcus watched as the kid wrinkled his nose, but remained silent. “You sure?”

      The boy shrugged. “You can’t walk.”

      Actually Marcus could walk with the help of braces on his calves and feet. He was paralyzed from the knees down, but he had some feeling in his thighs, which made standing upright possible by wearing the braces and using canes. “What about it?”

      “Don’t you get tired of sitting? You can’t do anything.”

      The rudeness registered first. What kind of parent brought a child this insensitive to a dude ranch filled with people like Marcus? The Second Chance catered to the disabled, and they’d built a reputation as one of the best.

      Not all of the people who vacationed here had a handicapped person in the family. Last year, one group came simply because they wanted to show their bully of a son how politically correct they could be. The parents had quickly grown impatient with the extra time needed for some guests to perform certain tasks and they’d left before their week ended. “I can’t, huh? Look, you need to change your attitude. Because you know what? I can do plenty. I’ll bet I can do almost anything you can.”

      “Can you fly? Or climb a tree? Jump or run really fast? My dad can.”

      “Good for him. But you’re old enough to know better than to say rude things just because people are different from you. Didn’t your dad teach you any manners while he was doing all those things?”

      “My dad’s a vampire.”

      Marcus blinked at the switch back to vampires. He wouldn’t have pegged the boy as having a mental disability, but what did he know? Here he was, about to give the boy a hard time about judging people, when he’d obviously misjudged. “Is that a fact?”

      Maybe the vampire thing was the result of a brain injury. Or maybe the boy was autistic. They’d had a couple of autistic kids earlier in the spring and one of them had had quite an imagination. The teenager had hated riding and anything outdoors, but he’d gotten into Marcus’s class on working with metal and designing small pieces of art.

      “Yeah. He has superpowers ’cause he’s a vampire. My mom says he’s not, but I know he is. She used to be a vampire, but she’s not anymore. I think it’s because she doesn’t like to drink blood.”

      Okay. He wasn’t going to touch that one with a ten-foot pole. “Good for her. Come on, out you go. Let’s leave Oreo alone.”

      The boy picked up two action figures from the barn floor before he began to meander in the right direction.

      Marcus followed, watching as the child shoved the figures into his pockets before he grabbed the ends of his cape, stretched his arms out and made that noise with his mouth again.

      “Hey, kid? Can you find your way to your cabin?” He was a little leery of sending the boy off on his own.

      “My mom said I could explore if I stayed close.”

      Yeah, and look how well that worked out. What kind of mother sent a kid like that to play on his own? “What’s your cabin number?”

      As though he’d wised up to why Marcus was asking, the boy’s mouth formed a sullen line.

      They moved through the open doors of the barn, and a female voice could be heard calling a name.

      “That’s my mom.”

      “Sounds to me like she expected you to stay closer.”

      The woman’s voice came from the group of structures to the right beyond the stand of pines.

      A well-worn path cut through the trees, the lower limbs removed to allow easier access for guests. Enough remained to obscure his first peek of the woman, but he was able to make out slim legs in form-fitting shorts and flip-flops. Those legs had one heck of a sexy sway.

      “Well, Cody,” he said, using the kid’s name now that he knew it, “it was nice meeting you. Take my advice, okay? Stick close to your mom until you get the hang of things. That means no unsupervised trips to the barn or anywhere else. You don’t want to wind up in trouble.”

      “Cody?” The woman’s voice grew closer.

      “Okay. But I won’t get in trouble.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because my grandma says we belong here, and my mom used to live here.”

      The shock of the kid’s words left Marcus rolling to a slow stop. My mom used to live here? Grandma?

      The boy’s words could mean anything, but suddenly the kid’s appearance smacked Marcus in the face. The white-blond hair, his big blue eyes. That stubborn chin and a dimple the size of a small crater in his cheek.

      He glanced toward the woman heading for them, able to see a little more of her seductive stride. “Who’s your mama?” He hated the urgent huskiness in his voice. “What’s her name?” he asked, praying he was wrong.

      “Her name’s Skylar. There she is. See?”

      The woman broke through the tree cover and stopped so abruptly little rocks scattered at her feet. Yeah, seemed he wasn’t the only one surprised.

      A rush of anger, fast and powerful, came at him like a three-hundred-pound linebacker. In its wake was a wave of pain and regret so massive he couldn’t breathe.

      “Marcus,” she said, visibly dazed. “What are you doing here?”
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      SKYLAR DREW ON every yoga class she’d ever taken to control her muscles, her breathing and get her through the next five minutes without the panic taking hold. She’d been on the ranch three hours—two of those with her mother before she had to go back to work at her charter helicopter business. Maura and Grace had helped carry in their bags before returning to work themselves. Yet in all that time, in all those conversations, not once had anyone mentioned Marcus. When was someone going to inform her?

      He looked as good as ever, even with the scowl on his chiseled face. His Native-American heritage was stamped across his features, his cheekbones and facial structure that of a rugged, hard-hewn model, not the pretty boys who so often adorned magazine ads.

      Marcus wore jeans and a dark blue T-shirt that brought out the intense blue of his eyes, the sleeves of his shirt straining to contain the biceps bulging below the hems.

      Despite his leanness, he looked like a bodybuilder, his neck muscles thick, his chest and shoulders nearly twice as broad as the narrow, thick-wheeled chair in which he sat.

      She noticed how Marcus had paled beneath his tan—his reaction to seeing his biological son for the first time.

      Skylar hardened her heart against the expression Marcus wore. Smarter, wiser, stronger. Screw him. “Cody, we need to go.”

      “Seth.” Marcus cleared his throat, not taking his eyes off Cody. “Seth had to let his riding instructor go at the last minute. I’m…filling in.”

      The news rocked her. “All summer?”

      “More or less.”

      She’d spend the next four weeks running into Marcus? Here? In the place that was supposed to help her with her son? Supposed to be a safe place? Suddenly it was no such thing.

      “No one told me.” And she knew why, although that didn’t stop the anger. The moment she had said she was considering a trip to Montana, they should have told her. “I didn’t know you were living here again.”

      “I moved back several years ago.”

      Years. Years? No one—not her stepsister, Carly, or her mother or Maura—had thought to mention that fact? You told them never to speak his name to you again. Why would they?

      “Grace is giving my grandfather physical-therapy sessions here so he doesn’t have to go all the way to the VA hospital. When Seth asked me to help out with the lessons, I figured pitching in was the least I could do.”

      “Mom, I’m hungry.”

      Typical of a growing boy, Cody was always hungry. Thankfully it gave her the excuse she needed to escape and regroup. Struggling for normalcy, she managed a smile. “That’s why I was coming to find you.” She lay her hand on his shoulder. “Maura made you mac and cheese. Why don’t you go eat? And don’t forget we’re going to see Grandma and Grandpa tonight.”

      “Yay!” Without a word of goodbye, Cody raced toward the cabins.

      Skylar watched him until the moment his foot hit the ramp leading into their cabin. There were a half-dozen cabins along that side of the stand of pines. Another dozen or so were on the other side of the main house closer to the creek.

      It was amazing to see how much the ranch had changed since she’d been gone. With all the memories attached to this place and all the lies that had been told, she’d avoided coming home and always urged her family to visit her.

      “He…looks like you.”

      Some days she agreed. Others, such as a moment ago when Cody and Marcus had been within feet of each other, she thought her son’s expressions very much resembled his father’s.

      “He’s old enough for school now. He’s doing well?” Marcus’s voice was rough with emotions she couldn’t identify.

      Not that she’d try. She refused to feel sorry for him. Or angry or hurt or anything else. Refused to lower her guard where he was concerned. Period. She’d forgiven him the past, but she’d be a fool to forget it. Live and learn, right? “You saw for yourself.”

      He stared in the direction of the cabin. And because she wanted to make a point and make it clear, she stepped to the right to block his view. “We’re not here to bother you, Marcus. We’re just visiting.”

      “You need to keep a better eye on him. The boy was in the barn, pretending he could fly. If he’d gotten that cape snagged on something, he could’ve hung himself.”

      The warning brought an instant punch of gut-churning fear as Travis Duncan’s face came to mind. She could only imagine the horror Travis’s mother felt at finding her son hanging from a rafter in their garage.

      Skylar had already warned Cody about jumping off things while wearing the cape, but so far nothing had stuck. And after Travis’s suicide, the possibility of Cody getting hurt due to his vampire antics scared her even more. “I’ll talk to him.” She turned to walk away.

      “Wait. What’s wrong with him?”

      Her breath huffed out of her chest. “Nothing is wrong with him.” Okay, so maybe that sounded defensive, but what mother wouldn’t be? What’s wrong with him?

      Marcus locked his jaw so tight she swore she heard a pop sound. “Skylar, it’s just… He kept insisting his father is a vampire.”

      Of all the people for Cody to say that to, why did it have to be Marcus? “He likes to pretend. Is that your only comment having just met your son?” She kept her voice low. Thankfully the path was clear and the closest living beings were the animals in the barn several yards away. “You want to know what’s wrong with him?”

      Marcus cursed and managed to appear remorseful. “I wasn’t expecting to see you. Or him. Skylar.”

      She had taken several steps toward the cabin, when she realized Marcus was at her side. She looked at the distance he’d traveled so quickly and blinked. How did he get to her so fast?

      “You have to give me a chance to catch up here.”

      She shrugged. Whatever. “Now you have.”

      He made a sound of frustration. “That day at the hospital when you told me you were pregnant, I’d just found out the injury was permanent.”

      “I know. That’s why I told you. So you’d have something to focus on besides what happened in that game.”

      He held her gaze. “I know that now, but then? I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t expecting you to drop a bomb like that on me.”

      Unbelievable. It dawned on her that during their brief conversation Marcus had referred to Cody as the boy and he and a bomb, but never once by his name. Didn’t Marcus have the guts to say it out loud? “The bomb’s name is Cody,” she drawled, her entire body aching from holding herself so tense.

      “Cody,” he said. “What’s with the vampire stuff?”

      “He’s having some issues with Tom’s death and is still adjusting to losing his father. Pretending is a natural and creative way of expression for kids his age,” she said, aware that she sounded like a textbook.

      She didn’t think it possible for Marcus to look more fierce, but at the mention of Tom, his scowl deepened.

      “Seemed like more than pretending to me. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Because it was more. Not that she’d tell Marcus that. He wasn’t involved in their life and he never would be—his choice. “Like I said, Tom’s death has been hard on Cody. And me.”

      His nostrils flared and emotions flickered rapidly across his face. But surely she was wrong. Marcus had made his decision and she’d told him at the time that he’d never be able to undo it.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he murmured.

      She folded her arms, but quickly lowered her hands to her hips when the move had Marcus’s gaze focusing on her ample chest. Memories flooded her. All of them of better times. “Thank you. I’m sorry Cody bothered you. And I’ll talk to him about the cape.” She turned on her heel. “Give Ben my best,” she said, referring to Marcus’s grandfather.

      “Skylar…”

      Wondering why he insisted on dragging out what was obviously an uncomfortable moment, she tapped her foot to keep from saying something she shouldn’t. She faced a ponderosa pine, fingered the needles and tried to stem the flood of memories. Making out with Marcus in the barn loft. Getting into a water fight while washing his grandfather’s truck. Leaving prom early to be alone. Relishing the freedom of his college apartment.

      “You said you were visiting. That’s the only reason you’re here?”

      “Of course. My family is here. Why wouldn’t I visit?”

      “You haven’t been back to North Star for years.”

      He was keeping tabs on her? Today seemed to be full of surprises. “Tom and I came to visit when Cody was one. After that, Tom was too sick to travel far.”

      Marcus wheeled himself closer, the special tires of his wheelchair easily able to maneuver the bumpy terrain. Marcus seeing Cody wasn’t the only first of the day. She’d never seen Marcus in a wheelchair and the sight wasn’t easy to stomach.

      Not because she was phobic. She’d worked at the Second Chance the three years she’d lived in North Star with her mother, stepfather and stepsister, and had even considered becoming a physical therapist like Grace.

      She had no qualms about dealing with wheelchairs or the various injuries and impairments that put people in them. But seeing Marcus—once a world-class athlete—in one made her heart ache, despite the overwhelming pain he’d caused her.

      “Don’t look so worried.” She was determined to get the space and distance from him she needed. “I haven’t told your secret and I don’t plan to.”

      “Our secret,” he corrected. “It’s our secret, Skylar. I may have started it when I told you to forget I existed, but you wasted no time turning it into what it is today.”

      “Yes, I’m to blame for our breakup,” she said drily. “It wasn’t the naked woman in your apartment, in our bed.”

      Marcus’s expression darkened, his face ruddy beneath the Western-style cowboy hat he wore. “Or you marrying another man one week after you told me you were pregnant with my kid?”

      And there they were. They’d each gotten a shot in, but neither of them seemed to feel better because of it.

      Maybe she had let Cody’s paternity turn into a bigger secret because of Marcus’s rejection when she’d told him the news. But it was his fault their relationship ended.

      Skylar wiped her damp hands over her shorts and tried to find peace within herself. An impossible task. She’d worked hard to put the past behind her, but seeing Marcus dredged it all up again, and she hated how it made her feel. Panicky and sick and dark inside. Angry. In an instant, she was transported to the Goth teen she’d been, the one who had hidden behind a mask of makeup and clothes because she couldn’t handle the problems in her life. Even if she’d created those problems herself.

      Like breaking up with Marcus, and giving him the excuse to sleep with that skank?

      She’d said she needed a break, yes, but when she’d returned to his apartment a few hours later to make amends, he had already screwed the tramp. As though what he had shared with Skylar wasn’t worth waiting more than a few hours. Sometimes love wasn’t enough to make a relationship work. She and Marcus had been the perfect example of that.

      “I need to check on Cody. But your secret is safe. I kept my promise, Marcus. I didn’t tell. No one knows. I left you alone, and I raised my son—”

      “With help from Daddy Warbucks.” His tone was full of censure.

      It took everything inside her to control her fury, but she refused to rise to the taunt. Yes, Tom had been well-off. He’d been a partner in a very successful business. But more important, he had been a good man and a wonderful father. And trustworthy when I needed him most. “You have no right to judge me or any decision I’ve made.” She struggled to keep her voice calm when all she wanted to do was scream and curse at him the way he had at her that awful day in his hospital room. “You forfeited your right to judge the moment you ordered me out of your life.

      “You made your decision, Marcus, and I abided by it. I left you out of it, just like you wanted. Now the least you can do is abide by my wishes while Cody and I are here on vacation. You’re not part of our family and you never have been, so stay away from us.”

      “That’s going to be hard to do when I’ll be here a couple times a week for classes.”

      Her nails bit into her palms. “It’s a big ranch. I’m sure we can manage to avoid each other.”

      She shoved the tree limb out of her way and walked in the opposite direction, every step leading her deeper into the past she’d tried so hard to forget.

      Why had she thought Montana was a good idea?

      

      MARCUS SHOOK WITH anger by the time he got to the barn. His grandfather should be finished with his physical-therapy session, but Marcus was in no way fit to face the questions he knew his mood would attract.

      Spying Maura leaving the kitchen by a side door, he called to her. “Would you mind giving Ben a message?”

      “Sure, Marcus. What is it?” She approached with a water bottle in her hand.

      “I’m going for a roll. So when he finishes with Grace, tell him to take the van home. I’ll see him there.” His grandfather loved driving the specially equipped van. The hand controls had given Ben back some of the freedom he’d lost when rheumatoid arthritis had limited his movement.

      “No problem. Here, take this. I haven’t opened it yet and it’s cold.” She held out the water bottle for him. “You’ll be careful?”

      “Always am,” he said, setting it on the van’s bumper so he could pull out the lightweight racer he’d made.

      Maura moved to help get the three-wheeled chair on the ground, standing by while he shifted into it.

      “Are you okay? You seem a little off and— This wouldn’t have anything to do with Skylar being here, would it?”

      He hesitated before lifting his regular chair into the vehicle and closing the doors. “Can’t say it wasn’t a surprise to see her.”

      “I thought so. I saw you talking to her and Cody. You two have a lot of history but I hope you can set it aside for the summer. We wouldn’t want to lose either of you.”

      “I made a promise to teach those classes. I’ll do it. But she’s not happy I’m here.”

      “What about you? Are you happy she’s here?”

      Happy. Pissed. Shocked. He’d always wondered what it would be like to see Skylar and the child he’d rejected, but he hadn’t expected it to happen now, today. His hands still trembled from the brief encounter.

      Marcus fastened the straps over his thighs, one around his waist then inserted the bottle into its holder, wishing he’d thought to bring a pair of shorts to combat the heat. Wishing…he hadn’t run into Skylar and their son? Was the unknown better than the known? “I’d best get going,” he said, ignoring the question. He removed his T-shirt and pulled on gloves to protect his hands. Wheeling around with blisters on both hands was nothing short of stupid.

      “We all make mistakes. I’m sure if you tried, you and Skylar could find it in yourselves to forgive each other. You were both so young, and very different people.”

      That they were. But every second he sat here and tried to pretend he hadn’t just seen his son for the first time put him closer to the edge. “She tell you what I did the night we broke up?”

      One glance at Maura’s face left him swearing. Of course she had. Maura was Skylar’s family. Technically he was the outsider here, even though he’d been around and involved with the Rowlands and the ranch a lot longer than Skylar.

      “You and Skylar were the topic of quite a few discussions afterward. The whole ‘is being on a break the same as breaking up’ debate.”

      “I thought we were over.” He didn’t owe Skylar’s cousin an explanation, yet felt compelled to defend himself.

      “That is the one point we all agreed on. None of us thought of you as the type to cheat. It’s good to hear you say it, though.” She tapped the back of his chair. “Keep your cell phone close in case you run into trouble.”

      More than willing to get out of there, Marcus nodded and began pumping the wheels, building his speed. It took all his concentration to steer clear of the potholes lining the long driveway, but once he reached the highway, he found his rhythm and his mind focused on only one thing: Cody.

      Skylar’s appearance had blindsided him. But seeing his son for the very first time… He had always wondered what the child looked like. Now he knew.

      His heart squeezed in his chest, and if he didn’t know better, he might think he was having a heart attack. He pumped the wheels faster, not stopping until the wind whistled in his ears and the trees and grass beside the road were a blur that did nothing to wipe away the past.

      Every shove of his hands against the rim propelled him forward but it didn’t make him forget what he’d done. He’d been full of himself, especially once he’d landed that NFL contract. Cocky, his quarterback, multi-million-dollar ego was bigger than his brain.

      When Skylar continued to sidestep his requests that she move in with him, quit school so she could travel with him, get engaged, he’d gotten frustrated and acted like a jerk. He’d pressed her for more when he knew, could see, she wasn’t ready. Finally, he’d pushed her enough to say they needed a break from each other.

      Fine by him. Why be with a woman who clearly didn’t want to be with him? Who held herself back? Who wasn’t willing to do whatever it took to support him? In his mind, a break meant they were done and, in a fit of drunken bull-headedness, he’d brought some girl home from a bar. Even though he knew it was wrong. But he’d been reeling, angry at Skylar for walking away. For being able to walk away so easily.

      For shutting him down so many times.

      When she’d shown up in his hospital room eight weeks later, saying she was pregnant…. All he could do was lie there, unable to move, knowing the damage was permanent and his career was over. That many of his so-called friends would disappear. That he had next to nothing left. In that moment, he couldn’t face himself in the mirror, much less Skylar. And to bring a baby into the world? Be a father? He couldn’t do it. Sending her away was the smartest decision he could make.

      Cody’s image appeared in Marcus’s head. He tried to blink it away, shook his head hard enough the racer wobbled. Nothing removed the picture.

      His kid. His son.

      What kind of man became a father and didn’t care?

      All this time it had seemed like a bad dream. A nightmare he could set aside during the light of day while he worked and took care of his grandfather. Something he could compartmentalize. But having seen Skylar again, he couldn’t set aside the truth. The pain he’d inflicted by abandoning her.

      When Skylar had needed him, he’d shut her down. And now his own son looked him in the eyes without an ounce of recognition.

      Rejecting them had been the biggest mistake of his life. One made worse when, in a matter of days, Skylar married someone else, ending all possibility of reconciliation. How could she have done that to him? Shove him away over and over, then marry someone else?

      Rage burst from him, his hoarse shout echoing in his ears and sending a startled eagle into flight.

      He let go of the wheels, his arms spasming, the gloves scratching his face as he buried his head in his hands and let the racer slow.

      He’d abandoned them both and gotten what he’d deserved as a result. But now more than ever, he wanted to undo the mistakes of the past and be the man he should have been.
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      SINCE THE SECOND CHANCE was overflowing with summer guests, Skylar’s stepsister, Carly, had arranged for everyone to meet at the Circle M Ranch, which belonged to her husband’s family, later that evening. It was a massive property consisting of a hundred thousand acres that bordered the Rowlands’.

      Skylar wasn’t sure which of the three brothers—Liam, Brad or Chance McKenna—was in charge of what, but they all seemed to get along fairly well. She was impressed by the dynamic. She’d spent the past seven years working as a family counselor for the court system, then as a high-school counselor, and she’d seen how wrong things could go. Too often, people argued over the slightest things. She could only imagine how hard it was to keep perspective when it came to owning and operating something as vast as the Circle M.
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