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			Dedication

			For my mom. I love you.

			For Aunt Jean, who loves her boys, including her very own Justin. Thank you for all your love and support.

			For all the mothers out there, loving and caring for the children in your lives, whether they are yours or not.
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			Chapter 1 

			San Francisco, California

			“Help me!”

			Home late from her shift washing dishes at the Jade Palace, Gillian pounded up the two flights of stairs as fast as her legs allowed. She hit the landing and turned right, racing down the hallway past her apartment’s open door to Mrs. Wicks’s unit at the end of the hall. She’d heard the screams from outside. Not the first time she’d answered that call, but so help her God, if her father touched one hair on Justin’s head, she’d kill him.

			“I’m calling the police,” the babysitter, Mrs. Wicks, threatened loud enough for her voice to carry down the hall.

			“Damnit, woman, he’s my blood,” Gillian’s father bellowed.

			Gillian rushed into the apartment and spotted Justin with his arm cradled in his hand and pressed to his chest, tears shimmering in his eyes but otherwise appearing unharmed. She looked her father up and down, assessing the situation in a glance and the odds on talking him down from whatever ludicrous idea had taken root in his shadowed mind. Dressed in the same clothes he’d left in four days ago, his hair an oily mass hanging lank to his shoulders, he reeked of whiskey, cigarette and pot smoke, and acrid body odor. The wild look in his bloodshot eyes told her he hadn’t slept in a good long while. Riding a meth high, he’d probably binged for days. Soon he’d lose all sense of reality and need more of the drug, which wouldn’t give him the high he needed, since he’d overloaded his system. He’d crash, his body shutting down and putting him into a deep sleep for a day, or two, or three before he woke up miserable, needing more of what put him in this psychotic state in the first place.

			Frustrated and angry, but resigned to this same worn-­out routine, she shored up her resolve to get through this night, like she’d done too many times in the past, trapped raising a child with little money and even fewer choices. None of them good.

			Her father paced, his movements jerky. He scratched at his arm, his legs, the back of his neck with his grime-­filled nails. He slapped at his thigh, then bit at the tips of his fingers. A hint at how far he’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Not good.

			“Dad, come on. Let’s go home. I’ll make you something to eat,” she coaxed, keeping her voice calm.

			A powder keg of roiling rage, he could blow any second. You never knew what would set him off.

			Justin cowered in the corner of the couch, his eyes wide and watchful. He didn’t move, afraid of drawing her father’s attention. Even at six, he knew the rules of this twisted game.

			Mrs. Wicks moved into the kitchen, leaving Gillian to handle getting her father out of there and back to their place. She’d done it before. Usually, he’d come looking for her, but she’d been held up at work, and he’d found little Justin alone. Gillian never left Justin with him if she could help it, especially over the last year, when her father spent more time strung out and paranoid on meth than comfortably numb with booze and pot, like he’d been every day of her life.

			The last two weeks had been hell. Gillian’s patience had worn thin days ago. If she could hold on, get her father out of Mrs. Wicks’s apartment and into theirs, she could take Justin and crash somewhere else for a few days until her father came down and leveled off.

			Then, joy, they could start this whole thing over again.

			I wish Justin and I were anywhere else.

			Inside, the pressure built. How good it would feel to open her mouth and unleash a string of curses, insults, and blame for what her father put her and Justin through day in and day out. She hated him for spending his life drowning in a bottle and doing drugs, his life going up in smoke. Her life went up with it. Justin’s too. She wanted it to end. One way or another, just end.

			Her father swatted at some imaginary bird, or butterfly, or dragon for all she knew. Only he saw the tormenting hallucinations. If he was this far gone, he was even more volatile and dangerous than usual.

			“Dad, come on. I’ll make you a burger and get you a beer.”

			“We have to go.” His words came out rushed. He swatted at the air again, this time spinning around to the right before he stopped and turned the other way again, tracking his imaginary flying devils, waving his arms over his head to swat them away.

			She shook her head, frustrated and tired of dealing with him. This. Everything. She wanted to run away, but where would she go? It was all she could do now to keep a roof over Justin’s head and food in his belly with the diminishing help her father supplied. Out on the streets, or in a shelter, they’d be vulnerable to even more horrors. What kind of life would that be for Justin? Better than this one? Maybe. Maybe not. Still, she needed to find a way to give Justin better than she’d had growing up with a volatile drunk who could barely keep a bartending job and supplemented his income selling drugs to support his own habits.

			“We have to go. We have to go. We have to go,” her father chanted, getting agitated, hitting the side of his head with one hand and scratching at his leg and the imaginary bugs crawling under his skin with the other.

			Fed up, she stepped toward him to grab his arm and lead him back to their place. He jumped out of her reach and laughed. The sound held no humor but a touch of hysteria in the odd shriek. Her father pointed at her, shaking his head side to side. “No. No. No. No. No.” Again, his ominous giggle sent a chill up her spine.

			Her father grabbed Justin’s arm and yanked him off the couch. She stood her ground in front of him. No way her father left here with Justin.

			“Let him go. He needs to finish his homework.” She made up the excuse, hoping her father released Justin and she got the boy out of there.

			“He’s mine. He’ll keep them away. He’s got the light that turns them away.”

			Paranoid, delusional asshole.

			She sighed, knowing just where this was going and not liking it one bit. Soon her father would spiral into a psychotic delusion no one could talk him out of.

			Please, just pass out already.

			Not that lucky, she tensed and waited to see what came next. Her father pulled Justin in front of him, held him by both arms, and turned him this way and that, a shield against an enemy only he could see.

			“Ow!” Justin cried out when her father’s fingers dug into his thin arms.

			“Keep them back.” Her father tugged on Justin again. Hurt and scared, Justin planted his feet and pulled away, trying to get free. Her father held tighter and spun Justin around to face him. When Justin fell to the floor, tears spilling from his eyes, Gillian couldn’t take the ache in her heart. Her anger exploded.

			“Keep them back.” Her father shook Justin again.

			Gillian lost it. “I warned you, if you ever touched him . . .” She lunged for her father, striking him in the arm, breaking his hold on Justin. She shoved her father two steps back, and Justin ran for Mrs. Wicks in the kitchen. She rattled off the building address to the police on the phone. Not the first time someone called the cops on Gillian’s father, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. No way they got here in time to stop him now. Whatever happened next, Gillian would sure as hell make sure her father never got anywhere near Justin again.

			Her father came after her in a drug-­hazed rage that gave him strength and sent him into a mindless attack. All other thoughts disappeared behind the fury filling his mind. Her father only knew how to hurt. She’d been through this too many times to count and braced for the impact when his fist came at her, straight into her eye. Pain exploded in her head. She shoved him in the chest, but he came back with a slap to her jaw that stung something fierce. She kicked him in the shin and shoved him again. He fell back two steps, his hand coming up from behind his back. Momentarily stunned, she didn’t move, but stared down the gun’s black barrel in disbelief that he’d actually pulled a weapon on her. She didn’t know where he’d gotten it, only that this added a whole other level to what had seemed like just another rotten night in her life.

			Her father held the gun steady, even when he swatted the imaginary devils pestering him. His eyes narrowed on her, and in that moment she joined him in the madness she saw swirling in his gaze.

			You or me?

			One of them wasn’t leaving that room alive.

			Justin needs me.

			You.

			She rushed him, grabbed the gun, and spun her back into his chest, the gun in both their hands pointed to the window. He tried to wrench it free, punching her in the ribs with his free hand. She jerked on the gun again and again and scratched his hand to get him to release it, until he finally let go and the gun thumped onto the floor and skittered across the scarred hardwood. He shoved her from behind. She stumbled forward, scooped the gun off the floor, and turned to face him.

			Never turn your back on a psycho.

			He leaned forward and charged her like a wounded beast, murder in his eyes and a guttural yell that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

			She swung the gun up and fired. Once. Twice.

			Mrs. Wicks screamed.

			Blood bloomed on his chest. Still he kept coming. His hands fisted in her T-­shirt. He lifted her off her feet and shoved her backward into the window. Her back and head hit the glass with a crack a split second before it shattered. Glass tore and bit into her skin, but she didn’t feel the pain past the one thought in her head. It’s done.

			Justin screamed, “Gillian, no!”

			I’m sorry.

			She flew through the window.

			Her father’s dark form stood in the opening, highlighted by the lights behind him. He literally dropped to the floor out of her sight.

			Be safe, Justin. Be happy.

			Her body slammed into the roof of a car with a sickening thud. Everything went black.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			Three Peaks Ranch, Montana

			Blake Bowden tossed a flake of mixed grass into Bingo’s feed holder. He pet the Thoroughbred on the neck and walked out of the stall.

			Dee rushed down the aisle, ignoring the horses sticking their heads out to greet her. Her brow creased into worry lines. She kept her steady gaze locked on him. “You have to do something. I’ve never seen him like this. He’s on his third shot of whiskey.”

			Blake caught the urgent tone, and his insides knotted with tension. Something terrible must have happened to get his old friend drinking the hard stuff. The man barely had more than a beer or two in a given week.

			“He’s in his office. He won’t speak to me.” Dee’s eyes filled with fear and worry. She twisted the dish towel in her hands. Blake had never seen her this out of sorts.

			He touched his hand to hers to reassure her. “Okay now, I’ll go up and see what I can do.”

			Blake rushed up to the house, Dee hot on his trail. She stopped in the living room and held her hand out to indicate her husband, sitting in his study, his head bowed. Blake walked in and stood in front of Bud’s desk. Bud didn’t look up but continued to stare at the newspaper. A bottle of whiskey sat on the desk by his elbow, next to a half-­filled tumbler. The desolate vibes coming off him filled the room and nearly stole Blake’s breath. He’d known Bud since he was a kid, long before Bud made him a partner in Three Peaks Ranch. He’d never seen the man this miserable in his life.

			“Bud, what happened?”

			Several long moments passed, but finally Bud’s gruff voice broke the eerie silence. “He’s dead.”

			“Who?”

			“Ron.”

			Dee gasped behind Blake. He turned and met her watery gaze. Her hand pressed to her open mouth.

			Blake knew all about Ron, the man who convinced Bud’s only daughter to run off with him when she was just eighteen. Wild and unruly, they spent years moving from town to town, from one dead-­end job to the next, drinking and doing drugs. Bud lost track of them years ago, until one day he received a letter from the coroner’s office asking him to claim his daughter’s body. Bud hadn’t caught up to her, but the drugs had. By the time Bud picked up Erin’s ashes, Ron had split town with their daughter. No forwarding address as usual.

			“What happened?” Blake figured he’d finally up and died from an overdose.

			“She shot him.”

			“What? Who?”

			“My granddaughter. Gillian. Twice. In the chest.”

			“Back up. How did you find out? Did she contact you?”

			Bud shook his head, but he never took his eyes off the paper. “I had some time to kill at the airport in Denver, so I went into the bar and ordered a beer and a burger, thinking I’d pass the time before my flight watching a ball game on TV. Guy sitting next to me swore and said, ‘Some ­people deserve to get shot.’ ” Bud smoothed his hand over the paper and the photo Blake couldn’t really see. “He got up and left, but didn’t take the paper. I slid it over to see what he’d been talking about.” Bud sucked in a deep breath and traced his finger over the photo.

			Blake stepped closer to the desk. Bud spun the San Francisco Chronicle and scooted it toward Blake. The photo showed firefighters and police kneeling on top of a car, helping someone who’d obviously fallen onto the roof. Blake read the caption under the photo. “ ‘After an altercation with her father, Gillian Tucker was thrown through a second-­story window. She survived. Her father, Ron, died at the scene from gunshot wounds to the chest.’ ”

			Fate’s a tricky beast.

			It could bring you something you most desired or dump you on your ass. Bud had been handed his ass on a platter.

			The picture was black and white, an up close view of the gruesome scene. The only part of Gillian Blake she could see was her feet. She’d been wearing a pair of well-­worn canvas shoes with a hole near the toe. Two firemen, paramedics, and a police officer blocked the rest of her, swallowed by the now-­concave roof. Blake couldn’t take his eyes off her tiny feet hanging from the top of the car.

			The image transposed with the nightmare in his mind of another woman’s feet tangled in the limbs of a felled tree. But that was the past. Maybe the confusion in his mind between the past and the present explained his surging need to help that poor girl. Not that it would make up for what he’d done.

			Bud’s voice rang out like a gunshot exploding into the silent room. He spoke in his normal tone, but the room, the house, seemed so empty, as empty as the man sitting behind the desk. “I called the San Francisco Police Department. I wanted to be sure it was him. I had to be sure it was her. She shot him after he beat her. She fired twice into his chest. Completely out of his mind on drugs, he still had the strength to grab her and shove her through the window before he died.”

			“Did they arrest and charge her with murder?”

			Bud took a sip of the whiskey and continued to stare into nothing. “They’re still investigating, but it looks like a clear case of self-­defense. The neighbors in the building confirmed this wasn’t the first time he’d hit her.”

			Bud downed the last of his drink. “I changed my flight and went to San Francisco last night. She refused to see me. I never even got a look at her. I tried again this morning, but she didn’t change her mind. The doctor said she needed her rest. She’d be there several more days, so I came home. What the hell could I do?” He slammed his fist on the desk. “He nearly killed her.”

			“What did the doctor say?”

			“Nothing specific. Her injuries are extensive, but she’ll survive. I wonder, Blake—­how much has she survived already that she had to shoot her own father to stop him from killing her?”

			Blake wondered the same thing. “The point is, Bud, she did survive. What are you going to do now?”

			“Anything I have to in order to get her here. Since she refused to talk to me, the doctor will speak to her on my behalf. I’m waiting for him to call me back.” Bud fell silent again, staring at the wall, waiting for the phone to ring.

			Blake eventually left to find Dee in the kitchen. She turned the pieces of fried chicken in a cast-­iron skillet. Cooking to cope. She and Bud married long after Erin left with Ron and several years after Bud’s first wife passed. Dee’s sympathy was for Bud, not the man who spent the last years making Bud’s life a misery of worry, regret, and hope that one day the guy would clean up his act and bring his granddaughter home. “How long’s it been since Bud heard from Ron?”

			“Years. He hasn’t seen Gillian since she was a toddler. Since I married Bud, long before then, actually, Ron’s never called or come back to town.” Dee set the metal tongs on the counter and turned to face him. “He blames himself.”

			“Bud had nothing to do with this. Erin and Ron made their choices.”

			“Yes, and that poor girl paid the price.” Sadness infused Dee’s words and filled her eyes with concern.

			“We don’t know everything that happened. The article is very brief. Yes, he hit her, and she shot him, but beyond that we don’t know anything about what her life with him has been like,” Blake pointed out.

			“Bud tried to find her years ago now. He never felt right leaving her with Ron. What if she doesn’t want to come? What if he never gets a chance to make this right?”

			“She shot her father. Maybe she needs time to recover and come to terms with what she’s done.”

			“Do you think she did it on purpose?” Dee’s eyes filled with worry and uncertainty.

			“If someone hit me in the past and hit me again, and I had a gun in my hand, I’d sure as hell shoot the bastard.” The anger roiled in Blake’s gut for the man who pushed his daughter too far.

			Dee pressed her lips together and nodded, silently agreeing with him.

			Blake didn’t feel bad for speaking his mind. Ron turned out to be the worst sort of man. You do not hit girls. You certainly never beat your child. The drugs had warped Ron’s mind, or maybe he was just rotten to the core. Either way, Blake hated him for treating Gillian so poorly.

			“Well, I guess we’ll get the whole story when she gets here.”

			Blake headed back out to the stables and his beloved horses, haunted by thoughts of the woman with the tiny feet lying atop the car’s smashed roof. He hoped she was okay, because he knew after a fall, whether from a window or a horse, everything changes.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			Gillian shifted in the bed, trying to get comfortable. Nothing worked. Everything ached, from her pounding head to her throbbing ankles. She could barely move, with her leg in a brace, one arm in a cast, the other wrapped in a bandage, and nearly her entire back and part of her head stitched. No high-­tech safety glass in her eighty-­year-­old building. The brittle window broke into sharp pieces and sliced her to ribbons.

			Last night, she’d stood in the bathroom with her back to the mirror and tried to count how many cuts crisscrossed her back. She’d closed her eyes, unable to bear the sight of all those cuts sewn together over the hours the doctors had worked on her. The overwhelming fear she’d felt the night she’d shot her father choked her. She tried to breathe but ended up hyperventilating. She’d never had a panic attack, but she imagined that’s what it felt like.

			This morning, she surfed the channels, trying to find something to distract her from the fact that Justin had been placed in protective custody with CPS. Damnit, she needed to get him out of that foster home and back in her arms.

			Too much time to sit and think in this hospital bed. Her mind conjured those final moments with her father. The gruesome cycle of one snapshot after another played nonstop in her mind, like one of those View-­Master toys that came with a disc of pictures that told a story. His fist inches from her face, right before he punched her. Her father pointing the gun at her. The flash and smoke exploding from the gun barrel when she shot her father. The blood in full bloom on his chest. His face contorted when he rushed her and pushed her out the window. His ominous black figure standing in the window as she fell.

			“Gillian.” The doctor said her name like he’d already tried to get her attention.

			“What? Yes.”

			“How are you feeling today?” he asked, full of false cheer.

			“Fine.”

			He frowned. She said the same thing every time he asked. He’d tried to get her to open up about what happened, the days, weeks, and years leading up to the shooting. She’d given him the gist of life with her father. Moving from one place to the next. Scrounging for money to pay the rent and buy food. Living on just this side of starvation and homelessness when she was too young to understand that others had a place to call home all the time and a refrigerator full of food that didn’t come from a drive-­thru or discount store.

			She knew that life, and she’d tried so hard to make sure she and Justin didn’t end up on the streets. As it was, they lived one paycheck away from that devastating life.

			She’d given the same watered-­down version to the police the other day, though they’d insisted on more details. To get out of trouble, she’d reluctantly supplied them with enough information to condemn her father and keep herself out of jail. Not that she wasn’t justified in killing him. He came after her. Not the first time either. She’d suffered the slaps, the punches, and the beatings too many times to count. She’d feared him, probably from the day she was born, but nothing like the other night. She’d seen death in his eyes and known it was her or him.

			Her own father made her make that choice.

			He also freed her. She no longer had to fear him taking Justin away if she didn’t stay and help with the bills, keeping him from ending up in the gutter, where he belonged. As much as he’d hurt her, he’d had an obsessive need to keep his children close. He’d sworn that if she ever took Justin, he’d find them, and she’d never see Justin again. When she was eighteen, he found her stash of money and clothes, along with her map and checklist for running away to give Justin a better life. He’d made sure she never tried to do that again. She felt the agony of that beating in her bones even now.

			She’d tried to give Justin a good life, within the boundaries of the leash of threats her father kept tight around her neck. Every time she’d pulled, gotten just a little further in trying to take Justin away, he’d pulled that leash tight. Thoughts of what he could do to her and Justin made her fear actually leaving. The one threat she could never let happen—­her father taking Justin and eventually losing him to the broken foster care system—­made her give in every time. No way would she have allowed Justin to be left in a system where at best he’d have been ignored by strangers, or, worse, hurt and abused. She’d met other kids in the system and heard their awful stories. What if she’d tried to get him back and they’d deemed her unfit? She couldn’t take that chance. Justin was better off with her loving him despite her father’s erratic and hurtful behavior.

			Her sweet baby. The only person who ever loved her. Her saving grace when everything seemed hopeless. Her eye of the storm when hurricane Ron blew in and turned her life upside down again and again. She’d do anything, everything, to protect him.

			“Do you need any more pain meds?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“You’ve been through a major trauma. Your injuries are severe. It’s understandable if you need something to take the edge off.”

			“No more drugs. I need to go home to Justin.”

			“I just finished my interview with your social worker. She’ll be in to see you in a moment.”

			“What did you tell her?”

			“That while your injuries are severe and will make it difficult for you to care for Justin for a few weeks, they will not prevent you from doing so.”

			“I can take care of him,” she assured the doctor, staring him down to make sure he knew she meant every word.

			“I’m sure you can, but you’ll need help.”

			“I don’t need any help. I don’t need anyone.”

			The doctor unclipped a fat envelope from his clipboard and handed it to her. “Your grandfather sent you this. Sometimes, Gillian, the only thing you can do is pick the best option available to you even if you don’t like any of them.” With that, the doctor stepped out as the social worker walked in. Great, they were tag-­teaming her.

			Above the doctor’s name and the hospital’s address, her grandfather had neatly printed her name. She opened the envelope and gaped at the stack of money inside. She pulled out the small piece of paper with her name on it and unfolded it. A man of few words, her grandfather had written only, Please come home.

			Those simple words tore at her aching heart. She fought back the tears threatening to spill from her eyes. She’d never had a home. Not one that looked like those happy places on TV sitcoms. Not one like other kids had, with a mom and dad and dinner on the table every night. A home was supposed to be a safe place. She’d never had one of those.

			“Gillian, I spoke to your grandfather this morning.” The social worker broke into her thoughts.

			Yeah, because she’d refused to talk to him herself. Like a petulant child. She deserved a little hostility, given the situation. She didn’t know him, had never met him, and figured he was either dead or indifferent. Either way, it didn’t matter much to her. Why should she care if he didn’t? The call was too little, too late. Why did he all of a sudden care? What did he want?

			She eyed Mrs. Carr, the social worker, who put up her hand to stop Gillian from yelling at her. “Don’t worry. I didn’t say anything about Justin.”

			Gillian didn’t want her grandfather to know about Justin and try to gain custody because he thought her unfit to care for her little boy.

			“He’s very concerned about you. He wants you to come to Montana. He’s willing to come and get you himself if that’s what you want. There’s a flight schedule in there, including enough cash for the plane ticket and extra for anything you might need to make the trip.”

			“Who says I’m going anywhere?”

			“Your rent is two months past due. You’re about to lose your apartment unless you can come up with the money immediately. In your condition, you will not be able to work for weeks. You don’t have the money to support yourself and Justin until your injuries heal, when you can work again and earn a paycheck.”

			“I can work. Maybe not at all the jobs I do, but I can earn enough to take care of us.”

			“Gillian, Justin is in a safe home at this time, where he will be cared for and fed. While the doctor assures me it isn’t beyond your ability to care for Justin, it will be extremely difficult for you to do so without a place to live and money to buy food. If you want to keep Justin, I’d take the money and go to Montana. Your grandfather is offering you a place to stay for free. You need someplace to rest and heal and decide what you want to do next.”

			Montana? That was a long way away. Still, maybe that’s what Justin needed—­to escape this waking nightmare.

			“If you want Justin out of foster care when you leave this hospital, I need to know you’re taking him to your family in Montana. Otherwise, he’ll remain in foster care until you can prove that you are back to work, have a place to stay, and can afford to feed and care for him.”

			Unacceptable. She’d never leave Justin with strangers. After what happened, he needed her even more. As far as she was concerned, the only family she had left was Justin. She wouldn’t let them take him from her. No way. She’d do anything to keep him.

			“I can always call your grandfather back, tell him about Justin, and send him to Montana without you. But I don’t want to do that. It’s your choice.”

			“Not really a choice at all, is it?”

			“Not everyone is out to hurt you and make your life a misery, Gillian. Your grandfather sounds like a good man. Give him a chance. Who knows, you might find exactly what you’re looking for in Montana.”

			The only thing she wanted was a safe place for Justin to grow up happy and healthy. A place where he could run wild and be a little boy for as long as possible. A place where he’d learn to smile again. And maybe, if they were lucky, a place with kind and decent ­people to show him how to be a real man.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4 

			The sky was so bright the blue of it hurt her eyes. Gillian stopped the truck two miles from the ranch to take a minute to gather her courage. Mid-­March, she looked out across the two-­lane road at the rolling green hills running toward the trees and up to the mountains that surrounded the more-­green-­than-­brown valley as the grass rose up, breaking free of winter’s icy hold. She’d never seen anything so beautiful in her life. She hadn’t realized places like this existed. Oh, she’d seen pictures in books, but they’d seemed like a fairy tale compared to the cramped apartments in whatever low-­rent town or city she’d existed in until two weeks ago. She hadn’t known that grass could be three shades of green as it waved in the wind, or that trees could be so tightly packed you couldn’t see through them.

			She’d never seen dark the way she did out here. Last night, she and Justin slept in the truck along a dirt road just off the main highway. She hadn’t wanted to waste any more of their money on a motel. The stars had shined so brightly, and by the millions that she couldn’t conceive that she’d lived her whole life in one city or another and missed out on seeing such a spectacular celestial show.

			Despite her terrible circumstances, she’d always loved San Francisco. One day soon she’d miss the smell of the ocean on the breeze and the way the fog rolled in like a wall of mist. Or how it sometimes snuck up on you like a ghost.

			She’d miss the ­people from all walks of life and just about every country in the world. She’d miss Chinatown and getting chow mein and eating it on the wharf. She’d miss the bark of the sea lions and the scream of the gulls. But not today. Today she had a clear blue sky, clean air, and enough open space that she felt like spreading her arms wide and just taking it all in.

			The mountains stood tall and foreboding. They made her think the land had risen up and warned, Stay back, like the walls she’d erected around herself.

			She shifted on the bench seat and tried to avoid hitting the cuts on the backs of her legs. She hadn’t seen another car in more than twenty miles, and there was nothing out her window but the land. Strangely, she felt that for the first time in her life she could breathe. She wanted to open the window and take in the cool mountain air. Justin slept quietly beside her, so she kept the window closed and the cold out. She thought about waking him before they reached the ranch. He’d love the meadow and tall mountains. She decided to let him rest. He’d earned it.

			A hawk lifted off from the trees in the distance, soaring higher and higher into the air, a graceful flight that left her feeling sad. She wondered if she’d ever have that kind of feeling of soaring, flying, freedom.

			The only feelings she could remember were fear and desperation. A constant in her life for so long, in the end she’d simply turned everything off inside herself. Each day was survival. Each day was work to earn enough money to feed herself and Justin. Each day was hoping for something, anything, that would whisk her away from the life she’d been living. That day had finally come.

			All it took was a gun and a fall from a second-­story window.

			She hoped today would be the start of her new life after the fall. After the death of that life.

			She pulled on her father’s old quilted flannel jacket she’d had to bring with her for the cold weather. It wasn’t adequate to keep the bite of the wind away, but it was all she’d been able to find among their meager belongings that would provide any kind of warmth. She hated wearing his things, because of the gruesome memories the smell and sight pulled from her mind. Cigarettes, pot, sweat, stale beer, and whiskey scents clung to the jacket and made her want to gag. She swallowed hard, holding back the bile rising in her throat. No amount of washing would ever eradicate those smells from the material. But she’d had no choice. Her limited wardrobe consisted mostly of jeans, T-­shirts, and a ­couple of hoodies. Her meager funds weren’t enough for the trip, food, and a new coat.

			She looked back up at the towering mountains and felt their isolation to her soul.

			“You can’t sit here all day. You’ve come this far. Get your ass moving.”

			She wondered what her pride was going to taste like. In order to make this work, she’d have to swallow a lot of it. She was willing to gorge on it for Justin’s sake. He was the only reason she’d accepted her grandfather’s invitation to come live at his ranch. No way Justin stayed in foster care. No way they’d send him to a stranger’s house alone, even if it was a relative. He deserved better than the life they’d been living. She’d make sure he got it.

			She turned the key, and the engine came alive with a rumble. Pain shot up her arm, and she winced and breathed through it. Nothing else she could do. Pain had become her constant companion. Like every other day of her life, she wanted to be left alone. The pain didn’t care. It had settled into her bones and muscles for a long stay.

			She checked the rearview before she pulled back onto the road. She caught sight of her gruesome appearance in the mirror and turned away quickly. She controlled her emotions and grabbed the sunglasses off the dash. She put them on to hide some of the damage, then tucked her long mane of blonde hair into the collar of the jacket and zipped it up. Not exactly her best look, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The jacket covered the major portion of the damage done to her body, and the glasses hid part of her black-­and-­blue face, giving her a chance to conceal her expression when she met her grandfather. Cowardly, but she wasn’t strong enough right now to take any criticism or pity. Pity would be worse.

			The pounding in her head started hours ago. She needed a hot shower, a hot meal, and a pain pill. Not particularly in that order. She’d settle for whatever her grandfather was willing to give, since she didn’t have enough money to get back to San Francisco. She could probably get to the next town. Careful with her money, she had to be. She’d made sure Justin had a new warm coat and plenty of food. He was her first, last, her every priority.

			She pulled back onto the road and checked the map again. The grocery store clerk had written down the directions for her and even drawn her a crude map of the area. According to him, in another half mile, she’d see the fences for the ranch.

			“You can’t miss the place,” he’d said.

			She’d had a lot of time to think about what she’d find at the end of this journey. She wondered what kind of ranch her grandfather owned. Cattle, horses, some other kind of livestock? She wondered if it was some run-­down shack on a dirt hill, or something grand. Either way, she’d make it work. She had to make it work.

			Please, let it be someplace good for Justin.

			If she’d gotten over her stubbornness and actually spoken to her grandfather on the phone, she could have asked him for details. The doctor had assured her that her grandfather meant to help. She wasn’t as ready to give the benefit of the doubt. Her grandfather was going to have to prove it and earn her trust. She wouldn’t put Justin’s life on the line. Not anymore. Not again.

			She needed to see her grandfather and look him in the eye. Then she’d know if he was going to help or hurt her.

			So help her God, if he laid one hand on her or Justin, she’d kill him, too. Never again, she swore, clenching the steering wheel with her mostly good hand.

			Never again.

			Dark brown fences corralled the horses inside. She felt the tug of a smile on her lips when one of them ran across the field. She didn’t think she’d ever seen anything quite so beautiful. His brown coat gleamed in the sun, and his black tail and mane blew out behind him in the wind. What a magnificent sight.

			She imagined that when the snow lay heavy on the ground, the dark fences and bare trees would be a stark contrast to that blanket of white. She’d never seen snow. Not up close. She wanted to see it falling like wisps of light from a darkened sky. Justin would love it. They could build a snowman.

			You’re dreaming of impossible things again, she chided herself. You’ve got no idea what’s waiting for you up ahead.

			The thought tightened her stomach into a ball of nerves.

			The turnoff for the ranch appeared, and she took it reluctantly. When she saw the two large pillars of stone holding the big black sign announcing Three Peaks Ranch, she felt an unexpected sense of homecoming. She’d never felt like she belonged anywhere, but for some odd reason, this wild land called to her. That horse running in the pasture called to her.

			Three Peaks Ranch. Here I am. Now what?

			Sure enough, the property sat below three towering peaks. She went through the open gate and headed down the drive. The road curved and headed down a soft slope. Taken aback by the sight in front of her, she stifled the urge to slam on the brakes and just stare.

			The house sat to the left, a huge, two-­story gray stone structure with decks on both levels. She’d never seen a grander house in her life. The front had a small lawn edged in pretty flowers. Spring had sprung in this piece of paradise. Flowers grew everywhere in so many vibrant colors that they were startling to see. Another large structure stood off to the right. Probably some kind of stable or barn for the horses. She imagined there could be at least fifty of them in the massive building. It had a stone base topped by white wood. The trim was done in a dark blue to match the house. Several horses stood outside open barn doors in fenced areas.

			This place was perfect for Justin. A little boy could run wild on a spread like this. He could learn to ride the horses. Even have a dog or a cat. Justin could learn how to be a real man here.

			That is, if her grandfather wasn’t like her father.

			She needed to find that out before she and Justin got too comfortable.

			When she pulled up and stopped near the house, she spotted a horse in the closest corral. She wanted to kill whoever had hurt that poor animal. Half starved, his ribs and bones were clearly visible beneath his spotty brown coat. He looked like a mangy dog, only much larger and much more sad, because his eyes had the look of a lost child. She recognized that look, the one she often saw in the mirror when she just couldn’t hide it or fake it anymore.

			She didn’t know anything about horses, but she knew a lot about neglect and abuse. She fought the urge to turn the truck around and leave. She didn’t want to be here if this was how her grandfather treated the animals on this ranch.

			All the other horses looked healthy. That was the only thing that gave her hope.

			Two men stepped out of the house and stood on the porch, staring at her. She studied the older man, guessing he was her grandfather. Graying brown hair and mustache, taller than she expected, her grandfather probably topped out at six feet. The old man stood tall and proud. She liked that about him. He wore worn jeans and brown cowboy boots. She should have known. Ranch and all. His chambray shirt was neatly pressed, and he wore a black down vest to ward off the chill.

			The other man’s rugged good looks sparked something deep inside her. A bit taller than her grandfather and much younger—­not quite thirty if she guessed right. His face was as tan as her grandfather’s. He wore pretty much the same attire: jeans, shirt, black boots, and a heavy, shearling-­lined denim jacket. His hair was mostly brown, though the sun brightened the dark mass with gold streaks that made the color shift and change with the waning light.

			Something about him pulled at her. Yes, he was probably the most gorgeous man she’d ever laid eyes on, but that isn’t what drew her in. No, it was the way he leaned against the porch post with such casual ease and patience, like he’d wait all day for her to come to him. Funny, she felt like doing just that, laying her head on his broad chest and snuggling into the comfort and warmth she saw in his dark eyes.

			Stupid. You’re here to give Justin a good life, not fall for a cowboy.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 5 

			Blake stepped out the front door and stood beside Bud on the porch. He surveyed the red ’57 Chevy stepside truck in the driveway. He liked her taste in trucks. Old and scarred, but it had good tires. The engine purred before Gillian cut it. Definitely a good sign. She took care of her truck. With a little work and some money, she could have a killer classic.

			Gillian got out of the truck, slowly, cautiously, and limped to the walkway leading to the porch. A brace covered her leg from her ankle up to her hip. A hinge on the metal bars along the sides kept her knee in a permanent slight bend that made her walk unevenly. She tried to walk on her toes, but she couldn’t seem to put her weight on them, which made her hobble even more.

			A little bit of a thing. What he could see of her, that is. Honey blonde hair disappeared into the back of the oversized man’s jacket that engulfed her slight frame. The aviator sunglasses covered her eyes but didn’t hide all of the bluish-­green bruises on her cheek and along her jaw on the left side of her face. The bastard. Look what that asshole’s fist had done to her beautiful face. Every drop of sadness wrung from his soul settled in the pit of his stomach for this waif of a woman. So much so that the sorrow engulfed him in a wave that rocked him and nearly sent him to his knees.

			The first glimpse of her made everything inside Blake come to attention. The damage to her face sent a flash of fury through his veins that surprised him. He banked the rage quickly enough and felt his heart warm with something he’d never felt. The damn thing wanted to jump out of his chest and drop at her small feet. What the hell was wrong with him?

			His parents had been married for more than thirty-­five years, and he always thought of them as a one-­in-­a-­million kind of ­couple. They were happy together. The kind of happy that had his father whistling in the barn early in the morning and his mother smiling over the dirty dishes as she cleaned his plate. It was the kind of love that had them snuggling on the couch, catching a movie, and his father stealing a kiss. Over and over he’d heard them tell the story of how they’d met at a Fourth of July picnic. Love at first sight. Blake had always rolled his eyes. Yeah, right.

			His father had told him once that when he found the right woman, she’d stop him in his tracks. Yeah, well, he couldn’t move now. He couldn’t stop staring at her. Looking at Gillian, with her beaten face, the defensive edge to her posture, and the distance she kept between them, he didn’t know how to begin to get her to trust him. But he already knew he’d work damn hard at it, because the compulsion to protect her overwhelmed him.

			This other stuff swirling in his chest and gut, he didn’t know what to make of it.

			He wondered if this was how his big brother, Gabe, felt the first time he met his girl, Ella. She’d been in bad shape too, but that hadn’t stopped Gabe from protecting and falling in love with her. In fact, it sparked everything.

			Maybe that’s all this was, his inner need to protect someone who needed protecting.

			Against who? Her father is dead. You just want her.

			Yep. That simple and that complicated. Because wanting her meant putting his personal and professional life with Bud and the ranch on the line. Not an option.

			Gillian kept her distance from the porch, sucked in a deep breath, and mustered up her courage. A flash of pure rage lit the younger man’s eyes when she stepped closer, making them narrow on her. A split second later, his eyes went soft with something she didn’t recognize but made her want to take a closer look into his tawny eyes. She’d never seen someone look at her that way. Difficult to read, she’d keep her guard up around this man.

			The guy and her grandfather shared a look, then turned back to stare at her. Her grandfather wasn’t smiling. He seemed to expect her to come to him.

			Beyond tired, she hurt everywhere. Driving for three days had really taken the life out of her. The doctor had warned her that she needed plenty of rest and time to heal. What she needed was a fresh start.

			This is your chance, Gillian. Don’t mess it up. “Hello.”

			“Gillian, where have you been?” The question came out gruff and filled with rage, tinged with sympathy. She didn’t know how to decipher the opposing emotions, which increased her anxiety.

			Gillian opened her mouth to answer her grandfather, but for the life of her, she didn’t know what to call him. She didn’t know this man. She didn’t remember ever meeting him. “Grandfather” seemed appropriate, because he seemed to be larger than life and had an air of confidence that could wear a title like that. Still, not her style. “Grandpa” seemed too familiar. At a complete loss, she kept her mouth shut.

			Since she wasn’t inclined to speak, he took the lead.

			“Why didn’t you fly? I told the doctor I’d pick you up at the airport. Didn’t you get the money I sent?”

			She raised her chin defiantly. “I got it. I can work here at the ranch, or in town. I’ll make the money back and pay you as soon as I can.”

			“I don’t want you to pay me back. I want to know where you’ve been for the last six days.”

			She didn’t like the gruff tone and took a step back, putting more distance between them. It only made him frown more. “Um, I had to get my things from the apartment building. The money you sent . . .” She took a deep breath. Tell the truth and get it over with. “The money you sent, plus what I had saved, I used to pay the back rent on the apartment. The apartment that the, ah, incident happened in had some damage, and I had to pay that person for the repairs. The rest I used for gas and food to get here.”

			“Do you have any left?”

			“Eighty-­seven dollars and nineteen cents. It’s in my purse in the truck. I’ll get it for you.” She turned to fetch her purse but stopped at his command.

			“No!”

			She turned back and cocked her head, trying to figure out the reason for his hostility. If this is how he spoke and acted all the time, she’d leave. She couldn’t spend another minute of her life constantly on guard, watching every word she said and everything she did.

			“Sorry. You don’t need to give me the money. I sent it for you to get here. I guess you managed that and taking care of your business back home.

			“I have to say, I’m at a complete loss at your appearance. I mean, I knew he hurt you, but I never expected it to be this bad. Are you okay?”

			“No,” she answered honestly.

			“Why’d you kill him?” her grandfather asked.

			Might as well get everything out in the open. Maybe then they could move on.

			Gillian thought about the answer to that loaded question. She could give him the simple answer. Her father had been a bastard. He’d hit her. He’d come at her with a gun, crazed on methamphetamines. Instead of going with the simple, she gave him the cold, hard truth.

			“When I was five, I used to think he’d come into my room and kill me one night in a drunken, doped-­up rage. By the time I was ten, there were a lot of days and nights that I thought if he hit my mother or me one more time I might just kill him. When I was fourteen, I knew I’d lay down my life if he ever crossed the line.

			“He knew the line, and he crossed it. He brought the gun, not me. I did what I had to do. He had a choice. He didn’t give me one.

			“That man needed killing.”

			She watched his face as she spoke the harsh truth. His healthy glow withered, and he aged at least twenty years in the blink of an eye. Stress and fatigue took over his features, and his eyes and jaw softened. Looking closer, dark circles marred the underside of his eyes. He hadn’t been sleeping well. Worry and concern filled his eyes, but she wasn’t sure why.

			Did he hate her for what she’d done?

			Her words rang in Bud’s mind. The way she said them surprised him. No anger or fury. Just a cold, honest truth that shot through him. He hadn’t known what to expect. This woman standing in front of him with strength of mind and pride enough for ten ­people surprised him even more. She wasn’t just any girl. She was a survivor and wouldn’t suffer fools or bullies. She wasn’t the little girl he’d expected. Maybe somewhere under the bravado was the soft and sweet child he’d hoped to see. On second thought, anything soft and sweet in her had probably been squashed and decimated by Ron’s harsh words and mighty fists.

			“I killed my father, my own flesh and blood. I understand if you don’t want me here.”

			He took a step toward the edge of the porch and called out to stop her from walking back to her truck and leaving. “I just wanted to know. I needed to hear the truth from you. Your mother, Erin . . .”

			He hadn’t said her name in years. The pain of all he’d lost, the regrets he carried like a stone in his gut, the dreams he’d had for his little girl that had left him brokenhearted when she’d thrown her life away on drugs washed through him.

			“Erin had a wild streak no one could tame. She harbored unrealistic dreams of leaving this place and living a glamorous life. In high school, when her mother was ill and fighting the cancer, Erin found trouble around every turn with drinking and drugs and messing with boys. She barely managed to graduate. When she turned eighteen, it didn’t take much coaxing from Ron for her to run off to the bright L.A. city lights. She left as fast as she could and never looked back. She didn’t want any part of this ranch or me. She couldn’t stand to watch her mother wither away and die. She wasn’t strong enough to stay for her mother.

			“I heard from her a handful of times that first year. Then, nothing. Ron controlled her. He didn’t want me to find them and made sure I didn’t the few times I tried to track them down. I didn’t know about you until you were three. I tried to get in touch with you after your mother died, but Ron had already taken you away again. I didn’t know your situation,” he said miserably.

			“How could you? My father was a master at working ­people and the system. He hated Montana. He always said that living on a ranch was too much work. That man did as little as possible as often as he could. He spent his life for the last twenty years tending bar in seedy dives and selling drugs. Within a month of them arriving in L.A., she was pregnant with me. They worked their way up the state and landed in the Bay Area. We moved around San Francisco and the surrounding areas. She was a drunk, a drug addict, and sometimes a whore. He didn’t seem to mind any of those things so long as he got his cut. If he didn’t, he made sure she didn’t forget to pay up.” She shrugged. What more was there to say?

			Her grandfather’s eyes filled with sorrow. Numb to her own feelings about her parents, she forgot that her grandfather remembered her mother as someone different. Maybe a happier, friendlier, the-­world-­is-­full-­of-­possibilities-­for-­her kind of person. The someone she must have been at one time for him to show such grief.

			“You must have had so many hopes and dreams for her.” The way she did for Justin’s future. “I’m sorry to be so callous. I never meant to . . .”

			“You spoke your mind and the truth of your life and hers.”

			Gillian let the dead rest and started to tell him about herself. “I spent a lot of time at school and in the library.” Better to come home late, lessen the opportunity for someone to notice you. A better chance they’d be passed out drunk and stoned. She kept that to herself. Better to stick to herself than her parents’ fucked-­up lives. “I made good grades and graduated top of my class in high school. I’ve worked all kinds of jobs. I’m good with my hands. I learn things quickly. If you show me what you want me to do around here, I’ll work hard and earn my keep.”

			“Will you stay? Please.”

			“That depends. Are you responsible for that animal?” She cocked her head toward the sick and hurt horse in the nearest corral and tried to fight the clench in her heart every time she looked at him.

			“He’s mine,” Bud answered.

			Gillian cast them both a disgusted look and turned her back on them, but hesitated to walk back to her truck and leave. If her grandfather had hurt that horse, she needed a plan to get the hell out of here, now, but she didn’t have anywhere else to go. With little more than eighty dollars, she’d never make it more than a few days. She’d never even get out of the state. Too damn cold to sleep in the truck again. She’d need to find a shelter.

			Blake caught her hesitation and indecision and knew exactly where this conversation derailed. “He didn’t hurt that horse. He saved him from the son of a bitch who neglected and hurt him. Bud wouldn’t hurt a horse. No one on this ranch would hurt them. I’m trying to nurse him back to
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