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      For my family. I’m so fortunate to get to do life with each of you. My love for you has no bounds and I count my blessings every day.
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      “I heard a rumor you’d come home.” Cayden Quinn’s father leaned against the doorframe of the bunkhouse at the family’s ranch. T.J., the patriarch, was just as imposing as he’d always been. The sun descended behind him, creating a halo-effect but the man was no angel.

      “Have you decided if it’s true?” Cayden teased.

      “Also heard you got shot.” Cayden squinted to get a better look at his father, who ignored the joke.

      “More like nicked. The bullet barely grazed my shoulder.” Not entirely true but he’d healed just the same and the incident was weeks-old news.

      “I won’t pretend we’ve been close, son. That’s my fault. Doesn’t mean I don’t care what happens to you.” He’d heard from his brothers that their father had turned a new leaf. Seeing the proof was a shock to the system. Could a self-made man like T.J. change his ways?

      “Never thought you didn’t.” Cayden might not have been close with his father, but he figured the man loved his kids in his own way. That mostly meant grunting a hello when he walked past but Cayden wasn’t exactly yearning for attention. He liked flying under the radar until he decided to make himself known. It was part of what made him one helluva tracker.

      A mix of surprise and appreciation crossed his father’s features. Did he think Cayden had stayed away from Gunner, Texas, because of him?

      Deciding not to give his father the it’s-me-not-you speech, Cayden settled on, “I’m the best at my job because I love what I do. My clients appreciate me and keep me busy with work. It’s that simple.”

      T.J. nodded as understanding softened his tense expression. Cayden crossed the room to shake his father’s hand and got another shock when he was pulled into a hug instead.

      This close, Cayden studied his father’s face looking for signs of sickness. Ever since his father had requested all of his sons come home for a big announcement, speculation about his health had been running wild. “How’ve you been?”

      “Six out of seven of my sons have come back to our family’s ranch. I’ve never been better.” The man had built a successful ranching business out of nothing. His family relationships were another story. Being second to the youngest, Cayden had spent most of his youth avoiding his father. T.J. never seemed to notice or pay much attention to his younger children, and that had been fine by Cayden.

      Trying not to make a spectacle out of examining his father, Cayden took note of the slightly yellow tint to his father’s skin. Dark circles cradled his eyes. The man was still a towering figure at six–feet-three-inches. On closer look, though, Cayden would swear T.J. had lost weight.

      Taking into account the fact that Cayden hadn’t been home to Quinnland in more years than he cared to count, he couldn’t be certain his father’s looks had changed recently. Two of his brothers, Eli and Noah, had stayed on to work the ranch and learn the family business. He trusted them with his life. Both of them believed T.J.’s announcement might be health related.

      “You have news.” Cayden didn’t figure his father would confide in him but it was worth a shot.

      “I do.” T.J. nodded. Cayden had already asked Dakota Viera, his father’s best friend and ranch foreman. The only other person T.J. might trust with life-changing news was Marianne. Their nanny and housekeeper had become a mother figure to the Quinn boys after their own mother died giving birth to Phoenix. But if Marianne knew, she was being tight-lipped.

      “Do you mind if we wait until your brother gets here before we talk about it?” T.J. Quinn was asking permission? Okay, now Cayden really was curious about the changes in the man standing in front of him. “Any idea when Aiden will get here?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me.” Cayden’s brother had sworn he’d never set foot on the ranch grounds again. He didn’t have the heart to rub his father’s nose in the fact. “I’ve been off the grid for the past eight months.” That part was true enough. He figured one of his brothers would know where Aiden stood, and that person would most likely be Phoenix. The two had always been close.

      “Can you stick around until we get this figured out?” T.J. asked. More of the shock assaulted Cayden.

      “I’m here until work calls.” That was the life of a tracker and T.J. would know better than most, considering he’d hired them over the years to keep poachers off their family’s cattle ranch. His father also knew the dangers of the job. Cayden appreciated that T.J. had never felt the need to point them out. Instead, a look of something that seemed a lot like pride crossed T.J.’s features.

      “Will you let me know if that happens?”

      “Yes, sir.” He couldn’t promise much notice, but he could agree to giving a heads-up before he took off.

      The smile faded the minute Cayden addressed his father as sir. The sign of respect was normally appreciated. So, why did the spark leave T.J.’s eyes?

      What did he want to be called? Father? That word would take some getting used to.

      T.J. seemed to force a smile when he said, “Thanks for coming home, son.”

      “Everything okay? You look tired.” Cayden was good at reading people, telling if someone was being honest. He figured it couldn’t hurt to hear T.J.’s response. If not T.J.’s health or retirement, Cayden couldn’t imagine an announcement big enough to bring all seven Quinn sons under one roof.

      T.J. nodded. He had that same intensity to his eyes, just not the spark. “Lost a friend last week to a sudden heart attack.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” The news explained the sadness in T.J.’s eyes. Did it also explain the dark shadows underneath? “Anyone I know?”

      “Maybe. His daughter is about your age. It was Jay Carter.”

      Cayden did know her. Intimately, in fact. Madison Carter had broken his heart and was half the reason he’d gone off the grid for the past eight months. A voice in the back of his head said she was more than half but he shut it down.

      T.J. glanced around as a few ranch hands walked behind him. “I’d better get back to the house. You coming?”

      “Maybe later. Sorry again about your friend.” Cayden caught himself before he’d added, sir. It seemed like T.J. wasn’t the only one capable of turning over a new leaf.

      His thoughts shifted to Madison. What happened to her was no longer Cayden’s business after the way she’d left things. So, why did the urge to slip out the door and go check on her hit him square in the chest? He’d have to be an idiot or a glutton for punishment to drive to her house and show up unexpected.

      Cayden grabbed his keys and muttered a string of curse words, knowing he was going to do just that.
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        * * *

      

      Madison Carter crossed her arms on top of a very pregnant stomach. For the third time today, something slipped out of her hands and crashed into the sink. First, it was a mug. Then a plate. And now, her water glass. Thankfully, nothing was broken. Her hands wouldn’t stop trembling, though.

      She’d eaten alone and had barely any dishes to wash. Hormones seemed like a good thing to blame for her clumsiness, except for the fact it wasn’t true. She’d been distracted ever since her father’s sudden heart attack last week. Losing the man she’d always looked up to had been heartbreaking. Their bond had been based on open communication, mutual respect and trust. Or so she’d thought.

      Apparently, he’d been taking cholesterol-lowering medications for the past five years without her knowledge and had started smoking again. The bottles in his bathroom cabinet had been full and she’d found a cigarette pack in his car after she’d claimed it from the sheriff’s office. So, in his case, he wasn’t taking his meds.

      After a short conversation with her father’s longtime friend and family doctor, she’d learned that her father had stopped coming for annual checkups years ago. The timing coincided with her mother’s mental decline from dementia.

      Out of nowhere, the baby kicked, drawing her attention back to her bump. He’d been restless lately, too. Could he sense her sadness? It wouldn’t be too long now before she would meet her son. Having a baby hardly seemed real to her even though all she had to do was look down to see the proof.

      Madison stood at the kitchen sink of her two-bedroom bungalow, looking at a small framed wedding photo of her parents, thinking how much of a shame it was that her unborn child would never meet his grandfather. Tears pricked the backs of her eyes.

      If she dwelled on the reality for too long, she’d crumble. The saying about time healing all wounds came to mind. She couldn’t imagine this heartache ever going away.

      Reminding herself to breathe, she placed her hands on the counter. The near-constant pain in her lower back picked that moment to scream at her. The sharp jabs had become a little too common ever since her last trimester started. The kicks and elbows stretched her skin in ways she’d never believed possible and never seemed to stop. At this rate, the kid would come out a Mixed Martial Arts champion.

      Her feet were swollen to the point that there was no way she’d fit into her work shoes anymore. Her boss had offered to give her time off to grieve. Sitting around all day with nothing but free time would do all sorts of crazy things to her mind, so Madison had politely rejected the offer, figuring it would be far worse to stay home, alone, and do nothing. She needed busy work and she needed company, which was odd for someone who usually preferred a quiet night and a good book to being in a crowd of people.

      Normally, being home alone would be just what the doctor ordered for the introvert in her. Now, it felt more like a solitary confinement sentence.

      Losing her father was taking a toll. He’d been the rock of the family since her mother’s dementia diagnosis three years ago. Her mother’s decline had been sudden and rapid.

      Would she even notice that the man she’d been married to for nearly forty years had suddenly stopped coming to visit? More of those tears threatened to fall. If Madison stayed on this trail she’d be a leaky faucet before the night was over. Great job redirecting.

      Ringtones sounded from the next room, cutting through her heavy thoughts. Her pulse kicked up a notch. Ever since the call had come about her father the sound of her phone caused her pulse to kick up a few notches. She moved into the next room, willing her heart rate to slow down.

      Seeing her uncle’s name in big letters across the screen shouldn’t cause her shoulders to tense. He’d been the one to deliver the news about her father.

      “Hello, Uncle Roland. Everything okay?” She was still getting used to the idea of him sticking around. Madison felt strange calling Roland her uncle for a couple of reasons. For one, he was ten-years-old when she was born, so they were more like cousins. And secondly, she hadn’t grown up around him.

      “I was just about to ask you the same question, Maddie.” Her well-meaning uncle shouldn’t irritate her, so she ignored the fact that she didn’t like being called by that nickname and tried to tamp down her frustration that it was him calling again and not her baby’s father. Not that Cayden Quinn had any idea that he was about to be a father. To say the situation with her ex was complicated was a lot like saying honey came from bees. It did. And she could get stung on her way to extracting the yellow-gold nectar.

      She shouldn’t want Cayden in her life at all. As someone who tracked poachers for a living, he had one of the most dangerous jobs in the state of Texas. There was never a guarantee he’d walk through the door after work. The two of them couldn’t be more opposite but they did have one thing in common. The pregnancy had been just as much of a surprise to her as it would be a shock to him.

      Life was proving to be as predictable as spring weather in Texas. This time, a thunderstorm had blasted her from out of the blue. The past eight months had zapped her like stray lightning in a life that had been as predictable as church on Sundays.

      It was most likely the fact that she’d lost her beloved father a week ago so suddenly that had her wanting to reach out to the one man she couldn’t have and couldn’t forget for comfort.

      “Thanks for checking on me, but I’ll be fine.” It wasn’t exactly a lie. At some point in the future, she probably would regain her balance. She had to because a new life was on the way in a matter of weeks. Not having her act together for the baby’s arrival wasn’t an option.

      “I’m here if you need anything, Maddie. And I mean anything.” She really wasn’t sure what to say to the man she barely knew when he added, “I know I haven’t been around very long but that’s going to change. My older brother would want me to be here for his baby girl.”

      Dread shouldn’t be her response to family wanting to stick around. It would be different if she really knew him or felt like she could trust him. Guilt had her wanting to make more of an effort or maybe it was the selfish fact of feeling all alone in the world now that her father was gone. Being an only child and only daughter had made her the light of her father’s life. Now, she was neither.

      “That’s nice of you to offer. I’ll be sure to let you know if I need a hand.” She walked back into the kitchen and glanced at the dripping faucet. Fixing it was something her father would’ve done and it didn’t seem right to ask someone else. That was probably silly thinking. She’d have to learn to depend on others even though more of those tears threatened when she thought about it.

      For a split-second, Madison considered asking her uncle. Since he was about as unreliable as the train, she gave it a second thought. Her boss, Zoe Sharpe, would have a list of contractor and handyman names. Zoe was forever having work done at her farmhouse, so much so that she was on a first-name basis with most of her contractors.

      “Maddie, I know I haven’t been around very much in your life but I’d like that to change. I’m getting on stable footing now,” he continued unsolicited, “and I’m planning to be here for you and your child. I put out some feelers for work, so something should turn up soon.”

      “That’s great for you.” In a normal family relationship, that probably wouldn’t sound like such bad news or feel so forced. In this one, she wasn’t sure she had the patience to invest in someone who drifted in and out of jobs, cities, the family. Even though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it, there’d always been something about her uncle that caused her to keep her guard up whenever he was around. For all intents and purposes, she and her uncle were strangers, but he probably just wanted to connect to some sense of family now that his only other sibling, his half-brother, had passed away. As best as Madison knew, her uncle’s mother was still living but she couldn’t be certain and they never really talked about his life.

      Emotion clotted in her throat when she thought about losing her father. When she’d first heard the news, she cried until there were no more tears left. Her father had seemed so young, so vital. He’d ran a successful financial services firm with her mother for two decades before signing on a new business partner three years ago. Arthur Godwin had been a godsend. The past few years of her mother’s mental decline had been hard on the family and especially her father, who’d taken on most of her care. Arthur had stepped up to the plate for their family in a big way, helping to run the business.

      Signs of stress had crept up with her father. She’d noticed how often he rolled his shoulders, like he was trying to get some relief from muscle tension and guilt nailed her that she hadn’t done something about it. His heart attack had come out of the blue. At least it had for Madison. Discovering that her father had been taking statins for the past five years and now smoking again had been another shock.

      Madison had had her fill of life-changing surprises.
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      The quiet on the line stretched out to the point it became awkward. “Good luck with your job search…and thanks again for calling, Uncle Roland.”

      He’d drop in and out but mostly followed her father around. He never had much to do with her. Her uncle would show up, stick around for a few days or sometimes weeks and then disappear without a goodbye. She’d overheard him asking her father to borrow money on one evening before one of his disappearing acts. By then, she was seventeen and savvy enough to figure out that he showed up when he was out of options and stayed long enough to get his bearings, along with some of her father’s money, before he set out again.

      So, it hadn’t been a shock when he turned up on her father’s door six months ago, flat broke and unemployed. The surprise had been that he was still there, staying at her father’s house and living off her father’s good graces. This was the longest he’d stuck around and the saying about house guests and fish stinking after a few days was spot on. Of course, the thought seemed out of place now.

      “I’ll check on you again tomorrow.” Madison couldn’t quite put her finger on the emotion she was picking up in his voice. Sadness? Regret? She figured her father must have been the guy’s lifeline and now that he was gone Roland must feel as lost as she did.

      “That’s really nice of you, but you don’t have to do that.” Speaking to Roland reminded her that she needed to go to her childhood home and start cleaning out her father’s things. Dread was a heavy blanket around her shoulders. The house would need to go up for sale since her mother had been relocated to a live-in facility more than a year ago. It wasn’t realistic to try to take care of her mother and a newborn and keep on top of the home where she’d grown up.

      Roland sighed. “Okay. Good night.”

      Madison ended the call and held onto her cell as she walked out the front door and onto the porch to check the mail. It was a beautiful May evening; the air was warm with a cool breeze on her face. She stopped long enough to watch the sun kiss the western horizon in a show of the most brilliant purple and pink hues she’d seen in longer than she could remember. It was exactly the kind of sunset her father would’ve loved. He would’ve remarked about Texas being the best place on earth with its warm winters, hot summers, and wide-open skies.

      Her thoughts wandered to Cayden, who also loved the same things about his home state. He was out there somewhere near that beautiful sunset tracking dangerous poachers and had been for months on end.

      Their brief relationship had been an all-consuming wildfire that had blown out of control. It was the kind of blaze that scorched everything around it. She’d fallen for him fast and hard. And had ended up burnt.

      So, it was foolishness causing her heart to wish he’d come roaring up her driveway in his pickup. With a baby on the way, she needed to circle the wagons and not get lost in a fantasy that only could’ve ended one way…with her heart being shattered.

      She thumbed through dozens of messages on her phone, thinking that she needed to stop by to see her mother at lunch tomorrow. Madison wanted to keep up her Friday ritual even if her mother couldn’t remember the visits. Arthur Godwin had texted his apologies again and asked her to let him know if there was anything he could do. The leaky faucet came to mind, but she almost laughed at the idea. Mr. Godwin wore a suit to work every day and her dad had joked that his business partner wouldn’t know a wrench from a screwdriver. Madison wouldn’t exactly consider herself handy, but even she knew the difference. He also nudged her about coming down to the office to sign a few legal documents about the business, saying they needed her urgent attention.

      Those were more details she didn’t want to think about. The baby kicked, and she cradled her bump. It would be smart to get things in order in the next couple of weeks as she neared her due date. Madison had a feeling that once the baby came she’d have little time or energy for anything else.

      After making sure there was nothing that might cause the slow drips of water to gather in the sink and cause a small flood, she locked up and then moved down the hall to her bedroom. This house was the perfect size for her and her son, whom she was tempted to name Rocky if he kept up the boxing routine much longer.

      Slipping out of her clothes, she tossed each garment into the dirty clothes hamper inside her closet and then headed toward the shower. She loved her old house. The bathroom had an amazing clawfoot tub along with other original details like crown molding in nearly every room.

      The warm water felt amazing on her aching muscles. She’d kept up her yoga routine up until this last trimester, not that she’d been religious about it before. Still, it had been nice to be able to sign onto the computer and find a good stretching routine before stumbling into the kitchen for a cup of coffee.

      Coffee. That was the thing. She didn’t want to think about how much she missed her morning cup. It wouldn’t be too long before she would get her normal routine back. She’d gone cold turkey on the caffeine when she first found out she was pregnant, afraid to do anything that might hurt the life growing inside her. Giving up her daily boost had made her feel like she was walking around in a fog for months.

      Thankfully, she had an amazing boss and friend in Zoe who’d covered for Madison in those early weeks. The woman had become a lifeline during the pregnancy and especially since losing her father. Before her emotions got away from her, she redirected her thoughts.

      Another few minutes standing under the faucet letting the warm water ease her tired bones, and Madison almost felt human again. She washed as best as she could, considering she could no longer see, let alone touch, her feet.

      No one told her she would gain sixty pounds during her first pregnancy. She was probably setting some kind of record and it made her think she wished she’d exercised a little more when she could’ve.

      At five-feet-five-inches no one would ever accuse her of being tall. She was medium height, light boned, and even her doctor had been surprised when she started packing on the pounds. This baby had better come out weighing thirty pounds.

      Oh, no. The very real image of that assaulted her. Nope. Little Rocky ought to be just that—little. She couldn’t imagine trying to birth a small elephant.

      Madison involuntarily shuddered, thinking she should’ve taken her doctor up on the offer to give her a referral to a birthing coach instead of relying on nurses
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