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      She had to leave before losing everything. He can’t stay behind or his family will stay lost. If they need each other enough, can they find a way to end their pain?

      On a mission across Montana to bring the family’s leader home, Ryland stops to help a stranded woman on the side of the road.

      Amy is headed anywhere but back and she begs to go with Ryland on his search for his older cousin. She’s a woman who just wants to be free and he wants answers.

      Can Ryland find what he’s looking for or is Amy the fate he’s meant to have in this sweet romance set in the wilds of Montana?
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            RYLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Nate was gone. Fine. He’d lost his wife, Ryland got it. He really did. He really did understand that Nathan’s wife had died way too young.

      Ryland had nothing but pity for his cousin. But he couldn’t help the frustration at Nate’s absence. He had disappeared, like none of the rest of the family didn’t matter. Like no one else understood loss or felt Emma’s death in their core.

      Her death had sucker punched Ryland. How many times had Ryland gone to Bella Acres and consoled his loneliness with Emma while drinking a cup of her magic hot chocolate? She’d talked to him about nothing while Nathan had finished up the nightly chores. Ryland had even stayed numerous nights with the entire Rourke family, watching movies, helping in the barn, or just plain being there.

      Emma seemed to understand his complete loneliness. She didn’t judge him when he showed up after everyone else left a family bar-be-que, or when he pretended to leave early, but disappeared into one of the rooms to stay later. He’d camp in the living room after everyone else disappeared.

      No big deal.

      Then she got sick and Ryland hadn’t been able to sleep on the ground. He couldn’t explain to others who would stop by at odd hours why he was still there. What was his reason? He was lonely?

      Forget it. No one would understand. Only Emma got it and she never made him feel ashamed.

      Even Damon didn’t understand. How could he? Ryland couldn’t open up about it. He didn’t want to.

      It wasn’t masculine to need anyone.

      Emma wasn’t Ryland’s wife and he didn’t feel that way about her anyway. But… he did miss her. He did miss the easy going, nonjudgmental way she listened to him. The way she scrunched her nose when she told him what she thought.

      Her biggest thing had been to repeat to him, over and over, that he needed to get out there and meet someone. He’d never fall in love or meet anyone new working ranches and clinging to Bella Acres. And Ryland couldn’t agree with her more.

      Until she got sick.

      Now, Ryland wasn’t only missing Emma, he didn’t have Damon around as much since he was with Rachiah, mooning over her or chasing after her or just being with her. Ryland couldn’t go to Bella Acres without having to deal with Stefanie and Drake or consider the anger and loss in Hannah’s eyes.

      Anger and loss he understood all too well.

      When Hannah had stormed around for a couple days about Nathan leaving, Ryland had witnessed her tantrum and he’d completely agreed with her. He didn’t agree with Stefanie telling Hannah to relax or calm down, but then again, Stefanie had always held her emotions under pretty solid control.

      Not Hannah. And certainly not Ryland.

      At least he hadn’t thrown a fit.

      So, Jareth’s directive for Ryland to go after Nate was exactly what he needed.

      That’s what he’d been busy doing for the last few months, dodging from town to town, chasing after the mirage of a man no one could actually predict where he was or if he’d been there for sure.

      Now, though if the rumors were true, Ryland would go east, head straight toward North Dakota. There was supposed to be money in the oil mines, even though there didn’t seem to be money anywhere.

      Why would Nathan want money anyway? All of his bills and the ranch had been wiped away when Drake had purchased Bella Acres. Everything had been paid off. So, Nate didn’t have any more responsibilities.

      Except for his cousins who he was supposed lead around Montana, Wyoming, and into Colorado as traveling ranch hands. They all needed him. If nothing else, couldn’t Nathan stick around for them?

      Why would he leave?

      Ryland slammed the palm of his hand on the steering wheel, glancing out the side window of the truck and then back out the windshield at the abnormally warm spring day. He’d heard on the radio it was supposed to snow, but he’d been too angry and motivated in Carson to stick around and wait for better weather.

      Plus, snow didn’t scare him when the temperature chased the low 90s. Meteorologists weren’t exactly known for hitting their mark often.

      Plus, racing after the leader of the family wasn’t a glorious job, but Ryland Johnson didn’t back down from a challenge. His purpose had become one fueled by anger and the need for justice.

      Nate might be his older cousin, but if Ryland needed to he would wrangle Nate right back home where he belonged or one of them was going to die. He could almost hear the duh-duh-dunh sound in his head as he thought out the threat.

      Okay, no one was really going to die. His humor probably wasn’t appropriate considering death hadn’t been that long ago.

      Emma’s death had started the whole mess, not that Emma dying was a mess, but it affected the whole family in more ways than just the visible loss. Why couldn’t Nate see that? Why was he compounding things?

      Ryland leaned his elbow on the windowsill of his old pickup, resting his chin on his palm. One-hand driving was a requirement on that long stretch of I-90 between Missoula and the junction toward Billings. The road seemed to go forever into nowhere and the skies and the prairies melded together way in the distance. A blend of blue and green suggested they ended somewhere, but not any time soon.

      Winter was coming to an end and for the first time in a handful of years, they didn’t have new snow in the valleys or the plains of the Big Sky state. Plenty of threats, but not near enough action. It was shaping up to be a dry year and that didn’t bode well for ranchers or loggers when the fire danger increased through the summer months.

      Ryland swallowed his always-present anger back. Nate had run. Fine. He’d up and run right after Emma had died from a very aggressive cancer which had plagued her throughout her life. She’d given up and Nate hadn’t waited around to see how anyone else in the family was coping.

      Keeping Ryland’s eyes dry while thinking of Emma and Nate was impossible. Ryland placed his finger across his lip. He watched the skyline seemingly meander past, while his truck tripped along at a brisk eighty miles per hour. The landscape locked him in never-changing beautiful redundancy.

      If this kept up, he’d go blind. Maybe not, but he had to think about something besides Emma and her death. Nate’s abandonment just ripped her loss harder through Ryland’s heart.

      The phone in Ryland’s front pocket buzzed, jerking him from his thoughts. He willingly grabbed at the small vibrating body and flipped it open, slamming it to his ear. “Yeah.”

      “Ry, I thought you weren’t leaving until after dinner?” Damon’s husky voice sounded too much like Nate’s and Ryland scowled. “You’ve already missed out on so much. The rest of the family wants to plan Drake and Stefanie’s wedding. Tell me you’re going to be back for that?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know. I’ll try my best. Look, the only reason I was even in town was because someone told me Nate was in Taylor Falls. That’s it. I stopped in, hoping he was there. He obviously wasn’t. I told you. I’m getting Nate and bringing him home. Can’t do that sitting on my butt, waiting for Rachiah or Stefanie to tell me what they need done.” He let his wrist rest on the lower curve of the cracked vinyl steering wheel and stared at the hazy road ahead.

      His dig at his brother wasn’t as churlish as it sounded. He was happy Damon was happy with Rachiah, lots of happiness, just oozing happiness. He was happy that Drake got to have happy-ever-after with Stefanie. He loved seeing them all happy. He did. He just had to convince himself of that.

      His older brother scoffed. “Don’t be a brat. Hannah just got back from town and she said one of her friends mentioned running into Nate in Great Falls a couple of days ago. That might be why you heard Taylor Falls. I think you’ll be safe heading that direction. Look, you know you can stop this, right? You don’t have to spend your life’s savings chasing him down.” Damon sounded tired, but not as much as Jareth would be since he’d taken on leading the ranch-handing cousins, The Montana Trails.

      The Trails were headstrong and stubborn. Everyone had their own ideas and their own plans. Before too long, they’d probably disband, if they weren’t on that path already.

      Nate had led them effortlessly while everyone else just kind of did the best they could without falling apart.

      Great Falls wasn’t far off his route east. He could easily swing through there, check for any ranches that had hired recently or were hiring and see where that took him to find Nate. Even if someone had met him, that would be good enough for Ryland. A starting point. He just needed someplace to start.

      “Thanks, I’ll head that way. How’s Rachiah?” Ryland grinned. That Salish princess was going to give Damon a run for his money and Ryland didn’t think Damon would ever be happier. Plus, Ryland genuinely liked Rachiah. He liked women with spunk and beauty who didn’t rely only on their looks to get what they wanted.

      Damon sighed, his frustration carrying over the line like hot air. “Fine, her brother is a bear. I’m thinking about proposing, but I’m not sure how her family will react since I’m white.”

      “Yeah, well, they aren’t sure if she’s half-white or not either. They won’t get a better son-in-law than you, Damon. I don’t care how white you are or aren’t.” Ryland had grown up with the divide between the ranches and the reservations. That didn’t mean love couldn’t bridge that separation on occasion.

      If anyone could do it, it was Rachiah and Damon.

      He ignored the twinge of jealousy he had whenever he thought of Damon and Rachiah. He wasn’t jealous enough to be stupid and go after love himself. Ryland could see what happened when you fell in love. Look what happened to Nate. You were torn apart when you lost the other half. No one needed that kind of pain or vulnerability. No matter how lonely you got.

      Especially not Ryland.

      Look at what had happened with Emma’s death. She was just a close friend, a cousin. Ryland couldn’t focus on how torn out his heart felt. If he did, he’d run away into the woods and never come out again.

      Damon snorted, like he didn’t believe Ryland’s confidence in him. “Just find Nate and get home. Drake and Stefanie got more than just bison on the ranch and we need all the hands we can get this summer. I’ll let you know, if I hear anything else.” As his voice softened, Damon’s concern carried over the phone as easily as his frustration had.

      “Got it. Thanks, Damon.” Ryland meant it. He hadn’t felt whole in the last few months since Emma had died. His brother’s concern left his loneliness a little better assuaged and a whole lot dimmer.

      “Hey, Ryland, just remember no one can make you happy. You have to give yourself permission to find it. And for the record, it’s not Nate’s fault Emma died. Just like it’s not Emma’s fault that he’s not happy.” Damon’s tone shifted from consoling to admonishing.

      Clenching his jaw, Ryland shook his head, pulling his elbow off the window ledge. “You might be right, but I still don’t think it’s fair. Why fall in love, when you’re going to lose them anyway? Doesn’t seem to be worth it.”

      “When you find Nate, I want you to ask him.” Damon sighed, not mentioning his affection for Rachiah and that he might lose her, too. Love wasn’t the easiest game to play and Ryland wanted nothing to do with it.

      Ryland set his jaw to the side. Of course, he would have another task piled on top of retrieving the older cousin and getting him home. The inane desire to just pummel Nate for being so careless with the rest of their feelings and then drive off into the sunset overcame him. He bit out, “Ask Nate what?”

      “If any of it was worth it. Would he have traded his time with Emma for never knowing her so he wouldn’t hurt so badly?” Damon’s tone hardened and then softened as he continued. “Look, there’s more to happiness than just grinning all day. Once you realize that, you’ll see nothing is perfect and you’re going to find joy in the imperfections.”

      “Yeah…” Ryland didn’t really believe him. “It still doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Life isn’t about fair. Life’s about making it despite all the pain, leaving your sorrows behind, learning to give love a chance, finding people to love again along the way and trying to survive. That’s what Nate needs to do. He needs to figure out a way to live after the pain of losing someone like her.” Damon’s end of the phone rustled. “Look, I gotta go. Rachiah’s hollering for something. I’ll call you, if anything comes up. You do the same.”

      “Got it, thanks.” Pointedly not making any promises, Ryland hung up and tucked his phone back in his shirt pocket.

      The sun would set soon. Oranges and purples streaked across the sky as the sun got lower along the horizon behind him. He’d heard once that all the colors in the sunsets were from chemicals in the atmosphere. Hopefully, that wasn’t true. Something so beautiful shouldn’t be attributable to something so awful.

      The new angle to the sun gave a better view of the road ahead.

      Just past Nissler and the southbound I15 junction toward Dillon, the silhouette of a vehicle flashed emergency hazards in the far distance. That wasn’t the place to be broken down. The abnormally warm spring day wasn’t the best time to be stranded.

      As he got closer, Ryland squinted his eyes, searching for the occupant or signs of life. If there was someone there, he’d stop to help. If not, he’d keep on driving. Most oftentimes, people stopped right away in Montana. Courtesy and helping their neighbors were unspoken state mottoes. Ryland lived it and he knew many more that did, too.

      The sedan’s hazards blinked in a slow pattern that didn’t really scream urgent. The battery was probably running down which meant the car had been out there long enough to burn it out.

      He just about decided to pass the abandoned-looking car when movement caught his eye from beside the back tire facing away from the highway.

      Ryland would never pass up the chance to help someone, let alone a woman whose hair flew about in the warm breeze. Montana was known for inclement weather run by a cranky Mother Nature. While the hot sun still beat down as it worked its way toward the mountain range, pregnant clouds overhead suggested the warm streak was just about over.

      A tumultuous spring storm was no place for a lone woman to be.

      Ryland turned on his blinker and slowed the truck down. The distraction from the conversation with his brother was exactly what Ryland needed.
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      Amy ducked behind the rear panel of her old Buick. The car fought her on everything, but she’d been certain it would carry her to Basin. Then the confounded thing hadn’t even made it to Butte.

      Why couldn’t anything go her way? She reached in and turned off the A/C which really wasn’t working with the engine frozen anyway. That was fine. Not a big deal. At least it was starting to cool off as the sun got lower in the sky. She could handle the cold at night. That was bearable. At least then heat would dissipate. If it were summer and were stranded on the Montana plains without any A/C, it would have been more than she could bear.

      Cars didn’t fly by on the freeway very often, but when they did, she had to hide. What if one of them was Buck coming for her?

      She wouldn’t survive being caught. Not again. And now, she had so much more to live for than just making him hot dogs and mac and cheese, and being his punching bag.

      She had to. She had to do better this time. She could do better.

      Amy usually loved the warmth of a beautiful spring day and relished the beautiful simplicity of a Montana sunset. But March wasn’t the month to count on a warm evening. In fact, she could already feel the sun’s warmth fading as the clouds from the east rolled over. The sun could have been pulling the clouds across the sky as the sun itself sank behind the mountain range.

      Trying to escape with the threat of snow wasn’t exactly what Amy had planned on when she’d pulled out of the driveway. To be honest, she hadn’t been prepared for a lot of things when she’d left.

      She worked her dry tongue to try to come up with some spit to swallow. Amy would give anything for some water. Or almost anything. She couldn’t use the small amount she’d brought for her. She needed that. Who knew when she’d get to a place she could get more?

      A quick breeze came up and picked her long blonde curls from her shoulders and tossed them wildly around in the air. She moaned, reaching up carefully to tug her hair down tight. Why hadn’t she tied it back?

      Hopefully, she hadn’t been seen. She peeked out past the silver outline of her bumper and winced at the sight of a slowing truck as it crept closer to the sedan on the side of the highway.

      She couldn’t see the color or the exact make with the sun at its back. Ducking behind the panel, she pressed her back against the hot metal. Looking up toward heaven, she murmured, “Please, please, please.” Although, why she even tried didn’t make sense since she’d never been given any favor from the rodeo upstairs.

      From not too far off, a truck door closed followed by the crunch of cowboy boots on gravel. The pace was more languid, like that of a slow-moving creek rather than a raging river like Buck. He moved in varying degrees of rage, never anything but mad, madder, or fuming.

      Amy dug her fingers under a collection of scraggy rocks and gripped them tightly in her hand. If the man was there with ill intent, she’d make sure he ate a mouthful of rocks before she’d let him have her.

      A shadow cast across her face, the abating heat more of an indication than the increased darkness over her face. She slowly opened her eyes, first one and then the other.

      He was a dark form over her but not intimidating like Buck would be. No, the new man had his hand extended downward and the flash of white teeth when he smiled. “Looks like you’re havin’ some trouble. Can I take a look?”

      Taking his offer, she let him pull her to her feet, the comfort in his touch foreign. She was on guard as she stood, keeping herself between him and the car as he passed.

      Pointing at the raised hood, he smiled. “I’m Ryland. I know a couple of things about cars. Do you have any idea what happened? What it was doing before you pulled over?”

      Ryland, huh? He had a square shape to his face with a strong jawline and brilliant blue eyes. His jeans fit well and Amy’s cheeks flushed when she caught herself tracing the rear of his pants down to the well-stacked jeans over his faded and worn brown boots. His button-up blue and white plaid shirt had been rolled at the sleeves to the elbows, revealing forearms that testified of hard work and time in the sun.

      “Um, well, there’s. I don’t know much about cars. There was a couple knocks and then a horrible grinding noise and then the engine just kind of stopped. I shifted into neutral as fast as I could and coasted to a stop here.” She didn’t tell him how terrified she’d been. Instead, she blocked his view of the inside of the car as he rounded the front of the hood and leaned over the dirty motor compartment.

      She made a point not to run around the car closing all the doors and windows. That would just bring unwanted attention to the precious cargo inside. She didn’t need that. All she needed was for the car to work so she could get on with her escape plan.

      Ryland reached down, his arm disappearing into one of the many holes amongst the engine compartment. Ryland grunted and commented while he worked. “Wow, your oil plug feels like it’s missing. How far have you come?”

      “I left Dillon a few hours ago.” She tucked her hands into her rear pockets and glanced over her shoulder. Was Buck close? “My oil plug is missing? Is that bad?”

      His chuckle wasn’t condescending but more like she’d genuinely made him laugh. “Yeah, that’s bad. If you’d lost it closer to Dillon, you would’ve broken down closer. Once that plug’s out, the oil drains pretty fast, especially on these highways and with the shaking the frame would be going through. They don’t have the best highway maintenance out this way.” He looked at her over the long side of the hood. “You’re lucky you made it to the side. That was fast thinking.”

      “Well, the grinding and the smoking were kind of alarming.” She’d known something was wrong when she’d heard something metal clank against the undercarriage of the car. She’d pulled over and cried for who knew how long. Nothing was going to fix that motor. One more thing destroyed by Buck.

      She had no doubt that’s what happened. Because that’s the only reason her oil plug would have fallen out. Her ex-boyfriend or fiancé or whatever he was had most definitely messed with the engine. He’d probably wished she’d get in an accident so tracking her whereabouts would be easier.

      Amy tried hiding her fear as it mounted in her gut. Sitting there, she was worse off than a herd of elk in a prairie on opening day of hunting season. She couldn’t afford to get caught by Buck. Not there. Not when she was so vulnerable. She had to get away. There was nothing more important.

      The guy standing there seemed nice. Did she take a chance and trust him enough to ask for help? Or was he a part of some good ole boy club where men had each other’s backs and didn’t care about anything else?

      Hadn’t she thought Buck was nice when she’d started dating him? Wasn’t that the trap she’d fallen into? Now, look where that got her. She wasn’t exactly the best judge of character.

      Ryland wiped his hands on a handkerchief he pulled from his back pocket and closed her hood. “No point in leaving that open. There’s nothing to be done.” Ryland winked as he retucked his bandanna in his pocket and approached her. He nodded at his truck. “Can I give you a lift? You’re probably heading back toward Dillon, right?”

      Even though she was facing away from there it was a logical assumption she’d want to go back to where she’d started. The only problem was, she couldn’t go back. She shook her head, her curls fluffing around her face and attacking her eyelashes. She puffed them away from her mouth and took a deep breath. “I’m not going back to Dillon. I can’t. If you’re going this direction for a ways, can I tag along until you can’t take me any further? I can hitch from where ever you need to drop me.”

      Chewing on the skin on the inside of her cheek, she widened her eyes in her most ardent attempt at pleading. She wasn’t a beggar and the action didn’t come naturally.

      He looked back at his truck and then down the highway in the direction the vehicles faced. Ryland returned his gaze toward her and considered her proposition. “I’ll take you as far as Jefferson City, does that sound alright? Or I can drop you in Butte, if you want to stay on I90.”

      That was a whole thirty miles further than she’d planned on escaping! She nodded excitedly, almost breathless with excitement. “Yes, thank you so much, mister.”

      Chuckling, he shook his head. “Sure, it’s Ryland, though. Grab your things and let’s get going. I’m kind of on a schedule myself.” He winked at her, reaching up to tilt his hat in her direction. “What’s your name?”

      “Amy, my name’s Amy.” She smiled and held his gaze for a moment longer.

      The sound of a baby crying froze the smooth smile on Ryland’s face. He glanced toward the rear seat of the car and then back at her face. “You have a baby?”

      “Yeah, is that okay?” She didn’t care if it was okay or not. She needed out of there and he had promised to take her. She’d blackmail him or knock him out and steal his truck, if she had to, but she wasn’t leaving without her son.

      He nodded tightly. “Hurry up. It’s too hot out here for a baby. I’ve got some water in the truck, in case he’s thirsty. You, too.”

      His amusement changed to concern and he waited by the back door of the Buick while she retrieved her two bags of meager belongings and the most important – the diaper bag. He took them from her before she could even place them on the ground to grab.

      “I’ve got these. You grab that young’un.” He headed toward the truck, tossing her two bags in the back and carefully transferring the diaper bag into the front seat. He started up the engine and a trickle of fear mixed with Amy’s reassurances. Would he leave with everything she had?

      But he didn’t move, just waited patiently for her as she unhooked the car seat from its base and then unbuckled the base from the seat.

      Cody, her six-week-old boy, blinked tiredly at her from his sweaty car seat. She cooed at him as she carried him and the base to the truck. “It’s okay, sweets, we’re getting out of here. No more hot. Okay? Momma will fix it. I promise.” She was going to do whatever it took to give him a better life. Even if that meant running from the boy’s own father.

      She climbed into the seat of the truck and Ryland took the base without asking and buckled it in the right way. “Snap him in and we’ll test it to see if it’s in right.” They attached the seat in the right position and Ryland adjusted the straps to make it fit. “Let’s go.”

      Amy closed her door, buckling herself as she peeked at Ryland out of the corner of her eye. She reached down surreptitiously and felt for the soft rustle of overly touched waterproof vinyl envelope under the edge of her bra.

      The envelope held all the money she’d managed to squirrel away from Buck and his thieving fingers. The man stole from her cookie jar any chance he got and she’d learned to put a small amount in there to train him to not to suspect any other place held her cash – like the bottom of the bathroom can, underneath the garbage bag.

      She took the trash out. He didn’t. It was the only safe place in the house.

      Ryland pulled the truck out carefully onto the highway headed east and for the first time Amy allowed a little bit of the tension in her shoulders to fade. Buck would never look for her in a truck with another man. Not immediately anyway.

      She could rest. Someone else had the wheel. Literally.

      But not for long. She only had until Jefferson City. Once there, she’d have to figure out how to make the expensive formula stretch while keeping her son healthy and happy.

      When would she catch a break?

      She glanced at Ryland. Maybe she’d finally gotten an inkling of favor from the Man Upstairs.

      ~~~

      Jareth

      

      Rolling his shoulders as he straightened from the fence, Jareth stared out at the land his wife had bought him only a month or two ago. In the middle of winter, the exact details of the ranch hadn’t been clear, but the conditions had been right.

      Plus, with a baby on the way, Jareth didn’t want to spend too long looking for a place to call home. They needed something halfway between Taylor Falls and Cyan’s parents. Jareth wanted to settle down. Other than the location, he was open for anything.

      And what they’d gotten filled him with happiness every time he looked over the sloping hills that led away from the house as if chasing the creek along the most western border of the property.

      Long grain filled one of the fields while another had been set up for a herd. The barn wasn’t massive like the ones he’d seen on other lots, but it had space to grow, if he wanted, and there were enough stalls for Jareth to start taking on boarders.

      Cyan loved saving animals. If Jareth could do something along that route to provide for the land, then she’d be happy. That’s all Jareth cared about. Making his wife happy. Nothing else mattered.

      With the baby on the way, Jareth couldn’t believe he’d found what he hadn’t realized he’d been looking for. A family to call his own. A home to keep his family. And the burning desire to see his cousins all happy as well.

      Not for the first time that day, Jareth checked his cell phone for any missed calls or texts. Damon had promised he’d reach out to Ryland to get an update on the situation regarding Nate and the search for the long-lost eldest cousin.

      That call was supposed to take place not too long ago and then Damon said he’d call Jareth to let him know how it went.

      The pressures around the Montana Trails weighed on Jareth’s shoulders. He didn’t want to be in charge or responsible for any of them. It wasn’t fair that he had that on him. Okay, but at the same time, it wasn’t fair that he expected Nathan to carry everything.

      He wiped at his brow and dropped his gaze to the fixed fence railing and took a deep breath. An unusual storm was coming in from the east and he didn’t want to leave anything undone. He’d been traveling the property the last few weeks, focusing on anything that needed repaired before he finished his plans with Cyan about taking on rescue horses and retraining them for dude ranches.

      There was a lot he and his wife could do to contribute to the community. That’s what Jareth wanted. That, and he wanted to fix the pain he knew his cousins were all in at Emma’s loss.

      “Hallo!” The call came from the direction of the house and Jareth raised his gaze, adjusting his Stetson on his head as he squinted toward the waving figure in the distance. Grabbing up the last of his tools, he tucked them into the saddle bag of the horse he’d ridden. Claiming the reins with one hand, Jareth led the mare over the field toward his cousin.

      As they got closer, Jareth jerked his chin upward in a greeting and called out. “I was just waiting for a call from you, Damon. I didn’t think you’d drive out to report to me.” He grinned and clapped his arms around Damon’s shoulders in a hug. “Nice to see you, cousin.”

      Damon pulled back, his smile friendly, but something distracted in his eyes. “Yeah, well, Rachiah wanted to come see Cyan. She suggested I come see you so she can stay longer and visit.”

      “With how long those girls like to visit you might as well have brought your overnight bags.” Jareth laughed, shaking his head and falling into step beside Damon as they headed toward the barn beside the house.

      “You guys settling in okay? The place looks great without all the snow.” Damon scanned the layout as they got closer. Their boots whispering across the new green grass as they walked.

      “Yeah, with the baby coming, Cyan is already nesting. Her mom has been burning sage and whatever else she can get her hands on.” Jareth laughed and shook his head as they rounded the corner of the barn. “I thought I would have to worry about my house being turned into a hippy center with tofu as the main course, but Cyan has been serving meat at every meal and she’s refusing to let her parents put tie-dye in any part of the place.” He shrugged. “I’m counting that as a win.”

      Damon laughed, but didn’t say anything else as Jareth led the horse into the barn and put her away with a handful of alfalfa and some oats.

      Coming out of the stall and locking the gate, Jareth glanced at Damon and pointed toward the bench along the wall. “Let’s sit out here for a minute before going inside. I’m not ready to talk about whatever they’re most likely talking about, just yet.” They settled on the smooth, worn, oak bench.

      Jareth leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “Okay, tell me. What’d Ryland say?” He could tell from the worry etching lines around Damon’s mouth, the call hadn’t gone well.

      “Ryland said he left as fast as he did because he’d heard a rumor that put Nate at Taylor Falls. He’d checked with us at Bella Acres because he didn’t want to take a chance he’d miss him. But, I don’t know, Jareth. There’s something hard in Ryland’s voice. He’s taking Nate’s abandonment personally. There’s a lot more at stake here, then just Ryland being gone. I think he actually prefers to stay away.” Damon inhaled deeply and leaned back on the bench, staring up at the rafters of the barn.

      Considering the things Damon had shared, Jareth nodded and then leaned back as well. “Look, we know why Nate left. I know why I had to send Ryland after him. Ryland isn’t… he’s not happy just doing the day to day. There’s something in that kid that is seeking more.” He didn’t clarify that he knew Ryland wasn’t a kid in age, but he was younger than the two cousins talking about him and that was enough to be a kid in their eyes.

      “But what? What is he looking for? I don’t understand it.” Damon folded his arms. “Do you think he’s looking for a wife or something?”

      “No.” Jareth slid his booted foot out from under the bench and stared at the pointed toe of the boot. “I don’t think it’s that simple or he could just snatch up a girl from Taylor Falls or from Colby and get married. I think what he’s looking for is purpose.” And Jareth had given him a specific purpose – find Nate and bring him back.

      Jareth had directed all of that anger and frustration Ryland barely held in check and turned it toward a solitary mission. As long as Ryland had a goal, he would feel like he was fulfilling some sort of calling. Jareth recognized Ryland’s need since his own sister had always been the type to need goals and plans.

      Damon sighed, rubbing his hand down his face. “Okay, well, you might have to be the one who calls and talks to him next time. I think I just came across as demanding and lecturing. Nothing worse than an older brother who thinks he knows it all, right?”

      “Don’t worry. This situation isn’t easy for anyone. Drake was telling me the other day that he wants to rebuild the forge room at the back of the barn, but he wants Nate’s opinion. Stefanie won’t let him touch anything because she still feels like the house is hers, Hannah’s, and Nate’s. She’s having a hard time separating them all out.” Jareth offered a shrug. “When Nate left, he left a hole and I don’t think anyone would argue with that. We just have to figure out if we want to leave that hole empty while we wait, or if we want to somehow fill it.”

      “Ryland is determined to bring Nate back and shove him back in.” Damon chuckled sadly. The comment might have been a slight joke, but he didn’t deny the truthfulness of what he said.

      “Well, Ryland is going to have to learn that this is Nate’s journey, too. Nathan might not want to come back. If that’s the case, then Ryland will have to learn to live with that. As we all will have to. Then we’ll need to figure out how to patch that hole up so we can all get on with living.” Easier said than done. Jareth completely recognized that fact.

      There was only so much holding on a family of that size could do. The fact that the Johnsons, Rourkes, and Darbys had even made it as far as they had was a true testament to how important they all were to each other. Jareth was going to hold onto that fact.

      “You think he’ll find him?” Damon folded his hands, letting them dangle between his knees as he glanced at Jareth.

      “I know Ryland will find Nathan. I just don’t know if Ryland is the one who will be able to convince him to come home.” Jareth pulled off his hat and settled it on his knee as he glanced at Damon. “The only one who will be able to convince Nate of that, will be himself.”

      Nodding, Damon pressed his lips together. “Yeah, I understand. I just wish I could fix everything for everybody.”

      At that, Jareth laughed out loud, slapping Damon’s shoulder as Jareth stood. “You and me both. You and me both. Come on. I’m sure we’re going to have something with bacon and steak for dinner. Cyan is craving all kinds of meat. I hope all of her pregnancies are like this. I’m eating like a king alongside her.” Jareth pulled Damon from the bench and readjusted his hat.

      He wasn’t going to tell anyone yet that he’d heard from Ruby. Or that Kyle’s determination to get revenge for his sister had caught a hold of Jareth.

      No, instead, he’d just keep that developing situation in hand until he had more information to share with everyone else. As it was, he’d already put enough on Damon and Ryland.

      Jareth didn’t need to make more stress or worry for anyone else. Not yet. That would come, but hopefully, Nate would come back in time and the family could work on it together. As one.

      Unfortunately, Jareth couldn’t count on that happening. He hadn’t been lying when he’d told Damon that Nathan was going to need to make that decision on his own. Coming home would be hard if all he had to do was face Emma’s death. But that wasn’t all he’d have to face.

      He had to face an angry and hurt family. That wasn’t something a person willingly took on.

      Jareth just hoped Nate’s love for the Trails was bigger than his pain and shame. They wanted him back more than they wanted him to hurt.

      The Trails just wanted to be whole again. There was nothing else to it.
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