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      It was a beautiful spring day in Autumn Falls, the trees were bursting with lush green leaves, the birds were singing and the sun was bouncing off car windshields.

      Noah Carter sat in a booth at Joe’s Diner in a foul mood. In less than three days he had to move five hundred cattle and their calves to the summer pasture and three of his top ranch hands were sick. He’d called about every person he knew to see if they could help but so far, no such luck.

      “What can I get you?”

      He glanced up from his phone to see a waitress—blonde, small, teeth overlapping a touch at the front when she smiled. “Where’s Loriana?” he asked with a frown. He always got his coffee from Loriana. Everyone got their coffee from Loriana. It should be called Loriana’s Diner, but Loriana didn’t want the hassle of a new sign.

      “She’s out the back.” The waitress stood with her pad and pencil. Her uniform was too big so she’d tied the apron really tight and wore it with the collar unbuttoned so all her necklaces hung on her pale bare skin.

      Noah wasn’t keen on change. “Are you new?”

      The girl’s lips twitched. “Yes, sir, I’m new. What can I get you?”

      Loriana knew his order. “Just a coffee.”

      “Black?”

      “White.”

      She wrote it down on her pad. He noticed her name tag, Ren. What kind of name was that?

      “You want anything else?”

      Noah had been up since five and realized he was not only exhausted but actually starving. “Yeah, I’ll have a slice of pie.”

      His phone lit up with a message from one of his ranch hopefuls and Noah immediately grabbed it to see whether the guy could help. It was another no.

      The waitress brushed her over-long bangs out of her eyes and said, “What kind of pie? We’ve got blueberry, peach, raspberry, apple. We got a new lime and⁠—”

      “Apple,” said Noah, cutting her off, annoyed with the message, distractedly trying to work out who else he could ask. Everything in his life was going wrong at the moment.

      “Okay.” She wrote down apple in her big, looping handwriting, her bright pink nails wrapped tightly around the pen. “You want cream or ice cream with that?”

      Noah had to stifle a sigh as he said, “Just the pie.”

      She paused, glanced up, pen still poised on the paper. “Well, aren’t you a joy to serve.”

      Startled by the comment, Noah flinched. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard,” the waitress replied, tucking her pen behind her ear and walking back to the counter.

      Noah huffed in surprise at the comment and took a moment to play back the interaction realizing that he certainly hadn’t been at his best. But then he had other things on his mind. It wasn’t just the cattle drive, it was everything—from his mom badgering him to move out of his trailer on the ranch to huge, engulfing things like the anniversary of his brother Jack’s death, that always put a cloud over everything—a reminder of what they’d lost in both a brother and the fracturing of their family—and made Noah struggle for breath if he thought about it too much.

      But still, he felt he should probably apologize. Glancing back to the diner counter he tried to catch her eye but couldn’t see her.

      As he was looking, his older brother Logan strolled into the diner. There was another problem in his life. His return had sparked a turning point, not least in their mom who saw him now, happily settled with his girlfriend, Bella, and decided they could all learn a lesson or two from the changes he’d made.

      Logan slipped into the booth seat opposite, hands flat on the table, eyes curious at Noah’s expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “I upset the new waitress.” Noah made a face like it was the last thing he needed right now. “Where’s Loriana when you need her?”

      From the look on Logan’s face as he said it, Noah realized, without having to turn around, that the waitress—Ren—was standing behind him. He glanced and there she was with the coffee pot. She didn’t do anything to hide the awkwardness, just let it hang in the air while Noah actually felt his cheeks get hot. He didn’t know when the last time he blushed was.

      Ignoring him completely, she turned the full wattage of her smile on Logan and said, “Coffee?”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Logan said, all gentlemanly and polite, overcompensating for Noah, and moved his cup over to make it easier for her to pour.

      She then poured Noah’s cup without looking at him or asking him.

      “Thank you,” he half mumbled.

      “You’re more than welcome,” she replied, throwing him a faux butter-wouldn’t-melt smile before leaving them again.

      Logan raised a brow. “How did you upset her?” he asked, picking up the laminated menu and absently perusing it.

      “By ordering pie.”

      Logan looked at him bemused but didn’t push it. Instead, he tucked the menu back in between the condiment bottles and said, “So have you managed to get hold of anyone?”

      Noah shook his head. As if on cue, his phone buzzed again with another no and he chucked it frustratedly down on the red linoleum table. “There’s no one. They’re either sick or they’re already working.”

      “Can you postpone the drive?”

      Noah made a noise like he couldn’t even believe Logan would ask.

      Logan nodded, “Sorry, yeah, stupid question.”

      “You’ve been in the city too long.”

      Raising his cup, Logan said, “Hey, you’ve gotta be nice to me, I’ve said I’ll help you.” He took a sip of his coffee then smiled as Noah had to apologize, although Noah couldn’t understand why anyone would need persuading to go on a cattle drive. Sometimes he would be out on horseback, sun just rising over the mountain, dew still on the grass, silence except for the rustle of the pines, and wonder what his brothers were doing not being there, think what they were missing out on.

      What he hadn’t counted on, however, with Logan coming back, were the memories it would stir up, like muddy water that had lain settled for so long.

      “You may not like her,” Logan said, nodding toward the waitress, “but she makes a good coffee.”

      Noah took a slug of his own drink and had to admit it was good, maybe even better than how Loriana made it.

      When Ren came and slid the slice of apple pie in front of him, he said, “Good coffee, thanks.”

      She didn’t bat an eyelid, just said, “Your pie. No cream, no ice cream, just the pie.”

      Logan, clearly amused by her blanking of Noah, said, “It really is great coffee.”

      She beamed at him. “Thanks.”

      Noah rolled his eyes.

      Logan said, “Are you new around here?”

      She shrugged, “Just here for the season.”

      Logan nodded. “It’s a nice place to be for the summer.”

      “Yeah, everyone seems really friendly. Well, almost everyone.”

      She gave Noah a look and he sat back with a sigh. “Sorry for earlier, I was distracted. No excuse, but you know … sorry.”

      Seemingly surprised that he’d apologized, she said, “I accept, thank you very much,” and smiled a smile so wide it took up her whole face. Like she could flick a switch and turn off any hint of animosity. She glanced around the diner, checked there were no customers who needed anything and said, “So, what’s eating you guys?”

      Noah was about to say, “Nothing,” but Logan got in there first, and nodding in Noah’s direction said, “My brother’s got a cattle drive in three days and all his ranch hands have got the flu.”

      Ren made a face. “That’s too bad.”

      Noah huffed like that was an understatement and turned his attention to the sugar-dusted pie wondering why anyone would ever have it any other way than plain.

      Just then Loriana appeared from out the back carrying plates piled high with pancakes and bacon for one of the tables in the far corner. She paused at Noah’s table.

      Always an enjoyable character to have around, Loriana was the same age as Noah’s mom but dressed like she was twenty years younger: silver-blonde hair always piled on top of her head in a messy beehive and lips painted as pink as bubblegum.

      “I hear Emmett’s trying to rope Hank into your drive at the weekend?” she said.

      Hank was Loriana’s husband and Noah’s dad, Emmett’s, oldest friend. He was pretty creaky nowadays, but in Noah’s current situation beggars couldn’t be choosers. “I’ve got my fingers crossed,” Noah replied through a mouthful of pie, covering his mouth with his hand as he spoke.

      Loriana laughed, her big gold heart earrings swinging at the movement. “You must be desperate if you’re relying on Hank!”

      “It’d be an honor to have someone as experienced as Hank,” Noah countered.

      “You’re a charmer, Noah Carter.” Loriana smiled fondly at him while Ren raised a brow clearly in surprise at the change in him. “I warn you, though, he’s learning the banjo.”

      Logan snorted at the comment. “Lucky us.”

      “Well, if he does come,” Loriana added, moving away to deliver her pancakes to the waiting customers. “I am more than happy to drive out with your mother and bring you supplies. Anything you need.”

      “Never say no to your chili, Loriana,” Noah called after her.

      “Done,” she replied over his shoulder.

      As Noah went back to his pie, the new waitress, Ren, took her biro out of her hair, put it between her teeth and retied her short blonde ponytail garbling something incoherent as she did so.

      Noah could feel his patience once again waning, he was tired out by the idea of what a motley crew he was relying on. “I’m sorry, what?”

      She took the biro out of her mouth and stuck it back in her ponytail. “I said, I’m not working this weekend, I could help you.”

      Caught off-guard, Noah scoffed a laugh. That was the last thing he’d imagined she was going to say. He assumed she was joking, but her expression was deadly serious.

      It was then that it dawned on him she must be a fan. Since Logan had sat down, she’d perked up, and was now all sweetness and light.

      When they were in their teens, Noah and his four brothers had been in the band Silver Sky—named after the ranch. A spur of the moment audition—originally intended to cheer up their mom as she underwent a course of chemo—turned into them winning the TV talent competition they had entered. Five platinum albums and three sell-out global tours later, everyone recognized Logan. Noah, not so much. While he’d had his legion of fans at the time, he was pretty unrecognizable nowadays, he made sure of it. His hair was longer, almost jaw length, rather than the clean-cut short back and sides he had while in the band. And he always had at least three days of stubble. His skin was tanned the color of treacle from being out in the sun all day and he’d bulked up from all the ranch work, no longer the sinewy teenager.

      On the rare occasion he looked at photos of himself from the band days, he barely recognized the wide, open fresh-faced fifteen-year-old looking back. He wondered, though, if he could glimpse the sadness and fear behind his eyes or whether he just saw it there with hindsight. Either way, they were days he’d rather forget. But with Logan back, and since Jack’s death, they seemed to be cropping up more and more.

      Logan on the other hand didn’t look too different to his time in Silver Sky; just more chiseled with age and an air of wealth and maturity that was only made more apparent by the navy-blue polo shirt he had on with the Silver H Polo Club logo emblazoned on the front. He’d bought the club after selling his hugely successful record label, Carter Media, and was coaching the junior squad. He’d never looked more relaxed and happy, which was good for Logan but not so great for Noah because it made his mom more intent on trying to get them all to shake up their lives. Hence why she’d gone and served him notice on the trailer, a request he was currently intent on ignoring.

      Noah watched the waitress, skeptically thinking of course that was why she was trying to get on the cattle trail. So stupid of him not to realize. He said, a little more curtly than he might normally, “Thanks for the offer but we’re good.”

      Ren’s eyes widened at being so obviously knocked back.

      Logan, ever the diplomatic businessman, stepped in and said, “You have experience herding cattle?”

      Noah doubted it.

      But Ren said, “I spent a bunch of time on a ranch as a kid. I know what to do.”

      “And you’d want to help?” Logan confirmed.

      She shrugged a shoulder. “I’m new here, I’ve got nothing else to do.”

      Logan glanced at Noah with a look that Noah knew meant he should take her up on the offer. Noah felt himself bristle and gave an almost imperceptible swipe of his head to decline.

      To Ren, Logan said, “Maybe you could write down your number and we could get back to you?”

      Ren looked at Noah, he felt his jaw tense, and she laughed—a sound much huskier than he’d have expected—then turning to go, she said with a grin, “He knows where to find me if he needs me.”
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      The Carter family were gathered around the huge wooden table in the ranch house kitchen. Martha, Noah’s mom, was making dinner along with Logan who was meant to be helping but kept stopping to turn around and get involved in the conversation at the table, eating the carrot he was meant to be chopping. Rocky, the family’s border collie who usually favored Noah but was still in rapture over Logan’s return, was leaning possessively against his legs.

      Noah—refusing to be jealous of the dog’s affection but wishing at times like this that it was back to just him and his mom and dad living in Autumn Falls, a quiet, hardworking life where everyone just got on with whatever it was they had to do—had laid the table, one hand absently on his phone as he’d gone a level deeper into his contacts to try and round up help.

      His dad, Emmett, had just come in from the barn and was pouring himself a glass of water. “No luck?” he said, once he’d taken a large gulp.

      Noah shook his head.

      Logan’s girlfriend, Bella, sat at one of the chairs cradling a cup of tea, having been repeatedly assured there was nothing she could do to help with dinner. Noah’s sister, Willow—the youngest in the family—had come home for a couple of days on a break from her dance schedule, and sat opposite Bella, legs crossed underneath her, dreamily catching up on all the gossip about her and Logan getting together. Noah had been trying for most of the evening so far to block them out.

      In answer to their dad, however, Logan said, “There was someone,” throwing Noah a wry smile as he popped a slice of carrot in his mouth.

      Noah narrowed his eyes back.

      Emmett lifted a brow. “Who?”

      Noah muttered, “No one.”

      Bella and Willow stopped chatting to listen as Logan told them about the waitress at the diner.

      “She sounds great,” Bella said, blowing on her tea before she took a sip.

      Noah could kill Logan. “She wasn’t that great.”

      “Why, because she’s a girl?” Willow asked, brow raised in challenge.

      Martha glanced around as she checked on the roast chicken in the oven. “Surely not. I’ve done it most years and so have you, Willow.” His mom was out of action this year because she’d hurt her back, and Willow because her dance insurance forbade horse riding.

      “No, not because she’s a girl,” Noah sighed, trying to deflect attention by checking his phone.

      Willow made a face like she didn’t believe him for a second and, piling all her red curls on top of her head, said, “What is it, then?”

      Noah realized they were all looking at him. He didn’t like so many pairs of eyes fixed in his direction and wanted the subject closed. “It’s because she’s small, talks a lot and doesn’t look like she knows what she’s doing. And she clearly only offered because she recognized us from the band.”

      Logan frowned. “I didn’t get that impression at all.”

      “You only think it’s because of the band because she’s a girl.” Willow let her hair tumble back to her shoulders. “What if she was a man, would you take her then?”

      “Not if he was small, talked a lot and didn’t know what he was doing.”

      Bella laughed. He silently thanked her for it and pulled out the chair next to her to sit down. “Do you want to come?” he asked her a touch desperately.

      Logan snorted, “Have you seen Bella on a horse?”

      Bella threw him a look, to which Logan smirked apologetically. To Noah she said, “I’ll drive out with the sandwiches,” and gave his hand a squeeze in solidarity.

      By the stove, Martha slapped Logan’s hand away from where he was picking at the roast chicken, and said, “Noah, honey, I don’t know if you’re in a position to be this choosy.”

      Emmett took a seat at the head of the table. He rolled down the sleeves of his shirt and did up the buttons at the cuffs as he said, “What about Rudy Myers?” Noah shook his head. “The Sanderson twins?”

      “No.”

      As if sensing his desperation, Rocky left Logan and came and lay down over Noah’s feet.

      Bella sipped her tea and said, “What about Brodie?”

      They all laughed, even Noah, at the idea of his twin coming on the drive.

      Logan said, “On Instagram yesterday he was on a yacht in St-Tropez.”

      Emmett tutted, and the rest of them shifted uncomfortably at their dad’s obvious disapproval.

      Willow moved so she was sitting with her knee up, arm wrapped around it, and, beckoning to Rocky under the table, said, “I think your girl sounds like the best option.”

      Noah narrowed his eyes, felt the comforting weight of the dog leave his feet as it padded over to his sister. “Let’s get one thing straight, she’s not my girl.”

      They all laughed again. All except Noah.
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      When Noah Carter walked into the diner two days later, Ren sent up a silent prayer of thanks. Since the mention of the cattle drive, all she’d hoped for was that he’d come back and ask her to join them.

      She was in desperate need of some space to clear her head and get her thoughts in order—or maybe just some time to build up her courage—and a few days in wide open country sounded perfect.

      When she’d sheepishly told Loriana that she’d offered to help Noah, even though she didn’t technically have the weekend off, Loriana had immediately thrown her hands wide and said, “Don’t be silly. If Noah says he needs you, then you have to go. That’s what we do around here, we help each other out.” Then she’d added with a cheeky wink, “And who could turn down Noah Carter. He’s definitely the most underrated of those brothers. If I had to choose, I’d pick him any day.”

      “Loriana, you’re old enough to be his mom.”

      “I can appreciate a fine-looking man as much as the next gal,” she said, stacking the plates from the dishwasher.

      Ren laughed, “I’ll let Hank know.”

      Lorianna cackled as she flipped the dishwasher door closed, “Please do! Bit of jealousy might do Hank the world of good.”

      Every time Ren spoke to Loriana she wondered if mid-sentence the woman would stop talking and suddenly realize who Ren was. But it never happened. Instead, Loriana’s glossy, coral-painted lips split into a mischievous smile and she said, “Oh, to be young again.”

      Ren was by nature a drifter, but she had come to Autumn Falls with a purpose. When the private investigator she’d hired had circled the small town on the map and said, “That’s where your mom lives,” Ren had packed her bag and driven across the country. She’d walked into the diner intending to tell Loriana who she was but had found herself asking for a job instead, too afraid suddenly for the words to come out of her mouth. She hadn’t been in town long, but observing all the friendships and the families while waiting on them at the diner, she thought, imagine growing up a part of this?

      And yet she couldn’t bring herself to confront Loriana with what she’d found out. She had tried, more than once, but she froze each time. With the truth, she realized, there came the paralyzing prospect of rejection. She’d never thought of herself as lacking courage before, but she’d never needed as much of it as she needed now. Looking at Loriana, currently shouting at Maurice the chef with her hands on her hips and a biro behind her ear, all she saw was everything she’d ever wanted her whole life.

      It was too big. Came with too much hope, but also the very real possibility of utter heartbreak. And it made Ren scurry back every time she psyched herself up to speak.

      That was why she’d kept her fingers crossed ever since meeting him that Noah would be forced to take her up on the offer.

      She’d found herself gazing longingly at the wild, rugged landscape in the distance as she walked home after work. A couple of years ago she’d worked as a guide on horseback tours in California, it’d been condors flying above her as she rode through giant redwoods as high as the eye could see, here it would be eagles and pines towering like arrows to the sky. She needed that space, that calm, to feel as free as the birds circling above her, and then, she was certain, she’d find her courage.

      So, it had felt like fate when she’d overheard the brothers trying to recruit people for the cattle drive, and Ren never turned away from fate. Possibility, she knew, lived around the corner.

      Now, she watched as Noah pushed open the diner door and swaggered to the counter. She had to keep her heart at a steady beat, try not to show how desperately she wanted him to have changed his mind.

      “Hey,” he said, sliding onto one of the high stools. Taking his hat off, he raked a hand through his hair, tucked it behind his ear.

      “Hey, yourself,” she replied, trying to play it cool by focusing her attention on the coffee machine.

      Even out the corner of her eye she could see he was uncomfortable, nervous even. He tapped the counter with the fingers of one hand, bit the corner of his lip.

      “Coffee and a slice of apple pie, just pie?” she asked, still not wanting to get her hopes up.

      Noah shook his head. “I’m all good. I didn’t come for coffee, I er—” He ran a hand through his hair again.

      She stopped what she was doing, raised a brow as she waited for him to find his words. Her heart beating the word please in her ears.

      “I wanted to take you up on your offer.” The tips of his cheekbones pinked. “If you’re still available.”

      Ren had to stop her mouth from stretching into a grin. “Oh, you did, did you?” she said, as nonchalantly as she could. The fact that he was very easy on the eye was certainly an added bonus.

      He swallowed, nodded, pulled at the neck of his threadbare white T-shirt with his finger. “If you’re still willing. I mean if you’re not, then that’s⁠—”

      “I’m still willing,” she intercepted, the corner of her mouth tipping up against her will, her palms a little sweaty with excitement.

      A flash of relief crossed Noah’s face but quickly disappeared. “Okay, good,” he said. “Thanks. I er—I appreciate it.” He pushed up from his seat and held a hand outstretched. “I’m Noah Carter, by the way.”

      She wiped her hands on her white, frilly apron then took his cool, calloused hand in hers. “Ren.”

      Noah said, “Nice to meet you, Ren.” But almost as soon as their palms touched, he let go of her hand. Put his in his pocket and proceeded to give her the lowdown on details.

      When he’d covered timings and logistics, he said, “We can lend you a tent and a sleeping bag. Other than that you’ll need⁠—”

      Ren said, “I know what I need. This isn’t my first rodeo, Noah.”

      Noah put his hat on. “It’s not a rodeo. Don’t come expecting a rodeo.”

      She laughed at the frown on his face, “Are you always this serious?”

      “Yes,” he replied, pulling his hat low as he stood up. “You better get used to it.” Then he turned and walked back out the way he’d come.
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      Noah had been too busy organizing logistics of the cattle drive to think too much about his newest recruit. But when he did think about her, he thought she talked too much and had too much attitude. He couldn’t deny it however when Ren’s battered old car pulled up in the yard and, when she got out, Willow laughed out loud and said, “Well, you missed the bit about how pretty she was.”

      Noah was so focused on all her former negative points, that he had actually glossed over what Ren looked like. As she stood behind the car door in the dusky morning light, surveying the ranch for a moment, Noah tried to see Ren the way his sister, standing next to him, was seeing her for the first time—the breeze whipping her short blonde hair across her face before she tucked it back behind her ear, the collar of her bright blue shirt framing her face and, even from this distance, making her eyes glimmer pale as a wolf’s. He hated to admit it but when he stood back now and looked objectively at her, he could see that some people might easily describe Ren as incredibly pretty.

      Then she slammed the car door and he saw that she was dressed in well-worn cowboy boots the color of ripe cherries, perfectly fitted pale blue jeans, a million gold necklaces around her neck and her cobalt western shirt with white piping was tied at her midriff as if she was gearing up for a hoedown.

      “I knew this was a terrible idea,” he muttered as she grabbed her hat, slung her bag over her shoulder and sauntered over, looking smaller than ever, a big wide smile on her face, lips painted as red as her boots.

      Willow frowned. “What are you talking about? She’s fantastic.”

      As Ren came closer, she said, “Hi, there,” to both Noah and Willow.

      Willow stepped forward, hand outstretched. “Hi, I’m Willow, Noah’s sister. I was just saying that no one said how pretty you are.”

      Ren shook Willow’s hand at the same time as throwing Noah a wry glance. “I imagine your brother didn’t appreciate that comment too much.”

      Willow laughed in surprise. “How well you know him already.”

      Noah didn’t have time for this nonsense. It was painfully early. They needed to get going—all the horses were already in their trailers, everyone was gearing up ready to leave. “We gotta go,” he said. “You ready?”

      “Absolutely. Can’t wait,” Ren replied, a touch too bright and breezy for that time in the morning for Noah’s liking. Then she looked around again in wonder and said, “This is a really awesome place you got here.” He could almost feel her drinking it all in—the giant red-roofed barns, the vast green pastures that swept out to meet the military rows of pines, and beside them the main ranch house with its wraparound veranda and trailing pink roses around the door.

      Again, for a second, Noah was forced to see what he saw every day with different eyes. What he took for granted as home and work, seen with Ren’s enthusiasm suddenly seemed better than average. But then Willow said, “The eyesore over there is Noah’s place,” pointing to where the corner of his trailer was just in view.

      Unexpectedly embarrassed to have it pointed out in such a fashion in front of Ren, Noah found himself trying to gloss over the subject. “Like I said, we need to get going.” Then glancing at what Ren had on and, internally rolling his eyes again, he added, “It’s cold up there this time of the morning.”

      Ren looked back from where Willow was still lamenting the state of the trailer, and said, “I’ve got a coat, don’t worry, Noah.” A little smile played on her lips. “As I said, it’s not my⁠—”

      “I know, I know, it’s not your first rodeo, whatever.” He waved a hand and turned and walked in the direction of the waiting vehicles, ignoring his sister who was biting down on a grin as Ren followed along behind him, still smiling, enthusiasm unquenchable.

      They left the ranch in a procession of horse trailers. He left Ren in the care of Willow who was driving Noah’s Jeep filled with all the equipment. They could joke about him all they liked as long as he wasn’t there. Or of course they might not talk about him at all. He didn’t care either way.
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        * * *

      

      Noah loved the drive out to the winter grazing pastures. Bringing the cattle back to spend the warmer months on the ranch marked the beginning of spring for him, had done since he was a little kid champing at the bit to go along with his dad. He’d been the one at the door eagerly ready and waiting for instruction in his hand-me-down boots and brand-new hat, while Logan would have been cursing at his dad under his breath, Jack hiding by the barns doing as little as possible. Brodie would still have been asleep and Ethan most likely banned from going because he was in trouble for something or other. But for Noah, it was the best time of the year.

      The route up the mountains was particularly scenic, filled with wildflowers and an epic view back over Autumn Falls, Main Street, and the Redemption River snaking alongside. For a moment, Noah imagined Ren seeing it for the first time and felt stupidly proud, like it was his view and he was letting her in on a secret. He caught his own eye in the rear-view mirror and raised a brow in disbelief at his thoughts.

      When they got to the point where the trail began and they parked up, it was the same organized chaos as it was every year. Willow had an early-morning dance training session so dropped Ren, then shot off in a screech of Noah’s beloved Jeep’s gears. Noah tried to divvy up the tasks, but already things weren’t going to plan as he heard Logan and Emmett conferring about whether Noah had picked the best route. Distracted by what they were saying, he put Ren with Hank Murphy to unload the horses while Bella and his mom sorted out equipment. Normally he’d be with his dad, cross-checking the route and the weather, but had to step away. There was something about Logan being there that made him feel like a teenager, afraid he’d lose the autonomy of choice, go along with things as he had before whether he wanted to or not. It put his dad on edge, too, he could tell; like they were all in their corners wary of what was to come.

      Instead, Noah went over to help Hank and Ren, whistling for Rocky, who was weaving excitedly in and out of the trees.

      Walking around the trailer, distracted by the fact his dad and brother were picking his route apart, he stopped short when he saw Ren whispering softly to Star, a sweet but skittish chestnut mare with a white star between her eyes who wasn’t fond of the trailer.

      Since he’d seen her at the ranch, Ren had put on a thick fleece jacket printed with camouflage the color of eggplant, and brown leather chaps, she’d tied her hair in a low ponytail, had a gray scarf tucked into her collar, and a well-loved black gaucho hat hung on a string around her neck. She suddenly looked every bit the serious cowgirl.

      Noah ignored how calming he found the scene and went over to run a soothing hand down Star’s neck. “Everything okay?”

      Ren’s head shot up in surprise to find Noah there, then she smiled and said, “Yeah, she just wanted to be out of that trailer—” she turned to speak directly to the horse, eyes adoring “—didn’t you?”

      He wished for a second that he was just here for the horses. That there were no underlying family machinations to contend with. “Star’s never liked to travel. She’s Willow’s,” he said, tightening the saddle, “I brought her for you, thought she’d probably be a good fit.”

      “Really?” Ren’s eyes lit up, he hadn’t thought it was possible for them to grow any wider.

      She went around and put her foot in the stirrup. “It’s been way too long since I’ve ridden.”

      The statement didn’t fill Noah with much hope, but then he watched her hoist herself up with the effortless ease of a seasoned rider.

      “Ahh,” she grinned as she relaxed into the saddle and he found himself smiling a tiny bit inside, mainly with relief that she clearly knew what she was doing.

      When he walked over to check his own horse, Blue—named because his black coat shone cobalt when it hit the light—he heard Ren say, “Best place to be in the world.”

      He paused momentarily because he felt the exact same way, and was about to agree when he looked back and realized she was talking to the horse, completely lost in her own world, blonde hair fallen forward over her eyes as she leaned down close to Star’s ear, red lips talking softly.

      As if aware he was watching, she glanced up and their eyes met. He felt himself momentarily freeze, unnerved by both the fact he’d been watching and that she had caught him. A small smile of, perhaps, victory flickered in her eyes.

      Then his dad’s voice called, “Noah, get over here!” And to his relief, he could turn and stalk away.

      They set off soon after that. Rocky bounding ahead. Sun low in the misty blue sky. Supplies packed. And while the route was agreed on, there was now a low-level friction in the air between the three men. Hank was very wisely staying out of it.

      Martha, Loriana and Bella would drive out and meet them at various points over the next couple of days with more food and refreshments. The air was cool and crisp. Noah turned the collar up on his old shearling-lined leather flying jacket and pulled his hat lower. His dad was wearing his slicker to keep off the cold. Logan had none of the right clothing anymore for ranching because he’d only recently moved back from New York, so wore a flash new black technical fleece and baseball cap and kept complaining that his ears were cold.

      “You going to grouch all day?” Noah called back to his brother.

      “I’m not grouching,” Logan replied with affront, “I’m merely stating that it’s absolutely one hundred percent ridiculously freezing.”

      Noah rolled his eyes. “You’re such a baby.”

      From the back, Ren laughed, then she called, “I’m with Logan. It is colder than I thought it would be.”

      “Thank you!” Logan replied, as if vindicated. “So you’re cold, too?”

      Ren said, “Oh, no. I’m toasty. I prepared.”

      That made Hank bellow a laugh and Noah’s lips twitch but he didn’t turn around to show it.
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