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Introduction


When Jackson McCrea wakes from a coma, the fragmented memories of the plane crash that took his parents remain just out of reach. Their bodies were never recovered, leaving him haunted by a single, unshakable question: what really happened that day? While Josephina, his sister, fights to keep the ranch afloat, Jackson is trapped in recovery, forced to rely on Tera—Josie’s fiercely loyal friend—to help him heal. Their connection is undeniable, but with danger closing in, his growing feelings for her may be more than just a distraction as the storm of emotions threatens to consume him entirely. 
Jackson’s Storm is the exciting conclusion to the Thorn & Storm saga, but it can be read as a single book as well. 
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Chapter 1

McCrea Horse and Cattle ranch in Northeastern Utah, near Utah River, had been in business for hundreds of years. The fifteen-hundred acres had remained in the McCrea family, passed down from father to son through the generations. 
The first McCrea man, Barclay Hornsby McCrea, claimed the fifteen-hundred acres in 1847 just before America purchased it from Mexico in 1848. Through many trials, the McCrea spirit prevailed and the land remained in the family.
Fast forward to the modern day, Hank McCrea, assisted by his son, Jackson has carried on the tradition. The ranch had continued to thrive and grow under the scrutiny of Hank. He, as his father before him accepted nothing less than perfection in the cattle, horses, and crops.
As a result, the ranch had won numerous acclimations as one of the most trusted names in America.
Everything was running smoothly, and the McCrea men were satisfied with their business. However, there were others who were not happy with their success.
This is where our story begins.

[image: image-placeholder]
Jackson McCrea stepped out of the mansion, stared across the land, and released a contented breath. His caramel eyes danced with delight as he took in the view of the family ranch. He always enjoyed looking at the land from this vantage point.
Wooden fenced pastures stretched out all the way to the main road, which was exactly two miles away from the main house.
Once someone turned into the drive, the two-mile dusty driveway laid between two green pastures on either side of it. Jackson always thought the dusty road with the pastures on either side would make for a great postcard.
Horses grazed on bales of hay or grass in one pasture, while cattle grazed on the other. Each pasture held in its center, a clean pond, which further enhanced the view. The surrounding mountains completed the artistic scene.
Breathing in the air, Jackson removed his cowboy hat, brushed his black hair from his eyes, and placed the hat back on his head as he strolled across the long veranda to the rocky steps.
He was content and enjoyed working with his father, Hank, on the ranch and could not imagine any other life for him.
The only thing missing was a steady woman. He dated many women, so that was not the dilemma. It was that none could seem to catch and keep his attention for an exceptionally long period of time.
They were mere distractions to remedy tension after a long day or week of hard labor.
When Jackson started walking across the yard toward the barn, a tall, slinky man with medium-blond hair approached him. Jackson grinned as he jokingly said, “Good morning, Steven.” He waited for Steve to curse him for calling him by his full name.
Steve rolled his grey eyes. “Good morning, Jackie. How are you?” He shook his head and pointed at Jackson’s long hair. “When are you going to get that thick mop cut? Can you even, see? Pretty soon, you’re going to have to put it into a ponytail like Jake does.”
Steve, Jackson, and Jacob Rainthorn, or Jake, as Jackson and Steve called him, had been the best of friends since they were small boys and their friendship had endured through the years. After graduating from high school, Jackson and Steve took online business and agricultural classes while working on the property. Jacob left soon after he graduated and went into the military.
Jackson shook his head and rolled with laughter. Steve always gave him a hard time with his thick, dark hair. "I'm all right, and yes. getting a cut today. How are you?"
"I'm doing great."
"Jackson! Jackson!" A panicked voice trumpeted across the yard from the mansion.
Jackson and Steve turned back toward the mansion when they heard Calvin Rainthorn's voice.
"Come quickly, your mother needs you,” Calvin called out.
Jackson hurried to Calvin who whispered, "Mrs. Etta is upstairs, in her and Hank's room."
Rushing up the steps and into the home, Jackson climbed the staircase and ran to his parent's bedroom. When he didn't see them, he called out, "Mother, Father, where are you?"
"We're in here, Son,” Etta McCrea answered from the bathroom.
Shock took hold of Jackson when he walked into the bathroom to see his father lying on the floor, with his black Labrador, Bo, sitting next to him, whining. Jackson rushed to his father.
Etta, a slender woman about 5’5, would never have been able to get Hank, a 6’5, hefty man off the floor. Her brown eyes darted back and forth in a panic when she saw Jackson walk into the room.
"Dad! What happened?"
"He fell out of the tub,” Etta answered with a frightened voice.
"Mother, please call Dr. Bakker while I help Dad up."
"I don't need a damn doctor, and certainly not a damn veterinarian!" Hank McCrea’s blue eyes shot Etta and Jackson a cursed look.
"Dr. Bakker is on grounds, Dad; I think you need to let her at least look at you, just to make sure there are not any broken bones."
"Oh, I'm all right, I just need to catch my breath and I can get my own damn self-up." He placed his hands on the side of the tub for leverage to stand.
"Please, Dad, let me help."
Hank shoved Jackson's arm away, but when he failed to stand on his own, he relented with a nod, but glared at Etta. "Don't call Dr. Bakker though!"
When Jackson gently pulled Hank upright, he assisted him out of the bathroom and into his bedroom. "I'll help you to the bed so you can rest awhile."
Etta walked to the bed, turned back the covers, and moved out of Jackson's way as he assisted Hank.
I will rest a bit, but you do not call a doctor, understood?" Hank said again.
"Okay, Dad, I won't call a doctor, but please just rest today. There aren’t pressing matters Steve and I can’t handle."
Hank nodded. "For a bit maybe." He stared at Etta. "Will you stay with me?"
"Of course, I will Henry," she whispered as she handed a glass of water to him. "Now, you lie here and rest while I refill this water pitcher."
Hank whistled toward Bo, who stood by the bed, wagging his tail and whining. "C'mon boy, you can join me."
The dog immediately jumped up and nestled beside Hank as Jackson and Etta left the room.
When they walked into the hallway, Jackson looked at his mother with concern. "What happened, Mother?"
"After Hank finished his shower, he fell when he attempted to exit, Jackson, I think he might have passed out."
"Passed out?"
"Henry has been experiencing chest pains and dizziness for a few months. I have not said anything to you because your father made me promise to remain silent about the matter."
"Mother, I wished you had told me sooner, but I'm glad you're telling me now. Dad needs to see the doctor."
"You know how stubborn he is, Jackson. I have tried to persuade him, but he's refusing to make an appointment."
Jackson pulled Etta close and hugged her. "It will be okay. Let him rest today and I'll talk to him this evening about making an appointment, okay?"
"Yes, he seems to listen to you above anyone."
"Try not to worry, Mother. He'll be fine. I must go and check on some things but will be back later. I have my cell phone, so call me if you need me. I'll make sure Esther and Calvin remain nearby. Give me the pitcher and I’ll have Esther fill it and bring it back to you."
“Thank you, Son.” She handed the container to him as they glanced down at the tiny cat who had just approached and rubbed against Jackson’s boot, purring.
He smiled as he leaned down to caress the cat. “Hi, Sandy, will you keep Mother company today?”
Sandy continued to purr as she nudged closer to him. He picked the small orange cat up and placed her in Etta’s arms.
He chuckled when he heard Etta whispering to Sandy as she returned to the bedroom.
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Jackson stepped off the porch and headed to the barnyard as his mind spun. He was worried about his father. Dad looked so weak this morning. He loved his father and could not imagine this ranch without him. He pushed the thought away as he stepped inside the stables.
"How's Mr. Hank, Jack?" Steve asked.
"He's all right. From what Mother describes, it sounds as though Dad may have heart issues. Of course, the problem is getting him to agree to see a doctor."
Steve nodded. "I've noticed Mr. Hank seems to be moving a bit slower than usual, but he isn't a young man anymore." Steve chuckled. "I did catch him sleeping in his office the other day."
Jackson had to laugh. "Oh, I wished I had been the one to see it! In years past, you would never catch Pop sleeping during the day; he was too wound up and on the go."
Steve chuckled. "And if he caught one of us sitting down he would swear we were sleeping."
Jackson laughed. He paused as he stared out a window before continuing. “Mother says this is the first time he's fallen, but she said he's been nodding off quite frequently and not the first time he’s passed out."
"Hmm, Jack, that's no good, he definitely needs some medical care."
Jackson sighed. "Yes, I'm going to talk to him tonight. Now, let's get to the fields, we’ve got work to do."

[image: image-placeholder]
Later in the evening, when Jackson spoke with Hank, the conversation with his father about seeing a doctor went as he had expected.
Hank cursed and slammed his cell phone down on his bedside table. "I don't need a damn doctor and I'm not going."
"Dad, you aren’t well. Have you been having chest pains, dizziness, anything out of the ordinary?"
"No, Jackson, I'm fine. I have heartburn every now and again, but who doesn't? Now, stop letting your mother's worries get you stirred up, I am fine."
He knew he risked infuriating his father, but he had to take the chance. "Dad, please make an appointment. Have a few tests run and let's just see where we are on your health. It may just be a matter of getting you on vitamins, but you must take the first step. Dad, it would break our hearts if you..." He paused as a lump filled his throat.
Hank drew in a long breath and glared at him. “All right, I'll call in the morning and make an appointment if it will get you and your mother off my back about it."
“Thank you, Dad.” He could not believe he had won an argument with his father but Jackson knew better than to smile or gloat so he silently celebrated inside.
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Chapter 2


Jackson trotted his horse, Rudy, across the long farmyard toward the barn with his mind racing. Hank had seen a doctor who ran multiple tests.
The overall evaluation was Hank had a heart condition. His doctor prescribed him nitroglycerin tablets as well as blood pressure pills and placed him on a diet regimen.
Though Hank was angry about the diet, Jackson reminded him at least they knew what they were dealing with and could take the right steps to improve Hank's health.
Two weeks passed by without a single incident occurring with Hank since he had been taking his medicine. Jackson had made it a point to keep an eye on him to make sure it had not occurred again.
Reaching the barn, he dismounted Rudy, led him into his stall where he unsaddled him. He had begun to brush Rudy when he saw his father lying in a stall, face down.
Jackson’s heart quickened as he hurried to his father. He bent down and touched his wrist, relieved to find a pulse, he gently shook his father's shoulders. "Dad! Dad!"
"Umm, uh, what happened?" Hank gurgled as he stared up with dazed eyes at Jackson. "Jackson, is that you?"
"Dad, I'm calling an ambulance."
"No, no, please, Jackson, don’t do that. I'm okay, just give me a minute." Hank grasped his arm and with his help, he stood and leaned against the stall wall.
"Dad, I cannot let this pass, I'm taking you to the emergency room."
"No!" Hank slammed his hand against the wall. "I am not going to the emergency room."
"Why are you being so stubborn?"
Hank laughed. "So, you’re just figuring out I'm a stubborn man? What took you so long, Etta and Josephina knew that long ago."
Jackson stared at his father in disbelief. He had found his father passed out and he was making jokes about it. He placed his arm around Hank’s shoulder, as they walked slowly out of the stall. "Dad, please, will you at least allow me to help you inside the house?"
"Sure, but remove your arm from around me. I don't want the hands seeing you helping me."
Jackson connected eyes with his father’s, and realized why he was so stubborn. He did not want to appear weak.
Taking a deep breath, Jackson took his arm from Hank's shoulder as several ranch hands entered.
"All right, but I'm going to follow you in, to make sure you get there safely."
Hank grinned as he turned and began to make his way to the house. "That's my boy, always watching my back."
Jackson embraced the compliment from his father and smiled. "Of course, I do, Dad, and I always will."
As Steve walked past, Jackson didn't say anything because he didn't want to risk upsetting his father.
After he got Hank comfortable in bed, he turned to leave when Hank called to him. "Jackson."
He turned and looked at his father.
Hank pointed to a chair. "Take a seat. We’ve got some things to discuss."
He walked to the bedside chair and sat down. "Okay, Dad, what do you want to talk about?"
"It is high time you begin spending quality time in the offices with me."
He frowned. "Oh, Dad, I spend two days a week in the office. I’ve taken courses in bookkeeping and business, isn't that enough?"
Hank chuckled. "It's not enough to know the procedures in your head, son. You must learn it by doing it. I know you took those online business and agriculture classes, have glanced at our business books, answered calls from clients, and such, but it's past time you really dug deep into the business and learned from me, my way of doing things to prepare you to take over someday when I cannot continue."
He grimaced at the thought of having to follow his father around like a puppy in the office, learning the business portion of the ranch, but he knew his father was right.
Hank chuckled. “You could manage the business with the knowledge you have now, but I want to make sure you know not enough to simply make it through, I want you to know enough to surpass me in sales and growth. The only way you can is to learn my way of running things.”
“Yes, Dad, you’re right.”
“I’ll have Adrian come by soon and go over the books with you, so you’ll understand them completely.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Beginning tomorrow, I want you to be ready to run the business from the office. I'll be there to watch and to critique, as I always do, but I want it to be in your hands."
"Yes, sir, I understand, but who will take my spot as ranch boss?" Jackson questioned.
Hank didn’t hesitate in answering. "Steve is a capable man. Do you agree?"
"Yes, Steve is a good choice."
"I want you to promote Timothy Throbbin to Steve's assistant, he can be there to help Steve when you aren't out there with him."
"Yes, sir, I'll let Steve and Timothy know of their promotions tomorrow."
"No, tell them today."
Jackson sat back in the chair, drew in a long breath. "Yes, sir. I'll call them when I leave here."
"Oh now, boy, don't look so gloomy. You look as though I've given you a death sentence." Hank laughed. "You will still have your time out there, but you are going to be the head of a multi-million-dollar ranch someday, so you need to get serious with learning the whole business, not just your favorite spot."
"Yes, sir, I understand, and I agree." He forced a smile at Hank, causing his father to laugh.
"Okay, after you talk to Steve and Timothy, go have a beer and relax. In fact, have two for me."
He laughed as he stood. "Yes sir, you try to get some rest."
"And, Jackson, please don't say anything to your mother about today's episode. You know how she frets."
He swallowed hard at the thought of not alerting his mother, but he reluctantly nodded at his father, turned, and left the room.
Etta was in town with Esther today and wouldn’t be back until late. Calvin had gone with them and while they shopped, he would be at the rodeo. Their absence would make it easy for Jackson to avoid any conversations about Hank's 'episode’, as Hank had called it.
He made his way to his father's office. He sat down in Hank's chair and spun it until he stared out the window, at the meadow. His heart ached at the thought of his father becoming ill. Hank was the life of this ranch. Jackson had not ever given time to thoughts about what it would be like without his father around. He felt a lump swell in his throat.
What the hell is wrong with me? Hank is too damn ornery to give in so easily, he is going to be fine. Jackson cursed. He loved to be outside on the range, in the fields, and with the ranch hands. Not stuck in an office, but he knew his father was right. He needed to learn the office portions of the business.
He groaned as he picked up the phone and called Steve and Timothy on a joint call with the news of their promotions. Both were ecstatic.
After the phone call, he stood and walked out of the office. He needed a drink or two to calm his nerves about the next day.
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In the valley between the McCrea and McLaughlin land, two men dismounted their horses and met in the shadowed tree line.
"Why did you call me out here?"
"The boss wants an update."
"Tell him the plan will take time."
"You’re right, murder is a dangerous game, and all the pieces have to be placed in their preferred spots before we can make our next move. I have been told the old man is sick. Perhaps we can use his sickness to our advantage."
"He's got a bad heart. What do you have in mind?"
"A hell of a plan, but it will require you to step your game up, you ready?"
"Yes, I'm ready."
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Chapter 3

Jackson on his bay, Rudy, while his friend, Jacob, whom Jackson called Jake, rode his buckskin, Buck, and together they crossed the first creek, Breeze Springs, which sat behind the stables. 
Once they crossed Breeze Springs, they halted their horses a moment to take in the cool, crisp day. The bay reared up as if to say he was ready to begin the race while the buckskin somberly waded the water as if it had not a care in the world.
Jackson always liked the fall season but was a bit sad to see the summer end; it was his favorite of all the seasons. One could take a lovely woman on a picnic, swim in the creeks, or involve oneself in any outdoor activity desired. In the cold seasons in Utah, well, if you wanted to take a swim, you had better be prepared with an indoor pool and settle for a picnic by a warm fire.
The weather was about to cool off so Jackson was especially glad for the next two days, so that he and Jacob could enjoy their annual trek to Dusty Mountain while Jacob was visiting.
There was nothing more they liked better than to be outdoors. It didn’t matter what they were doing, just so long it required them to be involved in a bit of physical activity. Today, it was a two-day trip out on the range.
They had planned to race to Dusty Mountain where they would camp for the night, before heading back the next day. Once they got to Dusty Mountain, they would climb partway up the mountain. Jackson had climbed his whole life, as had Steve and Jacob, but not as often as he had.
Jacob usually found his way home every couple of months to visit his parents, who worked for Jackson's ranch. Of course, his parents, Calvin and Esther were more than employees to Hank, and Etta—they were like family.
The two men had been best friends since early boyhood and always maintained their friendship through the years. They had also continued their friendship with their good friend, Steve Morgan, who had been hired at the McCrea ranch when they had started Junior High, doing simple tasks at first. Now, he was ranch boss.
It was hard to believe they had been out of high school for seven years. Of the three, Steve was the only one who had married and had a family of his own.
"All right, Jack. Are you ready to race?” Jacob shot him a daring look and chuckled.
"Yeah, the first leg of the race will be as usual, it will start here and end at Otter's Creek where we will briefly rest the horses before continuing," Jackson quipped. "That is, if you and your new pony there can make it that far."
Jacob grinned. "Don't worry about Buck, or me. We are working things out. It's that Bay you better be concerned about, he looks to be a might edgy yet."
When Jackson pulled back on the reigns, the bay ceased its excited movements and paused next to the buckskin.
The two riders positioned their bodies in anticipation for the race and each man began counting down from five. When the count ended, they prodded their horses immediately into a run. As the race continued, Jake's horse, Buck, lead as they raced toward Clover field.
Jackson wanted nothing more than to win a race against Jake. He had broken in Rudy himself so he knew Rudy could run. He would fly if he had wings, Jackson thought, and chuckled. The skill of his opponent challenged Jackson to compete whenever the two were together, which in the last three years, had been about every six months.
Rudy was young, but he had heart and Jackson counted on it for a victory today. Jacob also rode a new, young horse and it made the race anybody's to win.
As they neared the end of Clover Field, Jackson gained ground and he was ecstatic when he realized Rudy and Buck were neck and neck. He shot Jacob a challenging look as they each prodded their horses on toward Dry Bones, a dusty, rock-filled valley, which was completely void of any green grass.
Jackson was ecstatic to see he was leading, but as they began the small incline to the foothills of the old forest, Rudy began to lose momentum. He shook his head and frowned as Jacob and Buck caught up with and passed them.
When he and Rudy reached the top of the foothills, they caught a glimpse of Jacob and Buck as they rounded the corner of Otter Creek. The cabin was just a half mile away, now and Jackson knew defeat was imminent at this point. Jacob would win yet another race against him.
When he saw Jacob had already dismounted Buck and had watered him, he shook his head as Jacob turned and laughed boisterously.
Jackson pulled Rudy into a walk the remainder of the way. When they reached the edge of the creek, he dismounted, stroked Rudy's neck, “Good boy,” and laughed as he stared at Jake. "I just cannot win against you, man."
Jacob grinned as he pulled his canteen and sipped hard on it. "It is high time you finally admit it." He playfully slapped Jackson's back as they watered the horses. "So, I wonder what Mom packed for lunch today, winning really takes a lot out of me, I'm starved."
After they watered their horses, they tied them off and took two sandwiches and a bag of chips from their saddlebags. They each chose a tree, leaned their backs against it, and pulled open the plastic wrap to reveal a roast sandwich.
"Hmm, I love Esther's roast beef." Jackson bit into the sandwich.
Jacob nodded. "As do I." He opened his bag of chips, took one out, and threw it into his mouth. He stared at the creek for a long moment. "How is Josie?"
Jackson pulled his canteen from his lips and grinned. "She is fine. She is working for a company in New York City. Something to do with computers and such. I called her and told her about Dad’s health, but she still will not agree to come and see him."
"It sounds like she’s doing well for herself. Good. She will eventually come to see Hank. Give her time to make the right decision."
"I have her number, Jake. Give her a call."
Jacob shrugged his shoulder. "Why would I call her? I don't want to call her. I was just asking about your little sister, that's all."
Jackson raised an eyebrow and held up his hand. "All right, all right. It was just a suggestion. What are you getting so worked up about?"
"I am not getting worked up."
Jackson chuckled. "Hum-um. Well, you had a thing for my baby sister. Seriously, man, you are the only one who ever called her Josie. I've often wondered about that. I'm sure others did as well."
"You are so mistaken. She was a pest. I called her Josie because it got on her nerves. Remember how she fussed at me for calling her that? I call you Jack sometimes, do people make a big deal out of that?"
Jackson nodded and laughed boisterously. "Damn, Jake, you're really getting worked up. I remember her 'acting' like she hated it, but it was a cover. I think you two had a thing for each other. Are you sure you're not hiding something from me about you and my little sister?"
"Jack, you really have lost your mind," Jacob growled.
Jackson laughed, but then sighed, "I hated to see my sister go." He took a long, deep breath, turned to Jacob, and frowned "And then not long after, my best friend leaves me too."
Jacob shrugged. "At least I return from time to time."
"Yes, and I'm glad you do. Josephina is so wrapped up in her life in New York City, she just never finds the time to return home. I guess when she left for college, she decided it wasn't all that important for her to return. She didn't care for the ranch as much as I thought she had. When we were young, that's all she talked about—helping me care for the ranch, but I guess life in New York is more important to her than the ranch."
"Life has a funny way of changing plans."
Jackson stared at Jacob for a moment as he thought about him and Josephina. He wondered why Jacob and Josephina chose to keep their affair as teenagers a secret from him. They were best friends. Maybe that is why.
Because of Jacob’s Native American heritage, Jackson knew he felt beneath him, but it was ridiculous to Jackson. He didn’t see the differences between them. He didn’t care about Jacob and Josephina's affair. Hell, he had his share of affairs so who was he to judge? He guessed Jacob, in his mind, thought Hank might not approve of the Native American boy who loved his daughter.
When Jacob found the truth out about his real parentage, it just made things worse in his mind, Jackson guessed. He pulled his eyes away from his friend with guilt in his heart. He understood secrecy and the grief it can cause.
His parents swore Jackson to secrecy to never reveal Josephina traveled to England to live with their uncle, not because of a wonderful college experience, but because Hank and Etta didn’t want Josie’s condition to shame them.
Josephina never admitted to Jackson that Jacob was the father, but he knew. He had decided any attempts to get her to admit it and tell Jacob about the child would be impossible. Jackson had remained silent.
He looked at his closest friend and felt guilty about keeping the child, Evan’s birth from him, but he had sworn an oath to Josephina. Knowledge ate at him even now and knew Jacob would be quite angry when he did find out because secrets always had a way of coming out.
Seeing the frown on Jacob as he talked about Josephina made him realize he had pushed his buttons too far. He cleared his throat and shot his friend a remorseful stare. "I should not have chided you over Josephina."
Jacob pulled his gaze from the creek. He stared at Jackson somberly, "It's all right." He blinked and laughed. "We did have some fun as kids, didn't we?"
"Yes, we did. You, Steve, and I were the three amigos for sure," Jackson teased.
"Ha! More like the three stooges!” Jacob chuckled. After he finished his sandwich, he stood and pulled his shirt and pants off, leaving nothing but his boxers. "I now think it is time for a cool dip before continuing. "He waded into the creek waist-deep and began swimming.
Jackson stripped down to his boxers and waded in.
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Chapter 4

In the second leg of the race, Jackson shook his head free from the thoughts of defeat as the peak of Dusty Mountain came into view. From his line of sight, he swore Rudy led! He knew it to be fact when they reached the finish line which was a large bolder, dubbed Rockford. There was no doubt, he and Rudy took the win. 
Jackson excitedly dismounted Rudy and caressed his mane excitedly. "Good job, boy, good job."
"That horse has heart, Jack. You've got a good one there." Jacob dismounted Buck and leaned his back against the bolder.
Jackson turned to see his best friend smiling and nodded. "I really have a good feeling about him." He pointed toward Buck. "He's got spirit, after you work with him for a bit, he'll be ready to take us on again. He's the spitting image of Tanner."
Jacob laughed as he patted Buck's head. "Yeah, I think we'll be fine together." He took a deep breath as he stared up at Dusty Mountain. “I am ready to climb, are you?”
"Yeah, but I think we need to water the horses again because this second part of the race was much tougher than the first.”
“Yeah, after we water them, we’ll walk to the cabin and get the gear.”
Jackson glanced up at the mountain once more before he and Jacob turned to care for their horses.
Dusty Mountain was beautiful. Jackson, Hank, and Josephina had completed a lot of climbs throughout the years. Hank had taught his two children the sport of climbing from an early age.
Jackson made his first climb on Dusty at age seven, though he didn’t reach the peak then. That feat he completed when he was twelve. Josephina was fourteen when she reached it for the first time.
It was exhilarating the first time Jackson reached the top. It was in his blood, and he had succeeded in climbing other mountains since his first success at Dusty. Each vacation he scheduled a new mountain to attempt or a new trail to conquer.
Once they had retrieved their equipment from the old cabin nestled behind a grove of trees near a pond below the mountain, they pulled on the necessary safety garb, and began their ascent.
Jackson decided he would only take Jacob ten feet higher than the last climb he had completed. This was his third climb in three years and he wanted to make sure his friend still understood the proper procedures before going any higher and as he grew more confident in returning to the activity.
When they reached the ten-foot ledge, Jackson sat down on it next to Jacob. As he stared out over the valley, he took a deep breath. He really did love the view of his family's fifteen-hundred acres, which had been in their family for several generations, even before America was well established.
"Whoa! What a view! I’d forgotten how lovely it was from here." Jacob exclaimed after he was situated.
"You ought to see it from the peak, Jake, it really is a breathtaking view."
Jacob whistled. "I bet it is and I can't wait to see the land from there. Hey, I can see Otter Creek from here! Look there." He pointed toward a creek that looked small from where they sat. Further in the distance, the family mansion looked like a dollhouse.
Jackson chuckled as he watched Jacob become giddy over the view of the area from the height they sat. "This view never gets old. When I used to climb with Dad and Josephina, we would camp at the top and the next morning, we would hike to the other side of the mountain and camp there one night. It is a magnificent mountain view in all directions." His voice trailed off.
"You sure got quiet suddenly. What's wrong?"
Jackson cleared his throat as he looked at his friend. "I'm thinking about Dad. Something is wrong with him, Jake." He shook his head and frowned.
"He does have a heart condition, right?" Jacob asked.
Jackson nodded. "Yes, all the tests were conclusive. He's definitely got a bad heart, but the medicine had been regulating him. The dizziness and fainting had stopped until last week. Suddenly he started acting weird. I cannot put my finger on it, but I just know Dad isn't acting normal, not even for him. The medicine is either too strong for him, or not strong enough."
"What’s happening, exactly, Jack?"
"I’ve walked into his office a couple of times and caught him just sort of looking lost, staring out the window with a blank stare on his face. I've caught him asleep behind his desk on several occasions and noticed him taking headache medicine more often than usual."
"Hmm, you said the medicine had helped regulate him but now he’s experiencing similar symptoms again?"
"Yes. Mother says it has been occurring for a while. She says she has tried to talk him into seeing the doctor again, but he refuses. I tried talking to him, but he brushes me off."
Jackson loved his father, but Hank McCrea was a stubborn, hard-nosed businessman who thought his ways were the only ways and was not always too kind when he disagreed with you. He had a knack for making people feel inferior in his presence. Jackson always thought it was Hank's dark hair and towering 6'5, bulky frame that made people feel that way. He respected his father, but never really feared him. His mother said it was because Jackson was the only one who was able to stand up to Hank and not cower.
“What are you going to do? Man, I’m sorry your parents going through this.”
Jackson shook his head of the cobwebs as he grinned at Jacob. "Never mind our problems, we’re here to enjoy the day together, so let's enjoy it." He pointed out landmarks to Jacob and before long, his mood lightened.
After an hour of chatting, laughing, and enjoying the sites, Jackson looked at his watch. "It will be dark soon; are you ready to go?"
"No. It’s invigorating sitting here, feeling the breeze, listening to the sounds, and just enjoying the view. But I suppose we need to get down before the sun sets. Thanks for the ride and the climb. I’m hooked on it.” Jacob laughed.
He grinned. "It was a good day. Are you coming to the barbecue tomorrow night?”
“Of course, I am. I’ve not heard Steve play and sing in years.”
“I wish you could stay longer." Jackson joked as he positioned his body for the climb down.
"I’ve got to be in Salt Lake City next week for a hearing."
"Ooh, got you some poachers trying to steal horses?"
Jacob laughed. "Something like that and figured I fly to see you and the family."
Jackson said, “Clear across the state just to see us. You got that kind of time?”
“Yes.”
On the climb down, take it slower than when we came up. I can repel down pretty quickly but I want you to refamiliarize the basics of climbing down. I’ll go first and you can watch how I do it.”
When they reached the ground and unharnessed their equipment, Jacob took a deep breath. "It sure is nice to be home."
"It's nice to have you home."
"I am moving back."
Jackson beamed. "We can get the three amigos back together."
"I think it would be great, too, then I could spend more time re-learning how to climb mountains with you."
Jackson nodded in agreement. "Yeah, and I can keep beating you in the races."
The two friends laughed as they finished getting out of their gear and made their way to the old cabin, which Hank built for ranch hands that were out tending to the cattle and horses on the range.
Hank had built several cabins like this one throughout the valley so when the ranch hands were out, they would not have to sleep next to a campfire unless they wanted to. Hank had gone as far as to build stables and a coral at each cabin for them as well.
After Josephina left, Etta could not bear the thought of the ranch employees being without their families and really wanted to do something to make their lives easier and had an idea. When she presented it to Hank, she was pleasantly surprised that he embraced it.
Hank had grumbled at the idea of building small family-size cabins for their married ranch hands at first, but when Jackson discussed the benefits of having family units available to the married employees, he decided to do it. The hands were much happier, and he got more work out of them because of their appreciation of Hank's thoughtfulness.
Jackson enjoyed working at the ranch. There had not been anything else in his mind to do other than taking over the family business, but how he missed Josephina. He thought she would return, but she had been as stubborn as their parents.
They were all unhappy over the situation, but none were willing to come together and talk it out. Jackson had tried and failed so he quit trying. He visited Josephina often.
When he met Evan for the first time, he enjoyed the visit immensely. And as the boy grew, Jackson saw a lot of Jacobin him as he had dark hair and rich brown skin Jacob had.
Jackson would not ever give up hope his parents and Josephina would mend their relationship and she would return to where she really belonged. He drew in a long breath. And the wind will one day be something I can hold in my hands, he chuckled.
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Chapter 5

Jackson walked down the small lane that led to the employee’s housing area. The family cabins lined up on either side of the lane led to the old bunk house which now served as a community building. 
Behind the cabins on the right side, woods lay stretched out for a mile to a small creek. On the left side of the lane, there were several paths leading to different areas of the ranch. Large oak trees adorned the grounds, but specifically near the old bunkhouse.
Underneath the cluster of Oaks, a large, covered porch sat with a stage set up for entertainment. At the moment, music was blaring across the grounds from a C.D., with a microphone setting in front of it.
Just in front of the old bunkhouse were rows of tables filled with large pans of pork and beef ribs barbecue and all the fixings. The second and third tables held desserts and drinks.
Jackson walked through the grounds as people smiled and exchanged pleasantries with him.
Michael Larson, a tall cowboy, sat with his wife, Miranda who was pregnant, sat at one of the tables eating. The couple glanced up at Jackson with grins.
“Hi, Miranda, how are you feeling tonight?” Jackson stopped at the table.
Miranda caressed her large belly. “I’m fine but the twins are quite moody.”
Michael laughed. “I think Miranda is ready for the boys to get here.”
Miranda scoffed. “You mean, girls.”
Jackson chuckled. “You know, we have a running bet on your children's genders.”
Miranda shook her head. “Will you boys ever grow up?” Looking up at Jackson, she asked, “What did you bet on, Jackson?”
“I’m betting on a boy and a girl.”
They all laughed, and Jackson tipped his hat and continued to the table where his family and closest friends sat.
Etta smiled when she saw Jackson. “Hello, Son.”
Jackson leaned down and kissed her cheek. “You look lovely Mother.”
Etta smiled. “You are such a sweet boy, Jackson.” She ran her fingers through her long hair. “I barely had time to do anything with it as your father was in such a rush to get here.”
Hank laughed. “I told you Darling; you are the most beautiful woman in the world. Your hair didn’t need fixing.” He reached his hand out and gently caressed her hand.
Jackson smiled at the fondness between his parents. They never usually showed any public display of affection in front of others. He and Josephina grew up watching them only do so in the privacy of their home. As he walked away, he heard his mother say, “Oh, Hank, you are such a charmer.”
Approaching Esther Rainstorm, Jacob’s Native American mother, he leaned down and affectionately kissed her cheek. “Hi, Mama Esther, how are you tonight?”
Esther looked up with her brown eyes and smiled as she patted his face. “I am doing fine, Jackson. How are you tonight?”
“I am doing well.” He pointed at her long dark hair. “Did you braid your hair differently tonight?”
Esther smiled. “As a matter of fact, I did. I’m glad someone noticed.” She glanced at Calvin who sat next to her.
Jackson reached his hand out and patted Calvin, Jacob’s father, on the shoulder. “Calvin.”
Calvin nodded his head and smiled. “Jackson.”
He said, “Okay, now for the food.” He turned and walked toward the food tables as the others laughed.
After filling his plate, he returned to the table and sat down with his food and drink. Next to him sat Jacob. Across from them sat Steve, his wife, Kelly, and their two young sons, Braxton and Cole.
Steve’s brows curved up when he glanced at Jackson’s overloaded plate. “You got enough food Jack?”
Jacob chuckled. “The man can eat that is for sure.”
“You two are jealous you cannot hold your food or beverage like I can.” He took a big bite of food and chewed it with no grace at all.
Jacob and Steve looked at each other and shook their heads as Jacob said, “Now, that’s attractive.”
Jackson finished swallowing the food and took a drink to wash it down and laughed.
Steve snickered and said, “Jake, Jack, I thought you two would have women clinging to your arms tonight.”
Jacob chuckled. “We don’t have to bring dates with us, weirdo.”
Jackson laughed boisterously as he replied, “Yeah, we simply just sit here, and the lovelies will search us out.”
Calvin shook his head. “One day, boys, one day, you both will find a woman who will have you chasing her.”
They stared at Calvin expressionlessly and then at each other before laughing hysterically.
“Not a chance!” They said at the same time.
After they sat there for a while eating and laughing, Steve finished off his mug of beer and stood. “It’s time to have some live entertainment.”
Braxton and Cole cheered as Cole said, "Daddy and Mama is gonna play music!"
Braxton replied, "Play some dancin' music, Daddy."
Steve laughed as he glanced at his sons and then at the lovely blond next to him. “Are you ready, babe?” He brushed her hair off her face.
“I’m always ready, lover.” Kelly kissed her husband’s cheek.
Jackson and Jacob rolled their eyes as Jacob said, “You two make me queasy with all that sweet talk.”
Making playful gurgling sounds, Jackson laughed.
Kelly winked playfully at them as she caressed her growing belly. “Oh, now, boys, don’t be jealous, someday you both will find the perfect woman for you if you’re as lucky as Steve at finding me.” She and Steve stood, and grasped hands as the others laughed.
Steve glanced at Braxton and Cole, grinning. "Boys, you behave yourselves while we play the dancing music.” He winked playfully at them.
“Yes, Daddy,” the boys giggled and continued eating.
“Have fun, I’ll make sure to keep the beer coming,” Jackson teased.
Jacob chuckled. “Break a leg, man.”
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Chapter 6

Jackson and Jacob sat there a while longer, laughing and talking, until Jackson saw a beautiful woman approaching Jacob. He whispered to Jake. “Your girl is coming this way.” 
Jake rolled his eyes and said sarcastically, “Great. And she’s not my girl.” He turned and smiled at Nancy Stephens. “Hello, Nancy. How are you?”
“I’m doing fine. I was waiting for you to come get me for a dance or two.”
Jacob stood and waved at the others at the table as he took Nancy’s hand. “Later.”
Jackson shook his head and chuckled as he watched his friend walk away with Nancy. In her eyes, they were a couple, but in Jacob’s, she was a mere distraction. He glanced around the crowd and shook his head. He didn’t have a steady girl but was definitely a lady's man.
Hank asked him, “Are you going to sit with us old people all night or find you a pretty girl to dance with and bed later?”
Etta gasped. “Hank, that is shameful to say such a thing to your son.”
Hank chuckled, and Jackson blushed, but he replied, “I don’t have to go searching, Pop, they’ll find me.” The two men laughed.
In truth, Jackson didn’t date much, but he had involved himself in numerous affairs with women, but none were special to him. He wasn’t sure if he would ever find the special one.
“Hi, Jackson.”
Jackson turned to see Maggie Reynolds standing in front of him. “Hi, Maggie.”
“Will you share a dance with me, Jackson?”
He stood and glanced at his father and watched him chuckle. He smiled at Maggie. “Sure.” He knew where their dance would lead, as Maggie was one of Jackson’s distractions.
As he danced with Maggie, Jackson smiled to see his parents had also walked to the dance floor and were now entangled in each other’s arms, looking lovingly at one another.”
Hank was a boss, and his rough exterior caused others to fear him, but with Etta, his tough exterior inside their home melted into a sweet love unless Hank was having one of his fits of rage. In times like that, Etta knew what to say and when to remain silent until he cooled down.
Jackson and Josephina had learned to read the signs of Hank’s moods as well, but Josephina would not back down but challenge Hank, which usually caused most of Hank’s bad moods.
Hank and Etta looked happy and that pleased Jackson. He shoved the thoughts of his broken family out of his mind for now.
Tonight was a beautiful night and he glanced at the beautiful woman he held in his arms. He decided to enjoy the night and Maggie with it. He leaned in and kissed her passionately.
Maggie blushed. “Hmm, that was nice.” She squeezed his buttocks, and he, in turn, gently slid his hand across the top of her blouse.
She slipped out a moan. “Let’s take a walk into the woods. The moon is full, and I’m feeling warm.”
Grinning, he whispered, “I’ll grab a bottle of wine from the table and some snacks while you find us a blanket.”
Maggie licked her lips. “Okay, but you’re the only snack I’m interested in.” She gently slid her hand down to the outside of the zipper of his jeans, squeezing slightly.
He groaned. He pulled away and gave her a sexy grin. “I’ll meet you behind the old bunkhouse near the creek in five.” He turned and walked away feeling aroused thinking what was to occur the remainder of the night. He did enjoy sex, and it had been quite a while for him.
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Monday morning, Jackson sat in the office on a sofa by the window, looking over files Hank had given him to study.
Hank sat at his desk on the phone. When he ended the call, he glanced at his son. “Jackson, I’ve received a large order from Jeremiah McCord.”
“Okay, Dad.”
“I want you to make sure the men have the supplies for the task. If they don’t, get the things they need ordered today.”
“Dad, I will do an inventory list.”
“Have Steve drop everything else and get on this today. McCord is our biggest client, and we must keep him happy.”
“Okay, Dad.”
Jacob walked inside the office and walked to the coffee pot where he poured himself a cup of coffee as Jackson nodded. “Hey, man.”
“Hey, Mr. Office Manager.”
Jackson scowled at Jake and Jake laughed.
“Hi, Jacob, are you getting ready to head out?” Hank asked with a smile.
“Yes, Sir, Mr. Hank, it was nice to see you again.”
“Yes, you too. You be careful out there; the poachers are some bad folks.”
“I will, Sir.”
Hank leaned back in his chair. “Your parents told me you were moving back home. Where will you live?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“We have a few vacant cabins you’re welcome to take one if you wish.”
Jacob grinned. “I do like the idea of living near Mom and Dad. I can pay rent.”
Hank shook his head. “Nonsense. When you get back you can choose which cabin you like, and it’s yours.”
Jacob shook hands with Hank. “Thank you, Mr. Hank. And when I’m not on a case, I’ll help around here.”
“Thank you, Jacob. We’ll appreciate your help.”
“It’s the least I can do because you’ve been so good to our family.”
“You and your parents are like our family, and we take care of our own.” He stood and grabbed his jacket from a coat rack. “Jackson, I’m going to help Etta with something, I should be back in an hour.”
“Okay, Dad.”
After Hank had left, Jacob walked to a chair near the sofa and sat down.
“I’m glad you’ll be living on the grounds. When are you coming back?”
“I’m wrapping up loose ends and should be back by Friday,” Jacob said.
The office door opened, and Steve walked inside. “Good morning.”
They greeted Steve. “Good morning.”
Steve walked to the coffee pot and poured himself a cup of coffee, took a long sip, and looked at Jackson. “We are moving the cattle from the north range to the east range today. It’ll be an all-day event.”
“Okay, man, I wish I was going with you. While you’re out there, I’ll need you to bring some livestock in for the McCord order Dad just received.”
“How many?’
“I’m not sure but I’ll call or text you the details later.”
“Okay.” Steve glanced at Jacob. “You heading out, man?”
“Yes, but I should be back by Friday.”
Steve said, “I’m planning to get some fishing done on Saturday. You two in?”
Jacob answered, “Oh, you know I’m in.”
Jackson leaned back against the cushion. “I guess I need to run to the city later for some new fishing gear I’ve been meaning to pick up.”
The three friends shared grins as Steve took another sip of coffee. He pointed to the door. “Okay, I guess I’d better get to work before the new office manager chews me out for lounging around.” He eyed Jackson with amusement.
Jackson shook his head and cursed as he glanced at Steve and Jake. “You two are having way too much fun with my misery.”
Steve and Jacob laughed as Steve said, “I’m sure glad you’re coming back.”
Jacob replied as he and Jackson stood. “We have to get the gang back together.”
The three friends shook each other’s hands, grinning with mischief.
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Chapter 7

The week passed with Hank returning to his nearly normal self. It pleased Jackson to see his parents being more attentive to one another. He wished Josephina was here to see how their parents were getting on, and perhaps it'd help reunite Hank and Josephina as well. 
His heart ached every time he thought about how broken their family was, and he wished he could wave a magic wand or say a magic word and make it better, but he couldn't. The problem was Josephina and Hank were just like each other—stubborn and so it made reconciling that much harder.
Jackson felt like a duck out of water as he worked with his father and with Calvin inside the office. He watched, impressed, how Hank and Calvin maneuvered around the large cabin office, each doing their tasks with ease, and not getting in each other’s ways.
He on the other hand, kept asking questions and bumbling every task given him.
Calvin was compassionate, but Hank, was in his usual grumpy mood, seemingly agitated every time Jackson made a mistake.
On Friday, Jackson and Steve stood at the airport terminal waiting for Jacob’s plane to land. When people started exiting the ramp, leaving the plane, he grinned when he saw Jacob approaching.
After the three friends greeted one another, they walked out of the airport to Jackson’s truck. When they arrived home, he and Steve took Jacob to a cabin near the end of the employee’s cabins situated near a small creek and surrounded by a small grove of trees.
When they got out of the truck, Jackson said, “I thought you’d like this cabin best because it’s still in the employee's area but secluded to give you your privacy as well.”
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Jacob walked around the cabin, checking the area out and smiled. “I like it, Jack. It’s perfect. How big is it?”
Steve grinned. “Let’s go inside and you can take a look for yourself.”
The three friends walked inside the cabin and stood in the front room.
Jacob liked the open area connecting the kitchen with the living room. He laughed as he looked at the empty room. “I think my furniture will look nice in here.”
Jackson replied, “You have two bedrooms.” He pointed down the narrow hallway where two doors sat adjacent to one another on opposite sides. “The room on the left is the larger room.”
Jacob walked to the door on the left and opened it, looking inside. He smiled when he saw the large room with a door leading to what he assumed was the bathroom. He walked to the door and opened it.
Between the bedroom and the bathroom was a nice-sized walk-in closet with a door on the opposite wall leading to the bathroom. He turned with a wide grin at his friends. “I like it. I can walk from my bedroom into my closet, grab my clothes, and enter the bathroom from this side."
The three men walked back outside and he called the movers and gave them directions on where to come to.
Soon, the moving truck drove down the dirt road and backed up in front of the cabin.
He greeted the two moving guys. “Hi, I’m Jake.”
A large man held his hand out and said, “I’m George. I spoke with you on the phone. If you will show me around the inside of the cabin, Mike and I will get started unloading and moving your stuff inside each room as you and I spoke about.”
He nodded. ‘Thanks, George.” He led the men inside and showed them which room each box and piece of furniture should be placed.”
When they came back out, he said, ‘Okay, I’ll leave you to it. I need to go and see my parents before they come searching for me.”
Everyone laughed and he, Steve, and Jackson left the movers to get to work.
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On Monday morning, Hank and Jackson were standing in front of a large map and a whiteboard that had tasks and schedules written on it.
When the door opened, Jackson smiled at his friend. “Good morning, Jake.”
“Morning, Jacob,” Hank said as he took a drink of his coffee.
“Hi,” Jake replied and looked at the board. “I see you have a busy schedule. I’m taking two weeks off from work, so I'm free. Put me to work.”
Hank grinned. “You’ll be sorry you said that. Could you work with Steve this week to make sure the fields are ready for planting and rounding up some horses for a client who’s coming on Thursday for fifteen of them?”
“Yes, sir, I can,” Jacob answered and looked at Jackson. “What are you going to be doing?”
“I’m in here for a while,” he replied gloomily.
Hank chuckled. “Jackson thinks I’ve committed him to a life of torment by pulling him into the office and off the grounds.” He looked at Jackson. “Once I see you have learned how to handle the office duties without me and can manage the duties in here, I will allow you to go back out with the men, so stop looking so damn downtrodden.”
They laughed as Jackson replied, “Yes, Dad.”
Hank waved his hands at both men. ‘Well, what are you both doing just standing there? Get to it.” He walked toward his desk and sat down, laughing at the surprised looks on their faces.
Jackson shot Jacob a glance. “Okay, man, I’ll see you later, I’ve got to get to the grind. And don’t forget tonight you and I are going to the weekly card game. It’s going to be at Calvin’s cabin tonight. He and Dad are cooking.”
Jacob laughed as he turned and walked toward the front door. ‘Okay, office manager.” He rushed out the door as Jackson shouted curses at him.
Two Weeks Later

Jackson stood from his desk when Jacob and Calvin entered the office. He joined Jacob in front of Hank’s desk.
Hank looked up at them and said, “You two look like you have something on your mind. Spill it.” He looked at Calvin. “Join me, and let’s hear what these two knuckleheads have to say.”
When Calvin joined them, he sat down next to Hank, and the two older men stared at the younger ones, waiting to hear what was on their minds.
Jackson shifted his feet nervously until he finally found his voice. “Dad, I was thinking maybe we should start transitioning to electronic files. It would make life simpler for us.”
“Electronic files? Have you lost your mind? Jake, what do you think about that? Should we modernize our business?” Hank bellowed in a condescending voice.
Jacob replied, “It is not a bad idea, Mr. Hank. It wouldn’t take much to set up a computer system. I could find someone who could do it.”
Hank’s eyes flared with anger, and he stood. “I see what this is, you two are gaining up on me because you think I’m outdated.” He slammed his hand across the desk and glared at Jackson.
Calvin said, “Now, Hank, calm down and hear them out.”
Hank shook his head as he stared at Jackson and stood. “You are not running things yet, boy, so just stop with your damn nonsense now.”
Calvin stood as Hank grabbed his hat and walked angrily toward the door.
Hank stopped at the door and shot a cold stare at the two younger men whose expressions reflected alarm.
“And you, Jacob, I’m shocked you thought it was a good idea. I thought you had better sense, but I see you’re as brainless as Jackson when it comes to running a business.”
Jacob cleared his throat and dropped his head while Jackson said to his father, “No, Pop, I just was trying to think of how to move with the future. I....”
Hank cursed. “Screw your damn ideas about updating the office. I won’t have it. The way I am running things are fine.”
“Dad, I am sorry for making you angry. You said I should show interest, so it is what I’m doing.”
Hank scoffed as he left the office in a rage.
Calvin shook his head. “It was a good try, boys, but you both should have known how he would take such an idea.” He chuckled softly as he followed Hank out the door.
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