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      When the small town of Granite Junction hosts its first annual Cowboy Auction to help a struggling family, the last thing Jake Reynolds expects is to be part of the show. Having been left at the altar and shying away from the spotlight, he’s hesitant to auction himself off. But when Ellie Parker, the sweet yet feisty schoolteacher, steps in to save him from an unwanted admirer, Jake finds himself tangled in more than just a charity date.

      Ellie has always admired Jake from afar, but bidding on him was a spur-of-the-moment decision. Now, she’s set for a cozy night out with the town’s most rugged cowboy. As Christmas magic and old feelings spark, Ellie and Jake must confront past hurts and take a leap into the possibility of love.
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        Welcome to the first annual

        Redemption Ranch

        Cowboy Auction!

        All proceeds go to a local charity

      

      

       

      Jake Reynolds stared at the piece of off-white card stock with gold lettering in his dirty hands. He arched an eyebrow at Tara Morgan, owner of the Redemption Ranch Guest Ranch and she met his gaze impassively. She eyed the smudge of dirt on the corners from where he gripped the invitation but tactfully ignored it.

      “You’re inviting me to a party?”

      Winter was hard upon him and he had a lot of work to get the ranch and his cattle settled for the season. With a month to go before Christmas, the last thing he was interested in was a holiday party, especially an auction, not that he had any money to spare on frivolous things. He might be able to find something to donate, but he suspected Tara had something specific in mind, something he wasn’t interested in offering. But this was Tara, wife of another rancher and good friend, West Morgan, so he didn’t want to offend her. Even though two words in the invite were ominous. Cowboy Auction.

      Two words that struck fear in the heart of every man.

      “Tell me this is a cattle auction.” He knew he was probably wrong but it was a Hail Mary shot in the dark.

      Tara smirked and shifted her daughter in her arms. “Not exactly. With the holidays approaching, there are a lot of families in Granite Junction who could use some help, not to mention the Stewart family who were hard hit by the wildfires this past season.”

      Jake sobered at the thought of Eric Stewart and the fate that could have been any of the ranchers in Granite Junction. Eric was the furthest east of all the ranches and bore the brunt of the wildfires that scorched most of his land, destroyed many of his water tanks, and acres of fencing. He also lost hundreds of cattle, missing or dead without a trace months later. It was devastating for a ranching family and recovery could take years…if they ever recovered.

      Jake swore softly, under his breath so the baby wouldn’t hear. The last he needed was the baby’s first words to be something Jake said. West would kill him. “What do you need? A donation?”

      Her smile grew as her daughter gnawed on Tara’s drawstring from her pink hoodie. “That’s exactly what we need. A donation… of your time and, well, you.”

      Damn it. That was exactly what he was afraid of. He shook his head. “I’ll donate money, time, a location. Anything but myself.”

      She gave him a brilliant smile. “Nope. All I need is you, Jake. A bachelor auction is an excellent fundraiser, and a great addition to the holiday gathering for the town. Besides, plenty of women would love to date you.”

      He groaned. They were adding this onto the town holiday celebration? That meant the whole town was going to be there. He did not need that. The last he wanted was to be center stage again, making a fool of himself. He had enough of that last year, thank you very much, especially after the whole fiasco with his fiancée last year. Well, ex-fiancée.

      “Tara, I appreciate what you’re trying to do but I really hate the idea of being on stage like a horse at auction.”

      Tara’s face softened with sympathy. She reached out and rested a hand on his forearm. “Everyone does. And I know this season must be hard for you, after losing your dad last year. But imagine how hard it is for the Stewarts? Remember how Granite Junction came together for your family? You can pay it forward and help someone else.”

      He stared at the double doors to the barn leading outside and the gently rolling hills covered with snow in the distance. Damn Tara for being right and hitting him right where he was most sensitive. The town truly had come together for him and his family when they had lost their dad last year, with meals, help around the ranch, and more. He had been numb for days, weeks really, after losing the father he’d idolized and been so close to for his whole life. But his mother needed him, and, while he had his brother to help him, someone had to step up and take on the ranch. It wasn’t like he hadn’t been prepared. He’d been working with his father most of his life. He just thought they’d have more time.

      He took his hat off and scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Does West ever win an argument with you?”

      Her grin broadened, the smile of someone who knew she’d won. “He thinks he does. You won’t have to do a thing. We’ll arrange the whole date package. Restaurants and other places donated meals and locations for the date. You’ll just need to show up and be charming. You can do that, right?”

      “Show up? Sure.” He hadn’t been charming in years. He didn’t know if he even knew how to be charming. And his ex definitely would have agreed with that.
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        * * *

      

      “Ellie Parker, why would you do a pinecone angel for an ornament? It’s too juvenile for my son. He needs to be doing things more challenging than a pinecone angel.”

      Ellie sighed and she looked up at Madeline Soto, Corey Soto's mother, and one of the biggest thorns in her side since she started teaching at Horace Jenkins Elementary School five years earlier. Of course, Madeleine took being tough to a whole new level throughout her entire life. Ellie had gone to school with her, had always been outside of Madeline’s friend group but a favorite target of hers. Now Madeline was a helicopter parent, convinced her child was the most brilliant child in the class, and Ellie was incompetent as a teacher.

      She’d had her share of parents questioning her methods. She had gone to school with quite a few of the parents of her students and they knew everything about her and forgot nothing. One of the few banes of growing up in the small town of Granite Junction. But she wouldn’t have it any other way. You never got away from the people that you knew and grew up with.

      “Madeleine, the kids enjoy this activity. It's perfect for third graders. We do plenty of activities that challenge the children. If you'd like to do something else, you're welcome to do so with Cory at home,” she said patiently.

      Madeline stiffened and, if it was possible, looked down even further at Ellie. Of course, Ellie was only five foot five, Madeleine was only an inch or two taller, but Madeleine wore three-inch heels to give her some height.

      “Are you saying I don't spend enough time with my child?”

      “I'm not saying that. I selected an activity that is suitable for all children in the classroom.” Ellie massaged her temples surreptitiously under the guise of moving her glasses.

      Madeline pursed her lips and studied her for a long moment as if not believing her. Ellie met her case evenly, waiting for Madeline to say something else.

      Madeline finally stated, “I just want my child to get the best education he can in this backwater, small town. I'm sure you can understand that.”

      “That's our only goal, too.”

      Madeline called for Corey and stalked off, the door slamming shut behind her. Ellie waited until Madeline left the room and slumped in her chair. She massaged the bridge of her nose, not even bothering to hide it under the guise of moving her glasses. She probably shouldn't have stayed in her small town. If she had gone to a new town, somewhere else, anywhere else, she wouldn't have dealt with the same people that she'd grown up with, who thought that they could push her around like they had throughout school. Invisible Ellie. Reliable Ellie. Always doing what every needed. Unfortunately, that also made her a push over. But she loved Granite Junction, the people here, her family, and her job. Well, most of them at least.

      “You know, you could tell her to just piss off.” An amused voice spoke close to her ear and Ellie jumped about three feet with a small shriek.

      She turned to see Jake Reynolds smirking behind her, and she pressed a hand to her chest to still the fluttering of her heart, only half of it was fright.

      “Jake, I-I didn't expect to see you here. Are you here to pick up Maverick?”

      He grinned and leaned against her desk, studying her with his dark chocolate eyes. She always had a weakness for dark chocolate. “Yeah. Ben and Shari are on an anniversary trip this weekend, and I volunteered to pick up the kid. Is she ready?”

      Ellie looked across the room at his niece, who was diligently cleaning up her work space, one of the last kids there for the day. “She's almost done.”

      “Too bad,” he replied lazily.

      What was that supposed to be? Did he want more time with her? Wasn't he eager to leave, or did he want to stay? Did he want to help them? Jake had been helping out quite a bit this year, building the sets for the holiday pageant with her, bringing in the pinecones for the activity this week, volunteering to talk about ranching with the kids for career day, even though most of them already knew about it. He was always around, it seemed, and he didn’t even have a child in the class, only his niece. He always made sure to talk with her, even flirt, if she was reading him correctly.

      Ellie didn't have a lot of experience with guys. That was more her sister's realm. Her sister had been Homecoming queen, prom queen, and now she was married to a handsome doctor at the hospital. Ellie, on the other hand, was always the bridesmaid, part of the homecoming queen’s court, anywhere that she could help everybody get ready. She was never the bride, never the homecoming queen, never the prom queen. She was actually never even asked to the prom. Her sister had to find her a date, and she suspected a bribe was involved. She certainly would never attract the likes of Jake Reynolds, one of the sexiest ranchers in all of Granite Junction. Yet, here he was leaning at her desk, and was his flirting with her?

      “You know, you’re the expert in your class. You can tell Madeline to back off. Be brave, Ellie.”

      She swallowed, staring at him, unsure how to take his words.

      “Are you coming to the holiday party?” She asked.

      He grimaced. “Tara roped me into that damn cowboy auction. How about you, Ellie?”

      “I'm running the silent auction. There are some really great things. You should bid on something. I'm sure you'll find something you like. We have some gift baskets, spa gift certificates, and dinner gift certifications.” Mentally, she gave herself a head slap. That's what every guy wanted to hear.

      A slow smile crossed over his face. “Maybe I will, Ellie Parker.”

      A little girl with pigtails appeared at the side of the desk. “I'm ready. Uncle Jake. Can we get some ice cream?”

      He tweaked a pigtail and grinned, making Ellie's ovaries ache. “You know, it snowed last night. How could you still want ice cream in this cold?”

      “I always want ice cream,” Maverick said with a big grin, showing off the gap in her front teeth.

      “All right, if that's what you want, Maverick, we'll get ourselves some ice cream. But first, we're gonna have dinner at Earl's Diner. See you later, Ellie. Have a nice night. And remember what I said.” The last was said with a wink and he disappeared.

      Ellie watched them leave as her fantasies dashed. Yep. She still, after all these years, still didn't know how to talk to a handsome man. She wished she could be brave enough to ask Jake out, or casually run into them at the diner. But, she was too cowardly to take the chance. Instead, someday she would watch Jake come in with his daughter or son in her classroom, and probably still sitting here a spinster. Damn it.
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