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            The Rancher’s Second Chance

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rock Creek Ranch, Book 1

      

      

      When John Rankin’s wife dies, leaving him with two children to raise, he wonders how he can he take care of a family and run a working cattle ranch, too. Annie’s domain was home, hearth, and the kids. Her dying put a hole in his day-to-day existence like nothing he’d ever before experienced—not only in his rancher lifestyle, but also in his heart.

      As the months roll on, his heart is only one of his problems when eleven-year-old Callie rebels. Missing her mom and unsure how her life is unfolding, Callie pushes back at every turn, and John is unsure how to help her. Then his friend and farm manager, Buck McGinnis, suggests John seek the counsel of a woman for advice dealing with a moody pre-teen female. He wants to introduce John to his friend, Abby Cooper.

      John is reluctant, but eventually caves to Buck’s advice.

      Suddenly, life becomes more complicated.

      
        
        The Parker Ranches

      

        

      
        Whether working the cattle ranch, or the dude ranch side of the business, the Rankin family is firmly rooted into their Montana ranching way of life. It's not easy. Relationships get in the way. Egos sometimes, too. But at the very core of their existence, is home, family, and love.

      

      

      Linked by strong family relationships, these stories take place in multiple ranch settings in Montana (Rankin’s Rock Creek Ranch; The Branded Filly Ranch).

      When Gage Parker of Billings seeks to add to his business portfolio, he decides to branch out into a world he knows well. Hotels are his business but ranching is in his blood. The addition of a South Dakota ranch into his conglomerate increases not only his land holdings but expands his family.

      The Parker and Rankin families—Montana ranchers for generations—anchor the series and lay the foundation for stories to come. As families grow, forming new ranch partnerships, you’ll also meet the MacKay and Remington families, among others.

      These books are romance stories with happily-ever-after endings. Some are sweet, most are steamy, and a few are romantically erotic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer, 1978

      

      John Rankin slowly exited his truck, glancing back at his horse trailer hitched behind it. It felt good to stretch his legs after driving for hours. Facing ahead, he parked his fists on his hips and stared up at the Parker Ranch sign. Been a few years since he’d crossed under that piece of wood—the name of the ranch burned into it like a brand—but he was about to do that in a few minutes. The sign had taken a beating over the years, the words faded from sun and wind, but he knew he was in the right place.

      How long had it been? Nearly a decade?

      Taking a deep breath, he held it, like he knew when he let it out, his life would change.

      Some sort of premonition? Hell, he didn’t know if he believed in that shit. What would be, would be, was his motto. Over the years, he’d learned to take life one day at a time.

      His gaze shifted to another makeshift sign on the fence post next to the road, the words WRANGLERS WANTED scrawled on the piece of cardboard.

      Well, he was a wrangler, and he needed work, that was for certain. If he’d be wanted or not, he guessed he’d find out. His last ranch was in Idaho. The fight with the rancher’s son was the reason he got kicked off that piece of land. Too bad the kid got his arm broken in the ruckus, but he’d warned the little son-of-a-bitch to keep his distance and stay away from his girl.

      He didn’t.

      So, John headed home to Montana—leaving the Idaho ranch and his cheating girlfriend behind. It remained to be seen if coming home would be a good idea. His buddy, Tom—his last connection with anyone back in Paradise Valley—told him his father was looking for ranch hands. Thought he might as well try it, even though Tom Parker, Sr. had told him years ago he was no longer welcome on his ranch.

      Slowly, he eased out that breath he’d been holding.

      Motion off to his right caught his eye. A horse and rider burst over the hill and upon seeing him, pulled up to a halt. The rider held a hand to their eyes and stared his way. In a blink, heels booted the horse’s sides, and they took off toward him.

      As they galloped closer, he could see that the rider was a woman. She pulled up short in front of him.

      “Can I help you?”

      The whip of a woman couldn’t be more than seventeen. Her blond hair, caught up in a long messy ponytail, trailed down her back. She was every inch a cowgirl, from her frayed Wranglers to the tip of her dusty boots. John imagined if she stood facing him, she’d maybe come up to his chest, perhaps no taller than five-foot-two—even with her boots on.

      Her horse pranced while she expertly balanced herself in the saddle.

      “Well? Can you speak?”

      John chuckled. “Yes, I can speak. I’m looking for work. Mr. Parker in today? I’m a friend of his son, Tom Jr.”

      Her gaze narrowed. She stared for a heartbeat, then tipped her head and frowned. Her hat shadowed her eyes, but he saw a brief flash of blue.

      “You’re friends with my brother? How come I don’t know you?”

      John paused for a second or two. “Annie Parker?”

      She nodded. “I am. Who are you?”

      “John Rankin,” he replied. “I went to school with Tom but left before we graduated. I’ve been working ranches out of state. Thought I’d come back home. You’ve grown up.” He remembered her from a decade earlier when he and Tom and Cody Reynolds were tight—an inseparable trio that got in too much trouble. She might have been nine or ten back then.

      “People do that. Grow up. I sort of remember you.” She tugged at her horse’s reins, pulling at the bit. The horse backed up a little and danced. “Dad’s up in the barn working on the baler. He could use some help this time of year.” A smirky smile crossed her face. “That is, if you’re up to dirty work, long days, and no time off, cowboy.”

      In the next instant, she left, before he could utter a quick comeback. John watched the dust billow up behind her as she galloped up the dirt road and over the hill, where he knew the ranch house and barns and outbuildings sat.

      “Hell fire.” John exhaled the words. “Little Annie Parker. All grown up.” Suddenly, he wasn’t sure if working here was a good idea. Her snarky grin had sent his heart into a brief gallop. Not good. He should leave.

      His heart wasn’t ready to be toyed with again so soon.

      Besides, there were plenty of ranches in the area—ones that didn’t come with the temptation of the rancher’s daughter—and usually they could all use an extra hand.

      Besides, she was way too young for him.

      He glanced again at the WRANGLERS WANTED sign.

      One day at a time, Rankin. Today, you need a job, and they got work.

      He got back in his truck and headed up the hill.
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        * * *

      

      Tom Parker, Sr. had his back to him, reaching into the guts of the hay baler when John stepped inside the barn. One wheel removed from the implement, the older man was halfway into and underneath the machine. Tom didn’t acknowledge his presence. John didn’t know if the rancher knew he was anywhere near, so he kept quiet standing a few feet behind him until his eyes fully adjusted to the shadows in the barn, waiting until the senior Parker finished fiddling with the thing. Or until he stepped away and faced John. Whichever came first.

      But neither happened. Tom Parker twisted something with his right arm while holding something else steady with his left. Suddenly, he barked out, “Hand me that wrench over there. Will you?”

      John glanced at the workbench to his right, took a step toward it, spotted the wrench, and handed it to him.

      “Thanks.” The guy never looked up. He fiddled with the wrench for a while. “My father had this philosophy that if you can fix it, you don’t buy a new one. I’m not sure that school of thought is going to work on this old thing.”

      “I can give it a look,” John told him. “If you want.”

      Tom Parker kept tugging and twisting things, still talking into the baler. “You looking for work?”

      John quickly replied. “Yes, sir. Saw your sign.”

      “Can you ride?”

      “Got my horse behind my truck. My own gear. I can ride, rope, wrangle—whatever you need. I know cattle. Maybe even fix that baler.”

      “Well, that would be a plus.”

      Tom pulled up to stand tall and turned around to look at him. John took in a silent breath while the elder Parker looked him over. “Well, shit,” he said. “You’re the Rankin boy. Been a while. How’s your family?”

      John straightened his shoulders and stood a little taller. He let that breath ease out between his lips. “Mom passed a few years ago,” he told him. “Dad had a hard time of it after that. He closed the shop. He drinks too much and pretty much stares at the television.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” Tom eyed him. “And you?”

      “I’ve been working ranches in Idaho, Wyoming.”

      “I meant drinking.”

      Ah, now here it comes. “No sir. Not much since—”

      “High school? When you and Tom and Cody got a little full of yourselves and ran my truck into the creek?”

      John blew out the rest of that breath and his chest deflated. “Yes, sir. I apologize for that. I understand why you ordered me off the ranch. Can’t say I’ve not had anything to drink since that night, but I will say I’m always responsible. I’ve grown up. Learned my lesson.”

      Tom Parker scooted away from the baler, looking back into the machine. “Yes, son. That’s good. I wish Cody had learned that lesson.”

      The thought of Cody almost made John tear up. While John had decided to clean up his act, Cody had embraced drinking as a lifestyle and was now an alcoholic. He’d been in and out of jail too many times because of alcohol-related incidents. “Yes. I wish he had.”

      Tom didn’t linger on that subject, and John was grateful. “So why are you back, John?”

      There it was. The question. “It was time. Things weren’t going well for me in Idaho—chalk that one up to a woman.”

      “Women can either be a blessing or a curse.” Tom laughed.

      John smiled. “Thought it would be good for my dad, too. Maybe I can get him up and out of that recliner and back into his garage and working. Or something. Tom said you might have work.” Probably good for me, too.

      “Never a bad idea to come back home, son.”

      “No, sir.”

      He stared into the guts of the baler. “Think you can fix this thing?”

      “I can try. What’s wrong with it?”

      “Needs a good going over. We’re baling here in a few weeks. We should have tackled this over the winter, but other things were priority then. Looks like a couple of welds are weak and something is going on with the knotter, for sure.”

      John nodded. “Let me look. I’ve worked on my share of ranch machinery and implements.”

      “Can you weld?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then you got a job.” He tossed the wrench onto the workbench.” I’m headed to the house for supper. You know where the bunkhouse is. Stash your gear there. Find and empty bunk and claim it. I’ve got three other wranglers staying there too. There’s room for your horse in the barn and you can park your truck and trailer on the south side of the bunkhouse. I got three rules about my property: No fighting, no drinking, and clean up after yourself. If you can live by that, then we’ll be good.”

      “Yes, sir. I can do that.”

      “Good.” Tom stared him down for a moment. “Come to the house in a while and get something to eat. Annie will fix you a plate. You know your way to the kitchen, I assume. It’s still in the same place.”

      John nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you. I’ll get right to work.”

      Tom wiped his hands on a shop towel and headed for the open barn door. Then, turning back, he stared John straight in the eyes. “And rule four—I made this one special for you, since you seem to have trouble with women. My daughter Annie? She’s off limits. Got that?” His glare said as much as his words.

      The warning shot up John’s spine like a prick of adrenaline. “Yes, sir. Got it.”
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        * * *

      

      “You hired John Rankin?”

      Annie Parker didn’t look at her father as she cleared the table and removed the food bowls and dishes to the counter. She wondered how her father would react to her question. He and her brother still sat at the table with their cups of coffee, as was their custom after dinner, discussing plans for the following day and the week. With a dry dish towel in hand, she moved to the tabled and wiped up crumbs while they sipped their brew.

      “John stopped by?” Her brother sat up a little straighter and peered over his cup. “He called last week, and I told him you might have work. I forgot to mention it, Dad.”

      Annie watched the exchange between the two. Her dad ignored the question but glared directly at her. “How’d you know that?” His voice was gruff, but after eighteen years of living with him, she knew that gruffness was mostly smoke and mirrors with her. Now, the ranch hands didn’t know that—so it was a different story for them—but she sure did.

      “I talked to him earlier. Saw him heading up the road when I was coming in from checking the fences.” Cupping one hand at the edge of the table, she caught the crumbs as she brushed them into her hand, then turned to toss them into the sink.

      Annie would be glad when her mother was home from visiting her grandmother. She’d rather be out on the ranch working cattle than in the house cooking dinner. Leaning into the counter at the sink, she stared out the window over it. “Besides, his truck and trailer are parked over there by the bunkhouse, and I saw him put his horse in the barn before dinner.”

      “You always had an eagle eye.”

      Turning, she smiled. “You taught me to be aware of my surroundings.”

      His face turned stern. “Just don’t you get too aware of John Rankin’s surroundings, Annie. You hear me?”

      Her brother scooted away from the table, the wooden chair screeching a bit on the plank floors. “Well good. I’m glad he made it. I’ll check in with him.”

      “Wait until we’re finished here. Let’s include him in our work plans for this week. See how many more men we need to hire. We have hay to bale and cattle to move.”

      “That baler fixed?” Tom positioned his chair closer to the table again.

      “John’s working on it now.” He turned to Annie. “Oh, by the way, fix him a plate while you’re cleaning up. I told him to come by when he’s finished and get dinner.”

      Annie nodded, smiling a little to herself as she turned back to the counter. “Sure thing, Dad. I can take it to him at the bunkhouse and leave it there for him.”

      Her father cleared his throat. “You’ll do none of the sort, Annie Parker. Stay away from that bunkhouse. I told him to stop in. He’ll stop in. Just get the plate ready.”

      Annie looked at her reflection in the kitchen window and smiled. “Yes, daddy.”

      After a minute, a rap sounded at the back door and John Rankin stepped inside the kitchen. The screen door slapped closed behind him. Annie snapped her attention toward him as he took off his hat and perched it on a peg by the door.

      He glanced her way, tossing her a half grin, then jerked away to look at her father. “Just stopping in to pick up a plate.”

      “Come over here and sit a minute, John.” Her dad motioned him toward the table.

      John sidled another glance toward her.

      Annie tossed him what she hoped was a shy, but sassy little smile—since her back was to her father and hopefully he couldn’t see—then dropped her gaze to the food. “I’m working on that plate right now,” she said. “Be ready in a minute.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Annie turned and parked her fists on her hips. “Good heavens, John Rankin. Don’t go ma’aming me. I’m at least ten years younger than you.”

      He halted. “Sorry. I….” He didn’t finish the sentence. His eyes twinkled at her and her heart fluttered.

      Tom Jr. rose, breaking the moment. “Hell. Get over here and have a seat, man. Been too long.” He slapped John on the back and gave him a bear hug. Annie watched as the two sat, returning to her task of getting his plate ready. All the while, she watched his reflection in the kitchen window, recalling the nights when she was a silly young girl who practice-kissed her pillow every night, pretending she was kissing her older brother’s best friend.

      She’d had such a crush on him back then. Seemed seeing him earlier today had sparked some of those old emotions.

      Today, she was sure kissing the man sitting at her kitchen table behind her would be a lot more interesting than kissing and hugging her pillow. She looked up and caught his gaze again in the window reflection. He grinned a little, and she smiled back.

      Sigh.

      Her father won’t approve, of course. At least not at first.

      But she had a way with her Daddy.

      Smoke and mirrors, Annie. Smoke and mirrors.
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