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            A Cowboy Christmas at Rock Creek Ranch

          

          It’s been years since all the family was home for Christmas—will they all make it this year?

        

      

    

    
      When Gage Parker requests the family come together at Rock Creek Ranch for Christmas, they wonder what he has up his sleeve. After all, he’s a busy corporate executive and rancher—and generally aloof and distant when it comes to family.

      So, it’s inevitable the rumors fly about Gage’s intent.

      But all that doesn’t worry Finn Rankin. What worries her is that when the family gets together—the Parkers, the Rankins, and the MacKays—she will have to reveal a secret she’s been keeping for months.

      That secret has a name—and it is Dylan MacKay. She isn’t ready to reveal to anyone yet that she and Dylan have been juggling a long-distance relationship.

      On the other hand, Dylan is thrilled. He is so ready to get their relationship out in the open that he buys an engagement ring. The only thing between him and his proposal to Finn on Christmas Eve is the seven-hour trip from Sweet Grass Ranch to Rock Creek.

      And a snowstorm from hell.

      Plus, his brother, Aaron—granted last-minute leave from the Navy—waits stranded in the Denver airport.

      When Dylan doesn’t show up at Rock Creek, the family spins into action—and Gage reveals his real reason for getting them all together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The pickup truck’s headlights cut through the evening haze, illuminating the dusty ranch road as it climbed the hill toward the house. Parker Rankin leaned against the barn door, his arms crossed over his chest, and watched the vehicle’s steady ascent until it parked beside the house.

      The driver killed the engine.

      Parker stood unmoving.

      The setting sun glinting off the windshield made it difficult to see inside the cab. He waited for the driver to emerge—and admired the late model Ford Super Duty pickup.

      It wasn’t the model that intrigued him. Most ranchers want a sturdy truck that will last them for years. And this one was a popular choice. What intrigued him was the shiny, clean, spit-shined newness. Of course, it was dusty, having driven up the hill—and it was unusually dry right now—but in all fairness, this might have been the first dust this truck had ever seen.

      Who the hell…?

      Pushing off the barn door, he ambled across the gravel lot and wondered who’d come calling. And why? That ‘why’ part concerned him the most.

      It was nearly dusk—with daylight winding down fast. The late November sun would drop over the Montana hills to the west in a matter of seconds. His workday was over, as was most of the work on the ranch for the day. The guys had all headed to the bunkhouse for supper, and he was about to head home himself.

      Whatever business the stranger had brought with him, Parker hoped they could get it done fast. Reba had made stew and biscuits for dinner, and he was hungry.

      But as he drew closer, familiarity nudged him—the ranch logo painted on the passenger side door came into clear focus: The Branded Filly Ranch, Billings, Montana.

      “Sonofabitch.” The words whistled between pursed lips.

      The driver’s side door swung open as Parker rounded the front end of the truck and met his cousin, Gage Parker, at the door.

      “I didn’t expect a personal welcome.” A devil of a grin raced across Gage’s face. “Good to see you, Parker.”

      “And you.”

      Gage reached for and shook Parker’s outstretched hand, then jerked him into a bear hug. They patted each other on their backs, grinning.

      “Damn, didn’t know who you were. Been a while.”

      “Too long.”

      “Yes,” Parker said, pulling back, glancing at the Ford. “New truck?”

      Gage ran a hand over the hood. “Had it a month, maybe. Been working through a few business deals and needed something that could pull double duty.”

      Parker narrowed his gaze. “Such as?”

      Shrugging, Gage glanced off toward the horizon. “Dependable enough for ranch work, but clean enough to haul around a few clients.”

      He knew Gage’s business kept him busy. While he was clueless why Gage needed to haul around clients in a truck—his usual ride was an Escalade—he found his statement curious. Quickly, he dismissed the thought. Parker wasn’t sure how his cousin accomplished all he did in a day, anyway. He had good people working for him, apparently, who were loyal.

      Gage owned one of the most prestigious upscale hotel chains in the American west—WestInn Enterprises—and one of the best cattle producing ranches in Montana. Not to mention the expansion of his ranching business into South Dakota.

      He’d made billions from hotels and had earned a shit-ton of prestige as a rancher. The man was highly respected in both worlds.

      Parker smirked and changed the subject. “Well, all I can say is that you are sitting pretty in that shiny new truck and looking mighty handsome in that fancy suit.”

      Gage laughed. “And ranch dust looks just as good on your boots and jeans. Wouldn’t mind a little more of that lifestyle, myself, to be honest.”

      Parker grinned. “Well, I’m happy.”

      “Good.” Gage eyed him for a moment. “I just came from the bank.”

      He’d wondered when Gage was going to get down to business. He wasn’t one to dawdle. “Oh? You banking in Livingston now?” He knew that wasn’t the case.

      Laughing, Gage shut the truck door. “No. Still in Billings. I had some ranch business to tie up there—a couple of loans, and such—before heading out for a few days.”

      “You branching out again? First cattle, then bison.”

      “Honestly, I’m thinking about quarter horses.”

      “Seriously?” Parker had a fair bit of knowledge about horses. They were necessary on the ranch, but he’d never considered breeding and selling them. “You going into the business?”

      Gage studied him. “Thinking about it. If I did, it would be a small part of my business. I’m doing some research.”

      Parker nodded, his brain wandering over Gage’s words. “So, what brings you to Rock Creek?”

      Their gazes met and held for several seconds. Parker grew up with Gage, and they’d gotten into more trouble than either of them cared to admit, so he knew when Gage was serious and when he wasn’t.

      The look in his eyes told him a serious conversation was about to happen.

      “What’s up, Gage?”

      His cousin heaved a sigh. “I won’t keep you long, Parker. I’m heading on to South Dakota tonight to meet with the MacKay boys over at the bison ranch tomorrow. I’m here to ask you a favor.”

      Here it comes.

      “Can you do something for me?”

      “What’s that?”

      The back door on the porch slapped against its wooden frame, jerking both of their attentions toward the house. Parker’s wife, Reba, strode to the edge of the porch.

      “Parker Rankin, if you don’t invite your cousin in for supper right this minute, then there is no dessert for you tonight. You understand me?” She looked both men over, that serious but mischievous look in her eye. “Hey Gage,” she added, “It’s good to see you.”

      Gage tipped his head. “And you, Reba.”

      “Come in for dinner?”

      “I actually need to head on pretty quick to South Dakota.”

      Reba batted her big eyes and spoke in her best Kentucky-born southern accent. “Now Gage Parker, you really don’t want to pass up my buttermilk biscuits, do you? I made honey butter for them, too. Local honey and cinnamon.”

      Gage blew out a breath. “Honey butter, huh?”

      “That’s right.”

      He glanced at Parker. “Not sure I can resist that.”

      “With local honey,” Parker added.

      “And cinnamon.” Gage nodded. “Talked me into it.”

      “Great. Then the two of you get in here and wash up before things get cold,” Reba called out.

      Parker tossed Reba a saucy grin and winked.

      She smirked and headed back inside.

      Turning to Gage, he said, “She made beef stew, too.”

      “Homemade?”

      “What else? With Rankin beef, of course. It’s what she does. And the biscuits… Damn, they’re big as saucers and fluffy as a rabbit’s butt.” Parker took a few steps toward the porch.

      “What’s for dessert?”

      Stopping in his tracks, Parker turned and faced Gage. “Something you will not get.”

      Gage tossed back his head and laughed. “No worries there. I’ll have to wait a few days. I’m already missing Emma.”

      “Suppose so. Let’s go eat.”

      He led the way. Gage followed. Parker’s thoughts settled over the words he’d said earlier. I’m here to ask you a favor.

      What the hell did Gage want him to do?
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        * * *

      

      Reba frowned on business talk during dinner. She’d even written an entire series of posts on her blog, Bekah’s Cottage, about appropriate meal topics and conversations. So, when she gave Parker “the look” behind Gage’s back, he knew any topic that remotely smacked of business he had to shut down immediately.

      Instead, he tried to bring up anything but.

      The odd thing was, though, Gage didn’t seem interested in bringing up business, either.

      So, he relaxed a little and enjoyed the time with his cousin.

      Of course, it helped that Reba brought out a hearty maroon Bordeaux to complement the beef.

      “Reba, I cannot tell you when I’ve eaten anything that tasted so good. Did you use the wine in the stew? Send the recipe to Emma. She’s spent more time in the kitchen lately now that she’s not working. Nesting, I guess.”

      Reba glanced at Parker, then at Gage, looking pleased. Food was her love language. “Oh, thank you, Gage. Yes, there is wine in the stew. It pairs really well with our beef. The recipe is going up on my blog soon, so she can find it there, but I will also email.”

      “Perfect. How are things with your… What kind of business do you actually do? I’m sorry, I’m not sure why I don’t know that.”

      Reba blinked, eyelids fluttering. “Now, Gage. You know business talk is for after dinner, but I’ll just say that food is my business—everything else revolves around that. You know, the cookbooks, the blog, and the like.”

      “She’s being modest,” Parker said. “Her blog and beef recipes are great marketing for Rock Creek Beef, too. Her website gets thousands of hits in a week.”

      “Is that so?”

      Parker noticed Gage’s expression turning inward, as if the wheels in his head were turning. “Both Callie and Reba are excellent marketers.”

      “Well…” Gage pushed back from the table. “All I can say is that Parker is right. Those biscuits are fluffier than a rabbit’s ass.”

      Parker laughed. “Actually, I said butt.”

      “Dad!”

      Reba tossed him a frown and glanced at their three-year-old son, Justin. “And we don’t say those words at the dinner table either, do we, gentlemen?”

      The child looked at his dad and said quietly, “He said ass.”

      With a raised brow, Parker glared at Gage. “That he did, son, and he knows better. Right, Uncle Gage?”

      “Sorry about that, Justin. I know better. Don’t you ever say those words at the dinner table, okay?”

      The child gave him a serious stare. “You mean like ass and butt?”

      Reba closed her eyes.

      Parker figured dessert was off the menu later tonight. “Yes. Those words.”

      “I think it’s time to get this little one off and ready for bed.” Reba scooted her chair back and stood. “Come on, Justin. Time for a bath.”

      The boy took her hand. Reba twisted back to look at Gage, apparently thinking about something.

      Parker held his breath. What now?

      “Gage, when did Emma leave her job? I thought she enjoyed working in the hotel business.”

      “Oh, she does. She was ready for a break, though.”

      “And you said…nesting? Is that what I think it means?”

      Gage stared, and Parker wondered if he was going to respond or not. Finally, he did. “Well, shit. I’ll tell you, but don’t tell the others. Not yet anyway. We’re pregnant.”

      Parker stood and shot out his hand. “What? You sonofabitch! You said you’d never be a father.” Gage shook Parker’s hand and stood.

      “Well, we change. Don’t we? In fact, Emma and I have both tamed our lifestyles somewhat. It was a surprise—the baby, that is—but we will be ready.”

      Parker glanced at Reba, whose face beamed. “Oh no, I see that look on your face, Reba.”

      “I’m only thinking!”

      “No, you’re planning. I can always tell.”

      Reba stepped closer to Gage. “When’s the due date? I can host the shower. We can have it at the dude ranch—I’m sure Abby will be fine with that. How far along? Do you know if it’s a boy or girl? Will there be a gender reveal party? Oh, we will need to plan that, too. I’ll be in charge of food, of course, and I can get Callie and Finn to help. Abby too. And….”

      Gage literally took hold of Reba’s forearms and shook her a little. “Stop.”

      “What?” She stared back, wide-eyed.

      “Stop. None of that. Yet. We’re keeping this on the hush right now. Remember? It’s important to us. Emma miscarried a couple of years ago and we want to make sure that will not happen again before we tell the family.”

      Reba slowly exhaled, the wind stripped out of her sails. “Oh, of course, Gage. I’m so sorry to hear that. I sometimes get ahead of myself.” She glanced at Parker, biting her lip.

      “I’m sure when the time comes, Gage will call upon your expertise, honey. In the meantime….” He glanced down at his son.

      “In the meantime,” Reba interrupted, “this guy needs a bath.”

      “Yup. Get things started and I’ll be up soon to read a story.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “That’s my cue,” Gage interjected. “I need to head out, anyway, so I’ll get out of your hair. Long drive ahead.”

      “Oh, Gage!” Reba said. “I’m so glad you could stay. Talk soon and I’ll send that recipe.”

      “Great.”

      Reba hustled little Justin up the stairs. Parker always marveled how the kid was a near miniature of himself.

      “I’ll walk out with you,” he said, looking at Gage.

      Both men headed toward the door. Once outside, Gage gave Parker a serious look.

      “What is it, Gage? What do you need from me?”

      “It’s simple, really. I need to get the family together for the holiday—all of us. Talk to Abby. See if we can gather at the dude ranch for Christmas. It’s large enough to house us all with the lodge and cabins. Right? I need everyone together. Can you get them all here?”

      Parker studied him. “When you say everyone, who do you mean?”

      “All the family, including the South Dakota crew. The MacKays. Cole and Sarah. Abby and Luke and Kristin. Buck, too. Connie and Noah. You and Reba. Callie and Murphy. Who am I forgetting?”

      “Your mom and dad? Olivia?”

      Gage looked thoughtful. “I would love them to be here, but they aren’t up for the trip. Dad’s getting feeble and forgetful.”

      “Should I invite them? Just in case?”

      Gage shook his head. “No. Olivia is coming to stay the holidays, maybe longer. Honestly, Parker, we’re contemplating the next steps. She might move back home to help care for them. That way, she and I can share the responsibility.”

      Hating to hear that, Parker’s mind drifted back to earlier years. Uncle Tom was his mother’s brother. And while Gage’s sister, Olivia, had lived for years on the west coast, he had fond remembrances of them riding horses together over the ranch when they were kids. “I hate to hear that. I need to go visit them soon.”

      “That would be nice, Parker. They’d love to see you.” He paused momentarily, glancing off the porch into the night. “I need this invite to come from you. I don’t want anyone to speculate about anything….” His speech faltered, and he looked to the porch floor.

      Those words made him a mite uneasy. “Gage. Speculate about what?”

      “Can you just do it, Parker? Get everyone to the lodge for Christmas Eve. I’ll take it from there. There is something I want to discuss with everyone. Can I count on you?”

      Parker heaved a sigh. “Sure. You can count on me. But what do I tell them?”

      “Say it’s high time for a Parker family Christmas get together.”

      “Actually, that’s true.”

      Gage smiled. “Then your job is easy.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Parker was up before Reba, which was unusual. She liked to have the coffee going before he went downstairs. She always made it strong, just how he liked it, knowing he needed that caffeine kick to get him going on his day.

      That morning, however, he’d put an additional extra scoop of coffee into the coffeemaker, since he’d only managed a couple of hours of sleep.

      “You’re up early. Here. Let me do that.” Reba rushed across the kitchen and took the coffee container out of his hand and began filling the carafe with water. “You were restless last night. What’s going on? Is it Gage?”

      He hadn’t discussed Gage’s request with her, choosing to spend time with Justin until he’d nodded off in the kid’s bed, his son’s favorite horse book tented over his chest. She’d roused him sometime later to come to their own bed, where he got “dessert” and then tossed and turned while Reba contentedly slept.

      “I wish I knew.” He turned, leaning his backside against the counter. Watching her finish making the coffee, he added, “He wants me to get everyone together for Christmas at the lodge. Says he has something to discuss with everyone. I need to clear it all with Abby this morning, I guess. First things first.”

      Reba eyed him. “He came all the way to Rock Creek to ask that? He could have picked up the phone and called you, or Abby.”

      “I know. I feel like there’s more…. Something he’s not saying.” He stared at the floor for a moment, then lifted his gaze to meet hers. “He said it was high time for a family Christmas, and you know, he’s not wrong about that. Even though most of us live here on the ranch, or close by, we’ve drifted apart in some ways.”

      “And we’re spread out now across several ranches and two states now.”

      “True. The Parker Ranches legacy sure has grown.”

      Wrapping her robe around her a little tighter, she held his gaze. “Do you suppose it’s something about the baby? I wonder if Emma is okay. He didn’t want people to know about the pregnancy.”

      “Could be. Or perhaps it has something to do with the ranch properties and businesses. He also said Uncle Tom and Aunt Sally aren’t doing so well.”

      “Oh goodness, Parker. We need to take Justin and visit.”

      “Yes.” He had said as much as night. “Gage wants us all at the lodge on Christmas Eve. Even the MacKays.”

      “But of course. They are family now, too, especially since Noah and Connie married. They’re not only business partners.”

      “I know. There’s something….” The coffee gurgled. He shook his head, studying the drip. “I’m going to grab a cup of that and then call Abby. Guess I need to make sure the lodge and cabins are available before I take the next step.”

      “Remember the time. It’s early.” Reba nudged against him, looking up and smiling.

      He loved her soft grin and, even more, the gentle touch of her hands on his chest.

      “Go take a minute in the office before you call her,” she added. “Make a list or something, things to talk with her about, logistically. Like, exactly how many rooms we’ll need, and such. I wouldn’t raise any suspicions—just tell her what Gage said. We need to get together. I’ll bring in your coffee and some toast in a few minutes.”

      Parker leaned down and brushed his lips across hers. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

      “You’re welcome, cowboy.”

      With a grin, he turned and headed out of the kitchen. Reba swatted him on the ass.
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      Finnegan Rankin—Finn to family and friends—rolled over and pressed the length of her nude body into Dylan MacKay’s back, loving the feel of his steamy warmth against her bare breasts.

      He snored gently, and she savored the sound. Since they’d been seeing each other, his soft snore was what she missed the most late at night, when they were apart, and she couldn’t sleep. Snuggling closer, she wrapped an arm around him from behind and nuzzled her favorite spot on the back of his neck, just behind the ear. Slowly, she teased her lips over that spot, leaving a trail of tender kisses.
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