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Welcome to Vargas Ranch!

If you’ve read my original Vargas Ranch Series, you already know the Vargas family and their beloved Arizona guest ranch. You’ve met Dalton, Dylan, Derin, Devon, Drake, Solana, and Renata. You’ve watched them fall in love, find faith, and build their futures.

But what about everyone else at the ranch?

The Love at Vargas Ranch Series tells the love stories of the cowboys, wranglers, and staff who make Vargas Ranch come alive. These are the people working behind the scenes—leading trail rides, managing the equine therapy program, running the sports complex, and keeping ranch operations running smoothly. Their stories unfold alongside the Vargas family’s journey, filling in the moments between the books you’ve already loved.

For those of you discovering my books for the first time—welcome! While the Love at Vargas Ranch books connect to my original series, each story stands completely on its own. You won’t miss a single beat starting here with Parker and Shannon’s story. You’ll meet the Vargas family as the owners of the ranch where Shannon and Parker are building their new lives.

Whether you’re returning to Vargas Ranch or visiting for the first time, I’m thrilled to share these stories of faith, healing, and love under the Arizona desert sky.

Happy reading!

Karen Baney​
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__________

​

All the stereotypes about identical twins finishing each other’s sentences and being besties for life—those were lies. Parker Quaid knew it firsthand.

He jammed his cell phone into his pocket, frowning so deeply he could almost feel his eyebrows touching. His twin had struck again.

“Parker!”

He turned toward the sound of his boss, Dylan Vargas’ voice, cutting through the low murmur of morning activity in the barn.

“C-c-could you get Pansy and Red ready?”

“Sure thing.”

Parker had been hired on at Vargas Ranch for all of two months. He liked it here. The wide-open desert. Sunrises painted in soft gold and burnt orange, stretching endlessly over the horizon. The quiet, still mornings with room for a man to think. Maybe too much room.

For the first time in years, nobody here knew his name was connected to headlines about fraud or theft. The Vargas family had hired him based on his experience with horses, not his brother’s reputation. Dylan and Adan treated him like any other ranch hand, with respect earned through honest work. If that changed, if they started looking at him the way everyone else eventually did, he’d have nowhere left to go.

He ambled toward Pansy’s stall, the horse whuffling softly, her breath warm as he stepped inside. The smell of hay and leather filled the air, earthy and familiar. He placed the halter carefully over her head, opened the gate, and led her down the alleyway to the grooming area, hooves clopping against the packed dirt with a steady rhythm.

Routine. He liked routine. It didn’t ask questions or cast suspicion. Didn’t look at him sideways like he might turn crooked any minute, just because his twin had.

He ran the brush along Pansy’s coat, slow and steady, the soft scrape of bristles blending with the distant creak of a stall door swinging shut. His mind drifted to the email waiting for him from his attorney. Bad news. He already knew it. He hadn’t even needed to read past the first line.

Lucas had conned an elderly widow out of thousands of dollars, promising her a fake land deal, taking her retirement savings, and then vanishing. Parker barely knew this latest victim, but she reminded him of Mrs. Chen, another widow Lucas had targeted back in Flagstaff. Mrs. Chen had looked at Parker afterward like he was pure evil, unable to see past his identical face to recognize that he’d tried to warn her. The memory still made his stomach turn. And somehow, through forged documents and slick talking, Lucas had done it again. He’d gained another woman’s trust just to destroy her life.

This time, he’d used Parker’s social security number when the court ruled against him, forcing Parker to pay reparations. He snorted, the sound abrupt in the still air. Like Lucas would ever work an honest day in his life.

The injustice of it all made Parker tighten the saddle’s cinch harder than necessary. Pansy shifted away from him, her tail flicking in irritation. He exhaled slowly, rubbing his hand along her neck in silent apology. None of this was her fault. It wasn’t even entirely his own. But that hadn’t mattered to his previous employer, who put more weight on the court’s ruling tied to his social than the name on the judgment being different. They’d garnished his wages and sent the money to the court for distribution.

Parker quit when he found out. His attorney was still trying to straighten it all out. The email didn’t look promising. He might not get a dime of it back.

The Vargases had given him a chance when no one else would. If they saw him as just another Quaid disaster, he’d lose more than a job. He’d lose the only place that still felt like his.

The old fable about Midas? Lucas was the opposite. Everything he touched burned.

Parker led Pansy to the trail ride staging area, tying her off at the rail. The packed dirt smelled faintly of mesquite and sunbaked silt, a far cry from the crisp chill of Flagstaff.

As he passed Adan Franco on the way back down the alleyway, the ranch hand tipped his hat in greeting, boots scuffing against the ground.

His mind started recounting all the ways Lucas’s crimes had made his life difficult as he brushed Red’s coat. Parker had been arrested no less than five times. That’s how he learned odd little facts about identical twins, like that their fingerprints were different. Bless the one cop in Flagstaff who told him about it. Saved him from actually going to jail or serving prison time for his twin.

He shook his head. Didn’t do him any good dwelling on things he couldn’t control. Adan would tell him not to count the offenses. Sage advice.

Parker finished readying Red before leading him out to the staging area. Dylan thanked him before giving a few parting instructions and mounting up.

He watched as the group rode away, a smile twitching at the corner of his mouth when a teenage girl squealed. Something about her horse going too fast. It wasn’t. Barely a walk. Clearly a novice.

Turning on his booted heel, he dragged the large barn door closed, the track groaning in protest. Despite it being November, the temperatures were still climbing up to the low-nineties. A little unseasonably warm for the Sonoran desert. Dust swirled lazily in the air, catching in the faint breeze.

Back home, it probably would have snowed by now. Crisp, chilly mountain air. Fresh. None of this dust-laden stuff.

He growled in frustration. He needed to pull himself out of his foul mood. Lucas won only if Parker gave in to bitterness. He knew that, but letting go wasn’t easy.

Toasted Toffee was due for time in the corral, so Parker led the ranch manager’s horse out for some fresh air and exercise before returning inside.

He stowed the extra saddle pads in the dimly lit tack room, the familiar scent of saddle soap and worn leather filling the space. Then he hosed down the grooming area, listening to the steady rush of water hitting the textured concrete floor.

Finally, he stepped into the office to check the schedule.

Only to run into the most beautiful woman. Warm chocolate brown eyes. Long brown hair.

He steadied her, her floral-scented shampoo lingering in the space between them, warmth sparking under his skin. Her rounded eyes settled for a beat or two into something almost apologetic.

Then, as if this day hadn’t been bad enough, her eyes lit with fire that could scorch the earth.

“You!”

Parker’s shoulders tensed automatically, muscle memory from too many confrontations just like this one. His hands twitched toward his sides in the same unconscious movement he’d developed after being cuffed so many times. The familiar dread settled in his gut like a stone.

Knowing full well he’d never met the woman before in his life, Parker could only assume Lucas had struck again. He could see it in the way her breathing had gone shallow and quick, how her hands trembled despite her fierce grip on whatever righteous anger was driving her forward. This wasn’t just recognition. This was someone whose life Lucas had torn apart, and now she was staring at his face again. Parker’s chest tightened with something that might have been sympathy, if he wasn’t about to pay the price for his brother’s crimes all over again.

_____​

Shannon Burke owed everything to her great-aunt. So when Shirley had called three weeks ago with excitement bubbling in her voice, Shannon had listened carefully.

“There’s a family here in Wickenburg doing something extraordinary,” Aunt Shirley had said, her words crisp with the diction that had served as a voice coach for Hollywood’s elite for decades. “Dylan Vargas—you remember him? He’s the young man I work with on his speech therapy. He and his best friend are starting an equine therapy program for disabled children and veterans.”

A familiar flutter of possibility had stirred in her heart, the same sensation she’d experienced six years ago when Aunt Shirley had first described her vision for helping people with speech impediments.

“They’re looking for someone with nonprofit expertise to launch and run the organization,” Aunt Shirley had continued. “I immediately thought of you.”

For the past six years, Shannon had poured herself into building Aunt Shirley’s organization from a passionate dream into a thriving operation. She’d developed systems, trained leaders, created sustainable funding streams, and, most importantly, watched her great-aunt’s vision transform hundreds of lives. Now that foundation was solid, running smoothly under the capable leadership Shannon had cultivated. The work that had once challenged every skill she possessed had become routine.

The conversation with Aunt Shirley had lasted two hours, filled with details about their vision and Adan’s nephew Braden—a four-year-old double amputee who’d discovered his love for horses despite his prosthetics. By the end of the call, Shannon’s mind was already racing with possibilities.

An equine therapy charity for disabled children and veterans. The cause spoke to her heart in ways that went beyond career goals. She could visualize the entire plan, from the careful program development to introducing the charity to the local philanthropic community. And the Christmas gala, a December fundraiser, to launch them into the public consciousness with elegance and impact.

She’d spent the past three weeks researching, planning, and dreaming. This was the chance to build something meaningful from its very foundation, to take every lesson she’d learned from her success and apply it to an even more personal mission.

Shannon checked the time as she pulled into the parking lot of Vargas Ranch. The guest ranch manager had said Dylan and Adan were out on a trail ride with guests, but they should be back soon.

She stepped out into the warm November air, the soft scent of mesquite and sun-drenched earth drifting toward her. The desert landscape stretched in all directions, dotted with saguaro cacti standing proud like guardians of the hope blooming here. In the distance, purple mountains rose from the horizon, their peaks touched with the golden light of late afternoon.

As she walked across the grounds, Shannon took in the lush desert landscaping clearly designed with both beauty and practicality in mind. Palo Verde trees with their distinctive green trunks provided shade along the pathways. Texas sage bushes displayed their thick silvery leaves as a backdrop for the golden lantana mounds edging the gravel pathways.

It was beautiful. Peaceful. The perfect setting where God could cultivate healing in body, mind, and soul.

A blur of movement caught her attention. Broad shoulders. A man’s purposeful stride disappeared around the corner of the main stable building.

Something about the man nagged at her. The way he moved. The tilt of his head.

She pushed the thought away. Just nerves about the interview.

Shannon opened the side door, and warm air rolled over her, followed by the smells of hay, worn leather, and horses. As she stepped into the dim corridor, something tightened in her chest.

The stable stretched longer than she’d expected, stalls lining both sides. A low nicker drifted from somewhere ahead. The soft shuffle of hooves against straw. The metallic clink of a halter against a stall door.

She called out a greeting.

Only the horses answered.

Shannon moved deeper into the building, her heels clicking against the textured concrete. Past curious equine faces turning to watch her progress. Past equipment rooms branching off the main alleyway. The office must be near the tack room, she reasoned, continuing forward, mind still stuck on the man she’d seen.

That walk. That exact tilt of his head.

Eight years vanished in a blink. She was back on NAU’s campus, shaken and twenty and wrecked.

Her stomach dropped.

No, it couldn’t be.

She rounded the corner near the tack room and collided straight into a wall of solid muscle.

Shannon gasped, stumbling backward. Firm hands shot out to steady her. The scent of clean sweat and worn leather filled her senses. The contact sent shock waves through her system, and then ice flooded her veins as her gaze traveled upward.

Everything went still.

Lucas Quaid.

The world spun off its axis. She was twenty again, staring at bank statements that made no sense, sitting in administrators’ offices while they looked at her like she was criminally stupid or willfully complicit.

Her throat constricted. This man had stolen everything from her. Not just her money or her ability to finish college without crushing debt, but her ability to trust her own judgment.

The sharp jawline. The piercing blue eyes. Every detail exactly the same.

Her body reacted before conscious thought caught up. A jerky step backward, shoulders snapping into defensive position. Heart slamming against her ribs.

“Y-you,” she stammered, voice tight and strangled. “I don’t know how...”

The words wouldn’t come. Not past the roar building in her ears, not through the cascade of memories crashing over her like a flash flood—devastating, unstoppable, sweeping away everything she’d built to protect herself.

He was right here.

After eight years. After everything he’d done.

Her phone. She needed her phone.

Shannon snatched it from her pocket with shaky fingers, nearly dropping it. Her trembling hands fumbled across the screen. The Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office.

The line rang once. Twice.

When the dispatcher answered, Shannon’s voice came out hard and sharp, cutting through the thick air between them.

“This is Shannon Burke. I’m at Vargas Ranch in Wickenburg. You need to send deputies immediately.” Her eyes locked on Lucas with laser intensity, her grip so tight around the phone that her knuckles went white.

“Lucas Quaid is here, and I want him arrested.”​
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__________

​

Parker drew in a ragged breath, his gut clenching so tight he thought it might shrivel up. Not again. This woman, whoever she was, thought he was Lucas. And she was about to have him arrested. Again.

His pulse jolted, frustration coiling like a whip inside his chest. He lifted his hands slowly and measured, knowing full well how this could go sideways real fast. Had before.

“Hold up,” he said, voice clipped. “I don’t know what Lucas did to you, but I promise you. I’m not him.”

Her glare cut through him like a blade, unyielding.

“I’m his identical twin.”

She scoffed, a bitter, flat-out disbelieving sound. “How convenient.”

Parker’s jaw locked as he exhaled through his nose. He pointed to the small scar above his eyebrow, trying one last time. “Lucas ever have this?” he pressed, keeping his tone firm but restrained.

Her eyes flicked up just for a fraction of a second with a moment of uncertainty. That brief hesitation told him everything. She knew Lucas well enough to know the difference.

Her fingers tightened around her phone. She was still making the call.

He moved for his wallet, ready to yank out his driver’s license even if it wouldn’t prove much to someone half-crazed with fury. The glint of metal stopped him cold.

Mace. She had mace.

He froze, hands up again, heat burning through his chest. “Do not use that in the stables,” he bit out. “You’ll spook the horses.”

Her laugh was bitter, hollow. “You should have been concerned for me,” she snapped, voice shaking with rage deeper than anger. “For my life. For what stealing my college fund did to me.”

Parker’s stomach plummeted. Not because she was still aiming the mace straight at his face, but because he could hear it. The wounds, the betrayal, the sheer weight of what Lucas had done to her. She wasn’t just angry. She was wrecked.

And before he could even attempt another word, boots thudded against the dirt outside. Voices carried on the breeze. The ranch hands were back.

Parker had never been more grateful to hear Dylan’s deep voice and Adan’s easygoing chatter. They rounded the corner, and all conversation stopped. The moment froze. Tension solidified in the air, hanging so thick Parker could practically feel Dylan’s frown from ten feet away.

Adan lifted both hands, attempting to calm the situation. “Ma’am,” Adan started, his tone lined with caution, “let’s take a breath, yeah?”

Shannon didn’t budge, didn’t drop the mace, her chest rising and falling fast. “He’s Lucas Quaid,” she spat out, voice tight, shaking, pointing at Parker like he was the devil himself.

Parker shook his head emphatically. “No. I. Am. Not.”

Adan stepped forward, cutting through the tension, using that smooth, unflappable tone he was known for. “All right, let’s just talk about this outside,” Adan said carefully, as if Shannon might crack at any moment.

A long, excruciating beat. Then she dropped her arm. Not fully. But enough.

Parker didn’t dare move. Adan gestured toward the door, guiding her out slowly, like she was a spooked horse that might bolt at any second.

The crunch of tires on gravel sent heat crawling up Parker’s spine. The deputies had arrived. And the second they stepped inside, the energy in the room shifted. Heavy, authoritative, like judgment had already been passed before a single word was spoken.

The lead deputy, a broad, no-nonsense guy with an unflinching gaze, didn’t waste time. “You’re Lucas Quaid?”

Parker’s jaw tightened so hard it ached. “No.” He forced out the word, even and controlled because he already knew where this was going. “I’m his twin. Identical twin.”

The deputy’s stare didn’t flicker. “ID.”

Parker exhaled through his nose, fingers itching to shove his hands deep in his pockets, but he kept them where they were. Visible, calm, cooperative. He pulled out his wallet, flipping it open to his driver’s license, handing it over.

A pause. Too long. And then a flicker of doubt passed over the deputy’s face.

“That’s the right last name,” the deputy muttered, turning the ID toward his partner. “But it’s not the first one on all these warrants.”

Parker’s stomach dropped. Shannon made a choked sound, like she couldn’t believe this was even up for debate.

“That’s because he’s lying!” she yelled, voice tight. “That’s Lucas Quaid, and you need to take him in right now.”

Parker shook his head, anger rising to the surface. “For the last time, I am not Lucas.”

The lead deputy’s expression didn’t change. “This ID alone doesn’t prove anything,” he said, calmly, coldly.

Parker’s pulse spiked. They weren’t going to let him go. This was happening again. Again, because of Lucas. Because of his brother’s crimes, his brother’s face, his brother’s carnage that had followed him his entire life.

And he should have kept his mouth shut. Should have just endured it silently—turning the other cheek—and let them drag him down to the station like they always did. But the rage inside him flashed.

His gut twisted, his voice edged with barely suppressed fury. “I told you I’m not him!” The words lashed out, his frustration boiling over despite every warning in his head telling him to stay controlled.

The deputy didn’t flinch. But his partner moved lightning-fast.

The hard click of cuffs locked around Parker’s wrists. His face smashed against the nearest stall, cowboy hat tumbling to the alley floor before he could even process the shift. His muscles went rigid as anger coursed under his skin. And then the sudden jerk as they yanked him forward, toward the cruiser, dragging him out into the harsh glare of the sun.

Shannon stood stone-still, her expression unreadable. She had done this. Lucas had done this. And Parker? Parker was going to pay for it anyway.

The sharp bite of cold metal against his wrists was nothing new. Didn’t make it any less infuriating.

The cruiser door slammed shut, trapping him inside the cramped backseat. The faint scent of old vinyl, stale sweat, and dust hung in the air as the deputies climbed in, their voices low, murmuring things he didn’t care to hear. None of it would change the fact that he was stuck in this nightmare again.

Parker sat rigid, shoulders pressed against the seat. His hands grew numb, trapped between his back and the seat as the cuffs dug into his wrists. Shannon Burke. The name meant nothing to him, but the fire in her eyes, the rage in her voice, the way she’d spat every word like a weapon. Lucas had destroyed her life. And she was determined to make sure he paid for it.

Except she had the wrong Quaid.

Parker’s jaw ticked, frustration boring deep into his ribs. Outside the cruiser, the deputies exchanged a few clipped sentences before pulling away from Vargas Ranch, the gravel lot kicking up dust.

The cruiser rumbled down the road, every bump jarring through Parker’s spine, the cuffs digging into his wrists. He kept his gaze fixed out the window, watching the desert landscape blur by, trying and failing to unclench his jaw.

He wasn’t new to this. Had been dragged in before. Always the same story. Somebody caught Lucas pulling one of his scams, then saw Parker. And suddenly, he was the prime suspect.

The heat of the sun burned against the window, but his gut was colder than steel. They pulled into the parking lot, tires crunching on asphalt. And then Shannon’s car rolled in behind them.

Parker stared straight ahead as tension coiled between his shoulder blades. Of course she’d come. She wasn’t done with him yet.

As soon as the cruiser door opened, he was yanked forward, boots skidding slightly on the pavement before the deputy steadied him with a firm grip. Inside, the office was cool, punctuated by the rhythmic clacking of keyboards and muffled phone conversations.

The lead deputy, Long according to his name tag, nudged Parker toward the front desk, flipping open a stack of files, expression unreadable. “Let’s start,” the deputy said, glancing up. “You claim you’re not Lucas Quaid.”

Parker gritted his teeth. “Because I’m not.”

Deputy Long slid his ID across the desk. “We’ve got dozens of active warrants under the name ‘Lucas Quaid.’ You want us to believe this ID proves otherwise?”

Parker swallowed the irritation crawling through his chest. “This ID proves my legal name is Parker Quaid,” he ground out. “Lucas is my twin. Not me.”

A beat of silence. Then movement in his periphery.

Shannon, standing stiff, arms crossed, eyes locked on him like she was trying to solve a puzzle she didn’t expect to have in front of her. Her gaze flicked upward toward his scar. She noticed.

He held her stare, waiting for her to say anything, but she didn’t. Her fingers curled slightly around her purse strap. Not as confident as she had been at the ranch.

Parker’s chest tightened. She wasn’t fully convinced anymore. But did it even matter? Not if the deputies didn’t believe him. Not if Lucas had left enough wreckage behind to make Parker look guilty again.

_____​

This should have felt like vindication. Like justice finally being served after eight years of carrying the scars Lucas Quaid left behind.

And yet the longer Shannon stood there, watching him, the more doubt twisted deep inside her. Because the way Lucas Quaid—Parker Quaid?—looked at her revealed nothing. No flicker of recognition. No tightening of his jaw like he knew exactly who she was, but was trying to play it cool.

Nothing.

Just sharp and simmering frustration, directed at the deputies, at the situation, but not at her. Like she was just another person in the room. Like he had never met her before in his life.

A chill crawled up her spine. That made no sense.

Lucas had sweet-talked her, woven himself into her life, made her believe they had real feelings for each other. Six months of shared laughter, whispered plans, stolen kisses. Six months of her thinking she might have finally found someone she could trust.

Yet, here he was, not even acknowledging her existence. Not angry. Not remorseful. Not mocking, smug, or defensive. Just blank frustration, like he was genuinely confused about why he was here at all. Like he actually didn’t know who she was.

Her stomach dropped.

But he had Lucas’s face, Lucas’s height, build, presence. Except the scar. The voice. The way his shoulders held tension differently than Lucas ever had.

The pieces weren’t fitting. Shannon swallowed, throat constricting, fingers clutching her purse strap. This wasn’t right. But if he wasn’t Lucas, if she had made a mistake, then what had she done?

The air in the sheriff’s office felt too sharp, too sterile, pressing against Shannon’s skin like the past was trying to smother her. She sat rigid in the chair, hands clenched in her lap, eyes locked on the deputy across the desk. He introduced himself as Deputy Matthew Long.

She could do this.

He flipped open a file, gaze steady. “Tell us everything you know about Lucas Quaid.”

Shannon swallowed hard. Her fingers trembled against her purse strap for half a second before she steadied them, like the simple contact could anchor her against the rush of panic swelling inside her.

She had met him at Northern Arizona University eight years ago, back when her life had felt predictable, secure. Back when she’d still trusted easily.

“He was a student at NAU,” she started, voice clipped. She had recounted the story so many times over the years it came out feeling rehearsed. “At least, he said he was.”

Deputy Long barely reacted. He just waited, pen hovering over his notepad.

Shannon exhaled sharply, pressing forward. “We met through a mutual friend,” she continued, gaze flicking toward the holding room. “He was charming. Thoughtful. Said the right things, knew how to make people feel special.”

Her breath hitched. Lucas used to look at her in a way that made her believe she mattered. Her voice came out thinner now.

“He talked about the future as if it were real. Like we were moving towards something lasting.”

The deputy waited, watching her. Shannon continued, forcing herself to just say it.

“But it was all a lie.” She exhaled slowly, as if she could shake off the ache still wrapped around those words. “He stole my college funds. Funneled them out of my account. Left me scrambling, humiliated, and fighting to pay for my last two years.”

Her throat closed. She had to look away because the memories weren’t distant anymore. They were alive, twisting inside her, choking her just like they had the day she learned the truth. She gripped her purse strap harder.

Deputy Long’s expression grew more thoughtful, his tone gentle but serious. “You’re sure it’s him?” he asked.

That simple question slammed into her chest like a wrecking ball. She opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

Her gaze flicked toward the holding room, even though she couldn’t see him. Parker Quaid? His scar. His voice. His expression of absolute frustration, but not recognition.

This wasn’t Lucas’s smooth deflection under pressure, his practiced charm when cornered. This was genuine confusion. Raw frustration. Doubt crept in, dismantling everything she thought she knew.

Before she could stop herself, before she could pull back the uncertainty unraveling inside her, the words slipped out. “Could Lucas really have an identical twin?”

Silence.

The deputy studied her with understanding rather than suspicion, like he’d caught the crack forming in her certainty. Like he was waiting for her to admit she wasn’t sure anymore.

Shannon’s stomach plummeted. Had she just made a huge mistake?

Deputy Long sat back, exhaling as he studied her with understanding rather than suspicion, setting down his pen. “We’re running his prints now. If he’s Lucas, we’ll know soon enough. Identical twins may share DNA, but their fingerprints are unique. There’s no way to fake that.”

The certainty in his tone should have been reassuring. Instead, it made her stomach twist tighter, pressing against her conscience as if the walls were about to crumble down. She thrust her hand into her hair, fingers curling briefly before they caught in the tangled strands.

“I...” She hesitated, voice edged with doubt she couldn’t hide.

The deputy’s gaze remained steady, his tone already gentle but growing even more understanding. “Listen, this was an easy mistake to make, especially given
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