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        Leaving her job behind and heading home to Montana for a family emergency is worrisome enough, but when Callie Rankin’s New York future collides head-on with her Montana past, she is faced with making a life-, and perhaps, love-altering decision.
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      When Callie Rankin’s father falls critically ill, she returns to her Montana home. Leaving New York, her promotion, and a budding relationship behind, she heads back to the ranch, planning to stay only until she knows her father is out of the woods.

      But her homecoming is not entirely welcome. Her relationships with her siblings and stepmother are challenging, which makes coming home even more difficult. When the unthinkable happens and her father dies, Callie rapidly unravels. Then ranch hand, Murphy Reynolds—the boy she left behind a decade ago—reaches out to pick up the pieces.

      Murphy Reynolds fell in love with Callie heart and soul the last summer they spent together on the ranch. While coaching her when she raced the barrels, traveling to rodeos in the region, he fell hard and fast. He would have married her in a heartbeat to keep her on the ranch with him forever. The problem was, she couldn’t get off the ranch fast enough. College was her excuse—she left and never looked back. Or so it seemed to him.

      Now, Callie must not only mourn the loss of her father, but face her past and mend fences with her family and Murphy. Her choices will shape her future. But will that future be with Murphy and her family on the ranch, or back in New York, where her promotion and a rocky relationship wait?
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      Manhattan, New York City

      A Sunday in May 2016

      

      “You know I’m proud of you, baby girl, don’t you?”

      Callie Rankin smiled and closed her eyes at the familiarity of her father’s words. She looked forward to their weekly calls, the deep draw of his voice pulling her back home again for a little while.

      “I know, Daddy. I work hard. You taught me that.” She smiled and pushed back a curtain with one finger, staring out the window of her second-story walk-up. The street below was busy this Sunday morning. She itched to take a walk. The winter had been long and brutal, and this burst of summerlike weather was a welcome change. “I love my job. There’s talk of a promotion if I play my cards right.”

      “You got that strong Rankin work ethic in you, that’s for sure,” he said.

      She did. It had served her well in the barrel racing rodeo days of her youth and continued to be an asset in her career. That work ethic was important to her. “That’s very true, Daddy.” And I owe it all to you.

      There was a brief pause, and then her father continued, changing the subject. “Sugar sure could use a good run around those barrels.”

      “Sugar’s getting a little old for that, Daddy. Me too.”

      The thought of her quarter horse, though, sent a slight spiral of homesickness into her belly. “I miss her. I would stable her here, but that’s unreasonable, and she wouldn’t be happy. Besides, I work a lot of late nights and I don’t know when I could ride her.”

      “Your life sure has changed.”

      He always said that, as if it was a surprise—like her leaving was just yesterday. Fact was, it was coming up on ten years since she’d left Rock Creek Ranch for college. It was his way of saying she had changed. “I’m still the same Callie, though,” she teased. “I can give you a run for your money any day of the week.”

      He laughed, and she savored his bellow. It was good to hear him laugh.

      “Montana misses you something awful, baby girl.”

      Translation: He missed her something awful. She knew he did. It wasn’t Sugar, or Montana, it was him. “I’ll be home soon, Daddy.”

      “When?”

      Reaching into her bag, she pulled out her planner. She was the only one of her friends and co-workers who still carried a paper planner and didn’t record everything on her cell. Phone tucked between her chin and shoulder, she sifted through the pages. “Let me see when I can get away. Maybe July or August.”

      “It’s been two years, girl. You realize that?”

      “What?” Certainly not. “I’m sure it’s been—”

      “Nope. Two years since last Christmas. So, it’s been almost two and a half.”

      Oh, dear. She flipped a few more pages. “August. I’ll come in August, Daddy. Promise.” She could almost see his nod.

      “August is good,” he said. “Your mama’s birthday and all. Maybe we’ll ride up to the family plot.”

      Callie’s eyes stung. She reached for the locket around her neck and fiddled with it—a simple gold locket her father had one time given to her mother. Now it was hers. “I’d like that a lot,” she told him, trying not to sniffle.

      “Me too. So, I’m expecting you now, girl. Got that? A Rankin doesn’t back down on her word. I can’t wait to see you in August.” He paused and then added. “But if you can come before then, it sure would be good. Got some things to talk about.”

      Something prickled in her chest. Oh? “Daddy, is everything all right?” Immediately, her thoughts turned to family. Something was going on, she could tell by the tone of his voice. Was it Abby, her stepmother? Or was something going on with one of her siblings—Parker, Finn, or Luke?

      “Everything is fine, sweetheart.” He snorted. “Just some business about the ranch I want to sort out with you and Parker. You know, one day, the old Parker homestead section of Rock Creek Ranch will belong to the two of you.”

      She wished he wouldn’t talk like that.

      Maybe it was his tone, or maybe it was something heavy in her heart, but things were suddenly off. His mood had shifted from happy to talk to you to serious shit on a dime. That prickle morphed into a trigger of worry and curled up under her breastbone. How could she tell him she never intended to run the ranch with Parker? He knew that, deep down, didn’t he?

      But her father was a stubborn Alpha rancher used to getting his way.

      He continued. “And you need to be prepared, Callie-girl, for me to convince you to stay.”

      Callie-girl. Only he could call her that. In fact, in New York, everyone knew her as Calandra, even though she still felt like Callie inside. “Daddy, you know—”

      “Gotta run now. Time for me to get out of the kitchen and into the saddle.”

      She glanced at her watch. Seven o’clock in the morning there and on a Sunday. Didn’t matter. Ranch work never ends. “Okay, Daddy. Give my love to the others. Abby too. Love you and talk soon.”

      “Love you more, baby girl. Love you more. And if you find you can come home sooner, I hope you do.” He clicked off the phone before she did.

      With a sigh, Callie gazed out the window. Absentmindedly, she thought about getting out of the apartment and taking that walk. She could use quiet time to think about the conversation she’d just had with her father. Right now, she wasn’t in the mood for idle chit-chat with her roommate.

      Her gaze fell to her planner, open on her lap. Fishing a pen out of her bag, she wrote the word “Montana” in big block letters across the month of August.

      She stared at the word for a moment.

      No more skirting it, no excuses. She was going home. And perhaps he was right—she should find a way to get there before August.

      Beneath the word Montana, she made a list:

      
        	Check vacation days at work and schedule.

        	Make decision on when to go.

        	Tell Eric about her plans.

        	Book airfare.

        	Book rental vehicle.

        	Do mental head check and get priorities straight.

      

      Going home to Montana meant many things. Facing family she hadn’t seen or interacted with for far too long. Being civil to her stepmother and her siblings—both were always a challenge.

      It also meant having the hard conversations with her daddy she didn’t want to have about the ranch and her future. His future, too.

      And it meant seeing Murphy Reynolds.
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      Yellowstone River Roundup, Montana Fair

      Billings, Montana, August 2006

      

      Not a thought ran through Callie Rankin’s head as she leaned up on Sugar’s neck to gain speed. Every fiber of her being concentrated on one task—horse and rider moving as one around the cloverleaf. Relieved they’d gotten around the tricky second barrel without error, they sped toward the final one. Callie focused on keeping her hands in position. Pushing back in the saddle and sitting on her pockets, she approached the third turn.

      Murphy’s voice burst through her concentration, guiding her. She’d heard his words a million times.

      Stay two-handed. Look past the barrel. Find your spot.

      Don’t start the turn too early.

      Wait. Wait. Keep low.

      There you go. Leg even with the barrel. Drop your hand. Saddle horn.

      Squeeze with your inside leg. Let Sugar do the rest.

      They burst out of the third turn, barrel upright, and her quarter horse raced toward the line. The crowd exploded. Her heart danced in her chest.

      Did she beat the best time?

      Callie pulled up to a fast stop between the gates and turned her horse into the pen to her right. She looked up at the timer.

      Fourteen-point-one-two seconds. Her best time ever.

      I might have done it!

      One more rider to go and she could win. Her daddy would be so pleased!

      Giddy inside, she searched through the faces at the back of the arena. She urged Sugar forward and finally spotted Murphy Reynolds standing by the rear gate. She cantered toward him.

      Tall and slender, he leaned his backside against the fence, arms loosely crossed over his chest. Tan from the sun and ranch work, his dark forearms showed below the turned-back cuffs of his starched western shirt. His hat sat square on his head and beneath that white brim, his dark gaze fixed on her.

      He smiled. Callie pulled Sugar up in front of him and grinned back.

      “I think you did it,” he drawled.

      “This might be my night.”

      Unable to hold her excitement any longer, Callie slid from the horse. As soon as her boots hit the dirt, she was moving forward. Fast. Murphy pushed off the fence and they drew together, like magnets.

      Her arms went around his neck. “Thank you so much, Murphy. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      He swept her into his arms and swung her around. She giggled like a little girl.

      When her feet hit the ground again, everything swirled to a sudden stop. The whirlwind of the past thirty seconds abruptly halted and Murphy’s gaze—those dark, soul-filled eyes of his—captured hers and held. For that moment, Callie wasn’t the rancher’s daughter anymore, and he wasn’t the ranch hand. He wasn’t the guy who pushed her to run harder, take the barrels tighter. Nor was he the person she often confided in when things got tough with her stepmother or siblings. Or when it felt like her daddy was ignoring her.

      And she wasn’t just any cowgirl. She was more. Something else was going on. Something awkward and irresistible and unnerving, all at once.

      Murphy leaned in and a foreign zing moved up through Callie’s chest, almost taking her breath. Her heart thumped madly.

      “Murphy,” she whispered.

      But she didn’t have time to finish her thought as his lips descended and brushed hers.

      That mere touch lit a spark inside Callie that she didn’t know what to do with. She pushed back before the kiss could go any further.

      “Murphy, don’t.”

      He shook his head, as if to pull himself out of a trance, and his hands dropped to his sides. “Callie, I’m sorry. I….”

      “It’s okay.” She turned and grasped Sugar’s reins. “I need to get back—”

      Another cheer went up from the crowd. Callie’s gaze shot to the timer. Thirteen-point-nine-six.

      Shit.

      It wasn’t her night, after all.

      A couple of hours later, Callie sat in the passenger side of the truck while Murphy drove. They’d left Billings twenty minutes earlier and were on their way back to Rock Creek. Twenty minutes of silence was a long time in the close quarters of the truck cab, but it was time enough for Callie to sit and think about what had almost happened earlier. And they had a lot of empty minutes to fill ahead of them. The tension was thick as butter.

      He’d wanted to kiss her.

      And she’d nearly let him.

      Callie wanted to think it had all come about unexpectedly. That it was an impromptu, impulsive kind of thing on Murphy’s behalf. But she knew it wasn’t. Things had been changing, building between them for a while.

      The lingering touches. The flirts. The over the shoulder grins.

      Glancing at him, she studied his profile. His jaw set, Murphy appeared to be thinking, too.

      She had to cut this off at the pass. “I’m leaving in two weeks.”

      He stared straight ahead. She watched his lips thin out a little. Then he nodded. “Yep.”

      “It’s college. It’s what I need to do.”

      “Yep.”

      “Is that all you are going to say?”

      In one quick motion, Murphy swerved the truck to a pull-off at the side of the road and parked. He turned and looked at her, his left arm draped over the steering wheel. “What do you want me to say, Callie?”

      She was taken aback. His stare was intense, and every inch of it made her heart beat a little faster. If she had half a brain, she would rush into his arms again and let him kiss her silly. And if he did—if she let that happen—she knew everything she’d planned for herself would suddenly change.

      Everything.

      She would stay. They’d be a couple. And she’d be stuck in Montana, and her miserable, insignificant life, for the rest of her days.

      “I’m going to college,” she told him. “I’m leaving the ranch.”

      He didn’t miss a beat. “Callie, I… Please. Let’s talk. I am falling in—”

      He cut off the last words and she was glad.

      He was older. Twenty-five years to her eighteen. He was ready to settle down. Get married. Have kids.

      She wasn’t. Not yet.

      Would he wait for her?

      No. That was unfair. To them both.

      The tension in her jaw was almost painful. The intense look in his eyes was even more so. “No, Murphy,” she murmured. “Don’t. Don’t fall in love with me. You deserve someone who wants what you want—a life here. On the ranch. I’m not that girl. I have plans. There is nothing to talk about.”

      “There’s no one else, Callie. Not for me.”

      The crack in his voice was almost her undoing.

      Callie shook her head. Please don’t make this difficult. “No, Murphy. I’m leaving. Two weeks. And I don’t know when I’ll be back.” Or if I’ll be back. “You need to forget about me and get on with your life.”
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      Sunday evening, present day

      

      Callie hadn’t wanted to have dinner out. What she’d wanted was to stay home and further contemplate the conversation she’d had with her father earlier that day. Yet, here she was, sitting across from Eric in their favorite restaurant, having dinner. Still in a somber mood, she’d tried to decline, but Eric was persuasive. He was always persuasive. That’s what made him an exceptional attorney, she supposed.

      The long walk she’d taken earlier had helped, but there were still niggling overtones of worry she couldn’t shake. Something was up. Was her father sick? Was it the ranch? Maybe she should give her brother, Parker, a call—as if she could ever really know what was going on in that cool, aloof head of his. Her older brother was as emotionless as a potato. Always had been, since they were kids. Especially after their mother died.

      And he was difficult as hell to get a read on over the phone. There was no reading between the lines with Parker Rankin.

      Still, she needed to call him. It would make her feel better to hear his voice. For all his standoffishness, Parker was still her rock. He didn’t judge her when she left the ranch and went to college, or when she moved to the city. When she’d told him years ago she didn’t want to run the ranch with him, he’d understood. Parker always had her back, even if he didn’t agree with her thinking or decisions. He respected and supported her—when they were kids, and now.

      Unlike her stepbrother, Luke, and her half-sister, Finn—those two were a different story. They didn’t share the same type of sibling relationship she had with Parker.

      Then there was Murphy. Butterflies literally took flight in her tummy at the thought of him, and she squirmed in her seat. Not because she still pined after him, or anything like that, but because seeing him always made her nervous. They’d been good friends for years, but they parted on uncertain terms.

      The fact remained that whenever she would go home, be it August or sooner, Murphy would be there, working. Her father trusted him, gave him a home, and she’d known long ago that he would never leave. Rock Creek Ranch was all he had. Was his life.

      Taking a deep breath, she slowly exhaled. Murphy was an entirely different issue.

      “Calandra? Are you listening to me at all?”

      Jerking, Callie blinked and focused on Eric, her boyfriend of the past six months, sitting opposite her at the intimate table. The noisy restaurant chattered around them—people talking, dishes clattering, street sounds floating in from the opening and closing door—and yet, she had totally immersed herself in her thoughts, dismissing everything around her. Including Eric. How long had she been sitting there totally lost in her own head?

      “Oh, my goodness, Eric. I’m so sorry. I was thinking.”

      “And drifting.”

      “Again, I’m sorry. You were saying?”

      “I said that you seem preoccupied. Do you want to go home?”

      Shaking herself, Callie glanced over the table. At some point, the server had brought her wine. Grasping the glass, she took a sip, then looked Eric in the eyes. “I suppose I am a little distracted. But no, I don’t want to go home.”

      “Is it me?”

      Setting down her wine, she smiled. It was unlike Eric to be insecure about anything, and his question felt a little off. “Of course not, Eric. It’s me. The call today from my father was disturbing, the more I think about it. I just can’t shake the mood. Something is wrong back in Montana. I should have stayed home tonight. I’m ruining your dinner.”

      Eric smiled, and her mood instantly brightened. She liked his smile. It always warmed her heart. He had small dimples on either side of his mouth that puckered cutely when he grinned. And his blue eyes? They always twinkled.

      Reaching for her hand, he dragged it across the table toward him. “Not in the least, sweetheart. I’m glad you are here. Do you want to talk about the call?”

      To be totally honest, she didn’t. She adored Eric. They were a good fit. Compatible. But right now, she didn’t want to weigh their relationship down with her family shit and dysfunction. Too soon. No, she didn’t want to talk about it.

      She squeezed his hand. “Thanks, Eric. But I’m fine. I appreciate it, though.”

      “You should have told me you were troubled. We could have skipped dinner out and ordered in.”

      “I tried to tell you I wasn’t up for going out.”

      He frowned a little. “You did?”

      She gave him a half-hearted shrug. “Well, yes. I told you I felt like staying in, that the call with dad had me worried, and you said dinner out would help my mood.”

      “Well, I was right, wasn’t I? Isn’t this better than pining away at home?”

      “Seriously? I’ve not been great company, Eric, as you expressed a moment ago. I should have stayed home.” Like I wanted. Suddenly, she felt annoyed. Had he always dismissed her and her wishes so quickly?

      Eric pulled back his hand and his smile faded. “Calandra, I want to be here for you.”

      “You are.”

      “That means we can talk about tough things, too.”

      “I know that.”

      “So, why not now?”

      “Because I don’t want to hash it over again tonight. I don’t have the words. Give me some time to think about it all, and I want to talk to my brother first to get some perspective.”

      Eric stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. Fair enough. I get that.”

      “Good. Thank you.”

      The server came and placed their salads in front of them. Callie watched and nodded, then inspected hers. “I don’t remember ordering this.”

      Eric picked up his salad fork. “You didn’t. You were lost in thought when the server came. I ordered for you.”

      “Oh. Goodness.” She hadn’t realized she’d been that distracted. The thought of him ordering for her, though, made her a little uneasy. Perhaps not a battle she wanted to fight tonight. “Thank you.”

      They sat in silence for a minute. “Can you see why I was concerned?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry, Eric.”

      “Quit apologizing. It’s okay. I just want to help.” He raked through his salad and took a bite.

      Callie left hers untouched. “Eric, there is one thing. I’m planning a trip to Montana soon. Not sure when. August at the latest, but sooner if I can swing it.”

      “All right. That’s probably good.”

      “Yes. I think so.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      A sliver of panic tripped across her abdomen. “Oh, no. Thanks, Eric, but I need to do this trip alone. There are family things that I need to…well, settle. Plus, dad wants to talk to Parker and me about control of the ranch. Let’s plan another trip to somewhere else.”

      “But if I go with you to Montana, I can meet your family.”

      That’s what worries me. “I understand. But I don’t think this is the best time. Let’s hold off on that.”

      “You don’t want me to meet your family?”

      “Not right now. No.”

      “But why?”

      Why do I have to explain myself? Callie glared. “Because it’s not the right time, Eric. I have some things to deal with and frankly, I need to go alone so I can do what I need to do and get back to New York.”

      “But I want to learn more about you, how you grew up, your family. You’ve met my family. We had a lovely weekend in Maine a month ago. It’s only fair that I meet yours.”

      “If you recall, Eric, I wasn’t keen on going to Maine. I thought it was too soon.” She’d wanted to keep their relationship somewhere between casual and serious, and she thought Eric understood that. But maybe not.

      He entangled his fingers with hers. “Frankly, Calandra, I want to take our relationship to the next level. It’s time. Let me go with you to Montana.”

      The next level? What does that mean? Ignoring those words, she shook her head and pulled her fingers from his grasp. “No. Not now, Eric. Another time.”

      He glared. The dimples had vanished along with the twinkle in his eyes—which now looked a little more gray than blue. She’d never really seen him look at her in that way before. His stare made her uneasy, but she didn’t look away. Callie Rankin didn’t flinch when backed into a corner—and that’s what this felt like.

      Not something she expected from him. How well did she know Eric, really?

      Finally, he spoke. “I’m disappointed, Calandra. I thought we were closer than this.”

      At that exact moment, Callie decided she’d exceeded her share of conflicts for the day. Heaving a sigh, she stood and laid her napkin on her chair. “Your being disappointed, Eric, is on you. Not me. I’ve had enough to deal with today and right now, I’m a poor dinner companion.” She picked up her purse. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      Eric stood. “I’ll take you home.”

      Callie rotated back. “No. Enjoy your dinner. I’ll take a cab.”

      He glared again, gray eyes and all. Thinking back over the past six months, Callie realized that she’d probably never crossed him before now. Well, so be it. Perhaps it was time.

      “All right.” He slowly sat.

      “I’ll call you.” She didn’t look back as she exited the restaurant.
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