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      It’s the day before Callie Rankin’s wedding to Murphy Reynolds, and he, for one, cannot wait to get a ring on Callie’s finger.

      Murphy has loved Callie since she was a teenager. The plans are in place—venue, minister, flowers, photographer, caterer and more. Murphy waited a decade for Callie to come home, and he never really thought she would come around to loving him—but she did.

      Callie can’t believe how everything fell together so quickly. After the horror of her father’s accident and his death, and her rush home to be with family, she never expected to fall in love with the cowboy she left behind years earlier.

      But here they are, getting married tomorrow. And while she and her best friend Kris have seen to every detail, outside circumstances suddenly toss stumbling blocks in their way from every direction. Will Callie and Murphy get past these hurdles and finally get married, after all? Or will they have to post-pone their happily-ever-after?
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      “Callie? You coming?”

      “Be right down, Finn.”

      Callie Rankin sat in the middle of her bed at her brother’s house, staring at the knot on the pine wall. That knot had been there forever. Likely since the wood-paneled walls went in when her great-great-grandfather built the old log home. She’d examined it every way to Sunday for the first eighteen years of her life when she’d taken up residence in this room.

      Sometimes it looked like a face. Other times a bison head. Occasionally, it morphed into the shape of a cottonwood leaf. Today, it looked like a knot in a tree.

      Who else had stared at that knot?

      Who had occupied this room before she came along? If she remembered correctly, this was her mother’s room growing up. And before that, her grandmother, Cora’s, she thought. Who before then? Did she know?

      The thought piqued her curiosity, and she wanted to know more about the people who had lived in this home before her immediate family. Why, suddenly, was her ancestry of interest?

      Perhaps because she was back home now after being gone for a decade. She’d felt a strong need to dig her roots deep into Montana soil again, ever since she decided she never wanted to leave.

      And ever since her father had died.

      “Callie? The dress shop closes at three today.”

      “Right,” she called down. “Got it. Be right there.”

      But she continued staring. Thinking. Built in the late 1800s, she knew the home was one of two original Parker Ranch homesteads. This house was part of the ranch given to her mother when she married her dad, John Rankin, and hopefully the parcel she and her brother would soon inherit without issue. Their mother wanted the Parker Ranch to go to them. While her older brother, Parker, had his reservations that things would pan out as planned, she had confidence that her father’s attorney would see to her parents’ wishes, and that the estate would be settled soon in their favor.

      They were gone now, her mother and her father. And all she and Parker could do was carry on like they always had. It would be fine, she was certain.

      But life changes. And people change. Sometimes quickly.

      Just a few weeks ago, she’d left New York without a blink and though she’d intended to return to the city, life had other plans. Her dad—her family—needed her. And she needed them. She was home now, where everyone, including the love of her life, Murphy Reynolds, had waited.

      Callie smiled at the irony. She left Montana to fulfill her dreams, only to realize years later that her dreams were back home, waiting for her to return.

      Now she and Murphy were getting married. Tomorrow. It was a whirlwind courtship, for sure, but she was ready, and so was Murphy. She didn’t know when she’d been happier.

      “Callie! Are you coming?”

      “Yes, Finn!” Her half-sister was persistent and her daydreaming would have to wait.

      Grabbing her bag and hat, Callie tripped down the back stairwell to the kitchen where Finn stood with a mug of coffee in her hands.

      “Late in the day for coffee,” Callie offered.

      “Up early this morning weaning calves, so I need the caffeine.”

      Callie halted and stared. “Why didn’t you wake me?”

      Finn rolled her eyes. “Callie, you’re getting married tomorrow. You need your beauty sleep. Besides, we have the help right now. The cowhands are finishing up.”

      “Goodness.” Narrowing her gaze, Callie scoffed. “You should have called me, though. I would have helped.”

      “I know that. I chose not to. But let’s forget that. I need to get my dress fixed. Have you tried yours on yet after the alterations?”

      To be honest, Callie hadn’t, but she didn’t want to tell Finn that. She was sure the dress was fine. They’d been lucky to find gowns that could be ordered and fitted quickly. The day they picked up the gowns in Bozeman, the woman who did the alterations was out sick. They didn’t want to wait, so they took the dresses, anyway. “Of course. You bring yours?”

      Finn nodded to a chair beside the door. “Yes. Over there. Once she alters that bustline a little, everything will be fine.”

      Finn was Callie’s maid of honor. While she and Finn had survived their share of differences over the years, Callie loved her immensely. “Well, stop growing those things in the bustline area and you’ll be good to go.”

      “Ha! Can I help it I’m chesty?”

      “Well, you didn’t get it from my side of the family, honestly.” Callie looked down at herself.

      The women laughed. Finn glanced at her watch. “We need to get a move on or Dahlia will close her shop, and then where would I be?”

      “Spilling over, likely, and stealing the show from me on my wedding day.”

      Finn giggled. “Never, dear sister.” She linked her forearm in the crook of Callie’s elbow. “You’re going to make the most beautiful bride ever and all the attention is going to be on you. Let’s go.”
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      Hours later, after a successful trip to the bridal shop, Finn’s dress fixed and fitted, Callie sat on the sofa in the great room at Parker’s, leafing through some old photo albums she’d found in a built-in next to the stairwell. Murphy sat beside her, while Parker lounged in his recliner opposite them, nearly asleep. It had been a long day for the cowboys.

      She laid her head on Murphy’s shoulder as she turned the pages.

      “What are we looking at here, Callie?”

      “It’s my parents’ wedding album. I’d forgotten all about it. For some reason, I’ve grown nostalgic today.”

      She looked up at her future husband and grinned. He smiled and kissed her lips. That brief touch warmed her heart.

      “Nothing wrong with nostalgia.”

      “No. Makes me feel safe and cozy.”

      Wrapping his arms around her, Murphy cuddled her tighter. “Make you a deal, sweetheart. I’ll keep you safe forever. And you keep me warm and cozy. How about that?” He kissed the tip of her nose and nuzzled closer.

      Callie set the picture album aside. “I like the sound of that deal. And I like this kind of cozy too.” Snaking her hand around his neck, she pulled him closer, her lips grazing his.

      “Get a room, you two.”

      Callie laughed and pulled back. “Thought you were asleep, Parker.”

      “Naw. Just checking my eyelids for holes.”

      Smiling, Callie remembered her dad saying the same thing when they were younger. “Find any?”

      “Not a one.” Parker sat up. “Murphy, are you supposed to be here?”

      Callie and Murphy exchanged a glance. “Well,” he said, “probably not. I guess I need to retire to the bachelor suite, also known as my apartment over the barn, until wedding time tomorrow. That right?”

      “Unfortunately.” Callie nodded. “Bad luck to see the bride before, they say. I guess I’ll see you at the lodge tomorrow when I’m walking down the aisle.”

      Murphy stood and pulled her to her feet. “Can’t wait. Those are words I thought I’d never hear.”

      With a sigh, Callie pushed up on her tiptoes and wrapped her arms around her cowboy’s neck. “Me either. But boy, am I glad I came to my senses.”

      Parker cleared his throat. “Sure you don’t want to do the bachelor thing and go out for a beer tonight with the boys?”

      Murphy gave Callie the side-eye, like he was contemplating his response. “No. While I wouldn’t mind a beer or two with the boys, I want to be fresh as a daisy come tomorrow for my bride.”

      Callie smirked and swatted at his chest. “Good. Because I plan to keep you mighty busy, Mr. Reynolds, once the honeymoon starts.”

      “Promise?” He waggled his eyebrows.

      “Count on it, cowboy.”

      “Whoopee!”

      Murphy leaned in with a kiss that scorched a path all the way to her tiptoes. Pulling back, she felt the literal pop of their lips as they separated
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On behalf of the late Claire and John Rankin,
the late Cody Reynolds, and Savannah Reynolds
the families of

Colurdha Fpene Rerkin

and

Mephy oo Reyrolds

request the honor of your presence at their
marriage ceremony

Saturday, June 5
at half past four in the afternoon

THE ROCK CREEK RANCH LODGE
At Rock Creek Dude Ranch

RECEPTION TO FOLLOW
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