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            Message from Vivian Arend

          

        

      

    

    
      After the story is done, their stories go on.

      One of the great parts of writing a long, family saga is getting to revisit characters who have already hit their happily-ever-after. I’ve shared these vignettes in newsletters, and they’re available for free on my website, but this collection is for your convenience on your device.

      These are short vignettes involving couples in the Coleman family—check first to see where they fit into the full series if you want to avoid spoilers for books you haven’t yet read! Now that the series is done, this is the complete collection of all Six Pack Ranch vignettes.

      These are NOT full length stories. More a “moment in their lives”.

      I hope they make you smile.

      With love from me and the Coleman clan!
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        Rocky Mountain Heat (Six Pack Ranch 1)

        Rocky Mountain Haven (Six Pack Ranch 2)

        Rocky Mountain Desire (Six Pack Ranch 3)

        Making Memories (Six Pack Ranch Vignette 1)

        Rocky Mountain Angel (Six Pack Ranch 4)

        Rocky Mountain Rebel (Six Pack Ranch 5)

        Never Too Far (Six Pack Ranch Vignette 2)

        Rocky Mountain Freedom (Six Pack Ranch 6)

        Home Building (Six Pack Ranch Vignette 3)

        Rubber Boot Romance (Six Pack Ranch Vignette 4)

        Rocky Mountain Romance (Six Pack Ranch 7)

        Rocky Mountain Retreat (Six Pack Ranch 8)

        Rocky Mountain Shelter (Six Pack Ranch 9)

        Lights & Secrets (Six Pack Ranch Vignette 5)

        Rocky Mountain Devil (Six Pack Ranch 10)

        A Daddy’s Love (Six Pack Ranch Vignette 6)

        Rocky Mountain Home (Six Pack Ranch 11)

        Rocky Mountain Forever (Six Pack Ranch 12)
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            Making Memories

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This piece feature Jaxi and Blake Coleman. The oldest brother of six, Blake’s been enjoying married life and his twin baby girls. He wouldn’t change a thing, even though he still teases Jaxi they were supposed to have all boys. Jaxi’s more than content—this is what she’d longed for.

      

      

      
        
        Timeline: This scene takes place during the final months of Rocky Mountain Desire, and about eight months before Rocky Mountain Rebel begins.
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      Childish laughter echoed again, the vibrant noise bouncing off the living room walls and warming the room as much as the fire in the old stone hearth. Rebecca peeked out from between her fingers and shrieked even louder as her daddy raised his hands in the air, growling like a bear. The second of the nearly two-year-old twins rushed from behind the couch to come to her sister’s defense. Rachel, in her usual outgoing way, threw her arms around Blake’s neck and clung tightly while she shouted for her sister to run.

      “Where’d those little girls go?” Blake twisted in mock confusion as the twins’ shrieks dropped to secretive toddler giggling. “I could have sworn they were here a minute ago.”

      Jaxi stood in the doorway of the kitchen, and soaked it all in. The gentle affection, the happiness—the love that filled her home from morning to night. Her heart filled with pleasure as her husband dropped to his knees to better play with his children.

      She’d been in love with Blake forever, but the last two and a half years had been so much richer than she’d ever imagined. He’d been even more than she’d dreamed, this generous man who’d been up long before dawn, who’d put in a full day’s work on the ranch, yet still found time to offer his little girls the tender affection of a daddy.

      She watched until a wave of sleepiness struck, and she blinked hard to chase away the cobwebs. If she didn’t move now Blake would have three to tuck into bed. She hated to put an end to their fun, but it was time.

      Jaxi stepped into the room. “Blake, did you lose my babies?”

      They turned her way—two tiny, but beautiful blond heads, and a dark-haired one whose expression of admiration and intimate heat made her knees weak and her heart pound, as if she’d been the one being chased.

      “I didn’t get losted,” Rachel reassured her. The little one padded up and curled her flannel PJ clad body around Jaxi’s legs.

      Rebecca, like the daddy’s girl she was, took advantage of his distraction to crawl into Blake’s arms. She caught his neck in a one-armed death-grip and stared earnestly at Jaxi. Instinct won out as the little girl slipped her thumb into her mouth, eyelids drooping, as the fight to stay awake grew more intense.

      “All my girls ready for bed?” Blake asked.

      “Story first,” Rachel demanded.

      “Of course, story.” Jaxi cuddled her close then savoured the evening routine of tucking her precious babies in for the night.

      Kisses, stories, and more kisses done, Jaxi found herself enfolded in strong arms. The fire in the grate had burned low while they’d put the girls to bed, but in Blake’s embrace Jaxi didn’t notice the chill in the room.

      Blake snuck his fingers under her chin and raised her lips to his. A sweet, soft caress that melted away the minor frustrations of her day. Everything put aside except seeking his touch.

      “Hmm.” Jaxi cupped her palm to his cheek. “That was extra delicious.”

      “It’s a special night.” Blake spoke seriously, his dark grey gaze dancing over her face.

      Jaxi paused and considered. Really? It was the middle of March. Not her birthday, and there were no calendar holidays anytime soon.

      She twisted to face him. “Special?”

      Blake nodded. His serious expression melted at the edges, and his smile broke free. “What? Don’t tell me you don’t know what we’re celebrating?”

      There were no family events, or even remote anniversary dates to commemorate. She shook her head, covering her yawn. “You lost me.”

      “I was sure—” He paused, then nodded determinedly. “I am sure.”

      March. She racked her brains. The only thing that came to mind was St. Patrick’s Day, but green beer didn’t usually make him this excited.

      “You know, it’s kind of fun to know something before you do.” He leaned back against the couch, easing his hands behind his head.

      Gloating. Definitely gloating.

      Jaxi was too mellow to care. A second yawn snuck up and ambushed her.

      Blake grinned even harder.

      She ignored him. If he wanted to have his fun, she’d let him. Other things needed saying before she succumbed to slumber’s call.

      “I love watching you with the twins.” Jaxi curled herself beside him, resting her head against his chest and closing her eyes. “You’re a good daddy.”

      “Love those girls so hard. As much as I love their mama.”

      She must have been doing more than she thought lately—she was simply beat. Between the fire and the lethargy in her limbs, she was done for the day. Still, Jaxi savored his touch, appreciating once again simply being able to lie there and be with him.

      He pressed his lips to the top of her head. “You and me, we make pretty babies.”

      Jaxi trembled on the edge of sleep. Relaxed. Content. She hummed back at him in response because it took less energy than speaking.

      “Darlin’, you sure you don’t have something to tell me?” Blake stroked her shoulder.

      “Nope. Nada.” She tilted her head back and stared into his loving eyes. “You got me.”

      His gentle caress continued. “I’ve heard a rumor, then.”

      “From who?”

      “You.” His eyes sparkled.

      “Me?” Well, that made no sense at all.

      “More specifically, your body.”

      Jaxi laughed. “Damn gossipy body, then, for talking to you and not to me. What’d it tell you? Is it planning on running away to join the circus?”

      Blake tweaked her nose. “We’re already running a circus around here. No, it’s more that you, my source of endless energy, are tired. Like crawl in bed at the same time as the girls tired. Instead of hopping out of bed like your ass is on fire in the morning, I find you cuddled up against me, which I’m not complaining about one bit, mind you.”

      “I noticed you not complaining.” She’d enjoyed the extra minutes together as well—time to savour the physical connection that neither of them had grown tired of. It was never for long enough, though, before either the girls crawled in with them or Blake had to leave for chores.

      “Yesterday,” he continued, “you pulled this hilarious face at the first taste of your coffee. And you’ve served macaroni and cheese three nights running, which is number one of your comfort foods.”

      His list made her laugh. “Bonus points for being observant, but I don’t see…”

      “And there’s these.” He cupped her intimately, his big palm gentle against her tender breast⁠—

      “Oh, Lordy.” Jaxi snapped to vertical, staring at him in shock. Was he saying…? Could she be…?

      She might be.

      How could she have missed the clues?

      Blake snorted. “You should see your face right now.”

      She could only imagine. “Blake, I had no idea.”

      “You mean you ain’t keeping secrets and waiting for the right moment to share?” He traced a finger over her cheek, completely focused on her response. “I mean, we’ve been trying to get you pregnant.”

      The slight embarrassment that had snuck in for being an unobservant twit vanished in an instant. There was no room inside for wasted negative emotion when joy and disbelief were battling for the top billing in her brain. “I’m pregnant.”

      This time he outright laughed. “That would be my guess,” he said, opening his arms as she straddled his legs and settled herself tight against him. “Love you, darlin’. Thanks for being willing to do it all over again.”

      “You just better hope this baby is as sweet as last round,” she teased. “Of course, if she takes after her mother, we know she’ll be perfect.”

      A soft chuckle escaped him. “Why’re you so insistent it’s not a boy this time?”

      “Woman’s intuition.”

      “Same intuition that poked me before you about the baby coming? I swear I’m more into your head than you are,” he teased.

      Jaxi narrowed her gaze. “I hear there’s a machine that lets men experience labour. You want me to find one so you can really get into my head?”

      His grey eyes widened and he shuddered. Jaxi laughed at his instant reaction.

      “You win, hands down. I know damn well I’m not brave enough to go through that.” He linked their fingers together. “In the meantime, though, I know there’s no use in telling you to take it easier, but if you need extra help, you make sure and let me know.”

      “I will.” Jaxi cupped his face in her hands and took in a deep, satisfied breath. “A baby, Blake! We’re gonna have a baby.”

      “Looks that way.” He kissed her, soft and slow before heating up and stealing her breath away. She threaded her fingers into his hair and soaked in every moment. Every touch.

      It was a good night to celebrate, and Blake seemed determined to make it a memorable one. Which was just fine with her.
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        If you’d like to read Blake and Jaxi’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN HEAT, the first book in the Six Pack Ranch series.

      

        

      
        There’s an excerpt to try here.
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            Never Too Far

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This scene features Vicki Hansol and Joel Coleman. The youngest of the six brothers on the Six Pack Ranch, Joel is committed to a summer spent working the family spread. His brand-new fiancée has accepted a position months earlier that had taken her hours away from him to a trail-riding camp. After recently realizing they were in love, having to be apart from each other is turning out to be a challenge.

      

        

      
        Timeline: This scene takes place about two weeks following the end of Rocky Mountain Rebel, during the adventures of Rocky Mountain Freedom.
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      The internet flickered.

      Vicki jerked upright from where she’d been relaxing against her pillows. “Joel, you still there?”

      Her fiancé’s answer came through increasing static. “Still here, but I think we’re losing our connection. Not only did the video feed go, now I can barely hear you. It’s late, anyway. You need to hit the sack so you don’t burn breakfast in the morning.”

      She laughed even as she stifled the yawn she’d been fighting for the past twenty minutes. “Extra early rising tomorrow. We’re heading to the nearest big city to pick up supplies again. Two hour trip to civilization.”

      “Then I won’t keep you any longer.  I’m glad you’re doing well, though. I miss you, darling.”

      “I miss you too. So much.” Vicki clutched the thick quilt wrapped around her shoulders in spite of the fire in the airtight stove. Debated, and then accepted it was the grown up thing to do. “Hey, Joel? You know how you said you’d drive out and visit me this summer?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t think you should. I mean, I want to see you so badly, but…” Static picked up again, and Vicki hurried to finish before she lost the line, or lost her nerve. Changing their plans wasn’t what she really wanted, but it was the mature choice. “I’ve done the trip from the main highway twice now, and it’s a long haul. Add that onto the hours you’d need to drive from Rocky? It’s not worth it. And we should be saving our money. I’ll be back in late August, and we’ll have all kinds of expenses and⁠—”

      “Hey, hey, slow down,” Joel ordered. “You’re moving in with me when you get back, so that’s already taken care of. And you’ll find a job, maybe take a few classes. We’ll be okay.”

      “It’s going to be tight, though. So I think we should stick with Skyping. I know it sucks, but it’s only for a few months.”

      “Four is more than a few.” His words broke up. “Damn. There’s too much interference to do this tonight. Tell you what—next time we talk, we’ll decide, okay?”

      “Okay. I love you.” Vicki put as much emotion into the simple words as possible.

      “Love you, too. Sleep well.”

      She shut down the internet and closed her computer, this time officially crawling under the covers on her tiny bed in the tiny canvas-sided tent she’d been assigned at Trailblazers.

      She was grateful there was internet access this far into the bush. The assistant cook position had been her dream job when she’d been offered it the previous fall, and she was enjoying the cooking.

      She just wished she wasn’t huddled under the blankets by herself.  Not only because of the heated things Joel did to her when they were together, although, holy moly had he ever taught her everything she needed to know about sex. No—it was more than the physical pleasure he brought that she missed. The way he listened to her. Believed in her when no one else had. Those things were a huge part of it as well.

      Even from miles and miles away, his love wrapped around her as she fell asleep.

      Six a.m. came far too early. Vicki sat bleary-eyed in the passenger seat next to her boss, the truck rising farther on every bounce than it would on the return journey when they’d be loaded with supplies. She clutched her travel mug and stole sips of coffee between jolts.

      They pulled into the grocery store parking lot minutes before the eight o’clock opening. “I made two lists this time,” Ted announced. “You take one, I’ll do the other. Once you finish, load your stuff in the truck, and you can have the rest of the day off.”

      Vicki shook herself awake. “Time off?”

      “Yeah. Wander around town. Do some shopping. Whatever.” Ted put the truck in park and was out the door, Vicki scrambling to follow him. “I need to do some personal stuff, so meet here at two. That’ll get us back in time to fix dinner for the crew.”

      He handed her a folded paper, grabbed a cart, and took off, leaving her wondering why he was acting so strangely.

      Vicki shrugged. The man was a great cook, but a touch eccentric. And… she was going to have to find cheap way to waste time after she was done her part of the shopping. Because, as she’d told Joel the night before, saving cash was a high priority.

      First, work.

      She unfolded the paper, stepping back in surprise as a couple of twenties fluttered to the floor. Vicki grabbed them before examining the page closer for an explanation.

      There was a brief note from Ted: Lunch is on me.

      Well, that was sweet. 

      The only other thing on the paper was 4 pallets of bottled water. Vicki glanced around for her boss, wondering if he’d accidentally given her a draft list. She found no sign of him, even though she peeked down every aisle on her way to the water.

      She rounded the final corner and nearly ran someone over with her cart. Vicki jerked to a stop barely in time. “Shit. Sorry.”

      The solidly built dark-haired man turned, and Vicki’s heart just about leapt out of her chest.

      She abandoned the cart and threw herself forward, arms spread wide. Joel caught her, wrapping his arms around her as she squealed with happiness. “Oh my God, oh myGod, you’re here. Joel, you’re here.”

      His strong embrace supported her, feet off the floor, as he leaned closer, his bold laughter and his smile just as she remembered. “I’m here. Now, kiss me.”

      No objections on her part. Middle of Costco, there could have been a million people watching them, and she didn’t give a damn. Vicki thrust her fingers into his hair, toppling his cowboy hat to the ground as their lips met.

      Kissing him was never going to get old.

      Goosebumps arrived as he deepened the kiss farther, his tongue doing wicked things to her. All too soon he pulled away, leaving her lips tingling and the rest of her not far behind. “Come on. Let’s get your chores done so we can go elsewhere and do this properly.”

      “Wait.” Vicki blinked at him in confusion. “Okay, first, I’m so glad to see you, but why are you here? I said you shouldn’t bother making the trip.”

      Joel laughed as he loaded pallets of water onto her cart, cowboy hat firmly back in place. “And I said we’d decide when we talked next. Which would be now.”

      Vicki hugged herself, hoping she wasn’t dreaming the entire event. “So you decided to drive seven hours anyway?”

      “You take seven hours on your bike. I’d take less, plus I found a route that cut it to five and a half. I’d already talked to Ted to check when I could come to the camp, and he’d suggested we meet here and save me two hours driving each way.” He linked her fingers in his, using his free hand to push the cart toward the registers. “Your boss is pretty awesome. He said you could have the day off to spend with me.”

      Vicki was glad Joel was leading because her feet weren’t touching the ground. “I can’t believe this.”

      “Believe it.” Joel waited at the till while she pulled herself together enough to put the order on the camp bill. He transferred the water into the back of Ted’s truck then guided her to his truck in the far corner of the parking lot. “Anywhere in particular you want to go?”

      Vicki settled in tight to his side, thighs touching, fingers curled around his biceps. “With you. That’s all. I just want to be with you.”

      He took them just out of town, opening a cattle gate and going four by four to the edge of a lonely bluff overlooking the North Saskatchewan river. The long line of the majestic Rocky Mountains stood as a backdrop, spring flowers dotting the nearby field. Vicki stared out the window for all of two seconds before ignoring the view and crawling into his lap. “I get to look at mountains all day long. I need to see your face.”

      Joel shifted the steering wheel out of the way as much as possible before resting his hands on her hips. “We could probably find somewhere with a little more room for while you look at me,” he teased.

      “Don’t need more room.” Vicki glanced out the window at the wide expanse of field, wondering if he’d think she was crazy, but she didn’t want to wait much longer. Not when they had limited time together. “This place looks nice and deserted. Will it stay that way?”

      “The land belongs to a friend of mine who moved a few years ago. No one will be by.” Joel smoothed a hand up her back, pressing their bodies intimately close. “If you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, I have a blanket in the back…”

      Vicki had their lips together and her fingers on the buttons of his shirt before he even got the door open, carrying her to the rear of the truck.

      A lot of the details from the following moments vanished. Somehow they ended up naked on the blanket surrounded by wild grasses and spring flowers. There was nothing to focus on except how amazing she felt. How right it was to be with Joel, his blue eyes locked with hers as they made love.

      Much later they were both grinning pretty damn hard, physical satisfaction obvious as he tucked a flower behind her ear. “Now that I can think straight again, I’ll mention I brought a picnic, but if you want to go out to eat, we can.”

      Vicki shook her head, pushing him to the blanket and straddling him. She pulled on his shirt, the sides still hanging open. “I vote we eat here. Talk. Fool around some more. I don’t want to waste a single minute of the time we’ve got.”

      Joel drew circles on her skin with his fingertip, the sensation so familiar—so right. “You glad I made the trip?” Teasing in his tone as well as love.

      “So glad, although it is crazy far for you to drive.”

      He curled upward to a sitting position, his abdominal muscles rock-solid under her hands. He caught her chin in his fingers and held her trapped as he whispered, “Whatever it takes to be with you? Is never too much. Never too far. Because that would be putting a limit on how much I love you, and darling?” His gaze burned her with passion. “We’ve only begun to figure out how much that means. It’s gonna take the next sixty to seventy years to even start.”

      Vicki rejoiced inside, and held on tight as her cowboy rolled her under him and proceeded to prove his point all over again…
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        If you’d like to read Joel & Vicky’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN REBEL.
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        This piece features Fabe and Allison working on building their new home.

      

        

      
        Timeline: 7 months after the end of Rocky Mountain Freedom, and about a month before book seven in the Six Pack Ranch series starts.
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      The ringing of hammers against wood echoed in her ears as Allison Coleman darted out of the path of the approaching tractor.

      Her young brother-in-law, Raphael, gave her a sheepish grin as he slowed down the big green beast, lowering the front bucket just slightly to reveal another load of shingles. "Sorry. Didn’t see you there."

      She resisted making a smart-ass comment about his driving, instead shaking a finger at him before scooping up the buckets she needed to return to the horse lean-to. The excursion took her far enough away that on the return trip she paused to admire the cabin, now clearly visible all at one time.

      The area was a beehive of construction. The Coleman clan had come out in full force to help with a modified barnraising—or at least the older boys and their wives were all in attendance. They’d taken a Saturday break from their springtime chores to help her and Gabe add onto the little cabin where they'd been living for just over a year and a half.

      The exterior walls had been vertical within an hour of them starting, the roof shortly after that. Now half the crew worked to finish the exterior while others were completing the interior wiring and drywall.

      It was astonishing how fast the clan could accomplish something when they set their minds to it.

      "Crazy, right?"

      Allison swung her head to the side to offer a smile to Jaxi. Her sister-in-law was dressed from head to toe in sturdy work gear, her three-month-old baby snuggled up tight in a fabric contraption strapped to her chest. At her side, eighteen month old Lana clung to Jaxi’s hand, her big blue eyes staring up at Allison as she earnestly sucked on her thumb as if it was the most important thing in the entire world.

      Temptation was impossible to resist. Allison knelt and opened her arms, her heart fluttering as Lana came forward willingly to be picked up.

      As the little blonde bundle of happiness snuggled against her, Allison grinned even wider, answering Jaxi with the only possible response. "It’s supposed to be crazy—it's family."

      “True.” Jaxi pulled off her cowboy hat and ran a hand through her hair before replacing the sturdy straw head-covering. "I made some sandwiches—they’re in the kitchen when we need them, because that crazy family is going to be done with the walls and roofing sometime in the next forty-five minutes, and then they'll turn into a ravaging horde."

      "Beth brought watermelon and cookies, and Gabe's mom said she'd be over with potato salad once she was done her morning chores." It was one thing she'd learned over the time of being married to Gabe—having family involved was a serious social event in terms of food. It was never just one or two people stopping in for a cup of coffee. And that was just fine by Allison.

      There was nothing she liked better than being surrounded by people who loved her.

      People like the blond haired man striding his way up the gentle slope toward them, his shirt undone at the neck, fabric stretching over muscular shoulders and the familiar bulge of his biceps. Gabe had his cowboy hat on like usual, and that expression on his face that never got old. The one that said he couldn't believe she was there.

      The one that said he was never going to let her go.

      "That is one fine man you've got," Jaxi teased. "Just watching him move makes me think about all sorts of naughty things."

      "Go on with you." Allison bumped their hips together gently, so as not to wake the baby sleeping in the snuggly. "You got a Coleman of your own. "

      "I do indeed. Vintage Coleman from head to toe, but that doesn’t mean I can’t admire the one you snagged as well.” Her satisfied grin flashed so fast Allison couldn’t hold back a burst of laughter, which of course set Jaxi off as well.

      "I hope you’re laughing with me, and not at me," Gabe warned as he came to a stop at Allison’s side, slipping his arm around her back to ease her and the little girl she held against his strong chest.

      Lana immediately reached up and patted him on the head, setting off the laughter again.

      Gabe smiled good-naturedly before tweaking her nose. "That's my own fault for playing doggies with you last time you were over."

      "I think you were having just as much fun as she was," Allison taunted.

      "Of course I was. I get to be a rancher all the time." Gabe bent down to stare earnestly into Lana's face. "It's only on special occasions that I get to be a doggie."

      Lana smiled, showing off her gap-toothed grin.

      Gabe straightened up and focused on Jaxi. "Blake asked if you could come—the twins put their handprints in the concrete we poured, which is just fine. But now they want to add foot prints and maybe other body parts. There might be some stripping going on."

      "Sweet mercy. Three years old, and they’ve already got him wrapped around their little fingers so hard he doesn’t know up from down." Jaxi took off in a rush, calling over her shoulder. "Lana, you stay with Auntie Allison and be good girl.”

      Allison didn't even try to hide her amusement. "Blake really cannot say no to those girls, can he?"

      "Who could possibly say no to his best girl?” His right hand gently cupped her face as he kissed her softly, Lana cradled between them. "And Blake's got four girls to try and keep happy."

      "And one boy. Lordy, that poor child is going to be the most mothered male on the face of the planet." Allison watched as Jaxi disappeared into the construction area, her endless energy inspiring and a little overwhelming. "She never stops, does she?"

      "Hmmm?" Gabe brushed his thumb over her cheekbone, staring into her eyes and ignoring everything going on around them. "Forget about Jaxi. How are you doing?"

      That inner bit of excitement flared again even as she adjusted Lana into a more comfortable position. Every time Allison thought about what was happening, it was like opening a brand-new present. "I feel good. Much better than this morning."

      "Hopefully that won't last too much longer. The morning stuff, that is."

      She hoped so too. She eased away slightly, slipping her fingers into his as she tilted her head toward the cabin. "By the way, I'm okay with us letting people know."

      A deep chuckle escaped him.

      "What?"

      Gabe helped her over a rough patch of ground, tucking his head beside hers to whisper, "The instant we started talking about adding rooms to the cabin, I think everyone in the clan assumed you were pregnant. I think it's pretty safe to say they know."

      He was probably right, but…

      "How come they don’t say anything?" Allison tugged him to a stop before they reached the actual cabin. “I mean, there’s been plenty of opportunties, but no one’s asked. Not Jaxi, not even your mom."

      His eyes sparkled. "No one would dare take away the fun of us getting to announce it."

      She squeezed his fingers before letting them go, rearranging Lana on her hip more comfortably as she headed into the house and he left to rejoin the crew doing something to the windows.

      Inside the cabin, her familiar living space was both bigger and brighter. They'd torn down the wall between the small living room area and the new construction, a wide passageway leading off to the two new bedrooms. That would give them a space for the baby and a spot for Rafe to stay with them when he needed to get out of the family house. Thick timber cut on their property had been used in the supports, and the new results fit in perfectly with the cabin Gabe had constructed years earlier.

      "Well, that turned out nice."

      Allison turned away from admiring the changes to greet her mother-in-law. "It'll be good to have a little extra room."

      Dana nodded slowly, her lips twitching as if she were fighting temptation with every bit of her willpower.

      It was impossible to resist any longer. “You’re just dying to ask, aren't you?"

      "I have no idea what you're talking about." The older woman’s smile just grew wider. "But if you’d hurry up and share any news you might have, it would make it easier the next time I go to town. Not saying anything is just about killing me."

      Gabe was going to gloat so hard about being right.
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      It was impossible to be in more than one place at the same time, but damn if Gabe didn't want to try.

      Swinging a hammer and working with his cousins to make the house even more of a home—he had to be in the middle of that. To put a bit of himself into the four walls that would protect his family.

      The other part of him just wanted to wrap around Allison and protect her. Not just from feeling sick and miserable, but from the other fears that had crept in along with the joy of finding out about the coming baby. The sadness that struck at not being able to share the thrill with her own mom.

      So he did both, best he could, splitting his time between working and poking his head into the cabin to keep an eye on her. Daniel Coleman had taken control of the construction project, offering a knowing wink at Gabe before lining up tasks for all the cousins who’d come out to help. Then he'd given specific jobs to each of his adopted pre-teen sons.

      Gabe couldn't think of a more appropriate way for the walls to go up than under the loving hands of family.

      As expected, cheers of delight and good-natured teasing accompanied their impromptu announcement over the lunch break. Hours later they sat in their new living room, Allison curled up at his side on the couch as he ran his fingers through her hair.

      She sighed happily. "It's like a whirlwind hit our part of the world and left behind the perfect house for us."

      "The Coleman clan pretty much is a whirlwind, I have to agree with you there."

      He slipped his fingers under her chin and tilted her head back so he could touch their mouths together tenderly.

      It never got old. Not the kissing, not the lovemaking. He brushed her lips again, butterfly soft.

      She changed position and then crawled into his lap, knees straddling his thighs as she ran her fingers through his hair. "Thank you for making this happen."

      "I got the easy part." He dropped his hands to her hips, caressing her carefully. "It took two days to add the extension. It's going to take you a whole lot longer to build the more important part."

      The changes in her body were still subtle, but he loved seeing every one of them.

      Her expression grew more serious. "Are we ready for this?"

      "It's a little late for second thoughts," he teased. "We changed the roof line. If we take it down now, the shingles are gonna look awful funny."

      Allsion snorted. "Angel boy, you’re nuts."

      He leaned their foreheads together, his thumbs rubbing gently on her waistline. "We can do this. I expect we’ll make mistakes, and we’ll have to learn all sorts of new things, but we’re good at that. The learning bit. And we’re good together."

      She let out a long slow breath, nodding slowly. "It's a huge change. One minute I'm really looking forward to it, and then the next minute it terrifies me."

      "Well, we’re not having twins, so we don't have to worry about convincing two little people they aren’t allowed to put their butt prints in concrete."

      “Poor Blake.” She covered her mouth with her hand, hiding her laughter. Then she nodded and leaned in to kiss him all over again. Which was just fine by him.

      They had a whole new house to fill with memories, and with laughter, and most of all…

      With family. Every crazy bit of it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        If you’d like to read Gabe and Allison’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN ANGEL, the fourth book in the Six Pack Ranch series.

      

        

      
        Try an excerpt here.
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            Rubber Boot Romance

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This vignette takes place after Rocky Mountain Freedom and about a month before Rocky Mountain Romance begins. Travis, Ashley and Cassidy have been together officially now for nearly nine months. It’s the spring after they moved in together, and they’re still finding new ways to enjoy making their tree-some relationship stronger.

      

        

      
        Especially Ashley, who has some mischief up her sleeve…
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      Ashley spoke quietly as she teased, mindful that they weren’t the only ones in the house. "You think you're a smart one, Travis Coleman, but the only thing smart about you right now is your mouth."

      "Sticks and stones, darlin'." He leaned closer, his dark-grey eyes peering into hers with far too much amusement as he stole a kiss, the flavor of peppermint toothpaste filling her senses. "You know I'm right."

      "Ha. Right off your rocker.”

      “Fight it all you want," he insisted, checking in the mirror as he smoothed his fingers through his dark hair, taming the tiny bit of bedhead that lingered even after he'd soaked himself down under one of their two massive bathroom sinks. “And if you want proof, just ask Jaxi. My sister-in-law knows everything there is to know about Coleman history ever since she got a bug in her head about the topic, and started digging through the old records.”

      Ashley paused to consider before making her next move. If Jaxi had spoken, there wasn’t much use in fighting Travis’s information. “Fine. I’ll let you win this time, but I’ll remind you that your dad said we could renovate the house as much as we wanted.”

      “And we did.” He grinned as she slipped into his arms, wrapping herself against him and tilting her head back to stare up into his face. “New bathroom, rearranged bedroom spaces—new wiring and a new kitchen.”

      “Old paint,” she grumbled.

      Confusion flashed in his eyes, interrupting him on the way to kiss her again, which was kind of sad, because she liked his kisses, thank you very much. “New paint. How the heck could we have put on two coats of old paint in every room?”

      Even in the middle of their debate she couldn't resist running her hands over his broad shoulders, the flannel shirt he’d layered over a T-shirt soft under her fingers. Firm shoulder muscles curved into rock solid biceps, and she sighed happily.

      Getting to touch such a fine man anytime she wanted made the start of each day just about perfect, even if it was barely five a.m.

      But there was a reason why she'd gotten up with him this morning, and she needed to stick to her agenda. Ashley attempted a small pout—not too much, or he'd know she was pulling a fast one. Just enough to keep him off balance.

      “I meant we used old colours. Everything is cream or off-white."

      Understanding flooded his expression. He tightened his hold on her hips and she found herself airborne for a moment before being cradled against his chest. "Ah, now I get it. The artist in your soul is offended by all the blank canvases you see all around you?"

      Ashley tightened her legs around his hips, every bit of contact between them so right. But in spite of how wonderful it felt to be in his arms, she didn't want to lose track of the conversation. "You do see the problem."

      Travis leaned in and kissed her, pacing out of the bathroom with her wrapped around him. He hummed contentedly, breaking the contact between their lips to whisper, "Don't distract me, woman. I need to get started on chores. It's hard enough to get out of bed and leave you guys in the first place."

      Which was why she'd crawled out from under the covers for in the first place. This was the best time to start the wheels turning.

      "I just want to find some ways to brighten up the place."

      He lowered her to the floor, their bodies still in contact. He cupped his hand around the back of her neck so he could tilt her face toward him. "You brighten up our world all by yourself, darling.”

      Awww. “Sweet talker."

      "It's true. You know Cassidy and I would be lost without you."

      He pressed their lips together and she got lost in the kiss. It was nearly a year since she’d returned to Rocky Mountain House, hoping to find something special with Travis. She’d never imagined she could end up with both him and Cassidy in a house full of love.

      He reluctantly let her go. "We can talk about this more when I see you later. I've got to run or Blake will kick my butt."

      He slapped her on the ass and she glared momentarily, unable to keep her expression from breaking into a smile as he tossed her a wink before taking the stairs two at a time.

      The floor was cold underfoot, and Ashley didn't hesitate. She snuck back into their bedroom, her heart beating faster at the sight of the blond haired man nestled under the quilt on their oversized bed. She crawled under the covers, nestling against Cassidy's firm chest.

      He groaned softly, but slipped his arm over her, pulling her tight against his warmth. "I thought you two would never stop talking."

      Ashley pressed a kiss against his neck. "I'm sorry. Didn't mean to wake you."

      Heat slowly wrapped around her, and once again she counted her blessings that she could have such a perfect life. Travis and Cassidy in love with her, and in love with each other, plus a whole bundle of family on the side.

      He rearranged her slightly, his lips close by her ear. "What game are you playing with Travis?"

      Whoops. "I don't know what you mean."

      Cassidy laughed, the deep sound curling around them and filling the room with happiness. "Honey, we've been together for long enough I know when you're pulling a fast one. And I haven't seen you trying anything on me in the last few days, which means whatever it is you want, Travis is the one you think will say no."

      She let him see her grin. "That's what I love about you. You’re sexy and you're smart."

      "So I'm right? You're trying to get something out of Travis?"

      "Nothing bad," she swore.

      "Of course not."

      He said it with such droll understatement she was the one to laugh this time. "I mean it—although you're right, my game does involve you, but I already know what your answer will be."

      "You have my blessing in whatever mischief you are about to undertake," Cassidy assured her as he rolled over her, and suddenly the plot to get the upper hand on Travis was the last thing on her mind as she stared up into his green eyes. "There is, however, a punishment for waking the man who was not on early chores."

      She batted her lashes, anticipation rising rapidly. "Oh, please sir, are you going to have your wicked way with me?"

      Cassidy answered in the best way possible.
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      The early spring weather was damn nice, and Travis found himself whistling as he worked, ignoring the smirks on his brothers' faces every time he passed them in the yard.

      His youngest brother, Joel, finally said something. "I don't know that it's right, seeing you flitting about like a bluebird.”

      "Would you rather see him pouting and being all dramatic?" Blake shook his head. "Nope, I far prefer working with this ridiculously-in-love version of Travis."

      Travis just grinned harder as he grabbed hold of a couple of feed pails and marched off toward the corral. To his delight, Ashley was perched on top of the railing by the gate.

      She gave him a thorough up-and-down leer. “Hey, cowboy, you’re looking mighty fine."

      He glanced over his shoulder, but unfortunately there was family within viewing distance. He faced her, speaking quietly. "You're lucky. I was about two seconds away from ordering you to strip so I could test the rail’s strength."

      Ashley raised a brow. "I don't know how you think not ordering me to strip makes me lucky. I have no objections⁠—"

      It was his damn fault for starting this. "You’re a handful of trouble."

      "I'm your handful of trouble," she pointed out. And then she changed the topic, thank goodness, because he was already going to spend the afternoon daydreaming about dirty sex in the outdoors. "I have a proposition for you."

      "Isn't that what we were just talking about?" he teased.

      Ashley ignored him. "I want to brighten up things. I'm serious, and I have some really good ideas, but I need you on board."

      "Anything you want to do in the house, or the shop. You're in charge," Travis offered. "Heck, you're the one with the artistic eye. It's not like I'm about to argue with you about colour pallets."

      She nodded happily, which made something inside him warm and content.

      “There are some outside things as well," she warned.

      Travis hesitated. "You don't want to paint a mural on the outside of the house or something, do you?"

      "Oh no, nothing like that. Just a few spots of colour. That's all."

      There was something she wasn't saying, but he didn't have time right now to worry it out. "If it's something my dad and mom will approve of for around the yard…"

      "I'm pretty sure they’ll have no objections,"

      "And Cassidy's onboard?" Because that expression in her eyes said he was the last one to know whatever it was she was planning.

      He didn't mind one bit.

      The past year had been amazing. Being surrounded by love and acceptance had melted all the hard spots in his soul. Not only did he have two people who told him all the time how much he meant to them, he knew he was completely accepted by his extended family. After years of doubting, and being afraid that he would never find happiness, the change in situation made his head spin at times.

      He put the pails down and rested his hands on either side of Ashley’s hips, staring up at her bold smile. "Okay, mischief-maker. Here's my offer. If whatever it is you're up to—and don’t pretend you’re not doing something twisted—if you can convince Jaxi and Blake to do whatever it is that's on your mind, then you get my one hundred percent cooperation."

      "Promise?"

      Travis raised a hand in the air. "I promise."

      Her smile shone brighter than the sun. "I love you."

      "I love you too." He grabbed his buckets. "Now, stop distracting me. I've got important rancher things to do."

      Still, he took the time to watch as she walked away. There was a skip in her step, the sun reflecting off her blonde hair as she left the yard and headed toward their home.

      This being in love thing—it was pretty damn good.
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      Cassidy waited for the entire situation to unfurl like one of the crocuses poking their heads up everywhere in the fields.

      He'd never dreamed his life could be like this. A real family surrounded him with laughter and love, getting in his face whenever he made the unwise decision to go it on his own. He was now a part of the Coleman clan—there were no lone wolves allowed amongst them.

      Ever since the weekend, Ashley had been damn near buzzing with excitement, and he was pretty sure it had something to do with whatever evil plot she had started a couple weeks earlier.

      Travis seemed unaware of the impending doom as he reclined on the couch, a book held in one hand, playing with Ashley's hair with his other hand as she lay with her head in his lap. Her lips twisted into a smile as she stared across the room into Cassidy's eyes.

      It was a moment of calm in the middle of the work, a deep breath in the middle of everyday activities that seemed so much richer because he got to share them with two people who he loved.

      Finally, he couldn't wait any longer. "Are you planning on sharing secrets anytime tonight?" he asked.

      Her smile grew even wider. "Eventually."

      Travis put his book aside, his dark grey eyes questioning as he met Cassidy's gaze. "What are you two up to?"

      Cassidy raised his hands in protest. "Not me. This is all her doing."

      The woman in question twisted until she was kneeling on the couch, her bright blue eyes focused intently on Travis. "You promised if Blake and Jaxi went along with what I had planned, then you would be on board as well."

      "Ahhh, you're finally going to tell me your big surprise. Go ahead—I'm all yours."

      She leaned up higher and kissed him briefly, unfurling from the couch and heading toward the front hall. "I already knew you are mine, but now I have something that really shows you belong to me." She glanced towards Cassidy, crooking a finger at him as well. "You too, sugar.”

      "I have no objection to being claimed by you.” Cassidy rose to his feet and followed after her, smiling as Travis deliberately moved in close enough that they were torso to torso when they paused in the front hall to watch her pull a shipping box from the closet.

      Cassidy leaned against Travis, welcoming the warmth of his body and the sure touch of his hand as its weight settled on his hip. Travis spoke quietly, his lips brushing Cassidy's ear. "You have any idea what she's up to?"

      Cassidy shook his head. Maybe he could have talked her into sharing details, but it was a whole lot more fun letting her spring surprises on them.

      That was part of being a family as well.

      Ashley got the top of the box open, dragging out a pair of rubber boots. She beamed up at them as she held them up in triumph. "See?"

      They were rubber boots, but the farthest thing from typical Cassidy had ever seen. Instead of black rubber, the boots were bright yellow, and if that weren't enough, brilliant pink flowers were scattered over the surface.

      Travis raised a hand to cover his eyes. "Good grief, I’ve been blinded."

      Ashley stood, settling her fists on her hips with the boots still held in her hands, wild colours radiating out like errant sunbeams. "I told you I wanted to brighten up the place."

      Because he was leaning against Travis’s body, Cassidy felt his partner tense, and heard him mutter a curse.

      That was the moment Cassidy realized Ashley really was a genius. "I take it there are two more sets of boots in that box?"

      Ashley's nod made him laugh as he faced Travis. "You did promise," he reminded him.

      "If Blake and Jaxi⁠—"

      "Went along with what I proposed, you said you would as well. And they did. Jaxi told me she had no objections to," Ashley lifted a hand and counted off points on her fingers, "ordering three pairs of awesome rubber boots, and two, seeing that they were worn on a regular basis around the ranch."

      Travis narrowed his eyes. "But Jaxi would have ordered rubber boots for their girls, who are all under the age of three."

      Ashley shrugged. "I don't see that detail makes any difference."

      She brought out two more pairs of boots, one neon-blue, the other purple, both dotted with yellow stars. She passed them over, and Cassidy accepted his set with a grin.

      Travis hesitated.

      Cassidy bumped him in the chest with his elbow. "You promised."

      "She cheated," Travis complained, but he grabbed the purple pair.

      "Come on," Ashley slipped her feet into her boots and had the door open before either of them could move. "If you find me in the barn, I might have a reward for you" she offered, her tone sheer dirty invitation before she took off like a shot.

      There was no way to stop his laughter from bubbling up and pouring out. This was why Cassidy found himself getting up every morning with a heart that was ready to explode with joy. Beside him Travis was shoving his feet into the boots, shaking his head and chuckling at Ashley's evil plot.

      Cassidy put a hand on Travis’s chest, holding him back so he could let his admiration show. "You look good in purple," he teased.

      Between one moment and the next Cassidy found himself being kissed fiercely, the best kind of tension rising between them along with a whole lot of anticipation.

      Travis pushed Cassidy toward the door. "I’ll give you a five minute head start. And when I find you two, you’d better be ready for me.”

      Coloured boots on his feet and joy in his heart, Cassidy raced across the yard to where he could see Ashley waiting, her hand held out to welcome him. Playing games in the hayloft might be childish, but there was nothing immature about the feeling inside. They raced up the ladder, and then Cassidy pulled her into his arms to wait for Travis to catch up.

      He lifted her chin so he could look straight into the sky-blue depths. “You really do brighten up our lives.”

      “Always,” Ashley agreed. “Just wait until you see the awesome coats I ordered for next winter.”
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        If you’d like to read Travis, Ashley, and Cassidy’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN FREEDOM the sixth book in the Six Pack Ranch series.

      

        

      
        There’s an excerpt to try here.
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            Lights and Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The original two Six Pack homes lie across a coulee from each other. Blake, Jaxi and their four little ones occupy the homestead ranch, while Travis and his two partners are happily settled on the other side of the creek. Close family who are close friends.

      

        

      
        But this holiday season, there’s a brotherly rivalry brewing..

      

        

      
        Timeline: This vignette takes place after Rocky Mountain Shelter, just before Christmas and a short while before Rocky Mountain Devil begins.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Cover of Lights and Secrets]
        

      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Travis Coleman opened the curtain barely an inch, and pure white light rushed past him. A whimper of complaint rose from the bed as Ashley rolled away from the bright streak to bury her face against Cassidy's chest. Cassidy didn't wake, but he curled an arm around her instinctively, one hand landing on her ass.

      Sleep-warmed and relaxed, the two people who made Travis’s heart beat lay together with room left for him to join them. Cassidy stretched his other hand to the side as if searching for him.

      Travis turned back to the curtain, distracted again by what was way too much light for three a.m. in the morning.

      Between the Peters house, where the three of them lived, and the main Six Pack homestead, a long narrow coulee divided the land. In the bottom of the dip, a creek ran slow in the winter, edges freezing over as the water faded to a mere trickle.

      They’d built a bridge years ago, the shortcut between the two houses well used and familiar—and now wrapped in tiny white lights. It was pretty, and festive.

      And a pain in the ass, because while the house Blake and Jaxi occupied was barely visible from Travis’s master bedroom, the bridge lay in plain view, a beacon now shining across their bed, brighter than Rudolph's nose.

      "What the heck are you doing?" Cassidy complained, his deep grumble dragging Travis’s attention away from the wintry scene outside the window.

      "Go back to sleep," Travis ordered. "The decorating fairies found the coulee, that's all."

      Green eyes blinked lazily, then Cassidy patted the mattress beside him. "Come back to bed while you still have time. "

      Ashley was now half draped over him, their legs tangled together, her hand partially covering the tattoo on his chest. The one with three initials tangled into a brand.

      Travis was all too willing to resume his place, falling asleep to thoughts of mischief.
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      "Do we have any Christmas lights?" he asked casually at breakfast the next morning. "I thought I put some up."

      Ashley whirled on him, wide grin in place. "Yes!"

      He snorted in amusement. "Well, that's an enthusiastic response, even for you."

      Cassidy pressed a coffee cup into his hands. "Probably because a year ago when she asked that same question, you insisted the last thing you wanted to do after a day's work was fiddle with hooks and lights."

      "Which is why I only got to put up a tiny tree out front with Cassidy's help." She sniffed. "Grinch."

      A squeal escaped her as she clapped her hands to her butt, rubbing the spot where he’d pinched her.

      "Your ‘Grinch-B-Gone’ worked. I'm going to put up a whole mess of lights." Travis figured Blake didn't do it on purpose, but one good deed deserved another.

      Cassidy brushed past, pausing to plant a kiss on Ashley's cheek before facing Travis. "Joel texted me. We’re taking the quads to the back pasture to clear deadfall and set up the cattle. We'll be out of range all day, but if you need a hand, I'll help you tonight."

      "I have time this morning. I might start on my own." Travis caught Cassidy by the hips, holding him in place. "No stupid shit like racing my brother. I don't need you breaking yourself before Christmas."

      "Why? Did you get me a gift you can't return?" Cassidy smirked, remaining still as Travis caught hold of his neck and locked them in position. "You be careful today. Climbing on tall ladders can be dangerous when you're clearly still feeling delicate after last night."

      "God, you two." Ashley dropped Cassidy’s lunchbox on the island. "Whose dick is bigger today?"

      "Mine," Travis and Cassidy announced at the same time.

      She snickered. "I'll break out the ruler later. Now get out of the kitchen so I can get to work. Vicki and Marion are coming over to put together Christmas hampers, and there's no way I'm letting your mom in the house without double-checking all the toys are put away first."

      Cassidy leaned in and kissed Travis, quick but deep. "Mine," he muttered under his breath before escaping to the mudroom for his coat and boots.

      "Brat," Travis called after him, laughing as he turned back to Ashley. "And that wasn't my fault, you know. Besides, my mom has seen crops before. She probably figured it was from the barn."

      "With a heart-shaped cutout in the leather?" Ashley demanded. "What are you doing to those poor animals—? Oh my God!! Travis, put me down this instant!"

      She continued to laugh as he lowered her to her feet, wondering at the joy he got to experience every damn day.

      "Lights?" he asked again.

      "Art studio, ground level. All the holiday stuff is in boxes labeled ‘humbug’."

      Life was never boring with Ashley around. "You were pretty pissed last year, I take it."

      She smiled sweetly. "Go. Play. I hit the most awesome sale, so there’s a bunch of stuff for you to pick from. I’ll come supervise later."

      He kissed her. Sweet and passionate—the icing on his morning.

      There were at least a dozen boxes labeled humbug, and his plan expanded. Ashley had enough lights stockpiled to decorate every outbuilding on the ranch.

      Travis had no intention of that. Just one spot. Somewhere with a clear view of his big brother’s home…

      

      
        
        ~~** BLAKE **~~

      

      

      It was bedlam time at Blake and Jaxi's.

      Rachel and Rebecca had finally settled down after their bath, curling up beside him as he held Lana in his lap and read about a certain teddy bear for the umpteenth time.

      He didn't need to look at the page anymore, just recited the words—with voices—from memory until Rebecca interrupted in an attempt to take charge of the book and her sisters.

      "No, Lana," Rebecca scolded. "I'm the oldest, so I get to turn the pages. You don’t always treat books nice. You need to be older, like me.”

      Rebecca continued to lecture, waving a reproaching finger in front of Lana’s face. Lana watched for a moment before her chubby little fingers darted out. She caught hold of the tempting item, pulling her sister’s hand to her mouth as Rebecca squealed and complained.

      Meanwhile, Rachel silently turned the page before looking up at Blake, her bright blue eyes blinking innocently.

      How had he survived before they’d come into his life?

      Across the room in the rocking chair sat the very heart of his body. Jaxi’s eyes were closed but a smile twisted her lips as she listened to them. Eighteen-month-old Peter lay on her chest, lingering colds making both of them less energetic than normal.

      His wife opened her eyes and their gazes met. She must've liked what she saw, because she lit up, her smile like a star shining over her family.

      Over him—as if he was all she'd ever need.

      Book reading completed, three tiny princesses rushed her for good night kisses before vanishing down the hall to their rooms.

      "You need anything?" he asked Jaxi when he returned after tucking the girls into bed. He reached for his son who had started fussing and was wheezing lightly as he offered up sleepy cries.

      "A bucket of Tylenol and three weeks uninterrupted sleep," Jaxi requested.

      Even with shadows under her eyes, she was still the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.

      “Grab a shower then crawl into bed," he ordered. "I’ll take care of everything here."

      She stretched as she rose, curling against him briefly to plant a kiss on Peter's forehead. "I'm too tired to argue with you."

      Blake waited until she’d left the room, then lifted his son until he could look him in the eye. "Seems as if the men of this family need to do some work to take care of our ladies. You ready to pull your weight?"

      Peter blinked, staring seriously. His fussing forgotten under Blake's focused attention.

      "That's what I thought. Dishes first, and we'll get you all bundled up and you can help your papa check the new lambs."

      He’d barely walked out the back door, Peter in his arms and clinging tightly to his neck, when an out-of-place glow caught his attention.

      Travis had strung lights over the barn that had been converted to an art studio for Ashley. Only, he hadn’t just placed lights along the edge of the rafters. He must have hammered up two by fours to attach additional strands where there was no building. Now the structure was shaped like a castle instead of a barn, twinkling lights flashing in pretend windows as if people, or elves, were hard at work.

      "Son of a gun."

      It was more Christmas spirit than he expected from his brother. Then again, he’d put up the lights on the bridge after Jaxi had suggested it, so maybe this was Ashley’s idea.

      Back at the house, Blake changed Peter and tried to put him down. The little boy clung like a limpet until Blake gave up.

      "Bring him to bed with us." Jaxi’s soft voice. “Then we can all get some sleep."

      Peter burrowed into her warmth like a puppy, cuddling in. Blake sat on the mattress edge and stared as that ache rolled in again. The one in his heart that never seemed to go away, but that he never truly wanted to escape.

      Still, there were times when they seemed to have far more chores and urgent things to accomplish than they had hours for in a day, that he wondered.

      "You ever regret not doing things differently?" he asked quietly, the words escaping before he’d thought them through.

      Jaxi’s lashes fluttered open. "Never."

      Her instant response and firm tone said it all.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      “Of course you do.” Her lips cracked into a smile even as her eyes remained closed. "And I love you too. Totally, and completely, but you forgot to turn off the yard lights," she muttered sleepily.

      He kissed both Jaxi and his son before heading back downstairs, where he was surprised to find that flicking the switch at the backdoor didn’t change the light pouring in the windows.

      He leaned against the glass, scratching the frost away.

      Damn, he’d forgotten. The castle was glowing like a landing beacon. Travis had aimed the main lights directly at Blake and Jaxi’s house. At their bedroom window.

      Blake plotted as he headed to bed. Drawing the curtains tight, he crawled in and pulled his already sleeping wife and son into his arms where they belonged.

      And dreamt of thirty-foot-tall snowmen with waving arms, and spinning spotlights that would follow Travis no matter where he hid.

      

      
        
        ~~** CASSIDY **~~

      

      

      Cassidy twisted on the seat of his skidoo, waiting for Travis to catch up with them.

      "He's slow," Ashley teased. "What’d you guys do last night?"

      "The Coleman boys Christmas party? I'll never tell." He pretended to zip his lips shut.

      Ashley popped off her sled and crawled over him, legs hanging over his thighs as she faced him. "They won't kick you out, you know." She pulled off her mitts so she could press her hot palms to his cheeks. "You are one hundred percent Coleman boy forever."

      He resisted the urge for all of two seconds, then dragged her over his body to rest fully in his lap where she belonged. "One hundred percent Coleman man, you mean."

      She rolled her eyes. "Is it something in the winter air? You two are hyper-testosterone-y lately."

      "It's the animal instinct," he quipped. "Fighting to be top dog."

      "Woof," she teased.

      Yeah, she was just as likely to come out on top in any battle, except both of them tended to defer to Travis. Usually.

      Except when the turkey got up in the middle of the night to go and put up extra Christmas lights. As far as Cassidy was concerned, Travis’s current tired ass was his own damn fault.

      He pulled Ashley close and nuzzled her neck. "When's the girls’ party again?"

      "Why? You planning on crashing it?"

      "Hardly. Jaxi would rip my ears off. Or those little girls of hers would bat their lashes at me, and I'd end up babysitting and playing Barbies all night."

      "Softie." She kissed him then, giving over one hundred percent of her attention, distracting him from the lightly falling snow, and the cold temperatures, and the⁠—

      Whack.

      Something icy and wet smacked into the side of his toque, snow crystals sliding down his collar as Travis whooped in the distance.

      "Score."

      Laughter rippled from Ashley's lips. "That's not going to put you in either of our good books," she called in warning, twisting toward where Travis’s dark green toque stuck up over the ridge behind them.

      His head vanished, the sound of a revving snowmobile engine growing louder as he rounded the corner and pulled up beside them, grinning in spite of the tiredness in his eyes. "You'll both forgive me. You lurve me.”

      Ashley got back on her own sled, and the three of them played in the snow for the next hour, traveling all over the Coleman land before returning home.

      Home. It was such an amazing word, and Cassidy wondered if he'd ever walk through that door without feeling complete and utter soul-satisfaction inside.

      "You guys grab a shower. I'll get supper tonight," Ashley offered, already digging in the fridge.

      Neither of them complained. They weren’t stupid, and it meant that five minutes later Cassidy was standing under the full force of the showerhead, hot water streaming over naked skin while Travis’s strong hands soaped him up in a way that made Cassidy hope whatever Ashley was making would take a long time to cook.

      Lips pressed to the side of his neck, and Cassidy chuckled. "I'm surprised you have the energy for this.”

      He got a sharp nip as a reward for his teasing.

      “I always have energy," Travis murmured, digging his fingers into Cassidy's biceps.

      "Except when you're out of bed at strange hours." Cassidy rotated rapidly, grabbing Travis’s hands and surprising him enough he managed to pin Travis’s wrists to the tile over his head. "What’s going on with the Christmas lights?"

      Travis's grin grew wider. "They look pretty awesome, don't they?"

      He tried rocking against Cassidy, but Cassidy held his ground, leaning in with his heavier weight and trapping him in place.

      "Last year, no lights. This year, you've decorated the shop, all the fence lines to the south, and I spotted a dozen new boxes of decorations in the back of the truck.” Cassidy leaned closer, stopping only inches away from Travis’s lips. “What. Gives?"

      "Just feeling the holiday spirit," Travis murmured a second before angling his head and taking control with a devastating kiss.

      And suddenly, as curious as Cassidy was about Travis’s strange obsession with holiday lights, other things rated higher on his agenda.

      Travis’s decorating game was forgotten in a hurry.

      

      
        
        ~~** JAXI **~~

      

      

      It had been dark for an hour already, which meant every time Jaxi walked past the living room window she was reminded all over again how good her life was.

      It wasn't often that she needed reminders—she had them all around her, every moment of every day. In the little boy tugging at her fingers. In his older sisters: Lana who didn't say much, but seemed to shadow him at all times, and his big sisters who would be five years old this spring, and knew everything about everything, and were intent that Peter should miss none of the significance of their family Christmas traditions.

      There were shreds of wrapping paper all over the house, Christmas trees drawn in crayon stuck on the fridge. Letters to Santa waited by the door, ready to be delivered through some secret method Blake had promised.

      They had cleared out one corner of the living room, and a growing collection of things to give to others was stockpiled there. Christmas Eve day they would pack it all up and drive around town, delivering baskets, and boxes, and all kinds of presents from their family to their friends and relatives.

      And sometime that night, after the kids were in bed, magic would happen. The tree would appear, tall and perfectly suited for their growing collection of decorations.

      She knew the girls would be up even earlier than her and Blake. They’d head downstairs to discover tiny princesses staring in amazement at the sparkling lights and brightly colored packages.

      It was Christmas, and it was love.

      They had each other every day of the year, and their house exploded with joyful noise most of the time, but the holiday season seemed that much richer. That much more meaningful.

      That much—brighter.

      She looked out the window again at all the festive lights she could see. The ones Blake had put up, plus the ones that had magically appeared across the coulee, and she grinned.

      For the past week Blake and Travis had taken turns lighting up the countryside. Their un-discussed combat had accelerated to the point they were running out of room for new projects.

      There was another new one tonight over on Travis’s side. Racing lights twinkled in sequence like a moving train, or the edges of a landing strip. Which made sense when she followed the flickering colours to their final destination to where Travis had a spotlight aimed at an enormous billboard announcing "Private airstrip, reindeer only".

      It went well with the enormous Santa sleigh Blake was just putting the finishing touches on. She leaned against the window as she watched them—her three little girls dancing around their daddy, their toddling son picked up out of the snow by his grandpa. The whole lot of them surrounded by glowing red and green and golden lights.

      It was as bright as midday outside, and she found a bubble of amusement escaping her. Small giggles gave way to full out laughter as she looked at the dozens of displays covering the Six Pack land.

      She had to give it to the boys—whatever they did, they put their heart and soul into it, even if it was decorating for the holidays.

      Making spirits bright, indeed.

      

      
        
        ~~** ASHLEY **~~

      

      

      Her sister-in-law-ish was laughing out loud in the empty house as Ashley snuck into the front foyer.

      "Hey, no having fun without me," she called as she stepped out of her boots and hurried down the hallway, nearly bumping into Jaxi as she rounded the corner.

      "Have you seen what they’ve been doing out there?" Jaxi asked with a snicker. "We've got our own Candy Cane lane happening, and we have only two driveways."

      "They have been enthusiastic," Ashley agreed, tilting her head toward the door. "You feel up to pulling on your coat? You’ve got to see what it looks like from the road."

      Jaxi bundled up, and they stepped out, linking arms as Ashley led her to the best vantage point.

      It was nice to have someone like Jaxi living close by. They’d become good friends, although maybe it shouldn’t have been so surprising. Jaxi was all about family, and Ashley and Cassidy both loved Travis to distraction, which made everyone in the Coleman family happy.

      Plus, she and Jaxi had a few things in common, more so now than ever before.

      “I convinced Cassidy to move a couple benches to a strategic spot. I think you’ll like it," Ashley said cheerfully, the cold night air sharp as she breathed it in.

      They walked together, arm in arm, supporting each other over the slippery snow-stomped path. Ahead of them, more laughter rang from where Jaxi's children were chattering and playing with their daddy and grandpa Mike.

      Jaxi jerked to a stop. "Is that a…menorah?" she asked in amazement.

      "Uh-huh. And there's a Yule Log over there.” Ashley waved a hand toward the front driveway. "And about twenty giant-sized candles all over the front lawn and fence line.”

      Jaxi settled on the bench, looking around with satisfaction in her eyes. "Candles. Like the type you would put on an old-fashioned Christmas tree?"

      Ashley felt guilty for just a moment before admitting, “I was thinking more of the feast of Saturnalia, but your idea works, too. Let’s go with that if Marion asks.”

      Jaxi covered her grin with a hand. "You are so bad."

      "Hey, it's the holidays. I figure everybody who's celebrating this time of year should get a shout-out in the light displays."

      "And all it took was you mentioning some candles would look good, and Travis put them up?"

      "Of course not. I might have casually left a few drawings on the dining room table, though." Ashley squeezed her arm then turned slowly in a circle as she admired the happy beauty all around them. "You were right. Last year I had zero success getting Travis to budge on the light thing. This year?" She leaned forward and offered Jaxi a big smile. "You made one little suggestion to Blake, and poof, we’re walking in a winter wonderland.”

      Her sister-in-law-ish shrugged. “The bridge needed lights,” she insisted. "It's far safer this way.”

      "And it's been a good distraction," Ashley said innocently. "Between putting up all those lights, and his regular chores, and the rest of the holiday preparations, I bet Blake hasn't even noticed…"

      Jaxi’s cheeks flushed red, but it could've been from the reflected Christmas lights, or the cold.

      But Ashley bet it wasn't. She just stared at the other woman, daring her to admit the secret she’d been keeping.

      Jaxi finally caved. "How did you know?"

      “That you’re pregnant?” Ashley shrugged. "Peter’s nearly two. I figured if you were going to have another, it would be soon. Plus, there were few other signs."

      "This is the last time," Jaxi said firmly. "Now, no spilling the beans to anyone before I get a chance to let Blake know. I was going to tell him on Christmas Eve."

      That sounded like a wonderful idea…

      "Your secret is safe with me.” Curiosity demanded she ask, though. "That leaves you with five kids. I thought the family joke is Blake insisted you guys would stop at six.”

      Jaxi made a face. "If he wants to conceive, carry and birth that last one, I’m good with it. Otherwise, I’m done with five.”

      Vehicle lights on the gravel road leading to the houses made them turn. More family pulled into the yard—Daniel and Beth and their boys, who raced off to examine the lights up close.

      Cassidy brought out a couple more chairs, then tugged Ashley into his arms and kissed her hard enough her toes curled as Jaxi whistled in admiration.

      His grin was wide and contented as he proceeded to get a small bonfire going.

      “Not that we need it for the light,” he teased as Travis, Blake and the kids wandered over, drawn by the fire. “Think you got enough decorations up yet, T?”

      “It’s so Santa can find the house better,” Rebecca offered in his defense. “Uncle Travis said so.”

      Ashley looked up into Travis’s laughing grey eyes, felt Cassidy’s arm around her shoulder, and knew she’d landed in the most perfect place of all.

      With family.

      With people who loved her—completely and forever.

      “Christmas Day at our place this year,” Mike reminded them before the group broke up to head home. “And Boxing Day at Whiskey Creek.”

      Which left Christmas Eve for the individual families, and a growing warmth inside threatened to burst out and make Ashley shout her secret too early.

      I’m going to tell him on Christmas Eve, Jaxi had said.

      Yes, that sounded like a wonderful time to share a secret with her two loves…

      “Anything special you want to do on Christmas Eve?” Cassidy asked as they found themselves curled up, all three on the couch in front of their fireplace.

      “Dick wars,” Ashley deadpanned.

      Travis snorted. “Could be fun.”

      “What are the rules?” Cassidy asked as he leaned on Travis’s chest, pulling her feet into his lap so he could dig his fingers into her soles.

      Her gaze met Travis’s over Cassidy’s shoulder. “He wants to know the rules. What have you done with him?”

      “Not my fault,” Travis insisted. “His straight-and-narrow side rears its head every now and then.”

      “We should really do something about it,” she teased softly, trailing her fingers up Cassidy’s leg.

      “I’m not moving,” Cassidy warned. “You want to do dirty things to me, you do them here.”

      “Lazy ass,” Travis poked.

      “Smartest ass in the room,” Cassidy countered.

      “Biggest ass in the room.”

      “Biggest cock, you mean.”

      A short ha! exploded from Travis.

      “Boys…” Two faces turned toward her, and she shook her head, happiness pouring through her. “Dick wars—they never do end.”

      So softly she might have imagined it, both of them whispered mine, and she couldn’t stop herself. Laughter floated up like teeny bubbles, spilling over them all.

      It was tempting to spill the beans now, but she resisted. Christmas Eve was the perfect time to tell them her secret.

      Then they’d have to wait another seven months to discover who’d won that particular round of the dick war.

      Although, they’d all won, really.

      Ashley leaned back, the twinkling lights shining in the darkness outside the window paling to shadows compared to the bright lights shining in her lovers’ eyes.
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        If you’d like to read Blake and Jaxi’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN HEAT, the first book in the Six Pack Ranch series.

      

        

      
        There’s an excerpt to try here.
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        If you’d like to read Travis, Cassidy, and Ashley’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN FREEDOM, the sixth book in the Six Pack Ranch series.

      

        

      
        There’s an excerpt to try here.
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            A Daddy’s Love

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Preparing for Valentines Day as a father means vastly different things depending on how old your children are, as Blake and Daniel from the Six Pack Colemans discover.

      

        

      
        Timeline: This vignette takes place during the last half of ROCKY MOUNTAIN DEVIL. February 13 to be specific, only a few days after a certain someone left Rocky Mountain House.
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      Blake stepped across the kitchen and slipped his arms around Jaxi, pulling her body to his. “Smells great,” he murmured against her neck before kissing the soft spot under her ear.

      “Roast chicken and veggies,” Jaxi offered.

      He hummed, hands moving around her more firmly as he took a deep breath. “Not talking ‘bout the food.”

      She laughed softly before twisting in his arms. Her lips met his full on while she was still smiling, and he swore he could taste her happiness.

      Something jerked at his belt loop. Someone.

      “Daddy, we need you.” Two voices in unison made the demand, followed by a softer, more babyish echo, “Daddy, need you.”

      Blake glanced down to discover he and Jaxi were surrounded by their blonde-haired little girls, all three of them dancing on the spot with excitement.

      “We’ll pick this up later,” Blake promised his wife.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” Jaxi said. “Go. Looks like you have important things to do. Supper’s ready in about half an hour.” She glanced at her watch. “Oops. Keep an eye on Peter, too? I have to run outside for a couple minutes.”

      “No problem.”

      His daughters guided him to the living room where they tugged him to the floor and shoved red construction paper at him.

      “Can you make hearts, Daddy—?” Rachel began.

      “—because Mama says you can,” Rebecca finished

      “If Mama says I can, then it must be true. What’re we making hearts for?” Blake picked up the scissors, holding back a grunt of pain as his youngest daughter crawled into his lap, stepping on spots he’d rather not have stepped on.

      Lana cupped his cheeks in her little hands, her big blue eyes wide as she explained in a serious tone that was all business, “It valenday, Daddy.”

      “Val-len-tine,” Rebecca corrected.

      “Val-man-time,” Lana echoed.

      “Right.” Rachel nodded before her lower lip stuck out briefly in what Blake thought was a fairly adorable pout. “Mama said we can make better cards, but I liked the one at the store with⁠—“

      “—Elsa was pretty,” Rebecca agreed, “but we can’t⁠—“

      “—I know. But then we can⁠—“

      “—oh, can we?”

      “Yes.”

      Rachel grinned at her twin, then they both faced Blake with identical smiles, the shared conversation obviously complete and clear as day. To them.

      His heart ached fiercely, and he wondered what he’d ever done to deserve this kind of paradise. “You two should try to finish a sentence on your own once in a while. Just for variety.”

      “Did you cut out any⁠—“

      “—hearts yet?”

      Blake attacked the construction paper, dipping his chin and hiding his grin. “I forgot it was Valentine’s Day. Who you gonna make cards for?” He lowered his voice. “You makin’ one for me?”

      Lana was rubbing the glue stick over her heart, getting more on the table under the red cut-out than on the paper. Blake adjusted her grip so he could guide her fingers.

      “I’m making one for Mama and⁠—“

      “—one for Grampa, and one for Gramma, and one for⁠—“

      ”—PJ, and⁠—“

      Blake held up a hand, glancing around the room. “Hold that list, babies. Where’s your brother?”

      “PJ in jail.” Lana jabbed a stubby finger at the wooden bars between the living room and the kitchen. Jaxi had jammed an old playpen into the gap where she said she could keep an eye on it from anywhere on the main floor.

      Blake kissed the top of Lana’s head and lowered her to the floor carefully. “The way you keep telling people we put your brother in prison, I’m surprised we haven’t had social services drop by yet.”

      “We need⁠—“

      “—more hearts,” the twins warned.

      “Be right back,” he promised, starting toward the playpen. The absolute silence from the “jail” left him expecting to see Peter passed out enjoying the sleep of the innocent.

      Instead he found his son lying on his back, staring at the ceiling with a huge grin on his face. Every stitch of his clothing had been removed…

      Including his diaper.

      The aroma that rose into the air was damn near lethal, and Blake swore softly. His son’s ability to strip like a little Houdini was entertaining at times, but this? Not so much. The diaper had been full. And while Blake spent his days shoveling shit, this was different. Peter poop was a special brand of hell all of its own.

      With a sigh, he tossed all the contaminated clothes and blankets on top of his son’s naked belly, stripping the playpen of all toxic waste. He wrapped the little man up and hoisted the entire mess into the air. “Just a minute, girls. Your brother needs hosing off.”

      Fortunately, the new laundry room was right there off the kitchen, the washtub big enough to use as a bathtub. The instant Blake set him down, Peter grabbed the scrub brush off the counter and began driving it like a car over the edges of the basin. Blake hauled open the washing machine with the intent of getting rid of his filthy armload.

      But the washer was full. So was the dryer. By the time he’d manhandled the dry clothes into a laundry basket, transferred the wet washing to the dryer and finally shoved the dirty blankets into the washer, Peter had stopped playing and started crying, and there were noises of discontentment rising from the living room.

      Blake gave up all hope of keeping his clothes clean. He snatched Peter up against his chest so he could stick his head around the corner and shout a warning at his daughters. “Play nice. I’ll be right back.”

      “Goo stick mine,” Lana complained loudly.

      “Give her back the glue stick,” Blake ordered as he stepped back into the laundry room and turned on the water. He got it nice and warm before dipping his son under the stream.

      Going by the sounds escaping PJ’s lips, anyone within a quarter mile would have sworn there was a pig being butchered in the room. He ignored his son’s complaining as he rapidly wiped him clean. Blake took a moment to shed his now shit-decorated shirt before wrapping Peter in a dry towel and hauling him in close.

      “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he offered gently, but Peter was inconsolable, his volume peaking at maximum. As an added bonus, the screams from the living room had also grown louder. Blake resisted the urge to cover his ears. “Jeez, I’m going to be deaf before I’m an old man.”

      Two-year-old tucked close, Blake hurried back to the living room and found three little girls with tears streaming down their faces all tugging at the pile of construction paper. Blake watched helplessly as the paper ripped, and three miniature blondes fell in different directions, tattered shreds of red falling like bloodstained rain. It looked as if the apocalypse had taken place in what had only moments before been a well-organized and pristine room.

      Blake took a deep breath and then let out the laugh that had been building ever since he’d spotted the open diaper. He laughed hard and loud, and the echoing cries of the four children in the room slowly decreased in volume as they looked at him in confusion.

      Peter tilted his head to one side, his mouth hanging open as he stopped crying, sucking in little gasps of air that shook his body. He reached up and touched Blake’s cheek, as if wondering when his father had lost his mind.

      Fortunately, Jaxi stayed out of the house long enough that Blake had time to clean the mess in the living room. He sent Rebecca off to fetch a wet face cloth so he could wipe all four faces clear of tears, and by the time Mama was back in the house, the girls were once again gluing hearts on card stock, and Peter was sitting on the blanket in front of the fireplace, happily playing with a couple stuffed horses.

      Jaxi paused in the doorway of the living room, the basket of eggs dangling from her hand as she eyed the room suspiciously. Blake smiled up at her, knowing she was probably reading the clues like a detective, but she didn’t say anything other than to admire the cards their daughters jumped up to show off. The ones with orange and yellow hearts on them since there was no red paper to be salvaged.

      Then she examined Blake closer, a trickle of amusement in her eyes as she made her way to his side. She knelt behind him, the soft swell of the baby in her belly pressing against his back as she whispered in his ear. “You seem to have lost your shirt.”

      He twisted his head toward her so he could answer softly, “Just getting ready for later.”

      She hummed lustily, kissing his cheek before rising and making her way to scoop PJ off the floor. “I’ll get him dressed, then it’s time to go to the table.”

      “I’ll get the girls there,” he promised.

      Jaxi smiled. “You’re a great daddy.”

      “He’s the bestest⁠—“

      “—daddy.”

      “Bestest daddy,” Lana agreed.

      Their reassuring chorus warmed something deep inside him. Damn if being a daddy wasn’t the hardest job he’d ever had.

      Although, he figured he had another job that was just as demanding, and considering it was Valentine’s Day tomorrow, he needed to make sure he was working just as hard to be the bestest husband as well…

      Time to make some plans.
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      Daniel wondered how on earth he was going to survive the next five plus years of raising teenage boys.

      In front of him, Lance shifted uncomfortably from side to side, partially blocking the computer screen he’d unsuccessfully attempted to close when Daniel had entered the room. Daniel was pretty sure he was fidgeting as well, but it had to be done.

      “That’s not what sex is really like,” Daniel informed his son bluntly as he reached around Lance and stabbed the power button off. “I mean, some of the mechanics are right, but you ever try something like that with a woman who’s not one hundred percent on board, she’ll chop off your balls with a pair of rusty scissors.”

      Lance’s face flushed beet red. “It’s just…acting.”

      Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose. Not that he wished Beth’d been the one to catch their fourteen-year-old checking out porn, but…

      Yeah, actually he kinda did wish she’d been the one who’d caught Lance, because then she’d be having this conversation instead. Admittedly, though, he was glad she hadn’t witnessed their son ogling a site that could only be considered sleazy by any stretch of the imagination.

      He was a guy. He understood the draw of porn, but that still didn’t make it right to toss this off as a guy thing. Particularly not at Lance’s age. It didn’t seem a time for a lecture on the differences between willing and unwilling participants of the sex trade, but⁠—

      Damn if this wasn’t one of the most awkward moments of Daniel’s entire life. And probably Lance’s, for that matter.

      He took a deep breath. “I’m not trying to make this worse than it is. We’ve talked about sex, and movies and TV make it pretty clear it’s something people do for fun as well as to have kids.”

      “Daaaaaaad,” Lance complained, dragging the word out long enough it had multiple syllables. “Just tell me. Am I in deep shit?”

      Daniel raised a brow. “Are you in what?”

      Lance swallowed hard. “Am I in trouble, sir?”

      There were so many things that Daniel would rather be doing and so many places he’d rather be, but this was part of the job description. He thought back to the discussions his father had with him and his brothers, but jeez, Mike hadn’t had to deal with the insanity of the Internet, just Playboy magazines tucked under the mattress.

      Daniel tried his best to channel his dad’s wisdom and patience. “Do I understand why you’re interested in checking out porn? Yep. Do I want you watching what I just saw and thinking that’s hot? Hell, no. And do I want you showing your younger brothers anything⁠—?”

      “I’d never show anything like that to Nathan and Robbie,” Lance insisted, honest shock in his voice.

      “And they never go on your computer, and they would never even think to check your history.” Daniel folded his arms over his chest. “Oh, wait. Maybe Robbie knows how to take apart a computer and rebuild it in his sleep. And he’s already broken into your system once when you forgot your passwords.”

      Lance had the grace to look sheepish. “I’d delete my history.”

      “Scrub it clean. And the laptop stays in the family room from now on,” Daniel declared.

      “But that means I have to do my homework⁠—“

      “Lance.”

      His son sighed mightily then began to gather up the cords. “Yes, sir.”

      Unfortunately, the awkwardness was destined to continue. The real reason Daniel had made his way to Lance’s room in the first place still had to be dealt with. “You taking Kim to the Valentine’s Day dance tomorrow night?”

      His son hesitated. He and Kim had been going together since before Christmas. “I’m not grounded, am I?”

      Daniel shook his head. “Not unless you think you should be.”

      “I don’t want to be grounded,” Lance said quickly. He looked up at Daniel, concern on his face. “I get what you mean. That stuff made me feel funny inside. Wrong funny.”

      “Because it was wrong sex,” Daniel said plainly. “To be honest, at your age pretty much all sex is going to be wrong. Our bodies are built to think it would be fun, but sex is about a lot more than bodies.”

      Lance was now staring firmly at the floor. Thank God, because it made it easier for Daniel to continue.

      “Let’s see if you’re old enough to understand what I’m about to do.” Daniel handed over the box of condoms, still not positive he was making the right decision.

      Lance had instinctively reached out to take what his dad offered before jerking his hands back as if Daniel had offered a live snake. “I don’t need— I mean, Kim and I aren’t⁠—“

      He stumbled to silence and if possible turned an even brighter red.

      “Good to know that you’re not having sex, because you’re not ready for it. That whole ‘your body is interested but your brain’s not quite there’ is still happening. You’ll understand it all a lot better in a couple years.” Daniel shut his mouth to stop from rambling, even though rambling felt natural at the moment. He took a deep breath and forced himself to continue. “And me giving you this box is not in any way telling you that I approve of you having sex, but if you make the decision to go ahead at some point down the road, you now have no excuse for not wearing a condom. Just in case I haven’t made it clear, if you don’t use a condom, even your first time having sex, she could get pregnant, or you could get an STD.  I hope to hell you’re smarter than that. No condom, no sex. Ever. No matter what anyone says. Got it?”

      He held the box closer to Lance, who finally took it, holding the small package gingerly as if it might snap his fingers like a triggered mousetrap at any moment.

      “Also,” Daniel pushed himself to finish. “When they’re older, I’ll have this same awkward conversation with your brothers. But, if by some chance you hear that they’re going to do something stupid before I get around to the talk, I expect you to step in and lay down the law. And make sure they’re prepared.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Daniel held out his hand, grateful as hell they were one step closer to this whole experience being over.

      Lance ignored his fingers completely, rushing forward to bury his face against Daniel’s chest. He snuck his arms around Daniel and squeezed tightly, all gangly arms, like a colt that had just been turned out of the barn and wasn’t quite sure what to do with its freedom.

      “Iloveyoudad.”

      The words came out in a rush. An instant later, Lance was out of Daniel’s arms and back at his desk, sitting down to delete his browser history.

      “I love you, too,” Daniel spoke the words clearly and without hesitation. “I’ll be working in the shop tonight if you need anything.”

      He paused in the hallway and leaned his head back against the wall as he took a deep breath to clear the tension out of his body. Beth was out with Nathan and Robbie at the swimming pool for another half hour, so Daniel turned on the dishwasher and headed out back to the woodworking shop.

      The entire place was lit up. Daniel moved forward quickly, wondering if he had left the lights on when he stopped for dinner.

      Blake stood at the jigsaw, protective goggles in place as he twisted a thin piece of dark wood under the rapidly moving blade. Daniel paced slowly around the perimeter of the shop until he was in sight, and his brother turned off the machine then stepped forward to offer him a slap on the shoulder.

      “I rang the bell but nobody answered. Hope you don’t mind me making myself at home.”

      Daniel shook his head. “You know it’s never a problem. What’re you up to?”

      “Valentine’s gift for Jaxi. You got something done for Beth, yet?”

      Dammit. He’d been so busy trying to figure out the best time and way to get the condoms to Lance that Valentine’s Day had completely slipped his mind. “Tell me your idea will duplicate easily.”

      Blake grinned. “I thought I’d make a picture frame with a cut out of a tree. Kind of a twist on the family tree thing.”

      “That’s brilliant,” Daniel offered. “Want to go into production and make one for everybody in the family?”

      “With a really huge one for Ma and Dad?”

      “One tree trunk, six branches,” Daniel countered.

      Blake nodded, and they both moved around the shop to gather the supplies they needed. While it had been years since Blake and Daniel had worked together in the woodshop, there were some things that even time didn’t change. Daniel sketched designs on the wood that Blake ran through the planer, and by the time they ended up with the stack of pieces, they were both ready for a chance to shoot the breeze while they glued the frames together.

      Blake adjusted his chair and took a deep, appreciative breath. “I can’t tell you how lucky you are to have the scent of cedar around all the time instead of the smell of shit.”

      “You don’t have to use tweezers to pull shit slivers from under your skin.”

      Blake chuckled then shared his pre-dinner fun involving screaming kids and nuclear waste-loaded diapers.

      Poopie diapers and toddler tantrums—two things Daniel had never had to deal with, and he was glad. But then again⁠—

      “I missed that stage with the boys, but don’t go thinking what’s coming down the road gets any easier.” Blake’s expression grew tighter as Daniel shared his evening’s adventure in teenager-wrangling.

      Blake shook his head in amazement when Daniel was done. “You gave Lance condoms? Holy shit, he’s only what—fourteen? Even Jesse and Joel waited until they were sixteen.”

      God, Daniel knew. “I went looking at the statistics. Average age kids try sex these days is fifteen. And it’s not just the guys—the girls are pushing for it earlier as well.”

      Blake’s face went white. “That’s not what I needed to hear. I was feeling thankful I’ve got girls to deal with first, but it sounds like I should be even more frightened.”

      “Definitely frightened,” Daniel deadpanned.

      His brother snorted. “Jerk.”

      Daniel leaned back on his stool as he considered. Maybe the emotion was wrong, but it was somehow reassuring to know neither of them were completely sure what they were doing. “I don’t know that I ever thought about this part. I mean, I knew I wanted kids, and Ma and Dad are awesome parents, but I never really thought about the challenges. The ordinary, everyday decisions we have to keep making. Most of the time I wonder if I’m totally screwing up,” he admitted reluctantly.

      His brother frowned before making a rude noise. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing a great job.”

      Daniel took the compliment gladly. “Thanks. You too.”

      They returned to work, chatting about upcoming plans as they finished their task.

      They were stacking the frames to one side for Blake to drop off with their brothers on his way home when Daniel held up the seventh one. The hollow sensation in the pit of his stomach was unfamiliar and uncomfortable.

      One brother wasn’t around. There’d be no simple way to drop off his gift.

      Jesse’s leaving was still so brand new, neither of them had remembered not to include him until this moment. “Think Jesse will be back for this soon?” Daniel asked quietly as he traced the tree’s outline.

      Blake went quiet. “Still don’t understand why the jerk took off like that.” He paused. “I can keep it at my place until he comes to his senses and comes home.”

      Daniel wasn’t sure why Jesse had up and vanished only days earlier, although he had his suspicions. Between Jesse’s leaving and a family funeral, there’d been a lot of tension and sadness in the Coleman clan that week.

      Suddenly, it was important to have a way to turn that sadness around. He picked up the larger frame that was intended for their parents. “What about we save this for the next time we have a family meal? I’ll get everybody to give me a family picture, and I’ll grab a recent one of Jesse, and we can give the frame to Ma and Dad all done up nice.”

      “Good idea.” Blake glanced at his watch. “Shit, I need to run if I’m going to make it home in time to tuck the kids in.”

      There were headlights in the driveway. “Beth’s home with the boys, so I have to go, too.”

      Yet they stood motionless together for another minute, staring down at the frames they’d made. Daniel’s mind was whirling with thoughts about family and growing pains and difficult moments. And love, if Daniel was honest, because it was love that made it all happen and made it worthwhile.

      Blake spoke, and pretty much verbalized what Daniel was feeling inside. “We got a whole ton of blessings in our lives, don’t we?”

      Daniel laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder. For all the awkwardness and frustrations that went with their lives, neither of them would give up a single minute. “We’ve got families. That’s the biggest blessing of all.”

      The evening rushed to completion like most other nights, with post swim-practice snacks and late night homework complaints, and by the time the boys were in bed for the night, Daniel and Beth settled in the living room for a moment’s quiet before ending their day as well.

      Only his thoughts kept returning to that evening’s discussion with Blake. Daniel was so focused on his mental ponderings he was surprised to glance over and discover Beth standing beside his chair, a faint smile on her lips as she gazed down at him lovingly.

      “You’re not reading. You haven’t turned a page in fifteen minutes,” she teased gently.

      He put the book aside and caught her by the wrist, tumbling her into his lap. He took a moment to appreciate the feel of her soft curves as he cuddled her close. “Just thinking.”

      “Good thoughts?”

      He nodded, stroking a finger down her cheek and under the chin so he could tilt her head back and steal a long, slow kiss.

      Beth was breathless when he lifted his mouth from hers. “Ahhh. Those kind of thoughts…”

      He chuckled. “Some. But also about how much you brought into my life. I don’t think I’ve thanked you for it near enough.”

      Beth looked bemused. “You took on me and three boys, making us part of your world. You’ve been raising them with me and loving all of us. You’ve shared your family and you work long hours to support us. If anyone needs to be appreciated more for all they do, it’s you.”

      “I never would have been a dad without you,” he said softly.

      She rubbed her nose against his. “Well, you never know what might have happened, but I’m very pleased with what did happen. You’re a great dad, and you’re a fine husband, as well.”

      “Fine?” he demanded, rising to his feet with her in his arms as he mock glared at her.

      Beth winked. “Pretty fine? Perfectly fine?”

      He carried her down the hallway, speaking softer as they passed the boys’ rooms. “And what kind of lover am I? Adequate?”

      A giggle escaped her, and his amusement rose again. This was another part of love.

      “Definitely,” Beth whispered. “Pretty adequate. Perfectly adequate.”

      She was full out laughing as he tossed her onto their bed from a few feet away then turned to lock the door.

      By the time he faced her, she’d stripped off her top and wiggled out of her pants. She knelt on the bed, scooting forward so she met him at the edge of the mattress. He closed the distance between them, and she curled her fingers into the front of his shirt as she stared up at him with desire and happiness in her eyes. “You really want to know what kind of lover you are? Perfect.”

      Daniel moved over her and did his best to make it perfectly true.
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        If you’d like to read Blake and Jaxi’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN HEAT, the first book in the Six Pack Ranch series.
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        If you’d like to read Daniel and Beth’s story you can find it in ROCKY MOUNTAIN HAVEN, the second book in the Six Pack Ranch series.
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      This cowboy has given up on love, but the new nanny might just make him change his mind. The first in a brand-new series from New York Times bestselling author Vivian Arend.  

      

      Caleb Stone is wearing too many hats and it’s making him crankier than usual. He’s a cowboy, a father, and the head of his large family—and has been since tragedy claimed his parents over ten years ago. The ranch is struggling, but it's the title of single dad that’s got him tangled up in knots. He needs a full-time, live-in nanny at the Silver Stone homestead in Heart Falls, Alberta, to help with his two little girls, but the woman about to arrive on his doorstep? Tantalizing, tempting, and trouble with capital T’s.

      

      Tamara Coleman doesn’t regret the choices that led to losing her job, but she definitely needs a fresh start. When a friend recommends her for a nanny position in a new town, she swears this time it’ll be different. No more acting on impulse—except sexy, gruff Caleb is exactly the kind of man who pushes all her buttons. And what’s more, it’s so much fun to push his in return. Sparks fly between Tamara and her gorgeous boss, but she can’t risk her position, and he doesn’t dare risk his heart.

      

      With two people fighting their true natures, something’s going to give. Luckily, there’s more than one way to capture a rancher’s heart.
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        Chapter One

        October, Silver Stone ranch

      

      

      Caleb Stone ran like hell.

      He wasn’t prone to moving at high speeds, and he sure didn’t think jogging was a thing any red-blooded man did for entertainment, but at that moment, running wasn’t about anything except survival. Caleb tucked in his chin, pumped his arms and drove his feet into the ground, sprinting full-out toward the nearest fence.

      Two feet away he dove, thrusting his hands forward to propel himself through the metal railings.

      He went down hard, body slamming into the dust and mud outside the pen.

      The furious bull on his heels jerked to a stop inches from the fence, snorting a final warning. The beast glared between the rails as if daring Caleb to step back into his territory.

      Check out the new bull, will you? Caleb could hear his brother Luke’s request. Fine. The beast was checked, and it appeared he was wildly cranky and not too pleased with his new owners.

      “Impressive bit of flying.”

      Caleb rolled to stare at the sky, ignoring the pain in his body. If he lay there for long enough, his annoying baby brother might find something better to do.

      Unfortunately, good sense didn’t come in large packages amongst his five younger siblings. Neither did the concept of showing a man mercy when he was down.

      Dark brown eyes in a familiar, yet younger version of his own face stared back as Dustin leaned over, his amused smirk far too broad considering the kid was only nineteen, a full sixteen years Caleb’s junior.

      Caleb raised a brow, deliberately offering as little emotion as possible. As if he were lying on his backside because that was exactly where he meant to be. “Need something?”

      Dustin shook his head before changing his mind and nodding. “Luke’s looking for you. He’s in the main barn.”

      Caleb got to his feet, clenching his teeth to keep from moaning as a sharp pain shot through his ribs. Nothing was broken—that sensation was familiar to him as well. He’d only banged and bumped himself this go-around, but no way he was going to give any of the young punks he worked with the satisfaction of knowing how much taking a tumble had begun to hurt.

      He wasn’t old. Thirty-five wasn’t old, damn it.

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” He checked his watch then eyed Dustin. “How come you’re not working?”

      Dustin grinned. “I am working. Luke’s got me doing fence checks for the rest of the afternoon. You were kinda on the way to where I left the quad.”

      His little brother—the kid was as tall as Caleb but still had a few years of filling out to do—adjusted his hat then sauntered off, whistling. Moving slowly, but at least in the right direction.

      Caleb recovered his own hat before heading the opposite way, picking up the reins from where he’d ground-tethered his horse. He swung a leg over her back and turned toward the barn.

      Dustin wasn’t a bad kid. For all Caleb’s concerns about having to raise his siblings after his parents had died suddenly in a car crash, they’d all turned out pretty good. A little more reckless than Caleb appreciated. Like Walker, brother number three, who was currently on the circuit risking his fool neck.

      Though, they were all fools. Ranching was a potshot—success subject to the whims of weather and the ever-changing price of livestock. There were no guarantees at the end of the day.

      The only certain things were chores and bills.

      Luke joined him as he entered the barn, his far too astute brother giving him a close once-over before grinning. “What’d you think of the new bull?”

      Caleb held his expression in check. “Seemed sound enough.”

      Luke nodded. “I thought he was moving a little uneasy. Slightly lame on the foreside.”

      Not that Caleb had noticed, but then it was hard to judge a beast’s gait while fleeing for your life in front of the working end of the horns rather than admiring from a safe distance.

      “Keep an eye on it,” he ordered. “What’s up?”

      Luke’s easygoing smile faded. “I’ve been double-checking our feed supply, and depending on how hard a winter we get, things might get tight. We’re running more head this year, and with the floods two springs ago, we lost a lot of ground.”

      Caleb let his brother talk him through what they had stockpiled, but he couldn’t remember enough details from the previous year to give a firm answer off the top of his head. “All the records are in the office. I’ll check them, but at this point there’s not much we can do except hope for the best.”

      Luke nodded. “Just thought I should mention it.”

      The two of them paced through the main barn in companionable silence. The familiar posts and beams that formed their playground growing up was now a base that provided their adult living.

      “The new nanny gets here today, right?”

      The topic Caleb’d been trying hard not to obsess over—the upheaval in the household about to take place. While he was desperately happy there would be someone to help take care of Sasha and Emma, Caleb was damn sure this was the worst-great idea he’d ever agreed to.

      Those little girls were his sunshine and light. Now nine and seven, it had been four years since he and their mother had divorced. Sasha had accepted the change with stoic resignation, but Emma had gone quieter than before. She’d never been a huge chatterbox, but now she rarely spoke, and never to strangers.

      Still, they knew he loved them—he made sure of that each and every day. Hiring a full-time nanny was supposed to fill in the missing gaps and help keep everything in their worlds spinning right.

      That made the coming awkwardness bearable, because Tamara⁠—

      Yeah, it was going to be awkward.

      “Said she’d be here by evening.”

      Luke nodded. “You must be looking forward to having a woman around the place again.”

      Caleb held his tongue as he headed to the nearest horse and bent to check its hooves so he didn’t have to look his brother in the face. Tamara Coleman, the soon-to-arrive nanny, was most definitely a woman to look forward to. Bold yet feminine, just the way he liked. Soft edges and bright spark, luscious and…and he adjusted position uncomfortably.

      Didn’t that just figure? The first woman to tempt him since his wife had left, and she had to be the most hands-off prospect around.

      He stuck to the facts. “It’ll be good to have her here. The girls need a woman’s touch in their lives. God knows I’m not the one to give it to them.”

      Luke snorted but he didn’t move, waiting until Caleb had to put the hoof down or look like a fool.

      The instant their eyes met Luke shook a finger at him. “You might not have a woman’s touch, whatever the hell that means, but those girls love you. You’re a damn good daddy to them, so don’t go putting yourself down. It’s not your fault you’ve had to be both mom and dad.”

      “I appreciate the good word, but the truth is a guy can only go so far raising a couple of little girls. And now that Ginny and Dare are gone⁠—”

      His sister and foster sister had done more than they ever should’ve since his wife left, but they’d both moved out earlier that fall. One to travel, one to set up her own home.

      “You’re doing the right thing getting a nanny in full time.” Amusement danced in Luke’s eyes. “I’m just saying your girls aren’t the only ones who’d appreciate a woman’s touch right about now.”

      Luke’s comments were cutting him to the core. Caleb and Tamara’s first meeting had been brief, but memorable. Mostly because he spent the nights after their encounter tangled up in lustful dreams. Long, dark brown hair, flashing eyes, curves that didn’t quit. Curves that made him daydream about learning her so thoroughly he could move over her with his eyes closed.

      Would Caleb appreciate the woman’s touch right about now?

      Fuck.

      Caleb ignored the answer he wasn’t about to give. “This is not about having a woman in the house for anything other than being a nanny. Make that clear to anyone who says otherwise.” Although he was bull-shitting himself pretending the thought of Tamara being around wasn’t enough to make his libido kick into overdrive. “I don’t want her spooked off before we even give this a chance.”

      “You won’t spook her—you’re solid and predictable.” Luke smacked him on the shoulder. “I’ll make sure I remind the hands again, and I’m taken, so you’ll just have to warn off Walker when he gets home. Oh, and Dusty.”

      “She’s nearly thirty,” Caleb drawled. “You really think she’d be interested in Dustin?”

      “He may be young, but he’s a Stone.” Luke waggled his brows. “The ladies like us.”

      Caleb resisted rolling his eyes. “You’re so full of shit.”

      Luke just grinned harder.

      A quick check of his watch poked Caleb into action. “I need to get moving to finish before the girls are home from school.”

      His brother considered. “You know what? I’ll take a break and meet the bus. I haven’t seen the girls in a few days, and I’ll be gone next week. Let me take care of them. Once you’re done working, go grab a little freedom before you have to get your new employee all trained up.”

      New employee. God.

      Caleb wasn’t sure if it was a blessing or curse, but he nodded. “Spaghetti sauce is in the crockpot, so you don’t need anything⁠—”

      Luke waved a hand. “I can figure it out,” he said easily. “Ginny and Dare aren’t the only ones who’ve spent time taking care of your kids.”

      An arrow of guilt shot straight through Caleb, the barbs on the shaft slicing hard.

      Luke must’ve seen him cringe. “Hey, that wasn’t a complaint. I’m damn glad to spend time as Uncle Luke. But you should go before I change my mind and make you do my chores in exchange.”

      Caleb slapped him on the shoulder in thanks.

      He finished a couple tasks in the barn over the next hour before using that free time. He let his horse take her head as they wandered toward wherever, thoughts drifting until he realized they were headed to what had to be his favourite spot on the whole Silver Stone ranch.

      Obviously, his horse felt the same way as she glided down to the pool at the base of Heart Falls.

      The land in this small section was accessible from a road off the public highway, and it had been willed over to the community. The family had placed a bench far above the water for people to sit and enjoy the view. On warm summer nights teenagers used the trail to get to the rocks so they could jump into the cool depths, and they’d occasionally ask permission to float down the river that started there and passed through Silver Stone.

      Caleb sat on Lacey’s back and stared over the water, watching the sun glitter off the water’s surface, like sunshine on morning dew. He took a deep breath of the fresh air, and the sound of the falls rolled through him and soothed the tension that had built up.

      As head of Silver Stone ranch, he had to make the right decisions. If he screwed up, they could lose it all, but in that moment right there and then, it was if the land itself said everything is going to be okay.

      God, he hoped it was true.

      He closed his eyes and took another deep breath, soaking it in. Feeling calm settle into his soul, and it felt good.

      Until it didn’t.

      An unwelcome sensation stole over him. He slid off his horse, dropping the reins to let her graze as he fought with himself.

      How had Luke described him? Solid and predictable? Fah. Code words for old and boring. As if the only reason a woman would be willing to come and stay in his house was because he was safe.

      Which wasn’t all bad. Hell if he wanted Tamara, or anyone else to be scared of him, but⁠—

      He found himself grasping the bottom of his shirt, lifting it over his head as he toed off his boots and stripped. A full-out grin rose to his cheeks. The water would be icy cold. It was probably the last week of the year before snow fell in earnest, but to hell with logic.

      Not known for his impulsive moves? Try this one on for size.

      He stepped to the edge of the rocks and stared into the deep blue depths.

      I bet Tamara would be daring enough to jump.

      The mental tease sent another shot of lust through him along with the naked image of his soon-to-be but very-much-hands-off nanny…

      Jeez, now he needed the ice water to cool the fire in his veins.
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      Considering voyeurism wasn’t one of Tamara’s kinks, she’d had more run-ins with nudity than the average woman. Even now as she sat minding her own business, she had to admit the surprise show was proving spectacular.

      Shadows cast by the towering pines to the west were playing peekaboo with his face, and he was mostly in profile, but even if the man had been in full sun she was far enough away she wouldn’t have been able to spot details like facial features. She had no idea who he was, which meant she didn’t know if she should feel guilty for ogling him.

      He could be a married man, or the Heart Falls Community Church pastor communing with nature—although if that was the local man of the cloth, she was about to have a religious experience.

      Ignorance was one benefit of being new to town.

      It was also a downfall as she’d have all sorts of new to contend with over the next days and weeks. She was mostly looking forward to it. After twenty-nine years in one spot, the idea of a fresh start appealed to her. She was going to miss her family, most of them, but a change had been needed.

      Her mystery man was now naked from the waist up, his face hidden in shadows. Solid muscles flexed in his biceps and chest as he shoved his jeans and the rest to the ground. She wished her observation spot on the trail was a little closer to the pool, because while the view was lovely, it was too far away to offer details beyond generalities. Trim hips, strong thighs. Not an inch of fat on him.

      She pushed her glasses into place and sighed happily.

      Yes, this new beginning was going to work just fine if this was how they did things in Heart Falls.

      The star of her floor show stepped to the edge of the rocks and paused long enough for Tamara to take a final, sweet mental snapshot. In appreciation of the human form, like anyone in the medical field would have⁠—

      As the man threw himself silently into the water, a bitter taste hit her tongue. She wasn’t part of the medical community anymore.

      Fired. Out of a job, and what’s worse, her nursing certification had been revoked. One well-meant but slightly illegal decision years ago, and it was all over. Illegal, not immoral, she reminded herself. Even knowing the consequences, she’d do it again in a flash.

      She watched her current mood-booster take strong strokes across the pool, headed toward the waterfall, as she considered what had really gotten her into the mess. Her impulsive nature, yes. And being too interested in other people’s business. She didn’t think she was a busybody, and she always meant well.

      Only when meaning well went bad, it soured over everyone. Bottom-line, she needed to change her habits. And this was as good a time as any, considering Heart Falls was a clean slate, and all.

      Tamara leaned against the rock behind her, hands resting on her knees. She’d been told about the lookout by her cousin’s fiancée, Dare, who used to live in the area. The same friend who’d gotten her the job she was about to start.

      The trip to Heart Falls passed quicker than expected, and it was too early to show up at the ranch. From what her friend had told her about the lookout, it had sounded like the perfect place to pause for a final get her head on straight opportunity.

      I will change, she swore. No matter how tempted she was to act impulsively in the future, she needed to⁠—

      Down in the pool, the swimming man had lasted longer than Tamara expected. Hypothermia wasn’t something to fool around with, and the water had to be bitterly cold.

      He was headed for the rocks, and she breathed a sigh of relief as he placed a hand on an outcropping and pulled himself up.

      Her sigh turned into a gasp, and she shot to her feet as the man fell backwards and disappeared beneath the surface. She hesitated for a couple of seconds before heading farther down the path, one eye on her footing and the other on the water surface.

      He didn’t come up.

      By the time she got to the bottom of the trail, Tamara was full-out sprinting, racing around the perimeter of the pool to the rocks he’d originally jumped off. She peered into the water, but couldn’t see anything.

      Swear words echoed in her head as panic tried to take control.

      There. Oh my God, there—the hazy shape of an arm.

      Tamara shouted for help as loudly as she could as she stepped out of her runners. She dropped her glasses on top of them then took a deep breath, moving to the edge of the rocks.

      No hesitation. She threw herself off.

      Icy-cold water compressed her chest in a vise. Her face went numb, bare skin tingling as if she were being chewed on by millions of tiny fish with razor-sharp teeth. Panic hovered.

      Had she been worried about hypothermia? Forget that—someone would cut their bodies from the ice years from now like preserved wooly mammoths.

      She peered around quickly, grateful she’d landed close enough to her target to see him. She snatched at the nearby limb, wrapping her fingers around a thick, solid calf, ready to pull him to safety.

      The foot shot out of her grasp straight toward her, connecting with her gut and hip hard enough all the air she’d been holding escaped in a sudden rush. An instant later, stars formed in front of her eyes.

      Her only goal was to get to the surface as quickly as possible, but her arms wouldn’t move. The only thing keeping her from dragging in a lungful of water was she’d been winded hard enough nothing seemed to work.

      The stars were fading from bright white points to dark black holes before she summoned every remaining bit of strength, kicking frantically toward the shimmering surface of the water.

      Her head broke free. She hauled in a breath through the pain. Gasping sounds echoed in her ears even as other noises registered. Someone else was coughing and sputtering.

      Tamara twisted to the right to discover her missing man had made it to the surface. Thank God. She was grateful and cautious. Panicky stranger close by in the water? Not what she wanted to deal with when she could barely breathe herself.

      She lay back and floated, keeping a watchful eye on the dark-haired blur. He was far enough away she could fend him off if he headed her way and tried to take her down.

      It hurt to take a deep enough breath to speak. “You okay?” she forced out shakily.

      A string of growled curses mixed with spitting and sputtering floated back to her.

      Well, then.

      Maybe he was embarrassed at having to be saved, but it was too cold to stay in the pool and deal with the jackass. She headed toward the shore where it would be an easy walk out of the water instead of a climb. No way was she attempting that rock face without her glasses.

      “What the hell were you doing?” His question came from a few feet away as she stumbled to vertical, the water up to her waist.

      Tamara turned to face him, hands rising to her hips. “Saving your ass? By the way, you’re welcome.”

      “Hauling me under water when I don’t expect it is saving my ass?” He took a step closer, his voice going even softer.

      Screw this. Tamara retreated farther up the shore. “You’re hypothermic enough to be delusional. You fell and didn’t come up. You were stuck in the rocks, and I pulled you out.”

      She slowed her pace, squinting toward the ground to follow the smoothest path to keep from stumbling. Dammit, why didn’t she wear contacts instead of glasses?

      The grumpy bastard didn’t respond, just stepped past her. That wasn’t as much fun as it might’ve been considering she was nearsighted enough that once he’d moved more than a few paces ahead of her, his naked butt was nothing but a spectacular blur.

      By the time she made it to the top of the rock, he had his jeans on and was jamming his feet into his boots. They still hadn’t exchanged more than a dozen angry words.

      Fine. She’d put on her glasses and take a good look at the guy so she’d know which ungrateful jerk to avoid in the future.

      “Your shoes are over here,” he grumbled, stepping toward the edge of the rocks.

      “Be careful. My⁠—”

      She couldn’t see it happen, but there was nothing wrong with her ears. Breaking glass had a distinctive sound.

      He swore again. “Why the hell did you leave your glasses on the ground?”

      That was the last straw. Tamara saw red.

      All her resolutions to watch her temper, and all her great intentions to keep a new slate shiny clean here in Heart Falls, burned away under the weight of instant pissed-off.

      “You ever say thank you for anything? Also, you ever consider that when things go wrong, maybe it’s not someone else’s fault?” As she spoke she stepped toward him, anger shoving away the cold. She snatched the tangled remains of her glasses from his fingers, and took one final step so she was close enough to look him in the face as she delivered her closing retort. “Maybe it’s you.”

      His dark eyes burned as he stared back, square jaw set in stone. A trickle of water ran from his hair down his cheek, catching on the rough stubble on his chin. Straight nose, far too sensual lips for a man. It was a familiar face, and not one she could possibly avoid in the future.

      Because it was him. Caleb Stone, him.

      AKA, her new boss.

      Fuck my life.

      
        
        Available Now

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Vivian Arend loves to share the products of her over-active imagination with her readers. She writes contemporary, western, and light-hearted paranormal romances. The stories are humorous yet emotional, usually with a large cast of family or friends, and a guaranteed happily-ever-after. Vivian lives in British Columbia, Canada, with her husband of many years—her inspiration for every hero and a willing companion for all sorts of adventures.

      
        
        www.vivianarend.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: X (Twitter) icon] X (Twitter)

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      
        
        Rocky Mountain Heat

        Copyright © 2011 by Arend Publishing Inc.

        Rocky Mountain Haven

        Copyright © 2012 by Arend Publishing Inc.

        Rocky Mountain Rebel

        Copyright © 2013 by Arend Publishing Inc.

        Rocky Mountain Angel

        Copyright © 2012 by Arend Publishing Inc.

        Rocky Mountain Freedom

        Copyright © 2013 by Arend Publishing Inc.

      

      

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations.

    

  
OEBPS/images/lights_secrets.jpg
vivian arend

COLLECTION

U oo s S
™, ;
R

5

lights & secrets

A SIX PACK RANCH VIGNETTE






OEBPS/images/vac-spr-rbrfinal.jpg
» . THE
vivian arend

COLLECTION

A NN

rubber boot romance

A SIX PACK RANCH VIGNETTE






OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vac-spr-nevertoofarfinal.jpg
> . THE
vivian arend

COLLECTION

never too far

A SIX PACK RANCH VIGNETTE






OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/social-tiktok-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Message from Vivian Arend
      


      		
        Six Pack Ranch Reading Order
      


      		
        Coleman Family Tree
      


      		
        1. Making Memories
      


      		
        2. Never Too Far
      


      		
        3. Home Building
      


      		
        4. Rubber Boot Romance
      


      		
        5. Lights and Secrets
      


      		
        6. A Daddy’s Love
      


      		
        Current Coleman Family Tree
      


      		
        Rocky Mountain House Map
      


      		
        Also by Vivian Arend
      


      		
        A Rancher’s Heart
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Vivian Arend


      		About the Author


      		Copyright


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/social-x-screen.png






OEBPS/images/large_cftree_heat.jpg
Six Pack

mike & marion
Blake
Matt
Daniel
Travis
Jesse

Joel

Coleman Family Tree

at the start of Rocky Mountain Heat

Angel Whiskey Creek Moonshine

ben & dano george & saly d! __randy & kate johnldl  mork
Gabriel Karen Steve Thompson
Michael (d) Temara Trevor Cloy
Raphcel lisa Anna £ Mitch
lee Len
Troy
Katy





OEBPS/images/vac-spr-adlfinal.jpg
» . THE
vivian arend

COLLECTION

a daddy's love

A SIX PACK RANCH VIGNETTE






OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/makingmemories.jpg
» . THE
vivian arend

COLLECTION

making memories

A SIX PACK RANCH VIGNETTE






OEBPS/images/large_spr-map-division.jpg
CRowN
LAND

AbERTA
ForgsTRY

weiie GRAVEL
= HianwaY

MOONSHINE






OEBPS/images/spr-b18-vignettes-213.jpg
NEWAOIRIK TIVIES BEST SELLING AUNE@ R

VAR IAIN/ARIENID






OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vac-spr-homebuildfinal.jpg
» . THE
vivian arend

COLLECTION

home building

A SIX PACK RANCH VIGNETTE






OEBPS/images/large_cftree_home.jpg
Coleman Family Tree

at the start of Rocky Mountain Home

Six Pack  Angel Whiskey Creek Moonshine

mke & marion  ben (d] & dana _ gearge & saly ld) __rondy&kote johnldl  mork
s R v el [ ele “Thompson
mgn & Hope Michael (d) Tamara Trevor & Becky i gpgx'g Maggie
Dariel & Beth [Rophoel & Lavrel | Uso | Ama & Mith
fance, nathen, robbe
Iiﬁiii;c"“idy & Ashley ilee & Rachel  ilen & Joney
Jesse ' Troy & Nicole
Joel & Vicki Katy & Gage

lamner, toylar





