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			Praise for New York Times bestselling author
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			“You won’t be able to put it down.” 
—New York Times bestselling author Jodi Thomas on Heartbreaker

			“Daniels is a perennial favorite on the romantic suspense front, and I might go as far as to label her the cowboy whisperer.” 
—BookPage on Luck of the Draw

			“Daniels keeps readers baffled with a taut plot and ample red herrings, expertly weaving in the threads of the next story in the series as she introduces a strong group of primary and secondary characters.” 
—Publishers Weekly on Stroke of Luck

			“Daniels again turns in a taut, well-plotted, and suspenseful tale with plenty of red herrings. Readers will be in from the start and engaged until the end.” 
—Library Journal on Stroke of Luck

			“Readers who like their romance spiced with mystery can’t go wrong with Stroke of Luck by B.J. Daniels.” 
—BookPage

			“Daniels is an expert at combining layered characters, quirky small towns, steamy chemistry and added suspense.” 
—RT Book Reviews on Hero’s Return

			“B.J. Daniels has made Cowboy’s Legacy quite a nail-biting, page-turner of a story. Guaranteed to keep you on your toes.” 
—Fresh Fiction
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			CHAPTER ONE

			“WHAT DO WE even know about her?” Vi Mullen demanded of the women gathered at the Buckhorn Café that bright late summer morning.

			“Gertrude?” asked Clarice Barber in an appeasing tone, the one she used when she didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings. Gertrude Durham had recently taken over the only garage and gas station in town. “She could be nicer to people. She’s a little cranky.” That voice was like fingernails on a blackboard for Vi.

			Mabel Aldrich quickly agreed in a whisper even though the only people in the café this early in the morning were the women sitting in this large booth. Local women had been meeting there for decades to play cards, gossip over coffee and pie or knit or crochet while they visited.

			Vi usually didn’t join them, saying she was too busy, which she knew had been fine with everyone. She found their senseless chatter annoying and a waste of time. “The point is, we know nothing about her and she’s living here in the same town with us.”

			“I’ve never seen her in anything but those awful baggy green overalls and a worn-out flannel shirt,” Lynette Crest said, as if completely missing the point. “And she should do something with her hair. It’s so wiry and wild. That trucker’s cap she’s never without doesn’t help matters. But she is a mechanic who works on cars, so what would you have her wear?”

			Exasperated, Vi sighed. “I’m not talking about how she looks or dresses. Who is this woman? What do you know about her?”

			“What is there to know?” Mabel said, dismissing Vi’s concerns, but at least getting back to the point. “Gertrude inherited the gas station from her nephew, Fred, rest his soul. What more do we really need to know?”

			It was that kind of blind ignorance that drove Vi wild. “We only have her word that she’s even Fred’s aunt.”

			“She was at his funeral and his son Tyrell’s,” Clarice said as if that proved anything.

			Vi wondered why she’d bothered as Bessie Caulfield came out of the kitchen with a fresh pot of coffee and announced the blueberry muffins would need only a few more minutes in the oven.

			After Bessie left, Vi resumed her questioning before the women could start talking about baked goods. “Have any of you heard anything at all about Gertrude’s past?” There was a general shaking of heads around the table. “Well, don’t you think it’s odd that she’s so secretive about it?”

			“Some people just don’t like to talk about themselves,” Clarice said in that annoying placating voice.

			Vi knew for a fact that Gertrude wouldn’t even answer the simplest questions like where she’d been living, what she was doing before she took over the garage, if she’d ever been married or had children—and she said as much to the women gathered. “She evaded all of my questions when she came in to buy groceries at the store. Tell me that’s not odd.”

			Everyone grew quiet for a moment. “Some people are just private,” Lynette said cautiously.

			Vi scoffed at that. Some people just had something to hide. She could tell a lot about a person by the groceries they bought. She hated to think how much she knew about the women sitting at the table this morning. But she kept that to herself.

			Gertrude bought only the basics. Eggs, milk, bread, some fruit and only very little meat. But she bought a lot of canned cat food. Did she even have a cat?

			“She’s not on any social media that I can find either.” Vi saw that all these old hens were about to say that they wished they’d never gotten on Facebook and that they certainly didn’t tweet. She quickly cut them off with “I offered her a box at the post office and she declined, saying she’d use Fred’s old one for the garage. Who doesn’t get mail? Tell me that isn’t strange.” As she glanced around the table, all she saw were blank looks.

			“I wish I didn’t have a post office box,” Rose Hanson said. “All I get is junk mail.” The others quickly agreed. “No one writes letters anymore. Remember when we used to get long newsy letters?”

			“And postcards from friends and relatives when they were traveling,” Mabel said wistfully. “Back when a stamp cost a couple of pennies.”

			The conversation took off from there, covering everything from when conditioner used to be called cream rinse and you could buy a candy bar for a nickel. “A good-sized candy bar too,” Lynette added.

			Vi told herself she should have walked on by the café this morning. But when she’d seen the neighborhood ladies of a certain age all gathered inside something had made her want to join them. She’d missed female friendship, although it was like missing a limb she’d never had.

			As she got to her feet, the conversation veered off to an air-fryer recipe someone had seen on Pinterest. Vi sighed, feeling like an alien on an uninhabitable planet. No one paid her any mind as she left.

			Once outside, she looked down the strip of two-lane blacktop that cut through the middle of Buckhorn, Montana. There were businesses on each side, some of them already getting ready to close. This time of year the tourist season was winding down. By Labor Day it would be over until Memorial Day. Soon businesses would be boarded up with See You in the Spring signs on them as winter swept in.

			A gust of wind kicked up dust, whirling it past before disappearing down the highway. Vi blinked as the sky darkened to the west. The weatherperson was calling for a late thunderstorm. Dust motes still danced in the air as she settled her gaze on Durham’s Garage and Gas, the only garage and gas station for miles.

			The light was on in the small house behind the business. The day after the funeral, Gertrude had moved in and risen early the next morning to begin painting the house a light yellow with white trim. From as far back as Vi could remember the house had been the same dark green as the gas station. The large, gray-haired woman of indiscriminate age had done the painting herself. It had taken her five full days.

			Vi thought of that old expression about watching paint dry. Locals had watched with fascination as the job progressed. Sometimes it was downright sad how little happened in Buckhorn.

			Pulling up her collar, she started down the street toward her general store. It was about time to open up, although business would be slow. She didn’t mind all that much.

			With a laugh, she realized that she possibly had too much time to think—and worry. Not that she was wrong about Gertrude Durham. Vi believed in following her instincts, and right now hers were telling her there was something about the woman that wasn’t right.

			No matter what anyone thought, she intended to find out what Gertrude was hiding.

			

			AT THE YELLOW HOUSE, Gertrude Durham stood to the side of the window watching Vi Mullen come down the street. Earlier she’d seen a gaggle of local hens headed for the café and to her surprise Vi Mullen not far behind them. Vi usually didn’t join the women. It made her wonder what was different this morning.

			The woman had been a thorn in her side since she’d arrived in Buckhorn. Always asking about things that were none of her business. The truth was that Vi made her nervous. So much so that Gertrude had gone up to her bedroom earlier, shoved aside the bed and the rug, and opened the trapdoor just to make sure nothing had been disturbed.

			It was ridiculous and she cursed herself for letting the busybody make her doubt herself. But better to be safe than sorry. The metal container was just as she’d left it, locked and undisturbed. Her traveling bag with two guns, ammo and several passports in several different names was also where she’d left it. She could leave at a moment’s notice if it became necessary. That thought always came as a relief.

			She’d closed the trapdoor, replaced the rug and shoved the bed back.

			But now, watching Vi Mullen make her way down to the general store, she still didn’t feel safe. Across the room, she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the large old mirror on the wall. She avoided mirrors. All but that one had come down the day she’d moved in. She’d tried to remove it, but the screws had been painted over years ago. She was going to have to pry it off the wall and then repair the plaster so she’d put it off. But she had to tackle the job soon. It bothered her seeing a woman she didn’t recognize reflected in the glass.

			Work. That was what kept her sane. And right now she had to get to the garage. Mabel Aldrich needed a new water pump in her old Lincoln. Gertrude had promised she’d do it today. But first she had to put new spark plugs in Lars Olson’s pickup and tune it up for him. The new water pump was supposed to be delivered before nine. She liked Mabel—not that she trusted anyone. Her own fault after years of being on the run.

			Dressed in her usual steel-toed work boots, baggy green overalls and one of a half dozen flannel shirts that had belonged to her nephew, Fred, she pushed her trucker’s cap down over her head of riotous thick gray hair. She enjoyed the work and often thought how lucky she was that her nephew had left her this place. Just as she was grateful that her father had wanted a son. Because of that, he’d taught her everything she needed to know about fixing just about anything.

			Someone else had taught her about being a woman.

			The unwanted thought of Ike Shepherd was quickly shoved away as she walked the short distance to the garage and went to work.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			GERTRUDE DURHAM WASN’T the only new face in town, Vi recalled before she reached her general store. Someone was taking over the old hair salon.

			Buckhorn had been the same for so long, it seemed strange to see new people in town opening businesses in formerly empty buildings—especially one opening this late in the tourist season. She stopped in front of a building that had been empty for a few years—until now.

			Lately Buckhorn had started to grow for no apparent reason that Vi could make out. Her family had settled here back in the 1800s, bought up a lot of the land and opened some of the first businesses. She still owned the general store, the antique barn and a sizable amount of land.

			As she peered in the front window, she saw a young woman with short spiky dark hair come out of the back carrying an armful of supplies.

			The woman, who looked to be in her late twenties to early thirties, saw her, smiled and nodded toward the front door in invitation. Vi figured it wouldn’t hurt to introduce herself and, opening the front door, stepped in.

			“Good morning,” the young woman said brightly as she began to place the supplies on a shelf behind the salon chair. She wore a sleeveless top, a large elaborate tattoo on one upper arm. Vi doubted it was her only tattoo. A half dozen piercings in her ears suggested that the woman had other piercings in places Vi cringed to even think about.

			“Let me guess. Vivian Mullen, right?” the young woman said.

			“Apparently my reputation precedes me,” she said, getting a laugh.

			“I asked around and was told if I had any questions or needed something to ask you.”

			“I’m the person to talk to,” Vi admitted. As post mistress, she provided post office boxes to new residents, distributed advice and knew pretty much everyone in the county.

			Finished putting away the supplies, the young woman wiped her hands on her jeans and stepped forward to offer a hand. “Luna Declan.”

			“Luna?”

			“My grandmother’s idea. She was an old hippie.”

			The woman’s smile could have melted an iceberg, Vi thought. “Well, it’s nice to meet you. What brings you to Buckhorn?”

			Luna’s cell rang. “Sorry, I have to take this,” she said as she dug the phone out of her jeans pocket. “It’s my father. If I don’t answer, he’ll worry. I’ll come down to the store to see you later.”

			Vi nodded and headed for the door. Luna Declan seemed nice enough and she was someone who took her father’s calls. Relieved, Vi told herself that maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about this one.

			Unlike Gertrude Durham.

			

			LUNA WATCHED VI leave as her phone rang again. She’d been expecting the call. She was pretty sure that he’d seen the newspaper article in yesterday’s Billings Gazette. The jewelry heist had made national news years ago but was now relegated to a back page. She’d torn it out and now had it stuffed in her jeans pocket.

			A museum jewelry exhibit heist years ago is about to come to a close as the statute of limitations runs out this week on the getaway driver.

			Two armed men entered the museum at closing, tied up the security guard and got away with over ten million dollars in rare jewelry. Both men were arrested but no longer had the jewelry on them. It is believed that they passed the jewelry to their getaway driver as they fled on foot from police. Both later died in prison but never gave up their accomplice.

			The driver, a woman according to surveillance cameras, has never been found. The getaway car was discovered torched, any DNA evidence lost. The FBI is still looking for the woman.

			In an odd twist, most of the jewels have turned up over the past few years in small churches across the country. One piece though is still missing. Since the heist getaway driver is the only one still alive, it’s believed that she has been leaving the jewelry at these out-of-the-way churches.

			Once the statute of limitations expires this week on the crime it is unlikely that she would be prosecuted if caught. The museum administrator said he still hopes she will turn in the diamond brooch—if she still has it. The brooch is valued at a half million dollars.

			

			“WELL?” ASKED A GRUFF male voice as she answered the call on the fourth ring.

			“I just met the town busybody,” Luna said with a laugh as she glanced down the street after Vi.

			“Is she going to be a problem?”

			“Naw, I can handle her. Don’t worry, everything is going as planned.”

			“I still don’t like it,” he said.

			She sighed. “Trust me, I know what I’m doing.”

			“Fine. You play it the way you want to. Just be careful. I hope I don’t have to remind you how dangerous this is.”

			“Nope,” Luna said as she stepped to the back of the shop where she’d hung up her leather jacket. Her weapon was inside, but in a pinch, she was also deadly with a can of hair spray.

			“When do you open?”

			“Tomorrow,” she said. “I put an ad in the local online weekly newspaper offering specials. I also had some flyers printed. I’ll make sure she gets one. With luck, I’ll be able to lure her in.”

			“With the deadline on the statute of limitations, she’ll be suspicious and even more dangerous.”

			“Don’t worry. I’m hell with a pair of scissors.”

			“Don’t joke around.”

			“Dad, I’ve got this.”

			He sighed. “I know. But I’m allowed to worry about my daughter if I want to.”

			She chuckled. “You should be glad that I’m finally using the skills I learned on my gap year before college. I told you beauty college was worth every cent—not to mention all the years I spent at Mom’s salon from the time I could crawl. Like she always said, doesn’t hurt to learn everything I can so I have options. I rented this place for a song after the last beautician went broke here. It’s fate.”

			“Your mom wouldn’t like this,” he said, his voice even more gruff with emotion. “She never knew how dangerous retrieval work was. If she had known, let alone that now I’ve let you...”

			“I can do this. And when it’s over, who knows, maybe I’ll end up staying here and cutting hair the rest of my life.”

			“Your mother would have liked that. I just worry that you’re too much like me.” Behind her, she heard the door to the shop open and turned to see a cop filling the doorway. Her heart bumped in her chest at the glint of a star on his shirt. “I’d be happy to make you an appointment... Sure, just let me know what time works for you,” she said into the phone, and disconnected.

			She smiled at the lawman filling her doorway. He’d removed his Stetson and now held it by the brim in front of him. She recognized the uniform. Deputy marshal. He looked about her age, early thirties.

			“Any chance of getting a haircut?” he asked as he released the hat with one hand to rake his fingers through a head full of thick dark hair. He had beautiful sea green eyes with long thick lashes in a classically handsome face. “Vi down at the general store said I should check with you. But I didn’t see a sign in the window. Are you open yet?”

			Good old Vi. “I was planning to open later today, but now that you’re here, come on in. You can be my first client, Deputy. Please have a seat.” She took his hat and jacket and put them on hooks along the wall by the door and considered the man. He was a good six-four or -five, towering over her five-foot-five frame. His broad shoulders challenged the fabric of his short-sleeved brown shirt with the county marshal’s department patch—identical to the ones on his canvas jacket. His well-fitting jeans cupped a nice behind and slim hips all the way down those long legs to his Western boots.

			“I’m Luna Declan,” she said as she put a drape around him and caught a whiff of maleness mixed with a light aftershave. It had an intoxicating appeal that she couldn’t deny even as she reminded herself what was at stake.

			“Jaxson Gray,” he said, clearly uneasy as he shifted in the chair. “I usually get my hair cut by the barber over in Lewistown. But he fell and broke his leg. Been closed while he recuperates.”

			She couldn’t help but smile as she turned the chair around and dropped the back to the edge of the sink. He leaned back as she adjusted the water and took in the weapon strapped at his hip. A Smith & Wesson .357 Magnum six-inch barrel, blued finish. She’d been told that Buckhorn was pretty much lawless because the closest officer was a good hour away from either direction. So seeing him had come as a surprise.

			“Do you have family around here?” Jaxson asked as she began to wash his hair.

			Luna shook her head. “Denver. My father’s an insurance agent, my mother was a beautician. She had her own shop. Just your average American family. How about you?”

			“My father’s a college history professor, my mother’s an elementary school teacher. My sister is also an elementary school teacher, and my brother is a school administrator.” He grinned and seemed to relax. “I’m the black sheep of the family.”

			As she massaged his scalp, she asked, “I’m glad you stopped in, Deputy. Do you get to Buckhorn often?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			EARL RAY CAULFIELD had been known to avoid Vi when he saw her coming. But this time she’d ambushed him.

			“Earl Ray?”

			He’d stopped by the café to see his wife and have one of Bessie’s amazing blueberry muffins that she’d baked just that morning. Both older, he and Bessie had only recently gotten married after years of being best friends. He hadn’t even had a bite of his muffin when Vi appeared without warning next to him at the café counter.

			“I need to talk to you about Gertrude Durham,” she whispered as she slid onto the stool beside him. They were the only two at the counter. The only other customers were in a couple of booths some distance away.

			“Coffee, Vi?” Bessie asked from the other side of the counter. She was carrying a full pot and topped off Earl Ray’s. Her hair was long and gray, plaited in a braid that fell over one shoulder. Seeing her always made his heart bump in his chest. He’d loved this woman forever but had only recently made her his wife. He hated that it had taken him so long.

			Waving Bessie’s question away, Vi turned her attention on him again and whispered, “Something’s just not right about Gertrude Durham.”

			“Well, Vi,” Earl Ray said as he cut a bite of the muffin with his fork and watched his wife return to the kitchen. “People say that about you and I always say—”

			“I’m in no mood for your so-called sense of down-home humor,” she interrupted. “This is serious.”

			He sighed and put down his fork. His hair was more salt than pepper, but he tried to stay in good shape and was for his age. Turning toward her, he settled his dark blue eyes on her and asked, “What seems to be the problem?”

			“We need to find out who this woman really is,” Vi said adamantly.

			“You have reason to believe she isn’t Gertrude Durham?”

			“Not necessarily.”

			He picked up his fork, took a bite and chewed, telling himself that Vi was annoying but had a good heart. At least he wanted to believe that. Through the pass-through he could see Bessie watching with amusement. “Why don’t I do some checking on her. Would that make you rest more comfortably at night?”

			All the steam seemed to leak out of Vi. “Yes, it would.” She looked like a woman who’d completed her mission as she rose from the stool and left.

			“Are you really going to look into Gertrude Durham?” Bessie asked quietly after Vi was gone.

			“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.” He was known as the town’s military hero. In truth, no one knew exactly what he’d done in the service. But fortunately, he had contacts who often helped him when he needed it. He felt it was his job to look after Buckhorn and its residents.

			As he took another bite of muffin, he realized that he hadn’t done a check on Gertrude because she’d inherited the garage and house as Fred Durham’s aunt. He hadn’t questioned it.

			But maybe he should have. He hoped he wasn’t losing his edge. Finishing the muffin, he washed it down with coffee and rose. While he was at it, he’d check on that other new resident in town, Luna Declan, the new salon owner.

			

			“SO WHAT DO you think?” Luna asked as she offered the deputy marshal a hand mirror so he could check out the back of his hair.

			She watched him swivel in his seat. Those eyes of his really were killer. Men should not be allowed to have thick, dark eyelashes like that—let alone eyes that made a girl yearn for the sea. It was so unfair.

			He stopped turning this way and that, his expression priceless. “It looks so good. When Bob cuts it...” He stopped as if he didn’t want to say anything bad about barber Bob.

			“He probably doesn’t style it.”

			Jaxson met her gaze in the mirror. “I guess that’s the difference.”

			“But you like it?” she asked, smiling. She could see that he did.

			“I really do.” He looked at his haircut a little longer, then handed back the mirror.

			“Let me know what your girlfriend thinks,” she said, still smiling. She’d already seen that he wasn’t wearing a wedding band. Not that the lack of a ring necessarily proved anything. She hadn’t been crushing on him or anything as juvenile as that. She just wanted to make a thorough assessment of this lawman so she knew what she might be dealing with.

			She’d already sized up Jaxson. He’d be the type to follow the letter of the law, which meant he could be trouble.

			“No girlfriend.” He dropped his gaze to his boots.

			“Well, let’s see what your coworkers have to say.”

			He chuckled. “There aren’t many of us. You asked how often I get to Buckhorn. We’re stretched pretty thin and now there’s some big celebration planned here in town at the end of summer.”

			She nodded. “Buckhorn’s 125th birthday. It sounds like a wild time.” Actually, it sounded anything but. Not that she would be here. She and her shop would be long gone by then if everything went as planned. Strange, but it gave her a little pang of regret. It had been fun playing house here, especially since she had an apartment upstairs that she’d enjoyed decorating even knowing it was temporary.

			“Wild time exactly. That’s what we’re worried about,” Deputy Gray said. “We’re trying to decide the best way to patrol the area, so you might be seeing more of me over this way.” He met her gaze and this time held it longer.

			“You stop by anytime, Deputy, and I’ll work you into my schedule.”

			He nodded, smiled and reached for his wallet.

			“No, this one’s on the house—for luck. My first haircut in Buckhorn.”

			Jaxson started to argue, but realized she wasn’t taking his money. “Well, then you’ll have to let me buy you dinner next time I’m passing through.”

			She pretended to be surprised by the offer. “I’d love that.”

			He smiled again. He had a great smile, boyish in that very manly handsome face.

			“Then it’s a date,” she said. “I look forward to it.”

			With that she showed him out and called her father back. “I just met the local law. We’re having dinner the next time he comes through town.”

			“You’re playing with fire.”

			Luna smiled to herself as she disconnected and thought about Deputy Marshal Jaxson Gray. Best to keep him close. Just not too close. She didn’t want to get burned.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			EARL RAY FOUND exactly what he’d expected to find when he dug into Gertrude Durham’s background. She’d grown up in Stevensville, Montana—not far from the Idaho border, the daughter of a stay-at-home mother and logger father. She’d graduated from the University of Montana in Missoula in mechanical engineering before returning home to work for her father’s logging company. She’d never married and as far as Earl Ray could tell, she owned the logging company that provided her with a decent income. Apparently she’d never had another job until she took over the gas station and garage.

			As for what had brought her to Buckhorn, she’d inherited a business and was possibly looking for a change. Seemed pretty open and shut to him.

			Though as he closed his laptop, he wondered what it was about Gertrude that had Vi worried. Picking up his cell phone, he called Vi.

			“Can’t find anything in Gertrude’s past to be concerned about,” he told her.

			“Why is she so secretive then?” Vi demanded, clearly disappointed.

			“Maybe she doesn’t like being interrogated.”

			Vi harrumphed. “Mark my words, there’s something wrong about her. You’ll see.”

			He hoped Vi was mistaken as he disconnected and typed the words Luna Declan into his computer. Mother, former owner of a beauty shop, deceased. Father, an insurance investigator. Luna attended beauty college, graduated. Also she had a university degree in forensics and criminology.

			That raised an eyebrow, but Earl Ray figured that when it came down to choosing a career, she’d followed in her mother’s footsteps and opened her own salon here. He closed the file and his laptop. As he did, he brushed off Vi’s concerns about Gertrude. At least for the moment.

			

			IKE SHEPHERD COULDN’T believe it. After all these years? He’d flagged the woman’s file so that if there were ever any inquiries about her through DNA or fingerprints or any of the aliases she’d used during her life, he’d be alerted. Someone had made just such an inquiry about a woman named Gertrude Durham.

			That wasn’t the name she’d used when he knew her. Could that be her real name? He felt a shiver move through him as he sat back in his chair. She’d surfaced after all this time? And in Buckhorn, Montana? Was it possible?

			Why else would the inquiry have come from there? Why from someone who had top clearance with the military? He typed in the name only to hit a dead end. Earl Ray Caulfield’s file was sealed. What the devil?

			What kind of trouble had the woman gotten herself into now? Ike ran a hand over his face. In three days, the statute of limitations would run out on the jewelry heist. Gertrude was still wanted for questioning by the FBI. He wasn’t the only one who would get flagged with this new information.

			Which meant that if he was going to do something, he’d have to do it quickly. He’d actually thought she must be dead since in all this time he hadn’t heard anything. So where had she been? Maybe more to the point, what was she now doing? How much had she changed with the years? Or how much hadn’t she changed? he wondered with a knowing smile.

			“You aren’t seriously thinking of going to Montana,” he said to himself as he looked around his condo. He hated to admit how bored he’d been since he’d retired from the FBI. “What are you going to do when you find her?” Bring her in? Make a citizen’s arrest? In three days, if she’d been involved in the heist, legally she would be free.

			He quit kidding himself that this had anything to do with catching her for the crime he knew damned well that she’d been involved in. If she was in Buckhorn, he had to go. He wanted to see her. Which was why he shouldn’t go. Too much time had passed—not to mention the fact that the woman was dangerous for him in so many ways.

			Yet, even as he thought it, he wondered what she would do when she saw him again. He told himself she wouldn’t be the woman he’d known. He wasn’t the man she’d known either, even though he didn’t feel his age—especially when he thought about her.

			Even as he tried to talk himself out of it, he knew he was going to Buckhorn, Montana. He was going to see her again no matter how dangerous it could be for both of them. He’d be armed, and knowing her, she would be as well.

			He smiled to himself as he remembered one night curled up in bed when she’d finally told him her real first name. “Gertrude?” He’d laughed, shaking his head, not sure he believed her for good reason.

			“Don’t make me wish I hadn’t told you,” she’d warned, those dark eyes of hers catching fire in the candlelight.

			He’d pulled her to him and kissed her, breathing his new pet name for her against that luscious mouth of hers. “Gert.”

			“Gert,” he whispered to himself now. Even whispering her name made his heart ache for what had been. For what could have been.

			He had no idea what woman he would find when he reached Buckhorn, Montana. Gert had a way of turning into whatever she wanted a person to see. At one point, he’d thought he’d known the real her. But he could have been wrong about that too.

			“She’s going to break your heart,” he told himself as he rose to go pack. It wouldn’t be the first time. But it could be the last, he thought as he packed his weapon.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			IKE FLEW INTO BILLINGS, Montana, the largest city in the state. It was the only commercial airport close to Buckhorn—although it was one of the smallest he’d ever seen. He rented a car right there at the airport and after driving a two-lane highway with few to no towns in between for what seemed like hours, he saw what appeared to be buildings on the horizon.

			Mountains soared up on each side of the narrow valley thick with green pines. Now that he was almost here, according to the car’s guidance system, he felt his first doubts begin to surface. It had been too long. They were both so much older. Wouldn’t it be better just to remember the good times and not chance getting his heart broken again—or worse?

			A town began to materialize. He’d suspected Buckhorn was small, but still he was surprised at just how insubstantial it was. He slowed as he passed the Sleepy Pine Motel and the Buckhorn Bakery. He passed a series of businesses. A general store, a café, a beauty shop.

			With a start, he realized that he was suddenly past town—and that he’d missed Durham’s Garage and Gas on the far edge of Buckhorn.

			Braking, he pulled off onto a short dirt road that led to what appeared to be a rather major development coming up. He saw a sign announcing the new Buckhorn Hotel.

			As he turned around and headed back into Buckhorn, he couldn’t imagine Gert living here. Not after the life she’d had. He felt his heart fall at the thought that this whole trip had been a wild-goose chase. Wasn’t there more than a good chance that her real name wasn’t Gertrude Durham? That it was just another alias? What if this wasn’t the woman who’d stolen more than his heart all those years ago?

			Still worried that it was a mistake, he pulled in next to the gas pump closest to the building. In the shadows of the dimly lit garage, he could see someone under the hood of a pickup at the first bay inside.

			Getting out, he braced himself for disappointment. He wouldn’t find Gert here. He’d never find her. Never see her again—just as he’d thought he’d accepted a long time ago.

			“Give me a minute!” called a gruff voice from inside the garage.

			He climbed out and, using his credit card, began to fill his tank. He knew he was stalling. The possibility of seeing her again made him anxious, nervous, unsettled. He thought about the first time he’d seen her—the woman he was going to fall completely, hopelessly, heartbreakingly in love with.

			He’d been working undercover on a money-laundering case, which was why he’d found himself at a penthouse party in the middle of Las Vegas. He’d just taken a glass of champagne from a waiter when he saw her.

			She stood outside on the roof garden silhouetted against the lights of the strip in a red dress that molded to her amazing body, her long blond hair sweeping halfway down her back. He hadn’t realized how tall she was until he walked out onto the roof and stood next to her. He had only a few inches on her.

			When she turned to look at him, he felt the full impact of the woman. Her hair framed a perfectly sculpted face he would never forget, from the eyes and high cheekbones to that full mouth. She’d stolen his breath away, but she would end up stealing a whole lot more than that before it ended.

			He’d handed her the glass of champagne he hadn’t touched yet. She’d captured his gaze and held it as she took a sip.

			“I see you’ve met my lady,” Ralph Conrad, the penthouse owner and host, had said as he put an arm around the woman.

			“Not officially,” Ike had replied, his gaze still on her.

			“Irene, meet Ike.” Conrad had frowned. “I don’t believe I know your last name.”

			“Jones,” he’d said. “Irene...”

			“Southerland,” she’d said smiling as if she knew they were both lying.

			“It’s a pleasure,” he’d said, wondering how deeply she was involved in Ralph Conrad’s crimes. He’d thought how much he’d hate having to cuff her when this finally went down. He’d known then that they would become lovers. It hadn’t mattered that he could lose his job, not to mention his life. It had felt as if neither of them had a choice.

			There’d been an innocence about her the first time they’d made love. He could laugh about that now. Because other than that, there was nothing innocent about Gert.

			By the time the FBI raided the penthouse and arrested Ralph Conrad, she was gone—with a suitcase full of the man’s ill-gotten gains.

			Ike finished filling up the rental car’s tank, took his receipt and finally forced himself to walk toward the open large overhead door into the garage. He didn’t want to get his hopes up, but he knew it was too late. His heart was already punching against his ribs in anticipation.

			After that first time he saw Gert, he’d found her living in another penthouse, her own in New York City. By then, he’d already been ruined for any other woman.

			He heard the clank of a wrench as he approached the figure leaning under the hood. Even as he told himself that this person clad in large green overalls and flannel couldn’t possibly be the woman he’d known and loved, he could no more stop himself than not take his next breath.

			He was beside the pickup when he said her name. “Gert?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			GERTRUDE FROZE. That one word spoken in that familiar voice sent her spinning through a whirlwind of emotions and memories even as she told herself she had to be wrong. It couldn’t be Ike. Yet that deep, rich voice had her trembling inside.

			For a moment, she couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t even think. She’d dreamed of what it might be like to see him again, but that had passed with age. Neither of them was young anymore. They’d had their chance. Now it was gone.

			“Gert.” This time he said it with such longing, such hope and yet such apprehension that she felt tears burn her eyes. It brought back the memory of her body tangled with his in exquisite pleasure. She’d known that no matter how long they were together, she could never get enough of this man. Wasn’t that why she’d left? Because it couldn’t last, and she couldn’t be there when it was over.

			Now he was here in the flesh. This was not the way she’d wanted their story to end. Not in this old dirty garage. Not with her in overalls—all sign of the woman he’d once loved gone. Not with just three days left before the statute of limitations ran out on the jewelry heist.

			But she knew Ike. He wouldn’t leave until he saw her. Until she faced him.

			She’d never felt more like a coward. That was what made her push away from the front of that pickup to face him. It was the hardest thing she’d ever done—other than walking away from Ike all those years ago.

			Straightening to her full height, she wiped her greasy hands with a rag and stepped out to look into the face of the man she’d wanted but could never have.

			“Gert.” His brown eyes filled even as he smiled. He was the most beautiful man she’d ever known. Age had only made him more handsome, more distinguished. His dark hair was threaded with silver, his dark eyes still filled with sunshine.

			Her throat closed at the look in those eyes. It was as if he was seeing her as she’d been all those years ago and not the older woman in her work clothes standing before him.

			“Ike, what are you doing here?” she finally managed to say, her voice breaking with emotion.

			“Looking for you. Isn’t that the story of our lives?”

			That voice seemed deeper and richer with age. It sent a pleasurable tremor through her. His handsome face was now etched with lines but his jaw was still carved like granite, his mouth still quirking up on one side when he smiled.

			“You always were good with your hands,” he said without taking his eyes off her. “So I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you now own a garage.”

			“I don’t know what to say.”

			“Say you’ll have dinner with me.”

			His words took her by surprise. She looked past him, expecting to see a dozen FBI agents in body armor ready to burst in at any moment.

			“I’m alone,” he said, as if knowing exactly what she’d been thinking.

			She swallowed the lump that rose in her throat before looking down at the garb she wore every day as if doing penitence for the life she’d led. When her nephew, Fred, had died and left her the garage, gas station and house in Buckhorn, Montana, she’d thought it had been a sign. No one would ever find her here. If anyone was still looking for her.

			She’d been wrong on both counts.

			“Dinner? I—”

			“It’s just dinner, Gert. Surely for old times’ sake. Or have you forgotten the two of us?”

			As if she could ever forget. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. “Dinner.” She glanced toward the pickup sitting in the bay before looking back at him. “I could meet you at the café later this evening.”

			“Seven?” He raised a brow as he said it. The last time they’d seen each other she’d agreed to meet him that night at seven. She hadn’t shown. Did he really think she would this time?

			He didn’t move for a few moments. She could feel him studying her. Looking for the woman he’d once loved? Or the criminal he’d spent years trying to find?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			IKE. SHE COULDN’T believe that he’d found her. Her heart drummed as she watched him walk to his car. Not an expensive sports car like he used to drive, but something midsize and nondescript. Like a cop might drive. Or an FBI agent.

			But he wasn’t either anymore. He had to be retired, didn’t he? She realized that she was trying to make sense of this. Seeing him again had thrown off her equilibrium. She didn’t know what to think—let alone what to do.

			He’d found her and asked her to dinner.

			She could run. All she had to do was pack up quickly, drive out of this town and start over. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t done that many times before.

			Except that she’d assured herself that all those years of running were over when she’d come to Buckhorn. She’d thought she would stay here until the end. Then again, she had her bag packed under the floorboards upstairs, didn’t she? Which meant that she’d known something could happen that would make her run again.

			Gertrude took a deep breath and slowly let it out as she watched Ike drive away. He would expect her to run—just as she had before.

			She thought about the timing. Three days. She’d been waiting for years for the statute of limitations to run out. It almost had.

			Gertrude glanced toward the pickup sitting with its hood up that she’d been working on. She’d promised Lars she’d have his tune-up done by noon. The clock on the wall said it was almost ten.

			With a sigh, she walked back to it, picked up the wrench she’d put down earlier and went to work.

			But her mind was on Ike and the first time they met at that party in Vegas. He hadn’t looked like a cop. Her instincts had warned her that, cop or not, he was a dangerous man. She hadn’t been wrong about that.

			It was the way he’d looked at her that night. The way he’d looked at her only minutes before. How was that possible? She felt a shiver move through her, the memory so sharp it was almost painful. How could he still look at her that way after all they’d been through? What was wrong with the man?

			Gertrude shook her head as she realized that she’d asked herself that same question all those years ago. Ike had known that she was involved with Ralph Conrad and yet that hadn’t stopped him. She’d felt his eyes on her all that night at the party.

			She’d also seen Ralph watching him, a frown on his face. She knew that Ralph was the kind of man who’d ordered other men killed for much less.

			“I want to see you again,” Ike had whispered when he’d caught her alone later that evening.

			She’d shaken her head. “That would be hazardous to your health, and mine as well.”

			“I’m willing to chance it,” he’d said without hesitation. “What about you?”

			She’d met his gaze. She was in a penthouse apartment overlooking Vegas with a man who bought her furs and diamonds. After she’d escaped a life working at a logging company and sawmill, did this man really think she was foolish enough to chance losing what she had for a one-night stand?

			She’d laughed. “I’m not that reckless.” She’d turned and left him standing there as she’d gone to join Ralph.

			But it hadn’t stopped Ike. Nor had it stopped her from thinking about him. He’d come to the casino where she danced, hanging around backstage until she got off work—both of them taking a risk since Ralph or one of his men often came by before closing.

			But Ike didn’t seem to care. She’d thought the man had a death wish. Ralph had to have known. He’d pressured her to move in with him. She’d declined. It was one thing to date a man like him. It was another to become his property.

			She knew she was walking a tightrope that was leading to a fall, but she’d finally given in to her feelings. She’d never forget the first time she’d made love with Ike. He was so tender, so loving and yet so sexy. She knew no man would ever satisfy her after him.

			It wasn’t until the raid when Ralph and his associates were arrested that she realized a part of her had known all along that Ike was the law. FBI.

			She’d sensed something was going down and got what she could before it happened. That had been her life. Getting out before trouble closed in on her, taking what she could.

			Ike had good reason to be after her. What she hadn’t expected was for him to catch her so easily after the raid on Ralph and his associates.

			“If you want me to turn state evidence against Ralph—” She was going to tell him that wasn’t happening.

			But he’d stopped her. “I want you. That’s all I want.”

			She hadn’t believed him. “I don’t know anything about his operation, and I certainly wasn’t involved.”

			He’d smiled as he’d closed the distance between them. “Isn’t it possible that I just want you?” He’d pulled her to him. “I’ve wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you.” He’d pressed her against the wall, sending her pulse into overdrive as he’d molded his body to hers.

			The kiss had been just the beginning. Until the jewelry heist.

			

			LUNA HADN’T BEEN surprised to get Jaxson’s call.

			“Seems I’m coming back through Buckhorn,” the deputy had said. “I was thinking...”

			“If it’s dinner you’re thinking of, that would be great,” she’d said, smiling to herself.

			He’d seemed to be at a loss for words for a moment. “Seven tonight?”

			“Perfect. I’ll meet you at the café. It will be good to see you.” After she’d hung up, though, she’d warned herself to be careful. Especially with the law. This was a job, nothing more. Keeping an eye on Jaxson was part of it, dating him...well, that was another. Daddy would not approve, she thought and laughed.

			She’d been a wild teen growing up. Her father blamed it on Luna losing her mother, but she knew that had only been a part of it. She’d yearned for adventure from as far back as she could remember. Wasn’t that why she’d studied criminology? Wasn’t that why she was in Buckhorn right now? Wasn’t that why she was going to dinner with the local lawman?

			She liked taking risks. Anyway, it was just one dinner and Jaxson wasn’t her type. Too reserved. But the thought of bringing him out of that did have its appeal, she thought with a grin.

			

			AS GERTRUDE FINISHED with the pickup and slammed the hood, she was startled to find someone standing in the garage doorway. For just an instant, she thought it might be Ike back. Or one of a dozen FBI agents.

			But that wasn’t Ike’s broad shoulders or his long legs. This figure was small and female, which didn’t exempt her from being FBI. “Afternoon,” the woman said as she approached.

			“I was about to close up for the day,” Gertrude told her, wondering if she should go for the gun she kept in the garage. It wasn’t that far away that she couldn’t make an excuse to get it. But she’d gone this long without killing anyone. She liked the idea of ending it that way.

			“No problem. I just stopped by to give you one of these.” The young woman held out a flyer—the last thing Gertrude wanted, so she made no move to take it. She also thought it might be a ruse.

			“It’s a special on a haircut. I’m Luna Declan. I just opened a salon in town. This is my first day in business.” The woman was eyeing Gertrude’s wiry gray hair. “I’d love for you to be my first official customer. With this twenty-five percent off coupon...”

			Gertrude took the flyer, her heart rate dropping as she realized that she’d seen the woman working on getting a storefront ready down the street. It had been a false alarm thinking she was FBI. But she knew that if Ike had found her location, even if he hadn’t shared her location with his former brothers, others would also be on the way.

			“I’m not sure you could do anything with my hair.”

			Luna Declan laughed. She sounded as young as she looked, her laugh bright as the Montana day outside the garage. “You’d be surprised what I can do.”

			Gertrude also had no desire to be surprised. Ike finding her was the real surprise. Why he’d come was yet another. Gertrude met the woman’s gaze. Why not? She was a woman who’d always taken risks, big ones. Getting her hair cut wasn’t one of them.

			Her future hung by a thread. Why not let this young woman do something with her feral head of hair? “Okay,” she said before she could stop herself. “What time?”

			“If you’re finished here, I could do it now,” Luna said.

			She nodded. “Just let me clean up a little and I’ll be down.”

			“Great. See you soon.”

			Gertrude regretted it almost at once. She’d dressed like this and let her hair go to stay invisible. Not that it made a difference now. She’d been found.

			She drove the pickup out of the bay, leaving the keys in it, and pulled out her cell to call Lars and let him know his truck was ready. Mabel had already picked up her Lincoln earlier.

			You can still take off, Gertrude told herself as she headed for the house. Running out on a haircut would be the least of her crimes. Her bag was packed. It wouldn’t take much to be gone.

			But at the house, she showered and changed from her overalls to jeans and a T-shirt. For a moment, she stood in front of that old mirror downstairs, angry with herself on so many levels. Just getting out of the flannel and the baggy overalls made a huge difference in her appearance—even with her hair still an undisciplined mess.

			She took off the trucker’s cap and chucked it into a nearby chair as she thought of what was hidden under the floorboards upstairs. She could try to hide the last piece of jewelry from the heist somewhere else, but she knew it was too late. If Ike had come here for justice, he wouldn’t stop until he found it.

			Running was her only recourse—other than facing up to the past. As she stood there she knew she wasn’t going anywhere. The past had found her. And she hadn’t realized how tired she was of running. Cursing under her breath, she left the mirror and walked down to the salon. If she was going down, at least it would be with a decent hairdo.

			Luna was waiting as if she was excited about the challenge. “I have something to relax you,” she said as she handed her a glass of wine.

			Gertrude took it. “Don’t go wild,” she grumbled as she climbed into the chair, downed the wine and, handing back the glass, closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe she was doing this. There was nothing worse than an old fool.

			Except for an old fool headed for prison before the day was over.

			

			“READY?” LUNA ASKED as she held out the hand mirror to Gertrude. She’d purposely turned the woman’s back to the large mirror on the wall. Now she watched Gertrude swallow before reaching for the mirror. Luna waited for her to raise it so she could see herself and the back of her head in the larger mirror behind her. But for a long moment, Gertrude just held it facedown on her lap as if getting up her courage.

			Earlier, Luna had breathed a sigh of relief when Gertrude had come through the door. She’d seen the woman’s hesitation back in the garage—just as she’d seen the car that had been parked at the pumps earlier.

			The man had looked like a cop. But he hadn’t stayed long after getting gas and going into the garage for a few minutes. Luna had feared that someone might turn up to make Gertrude run before the deadline was up.

			As soon as she’d reached the town, she’d realized that approaching Gertrude Durham was going to be the problem. From what she’d heard, the woman kept to herself, was abrupt and rude and didn’t like anyone.

			That sounded like someone who’d been hiding out for years. But if Gertrude had the brooch, why was she working on vehicles in an old garage? Was she afraid to fence the piece? It would take a special buyer to sell something that hot. Was that why she’d been giving back a piece at a time? Maybe she wanted this over.

			Luna had traced the path of the left-behind jewelry at churches to this county. One piece had been dropped not all that far from here. The person leaving it had been a woman, according to the security camera. She’d pored over the security tape photos of the heist as well. The FBI had gone through a list of the usual suspects. The name Irene Southerland had come up. Irene was wanted for questioning involving a large amount of money that had gone missing from a money-laundering bust in Vegas. The FBI was already looking for the tall blonde.

			Right before that last jewelry drop at a church not that far from here, a woman named Gertrude Durham inherited a gas station and garage in Buckhorn, Montana. She was the right age. All Luna had seen was a grainy security photo, but it appeared to her the woman had been tall based on her height in the getaway vehicle she’d been driving. She’d been pretty with what had appeared to be blond hair.

			Luna had become convinced Gertrude Durham was Irene Southerland and was now living in Buckhorn. Did she still have the half-million-dollar stolen brooch? Luna certainly hoped so. She wanted her father, who was ready to retire, to end his career on a high note by retrieving the brooch for the insurance company that had insured it.

			Even now, Luna couldn’t believe that she’d gotten Gertrude in her chair. Now she held her breath as she waited for the woman’s reaction to what she’d done with her hair. She couldn’t believe how anxious she was that Gertrude would like it.

			

			GERTRUDE HAD REGRETTED doing this the moment the young woman had begun to wash her hair. She might have gotten up and left except she didn’t want to be seen walking down the street with her hair dripping wet.

			She clenched the handle of the mirror tightly and tried to swallow back her fear. Why had she agreed to this? She should have just met Ike at the café this evening looking like she always did—overalls and trucker’s cap over her wild gray hair. It wasn’t as if she was trying to impress him. He knew her. Intimately. And she knew herself only too well.

			Better yet, why hadn’t she gone with her first instinct and run?

			Slowly she lifted the hand mirror and felt such a start that she feared she’d made a sound. She blinked and swallowed again. She looked like her old self—though older. The shock brought back memories that flooded her with regret and longing. It amazed her that just doing something with her hair could take years off her face. She stared at herself as if seeing not a stranger—but her real self after all this time.

			“The longer bob accentuates your high cheekbones and is becoming, don’t you think?” Luna asked as if she couldn’t stand the suspense any longer.

			All Gertrude could do was nod as Luna swiveled the chair so she could see the back as well. “You put something on it.” The words felt as if she was speaking around a mouthful of pebbles.

			“Just a light rinse that took away some of the harshness of the gray,” the young beautician said. “Do you like it?” The woman sounded hopeful.

			Gertrude nodded again and handed back the mirror. “You did a good...job.”

			Luna smiled, bringing sunshine into the room. “I’m so glad.”

			Her enthusiasm, while contagious, also made Gertrude suspicious. The woman had practically roped and dragged her down here to the salon.

			“I hope you’ll mention it to your friends. You’re a walking billboard for my salon.”

			Luna’s words made Gertrude relax. Of course she wanted to start with the worst-looking woman in town to kick off her new business. But surely Luna knew that Gertrude didn’t have any friends. Nor was she planning on making any.

			That thought came as a sharp reminder of her dinner date with Ike. She likely wouldn’t have a future after tonight. Even if Ike didn’t have a team of agents waiting for her at the café, how could she stay in Buckhorn? The FBI couldn’t be that far behind Ike. Just the thought of where she might go, what she might do, made her ache. She hadn’t realized how much she wanted to stay in one place until she’d painted the little house behind the garage yellow and white. She’d actually been thinking about planting some flowers. Maybe even a tree or two. She’d wanted to put down roots for the first time in her life.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			JAXSON COULDN’T HELP being nervous. He hadn’t dated in more than three years. He wasn’t sure exactly how this date had even happened. He told himself it was too soon and yet he couldn’t wait to see Luna again. Not that he didn’t feel guilty—maybe especially because Luna was nothing like his late wife.

			Amy had been blonde, petite and shy. He’d practically robbed the cradle since she’d been six years younger, a mere twenty to his twenty-six. It had been two years since she’d died.

			Even after all this time, dating had been the furthest thing from his mind. It was just dinner, he told himself. But that wasn’t what really bothered him. It was Luna and the way she made him feel. Just the thought of her stirred a desire in him stronger than any he could remember.

			He arrived at the café twenty minutes early and pretended to study the menu. He’d eaten here enough that he had it memorized. Like most small Montana town cafés, the most exciting entree on it was chicken-fried steak. Fortunately, that was his favorite. He wondered what Luna would order. He expected to find out she was a vegetarian. Then again, the woman could surprise him. The thought made him smile and he was just starting to relax when she walked in—ten minutes early.

			

			LUNA HAD SEEN how pleased Gertrude had been. At one point the woman had teared up before she paid and left. It surprised her how much that had touched her. She’d also forgotten how fulfilling it was to make someone happy by simply cutting and fixing their hair. Her mother would have understood why Luna was feeling conflicted.

			She’d come here to expose Gertrude and see the woman headed to jail before the statute of limitations ran out. And with luck, get the brooch back. Not that she wasn’t going to go through with it. She was doing this for her father, even though he’d fought her for a while, afraid it was too dangerous.

			But as she watched Gertrude head down the street toward the gas station and garage, she almost wanted her to get away with all of it.

			The townies began to show up all afternoon with the coupon specials she’d handed out, keeping her busy until closing. She barely had enough time to go upstairs to her apartment and dress for her date when her phone rang.

			She’d forgotten about taking Gertrude’s fingerprints off the wine glass and texting the impressions to her father after the woman left the shop. It amazed her what could be done by computer.

			“Is Gertrude Durham also Irene Southerland?” she asked as she answered the phone.

			“Your instincts were right on. It’s her. But we still don’t know that she was the getaway driver or that she has the brooch,” he said. “But your part is over. You hear me? Leave it up to the law now.”

			“I have to go. I have a date.” Before he could say more, she disconnected. The clock was ticking. If she wanted to get the brooch and have Gertrude arrested before the statute of limitations ran out, she’d have to do it soon—no matter what her father said. She couldn’t chance that Gertrude might suddenly run.

			But while she now knew that Gertrude Durham had gone by the alias Irene Southerland and been involved with a man deep in money laundering, she had no proof that Gertrude had been the getaway driver. But the woman in the security photos from the heist and the money-laundering bust, and the woman who’d sat in her salon chair earlier looked alike. Not to mention the fact that a piece of jewelry had been dropped off at a church not that far from Buckhorn by a woman who’d matched Gertrude Durham’s description.

			Luna checked the time. Jaxson would be waiting for her at the café. Just the thought of him had her going through her closet looking for something fun to wear. She felt sexy tonight. It had been a good day, starting with Gertrude. She’d made quite a lot of money as well and met more of the local women.

			Not that she was staying once this was over, she reminded herself. But it was nice to be welcomed to the community anyway.

			She chose a yellow sundress with spaghetti straps and a modest neckline. The dress was flirty with a swing skirt that hit her a good six inches above her knees. She chose strappy heels and fluffed her hair instead of spiking it. Standing in front of the mirror, she smiled at her reflection. Tonight she just wanted to enjoy herself since it was probably the only date she would have with Jaxson.

			He was already waiting for her in a corner booth when she walked in. She felt his gaze lock on her as she headed toward him.

			“Hey,” she said as she smiled at him and slid into the opposite side of the booth. Jaxson had dressed up for the date in a button-down pale yellow shirt, which made her smile broaden. The man really was gorgeous.

			“You look beautiful,” he said and cleared his throat.

			Bessie Caulfield, the owner and wife of war hero Earl Ray, came over to say hello to Jaxson and asked how Luna’s first day at the salon had gone.

			“I might have to do something with this mop of mine,” Bessie said, touching the long gray braid hanging off one shoulder.

			“I’d love to help you if you decide you want something new,” Luna said, realizing how true that was. Bessie was a beauty inside and out from what she could tell. Saying that their waitress would be right with them to get their drink orders, the woman moved on to another table.

			Luna smiled over at her date, wondering how this night might end.

			

			JUST AS SHE’D FEARED, Gertrude caused a stir when she walked into the café a good five minutes before seven. Fortunately most people in town this time of year ate early and had already left. But the few that were finishing their meals looked up in surprise. In fact, it took some of them a while to even realize who she was.

			Gertrude had spent years avoiding attention, but she had to admit it was rather fun shocking some of the old biddies in town. She saw Luna sitting in a booth with a good-looking young man. He wasn’t wearing his deputy marshal uniform, but she still recognized him for the cop he was. She hoped he wasn’t here because of her. She’d hate to spoil Luna’s date. She felt almost affectionate toward the young woman.

			As she took a booth facing the door, she touched her hair and, realizing what she was doing, quickly picked up a menu from behind the sugar container against the wall. It wasn’t as if she didn’t know what to order, but it had been a long time since she’d eaten anywhere but at home.

			It surprised her that he wasn’t already waiting for her in the café. He’d always had this thing about being early because his parents had always been late.

			It was well after seven and she’d been thinking he wasn’t going to show when she heard the door open. She could feel her heart pounding in anticipation of seeing Ike again. Or was it drumming because at any moment the café could fill with armed FBI agents? Had he turned her in? Was this dinner just to throw her off guard so they could take her without a fight?

			She looked up, half-afraid it would be the latter. Ike walked in and stopped. She heard the café quiet as the locals took in the stranger in town. Ike, even older, was the kind of man who drew attention. There was an intensity about him as well as a physical presence. He was beautiful and always had been.

			His gaze fell on her and he smiled, the smile going to his eyes, as he started toward her. Gertrude thought her thrashing heart might bust from her chest. She felt such a stab of longing. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed this man. Or how good it was to see him. Even if only once more.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			IKE SLID INTO the booth. She’d done something to her hair and changed out of the overalls. Not that it mattered to him, but it made him hopeful. He saw below the surface when it came to her. He’d always liked what he’d seen even when he’d known he should cuff her and take her in to jail.

			“You look just like you did the first time I saw you,” he said, meaning it.

			She shook her head, her eyes shiny with unshed tears. “What are you doing here, Ike?”

			“Having dinner with you, Gert.”

			She gave him an impatient look as she slid his menu over to him.

			He wasn’t interested in food, but at least they could talk while they ate. It had been a huge relief to see her sitting here waiting for him. “I was afraid you might have run again,” he admitted as he opened his menu.

			“And yet here you are.”

			“I’d hoped you wouldn’t.” He met her gaze over the menu and held it. He hadn’t been sure of what he would do if she’d taken off again.

			She pulled free of his stare. “I thought about it.”

			“I’m glad you didn’t.”

			The waitress came to take their order. Gertrude pointed to the Cobb salad and said she’d like a coffee, black. Ike said he’d take the pork chops and coffee with cream and sugar. They closed their menus and the waitress tucked them back against the wall behind the sugar, salt and pepper containers.

			“Ike, please, what do you want?” Gert asked the moment the waitress was out of earshot. She sounded close to tears.

			He’d never seen her cry and didn’t want to now. He leaned across the table toward her. “What have I always wanted, Gert? You.”

			She shook her head. “I’m not the woman you knew back then.”

			“You’re that woman and so much more.”

			“What are you saying?” she demanded.

			“That we belong together.”

			She shook her head. “I was happy here.”

			He saw defiance in her look. He’d never met a more independent woman. He knew she’d grown up dirt poor. He’d seen in her a need to be someone else, which had led them both to this point. But he sensed the reason she hadn’t run was because that need no longer burned in her. Maybe, like him, she wanted just to be content and no longer chased by the demons of the past.

			“All right. Then I could be happy here as well.”

			She laughed. “You really don’t expect me to believe that you’ve changed that much, do you?”

			He looked past her and frowned. She turned, startled and afraid of what he’d seen. “Do you know them?” he asked quietly.

			“That’s the deputy marshal and Luna Declan from the new salon,” Gert said. “She’s the one who fixed my hair.”

			Ike felt his heart drop as he realized they had less time than he’d hoped.

			

			LUNA HAD SEEN Gertrude come into the café to the surprise of the locals still having their dinners. She was surprised as well. She’d never seen Gertrude in the café in all the time she’d been in town. She liked to think it had been the new hairdo that had made her venture out.

			Jaxson asked her a question. She was in the middle of answering when the man walked in the door and headed for Gertrude’s booth.

			She felt a stab of shock. The man was older but still recognizable as former FBI agent Ike Shepherd. He’d been the lead investigator on the museum jewelry heist. Luna had studied the crime at university. Ike had even come to her class to talk about how the FBI handled the investigation.

			The two male thieves had been caught, but they’d never given up the female getaway driver. They’d both gotten killed in a prison break.

			She’d been fascinated by the story even before she found out that her father’s insurance company had insured the jewelry. Now all but that one piece—the diamond brooch the size of a teacup saucer—had been retrieved. It was a case that had haunted her father for years and intrigued Luna.

			It was Ike Shepherd who she’d seen earlier at the gas station, she realized. Had he come to arrest Gertrude before the deadline? Luna couldn’t explain the sudden protective feeling she had for the older woman. Luna had never cared about the deadline. All she’d come here to do was get the brooch back to the museum for her father.

			Now she feared that Gertrude had gotten rid of it after the former FBI agent had shown up at her gas station. Worse, if he came here to take her to jail—

			“Is everything all right?” Jaxson asked, turning his head to glance in the direction of Ike and Gertrude.

			“Fine, sorry. I was just admiring Gertrude’s hair,” she said. “She was my first customer today at my official opening and I have to admit, I love the way her makeover turned out.”

			He didn’t look as if he believed her entirely but seemed satisfied for the moment. He’d had to have seen her shocked expression at seeing Ike join Gertrude in the booth.

			“You were telling me how you got into law enforcement,” she said.

			“That’s boring,” he said. “I need to apologize to you.” He seemed to hesitate. “This is the first date I’ve had since my wife died.”

			In surprise, she said, “I’m so sorry.”

			He shook his head. “It’s been two years, but I just haven’t felt like...dating.” His gaze came up to hers. “Until I met you.”

			She was taken aback by his admission. “I’m...flattered.”

			He smiled. “I hope my telling you about Amy doesn’t ruin our date.”

			“No,” she said quickly and reached for his hand. “How long were you married?”

			“Just a year. She was killed in a car wreck.” He swallowed and pulled back his hand as their drinks were brought out by the waitress. She’d ordered iced tea. Jaxson had gone with a cola. They both took a sip, letting the silence stretch between them.

			Luna tried not to look in the direction of Ike and Gertrude’s booth. But when she did, Ike met her gaze with a surprised look of his own as if he wasn’t the only one who’d been recognized.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			GERTRUDE DIDN’T THINK she could eat a bite. Why had she agreed to this? She wanted to believe that the FBI wouldn’t be raiding the café at any moment. That everything Ike was saying was the truth. Maybe she’d lived a lie for so long that she no longer recognized the truth.

			“You can’t be serious about wanting to live in Buckhorn,” she said, fiddling with the silverware the waitress had brought with their coffees.

			“Why not?”

			She chuckled and shook her head. “I can’t see you here.”

			He met her gaze. “I can see myself here. As long as I’m with you, Gert.”

			Gertrude warned herself not to get her hopes up that he wasn’t just stalling for time before the rest of the troops arrived and took her into custody. “Are you still with the FBI?”

			“I retired about four years ago.”

			She studied him. “You must be going wild with all that time on your hands.” Had he been looking for her ever since he left the FBI?

			“I keep busy. Believe it or not,” he said, leaning toward her, “I took up gardening.”

			She laughed. “I don’t believe it.”

			He cocked a brow at her. “I did and I love it. You should see the vegetables I’ve grown.” He leaned back to pull out his phone, and the dark mistrustful side of her figured he was sending a message to the armed men waiting for his signal. She watched him thumb through what turned out to be photos until he found one of a cabbage bigger than her head. He thumbed again, coming up with a bunch of perfectly straight, bright orange carrots. “Admit it, you’ve never seen such beautiful vegetables. Wait until you see the tomatoes I can grow.” He put his phone away.

			“What do you do with all of these vegetables you grow?”

			“Harvest them, can and freeze them.”

			“You do that? Not your wife?”

			He smiled. “I never married, if that’s what you’re asking. You?”

			She shook her head. The waitress brought their meals. She tried to eat, thinking this could be her last meal as a free woman. But then again, she hadn’t really been free for most of her life. Her father had warned her about going out on her own. He’d wanted her to stay and run the logging company and sawmill, but she’d wanted more. Now the logging and sawmill operation made a whole lot more than the garage and gas station she’d inherited. She didn’t miss the irony in it since her bad decisions had led to this moment.

			“Our growing season here isn’t half as long as you have down south,” she said, still sure he wasn’t serious, but part of her wishing with all her heart that he was.

			He shrugged, as if seeing that she was having trouble believing any of this. “I never told you, but I was a fairly good art student at one time. I’ve gotten back into painting. It’s just a hobby, but it keeps me busy.”

			Gertrude didn’t know what to believe. She was still in shock at seeing him after all these years. She’d held most of the memories at bay, afraid to let them in for fear they would drown her.

			“How did you find me?” she asked.

			“I’d flagged your file, hoping you would turn up,” Ike said. “There was so much that didn’t get said before you disappeared. In case you don’t remember, I told you I was in love with you and that I wanted to marry you. You promised to give me an answer that night at dinner.” His gaze probed hers and she felt his pain and her own. “I should have known you wouldn’t show up.”

			She had to look away, heart aching. She’d desperately wanted to stay, to marry this man, to make a new life. But she’d known that she would only drag him down. He was career FBI. He’d already jeopardized that just being with her. He should have arrested her after he found her, following the Ralph Conrad bust.

			Instead he’d tracked her down only to take her in his arms and teach her about not just lovemaking, but love itself.

			“It wouldn’t have worked,” she said, unable to look at him. “You knew who I was, what I was capable of. It would have cost you your career.”

			“It was a choice I was willing to make, or I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me.”

			She shook her head. “I couldn’t let you do that.”

			“Well, that’s all water under the bridge in less than three days now, isn’t it?” he said. “Do you know who that woman is sitting in the corner booth with the young man?”

			The question surprised her. She frowned and turned to glance at Luna and the deputy marshal. “I told you. She’s the new hairstylist in town. The man is a deputy sheriff.”

			Ike nodded. “She’s also Luna Declan. I remember her because her father was the insurance investigator whose company insured the museum jewelry.”

			

			IKE SAW HER shock and sudden fear. “I doubt it’s a coincidence that she just happened to open a salon here in Buckhorn now.” Gert appeared dumbstruck. He lowered his voice as he leaned toward her. “Add to that, she’s here with the law. My car’s just down the street. Let’s get out of here. The statute of limitations will be up by the time we get to Vegas. I’ve already returned the brooch...”

			She put down her fork and looked at him in surprise. Her gaze went to the door. He saw what she was thinking. She knew him, knew that he was compulsive about being on time. He’d been late because he’d been to her house. He’d found the brooch and her getaway bag. “Are you really offering me a way out?”

			He nodded and smiled. “I have a plan.”

			Gertrude pushed her salad away only partially eaten. He hadn’t done much better on his meal, he thought as he, too, pushed it away and looked around for the waitress. He spotted her in the kitchen at the back.

			Reaching for his wallet, he said, “Go on out. I’ll pay the bill and meet you outside.”

			She didn’t move. He glanced up at her as he tossed more than enough money for their dinner and a healthy tip. He saw it in her face and felt his heart break for her.

			“There’s no one waiting outside, Gert. I promise.”

			She nodded and slowly got to her feet. He watched her go to the door, before he rose and walked over to the booth where Luna Declan and the young cop sat.

			“Excuse me,” he said. “I need to have a moment with Ms. Declan.”

			The cop started to question what was going on, but Luna stopped him, saying she would only be a minute. She rose and followed Ike far enough from the table that the cop wouldn’t be able to hear.

			“I know what you’re doing here in town,” Ike said without preamble. “You’ll find what you’ve come to Buckhorn for.” He remembered her as being very sharp when he’d lectured at her class that day.

			He knew he was right when she said, “When?”

			“When you get back to your shop. Not now. Later. See that your dad gets it. Because this is over.”

			For a moment, she held his gaze before she looked toward the door that Gertrude had disappeared through. “You’re sure about that?”

			He nodded, hoping like the devil it was true. Or would be in a matter of days.

			With that he turned and walked out while Luna went back to her date. As he left the café, he wasn’t even that sure that Gert would be waiting for him.

			

			“WHAT WAS THAT ABOUT?” Jaxson asked as she slid into the booth across from him.

			“That’s a former FBI agent who lectured in one of my criminology classes back at university,” she said, and gave him what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “He just wanted to say hello. Small world, huh?”

			“What’s he doing in Buckhorn?” the lawman in Jaxson asked.

			She shrugged. “I didn’t ask. I assume he’s just passing through since he’s retired.” She thought just the opposite. There was one obvious explanation for why he was with Gertrude. He was taking her in, still FBI or not.

			But there might be another explanation, she thought. She’d gotten the impression when he’d talked about the heist to her class and she’d brought up the money-laundering bust in Vegas that he knew Irene Southerland rather well. She had suspected there was more to the story.

			Wasn’t it possible that he’d come to save Gertrude? What a love story that would be, if true. She wondered what would happen now. If what he’d told her was true, she’d find the brooch in her apartment. Her father would be pleased. Wasn’t that what she’d hoped for?

			She changed the subject, asking about Jaxson. He’d been reserved at first, but she could see him loosening up. As he told her a story about being the youngest in his family of overachievers, she realized that she liked him. She could relate.

			“You like your job?” he asked when he’d finished.

			Luna thought about what she’d done with Gertrude’s hair earlier today and the other cuts and blowouts she’d done. That wasn’t her real job though, was it? “I do,” she said even as she glanced toward the window. It was too dark to see where Ike and Gertrude had gone, but at least there weren’t a half dozen cop cars with flashing lights outside right now.

			By now her father would have made the call. The FBI would have Gertrude Durham picked up before the deadline unless they knew that Ike had already done it. She realized that her father had never planned to let her take it any further than that.

			Whatever happened now was out of her hands. She’d done her part. She’d proved her theory that Gertrude Durham was Irene Southerland and the getaway driver in the jewelry heist.

			“I’ve enjoyed this,” Jaxson said as they finished their meals. “Maybe we could do this again?”

			“I would love that,” she said, meaning it. But that would mean staying in Buckhorn. Was she really considering making this her life? She smiled, thinking how her mother would have approved.

			

			GERTRUDE STOOD IN the darkness, heart pounding. It was too late to run. Ike had found the brooch, found her bag. It was over. She watched the dark two-lane highway. A set of headlights appeared. She stood frozen, back to the wall of the building next door to the café as a semi shifted down before driving too fast through town.

			She jumped when Ike touched her shoulder. “What now?” she asked on a trembling breath. There were still a couple of days before the statute of limitations ran out. She knew the lawman in Ike would see that the brooch was returned, but did that really mean it was over?

			He drew her to him. “I thought we’d go to Vegas, just as I said. Feeling lucky?”

			Was he serious? Vegas? She’d thought she’d put that city behind her. “Am I lucky?”

			He smiled. “I hope so. It will take a while driving there, but I’m hoping by the time we hit the city limits you’ll finally give me an answer.” She frowned and he laughed. “You never said whether or not you’d marry me.”

			She looked into his handsome face. Was this really happening? He bent to kiss her. His mouth took hers, the kiss transporting her back as if the years had never happened. She melted into his arms, feeling as if she’d finally come home.

			When he drew back, his gaze met hers. “I love you,” he said, his voice rough with emotion.

			“I love you.” No truer words had ever come from her mouth.

			He smiled as he put his arm around her shoulders and they walked to his car. They had a long drive ahead of them and a lot of time to catch up on.

			If they reached Las Vegas without any trouble, Gert already knew what her answer would be.

			

			LIKE EVERYONE ELSE in Buckhorn, Luna hadn’t missed the bust down at the gas station and garage. It was the most excitement anyone had seen for a while with the town brimming with armed-to-the-teeth FBI agents. But by then she knew they weren’t going to find anything incriminating.

			She’d just come back after driving straight through to Denver to leave her father the present Ike had left in her apartment. Once she reached the house, she put it on his desk, knowing he would find it when he returned from the case he was working on. She didn’t leave a note. He’d know where it had come from, but he’d also be able to honestly say that he had no idea how it had gotten on his desk.

			Then she’d turned around and driven back to Buckhorn in time to see the town stormed by FBI agents. Jaxson had called. He thought she might want to spend his day off this week horseback riding in the mountains. She’d loved the idea.

			She thought about their first kiss. It hadn’t happened yet, but she could imagine it nonetheless. She was staying in Buckhorn. Her father might be surprised by that. Or not, especially after he found out about Jaxson.

			But the deputy marshal wasn’t the only reason she was staying. She’d fallen for Buckhorn and its residents. She figured Gertrude would be back for another cut and color, especially once Luna heard about the Vegas wedding. It seemed Ike and Gertrude were planning to stay in Buckhorn when they returned.

			Most everyone just assumed the FBI raid on Durham’s Garage and Gas had been a mistake since no one had gotten arrested. With the statute of limitations having run out and the brooch returned, Luna hoped that would be the end of it.

			She smiled to herself, realizing that she made a better beautician than she had an insurance investigator. And she loved happy endings. She was pretty sure she would get one in Buckhorn.

			

			“I TOLD YOU something was wrong,” Vi Mullen said when she cornered Earl Ray at the café a few days after the FBI raid.

			“Sorry, what was wrong?” he asked innocently.

			“You know darned well,” she snapped as she slid onto the stool next to him. “The FBI weren’t fooled by her. Or are you going to try to tell me different?”

			“Well, since they didn’t find anything, I’d say you both got it wrong,” Earl Ray said and took a bite of his cinnamon roll. Bessie made the best he’d ever tasted. He’d fallen in love with her the first time he’d bitten into one.

			“They thought they would find something, so that means there was something to find,” Vi said.

			“Innocent until proven guilty, I believe is the way it actually goes.”

			“Ha!” she exclaimed. “You don’t think it’s odd that this man shows up in town and whisks her away to Las Vegas for a quickie marriage right before the FBI bust down her door and search her place?”

			“No, I think it’s romantic,” Earl Ray said. “Vi, even the FBI makes mistakes.”

			“Nothing suspicious about him being a former FBI agent either,” she said under her breath.

			“Let it go, Vi,” he said. “By the way, that new beautician in town sure did a great job on Gertrude’s hair before she and Ike eloped. Everyone in town is talking about it and the marriage. I was thinking that you might want to visit Luna and see what she can do with yours.” He finished by giving her hair a critical eye. “Everyone is saying it knocked twenty years off Gertrude. Might do the same for you.”

			Vi opened her mouth, but no words came out, a miracle in itself. She shoved to her feet and stood beside him at the counter for a few moments as if wanting to say more, but fortunately didn’t before storming out.

			Bessie came out of the kitchen chuckling. “She’s never going to forgive you for that,” she warned her husband.

			“Maybe she’ll never speak to me again.” He grinned at his wife. “This cinnamon roll is the best you’ve ever made.”

			“You say that every time,” she said, giving him a playful swat on the arm before returning to the kitchen.

			Earl Ray watched her go, thinking how lucky he was. Gertrude too. Everyone was saying that she was a changed woman. He liked the idea that people could change. He was also a sucker for a happy ending.
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