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				Secrets and seduction thrive in Montana in this thrilling new novella from New York Times bestselling author B.J. Daniels

				Billie Dee Rhodes moved to Gilt Edge, Montana, from Texas in search of a new start, and she found it in a cook-wanted sign in the window of the Stagecoach Saloon. She jokes that she’s looking for a cowboy and love, and when it walks in the door in the form of retired rancher Henry Larson, she gets more than she bargained for. But when Billie Dee’s past starts catching up with her and Henry proves to have secrets of his own, has love come too late? 

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Cowboy’s Reckoning

				B.J. Daniels

				[image: 2015_HQN_Logo.ai]

			

		

	
		
			
				Author Note

				Every once in a while a character comes along that I fall completely in love with. That would be Billie Dee Rhodes, a cheery, plump, free-spirited, charming cook from Texas who goes to work at the Stagecoach Saloon in Gilt Edge, Montana.

				On the surface, it seems that Billie Dee doesn’t have a care in the world. She is always singing, always smiling, always cooking. She is determined to introduce Montanans to some spicy Tex-Mex and enjoy what life she has left, because Billie Dee has a dangerous past.

				She jokes that she came to Montana to find a cowboy. But at her age, she thinks love has passed her by. Little does she know that not only is her dangerous past about to catch up with her—that future with a big, strong, handsome cowboy could be closer than she thinks. If she can just stay alive long enough.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				“BILLIE DEE?”

				The back door of the Stagecoach Saloon swung open. Henry Larson stuck his head in, bringing in a gust of autumn-scented mountain air.

				The sound of his voice buoying her spirits, Billie Dee turned from where she had a pot of Texas shrimp gumbo going to wave the cowboy in. She watched as Henry removed his Stetson and wiped his feet before settling his gaze on her.

				The bigger-than-life cowboy made her smile with his ah-shucks-ma’am shyness. He often stopped by this time of the day for a cup of coffee and a visit. She looked forward to seeing him. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Henry had a crush on her.

				“Pull up a chair,” she told him as he looked around for a place to put his hat and finally rested it on one knee as he took a seat at the table.

				She turned down the gumbo before pouring him a cup of coffee and one for herself. Taking the full cups over, she set them down and then hung up his hat on the hook by the door. As she lowered herself into a chair across from him, she breathed in the warm, rich smells of the kitchen, along with Henry’s fresh-from-the-shower scent. It surprised her how much she’d come to love both.

				Gilt Edge, Montana, seemed at the end of the earth when she’d driven her old car through town. She’d planned to keep right on going, no place in mind up the road, just making the best of this autumn part of her life as she could.

				But as she was leaving, she’d spotted an old stone building with the sign Stagecoach Saloon and Café. Something about the place had drawn her. She’d pulled in and shut off her loud, complaining car engine, thinking she’d have lunch then get on her way.

				That was when she saw the sign in the window. She’d laughed since she’d been looking for a sign of where she should light—at least for a while. The sign in the old stagecoach window wasn’t the kind of sign she’d been expecting.

				But there she was, outside of an old mining town in Montana, looking at a sign that read Cook Wanted. She didn’t know what could be much clearer than that. She’d hired on and stayed.

				“Nice weather we’re having,” Henry said and pushed the sugar bowl over to her.

				She smiled as she put four spoonfuls into her coffee, added a little cream and stirred. “It’s what makes me so sweet,” she’d joked the first time he’d raised an eyebrow.

				Like now, he only smiled. Henry took his coffee black, saying he was a simple man and sweet enough. She thought he was right about that.

				He watched her until she’d finished stirring before he picked up his own cup and took a sip. He was a big rugged man, with broad shoulders and long legs. Henry had a chiseled, handsome face and twinkling blue eyes. His dark hair was still thick, but there was gray at his temples. Billie Dee figured they were about the same age. Her own hair was fiery red. It went with her temper, she’d always say, though no one believed it because of her usual easygoing disposition.

				But then, no one around here had ever seen her mad. She hoped they never did. It was a side of her she kept hidden, just like her past.

				Henry put down his cup. “You weren’t singing this morning,” he said, eyeing her closely. “Usually I can hear you the moment I pull in at the back. I was worried.” He had the most intense blue eyes she’d ever seen. “Everything all right?”

				His question surprised her. Usually they talked about the weather or the price of beef or what she was cooking that day for the café. She liked to cook what she knew. And what she knew was Tex-Mex with a side of Cajun. Which in this part of the country seemed exotic—and often too spicy.

				“Do I sing that much?” Half the time she didn’t even realize she’d burst into song. Must have been all those years singing in church growing up. She still loved hymns.

				“I like your singing,” he said shyly. “You have a wonderful voice. When you don’t sing, it worries me because I know something is wrong.”

				She gave an embarrassed laugh and took a drink of her coffee, avoiding Henry’s gaze. She’d never taken compliments well, but maybe especially from this cowboy. The first time she’d met him, he’d come back to the kitchen to compliment her on her chili. Like today, he’d been dressed in clean boots, jeans, a canvas jacket and a Stetson. He’d told her he was a retired rancher.

				He had a confident air about him that she’d liked from the first. She’d warmed to him, just the way she’d warmed to this place, to this job and to the family that came with it.

				“I love this warm fall weather, but I heard it’s about to change. I’m not sure I’m ready for winter. What about you?” she asked, changing the subject. Henry had sensed something off about her, sensed it because normally she sang while she cooked. Except this morning. Was she worried about something? Yes. But should she be? Maybe it was nothing.

				Henry smiled almost sadly. She hadn’t fooled him in her attempt to change the subject. But he was too polite to call her on it. “Your gumbo smells delicious. You mentioned green chilies the other day. My daughter, who lives in New Mexico, said she would send you as many as you would like. Just let me know.”

				“Thank you.” Normally the thought of fresh green chilies would have made her day. But Henry was right. She wasn’t herself today. And it was silly. So she’d spotted some man standing in the shadows last night across from her small house she rented. She hadn’t gotten a good look at him. It had just been the way he was standing there in the dark before he moved away, but she could tell that he’d been watching her house. It probably meant nothing.

				Henry finished his coffee. “I should let you get back to work,” he said, rising.

				“I’m glad you stopped by.” She hadn’t meant it more than she did today. She looked forward to his visits although she often wondered if he wanted more than coffee. Or if she did?

				Henry was just lonely, she told herself. Along with the daughter in New Mexico, he had two sons, who ran the ranch now. He’d lost his wife five years ago, his three children were raised and he was retired. He was probably just at loose ends and she was a distraction for a while in the mornings.

				“It is always good to see you,” he said now as he took his Stetson from the hook and settled it on his thick head of hair. That he was handsome for his age was an understatement. She often wondered why some local woman hadn’t snatched him up already. Or was he just not interested in another relationship? Sometimes—like at the moment—the way he looked at her stirred up old passions that she’d channeled into her cooking.

				“Enjoy your day,” she said around the lump in her throat. Sometimes she wanted to just flat out ask him what he wanted from her. But she was afraid he only needed coffee and a little conversation.

				“You too, Billie Dee.” He hesitated at the door, turning back to give her a look that sent her heart racing. “If you ever need...anything, I hope you know that I’m here. All you have to do is ask.” With that he opened the door and left, leaving her feeling shaken. Henry Larson seemed to know her better than she knew herself. And that scared her, especially given what she was hiding.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				STAGECOACH SALOON CO-OWNER Lillie Cahill Beaumont came through the back door of the business minutes later in a flurry of shopping bags and excited movement.

				“Is Mariah up yet?” Lillie asked, glancing toward the stairs that led to the upstairs apartment where her twin brother and sister-in-law resided. She rushed on in, dropping the shopping bags on the kitchen table. “Billie Dee, you have to see the baby clothes I picked up in Billings yesterday!”

				“Haven’t seen Mariah or Darby yet this morning,” Billie Dee said as she took her cup and Henry’s over to the sink. “Can I get you some decaffeinated coffee?”

				Lillie made a face as she put a hand over her baby bump. “I’d rather not drink coffee at all if I have to drink that stuff. Thanks, but I’m fine.”

				Rinsing her hands and drying them, Billie Dee stepped over to the table to see what Lillie had bought for the baby she was carrying.

				Always a beauty with her dark hair and gray eyes, Lillie Cahill Beaumont now glowed. She’d married her childhood sweetheart and was now pregnant with their first child. But Billie Dee suspected what made Lillie even happier was having her fraternal twin, Darby, married to a woman she called the sister she’d always wanted.

				At the sound of footfalls on the stairs, the apartment door opened and Darby and Mariah came into the kitchen. Mariah and Lillie could have been twins, except for Mariah’s dark eyes. They had matching baby bumps and the same healthy in-love and pregnant glow.

				“Did I hear you bought more baby clothes?” Mariah cried. “Without me?” She rushed to the table to see what her sister-in-law had in the bags.

				Darby stepped over to Billie Dee to take a whiff of what she had cooking. “I thought I smelled Texas shrimp gumbo,” he said with a laugh. “I know it’s early, but—”

				“Let me get you a bowl,” she said, smiling. Like all of the Cahill sons, Darby was one handsome cowboy. He’d left the ranch, though, determined to find his own way in life, and opened the saloon and café with his twin. As far as Billie Dee could tell, the business was a huge success.

				She listened to the chatter at the table as Darby ate and the young women oohed and aahed over Lillie’s haul. As Lillie held up outfits for her comment, Billie Dee made the appropriate sounds, but her thoughts kept returning to Henry and his last words.

				“So what is everyone doing up so early this morning?” she asked Darby when he came back over to the stove for more gumbo.

				“Family meeting.” He rolled his eyes. “Ely again.”

				Ely was their father, a former rancher turned mountain man, who spent most of the year tromping around in the woods trapping and panning for gold. He became a problem when he came down to civilization and tied one on at the bar. Which often led to him ending up in the local jail, where his son Flint Cahill just happened to be sheriff.

				As if on cue, the back door opened and Ely came in, followed by the sheriff and two other brothers, Hawk and Cyrus. With a full gray beard and light gray eyes, Ely looked like a wild man. But there was always a mischievous twinkle in his eye. He’d had a heart attack recently—she was sure that was why his children were worried about him. That and the drinking and carousing and that other alleged misfortune. Ely Cahill had become the local nutcase after claiming to have been abducted by aliens back in the 1960s.

				After a quick hello to everyone in the kitchen, Flint herded all but Darby toward the saloon. As Darby came over to rinse out his bowl and spoon and put them in the dishwasher, Billie Dee took the moment to ask, “I need to run a couple of errands. I’ll leave the gumbo simmering if you wouldn’t mind checking it. I won’t be long.”

				“Take as long as you need,” he said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “The gumbo will give me an excuse to cut this family meeting short.” He gave her a wink and headed for the front of the building and the saloon.

				Billie Dee watched him go, her eyes misting over. It often surprised her how much she’d become attached to this family—even as hard as she’d tried not to.

				Since last night, she hadn’t been able to shake the uneasy feeling after seeing the man across the street. She knew that must have been what Henry had picked up on. She’d been trying to forget about it all morning—obviously without much luck.

				Grabbing her purse, she went out the back door to her old car. But she didn’t start it right away. Instead, she checked her messages. Her heart leaped to her throat. Just as she’d feared, there was the cryptic text that she’d prayed to never see again.

				With trembling fingers, she punched in the number. The phone went straight to voice mail. No surprise there. She left a succinct message. “It’s Billie Dee.”

				Pocketing her phone, she started the engine, grimacing at how loud it was. It was a miracle that the car was still going. It now used more oil than gas, but she was determined to ride it out until the thing finally gave up the ghost. The Cahill men were just as determined to either help her get a new car or at least see that she put in a new engine.

				She thought of the text she’d received. She wouldn’t be needing a new car. Tears burned her eyes. She wiped at them angrily. She shouldn’t have gotten so attached to this place, to this family, to being happy here, she told herself as she drove down the road. She hadn’t gone far when her cell phone rang. Glancing at the number, she pulled over in a wide spot, hit Accept and said, “Tell me Gary Barnes is still behind bars.”

				* * *

				HENRY LARSON WAS saddling up his horse when his son found him in the barn.

				Tom was the spitting image of his father at thirty. Dark-haired with expressive blue eyes, he had his share of women coming around. Henry often wondered if any of his children would marry. It made him worry that he and Laurie hadn’t done a very good job if their children didn’t want someone to share their life with as they had done.

				Tom was all cowboy and often said he wasn’t ready to be lassoed, let alone hog-tied. “Where you riding to?” his son asked.

				“Just up into the mountains. Thought I’d take advantage of the nice weather.” Henry loved the smell of the fallen aspen leaves mixed with that of the pines. True, he liked to take advantage of a nice day this time of year to ride. But he didn’t think he was fooling his son. He had a lot on his mind.

				“Heard you were down at the Stagecoach again this morning,” Tom said.

				He didn’t know how his son had found out about his visits to Billie Dee. Nor could he explain why sitting in her warm kitchen had become so central to his well-being. But it wasn’t something he wanted to talk about yet with his sons or his daughter. It was why he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone. He didn’t want to spoil it by having to put a name to his feelings when it came to Billie Dee.

				The Texas cook was nothing like his deceased wife. Maybe that was the attraction. Laurie had been tiny, soft-spoken, timid and, if he was truthful, needy. She’d leaned on him from the very first and had died in his arms.

				But that was five years ago. He’d mourned her loss and still did. Although he couldn’t say he missed her. They’d grown apart before the end, having little in common except for their children. Had his sons and daughter seen that? Was that why none of them had had serious relationships?

				Laurie had never cared about ranching or horses or the outdoors, all things that were his life. She took care of the house, made sure everyone got fed and had her friends she lunched with each week. Their lives together had been...structured, comfortable, uneventful. He knew men who would have loved a life like that.

				Maybe that was what had drawn him to Billie Dee. In her, he sensed...chaos, surprises, adventure. He smiled at that now as he swung up onto his horse and headed for the mountains behind the ranch house. It sounded crazy, but the first time he’d met Billie Dee, he felt as if his life had been on a set course that had thrown the two of them together at this age. He thought of it as a second chance at happiness.

				And yet he hadn’t taken that chance yet. He knew what was holding him back. He reminded himself that he used to be fearless. He still was, he assured himself. He was still a virile man and still up for that second chance with a woman who made him smile.

				As he rode out into the beautiful fall day, he knew he couldn’t wait any longer. He was going to have to tell her. But he worried that it could go badly. The thought of not getting to see her most mornings... So much for being fearless.

				* * *

				STATIC ON THE phone connection. Billie Dee was about to repeat herself when he finally spoke.

				“I thought maybe we could start with hello, how are you,” the man on the other end of the line said. He’d gone on the defense, making her stomach knot. She’d been here before, so she knew the drill.

				“You didn’t answer my question. You contacted me. I’m betting it wasn’t to make small talk. Tell me about Barnes. What’s going on?”

				US marshal Alex Jordan sighed. “Barnes pulled some legal magic. He won his appeal.”

				Her heart pounded so loud in her ears that she could barely hear herself think. “He’s out?”

				“One of the arresting officers screwed up. He got off on a technicality.”

				“When did he get out?”

				“I don’t think you have anything to worry about, but—”

				“When did he get out?” Her voice had risen dangerously high. She was trying to hold it together, but he was making it hard.

				“Today.”

				“Today? And you are just now telling me about this?”

				“We had a tail on him, but—”

				“But he got away.” She groaned.

				“You should come in,” Alex said.

				Billie Dee could barely breathe. Her thoughts were spiraling. “Not happening.”

				“The only way we can protect you is if you come in.”

				“There was a man watching my house last night.” She blurted it out.

				“Did you get a look at him?”

				“No.”

				“Well, it certainly wasn’t Barnes. He only got out today and you’re far enough away that he shouldn’t be able to get to you very fast—if he even comes after you.”

				So they knew where she was. And she’d thought she was being so smart by not going into the WITSEC program. They’d still been tracking her.

				Billie Dee wanted to scream. “You promised me that he would never be on the streets again after I testified against him.”

				“I know.”

				She thought of the man she’d seen watching her house. Not Barnes. But then who? Barnes had snitched on so many of his former associates, she doubted it would be one of them.

				“We don’t think he’ll chance going back inside by coming after you. We can’t know what Barnes is thinking, but—”

				She almost hung up, she was so furious. “What he’s thinking?” Her laugh made her chest hurt. “He’s thinking how easy it will be to find me. Someone already knows or there wouldn’t be a man watching my house.”

				“It could be a US marshal. I didn’t send one, but there was talk among one of my bosses of trying to provide some protection for you.”

				“If the man is a US marshal, then he is only here waiting for Barnes to kill me so you can arrest him again. And you wanted me to stay in the witness protection program? Ever find that leak in your department?”

				“There isn’t a leak.”

				“You keep telling yourself that.”

				“We have thousands of people in WITSEC who are still safe. You chose to go it alone and still the department hasn’t forgotten about you. Like I said, someone higher up could have sent a marshal because they didn’t want you to worry.”

				“Not worry, Alex? You’re letting loose a psychopathic killer who wants me dead and you think I’m not worried?”

				“Look, if you come in—”

				“You almost got me killed last time at one of your safe houses.”

				“Billie Dee, that was unfortunate, but—”

				“No.” She shook her head and looked out at the Montana landscape. She’d come to love this valley surrounded by four mountain ranges. She’d come to love her life here. She didn’t want to leave.

				“We can relocate you, give you another name—”

				“No. I tried it your way.”

				“What are you going to do?” he demanded.

				“None of your business.” She disconnected, wishing she hadn’t called. Hadn’t she known last night that something was wrong? She had no doubt that Barnes would find her. He had gotten out today. Could he already be on his way to Montana?

				So maybe it was a US marshal watching out for her. That should have relieved her mind, but it didn’t. She knew Barnes. She’d looked into his eyes the second time he’d tried to kill her. He’d told her then that he would kill her no matter what it took. He would come for her—only this time he would succeed.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				BILLIE DEE DROVE by her house before returning to work, but she didn’t see a US marshal lurking around. If that was who the man really was. If he was any good, then he wouldn’t have let her see him. So why had he made his presence known last night? To relieve her mind?

				Or maybe the man was a friend of Barnes. Maybe he’d wanted her to see him so she’d know it was just a matter of time. Barnes had gotten out today and already gotten rid of the law following him. That didn’t bode well.

				Maybe with luck, the men he’d snitched on would find him before he could figure out how to get from Houston to Gilt Edge, Montana. She’d calmed down some since the phone call. She felt...resigned. There was nothing she could do. Running would be fruitless. It would be just a matter of time before Barnes found her.

				She thought about the Cahills and her job. None of them should be in danger. Barnes would come in the night for her, and since she lived in a wooded area in a house isolated from other ones in town, he shouldn’t have that much trouble getting to her. Hadn’t she known from the moment she’d witnessed the murder that it was going to get her killed?

				In a perfect world, she would have left work five minutes earlier—or later that day. She wouldn’t have been a witness. She wouldn’t have had to decide if she could live with what she’d seen and keep her mouth shut. She wouldn’t have looked into Barnes’s eyes when he saw her and known that he was going to kill her.

				And he almost had. Twice. She touched the scar hidden under her hair, running her finger the length of the path the bullet from Barnes’s gun had taken the night of the murder. Life was all about timing. Five minutes one way or the other could save you—or get you killed.

				Back at the saloon, she saw that the family meeting must be over. The only vehicles out back were Darby’s pickup and Mariah’s motorcycle. The two still-practically-newlyweds were working the bar today. Billie Dee could tell by the romantic western music coming from the jukebox. It made her smile. Mariah and Darby were obviously so in love.

				She threw herself into her cooking, whipping together a huge batch of brownies from scratch. Cooking and baking were the only things that kept her mind off what was happening. There’d been a time when she would have thought about taking off, relocating, changing her last name, getting a different job...all things that she now knew wouldn’t help. If Barnes wanted to find her, he would.

				It wasn’t a coincidence that she’d looked out her window last night and happened to see the man across the street. She’d learned the hard way to watch her back. Still, there was only so much she could do.

				When the back door opened, she thought it would be a member of the family.

				“Billie Dee?”

				“Henry?” She was startled to see him again. Had he forgotten something?

				“I know you’re busy with the bar about to open and your lunch crowd on the way, but...” He had taken off his Stetson and now turned the brim in his fingers. He had nice hands, large but well proportioned. It was something she’d noticed the first time she’d met him. “I was wondering if you’d like to go to dinner with me.”

				She raised an eyebrow. The invitation was so unexpected and yet she realized looking at his expression that he’d been leading up to this for a while now. That he’d gotten up the courage made her smile. But his timing sure could have been better, though.

				“I know this is short notice,” he added. “Are you free tonight?”

				Tonight? She almost laughed. Tonight she was. Tomorrow? Well, that could be another story. Her answer seemed to surprise them both. “Yes. I’d love to have dinner with you.”

				Henry broke into a huge smile that warmed her to her toes. “Good.” He looked pleased. “Say six? I could pick you up at your house, if that’s all right?”

				She returned his smile. “Six at my house.” She gave him the address, but she had a feeling he already knew where she lived. Henry wasn’t the kind of man who jumped without looking first. Also, Gilt Edge was a small town.

				The cowboy put his hat back on, tipped the brim and said around his grin, “See you tonight, then.” And he was gone again.

				Billie Dee stood in the middle of the kitchen, surprised that she needed to catch her breath. She had a date. A date. She laughed at the irony. But she felt better about everything, even though it made absolutely no sense. Tomorrow... Well, she’d deal with that when it happened. But tonight... Tonight she had a date with a handsome cowboy. She laughed again, feeling young and excited and alive—at least for a while. And yet as she turned back to her cooking, tears burned her eyes. Why now?

				She’d joked that she’d come to Montana to find herself a handsome cowboy, but she’d never dreamed that one would actually show up at her age. Fighting tears, she began to sing “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” as the timer went off. As she pulled the large pan of brownies from the oven, Mariah came in, one hand on her protruding belly.

				“Tell me I smell brownies,” the young woman said.

				Her back to Mariah, she hurriedly wiped at her tears. “I was just about to cut some to bring out to you.”

				“You are the best, Billie Dee,” Mariah said and gave her a quick hug. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

				* * *

				“YOU HAVE A DATE?” C. J. Larson asked, giving his father the once-over later that evening. “Is that a new shirt?”

				Henry smiled at his youngest son. At twenty-seven, C.J. was four inches taller and stronger looking than his older brother, Tom. It always surprised him when he realized that his sons were now grown men.

				“Don’t you think it’s time your father had a date—and a new shirt?”

				C.J. shot a look at his brother. Tom was taking him in as well, looking either worried or amused—Henry couldn’t be sure which.

				“Who’s the lucky woman?” Tom asked.

				“I bet it’s Anna Carson from next door,” C.J. said. “She stops by to check on you enough times during the week. Not that I’m complaining.” He grinned. “She does make a mean chocolate-chip cookie.”

				“Remember all those casseroles she brought for months after Mom died?” Tom said. It would be Tom who had to bring up his mother. He’d been a mama’s boy and taken it the hardest when she died.

				Henry smiled. “It’s not Anna.”

				“It’s Billie Dee down at the Stagecoach Saloon,” Tom said. He didn’t sound all that happy about it. “What do you even know about her?”

				“I know enough to have dinner with her.”

				C.J. looked confused. “That redheaded cook from Texas? The one that sings all the time back in the kitchen? Dad, she doesn’t seem like your type.”

				“And what type is it you think is mine?” he asked his son.

				“More like...Mom, I guess.”

				“I find Billie Dee to be a delightful companion. She makes me laugh and smile and...” He glanced at his watch. “I should get going.”

				“What time should we expect you home?” C.J. asked, tongue in cheek. He looked at his brother. “I’m thinking ten is plenty late. What do you think?”

				Tom actually grinned, though grudgingly. “I’d give him until ten thirty.”

				“Very amusing,” Henry said as he left, but not before he heard C.J. call after him, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” He laughed on the way to the car. He’d been blessed with three amazing offspring. He thanked his lucky stars every day to have two sons who loved ranching as much as he once had.

				This was the time of his life when he could do anything he wanted. He was still relatively young—at least he felt that way. Why couldn’t he find love again?

				* * *

				BILLIE DEE STOOD in front of the full-length mirror close to tears. She knew she was being foolish. Normally she didn’t give two hoots about what she wore. She dressed for comfort. But in this dress, her abundant body looked like a sausage in casing.

				The dress was an older one and clearly she’d put on a few pounds since she’d last worn it. Which meant... She stepped to the closet and thumbed through what was hanging there until she came to the pale cream dress—the only other dress she owned. If it still fit...

				Pulling it out, she practically crossed her fingers that it would. Otherwise she was looking at pants and a top—not exactly date attire.

				The dress slid over her head and fell around her. She took a scared peek in the mirror as the doorbell rang. She blinked. The dress seemed to accent her attributes. She didn’t look too bad. She’d pulled her long red hair back into a loose knot at her neck. Tendrils had come loose and framed her face. She’d read in one of Lillie’s fashion magazines that the latest hairdo now was natural. It might be the first time she was in style, she thought.

				The doorbell rang again. Was Henry worried that she might back out on him? Slipping her feet into heels, she felt like Cinderella on her way to the ball. She took a deep breath, let it out and headed down the stairs to the front door.

				As she opened it, she saw Henry’s eyes widen. “You thought I might try to back out. I almost did when I realized I had nothing to wear.”

				He chuckled and broke into a smile. “Looks like you found something. You look beautiful, Billie Dee.”

				She felt her cheeks heat at his compliment. “I’ll just grab my coat...” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement across the street and froze for a moment.

				Henry turned to look across the tree-lined street.

				She quickly reached for her coat by the hook next to the door. But as she did, she saw Henry’s eyes narrow as he scanned the tree line across the street. When he looked at her again, she knew he’d seen the man watching her house.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				HENRY TOOK HER to the local steak house, not that there was that much to choose from in Gilt Edge. “The food won’t be as good as yours,” he whispered. “I’m hoping the company will make up for it.”

				She’d breathed in the night, feeling free, and given him a smile. “I intend to enjoy all of it.”

				“Good—me, too.” He led her to a table on which sat a vase with a single red rose in it. She noticed it was the only table with one. Henry’s doing? A candle burned in a pretty blue demitasse cup at the center of the table. They were seated in a back corner, making it feel intimate—and really like a date.

				“My sons gave me a hard time before I left the house,” he said after he’d ordered a bottle of wine and several appetizers for them, saying they should probably check out the competition. “I caught them off guard since I haven’t dated since... Well,” he said with a laugh. “Since long before they were born.”

				“Were they upset with you?”

				“They wanted to give me a curfew.”

				The waitress brought out the bottle of wine, opened it and poured. Billie Dee studied Henry in the candlelight. He really was a handsome cowboy and so sweet and thoughtful. She felt as if she should pinch herself. But at the same time, she couldn’t help but wonder at her luck. Why was this happening now?

				After the waitress left, he raised his glass. “To you, Billie Dee Rhodes.”

				She clinked her glass with his. “Thank you. This is...marvelous.” It surprised her how comfortable she felt with him. All those mornings together over cups of coffee...it wasn’t as if they’d really talked about themselves or their pasts. Maybe knowing she could be dead in a day or two had taken away the normal stress of a first date.

				“My son Tom says I don’t know anything about you.”

				Billie Dee took a sip of her wine, her pulse pounding a little harder. “What did you tell him?”

				“That I knew enough.” He raised his glass and took a sip before putting it down again. “I’m more interested in the future than the past. Also, I’ve found that people usually aren’t what they appear, even if you think you know them well.”

				She felt her heart sink. What was he trying to tell her?

				“For instance, you look at me and all you see is a widower rancher with a lot of time on his hands.”

				Billie Dee shook her head. “I see a lot more than that.”

				He smiled, his blue eyes lighting. “Well, it’s the same with you. I see a woman who makes me smile. When I’m around you, I feel young and wonderfully foolish. I love that we don’t know each other well. Yet.”

				The waitress brought out their appetizers and Billie Dee was relieved when he changed the subject as they nibbled before their salads came out. As they ate, they talked about food they loved, restaurants they wanted to try down in Billings, the largest city in Montana, and taking the dinner train when it reopened in the spring.

				Over medium-rare steaks, baked potatoes as large as their heads and grilled zucchini, they laughed about movies they loved and hated.

				Billie Dee couldn’t remember a meal that she’d enjoyed more and told him as much.

				“I hope we can do this again.”

				“Me, too,” she said, meaning it more than he could know.

				He pointed toward the front window. She turned to see that it had started to snow. “Have you ever had snow ice cream?” he asked, sounding excited. When she shook her head, he said, “Then we definitely have to make it. I think you should come up to the ranch soon. We can have dinner or go on a picnic up to our cabin in the mountains, you can meet my sons—”

				“Henry.”

				“Moving too fast?” he asked and she nodded. “Sorry. I’ve never thrown caution to the wind. You make me want to because I might be slow making a decision, but once I do...” He sighed. “The truth is, before I met you I was feeling as if the best part of my life was over. But now...” He laughed. “I feel like I’ve been given a second chance. I want to have some fun and I feel like the sky is the limit for the two of us. Are you up for some fun?”

				She laughed, amazed at this man. He’d always been so shy around her. She hadn’t expected him to even get up the courage to ask her out. So what had changed? He’d sensed something wrong with her this morning and now this?

				Why now? she wondered again, but instead she said, “I don’t know what to say.” She met his blue gaze and held it. What was he proposing? Whatever it was, she wanted to see it through more than she had ever wanted anything.

				There was just that one problem. A killer was out there who would be coming for her. Barnes could already be in Gilt Edge.

				“Who knows what the future holds?” she said. “But nothing sounds better than spending it having fun with you.”

				He raised his water glass since their wineglasses were empty. “To many adventures.” She clinked her water glass to his and tried not to cry.

				They had dessert and coffee. “When you say adventure, tell me you aren’t talking bungee jumping off some high bridge.”

				He smiled. “No, but if you felt the need, I’d be right there beside you.”

				On the way back to her house, Henry drove slowly through the falling snow. “I’ve never asked you how you feel about horses.”

				He’d never asked her about a lot of things. Like her past. “I love horses. I used to ride when I was younger.”

				He nodded and smiled. “Good to hear.”

				She’d thought he’d ask something more personal, but he didn’t. He seemed content to take that part slow. Or maybe he didn’t care about her past—or her present, given he’d definitely seen the man who’d been watching her house from across the street.

				As he pulled in front of her house, she looked toward the grove of trees across the street. She didn’t see anyone. Not that she could see far through the whirling snow.

				Henry walked her to her door. She thought he might ask to come in since he was “throwing caution to the wind.” But he didn’t even try to kiss her. Instead he said, “I had a wonderful time.”

				“Me, too.”

				“Good—we’ll do it again. Billie Dee, we can take this as slow as you want.”

				She nodded, feeling tears well in her eyes. She’d never wanted more time than she did at that moment.

				He touched her arm and started to turn toward his car, but hesitated and leaned back in her direction. She thought he’d changed his mind. But he hadn’t turned back to kiss her.

				“I know you’re struggling with something,” he said. “You might be surprised that I am more than capable of helping you. Should you ever decide to trust me.” He tipped the brim of his Stetson. “You have my number.”

				* * *

				“HOW WAS YOUR DATE?” C.J. asked as Henry came in through the mudroom.

				“Very nice, thank you.” He took off his coat and hung it up along with his hat before pulling off his shoes. Laurie had insisted that no shoes be worn in the house.

				“This is a ranch,” he used to argue.

				“Exactly.”

				He realized that C.J. was studying him.

				“Just nice?” his son asked.

				“I had a wonderful time. Better?”

				“You’re home awfully early,” Tom said, coming into the kitchen to pour himself a glass of milk.

				Henry saw that Anna from the ranch next door must have stopped by because there was a plate of chocolate-chip cookies on the counter. He should never have told Anna that they were his favorite.

				“I’m going to see Billie Dee again,” he told his sons. “If she’ll go out with me, I’m going to see her as much as I can.”

				“Okay.” C.J. looked to his brother.

				“So you like her,” Tom said.

				Henry nodded and smiled. “I like her a lot. Now, if that’s all, I think I’ll go read before bed. Unless there’s something either of you want to discuss?” C.J. shook his head. Tom frowned, but finally shook his head, as well. “Then good night.”

				“Was he just humming on his way up to bed?” he heard C.J. say. “You think he’s serious about this woman?” Henry stopped at the top of the stairs and looked back down at them over the open railing.

				“For the record, I’m very serious about Billie Dee. But don’t get your undershorts in a bunch just yet. I’m not sure she feels the same way about me.” He thought about the man he’d seen watching her across the street from her house. There was still a whole lot up in the air.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				IT WAS JUST after 3:00 a.m. when Henry sneaked out of the house. He’d parked his car in a spot where he could coast down the hill before he had to start the engine. The last thing he wanted was to be caught sneaking out by his grown sons. He didn’t need questions he didn’t want to answer.

				Once on the road to town, he headed for the small house Billie Dee rented. He’d hoped she would open up to him during their date about what was going on with her, but he should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. All those mornings over coffee at her kitchen table, he’d come to know how stubbornly independent she was. Not to mention, Billie Dee wasn’t the kind of woman who ever complained—no matter what was going on in her life.

				The snow had stopped falling, leaving the small western town of Gilt Edge blanketed in silent white. There were no other cars on the road this time of the night. Stars and a nearly full moon made this night world sparkle like the inside of a snow globe.

				He parked a block away, got out and walked down the quiet street toward Billie Dee’s house. As he did, he thought about their date earlier and smiled to himself. She was exactly what he needed at this point in his life. He just hoped he was what she needed. He couldn’t bear the thought of letting her down.

				The snow was untracked along the sidewalk across from her house. But as he neared the spot where he’d seen the man earlier, he saw the boot prints in the snow. Whoever had stood here had stayed around for a while. The man’s feet must have gotten cold because he’d moved around some as if trying to warm them up.

				Henry looked across at the house Billie Dee rented. It sat away from the other houses on this tree-lined street. There was a dim light on toward the back. The bedroom? Was she having trouble sleeping? He suspected that was the case, not that he could blame her. He’d seen her expression when she’d looked past him tonight and seen the man in the shadows watching her house. Watching her.

				It was time he met the man, he thought as he glanced again at the snow-covered sidewalk and the tracks that led off down the street.

				As a cloud passed over the moon, dimming the snowy night, he took out his phone and photographed the tracks. The boot tread was distinct, and there was enough shadow in each that the tracks came out well enough to identify them if needed in the future.

				The tracks had only a little fresh snow in them, which meant the man had come back after the storm had moved on. Henry was thankful for that since the tracks the man had left near the trees hadn’t filled with falling snow.

				And that made them easy to follow.

				* * *

				BILLIE DEE PUT down the book she’d been trying to read. She’d gone over the same sentence four times. Clearly reading wasn’t going to help. Getting up, she padded barefoot into the kitchen and, without turning on a light, opened the refrigerator to peer in.

				She knew it wasn’t food that she needed. Sleep would be nice, but while she’d managed to drift off earlier, something had awakened her. She’d gotten up to check the doors and windows. All locked. Nor had there been any sound in the house other than the pounding of her heart.

				Since then, though, she hadn’t been able to get back to sleep.

				Grabbing a bottle of water, she closed the refrigerator door and walked toward the dark living room. She’d left the front drapes open after she’d turned out the lights earlier. It had been snowing so hard she hadn’t been able to tell if the man she’d seen across the street was still there in the trees.

				Friend or foe? she wondered. If foe, she hoped he had been freezing out there. Maybe Alex was right and someone had sent a marshal to keep an eye on her. More likely, if the man was a marshal, he was here to try to catch Barnes in the act—just as she suspected.

				At the window, she looked out, surprised that it had quit snowing. The moon peeked out from behind a cloud, making the snow glitter like mega-millions of diamonds.

				At moments like this, she loved Montana winters. It was when she was trying to get to work, sweeping and scraping snow off the car windows or plowing through it and trying not to get stuck, that she hated winters here. She’d never lived anywhere before where it snowed. Right now, it felt mystical and spiritual and awe-inspiring, and it took her back to all those years she’d spent in church believing in something bigger than herself.

				She really did need sleep given the route her mind had just taken. Unscrewing the cap, she took a sip of the water and saw him.

				At first she thought it was the man she’d seen watching her house. Not that she’d gotten a good look at him in the shadows of the trees. But he’d been average height and breadth. This man coming out of the trees along the sidewalk was much larger. He walked with a confident gait because of his long legs. There were broad shoulders beneath his canvas coat and—

				Henry? She practically spewed the water out. What was Henry doing across the street from her house at... She glanced at the clock on the wall. After three in the morning?

				But as she watched him, she knew. He was following tracks in the snow. Her mind raced, but for only a moment. She’d known it. He’d seen the man watching her house. That was what he was doing back here. He was looking for the man!

				Dropping the bottled water on the coffee table, she raced to the door, pulled on her coat and boots over her pajamas, and rushed out. Henry, her cowboy protector. She was touched but terrified. He had no idea what he was getting himself into. She couldn’t let him do this. Who knew how dangerous the man was who’d been staking out her house. The thought of Henry getting hurt or worse...

				Moving as fast as she could in the ankle-deep snow, she went after him.

				* * *

				HENRY FEARED THAT the tracks would only lead him to where a vehicle had been parked a few blocks away.

				But he got lucky. The tracks kept going for four blocks. He looked up to take in the neighborhood as the tracks appeared to end at a main street. Earlier traffic had cut four distinct tire tracks through the snow. At the sound of a truck coming up the street, he stepped back to keep from getting soaked by the dirty slush the vehicle’s tires churned up.

				The night went silent again as the truck passed. He considered which way the man might have gone and spotted the distinct boot tracks again—this time in the middle of the street where the snow was untouched by vehicle traffic.

				Across the street he saw a motel sign. He quickly crossed to pick up the boot prints again. They led him straight to one of the numbered motel units. Number eleven.

				A car was parked in front of the unit and there were only a few cars in front of the others. He had to assume this one belonged to the man inside the room. He stepped to it, cleared enough snow off to peer inside. The car was so clean inside, he figured it must be a rental. He memorized the plate number anyway.

				Standing there, he debated if he should pound on the door or—

				“Henry?”

				He turned in surprise. He hadn’t heard anyone behind him. Snow had that ability to quiet things down. Still, he realized that he needed to watch his back more. Billie Dee was the last person he expected to see standing there. “What are you doing here?”

				“That’s exactly what I was going to ask you.” She looked from him to the motel-room door behind him.

				He stepped toward her to take hold of her arm and lead her a few yards farther from the door. But she shrugged off his hold, her eyes wide with not just curiosity but suspicion.

				“Let’s not talk about this here,” he said, keeping his voice down.

				She looked again from him to the motel-room door. He saw her expression change. “You followed the man here who you saw watching my house.”

				He nodded. “I was worried about you.”

				Billie Dee let out an exasperated breath. “What were you planning to do? Just knock on his door and then what?”

				“I hadn’t gotten that far.”

				She shook her head. “What if he is dangerous?”

				“Is he? Do you know who the man is, Billie Dee?”

				* * *

				SHE COULDN’T BELIEVE THIS. “How would I know?” she demanded.

				When he said nothing, she realized that he thought she knew more than she was telling him. Well, at least that much was true.

				“I don’t know who the man is, all right?” she said defensively.

				“Could we go back to your house and talk about this rather than standing out here?”

				She looked toward the motel-room door again, then back at him and sighed. “I don’t want you getting involved in this.”

				“I am involved.” This time when his fingers closed gently around her arm, she let him lead her away from the motel and back up the street to her house.

				Once inside, she kicked off her boots, hung her coat up and padded into the kitchen to make coffee. She was running scared and she feared that Henry knew it. Her mind spun like a top. What he’d done tonight tracking down the man... She couldn’t let him get involved in this.

				With coffee brewing, she finally took a breath and turned to find him standing in stocking feet beside the kitchen island. He hadn’t said a word as if he knew to give her time to think. She studied his gentle face, amazed to realize that this man knew her maybe better than she knew herself. Was she that transparent?

				“I don’t know where to start,” she said, realizing that she couldn’t lie to him.

				“Start wherever you want. We have the rest of the night.”

				They took cups of hot coffee into the living room. She closed the drapes, and they sat at opposite ends of the couch, facing each other. She pulled her feet under her and covered herself with a quilt. She’d forgotten that all she’d been wearing under her coat was cotton pajamas.

				“I was working at a small restaurant in downtown Houston. I always liked staying late, having the kitchen to myself after everyone went home. That night I got involved looking through some of my old recipes and didn’t realize how late it was. As I was leaving, a car pulled up across the street. There was another car parked a few cars up. I hadn’t known there was a man in the second car until he got out and started walking back as if to talk to the man who’d just pulled up. It wasn’t until the first man I’d seen got out that I saw the gun. I hadn’t realized that I’d stopped walking and was just stupidly standing there watching.” She shook her head.

				Henry said nothing, silently encouraging her to continue.

				“The streets were narrow, so I could see both of their faces as the one man gunned the other one down. When the shooter turned back toward his car, he saw me. He raised his gun. I tried to run but the bullet...” She stopped to touch the scar beneath her hair. “I don’t remember much after that until I woke up in the hospital. I’m sure he thought I was dead since I’d been found in a pool of blood. The doctor said a head wound like mine would have bled a lot.”

				“But you remembered? No loss of memory?”

				“Just my luck,” Billie Dee said. “When the police came to me, I was able to identify both men—the dead one and the shooter. Both of their photos had been in the newspapers and on television since both were well-known criminals.”

				“So the Justice Department offered you the witness protection program if you testified,” he said.

				She nodded. “They had guards posted outside my hospital room and when I was released they put me in a safe house. Except it turned out not to be so safe. Gary Barnes is a cold-blooded killer. I know better than anyone what he is capable of. He got to me when I was waiting in the safe house for my WITSEC new identity. He had his hands around my throat. Fortunately, a marshal broke in and pulled him off me. But as Barnes was being led away, he said that he would find me and kill me and no one would be able to stop him. I believe him.”

				“But you managed to get away from him twice.”

				“The marshal who’d been guarding me wasn’t so lucky. I was in the kitchen of the safe house when Barnes sneaked up behind me and grabbed me around the throat. I remember the feel of his breath at my ear. I did manage to fight him off for a moment. I stabbed him with a fork that was lying on the counter, but he was on me again before I could get away. If the guard hadn’t come running when he did, Barnes would have strangled me.”

				“You’re amazing.”

				She shook her head at the admiration she saw in his gaze. “I was terrified, acting only on instinct.”

				“There is nothing wrong with instinct.”

				“Too bad it isn’t going to save me this time. I testified, but Barnes just got out on some technicality. So my testifying was a waste of time. Not that it would have made a difference. He would still have come after me. He isn’t a let-loose-ends-go kind of guy. Now you understand why you can’t be involved.”

				Henry had taken all this quite well, she realized. “So who do you think the man is watching your house?”

				“Alex, my former handler, says it could be a marshal sent to protect me from higher up and out of his pay grade. If that were the case, I suspect he is more likely here hoping to catch Barnes in the act.”

				“So you think he’s a US marshal.”

				She shrugged. “You were about to find out the hard way if you’d knocked on that door tonight.”

				He smiled at that.

				“You’re taking all of this a little too well,” she said, eyeing him suspiciously.

				“I have a confession.”

				Billie Dee pulled the quilt around her, suddenly cold. “If you tell me you know Gary Barnes—”

				“I’ve known men like him, but no, I haven’t met Barnes. Not yet, anyway.”

				“Henry—”

				“Remember earlier when I said there is often more to people than you think?”

				She nodded, afraid of what he would say next.

				“I can handle this for you,” he said.

				“Handle it? I don’t understand,” Billie Dee said on a ragged breath.

				“I served in the armed forces in a special operations group that was highly secretive and trained for this sort of thing.”

				She looked into his eyes. She’d thought he was a retired rancher. She’d never dreamed... “You were trained to stop a man like Gary Barnes?”

				He nodded as he reached across the space between them on the couch and took her hand. “I can help you. Trust me?”

				“With my life. But I don’t want you involved. I can’t bear the thought...” Her voice broke.

				He moved to her, and taking her face in his big hands, he said, “I already told you. I am involved.” And then he kissed her.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				HENRY MADE SURE that Billie Dee made it safely to the Stagecoach Saloon the next morning before he swung by the motel. He’d told her part of the truth, but not all of it. Mentally he kicked himself for not telling her everything.

				But he’d feared that if he did she would try to push him away. He couldn’t let that happen. Not until Gary Barnes was taken care of. After that...

				He didn’t want to think that keeping this from her might make him lose her. He couldn’t bear the thought. Pushing it away, he concentrated on the job at hand.

				The rental car was still parked in front of unit eleven. As he neared the door, he could hear what sounded like the television, the volume up.

				He tapped at the door. No answer. He knocked louder and looked around. There were no other vehicles in front of the motel rooms, none in the lot except for an older model parked to the side of the office. He assumed that one belonged to whoever was working today. There was a laundry cart parked outside the first unit.

				Billie Dee had taken the news about his so-called “skills” well enough last night. He was thankful for that. Now if he could just see this to the end and keep her safe.

				He knocked even harder, and when still no one answered, he tried the knob. It turned in his hand. Stepping to the side, he swung the door open into the room. The television was on a news station, a weatherman talking loudly about high-pressure ridges.

				Past the bed, he could see the room’s occupant lying on the bathroom floor, the man’s legs sticking out at an odd angle. He stepped in only long enough to be sure the man was dead. Outside the room, he pulled the door closed and made the call. “It’s Larson. Going to need cleanup.”

				* * *

				BILLIE DEE STOPPED stirring the onions and peppers she was sautéing in a large skillet for a moment. Her mind hadn’t been on cooking all day. Henry hadn’t shown up earlier for their usual coffee. The onions began to brown too quickly. She pulled the skillet off and tried to calm down.

				He’d told her his plans. He hadn’t had to. She’d been sure that he’d go back to that motel. He planned to confront whoever was staying there. She kept telling herself that he was trained for this and that she shouldn’t worry. But she was worried. She felt responsible for getting him into this.

				“Billie Dee?” The back door swung open and Henry stepped in.

				She dropped the wooden spoon she’d been using and ran into his arms. He pulled her to him, holding her tightly. “I was so worried.”

				“Nothing to worry about,” he said.

				Drawing back, she looked into his face. “Did you—”

				“He was already gone.”

				She breathed a sigh of relief. “So if he was a US marshal...”

				Henry shrugged. “Either way I’m not letting you out of my sight until I know you’re safe.”

				She did like the sound of that, she thought as she looked into his blue eyes.

				“So what’s cookin’?” he asked, glancing toward the stove.

				“Corn chowder.”

				“My favorite,” he said as he hung his hat on the hook by the door and shrugged out of his coat.

				Billie Dee smiled as she watched him make himself at home in her kitchen. It was her kitchen in almost every sense of the word. “Coffee?”

				“You know it.” He pulled out a chair and sat down.

				She realized he was acting as natural as ever, but she sensed a tension in him that he was trying hard to hide from her. Had something happened at the motel? But why would he lie? To protect her.

				Going to the coffeepot, she poured them both a cup and thought about calling him on it. But as she returned to the table with the coffee, she felt nothing but relief. He was all right. Whatever had happened, he was safe. Right now, that was all that mattered in the grand scale of things.

				But Gary Barnes was on the loose. If she was right, he was headed for Montana. Headed for her. She’d testified against him. He couldn’t let that go.

				She sat down at the table and started to pick up her coffee cup, but her hand was trembling too hard. Henry reached over and put his hand over hers and gently squeezed.

				* * *

				“I THINK IT’S time you saw the ranch,” Henry said after Billie Dee had finished making a huge pot of corn chowder.

				“Henry, I’m really not—”

				“It will keep your mind off things.”

				“Things?” She smiled.

				“You’re done here for the day, right?” he asked.

				“I suppose so. Okay. Let’s see this ranch of yours.”

				The sun had come out, making the fresh snow blinding in its beauty as he drove toward the ranch. He loved days like this in the winter. Blanketed in whiteness, everything looked sparkling clean. Clumps of snow hung in the pines, the breeze sending ice crystals into the air like fairy dust.

				He’d almost forgotten about Christmas. Now that the boys were raised and with his daughter in New Mexico... But this Christmas could be different, he thought as he looked over at Billie Dee. She was looking out at the beautiful winter day as if in rapture at the sight. He smiled to himself, entranced by this woman. If anyone seemed to live life to the fullest it was her. He wanted to live every minute with her.

				The thought of Gary Barnes made his stomach roil. After a crew had shown up at the motel this morning, he’d talked to his friend from the Justice Department.

				“We had a tail on Barnes, but he spotted it and managed to get away. We now know that Barnes boarded a plane to Montana yesterday.”

				Henry had clenched his jaw. “That was pretty obvious since you now have a dead federal agent.”

				“Barnes’s lawyer contacted us this morning. He is filing harassment charges against us. Of course, he claims to know nothing about what happened to the agent. Our hands are tied unless Billie Dee agrees to go into WITSEC.”

				Henry slowed at the turn into the ranch. Since his conversation with his friend at the Justice Department, he’d been second-guessing himself. He didn’t like either of his options. He could convince Billie Dee to go into the program and never see her again. Or he could try to protect her from Barnes himself, but if he failed... He’d been out of this life for so long, was he really up to it now?

				The big rambling house perched against the side of the mountain came into view.

				“It’s beautiful,” Billie Dee said of the log structure.

				“My grandfather built it. The house has been remodeled and I’m sure it will be again.” He looked over at her. He thought about bringing her here one day as his bride—and realized he’d already made his decision.

				* * *

				“YOUR SONS AREN’T HERE?” Billie Dee asked after Henry had given her a tour of the house. Her favorite part had been his office on the top floor. The view was incredible. His bedroom was next to it with the same large windows that looked out at the mountain valley. She wouldn’t let herself imagine waking up to that each morning.

				“Tom and C.J. have gone to Missoula to look at a bull they’re interested in acquiring. They won’t be back until tomorrow.”

				Tomorrow? She turned to look at him and felt her heart bump in her chest. Was this more than a tour of the ranch? The thought of making love to this man... “Henry?”

				He took a step toward her. His cell phone rang. He mumbled under his breath as he pulled out his phone, checked it and said, “I have to take this. I’m sorry.” He stepped out of the room.

				Billie Dee could hear him talking in the other room. After a few moments, he appeared in the doorway. She saw his expression. Her heart began to pound. “What?”

				“There’s something I need to tell you.”

				She listened, her heart dropping. “You knew about me testifying against Gary Barnes all along and you didn’t say a word?” Billie Dee demanded.

				“We were afraid you would take off when you heard that he might be getting out.”

				“We?”

				“One of Alex’s bosses in the Justice Department is a friend from that special group I told you about.”

				“How long have you known?” She felt her eyes widen in alarm as it hit her. “You’ve known since that first day you stuck your head in the back door of the saloon to compliment me on my chili?”

				He looked away, making her swear under her breath.

				Tears burned her eyes. “So all of this was... All of that talk about adventures together...” She couldn’t even say it because it hurt too much. A few moments ago she’d been thinking about the two of them making love in that bedroom with the wonderful view.

				He reached for her, but she sidestepped him and put up a hand to ward him off.

				“That means you knew Barnes was going to get out of prison. You and the Justice Department knew months ago.” She bit her lip to dam the tears that threatened to overflow.

				“Yes, it started out that way,” Henry said, blocking her way as she tried to get past him. “I just wanted to protect you as a favor to my friend. But then I got to know you, Billie Dee.” He let out a pained laugh. “I got to know this remarkable woman who I fell in love with. Then it became a lot more than just trying to protect you. I have to keep you alive because if I let anything happen to you...” His voice broke. “I couldn’t bear the thought that I might lose you.”

				She shook her head, but she stopped trying to get past him to leave.

				“Billie Dee, I want those adventures more than you can ever know. I need them. I need you. I know that you and I will make one hell of a team.” He grinned and cupped her cheek in his hand.

				She leaned into it for a moment. Her initial reaction was not to trust him. But all this time, the morning coffee chats in the saloon kitchen, she trusted this man. “Why did you tell me about this now?”

				“I wanted to tell you last night but I chickened out. I was afraid you would push me away. I couldn’t let that happen, not with a man like Gary Barnes out there. But that phone call I just took? My friend at the Justice Department wants me to talk you into going into the WITSEC program,” he said.

				She pulled back to meet his gaze. “Is that what you want?”

				He shook his head. “If you went into the program I’d never see you again. I can’t bear the thought of that. But if you do it my way, I might get us both killed.”

				Billie Dee smiled through her tears. Yesterday she’d been convinced that not only was she entirely on her own, but also she was going to die. “I’m not going into the witness protection program.”

				“Then you’re with me?”

				She nodded. “I’m with you.”

				“I’d hoped you’d say that,” he said and pulled her into his arms. She pressed her face against his strong chest and soaked in the feel of him, the scent of him, the essence of this cowboy.

				He ran his hand down her hair to her back and pulled her closer. “I love you. I know I move too fast and I’ll wait, if I have to, for you to catch up, but—”

				She looked up at him, her hand going around his neck to pull his mouth down to hers. His arms tightened around her. The kiss transported her to another place where they were both young as teenagers falling in love for the very first time.

				When the kiss ended, they looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment.

				“I have a plan,” he said. “You might not like it.”

				Billie Dee put a finger to his lips. “Any plan is better than what I had. And, like I said, I’m with you, cowboy.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				HENRY DROVE HER back to her house as the sky deepened to twilight. He walked her to the door and stepped inside. It didn’t take him long to make sure that Barnes hadn’t already broken in and was waiting for her.

				Back outside, he walked quickly to his car and drove away. He hadn’t noticed anyone loitering in the area, but he also had made a point not to look too hard. He wanted Barnes to think it was safe for him to make his move. The sooner this ended, the better for all of them.

				Six blocks away, after making sure he hadn’t been followed, he pulled over and parked. His Glock was strapped on under his big winter coat. He climbed out and wove his way through her neighborhood, this time looking for Barnes. He didn’t expect to see him.

				Billie Dee was convinced just as he was that Barnes would strike in the dead of night. He would want the advantage of surprise. He would also want the darkness to help him make a clean getaway. The man was a cold-blooded killer and vindictive as hell, but he wasn’t suicidal. He’d already taken care of one marshal—and filed harassment charges because the feds had been following him when he got out of prison.

				Under normal circumstances, local law enforcement would be notified that Barnes was in Gilt Edge and a danger to one of its citizens. But since the sheriff’s brother and sister were her employers, Henry had guessed that Billie Dee didn’t want Flint knowing. Not that his friend in the Justice Department wanted the local sheriff involved, either.

				The program already had a black eye after Barnes had gotten to Billie Dee at the safe house. The last thing the Justice Department wanted was this turning into a media circus. If anything happened to Billie Dee... That was when his friend had called, glad that Henry was living just miles from where Billie Dee was working. The Justice Department had known for months that Gary Barnes might be getting out of prison. They had feared Billie Dee would run if she knew.

				So Henry had made a point of getting to know her. What he hadn’t expected was that he’d fall in love the way he had. But the woman was warm and funny, sweet and loving, and she could cook. He had felt himself coming back to life just being around her. And all the while, Gary Barnes had been hanging over their heads.

				If all went well, no one would ever know what was going to happen here. If it didn’t...well, then everyone would know because he and Billie Dee would be dead.

				As he neared the back of her house, he slowed. Last night’s snowfall gave him the advantage of knowing if anyone had been sneaking around the house. Or if anyone might be in the backyard.

				Keeping to the growing darkness of the pines, he advanced on the house looking for tracks. There were none—other than his own—and there was no way to hide them. He went to the back, pretended to check the electric meter under the eave, then stepped to the back door. Up the steps and back down. Then he went around the opposite side of the house as far as one of the pine trees that had the least amount of snow under it.

				Backtracking to the rear door, he hoped to at least confuse Barnes if he noticed the tracks. He would hopefully not think too much of them since he was more than aware there had been a US marshal watching the house.

				Henry tapped and Billie Dee quickly opened the door and let him in. “No problems?” She shook her head. He could see that she was nervous. “Well, we’re in for the night,” he said as he shrugged off his jacket.

				* * *

				HENRY’S PLAN WAS SIMPLE. “He’ll want to get you alone, which is good since you don’t want him coming to the saloon and involving anyone else. So the best thing we can do is go back to your house and wait for Barnes to make his move.”

				Billie Dee still didn’t like Henry being involved. But seeing his holstered gun and the way he carried himself, she had no doubt that the man knew what he was doing. She felt herself relax a little. Still, when she thought of Gary Barnes her blood ran cold.

				“I have something for you,” Henry said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. “You said you know how to use it, right?” She nodded and took the weapon. “It’s loaded and ready to fire.” He met her gaze. “Do you think you can kill him if you have to?”

				“To save myself, probably. To save you, most definitely.”

				Henry smiled at that. “I’m going to lie low, but I want you to do what you usually do. I want him to think you’re not worried. I want him to be cocky and make the first mistake. So I’m assuming that you cook here as well as the saloon.”

				“How did you know that?” she asked, surprised.

				“Because it’s what you do. It’s what you enjoy.”

				She nodded. “How about fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, greens and—”

				He held up a hand. “I’m going to need to be able to waddle at least later if Barnes hits the house tonight.”

				“I’m not hungry either, but you were right. I need to cook.”

				“Go for it. I’m going to make sure that all the windows and doors are locked. If you need me—”

				“Oh, I’ll holler—don’t worry.” She went to work.

				* * *

				AS HE MOVED through the house, Henry listened to Billie Dee singing in the kitchen. The song didn’t have her usual cheerfulness in it, but she was making an attempt at normal. His heart swelled with love for the woman. He could smell chicken frying and marveled at what an amazing cook she was. His boys would love that about her.

				He thought of Tom and C.J. and felt his chest constrict. He had to be on his game tonight and not just for Billie Dee and the future he was planning with her. His sons and daughter needed him. Maybe one day, he and Billie Dee would be grandparents.

				That thought startled him a little. He didn’t know if she had children. If she’d ever been married. If she had family somewhere.

				Telling himself there would be time for all that, he moved through the house as darkness closed in around it. Barnes would come like a thief in the night. But where would he strike first? And would he come alone?

				That was what Henry tried to figure out as Billie Dee began to sing “Amazing Grace” in the kitchen. It was one of his favorite songs. He stopped for a moment to listen. The sound of shattering glass at the back of the house was quickly followed by Billie Dee’s scream.

				Before he could move, the window next to him shattered. He spun around, pulling his weapon as he did, but he wasn’t quite quick enough. The brick caught him in the temple.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				BILLIE DEE SCREAMED as a brick shattered the window in her kitchen door and came crashing into the room. A second later, Gary Barnes came barreling in. She dropped the metal spatula she’d been holding and scooped up the gun she’d left on the counter within reach.

				Turning, she got off one shot before he grabbed her, ripped the gun from her hand and pinned her against the kitchen counter.

				“Did you think I wouldn’t come after you?” he growled next to her ear as he tossed the gun behind him. It skidded across the floor and under her hutch. She tried to fight him, but it was useless. He was taller, younger, stronger. He quickly locked both hands around her neck. She clawed at him, but his grip on her only tightened.

				Where was Henry? She’d thought she’d heard another window shatter. Henry had been worried that Barnes wouldn’t come alone. She feared he hadn’t. Stars flashed before her eyes. Barnes was going to finish the job he’d started. She looked into his eyes and saw all that crazy and thought this was it. She was going to die.

				Anger bubbled up in her. She couldn’t let this psychopath take everything from her. Not when there was a chance she could help Henry. A chance that they could both survive this. Not when there was a chance to breathe.

				Reaching behind her, she found the handle of the cast-iron skillet with the chicken still frying in it. The handle was hotter than hell, but she ignored the searing pain as she grabbed and swung.

				* * *

				THE BRICK CAUGHT Henry in the temple. He stumbled and almost went down from the sudden pain. Darkness moved in at the corner of his vision. He didn’t see the man reach in, unlock the door and come flying in until it was almost too late. He’d managed to raise his gun even as he felt he might pass out. Blood was running into his left eye.

				The man was moving too fast. Before he could get off a shot, the bulk of the man hit him and took him down. They grappled for the gun, rolling on the floor. Henry felt the darkness around his vision recede. He was fighting for his life, but right now he was more worried about Billie Dee.

				His man wasn’t Barnes. Which meant that the man Billie Dee had to fear the most was in the kitchen with her right now.

				Henry used all his training to roll the man over on his back. Now on top, he freed an arm to strike the man in the throat. All the fight went out of the man. He hit him again. The last thing he needed was for the man to come after him again. He was half-blind from the blood still pouring into his left eye. The man had managed to hit him a few times, which had taken his breath away, but finally Henry had managed to get the man down and finished it.

				He struggled to his feet, wiping the blood away from his eye as he found his gun on the floor and rushed toward the kitchen, praying he wasn’t too late. Billie Dee had put all her faith in him. He couldn’t let her down.

				* * *

				THE SKILLET FULL of frying chicken and grease caught Barnes on the side of the head. The cast iron struck him hard. But it was the hot grease that splattered across his face that forced him to break his hold on her throat.

				He let out a howl of pain as the grease splashed across his face and into one eye. He released his hold on her to grab at his burning face, still screaming in agony. The skillet had gone flying, Billie Dee unable to hold on to the burning handle any longer.

				The skillet handle had seared her hand badly. The pain was excruciating, but nothing like the pain in her throat. A few more seconds and she would have passed out. She felt around for a knife, sure she’d left one on the counter behind her.

				Barnes lurched for her just as she knew he would. Her fingers closed around the knife handle, but she could barely feel it in her hand because of the burned flesh. She spun with the knife, but he grabbed her wrist, making her cry out as he twisted it.

				Behind him, she saw Henry come racing into the room. She hadn’t heard his approach and neither had Barnes because he was screaming in pain and fury as he again went for her throat.

				Henry put the gun to the crazed man’s head and fired. Billie Dee turned away but not before she’d seen what was left of Gary Barnes drop to the floor.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				THE REST OF the night was a blur. Being in Henry’s strong arms, hearing him make a call, changing her clothes because of the blood, and then the ride to the hospital for her burned hand and the cut on his temple.

				One of the men who came to help them had brought a change of clothes for Henry, she recalled. At the hospital, she remembered hearing him tell the doctor that she’d been making fried chicken in the kitchen when he heard her scream. She’d grabbed the handle of the cast-iron skillet. He’d come running in and slipped in the grease and hit his head on the kitchen island. The doctor shook his head, saying the story was a first for him.

				“You were lucky,” he told Billie Dee. “Your hand has second-degree burns. It could have been much worse if you’d gotten the grease on you.”

				Henry had six stitches. She’d thought he couldn’t look more handsome, but as she’d watched the doctor stitch him up, she’d felt such a surge of love for the man. He’d saved her—and almost gotten himself killed in the process.

				One of the men Henry had called had left Henry’s car for them at the hospital. As he drove her back toward her house, she said, “Are they still there at the house?”

				He shook his head. “You won’t even know they were ever there except for the windows. They won’t be able to replace those until tomorrow. Are you all right?”

				She nodded. “I haven’t felt this good since the night I left work late four years ago and witnessed Gary Barnes kill another man, then turn the gun on me.”

				Henry smiled over at her. “I’m glad. You’re free of him.”

				“I don’t know how this works. Won’t there be press coverage? I can’t stand the thought of having reporters chasing me again.”

				“Not this time. I took care of it.” He shot her a look. “You’re wondering how.” He took a breath and let it out. “Gary Barnes’s body will be found in Texas. There will be no link to you. No publicity. No one else coming after you. It will be assumed that he was killed by the other man with him—apparently a man hired by one of the people he betrayed.”

				“You can do that?”

				He shrugged. “There are people who can. The trail will end back where it all started. Your name won’t come up. You’ll be forgotten. Except by me,” he said.

				She looked out at the winter wonderland that was Gilt Edge. The sun would be up soon on a new day. Another day that she and Henry had lived to tell about. She felt such a surge of joy at the thought. She’d been through hell, but thanks to Henry, she hadn’t just survived, she’d been given a second chance, and damned if this Texas girl wasn’t going to take it.

				Glancing over at Henry, she asked around the lump in her throat, “How will I ever be able to thank you enough?”

				“I don’t want or need thanks. I just want you.”

				She laughed. “You already have me.”

				He met her gaze as he pulled up in front of her house. “Not yet. But one of these days...”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				IT FELT GOOD to be back in the kitchen at the Stagecoach Saloon. Her hand had healed. The Cahills had babied her to death over it, insisting that she sit at the table and tell them how to cook her dishes.

				“I’m not an invalid,” she’d argued, but they’d been insistent.

				“Anyway, it’s high time Lillie learned to cook,” her twin had joked.

				“Like Darby knows how to cook anything more than burgers,” Lillie had shot back.

				This morning Billie Dee was officially back at her stove. She found herself singing with happiness as she began to make her Texas chili.

				“Billie Dee?”

				Her heart did a backflip at the sound of Henry’s voice. The man had been good to his word. When they’d returned to the house as the sun came up that morning, there’d been no sign that anything had happened there—except for the broken windows that had been covered with plywood. But by the next morning, those, too, had been repaired.

				She’d thought she would have nightmares, but she’d lived too long with waking nightmares, knowing that if Gary Barnes were ever free he’d come after her and kill her. Now he was gone and she felt free and excited about the rest of her life.

				“Good morning,” she said as Henry came into the kitchen. He looked down the hall toward the still dark saloon then at the closed door to the upstairs apartment. “Just you and me?”

				She nodded and he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She leaned into him, smelling his fresh-from-the-shower scent and feeling downright joyous. “Coffee?” she asked as the kiss ended.

				“Of course.”

				After pouring them each a cup, she joined him at the table. “I have a favor to ask,” she said.

				Henry reached over to brush a lock of her hair back from her cheek. “Anything.”

				“Could we keep this a secret for now?”

				“You and me? Is that what you want?” he asked, frowning.

				“I just want to cherish this for a while.” She put her hand over her heart. “It could be our wonderful, special secret. I don’t want to share it just yet. Once everyone knows...”

				He smiled and nodded. “I get it. But people are going to know about the two of us if I keep coming for coffee every morning and you keep looking at me like that.”

				Billie Dee laughed. “People have been making up stories about us since the first time someone saw you leave my kitchen.”

				“They thought we were—”

				“Having a love affair. It would explain why that neighbor of yours, Anna Carson, has been giving me dirty looks at the grocery store.”

				“What about the Cahills? They must suspect something.”

				“Lillie is suspicious, but her brothers? They will be surprised when the time comes to tell them. We’ve convinced them we are just friends.”

				He met her gaze. “I still want to marry you if you’ll have me. You’re single, right?”

				She smiled. “I am.”

				“But you have an aversion to marriage.”

				“Not on principle. Not for other people. For me, though, I like being my own boss.”

				Henry leaned toward her, his expression serious. “I would never take away your freedom to be your own boss or use marriage to force you into anything you didn’t want to do. Will you at least think about marrying me?”

				She smiled and nodded. From upstairs came the sound of movement. Soon the saloon would come alive with people. Billie Dee breathed in the smell of her favorite chili recipe and looked across the table at Henry. “Being with you...” She couldn’t put into words the raw emotion that made her heart beat so fast. But she saw from the shine in his eyes that she didn’t have to.

				“If marriage and this big diamond ring I’m carrying around in my pocket is too conventional for you...” He grinned. “I’ll take you any way I can get you. I’ve fallen madly in love with you, Billie Dee Rhodes. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

				Smiling into those wonderful blue eyes of his, she said, “Me, too, cowboy. Me, too.”

				* * * * *

				Keep reading for an excerpt of COWBOY’S LEGACY by B.J. Daniels.
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				Cowboy's Legacy 
 		
				by B.J. Daniels
 			
				CHAPTER ONE

				SHE WAS IN so fast that she didn’t have a chance to scream. The icy cold water stole her breath away. Her eyes flew open as she hit. Because of the way she fell, she had no sense of up or down for a few moments.

				Panicked, she flailed in the water until a light flickered above her. She tried to swim toward it, but something was holding her down. The harder she fought, the more it seemed to push her deeper and deeper, the light fading.

				Her lungs burned. She had to breathe. The dim light wavered above her through the rippling water. She clawed at it as her breath gave out. She could see the surface just inches above her. Air! She needed oxygen. Now!

				The rippling water distorted the face that suddenly appeared above her. The mouth twisted in a grotesque smile. She screamed, only to have her throat fill with the putrid dark water. She choked, sucking in even more water. She was drowning, and the person who’d done this to her was watching her die and smiling.

				Maggie Thompson shot upright in bed, gasping for air and swinging her arms frantically toward the faint light coming through the window. Panic had her perspiration-soaked nightgown sticking to her skin. Trembling, she clutched the bed covers as she gasped for breath.

				The nightmare had been so real this time that she thought she was going to drown before she could come out of it. Her chest ached, her throat feeling raw as tears burned her eyes. It had been too real. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d almost died this time. Next time...

				She snapped on the bedside lamp to chase away the dark shadows hunkered in the corners of the room. If only Flint had been here instead of on an all-night stakeout. She needed Sheriff Flint Cahill’s strong arms around her. Not that he stayed most nights. They hadn’t been intimate that long.

				Often, he had to work or was called out in the middle of the night. He’d asked her to move in with him months ago, but she’d declined. He’d asked her after one of his ex-wife’s nasty tricks. Maggie hadn’t wanted to make a decision like that based on Flint’s ex.

				While his ex hadn’t done anything in months to keep them apart, Maggie couldn’t rest easy. Flint was hoping Celeste had grown tired of her tricks. Maggie wasn’t that naive. Celeste Duma was one of those women who played on every man’s weakness to get what she wanted—and she wanted not just the rich, powerful man she’d left Flint for. She wanted to keep her ex on the string, as well.

				Maggie’s breathing slowed a little. She pulled the covers up to her chin, still shivering, but she didn’t turn off the light. Sleep was out of the question for a while. She told herself that she wasn’t going to let Celeste scare her. She wasn’t going to give the woman the satisfaction.

				Unfortunately, it was just bravado. Flint’s ex was obsessed with him. Obsessed with keeping them apart. And since the woman had nothing else to do...

				As the images of the nightmare faded, she reminded herself that the dream made no sense. It never had. She was a good swimmer. Loved water. Had never nearly drowned. Nor had anyone ever tried to drown her.

				Shuddering, she thought of the face she’d seen through the rippling water. Not Celeste’s. More like a Halloween mask. A distorted smiling face, neither male or female. Just the memory sent her heart racing again.

				What bothered her most was that dream kept reoccurring. After the first time, she’d mentioned it to her friend Belle Delaney.

				“A drowning dream?” Belle had asked with the arch of her eyebrow. “Do you feel that in waking life you’re being ‘sucked into’ something you’d rather not be a part of?”

				Maggie had groaned inwardly. Belle had never kept it a secret that she thought Maggie was making a mistake when it came to Flint. Too much baggage, she always said of the sheriff. His “baggage” came in the shape of his spoiled, probably psychopathic, petite, green-eyed blonde ex.

				“I have my own skeletons,” Maggie had laughed, although she’d never shared her past—even with Belle—before moving to Gilt Edge, Montana and opening her beauty shop, Just Hair. She feared it was her own baggage that scared her the most.

				“If you’re holding anything back,” Belle had said, eyeing her closely, “you need to let it out. Men hate surprises after they tie the knot.”

				“Guess I don’t have to worry about that because Flint hasn’t said anything about marriage.” But she knew Belle was right. She’d even come close to telling him several times about her past. Something had always stopped her. The truth was, she feared if he found out her reasons for coming to Gilt Edge he wouldn’t want her anymore.

				“The dream isn’t about Flint,” she’d argued that day with Belle, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was a warning.

				“Well, from what I know about dreams,” Belle had said, “if in the dream you survive the drowning, it means that a waking relationship will ultimately survive the turmoil. At least that is one interpretation. But I’d say the nightmare definitely indicates that you are going into unknown waters and something is making you leery of where you’re headed.” She’d cocked an eyebrow at her. “If you have the dream again, I’d suggest that you ask yourself what it is you’re so afraid of.”

				“I’m sure it’s just about his ex, Celeste,” she’d lied. Or was she afraid that she wasn’t good enough for Flint—just as his ex had warned her. Just as she feared in her heart.

				* * *

				THE WIND LAY over the tall dried grass and kicked up dust as Sheriff Flint Cahill stood on the hillside. He shoved his Stetson down on his head of thick dark hair, squinting in the distance at the clouds to the west. Sure as the devil, it was going to snow before the day was out.

				In the distance, he could see a large star made out of red and green lights on the side of a barn, a reminder that Christmas was coming. Flint thought he might even get a tree this year, go up in the mountains and cut it himself. He hadn’t had a tree at Christmas in years. Not since...

				At the sound of a pickup horn, he turned, shielding his eyes from the low winter sun. He could smell snow in the air, feel it deep in his bones. This storm was going to dump a good foot on them, according to the latest news. They were going to have a white Christmas.

				Most years he wasn’t ready for the holiday season anymore than he was ready for a snow that wouldn’t melt until spring. But this year was different. He felt energized. This was the year his life would change. He thought of the small velvet box in his jacket pocket. He’d been carrying it around for months. Just the thought of it made him smile to himself. He was in love and he was finally going to do something about it.

				The pickup rumbled to a stop a few yards from him. He took a deep breath of the mountain air and, telling himself he was ready for whatever Mother Nature wanted to throw at him, he headed for the truck.

				“Are you all right?” his sister asked as he slid into the passenger seat. In the cab out of the wind, it was nice and warm. He rubbed his bare hands together, wishing he hadn’t forgotten his gloves earlier. But when he’d headed out, he’d had too much on his mind. He still did.

				Lillie looked out at the dull brown of the landscape and the chain-link fence that surrounded the missile silo. “What were you doing out here?”

				He chuckled. “Looking for aliens. What else?” This was the spot that their father swore aliens hadn’t just landed on one night back in 1967. Nope, according to Ely Cahill, the aliens had abducted him, taken him aboard their spaceship and done experiments on him. Not that anyone believed it in the county. Everyone just assumed that Ely had a screw loose. Or two.

				It didn’t help that their father spent most of the year up in the mountains as a recluse trapping and panning for gold.

				“Aliens. Funny,” Lillie said, making a face at him.

				He smiled over at her. “Actually, I was on an all-night stakeout. The cattle rustlers didn’t show up.” He shrugged.

				She glanced around. “Where’s your patrol SUV?”

				“Axle deep in a muddy creek back toward Grass Range. I’ll have to get it pulled out. After I called you, I started walking and I ended up here. Wish I’d grabbed my gloves though.”

				“You’re scaring me,” she said, studying him openly. “You’re starting to act like Dad.”

				He laughed at that, wondering how far from the truth it was. “At least I didn’t see any aliens near the missile silo.”

				She groaned. Being the butt of jokes in the county because of their father got old for all of them.

				Flint glanced at the fenced-in area. There was nothing visible behind the chain link but tumbleweeds. He turned back to her. “I didn’t pull you away from anything important, I hope? Since you were close by, I thought you wouldn’t mind giving me a ride. I’ve had enough walking for one day. Or thinking, for that matter.”

				She shook her head. “What’s going on, Flint?”

				He looked out at the country that ran to the mountains. Cahill Ranch. His grandfather had started it, his father had worked it and now two of his brothers ran the cattle part of it to keep the place going while he and his sister, Lillie, and brother Darby had taken other paths. Not to mention their oldest brother Tucker who’d struck out at seventeen and hadn’t been seen or heard from since.

				Flint had been scared after his marriage and divorce. But Maggie was nothing like Celeste who was small, blonde, green-eyed and crazy. Maggie was tall with big brown eyes and long auburn hair. His heart beat faster at the thought of her smile, at her laugh.

				“I’m going to ask Maggie to marry me,” Flint said and nodded as if reassuring himself.

				When Lillie didn’t reply, he glanced over at her. It wasn’t like her not to have something to say. “Well?”

				“What has taken you so long?”

				He sighed. “Well, you know after Celeste...”

				“Say no more,” his sister said, raising a hand to stop him. “Anyone would be gun-shy after being married to her.”

				“I’m hoping she won’t be a problem.”

				Lillie laughed. “Short of killing your ex-wife, she is always going to be a problem. You just have to decide if you’re going to let her run your life. Or if you’re going to live it—in spite of her.”

				So easy for her to say. He smiled though. “You’re right. Anyway, Maggie and I have been dating for a while now and there haven’t been any...incidents in months.”

				Lillie shook her head. “You know Celeste was the one who vandalized Maggie’s beauty shop—just as you know she started that fire at Maggie’s house.”

				“Too bad there wasn’t any proof so I could have arrested her. But since there wasn’t and no one was hurt and it was months ago...”

				“I’d love to see Celeste behind bars, though I think prison is too good for her. She belongs in the loony bin. I can understand why you would be worried about what she will do next. She’s psychopathic.”

				He feared that that maybe was close to the case. “Do you want to see the ring?” He knew she did, so he fished it out of his pocket. He’d been carrying it around for quite a while now. Getting up his courage? He knew what was holding him back. Celeste. He couldn’t be sure how she would take it—or what she might do. His ex-wife seemed determined that he and Maggie shouldn’t be together, even though she was apparently happily married to local wealthy businessman Wayne Duma.

				Handing his sister the small black velvet box, he waited as she slowly opened it.

				A small gasp escaped her lips. “It’s beautiful. Really beautiful.” She shot him a look. “I thought sheriffs didn’t make much money?”

				“I’ve been saving for a long while now. Unlike my sister, I live pretty simply.”

				She laughed. “Simply? Prisoners have more in their cells than you do. You aren’t thinking of living in that small house of yours after you’re married, are you?”

				“For a while. It’s not that bad. Not all of us have huge new houses like you and Trask.”

				“We need the room for all the kids we’re going to have,” she said. “But it is wonderful, isn’t it? Trask is determined that I have everything I ever wanted.” Her gaze softened as the newlywed thought of her husband.

				“I keep thinking of your wedding.” There’d been a double wedding with both Lillie and her twin, Darby, getting married to the loves of their lives only months ago. “It’s great to see you and Trask so happy. And Darby and Mariah... I don’t think Darby is ever going to come off that cloud he’s on.”

				Lillie smiled. “I’m so happy for him. And I’m happy for you. You know I really like Maggie. So do it. Don’t worry about Celeste. Once you’re married, there’s nothing she can do.”

				He told himself she was right and yet in the back of his mind, he feared that his ex-wife would do something to ruin it—just as she had done to some of his dates with Maggie.

				“I don’t understand Celeste,” Lillie was saying as she shifted into Drive and started toward the small western town of Gilt Edge. “She’s the one who dumped you for Wayne Duma. So what is her problem?”

				“I’m worried that she is having second thoughts about her marriage to Duma. Or maybe she’s bored and has nothing better to do than concern herself with my life. Maybe she just doesn’t want me to be happy.”

				“Or she is just plain malicious,” Lillie said. “If she isn’t happy, she doesn’t want you to be, either.”

				A shaft of sunlight came through the cab window, warming him against the chill that came with even talking about Celeste. He leaned back, content as Lillie drove.

				He was going to ask Maggie to marry him. He was going to do it this weekend. He’d already made a dinner reservation at the local steak house. He had the ring in his pocket. Now it was just a matter of popping the question and hoping she said yes. If she did... Well, then, this was going to be the best Christmas ever, he thought and smiled.

				CHAPTER TWO

				EVERY DAY THAT Maggie didn’t run into Flint’s ex in the small town where they both lived was a great day. In fact, it had been so long since she’d seen the woman that Maggie was beginning to think that either Celeste had left town or become a housebound recluse.

				So it was no surprise when her luck gave out. She was starting down the produce aisle at the only grocery store in town when she smelled the woman’s perfume and made the mistake of looking up.

				Celeste made a beeline for her. Dressed in a navy-and-white suit with matching spectator shoes and bag, the blonde looked like something out of an old movie. This was Gilt Edge where no one dressed up except for weddings and funerals.

				Maggie, of course, was dressed in jeans, a T-shirt and sneakers since it was her day off. Her long curly brown hair was pulled up in a ponytail. Nor was she wearing any makeup. She hadn’t even put in her favorite earrings, a pair of silver hoops Flint had given her on her birthday.

				“I was just picking up a few things on my way home from the park planning committee meeting,” Celeste said, as if Maggie had asked.

				Her blond hair was cut in a perfect bob that was short enough it didn’t hide the large diamonds at her ears. She blinked her big green eyes, clearly waiting for Maggie to respond.

				Taken by surprise and feeling as if she’d been ambushed, Maggie had no comment. She put the cantaloupe she’d been holding into her cart and simply smiled at Celeste. She’d been raised to not be rude so it was hard for her, even with Flint’s ex.

				“Well,” Celeste said in that bubbly way of hers—at least around Maggie. “I thought for sure I’d be hearing you and Flint were getting married.” She cocked her head a little as she stared at Maggie’s left hand resting on the edge of the grocery cart. “But I don’t see an engagement ring on your finger.” She lifted a brow as if to ask, “What’s up with that?”

				“Sorry to disappoint you,” Maggie said and told herself to leave it at that. But, of course, she couldn’t. “We’re taking things slow, for obvious reasons.”

				All the bubble left Celeste’s face. “His first marriage wasn’t that bad, no matter what he says.”

				“I was actually referring to your inability to let him go so he can be happy.”

				The woman looked taken aback. “Is that what he thinks?”

				“It’s what we both think. Why else would you have vandalized my beauty shop or tried to burn down my house?”

				Celeste shook her head. “If that were true, wouldn’t I be behind bars? Anyway, your house didn’t burn down.”

				“No thanks to you. Lucky you didn’t leave any evidence or you’d be in jail right now.”

				Celeste shook her head as if sad. “As I told Flint, I haven’t done anything to keep the two of you apart. Maybe one of you is using it as an excuse. If you wanted to be together, I couldn’t keep you apart no matter what I did. Flint sure didn’t have any trouble asking me to marry him.”

				The woman always had to remind Maggie that she’d had Flint first. She bit her tongue, afraid of what might come out and willed Celeste to walk away before it was too late. But, of course, she didn’t.

				One of the woman’s finely honed brows lifted. “So if Flint is dragging his feet, it isn’t because of me. Maybe he’s realized what I’ve been telling him, that the two of you are wrong for each other, nothing personal. Then again, Flint has never listened to any advice I ever gave him. Why would he now?” With that, Celeste let out a light laugh and said, “Merry Christmas!” and turned and left, her high heels tapping briskly as she rounded the corner of the aisle.

				Maggie stood, shaking violently with rage. Why did she let the woman get to her like that? Because Celeste was determined to keep her and Flint apart, no matter what she said. It wasn’t that long ago that Celeste had stopped by the beauty shop as she was closing and warned her to leave Flint alone. She might act innocent, but she was far from it.

				Feeling sick to her stomach, Maggie leaned against her grocery cart and tapped in Flint’s number. For weeks, she’d been the one dragging her feet.

				“I want to move in with you,” she said into the phone when he answered now.

				He laughed. “Just like that?”

				“Just like that.”

				“Well, whatever made you change your mind, I couldn’t be happier. When?”

				“I think I’ll bring a few things over today.” She knew if she put it off, she might change her mind again.

				“Great. We’re still on for our date Friday night though, right?”

				“Absolutely,” she said, feeling herself calm down a little. Flint had that effect on her. She loved this man and had for some time. If it wasn’t for Celeste they would have been together long before this.

				As she disconnected, she reminded herself that when Flint had suggested they move in together it was right after an incident at her beauty shop. Maggie had said she wasn’t going to let Celeste run her life and be the impetus that had them living together. Had she just let Celeste force her into this?

				She sighed and looked into her nearly empty grocery cart. Her refrigerator was almost as empty. She really needed to shop, but her heart wasn’t in it. She was moving in with Flint. As much as she’d tried, she couldn’t work up any enthusiasm about it because...she’d let Celeste goad her into it. This was definitely not the way she wanted her relationship with Flint to go.

				Maggie almost called him back, but stopped herself when she saw Celeste at the end of the aisle. Had the woman overheard her phone call to Flint? She groaned at the thought. Now if she called Flint back, Celeste would still think they were moving in together so the damage was already done. And Flint would think she’d lost her mind for changing it again.

				Maybe she had lost her mind, she thought, because she should be happy. She realized a part of her was happy. She wanted to be with Flint. She had let Celeste keep them apart too many times. Moving in was the right thing to do. She took her time shopping, hoping if she dragged it out long enough, Celeste would have left the store. She wasn’t up to another run-in.

				It had been months since Celeste had done something to interfere in her relationship with Flint. If Celeste had overheard the call, then now she knew. Better to hear it from Maggie than from the local gossips. Maybe this would all turn out fine, Maggie told herself as she took her full cart and headed for the checkout. She’d bought something special for dinner tonight—at Flint’s.

				* * *

				“I’M A LITTLE worried about Flint,” Lillie said when she found her brother Darby behind the bar at the Stagecoach Saloon, the bar and café they owned together.

				“This is something new? What did he do? Arrest Dad again?” her handsome brother asked, not sounding worried.

				“No, but only because Dad has been up in the mountains since our joint wedding,” she said. “Which reminds me, where is Mariah?”

				“She went into town. She thinks we need more than one set of sheets.”

				Lillie laughed. “She is going to domesticate you yet.”

				He grumbled under his breath. “So what is up with Flint?”

				“He’s going to ask Maggie to marry him.” She climbed up on a stool and he poured her a cola. Having shared the womb together, she and Darby often communicated without a word. Lillie loved how close they were, so close that they’d had a double wedding.

				“So he’s finally going to do it,” Darby said. “Good luck with that.”

				She took a sip of her cola and frowned. “What?”

				“Just that, word will get around. Isn’t he worried about Celeste, given her former reactions to him and Maggie? The woman always did seem...unhinged.”

				“I know. Flint’s worried, considering what Celeste has done to keep them apart. But he isn’t going to let her stop him. Why does she have to be like that? It makes me want to go over to her house and—”

				“Punching her in the mouth probably wouldn’t be helpful, but please be my guest. I suspect she just can’t let go of him. She certainly took him on a wild ride when she was married to him. She always has to get her way. I often wondered if she wouldn’t go over the edge if Flint ever found someone else. Maggie is perfect for Flint. I’m just glad he realizes it.”

				“They deserve a happy-ever-after.”

				“You’re such a romantic,” Darby said with a shake of his head, but he was smiling. “Maybe we’re all worrying for nothing. As far as I know Celeste hasn’t done anything crazy for a while.”

				“No, but Maggie and Flint haven’t moved in together, either. Once he pops the question and puts that big diamond on her finger...” Lillie shrugged and finished her cola. “I have a doctor’s appointment.” She slid off her stool and patted her tummy, grinning. “How is Mariah feeling? When I talked to her she hadn’t had any morning sickness yet.” Lillie mugged a face. “I wish I could say that. Too bad it isn’t only in the mornings.”

				“So far so good,” he said, tapping the top of the wooden bar. “I can’t believe you two might give birth just days apart.”

				“Days, ha,” Lillie said. “I’m going into labor when she does. I want our kids to be close. We couldn’t have planned this better.”

				He shook his head. “Knowing you, you probably will go into labor when Mariah does. Once you make up your mind on something...”

				“I hope Maggie lets me help with the wedding,” Lillie was saying, having already shifted gears. “Where do you think she’d want to have it?”

				Her brother threw up his hands. “I’m not talking wedding with you. Go find Mariah. Or better yet, go see what Hawk and Cyrus would suggest for the wedding.” He laughed. Their brothers were rancher bachelors who hardly dated. They’d had a hard enough time getting through the recent double wedding and reception since they spent more time with their cows than people.

				“Maybe I will go visit Hawk and Cyrus. Did you see Hawk talking to that old girlfriend of his at our reception? I think there is still something there.”

				The front door opened and two couples came in. Darby looked relieved to get out of that conversation as he headed down the bar to serve them.

				* * *

				MAGGIE DIDN’T SPEND any more time worrying about her decision. Moving in with Flint had been impulsive, but now that she’d said she would, darned if she wasn’t going to do it. She hurried home and began to pack.

				She would haul over just a few things to begin with. She’d taken Flint by surprise on the phone. She hoped he was happy about this. The more she thought about it, the more she thought it really was a good idea. She’d never let herself think about the future with Flint. It seemed too good to be true.

				Now though, she let herself consider it. She had one desire that she’d never shared with anyone, maybe especially Flint. She wanted children before her biological clock ran out. She and Flint had never discussed it, but maybe they would now. He would make such a great father.

				Once inside the house she rented, she loaded a few things into an overnight bag and took them out to her car. She slowed as she started to go back inside for more, feeling as if someone was watching her. Looking around, she didn’t see anyone. It was a quiet street, the houses on large lots with pine trees providing privacy. She’d always liked that about the neighborhoods in Gilt Edge.

				But right now, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Someone was watching her. The thought made her feel foolish. She blamed it on running into Celeste at the grocery store earlier. The woman gave her chills. To the rest of the townspeople, Celeste might seem normal, but Maggie and the Cahills all suspected she could be more than vindictive. She could be dangerous.

				Back inside the house, she threw a few more things into a bag, excited about the special meal she’d make for Flint tonight. It would be their first night together in his home. Their home. It would be a surprise—just like her moving in had been.

				Getting excited about the idea of them being together all the time, she went to the freezer for the shrimp she’d picked up at the market. It didn’t take her long to put all the ingredients she would need into a small cooler. As she did, she was mentally making lists in her head.

				She had to let her landlord know that she was moving. She’d have to see about getting some time off from work so she could move in properly. She didn’t want to have a bunch of boxes sitting around Flint’s house. It would be an adjustment for them both, but maybe especially for Flint.

				Celeste seemed to think that Flint had talked to her about his first marriage. But it had been just the opposite. He’d made a point of avoiding the subject. Whatever problems they’d had, Maggie knew nothing about them. Which was good because she hadn’t wanted to talk about her past, either. She just hoped that she would be a better wife to him.

				The fact that she was even thinking about the woman made her grit her teeth. But unfortunately, Celeste had been a factor since the beginning. Maybe now though, all that was behind them. She had to believe that. She loved Flint. Didn’t love conquer all?

				As she took the rest out to the car, she still found herself looking around. She tried to shake the feeling that someone was watching her, but it was too strong. Sliding behind the wheel, she started the car and pulled out. As she did, she glanced in her rearview mirror.

				Maggie knew she was looking for Celeste’s huge dark SUV. There was one like it parked way down the block, but she couldn’t be sure that was hers. Closer, she spotted a brown van parked on the street a couple houses back. It was hard to tell with the sun glinting off the windshield, but it appeared someone was sitting behind the wheel.

				Probably just a repairman waiting for one of her neighbors, she told herself. She had to quit this. For so long, she’d been running scared. She liked to blame Celeste, but Maggie suspected her real fear was of losing Flint. She loved him so much. What if she moved in with him and he realized he didn’t feel as strongly about her? Maybe Celeste was right. Maybe there was a reason Flint hadn’t asked her to marry him. Maybe he never would.

				With a curse, she shifted her car into gear, angry that she’d let Celeste back in her head. She had to stop always thinking something terrible was going to happen when she and Flint were together. She had to believe in the two of them. She also had to believe that she could overcome her past.

				Sometimes their future seemed like a brass ring suspended in front of her. All she had to do was grab it—and not look back. But her life hadn’t been easy, far from it. A part of her wondered if she deserved to be happy.

				As she drove down the street, she noticed all the Christmas decorations in the yards. Red, green and white lights twinkled in the afternoon light. From one yard, a huge snowman waved to her in the breeze. She smiled and tried to relax. It was almost Christmas. She needed to be thinking about what she was going to get Flint. It would be their first Christmas together. They should get a tree and decorate it together, she thought as she drove, her mood lifting.

				At the stop sign, she couldn’t help herself. She glanced back in her rearview mirror. The brown van was two vehicles back.

				The moment the light changed, she peeled out, burning rubber as she took off. She thought about calling Flint. And telling him what? I saw a van on my street and now it’s behind me?

				In a town this size, that wasn’t unusual. But as she neared Flint’s street, she noticed the time. Maybe he’d get off work early knowing she was going to be there. Maybe he’d be at the house waiting for her. It would ruin her dinner surprise, but she didn’t care. Sometimes she just needed his arms around her and right now was one of them.

				The van was still behind her. Only one car back now. She still couldn’t see the driver for the glare of the setting sun. She turned onto Flint’s street and glanced in the mirror, afraid she would see the van turning in behind her. Instead, it sped on past and disappeared around the next corner.

				She pulled into Flint’s drive and slumped against the wheel. What was wrong with her? She couldn’t keep going like this, making trouble where there wasn’t any. She thought about her past relationships and the mistakes that she’d made. She wasn’t going to do that with Flint. She’d learned her lesson. Isn’t that why she’d move to Gilt Edge? She’d wanted to be someone else. Anyone but the Margaret Ann Thompson she’d been born.

				She shut off the car engine and looked toward Flint’s house in the pines. The place fit him. It was secluded with the nearest neighbor back up the street and hidden in the trees. The house sat on a slight hill, the empty lot behind it falling to the next street in a thick grove of pine trees.

				Maggie was sure that the seclusion had been part of the charm. The house itself was small and neat, nice inside, though basic. She thought of ways she could make it more homey. Make it more theirs, since he’d lived in this house with Celeste. But that had been a long time ago so she wasn’t going to let that bother her.

				Excitement filled her as she grabbed a couple of her bags and headed for Flint’s back door. As she did, she saw one of the neighbors down the street out at her mailbox. The neighbor waved. Maggie waved back, feeling as if she’d finally come home.

				Flint had given her a key last time they talked about moving in together. She’d never used it. But she doubted she would have to now. He always left the back door unlocked. Just like a sheriff, she thought with a smile. He wasn’t worried about anyone breaking in.

				She’d been worried when he’d told her. “What about Celeste?”

				“She took everything she wanted when she left,” he’d said with a laugh. “Trust me, she has no reason to return.”

				But Maggie thought once she was moved in, they would definitely get the locks changed and start locking the doors.

				The afternoon sun was casting long shadows. It had been a mild fall. But the weatherman was forecasting a white Christmas. She glanced toward the dark pines and felt a shiver. That feeling that someone was watching her made her turn to look back up the road. She saw no one, but still couldn’t shake off the feeling that she wasn’t alone.

				As the door swung open, she started to step in, but stopped to look down into the pines again. The breeze stirred the trees. The boughs moaned softly and cast dark shadows on the ground.

				Hurrying now, she stepped inside. She started to lock and bolt the door behind her, but she had more things to get from the car. She knew she was being silly. If Flint could see her now, he’d have second thoughts about her moving in. Tossing her purse on the table by the back door, she pulled out her phone and smiled, anxious to hear Flint’s voice.

				The call went straight to voicemail. Disappointed, she almost hung up, but at the last minute, decided to leave a message. “Hi, it’s me. I’m at your house. I should warn you. I ran into Celeste earlier. I’m pretty sure she overheard me telling you that I’d changed my mind and I was going to move in with you. Oh, and I got something for our...” She realized that she’d run out of time on the message. Not that it mattered. She’d been babbling anyway.

				She disconnected and realized she’d almost told him about the dinner she had planned as a surprise for him later. But then it wouldn’t have been a surprise, huh.

				Maggie pocketed her phone. She was still smiling at the thought of their first night together there when she heard a sound behind her and spun around. Her smile vanished as her heart began to pound. She took a step back as she fumbled for her cell phone with trembling fingers. “What are you doing here?”
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