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			Praise for New York Times bestselling author
B.J. Daniels

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			IF NOT FOR bad luck, Tanya Owens wouldn’t have had any luck at all, she thought as smoke began rolling out from under the hood of her car. She had enough trouble without this. Now in the middle of Montana, she was on her way to Vegas to make her fortune at the first roulette wheel she saw. Until her car engine began making odd noises a few miles back, she’d thought maybe her luck was changing for the better.

			Ahead, she could see nothing but more of the same. Trees, rocks, mountains and a narrow black strip of two-lane highway. It wasn’t like there was anywhere she could stop and have the engine looked at out here in the middle of nowhere.

			The noise under the hood began to grow louder, the smoke thicker and darker. Were those buildings ahead on the horizon? The car began to jerk as something under the hood began to clank. As she limped toward what might or might not have been a town, she saw an old-timey gas station and garage ahead and pulled in. As she did, the car died. She tried to restart it, but the motor refused.

			Disgusted, she climbed out, scuffing her best pumps as she did. She was bent over trying to rub out the spot on her shoe when she heard someone approach.

			“You can’t park there.” The voice was rough and gravelly. “I said you can’t park there.” A shadow fell over her.

			Straightening, Tanya saw that the voice belonged to a large older woman, somewhere between fifty and eighty. Under her trucker’s cap, her hair stuck out in a cloud of wiry gray. She wore baggy green overalls and stood over her, wiping her dirty hands on a rag. The name stitched on the overalls read Gertrude.

			Tanya looked into small dark eyes set in the lined broad face. From the depth of the frown, she assumed it must be perpetual. She didn’t have time for nonsense nor did she have the patience to put up with this woman.

			“There’s something wrong with my car.” She looked past Gertrude to see if there was anyone back in the garage who might be able to fix it. “Is there a mechanic on duty?” she inquired.

			“What do I look like? Chopped liver?” Gertrude asked.

			“I’ve never understood that expression,” Tanya said with a shake of her head. “Can you fix my car?”

			Gertrude eyed the vehicle for a moment. “Hard to say without looking under the hood.”

			“Perhaps you could do that then.” This woman was trying her patience.

			“Perhaps I could,” Gertrude said in a way that made it obvious she was mocking Tanya’s finishing-school pattern of speech.

			“Wonderful.” She held out her keys. When the woman finally extended a palm, she dropped them into it. “Where am I anyway?” she asked, looking around.

			“Buckhorn, Montana.”

			This was a town? From what Tanya could see, it wasn’t much more than a wide spot in the road. The gas station and garage were on the edge of the place. Past it she could make out a few more buildings. From where she stood, she could see signs for what might be a store and a café. Was that a motel at the other end? Beyond that, there was the same nothingness that she’d been driving through for hours. Had her car not died, she could have blinked and missed Buckhorn completely.

			She glanced across the two-lane highway that cut through this burg. “Is that a tavern by any chance?” she asked.

			“Isn’t that what the sign says?” Gertrude asked rhetorically.

			The sign looked as if it used to be larger, as if the bar once had a name that had been removed. Now all that was left was one small word: Bar. If it wasn’t for the neon beer sign in the window, Tanya wouldn’t have even noticed the place. The log structure looked rustic enough that she wasn’t sure the establishment was even open.

			“Well,” Tanya said, “if it’s open, that’s where I’ll be. I don’t have a cell phone. I...lost it.”

			“Oh, darn,” the woman said, making it clear she had no interest in any hard luck stories as she walked over to the sedan and popped the hood.

			A semi passed, kicking up a cloud of dust. Tanya let it blow by before she crossed the two-lane highway. She just hoped the bar was open. There weren’t any vehicles parked out front. But there was a pickup sitting along the side, next to a stairway that went to an upper floor over the bar. Maybe whoever owned the place lived up there and would open up if she asked sweetly, because right now she really could use a drink.

			The front door was thick planks of wood covered with flyers and hand-printed notes from people looking for jobs or used cars and appliances. Tanya was having her doubts about going in—even if it was open. If she hadn’t needed a drink so badly...

			

			THE DOOR SWUNG open and all her apprehension dissolved as she breathed in the familiar scent of stale beer and floor cleaner. It was a saloon, by the looks of it, and saloons were a second home to her.

			A small television droned at the far end of the bar where a couple of older, no-doubt regulars were propped up on stools. She relaxed a little as she took in the mirrored back wall and the illuminated liquor bottles that ran the length of it. After climbing up a stool a good distance from the two old men, she checked her hair and makeup in the mirror. The dim light was forgivingly kind to her. She told herself that she could pass for thirty instead of almost forty-five. Fluffing up her long, dark curly do, she put her purse on the stool next to her and looked impatiently for the barkeep to take her order.

			When she’d come in, he’d been visiting with the two old guys. Now he finished setting fresh glasses of tap beer in front of them and headed her way, smiling. She reminded herself just how little cash she had left. She’d already decided she would flirt with the bartender for a free drink or two, and then she recognized him.

			Tanya blinked. It couldn’t be. He was partway down the bar, headed for her when he seemed to realize that he knew her as well.

			“Davey?” she said, unable to hide her surprise and delight on several levels. Could she really have gotten this lucky? Not only did she know him, she knew him intimately. She and Davey had history. She was betting he remembered the two of them that time under the bleachers, the first time she let him get to third base.

			Added to her initial surprise was the fact that Davey looked good. Really good. She’d heard that he’d let himself go after his football injury his senior year in high school and the loss of his scholarship to play ball in college. She would never have thought he could look this buff at forty-five.

			“Davey, is it really you?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“TANYA?” DAVE TANNER couldn’t believe it. He’d never thought he would see her again, and now here she was.

			She let out a laugh, jumped off the bar stool and cried, “Come around here and give me a hug!”

			Like he had to be asked twice. He stepped around the counter, and she literally jumped into his arms. She was still petite and slim. In shock, he spun her around, laughing. He’d never thought that he’d ever see her again after high school, let alone have her in his arms. It was like no time had gone by.

			He set her down and drew back to look at her, still refusing to believe his eyes. Tanya Owens. She’d aged—just as he had. He could see tiny lines around her eyes, but she was still the beautiful head cheerleader that he’d fallen so hard for all those years ago. His hair had thinned, and recently, he’d shaved his head, which was now tanned. He hardly recognized himself in the mirror after all these months working construction when he wasn’t working here at his saloon.

			“What are you doing in Buckhorn?” he asked, his mind crazily wondering if she could have come here looking for him.

			“I was on my way to Vegas and my car...it just quit.” She waved a hand through the air and laughed again. “What’s that line from that old movie? With all the gin joints in the world, I just happen to walk into yours.”

			She’d murdered the line, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. “You look just the same.”

			She pretended to blush, sweeping her hair back with a shy smile and shake of her head that was so familiar. It was what he’d called her come-hither look, and it still had the same effect on him that it had all those years ago.

			“You don’t look so bad yourself,” she said. “You going to buy a girl a drink?” she asked coyly as she took her seat again.

			He laughed and hurried behind the counter. “What can I get you?”

			She seemed to think it over, biting at her lower lip for a moment, making him remember kissing her that first time behind the bleachers. “How about a gin and tonic. The top-shelf gin,” she added with a grin. “This is cause for celebration, don’t you think?”

			Dave did. His heart was lodged in his throat as he moved down to the speed well to make her drink. He’d forgotten all about Ralph and Wilbur. He’d left them at the end of the bar, arguing over the ball game on the television.

			But they’d apparently lost interest in the contest. All eyes and ears were on Tanya. They had the look of men who hadn’t seen anything like her.

			“You know her?” Wilbur asked, sounding skeptical as he watched Dave make her drink.

			“We dated my senior year of high school,” Dave said, embarrassed and yet pleased that he’d surprised the two men. Like a lot of people in town, they probably thought that he had always been a loser when it came to women.

			“You dated her?” Ralph said.

			Dave wasn’t sure dated was the right word for it. “Three months and nine days.” He stopped making her drink for a moment to look back down the bar. He’d been so surprised to see her that he hadn’t really noticed what she was wearing. A leopard-patterned top hugged her ample breasts and slim waist. A short black skirt did homage to her shapely legs, which ended in a pair of tan pumps.

			She had a bar napkin and was rubbing at the top of one of her shoes, giving the three men an enticing view of her sensational thighs, not to mention a fair amount of cleavage.

			“Tend to your ball game,” he said to Ralph and Wilbur as he finished Tanya’s drink and carried it to her. Behind him, he heard the two men discussing Tanya loudly as they talked above the noise coming from the television.

			“That woman is trouble,” Ralph said.

			“Uh-huh,” Wilbur agreed. “I bet she’s the one that got away.”

			“What the hell is that?” Ralph demanded.

			“The one he never got over,” his friend said. “Uh-huh. Trouble.”

			

			MELISSA HERBERT PUSHED her way into the back door of the saloon, humming to herself. She’d been listening to a song on the radio down at the café before she left, and now she couldn’t get it out of her head.

			“There’s a breath of fresh air,” Wilbur said when he saw her come in the door. It was what he always said.

			And like always, Melissa laughed and patted his shoulder as she passed. “Hi, Ralph,” she said, giving him a pat as well before drawing up a stool next to him.

			“What do you have today?” Ralph asked as she put the two small brown paper sacks she’d been carrying on the bar. “Smells good.”

			She’d gotten into the habit of sharing her lunch with Dave. It had started last spring when she’d hired him to remodel one of the buildings she’d bought in town from Mabel Aldrich.

			Mabel had finally parted with the old carriage house that had last been used as a carpenter’s workshop. Melissa thought it would be a great space for a shop and planned to lease it come summer. Dave had worked so hard on it, and she loved watching the space being transformed. So she’d started bringing her lunch to watch the progress, adding extra so the two of them could visit while they ate. Dave had understood her vision for the place, while some people in town hadn’t been as friendly or as supportive.

			It took her a moment, with that darned song still playing in her head, to realize that Wilbur and Ralph were acting stranger than usual. She looked around for Dave. Usually this early in the season, the two older men were the only ones here at lunchtime, so she was surprised to see that Dave had another customer.

			The song in her head died as she watched him lean toward the woman at the bar as if hanging on her every word. The two looked...intimate.

			“Her name’s Tanya. They used to date in high school,” Wilbur blurted. “She was the one who got away.”

			Melissa blinked. A woman Dave had dated in high school? She cleared her voice. “Well, that’s nice that she stopped in to see him on her way through town.”

			Ralph coughed. “Her car broke down so she might be staying for a while.”

			“Even better,” she said, the words like sawdust in her mouth. “I’m sure Dave was glad to see her.”

			“You could say that,” Wilbur muttered, and Ralph kicked him. “Ouch!”

			“Well,” she said, sliding off her stool. “I can’t stay today. You’re both welcome to share the lunches I brought.” Dave had yet to notice her. He probably hadn’t even realized it was midday. “I have a lot of work to do, so I’m going to get moving.”

			“Want us to tell Dave anything?” Ralph asked.

			“Nope,” she said, pretending that seeing him with the woman hadn’t upset her. There was no reason it should. She and Dave were just friends. They worked together, and while they’d gotten close, she had no right to feel hurt, let alone jealous. She’d hoped for more with Dave, but...

			“Just give him his meal,” she said over her shoulder. “Or if he isn’t hungry, you two can split that one too.” She smiled, even though it was forced and hurt her face as she hurried out. She thought she heard Dave call after her, but she couldn’t be sure. Either way, she couldn’t go back in there right now, not with her eyes stinging with tears.

			Dave was the first person she’d met when she’d come to Buckhorn months ago. She’d been looking for a small town in Montana to invest in after her grandmother left her what she called her “stake.” She’d had a blowout just outside town, and Dave had happened to come by in his pickup. He’d stopped and changed her tire for her. They’d got to talking. He’d been so helpful in telling her what buildings might be available in town to buy and remodel.

			When she’d found out that he had some skills in the carpentry department, she’d talked him into doing the remodel work for her. They’d become good friends, often working late at night, either on one of her projects or at the bar where she filled in when he needed her help.

			In all the hours they’d spent together, they’d both opened up, talking about their pasts and their plans for the future. But she couldn’t remember Dave ever mentioning an old girlfriend by the name of Tanya.

			What had Wilbur called her? The one that got away.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			“MEL!” DAVE CALLED after her as he saw her leaving the bar, but too late. She hadn’t heard him. He felt a stab of guilt when he realized the time. He’d forgotten all about lunch and the fact that she would be stopping by. He would have introduced her to Tanya if she’d stuck around.

			Down the bar, Ralph picked up the sack of food that Melissa had left for him and wagged it as if trying to make him feel worse. It appeared Ralph and Wilbur had split whatever was in the other bag—Melissa’s meal?

			“So,” Tanya said, dragging his attention back. “I have no idea how long I’m going to be in town. What is there to do here?”

			“Probably nothing that would interest you,” he said with an embarrassed laugh.

			“Davey, you used to know what I liked,” she said, lowering her voice as she put her hand over his. He felt his pulse jump. “Something tells me you haven’t forgotten.” The look she gave him brought it all back. The nights parked in the woods, steamed-over windows and uncomfortable sex on the bench seat of his old Ford pickup. And he’d never forget their first time behind the bleachers. It was every high school boy’s dream—especially for a teenager as shy as he’d been around girls.

			The front door of the bar banged open, bringing a gust of spring air. A shaft of bright light shone in, silhouetting Gertrude Durham in the doorway for a moment before the door slammed shut behind her. Gertrude made a beeline for Tanya. She slapped a set of keys down on the bar and started to leave.

			“Wait, you fixed it that fast?” Tanya cried. She sounded both surprised and relieved, and Dave felt his heart drop. Once her car was ready, she’d be leaving.

			Wilbur was right. Tanya was the one that had gotten away. The woman he’d dreamed about. The one he’d put on a pedestal all these years—and with good reason. Just look at her. Now she was here, sitting at his bar in Buckhorn. He didn’t want to let her go. Not again.

			“Fixed it?” Gertrude scoffed. “Even if I had the parts, I’m not sure I could fix everything that car needs. I’d be better off to take it out in the woods and shoot it.” The woman turned to leave again, the way she’d come in.

			“What? You aren’t going to repair my vehicle?” Tanya slid off her bar stool to go after her. “You have to.”

			Gertrude stopped to look back at her, clearly about to disagree.

			“If anyone can fix your car, it’s Gertrude,” Dave interceded quickly. “She can fix anything.”

			Gertrude snorted, giving him a look that said she knew what he was about. “If—and I’m not saying I am—if I were to order the parts for that expensive foreign piece of junk out there, I would have to have the money up front.”

			“How much money are we talking?” Tanya asked.

			“Parts and labor? I’d say about three grand.”

			“What...?” She turned to look at him. “I never dreamed... I’m so embarrassed. My purse was stolen at the last gas station where I stopped. Almost all of my cash and my credit cards were taken. I’ve called the credit card companies and they’re sending me new cards, but I’m having them posted to the resort where I’m staying in Vegas. Same with my bank.”

			“That’s what I thought,” Gertrude said and started for the door again.

			“Wait,” Dave said. “Go ahead and order the parts. I’ll pay so you can order the parts until Tanya can have money wired here instead of Vegas. Same with the credit cards.”

			Tanya gave him a smile so bright it half blinded him. “Oh, Davey, are you serious? You are such a lifesaver, but I hate to ask you to do that.”

			“You didn’t ask. I offered. It’s really no big deal, right, Gertrude?” he said.

			The older woman grunted and shook her head at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Fine. It’s your funeral.” With that she left, slamming the door on her way out.

			“Is she always so...dramatic?” Tanya asked as she took her place again on the stool.

			Dave chuckled. “No, usually she’s much ruder. You caught her on a good day. Are you hungry? A friend of mine just dropped off some lunch. I’d be happy to share.”

			Tanya smiled and covered his hand again, her blue eyes locking with his. “I’ve missed you, Davey.”

			“I’ve missed you too,” he said around the lump in his throat. Was this really happening? Maybe in a movie or a book, but not in real life.

			Ralph called down the bar to say that they could use a couple more beers—if he wasn’t too busy. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Tanya and headed toward the two men.

			“Are you an idiot?” Ralph asked too loudly the moment Dave reached him.

			“I’m hoping that’s a rhetorical question,” he said.

			“The parts alone could cost you a small fortune.”

			“It’s fine,” Dave said, trying hard not to tell him that it was none of his business. “Tanya’s good for it.” She was born into a wealthy family. He wasn’t surprised that she drove an expensive, foreign-made car. Look at the way she dressed. He poured them two beers and then reached for the sack that Melissa had brought.

			Ralph grabbed it and held it out of his reach. “You’re going to share the lunch that Melissa brought you with...that woman?”

			Dave sighed and snatched the bag from the man’s hand. “Mel wouldn’t mind. I know her.”

			“You are a bigger fool than even I thought,” Ralph said, shaking his head.

			Dave ignored him as he went back down the bar and opened the bag to see what Melissa had made for him today. He was just sorry he hadn’t seen her so he could have thanked her.

			

			TANYA COULD NOT believe her luck. It was about time that it changed for the better, she told herself as she looked at Dave. He really did look good, and apparently, he owned a bar. Which wasn’t much as far as appearances went.

			“You really own this place,” she said, glancing around as he returned with something in a greasy brown paper sack.

			He nodded. He would, that is—once he finally got the place paid off.

			“Is it usually busier?” she asked.

			“It’s early in the season,” Dave told her. “You should see it in the summer. I have about five months when it is packed almost every night. I have a band play on Saturday nights, a disc jockey on Fridays and karaoke, which is really popular with tourists. They love putting on cowboy hats and singing the old Western songs.”

			“Sounds like fun,” she said. “You must make a lot of money.”

			“I do okay,” he said, and she swore that he flushed.

			Which meant he did better than okay. It was so like Davey to play it down.

			“What about you?” he asked.

			She flipped her hair back. “What about me?”

			“Do you have a career, a job?”

			Tanya laughed. “A job?” She shook her head. “I’m too much of a free spirit to let myself get tied down to a job. I’m kind of a—” she gave it some thought “—consultant.” She laughed. “I advise people on what to do with their money.”

			“Really?”

			Before he could ask for more details, she said, “What’s in the bag?”

			Later, after being forced to split a tuna salad sandwich—apparently, his favorite since meeting someone named Melissa—she regretted saying she was hungry.

			“Where are you staying?” Dave asked.

			She thought about her lack of money. Fortunately, Davey had been supplying her with drinks and that awful lunch. She really hadn’t thought about what she was going to do. Once she got to Vegas... “Where do people stay in Buckhorn?”

			“There’s the Sleepy Pine Motel.”

			“You’re joking,” she said with a laugh. She’d had just enough to drink that she couldn’t help herself. “Anywhere else?”

			“It’s the only motel in town. Most of the bed-and-breakfasts haven’t opened yet, since tourist season doesn’t start for a few more weeks, but I could probably make some calls.” He finally picked up on her expression. “Oh, that’s right. You lost your purse. I’m sorry. How foolish of me.” She saw him glance at the shoulder bag sitting on the stool next to her and felt her pulse jump.

			“They took my phone and my wallet out of my purse,” she said quickly and mugged what she hoped was a sad face as she picked up her bag from the stool and held it to her. “I don’t know where I’m going to stay or what I’m going to do until the parts come in and I get my car fixed.” She looked up at him. “How long will that be?”

			He shrugged. “Gertrude’s good, but she isn’t fast. I’ll tell you what. If you don’t mind staying in my place upstairs... It isn’t fancy by any means, but it’s comfortable. At least I think so.”

			“Oh, Davey, that is so sweet.” She couldn’t wait to see what he thought was comfortable. He looked good, but he lived over his bar. “With the place doing so well I would have thought you’d have built yourself a house somewhere around here. Didn’t you used to work for your father? He built homes, right?”

			He nodded. “I can definitely do the work, but truthfully, living upstairs is so handy, and I really haven’t needed anything more.”

			Tanya was beginning to remember why it had been so easy to break up with Davey after his accident cost him his football career. She put a smile on her face. “I’d love to stay with you if you’re sure it isn’t an imposition.”

			“Not at all,” he said and smiled. “I’ll run across the highway and get your suitcase.” From down the bar, he heard Ralph groan.

			

			DAVE ASKED RALPH to watch the bar for a minute while he went over to the gas station to collect Tanya’s bags. She insisted on coming along. “Beautiful afternoon,” he said as they crossed the highway. He never got tired of the view of snowcapped mountains against the huge blue sky this time of year.

			He’d started to point out one of the mountain ranges when she said, “It’s seventy-eight degrees in Las Vegas right now.” She shivered. “How can you live in such a cold, isolated place?”

			He quickly took off his jean jacket and put it around her shoulders. “Better?”

			She nodded and smiled. “Much.” At the sound of a semi horn, they quickly hurried out of the middle of the highway as the truck roared past. Traffic was supposed to slow down to thirty-five miles per hour once in Buckhorn proper, but often didn’t. It wasn’t like there was anyone in town to arrest the drivers. The nearest law was a good hour away in either direction.

			From the trunk of her car, Dave pulled out two large suitcases. He didn’t know much about luggage, since he’d never really had the need for any. But he could tell that these were expensive valises. Also well used, he noticed as he lifted them out and saw how worn they were. Knowing Tanya, these cases had probably already been around the world a couple of times. He couldn’t imagine the life she’d lived and tried not to compare it to his own.

			“I’ve been meaning to get new suitcases,” she said as she ran her hand over one of the worn spots on the larger of the two.

			“They look fine to me,” Dave said and felt her slide a glance at him before smiling.

			“You’ve always asked for so little in life,” she said.

			Her words made him bristle. “I don’t think that’s true.” It surprised him that, from her, judgment could still hurt. Seeing her again had made it slip his mind how she’d dumped him after his accident so many years ago.

			“No, that came out wrong,” she quickly corrected. “You appreciate what you have. Some of us are always wanting more, when if we could just stop and enjoy what we have, we’d be much happier. You’re content and that’s a good thing, Davey.”

			“It’s Dave now,” he said as they crossed the highway again. He’d always felt a sense of pride when he saw his place from a distance. He was surprised that it looked shabbier than he’d realized.

			“Tell me, what brought you to Buckhorn?” she asked, clearly trying to smooth over things with him.

			He wasn’t one to hold a grudge or stay upset long. Anyway, he got the feeling that Tanya wasn’t as happy as she pretended to be. He doubted she could ever be content, but it made him wonder where life had taken her in the years since high school.

			“A friend of mine owned the bar here,” he said as he carried the suitcases up the stairs to his apartment. “I stopped by to see him and ended up staying and buying the place.” He opened the unlocked door and pushed it open for her to enter.

			Dave had never been a slob, so he wasn’t worried about the place being a mess. But as he pushed open the door, he saw it through her eyes.

			“It isn’t much,” he said apologetically.

			“It’s adorable.” He looked at her to be sure she was serious. “Did you decorate it yourself?”

			“My friend Melissa.” He chuckled. “She’s good at making something ordinary beautiful.”

			

			MELISSA, TANYA THOUGHT with a silent groan. The friend who brings lunch, who can make something ordinary beautiful. It was enough to make her grind her teeth.

			“You’ll have to tell me more about her,” Tanya said.

			“You can have the bedroom,” he said, carrying her bags in. “I just changed the sheets this morning. It’s almost like I knew you’d be dropping by.” He turned to smile at her, everything forgiven. He reminded himself that Tanya had always been out of his league. He couldn’t hold it against her that they were so different.

			“I don’t want to toss you out of your bedroom.”

			“It’s fine. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

			“You were going to tell me more about your friend. How long have you known Melanie?”

			“Melissa?”

			“Sorry. Melissa.”

			“She arrived in town about six months ago, looking for some property to invest in.”

			Tanya raised an eyebrow. “She has money?”

			He laughed. “Not like your family. Her grandmother left her what she calls her stake. She wanted to invest it wisely.”

			Wisely? “In Buckhorn?” Her tone must have given away her disbelief.

			“You’d be surprised. For some reason, the place is starting to grow. I think more people are anxious to get out of the big cities and are looking for open spaces and a more laid-back lifestyle.”

			Couldn’t get more laid-back than this town, she thought. “You’ve never married?”

			He shook his head. “Didn’t I hear that you got married not long after high school to some tycoon?”

			She laughed. Tycoon? What he meant was some older man with money. “I can’t imagine where you could have heard that.” She turned away and quickly changed the subject. “Well, can I at least buy you dinner for letting me stay with you?” He started to say something, no doubt remind her that she had no money. “Silly me. I keep forgetting that I don’t have my credit cards or any cash. It’s such a nuisance.”

			“I thought we’d get dinner from the café,” he said. “I’ll just call and get tonight’s special delivered for the two of us. We can eat it in the bar.”

			She couldn’t hide her disappointment. “I thought for sure you’d have a steakhouse in town. I’m really craving a nice, thick juicy steak.”

			“Funny you should mention steakhouses. I’ve been thinking about opening one. Mel—Melissa—thinks I should add on a kitchen for the busy season.” He shrugged. “I’m thinking about it.”

			She noticed how his face lit up when he talked about Melissa. If this was going to work, Melissa was going to have to go. She looped her arm through his and squeezed his biceps. “Nice muscles.”

			“It’s all the construction work I’ve been doing for Mel. You’ll have to see the project we’re working on. In fact, I need to be there first thing in the morning. The bar is closed tomorrow until two, so I can get more done on the remodel. I have to get it completed before the tourist season starts. She wants it available for lease by May.”

			“I could tend bar so you don’t have to be closed,” she said with a burst of inspiration. “I’d love to do that for you.”

			He hesitated. “Have you tended bar before?”

			“At my father’s parties, silly. I can handle it with one hand tied behind me, trust me.”

			“Well, then, thanks, but I still want you to see the old carriage house I’m remodeling. The bar doesn’t open until ten, normally, so we’ll have plenty of time in the morning.”

			“I can’t wait,” she said as they headed back downstairs. She felt her stomach growl. The half a tuna fish sandwich was all she’d had to eat all day. “What is the daily special at the café tonight?”

			Dave shrugged. “I have no idea. But I promise that it will be good.” She pretended to pout. “Come on, you used to like surprises,” he added with a laugh.

			Did she used to like surprises? She tried to remember the girl she’d been in high school. She had only vague recollections of those days. They were a blur of clothes shopping, parties and boys. She’d had it all. That was probably why she’d never given any thought to the future.

			She cut a look at Dave as he stepped behind the bar and she took a stool. Was he the answer to at least some of her problems?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			THE AFTERNOON AND evening passed quickly as the bar got busy. Tanya seemed to enjoy herself, playing pool with the locals, even dancing with a few of them. He kept her in fresh drinks, a little surprised how much liquor she could put away.

			He liked watching her. It was as if she could sense his eyes on her, because she would look in his direction and smile or wink. He still couldn’t believe that she’d walked back into his life. Not that she would be here long. He was no fool. She was on her way to Vegas. Buckhorn wasn’t her kind of place. He wasn’t her kind of man.

			But a few times when she’d looked at him, he wondered if things would have turned out differently if he hadn’t gotten hurt and lost his football scholarship. She didn’t seem happy now, as if she were looking for something. He remembered that, for a while in high school, he’d made her happy.

			“Davey,” Tanya said as she collapsed on the countertop, laughing. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve had this much fun. Dance with me.”

			He looked around the bar. Things were slowing down as patrons wandered home—usually after getting calls from their mothers, girlfriends or wives, reminding them of the time.

			Reaching into the till, he took out some money and handed it to her. “Play us some music.”

			Her blue eyes lit up as she took the money and twirled away. A few minutes later, a slow song came on and she reached for him. He could tell she was feeling the booze she’d been drinking all afternoon as she snuggled into him and stepped on his boot. He realized, in the few months that they had gone steady in high school, they’d never danced together. It surprised him how awkward it felt. He told himself it was due to the alcohol Tanya had consumed and all the years since he’d danced with a beautiful woman.

			“I’m so glad my car broke down here,” she whispered as she nuzzled his neck. She’d been flirting with him all afternoon and into the night. “What time do you close the bar?”

			By the time Dave closed, he had to help a staggering Tanya up the stairs to the apartment. He got her into the bedroom where she sprawled on his bed. The moment her head touched the pillow, she was out. He took off her shoes and closed the door.

			He was tired as he lay down on the couch. What a day! He still couldn’t believe that Tanya Owens was sleeping in his bed. He smiled at irony. And he was sleeping on his couch.

			

			MELISSA WAS DETERMINED to keep her mind on what had to be done at the remodeling site. She would be all business when Dave showed up. She wouldn’t mention his old flame from high school. The last thing she would do was act jealous and make a fool of herself.

			But when Dave walked in—with that woman—she felt her heart break all over again. She’d been hoping his ex-girlfriend was just passing through and had left town.

			Dave made a beeline for her. “Hey, Mel, thank you so much for bringing me lunch yesterday. I suppose Ralph and Wilbur told you...” He stopped talking as the woman in question came up beside him and looped her arm through his.

			“...that his old girlfriend was in town?” Tanya said with a laugh.

			“Tanya and I knew each other back in high school,” he said.

			“Oh, Davey, it was much more than that,” Tanya said and laughed again.

			“This is my good friend Melissa and this,” he said as he retrieved his arm to motion to the inside of the carriage house and all the work they’d been doing, “is our project.” He sounded so proud, Melissa couldn’t be mad at him.

			“It’s nice to meet an old friend of Dave’s,” she said to Tanya. “Isn’t this a great building?”

			The woman glanced around. “So, what is it going to be?”

			“Whatever someone wants it to,” she said as she pointed out the built-in shelves along one wall. “It could be a candy store, a clothing emporium or gift shop.” She couldn’t help her enthusiasm. “Dave has done such a good job, I almost want to open my own shop, but we have other buildings that need to be remodeled.” She looked to Dave and saw that he was holding his back as if in pain. “Are you all right?”

			“It’s nothing,” he said quickly. Tanya had walked over to the window to look out on the street. “It’s my old couch,” he whispered. “Tanya’s staying with me for a few days until her car is repaired.”

			“I’m on my way to Vegas,” Tanya said, turning to smile. “But I’m not going to make Davey stay on that couch the whole time.”

			“Well, I’d better get to work,” Melissa said as she saw the woman give Dave a very pointed look. “I have a lot of varnishing to do if these shelves are going to get dry before my renter gets here.”

			“You already have someone interested in it?” Dave asked, sounding excited and happy for her.

			“I got a call last night. He’ll be coming through town next week. I described the place to him and he sounded really interested. He said he was looking for a spot exactly like Buckhorn.”

			“Amazing,” Tanya said and brushed dust off her trousers.

			“That’s great, Mel. I better get busy too.” He turned to Tanya. “You sure you don’t want to just spend the day taking it easy?”

			“I’d be bored to death.” She held out her hand. “Just give me the key. I’ll man the bar for you. See you later?”

			“It was nice meeting you,” Melissa said, but Tanya was already out the door. She looked over at Dave, who was watching her go. “So she was the one who got away.”

			Dave looked as if he wanted to dig a hole and climb into it. “Ralph and Wilbur.” He sighed, but he didn’t deny it. “It’s so weird that her car broke down here after all these years.”

			She could see where he was headed with this. “Almost like fate, huh?”

			“Yeah, maybe. You must think I’m silly.”

			“No,” she quickly assured him. “I think you’re sweet. I have one of those. The one I still recall fondly.”

			He looked surprised. “What would you do if he showed up here out of the blue?”

			“Truthfully? I don’t know. What are you going to do?”

			“Do? You mean like what?” Dave asked. “It’s not like I can wine and dine her and try to get her to stay.”

			“If that’s what you want, why not?” Melissa asked, even though it broke her heart. “Isn’t this your chance to see if there is something still there?”

			He laughed. “I wouldn’t even know how to begin. It’s been so long...”

			“I’ll help you,” she said and wanted to smack herself. But if this woman was his true love, then he needed to find out. Otherwise, even if Tanya left, he’d be mooning over her and she’d always be the one who got away.

			“Tonight, I’ll tend bar. You can get the cook at the café to give you a couple of steaks, two potatoes and some asparagus. You said you’re a pretty good cook, right?”

			“I said I was a great cook,” he corrected and laughed. “You’re serious.”

			“I’ll drop by a couple of candles. You have wine and everything else you need. Just one thing,” she added. “Don’t wear that one green shirt of yours.”

			“What? That’s my favorite shirt.”

			She nodded. “Wear that blue one with the stripes. It brings out the blue in your eyes.” She could see him warming to the idea and felt another chunk of her heart break.

			“Thank you. You’re the best, Mel,” he said.

			Not the best, she thought as they went to work. She wanted Tanya gone, instantly disliking her. She hadn’t even given the woman a chance, and that wasn’t like her.

			

			TANYA USED THE key to open the bar, stepped in and locked the door behind her. For a moment, she simply stood breathing in the familiar scents and looking at the place with a critical eye. She could have this establishment if she wanted it. The thought sent a little thrill through her. She tried to imagine it packed in the summer and could almost hear the cha-ching of the till as it filled with money. Davey wanted to add a steakhouse. Cha-ching, cha-ching.

			Frowning, she reminded herself of the downsides—staying in this town in the middle of nowhere—with Davey. She couldn’t see herself tied down to him, living in that apartment over the bar for the rest of her life. She could nag him into building them a really nice house, she supposed.

			But it came down to the question of how desperate was she?

			Her cell phone rang. She dug it out of her purse, cursing herself for forgetting to turn it off again. She’d have to be more careful since she’d told Davey that her phone had been stolen along with her wallet.

			She recognized the number and considered not answering. But she also couldn’t keep putting off the inevitable. The man was already furious enough that he wanted to kill her. Antagonizing him would only make it worse. “Steven,” she said as she accepted the call. Crossing the room, she stepped behind the bar to pour herself a drink. She was going to need one after this.

			“Where the hell are you?” he demanded at the top of his lungs. The sound of his voice was like a screwdriver plunged between her eyes, making her hangover even worse.

			She dropped ice cubes into her glass and covered them with some of Davey’s good bourbon. She took a long drink. It slid down her throat, warming her and giving her courage. She kept her voice calm. “Nice to hear your voice too.”

			“You’re a dead woman, you know that, right?” As she lifted her drink to her lips, the ice cubes rattled in the glass. “Are you already drinking this morning?”

			“What would you expect of a dead woman?”

			He growled and broke something. She heard it shatter and smiled. At least she wasn’t there to take the brunt of that anger. “You do realize that I have my men looking for you. When they find you—”

			“I told you I’ll get you your money. I have a couple of options,” she said, looking around the bar.

			“You expect me to believe anything that comes out of that mouth of yours? You don’t think I know that your family cut you off? You’ve strung me along far too long. We are through negotiating.”

			“Seriously, I can come up with it.” She opened the till. Bless Davey, he’d gotten it ready for her this morning. She counted out what was in there and then put it back. It wasn’t even enough to tempt Steven with. Even if she took the bills, she had no way of leaving town until her car was fixed. “I just need a little time.”

			“It’s too late,” Steven said.

			“Come on, you kill me and you’ll never see a dime.”

			“Sometimes a person has to cut his losses. You’ll be seeing one of my associates very soon. Goodbye, Tanya.”

			She stood holding the phone, her heart pounding. She downed the rest of her drink, considered taking the cash from the till and borrowing Davey’s pickup to try to get as far away as possible before she was found.

			Pouring herself another drink, she tried not to panic. Davey had money. He’d give her whatever she needed. Or how about Melissa? Apparently, she had her “stake.” Between the two of them...

			She downed the drink, her mind whirling. She’d figure this out. She regretted ripping Steven off. That had been a mistake, but she’d been desperate. She’d thought that she could double the money in the first Montana casino she hit. She’d thought she could pay him back everything she owed him, but unfortunately, she’d hit a string of bad luck. How was she to know that Steven was connected and that he owed that money to some bad guys? Apparently, they were both having some bad luck, but once she got to Vegas she knew a guy there who could hook her up. The problem was getting there before one of Steven’s goons found her.

			Opening the till, she took out fifty bucks. Tonight, she’d pocket whatever she could by not ringing up the drinks. She’d try to get more out of Davey, and then she’d take his truck and go to Vegas.

			She told herself that her luck was improving. Look where she’d broken down. Buckhorn, the home of her old boyfriend Davey—and talk about luck! The man owned a bar. Once she got to Vegas, she’d make back what she owed Steven.

			After another drink, she was feeling better. She’d get herself out of this with Davey’s help. She’d seen the way he was looking at her last night. He still wanted her. He’d do anything she asked—just like he had when they were teenagers. The old man at the bar yesterday had said that she was the one who got away. Which meant that he realized Davey had never gotten over her. Davey would be putty in her hands—if she could keep him away from Melissa.

			Davey’s best friend, huh? We’ll see about that.

			

			MELISSA COULD TELL that Tanya was drunk when she showed up to take over the bar. Earlier, from their work project, Dave had called and told Tanya that he was making her a steak dinner tonight. From the rest of what Melissa had heard of the conversation, Tanya had been all over the idea.

			“You like Davey, huh,” Tanya said now as Melissa stepped behind the counter and began washing up the dirty glasses that the woman had left in the sink.

			“He’s a nice guy,” she said noncommittally.

			Tanya’s laugh had a bite to it. “Dull as dirt, you mean, but still a catch if you live in Buckhorn, huh?” Melissa shot her an annoyed look, but Tanya waved it off, saying, “Can’t you take a joke? Davey’s great. I just hate to see you wasting your time. Sorry, but he only sees you as his good friend. Get a clue. He calls you Mel.” She laughed and gave Melissa a pitying smile. “Davey’s never gotten over me, you know. He never will.”

			“Dave’s waiting for you upstairs,” she said, trying hard to understand what Dave saw in this woman.

			“You are so right.” Tanya ran her hands over her hips as if dusting off her slacks. “I shouldn’t keep him waiting. We have big plans tonight.” She winked, turned and stumbled out.

			“Maybe she’ll fall down the stairs and break her neck,” Ralph suggested.

			For a man who swore he was hard of hearing, he didn’t miss much. “She’s just had a little too much to drink.”

			“Uh-huh,” he said. “She spent the entire day stealing from Dave.”

			“What? I don’t like her either, but to accuse her—”

			“I can prove it,” Ralph said, lowering his voice. “I marked my bills I gave her with the word THIEF. There were seven of them. You won’t find them in the till.”

			Melissa was too shocked to speak. Ralph had seen Tanya stealing money from Dave’s business? She couldn’t believe what he was saying. He had to be mistaken, but she didn’t have time to prove him wrong as the bar got busy.

			Worrying, though, did help a little to keep her mind off what was happening upstairs. She hoped that Dave’s dinner went well. She wanted him to be happy. If that meant Tanya... Unless Ralph was right and the woman was a thief.

			Once she closed, she took the cash from the till and began to count it—watching for the seven bills that Ralph had said he’d marked. They weren’t there. Worse, the till was short by about seventy dollars.

			She felt sick to her stomach. She counted again, looking around to see if there was more money that Tanya had just forgotten to put where it went. She glanced at the tip jar. Empty except for what Melissa herself had put in it tonight.

			“Is there a problem?” Ralph asked. He always waited if Dave wasn’t around to walk her back to her apartment. Everyone else was gone for the night.

			She turned to look at him. When she’d come in to relieve Tanya, the place had been busy and yet the take was lower than normal, even without the missing seventy dollars. She realized she should have counted the money before she started work. It was too late now.

			“Told you so,” Ralph said, nodding. “She was pocketing the bucks. Hardly any of it went into the till.” Melissa closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, Ralph was on his feet, ready to walk her home.

			“I can’t tell Dave,” she said. “It will break his heart.”

			“Break his heart or break his business,” Ralph said. “Tough choice. I’m not going to be the one to tell him. But someone needs to before it’s too late.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			AFTER A RESTLESS NIGHT, Melissa woke on a mission. Her first stop was a visit to Gertrude at the garage. She hardly noticed the beautiful Montana day. The sky was cloudless and a blue that normally would have had her smiling. The spring air was so fresh, with just enough bite to it that she’d worn a jacket, and there was fresh snow on the mountain peaks.

			She could hear Gertrude under Tanya’s car, working. Every clank of metal was punctuated by a curse. “How’s it coming?” she called down. All she could see were Gertrude’s boots sticking out.

			A moment later the mechanic rolled out. “Piece of junk,” Gertrude spat. “She send you over to find out how it’s going?”

			Melissa quickly shook her head. Now that she was here, she wasn’t so sure what it was she was looking for. “Just curious.”

			The older woman eyed her for a moment. “You have heard what curiosity does to cats, right?”

			“Have the parts already came in?” she asked hopefully.

			“Nope. I was just dismantling the components, so when the new stuff comes in, I can get this hunk of junk running and Tanya can be on her way.” She cocked a brow at Melissa. “I suspect I’m not the only one wanting her out of town.” With that, Gertrude slid back under the car and proceeded to cuss and clank.

			After peering in the car windows, Melissa left, even more convinced that Tanya wasn’t who Dave thought she was. Not that she had any proof. But the more she thought about it, the more convinced she became. Tanya had said that her purse was stolen, but she’d still had one when Melissa had seen her at the bar.

			That she had no money, though, seemed true.

			She thought of the outfit Tanya had been wearing. Her shoes were expensive, but the heels were run-down. Her clothes also looked as if they sported name brands but were beginning to fray around the edges. Even her car fit the picture Tanya painted of a successful woman on vacation, unless you looked inside and saw the worn upholstery. Dave had told her that Tanya came from money, but from what Melissa could see, apparently, the money had run out.

			She was dreading what she had to do next. By now, Dave would be down in the bar, making coffee for the regulars who would be stopping by the moment the doors opened. She hoped to get there before them to talk to Dave alone.

			When she walked in the back door, she saw Dave behind the bar and smelled freshly brewed coffee. He looked up and smiled, and she remembered the special dinner he’d had last night with Tanya, the dinner she’d suggested and helped him with. She tried to read his expression to see how it had gone.

			She’d planned to get right into the missing money, but instead said, “How was the meal?”

			“Good,” he said. “The steak was great. Thanks for suggesting it.”

			It was what he wasn’t saying that made her ask, “How did Tanya like it?”

			“She liked it, I think.” He shrugged. “She wasn’t all that hungry. She said the bar was busy yesterday. She was pretty tired.” He picked up a clean cup and poured her a cup of coffee.

			Melissa took it, studying him. The date hadn’t gone well. “You didn’t wear that green shirt, did you?” she joked.

			“No, I took your advice and wore the blue one.”

			He picked up the bank bag. She hadn’t seen it lying on the counter by the till. So, he’d already gone to the safe. Had he counted it yet?

			“The till was short last night by seventy dollars,” she said.

			Dave didn’t look surprised. “What do you think happened?” It was pretty obvious, given what Ralph had told her. But she didn’t want to be the one to tell him.

			But before she could say anything, Dave responded with, “I shouldn’t have let Tanya open up by herself. All she had to do was get busy and someone could have taken the money.”

			Melissa couldn’t speak for fear of what would come out of her mouth. The chances of anyone going behind the bar and stealing the cash was next to impossible with Ralph and Wilbur glued to their stools right in front of it. She bit her tongue and said nothing as the two elderly men came through the door.

			They took their usual stools, and Dave set a cup of coffee in front of each of them before excusing himself to go meet the beer truck that had just pulled up out back. As Dave walked away, he got a call on his cell. She heard him say, “Hello, Marshal, what can I do for you?” before he disappeared outside.

			“I’m guessing the date didn’t go all that well,” Wilbur said. “Even with your help, Melissa.”

			Ralph swore and turned on his stool to face her. “What is wrong with you?” he demanded. “You’re helping him win back that woman, especially now that you know what I told you?” He shook his head. “When are you going to tell him?”

			“I’m not.” She picked up her coffee cup.

			“That wasn’t what I was asking,” Ralph snapped. “When are you going to explain to him how you feel about him?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said as she took a sip of her coffee. She wanted to simply leave, but Dave would think she was upset if she didn’t drink at least some of her coffee.

			Ralph swore. “The stealing aside, she ain’t the woman Dave thinks she is, and we all know it.”

			“How is it you know so much about women?” Wilbur asked. “Bet you can’t even remember the last time you were with one. So don’t be giving this young gal advice.” He winked at Melissa.

			“Ralph’s just looking out for me,” she said, smiling at the older man.

			Ralph smiled back. “Melissa knows what I’m saying is true and I am looking out for her.” He nodded. “The problem is getting Dave to see it. That’s why I marked my bills last night. I saw her pocketing the money. All you have to do is find the ones I wrote on in that purse of hers, and you’ll have your proof.”

			Dave returned and they all fell silent. He eyed them suspiciously as if he thought they might have been talking about him.

			Melissa did her best to act normal, but there was nothing normal about this situation. Even if she could find the bills Ralph had marked in Tanya’s purse... “Thanks for the coffee, but I need to get going.” She quickly drank what she could as fast as possible, scalding her mouth. “We’ll talk later.” And she was out the door.

			Once outside, she let herself breathe. There are none so blind as those who cannot see. Where had that thought come from? she wondered. Shaking her head, she hadn’t gone far when she saw Tanya sitting on the steps next to the bar, smoking a cigarette. The woman hurriedly put it out and rose to her feet, dropping her lighter and cigarettes into her open purse. Like everything else, the designer shoulder bag had seen better days, Melissa noticed.

			Tanya looked hungover. “Where can I get a latte in this town?”

			“The coffee kiosk is closed for another few weeks, but you can get a cup of coffee in the bar or down at the café.”

			Tanya mugged a disapproving face. “How can you stand this place? I mean, don’t you miss civilization?”

			She shook her head. “I love Buckhorn. It suits me. Anything you can’t get here, you can order online and have it delivered. It’s the best of both worlds.”

			“Huh,” Tanya said and eyed her more closely. “Is it Buckhorn that suits you or Davey?” Tanya asked. “I’ve seen the way you look at him.”

			Melissa shook her head. She was not having this conversation. “Sorry, I’d love to visit, but I’m running late for work.” She’d taken only a few steps away when she heard a cell phone buzzing. She turned to see Tanya grab her purse up from the step where she’d left it and quickly silence the phone inside. As she hurried away, she could feel Tanya staring after her. Hadn’t Dave told her that Tanya had lost her wallet and cell phone? Was the woman worried that Melissa had caught her in a lie? She wanted to laugh. Tanya had no idea. If those marked bills were in her purse along with that cell phone, she would be caught out in something even worse.

			But if she’d lied about having her wallet and cell phone stolen, what else was Tanya lying about?

			

			TANYA HUGGED HER shoulder bag to her for a moment. That had been too close. She had to be more careful—especially around Melissa. She’d forgotten to turn off her phone again. She’d left it on vibrate. Melissa had heard it buzzing inside the purse on the wooden step. Would she tell Davey?

			Already in hot water with him, she hoped Mel kept her trap shut. Last night hadn’t gone well. Davey had planned a romantic dinner. She blamed all the booze she’d guzzled while tending bar. She hadn’t been hungry. She’d pushed her food around, spilled her wine and almost passed out in her plate.

			At the memory of her failed attempt at seducing Davey when he carried her to bed, she felt her face heat. She hoped she hadn’t blown it with him. She had a good thing going here. A bar where she could drink all she wanted, a man who would do anything for her, a place to hide out and all the money she could steal—if she could get more chances. She couldn’t mess this up.

			She looked into her open purse and saw the wad of money she’d taken last night. Looking around to make sure she was alone, she took it out, hoping there would be more than the four hundred dollars she’d estimated without counting this morning. She needed enough for a fresh start if things went south with Davey.

			She’d begun to quickly tally what she’d gotten away with when she spotted a crumpled bill with writing on it. The word jumped out at her. THIEF. She stared at it for a full minute before she assured herself that it didn’t mean anything. But as she began to thumb through the rest of the money, she found more with the same word penned on them. Her heart began to pound.

			Maybe it was someone’s idea of a joke. She wanted that to be the case, but it wasn’t funny. She thought of the two old men at the bar. They’d both been watching her like hawks. She realized they must have seen what she was doing. She’d thought they were just ogling her butt in those tight pants she’d been wearing.

			Going through the money quickly, she pulled out all the bills with THIEF written on them in the same handwriting. There were seven total. She stared at them, considering. Throw them away? She couldn’t bring herself to do that. Even seven dollars in Vegas could make the difference between winning and losing.

			Then an idea came to her. A surefire way to get rid of Melissa for good.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			TANYA ROSE AND headed for the front door of the bar. But as she stepped in, she saw Davey counting last night’s receipts and feared she’d already screwed herself. Why had she pocketed so much money last night—let alone taken that fifty from the till? What would she do if he threw her out now? Her car wasn’t fixed. If he didn’t pay for the parts...

			“Good morning,” she said as she climbed up onto a stool in front of him.

			“Morning,” he said and closed the bag, put it into a drawer and turned to look at her. “Coffee?”

			She nodded. She could tell he was upset, and yet he was still being that gentle, polite man he’d always been. Maybe she could talk her way out of this. After all, she wasn’t the last one in that till. His sweet Melissa had closed last night.

			“Mmm,” she said, taking a sip of the plain black coffee he placed in front of her. “This is delicious.” The lie came easily; they always had. “Thank you so much for dinner last night. I don’t feel I did it justice.” She’d told him she was craving a steak, and then she hadn’t eaten but a few bites. “I hope you aren’t upset with me.”

			He shook his head. “I do need to ask you about the till though. It was over seventy dollars short.”

			“Oh no,” she said, giving him her most appalled look. “Did I mess up or did someone take it?” She thought about the bills in her purse, but realized Dave would never ask to see what was inside it. But what if whoever had written THIEF on those seven bills planned to tell Dave?

			She knew that she should have rung up more of the sales instead of pocketing the cash last night. Of course Dave was suspicious. What if he never let her run the bar alone again? A few more nights like that, and she would have her own stake, as Melissa called it.

			Just the thought of Melissa... “You don’t think Melissa... No,” she said as she saw his expression. “She wouldn’t.”

			“No, she wouldn’t,” he said quickly. Too quickly. “I should have warned you about leaving the till open at any time. All you have to do is step away for a minute.”

			“I’m so sorry. I’m sure that’s exactly what happened. I’m good at making drinks, but money...” She shrugged and gave him a coy smile. “You know, speaking of Melissa, I was just thinking that I’d like to go help her today. Do you think she’d mind?”

			Davey got a call on his cell phone before he could respond. He motioned that he had to take it in his office. He grabbed the money bag from the drawer as he went and mouthed, “See you later.”

			She could tell that he wanted her to be friends with Melissa. Like that was ever going to happen. But at least she could support the illusion. At the same time, she could do what she could to get Mel out of his life—and her own.

			

			TANYA WAS THE last person Melissa had expected to see again today. When the door opened, she’d turned, hoping it would be Dave. But he was working the bar today, she reminded herself. Most of his labor was completed on the old carriage house. Once she finished with her part, it would be ready. She was excited to hear what kind of business her prospective renter would open in Buckhorn.

			So she was surprised to see Tanya walk in dressed in jeans and an old shirt that she recognized as one of Dave’s. She was even more surprised when Tanya announced, “I’ve come to help.”

			“I appreciate the offer, but there’s not much left to do,” Melissa said, trying to hide her distaste for the woman.

			“What are you doing? That doesn’t look hard,” Tanya said, coming over to where Melissa had been removing the masking tape from around the windows. Practically pushing her aside, Tanya began pulling off the tape. “Tell me about Davey.”

			Well, Melissa thought, at least now she knew what the woman was doing here. “You know more about Dave than I do.”

			Tanya laughed. “Not this new Davey. Has he been dating anyone?”

			This conversation made her uncomfortable, but she busied herself by climbing up the ladder to remove the tape off the high arched windows in the front. “Not since I’ve been in town, but that’s only for a few months.”

			“He said you were encouraging him to open a steakhouse. That steak he made us last night was delicious. You really think it would do well in a town like this? Buckhorn is so small.”

			“It’s growing and the steakhouse would be open just the busiest months from May through September,” Melissa said. “A lot of businesses are seasonal in Montana.”

			“But the bar would be open all year, right?”

			Why the interest in Dave’s business? she wondered. The woman was a thief and a liar and who knew what else. But she couldn’t be thinking about staying, could she?

			“I heard you’re on your way to Vegas. You have plans once you get there?” Melissa asked her.

			“If I ever get there, gamble,” Tanya said. “Davey said your grandmother left you a stake. Isn’t that what you called it?”

			Melissa wasn’t sure she liked Dave telling this woman so much about her. “I can’t imagine how I came up in your conversations. I’m sure you have a lot more important things to catch up on after all these years.”

			Tanya waved that off. “I like the idea of a stake. Fresh starts and all that. Your grandmother must have left you a lot if you could start buying buildings and afford to hire Davey to remodel them.”

			Subtle, Melissa thought, but she didn’t bite. “I’m surprised you and Dave didn’t get married after high school. Didn’t you date his senior year?”

			“He got hurt playing football and was laid up a few months,” she said. “We...grew apart, and by the time he came back to school, I was dating someone else.”

			Melissa stopped to look at the woman. Did she have any idea how telling that was? “But the two of you must not have gotten over each other to pick things up where you left off way back in high school.”

			“I suppose you could say that.” Tanya wadded up a ball of tape and dropped it on the floor. “He talks about you a lot.”

			“We’re friends.” She realized that Tanya had stopped working and moved to another spot in the room, behind her. At the sound of something hitting the floor, Melissa turned on the ladder to see her purse had fallen from the shelf where she’d put it, the contents scattered across the floor.

			“Oh, I’m so clumsy,” Tanya cried. Melissa started down the ladder, but Tanya waved her away. “I’ve got it.”

			She watched the woman pick up everything and stuff it back into the handbag before setting it back again.

			“The thing is,” Tanya said, continuing the earlier conversation as if nothing had happened. “I might be staying here in Buckhorn.”

			“Really? I got the impression earlier that it was too small for you,” Melissa said and reached up high to peel off a strip of tape.

			“If I stay,” Tanya said, surprising Melanie at how close she suddenly was, “I wouldn’t want you to come between Davey and me.”

			“I’m not the problem,” she said, unable to hold back her dislike for the woman any longer. “If you keep stealing from him, he’s going to find out.”

			Melissa had her arm extended, reaching for the tape when she felt the ladder begin to shake. She shot a look down and saw Tanya’s expression. It sent a spike of fear straight to her heart. She started to grab hold, but Tanya was quicker, clutching the ladder and shaking it violently.

			Clinging to it, Melissa hung on. Tanya rattled it harder, but then seemed to realize that her efforts weren’t working. Melissa saw the knowledge cross the woman’s face just an instant before Tanya gave the ladder a violent shove.

			The ladder tipped, Melissa’s weight near the top throwing both her and the device off balance. She felt herself falling at the same time she heard the door to the shop open. She didn’t see Dave—not until he caught her.

			The ladder thundered to the floor at his feet as he held Melissa in his arms. Her heart threatened to pound out of her chest. If he hadn’t come in the door when he had... Her gaze shot to Tanya. Had he seen her push the ladder over?

			“I tried to catch her when I saw it going!” Tanya cried. She pretended to be horror-struck.

			But it was Melissa who was both shocked and terrified. The woman had tried to kill her. She was shaking so hard that Dave seemed not to want to put her down. He kept saying, “You’re okay. I’ve got you.” Even when he lowered her to her feet, she wobbled, her legs weak with reaction.

			“You’re my hero!” Tanya cried and rushed at Dave, throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him. Melissa could only stare as the woman turned toward her. “Isn’t he amazing? I was helping take down the tape around the window when I saw her ladder start to go. I just wasn’t strong enough to stop it from happening. I’m such a weakling, all hundred and fifteen pounds of me soaking wet.”

			Melissa wondered how long it would take for Tanya to make the comparison between the two of them. While Tanya was slim, stacked and beautiful with her curly long dark hair and big blue eyes, Melissa was average in just about every way, from her brown eyes to her brown hair and her face and figure.

			Now she could only watch as Tanya made the whole ordeal about her, telling Dave that she was so upset she really needed a drink. It was all Melissa could do to watch. The worst part was that Dave seemed to be buying Tanya’s account of it as she leaned against him for support.

			What if she spoke up and said that the woman had tried to kill her? Would Dave even believe her? Tanya was such a perfected liar. Add to that, Dave was infatuated with this woman, to the point that he didn’t see Melissa—at least not the way Melissa wanted him to see her.

			Dave shot her a look. “Are you sure you’re all right?” The concern in his voice made her want to cry. They’d been so close before Tanya arrived in town with her broken-down car. She’d actually started thinking that there might be something happening between them.

			“I’m fine. I was just...scared.” Tanya was staring at her, daring her to speak up. They both knew how that would go if she did. “Really, I’m fine. Who’s taking care of the bar?”

			“I decided to take the day off. I came to see if Tanya wanted to go for a ride.” He turned to her then. “Thought you might like to see the area.”

			Tanya clapped excitedly. “I’d love to.” She shot Melissa a mocking smile. “You don’t mind if I quit helping, do you?”

			What a laugh, Melissa thought. Her kind of help she definitely didn’t need. Tanya had tried to kill her. Or had she been trying to only warn her off? Would she have caught the ladder before Melissa hit the floor? Either way, she’d gotten the message. Dave was Tanya’s.

			“No,” she managed to say. “Thanks for your...help.”

			“Great, then I guess we’ll see you later,” she said and snuggled against Dave.

			He turned, hesitating for a moment. “If you need me, call.” She met his gaze and held it, trying to warn him telepathically. But clearly her powers weren’t working as he said, “See you later, then.”

			She could only nod as the two left. Tanya looked back before the door closed and smiled her winning smile.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			THE TOUR OF the area was the most boring thing Tanya had ever seen, she thought as she feigned a headache and got Davey to take her back to the apartment. “Maybe I’ll lie down for a nap,” she said.

			“Why don’t you do that. I need to go check on Melissa. I’ll order us dinner from the café later.”

			Oh joy, she thought. “Or you could join me for a nap,” she suggested. “Not that we need to sleep.” The last thing she wanted him to do was go check on Melissa. The stupid woman might tell him about the missing money before Tanya could spring her trap. Or Mel might try to convince him that she’d pushed her over on the ladder. It had been impulsive. She’d seen a chance to be rid of her. Unfortunately, Davey had ruined that plan.

			Why was she having such a hard time getting him into her bed? Well, his bed actually, but with her. She was beginning to think that she’d lost her touch.

			She knew that wasn’t true. She still looked good. She’d spent enough money improving her body that she should. Back when she had money, that was, she thought dismally.

			She assured herself that once they made love, he would be hers. She wouldn’t even have to worry about that simpering Melissa. Nothing the woman could say would tear them apart. Davey would be hers—and everything he owned—if she played her cards right.

			“You just get over your headache,” he said as he headed to the door, obviously in a hurry to check on Melissa. “I won’t be long.”

			“Wait,” she said quickly. “I’ve been worrying about the missing money.” He started to wave that off, but she continued, “Last night, I noticed that several of the bills had something written on them.” She looked at him. “The word THIEF. I didn’t think anything of it until earlier at the shop, with Melissa. I’m so clumsy, I knocked her purse off the shelf when I was helping her and...” She hesitated, holding his gaze. “I saw one of the bills with THIEF written on it.”

			As expected, Dave immediately said there had to be a mistake.

			“I would think that you’d at least want to ask her where she’d gotten the bills, since when I left, they were in the till,” Tanya said. “Otherwise, it makes it look like I did something wrong, and I really can’t live with that. I feel I’d have to move out. Maybe try to get a ride on to Vegas and have my car brought to me when it’s fixed.”

			She saw that her words had hit their mark. He didn’t want her to leave. In fact, he’d do almost anything to make her stay. She tried not to smile as he said, “I don’t want that. I’ll talk to Melissa.”

			“Wouldn’t it be best if you had her come over to the bar?” Tanya asked. “That way we can all be there and get this sorted out.”

			

			DAVE COULD FEEL Tanya’s gaze on him as they waited for Mel to join them in the bar. With it closed until tonight, they were alone when Mel walked in. He hated this sort of thing under normal circumstances. And this situation was far from normal. Melissa was his best friend. He trusted her with his life. He would have sworn on a bible that she would never steal from anyone—especially him.

			But he found himself between a rock and a hard place. He glanced at Tanya. She gave him an impatient nod. She wasn’t going to let this go. He had to let this play out.

			“Mel,” he said and had to clear his throat. “I could use some extra singles. You don’t happen to have any, do you?”

			If she was surprised by the request, she didn’t show it. “Let me see,” she said as she quickly opened her purse. When he’d called and asked her to come over to the bar, she hadn’t hesitated. Now, as she looked inside her bag, she seemed to hesitate. He saw her eyes widen in alarm. She froze, her gaze going from her purse to him and back to what was inside.

			“Is there a problem?” Tanya asked as she got off her stool and came around so she could see. “That’s odd,” she said, snatching the bills from Melissa’s bag. “Those are the same ones I saw when I bartended yesterday. I put them on the bottom of the ones slot because I noticed that someone had written on them. I mentioned them to Davey, but he said they weren’t in the money bag this morning.”

			Dave watched tears flood Melissa’s big brown eyes as she looked up at him. Her lips parted, but nothing came out. Tanya made a satisfied sound as she took her stool again. He could tell she was waiting for him to say something.

			“We can talk about this later,” Dave said, seeing how miserable Melissa was and feeling even worse that he’d put her through this. He couldn’t bear it.

			She clutched her purse and shot a look at Tanya before she stormed out of the bar.

			“That’s all you had to say, Davey?” Tanya cried as the back door slammed. “The woman is a thief.”

			He held up his hand to silence her. “I can’t talk about this right now.” With that, he turned and went after Melissa.

			

			MELISSA COULDN’T BELIEVE THIS. Ralph’s plan with the bills had backfired big-time. When had Tanya put the bills in her purse? It came to her in a flash. At the shop earlier. Tanya had knocked the purse to the floor and insisted on picking everything up since Melissa was up on the ladder. That must have been when she’d put the marked singles into her purse. Of course, spilling the contents of her bag hadn’t been an accident, any more than trying to knock her off the ladder.

			Why hadn’t she told Dave what Ralph had done to try to trap Tanya? Because he’d seemed so happy. It had been on the tip of her tongue, but then she’d looked at him and just couldn’t do it. She cared too much about him to break his heart.

			When Tanya counted her take, she must have seen the word THIEF written on the bills and figured it out. Of course she would implicate her since she was jealous of the relationship Melissa had with Dave.

			“Mel!” she heard Dave behind her. “Wait up.”

			She stopped and turned, refusing to run away like a true thief.

			“Hey, I know there’s an explanation for this,” he said. She could hear how badly he wanted to believe that. “When I realized that money was missing and Tanya told me about the bills she’d seen in the till... How do you think this happened?”

			She shook her head. “That’s what I was just trying to understand. I guess I could have put in a ten and taken ten ones when I closed out last night. I really wasn’t paying attention.” No, she’d been thinking about Dave and Tanya upstairs in his apartment, having an intimate dinner date.

			“Of course.” Dave let out a relieved laugh. “I’ve seen you do that every week before wash day!” He shook his head. “I’m just sorry I upset you. It’s the last thing I ever wanted to do.”

			She nodded. “I was so surprised to see the bills in my purse. I didn’t know how they got there. I’d forgotten and I couldn’t stand the thought that you might think—”

			“I knew you would never steal,” he said quickly. “I knew there had to be an explanation.” His gaze locked with hers for a moment. He looked as miserable as she felt. “I better get back to the bar.” Back to Tanya, she thought, before the woman did any more damage. “Again, I’m sorry. No hard feelings?”

			Melissa shook her head. “Of course not. Better to get to the bottom of it.”

			He nodded and sighed. “Thank you.” He held her gaze a little longer. “See you in the morning at the shop?” She nodded and smiled, even as her heart broke. Dave had no idea who Tanya was, but Melissa now knew only too well. The woman was determined to get her out of Dave’s life.

			What was she going to do? She could tell Dave and break his heart. But what if he didn’t believe her? There was always that chance, because of the web Tanya had already spun. Surely once the woman’s car was fixed, she would leave. Dave would be hurt, but not as hurt as he would be if he knew the truth.

			But what if she didn’t leave?

			

			TANYA COULDN’T BELIEVE how well her plan had worked—up to a point. Davey’s reaction, though, had been all wrong. What was the matter with him? She couldn’t believe it when he’d gone after the woman.

			Disgusted with him, she’d gotten up and stepped behind the bar to make herself a drink. She was on her second by the time he returned.

			“I hope you went easy on her,” she said as she gave him a sympathetic look. “We just won’t let her bartend again.”

			To her shock, Davey shook his head. “It was just a misunderstanding. That’s what I thought. You don’t know Melissa like I do. She would never steal.” He seemed satisfied with whatever story the woman had cooked up.

			“I’m sorry, but how was it a misunderstanding?” she asked, unable to let it go. What kind of fool was this man? “It seemed pretty clear-cut to me.”

			She listened to him explain something about wash-day ones and tried not to gag. She needed to be the fill-in bartender—not Melissa. She’d be more careful about pocketing the money next time and make sure that the till came out right. Her car could be fixed at any time. How was she supposed to have a stake before she hit Vegas if she didn’t have access to money?

			She could rob the place.

			The thought came out of nowhere. But she tucked it away as a last resort.

			First, she would try to get closer to Davey. There had been a time when she could get the man to do anything she asked. Her feminine wiles weren’t working quite as well, but she wasn’t giving up. She blamed Melissa. She thought that once she got the woman out of the way, there would be no more problems. But Melissa was proving to be a powerful opponent. Tanya realized she would have to up her game.

			“Davey, I feel like I’ve done nothing but cause you trouble,” she said and made her pouty lips. “Maybe I should go stay down at the motel until my car is fixed.”

			“Don’t be silly,” he said, but didn’t look at her as he began setting up the bar that would open at two. That meant he would be working and she’d have no chance at the till. That definitely wasn’t going to work. “I’m glad you mentioned the bills. We got it all cleared up. Melissa understood.” Of course she did, Tanya thought. He finally stopped what he’d been doing to look at her. “I’m just glad your car broke down here rather than somewhere else.”

			“I’m so glad you feel that way,” she said, leaning over the bar a little just in case he wanted to steal a kiss. Apparently he didn’t. “Would you mind refreshing my drink? I can’t tell you what it means to me to be here with you.”

			“I feel the same way,” he said as he refilled her glass. “Also, I meant to ask you... When I stopped by the post office and checked my box, there was nothing from your credit card companies or your bank. If you had them sent by express mail, they should have been here by now. You might want to check on them.”

			“You’re right. I’ll check, but I would imagine things take a while getting to Buckhorn. I mean, it is in the middle of nowhere.” She laughed, but he didn’t join her.

			“Buckhorn’s on a main highway through the middle of Montana,” he said. “We get mail service pretty much like anywhere else.”

			Tanya figured they probably did. How long could she pretend that she called to have credit cards sent to her here? The ones in her purse were maxed out and worthless, since her accounts had probably been closed by now. What little money she’d had was gone. There was no bank account. Not anymore.

			She was in a desperate situation. But was she reckless enough to tell Davey the truth? She’d rather rob him at gunpoint, she realized, and took a sip of her drink. Tonight, she had to get him in her bed—no matter what she had to do. But she would be drunk by the time the bar closed. Unless... Fortunately a plan came to mind.

			

			MELISSA WAS STILL shaken when Dave called and asked if she would work at the bar tonight after she’d been accused of stealing earlier. “You’re sure you still want me to?”

			“Of course, Mel,” Dave said. “Tanya has something special planned. You sure you don’t mind?”

			“Not at all,” she said, even though she would have preferred to stay as far away from Tanya and the bar as possible. She knew the woman wasn’t through with her.

			“I still feel bad about earlier,” Dave said.

			“Please don’t. Seriously. It was just a misunderstanding. I’m fine. I’m sorry I made you doubt me.”

			“You could never make me doubt you. Not ever. You know how much your friendship means to me.”

			She felt her heart break a little more. “I feel the same way.”

			“See you about five?” he asked.

			“I’ll be there.”

			Now, as she walked into the bar, she saw Wilbur and Ralph on their usual stools. There was a couple down at the other end of the counter and two young men playing pool. What she didn’t see was Tanya and was glad of it.

			“I made you a new till,” Dave said. “I never want there to be a problem between us.” She nodded and smiled. “I better get busy then.”

			The moment he left, Ralph said, “Well?”

			She turned to look at him. “It backfired. She found the bills with THIEF written on them and put them in my purse, and then she told Dave.” Ralph looked appalled. “I explained it away. Dave is fine.”

			“Dave is not fine,” he cried. “This woman has to be stopped. What if this special night she has planned leads to a quickie marriage? You can’t let that happen.”

			“Excuse me? Dave is a grown man. He makes his own decisions. If he wants to marry her...” Even saying the words hurt her heart. “Then there is nothing I can do about it.”

			“If you can’t tell him about Tanya, then at least tell him how you feel,” Ralph snapped.

			She shook her head. “He only sees me as his friend.”

			“Make him see you differently,” Wilbur suggested. “You know, perfume up, put on something sexy.”

			“To work together at the shop?” She chuckled, unable to imagine anything more embarrassing than throwing herself at Dave to have him reject her. It would destroy their friendship. But if Tanya had her way, the friendship wasn’t going to last anyway. That was if Tanya didn’t kill her first.

			“You have to do something,” Ralph said. “You can’t let this woman win. She’ll destroy Dave.”

			“Maybe she’ll leave when her car is fixed,” Melissa said hopefully, only to have Ralph roll his eyes.

			“That’s the best you can do?” he demanded, shaking his head and ordering another beer.

			“I’ll think about it, but no more help from the two of you,” she said, pointing a warning finger at them. A loud noise came from upstairs and they all looked heavenward for a moment before Melissa poured them each another beer.

			She didn’t want to know what was happening up there.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			THE NEXT MORNING, Melissa was at the shop when she heard the door open. She turned, hoping to see Dave and yet worried he might not show up after his night with Tanya. The last person she wanted to see was the woman in question.

			“Good morning,” Tanya said brightly as she walked in. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?” She was all smiles. Melissa reminded herself not to get up on the ladder while alone with the woman. She turned back to her work, keeping one eye, though, on Tanya, who moved around the room, restless as a caged mountain lion.

			“Davey and I had the most incredible night,” Tanya said. “The man still has it, if you know what I mean.” The woman let out a loud, abrasive laugh. “What am I saying? Of course you don’t know what I mean. It isn’t like you and Davey have ever...” She laughed again. “Anyway, he and I had a long talk last night. I just had to come by this morning to thank you for tending bar last night so Davey and I could...celebrate.”

			“Celebrate?” She hated that she’d taken the bait. The moment the word was out of her mouth, she wanted to bite her tongue.

			“Davey and I... Well, let’s just say we’re a couple now. That’s why I wanted to stop by and let you know that you won’t be needed at the bar anymore. I’m going to be working your shifts from now on. Sorry, but it’s not like you need the money. You still have your stake, right, and frankly, you just can’t be trusted.”

			Melissa felt her face heat with anger and embarrassment. Was that what Dave thought? She turned to look at the woman. “I’m sure Dave will let me know what was decided when—”

			“I’m telling you.” Tanya took a step toward her, but stopped when she saw the hammer in Melissa’s hand. “Look, everyone knows how you feel about him. What I’m trying to tell you is, stop embarrassing yourself. Davey hates it, and it just makes me feel sorry for you. Obviously, taking that money was a cry for help.”

			The woman’s words were like barbs piercing her heart. Was it that apparent to everyone how she felt about Dave? Tears burned her eyes, but she willed them not to fall in front of this awful woman. Tanya knew damned well who’d taken the money from the bar.

			“So, do us all a favor and give Davey a way out, you know what I mean?” Tanya asked. “He told me that he feels sorry for you, so if he weakens and asks you to tend bar again, it will only be out of pity. So just say no and save us all a lot of embarrassment.”

			With that Tanya smiled and walked out.

			Melissa slowly put down the hammer. She felt sick. She could see what Tanya was up to. But Dave didn’t. Whatever had happened last night—

			She quickly texted Dave, telling him she wasn’t feeling well and would talk to him later. She couldn’t bear facing him, and he should be at the shop any moment to pick up his tools and discuss the next building to be remodeled. Hurrying out the back door, she just had to get away before she let the tears fall.

			With every step she took, she told herself there was nothing she could do. Dave loved Tanya. He was getting a second chance with her. How could Melissa take that away from him?

			But at the same time, she knew the woman would bring him only pain. Maybe Ralph and Wilbur were right. How could she sit back and let him make the biggest decision of his life without having all the information? Then, if he still wanted to marry Tanya...

			First, though, she had to find out what Tanya would do once her car was fixed. Melissa still held out hope that she would leave. She realized she was already headed for the garage.

			“Let me guess what you want,” Gertrude said with a curse as Melissa walked in to find her working on the car. “It will be fixed when it’s fixed.”

			“Is there any way—?”

			“That I can fix it quicker?” Gertrude snapped and shook her head as if in disgust. “You’re as bad as Dave.”

			Melissa blinked. “Dave?”

			“He was over here first thing this morning, offering to pay extra to get it fixed sooner.”

			“He was?” She couldn’t help smiling. Was it possible that Tanya had been lying about everything, and Dave wanted the woman out of town as badly as Melissa did?

			“I can’t believe the two of you,” Gertrude said. “One of you needs to tell the other one how you feel and quit being so ridiculous. Honestly.” She stuck her head back under the hood, grumbling to herself.

			Well, Tanya had told the truth about at least one thing. Everyone did know how she felt about Dave. But was it possible Dave felt the same way? Melissa couldn’t stop smiling as she left. Dave didn’t want Tanya staying in town any longer than necessary. Why else would he ask Gertrude about when the repairs would be done?

			Unless the two of them planned to take the car to Vegas to get married.

			That thought made her stumble. If true, she had to know, she told herself as she refused to let go of that bubble of hope lodged in her chest.

			She headed for the bar before she lost her nerve.

			

			DAVE LOOKED UP as Melissa came in the back door of the bar. “I was just going to text you and see how you were feeling and offer to pick you up anything from the drugstore. Maybe chicken soup for lunch? I could bring it by.”

			She marched up to him, looking more determined than he’d ever seen her. “Did you know Tanya came by to see me this morning at the shop?”

			“No. She said she was going down to the café to get breakfast. Did something happen?” He looked worried.

			“She didn’t push me off the ladder this time, but then again, I wasn’t about to climb it with her around.”

			“Mel—”

			“My name is Melissa,” she snapped. “I’m a woman.”

			He raised a brow. “I’m well aware of that.” He could see that she was upset, and he figured it was Tanya’s doing. “Whatever she said to you—”

			“She said that you—”

			“Hey, I thought you were working at the shop,” Tanya said as she came in holding two carryout containers from the café. “If I’d known you were joining us for breakfast, Mel...”

			“Why don’t we step into my office?” Dave said to Melissa and then turned to Tanya. “We need a minute. Go ahead and eat.” He took Melissa by the arm and led her down the hall to his office. Once inside, he closed the door.

			“Are you all right? Whatever she said to you, just ignore it,” he muttered, keeping his voice down.

			

			NOW THAT SHE was here, alone with him in the intimacy of his small office, Melissa felt her anger ebb away and the tears resurface. “Are you going to Vegas with her to get married?” she cried.

			“Of course not.” He looked horrified. “Mel—Melissa, I know who took the money. I didn’t know, though, that she pushed you off the ladder.”

			Before she could speak, there was a knock at the door. Dave went to answer it. She heard Tanya say, “I think I’d better join you. Now.”

			Dave turned back to her. “Trust me?” he whispered. She nodded. “Then just follow my lead, okay?”

			That was all he had time to say as Tanya pushed her way in, leading with a gun in her hand. “Gertrude just stopped by. My car’s ready. But I’m going to need some cash.”

			“More than you already stole?” Dave asked.

			Tanya laughed. “Is that what little Mel told you? You can’t believe anything she says. She’s blindly in love with you.”

			“Melissa didn’t have to tell me. I’ve been onto you for some time, Tanya. I just didn’t know how low you would stoop before it was over,” he said, motioning to the gun in her hand. “I thought setting Melissa up as the thief was the bottom of the barrel. But trying to push her off a ladder? Now what are you going to do? Shoot us both? Is that your plan?”

			“Not before you open that safe behind you and empty the cash into my bag.”

			“I’ll be happy to open the safe, but since I saw this coming, I emptied it out the day after you arrived,” Dave said.

			“What?” Tanya looked shocked. “How could you have—?”

			“Known? The marshal called me to tell me you were headed this way. That last convenience store you robbed in North Dakota? Someone got a description of you and the car you were driving.”

			Tanya smirked. “If that was true, the marshal would have arrested me by now.”

			“I knew you wouldn’t leave without what you’d come for,” Dave said. “And I promised the marshal I would keep you here until he could get a warrant for your arrest. I sent him photos of you and your car, but the judge was out of town for a few days. He should be here any minute, though. The marshal and I both figured once your car was ready you would make your move.”

			Tanya laughed. “You’re bluffing. You always sell yourself short, Davey. I might have taken you with me if you’d played your cards right.”

			He shook his head. “You mean, if you’d gotten me into your bed? That wasn’t going to happen, Tanya. Having you here only made me realize how much I love Melissa. But I couldn’t let her know until I ended this with you. I’ve been anxious for your arrest so I could tell her how I really feel about her.”

			Tanya groaned. “You love her? Look at her! She’s nothing compared to me.”

			“She’s everything to me,” he said and looked at Melissa. “This isn’t the way I’d hoped to tell her, though.”

			“Really?” Tanya demanded and turned the gun on her. “Open the safe, Davey, and you’d better hope you were lying about there not being any money in there.”

			

			MELISSA COULDN’T BELIEVE what was happening as she looked down the dark barrel of the gun the woman was pointing at her heart. Dave loved her? He’d known about Tanya almost the whole time? All of this had been about keeping Tanya here until the marshal came to arrest her?

			Melissa smiled at him, tears in her eyes. This wasn’t the way she’d dreamed Dave would tell her he loved her, either. Not with a crazed, desperate woman holding a gun on her. Worse, she had no doubt that Tanya would think nothing of killing them both before making her getaway.

			“Have it your way, Tanya.” Dave moved to the safe and began to open it.

			“Surely you can open it faster than that,” the woman said, clearly antsy.

			As the safe’s door swung open, Melissa saw that it was empty—just as he’d said.

			Tanya looked wild-eyed, and for a moment, Melissa thought she’d shoot her out of anger or simple frustration. “Is this a joke? Where is the money, Davey?”

			“Safe in a bank. I’m sure you checked the till while we were in here talking. Empty too. Sorry, Tanya, but what you stole the other night is all you’re going to get, and you aren’t going to have a chance to spend that.”

			“What makes you so sure?” Tanya aimed the gun at Melissa’s face and pulled the trigger.

			She flinched, expecting to hear the loud report in the small room. To feel pain. Or to feel nothing ever again. Instead, all she heard was a click. All she felt was sudden relief once she realized what had happened.

			Tanya pulled the trigger again, then turned the gun on Dave and continued to pull the trigger. Click. Click. Click. Click.

			She would have emptied the gun into them, but it was becoming obvious to all of them that it wasn’t loaded.

			“I found the gun in your purse, along with your cell phone and your wallet full of credit cards, Tanya,” Dave said. “Even as I emptied the clip, I kept hoping you weren’t as loathsome as I’d heard.”

			Fury transformed her face into a frightening mask. She swung her arm back as if to hurl the gun at him, but the weapon was snatched from her hand as a male voice said, “I’ll take that.”

			Melissa saw the uniform before she saw the marshal. She wondered how long he’d been out there, waiting. She felt her heart rate slowly begin to drop as she watched the marshal cuff Tanya and take her from the room.

			“Mel... Melissa, are you all right?” Dave asked and quickly moved to her.

			She nodded. “It would have been nice to know the gun wasn’t loaded.”

			“I wanted to tell you everything, but I couldn’t chance it. I had to let it play out, but trust me, I’ve been watching her. I thought I could keep you safe. I was wrong. I should have told you how I felt sooner. I love you. Can you ever forgive me?”

			“I love you,” she said, her voice a whisper as he took her in his arms. “I thought you only saw me as a friend.”

			“My best friend and the woman I’ve fallen madly in love with,” Dave said. “I was getting up the nerve to tell you, hoping you might feel the same way, when Tanya arrived.”

			“You really knew almost the whole time?” she said. “Even...last night?”

			Dave smiled as he pulled back enough to look into her eyes. “Nothing happened last night. I used some of Tanya’s sleeping pills on her. This morning, I let her believe it was a night to remember. But you’re the only one I want to wake up next to every day, Melissa—and go to bed with each night.”

			“In that case, I guess it’s okay if you call me Mel,” she said, smiling through her tears. “As long as you see me as more than just your best friend.”

			“Oh, I see you for the amazing, beautiful, sexy woman you are, Miss Herbert. I can’t wait to show you how much.”

			He kissed her with such passion and promise, she had no doubt that all of her dreams were about to come true right here, in Buckhorn, Montana.

			

			Look for another great Buckhorn, Montana, novel from New York Times bestselling author B.J. Daniels coming February 2022 only from HQN Books.
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