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CHAPTER ONE


Park, Wyoming

“Hey, Bill, you heading to the office? I’ll go with you.”

William C. Johnson didn’t break stride as his path to the rodeo office took him past a knot of his fellow cowboys on this Thursday morning. But he did say, “Thought you’d already finished your paperwork, Tate.”

“I did, but I wouldn’t mind another go-round. Have you seen that new girl being broken in as secretary?”

“Nope.”

“Then you got a treat in store for you.” Tate Lavenge broke away from the knot and matched pace with him.

Those left behind tossed comments after them.

“You need another go-round, Tate. Sure didn’t last any eight seconds on the first one with that gal.”

“Not with her and not with any of the bulls, either.” That was Goose Ducrill, the exception to the rule of rodeo cowboys being nice guys.

His guffaws faded with distance, but the younger man’s jaw kept working.

“Don’t let their guff eat at you,” Johnson said. “You don’t want to take them on the ride with you.”

“I don’t need any of your—” Tate bit off the words. “I’m fine.”

“Sure you are,” he said mildly.

“Yeah. Well, I changed my mind. I’m going in to town instead. Need some things.”

Johnson kept going as the other cowboy peeled off and headed toward the driveway to town. But a few strides on, he stopped. Head tipped down.

Lavenge was going to get in trouble playing cards with the stakes he let himself get pulled into.

Wasn’t a bad card player, not at all. But he didn’t have the patience or cool needed. Not at the poker table. Not with the bulls.

Johnson shook his head.

Lavenge’s patience, cool, and card-playing were not one bit of his business. If he didn’t know that, the other man did, as he’d just made very clear.

Johnson glanced at the back of the bull rider, taller and bigger than a lot in that event, then returned his attention to his own business and resumed his trek to the rodeo office to register for saddle bronc. Maybe this time he’d break through.

It had been a long, hard drought.

The battered door swung open as he reached for the handle and a body came barreling out, right into him.

A female body.

Most definitely — and pleasurably — a female body.

He had a snapshot view of the men inside the office turned toward the door, obviously watching — also with pleasure — the departure of this female.

But there was no time for more than that flash, because dark shining hair slid across his chin, catching in whiskers he hadn’t bothered to shave yet today, just like—

No.

No way.

Couldn’t be.

Could. Not. Be.

The universe couldn’t pull that kind of trick on him. Not now. Not after all he’d done to get here.

The impact sent the other party—

Oh, hell, not just another party. Her.

Her.

Every one of his senses knew it in the first fraction of a second.

Of all the rodeo offices in all the world, she had to walk out of this one … and right into him.

—a couple steps backward. Enough light in the entry for him to see her. But for her he’d be backlit by the bright outdoor sun into a silhouette. That gave him an instant’s advantage.

Long enough to swallow, tell his senses to mind their own darned business, and say, “Hey, Reggie. So you finally came home.”

It was lower and rougher than he would have liked, but he got it out. Which was more than she was managing.

She’d ricocheted forward again, coming close to him, so she had to look up, and he could see her clearly under the nearly touching brims of their hats. With the door still open, he could also see the avid audience behind her.

He wouldn’t have minded seeing a little spark in her eyes. Not enough to light a fire, because that was all over between them. Done and gone for years. But enough that he’d know his senses weren’t the only ones making the connection and living the memories.

Instead, the color drained from her face.

Not exactly a heart-warming reunion.

“Oh… You… What are—” Then her eyes and mouth went round before she gasped. “It’s you. William C. Johnson is Cha—”

He didn’t think about it, didn’t plan it, didn’t consider long-term consequences. He just grabbed her the way he knew best.

Aiming only to stop her talking by planting his mouth over hers.

With his left arm around her back, she arched, moving her mouth out of target range. He hefted her closer, counterbalancing against her arms dangling at her side.

Her lips parted to say something, but he covered them.

Probably that was all he was aiming at. Almost for sure.

It worked. The way it always had.

What also worked the way it always had was his body’s reaction to Regina Marie Moran.

Never had anyone else been able to get to him the way she did. In more ways than one.

He refused to consider if there never would be anyone else to get to him the way she did.

They fit together close. Her mouth so right. The feel of her back against his arm—

“Ow.”

She’d punched him in the shoulder. His bad shoulder.

He released her fast. So fast she almost fell. He grabbed for her again, but she stumbled back with a hand out ready to stiff-arm him if he actually made contact.

“What do you think you’re—?”

He wrapped one hand around her arm, tugging her outside. With the other, he closed the door on the gaping faces of those inside.

“Let me go,” she demanded.

“Not yet.” He was leading her. Not dragging, though he would be if she kept digging her boot heels in to the graveled soil that way. “We have to talk.”

“I don’t want to talk except to—”

“That’s okay. You’re going to listen. I’m going to talk. That’ll make a change. Still like lemonade?”

She blinked at the question. He took that as a yes. With her in tow, he went around the corner of the porch of the log rodeo office and fed a bill into the soft drink machine.

He put the lemonade in her free hand and held on to a cola, then started off, still with a hold on her arm.

“I’m not going to your trailer.” She dug in her heels.

The loose surface let him skid her heels along without using much force. “Didn’t invite you.”

She made that growling noise. God, he loved that noise. At least he did when it wasn’t making him see red.

“Where are we going?” she demanded.

“You’ll see.”


CHAPTER TWO


A WEEK AGO

Michael Knight’s ranch, Montana

Reggie had gotten the time with Michael Knight she’d requested. Now she had to clinch the deal, sitting here on her aunt and uncle’s porch.

Coming over here to his housekeeper and foreman’s home was about as far away from his new wife as he wanted to get these days. And his brothers Jesse and Sean, his partners in Knight Investigation Agency, were also deeply involved in relationships these days.

Which suited Reggie’s purposes.

As did the flurry of jobs that had been keeping all the brothers hopping.

“Lookin’ forward to a good summer, Reggie?” Michael asked soothingly, as if he knew she might be a tiny bit nervous.

She was on summer break from the school where she’d taught since she came back home at the start of the year. Well, near home. A lot closer than she’d been for most of the past decade, first for grad school in Virginia, then living in Maryland, not far from D.C.

Michael’s question reminded her that he viewed her strictly as what she officially was — a teacher.

Also the niece of the couple who ran his ranch when he was away pursuing investigations for Knight Investigation Agency.

There was no reason he would — or should — know any more. In fact, better that he didn’t know. Besides, if the way she’d helped her friend out of trouble came out, then so did the cause of the trouble. And with her starting a new teaching position in Montana this fall, that could only be bad news.

Helping her had changed everything. Kenzie said it saved her life. It had turned Reggie’s, too. She knew, as she never had before, the direction she needed to go now.

She knew she could do what she was about to propose. It was persuading other people she wasn’t so sure about.

Then she brightened.

On the other hand, anyone who could handle unruly, excess-energy, hormones-raging kids surely could handle a civilized, cordial adult.

“I hope summer’s better than spring’s been. You heard Betsy was the teller behind the counter when her bank was held up last month?”

“I heard. Talked to her, too. It shook her up bad.”

“Yes, it did. She hates it. So I hate it. Everybody told her she did exactly what she was supposed to do, but you know how responsible she is—”

He nodded. “Like all you Morans.”

“—and it’s eating her up that he hasn’t been caught. She thinks she should have been able to see through sunglasses, jacket, gloves, and the rest of his disguise to be able to describe him in detail. Heck, with all that disguise, and with the robber whispering, she’s not a hundred percent sure it couldn’t be a woman. So she keeps going over and over it in her mind. Betsy needs this to be over, Michael.”

“I understand that, but I don’t know how you think we can help. Bank robbery’s a federal crime and that makes it the FBI’s jurisdiction. Even if we wanted to help them, not sure what we could tell them.”

“I don’t want Knight Brothers to help the FBI. I want to help you. More precisely, I want to help the Western Rodeo Circuit.” His family had started the circuit and remained instrumental in its running.

“You’ve lost me.” But his eyes had grown sharper.

“That robbery wasn’t the only one that’s happened this year.”

A frown stitched his brows together. “I haven’t heard of other banks getting robbed around here.”

“The others haven’t been around here. Not yet.”

“You have reason to think there will be?”

She dragged her teeth across her bottom lip. “Yes. Here or other places of interest to the Knight family and to the WRC.”

“You’ve got my attention. Now, I want to hear the explanation.”

This had shifted from a friendly conversation to a business meeting.

“Let me start at the beginning — with the robbery in town. I listened to Betsy telling and retelling what happened. I listened to her coworkers, too. It all went so smooth. He walks in, all calm, tells Betsy to put the money in a bag he gave her, then he walks out, putting a metal rod through the door handles to keep anyone from coming after him. Surveillance cameras saw him do that. But hopes they’d be able to identify his vehicle disappear, because he walks out of range, in the direction of those little shops next door. That’s the last he’s seen. No surveillance cameras of that parking lot. Plus it opens onto the highway. He blended right in.”

He gave a small nod. He’d already known all this. She needed to give him something more.

“The other interesting point is the bag the teller put the money in was found in the lot between the bank and those little shops. Like he knew there was a chance she’d put a homing device in it the way they do sometimes.”

“Or a dye pack.”

She nodded. “If they did that, he probably would have dropped everything right there in the open and cut his losses. That’s better than having it happen anywhere else, like his car or home, where it would become evidence tying him to the robbery.”

“And?” he invited. “I have a feeling you had more to say.”

“And that says he knew what he was doing. Probably because he’s done it before.”

“Good thinking, Reggie.”

Encouraged, she continued, “I started digging for similar robberies. A lot of bank robbers stick in the same geographic area, but around here, there aren’t a lot of banks to choose from close by. So, I wondered if this robber had to spread his area wider. It was only a couple robberies that fit his method at first, but when I widened the search even more and knowing the schedule, I saw the pattern. And when I checked deeper…” She paused, pulled in a breath, then let it all out in a rush. “Someone is robbing banks that are close to WRC events and they’re doing it either just before or just after the rodeo is held there.”

His frown had gone from concentration to something nowhere near as benign, but he didn’t interrupt.

“Let me show you.” She opened her device, checked the map she’d plotted out, and turned it toward him. “The blue markers are WRC events held so far this year. The red markers are bank robberies that occurred in the vicinity of a WRC rodeo and within four days before or four days after it.”

He let out a low whistle between his teeth. “You think this shows it’s someone on the circuit. But why wouldn’t the FBI or somebody else see this pattern?”

“Two reasons.” She clicked another button. “These green markers are bank robberies that aren’t part of the pattern. Doesn’t take many to obscure the pattern. Plus, if someone doesn’t know the WRC schedule, it would be really hard to see there is a pattern, especially with it so spread out. And it’s not like there’s a robbery at every event or on a regular schedule. They’re sporadic.”

“It’s not limited to one of our regions?”

“No. But how many folks compete strictly in one region? Maybe the folks rodeoing part-time, close to home. But those who rodeo full-time travel all over. Most start south early in the year and move north as the weather warms.”

“Which is why you think there could be more robberies coming in the north.”

“Yes.”

“This is good work, Reggie. Real good work. I’ll get with Jesse and see if he has contacts with the FBI—”

Michael’s younger brother, Jesse, was a Marine, who’d served in the military police before returning home. He very likely did have FBI contacts. But that wasn’t the way she wanted this to play out.

“It’s going to take someone on the ground to figure this out, Michael.”

“The FBI—”

“How long would it take for an FBI agent to be spotted at a rodeo?” she asked. He smiled slightly, then nodded when she added, “And I heard your agency is spread thin right now.”

“Your source on that wouldn’t happen to be your aunt, would it?”

“And your mother.”

His smile turned to a grin briefly, then disappeared. “I’m getting the feeling that you’re angling for something here—”

“I am. I can do this. It’s been a while since the most recent robbery so it could be time for another. And there are three rodeos in a row in northern Wyoming, and do you know who’s rodeo secretary of two of those events? Vicky Moran.”

“All in the family,” he murmured.

Vicky was Reggie’s and Betsy’s aunt — the younger sister of Reggie’s father and Betsy’s mother, Nan.

“Who better to trust? She’s already agreed that I can show up as her new trainee to pretend I’m learning the ropes, while I find out more about these robberies.”

“That could be dangerous—”

She clicked her tongue. “Dangerous? I’m going to be looking through records. That’s how I’ve gotten this far and that’s what will take me the rest of the way. It’s all about the data. Sorting through to find out who has competed at those red-dot rodeos near the robberies.”

He whistled. “That’s a lot to sort through. And what about the contract workers? It could be one of— Why not?” he asked in response to her head shake.

He already knew. She could tell from his eyes. But if he wanted to give her a pop quiz, she’d pass with flying colors. “Motive. The contract workers get paid regularly, but competitors don’t. The ones who’re finishing in the money or who have good sponsorships don’t have a motive, either. But then there are those who do have a motive — a pressing need for money right then and there.”

“Entry fees.”

Her turn to nod. “Entry fees and expenses to stay on the circuit. So I’ll look especially close at cowboys who had been out of
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