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He never wanted to see his former love again. She doesn't want to relive the agonizing memories. They must set aside their differences to work together... but can they?

Sheriff Jonah Garrison is desperate in his search for the person who kidnapped his friend. Although stolen sapphires are not on his list to find, he never thought his adventure with the woman who had broken his heart would be so dangerous... and so wonderful at the same time.

Paige Whiting sets out to rescue her father, but she runs into the one man she hoped never to see again. It surprises her when she realizes he isn’t the inconsiderate mule’s backend he was when they first met. Is God giving her a helping hand when it comes to love?

Can absence truly make the heart grow fonder?
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​After a week of being sheriff, Jonah Garrison was on top of the world... metaphorically speaking, anyway. 

Never in his life had he been the man in charge. Growing up in a family of all boys, with Jonah being the youngest, he rarely found a moment to do things his way. And while he’d been a deputy for three years, he always had to ask the sheriff for direction on what to do.

But now, things were changing. He could feel it in the air, and it wasn’t the cooler weather that ushered in the autumn season, either. Helena, Montana, was a large town and only growing larger. Big towns only meant more trouble. He needed to hire more deputies to help him maintain the citizens in this great place.

Jonah locked up as he left his office and walked to his horse. Mounting the animal, he scanned up the street toward the newspaper building. John Whiting had been running the newspaper for as long as Jonah could remember. He only had a few memories of this place, but those were memories he had wanted erased from his mind, especially those involving John’s only daughter, Paige. That girl was extremely easy on the eyes, but her temperament would frighten even the meanest drunk. She was a woman most men didn’t want to cross, especially when she was mad.

Inwardly, he groaned. Paige hadn’t always been like that. Back when he thought he might have feelings for her, she was a very sweet woman. But the passing of her stepmother had somehow changed Paige, which chased Jonah away. It also made it harder for him to trust women. He didn’t want to give his heart to someone, only to have them stomp on it.

As he arrived at the newspaper office, he peered at the window. There were no lights on inside the building, and the drapes were still closed. Very odd for this time in the morning. Usually, John Whiting had his printing machines going, which made a lot of noise and could be heard down the street. Thankfully, most people in town didn’t complain, only because they enjoyed reading the newspaper.

He dismounted and tied his horse to the hitching post. Cautiously, he walked toward the quiet building. Although the drapes covered the large picture window, the small window on the door had no covering. He stopped in front of the door and peeked inside. 

Immediately, his attention was pulled to the person walking slowly around one of the machines. Holding his breath, he watched Paige, hoping she wouldn’t notice him standing at the door. Not long after the death of her stepmother two years ago, she was sent to live with her aunt and uncle in Silver Bow County.

Seeing Paige again after all this time brought back memories he had wanted to keep buried. Although they had parted as enemies, Jonah thought she was the prettiest woman around. Today, she wore a calico dress. Her brown hair was wound up in a fashionable coil on top of her head as wisps of hair hung around her ears. The woman had come from a wealthy family, and she’d always carried herself like a queen. No other woman had such grace and decorum – and at the same time, no other woman had such a loud, angry voice.

“Sheriff!”

The young boy’s panicked voice startled Jonah, and he swung around, looking for the person calling his name. Matthew Black ran toward him, waving his hands. The ten-year-old was the oldest of the eight Black children. Jonah’s heart went out to the poor boy. His father was a drunkard, and his mother... well, Jonah was just glad he’d never had a mother like that.

He hurried away from the newspaper office and met the out-of-breath boy with a flushed face. “What is it, Matthew?”

“My... my...” The boy tried to catch his breath. “My pa is getting beat. Come quickly.”

Jonah jumped on his horse and then pulled the ten-year-old up to sit behind him. As soon as the boy’s arms wrapped around Jonah, he kicked his heels into the animal and rode fast. In the past eight months, Sheriff Baer or Jonah had been called to Wilbur and Beatrice Black’s little farm on the edge of town at least once a month. Sometimes more.

When Jonah arrived at the Black’s home, seven children sat on the front porch as tears streaked their unwashed faces. From the rundown barn came the yelling and screeching of Wilbur and Bea.

Matthew jumped off the horse, followed by Jonah. Both of them darted toward the barn, but Jonah’s longer strides got him there faster. After entering, the first thing he saw was Bea standing above her cowering and bloody husband, who sat on the ground. The man had his arms protecting his face, but his arms were beaten severely. Bea glared at her husband, holding a pan above her head.

Thankfully, Jonah was used to seeing this by now, or else he would have laughed. Bea was a five-foot tall woman, and Wilbur was at least six feet tall. 

Shaking his head, Jonah stormed toward the woman before she whacked her husband with the pan. “Mrs. Black, you must stop doing this.” Jonah tried to take her weapon away, but she yanked back her hand, not letting him touch it.

Her dull brown eyes were wide as she glared. Her wild red hair was untamed, as usual. “I’ll stop as soon as my good-for-nothin’ husband stops drinkin’ and cheatin’ on me.” She swung her attention back to Wilbur. “What’s wrong with ya, anyway? Don’tcha have any sense in that noggin’ of yers?”

Hesitantly, Wilbur lowered his battered arms. The evil look he gave his wife was deadly. “Not anymore, I don’t. You keep beatin’ me with the pan and knockin’ the sense right outta me.”

“How many times do I have to tell ya?” Bea shook her ratty head of hair. “Once ya start bein’ a good husband and father, I’ll stop beatin’ ya with the pan.”

“Have ya ever wondered why I drink so much?” Wilbur threw back. “It’s cuz yer a violent woman.”

Bea huffed. “Violent? I’ll show ya violent...” 

She raised the pan above her head, and this time, Jonah was able to yank it out of her hands. Bea cried out in surprise and turned toward him.

“I mean it, Mrs. Black. I’ll put you in jail if necessary.”

“Gimme the pan,” she snapped.

“I cannot allow you to beat your husband every time you’re upset at him.”

“And I cannot allow him to treat me like the rug in our kitchen.” She pointed at him. “He’s a terrible husband and father.”

“Forgive me for saying this, Mrs. Black, but you’re not a very good wife for beating your husband, and you’re not a good mother for doing it in front of your children and frightening them.”

She gasped. “How dare you! Why, the old sheriff was never so rude.”

Jonah arched an eyebrow. “That’s probably why he decided to break the law and get himself arrested. However, now Helena has a very good sheriff, and I will not allow you to continue this.”

She folded her arms across her large bosom. “And I won’t let ya continue to treat me like this, either.”

“Then it looks like you have two choices, Mrs. Black.” Jonah was tired of people comparing him to Sheriff Baer, and Jonah wouldn’t stop trying to prove to the town that he was the better sheriff. “You can either forgive your husband and stop beating him, or you can find another town to live in.” Jonah looked at Wilbur. “And I must add how shocked I am that you would continue to come home to this. Haven’t you learned by now that she’ll hurt you if you stay all night at the saloon?”

Tears welled in Wilbur’s eyes. “When I drink, I forget about my problems.”

“Little good does that do you.” Jonah shook his head. “Because it seems to me that you need to do some changing too, especially if you want your wife to change.”

“Waaaal,” Wilbur whined, “I don’t think Bea will ever change.”

Jonah shrugged. “Then I suppose I will have to put both you and your wife in jail. Perhaps sitting in jail overnight will make you think about what you want out of your life and how you both can change.” He motioned toward the house. “Do you even realize what this is doing to your children? Do you want your boys to grow up and think it’s all right to get drunk every night – and that it’s acceptable to have their wives beat them?”

Wilbur’s frown deepened. “No. I don’t want that.”

“Then I suggest you clean yourself up and start acting like a real man.” Jonah turned his glare to Mrs. Black. “And I suggest you start acting like the kind of woman you want your daughters to become and who your sons will be proud of.”

Jonah handed the pan back to Mrs. Black and motioned her toward the house. “Now go calm your children. They need a good mother right now.” He stepped closer to Wilbur. “Do I need to take you to the doctor’s office?”

“No. I’ll be fine,” Mr. Black grumbled.

Sighing, Jonah removed his hat and pushed his fingers through his hair. He didn’t know if his talk with the Black’s would work, but he hoped they would at least think about what he’d said. Because if it came down to it, he wouldn’t feel guilty for throwing both of them in jail for a few days.

Jonah walked out of the barn and toward his horse. Matthew wiped the tears streaming down his cheeks and stepped closer. 

“Thank you, Sheriff.”

Jonah patted the boy’s head. “I don’t know if I helped, but I pray I did in some way. Let me know if anything else happens.”

“I will.”

As Jonah turned to mount his horse, the name of sheriff was called again. It wasn’t anyone from the Black household, but instead, this was a voice he hadn’t heard for nearly two years. 

He spun around, thinking that his ears had deceived him. After all, why would Paige Whiting want to talk to him... and why was she coming to the Black’s home? Yet, it was indeed Paige who had called for the sheriff as she pulled her buggy to a stop near his horse. He held tightly to the reins so that the animal wouldn’t get spooked and run off.

The moment her gaze met his, her eyes widened, and her mouth hung open. He didn’t know why she looked so surprised to see him, especially when she was the one calling his name. She looked so lovely in her dress and matching bonnet, wearing dainty brown gloves as she held the reins of the horse.

He hesitated on moving closer to her, but he did so, anyway. He tipped his hat in a polite greeting. “Hello again, Miss Whiting. How can I help you?”

Different expressions filled her face, and he couldn’t decide whether she was happy to see him or not. But when she closed her mouth and frowned and her chin hardened, he realized that she wasn’t happy at all.

“I thought you were Sheriff Baer.”

He shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah, I get that all the time. But no, I’m the man who replaced him.”

Her chest heaved with her deep breathing as if she tried to get control over her emotions. Jonah really wished he knew what he’d done to upset her two years ago, but part of him didn’t really care. That was water under the bridge now.

“Then I suppose you will have to do.” She lifted her chin stubbornly. 

He fisted both hands, hoping he wouldn’t show his anger in her attitude. “What do you need, Miss Whiting?”

Her lips trembled, and her countenance fell as her eyes filled with tears. “Something has happened to my father, and I need you to find him!”
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Paige Whiting couldn’t believe her rotten luck. How could she have mistaken Jonah Garrison for the sheriff? Yet, when she’d left Helena to live with Aunt Katherine in Silver Bow County, Sheriff Baer was the one she remembered. She’d only arrived in Helena this morning, coming because her father expressed his concerns about the newspaper in one of his letters to her. It wasn’t like her father to be worried about anything, which was why she caught the first stagecoach to Helena.

Jonah’s forehead wrinkled from his deep frown. “He’s missing?” He stepped closer. “Is that why nobody was in the newspaper office earlier?”

She nodded, tightening her fingers around the reins, wishing now she had worn her brown leather gloves because they were thicker. “Pa didn’t know I was coming.” Her voice broke, so she quickly cleared her throat. “When I reached the house, he wasn’t there, and his bed didn’t appear to have been slept in last night. I hurried to the newspaper office and...” Tears burned her eyes, so she blinked rapidly.

“Miss Whiting, let’s finish our conversation away from the Black’s residence.” He motioned with his hand toward town. “Can we go to the newspaper office?”

“Yes, of course.”

As Paige turned the buggy around and headed toward town, her worry escalated. How good was Jonah as the town’s sheriff? Would he even know how to help locate her father? 

Two years ago, when Jonah had been the deputy, he had caught her eye. He was very handsome, not to mention very charming. It didn’t take long before she fell head-over-heels for him. She had hoped he would propose, but he didn’t catch on to her subtle hints. Not wanting to force him into doing something he didn’t want to do, she continued to see him. Jonah’s kisses caused her to lose her breath a time or two. 

Then something terrible happened. Her stepmother had died suddenly. Paige had been close to her stepmother, and the woman’s death was hard to handle. Her father convinced her to get away from Helena to mourn, so she was sent to live with Aunt Katherine. Not even a month later, Paige heard from her father that Jonah had moved on and was courting another woman. 

The news had devastated her, and while staying with her aunt, Paige hardened her heart toward the man she thought she’d been in love with. 

Seeing Jonah again brought back the heartache she thought she’d healed from. It also brought back the anger. Part of her couldn’t wait to see who he married, and yet she didn’t want to care. They both lived two different lives now, and she couldn’t think of him any longer.

Except, of course, to help her find her father.

Jonah rode his horse by her buggy to the newspaper office. Paige didn’t wait for him to help her out of the buggy. She could do that herself. And yet, as she quickly climbed out of the vehicle, Jonah rushed over to help her. He stopped just before reaching her.

Keeping her shoulders straight and chin up, she stepped toward the door of the newspaper office, digging through her reticule for the key. Jonah reached across her quickly and opened the door before she could reach for the knob. His hand brushed against hers, and she held her breath. Memories resurfaced of when they had been together. She regulated her breathing, reminding herself that they had moved on.

“This is the only other place that Pa would be. He loved it here. I sometimes think he spent more time here than he did at home,” Paige said, breaking the silence between her and Jonah as she walked inside the building. 

Jonah stepped inside, closing the door behind him. Paige took quick steps to her father’s personal office and opened the door. The scent of her father’s cologne still lingered inside the room. Jonah moved past her and slowly looked around the room. A few pages of the morning newspaper were lying on the floor, along with spilled ink and broken quills.

He stopped near the window and studied the cracked pane. “You said it didn’t look as though he went home last night?” He turned and moved to the desk and picked up the coffee cup sitting on the edge. He sniffed it and placed it back down on the desk.

“His bed was still made,” she told him. 

“The coffee cup smells somewhat fresh.” Jonah walked to the stove and placed his hands over the coals. “The coals are warm, but not hot. I’d say maybe five or six hours ago was when he poured his coffee.”

“So shortly after midnight?” Paige shuffled through the papers on the desk. “He usually doesn’t stay here that late.”

Jonah walked out into the main room and glanced around. “Where is Seth?”

“Seth Cooper?” Paige was surprised that she hadn’t thought of her father’s assistant, but with all the commotion, who could blame her? “I haven’t seen him.”

“Doesn’t he help with the paper?” Jonah asked. 

“They do a layout the day before printing. Pa helps with that, and then he comes home. Seth stays later to work the printer to get the papers out.”

Jonah pushed past her, back out to the printing press. Paige moved quickly to keep up with him. He gave the handle a turn, and a page pulled through the printer. The date on the sheet was today’s date, so Seth’s job was completed. 

“How long does it take to print out the papers?” Jonah asked. 

“With the new printing press they received last year, it now prints about 1000 pages in an hour. So at least six or seven hours, depending on how many pages they were printing. Seth was usually done by midnight. Pa would arrive around five o’clock in the morning to help compile the papers.”

“Then why isn’t Seth here?” Jonah asked. “Shouldn’t he have been here getting the papers ready?”

Paige’s chest tightened, and her stomach churned. “Please tell me you don’t think Seth has anything to do with this.” She hated it when people were wrongfully accused. Seth was practically part of the family. And she wouldn’t think any differently about him. She’d always believed that people were innocent and then proven guilty. Not the other way around.

“I’m just trying to find out what he knows, that’s all. Are you coming with me?” Jonah asked, stepping to the front door. 

“It depends.” Paige paused. “Where are you taking me?”

“To find Seth Cooper. He was probably one of the last people to see your father at the newspaper office. I want to ask him some questions about what your father’s mood was like.”

She sighed heavily as relief swept over her. “Yes, you’re right. We need to talk to him. He’ll tell us.” She pulled the door closed and locked it. “Seth will probably want to help us find my father. He’s always been such a good friend.”

Jonah glanced at her, arching an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Has he been your good friend or your father’s?”

She rolled her eyes. “Does it really matter now?”

Paige swept by him, and her arm brushed against his chest. Catching his woodsy scent made her stomach jump with butterflies. The past two years, Jonah had become more handsome than she remembered. His face was clean-shaven, giving a professional appearance as being the sheriff. Thankfully, the one thing that she adored about him was his wavy hair. The longer his hair got, the curlier it became. Memories of her threading her fingers through his hair flooded her thoughts. Oh, his wife was one lucky woman. 

Paige’s heart quickly hardened again as she thought of how inconsiderate he had been to her. She had been mourning her stepmother, so how could he have just moved on as if she didn’t exist? The moments that he had held her in his arms, pressing soft kisses on her lips, made her feel that they were made for each other. But apparently, he hadn’t felt the same.

She marched over to her buggy, grasped the reins, and started climbing inside. Just as she got one foot into the buggy, the horse reared and backed up quickly. Paige fell flat onto the floorboard. The horse broke into a run. 

She screamed, trying to grasp tightly to the reins, but they slipped from her hands. Heading down the street, the buggy bounced around every which way. It was a struggle, but she lifted to her knees, hoping to find the reins. They dangled just off from the front of the buggy. Just as she reached over the front, a rider grabbed the horse, slowing the animal down.

“Whoa,” the man’s voice called out to the horse. 

Jonah rode up on the other side of the animal, assisting in bringing the buggy to a stop.

“Miss Whiting! Please, tell me you’re all right.” 

The man’s voice was familiar, and as soon as the raging panic inside her began to ease, her vision adjusted on the man, and she gazed into his concerned eyes. Relief swept over her, and she fought back tears of happiness.

“Seth. Oh, thank the good Lord you are here,” Paige replied, putting her hand to her chest, feeling the insane rhythm of her heartbeat.

A hand touched her back, and she jumped, whipping around on the floorboard. Her dress was getting wrinkled as well as slightly dusty from this wild ride. Jonah reached out his hand to help her out of the buggy.

“Are you all right?” Jonah asked.

“I – I think so.” Paige took his hand and allowed his help this time, only because her limbs were shaking like an earthquake. As soon as she was on her feet, she yanked her hand away to stop the tingles that were moving through her body.

“Miss Whiting, whatever happened?” Seth moved around to where they stood. “When did you get into town?”

“Something must have spooked the horse.” Paige tried to smooth out the wrinkles in her dress as she wondered if a snake had been near the buggy when she’d climbed inside. Why else would the horse have bolted like that? “I arrived this morning.”

“I’m just happy I was here to help,” Seth replied. “Oh, and Sheriff Garrison, of course.”

Paige smiled tenderly at Seth. She moved over and took hold of his hand and patted it. His light blue eyes twinkled. Seth Cooper was a good ten years her senior. He was a somewhat handsome man, with a thick, dark mustache hanging down the sides of his mouth. About five years ago, her father had tried to talk her into marrying Seth, but she still had a young heart and wasn’t ready to settle down. Thankfully, her father had understood. 
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