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Chapter One

Colorado, 1888 

Sheriff Teague MacDermott ripped yesterday off the calendar to reveal a new day. He hadn’t done it when he’d come in to the office earlier. He hadn’t needed to. He already knew what day it was . . . and how many days were left until Jeff Logan, the last of the infamous Logan Gang, finished his sentence and was released from prison. He stiffened as he studied the date.

Fifty-eight days before his life changed. Again.

He took a deep breath, willing his muscles to relax, then rose from his chair and moved toward the window. Bright sunlight made him squint as his gaze took in the main street of Paradise Falls. He loved this town and had from the moment his father had accepted the sheriff’s job all those years ago when there was almost nothing here except the silver miners. It was a good place to grow up and become a man, to make friends and keep them. Even a good place to fall in love, which he’d done, although that hadn’t worked out the way he wanted, thanks in part to the Logans.

The townspeople still believed in him, supported him, despite the tragedy that had befallen his family and the many people who had lost their lives that day over four years ago when the Logan Gang rode into town, hell bent on springing Jefferson, the youngest brother, from jail.

The jailbreak hadn’t quite worked out the way the Logans had thought it would. Six of the outlaw gang had died that day, but they’d left heartache and misery as a reminder they’d been there. And the youngest brother? Jeff? The one they were trying to free? The circuit judge gave him four years for horse rustling. That was all he could do. The boy―and he was a boy, barely seventeen at the time―couldn’t be charged with murder. He had been behind bars when the shooting began. He’d never killed anyone.

Teague clenched his jaw as he studied the scenery outside his window. He could pinpoint each bullet hole, though they’d long been repaired, and the exact spots where his friends and neighbors and those he was sworn to protect had lost their lives when the Logans rode into town, shooting at everything that moved . . . and things that didn’t.

He tried to steady the rhythm of his heart. Jeff would be free in a little less than two months, his four years of imprisonment over. How long would it take him to make his way from Canon City to Paradise Falls? How many days until he made good on the promise to put a bullet in Teague’s back?

“Fifty-eight days.” Teague answered his silent question, then shook his head.

“You say somethin’, boss?”

He turned and studied his newly transformed deputy, Royal Travers. Tall and slender, dark hair slicked back with pomade, he looked a little different since he’d shaved off the trademark horseshoe mustache he’d sported for the past five years. When asked why, Roy had simply shrugged and said he needed a change, but Teague thought it had more to do with Bethany Silas, the widow his deputy was sweet on. He found it amusing that after knowing each other for most of their lives, they’d finally started stepping out together. It was a good match though and surprisingly, had nothing to do with his efforts. 

“I think I’ll walk on over to the Prentice Hotel and get a cup of coffee.”

The deputy grinned, showing a dimple in his cheek, one that had previously been hidden beneath an abundance of facial hair. “We got coffee right here, boss. Just made a fresh pot.”

Teague suppressed a shudder. He’d had Roy’s coffee. The brew reminded him of dirty socks simmered in muddy water with a sweaty, old bandana thrown in to add flavor. It couldn’t be used to poison anyone, but it came close.

“Thanks just the same.”

Roy leaned back in his chair and eyed him, his mouth thinning into a grim line. “I’ll admit my coffee ain’t the best, but that ain’t the reason you’re goin’ to the Prentice.” He shook his head, then folded his arms across his chest. “You know she ain’t gonna be on the stagecoach this afternoon, right?”

Teague stiffened. Some things didn’t change. He and Roy played this same tableau every day. He understood. Roy was just trying to protect him. As if mere words could. Despite the three years Michaela, his former fiancée, had been gone, the ache in his heart had not yet completely healed, but it was a damn sight better now than it had been. Perhaps there would always be a shadow of the love they’d shared―a reminder of happier times. He didn’t blame her for leaving. He’d been devastated, but as time flew by, he understood. The fault had been entirely his. After the gunfight, his priorities changed. Not only had he taken on the responsibility of raising his niece, but he’d closed himself off from Michaela emotionally, refusing to set a wedding date, afraid of the danger he might eventually put her in. Frustrated and angry with his reluctance to marry her, she’d left town.

“I know that, Roy. And I’m not looking for her. She made it quite clear she wouldn’t come back. She was tired of waiting, and I can’t rightly say I blame her.”

Roy grabbed his coffee cup, rose from his seat, and sauntered across the floor in his slow, languid style, his boot heels loud on the wooden planks. He took a sip of the dark brew, then stood at the window beside Teague. He spoke to the glass. “I know what she said. I was standing right here when she said it. She―”

“Don’t, Roy. Leave me some dignity.”

“Sure, boss. I can do that.” He shrugged then took another sip of coffee. “You know, Logan won’t be on the stagecoach, either.”

Teague raised an eyebrow as he glanced at the man he’d known since they were twelve years old. There was none better than Royal Travers. He was a good man and an excellent deputy. More importantly, he was a faithful friend, but sometimes he talked too much, as if Teague needed a reminder of Jeff Logan’s promise as he was moved to Durango to await the circuit judge a day after the shooting. The warning “I’ll be coming to get you, MacDermott. You’ll never know when you’ll find my bullet in your back” was embedded in his brain.

Teague did not respond as he moved from the window to the door, grabbing his hat and his gun belt from the hat rack as he did so. Before opening the door, he strapped on his pistols then checked to make sure they were fully loaded. Paradise Falls was a peaceful town, but he knew from experience, peace could be shattered within the space of a heartbeat. He was determined it would never happen again. “Come on, Shotgun. Time to earn your keep.”

The dog, a sandy-haired mongrel with floppy ears someone had left on his doorstep when he was just a pup, shot up from the small rug in front of one of the jail cells. He stretched then shook and trotted toward the door, his nails clicking on the wood plank floor.

Roy raised his coffee cup in mock salute. “I’ll hold down the fort.”

Teague left the sheriff’s office and stood outside on the sidewalk, once again surveying the town. Without conscious thought, he rubbed his fingers through Shotgun’s silky hair. The dog leaned against his leg and made small whiny noises, reveling in the attention.

He spotted his niece, Desi Lyn, coming out of Folsom’s General Store, her hand clutched in Mrs. Calvin’s as they walked up the raised wooden sidewalk and headed toward home. A basket swung from Mrs. Calvin’s arm—no doubt filled with whatever she planned to make for dinner. Neither one of them saw him, which was just as well.

Thank heaven for Ada Calvin. Desi Lyn loved her. He had to admit, he loved her, too. Not in any kind of romantic way―hell, she was old enough to be his mother―but because she took excellent care of Desi Lyn, and by extension, him. The widow of retired General James Calvin had come all the way out to Whispering Pines, his brother Kieran’s ranch, a day after the shooting and just . . . took charge of everything. A military wife for most of her life, Mrs. Calvin issued orders like her late husband, and she expected them to be obeyed without argument. Teague’s brothers, Brock and Eamon, had recovered from their gunshot wounds simply because Mrs. Calvin had ordered it so.

She’d been taking charge ever since. His house was always clean, good food graced his table, but most importantly, his niece was thriving. He’d worried about that when he’d taken on the responsibility of raising her after Kieran’s death.

He watched them until they turned a corner and disappeared from view, then headed in the opposite direction.

Teague tipped his hat to several people as he passed by, but no one stopped and engaged him in conversation, which was fine. Though he had denied it to Roy, he did want to meet the stagecoach. He did so every day, a habit his father had started so many years ago, but one that stood him in good stead. He liked knowing who was coming into his town, whether they be friend or foe.

And he was just in time. The stagecoach came around the bend in the road in a cloud of dust, the sound of wooden wheels turning over hard-packed dirt thunderous in the late afternoon quiet as he climbed up the first step of the Prentice’s wide wraparound porch. From this distance, he could see who handled the reins and who rode shotgun for the Double Eagle Stage Line―Pete Cummings and Bill Simms. He knew them well. Trusted them, too.

The dog followed him and sank to his haunches on the hard planks.

He stepped into the street as Pete pulled on the reins, leather harnesses creaking as he brought the vehicle to a rumbling halt. The door flung open while the stagecoach was still bouncing and rolling back and forth, and for a moment, the world around him dimmed as his gaze fell upon the tall, slim woman who stood in the doorway. She could be called nothing less than stunning, from her plum silk traveling outfit to the little hat on her head, perched at a jaunty angle atop her ebony hair. A purple feather curled from the top of the hat to her cheek and drew attention to her eyes.

He’d never seen eyes like hers. Slightly tipped upward at the corners and fringed with thick, dark lashes, they were a deep, rich violet blue, like the flowers his mother had grown in her garden. And right now, her eyes glimmered with excitement.

She was anxious, he supposed, to leave the close confines of the coach—too excited to wait for the retractable step to come down even though Bill started to jump from his seat atop the vehicle to do just that. If he hadn’t been completely captivated by her, Teague would have pulled the step down, but he wasn’t thinking. Wasn’t even breathing. He could only stare.

Pete threw down two soft-sided valises from the top of the coach, startling him as the goddess in the doorway took a step. Those eyes of hers opened wide as a startled “Oh!” escaped her, and she scrambled for purchase, realizing too late there was no step―just empty air below her foot.

Teague reached out for her, but she lost whatever precarious balance she had . . . and fell, face forward, right on top of him, with a very unladylike oomph.

Unprepared for the sudden weight of warm female in his arms, Teague fell to the ground as well, right on his back. The dog leaped from the step and started dancing around them, licking their faces and wherever else his tongue could reach. “Enough, Shotgun!” With one last swipe of his tongue, the dog settled himself on the ground beside them.

Teague couldn’t say he minded the woman falling on him all that much. Yes, he was in the dirt, and a knee had come perilously close to parts he may need at a later date. He also could have done without the dog kisses, but the woman was soft in all the right places, and she smelled like . . . peaches―fresh, ripe, delicious peaches.

“Goodness gracious! I’m so sorry!” A blush stained her smooth cheeks as she tried to climb off him, but her skirts were twisted around their legs. She squirmed a little more and actually managed to make progress, but then her foot slid on the hard-packed dirt, the heel of her shoe scraping along his boot-clad calf, and once again, she sprawled on top of him. This only served to tangle her skirts more, and in turn, force her knee closer to his body while oddly, pushing her cloth-covered breasts against his face. “Oh, dear!”

If she kept this up, he was going to suffocate . . . but oh, what a way to die. Still, dying hadn’t been in his plan today, despite how pleasant drawing his last breath would be at this moment.

“Stop!” His word came out muffled, said as it was into the softness of her bosom.

“Stop?” Her breathy voice sent a shiver down his spine.

Yes, sir, he was enjoying this little tussle a bit too much, but he’d rather do it somewhere private, with a nice soft bed instead of the hard ground under them . . . without the restriction of clothes and Shotgun pawing at him.

Teague groaned as the enticing thought popped into his head, and his body reacted quickly. No surprise, given the circumstances. He had a warm, beautiful woman in his arms. It would hardly take any effort at all to turn them both so she could be beneath him. All he had to do was―

What am I thinking?

Sanity and good sense flooded his brain. He took a deep breath. “Yes, ma’am. Just stop moving.” With effort, he turned his head and saw a pair of beat-up, worn-out boots―he knew to whom they belonged. “You gonna help, Bill, or you just gonna stand there gawkin’?”

“Thought you were handlin’ the situation just fine,” the disembodied voice floated down to him, followed by a chuckle. A moment later, the woman was on her own two feet, and Teague could breathe a little easier. It wasn’t that she had been heavy. No, that wasn’t the problem at all. The problem was, it had been too long since he’d felt anything that good in his arms.

Catching his balance in more ways than one, Teague sat up, then took the helping hands offered him by both Bill and the young woman. Once more steady on his feet, he picked up his hat. “You all right, ma’am?”

She stopped brushing at her clothing, then flicked the feather away from her cheek and blinked as her gaze rose up to his. The blush staining her face deepened, highlighting her pansy-colored eyes. “I should be asking you that question, and I do apologize . . . for everything, but yes, I’m all right. This isn’t the first time I’ve fallen for a man.”

It was said so matter-of-factly with just a hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth, he wasn’t sure he’d heard her correctly. He didn’t know what he expected―profuse apologies, rushed explanations and the like, certainly―but not humor.

He smiled, then chuckled. He couldn’t help himself. This woman startled him. Yes, that was the only word he could think of to describe her. Startling. She was like a quick burst of sunlight peeking from behind the clouds―warm, vivacious, and bright, with just a touch of sauciness, if the twinkle in her eyes was any indication.

“Are you all right?” She moved closer and stepped on the tip of the dog’s tail. Shotgun yelped, then, having no desire to be trod on again, retreated to the relative safety of the hotel’s porch. Teague saw it all from the corner of his eye but hardly paid attention―he smelled peaches again. He inhaled, and let the aroma tickle his brain.

He loved peaches. Always had. The response Actually, it was quite enjoyable popped into his head. As much as he’d like to, he couldn’t say that out loud. “Yes, ma’am. No harm done.”

She started to brush the dirt off his clothing, her gloved hands sliding across his chest, but even so, he could feel the heat of her palm beneath the cloth. She stopped suddenly when her fingers slid across the Silver Star pinned to his vest. Her eyes widened and met his with undisguised curiosity. “I’m awfully glad, Sheriff. It’s never my intention to hurt anyone, but as you can see, sometimes I just . . . can’t help myself. It is the bane of my existence and the worry of my very elegant, very poised mother as well as my equally charming father.”

Teague was pleasantly surprised by her self-deprecating humor. It seemed so at odds with how she appeared, which was refined and genteel, despite the dust of the road on her clothing. She adjusted the glove on her hand, then made certain her drawstring purse was still properly attached to her wrist. “Perhaps you can help me.”

Teague worried the brim of his hat between his fingers. “Of course, ma’am.”

“I’m looking for the Prentice Hotel.”

He liked the sound of her voice, too. It was low in pitch and throaty and settled in his gut much like her scent tickled his brain. “You’re standing right in front of it.”

She drew in her breath as her gaze wandered toward the façade of the two-story building with its wraparound porch, wide open double doors, and multitude of windows. She blinked and brought her attention back to him then flashed a smile so brilliant, Teague felt as if the sun shined just on him, warming him from the inside out. “Thank you so much. I’ll be seeing you again, Sheriff.” Without another word, she took the valises Bill held out to her. “If you would be so kind as to bring my trunk inside, I would be grateful.”

“O’ course, ma’am.” Bill touched his fingertips to the brim of his hat and moved to do her bidding while she turned toward the hotel. She trod upon the hem of her skirt going up the steps to the porch, faltered a bit, but didn’t lose her balance and kept right on going. Her hips and backside swayed gently, causing her skirts to sweep the wooden planks. She slipped through the open doors and sauntered toward the registration desk.

Teague couldn’t quite take his eyes off her. She dropped her valises at her feet, rang the bell on the desk, then turned around. Their gazes met across the short distance. Teague took a deep breath as if his lungs had suddenly started functioning again.

Hell, I didn’t get her name! 

“Well, that was mighty int’restin’, I’d say . . . ” Pete sidled up beside him and continued talking, but those were the only words he heard. The rest were drowned out by a low hum in his ears, like buzzing bees hovering around his head.

Bill laughed and elbowed Teague in the ribs, his hands otherwise occupied by the medium-size trunk he carried. “You might wanna try closin’ your mouth, Sheriff.”

“Huh?”

“I said you might wanna close your mouth. Ain’t the first time you seen a pretty woman. Won’t be the last, neither.”

Teague snapped his mouth shut with an audible click of his teeth, then grinned, his gaze drawn once more to the fascinating female who waited to be helped. He still smelled peaches, the scent lingering not only on his clothes but in his mind. He closed his eyes, gave himself a mental shake, and called the dog. “Come on, Shotgun.” The dog leaped from the porch and danced around his legs as Teague fitted his hat to his head, touched the brim briefly in salute to the stagecoach men, and began to stroll back to the sheriff’s office, whistling a merry tune.


Chapter Two

Ryleigh Steele rang the bell on the registration desk one more time and turned around to face the street while she waited for someone to check her into the hotel. The sheriff was walking away, passing in front of the doors then the windows, his stride leisurely and ambling―heading back to his office perhaps or to patrol the streets of this quiet, peaceful town. Disappointment fluttered within her. She would have loved another encounter with the handsome sheriff. As it was, she had to console herself by admiring how nicely his backside filled out his trousers, and how broad his shoulders were, which was unusual in itself―she wasn’t the type of woman who normally noticed things like that. The merry tune he whistled floated into the hotel’s comfortable lobby and made the corners of her mouth twitch upward.

“So that’s Sheriff MacDermott,” she muttered to herself, and her smile widened. At least, she hoped the man she’d fallen on was him. He wore a Silver Star pinned to his vest, but he could have been someone other than the man she sought. She didn’t know what Teague MacDermott looked like or much about him except from what she’d read in the newspapers in the aftermath of the Logan Gang’s murderous rampage through this quaint little town.

It didn’t matter what she didn’t know. She had been intrigued by what she had read. Nearly four years later, her curiosity had not dimmed. She wanted to learn more, not only about the events of that day long ago, but about the man himself, especially now that Jeff Logan would be released from prison in just about two months.

She wanted an interview. An exclusive interview. To her knowledge, the sheriff had never spoken to a journalist except for one statement where he expressed his heartache over the loss of loved ones and friends and requested prayers for those who had survived.

Falling on him, if it was him, was not the way she had intended to introduce herself, but she’d always been a little clumsy. Well, a lot clumsy. A walking calamity her mother called her, though she’d always said the words with affection. Her father, Magnus Steele, publisher of several newspapers, and one of the most highly respected men in San Francisco, hadn’t been so forgiving of her lack of grace, telling her she was a disaster waiting to happen. He insisted that, as his daughter, she needed to be socially competent in both words and action. In other words: perfect.

She’d never be perfect. She was outspoken, and she had certain ideas when it came to what a woman could and could not do, most of which went against Magnus’s beliefs. Their arguments were legendary in the Steele’s San Francisco household―she believed in women’s rights and the suffragette movement and constantly challenged his choice of training her younger brother, Alexander, to run the Tribune. She had no doubt she could do the job as well or better than he could. After all, she was her father’s daughter. Ink was in her blood.

Thinking about her father brought a frown to her face and a twist to her stomach. If he ever found out she was in Paradise Falls instead of with her friends on their Santa Barbara ranch, there would be consequences.

She hoped he wouldn’t learn of her whereabouts, at least long enough for her to write her story and win the bet she had with Xander for the lead staff writer position on the Tribune they both sought. What better way to prove to Magnus she was a good journalist than to get an interview with the sheriff who refused to speak to any reporter, including her father’s, either now or in the past? And this time, there would be no doubt in Magnus’s mind who’d written the better story. She wouldn’t give Xander the chance to claim her story for his as he’d done before. That was, of course, depending on how angry her father would be when he found out where she was. There was always the possibility she wouldn’t get the position she wanted no matter how well written her article was.

She should be authoring important pieces about politics and crime, not be relegated to writing obituaries, which is what Magnus had her doing after all the calamities she’d suffered while penning the society pages. It was the only job he would give her while she waited, as he said, for someone to marry her.

She hated writing obituaries. Still, it was better than not writing at all.

And as far as someone marrying her―well, she didn’t think that was going to happen. Ever.

No man would want her, as Magnus claimed so often, because she was too outspoken. Too awkward and bold. Too opinionated. Too tall. It didn’t matter. She didn’t need marriage. Or romance. She’d never met a man she was interested in or one who made her heart beat faster. She had her writing. And not just her society pieces for the Tribune, either, or the dreaded obituaries. There were the short stories she’d published in several magazines, some fiction, some true.

“May I help you?”

Ryleigh jumped, her hand flying to her chest as she whirled to face the woman who stepped behind the registration desk.

“Oh, dear, forgive me for startling you.”

Ryleigh shook her head and chuckled. “Not necessary. My own fault for not paying attention.”

The woman’s gaze turned toward the bank of windows. She smiled as she tilted her head. “Ah, I understand.” Her hazel eyes twinkled as her focus shifted back to Ryleigh. “You were admiring the scenery. It’s quite a view.”

Ryleigh recognized a kindred spirit when she saw one―a woman who wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. She liked her instantly but did not comment on the statement. Instead, she pointed toward the man walking away and asked, “Can you tell me who that man is?”

“Of course. That’s Teague MacDermott, our sheriff.”

Her heart gave a curious little flutter in her chest. She had fallen on the man she sought. And he was a handsome one to be sure with his dark hair and square jaw. Perhaps it was a good sign.

“Well, then,” the woman interrupted her thoughts, “now that we’ve admired some of the attractions of Paradise Falls, how may I help you?”

“I’d like a room, please. Preferably one with lots of windows . . . ” She grinned. “So I may continue to enjoy the view.”

“Of course.” The woman laughed, then introduced herself as Krissa Prentice, owner, along with her husband, Oscar, of the Prentice Hotel and Restaurant, and proceeded to ask the inevitable questions one is asked when checking into a hotel for a night or two or ten.

“I have no idea how long I’ll need to stay.” Ryleigh shrugged as she opened her drawstring purse and withdrew a small clip of crisply folded bills. “Can we start with two weeks?”

“Of course.” Krissa slid the registration book across the desk, followed by an inkwell. “I have the perfect room for you.” Lastly, the woman handed her a pen. “If you’ll just sign in, please.”

Ryleigh pulled the glove from her hand, dipped the pen in the ink, and scrawled her name in her less-than-perfect penmanship. The good sisters at St. Mary of the Blessed Heart, who had spent countless hours practicing with her, would cringe to see how poorly she remembered their lessons.

“Samuel, please take―” Mrs. Prentice addressed a strapping young man standing in the doorway then turned the ledger around and squinted at the signature, “―Miss Steele to room number 6.”

“Yes, Mama.” Samuel nodded as he stepped away from the door and reached for the soft-sided valises at Ryleigh’s feet then gestured to the trunk pushed against the wall. “Is that yours?”

Ryleigh glanced at the chest. She hadn’t even seen anyone bring it inside, although how she could have missed it, she didn’t know. The thing was certainly big enough. From where she stood, she could even see her initials prominently affixed to the surface. Then again, she hadn’t seen the young man, Samuel, either. She must have been too busy admiring Sheriff MacDermott to have noticed anything else about her surroundings. She gave the young man a nod. “Yes, it is.”

“Here’s your key. The restaurant is open from six in the morning until eight at night, but I can always have a tray brought to your room if you’d like.”

Ryleigh took the key Krissa held. “Thank you. Can you tell me where the sheriff’s office is?”

Once again, the woman’s hazel eyes twinkled. “Of course. Straight down this street about three blocks. It’s across from The Calico Lady. Can’t miss it. There’s a sign over the door.”

Ryleigh nodded her thanks, then followed Samuel upstairs. He turned right at the top of the stairs and led her down a long hallway, passing several rooms before he stopped at the door set at an angle in the corner. She fitted the key to the lock, swung the door open, and let out a satisfied sigh, pleased with the room Mrs. Prentice had chosen for her. Tucked into the corner of the hotel, it boasted several windows, affording her a view of the mountains in the near distance and the waterfall for which the town had been named. A huge brass bed dominated most of the space but looked inviting with its colorful patchwork quilt and plump pillows. French doors led out to the second-story wraparound porch.

Samuel placed her valises on the floor beside a small desk pushed under one of the windows. “I’ll go get your trunk now.” He bobbed his head, then headed out the door.

An hour later, her things unpacked and put away, including her typewriter, which had survived the week-long trip without incident, Ryleigh grabbed her small leather satchel filled with several pencils and two pads of paper, slipped it over her shoulder, and left her room, careful to lock the door behind her. She dropped the key in her pocket as she skipped down the stairs, waved to Krissa behind the registration desk, and headed outside.

Paradise Falls was just as she imagined it, a picturesque, sleepy little town, where everyone knew everyone else, so different than San Francisco. Several men tipped their hats as she strode down the raised sidewalk toward the sheriff’s office. A few women nodded and smiled in greeting.

The sign Krissa said would be there swung in the breeze, and Ryleigh crossed the street at the saloon. Dust from the road coated the hem of her purple skirt, and she lifted the material a little higher. The action didn’t help much. Her white shoes were quickly turning brown. She was thankful that it wasn’t raining, as she was certain all that dust and dirt would turn to thick, viscous, ankle-deep mud―the kind she would definitely get stuck in or fall face first into.

She stepped up on the raised sidewalk and glanced in the window of the sheriff’s office but didn’t see him. Actually, she didn’t see anyone. The office appeared to be empty. Had she missed him? Was he off patrolling the streets? She paused with her hand on the doorknob, smoothed the fingers of her other hand over her hair to push the errant locks back in place, then twisted the knob and pushed.

She was immediately pulled inside, the knob slipping from her grasp as the door swung open with such force, she lost her balance, her eyes almost as wide and startled as Sheriff MacDermott’s. This time, it wouldn’t be her fault if she fell on him.

“Goodness gracious!” she breathed as he grabbed her, saving her from falling flat on her face, and led her into a quick twirl, sort of a two-step dance move. Wouldn’t he be surprised to learn she couldn’t dance, despite many lessons? Yet, for the first time in forever, she actually felt the tiniest bit graceful as he spun her in tight circles right there in the entrance to the office. And she didn’t fall, didn’t end up on her backside or worse―her face―despite the dizziness his spinning caused and the dog jumping and barking and running circles around them.

“Shotgun! Enough.” The dog immediately sank to his haunches, his tongue hanging from the side of his mouth as Teague spun her one last time and finally came to a halt in front of one of two desks in the room. “I had hoped to run into you again, but this isn’t quite what I had in mind.” Humor tinged his voice, and the smile on his face was nothing less than utterly charming.

Ryleigh took a deep breath and quickly stepped from his arms, although that was the last thing she wanted to do. She stumbled a bit and knocked her hip against the desk, but she didn’t fall, and that was a good thing.

The deputy stepped from the back room and smiled in her direction.

“Royal Travers, this is . . . ” Teague began the introduction.

Once again, her heart skipped a beat. Why that should be, she had no clue. As far as she knew, there was no history in the Steele family of a heart condition, although her Aunt Eugenia did succumb to the vapors quite a bit, but that was to get attention.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know your name.”

She held out her hand. “Miss Ryleigh Steele.”

Teague took her hand, his grasp firm, yet still gentle, and she experienced that odd little flutter in her chest one more time. Perhaps she should ask for the whereabouts of the nearest doctor. Surely a town this size had at least one who could diagnose the sudden onset of the strange symptoms she was experiencing. She pulled her gaze away from him, though it required some effort on her part, and turned toward Royal.

The deputy came forward and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Miss Steele.” She didn’t feel the slightest flicker when they touched―her heartbeat remained slow and steady, completely normal. Hmmm. Maybe it was just a passing anomaly.

“I think I’ll take my walk now, then head over to the Prentice and have myself an early supper.” Royal moved away from them, grabbed his hat from the hook on the wall, and made a hasty retreat, closing the door softly behind him.

Teague gestured to the chair beside his desk once they were alone. “May I get you a cup of coffee, Miss Steele?”

“No, thank you. And please call me Ryleigh.”

He gave a slight nod as he seated himself behind his desk. “All right then, Ryleigh, what can I do for you?”

Now that she was here, the smile on his face welcoming, the glow in his soft gray eyes warm and inviting, she was suddenly tongue-tied. And nervous. She couldn’t just blurt out what she wanted. Or could she?

Yes, she could. This story―his story―was important to her. And her future. If she wanted the lead staff writer position coming open with the retirement of her father’s star journalist, she had to write the best story she possibly could, win the bet with Xander, and prove to Magnus that she deserved the job. It was that simple. And that complicated.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled a pad of paper and a pencil from her satchel, and placed them on his desk. “I’m a journalist for the San Francisco Tribune. I . . . uh . . . I’d like to interview you. Get your story.”

He stiffened in his seat, his smile disappearing. The warmth in his gray eyes disappeared as well, replaced with suspicion that turned them silvery. “My story?”

“About the day the Logan Gang rode into Paradise Falls. As far as I know, you’ve never spoken to a journalist about what happened, but from what I’ve read, you’re a hero.” She flipped a few pages of her pad to a clean sheet, licked the point of her pencil, and watched every vestige of friendliness fade from his face.

He took a deep breath, his gaze flickering to the door, the jail cell, and the dog, who sprawled out on the rug in front of the metal bars, then finally to her. It took everything she had to remain seated and keep her attention on him, for although she saw no malice in his eyes, she saw sadness, deep pain, and a slew of other emotions she couldn’t define.

“Why now, Miss Steele?” he asked, his voice just as sad as the expression in his now gun-metal gray eyes.

Her heart beat a little faster, and her stomach tightened. She’d made a mistake. A big one, judging by the look on his face. Regret filled her for even asking him to relive the horrors he’d seen, and yet, she forged on despite his sorrow, determined, and perhaps a little desperate to prove to her father she could do this. “I’m sure you’re aware that Jeff Logan’s prison term is almost over. I’d like to get your thoughts on his upcoming release.”

He took another breath and let it out slowly. His gaze never left hers. “Miss Steele, over the years, there has been a number of journalists who have approached me, though none nearly as lovely as you, and I’ll tell you exactly what I told them. I am no hero, simply a man doing his job . . . and not very well at that.” His voice didn’t rise, didn’t become hard, and his words did not become terse, but still, there was a firmness to his tone that, aside from his expression, told her she had gone too far. The use of her last name instead of her first was the other clue.

“I have no interest in being interviewed by you or anyone else. My story, as you put it, is my own, as are my thoughts, and I have no desire to share them. I most certainly don’t want to talk about the Logan Gang or what happened here.” He picked up a pipe from the glass dish to the side of him and stuck it in his mouth. The bowl moved a bit as he clamped down on the stem, the only sign that he was, in fact, irritated. “Was there anything else I can help you with, Miss Steele?”

Ryleigh studied him and knew the interview was over. More importantly, she knew she’d upset him. Sympathy for what must have been the most devastating time in his life rushed through her, making her face flush and her stomach tighten a bit more. She wasn’t nearly as hard-hearted as she’d just portrayed herself to be, but her father’s words―a woman has no place being a journalist. She doesn’t have what it takes to get the story―rang in her ears. Perhaps her father was right.

She shook her head, an apology on the tip of her tongue, but before she could utter a word, he rose from his seat, strode across the room, and opened the door. He took the unlit pipe from his mouth and stood there, his hand on the knob, those silvery eyes of his boring into her. They stared at each other for what seemed an eternity until she stood and stuffed her belongings into her satchel. She couldn’t give up now, not when she’d come so far, but there was no reason why she couldn’t take a step or two back and regroup.

“You may not be willing to talk with me, Sheriff, but there are others in Paradise Falls who won’t hesitate, I’m sure.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she wanted to take them back. She moved toward him, again with an apology that stuck in her throat, and the open door, then stopped in the doorway and studied him, noticing for the first time the small scar on the very edge of his chin as her gaze traveled up to his eyes.

Teague’s gaze remained steady. No smile graced his lips. In fact, whatever welcome there had once been in his expression was completely gone, and his voice, when he finally spoke, was tight. “Miss Steele, I really don’t care who you talk to. You could interview Shotgun . . . ” She smiled at that, but he didn’t. “But you won’t get anything from him aside from the complaint that I don’t pet his belly enough.”

The door closed behind her, not with a slam, but with a quietness that was somehow more final.

“You certainly handled that well, didn’t you?” Ryleigh castigated herself as she let out her breath in a long sigh and crossed the street. She stopped on the sidewalk in front of the saloon and turned around, feeling as if someone watched her. Perhaps it was Sheriff MacDermott making sure she returned to her hotel.

She stared at the door to his office, willing the portal to open.

It stubbornly remained closed.

She was tempted to go back over there and confront the sheriff again―this time to apologize for her insensitivity. He might or might not accept that from her. From the expression in his eyes as she left she was pretty sure she’d lost any chance of getting to know him better. And that was a shame. He seemed to be a nice man. A good man.

 She swept into the Prentice Hotel minutes later, still chastising herself for her lack of kindness, though that didn’t help her situation.

Chatter came from the dining room to the right of the stairs leading to the second floor. She glanced up at the landing and pursed her lips. She didn’t want to go to her room, where she would be alone with her thoughts over how unsympathetic and unkind she’d been with the sheriff. What she wanted was to console herself with a piece of chocolate cake. It wouldn’t solve her problem, but somehow, things became a little more bearable with her favorite dessert, especially if the frosting was thick and creamy. If the hotel didn’t have it on the menu, perhaps she could persuade them to add it or let her in the kitchen to make it herself.

There were many things she couldn’t do, such as walk a straight line without tripping or dance gracefully, but she could bake. Quite well, actually. Just the thought of tying an apron around her waist―she was definitely the kind of woman who needed an apron―and measuring out ingredients always made her feel better, and maybe she’d be able to forget her disastrous meeting with Sheriff MacDermott. For now.

“Miss Steele, welcome.” Krissa Prentice met her at the doorway to the dining room, her arms full of menus. Prentice Hotel was embossed in gold on the dark leather jackets. “Will you be dining alone?”

She didn’t know anyone, had only arrived in town a few short hours ago, but she didn’t mind dining by herself. She did so on a regular basis. It never bothered her . . . until now. “Yes, it seems . . . yes.”

“I have the perfect table for you. If you’ll follow me?” Krissa led her inside the dining room, their footsteps on the hardwood floor swallowed up by the sound of diners conversing with one another or giving orders to the wait staff, and the clink of cutlery against fine china. The room was wonderfully appointed on the same scale as any grand hotel in San Francisco―potted plants, champagne-colored wallpaper, not one but two chandeliers, floor to ceiling sheer draperies in pale blue over floor to ceiling windows that let in plenty of natural light―not exactly what Ryleigh expected to see in a small town in Colorado, but delightful nonetheless.

“Miss Steele?”

Ryleigh glanced to her right at the man dining at a table by one of the windows. The table had been set for two, but he was alone. The occupant on the other chair was his hat.

He rose from his seat. “You probably don’t remember me.”

“Of course I do. Deputy Travers, isn’t it?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He glanced past her, his glance meeting Krissa’s for a brief moment before focusing on her once again. “If you’re not meeting with anyone, please join me.”

“If you’re sure I won’t be intruding.”

The man shook his head, then grabbed his hat from the chair and hung it on the spindle of his own chair. “Not intruding at all. In fact, I’d love the company. My com―friend . . . that is to say . . . my . . . Bethany—”

“Roy Travers, everyone knows Bethany Silas is your sweetheart,” Krissa broke in, a big grin on her face. She brought the menus up and hugged them to her chest. “It’s the worst-kept secret in town. Just call her that and be done with it.” Her grin widened. It was obvious to Ryleigh that the two were friends. It was even more obvious that Krissa said what was on her mind, and this wouldn’t be the first time she’d offered her opinion. Or the last. At least, that was Ryleigh’s impression from watching them. It was hard to miss.

“She’d probably like it if you called her wife.” Krissa winked.

The deputy’s face flamed red, and his mouth opened and closed several times before he said, “Yes, ma’am. I’ll take that into consideration.”

Ryleigh struggled to keep the smile from her face.

“You do that, but don’t take too long.” Krissa laid a menu on the table. “She’s a fine woman.”

 “Yes, Miss Bossy Britches.”

Miss Bossy Britches? Ryleigh swallowed her surprised chuckle. Krissa didn’t respond to the nickname, but she did blush and hurry back to her post at the doorway. Roy tilted his head as he watched her, a mix of affection and exasperation in his eyes. Ryleigh half expected him to stick out his tongue. “My sister. Older than me by three minutes. Thinks she can still boss me around like she did when we were kids.”

Now that he’d mentioned it, she did see the resemblance between the two in the dark blond hair and hazel eyes, although that’s where the similarity ended. No one looking at them would assume they were twins.

He pulled out the chair and took her from her thoughts. “Please.”

“Thank you. This is very kind.”

“Not at all. I’m dining alone. You’re dining alone.” He shrugged and waved away the sentiment. “Was Sheriff MacDermott able to help you?”

She shook her head as she slid into her seat and allowed him to push the chair in for her. “No, not really.”

The deputy tilted his head, surprise registering on his face as he settled himself in his own chair, then gestured to the small carafe of coffee on the table. “That doesn’t seem like Teague. He’s the most helpful person I know.” He didn’t wait for her consent as he grabbed the carafe and poured coffee into her cup. “What was it that you needed?”

“I wanted to interview him for an article I’m writing for the San Francisco Tribune.”

Understanding dawned on the man’s face. “You’re a journalist?” His tone was both belittling and awestruck at the same time. There weren’t many women journalists around, except for the very famous ones like Nellie Bly, who’d spent ten days in an insane asylum and written about the experience. Chances were, Roy had never seen one. At least, not in person. “And what would this interview be about?”

Was he truly interested? Or just being polite? He seemed earnest enough, though there were still questions in his eyes. She’d seen that before . . . and decided to ignore it, as she always did. There were many who didn’t believe she was a journalist or that a woman, the so-called weaker sex, could be one. “It would be a human interest piece. People want to know about Teague MacDermott, the sheriff who nearly destroyed the Logan Gang. They want to know how he feels about Jeff Logan, the last member of the gang, getting released from prison. They want to see his words. They want to know everything that happened the day the Logans came through town.”

“Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am, but I’ve known that man since we were both twelve years old. Been friends with him that long, too, and I’m here to tell you, he ain’t gonna talk about that day. Hasn’t uttered a single word about it since it happened, and I ’spect he won’t. Ever. I think it’s too painful for him. Believe me, I’ve tried.” He picked up his menu and perused the contents but didn’t stop talking.

“It was a bad day, Miss Steele. The worst I can remember in Paradise Falls.” He sighed as he closed his menu and put it down on the table. “Can’t rightly say I blame Teague for not talking about it.”

“But you were there,” she prompted, hoping he, at least, would talk. It wouldn’t be the same as Sheriff MacDermott telling her what happened, but it was a start. At this point, anything would help, considering how badly she had botched her meeting with the sheriff. And he hadn’t forbidden her from talking to anyone else, which made Deputy Travers the ideal person to begin with. Who better to give her insights to Sheriff MacDermott than his deputy?

“I was. Got the scar to prove it.” He said it with a touch of pride mixed with anguish, then ran his hand over his shoulder.

“Do you mind if I take notes?” Without waiting for an answer, Ryleigh pulled her notebook from the satchel and laid it open on the table. She rummaged in her bag and found a pencil, then sat, poised for his first words. When they didn’t come right away, she studied his face and realized, perhaps too late, that she was once again expecting too much. He opened his mouth then closed it, his gaze drifting to the menu then the notebook open on the table instead of meeting hers.

“Come to think of it, Miss Steele―”

“Ryleigh, please.”

“I’ve never really talked about that day, either.”

She nodded, realizing the man was clearly uncomfortable, then smiled as she put the notebook away. It may have been the very sight of the open notebook which made him reticent to share his eyewitness account. “Perhaps after we’ve dined, you’ll feel more inclined to tell me what happened.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Maybe. Maybe not. Some memories are too painful and need to be left alone. Can’t keep poking at a wound and expect it to heal.”

Later, after dinner, Ryleigh settled herself in front of the typewriter she’d placed on a table on the veranda outside her room, and began to type, recalling almost verbatim what little Roy had shared.

He’d spoken about everything except the day the Logans rode into town: about growing up in Paradise Falls, and the mischief he’d gotten into with the MacDermott brothers―Kieran, Brock, Eamon, and, of course, Teague. He spoke about going off to university to study law only to realize he didn’t want to prosecute or defend criminals. He wanted to catch them, like his father had, like Teague, himself, who had easily slipped into the role of sheriff when his father passed away and continued to win election after election to remain sheriff despite what had happened. According to Roy, Teague MacDermott could do no wrong in the eyes of the townspeople.

When she was done, she realized she knew nothing more about the infamous gunfight than she did before, but she had learned more about Teague MacDermott, things that hadn’t been in the newspapers, and what he’d been like before the tragedy that had befallen his family. And what she’d heard, she liked.


Chapter Three

“Can I pour you another cup of coffee?”

Startled from her thoughts, Ryleigh jumped, then gave a little laugh. “Yes, please.”

Krissa poured and nodded toward the open notebook on the table. “Roy told me you were a journalist, writing about Teague and the Logans and what happened the day they rode into town.” She placed the coffeepot on the table, her hand finding her hip as her gaze went once more to the book. “How’s it going?”

Ryleigh let out a sigh. “As well as can be expected, I suppose, considering the sheriff won’t talk to me.”

The woman laughed. “It’s not just you, honey. He won’t talk to anyone about that. We’ve all tried. Roy, Nate Finch, Cooter Henry. Lucky and Dal. Even the right honorable Reverend Miller. Michaela tried, too, before she gave up and left town. He won’t say a word. Not even to me, and between all of us, we were the closest. We all grew up together, been friends for more years than I can count, except for Michaela. She came to Paradise Falls later and knocked our Sheriff right off his feet.”

She laughed again. “And if you think Teague is the silent type, you should meet his brothers. Even when we were kids, Brock didn’t talk much. From what I’ve heard, he still doesn’t. And Eamon was quiet, too, but not as quiet as Brock.”

Her eyes glowed, and her smile grew as she spoke about the MacDermott brothers and the part they’d played in her childhood. “Kieran was the oldest of the MacDermott boys. He could charm the rattle from a rattlesnake. He was the most like their father. And Shamus! Oh, he could talk, telling stories of Ireland and how keeping the law was the MacDermott family tradition. His father and his father’s father had done so in Kilkenny, where Shamus grew up. He had that fine Irish lilt that you could listen to forever. And the more whiskey he drank, the more pronounced it became. Sometimes, that lilt slips into Teague’s speech, too. Oh, he’ll deny it, but it’s there.”

She sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. “I remember Shamus sitting on the swing on their back porch on warm summer nights, small glass of whiskey in one hand, pipe in the other, and talking about keeping law in the old country, while one of us neighbor kids cranked the handle of the ice cream maker.” A lovely blush spread over her face as more recollections surfaced, the memories of her youth making her appear younger than her years, which Ryleigh guessed was only a few years older than her own thirty. “And just listen to me, rattling on like neither of us has anything important to do.”

Ryleigh grinned at her. “Thank you for sharing that with me, Mrs. Prentice.”

The woman returned her grin and picked up the coffeepot. “After standing here flappin’ my gums at you, you should probably call me Krissa.”
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“A sweet and satisfying ending to the
MacDermott Brothers series.” — Library Journal





