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Chapter 1


Colorado, April 1886


For the first time in a very long time, Eamon MacDermott could breathe easier. He filled his lungs with sweet, fresh air. The knot in his stomach unraveled a little, just enough to be noticeable, and guilt, his constant companion, eased.


A bit.


He never thought he would come back to Colorado. There were too many ghosts here, too many memories of the day the Logan Gang changed his life, but he didn’t seem to have a choice. Something had drawn him back here. Perhaps it was the thought of his brothers, Teague and Brock, and his need to see them, though he wasn’t quite ready for that yet.


His stomach growled, reminding him of his hunger and his meager provisions. The piece of jerky he’d eaten earlier had only served to make him hungrier. The coins in his pocket could buy him a decent meal, but only one, perhaps two if he was careful. He needed to find a job. Or a meal. Or both.


He followed the road to Pearce, the rumbling in his stomach a companion to Traveler’s steady clip-clop, until he came to a wide path cut between two blue spruces. A big, white sign with black letters stood at the entrance to the path. It read “Morning Mist Farms, est. 1876.” Painted in the upper right hand corner was a horse in full gallop.


Eamon eyed the sign from beneath the brim of his hat, then gave a slight tug on Traveler’s reins and nudged him up the path. He had nothing to lose and everything to gain. Even if there was no work to be found on Morning Mist Farms, at the very least, perhaps he could get a hot meal before going on his way.


The house came into view around a bend in the path and made him sigh. A nice place. Made of wood and rock most likely mined from the river he passed a while back, the structure rose three stories with one-story wings branching out to the north and south. Windows, framed by black painted shutters, were open, and lace draperies fluttered in the breeze. Rose bushes, beginning to bloom, were lined up neatly all along the front of the house, as well as the path that curved around the structure toward the back.


A porch ran the length of the three-storied section, sheltering two distinct sitting areas complete with wicker chairs and small round tables. A swing, suspended from the porch’s ceiling, rocked gently.


Eamon dismounted and studied the house. A curious sensation settled in his bones. This house was more than just wood and stone―this house was a home. He could almost imagine the people who lived here, hear the laughter echoing within the walls.


He tied Traveler’s reins to the railing, then took the steps leading up to the porch, his boot heels clicking on the wooden risers, and knocked on the door. While he waited for someone to answer, he studied his surroundings and noticed a rag doll on one of the chairs to his left. Missing a button eye, its black yarn hair in tangles, stuffing leaking from just about everywhere, the doll appeared to be very loved. Perhaps a bit too much, judging by her condition.


There were children here. A little girl, at the very least.


He knocked again, a little louder this time, then shoved his hand in his pockets. When no one answered, he bounded down the steps and followed a flagstone walk around to the back of the house, his gaze taking in and memorizing everything he saw as it came into view—barn, henhouse, icehouse, smokehouse, and huge stable—all well-kept and tidy—and a tall, sparse old woman wearing a big, straw hat. She wandered around a huge garden, talking to the various plants greening up the tilled earth, pulling weeds with gnarled, twisted fingers to fill the wicker basket hanging from her arm while pristine white sheets snapped in the breeze closer to the house.


He removed his hat from his head and approached her. “Excuse me, ma’am.”


She didn’t jump or stop pulling weeds from between rows of sprouting greenery. In fact, she didn’t seem to be alarmed by his sudden appearance at all. Instead, she peered at him from beneath the wide brim of her hat. Her sharp brown eyes boldly assessed him as her scrutiny went from the top of his hatless head to the boots on his feet and back. She smiled, the wrinkles on her face deepening, as she nodded. “Well, now, you certainly took your time gettin’ here, son, but you’ll do.”


Somewhat taken aback by the comment, Eamon peered at the woman and frowned. She spoke as if she’d expected him, but how could she have known? He hadn’t known until a short time ago he’d be here.


She continued her frank appraisal, then stuck out her hand. “Lavinia Stark, but you can call me Granny. Everyone does.”


Despite her misshapen hands, her grip was strong and solid.


“A plea—”


He never had a chance to finish his sentence or introduce himself. He heard the back door open, then the distinct double click of a shotgun being cocked.


Eamon released the woman’s hand and dropped his hat to the ground. Without another thought, he reached for the pistols slung low around his hips but found . . . nothing. No holster, no guns. He’d forgotten he no longer wore them—they weren’t part of him anymore and hadn’t been for a long time. He took a deep breath, turned slowly to face the direction of the noise, and blinked several times. A woman stood before him, the shotgun steady in her hands. Dressed in a white blouse, a split skirt made of fine, soft suede, and tooled leather boots, she stunned him with her perfection. A hank of whiskey-colored hair slipped from the ponytail at the back of her head and fell forward. She swung it out of her face with a practiced jerk of her head.


She spoke, her voice low and gravelly, but exuding confidence. “Mister, I don’t know who you are, but if I were you, I’d get off my land. I’ve never killed anyone, but there’s always a first time.” She didn’t raise the shotgun and point it at him, but she didn’t have to. The threat couldn’t have been more clear. She would if he forced her hand.


She stood not ten feet away and looked . . . angry and unapologetic. Determined to make him leave. Green eyes, as green as spring grass, sparkled with indignation, and the firm set of her mouth left no doubt . . . she wanted nothing more than to have him gone, and he didn’t think she would hesitate to pull the trigger.


“And you can tell Mr. Pearce I haven’t changed my mind.” Her voice dropped an octave, becoming more hoarse, sounding like she gargled three times a day with rocks, but still strong and commanding and oddly, very pleasant. “I’m not selling. I’ll never sell. I don’t care how many men he sends to bully me. He’s messing with the wrong woman.”


“I don’t mean no harm, ma’am.” Eamon took a step back . . . a slow careful step, and just as carefully, picked up his hat. “I don’t know any Mr. Pearce. I’m just lookin’ for work. Or maybe a hot meal.”


She didn’t seem convinced as she stepped closer, her eyes narrowing as she studied his face.


“Theo Danforth! Put down that shotgun!” The woman beside him finally spoke and moved with a swiftness that belied her age, advancing on the woman named Theo.


A heated, whispered conversation, which Eamon couldn’t hear, ensued while he watched both women warily, his hat still in his hands, his feet planted firmly to the ground. Their conversation became more animated, though he still couldn’t hear their words. The fact Theo still held the weapon tightly in her hands was enough to let him know he wasn’t welcome.


“Look, lady, I’ll just leave. No harm done.” He shifted his weight from one leg to the other, his discomfort growing by the second. No one liked being on the wrong side of a gun, no matter which side of the law one stood on, even if the bore of the shotgun was pointed at the ground. Accidents could happen. “I ain’t that hungry.”


Despite his words, his empty stomach chose that moment to gurgle loudly. Much to his embarrassment, the noise carried to where to the two women argued. The younger one snapped her mouth shut in midsentence, while the older one, Granny, grinned with smug satisfaction.


Theo relaxed her grip on the gun, but she still didn’t smile. “The least I can do is feed you,” she said, though her expression made it clear she wasn’t happy about it. She turned and marched through the back porch into the house, slamming the door behind her.


Granny held out her hand. “It’ll be all right, son. Trust me.”


Though doubtful he should trust either one of them, Eamon allowed her to lead him toward the back porch and a long wooden trestle table before she went back to her garden. As he took his seat on one of the benches and placed his hat next to him, he noticed several things at once. Again, he saw toys—a wooden train, a barn that resembled the one standing across the yard, and another rag doll as equally loved as the one on the front porch, except this one had yellow yarn hair and a calico apron. Beside the door, a big bell had been screwed into the doorframe, and rain slickers, in various sizes, hung from hooks along the wall. Beneath the coats were boots, again in various sizes. Dried herbs hung from the ceiling of the porch and lent their aroma to the smells coming from the kitchen.


He jumped to his feet as the woman named Theo came out onto the porch. She had replaced the shotgun with a tray, which she slid onto the table. On a flower-patterned plate, thick slices of ham and cheese were wedged between two pieces of bread. Steam rose from a bowl to the left of the sandwich, the aroma making his stomach grumble once more. She moved everything from the tray to the table, including a huge glass of milk, a napkin, and a spoon. There was also a cup of coffee, but she didn’t set that before him.


“Sit,” she said as she moved the tray to the side and slid onto the bench across from him. A ray of sunlight settled on her, illuminating her entire being, making it appear as if she had a halo around her head. “Eat.” She nodded toward his food, then picked up her coffee cup and took a sip.


Eamon took his seat and changed his opinion of her in that moment. Despite the fact she’d held him at gunpoint just a few short minutes ago, she looked like an angel, and he couldn’t stop himself from staring at her. She was older than he originally thought; fine lines radiated from the corners of her eyes. Deeper creases defined her mouth, telling him this woman smiled and laughed. Perhaps not right now, but quite often.


She cocked an eyebrow and pointed to the food on the table once more before her gaze shifted to Granny in the garden.


Embarrassed he’d been caught staring, blood heated his face as Eamon dug into his meal. The sandwich was delicious, the bread, as he suspected, soft and chewy, the ham succulent with the sweet taste of honey, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a bowl of chicken soup this delicious, nor dumplings so light and fluffy.


Eamon felt the warmth of her gaze as her attention returned to him. She sipped her coffee while she studied him, but didn’t say a word until he took the last bite of his sandwich. “My name is Theodosia Danforth. And you are?” she asked, her brilliant green gaze never leaving his face.


“Eamon MacDermott, ma’am.”


“Mr. MacDermott,” she repeated and gave a slight nod, a thick curl of whiskey-colored hair falling next to her cheek. She tucked it behind her ear. “About earlier. I don’t normally greet people—”


“No need to apologize, ma’am.”


She stiffened and a becoming flush stained her features. “I wasn’t about to apologize, Mr. MacDermott. I have every right to defend my family and my property, by whatever means necessary.”


Eamon almost grinned but forced it away. She was a thorny little thing, full of bluster and bristle. He liked that. “Yes, ma’am, you do.” He rose from his seat and grabbed his hat. “Thank you for—”


She grabbed his arm, her long slim fingers imparting warmth to the flesh beneath the material of his shirt, a slight burst of heat that traveled along his veins, filling him with sensations he couldn’t describe. Unnerved, he wanted to take a step back but forced himself to remain exactly where he was . . . at least until the unfamiliar feeling passed.


And whatever that sensation was, she must have felt it too. She released her grip on him quickly, as if burned. The flush staining her cheeks grew brighter, and her eyes, those glimmering shards of green, gleamed. “You still need that job?”


“Yes, ma’am, I do, but . . . why did you change your mind?”


Her gaze stayed on him, unblinking, and then she shrugged. “Let’s just say I’m willing to take a chance on you. Besides, a fancy back east lawyer wouldn’t be dressed the way you are nor would he wolf down a meal like he hadn’t eaten in three days.”


He wished she would smile, but she didn’t as she gestured toward the bench. Eamon took his seat once more and laid his hat beside him.


“Tell me about yourself.”


“Not much to tell. You already know I’m looking for work.”


“Have you worked on a horse farm before, Mr. MacDermott?”


“No, ma’am, but I have moved cattle and milked a few cows. I also washed dishes and waited tables in a hotel in Tombstone, Arizona.” He didn’t tell her he’d been a U.S. Marshal, a job he loved before he put his guns away. She didn’t need to know he blamed himself for the deaths of his brother, Kieran, his wife, Mary, and their son, Matthew, and the near death of his brother, Brock, at the hands of the Logans. If he could forget, he’d be much happier. “Poured whiskey in a little saloon in Cheyenne, too, and once, on a dare, I even sang in that saloon.”


His attempt at humor failed. She still didn’t smile. Instead, she absorbed the information with the tiniest frown on her face, the corners of her mouth turned down.


“Can you repair fences and the like?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


There was another question in her eyes, but she didn’t ask. Instead, she took a deep breath, her chest expanding against the stark white of her shirt, distrust evident on her face, and he couldn’t help wondering who or what had made her so. She didn’t seem like a woman who would normally be full of suspicion, but then, he didn’t know her. He only knew what he saw and felt—years of experience taught him to trust his gut. This woman was afraid, though she tried to hide it. Did it have something to do with the name Pearce she had mentioned? Who was he? And why did he want her to sell her farm?


He shook himself out of his musings and listened.


“Regardless, Granny insisted I offer you a job, and truthfully, we do need you. Breeding season is fast coming upon us, and I recently lost a worker,” she said, her gaze intent, “but I have rules, Mr. MacDermott. This is a working farm. We work. Hard. Every day. If you’re not willing to make that commitment, then I don’t want you.”


Again, her hair fell in her face, but instead of tucking the thick tress behind her ear, she removed the strip of leather holding the mass together and let it hang loose to curl around her shoulders. Eamon could only stare. Her hair wasn’t just the color of whiskey. It was so much more. Rich golds, burnished reds, and deep chestnut shimmered in the sunlight, fascinating him. He resisted the urge to touch the softness and forced himself to listen to her words instead.


“There are children here, none of whom have had an easy time of it. I will tolerate nothing less than kindness toward them.” She spoke around the strip of leather clenched between her teeth as she smoothed her hair back one more time. “I will tolerate no abuse to the animals either. None. Some of them have already been abused and are healing. I’ll let nothing stop that process.”


She finished finger-combing those shining tresses back into a ponytail, wrapped the leather strip around the mass, and tied it off before she stood and smoothed the wrinkles from her split skirt, then stuck out her hand. “Can you abide by my rules? Think carefully before you answer. Many have said my rules are too harsh, and they quickly left.”


Without hesitation, Eamon clasped her hand in his and shook. Again that odd sensation filled him, but he chose to ignore it. If she felt it again, nothing gave her away. “Yes, ma’am.”


“The job comes with a place to stay, Mr. MacDermott, if you don’t already have one. I pay a dollar a day, and you’ll earn every cent. You’ll take your meals with us in the main house. There’s always a pot of coffee on the stove, and you’re more than welcome to it. Sundays and Wednesday afternoons are yours to do with as you wish. There’s a lake through the woods just to the north if you like to fish.”


Gratitude flowed through him. How could he have been so lucky? Not only would he have a place to stay but good food to fill his belly as well. Trusting the instincts that made him turn up the drive to this farm had paid off tenfold. “Yes, ma’am.”


A shapely brow rose, and a smile, one he’d been wishing he’d see, hovered at the corner of her mouth. She inclined her head slightly. “I’ll show you to your room.”


“Thank you, ma’am.”


She walked quickly, taking two steps to every one of his, but never stopped speaking as she led him toward a small room built onto the side of the barn. She opened the door and stepped aside. “It isn’t much, but it’s warm in winter and cool in summer and it’ll keep the rain and snow off your head.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Dust motes danced in a beam of sunlight coming in through the window and swirled as he stepped inside. “Thank you, ma’am.”


“Please call me Theo. We’ll never get along if you insist on calling me ma’am.”


“Yes, ma—I mean Theo. My horse is out front. Would you mind if I took care of him before I begin working? We’ve had a long journey, Traveler and I.”


“Of course. Everything you need is in the barn. Come out to the paddock when you’re ready. It’s behind the stable.” She closed the door behind her.


Eamon listened to the sound of her retreating footsteps as he glanced around the room. The word comfort came to mind as he took in the furnishings. Nothing had been spared. Aside from a small bed, he had a bureau with a mirror, a bedside table, an armoire, a commode, and a small Ben Franklin stove to heat the place in winter. There was even a well-padded leather chair in the corner beside a table and a rag rug on the floor. Above the table, a shelf held several books. Plenty of light streamed in through the open windows, allowing him to briefly peruse the titles. A slight smile lifted the corners of his mouth. The woman had good taste in literature.


He stepped outside, closing the portal behind him, and popped his head into the barn through the open doors. Sunshine streamed in through several windows along the sides as well as the open matching doors at the opposite end of the barn. The structure was clean, well designed . . . and empty except for a few kittens stalking each other in the hay.


He met no one else as he made his way to the front of the house to retrieve Traveler. When Theo said she needed him, she wasn’t lying. Where were the children she had mentioned? And the other workers? He hadn’t seen anyone other than her and Granny, and this farm was too big to be run by an old woman and her feisty granddaughter.


Doesn’t matter, MacDermott. It’s not your business. You won’t stay long enough to find out. The thoughts popped in his head as he untied Traveler’s reins and walked him back to the barn, his hooves kicking up dust on the wide dirt road curving around the house. He never stayed long for fear someone would recognize him and see his guilt.


He led his horse into the barn, chose a stall, and then removed the saddle, placing it as well as the blanket that had been beneath it on the railing. He slung his saddlebags over the railing, too, then strode down the aisle in search of a currycomb or brush and some oats. He found everything in a small room tucked into a corner at the back of the barn. The smell of leather from saddles, old and new, as well as reins, halters, and harnesses overpowered the smell of hay.


Eamon inhaled the familiar scent and found himself smiling, something he didn’t do very often anymore, before he grabbed what he needed and strode down the center aisle. He poured some oats into the trough attached to one of the rails, then clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. The horse chuffed and moved toward the trough, sniffed at the oats, and began to eat. “Eat up, boy. You deserve it.” He smoothed his hands along Traveler’s shoulder, speaking to the horse as if he understood every word, then picked up the currycomb and began to brush him down.


It didn’t take Eamon long to get Traveler settled, nor to grab his saddlebags, go back to his temporary quarters, and unpack his belongings. He didn’t own much, and everything he did own fit into his saddlebags. Living as he had for the past two and a half years, moving from town to town, trying to outrun his past, he didn’t accumulate many possessions. Except for memories and regrets, and he already had plenty of both.


A sigh escaped him as he dug the last item out of his saddlebag. He sat on the edge of the chair and pulled the strings of the bow holding the burlap-wrapped bundle closed. His hand shook, and his heart beat a rapid tattoo in his chest.


The tools of his job—the one he’d given up when he promised himself he’d never wear the holster around his hips or shoot the pistols again. He rubbed his hands over the pearl handles now, feeling the smoothness beneath his fingertips. Memories assailed him, making his heart hurt all over again. It would be so much easier if he’d never see these guns again, but for reasons he didn’t understand, he couldn’t give them up, couldn’t sell them for much needed revenue. He’d tried. Too many times to count.


Deep in his soul, the guns were a part of him, part of his life. And his past.


With a heavy sigh, he wrapped them once more in burlap and found a safe place to hide them.


A short time later, Eamon left his quarters, strode around to the back of the stable, and stopped in midstride, not quite prepared for the beauty of the landscape before him. Pasture spread into the near distance, toward a deeply wooded copse. Separated into various enclosures by white fence, the grass was as green as Theo’s eyes, a fact he noticed too quickly. Milk cows grazed to his left. He saw sheep as well. Closer to the back of the barn were chickens and pigs. And in the distance, he saw horses, all shapes and sizes, their colors ranging from blackest black to startling white.


He skirted the side of the stable and saw her. Theo. She stood in the middle of an enclosure, speaking softly to a horse, her voice a low, soothing hum. She didn’t move very much, and when she did, she did it slowly so as not to frighten the animal.


Lined up next to the paddock fence, their focus on her, Eamon saw a dog, a duck, and two cats. Not unusual to see on a farm, except these animals were different. The dog’s front leg was shriveled and misshapen, one cat had no tail, and the other cat had no ear and part of its face seemed . . . odd. The duck had a bandage wrapped around his body, keeping both wings close so he couldn’t stretch them out . . . and perhaps fly away?


As he approached, Theo’s words became clear. “It’s all right, Maizie. I’m going to put this ointment on your sores, like I did yesterday and the day before.” She stood motionless and he realized she was giving Maizie time. “You felt better after that, didn’t you, girl?” The beautiful roan eyed her, then tossed her head, ears pinned back, tail swishing as she backed away. Sunlight struck the slash marks on her dark coat. They were new, but beneath them, he could plainly see older scars. Someone had purposely hurt this animal, and his heart went out to her. Theo had said she didn’t tolerate abuse. Well, neither did he.


He turned his attention from the horse to the woman. She should have been named Patience because she stood in the paddock as still as a painting, her voice melodic and soft, almost hypnotizing, as she sang a lullaby. After a while, Maizie finally came toward her and nuzzled her shoulder.


Unable to help himself, Eamon let out his breath, surprised he’d been holding it. “That was amazing.”







Chapter 2


Theo didn’t jump when he spoke, but did turn to look at him. She’d noticed him the moment he stepped behind the stable. How could she not? The man possessed an assured, confident presence and moved with a natural, easy grace. Easily topping six feet, he possessed broad shoulders and long legs, which filled out his trousers quite nicely. And his mouth . . . good gracious, his mouth looked so kissable, even if he didn’t smile.


And why am I thinking about his mouth? Or how nicely he fills out his trousers?


With effort, she pulled her gaze away from him and concentrated on dabbing soothing salve on the mare’s open sores. “Are the accommodations to your liking, Mr. MacDermott?”


“Eamon, please.”


From the corner of her eye, she saw him lean against the paddock fence and rest his forearms on the top rail. A boot-clad foot rested on one of the bottom rails. His hat shaded part of his face, but couldn’t hide his utterly kissable mouth.


And she still shouldn’t be thinking about that, but she couldn’t seem to stop.


I may be a widow, but I can still appreciate a fine-looking man. Nothing wrong with that.


Theo tore her gaze away once again.


“They’re quite comfortable. Thank you.” He said nothing more, but she could feel his steady gaze as she liberally applied more salve. After a while, he tilted his hat back on his head and asked, “What happened to her?”


“Her former owner thought by whipping her, she’d go faster, have more strength and stamina, but Maizie here is an old girl. She just wants to rest. Her days of pulling the ice wagon are over.” She glanced at him and noticed how gray his eyes were, like smoke rising from a fire, and how intently they watched her. “She’s mine now. Once she heals, I’ll let her out in one of the pastures so she can run with the younger horses.” She put the lid on the small container of salve and slipped it into her pocket, then slowly worked the remainder of the cream into her hands, delighting in the subtle smell of roses. Giving one final pat to Maizie’s shoulder, she approached the fence where Eamon waited.


And was shaken by a moment of utter doubt. Should she have hired this man? She didn’t know if she could trust her judgment anymore, considering what had happened with her last hired hand. Burl Stanton hid his true nature behind a charming smile, but showed it when he took a whip to Circe. Granny said Eamon was different. He needed Morning Mist Farms and the healing to be found here. She said he’d come a long way to find this place, even if he didn’t realize it, and if anyone would know that, it would be Granny. Theo never questioned the woman’s ability to simply know things.


Besides, Theodosia Danforth never turned away a person—or an animal—in need. And she wouldn’t now but . . .


She watched him warily, studied him actually, looking for a sign that she’d made the right decision and could trust this stranger she’d just met. If he felt uncomfortable with her scrutiny, he didn’t show it. Instead, he studied her just as carefully, and in the depths of his smoky gray eyes, she saw pain . . . and loneliness. Feelings she knew well. Her heart went out to him, and all doubt fled from her mind. He did need healing, as Granny said. From what, she didn’t know, but she would. Eventually.


And he needed kindness. As much as she could give.


A flush heated her face. He needed compassion, and she’d threatened him with her shotgun. The fact that it hadn’t been loaded didn’t make her feel any better.


It hadn’t been kind. Not in the least.


“I apologize about the shotgun. It wasn’t loaded. I just . . . though I would never harm another human being, Eamon, I do think I should be able to protect myself, my family, and my property.” She slipped through the space between the rails and came up beside him.


He asked for no further explanation as he gave a slight nod. Theo didn’t know if that meant he accepted her apology or not. Maybe he decided it wasn’t his business. Taking a deep breath, she asked, “Are you ready to see the horses?”


Again, he didn’t speak, just gave another nod.


“Good. If you’ll follow me.”


She grabbed her hat from one of the posts, plopped it on her head, and led the way. The dog, cats, and duck followed behind her in a single line.


“I should introduce you,” she said as she led them down a grassy walkway between fences.


“To whom?”


“Why, the menagerie, of course.” She turned around and walked backward so she could see his face and gesture to the animals following her. “The dog is Happy although he answers to Hoppy as well.” The dog, hearing his names, leapt forward with a soft woof and butted her hand with his head, looking for affection. Theo rubbed her fingers through the dog’s silky fur as she spoke. “I’m sure you’ve noticed he’s only got three legs that work. Doesn’t slow him down any. The cat missing his ear is Vincent. The other one is Mama.” She grinned as she faced forward. “The duck is Mallory, who, I’m sure, cannot wait to leave us once his wing is healed. He’s not fond of humans at the moment.”


“Why not?” His voice, a little closer now, sent a tiny shiver down her spine. Deep and rich, it had the most pleasing quality to it. She turned her head, intending to look behind her, only to see him right beside her.


“He was shot by some rowdy boys who had no business being on my property. I don’t condone killing for killing’s sake. It’s one thing to hunt for food. It’s another thing entirely to kill because one is bored and has nothing better to do.” Even now, she had a problem keeping the anger from her voice and glanced at him to judge his reaction to both her words and her attitude. “Living creatures should not be used as target practice.”


“I agree.” His gaze met hers. Direct. Disturbing—as if he could see inside her heart and knew all her secrets.


She stumbled a bit beneath his intent stare. He grabbed her upper arm, his fingers strong yet gentle, and steadied her. The flicker of something when she’d touched him earlier returned, startling her. It made her feel breathless and giddy, like she’d run too far too fast.


“Thank you,” she managed, though how, she didn’t know.


Goodness gracious, Theo! Quit behaving like a ninny!


Admonishing herself didn’t help—she still felt it . . . whatever it was. She couldn’t give this particular feeling a name no matter how hard she tried, though the giddiness remained, persistent and strange.


She took a deep breath and looked up at his face—his utterly handsome face. If he felt anything, his features did not reveal his thoughts, but his hand remained on her arm for much longer than necessary.


He gave a slight nod and released her from his grasp. With effort, Theo resumed walking along the grassy pathway, forcing herself from her momentary lapse into wherever she had gone.


“What happened to the boys?”


“What? Oh . . . I spoke to their fathers, and each of them worked on my farm for a week, from sunup to sundown.”


“I’ll bet you gave them the most unpleasant of tasks.”


“Of course. I wanted them to learn a lesson.” She chuckled, remembering the looks on their faces when she’d handed them their shovels and given them their chores. Mucking out the stable wasn’t a task anyone wanted to perform, but it was a necessity of life on the farm. “My barn and stable never looked so clean. Neither did the henhouse.”


Theo led him along the grassy path and stopped at the first enclosure. Four horses, three due to foal soon, stood in the shade of a tree beside the small stream that cut through the pasture. Theo gave a short, sharp whistle. Almost as one, they raised their heads and raced to the fence, each one vying for her attention.


“These are my babies.” She touched them one by one. “Athena is nine. Electra is eight. Circe and Galatea are both six and about to become mothers for the first time. This will be Electra’s second foal.”


“Named after Greek mythology. Was that your idea?”


“No, it was my husband, Henry’s, idea. He loved Greek mythology and read quite a bit on the subject.” She rubbed Electra’s nose as she spoke. “A very important part of your job here at Morning Mist will be keeping careful records for each horse: dates of birth, sire and dam when we have a new birth, illnesses, and injuries. Their temperament and the like.” It didn’t occur to her to ask if he could read and write. She assumed he could since he knew the horses were named after Greek mythology.


“You’ll also be recording time.” She pulled a stopwatch from her pocket and clicked it open, then closed it with a snap and handed it to him. “It’s important for those who are purchasing my horses to know how fast they run on a set course.”


Eamon slipped the watch in his pocket. “Who rides when you’re recording their time?”


“I don’t record the time. Usually, I can get one of the children to do that. I ride.”


If he was surprised by her answer, he didn’t show that either. In fact, he didn’t seem to show any emotion, his features set, though he seemed friendly enough. She studied him once again, her eyes drifting over his face. There was something inherently gentle in his features despite his stoic demeanor, but for reasons she couldn’t explain, she got the distinct feeling he hadn’t been happy—or laughed—in a very long time.


Theo blinked, tore her gaze away from him, and got back to the subject at hand. “And lastly, I keep track of who comes here to have their mares breed with my stallion and who purchases my horses outright. It’s important for me to know that my horses go to good homes. I won’t sell to just anyone. A buyer or a breeder must be recommended.” She rubbed her arm where his strong fingers had grasped her.


What is wrong with me? It’s like I’ve never seen a handsome man before. Quit staring at him and get on with it!


Once again, though it took effort on her part, she got her mind back on business, and firmly pushed away any thoughts that didn’t have to do with the horses or the farm. “I’ll show you where the records are later.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


She didn’t correct him for calling her “ma’am” again. Instead, she led him farther down the fence and stopped at another enclosure. The dog, cats, and duck stopped as well. She didn’t need to whistle this time. The young horses were already lined up. Theo grinned and touched each one as she named them. “Echo, Ares, and Hestia are three years old. Castor and Pollux are twins out of Athena. They’re four. Daphne is five, and I think this year, I’ll breed her.” Her hand lingered on the side of Daphne’s long muzzle before she gave the horse one final pat.


“This way.” She stepped away from the fence and strolled across the wide grassy expanse between enclosures. A grouping of trees cast long shadows on the ground, shading several tables and chairs as well as a small wooden bridge spanning the stream that twisted and turned throughout the pasture. Theo stepped across the bridge, her boot heels loud on the wooden planks, and strode toward another fenced area directly across from where her three-, four-, and five-year-olds frolicked in the pasture. Again, the horses were lined up at the fence. “These are my youngest. Phoebe is two and proving to be a fast runner. Her times are incredible. Persephone and Hermes are one and will be as fast as her.” She paused as she rubbed Phoebe’s nose. “Phoebe will be leaving us soon.”


“Leaving? Has she been sold?”


“No, not sold. She isn’t mine.”


“I don’t understand. I thought you owned all these horses.”


Theo shook her head. “Not all. The majority, yes. Phoebe’s owner will be arriving shortly and taking her home. Hart Jameson brought his stallion, Hart’s Pride, a few years ago and bred him with Athena. Phoebe is the result, and Hart couldn’t be happier. He left her with me so I could train her, but now he’s anxious to take her on the racing circuit.”


She moved on, glancing only once to see if she still had his attention, but it seemed like he was absorbing every word she said, his attention fully captured between her and the horses. She stopped at the last enclosure, and joy filled her heart. “And this is Henry’s All or Nothing. Or Pumpkin, as I’ve always called him.”


“Strange name for a horse,” he said as he leaned against the fence. “Why isn’t he named after Greek gods like the others?”


“He was our first and not so strange when you know why he’s named as he is.” Theo opened the paddock gate and sauntered through. Pumpkin trotted up beside her and nuzzled her pockets. She stroked his long nose, then gave him the sugar cube she’d taken from the kitchen. “Henry and I were there when Pumpkin was born. The birth had been difficult, and we almost lost his mother. We didn’t think either one of them would survive.” The horse finished the bit of sweet, then nuzzled her pocket again, looking for another. Theo obliged. “Last one, my boy,” she whispered as she held out her hand. The horse took the sugar cube with his lips and proceeded to crunch the cube to nothing. Theo pulled a handkerchief from her other pocket and wiped her hand, then turned her attention back to Eamon.


“Henry’s father didn’t want anything to do with him. To look at him now, you’d never know Pumpkin was a scrawny little thing, so much smaller than the other foals born that year—smaller, in fact, than any other horse born on Turning Leaf Farms in Kentucky. It took him all afternoon to stand and begin nursing. But Henry saw something in him, something special. He bet every last penny we had—every last hope of winning races—on this horse, so truly, he was and is All or Nothing.” She continued to stroke the horse’s nose and couldn’t help the smile that lifted the corners of her mouth as memories came flooding back. There had been some bad days, but luck had shined on her and Henry more often than not, and the good far outweighed the bad.


“For three years, he won every race we entered him in. Sometimes, the purse wasn’t even worth the entry price, but for us, it was more than the money. It was pride. Pumpkin was building a reputation as were we.” She glanced at him. Again, his foot hooked onto the bottom slat of the fence, and one arm rested on the top. He’d tilted his hat back, and his full attention was on her, though his hand gently brushed against Happy’s silky black-and-white coat as the dog leaned against him. She wondered if he was aware he was doing it.


“Eventually, we took the winnings, moved here, and built what you see. Morning Mist Farms.” She gave the horse a final pat and stepped through the gate, making sure it was locked behind her. Pumpkin would never run away, but why take the chance? “We are primarily a stud farm. People come from far and wide to have their mares bred with Pumpkin, hoping they’ll have another winner. Or they bring their stallions to mate with one of Pumpkin’s progeny. They also come to buy Pumpkin’s offspring with the same hope. He’s proven himself more than once.”


“You have yourself a nice place, Miz Danforth.”


She peered up at him. “I thought we agreed you were going to call me Theo?”


A flush stained his features as he lowered the brim of his hat, as if he had allowed her to see too much and was now trying to hide it. “Yes, ma’am. I mean Theo.”


“That’s better. Now, do you have any more questions?”


“Just one. Why Morning Mist?”


“Another one of Henry’s ideas.” Warmth filled her when she mentioned Henry’s name once again. She thought of him every day, but now, two and a half years after his passing, the pain of losing him wasn’t as devastating. More and more, his memories brought her happiness and not tears. “In the morning, when the sun is first coming up, there is a fine, soft mist hovering over the pastures. Henry thought it was the most beautiful thing he ever saw, hence the name.”


As she began to lead him back toward the stable, Happy gave a short, whiny yip, then nearly toppled her over as he ran toward to the house in his peculiar three-legged gait. The cats followed, and the duck brought up the rear, quacking for all he was worth. “Ah, it’s time.”


“Time? Time for what?”


“The children are home from school.” She led the way down the grassy path toward the house, following behind Mallory, who waddled quickly but not fast enough to keep up with the dog and cats. “I’ll show you around the stable after you’ve met everyone. I’m very proud of what we built. Henry and I designed it while we were still traveling to Colorado. We hadn’t even found the land yet, let alone purchased it, but we had faith.”


She glanced in his direction as they came out from between the barn and stable to the commotion in the yard. She expected to see Quincy driving the buckboard, Marianne beside him, but they were nowhere in sight. Neither was the buckboard. Instead, the children—her pride and joy, although they weren’t her own—stood in the dust of the drive as Happy danced and barked, running from one to another, sticking his nose in places it didn’t belong, giving soft woofs of happiness as hands stroked his fur. The duck quacked and waddled after the dog while the cats meowed and rubbed themselves against five pairs of legs, one right after another, welcoming the children home.


Beside her, Eamon stopped and stood with his hands on his hips. Theo studied him, noting the expression on his face. Some people found it intolerable to have their peace broken by a cacophony of noises such as her barnyard had become. Others accepted it for what it was. And others still, like her, loved it. Eamon seemed to like it, although she couldn’t be quite sure. Humor danced in his eyes, and the corners of his mouth twitched. “Is it like this every day?”


She shook her head. “Not every day. Only when the children attend school. Usually, there are two more—Quincy and Marianne Burke. They live here as well. Quincy is my farm manager and Marianne cooks for us, but you’ll have to meet them later.”


She so loved this part of the day, when the children came home from school and her family became complete once more.


The only one missing was Henry.


He would have loved seeing how Thomas and Charlotte had grown. He would have marveled and been as proud as a father could be by how Lou and Wynn had matured into fine young men. He would have adored Gabby, as precious as she was.


Henry Danforth had loved children and wanted a house full, but they had never been blessed.


Mentally, Theo gave herself a little shake, pushing the thought from her mind, then gave a quick nod to Granny, who opened the back door and waited on the step as she and Eamon approached the children. Theo clapped her hands, gaining their attention from greeting the animals, which were barking, meowing, and quacking. In seconds, the three youngest of the group swarmed her, wrapping their arms around her so she could give them a little squeeze. Theo loved this part of welcoming them home the best and reveled in the love they gave her. It was more than reciprocated.


She glanced upward to find Eamon’s intent stare on her. She thought she saw an unmistakable yearning flash in his eyes, but it was gone too quickly to be certain. She cleared her throat. “Everyone, I want you to meet Mr. MacDermott. He’ll be working with us.” Theo drew his attention from herself to a boy she motioned forward. “This is Lou Burke, Quincy and Marianne’s son.” He had a smattering of faded freckles across his nose, lively blue eyes full of mischief, and a thick sheaf of dark hair over his forehead. He gave a slight nod, but an impish smile graced his lips as he put down the large crate he held and stuck out his hand.


Theo watched carefully as Eamon shook the young man’s hand and exchanged pleasantries. She could tell a lot about a person in the way he or she responded to others. So far, Eamon MacDermott seemed to genuinely like people.


After the two greeted each other, Lou turned toward her and shoved the hair out of his eyes. “Pop and Mama heard Mr. Osuch fell from his roof and broke his arm so they went over to see if the Osuches needed any help.” Again, hair was pushed out of his face as he picked up the crate. “Nice to meet you, Mr. MacDermott.”


Why does his name seem familiar? She’d thought so before when he first introduced himself, but couldn’t place it. She knew for a fact she’d never met him, so why did his name jiggle something in her memory?


She ignored the question as well as the dull pinprick of disquiet. Her nephew stepped forward, a stack of books held together with a leather strap in his hands. Solemn brown eyes measured the man before him. After a moment, he introduced himself. “Wynn. Wynn Danforth. Theo is my aunt,” he said in a tone that was a warning and a welcome at the same time, though the warning was quite clear. He would protect his aunt.


Theo grinned, very proud of the young man she and Henry had taken in over six years ago when Henry’s brother passed. Then she forced the smile from her face, schooling her features into a mask of solemnity equal to his own.


Eamon offered his hand. “Nice to meet you.”


“And these angels are my wards.” Theo released the three children from her protective embrace. “I’d like you to meet Thomas and Charlotte White and Gabrielle Bainbridge. Say hello to Mr. MacDermott.”


Theo’s heart swelled as Thomas stepped forward first and held out his hand. “P-p-pleased to make your acquaintance, M-m-mr. MacDermott.” Pride grew as he shook the man’s hand, then stepped aside and gestured to his younger sister. “M-m-may I present my s-sister, Charlotte?”


“How do you do?” The young girl extended her hand as well and dipped a little curtsy, her face flushed, her voice barely above a whisper. She pulled her hand away quickly and hid behind her brother.


“You can’t forget me. I’m Gabby.”


Theo took a deep breath and let it out between her lips in an effort to keep her emotions at bay as Gabby tugged on Eamon’s sleeve. He knelt on one knee to be eye to eye with her. Gabby hardly ever touched anyone. She very rarely allowed herself to be touched either and quickly squirmed free, but that was getting better. She let herself be hugged a little more often now, but that progress had taken over two years. The only exception was on those nights when the nightmares came and she relived, once more, the tragic loss of her family in a fire. She’d been so young, only four, when it happened, but the memories lived on, not only in her mind but in the faint scars marring the soft skin of her hands, her back, and the backs of her legs. She was still self-conscious about her hair, which had been singed off in the fire, but was now long enough to pull into pigtails.


Theo glanced at Granny and saw the woman struggle with the same emotions, although Granny hadn’t managed to keep the fine sheen of tears from her eyes.


“How do you do, Miss Gabby?” Eamon asked, the tone of his voice gentle. If he noticed the faded marks the fire had left on her hands, he didn’t show it.


“I do jes’ fine.” Her smile was engaging, her soft baby-blue eyes glimmering with a hint of understanding as she shook his hand, and then she did the most surprising thing of all. She wrapped her little arms around Eamon’s neck and hugged him. The small display of affection was Theo’s undoing, and she turned away, swallowing hard against the lump in her throat. She had tried for so long to get Gabby to open her soul of the sorrow that dwelled there, longed for the day when the six-year-old child would allow herself to be held without pulling away, and here, she’d taken the first step herself.


Perhaps she felt a kindred spirit in Eamon MacDermott or recognized the same sorrow dwelling in his soul, as Theo herself had done.


She studied Eamon with a new appreciation.


No matter why the child did as she did, it was a good beginning.


The best beginning.







Chapter 3


Eamon watched Granny shepherd the young people inside for milk and cake, except for Lou, who sauntered over to the henhouse, the crate in his hands, the dog, cats, and duck tailing behind him in a single line.


The yard quieted once more.


For a man who spent so much time alone except for his horse, the noise had been jarring. Now, the hush was deafening and reminded him how much his life had changed over the past two and a half years. All of it was his own doing. He didn’t deserve more. If he had pursued and captured the Logan Gang when they had crossed his path, he could have prevented Zeb Logan from killing Kieran, Mary, and Matthew, then shooting his brother, Brock, leaving him for dead. He might even have avoided being shot himself by Tell Logan. His head told him he couldn’t have gone after the Logans—he was transporting prisoners to Canon City at the time—but his heart wouldn’t listen. Seeing how Theo’s family acted with one another, despite all of them not sharing the same blood, made him miss his brothers and his nephew and niece more than he usually did. Though he’d been a U.S. Marshal, traveling from place to place, he’d always been able to see his family on a regular basis, often having dinner at Kieran’s ranch.


All that changed in the blink of an eye with a bullet from a gun.


He shook himself from his thoughts and turned toward the back porch, catching sight of Gabby as she darted toward a chair in the corner and grabbed the much loved rag doll from her perch. She squeezed the doll tight, then disappeared into the house once more. The corners of his mouth pulled down in a frown as another unbidden memory—or perhaps it was his heart’s desire—flashed through his mind. Desi Lyn, Kieran’s daughter, would be a year or so younger than Gabby now, but he hadn’t seen his niece since he recovered from Tell’s bullet. The loss of Kieran, his wife and son, and the near loss of Brock had left a gaping hole in his heart that made him wonder how and why he should still be alive.


He heard laughter coming from inside the house through the open windows, adults’ as well as children’s, and longing stirred. He’d always been fond of children, had wanted a family of his own at one time.


The children were Theo’s wards and not hers, but the fact they were not borne of her didn’t seem to matter at all. Theo’s love for them was obvious. He didn’t doubt they were the children of her heart. All three of them seemed happy and carefree, as children should, but he couldn’t help notice a touch of sadness in them as well. Nor could he deny something had happened when Gabby wrapped her little arms around him and hugged him. Tears had sprung to his eyes, and he’d had to blink them away.


That had never happened to him before, but it wasn’t the only odd thing he’d experienced since coming to this farm a few hours ago. There was something here . . . something he couldn’t define.


Theo’s warm fingers upon his arm brought him back to the present. “Are you ready to see the stables?”


“Yes, of course.”


She gave a slight nod, then headed across the yard, the hem of her split skirt swirling around the tops of her boots with her purposeful stride. Despite her quick pace, Eamon had no problem keeping up with her. For all her bristle and mere presence, Theodosia Danforth was a tiny thing. Her head only came up to his shoulder, and if she weighed much more than one hundred pounds, he’d be surprised, although every one of those pounds seemed to be all in the right places. His gaze drifted to the gentle sway of her hips and nipped-in waist before he made himself focus on the stable ahead of him. He shouldn’t be admiring his brand-new employer like that—she was a married woman.


He forced himself to listen to her words. Once again, he found that he’d missed some.


“—the house after that. By then, the children should be done with their snack.” She stopped at the entrance to the building, her slender hand on the doorframe, and looked at him for a long time. Her eyes were wide and so very green . . . and filled with gratitude. “Thank you.”


Startled, he stopped as well and couldn’t help asking, “For what?”
“For not laughing at Thomas’s stutter or Charlotte’s shyness. For letting Gabby hug you and not staring at her scars. They haven’t . . . ” She cleared her throat, then stopped speaking as she moved through the stable’s open door and down one of the two main aisles.


“Tell me about the children. You mentioned they are your wards. How did they come to be here with you?”


Theo shrugged, but when she faced him once more, he saw the glow of love on her pretty face. “They had nowhere else to go, Eamon. No family left to love or care for them.” She turned away, but not before he saw the sheen of tears that made her eyes luminous. “Thomas and Charlotte’s mother, Angela, was my very dear friend. She contracted diphtheria when there was an epidemic in town. Being so far away out here on the farm, we were spared that tragedy so I brought the children here to stay with Granny and Marianne while I cared for Angela and her husband. She begged me to take her children, to give them a home after she was gone. She wanted them to be loved and cherished. I gave my word. Thomas was only five. Charlotte four. They’ve been with me ever since . . . it’s been four years now.”


“And Gabby? Did her family die of diphtheria as well?”


She shook her head, but didn’t speak for a long time. Her body stiffened, and she clasped her hands in front of her. He shouldn’t have asked her or delved into things that were not his concern. He wanted to know, but at the same time, he didn’t. He didn’t plan on staying long, and the last thing he needed was to get involved with this family, such as it was. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”
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