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Chapter 1

New Mexico 1885

Stephanie Raelene Buchanan, Stevie Rae to those who knew and loved her, slouched in her chair in the corner of Hagan’s Saloon and watched the room darken as Brock MacDermott opened the batwing doors, his broad shoulders blocking the sunlight. A hush settled over the occupants as all eyes turned toward him. Even the piano player missed a few keystrokes in his rendition of “Camptown Races,” which didn’t seem to make much difference.

“Brock, honey!” A woman straightened against the long mahogany bar running the length of the room, feathers fluttering from a twist in her flaming red hair. She pulled the strap of her maroon and black gown back up her shoulder, patting the attached silk flower for good measure, then directed her attention to the man behind the bar. “Winston, whiskey for Mr. MacDermott.”

No smile graced Brock’s face as he took careful measure of each and every person in the room. Stevie Rae held her breath as his gray glare fell upon her then released it when his gaze drifted on to the next person. Seemingly satisfied, he sauntered into the saloon as if he hadn’t a care in the world and yet, she knew better. He had a loose-hipped gait, but she could see the tension in him—his eyes darted from one side of the room to the other. Did he expect trouble? Here in Little River? In Hagan’s Saloon?

Well, of course, he does. He probably expects trouble everywhere he goes. 

“Pepper,” he said, acknowledging the woman now rushing across the floor, a glass of whiskey in one hand, the bottle in the other. He pulled his hat from his head, revealing a wealth of dark hair with just a touch of gray at the temples. He removed his dark brown duster and laid it across an empty chair, then took a seat at a small table with a long, drawn-out sigh. Pepper placed his glass as well as the bottle in front of him. “Thanks.”

Stevie Rae continued to watch from beneath the brim of her hat, fascinated by everything about him—the way he moved, the dark stubble on his face, and the tightness of the black shirt stretched across his wide chest. He was more handsome than she’d remembered him to be and his voice…well, his voice was something straight out of heaven.

She shook herself and clamped her lips together tighter to ignore the heat bubbling in her stomach.

He took a drink, tipping the glass back until all the liquid was gone, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. He slid the glass onto the table, then ran his fingers through his hair before pouring himself another shot of Pepper’s whiskey.

She didn’t know him personally, had never met him, but she’d seen him before and knew of him. From Denver, Colorado, to Albuquerque, New Mexico, and all places in between, everyone knew of the bounty hunter Brock MacDermott. His reputation, at least. No one could claim to know the man behind the reputation. Speculation abounded. Some said he was a former military man. Others said he’d been a lawman in Texas. Or it could have been Colorado. Maybe Arizona.

No one in Little River seemed to know. He’d shown up one day a little over a year ago, bringing three outlaws to Sheriff Hardy, and had been back a few times since, but he never stayed long…only long enough to collect his money, send a couple of telegrams, have a drink, and perhaps a little tumble with one of Ruby’s girls, before he left again.

Rumor had it he always got his man…except for one…the same man Stevie Rae hunted. Zeb Logan. Thief. Cattle rustler. Bank robber. Murderer. No, cold-blooded murderer. Thinking about the man who had changed her life made her heart hurt all over again.

Stevie Rae took a sip of the whiskey in front of her and turned her attention back to Brock MacDermott. She hadn’t seen him in over six months, not until earlier today when she saw him ride into town with Hank “The Gun” Simms tied to the saddle of the horse behind him just moments after she had arrived in town empty-handed once again. Zeb Logan proved to be elusive prey, though she’d searched for him throughout the mountains and valleys of northern New Mexico—heading out several times in the four months since he’d killed her father.

She decided then and there she’d offer to ride along with him in his pursuit of Logan. Two heads were bound to be better than one when it came to the outlaw. She didn’t even want the bounty on the man. She just wanted her revenge for the senseless killing of her father. Now, all she had to do was work up the nerve.

She took a deep breath, mentally preparing what she would say, but a flash of color and the glint of metal grabbed her attention as Tripp Simms pushed through the batwing doors, his pistol pointed directly at Brock. She recognized him immediately from the poster hanging in the sheriff’s office.

“Ya got no cause to be lockin’ up my brother, MacDermott!” His words were slurred, as if he’d found false courage in a bottle of whiskey. The gun shook in his hand, but his eyes were focused and intent upon the bounty hunter.

“You don’t want to be doing this, Simms.” Brock didn’t move, didn’t look away from the man ready to take his life. “Put your gun back in the holster and walk away. We’ll forget this ever happened.”

“The hell I will!” Tripp pulled the trigger. The shot went wild and glass tinkled to the floor as the bullet shattered the mirror behind the bar.

Before she could draw her father’s army-issue Colt revolver, Brock jumped from his seat, his chair clattering to the floor behind him. In one smooth motion, his pistol cleared leather and a bullet left the chamber with a poof of smoke and a sharp report that made her ears ring. The dark-haired man coming through the batwing doors didn’t have time to clutch at the blood staining his filthy shirt before he crumpled to the floor, the revolver still in his hand. No one had time to scream. Or dive for cover. Or anything else. It was over before it had begun.

Lane Coswell, the faro dealer, tugged down the edges of his silver brocade vest and inspected the damage to the man on the floor. He whistled low and turned his attention to Brock. “Mighty fancy shootin’ there, MacDermott. He’s dead.”

Brock said nothing as he slipped his Peacemaker back into its holster and approached the body. He crouched down and inspected the dead man just as the faro dealer had. “Ah, hell, Tripp, why’d you have to do that?” he asked, his voice harsh, his disappointment and regret clear. He turned to Pepper. “Sorry about the mess, Pepper. I’ll notify both Sheriff Hardy and the undertaker, but you might want to cover him up until Digger gets here.”

He adjusted his hat on his head and grabbed his coat, then without another word, left the saloon.

Stevie Rae finished her whiskey in one swallow, tugged at the waistband of her trousers, and adjusted her hat, making sure her eyes were shielded from the midday sun before she followed him. Once outside, she pulled the edges of her cream-colored duster closer together against the sudden chill the day had taken despite the steady stream of sunlight.

It wasn’t that long ago when she’d trodden this same sidewalk, her hand firmly in her father’s as they picked up supplies from Garrity’s General Store, then later, her hand tucked into the crook of Lucas’s elbow as they made plans for their future.

How quickly it all had changed.

In the space of a heartbeat, whatever plans she had made for her future were gone. Her father was now buried beside her mother in Little River’s cemetery. Lucas had broken their engagement and left town, unable and unwilling to understand her determination to see justice done.

And Logan? The man responsible for all the changes in her life? The man whose image was burned into her brain?

He remained free. But he wouldn’t be for long. She promised herself he wouldn’t. She’d ridden out several times in search of him—once with Sheriff Hardy’s posse and the rest alone—but each time she returned without him.

 Stevie Rae inhaled deeply and let the memories dissipate with her exhale. Her gaze drifted from Brock MacDermott’s wide shoulders, broad back, and perfectly rounded backside to the dress on display in the window of Mrs. Manville’s dress shop.

It was still there—the dress she had been saving up to buy for her wedding to Lucas. No one had purchased it yet. She had the money now. The crisp bills folded neatly in her pocket from the sale of the last things she could sell, including her father’s horse, were more than enough to pay for the dress, but why should she bother? Lucas was gone. There would be no wedding.

And if she were truthful, when would she ever have opportunity to wear a dress like that? Besides, the money was needed to buy supplies so she could head out again.

She shook her head, freeing herself of her thoughts, but continued to stare at the dress, hope springing eternal in her heart. From the corner of her eye, she watched Brock step into the undertaker’s place of business.

MacDermott wasn’t inside the building long. He paused outside the door for a moment, hands resting on his hips, staring at…well, she didn’t know what he stared at, but he sure was intent upon it, whatever it was. After a moment longer, he stepped off the sidewalk and into the street.

“Mr. MacDermott,” she called out as she, too, stepped into the street. He stopped and turned. Stevie took a deep breath to calm the pounding of her heart in her chest and swallowed. Her mouth suddenly dry as dust, she approached him. Her voice still came out hoarse. “Can I talk to you?” This close to him, she realized he was taller than she first thought and broader, yet she detected an inherent kindness in his face. “I saw what happened.”

The dark slash of his eyebrow rose over one eye, seeming to disappear beneath the hat pulled low on his forehead. “And?”

“Tripp Simms drew on you. It was a righteous kill. I can tell Sheriff Hardy,” she said in a rush. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, then licked her dry lips. “I saw you bring in his brother earlier.”

“Is that so?”

Weariness settled on his face in the fine lines that radiated from the corners of his clear gray eyes and in the firm set of his mouth. She understood that weariness. She lived with it each and every day, like an unwelcome guest who refused to leave.

“Thanks for your kind offer, but I don’t need your help.” He turned and strode away, heading toward the sheriff’s office, his long legs eating up the distance and churning up dust in the dirt road.

Stevie Rae raced after him, jumping up to the wooden sidewalk beside him. “I wasn’t done.”

“But I was,” he said simply, then entered the sheriff’s office, leaving her standing in stunned silence, her mouth open. She took a deep breath and debated her options. She could rush inside and make a nuisance of herself—she was pretty good at that—or she could wait for him here. Deciding that it wouldn’t help her cause to interrupt the man now, she folded her arms across her chest and took a seat in the rocking chair on the sidewalk to wait.

The people of Little River nodded toward her as they went about their business. Some smiled at her and truly meant it when they wished her a good afternoon. Some didn’t mean it at all and after saying hello, turned to their companions, no doubt to whisper in hushed tones about the death of her father. Or about Lucas, the man who had proclaimed to love her, breaking their engagement and leaving town. Even her best friend had abandoned her. Edie Sinclair wouldn’t look at her now, let alone talk to her. Like Lucas, Edie didn’t agree with the path Stevie Rae had chosen to take.

Uncomfortable beneath the scrutiny, she lowered the brim of her beat-up hat even more, swallowed over the lump growing in her throat, and tried to let their comments and remarks flow off her back. They couldn’t understand what drove her now. No one could. Except, maybe, Brock MacDermott.

She rose from her seat, unwilling to face any more well-meaning and not-so-well-meaning townspeople, and tramped to the door. It swung open just as she reached for the doorknob. Brock stepped over the threshold, followed closely by Sheriff Hardy.

The sheriff acknowledged her presence with a quick nod in her direction before he adjusted the gun belt slung low on his hips, stepped off the sidewalk, and headed toward Hagan’s Saloon. He met up with Henry Barstow, the undertaker, who had earned the unfortunate nickname of Digger many years ago, on the other side of the street.

“Mr. MacDermott, I still need to talk to you.” She stepped in front of him, for the moment barring his passage. He could easily slide around her or simply push her out of the way, but she didn’t think he would.

“You again.” He didn’t seem angry, just annoyed by her persistence. “All right. You have two minutes.”

Now that she had his attention, she didn’t quite know where to start. She licked her dry lips again and blurted out, “We are after the same man, Mr. MacDermott. I thought, maybe, we could do it together. Two heads are better than one in the hunt for Zeb Logan.”

He didn’t look at her. His gaze went to the street, to the people walking along the sidewalk on the other side, his impatience clear as he folded his arms across his chest. “Look, kid, I’m a busy man. I don’t have time for this.”

“I may look young, but I assure you, I’m no kid.”

His gaze swung back to her and focused, his eyes sharp shards of granite as they took in her appearance from the crown of her hat to the boots on her feet and back again. His lips tightened a bit more before he drew in his breath. “Yes, I can see that now, but that doesn’t change the facts. Zeb Logan is a vicious criminal—”

“You’re not telling me something I don’t already know.” She’d never be rid of the image of Logan shooting her father while she remained hidden in the root cellar, peeking through the floorboards of their little cabin, unable to move. It had been a senseless killing, with no rhyme or reason except that Logan had seemed to get a certain sick satisfaction from it.

“Sorry, kid. I can’t help you.”

“Why not? We could be a help to each other.”

A muscle jumped in his cheek as his jaw clenched. After a moment, he drew air through his nose and released it slowly through his mouth. “I work alone. By myself. Singular. That means no company, no one traveling beside me. I can’t be worrying about someone else, especially a girl, when I’m after someone as violent as Logan.”

“You wouldn’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

He took a step back, his eyes peering deeply into hers. A long sigh whispered between his lips. Stevie Rae watched him as carefully as he watched her. He was wavering, mulling it over, but perhaps it was all wishful thinking. “Go home, kid. Go back to your mama and daddy. Bounty hunting isn’t for the likes of you.”

“I can’t go home, Mr. MacDermott. I haven’t got one anymore. Mr. Rendell at the bank took it.” The words brought not only a lump to her throat, but the sharp sting of tears to her eyes. She blinked quickly, hoping he wouldn’t see, and berated herself for her lack of control.

Understanding dawned. She could see it in the subtle flickering of his eyes, but he still shook his head. “I’m sorry, but my answer is still the same. I work alone, and bounty hunting is no business for a girl.”

He moved past her, stepping into the street, heading back toward the saloon with his loose-hipped gait. Stevie Rae swiped at her tear-filled eyes and drew air into her lungs. Anger surged through her. She had lost this battle, but she wasn’t ready to give up. She’d find Zeb Logan, with or without Brock MacDermott’s help.

I ain’t down yet. Not by a long shot. 

Stevie Rae adjusted the collar of her coat and brought the dirty bandanna around her neck up to cover her mouth as a bitterly frigid wind swept down from the mountain and swirled between the buildings lining Little River’s main street, whipping the grains of sand into stinging pellets that needled the face and hands and anything that wasn’t covered. Shadows deepened as the sun disappeared behind quickly moving black clouds and the smell of rain hung heavy. She glanced toward the east and Hagan’s Saloon. MacDermott was in there, having another drink, probably getting warm and cozy with Rosie or one of Pepper’s other girls while she stood out here in the freezing wind.

It wasn’t in her nature to give up, but she could fall back and regroup, at least until morning. She doubted MacDermott would be leaving Little River before the sun rose. If he followed his pattern from other visits, he’d be here two or three days.

Stevie Rae headed south, but not to the little cabin on the mountainside that had been her home for the past two years. Instead, she turned the corner at the barbershop and continued until Martha Prichard’s rooming house came into view. Right before Martha’s house was the one she’d grown up in. Someone else lived in it now, loved in it. She blinked back the sting of tears and forced herself to look straight ahead.

Lights glowed in Martha’s windows, a welcome sight to someone who had been sleeping on the ground and eating jerky for weeks. Stevie Rae trudged toward that golden glow—her haven since Mr. Rendell at the bank had hung his eviction notice on the door to her father’s cabin two months ago—knowing Martha would have a hot meal, a warm bed, and a loving embrace for her. Martha had been trying to take care of her since her mother passed on twelve years ago, honoring the dying wish of a dear friend. Stevie Rae hadn’t made it easy.

She climbed the stairs to the front door, weary and heartsore, and reached for the bellpull. Before her hand could twist the knob, she turned to scan her surroundings, a habit she’d picked up recently, and noticed the clumps of dirt left on the wooden planks by her boots. As tired as she was, she wouldn’t drag dirt into Martha’s clean house and across the beautiful rugs that had come from as far away as New York. She hopped down to the street just as the promised rain came down, not in a gentle mist, but in a deluge as if the clouds above simply split apart. The street around her darkened as if night had fallen though it was still late afternoon. Now, not only was she cold, dirty, and tired, she was wet, too.

She cast her gaze heavenward as she headed toward the kitchen at the back of the house and sighed. “Let me guess. You don’t like what I’m doing, either, do you?”

Removing her wet, muddy boots, she placed them side by side beneath the chair on the back porch then knocked, remembering to remove her hat before the kitchen door flung open. Martha stood on the threshold, drying her hands on a dish towel, and peered into the darkness the sudden rain had brought.

“Stevie Rae?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Land sakes, child! Why didn’t you come to the front door?” Martha pulled her inside.

“Come in before you catch your death,” she said, then mumbled something about common sense and turnips, but Stevie Rae didn’t quite catch it.

She stilled the sudden twitching at the corners of her mouth and remained where she was, unwilling to move any farther into the kitchen, although the heat from the oven felt wonderful as it started to steal the chill from her bones. “I didn’t want to be draggin’ mud into your house and gettin’ everything wet.”

 An eyebrow rose over one of the woman’s warm brown eyes and her hands rested on her ample hips. Color highlighted her cheeks. “Your language is atrocious, young lady, as is your attire. And just look at that rats’ nest you call hair.” Martha tsked several times while she shook her head, then, despite Stevie Rae’s current wet, filthy state, pulled her into the warm embrace she’d been craving since she rode into town this morning. “Just because you’ve decided to hunt for a madman doesn’t mean you can’t be a lady like your mother taught you.”

The absurdity of the statement struck Stevie Rae but she resisted the urge to laugh. Dressed for ease of riding in men’s clothing that hadn’t seen the benefit of soap and water in weeks, her hair knotted and gnarled after being tucked up beneath her hat for days on end, she hardly looked like the lady her mother had so wanted her to be. She could try once more to let Martha know she was only doing this until Zeb Logan died for his crimes, but the statement would be ignored, as it had been before. Instead, she murmured, “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

“That’s better. I bet you’re hungry.”

“Yes, ma’am. Starved.”

“Before you eat, though, I think a nice hot bath is just what the doctor ordered. Come along.” She grabbed Stevie Rae’s hand and pulled her through the kitchen then down a long hallway toward the bathroom.

Stevie Rae had no choice but to follow. And truthfully, she didn’t mind. Having deprived herself of such a luxury for a while, she would adore a long soak in steaming hot water, the smell of honeysuckle soap heavy in the vapor. Washing up in the various cold-water creeks each morning had had to suffice for far too long.

More than an hour later, after she bathed, dragged a comb through her mass of tangled blond hair, donned clean clothes she’d rummaged from her saddlebag, and eaten her fill of Martha’s Yankee pot roast, Stevie Rae leaned back in her seat as Martha poured her another cup of coffee and slid into the seat across from her. “Dan stopped by while you were soaking away weeks of dirt,” she said, the affection she held for the sheriff clear in the tone of her voice. “He told me Brock MacDermott came into town today. You still planning on asking to go with him when he rides out again?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She didn’t mention she’d already spoken to the man and he denied her request. It didn’t matter. As frightening as it was, she’d continue to ride out alone, although that just seemed to be like asking for trouble, especially since she couldn’t hit anything she aimed at with her father’s Colt. Thankfully, she had the shotgun. Even if she didn’t hit her mark, the buckshot could do quite a bit of damage.

Martha sighed and her forehead wrinkled with worry. “I so wish you weren’t bent on this course, Stevie Rae. I promised your sainted mother I’d keep you safe.”

Stevie Rae said nothing. She took a sip of coffee and studied the woman who had been more of a mother to her than her own had been. Raelene Buchanan had been sickly for as long as she could remember and Martha—dear, sweet Martha—had done the best she could to take care of Stevie Rae when Raelene couldn’t. Even when her father, Steven, had given up his medical practice, sold the little house in town, and mortgaged everything to buy Poor Man’s Dream, the gold mine that never produced, Martha had tried to keep Stevie Rae close. And she’d succeeded.

“I thought we agreed not to talk about this. You know—”

“Yes, I know. If it’s the last thing you do, you’re going to see Zeb Logan die for what he did,” Martha said, repeating the phrase as well as the promise she knew by heart. “I just…there has to be a better way.” She reached out and grabbed Stevie Rae’s hand. “Let the law do it, honey. Men like Dan and Brock MacDermott. They’re used to dealing with vicious men. You’re not. This isn’t a job for you.”

Stevie Rae snatched her hand away and shot up from her seat. She glared at the woman, tears of frustration welling in her eyes. There were words building in her chest, words she so wanted to say, and yet not one could squeeze past the lump in her throat.

“Now, don’t get in a lather and go running off like you always do. You know I’m right.” The older woman heaved a sigh, one of disappointment and heartache. “If your mother…”

Finally, she found her voice. “It’s not fair bringing Mama into this argument. She would do the same as me.”

“Would she?” Martha shook her head. “I don’t think so. Not the Raelene Buchanan I knew. You know I loved her like a sister, but your mother would never do what you’re doing. She placed great importance on being a lady, no matter what the circumstances.”

“Being a lady does not mean being helpless.”

Martha continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “No, it does not, but she wasn’t as strong as you, Stevie Rae, didn’t have your stubbornness. She liked being pampered and coddled. Indulged. And your father—”

Stevie Rae swiped at the tears in her eyes with the heels of her hands and swallowed the words in her throat as well as the lump. She took a deep breath and gazed at the woman who always offered comfort when she needed it most…except now. “I love you, Martha, but I can’t let you say anything more about Mama and Daddy. I can’t listen to it. I’m going to bed. I’ll be gone in the morning.”

The woman gave a regal nod of her head and drew in her breath, letting it leave her in a sigh. She folded her hands on the tabletop as a frown settled on her face. The warmth glowing in her light brown eyes never dulled though.

“Good night, Martha. And thank you.”

“For what?”

“Everything, but mostly for loving me.” Despite her heartache, she leaned over and gave Martha a kiss on the cheek before heading up to the attic and the small, comfortable space she’d created for herself beneath the eaves. The mattress on the floor as well as the cocoon of thick blankets beckoned. Exhausted, weary down to her bones, Stevie Rae didn’t change out of the clean clothes she’d donned after her bath. She just crawled beneath the covers, drawing the heavy blankets up to her chin. The wind howled just outside the building and rain pounded on the roof. The sounds acted like a lullaby and sang her to sleep.

• • •

Dan Hardy tucked the report into a folder and shoved it in the drawer of his desk. From another drawer he pulled out a bottle of whiskey and two glasses, then grinned at Brock. “Now that that’s done, you up for a game of chess? I haven’t touched the board since your last visit.” He gestured to the small table in the corner, the chess pieces, carved from ivory, glowing dully in the lamplight. “As I recall, I had your queen on the run.”

“Sure.” Brock rose from his seat beside the desk and ambled over to the chessboard. He wasn’t in the mood for a game of chess—his mind was on other things—but he settled in the chair anyway. Dan was a good man and a good sheriff. A warm friendship had developed between them, and truthfully, a game of chess, especially at this hour of the night, might be exactly what he needed. The sheriff joined him at the table, poured whiskey into both glasses, and handed him one. “To your health,” he said as he raised his glass high and took a drink, finishing the two fingers of finely distilled liquor in one swallow. Brock did the same, the whiskey burning its way to settle in a warm pool in his stomach.

While Dan studied the chessboard laid out before him, Brock’s gaze swept over the Wanted posters tacked to the wall. One was missing from the last time he was here. Hank “The Gun” Simms, the man he’d brought in earlier today. Wanted for cattle rustling, the outlaw was now safely locked behind the steel bars in Dan’s jail, lying on his bunk. His gaze slid to the other posters then stopped. Zeb Logan’s ugly mug and black eyes stared back at him. Instantly, the hair on his arms rose as a cold chill skittered up his back.

Hatred, pure and simple, simmered in his gut as he continued to stare, willing the ink on the paper to give up the depicted one’s secrets even though he knew that would never happen. “A couple of months ago, someone told me Logan had a hideout in the Sangre de Cristos.” He gestured toward the outlaw’s ugly face. “Any truth to that?”

Dan followed his line of sight then shrugged. “If there’s a hideout, I’ve never found it, but then, I’ve never looked for it, either. I’ve never, not once, laid my eyes on the man, Brock. Couldn’t tell you if that picture is accurate or if Logan has horns coming out the sides of his head.” His gaze swung back to Brock then the chessboard. His fingers settled on his knight, and he started to move it forward then changed his mind. A long sigh escaped him as he studied the board then moved that same knight again. “You might want to talk to Stevie Rae Buchanan though.”

“Stevie Rae?”

The sheriff nodded, poured them both another drink, then fished half a cigar from his shirt pocket. “You should go up to Poor Man’s Dream and take a look around,” he said as he lit the cigar and waved away the blue-gray smoke in front of his face.

“Poor Man’s Dream?”

“Gold mine. Steven Buchanan’s gold mine.” Hardy raised his glass, saluted Brock, then swallowed the fiery brew in one gulp. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Or was. Doc Buchanan’s dead. After he dug the bullets out of Logan’s leg and shoulder, Logan killed him.”

Brock stiffened, every muscle in his body taut and thrumming, and he almost shot out of his chair. “Logan was here? When?”

Dan shook his head and scrubbed his hand over his face, his gaze focused on the black and white squares of the chessboard and the pieces still available for play. “Couple of months ago.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me when I first rode into town?”

The man shrugged. “Thought you knew.”

Anger surged through him. A couple of months ago. Hell. If he had known…

He forced himself to take a deep breath then another, tamping down the inclination to throttle the man in front of him and race up to Poor Man’s Dream right now. But what would he see in the dark with the rain coming down as if the sky were pissing after a night of drinking? He glanced at the clock on the wall ticking away the minutes. Morning was just a few hours away. He could wait. In the meantime, he’d find out what he could from Hardy. “How do you know all this?”

“Buchanan’s daughter, Stevie Rae.” Dan leaned back in his chair. The expression on his face revealed nothing, but intelligence and knowledge gleamed from his dark brown eyes. “She saw the whole thing. Rode with me when I took out a posse after she reported her father’s death, but we never found Logan. She’s been looking ever since. Against my wishes, I might add.”

Was Stevie Rae the woman who had approached him in the street, asking if she could ride with him? She must have been—the deep blue of her eyes had flashed with the sadness and anger of one who knew the pain of losing someone to violence. He felt a twinge of contrition for his rudeness, but he meant what he said. He rode alone. Still, he should make certain.

He shook his head to clear it. “You believe her?”

“Of course. I have no reason not to. I’ve known that girl all her life. She’s many things, but a liar isn’t one of them.”

“Tell me everything.”

Sheriff Hardy stretched out his long legs and crossed his ankles, the pieces on the chessboard forgotten for the moment. Smoke rose to the ceiling as he stuck the cigar’s wet end between his lips. He inhaled then exhaled quickly, taking his time, squinting his eyes as he studied the curling wisps of vapor in front of his face.

The slowness, the deliberate bid for time, stretched Brock’s patience to its limit. After a moment or two, when he could no longer tolerate the growing silence, Brock opened his mouth, but never had the opportunity to say a word.

“Talk to Stevie Rae.” Dan didn’t remove the cigar from between his lips when he finally started talking. He simply spoke around it. “But in the meantime, I’ll tell you what I know.”


Chapter 2

As Brock traveled the road leading out of town, he drew in a deep breath, trying to relieve some of his tension, but it didn’t help. Tired didn’t begin to describe the weariness, the sadness, that lived deep within his bones. One thing and one thing only kept him in the saddle and on the trail of Zeb Logan. Revenge. Simple. Sweet. All-consuming. And if he could bring in other lawbreakers while he was searching, all the better.

But his heart ached…constantly.

Too much sorrow.

Too much death, by Logan’s hand as well as his own.

His thoughts flew to Kieran, as they did so often.

The oldest of the MacDermott boys, the most peace-loving of the bunch, Kieran had been an excellent marksman, with both pistols and long-range rifles. He could shoot the ace out of the middle of a playing card with deadly accuracy, and he won medals every year at the county fair from the time he was ten years old.

His years of practice hadn’t helped him when Logan came at him with guns blazing—surprise on his side as he burst through the door of Whispering Pines—and shot Kieran dead-center in the heart. Brock hadn’t had time to even react as Logan turned, the bore of the revolver still smoking, and shot Mary and Matthew, both in the head, the echo of the blasts deafening in the front parlor of the ranch house. Then he trained his weapon on Desi Lyn, Kieran’s two-year-old daughter. Without a thought, Brock had thrown himself over his niece just as Logan pulled the trigger three more times in quick succession. The bullets found their mark—two in his back and one in his shoulder—and Brock’s world had gone dark while Desi Lyn screamed beneath his sheltering body.

He remembered opening his eyes and seeing the colors of a gaily embroidered pillowcase on the bed where he lay on his stomach. Pain had held him captive, but he had forced himself to turn his head. His brother Teague sat beside him in a rocking chair, keeping vigil, one arm in a sling, the other holding Desi Lyn, her pretty little face blotched with red spots from the tears she had cried. Brock had cried his own tears when Teague told him about his brother Eamon, who lay in the next room, recovering from his own wounds—Tell Logan, Zeb’s brother, had nearly killed him.

It had taken a long time to heal. Months before he felt like himself, and the only thing that helped him was the promise he’d made to himself, his brothers, and his niece. He would find Zeb Logan, no matter how long it took or what the pursuit did to him.

And the chase did affect him. He’d become bitter. And solitary. Whiskey did nothing to diminish the pain of losing Kieran, except leave him with a sour stomach and a pounding head. Nor had time dulled the loss of his brother’s wife, Mary, or their son, Matthew. Their sweet faces haunted him when he closed his eyes. Hell, even with his eyes wide open, he could see them. Eighteen months after their passing, guilt for his part in their deaths continued to eat at him, day by day.

He added one more name to his list of those who died around him…or because of him. Tripp Simms. He hadn’t planned to kill Tripp, hadn’t even known the man was in the vicinity of Little River when he captured Hank until the man walked into the saloon. He should have known, though. Hank and Tripp were as close as he and his brothers had been.

And now he had another reason to feel guilt. He’d been downright rude to someone who had suffered just as he had. He shouldn’t have been so dismissive of the young woman who had approached him on the street, offering to ride with him until Zeb Logan no longer caused anyone else heartache. Remorse for his rudeness trickled through him, but the truth was, he worked alone. He didn’t want to be responsible for someone else while he was on the trail of a dangerous criminal. He needed no reminder of what could happen. Those images and memories, like the physical scars from the bullet wounds on his shoulder and back, were with him all the time, never letting him forget the part he played.

Brock nudged Resolute with his knees and tugged on the reins, turning his mount up the rutted mountain path Sheriff Hardy had told him about. A wide stream rippled alongside the trail, flowing swiftly from the rain last night. Sunlight dappled the dark dirt beneath Resolute’s hooves. Birds chirped and flitted from Ponderosa pine to aspen to cottonwood.

Halfway up the mountain, he saw a clearing and a gaping hole hewn into the mountainside—Poor Man’s Dream, he assumed. To the left, a cabin with a steep roof, a sight familiar in this part of New Mexico. The steepness assisted in keeping the snow from staying on the roof and causing the roof to collapse. Two rocking chairs kept company on the front porch.

A golden palomino stood in front of the structure, her reins loosely wrapped around the porch railing. Beside the palomino, a mule waited, weighed down with a bulging soft-sided valise, a worn leather satchel, bedroll, and assorted burlap sacks.

Brock took in his surroundings, his gaze passing over the entrance to the gold mine. Buchanan must have had a wry sense of humor, naming his gold mine such a thing.

Dismounting, he tied Resolute’s reins to a nearby tree.

“What are you doing here?”

Brock turned and faced the voice coming from the doorway of the small cabin. It was her, the young woman who had approached him on the street, the one he’d so rudely dismissed.

“Miss Buchanan?”

She didn’t answer, just stood there staring at him, her mouth set in a grim line.

He eyed the Winchester shotgun in her hand. He didn’t know if she could use the weapon, but why should he take the chance of finding out? Even if she wasn’t a crack shot, she wouldn’t miss him…some of the buckshot would surely catch a body part he might need later. “Are you Stevie Rae Buchanan?” he asked again, just to be certain.

She wasn’t wearing the beat-up hat now, which made it so much easier to see her features harden. She squinted in his direction, but before she did, her eyes seemed to grow darker and glitter with dangerous intent. The finger caressing the trigger of the gun tightened just a bit. If the situation weren’t so serious, he’d laugh because he’d managed, just by showing up, to make her angry.

Her chest rose and fell beneath the threadbare shirt and light duster she wore. Dark trousers fit her like a second skin, showing off her long, shapely legs and slim waist. “I’m her.” Those eyes of hers narrowed as she stepped out of the doorway and drew closer to him, her boots loud on the wooden planks before she jumped to the dirt. “I asked what you were doing here.”

Sunlight glinted off her dark blond hair, showing various shades from spun gold to dark honey. He could plainly see the smudges of dirt on her face and the color of her eyes, which were nearly sapphire, but brighter. He let out his breath in a sigh. At least her finger wasn’t teasing the trigger of the shotgun anymore.

“Dan Hardy told me about you. About what happened.” He watched her as she drew closer, saw the stiffness come over her as if she drew into herself. One look at her told him how much she suffered from her tragedy, and the last thing he wanted to do was make her relive the torment of losing her father. Yet he needed to know what she knew. “I wanted to ask you a few questions about…that night.”

“And why should I help you?” The expression on her face betrayed nothing, but her tone spoke of grief and anger. He knew that grief, that anger. Both emotions sustained him when he didn’t think he could face another day. He supposed those emotions sustained her as well. “You weren’t exactly friendly when I approached you in town.”

What could he say? He’d been an arrogant ass, but in his own defense, he had been just a little busy. He’d killed Tripp Simms only moments before. He tipped his hat now. “I’d like to apologize for that. I’m not usually… I didn’t know who you were, didn’t—”

She cut him off. “Save it, MacDermott. I ain’t got time for your excuses. I’m busy.”

“I understand,” he said but didn’t move to climb back on his horse. Instead, they stood only a few feet apart. A stalemate, as it were, like the chess pieces he and Sheriff Hardy had moved about the board last night. She had information he needed and he would be a horse’s ass if he didn’t try one more time to glean it from her.

“You’re not going to leave, are you?”

He said nothing, but his gaze never left her face. He took in the fine lines around her mouth as her lips pressed together in annoyance, but his gaze kept roaming back to her eyes. They were beautiful. Such a fine color…and so shiny with the tears he believed she kept at bay. A moment passed. Then two. Resolute’s tail swatted flies, hitting him in the back as it did so. He didn’t move. Hell, he hardly dared to breathe.

“Fine. I’ll tell you what I know.” She threw her shoulders back, then turned and stomped toward the sagging front porch. “You might as well come in and have a cup of coffee.”

Stevie Rae didn’t wait for him. She hopped up on the porch and entered the house. Brock wasted no time in following her—she could change her mind if he didn’t move quickly and he didn’t want that.

He noticed the paper nailed to the door, announcing that the property would be auctioned off for non-payment of the mortgage as he removed his hat and ducked beneath the door frame. Despite the ramshackle appearance of the cabin’s outside, the inside was remarkably cozy, clean, and bigger than he expected. She gestured to a chair then swept past him and grabbed another cup and the coffeepot. She filled his cup and refreshed her own. “Hope you like it black. I ain’t got—” She winced and began again. “I’m sorry, but there’s no milk or sugar.”

Brock waited until she took her seat then dropped his hat on the table and slid into the chair opposite her. His eyes once more roamed her face as he waited for her to speak. She wasn’t nearly as young as he’d originally thought. When she approached him in the street with her hat pulled low on her head, he assumed she’d been sixteen or seventeen, but now he knew he’d been mistaken. Or perhaps it was the weariness on her face that made her appear older—twenty-four or twenty-five, just a few years younger than himself. He took a sip of his coffee, which was surprisingly good, and continued watching her. She opened her mouth several times, but no words came forth. She swallowed, then drew a deep breath as she pushed out of her chair and began to pace the small confines of the cabin.

“This is harder than I thought.” Her voice came out in a little whisper. “I haven’t spoken of that night since…that night.”

“Take your time.” Brock wanted to comfort her somehow—soothe away some of her hurt—and yet he had the distinct feeling this woman would rather face a sack full of rattlesnakes than allow him to offer sympathy.

She nodded before slumping into the chair once more. Another deep breath moved her chest beneath the threadbare shirt he assumed was once blue, but now was so faded, he couldn’t be sure. “A little more than four months ago, Zeb Logan came to this cabin and changed my life. He had a bullet in his leg and one in his shoulder. Daddy saw him ride up, but he didn’t like the looks of him so he made me hide in the root cellar.” She gestured to the trapdoor in the floor, partially hidden by a small throw rug that hid some of the bloodstains as well. “They didn’t speak while Daddy fixed him up.” She spoke matter-of-factly with hardly a hitch in her breath, but he could see the tears shimmering in her eyes.

The recollection pained her. He commiserated. He knew how painful it was to bring up hurtful memories. He fought that particular demon all the time, and against his will, his heart ached for her. “Once he was patched up, he killed my father. Just shot him where he stood, the bloody bandages still in Daddy’s hand. Then Logan laughed and rummaged through my father’s pockets like he had the right.” She swallowed and an unusual sound issued from her throat, a sorrowful mix of anger, hurt, and regret. “I…I couldn’t do anything. I was trapped in the root cellar, Daddy’s…”

Again, she paused, the long column of her throat moving as she swallowed hard. Her eyes glittered and her lips tightened. “I saw everything but couldn’t do anything. He stood right there and killed my father.” Her voice was hoarse, but filled with anger. “I didn’t even know who he was until I went to fetch Sheriff Hardy and saw Logan’s Wanted poster hanging on the wall. Recognized him right away. Wanted to kill him right away, too, but I didn’t know where he’d gone after he…after what he did to my father.”

She must feel guilty for remaining hidden, even though it seemed like she hadn’t had a choice. Did rage carry her and keep her from falling into a million little pieces like it did him? “You’ve been looking for him ever since.”

She lowered her head, her shimmering blond locks falling into her face, but she never admitted or denied his statement. When she glanced up at him again, it was with steely determination.

Brock took a deep breath and tried not to let her heartbreak affect him. “What are you doing up here now? I thought you said the bank…”

“I couldn’t leave town without this.” She drew a pocket watch from her pocket, the gold glinting as it rocked back and forth on the small watch fob. He saw engraving on the back but couldn’t read it before she pressed a button, opening the cover to reveal the clock face and a picture of a woman. “My mother,” she said as she showed him.

“She’s lovely. Where is she now? Will you be going to her?”

“She’s gone, Mr. MacDermott. She died twelve years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

She waved away his sentiment like it didn’t matter, but he could see the truth written clearly on her features. Stevie Rae’s mother might have passed twelve years ago, but time hadn’t lessened the sorrow.

“I heard Logan might have a hideout somewhere in the mountains.”

His statement drew her attention and she sat up straighter. “I hadn’t heard that. You wouldn’t happen to know where, would you?”

Brock shook his head and almost chuckled as fresh hope eased the tenseness of her features. “If I knew, we wouldn’t be sitting here right now. Logan would be in jail.”

She said nothing for the longest time then finally, “I know these mountains. If he has a hideout, I could find it.”

Brock pushed the tin cup toward her and rose to his feet. “Thank you for your time and the coffee. I know this was hard for you, and I truly am sorry for your loss. For all your losses.”

“That’s it?” Stevie Rae rose as well, her body stiff, her eyes flashing.

“What do you mean?”

“I tell you everything and then you leave? What about me? I thought—” Anger sharpened her tone.

“You thought what?”

“I thought…you wanted my help. I…” Her words trailed off and he knew what she thought—that he would take her up on her offer to ride with him to bring Logan in.

Such sorrow radiated from her, he almost had a change of heart, but common sense and his own set of rules prevailed. He worked alone and needed to keep it that way. “I did. You answered my questions. Told me what I needed to know.”

She drew a deep breath, her tall, lithe body tense with anger, then moved away from him to grab the coffeepot and dump the remains over the coals in the little Ben Franklin stove, her movements stiff. The red coals hissed and popped, sending steam into the air.

“I’m sorry.” The words sounded hollow and useless to his own ears.

“Go to hell.” She didn’t turn to look at him as she said the words, simply wiped out the coffeepot with a rag then tossed the metal container into the sink with a bang. She stood with her back to him, her hands clenching the edge of the porcelain.

Brock grabbed his hat and jammed it on his head. He glanced at her and his mouth opened, but another apology would be useless. She didn’t want to hear it, and he supposed he wouldn’t want to hear it either. He closed his mouth and strode to the door, but lingered for a moment. For reasons he couldn’t explain, he didn’t want to leave her this way. Yet, if he didn’t, he might change his mind and allow her to accompany him. He couldn’t do that. Zeb Logan was a dangerous man, and Brock couldn’t be responsible for another human being.

He had failed before. The memory haunted him.

With a sigh, he slipped through the doorway without a word and sauntered across the dirt yard to where Resolute waited. Untying the reins and grabbing the pommel, Brock pulled himself into the saddle. Tension bristled along his spine, and the fine hairs at the back of his neck rose. He turned slightly to see Stevie Rae standing in the doorway, the coffeepot and two tin cups in her hands, her lips pressed tightly together. Her hat, once more on her head, shadowed her face but couldn’t hide the murder in her eyes. He nodded once, then nudged Resolute with his knees and rode off.

• • •

Stevie Rae drew in a deep, ragged breath as Brock MacDermott rode away. Hurt simmered within her, filling her heart. When he first rode into the little yard in front of the cabin, she thought he’d changed his mind and they’d hunt Logan together. She shouldn’t have allowed herself that small seed of hope, for now the sorrow, which had become her constant companion over the past four months, doubled, the pain almost paralyzing her.

She drew a deep breath and glanced south, catching glimpses of MacDermott between the trees. He sat tall in the saddle, his broad back straight as his hands gently held the reins. Anger washed over her, a much better friend than the sorrow, and one she knew well.

“This ain’t over, MacDermott!” Stevie Rae snarled.

 Jumping to the dirt yard, Stevie Rae stuffed the coffeepot and tin cups into one of the sacks Whiskey Pete carried on his back, then hopped up onto the porch once more. Tears shimmered in her eyes despite her best efforts to keep them tamped down, blurring everything as she took one last look at the cozy confines of the cabin and slowly closed the door.

She wouldn’t be coming back here, not for a long time. If ever. She’d been happy here, but now, a touch of evil seemed to permeate her home. She couldn’t stay very long without that malevolence seeping into her bones and making her sick to her stomach.

 Attaching Whiskey Pete’s reins to the back of Willow’s saddle, Stevie climbed onto the worn leather, fitted her feet into the stirrups, and nudged the horse’s side. She’d say good-bye to Martha and Sheriff Hardy before continuing her hunt, but she would not turn around and look at the little cabin. Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she rode toward town.


Chapter 3

“Hello the camp.”

Brock recognized her voice right away and let out his breath, the tension in his body easing. He uncocked his pistol but kept the pearl-handled revolver in his hand. One moment more, if she hadn’t called out, he’d have snuck behind the big boulder and gotten the drop on her. He didn’t like being followed, and he knew he had been almost as soon as he left Little River. He just hadn’t realized it had been Stevie Rae. He should have known, though, should have realized when he left her at the cabin she wouldn’t be far behind, though he had told her unequivocally he worked alone. “Come.”

She approached from the direction of the stream running beside his campsite, leading the pretty palomino and the mule by the reins, the last rays of the fading sun illuminating her figure, wisps of flyaway blond hair visible beneath the brim of her hat. Those soulful blue eyes of hers pinned him, and something in his chest, around the region of his heart, seemed to soften. He slid the pistol into its holster and placed his hands on his hips.

“You again.” He shook his head and resisted the urge to chuckle. “I will say this for you, kid…you are persistent.”

She said nothing as she tied the horse’s reins to a low-hanging branch beside his mount then did the same for the mule.

“Thought I told you I work alone.”

“You did.”

“Then what part of ‘I work alone’ didn’t you understand?”

She didn’t answer his question. Instead, she said, “I know all about you, Mr. MacDermott.”

Startled by her statement, he lifted his head a bit and studied her from beneath the brim of his hat, his hands on his hips. “No, you don’t, kid. No one does.” He couldn’t hide the plaintive note of loneliness that crept into his voice. He could only hope she hadn’t noticed.

A shapely eyebrow cocked over one of her dark blue eyes, but no smile graced her features, and it occurred to him that he had yet to see that. He wondered what she would look like when her lips parted into a smile. He shook his head and realized she’d been speaking the entire time he watched her and he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. He heard them now.

“You are determined and resolute. And stubborn. Inflexible. No one better get in the way of what you want. I can see that just by looking at your face. I know you’ve been searching for Logan for a little over a year.” She removed her soft leather gloves and stuffed them underneath one of the ropes across the mule’s back, then dug a dented tin coffee cup from a sack he carried and moved toward the fire.

He watched her as she gingerly touched the handle of the coffeepot with her long, slender fingers before deciding it wasn’t too hot, then poured the steaming liquid, filling the cup to the brim. He almost grinned with anticipation. Wait until she tasted the bitter brew, so different from the cup she had poured him earlier. He’d never been known to make good coffee.

She never stopped speaking though, her voice hoarse as if her throat stayed full of gravel all the time. “I don’t know why, but I can only assume he hurt you in some way. Or hurt your family. Perhaps, like me, he killed those you loved.” She rose to her full height, her long legs, encased in tan buckskin trousers, slightly apart. Her shoulders were back, her head held high. He recognized the look in her eyes immediately. She was persistent and single-minded.
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