
Chapter One

			Las Vegas, New Mexico Territory, 1868

			A sharp flash of lightning cut a seam through the night sky as Jack Logan made his way toward the only saloon in town. He watched helplessly from a distance as a startled horse danced around a hitching post his master had tied him to. The boom of thunder that followed was the horse’s undoing as he reared back and snapped the leather reins meant to secure him. The horse stumbled back, found his feet, and bolted into the darkness, leaving his master blissfully unaware of his departure.

			The commotion almost unseated Jack from his saddle when his horse jerked out of the path of the frantic animal.

			“Easy, Ranger. You’re okay, my boy. Should we fetch him before he gets himself into trouble?”

			Jack knew Ranger didn’t understand what he’d asked, but the gelding stomped his foot and bobbed his head like he was answering the question. That was enough to convince Jack as he turned him toward the escaping horse and nudged Ranger’s side with his boot. “Get!”

			He held on tight as they rushed down the street like a shot from a rifle. Jack knew there was no way the runaway horse would outrun them. Ranger had carried him safely through many battles during the war and earned him enough coin from pickup races to survive in the years since.

			The light from a waning moon illuminated their path enough to see the rocky earth ahead as they approached the limit of the town’s reach into the desert.

			When they caught up to the horse, Jack pulled Ranger close enough to reach out and grab the broken reins that dangled from its bridle. In one continuous motion, he stopped both horses and slid to the ground, where the runaway horse refused to settle.

			“Whoa, boy. Easy now. I won’t hurt you.”

			The gentle cadence of his voice calmed him enough for Jack to reach up and scratch between his ears.

			“That’s it. You’re a good boy, aren’t you? You’re just scared of thunder and lightning.”

			As if he’d summoned it, another jagged strike crossed the sky, pursued by a boom of thunder. The horse startled, but Jack’s attention settled him enough to keep him from running off again.

			“Good boy. Let’s get the hell out of here, boys. If we’re not careful, we’ll get ourselves hit by that lightning.”

			Rain fell as Jack mounted his horse and led them back to town. When they arrived at the saloon, an older man with a bushy white beard stood beside the hitching post.

			“Is this your horse, mister?” Jack asked.

			“It is. I thank you for fetchin’ him. Some others said he broke free, and you’d run off after him.”

			“I did.” Jack slid from his horse and walked toward the man with the rein in one hand and the other stretched out in greeting. “Jack Logan.”

			The older man shook his offered hand and took his horse’s rein from him.

			“Pleased to meet you, Jack Logan. I’m Hank Kilkenny. Can I buy you a drink for your troubles?”

			Jack popped the collar of his jacket up to help block the rain and looked up into the dark skies. “I’d like that, but do you know where I can keep my horse for the night? I want to get him out of this weather if possible.”

			“I sure do.” Hank pointed to a stable across the dirt street and three buildings down. “That’s Collin McGuire’s place. He’s the blacksmith, but tell him Hank sent you, and he’ll give you one of his stables for the night. There’s also a stable at the edge of town, but I think you’ll find Collin’s place more comfortable for your horse.”

			“That’s very kind of you, Hank.”

			“Come back to the saloon once you get your horse settled, and I’ll buy you that drink.”

			Jack tipped the edge of his hat toward Hank with his gloved fingers and led Ranger toward the stables. Collin McGuire turned out to be an overly chatty but friendly man, and when Jack finally had Ranger taken care of, he wondered if old Hank would still be there.

			He tossed the saddlebag containing all his earthly belongings over his shoulder, tucked his bedroll under his arm, and dashed across the street to the saloon. With any luck, it would also provide an available room to keep him out of the weather for the night. He’d figure out what to do after that in the morning light. For now, he just wanted a drink and a bed. A week in the saddle had left him sore and ready for a place to sleep that consisted of more than a blanket on the uneven ground.

			The roar of a rowdy crowd spilled through the saloon doors and into the night. Jack sighed, knowing it would be full of drunk fools, ready for a fight. He had lived as a man long enough to know how they were when drinking, gambling, and cavorting with women.

			He entered the room and found Hank playing poker with several other men at a table. Jack nodded toward him, then lifted the things he carried to show he needed a place to put his belongings before he could join them.

			Hank nodded his understanding, said something to his companions, and then crossed the room to the bartender. The men exchanged words Jack couldn’t hear, and then the bartender nodded and handed Hank a key that had been hanging from one of several hooks on a board behind the bar.

			“Room 203, upstairs and to your right. You’ll have to pay for any girls you bring there, but I’ve taken care of the room for the night.”

			“You didn’t have to—”

			“Nonsense,” Hank interrupted him. “It’s the least I can do. If you hadn’t intervened, I might never have seen that stupid horse or my saddle again. A room and a drink are the least I can do.”

			Jack liked Hank. Not only because he’d provided a place for himself and his horse for the night, but something about him drew Jack in. He reminded him of the man who owned the general store in the town where he grew up. That man was probably long dead now, but he was always kind to Jack, or at least the young girl Jack used to be.

			“Well, I won’t argue with you, Hank. Gettin’ your horse was my pleasure, but I’m not one to talk a man out of his kindness.”

			“Good. You take your stuff to your room and come back for that drink. Do you play cards?”

			“Not well,” Jack lied.

			“Even better. We have a friendly little game running, and there happens to be a seat available for a man who doesn’t play well.”

			Jack laughed and lifted the saddlebags from his shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

			A few minutes later, Jack returned downstairs in dry clothes and introduced himself to the other men at the table. Some were ranchers, some were prospectors, and others were business owners. Jack shook each man’s hand before sitting next to Hank and picking up the cards they had dealt him.

			The men were pleasant, and Jack realized how long it had been since he’d had a conversation with someone other than his horse. He’d spoken to folks here and there, but rarely casually. Most of his communication with others was to find food, drink, supplies, or work. The latter of which he should probably ask his new friends about rather than doing his best not to take all their money at cards. The last thing he needed was to piss one of them off.

			“What brings you to the New Mexico Territory, Jack?” Caleb, the rosy-cheeked postmaster, asked.

			“I’m looking for work.”

			“Is that so? What kind of work would that be?” Caleb asked.

			Jack placed his chip on the table and cleared his throat. “I work with horses.”

			“Were you in the war?” Hank asked.

			This was the very question Jack had hoped he would somehow avoid. He didn’t want to lie to the men because once you started down that road, it was too hard to keep it up without the truth getting out. He had enough secrets and tried to avoid adding to the pile.

			“I was. Cavalry sergeant.” Jack didn’t offer more, hoping the men wouldn’t push for details.

			“That was a rough go you boys had. No matter what side of the field you were on,” Hank said.

			The other men nodded their heads in agreement. Jack knew the war had touched everyone, but he’d found the farther west he traveled, the more hopeful he was to find a life beyond what he’d been through.

			“Yes, sir.” Jack held his breath, waiting to see what the others would say.

			The tall, lanky man, who introduced himself as Beau Grieves, tossed his chip down.

			“Are we playing, or were you ladies planning to gab all night? I didn’t come here to participate in a sewing circle, boys.”

			The men laughed, and to Jack’s relief, the tension at the table seemed to dissipate. He knew coming to a town near a Union Army fort was a risk, but he hoped the people were like him and wanted to move past the pain of the last few years. Jack was a damn fine horseman, and he knew he could make a living in this place. Going home to Texas wasn’t an option, and he’d never liked the east, so the New Mexico Territory it was.

			An hour later, Jack’s stack of chips had grown a little higher than he was comfortable with. He was about to call it a night when he felt the delicate touch of a woman’s hand across the back of his neck. The other men at the table whistled as a beautiful brunette plopped into Jack’s lap and wrapped her arms around him.

			“Oops.” The woman smiled at Jack and placed a hand against his chest. “Someone must have pushed me. It’s my lucky day that I landed in the arms of such a strapping man.”

			“It looks like your hands are full,” Caleb said. “We should get home before you take the rest of our money, Jack.”

			“No…I…” Jack gently wrapped his hand around the woman’s wrist and removed hers from his chest. “Excuse me, ma’am. I should take my leave, as well.”

			“That sounds good to me.” The woman stood to allow Jack up, but he held up his hand before she could touch him again.

			“I’m sorry, miss. It’s been a long day, and I’ll be heading to bed…alone.” He handed her one of his chips so she could cash it in for money. “You have a nice evening.”

			The woman stuck out her bottom lip in a pout but didn’t push things further. Jack sighed in relief, but a part of him ached to take the woman upstairs and spend the night in her arms. He knew that wasn’t possible. Only one person knew who Jack truly was, and he had buried him under a battlefield in Virginia.

			Hank regarded Jack as the woman walked away. Fear trickled up his spine as he tried to decipher what the look on Hank’s face meant. He probably should have invited the woman to his room, paying her to tell anyone who asked that he’d fucked her that night. He’d done the routine many times before, so others wouldn’t know he didn’t exactly have the equipment she’d expect when he removed his trousers.

			“Let me buy you that drink, Jack.”

			“I really should—”

			“Nonsense. Let’s get that drink.” Hank didn’t wait for another refusal. Jack quickly pocketed the rest of his chips and followed him toward the bar.

			“Two, please, Billy,” Hank said.

			Jack stood beside Hank at the bar, placing his chips on the worn surface to cash them in. It wasn’t much, but it would feed him and his horse for the next few days until Jack could find work.

			The bartender set two shots of whiskey on the bar and took Jack’s chips.

			“To your health,” Jack said, holding his glass up for Hank to tap.

			“To yours, my new friend.”

			Jack drank then slammed his glass against the bar. He never understood the need to do that but wouldn’t question the things that men thought were necessary.

			“Tell me something, Jack. Why are you here?”

			“I’m looking for work, sir.” Jack didn’t know where Hank was going with this, but he hoped their newly found friendship wouldn’t turn sour. He needed a good night’s sleep, not a bar fight and a one-way ticket out of town.

			“I know that. But why here?”

			Jack thought about the question. He understood what Hank was asking. He wanted to know why a man once a Confederate soldier would show his face in a community that had risen against the Confederacy and stopped them from setting up supply lines to California, possibly turning the war in a different direction. What Jack didn’t know how to explain was that was why he wanted to be there.

			“I come from Texas,” Jack said.

			“I figured as much from your accent.”

			Jack nodded. He’d tried to rid himself of his past, but certain things would always be a part of him.

			“It wasn’t my war. I didn’t want to fight, but I had no choice. That’s behind me now. It’s not who I am, but it’s not something I can change. I want to find a piece of land to raise good stock horses and work hard until I die. Hopefully, without a gun in my hand.”

			Hank asked for two more drinks. “This one’s on me, too.”

			“No—”

			“Don’t argue, kid.”

			The bartender tossed a bag of coins on the counter for Jack’s chips and set down their glasses of whiskey.

			“I may know of a job for you, Jack.”

			“You do?” Jack tried not to look overly eager, but it was hard when you were desperate.

			“I can’t promise you anything, but a widow down by the river is struggling to keep the horse ranch she and her husband started before he died at Glorieta Pass.”

			Jack had heard of the Battle of Glorieta Pass from some soldiers in his regiment. The Union Army had fought bravely, but the Confederate soldiers pushed them back. Not ready to give up, Lt. Col. Manuel Chaves of the 2nd New Mexico Infantry and the commander of the New Mexican volunteers informed the Union major that they’d found the Confederate supply train. A Union force attacked the small guard left to protect the supplies and looted and burned eighty supply wagons. They drove off about five hundred horses and mules before returning to headquarters with prisoners. This one act of bravery forced the Confederate Army to withdraw, thus ending their campaign to find a supply route west. It may have been less famous than the battles fought out east. However, it still substantially affected the Confederate Army and the war’s outcome.

			“Was he a Union soldier?”

			“No. He was a civilian volunteer. He joined the fight because he had no choice. Charlie knew the rebs would take his home, horses, and community if he didn’t fight. He died on the battlefield that day, but they stopped the bastards.”

			Jack lifted his glass of whiskey to Hank. “To Charlie. He fought bravely and gave his life for his family and his home. May he rest in peace.”

			Hank held up his whiskey glass, then slammed it to the bar when it was empty.

			“I don’t know how Emma will react to you, but she needs help. I’m an old man, and nobody else can handle the horses as Charlie did. Emma manages the ranch better than anyone but doesn’t know a lick about horses. She never imagined she’d need to. She’s had men come through making big promises, but they’ve either mishandled the animals, stolen from her, or tried to bed her. I don’t know you well, but you seem like a good man. Seeing how you kindly dismissed the woman tonight told me much about your character.”

			“I would never disrespect a woman.” There were many times as a soldier when Jack thought they might find him out when the men around him would say something to a woman that bothered him enough that he felt the need to speak up in her honor. He never disputed the rumors that he was religious, a virgin, or whatever reason they came up with to explain why a man who fought like hell on the battlefield rarely celebrated with a woman in his bed when they finally made it back to town.

			Hank nodded. “I think you’re telling the truth. Emma’s alone with her son, Ollie. There was a ranch boss named Manuel until recently. He was a good man but old and about as useful for protecting Emma and the ranch as stern words. My wife and I live near, but not close enough to be there if she needed us.”

			Jack pocketed his bag of coins and cleared his throat. “If she’s willing to give a bruised-up soldier a chance, I’ll protect them with my life. You have my word.”

			Hank stared like he was trying to see into Jack’s soul. Jack understood. They’d only just met, and Emma and her son were obviously important to him. With one last nod, Hank set the coins on the bar to pay for their drinks and patted Jack’s shoulder.

			“I’m not the one you need to convince. Emma’s going to be a challenge. She’s still a grieving widow, and Charlie’s boots are hard to fill. Being a soldier alone will be a mark against you, let alone the side you were fighting for. She won’t want you, but she needs you. The key is to convince her she needs you more than she despises the idea of you.”

			“Yes, sir, I understand.”

			“I’m staying here for a few days to care for some ranch business, or I’d introduce you myself. Tell her I sent you; if she doesn’t shoot you on sight, maybe you’ll have that job you’re looking for.” Hank looked Jack up and down, then smiled. “Take a bath and comb your hair, kid. If you have some clean clothes, wear them. Do up all your buttons and look like you’re attending a Sunday sermon. Emma’s usually not too particular about things, but she likes the men around her to be clean. Her mama died of typhoid fever when she was young, so she believes in good hygiene, especially around her boy.”

			“Nothing wrong with that. I know many a man who died of senseless diseases that he could have avoided if he’d taken better care of himself.”

			“Good then. You should be there tomorrow at noon. The ranch is a good two hours away, so get some rest. Head up to Sapello and stop at the San Isidro Catholic Church. Tell them you need directions to the Stevens Ranch, and they’ll set you right.”

			Jack held out his hand to Hank and gave him a firm shake. “Thank you so much, sir. I appreciate your faith in me.”

			“Don’t let me down, son. I’m going to vouch for you to someone I think highly of. If you make me a liar, you’ll wish you’d never come here.”

			“Yes, sir. Understood.”

			Jack watched Hank gather his things and head to his room. He looked around the saloon and thought about how far he’d come since he was that scared little girl in Texas with nowhere to run. Jack combed his fingers through his short-cropped hair and hoped there’d be a place for him to get cleaned up. He wouldn’t let this opportunity pass him by.

			




Chapter Ten

			When Emma was ready, she found Jack waiting for her in the buckboard, just as he had promised. He had changed into nicer clothes and looked quite fetching in his clean white shirt with a gray wool vest and trousers. It looked like he’d even dusted off his boots and chosen a felt hat instead of the straw he’d worn that morning. He was quite handsome, and she couldn’t say she wasn’t pleased to go into town with him.

			Not that there was anything between them that wasn’t purely professional, but it never hurt a woman to be seen on the arm of a handsome man. Unless it gave someone the wrong idea, which it probably would. Did she care? She had to admit that she cared a little. She was a widow after all, and Jack was…well, things might have been so different if he’d only not been a Confederate soldier.

			Jack hopped down and held a hand to help her into the buckboard. She could have managed on her own, but the assistance was appreciated. Once they were both settled, Jack snapped the reins and told the horses to move on.

			They sat quietly as they watched the road ahead. It was a pleasure to spend time with someone who didn’t make you feel obligated to converse with them the entire time you were in their company. Charlie was like that. When they were newly married, they would sometimes go down to the river for a swim and then relax on a blanket for hours without hardly saying a word to each other, merely content to be in each other’s company. Jack seemed like that kind of man, and she appreciated it.

			After a while, Emma finally broke the silence. “Did you say you grew up in Texas?”

			She felt him tense beside her and wished they’d remained quiet longer. She didn’t want to make him uncomfortable by digging into his past.

			“You don’t have to answer that if you’d rather not,” she said.

			Jack studied his hands and squeezed the leather reins where they rested in his palms, making them squeak in the way leather did. Finally, he shook his head. “No, it’s fine. I’m just not one to talk about the past. It wasn’t exactly a joyful time for me.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			He nodded and rubbed a hand across the leg of his trousers, a nervous habit she’d noticed he had. “It’s okay. Yes, I grew up in West Texas until I joined the army.”

			“What did your people do?”

			“My daddy was a rancher, like you.”

			Emma’s heart bloomed at the comment. Referring to her as a rancher wasn’t something many people had done before since she was a woman. Charlie was the rancher in their minds, and she was only the steward of his land until his son could take over someday. She knew that was just how people thought, but it still stung to realize they didn’t see her as a rancher, even though, by all rights, she was.

			“Horses?” Emma asked.

			“Cattle, mostly, but he did start a herd for breeding stock. Quarter Horse and a few mustangs he picked up on a cattle drive one year.”

			“Is that where you learned your love of horses?”

			“It is.”

			“I’m sure he was proud of you for being a cavalry sergeant,” Emma said.

			Jack shifted uncomfortably. “We lost him when I was young.”

			“Oh. I’m so sorry, Jack. Were you close?”

			Jack nodded. “We were very close. My mama never really recovered from losing him. They were quite taken with each other.”

			“I know that feeling. Losing the one person in the world you’re supposed to grow old with is like losing an essential part of yourself. Especially when you still have their son to raise. It’s like seeing this little version of him every day. I want to tell Charlie how much Ollie reminds me of him, but I can’t. He’ll never know, which breaks my heart a little more each day.”

			Dust from the road kicked up from the horses’ hooves billowed in the air. Emma almost fell into a trance as she watched it swirl and did her best to keep the tears from falling. She hadn’t shared herself like that with anyone else, leaving her feeling raw and vulnerable. Plenty of widows in Las Vegas had the same fear and insecurities as her, and she’d never felt right burdening anyone else with hers. Why she chose to open herself up to a man who fought for the other side of the war as Charlie was beyond her. There was just something about him. He was so foreign yet familiar to her, and she couldn’t understand why that would make her feel so safe.

			Maybe some of her felt Jack owed her the freedom to voice her struggles. He might not have taken Charlie from them, but he’d altered the lives of other women and children who would never know his name. Placing that burden on him wasn’t fair, but she’d learned nothing in life was fair.

			For some reason, unburdening herself made her feel closer to Jack. In some way, allowing him to see that part of her opened this door to her soul that she’d shut tight since Charlie had kissed her and rode out of her life for the last time.

			“He knows,” Jack said. “Wherever he is, he’s looking down on you both, filled with pride.”

			“Do you think so?” Emma asked. It was a silly question because how would he know, but it comforted her so much to believe he was right that she welcomed the reassurance.

			“I do. I think my mama and daddy are with him, and they’re watching us both, smiling that we’re talking about them like this.”

			Without thought, Emma reached over and rubbed her hand down Jack’s back, just as she had with Charlie more times than she could count. The realization of what she’d done, the forwardness and familiarity of the gesture, made her pull back and scoot over to leave a little more space between them. Jack turned to her with an unreadable expression before clearing his throat and sitting up a little straighter on the bench seat. The comfortable moment between them had passed, and Emma shivered at its absence.

			They spent the remainder of the trip to town in silence. Emma wished she was the kind of person who didn’t obsessively replay every interaction in her head, but she was, and by the time they pulled up to the bank, she was more than ready to put space between them.

			Jack jumped down and helped her to the ground.

			“If you’d like to wait in the saloon while I finish my business in the bank, I won’t be long,” she said.

			Jack pulled a pocket watch from his vest and flipped it open to check the time. “I’ll settle the horses, find a table, and wait for you to return before ordering our lunch. Does that suit you?”

			“That would be just fine. I don’t think it will take more than a few minutes before I join you.”

			Jack nodded and climbed back into the buckboard. She watched as his strong hands picked up the reins where they rested on the bench, and the muscles in his forearms rippled when he slapped them to tell the horses to move. Her traitorous heart fluttered at the display of masculinity, and she looked away before someone noticed her swooning.

			She turned toward the bank, brushed the wrinkles from her dress, held her head erect, and entered the building with as much confidence as she could muster. There was enough talk about her running the ranch on her own. She knew the fact that she’d very likely be the only woman in the bank would only add to the chatter.

			One man was waiting to see the bank manager, and two others spoke to a teller at the barred window. Emma sat on a bench to wait her turn and envied the ease with which the men talked to each other. The few times she’d had to come to the bank alone had been fraught with tension. She dreaded this interaction but desperately needed to make the trip that day.

			Thirty minutes later, it was her turn, and she sat across the desk from the bank manager, Jared Caraway. They’d known each other since she’d first moved to the New Mexico Territory with her parents. He’d married his late wife, Tabatha, only a month after Emma and Charlie had wed. The two couples socialized before Charlie had left to fight, but she hadn’t seen them since.

			When Emma heard a few months before that Tabatha had passed during childbirth, she regretted not contacting them more over the last few years. The thought of spending time with them, or even just Tabatha, would remind her of Charlie, and that was a pain she was trying to learn to forget.

			“Emma!” Jared said, walking around the desk to wrap her in a hug. It was very forward of him, but she suspected he was happy to see someone who probably reminded him of Tabatha. “How are you, dear woman?”

			“I’m well. I’m so sorry about Tabatha, Jared. How are you and the baby? I heard your mother has been helping to care for the little one.”

			Jared returned to his seat and indicated for Emma to sit in one across the desk from him. “Please sit. Yes, my mother has been here for the past few months, but unfortunately, my father isn’t doing well, and she’ll need to return to Philadelphia soon to care for him.”

			“Oh, goodness. I’m so sorry to hear that. I suppose you’ll need to hire someone to care for…what did you name the baby?”

			“Isabel Tabatha Caraway. Isabel was Tabatha’s mother’s name, so I thought it would be a fitting tribute to them both.”

			“It’s a beautiful name. You must be so proud of her. I’m sure she’s beautiful, like her mother.”

			Jared gave a curt nod but never met Emma’s eyes. She knew the pain of losing your one true love, and she didn’t envy Jared for the newness of his loss. She’d had several years to adjust, but he’d only had a few months to come to terms with this new existence. He was now a father and had to figure out how to raise a child independently. She didn’t envy him at all.

			“If you ever need to talk, please don’t hesitate to reach out. Losing someone you thought you’d love forever is an indescribable pain. I am a sympathetic ear.”

			“Thank you, Emma. I do appreciate that. I—”

			Emma was startled when she felt two strong hands wrap around her shoulders and squeeze. She turned to find Carl Montgomery, a fellow rancher who owned the property over the mountain from her to her east. The feel of his hands against her made her skin crawl, and she wished Jack had been there to…what? What did she think Jack would do? Maybe his presence would help? Make her feel not entirely so alone?

			“Well, what brings you here today, Mrs. Stevens? I heard tell that you had a reb running your ranch. Is allowing an enemy soldier access to your husband’s property wise? A beautiful woman like yourself should have your pick of any decent man in the territory. Money is a man’s business, and finding you here today makes me think you do not trust him not to take off with your life savings. I guess that’s the risk you take when you hire someone of that ilk. I can’t help but wonder what Mr. Stevens would think of you hiring him, not to mention that cripple Wiley Haskins and that heathen of a woman. If you knew where they buried him, I’d say he’s probably rolling over in his grave.”

			Carl chuckled at his joke, and Emma had to hold back the bile that threatened to erupt from her roiling stomach.

			He patted her shoulder in a much more familiar way than he had any right to. “It must break your heart to know he’s lying alone in a hole with hundreds of other lost souls.”

			That was it. The anger within her was on the verge of boiling over before Jared stood to guide Carl away from her. She appreciated his effort but resented that, as a woman, it wouldn’t be proper for her to stand up and pop the idiot in the mouth with her fist.

			“I apologize for that, Emma,” Jared said when he returned. “I’ve asked Carl to leave the building until our business has concluded.”

			“Thank you. Carl and Charlie never did get along. I had innocently hoped he would somehow find his manners now that I’m a widow, but apparently, he’s only taken that as an invitation to direct his vile words toward me.”

			Jared sat in a chair next to her and took her hand in his. The gesture was a surprise, although she didn’t feel as threatened with him as with Carl. A man would never be so bold as to touch a married woman casually. It had become clear that Jared no longer saw her as someone he should afford the same respect.

			“Emma.” Jared cleared his throat before looking around to ensure no one was watching them. “I’ve meant to pay you a visit, but now that you’re here, I wondered if I might call upon you at some point?”

			“Call upon me?” Emma suspected she knew what he was asking, but she was shocked her good friend’s husband would believe it appropriate to ask her that.

			“Yes. It’s just…the thing is…” He sat up straighter in his chair, still holding her hand. “Tabatha needs a mother, and I need a wife. I can offer a good home and security to you and Ollie. I would raise him as if he were my son. Charlie would greatly appreciate my offer to look after his family in his absence.”

			Emma realized her mouth was wide open in shock and shut it with a click. What in the world was happening? Jared and Tabitha had been good friends to them. She supposed, on some level, it wasn’t entirely out of line to think they might make a good match for each other, but Emma didn’t love him. She’d never had feelings for him, and she was sure that he wasn’t one to leave his job at the bank to run a ranch with her. No, none of this would do. How she would let him down without offending him was beyond her.

			She was angry with him for putting her in this awkward position and angry with herself for not just bringing Jack with her into the bank. It was a mistake she wouldn’t make again.

			“Jared. I—”

			“You don’t have to answer now, Emma.” He gently placed her hand on her lap and stood to reclaim his chair on the other side of the desk. “Please, just think about it. My mother will be here for a few more weeks. I would like to call upon you at the ranch so we might discuss it.”

			She didn’t think he would take no for an answer just then. It was better to put him off until she had time to think about how to refuse his offer without offending him in the process.

			“May I think about it and get back to you with an answer?”

			“Um. Yes. You want to think about whether you’ll allow me to speak to you about it?”

			“Yes, that’s right. I’m sure you understand.”

			He straightened his tie and shuffled a few papers on his desk.

			“Yes, of course. That would be just fine. Now, how may I help you today?”

			The last thing Emma felt comfortable doing at this point was discussing her account at the bank, but she’d come all this way, and she needed to remove money so she could pay Jack and the others their salary. There was no way around it, even if all she wanted to do was escape this place to the security of the saloon where Jack patiently waited for her.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Jack watched the door to the bank from across the street at a table in the saloon. The window was dust-covered, but he could see the people as they came and went. At one point, a man in a black duster and cowboy hat was escorted from the building by another man who he assumed was the bank manager due to his nice, clean suit and polished shoes. The two men spoke with each other before the cowboy gave the bank manager a slight shove and walked away.

			He wasn’t sure what that altercation was about, but when the cowboy didn’t return, he hoped that meant everything was okay inside the building.

			“Can I get you anything else, Jack?” the waitress asked.

			Jack pulled his watch from his pocket and checked the time. Emma had been much longer than he thought she would be, and he couldn’t decide if he should walk over to the bank to check on her. Not that he wanted her to think he didn’t believe she could handle herself just fine without him, but it had taken her long enough that he was starting to worry.

			Before he could ask Brandy if he could settle his bill, Emma emerged from the building holding a small bag he assumed contained whatever money she had withdrawn.

			“Brandy, could you bring us two glasses of water and whatever the lunch special is today? I’ll be right back.”

			“Sure thing, sweetie,” Brandy said.

			He caught up to Emma when she’d reached the middle of the road. She seemed more than happy to hand him the bag of money she was carrying as she slipped her arm into his.

			“How did it go?” he asked.

			She looked up at him with a sadness that she hadn’t had before her trip to the bank. When they stepped onto the walkway to the saloon doors, he stopped her, placing his free hand on her shoulder.

			“Is everything okay? Something is wrong.”

			“I’ll be fine. I need something to eat and to sit down,” Emma said.

			He knew she wasn’t telling him something, but he couldn’t force her to talk about whatever bothered her. The best thing to do was be patient until she was ready to come to him alone. At least, that’s what he’d do for a horse. He didn’t have much experience dealing with people, but they couldn’t be all that different.

			Brandy appeared with their drinks and a plate with pork chops, beans, and cornbread. It wasn’t anything fancy, but Jack was hungry enough that it looked like something from the finest restaurant in New York City to him.

			“Thanks, Brandy,” Emma said.

			Jack dove into the food on his plate before realizing he should have probably waited for Emma before he started eating.

			“Sorry,” he said, wiping his mouth with his napkin. “I forget how to act in the presence of a lady sometimes. You’ll have to forgive my lack of manners.”

			“Not at all.” Emma picked up her fork and waved it toward Jack to indicate he should continue to eat. “There’s no need for formalities here.”

			Jack nodded and returned to his plate, albeit slightly slower than before.

			“Would it be rude of me to ask about the food offered during the war? I’ve heard stories of soldiers starving to death between battles. I worry about what condition Charlie would have been in when fighting.”

			A pit opened in Jack’s stomach, and he felt like he would vomit. The last thing he wanted to do was think about the war, let alone talk to Emma about it. He understood why she would like to know, though. Once Charlie left, he doubted she had much contact with him, and he wouldn’t have shared all of the details he thought would have upset her when he wrote to her, anyway.

			“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked,” Emma said.

			Jack scraped the last bite of his food from his plate and wiped his mouth with his napkin. He noticed that Emma had barely touched her food. Come to think of it, he’d hardly seen her eat much at all since he’d come to Stevens Ranch.

			“It’s fine. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll tell you what I know if you promise to finish those beans on your plate. We have a long trip back to the ranch, and we don’t want you blowing away in a stiff wind.”

			She turned to her plate to hide her smile, but he saw it nonetheless.

			“I never fought in the New Mexico Territory, so I wouldn’t know what Charlie would have gone through, but I can tell you that the Union Army faired much better in that department than the other side.” He didn’t even have the heart to say the name of the army he had fought for. It had been a means to an end at the time, but it wasn’t something he was proud of.

			“Things were good at the beginning of the war. Just over a pound of meat, usually beef or pork, dried vegetables, and hard tack, a bread so tough you had to soak it in water if you didn’t want to lose a tooth.”

			Emma smiled as she listened and ate her food. Jack was beginning to think he’d do just about anything to get her to smile. Even speak lightly and openly of painful memories.

			“As the war raged on, there were problems with our supply trains, mostly due to the Union Army, but also because of the bumbling idiots in charge. We first ran out of fresh meat, followed by wheat. The hard tack we’d learned to choke down was replaced with an even less appetizing form of cornbread. When we ran out of coffee, we used the chicory root, which was a poor substitute, but it would do if you closed your eyes and were desperate enough. Occasionally, we could trade supplies with Union soldiers for the abundant things we had, like tobacco and peanuts.”

			“I’m sorry you had to endure that,” Emma said, and the sympathy in her eyes told him she was sincere. How strange was that? This woman, who’d lost someone so dear to her as her husband, had sympathy for an old soldier from the opposite side of the battlefield. Only a remarkable woman could find the empathy to forgive a sin like that.

			“I won’t say it wasn’t horrible, but I’m here now. In the company of a beautiful woman on a clear day with a full belly. I can’t think of anything I would dare to complain about.”

			Emma smiled again, and Jack’s breath caught. Before he could say anything else, he saw her eyes widen, and fear replace the once happy expression. Jack turned to find the man in the black duster who confronted the banker on the street entering the saloon. He spotted Emma and walked through the maze of tables toward where they sat.

			“Well, hello, Emma. I didn’t realize they allowed women who weren’t working girls in the saloon. You aren’t to the point where you are that desperate for money without a man to care for you, are you?”

			Jack stood abruptly and heard his chair slam against the wall behind him.

			“Please leave, Carl,” the bartender said as he pulled his rifle from where it hung beneath the bar top.

			“I’ll not have you speak to the lady that way, sir,” Jack said. He clenched his fists, and it was a miracle he hadn’t already punched the man in the face. He knew it wouldn’t be something Emma would appreciate, so he held himself back.

			“Well, well, well. The reb can speak. How about that?” He turned back to Emma and completely disregarded Jack altogether. “When will you give up and finally sell me that land, Emma Stevens? I’ve made you an offer that is more than fair, and this little game you’re playing by hiring a few miscreants will only delay the inevitable.”

			“You’ve been asked to leave, mister,” Jack said. “If you don’t heed the warnings, I’ll have no option but to remove you myself.”

			The man laughed and waved his hands in the air. “Oh no! I should have known a ruffian like you would threaten violence in front of a lady. What kind of man are you?” Carl asked.

			“The kind of man that won’t stand by and allow you to speak to Mrs. Stevens in that manner.”

			Carl looked from Emma to Jack, then back to Emma. “Hmm, I wasn’t expecting this. Someone else has intentions for the Widow Stevens. You’ll have to fight the banker for her, and I venture to guess he has much more to offer her than a sordid past and some grubby clothes. Once old Jared marries the lovely Mrs. Stevens here, she and the boy will move to town, and you’ll be high and dry. Of course, if she sells to me before then, she could maybe squirrel some of that money away for a rainy day instead of it all going to her new husband.” Carl turned back to Emma and winked. “Wouldn’t that be a much better deal for you, Emma? You might even take the money and catch a train back to your people in Boston. I’m sure they’d love for the boy to be raised in a proper home, away from trash like this.”

			He gestured toward Jack, and that was the last straw. Jack grabbed the man by the scruff of the jacket and started to drag him toward the saloon’s front door.

			“Wait,” Emma commanded. “Let him go, Jack. It’s time for us to go home, anyway.”

			She dug into the money bag and placed enough to cover the meal with a little extra on the table. Jack noticed Brandy and the bartender standing there, ready to jump in if things escalated further.

			“You know that’ll never be your home, boy?” Carl said to Jack. “She’ll have to marry, and you’ll run south with the rest of the garbage. We got rid of you boys once and’ll do it again. You don’t belong here.”

			Emma turned Jack toward the door and slipped her arm into his. “Let’s go home.”

			Jack glanced at Carl again, nodded at Brandy and the bartender, then allowed Emma to lead him outside and down to the stables where he had boarded the horses. They didn’t say a word as they readied for their trip home. He watched her carefully as he divided his attention between his task and Emma. He had so many questions he wanted to ask but didn’t know where to start.

			“You okay, Emma?” Jack asked.

			Emma nodded and allowed him to help her onto the bench seat of the buckboard.

			“I’ll be just fine. Are you okay?”

			Jack led the team into the street and climbed onto the seat next to her.

			“I’m okay. I hate that he spoke to you that way.”

			“There are many more men like that with opinions like his than there are good ones like you in the world.”

			Dust billowed around them as the horse kicked it up from the road. Once they were clear of town and Carl Montgomery, they both relaxed. Emma sat close to him on the seat, and he appreciated having her as near to him as possible after what happened in the saloon.

			“I’m sorry you still have to deal with people like Carl Montgomery. You don’t deserve that kind of treatment,” Emma said.

			“Me? I was more worried about how he spoke to you.”

			Emma shrugged and shook her head. “I think I’m used to it by now. People, especially men, don’t understand why I don’t just tuck my tail and go back to Boston.”

			“Why don’t you?”

			“Because that’s not my home. And this ranch is what Charlie wanted for his son. I mean to do everything within my power to respect his wishes.”

			Jack admired her for not backing down to those who didn’t, in his mind, understand the meaning of respect.

			“Why didn’t you return to Texas to be with your people after the war?” Emma asked.

			Jack didn’t want to talk about his past. He couldn’t without revealing too much and putting himself, Emma, and Ollie in danger. Not answering her question wasn’t an option, but holding back details he didn’t want her to know wouldn’t hurt.

			“My people are gone. It’s just me, and Texas is the last place I would live.” Not a lie.

			“I’m glad you decided to come here,” Emma said. He could have sworn he saw her cheeks redden with a blush.

			“Me, too.” The urge to reach out and take Emma’s hand surprised Jack. Of course, he’d realized how attractive she was and knew he was drawn to her, but he hadn’t felt the need to touch someone so intensely. Not like he wanted to touch her now.

			The worst thing he could do was to allow himself to indulge in that urge. It would be disastrous to both of them when their hearts were inevitably broken. He had to find a way to make it clear to Emma that nothing could happen between them without making it seem like he didn’t find her extraordinary. Because he did, and suggesting anything less would be a lie.

			Jack scooted over just enough to leave a gap between their bodies. “I think we have an opportunity to make this ranch a success. Something that Charlie would have been proud to pass on to Ollie.”

			Emma looked at the space between them and then into Jack’s eyes. He saw the hurt that he had hoped to avoid. Maybe it was inevitable. They would both feel the pain now or the devastation later. He thought pain would be preferred but wasn’t so sure then.

			“Yes,” Emma said. “I think we’re off to a good start.”

			The remainder of the ride home was silent. Jack wished he could do anything to numb the thoughts in his head and the ache in his heart, but he couldn’t. For both of their sakes, this was one battle he’d have to fight alone.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Sunday morning began with an unexpected rain shower. Emma watched Jack and the others through the window as they scrambled to put away the horses they’d been working with and find shelter in the barn. Part of her wanted to join them to spend more time with Jack, but she had Ollie’s lessons to tend to and the ranch books to do.

			The list of her responsibilities was smaller now that she’d hired people to help, but she’d found other items to add in their place. Now that she wasn’t responsible for the care of the animals, she had time to plan for their future and finally get a handle on their current reality.

			Their money situation wasn’t dire yet, but it wasn’t good, either. They’d need to find a way to bring money in soon, or she’d begin to stress. The last thing she wanted to do was have to ask Jared at the bank for a loan. She’d made things work with the money her family had left her and what she and Charlie had saved before he left for the war. It had given her a needed cushion, but now she’d have to find a way to bring some in soon.

			She made a note on her notepad to talk to Jack at their next morning meeting about ways to fill their coffers in the short term until they had more time for him to sell some of the horses he’d been working with but didn’t intend to use as breeding stock. There was the matter of the cattle he’d asked her for, too. She added a note to discuss that with him as well.

			“Mama, can we go to the river for a picnic with Jack?”

			Emma looked out the window to find that the storm had passed, and the sun was doing its best to remove any sign that the rain had even fallen. She looked at the work he had just given her and was impressed that he’d answered all the math problems correctly. Since it was his weakest subject, she felt pride at how well he’d done.

			“I can’t speak for Jack, but I’d love to have a picnic. Why don’t you go to the barn and ask all three of them? They all might be ready for a break.”

			Ollie jumped from his chair and ran from the house like his trousers were on fire. The boy did everything at high speed. She’d never understand how he found the energy, but she admired him for it.

			She placed the papers she’d spread on the table in a folder for safekeeping before putting her apron on and preparing something for a picnic lunch. They’d had pork chops the night before, and she had just enough to make four sandwiches if she cut each piece in half. She’d give them to the others and restrict herself to the potato salad and green beans she placed in tins for the trip to the river.

			A few minutes later, Jack arrived with Ollie by his side. He looked tired but had obviously washed his hands and put on a clean shirt before entering her home.

			“We’ve been invited to a picnic.”

			“You have. Is this a good time?”

			“It’s as good as any,” Jack said. “We finished with the mares, so it’s a perfect time to take a break before starting the geldings. They look good. I think you’ll be pleased.”

			“I’m sure I will. Will the others be joining us?”

			“Jesse wants to work on a mare she’s been teaching to do tricks on the side, but Wiley said he’d join us.”

			“Tricks?”

			“Maybe tricks isn’t the right word for it. She has some ideas about saving time on the drive by teaching the horse to make certain maneuvers that the cowboy normally would need to dismount for. It’s an interesting idea. I’ve permitted her to work with Cindy when we aren’t doing other things.”

			“She seems like a knowledgeable woman. I regret doubting her when she first joined us.”

			“I’m sure she’s used to being underestimated, as most women are from what I’ve seen.”

			Jack’s ability to make her feel understood was something she’d never experienced before. She didn’t doubt that Charlie loved her
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