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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1875

Emma Prescott, determined and selfless, flees from wealth and her murderous father, wanting the love and forgiveness of poor cotton farmer, Kyle Lonnigan.
Although Kyle refuses to forgive her for her part in his father’s death, Emma stays and works her own farm. Over the next several months, Emma proves to Kyle she is not the spoiled girl he remembers. 
Emma’s sudden re-entrance into Kyle’s life only conjures long-buried painful memories.  Kyle does his best to avoid her, needing to keep the pain at bay, and stopping her from reminding him of their last moments together before bullets shattered their world.  But, he is unsuccessful.  The love he denies is too strong, and soon Emma and Kyle are tumbling headlong into the past and passion.
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Kendra, my brave heroine...welcome home.
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EAST TEXAS

April, 1875 

“Damned irritatin’, foolish woman!” yelled the driver of the broken down stagecoach. He spat on the ground near the hemline of said annoying woman. “It ain’t gonna take but more than a couple hours to fix!”

Irritating she might be, but foolish she was not. Emma Prescott eyed the axle and the crack that had rendered it useless. It was too large to repair, which meant a new one. That meant taking off the wheel. Fixing it would take until tomorrow.

She set her chin stubbornly and declared, “I disagree. It will take much longer and I’m not about to wait on the side of the road when my stop is only half a mile away.” She waved a hand at the luggage rack atop the stage and said, “Please fetch my bags.”

The driver spat one more time and put a hand on his hip, glaring at Emma. “I ain’t about to climb up there and get ‘em. You are a damn, fool woman. I ain’t gonna lose my job because you get killed walkin’ when you’d be perfectly fine waitin’.”

She felt the weight of her Derringer in her skirt pocket and was comforted by its presence. She knew how to shoot and could take care of herself. With Pike’s Run being so close, she wasn’t about to wait another day. She’d stalled for two years, and that was long enough. The time had come to resolve her past. She looked to the coach’s shotgunner for support, but all he seemed to do was watch her with narrowed eyes as he stood in the shade, leaning his hands against the butt of his Winchester Repeater rifle. He would be no help. 

Emma looked to the interior of the coach. “Mr. Emswieler, would you fetch my bags, please?”

The gentleman in a bowler hat and three piece suit stepped from the coach and smiled kindly at her. “Don’t you think you ought to wait? It won’t take long, and you’ll be much safer with us.” He squinted at the dusky sky. “The sun will be down in an hour, and you won’t make it before dark. Why, we’ll probably catch up to you before you get there—”

“Damned straight,” the driver agreed as only he could.

“And then you would be tired and dirty for no reason,” Mr. Emswieler continued with a kind smile—an almost condescending smile.

Temper rising, Emma squared her shoulders, set her gaze and did her best to stay calm. “Since you agree with Mr. Griggs,” she said, nodding her head in the driver’s direction, “then I have no choice but to climb up there and get my bags myself.” She moved to the back of the coach.

“I’ll expect you gentleman to not look at my ankles or up my skirts.” It was their fault she had to climb anyway, and she would not feel embarrassed for being forced to do so.

The driver cussed a blue streak and did not turn around. Mr. Emswieler politely turned his back, but the shotgunner kept his intent gaze upon her, apparently not wanting to miss a minute of the show.

Emma knew it was likely she would end up on the ground, but she couldn’t delay any longer. Climbing up the back of the coach, she retrieved her two bags and tossed them to the grass below. Once she was safely down, she gave a final pointed look at Mr. Griggs, who should be fired just for all the holes he seemed to find on the long drive from Topeka, and began walking south, bags in tow.

“You’ll be dead before sundown!” Mr. Griggs shouted at her retreating form.

Biting back a retort and squaring her shoulders, she jostled her bags and walked on. She wouldn’t wait another day. For two years, she’d been trying to get to Pike’s Run. Either money or fear had stood in her way, and it was time to put misgivings aside now that she had the funds to support the journey. And spending the night with a leering shotgunner and a crass driver sent shivers of alarm through her. Forging ahead, she didn’t spare a look back.

* * * *
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PANTING HEAVILY, HER arms screaming tired from the weight of her bags, Emma trudged down the muddy road that led to Pike’s Run, Texas. She hadn’t expected the humidity. It was like breathing through a wet towel.

She looked up at the sun, checking its progress, and noticed it was beginning to disappear behind the pine trees. It wouldn’t be long before the light had completely gone. Sweat beaded at her hairline and, if it weren’t for her perpetual anticipation that the town was just ahead, she’d regret her decision to walk. Perhaps she was foolish, but delaying any longer would have only caused the anxiety in her stomach to grow even more.

Emma knew it had been odd to traipse off on her own, as if the last two years at Miss Anna’s hadn’t been strange enough, but it was time for decisions to be made. It was time for ghosts to be laid to rest, and for her memories to be made...well, memories.

Glancing toward the horizon, Emma saw nothing but duskier sky and muddier road. Groaning, she adjusted her grip and willed herself to keep going. She was used to sweat and dirt now, and she could handle the weight of her bags. She simply wished the wooden handles weren’t digging into her palms.

Working as a waitress at Miss Anna’s in Denver had hardened her, and she was a better person for it. It would be a shock to people from her past to see her now...calluses on her hands, skin darker from the sun, dresses old and out of date. Emma knew she’d changed, but it would all be worth it if it helped one particular person to believe in her consistent and constant loyalty.

She let out a long exhale, partly in response to the heat and partly due to the thought of a man. His image in her mind, or what she remembered of him, could still cause her to ache with emotion. Possibly love.

Kyle Lonnigan. Gorgeous, hardworking, kind, stubborn man that he was, he was the reason she had trekked across territories and states. He was the reason for the calluses, the lonely nights and the sweat. She’d run from her murdering father, unable to stomach the sight of him, unable to accept his life and obnoxious wealth, unable to tolerate her cowardice any longer and hoping to right the wrong she’d done to Kyle.

She slipped in the mud and quickly righted herself, but not before one of the bags fell and ended up with a grimy bottom. Grimacing, Emma scolded herself.

“Lord, Emma! Can’t you keep from being so clumsy?” Sighing in frustration, she wiped off the bottom of her bag with her already dirty petticoat then set off once more.

This might be a fool’s errand. Kyle might send her packing in one look, but she’d hid from him for too long, and he deserved better than that. The labor would be worth it, she was certain. She would replace her cowardice with courage, hopefully retrieve her heart from his never-ending grasp and get back to her life.

Most likely, he’d changed and wouldn’t be as she remembered. Hopefully, her girlish infatuation with him would be snuffed out. And if he couldn’t forgive her, she prayed with every fiber of her being his only hold on her centered on her inability to forgive herself for ruining his life.

Emma stopped a moment and set her bags down on the one dry spot in the road. After shaking out the tingles in her hands, she tried to shove escaping tendrils of her black hair back inside her bonnet. No such luck. Sighing again, she picked up her bags and walked on.

After going several more steps, she recognized the sound of water smacking against rocks. As she quickened her steps, the sound grew louder, and soon, she saw a flowing river ahead of her. Smiling in relief, she hurried forward then came to an abrupt halt at the top of the bank.

There on the south side lay the town of Pike’s Run. Seeing it finally, Emma almost wept with gladness. She was here! She’d made it.

Blue and yellow flowers dotted the bank and swayed in the slight breeze, cheering her further. She made out some buildings, churches, houses, and shops, but she couldn’t read the signs from the distance. She drank in the sight before her then a noise caught her attention, and she saw the ferry operator getting ready to push off. “Hold the ferry!” she cried.

Gripping her bags, she ran down the bank, her skirts skimming the short grass. She ran so fast and the bank was so steep, she was stumbling by the time she reached the ferry operator.

The man grabbed her before she could topple and end up head first in the river. “Whoa, there, little lady,” he told her. “We ain’t leavin’ ya.”

Gasping for breath, she righted herself. “Thank you, sir. How much?”

The man stated his fee and she paid him then stepped on the conveyance.

Already aboard, there was a wagon loaded with supplies driven by a young boy who took no notice of her. A man in a three-piece suit sat on the bench to one side of the ferry. He tipped his hat to her, and she smiled kindly.

She sat heavily, grateful for the chance to rest her legs as the operator put the ferry into motion. Emma watched him as he pushed off with a pole and took his passengers across.

He noticed her gaze and smiled down at her. “Just passin’ through, or are you stayin’ awhile?”

Emma bit her lip, not knowing what to say. The answer to this question depended on Kyle. “I-I’ll have to see, sir.”

His toothy grin got wider. “I’m partial to this place. It’s a good town even if it ain’t fancy.”

Emma nodded. “Yes, I’ve heard nothing but good things about Pike’s Run.”

A twinkle entered his eyes. “So, you know people in town, then?”

How smooth he was, fishing information out of her. With his drooping mustache, dirty and sweat-stained shirt and missing teeth, he didn’t look as if he was cagey. But who was she to talk? She probably smelled as if she’d bathed with the hogs.

“Whereabouts?” he asked.

Shifting in her seat, uncomfortable with his questions, she replied, “I read an advertisement in the Texas Telegraph and Register. I don’t know anyone here.”

“Come to buy land, then?” he asked with seeming interest.

Emma narrowed her eyes, irritated as he continued to question her. “Are you an investigator of some sorts?” she asked, a little haughtily, certain her nose was in the air.

He laughed, unruffled by her attitude. “No, ma’am. Just interested in the doings of pretty ladies.”

Emma swept a hand over her dusty skirt and hid her muddy shoes beneath her equally soiled hem. “You must be hurting then for pretty women, sir, because I’m sure I’m not exactly presentable at the moment.”

He just smiled down at her while pushing the ferry. “You’ll do, ma’am. If you don’t find what or who you’re lookin’ for, come back and see Pleasant Smith. I’ll gladly help you out.”

Emma couldn’t help but smile openly at Mr. Smith’s light flirting as the ferry hit the opposite bank.

After he tied off the water conveyance, the travelers were given the permission to go.

Emma picked up her bags. Just before stepping off, she asked Mr. Smith about the hotel in town. He pointed up the main street. “You can’t miss it. Mrs. Taylor makes sure it shines like gold in the sunlight.”

After thanking him, she walked through the center of town. She went by two churches before she got to the boardwalk. The signs out front proclaimed them to be St. Anne’s and First United Methodist. The buildings were adjoined by an orchard.

Continuing on, Emma passed a street dotted with a few houses. They were grand structures with wide porches, gables and plenty of gingerbread trim. The boardwalk was just ahead. She stepped up, passing the undertaker’s office, with his samples of tombstones out front. That wasn’t a welcome sight for those new to town.

Across the muddy road were more shops lining another boardwalk, and Emma read the shingles proclaiming Boswell Carpentry and Wilkens Saddlery. The wooden platform stopped, and there was a small expanse of grass before it started up again.

Emma went down the steps and looked up to see a shingle hanging from the porch overhang that read Royal Hotel. She stopped in front of the white double doors and took in the frosted etching on the glass. Impressed, she turned the brass handle and entered a world she hadn’t thought to see again after leaving her father and all his gold in Sacramento.

Swallowing her awe, Emma flitted her gaze over the carved, white paneling, oil paintings and brass fixtures. Potted ferns had been placed on small white columns flanking the front parlor. There was a dining room with linen of all things and a notice hanging from an archway that declared the space to be a future ballroom.

A ballroom? In Pike’s Run?

Stunned, Emma stepped up to the front desk situated across from the dining room and rang the bell. Surely, she was dreaming all this opulence.

An older man with kind eyes stepped from an office under the stairwell. He adjusted the ends of his well-starched, black waistcoat as he walked toward the desk. He smiled beneath his mustache as he flipped open the watch attached to his vest. “Good evening, ma’am.”

Emma smiled back. “Good evening. You have a beautiful hotel.”

“Thank you,” he said with a slight bow but without any airs. “My wife and I try to keep a dazzling place in this growing town.”

“Do you have a vacancy?” she asked, worried he would answer in the negative and already dying to try the bed.

He was about to reply when a strong feminine voice intervened. “A guest at such a late hour? Well, my, my. And what is your name, dear?”

The source of the voice appeared at Emma’s side, and Emma was struck by the numerous ruffles on the woman’s dress, and the avidly curious twinkle in her eyes. This lady wouldn’t stop from peppering Emma with questions, she was certain. “I’m Emma Prescott, ma’am.”

“Beulah Taylor,” she replied, holding out her hand. “This is my husband, Rupert. You were looking for a room, dear?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Emma replied, shaking the hand offered to her.

“We have just the one for you. Room sixteen is open, and a lovely space it is, dear.” She linked her arm through Emma’s and walked her toward the stairs.

With an order to her husband to get Emma’s bags, she led her down the corridor once they reached the second floor. The proprietress gave her a dissertation on all the town had to offer in the way of refinement, which to Mrs. Taylor’s stated dismay was not much. “But my husband and I plan many improvements. You might have seen that we’re constructing a ballroom?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am.”

“Houston is only twenty miles away. I’m certain we’ll surpass the city in elegance and commerce soon.” She cocked her head. “And how many days do you plan to stay, dear?”

They’d arrived at her room, and Emma felt safe in avoiding the question. “I’m so tired, Mrs. Taylor. Thank you for the kind welcome.”

A bellhop handed her the key, and while the woman touted their menu in the dining hall, her bags were deposited inside.

“Again, I appreciate your hospitality.” Emma carefully shut the door on a smiling and eager Mrs. Taylor. After letting out a breath, she decided on a bath and a good night’s sleep so she could face her past in the morning with as clear a mind as possible.

How would she find the right words for Kyle? Would she be able to prove her loyalty lay with him and always had? Placing two fingers to her temples, she rubbed away the aches made stronger by her worry and uncertainty. Would they heal and close the door forever on the past and deadly bullets?
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THE NEXT DAY, EMMA found herself walking once more, this time without her bags. The road was drier, the humidity not as thick, yet she could barely breathe. Her heart twisted with every step she took, and she thought of only one thing—she was going to see Kyle.

She wore her best dress; blue gingham, ready-made, no flounces. It wasn’t much, but at least the blue matched her eyes.

Kyle’s farm was only a couple miles outside of town, or so Mr. Taylor had told her. She met no one on the road and saw only one other farm, but it was so overgrown with weeds and the house in such disrepair, she assumed no one lived there.

She went about twenty more yards and noticed a log cabin in the distance. Quickly inhaling, she paused for only a moment. The second house on your way out of town, Mr. Taylor had said.

She continued, her skirts snapping as she quickened her pace. Kyle.

Her pulse skipped. With fear? Or could it still be love she felt?

Though she didn’t know, she found herself almost running. Coming even with the gate, she stopped, putting a hand on the post to steady herself.

A man, tall, lean and wide of shoulder, broke his land with an expert hand. Newly plowed furrows stretched for several acres. Barn and log cabin were in perfect condition.

His back was to her as he pushed the plow led by a mule. She couldn’t see his face, but she knew the movements of his body as well as she knew her own. It was Kyle. Oh, dear Lord, yes it was. He turned, creating a new furrow, coming toward the road...and her.

As he drew closer, he slowed then stopped altogether when he saw who stood at his gate.

She swallowed a lump of anxiety and met his gaze as squarely as she could.

They looked at each other across the furrows, the birds twittering lightly, the cool breeze slightly ruffling her skirt. Ah...he was the same. Tall, black hair, brown eyes. His gaze had an intensity that shook her. She had never forgotten the way he looked at her, the way his stare made her feel. He melted her with those eyes, made her weak, but strong at the same time.

She’d never been able to master the feelings he drew from her. Always she’d been a bumbling, naïve child around him, and all because his gaze set her skin on fire.

However, if stares could be bullets, she would be dead and revenge on her father would be his. The past rushed back with extreme clarity, his parting words came to her like a cannon blast.

“I never thought you’d betray me, Emma. You’re lucky you’re a girl, or I’d see you hang for what you’ve done.”

She forced away the shame and fear the recollection brought, knowing the time for moving on had come. She was here to fix things. Taking a deep breath, she stepped onto his land without an invitation. “Hello, Kyle.”

Her tone wasn’t nearly as confident as she hoped her expression was. He hadn’t moved. He looked at her, saying nothing, his hands still gripping the handles of the plow.

Refusing to squirm under his scrutiny, she continued, but with a tremble in her voice. “You...you have a pretty place. It’s exactly as I pictured it, or maybe your mother was just very good at painting the image.”

With shaky hands, she smoothed the front of her skirt, feeling foolish for putting care into her appearance this morning. The rage in his stare proved she could’ve worn a potato sack, and he wouldn’t have noticed.

Nodding at the furrows, she said, “You’ve already started plowing, I see. I’m glad you were able to buy back your father’s land. I always—”

“What are you doing here?” he said, steal in his tone.

She suppressed a shiver and clenched her fists, not allowing his anger to deter her. “I wanted to see you,” she stated firmly.

His eyes blazed. “What the hell would make you think I’d want to see you?”

Unable to defend her uninvited appearance, she pressed on. “I have some things I need to say to you.” She gave him a smile, hoping it might soften him some, though her mouth shook. “Could we sit?”

His brow lifted. “You aren’t serious?” he scoffed. “It’ll be a cold day in Hell before I sit beside you, Emma Prescott.”

“Kyle, I have so much to say,” she tried, jutting out her chin in a show of false confidence, because she was certainly feeling anything but.

He shook his head and slapped the reins, setting the mule in motion. “I’ve got no intention of listening. You’ve got two seconds to leave, or I’ll throw you off my land.”

Alarm sparked within her. Was he serious? She’d known he’d be angry, but...

Her stomach dipped with anxiety. Desperate for forgiveness for her part in his apparent pain, she had to try again. Choosing to continue despite his fury, she held her head high and marched toward him.

She stopped at the edge of his neatly plowed rows. “I’ve come a long way to apologize to you. I need to make things right between us. I don’t deserve your time, that’s true, but I’ve spent two years trying to get here, and I can’t let my guilt or your pain stop me.”

Jerking hard on the reins, Kyle stopped no more than three feet from her.

Swallowing convulsively at the hard, enraged glint in his eyes, she forced herself to remain steady.

“Still so high and mighty, huh?” he sneered. “Still expectin’ the world to fall at your feet, are you?” He unhooked the reins from around his shoulders and walked menacingly toward her.

She backed up but wasn’t fast enough. He seized her elbow, and though there was nothing but pain and anger in his hold, fire shot through her blood at his touch.

“I don’t want you here, Emma,” he growled through clenched teeth. Looming over her, he said, “Your father ruined my life, and you helped him do it. I’ll make a deal with Satan before I give you a second more of my time.”

She would’ve spoken if he hadn’t followed through with his warning and walked her forcibly off his land. He released her, and she skidded on the dirt road before getting her feet underneath her. She watched him retreat in silence, his furious strides all but running from her.

His pain was greater than she’d anticipated. Perhaps, it was too thick for her to breach. Absently, she rubbed the spot where his hand had clamped on her like a vise. Kyle had never put a hand on her in anger, and she barely believed he’d done so today. Instinct screamed at her to call out to him, to pour out her apology, but her mind warred with her heart. And won.

Obviously, she’d done the wrong thing. All the time working as a waitress, all the lonely and fearful nights in the Colorado territory...it had been for naught. Coming here had been a mistake and had only hurt him. She could not surmount the rage in him. Turning, she gave him one last look as he plowed his fields, seeming to have dismissed her completely. He would never forgive her and sadly...she loved him.

Still.

* * * *
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MOIST EARTH MOVED UNDERNEATH Kyle’s feet, but he took no notice as he walked behind the plow. It was a good thing his mule knew what he was supposed to do, or he would have extremely crooked furrows. Images ran through his mind, and he couldn’t turn his thoughts from the reality of what happened.

Emma Prescott had been here. In Texas. In Pike’s Run. On his land.

He couldn’t grasp it, though he’d seen her with his own eyes, had spoken to her and had put his hands on her.

Wrenching pain sliced through him and nearly brought him to his knees. It was the same pain he’d worked so hard to squelch, and he’d thought he’d succeeded. But, one look at her, one word from her mouth had sent him back to Hell.

What was she thinking? Didn’t she have a considerate bone in her body? Certainly, she hadn’t expected him to be glad to see her?

Coming to the end of a row, he pulled slightly on the reins and looked down the road, afraid he might see a flash of gingham. But, Emma was gone.

Stopping his work, he stared down the path that had brought her to his farm. Had she actually been here, or had he only imagined her? God knew he’d seen her in his dreams for nights on end. He wouldn’t be surprised if he’d hallucinated.

The sound of doors banging open turned him toward the cabin. A figure emerged from the root cellar at the side of the house, her red hair catching the light of the sun as she carried a basket of vegetables on her hip.

She saw Kyle, stopped at the edge of the field and put a hand over her eyes to shade them from the sun. “Are you all right?” she shouted at him.

Swallowing hard, he lied. “I’m fine. Ebenezer got stubborn and pulled short on me.”

Her laughter carried on the wind and did nothing to soothe the twisting pain in his heart. “Well, give him a good kick. He deserves it!”

Kyle tried to smile at her and was glad she was too far away to see that he grimaced instead.

“Dinner will be ready soon,” she told him, stepping onto the front porch. “I’m making your favorite.”

Jane was too sweet, too innocent and didn’t deserve to know what had occurred in their yard. She’d worked too hard helping him get over his pain. It would only hurt her to see him that way again.

As she disappeared into the house, Kyle was grateful Emma had left before Jane could see her. Emma meeting any member of his family was out of the question. Heart racing, he looked down the road once more, reassuring himself she was gone. He couldn’t handle her in his life again. She’d wrecked him once, and he wasn’t about to let her do it a second time.

* * * *
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THE NEXT STAGE TO KANSAS didn’t leave until the morning. Pulling a chair beside the window, Emma watched the activity on Main Street, trying to forget Kyle and the rage he’d shown her only an hour ago. She hadn’t fully anticipated how angry he’d be.

She’d hoped the span of two years would have softened his pain. Obviously, time had done nothing to help, and the years in Denver had been a waste.

Well, not entirely. She’d saved money and learned to take care of herself under Miss Anna’s tutelage. Denver might have been the roughest town in the Colorado territory, but the frightening nights had hardened her. She could even hunt.

She smiled softly as she watched people shop and greet each other on Main Street. Pike’s Run was a pretty town. Small, friendly, and she hadn’t seen a single gang shoot up the air, the buildings or each other. Returning to Denver would be difficult.

A knock at the door surprised her. Standing cautiously, she hoped it wasn’t Mrs. Taylor. The woman had somehow learned about her trip that morning. Drying sweaty palms on her skirt, Emma asked who was at the door.

A soft voice came back. “Bonnie Davis.”

Shocked, Emma jerked backward and blinked rapidly. Surely not. Kyle’s aunt was here? What could she want?

“Miss Prescott, I’m Kyle’s aunt, and I only mean to speak with you,” the woman assured her through the barrier separating them.

Swallowing, Emma turned the knob and found a woman of small stature on the other side. Her red hair was caught up in a bun, and her blue eyes stared at Emma steadily.

“Please, come in,” Emma rasped, unwilling to have any conversation with Bonnie Davis in the hallway of Mrs. Taylor’s hotel.

The older woman entered and took the seat Emma offered her.

Emma sat opposite her, the activity in the street now forgotten.

“Thank you for seeing me,” Mrs. Davis began. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I’m here.”

Emma smoothed her skirts with trembling hands. “Ma’am, I can only imagine you’re here to make sure I’m not coming back.”

There was no reply from Kyle’s aunt as she watched Emma openly. “You look exactly as Sarah described,” she stated suddenly.

Emma blinked at her, not expecting that.

“Sarah wrote to me often, and you were the subject of her letters many times. I feel as if I know you.”

Lowering her gaze to the small table between them, Emma didn’t know what to say. Sarah, Kyle’s mother, had treated Emma like she was her own. And Emma had yearned for the woman’s comfort as she was the only loving parent Emma had ever known.

“Why have you come, Miss Prescott?” Mrs. Davis asked.

Anxiety swam within Emma’s stomach, and she was unable to make eye contact with the woman. Emma hadn’t thought about answering to Kyle’s family. She should have expected it. “I-I wanted t-to explain what happened,” she stammered out.

When Mrs. Davis didn’t immediately reply, Emma looked up and encountered a forthright gaze. “Is there more to what happened than Kyle told us?”

Emma licked her lips and nodded slowly. “I don’t know what he said to you, how he explained my part in it, but he doesn’t know why I...” She couldn’t say it aloud.

Silence reigned and stretched for several moments as the women regarded each other.

“Lied to the sheriff,” Bonnie finished for her.

Emma lowered her lashes once more. “Not the real reason, no.”

“He thinks you chose your father’s money over justice, over protecting his father.”

Emma buried her face in her hands. “I know.” Her reply was muffled, but she couldn’t let Mrs. Davis see the tears gathering in her eyes.

“Well,” Kyle’s aunt continued, her tone firm and a little stronger than before, “I believe there is more that happened. Kyle would rather die than admit he might have been wrong about you.”

Shocked, Emma dropped her hands and looked aghast at the woman.

“Is he wrong, Miss Prescott? Did you really lie to the sheriff about what you heard that night?”

The past rushed to the front of Emma’s mind. The explosions of bullets, the strong smell of gunpowder and Kyle’s father...dying from bullet wounds apparently inflicted by her father.

She’d heard Michael’s dying words, the words that incriminated her father as a murderer. She’d heard, just as Kyle had. Still, she’d told the sheriff Michael Lonnigan had said nothing before he died...thus saving her own father from the noose.

Looking directly at the older woman, she stated firmly, “I did lie, Mrs. Davis. I lied to the sheriff.”

Bonnie flinched and sat back in her chair.

Emma stuck out her chin, though it wobbled. “I have a reason, and it has nothing do with wanting my father’s money and everything to do with my fear of losing Kyle.” She leaned forward. “Michael was killed because my father discovered I loved Kyle. I am certain killing Michael was his way of putting a wedge between Kyle and me. When Kyle left California after no one would arrest or prosecute my father because of my lies, his absence destroyed me. I ran away. I’ve spent the last two years in Denver trying to work up the courage to see him, trying to convince myself I didn’t need to see him. These last years haven’t been easy for me.”

Bonnie’s brow was furrowed over her wondering gaze as she appeared to digest Emma’s words.

“I love him, Mrs. Davis,” Emma continued earnestly. “I thought I didn’t, I thought it might only be girlish infatuation, but I learned today it isn’t.”

Emma shook her head, helpless and hopeless. “It doesn’t matter, though. My father is a free man, and I helped with that. Kyle will never forgive me.” She cast her gaze out the window and hoped the woman would leave now.

“Miss Prescott, I think you’re wrong.”

Emma continued looking at the street below, refusing to find hope in the older woman’s statement.

“If your reasons for lying to the sheriff were in fact to protect Kyle, you must tell him.”

After witnessing his formidable anger, Emma doubted he’d accept anything she said. And what did it really matter? Her presence brought him pain. She was the one who needed forgiveness, not him. Her reasons for coming were selfish.

“Miss Prescott,” Bonnie commanded firmly.

Emma looked at her.

“My nephew is in pain. He puts on a good show, but I know him like he was my own son. He is not the same man we remember. He deserves the truth.”

“I agree, but—”

Bonnie shook her head. “I can’t accept defeat this quickly. Prove to him that you care for him, that you’ve always cared for him. If you truly haven’t been living with your father all this time, prove it. Buy land, get a job, show him your loyalty is to him.”

“To what end, Mrs. Davis?” Emma argued. “He hates me. My presence will only hurt him more.”

Bonnie was silent for several moments then surprised her with, “You are the only person who can save him. He loved you, too. I know he did. And until he knows the truth, I fear he’ll keep punishing himself with regret.”

Emma swallowed and closed her eyes, trying to block out the pain, trying not to get her hopes up. She’d asked him if he loved her on that horrible night. He hadn’t had the chance to answer her. Death had ripped through their world, and she’d never known what he might have said.

“Please think about staying. Not just for Kyle, but for yourself. It’s obvious you are in pain, too.”

With that, Mrs. Davis rose and let herself out.

* * * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, KYLE stared at a cracked shoe on his horse’s back left hoof. He sighed in frustration and walked back to the house. After going inside, he hung his Stetson on the peg next to the door and turned to find breakfast on the table.

He smiled at the ten-year-old boy sitting at the table, already loading his plate with griddlecakes and bacon. “Mornin’, Joe,” Kyle said as he pulled out a chair.

“Mornin’,” was the boy’s reply. “Gotta hurry.”

Kyle separated a biscuit and set it on his plate. He reached for the cream gravy. “Why?”

“‘Cause me and James have got stuff to do.”

“What stuff?” he asked, pouring the peppery gravy onto his biscuit.

Joe finally stopped to look at the man sitting across from him. “Uh...I can’t tell.”

“Hmm,” Kyle murmured. “What does Jane say about the stuff you gotta do?”

Joe was about to speak when the lady herself walked into the front room carrying a platter of fried eggs.

“What does Jane say about what?” she asked the males seated at her table.

Joe rolled his eyes and glared at Kyle.

Kyle grinned and shrugged then grabbed the eggs and put three on his plate.

Jane, it seemed, didn’t need an answer. “You’ve got chores, Joe. You can’t run off with James right now. I know that’s what you’re thinking.”

Joe groaned as only a ten-year-old could and looked expectantly at Kyle for help.

Kyle only shoveled food into his mouth, unwilling to help the boy out.

“I’ve got important things to do, Janie,” Joe stated with as much authority as he could muster. “James will be waitin’.”

Jane gave him a look as she pulled out her chair and sat. “Aunt Bonnie isn’t going to let him out of his morning chores, either. I wondered why you were so quick to jump up this morning,” she said wryly. She reached for the plate of bacon. “Whatever you’ve got to do can wait until chores are done.”

The boy groaned again but dropped the subject. He started to eat with considerably less hurry than before.

“I’ve got to go into town. Shadow broke a shoe,” Kyle told Jane.

She nodded. “We need bluing. One box. And can you get some canned peaches?”

That meant peach cobbler, and Kyle was glad to fetch it for her.

“And if there are any new books...”

Kyle smiled fondly at her. “Sure. But I doubt there will be. You’ve read everything Thomas Miller has thought to sell in his store.”

“Aunt Bonnie’s a good teacher,” she remarked. “And I like learning about other people and other places.”

Kyle finished his breakfast and stood to leave. “I’ll be back in a couple hours.”

When he turned to get his hat, Joe said, “Kyle, when you took me in, why’d you have to take her, too?”

Kyle laughed while Jane gasped in feigned outrage. “Joseph Lonnigan!” she scolded. “How could you say such a thing about your sister?”

He said nothing, waiting for Kyle’s answer to his apparently very important question.

Kyle grinned as he put his hat on with a flick of his wrist. “Because you can’t cook like she can.”

Joe huffed indignantly, while Jane raised an eyebrow at him. “Never mind the peaches,” she said. “Get brussel sprouts instead.”

Kyle laughed as he opened the door. Jane was a feisty girl that was for sure. He loved her dearly. And Joe.

Kyle walked to the barn to saddle Ginger, so he could take Shadow to the blacksmith. His other purchases were minuscule and would fit in his saddlebags, so he didn’t need the wagon. After tying Shadow’s reins to the back of the saddle, he set off for town.

He thought of his small, adopted family as he rode at a canter. He’d taken in his cousins when he’d returned to Texas. They’d just made it back to Pike’s Run, too. Their parents, Daniel and Mavis Lonnigan, had died in an Indian attack in New Mexico. The law had shipped Jane and Joe back to their remaining family in Pike’s Run.

His aunt and uncle, John and Bonnie Davis, had been trying to find room in their house for Jane and Joe. But with five children of their own, it had been difficult.

Kyle had welcomed the then fourteen-year-old Jane and eight-year-old Joe into his cabin gladly. After the loss of his father and the betrayal of the person he’d thought of as friend, he’d been grateful for the company of his cousins. They helped to fill the void and ease the pain. Not completely, of course, but being with Jane and Joe was certainly better than being alone.

Jane was now sixteen and chomping at the bit to get on with her life. She wanted to see the world, which made him sad but he understood the yearning. She wouldn’t get to see much, though. Being a woman, she wouldn’t have the same opportunities as a man, but he would do his best to help her.

Joe was at the age where fun and dirt were still important. He spent many hours with their cousin, James, and still more hours trying to outsmart Jane. He was unsuccessful most of the time. Kyle smiled.

This morning was a welcome distraction from the events of a few days before. Emma Prescott had been in Pike’s Run. It felt like a dream now. Eating breakfast, listening to his cousins arguing had made life seem normal once more.

Town came into view, and Kyle directed Ginger to the livery, owned and operated by Pete Jerkin. He was glad Aunt Bonnie hadn’t met Emma. What would his aunt have said, he wondered? Would the sight of a Prescott have bothered her, caused her pain?

Kyle’s father was Bonnie’s brother, and his death had come before Daniel and Mavis’. That year had been an awful and horrible year for the Lonnigan and Davis families.

Emma Prescott’s presence would have dredged up too much pain for everyone. He was glad she was gone.

Kyle stopped at the entrance to the livery and dismounted. “Hello, Pete!” he called.

He heard no answer but saw the fire going so he knew the man was here. Pete would never leave the forge unattended. “Hello, Pete!” he hollered, louder this time.

A big man, larger than Kyle, stepped into the light of the open back door. He had on a long leather apron and his leather gloves. “Mornin’, Kyle. I’ve got a customer here.”

Kyle held up a hand. “That’s all right. Take your time.”

Pete stepped back from Kyle’s sight, and Kyle heard him talking to someone about purchasing a mule. Pete had a corral out back where he bought and sold horses, mules and donkeys. Kyle had bought Ginger off of him.

Shadow had been his own horse, a gift from his father just before his murder. The animal held a special place in Kyle’s heart.

He heard Pete laugh and wondered who he was talking to. If it had been someone they both knew, he would’ve said so. The person must be passing through. 

But when Pete reappeared, Kyle saw his customer trailing behind him, leading the reins of a mule. His breath stopped.

Emma.

The sight of her caused pain to knife through him, almost as if Pete had just branded Kyle with his tongs.

“This here is Kyle Lonnigan, Miss Prescott,” Pete was explaining. “Y’all are neighbors now.”

Neighbors? Kyle stared hard at the big man, his dark face wreathed in a welcoming expression, then switched his gaze to the woman before him. “Neighbors?” he rasped.

“She bought the Tucker’s old place. Aims to put in cotton.”

There was a roaring in Kyle’s ears. The Tucker’s place? That wasn’t a half mile from his farm!

By God, what the hell had she done!

Pete was still talking, unaware of Kyle’s outrage. He barely heard what he was saying. He wanted to grab Emma and shake her. Hadn’t she heard him, he thundered inwardly? Hadn’t he made himself clear?

“Aren’t you gonna take her hand, Kyle?” Pete asked him, pulling him out of his outraged disbelief.

Kyle looked down to see a very polite, very feminine hand outstretched. “It’s nice to meet you, sir,” she said quietly.

He had no choice but to grasp her palm in his. Doing so brought back the memory of that horrible night. They’d been under the moonlight, her arms around his neck, her eyes shining up at him in hopefulness. The yearning he’d seen in her gaze, the desperation...

Then she’d asked him a question he’d never been able to answer. Two fateful gunshots had stopped whatever his reply might’ve been. His father had died, and she’d betrayed him...all in one night, changing the course of his life forever.

“Ma’am,” he rasped.

Pete seemed satisfied with his small reply. “The Lonnigans are good people, Miss Prescott. You’ll be gettin’ a helpin’ hand from them.”

Emma looked up at Pete, seeming unafraid of the giant smithey. “Thank you, Mr. Jerkin. And please, call me Emma.”

A bashful smile formed on the blacksmith’s lips. “Call me Pete, Emma.” Pete Jerkin blushed like a swain, all six-foot-seven, two hundred fifty pounds of him.

Kyle felt the world tilt even more.

“Well,” Emma announced. “I must be going. I’ve got more to purchase if I want to get that cotton going.” She looked up at Kyle, her smile polite while her eyes were grave. “I’m pleased to meet you, sir.”

All Kyle could do was nod.

Emma walked out of the livery stables, mule in tow. The men watched her go.

When she was out of earshot Pete whistled. “I tell you what, that woman won’t be single for long. Prettiest blue eyes I’ve ever seen.”

Kyle had no reply. Pete’s prediction alarmed him, but the realization that Emma hadn’t left and was living not half a mile from his farm overshadowed the possibility that some fool might walk Emma down the aisle.

Anger spiked and simmered within him. Who did she think she was?

“What can I do for you?”

Kyle snapped to attention. He stated his needs a little too forcefully, but couldn’t find the want to apologize. His world was upside down, and she didn’t even care. Leaving Shadow with Pete after the shoe had been checked and determined to be fixable in an hour’s time, Kyle headed for Miller’s General store. He should’ve known she wouldn’t honor his wishes. He should’ve expected her to think only of herself. What the hell did he do now?
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​Chapter Three 


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


AFTER FINISHING HIS business at Miller’s General, Kyle walked over to Harold Dawson’s office. He had some things to ask the town land agent.

“Morning,” Harold said with a slight nod. He was going through one of his file cabinets. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

Kyle hadn’t noticed. He removed his Stetson and gripped the rim mercilessly.

“Is something wrong?” Harold asked, eyeing the beating Kyle’s fist gave his hat.

Kyle took a deep breath. “Have you got a minute? I’ve got some questions.”

With a furrowed brow, Harold closed the drawer he’d been digging in. “What’s on your mind?” He gestured to the chair in front of his desk.

With a quick shake of his head, Kyle declined the offer. “You sold the Tucker’s farm?”

Harold tapped the folder on his blotter. “Yes. To an Emma Prescott. I know it’s close to your land. Did you want it?”

Anxiousness burned in Kyle’s gut, and he knew he had no business inquiring. However, her nearness was too damned problematic. The peace he’d found in the last two years was now gone. “No, I wasn’t looking to buy it, but that homestead is a good forty acres. She can’t farm that on her own.” And how had she managed to purchase the place anyway?

Harold tossed the file he’d pulled out onto his desk and shrugged. “Everyone deserves a shot at making a good living. And she










[image: ]










































[image: ]

















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





d2d_images/scene_break.png





