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PROLOGUE 
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Jaden Steed, a thirty-two year old ex-cavalry scout from Fort Griffin, Texas headed south toward Austin, Texas after serving over four years as a scout for the army, which recently ended. He was in search of a promising future for himself, his horse Shiloh, and his German Shepherd dog Lobo (Spanish for Wolf.) 

Riding south, he spied a ranch, but he couldn’t tell whether it was abandoned or not. It appeared to be in desperate need of repair. He rode closer to see if he could water his horse and dog. He rode up to the house and prepared to dismount when he was suddenly confronted by a woman who appeared to be about his age, standing in the front door of her house pointing a rifle at him. She told him he was on the Sawyer Ranch and needed to just ride out. Jade noticed she had two young children, a boy and a girl. 

After talking to the woman, he convinced her he didn’t pose any threat to her nor her children. Reluctantly she let him dismount and water his horse. After talking with her for a bit he learned she was recently widowed. Slowly she began to trust him and he told her he could do many of the repairs to the ranch she desperately needed done. 

The longer he stayed and did the needed repairs the better they got to know each other, and Maggie confided to him that she had been a victim of a brutal rape at the hands of two men, just about a month or so before Jade happened onto her ranch. Like him, they had stopped by the ranch, telling her they just wanted to water their horses. 

Jade and Maggie’s relationship began to grow. Within a few short months their love for one another blossomed and they were finally wed. 

Their friend and neighbor Sean convinced Jade he should try and get elected sheriff in Laytham, Texas with his military back ground. In the coming months, he managed to clean up the town and find the men who had violated Maggie. 

Jade hired a deputy who had also been stationed at Fort Griffin. He too had been released from the army in 1875. The lawmen endeavored to make Laytham, Texas a safer and more livable place for their families and the citizens of Laytham, Texas.
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CHAPTER 1
Laytham Texas 1876 
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Just outside the small Texas town of Laytham, Jaden Steed, a thirty-two-year old ex cavalry scout from Fort Griffin, Texas was headed south toward Austin. His four plus years scouting for the army had just ended and now he was searching for a better and more promising future for himself, his horse Shiloh, and his ever-faithful German Shepherd dog named Lobo. 

Jaden, or Jade as his friends all called him, had ridden due south for a couple of days. He had seen a few ranches and farms, sparse as they were. As he and Shiloh stood on a high bluff overlooking the valley below, he spied what appeared to be a farm or ranch. It looked abandoned and in need of repair from what he could see from his vantage point. 

As he slowly approached the house, he saw a garden, or what was left of one, overrun with weeds. Not far from the house a barn stood, its doors hanging loose and slapping open and shut from a light westerly wind sweeping across the ranch’s barren unplowed fields. It appeared to Jade that it might be an abandoned ranch. He decided to ride down and check it out and maybe he could find some water there for Shiloh. He was surprised to see several chickens scratching in the dirt in search of food. 

Suddenly his eyes caught sight of what looked like the barrel of a rifle or shotgun protruding from the front door of the house. This gave him pause. He reined Shiloh to a stop about fifteen feet or so from the front porch. Someone was holding a rifle pointed in his direction. Then the front door slowly opened. There stood a woman holding a rifle at the ready. Jade couldn’t quite determine her age from where he was, but she appeared to be perhaps in her late twenties or early thirties. He started to dismount, but the woman finally spoke out. 

“I wouldn’t do that, Mister if I were you. You’re trespassing on the Sawyer Ranch.” 

“Sorry, Ma’am, I was just hoping to water my horse, then I’ll kindly be on my way.” 

“That’s exactly the words they used too,” she said. 

“Well, I mean you no harmful intent, but that rifle pointed at me does give me reason for concern,” he told her. 

“Well as it should, Mister,” she responded. 

“My name's Jaden, Jaden Steed, but my friends call me Jade.” 

“I reckon I’ll be callin’ you Mr. Steed then, for the very short term,” she said as a matter-of-factly. 

Jade was still a bit uneasy, but at least she was talking and not shooting, so far at least. 

“Is that your dog peeing on my flower bed?” she asked him. 

Jade looked down from his horse and saw Lobo hiking his leg on some dry, wilted plants near the porch steps. “Yes, that’s my dog, and no he’s just trying to offer those poor wilted flowers or whatever they are, a little much needed watering,” he answered, half chuckling. “My dog's name is Lobo, but I assure you he’s not a wolf as his name implies. By the way, where’s your husband, if I might ask? I’d sure like to meet him,” Jade added. 

“He’s in town getting supplies, should be back anytime now,” the woman replied. She had stepped out onto the porch now, her gun still aimed at him. 

“What’s the name of the town and about how far is it from here?” Jade asked. 

“I take it you’re not from these parts,” the woman responded. She still hadn’t given Jade her name yet. 

“No, Ma’am, I’m not. I just rode down from Fort Griffin. I was one of their scouts for the past four years or so. I’m headed for Austin, that is if you don’t shoot me in the meantime,” he chuckled. The woman seemed to relax a bit, then lowered the rifle to her side but kept a watchful eye on him. 

“The next town is Laytham. It’s about three miles or so further south and lies between those two peaks you see there in the distance.” 

Jade turned in his saddle and looked in the direction she was pointing. “I appreciate the information, and what did you say your name was? I don’t believe I caught your name beyond Sawyer Ranch when we first spoke.” 

“Guess you can step down and water your horse in that trough at the corner of the house,” she politely offered. 

“Well, thank you, Ma’am, and my horse thanks you, too,” he said with a slight chuckle. 

“My name's Maggie Sawyer,” then she kind of chuckled herself. 

Jade saw two pair of eyes peeking out from behind her now. One short pair and one taller pair. 

“These are my two children, Sarah here is six, and Billy, he’s nine.” 

Funny, Jade thought, she said my, as opposed to saying our children. Where was her husband, if she even had one? he wondered. 

“A few moments ago you told me that’s the exact words they used too? Do I take it you mean you had a couple of strangers here before me?” Jade asked. 

“Maybe.” 

“Would they be friends of yours?” she asked. 

“I got no friends in these parts. I’m not from here, as I already told you,” Jade said, sounding a little bit annoyed now. 

“Sorry,” she uttered quietly. 

“Did they give you any trouble while they were here?” 

“Yeah, but that’s my problem,” she answered. 

“Did they rob you or hurt you or one of the children in any way? I’d be pleased if you’d tell me,” he said. 

“It’s too hot out here talking in all this sun. You drink coffee or maybe hungry?” she asked him. “Step down and come on in, but don’t try anything, I don’t want to have to shoot you.” 

Jade nodded his head. “Won't be no trouble from me, I assure you,” he said in a polite manner. He was already beginning to like her, and he wasn’t even sure why. It was just something about her. As he entered the house and got a closer look at her, he could see she was about his age or close to it. She wasn’t half bad-looking either. She stood about five-feet-seven inches tall, he guessed. 

She disappeared momentarily into the back room, then when she returned her blonde hair was tied back, now exposing more of her rather attractive face. He also noticed she’d had a recent black eye. That made him curious what her trouble might have been. She poured him a cup of coffee. “Would you like something to eat?” 

“No, the coffee is more than enough. I do appreciate your hospitality,” he said. That brought a smile to her face. 

“Tell me more about these men, were there only two of them?” Jade asked. 

She was silent for a few moments, looking off in another direction, turning the side of her face with the black eye away from him as she finally spoke. “They came by here about a week ago. Like you, they said they wanted to water their horses. I allowed them to.” 

“And your husband? Was he gone then, too?” Jade asked. 

She nodded her head. He could see a tear form in the corner of her eye then slowly run down her cheek. She wiped it away with the back of her hand. 

He knew it was none of his business and he shouldn’t even get involved, but something was going on here and he was compelled to find out just what it was. She looked at him, her eyes tearing up even more now as she tried to suppress them. 

“I noticed you don’t even wear a gun,” she told him. 

“I have one, it’s in my saddlebags. I don’t feel a need for it on the trail. I have my saddle gun, a Winchester, should the need arise,” he told her. 

“So, you’re not a gunfighter or outlaw or the like?” 

“No, Ma’am, sorry to disappoint you. I told you I was a cavalry scout and I was finally discharged by the U.S. Cavalry and now I’m simply looking for an honest way to make a living.” 

Maggie looked at Jade with soulful eyes. “These two men came, they wanted whatever I had, but I had nothing to give them except one thing, and they eagerly took that from me. Along with my pride and dignity. Now I’m left with nothing except the painful memory. Oh yeah, and they took our two horses, too. But they didn’t want our wagon, I guess,” she shrugged. 

Jade felt sick inside, almost sorry he’s forced her to relive the experience all over again. “Did you hear either of these men’s names or can you describe them? You and your husband should have reported the incident to the local sheriff. These men should be punished for what they did.” 

“We have no sheriff in Laytham. And I have no husband.” He saw her face go pale and a noticeable shiver course through her slender body. 

“What happened to your husband, if I might ask? Did they kill him?” 

“Oh no, nothing like that. He died from Pneumonia. My son had a bad case of the Croup this past February. The doc, Doctor Porter gave him some elixir which cleared it up. Then my husband came down with a case of Pneumonia just shortly after that, but despite all his efforts, unfortunately it was too late for the doc to save him. The doc and the preacher buried him on that big knoll behind our house.” 

“I’m truly sorry to hear that,” Jade told her. 

“Getting back to the men for just a moment, how would you describe them?” Jade asked. 

“Well, they were both big men. Not quite as tall as you, though.” 

“I’m six-feet-two and about two hundred and fifteen in weight,” Jade offered. 

“They were probably both about six feet tall and maybe two hundred pounds or so I’d guess. One had a mop of sandy colored hair and a full beard and the other man had stringy shoulder length hair,” Maggie said. 

“And did you happen to catch their names?” 

“I don’t remember which man was which, but I heard the names Grady and Rufus. Odd name for a man, though. It was the one called Rufus that hit me when I resisted his advances. He blackened my eye, then both men took turns raping me,” she said, tears rolling down her cheeks again. “Now you know all the grizzly details, for what good it will do now.” 

“I guess that still remains to be seen, but in the end, I can assure you, in the end, you are entitled to some “Final Justice.” 

“So, you’ve been pretty much on your own since your husband’s death for over five months now?” 

“Yes, but fortunately, I had canned a lot of fruits and vegetables, we’ve pretty much lived on those since the attack. I had no way of getting to town with a wagon with no horses, which is kinda useless,” Maggie sighed. 

Jade nodded in agreement. “We’ll see what we can do about that,” he told her. 

For the first time her eyes seemed to light up with a glimmer of hope. “Jaden, thank you.” 

“For what? And just call me Jade,” he said. 

“You seem like a very respectable man to me,” Maggie said giving him a broad smile. 

“The way I see it, you and your children need some help here right now and I’m able to give it, so relax and we’ll get through this together.” 

An even bigger smile washed across her face now. 

Then Jade noticed her rifle standing in the corner next to the front door. He picked it up and examined it. It was a Sharps Rifle but it was unloaded. Maggie had tried to fend him off earlier with an unloaded rifle? She looked at him then both broke into a silly laugh. 

“I can see the place could stand a little fixin’ up as well,” Jade added. He got a pencil and a note pad from his saddle bags. He went around the house making a few notes on repairs and a list of items he’d need. “Does the roof leak?” he asked her. 

“No, thank goodness,” she replied. By now the afternoon sun was beginning to set. 

Jade told Maggie, “I’ll ride into town in the morning and get a few things, and hopefully find a couple of horses as well. I’ll just bed down with Shiloh and Lobo in the barn tonight if you’re not opposed to that.” 

“That would be fine with me,” came her quick reply. 

“I have soup and biscuits for me and the children, I hope you’ll eat with us. Tomorrow perhaps I can prepare something more suitable to sustain a man your size,” she told him, a smile returning to her face. 

“If you don’t mind, I’ll just knock some of this trail dust off in the water trough, and if Shiloh doesn’t mind either,” he laughed. 

Maggie brought him out a bar of lye soap and a clean towel. “I see your horse here, but where’s your dog?” 

Jade furrowed his brow and shrugged. Then he and Maggie walked around the other side of the house in search of the dog and children. They found them all behind the house. The children were throwing a ball and Lobo was playfully fetching it and bringing it back to them. They were all having a great time. 

When it was time to sit down to supper, Jade noticed Maggie had also combed out her long blonde hair and changed into a different dress. Did she do all that for me? he wondered. By the time supper was over, it was nearly time to get the children ready for bed. The house, small as it was, did have a separate bedroom for the two children to share. Jade thanked Maggie for sharing the homemade vegetable soup and biscuits with him. Then he led Shiloh and called Lobo and the three headed out toward the barn to hopefully get a decent night’s sleep. 
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CHAPTER 2 
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Next morning, Jade was up bright and early. The stars had barely faded as dawn was beginning to appear. In the early morning light, he fed Shiloh some oats he found in a burlap sack in one of the four stalls in the barn. Suddenly he realized that Lobo wasn’t in the barn with him. Strange, he thought. The dog was never far from his side and especially now that they were in a strange, new environment. When it was light enough outside to see, Jade headed toward the house. He could see a glow coming from inside, so he knew someone was up, probably Maggie, he thought. As he got closer he could smell coffee brewing. It tantalized his nostrils in a pleasing way. 

As he approached the front porch, he saw Lobo standing there in the dim light, he appeared to be eating something from a large bowl. A second bowl sat next to it filled with water. When he stepped onto the porch, the front door opened and there stood Maggie smiling broadly at him. 

“Good morning,” she said in a soft, pleasing voice. 

“I see you found Lobo.” 

“I hope you’re not upset, but soon after you had gone to the barn last night I heard him scratching at the front door. I let him in and he apparently spent the night curled up at the foot of my children’s bed.” 

Jade looked down at Lobo who was now drinking some water from his bowl. “Traitor,” he chuckled. 

Then she handed Jade a steaming hot mug of coffee. “Oh, and as you already noticed, I took the liberty of feeding him some left-over beef that we had for supper the night before.” 

“Oh, that’s fine, but I think you and your children are going to have him spoiled after this,” Jade chuckled again. 

Maggie fixed them all a nice hot breakfast and Lobo watched them eat. 

“Nothing more for you,” Jade told Lobo, shaking his finger at him “You’ll be getting fat.” 

While Maggie cleaned up the breakfast dishes, Jade went back to the barn and saddled Shiloh and brought him around to the front of the house. 

Maggie appeared on the porch. “You didn’t tie him,” she said. 

“No, he won’t stray. Unlike Lobo here, Shiloh stays close by.” 

The children played with Lobo for a few minutes, then it was time for Jade to be getting on his way. “I should be back before sundown, barring any unforeseen problems,” he told her. 

She said she’d probably go ahead and feed Sarah and Billy their supper early, then she would wait to eat when he got back. Jade tipped his hat to her then swung into the saddle and slowly headed toward Laytham. Lobo hesitated at first, but then finally caught up to Jade. Maggie stood on the porch and watched them until they were nearly out of sight. 

Jade spurred Shiloh and set him at a steady gait, he wanted to get to town as quickly as he could. He wondered what he’d find waiting for him when he got there. The ride into town didn’t take quite as long as he had expected. The first thing he spied on his arrival was the size of the town. It was a little larger than he’d expected. There was the normal amount of businesses. A mercantile, feed and tack, livery, café, hotel, barber shop, ladies apparel, telegraph, post office, boarding house, and a church. Jade hadn’t seen one but there must have been a school, too, he guessed, and of course there were three saloons. 

Quite a few people were milling about up and down the boardwalk. It was mid-morning in Laytham. Then he noticed several other non-descript stores as well, but he wasn’t sure what they were. His first order of business was a bath, haircut, and a shave. He dismounted and tied Shiloh to the hitch rail in front of Horton’s Barber Shop and told Lobo to stay outside. The barber was Joe Horton, a tall thin man, with graying temples and long, bony fingers and a high pitched feminine voice for a man. 

After Jade’s haircut and hot bath, it was on to the livery to check on some horses. There were several horses in a small corral. The sign on the gate read, “Horses for Sale.” Jade found the man in charge, his name was Curtis, no last name given. He was a short wiry man with hard features. 

“I’m looking for a couple of nice horses suitable for riding and pulling a small buckboard,” Jade said. Curtis was friendly enough as he quickly pointed out four or five that would serve Jade’s purpose. “These horses, are they gentle and rideable as well?” Jade questioned. 

“Oh, you bet! Mighty fine horses they are,” Curtis told him. “I’d even work ya a trade for that nice dog of yours.” Jade had to chuckle at that. 

“Where did you come by these horses, if I might ask?” Jade queried. 

“Men needing money to settle gambling debts and some just tired of traveling by horseback so instead they take the stage when they leave from here. That’s where I get ‘em mostly,” he told Jade. After some back and forth haggling the two men finally settled on a decent price for two horses and saddles. 

“I’m going to get some lunch and I’ll come back by and pick them up after,” Jade told the livery man. Then he mounted Shiloh and rode over to the mercantile. He had noticed quite a few hand tools in the barn at the Sawyer Ranch that he could use for needed repairs when he was assessing what all needed to be done to the place. Armed with that information, he bought some nails and roofing nails, too, just in case and an assortment of screws. He picked up some food supplies as well, flour, beans, bacon, beef jerky, coffee, salt, and some hard candy for the children. He also picked up some food for Lobo. Though now he was quite sure that Lobo would much prefer more of Maggie’s beef. 

Lobo waited on the board walk while Jade ate some lunch in the cafe. He did bring Lobo out some pieces of his steak. Then he poured him some fresh water from his canteen into a bowl the café had loaned him. Now it was getting time to head back to the ranch. He stopped at the livery and picked up his two new horses. He used them pack-mule style to load up his supplies. He had the mercantile put everything in four burlap sacks and tied them securely over each horse’s saddle. Then he was on his way. 

The sun beat down hotter than blazes, but it was slowly beginning to sink in the western sky. Jade rode as fast as he dared leading two horses laden with supplies. After a couple hours of grueling non-stop riding the Sawyer Ranch house finally came into view. Lobo must have recognized his surroundings because he ran anxiously ahead of Jade and Shiloh. Jade pulled up to the hitch rail which ran parallel to the front porch and tied up all three horses. Maggie must have been watching for him, too. She came out onto the porch as he was tying up the horses. 

“Hi there,” she said a big smile on her face. “You’re just in time for supper and I’m sure you’re hungry.” 

Jade returned her warm smile. He wasn’t used to coming home to a waiting woman. This was an entirely new experience for him, too. “Just let me get these supplies inside and wash the day off my hands and face,” he said. 

She disappeared for a moment then returned with a clean wash cloth and towel. Jade carried the burlap sacks into the house and placed them on the floor in front of the fireplace. 

After he washed a bit of the sweaty grime off his face and hands he came in and sat at the table. Maggie placed a big casserole dish on the supper table along with some hot biscuits. “Sarah and Billy have already eaten,” she said. “I waited until you got here to eat.” 

“That’s right nice of you and it smells really good. What is it?” “It’s called Shepherd’s Pie. I hope you like it,” she said. Then she poured them each a mug of hot coffee as well. 

“How was your trip into town, and did it live up to your expectations?” she asked. 

“The town's not bad, actually larger than I had imagined it would be,” Jade told her. 

They made small talk as Jade ate like he was starved. She was happy to see he enjoyed her cooking. He even complimented her on it which made her happy, too. 

“I see you brought two horses back with you,” Maggie remarked. 

“Oh, I nearly forgot about them, I was so busy filling my belly,” he said with a laugh. He jumped up from the table then. “I best get them all fed and settled in the barn for the night.” Then he disappeared out the door. When Maggie looked out a few moments later he was nowhere to be seen. It was probably a half hour or more before he returned to the house. 

“I took the liberty of feeding Lobo again. That dog of yours sure isn’t fussy. He ate the rest of the left-overs from the other night,” she told Jade. 

“Yeah he’s a lot like me in that respect, eats like a pig.” They both enjoyed a hearty chuckle over that. “I fed and watered the horses and braced those barn doors shut with a couple of big rocks.” 

“Tomorrow I’ll see if I can’t fix those doors with something a little more permanent,” Jade told her. 

“Well I appreciate your help and all, but you really shouldn’t go to all that trouble. You’re probably anxious to get on your way to Austin,” Maggie said. “I don’t know how I can pay you now for all that you’ve done already. I hope the horses weren’t too expensive. I have a few dollars saved up, but I hadn’t budgeted for buying horses,” she told him. 

“Don’t worry about the money for the horses for now, we’ll work something out.” He wished afterwards he hadn’t said it in quite that manner and hoped Maggie hadn’t taken it the wrong way either.  Maggie just shook her head. He watched as her long soft blonde hair swayed from side to side, he liked that. 

After she put the children to bed for the night, she and Jade took their coffee out on the porch. They sat and talked as they watched the beautiful red and purple hues from the sunset slowly fade into dusk. After a few moments of silence Jade felt compelled to speak out. 

“Maggie,” he said. “I don’t want to speak out of turn here, but I had a lot of time to think as I was riding to and from town today. I think you’ve been through an awful lot in the past few months. I’m not sure I could have even coped as well as you have. I think it’s time you had some help around here.” Then he paused and cleared his throat. “This place is just too much for a woman on her own and especially one with two fine children like you’ve raised. I’d like to have the opportunity to help you, but I don’t want to seem forward or make you think I’m trying to take advantage of you, nor make you feel uncomfortable. I would never do that. 

“If you would allow me, I’d like to stay on for a short time and make some of the needed repairs to the house and barn. And get your wagon operational again so you can once again get into town for supplies.” 

Then Maggie interrupted him. “Jade, I truly appreciate your offer and concern for me and the children, but you have your life and you don’t need to be burdened with our situation. Like I said earlier, I can’t very well pay you. You would be working here for nothing.” Then she became deathly silent for the longest time. 

“Maggie,” Jade interrupted her silence. “I told you I’ve given it much thought earlier on the trail today. It’s what I want to do, and I’m prepared to offer you that, but only if you feel comfortable with my being here. Given your previous incidents I can appreciate your hesitance.” 

Maggie took her last swallow of coffee then got up and went into the house. Jade hoped he hadn’t upset her with his bold plans. After several minutes he picked up his coffee cup and followed her into the house. 

He found Maggie sitting at the table with her hands folded in front of her. In the dim light of the oil lamp it looked like she might have been crying but he couldn’t tell for sure. Jade sat down across from her. Lobo got up from in front of the fireplace and came over and sat near the table, staring at the two of them. Jade almost had to laugh, the dog looked sad as if he too might have been crying. 

“Maggie, there’s just one more thing I need to say, then I’ll go to the barn and turn in for the night. If your answer is no, me and Lobo will ride out of here at first light tomorrow morning and you won’t have to see or hear from us ever again.” 

Maggie looked at him with a look of real concern on her face now. 

“I can’t undo the wrong that those men forced upon you, but what I can and intend to do, is find out who they are. If they’re still in Laytham I will find them and try to get your stolen horses back. I intend to see to it that Final Justice is dispensedupon them. That I promise you. So, whether I stay on here or you tell me to be on my way, it’s entirely up to you.” 

Jade could hear some soft sobs coming from her now. Her eyes had welled up with tears. The light from the oil lamp reflected on her tears making them sparkle like diamonds. “Oh Jade, I don’t want you to leave. Not now anyway. I’ve enjoyed your companionship these past two days. I’ve been so lost out here all alone, just me and the children, but I just didn’t know what else I could possibly do?” 

“Then say yes, tell me you want me to stay and together we can make this place better for you and the children. And Lobo loves them both already. It’s for sure he’s not wanting to leave, nor am I.” 

A huge smile washed over her face, as if a tremendous burden had just been lifted from her soul. She reached across the table and took his large calloused hands in hers. She squeezed his hands ever so gently and he squeezed hers back. Then Lobo came and laid his head in her lap. He, too seemed to be pleased by their conversation and their holding of hands. 

“But Jade,” she said. “Forget those two men. They were vicious and would kill you without a doubt if given the chance and I just couldn’t bear to see that happen.” 

“You just leave that to me. I will handle it my way at my own time and place.” 

“Well, Jade, let’s turn in for the night. I’m sure you're tired. You had a long trip into town and a busy day. If you're still here tomorrow after you have had time to think it over and sleep on it, we’ll have breakfast waiting for you and Lobo.” 

Lobo wagged his tail then quietly got up and went in to where the children slept. “I think Lobo has already made up his own mind,” Jade said to her. “Good night, Maggie.” 

“Good night to you, too,” she replied. 

He got up and headed out to the barn. He doubted he’d get a restful night’s sleep, though, as he had the night before. 

Once in the barn, he could hear a hoot owl somewhere off in the distance as though he, too were speaking his mind. He had always heard that hearing a hoot owl brought good luck. Somehow, he managed to fall asleep. After once again confirming to himself, I’m coming for you, Rufus, and you too, Grady, if that’s even your real names? Then he wrapped himself in his bedroll. Shiloh pawed the ground in his stall and gave a low goodnight whinny to Jade, but he was already sound asleep. 

The night dashed into morning, at least that’s what it seemed like to Jade. He crawled out of his bedroll with some reluctance to rising so early. Dawn was just barely seeping through the cracks in the barn. He put on his boots and made his way to the watering trough in the barn. He wet his fingers and combed it through his wavy black hair. He took the towel and wash cloth Maggie had given him the night before and scrubbed his face and upper torso down. The chilly water gave him a start, but it also helped to revive him as well. He looked around the barn and discovered once again he had been deserted by Lobo. The dog was in with the children, no doubt. Jade guessed the dog felt a duty now to guard Sarah and Billy, but from what, he wasn’t sure. 

He fed and watered the horses, then looked over at the house to see if there were any signs of life. Just like the previous morning, he saw the slight flicker of light coming through the side window. He headed toward the house and again was treated to the smell of strong coffee emanating from inside the house. He knew for certain that Maggie was up. A chill coursed through him as he remembered their conversation the night before. He hoped that Maggie, after sleeping on it all night as he had, wouldn’t have a change of heart. 

He stepped quietly onto the porch. No dog and no Maggie greeted him with a cup of hot coffee as she had the previous morning. Could this be a bad sign? He wasn’t sure. He lightly tapped on the front door and after what seemed like several minutes to him, the door finally opened and to his delight a cup of hot coffee was handed to him as he entered. Maggie got the children up and to the breakfast table. Lobo followed behind them. 

“You know you’re all guilty of domesticating my dog,” Jade chortled. Maggie just stood there with a big grin on her face. 
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CHAPTER 3 
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Maggie and Jade didn’t discuss their conversation from the previous night. Maggie cleared the breakfast table and Jade told her he was going to the barn to get some tools so he could get to work. In the barn, he found an assortment of woodworking tools, hammer, saw, drill, and other miscellaneous tools that had obviously belonged to Maggie’s husband. 

Jade decided the barn doors should probably be a priority so that’s where he started. Using some screws he purchased in town, he was able to straighten the bent hinges and secure them with new screws. The job took a little longer to complete than he had anticipated, but he wasn’t on any time schedule, so by late morning the job was finished and the doors worked to his satisfaction. He tackled the stalls next, reinforcing the gate latches, making them easier to open and close as Shiloh looked on. 

By mid-morning, Jade thought he heard his name being called so he went to investigate. He found Maggie sitting on the front porch watching her children play ball with Lobo. They all seemed to be having a great time. 

“Hi there,” she said. “I thought you could use a break. I made some lemonade for everybody, except Lobo of course. I hope you like lemonade.” 

“Yeah, it’s been a long time since I had anything like that, but I like it.” 

“You looked like you were working too hard,” she said as she refilled his glass. 

While he stood there, he pointed to the hitching rail that was coming loose at one end. “Guess I’ll tackle that next.” 

Maggie just smiled approvingly. “It’s nice to have a man around the house again,” she chuckled. 

Jade was busy inspecting the loose hitching rail so she wasn’t sure if he even heard her comment. She went back inside and Jade headed to the barn to see what he could find that he might be able to use to repair the loose hitch rail. He found a piece of scrap iron in a bucket that he could easily bend and use to strengthen the railing. 

He had no sooner returned from the barn with the iron strap and his tools when he heard Lobo begin to bark. He saw three men rapidly approaching on horseback. He wondered if two of the three men could be the same ones that had molested Maggie. He quickly stepped into the house and grabbed Maggie’s rifle. He leaned the rifle against one of the chairs on her porch within easy reach. 

The three riders reined to a stop about twenty feet or so from where Jade was standing. They eyed him warily but stayed mounted. 

“Hello,” Jade said. “What can I do for you fellas?” 

There was a moment of silence, then the larger of the three men spoke. “Yeah, howdy. We're looking for the Sweeney place?” 

Jade drew a blank, not knowing the area himself. Then the front door opened and Maggie stepped onto the porch. The three men eyed her carefully. Jade noticed one even licking his lips. He didn’t like his demeanor at all. 

“These fellas are looking for the Sweeney place,” Jade said to Maggie over his shoulder. 

Maggie looked almost as confused as Jade. “I don’t rightly know of anyone named Sweeney around here,” Maggie replied. 

“We’re all looking for work. The barkeep in the Fandango Saloon in Laytham sent us this way. He said the Sweeney ranch was hiring.” 

“Well he obviously sent you men in the wrong direction then. There’s no ranches near here by that name,” Maggie told him. The three men looked at Jade and his rifle sitting two feet away. Jade guessed they were sizing him up, wondering how quickly he could get to his rifle. 

There was a long pause then the same man who spoke before said, “Well, sorry to have barged in on you folks. Guess we’ll go back and talk to that barkeep again and get some better directions.” 

With that two of the men wheeled their horses around and rode off. The lip-licker looked at Maggie, then at Jade with a funny smirk on his face. He spit a big wad of tobacco juice, then he spurred his horse and rode off to join the other two. 

“Those fellas look like they could mean big trouble. Have you ever seen any of them before?” Jade asked Maggie. 

“No and they didn’t look like cowhands to me either,” she said with a nervous tremor in her voice. 

“That’s exactly what I thought, too. Their guns were low on their hips and tied down and none of the three had a rope. Nope, not your typical cowhands at all,” Jade replied. 

“Where are Sarah and Billy,” Jade asked. 

“The last time I saw them they were behind the house with Lobo, playing ball,” Maggie said. 

“Just keep a close eye on them. Don’t want them getting too far from the house,” Jade said. 

“Now you’re beginning to sound just like their father,” she laughed. 

Jade got back to work after that. With the barn doors and the hitch rail repaired, he was on to his next project. He found himself listening for the sounds of the children and made it a point to keep his eyes open too. 

When Maggie came outside again, it was late afternoon, the sun was hot as blazes, too. Jade had removed his shirt as he inspected the corral fencing. She came over to where he was fixing a couple of loose rails. “You look really hot out here. Do you want some more lemonade or perhaps some water at least?” she asked him. 

“Yeah water would be great,” he told her. 

She was back in only minutes with a large glass of water and stood there watching as he worked. 

She reached out with her finger and touched a scar on the back of his left shoulder. “Where did you get that?” she asked. 

He laughed. “I got in the way of a Comanche arrow,” he said laughing again. She felt the scar and his muscles rippled beneath her touch. She had never seen such large biceps on a man. He was covered with perspiration down to his waist and his tanned skin glistened in the hot afternoon sun. 

“Well I think I’m going to quit for today and get washed up,” he told her. 

“Yeah you don’t want to get all the work done in one day, then you’d be ready to leave us,” she said. 

He just looked at her and smiled. “I don’t think you’ll get rid of me that easily.” Looking around, he said, “it looks like plenty of work left here to me.” They both shared a smile and a laugh. Then Maggie went in search of the children and Jade began putting his tools away. 

When he’d gotten cleaned up, he fed and watered the horses. Maggie was busy in the house cutting up vegetables for supper. Sarah and Billy were lying on the floor with Lobo. Both were singing a song that Jade didn’t recognize. 

“Did it hurt a lot?” she asked. 

“What?” he said. 

“Your shoulder. Did the arrow hurt a lot?” 

“Oh, that was a long time ago. I had been training scouts for the 4th Cavalry and we were chasing a rogue band of Comanches back across the Red River. 

“I took an arrow and one of my fellow soldiers had to pull it out, and that hurt like hell, excuse my language. But to leave it in until we got medical help might have meant an infection and that would have been much worse.” 

“Is that the only time you were ever injured?” 

“No, I got shot in the lower leg about a year ago. I shot myself that time. My gun went off accidentally. I was being kind of careless when that happened and yeah that hurt, too but not as bad as the arrow, I don’t think.” 

Then Maggie began setting the table for supper. Jade guessed he’d answered all her questions, for now anyway. 

Supper was a vegetable stew and some more fresh baked biscuits. It was pretty good. Jade wasn’t used to eating this well. “You’re going to make me fat,” he told her. 

She squeezed his bicep. “I don’t think that will happen,” she replied. 

When they finished eating, Jade asked her how she was able to come up with all these delicious meals. 

“Come, I’ll show you,” she said. Maggie took him around the back of the house where he saw a root cellar, and then he knew. When she opened the doors, he noticed they were both loose on their hinges, too. He’d have to fix those maybe tomorrow. 

Inside, the root cellar was cool compared to the sweltering outside temperature. The walls were lined with canned fruits and vegetables. He saw ham and bacon and dried beef. They were not about to go hungry. “We had a nice garden for quite a while before Ben got sick,” she said. “I was able to can and store all this stuff ahead.” 

Obviously a very resourceful woman, Jade thought, looking at the root cellar. 

“When I had use of the wagon, me and the children would go into town and pickup whatever else we needed. We raised chickens and had a milk cow. We were pretty much self-sufficient, but then we lost pretty much everything after Ben got so sick and finally died.” Jade saw a look of sadness wash over her face. 

Then they returned to the house. “Now that we have horses again, I think I can get that buckboard up and working too. Perhaps you and me and the children could take the next trip into town together. They have a nice little café there, too. I could treat you and Sarah and Billy to a meal that you didn’t have to cook for us.” 

“That sounds perfect,” Maggie said with a smile finally returning to her lovely face. 

Jade sat at the table as Maggie scurried around getting everything prepared for supper. He was impressed with how efficiently she did things, and a good mother as well, he thought. After supper was over, Jade helped her with the dishes and cleanup. He was getting about as domesticated as he’d previously said about his dog. He was really enjoying the moment when suddenly the fur stood up on Lobo’s back and he let out a low growl. Jade knew something outside had set his dog off. The sun had gone down but it was still twilight outside. He grabbed his Winchester and opened the front door. Lobo nearly knocked him onto the porch as he raced out the open door. 

Jade closed the door behind him, then looked and listened, but heard nothing. He didn’t see where Lobo had run off to either. After a couple of minutes, he heard Lobo barking. Jade raced around the side of the house toward the barn. The barn doors were open and Lobo was barking at whatever he saw inside. Jade ran toward the barn, chambering a round in his rifle. When he nearly reached the barn suddenly several men rode out on horseback. They fired a couple of shots in his direction. 

Jade crouched down, took aim, and fired as two riders raced past, shooting as they went. Then a third rider came out of the barn leading two horses. Jade fired in his direction and saw the man slump in the saddle, but he stayed mounted. He did happen to drop the reins of the two horses he was leading. He galloped past Jade fighting to stay in the saddle. Jade thought the man had been hit. Soon all three men were racing away over a small rise just a hundred yards or so west of where Jade now stood. Lobo was in pursuit, but Jade yelled, calling him back. 

Jade waited until Lobo returned to his side, still growling as the three men disappeared out of sight. Jade watched for several more minutes until they had completely vanished into the twilight, then he and Lobo ran to the barn. The two horses had luckily stopped between the barn and corral and now stood there quietly. They were both saddled and their bridles hung loose, dragging on the ground. Lobo grabbed the reins of one horse and Jade grabbed the other and the two of them led the horses back into the barn. Jade secured them in their stalls and unsaddled them. The three men had attempted to steal the two horses and their saddles as well, but why? 

Now satisfied all was secure, Jade and Lobo headed back to the house. Only this time when Jade stepped onto the porch, the front door flew open and Maggie rushed into his arms, throwing her arms around his neck. She squeezed him so tightly he could feel her heartbeat throbbing wildly in her chest. 

Back inside the house, she continued to hold him tightly. “Oh, Jade! I was never so scared! I just knew those men were going to kill you and Lobo.” When she finally turned him loose, he could see tears streaming down her cheeks. She was flushed and sobbing softly. 

“We’re both fine,” he assured her. “But I’m not so sure one of those men are. I think I hit one of them.” 

“I don’t care about that. They certainly had it coming. You think it was those same men from earlier today?” she asked. 

“I can’t say for sure, but they could have been here earlier just sizing up the situation. I think they just wanted to see how many of us were here and how many horses they could possibly steal.” 

“But they didn’t get our horses, did they?” 

“No Lobo chased them off. The horses are back safely in the barn now,” Jade told her. 

It was pitch dark outside now and he would be in the barn soon in the event they were to come back. He didn’t believe they would return tonight, and besides he was sure one of them was wounded. 

Maggie and Jade sat out on the porch and talked a little more about their individual lives up to this moment. He learned that she and her husband had come from Missouri seeking a better life for them and their children. Sarah had been only two when they joined a wagon train headed for Texas and beyond. They had settled here after wagon problems shortened their journey. They had originally considered New Mexico as a place to settle. 

They left a small farm in Missouri, a wedding gift from her husband’s parents. Maggie said she had managed to save some of the funds from the sale of their farm. She feared the money would run out soon if they didn’t make some money somehow from crops or cattle, as her husband had always intended for them to make a living on. 

In return, Jade told her a little of his past, which there really wasn’t much to tell. He lived in Oklahoma during his adult life and learned a lot about the Comanche and Kiowa Indian tribes which came in mighty handy when he began scouting for the army. He eventually ended up at Fort Griffin where he had lived the past four years. He told her that he had never married. 

It was beginning to get late and Maggie said she was tired and they should turn in. Jade bid her goodnight, then he and Lobo, to Jade’s surprise, headed to the barn. He wondered if Lobo would stay or return to the children once he was asleep. 

Jade laid on his bedroll thinking about those men and whether he’d have any more trouble out of them after this. Then his thoughts turned to Maggie. He learned a little more about her tonight, but he hoped to learn more in the coming days and weeks. He was really beginning to enjoy her company and was becoming fond of her and the children as well. He wanted only the best for her and her children. Life hadn’t been easy for her up to now and she deserved better, he thought. 

Morning was starting to become more routine now. At first light, he arose, washed up, and even shaved this time. Then he fed and watered the horses. He had slept better last night, not having to listen to those barn doors slapping open and closed all night long. He was making progress, he chuckled to himself. Then he noticed Lobo was missing, but he fully expected he would be. When Jade approached the house, he smelled the familiar scent of coffee coming from inside. He was starting to grow accustomed to that. He saw Lobo on the porch where he had probably spent the night. 

He rapped lightly on the front door and Maggie let him in with  Lobo following. She looked amazing to him this morning. Her hair was pinned up. She wore pants and a shirt today, the first time he hadn’t seen her in a dress. She’d look good to him, though, in anything she wore. 

“Good morning,” she greeted him with a warm smile. 

“Good morning to you, too,” he said in reply. She poured him a hot cup of coffee. “Bacon, eggs, and biscuits and beef jerky gravy sound okay?” 

“You sure know the way to a man’s stomach,” he told her. 

She gave him a wide grin. “Okay then, I’ll get it started.” 

The children came out of their room, both were dressed already and they immediately ran to Lobo and threw their arms around his neck. “We missed you last night, Lobo,” they said. Lobo’s tail wagged feverishly. 

“I thought while you were doing repairs today I’d go down to the creek and pick some black berries,” she said. “I probably should do a little laundry as well.” 

“Creek?” Jade asked. 

“Oh, you didn’t know there is a small creek that runs behind our house, about fifty yards that way,” she pointed north. “We have a small pond my husband created by diverting some water from the creek below us for water for the cattle. That is, if we’d ever gotten any more. The few head we bought from our neighbor, we ended up butchering and eating. Our neighbors are the O’Reilly’s. They have a good-sized ranch with quite a large herd of longhorn cattle. They live maybe four miles from us, just over that ridge.” She pointed east this time. 

“Well I’ll be, when I rode in, I never noticed anything but the house with a rifle pointed at me,” Jade laughed. 
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CHAPTER 4 
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After breakfast Maggie gave Billy and Sarah each a bucket. Then she gathered up some dirty towels and clothing. “Hey, let me help you carry some of that, at least and you can show me the creek,” Jade told her. “I’ll be right back,” he said. Then he headed in the direction of the barn. Maggie stood there with a baffled look on her face. Then she grabbed her scrub board and soap as she waited for Jade to return. The children had already headed for the creek. 

When Jade reappeared, he was wearing his Colt in a belt and holster. Maggie gave him a look of surprise. “Well I can’t carry my rifle and laundry too,” he told her. “After the incident with those men, whoever they were, we encountered twice yesterday, I best be prepared, and the creek is just too far from the house.” Maggie said nothing. He couldn’t tell exactly if she approved or disapproved. It didn’t matter; that was the way it had to be, at least for now. 

They headed off in a northerly direction, Jade still didn’t see the creek. They hadn’t gone very far until the ground began to slope downward as they walked. No wonder he hadn’t seen the creek before now, he hadn’t gone beyond the house or barn. Finally, he could hear Billy and Sarah laughing. They had Lobo with them. As he and Maggie got closer, sure enough they were picking berries growing alongside the creek and probably eating more than they were putting in their buckets, he guessed. 
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