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Pike’s Run, Texas, 1887

Katia Stefanski is stunned when she learns her recently deceased step-father has arranged a marriage for her. Even worse, her step-brother intends to honor it. Despite numerous attempts to convince her brother to let her make the choice, she fails. She flees during the party intended to cement her engagement.
Deputy Joe Lonnigan crosses paths with Katia Stefanski and is struck by her beauty and fighting spirit. When he learns she's been accused of the murder of her not-wanted fiancé, he can't believe it. With her step-brother's help, Joe risks everything to keep her hidden and prove her innocence.
But Katia can't let Joe destroy his future. She’s determined to take matters into her own hands, even if it means the noose.
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Austin, Texas

August, 1887

Deputy Joe Lonnigan used his Stetson to smack dust and dirt from his denims. The trek from Pike’s Run, his hometown, to Austin had been dry and scorching. The sun beat down on his back, making his skin burn despite the cotton shirt he wore. The sheriff’s shingle hung overhead, but made no sound since the stubborn wind would not blow. Wagons rumbled behind him, and his prisoner’s snores rose over the creaks of the wheels. His captured criminal sat bound atop the mule Joe had used to cart the son-of-a-bitch.

Joe wrapped his horse’s reins around the hitching post. He moved to the ornery cuss whose chin touched his chest though great rattles came from his large, bulbous nose. Without bothering to gentle his ministrations, Joe untied the ropes that secured the thief to the pommel of the saddle.

Goose Johnston snorted awake and glowered. “Whatcha doin’? What’s happenin’?”

“We’re here.”

The news sent Goose into a state of panic, and he fought Joe, jerking his arms up and kicking out with one foot.

Gritting his teeth in irritation, Joe grabbed him by the collar to hold him still so he could knock him in the jaw.

Goose tried his signature move of clamping his teeth onto Joe’s wrist, but Joe snarled and threw Goose to the ground.

The squatty man fell with a thud, howling in pain.

Without much exertion, Joe leaned down, lifted the horse thief by the back of his shirt and hauled him into the office.

Cussing and moaning, Goose tried to keep his feet. “I’m innocent,” he yelled. “I ain’t done no wrong or harm.”

Joe had listened to the lies for two hundred miles, three God-forsaken days, and he’d grown deaf to them. He deposited the criminal into a chair, his hands still bound. “Got Goose Johnston here,” Joe announced to Deputy McGee. “Wanted in your county for horse thievery.”

Coop McGee unfolded his lanky frame from his chair and spat a wad of tobacco into the spittoon by his desk. “Think he’s gonna be charged with more than that. Wanted for murder, too.” Deputy McGee untied the ropes circling Goose’s wrists then escorted him to the back where cells waited. “Thank you kindly,” he told Joe over his shoulder.

Happy to see the badger carted away, Joe let out an exhale. And now he could find himself a card game, because he sure as hell wasn’t starting back until morning. Jangling keys and clicking iron locks sounded, but he turned to go, knowing he wasn’t needed any longer.

However, when Sheriff Sneed and a gentleman dressed in a fine three-piece suit entered, it stopped Joe’s progress.

“Afternoon, Lonnigan,” Sheriff Sneed said, removing his flat-crowned hat. “What’re you doin’ out here?”

“Caught Goose Johnston in Pike’s Run. Brought him here for trial.” Joe hooked his thumbs in his belt loops. He discreetly assessed the second fellow who had managed to keep dust from his dark trousers.

“Well, thanks,” the lawman drawled. “Don’t envy you with draggin’ that mule back here. He’s an ornery ole cuss.”

“Found that out really quick. Damn fool bites.”

Sheriff Sneed snickered. “Hard, too.”

The expensively clad gentleman shifted, the lines of his mouth drawn down with impatience.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Crawford,” the sheriff offered. “You said you have a problem.” He gestured toward a chair, but Crawford waved it off.

Since the man stood near the door, Joe had to step around him.

“Katia is missing.”

The gentleman’s announcement stopped Joe with his hand on the knob. Concerned the absent person could be a child, he wanted to wait to see if Sheriff Sneed needed extra help. Joe rolled her name around in his mind, saying it silently to himself. It was beautiful.

The sheriff asked, “How long has she been gone?”

“We think three hours. My cook saw her last.” Crawford’s brown hair was cut close to his head. He had a wide, bearded face, and a steady, sober gaze. While he’d set his mouth in a hard line, he didn’t seem panicked.

Joe wondered why. How old was the missing female? And had someone taken her or had she left on her own?

“You think she ran off?”

Deputy McGee came back into the main office. As he hung the cell block keys on the hook near the door, he asked, “Something wrong, Mr. Crawford?”

“My sister is not in the house. I think it’s possible she’s run away.” A muscle jumped in Crawford’s jaw, but Joe saw concern in the man’s expression, not anger.

“Why would she do that?” the sheriff inquired. He lowered himself to his chair behind his desk and started going through drawers. Probably hunting for paper to make notes.

Crawford rolled his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “We had a discussion about her upcoming nuptials. She didn’t care for the result.”

Deputy McGee piped up. “She’s marryin’ Duke Newton, ain’t she?”

“She is.”

Sheriff Sneed leaned back and put his boots up on the edge of his desk, propping a tablet in his lap. “Sounds like she’s not in any danger, but we’ll find her.” He scribbled notes.

“What’s she wearin’?” the deputy asked as he reached for a hat hanging on a peg.

“Blue dress. Her hair was in a bun.” Crawford tugged on his lapels. “I don’t think she took a bag with her, because her maid accounted for all her clothing.”

“She’s probably on her way home now,” Sheriff Sneed commented. “Just took a walk to calm down, I suspect. But McGee will have a look around town for you.”

“Thank you.” Crawford nodded then let himself out.

A runaway bride. Intrigued, Joe hoped he came across her. He wanted a peek at the lady who seemed to have a problem with her wedding. Probably throwing a tantrum because something wasn’t to her liking. Why else would a lady get bothered by all the elegant trappings of a ceremony and reception?

“Need any help?” he asked Sneed, hoping for an affirmative answer.

The man shook his head. “Nah. You go on. She’s at a friend’s house. Certain of it.”

“All right, then. If you need me, I’ll be at the saloon.”

Sheriff Sneed’s grunt accompanied Joe’s exit. Joe hoped the man did ask for assistance. An escaping fiancée. A lot more interesting than the horse thieves, robbers, cattle rustlers and sore losers he usually encountered.

* * * *
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KATIA STEFANSKI STROLLED through a grove of pecan trees, ducking beneath their branches. She tucked a wayward raven curl behind her ear as she came to the end of a row. She had no idea how far she’d walked from home, but if she could manage it, she wasn’t going back until Everett changed his mind.

An orange tint to the sky had given way to purple, but she didn’t care if she stayed out all night. She couldn’t go home. Her stomach grumbled as crickets sang, but she wouldn’t surrender to the fear slipping up her spine or the hunger gnawing her insides. She couldn’t marry Duke Newton, with his thin mustache and eager hands. She didn’t care what Papa Yates had ordered. He was dead.

The reminder drew her up short, and she pressed her lips together, hard. Grief sharpened, stealing her breath. She braced her palm on the bark of a tree and held in a sob. Six months had passed since her step-father had succumbed to his illness. Pneumonia. Made worse by a broken heart.

Because...four months before that...Katia’s mother had died. In childbirth. And the baby, a girl, had died, as well.

Nadia Stefanski Crawford. The light. Papa Yates’ delicate flower.

Gone.

Katia’s mother, her touchstone, her strength.

No more.

Now the sob did come. Katia choked on it, but she had no choice except to let it out. And more followed.

After several minutes, she wiped her cheeks and took a gulping breath. She now understood that the pain came in waves and when she least expected it. Grief was a living thing, always with her, with her step-brother, Everett, and her half-brothers, Abbott, Nicholas, Victor and Stratton, as well. But they were a closely woven group, their bonds made strong by the affection between Katia’s mother and Everett’s father.

The example.

And Everett wanted Katia to marry someone she couldn’t even respect. Why? Because Papa Yates had said it was best?

No. No. She refused to believe it.

She would not go home. She didn’t care if she had to sleep in a ditch. In the rain.

The thud of hooves on the soil beneath the short grass made her jerk to attention. Had Everett found her? She tried to use the trunk of the pecan tree to hide behind as she scanned her surroundings.

“Evenin’.”

She whirled around and found a man with a Stetson tugged low over his forehead coming toward her. His horse looked a dark red in the deepening light.

“H-Hello.” She smoothed her palms down her skirt.

“I mean you no harm,” the stranger said to her. He pulled to a stop about ten feet from her. He crossed his arms over the pommel, holding the reins loosely. “My name’s Deputy Joe Lonnigan.”

A lawman! Had Everett sent him to find her? She licked her lips and swallowed the lump of fear climbing up her throat.

“I think you’re a long way from home.”

She had no idea where she was. After her argument with Everett, she’d left the house and kept walking.

“Not interested in talking?” One corner of his mouth quirked up.

She shrugged, not knowing what she ought to say to this man.

“I bet I can guess who you are.”

She froze.

“You’re Katia, aren’t you?”

Cold seeped into her. Everett had sent the law after her. Why? Why? She loved Everett so much. And he loved her. He’d always been her protector when people had ostracized her due to her Russian heritage. Yet now he forced her to accept the attention of Duke Newton.

He’d said the family needed the Newton name, that the wealthy would deal more with the Crawfords if they aligned themselves with one of the oldest families in Austin. She could not believe that this reason was so important to Everett that he’d hurt her in this fashion. “I’m not this woman. My name is...is...” She clammed up, unable to lie.

He grinned fully at her. “Can’t lie, can you? That’s charming.”

She gritted her teeth and lifted her chin. “It’s none of your concern who I am. You can be on your way.”

“If you aren’t far from home, where do you live?” He studied the area. “Can’t see a cabin anywhere. And the closest shelter belongs to a friend of mine, and I know there isn’t a lady stayin’ there.”

She curled her hands into fists. “Fine. I am Katia Stefanski. Miss Stefanski to you, and I’m taking a stroll.”

“So far from town?” He cocked his head at her. “That’s not safe.”

His point was unnecessary. “I’m aware, but I’m quite capable of taking care of myself.”

He eyed her then dismounted.

She took a step backward, noting his height. He was easily over six feet. Broad. And the badge pinned to his long-sleeved, green shirt meant he had the law behind him. “What are you about, sir? I ask you kindly to ride on.”

“Can’t do that, ma’am.” He hooked his thumb around his belt and cocked a knee. “See, I was in Sheriff Sneed’s office today and met a concerned family member of yours.”

She slumped. “Everett.”

“Didn’t catch his first name, but I could tell he was worried about you.”

Of course, he was. Despite the fact that they weren’t related by blood, they had formed an instant closeness and had easily maintained it over the years. When her mother married Papa Yates, Everett was ten and anxious for siblings. Katia had very little memory of her life before her mother married Yates Crawford, and she’d instantly worshipped Everett who’d always had time for her. “If he was so worried about me, then he wouldn’t...” She trailed off, unwilling to tell this stranger anything about her brother, or speak about him as if he was a domineering tyrant.

He wasn’t. But he was a dutiful son.

He was going to make her marry Duke Newton. And she couldn’t. She just couldn’t.

“All right, ma’am, we can’t stand here all evening. I need to get you home.”

She went rigid. “Don’t you come near me.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, and I won’t, but you need to get on the horse.” He took a step toward her.

She caught her breath, aware of his strength and power. She couldn’t fight this man or run. Fury ripped through her as helplessness grew. She had no choices. None. No control.

He gestured with a hand. “Come on.”

Gritting her teeth, she stormed around him to the patient animal.

The lawman came up behind her, but she jerked away when he tried to assist her. She mounted the beast on her own.

Once in the saddle, she bit back a retort when he climbed up behind her. What did he think? That she was going to escape and steal his horse if he led it into town with her on its back? It was an idea, and she wished she’d thought of it sooner, but that would only get her into more trouble.

Perhaps she should return home and argue her side again with Everett. She had to convince him that what Papa Yates had wanted her to do was not right. Or fair. Or even good.

The lawman reached around her for the reins, and her heart flew into her throat. He was so large, he surrounded her. She refrained from gulping, and instead closed her eyes and tried to imagine she was anywhere else. But the breadth of his chest played havoc with her will.

He kicked the horse into a trot, and off they went. He was taking her home. This stranger who had no idea of the problems he caused her, how he was helping to ruin her life. She hated him.

She couldn’t hate Everett. So, instead, she would hate this deputy. This man who didn’t even care to discover why she had run. No one cared. She was alone.

A dull ache centered in her stomach and moved outward, and she longed for her mother’s arms. There Katia would have found compassion. But Mother was gone, and there was no one to help Katia. Silent tears slipped over her cheeks, but she kept her spine rigid and didn’t dare let a sob escape.

* * * *
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WHEN ANOTHER SHUDDER went through Miss Stefanski, Joe bit down a curse. The woman tried hard to hold in her emotions, making him feel like the devil. He could tell she was crying but doing everything she could not to break down, especially in front of the stranger who was making her return.

Damn it. Worry churned in his gut, but it wasn’t his business. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if she was in danger. Or being forced to marry someone she didn’t want to. He knew that happened. Not in his world, but perhaps in hers. The life of the wealthy. Hadn’t Crawford mentioned a maid? Originally he’d thought Miss Stefanski had been denied something she wanted, but witnessing her turmoil suggested she had more complex reasons for fleeing.

It was possible her older brother was using her as a way to further his own needs. Which made Joe burn with irritation. Women were not cattle or payment for someone else’s success. He’d like to have a conversation with the man who presented himself as her protector, but Joe couldn’t put himself in the middle of her troubles.

However, he wouldn’t hesitate to defend her if something occurred when he reached her house. Besides the fact that she was a person and afraid, she was also a lady and...she was beautiful.

He’d come upon her by accident. After finishing many hands of poker, he’d left the saloon for Ranger Larson’s cabin. The Texas Ranger allowed Joe the use of his home whenever Joe was in town. He’d been on his way when he’d caught sight of a delicate form walking between the trees. And his wish had come true. He’d found the wayward bride. She’d whirled to face him at his call, and her loveliness had almost made him flinch.

Looking at her had punched him in the gut. Black, curly hair drawn up into a bun had framed a pale complexion with a pert nose and heart-shaped mouth. Her figure was delicate, graceful. He’d known right off she was taller than most women and had legs men dreamed about. Though she stood higher than his shoulder, she couldn’t be more than six or seven inches over five feet. He was six foot three.

Her frame spoke of a softness, a willowy beauty that would dance through his mind at night when he tried to sleep. But her best feature was her eyes. Violet. Piercing. Sharp. They’d sparkled with every emotion she’d worked to suppress. He wondered how richly they glowed when she was happy.

A lady such as she should never have a reason to cry, and he wanted nothing more than to tell her brother that. Or her step-brother. Joe wasn’t sure. The fellow in the sheriff’s office was Crawford, but she’d called herself Stefanski. Had she been married before and the man had died? Did she have children, and now her kin wanted to marry her off so she and the children could be better looked after?

But her first name suited her last, so perhaps, her mother had remarried. Seemed the likeliest scenario. Being step-kin probably meant they weren’t close, and perhaps Crawford needed her to move on with her life and get out of his house. Maybe he had a wife who pressured him to do so.

So many possibilities. And they weren’t Joe’s concern. No matter how pretty she was, how curious he was about what she was like, he couldn’t interfere. He might make matters worse, and it wasn’t his business.

When they reached Austin, he asked, “What street?” They were the only words spoken since leaving the pecan grove.

“Magnolia,” she spat.

He let out a slow breath, cautioning himself to ignore her tone. He shouldn’t get involved. The less he knew, the less he’d worry when he left her. 

The area of town containing her street was on the northwest side. The wealthiest people lived over there, proving that her life was very different from Joe’s. But being rich didn’t mean better, and he was glad he hadn’t been raised with money.

Carefully, he rode into town, meandering around carriages, wagons and buggies. Despite the later hour, people still went about their business, which was an odd thing to Joe. The shops in Pike’s Run closed at six. He, Sheriff Lonnigan and Deputy Calhoun did last rounds at nine. The only places that stayed open past that were the livery, the hotel, and Callahan’s, the saloon. Sometimes Doc Reynolds was still in his clinic, and Stephen Dawson, the editor of the paper, worked into the night, but most of the time, Joe’s hometown was quiet.

Not Austin. People were up, down, and crossways here. Which only set Joe on edge. The area even had streetcars and gas lights lining the main roads. Seemed like a lot of hustle and bustle would cause trouble. People needed to slow down.

As he rounded San Gabriel, a colonial-style home flared with light.

“There,” she rasped. “That’s my home.”

He swallowed his awe at the size. With a wing on either side, it rose three stories high. Manicured shrubs flanked the circular, columned front, and a fountain bubbled before the gravel sweep leading to the door.

Now that night covered the city, the many lanterns caused the structure to sparkle like a diamond. Tall shutters framed the windows, and he could see that all the outside fixtures were brass. He slowed the horse to a walk at the entrance, noting the three steps, oval in shape and bricked, taking one into the home. He hoped like hell she didn’t invite him inside. Pike’s Run had several Victorian dwellings, but he was used to them. Somehow they didn’t seem as grand, and only one of them rose as high as Miss Stefanski’s house.

He tugged on the reins, stopping his mount, then lifted her at the waist. She swung her leg over, and with one arm, he lowered her to the ground. Should he follow? He really didn’t want her to invite him in. Why would she?

But the loss of her graceful presence had him jumping down anyway.

She stood staring at the front, and he sensed her sadness, her reticence. He had no right to ask what the trouble was, but he wanted to know. Just as he drew breath to speak, the door was flung open.

“Katia!”

Four boys spilled out of the house, their shadowed faces drawn tight with fear and relief.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and now her voice caught on her emotions.

As the children swallowed her in their arms, another figure stepped onto the stoop. Joe recognized Crawford immediately. A woman in a serviceable black dress stood next to him.

The boys peppered Miss Stefanski with questions, and as exclamations of gratefulness for her safe return rose over the night sounds, Joe went forward.

“Evening,” Crawford acknowledged. “You found her?”

“I did.”

“Where?”

“South of town. In a pecan grove.”

Crawford shoved his hands in his pockets then slid his notice back to the emotional group still in the drive. “Thank you.”

Joe shrugged, but Crawford paid him no mind. Either the man had no interest in a lowly deputy, or he didn’t want to take his eyes from his sister. Joe had a feeling it was the latter, which alleviated his worries in leaving her.

When the group finally separated, sniffling, all gazes turned to Crawford. “Boys, y’all come inside and get ready for bed. You have lessons in the morning since you were too distraught to concentrate today.”

None argued, but they dragged their feet, reluctant to leave their sister. The servant gave Miss Stefanski a look of concern before following them.

Tension enveloped Joe, and he racked his brain for a way to make an easy exit. Before he could say anything, Miss Stefanski turned to him. “Thank you for the escort home, Deputy Lonnigan.”

He was being dismissed. A mixture of irritation and frustration swam in his gut, and he almost argued. He bit his tongue, as heat rose in his cheeks. Why in the hell would he insert himself into this family squabble? If he gave an opinion, Crawford would be perfectly within his rights to insult Joe into going. With a quick nod, he said, “It was no trouble. Glad to help and get you home safe.”

She grimaced but didn’t correct his statement.

His boots crunched on gravel as he went to his horse. Was she in danger? Did he have any responsibility to find out? He mounted up and forcibly kept his head turned away, not wanting to see anything that happened while he left. He doubted Crawford would allow his and Miss Stefanski’s differences to air in the yard.

Once away from the house, he kicked his ride into a lope, heading back in the direction he’d come. Ranger Larson’s cabin was about two miles past the pecan grove where Joe had discovered Miss Stefanski. Before he’d gone to the saloon, he’d stopped at the main office for the Texas Rangers and learned from one of the many secretaries that Larson wasn’t in town. He and his company were out in West Texas hunting cattle rustlers. Which meant Joe wouldn’t have to sleep on the floor as he had last time.

Joe would stay there for the night then leave for Pike’s Run in the morning. And he wouldn’t think about the lady in blue with the midnight locks and the shining violet eyes. He wouldn’t recall how she’d felt in the well of his arms. And he certainly wouldn’t dream about her. Yep, he could even control his mind as he slept. ‘Cause he had an iron will. Yep, sure did.
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Once the clop of hooves had dissipated, Katia willed herself to meet Everett’s gaze. She saw the tightness of his jaw and knew she’d scared him.

“I’m sorry.”

He said nothing.

They stood in the silence for several moments, until he ordered, “Let’s go into the study.”

Keeping her chin up, though not high as guilt did plague her, she followed him. He was the head of the household now, and he held the responsibility with much care and concern. With their four younger brothers, and his position with the railroad, he had much to worry about. She shouldn’t have fled and stayed gone for so long. She should have collected herself and faced him again.

After opening the door for her, he closed them inside his domain, which had once been their father’s. She remembered the day Everett had needed her support to take the chair behind the desk. It had been a difficult moment for both of them. He was twenty-eight, eight years older than she, and too serious for his own good. She felt certain when he decided to marry, he would make a list and choose with his mind and not his heart.

They sat on the leather sofa, his expression still harsh with upset. She could see his mind working, deciding on how to approach the conversation without speaking in anger.

“I need you to listen to me,” she started, wanting some control over the discussion. “You have to hear me.”

He let out a breath. “Fine.”

“I can’t marry Duke Newton. He makes my skin crawl.”

Everett’s brows snapped down. “Has he made advances?”

She shook her head. “But I feel like I’m some kind of prize to him. A trophy.”

Confusion passed in Everett’s gaze. “I don’t understand.”

She sat back and rubbed her temples. “I’m not sure you can. You’re not a woman, you don’t know.” On an exhale, she lowered her arms. “And I don’t think I can explain it, but that’s not the only reason I can’t marry him.”

“I realize you don’t love him, but that will come in time.” Everett leaned toward her, putting a hand over hers.

“How can you say that? You don’t know, and then I’ll be stuck in a loveless marriage with children...” She shook her head and shot to her feet. “I can’t put my future babies in that sort of situation. Can you imagine what our life would have been like if our parents hadn’t loved each other?”

“That was different.”

She paced. “How?”

“Father didn’t have orders. I do. And you know full well that love grew. They married for convenience. A mother for me, a father for you.”

To Everett that was hard proof that it could work between her and Duke Newton, and she couldn’t dissuade him. “I’m scared, Everett.”

His eyes widened, and he pushed to stand. “If I thought he’d hurt you, I wouldn’t let this happen. If Father thought he wasn’t fit, he wouldn’t have arranged it.”

While her mind knew this to be true, she couldn’t believe she was still being forced to wed a man she didn’t love. How could that not matter to her brother?

He cupped her upper arms. “You need to spend more time with him. We have the party tomorrow evening, and he’ll be here, of course. Please use the time to get to know him better. And if you make an effort, I can offer a promise to you.”

She held her breath.

“I won’t allow the wedding to take place until you’re comfortable.”

It was a concession of sorts, but not good enough to lessen the anger and fear swirling inside her. She couldn’t express any thanks.

“Katia,” he said softly then pulled her into a hug. “We’ll talk more after the party, and I’ll make sure Newton knows we’re taking this arrangement slowly.”

It didn’t help, not really, but at least her brother had bent some. This afternoon he’d balked and wouldn’t hear a word, telling her she didn’t understand such matters. She’d never thought he would set aside her feelings so effortlessly, which had been the main reason why she’d run.

“Can you promise me you won’t leave again?”

She nodded, her cheek brushing against his suit coat.

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you. We were all really worried.”

After a few moments of silence, she pulled back. “I’m going to say goodnight to the boys.”

He gave her a soft smile, but she couldn’t return it. He didn’t understand. Somehow, she would make him see.

* * * *
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A LOUD BANGING ON THE door of the one-room cabin made Joe bolt upright and blink to clear his vision. Sunlight peeked through the lone window, shining on the table and chairs set before the cold hearth.

When the pounding continued, Joe rolled out of bed, grabbed his shirt and put it on. As he tucked it into his denims, he plodded on bare feet to answer the rude awakening.

Deputy White, a haggard expression on his face, shook in his boots as he waited at the threshold.

Alarmed, Joe asked, “What’s wrong?”

“McGee got shot. He’s dead.”

Joe reared back. “What? When?”

“Got called to one of the saloons a couple hours ago.” White lifted trembling fingers to his cheek and rubbed. “Fight broke out. Got shot in the back. No one knows who did it.”

“The hell you say!” Joe exploded. He hurried to his boots, shoving one foot and then the other inside. “We’ll drag all their asses in. Somebody knows.”

“Sheriff says he thinks it was a married fellow. McGee was stepping out with the man’s wife.”

Joe stopped strapping on his gun belt. “Think he lured McGee there just so he could kill him?”

The ashen color of White’s face spoke of his grief and disorientation. White was older than all the other lawmen in Austin. The most tender-hearted, too. “Maybe. Sheriff Sneed sent me out here to get you. He hoped you’d help.”

“Absolutely.” Joe snatched his hat, then they headed outside. It only took a few minutes for him to saddle his horse, and once they were on their way, Joe recalled McGee as he had been yesterday. How quickly life could vanish. Even if the deputy had had an affair with another man’s wife, he hadn’t deserved killing. And not in the back.

Anger whipped through Joe as they raced toward the city. This cuckold had sealed his coffin. Once on the busy streets, they had to slow their pace, but they reached the sheriff’s office quickly. After wrapping the reins around the hitching post, they entered and found that Sheriff Sneed and his handful of deputies had gathered within. Men stood with gun belts strapped on, waiting for their orders.

“Lonnigan,” a pale-faced Sneed hailed. “Thank you for your assistance. We need to spread out. This fellow, Amos Arnold, owns two businesses in town and two farms with many outbuildings. Not sure where we’ll find him or if he knows we’ll suspect him.”

Joe nodded in understanding, but the sheriff paid no mind as he immediately delivered orders. Joe would search the farm to the northwest, investigating the back forty acres and the barn. Going that direction would take him by Miss Stefanski’s home. How had her night fared?

He shook his head, thoughts of her too distracting. A job needed to be done, and he needed his mind clear.

“After each of you search your assigned property, report back. I’ll be at the stage stop and the train depot, checking to see if he left, but I doubt it.”

Joe did, as well. This snake had too many holdings to leave his life behind. In fact, he was probably arrogant enough to believe no one thought he was involved.

“If you catch him, bring him here for questioning. There’s a chance he’s innocent, but I sense this is our man. I hope to have this all done before we lay McGee in the ground.”

A chorus of agreements went around the room.

“All right. All y’all head out.”

Joe followed his orders, and after mounting up, pointed his horse north. When he drew nearer to Magnolia Street, anticipation curled in his gut. He hoped she was on the lawn or anywhere outside so he could set eyes on her. He’d never seen a more beautiful woman.

The tall, colonial home rose against the sky, the few oak trees surrounding it incapable of hiding it. But, and he wasn’t surprised, she didn’t stroll the grounds. Men worked in the gardens to the left of the home, almost as if they prepared for something. A party?

He shook his head. It was none of his business. He rode past without slowing his pace then shoved the memory of her and her predicament from his mind. He couldn’t afford a distraction. He might encounter a back-shooter, and he needed to focus.

After another mile and a half, he caught sight of the farm but rode a little farther to where the barn sat on the back forty. Dairy cows cropped grass in the green fields, and he trotted down the fence line, keeping the outbuilding in his sights.

He wanted to approach the place on foot so he went on by, looking for a spot to hobble his horse out of sight. A copse of trees down a slight slope gave him the ideal situation. He could still see the barn from this vantage point.

A brook trickled nearby, and he let his mount drink before hobbling him in the short grass. Joe hunkered down against the incline and kept watch over the barn for many minutes. In that time, he didn’t see anyone come or go.

When he emerged from cover, he went with easy steps toward the property line. He couldn’t look as if he was sneaking anywhere. With his senses on alert, he drew closer to the barn. He hopped the fence then walked forward as if he should be there, though no one was around. Nothing but cow pasture surrounded him, and he sensed no one was inside. Not even the hands who worked the place.

The door creaked as he entered, and he paused as his eyes adjusted to the change in light. The snuffling and lowing of more Holsteins greeted his ears, but he detected nothing else. Still, he would search. Barns had holes, and Joe, once a farm boy and still a mischief-maker, knew how outbuildings could be used for pranks and hiding spots.

It took a half hour, but he went through the structure thoroughly and came up empty. Disappointed, he headed for the exit. Once outside, the sun had risen higher, and the yips of the workers drifted toward Joe, telling him they were moving the cattle to another area.

He hurried to the fence line and jumped over with ease. Again keeping a normal gait, he made his way back to his horse. He reached the animal without incident.

The beast lifted its head, probably wondering where Joe had been. “Sorry, Critter. Had business to tend to.” He patted Critter’s neck then bent to release him.

Wishing he’d caught the son-of-a-bitch, Joe mounted up. McGee deserved justice, and Joe hoped he got to witness the payment before he left for home. Perhaps he could stay one more night, especially if Sheriff Sneed still needed him. Depending on when he would be able to start back, Joe might have to send a telegram to his family that his departure had been delayed. 

He thought of Pike’s Run and what waited there. His aunts and uncles, a whole slew of cousins, the man he thought of as father and finally, his sister. She’d raised him after their parents had died, and she’d made the world bright and sparkly. Eight years ago she’d married her childhood friend, and now Joe had a brother-in-law and two nephews and two nieces. He wrestled with the scamps often and took them fishing.

His life held many blessings. He was lucky. Others weren’t.

As he passed the colonial again, he battled the urge to pound on the door and demand to see Miss Stefanski. He had to let go of whatever protective feelings he had. He couldn’t help or save everyone, and inserting himself into her problems would only get him into trouble. Family squabbles had to be kept within the walls of the home, or it just made things worse.

Again he pushed thoughts of her and her violet eyes from his mind and rode into the city.

The sheriff paced behind his desk. “You’re the fourth person to return empty handed,” he said after Joe had made his report. “When I checked with the station managers, they hadn’t seen him. Most people know who he is.”

Joe figured. The man had his name on two businesses in town and owned a lot of land. “What do you want me to do now?”

Sheriff Sneed stopped his trek and put his hands on his hips. “Not sure. When White and Burns came back, I sent them to check the saloons, and Franklin is at the bank. Don’t know where else to look.” He raked a frustrated hand through his salt and pepper hair.

“Mind if I just wait? I’d like to stay as long as I can.”

Sneed nodded in understanding. “Sure. Coffee’s on the stove.”

While Joe went to pour himself a cup, Sneed let out a great exhale, then the chair creaked as he sat.

Joe took a sip then went to stand by the window, looking at the activity on the street. “Did McGee have any family?”

“No. At least that was his story. Had someone die of an illness. Had a brother killed in the war.” He propped his elbows on the desk. “He liked his solitary existence. I suppose that’s why he took up with a married woman. No chance of gettin’ hitched in that kind of arrangement.”

“Guess it’s good he didn’t leave anyone behind.” The largest worry Joe suffered was causing pain to his loved ones if something happened to him. His sister had had difficulty accepting that he’d wanted to be a lawman. She hadn’t tried to change his mind, but it had still been hard for her and she’d voiced her concerns. And it hadn’t settled her nerves that their cousin, Conner Lonnigan, was the sheriff, either. She’d told Joe that if Conner tried to protect him and ended up getting hurt instead, then she might lose a cousin and that wouldn’t be any easier.

But Joe had become a deputy anyway, and he loved the work. It included travel and excitement, but mostly he liked keeping people safe. It meant something to him.

His thoughts circled back around to Miss Stefanski, and his curiosity finally got the better of him. “You know, I found the missing bride yesterday.”

“I heard. One of Crawford’s servants came to tell me.”

Joe faced him. “What’s wrong with the man she’s supposed to marry?”

“Duke Newton?” Sheriff Sneed shrugged. “Nothing. He’s the oldest boy of Pops Newton, who was one of the first settlers in the area. Owns the rock quarry and a half dozen other businesses now.”

“Anything concerning about Crawford?” Joe knew he fished, but hopefully the sheriff wouldn’t mind talking. Perhaps it would take his mind off the loss of McGee.

“Not at all. Good man. Tries to do a lot for the city.”

“Why?”

Sneed leaned back and rested his elbows on the arms on his chair. “I guess because he wants to. Something wrong with that?”

Joe realized his tone had sounded dubious. “No, just curious. It’s not every day I stumble upon a runaway female.”

The lawman lifted his brow. “Especially one as comely, huh?”

To hide the quirk of his lips, Joe took a sip of his coffee. After swallowing, he said, “That was a bonus.”

Sneed snorted. “I hear you. Katia is sweet, too. Like her mother was.”

Joe caught the meaning in the revelation. Her mother had passed, and the information only made him want to protect Miss Stefanski even more. He remembered how she’d felt in his arms, how soft and delicate she’d been. He hoped like hell Crawford was good to her.

“When Yates Crawford brought them home with him from New York,” the sheriff continued, falling into the conversation, “all the wealthy townspeople were shocked, and the women were upset.”

Not caring to hide his interest any longer, Joe replied, “Really?”

“Yep. Guess some of the ladies thought Crawford would marry one of them. He had a son, after all, and needed a mother for him. I think Crawford’s new wife struggled to be accepted by her husband’s circle, and it didn’t help that she had an accent.”

Joe could imagine how Miss Stefanski’s mother had been treated, and he got angry on Miss Stefanski’s behalf all over again. What was it about this violet-eyed lady that had him all wound up? She was pretty. Hell, she was exquisite, but that shouldn’t be the reason he kept turning his thoughts to her.

And it didn’t sound like she was in any real trouble. Joe decided that she must not love this Newton fellow, and that was why she’d fled. Joe hoped Crawford came to his senses and didn’t force her to marry, but, if he didn’t back down, at least Joe could rest easy that she wasn’t being hitched to a beast.

Joe’s stomach grumbled. He hadn’t eaten before he’d left, and it was getting close to noon. “Think I’ll run over to the hotel and have a meal.”

Sheriff Sneed grunted.

After pouring the remains of his coffee into the bucket next to the stove, Joe left. The bits and pieces he’d learned about Miss Stefanski piqued his curiosity even more, and he wished he could talk to her. He grinned to himself, betting she wouldn’t want anything to do with the man who’d made her go home.

It was just as well. She was a passing fancy, really. He wouldn’t see her again. Disappointing, but true. He doubted he’d ever find those eyes on another lady. He liked that thought, though, glad no one else would share something of hers.

Miss Stefanski.

Well, hell. He could think of her as Katia.

It was his memory, anyway.
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Chapter Three
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Laughter bubbled. Crystal clinked. A violin played.

Katia usually loved it, but not tonight. The dining room held all of Austin’s wealthiest people, invited so Everett could show he wanted to continue a successful business relationship. And all were most anxious to hear that Nadia’s daughter was officially engaged to one of the city’s most beloved sons. But they would get no such announcement. Her brother had promised her some control over the decision, and she trusted him.

However, the sly glances, the knowing smiles in her direction set her on edge. It was as if they’d manipulated Everett into this agreement. Would marrying Duke really make up for Papa Yates choosing a wife not of their circle?

How could anyone want to put her in this position? She knew she wasn’t well-liked by the ladies of their city. Katia was not Yates’ real daughter, and no one believed she deserved the Crawford protection.

It was all disgusting. She didn’t want to have anything to do with Austin society anymore, and if she became Mrs. Duke Newton, he would learn his wife would not make nice. As she fumed, she sipped wine and kept her expression easy, not wanting to provide anyone with the ammunition to hurt her.

Her brother sat to her right and Duke was to her left. Mrs. Holcomb perched across from her, obliging Katia by engaging in conversation though Duke tried to catch Katia’s notice many times. She gave him little.

The room held two dining tables, each fourteen feet long. A lone violinist played in the corner, and servants stood at the ready. Katia had helped plan the evening, all the while knowing full well that Duke would press himself to her side for the entire night. The chores had caused consistent nausea and headaches.

But this morning she’d had a moment of optimism and had realized this party could help her case. If she forced herself to accept his attentions with some ease, she’d be able to tell her brother that Duke hadn’t won her over, and she would be one step closer to her goal. Of course, that meant she’d have to pretend to enjoy herself.

Everett would notice if she didn’t.

After supper, her brother announced dancing would take place in the front parlor. It was large enough to accommodate twelve couples at one time, and the servants had rolled the rugs back to make movement easier. When Duke held his arm out to escort her, she accepted, and his beaming smile turned her stomach.

There wasn’t anything truly wrong with him, but she found his eagerness worrisome. She felt like a bird he wanted to cage, and she suppressed a shudder. Certainly, if she showed her disinterest often enough, he would move on to someone else?

She mingled with Duke at her side, allowing him to lead her to different groups while the string orchestra prepared to play. At the moment, she and Duke spoke to Jasper and Philippa Smythe, a couple in their middle-fifties. He was the president of one of the banks.

“Are you attending Mrs. Hunt’s garden party this month?” Philippa asked, her blonde hair piled high on her head and her diamonds winking.

The invitation had come, for the first time ever, a few days ago. Philippa probably knew full well that Katia had been included, but as of now, she hadn’t accepted and wasn’t sure if she would. But she didn’t want to tell Mrs. Smythe her misgivings and instead replied, “I was humbled she would think of me.”

Philippa’s gaze warmed a touch. “Of course, she would, dear. You’re a jewel.”

Her stomach turned with disgust at the comparison, but Katia held back a grimace. “How kind of you to say.”

“Katia is the best of women,” Duke gushed. “I’m honored she would even look my way.”

Sensing his earnest gaze on her, Katia kept her eyes averted and refrained from squirming. “Mr. Newton, I promise my attention is not so important. There are many ladies here far more significant than I.” She gave a soft smile. “Mr. Smythe, I heard you invested in another streetcar.”

He grinned, his bushy, gray sideburns lifting. “It’s a booming idea, young lady, and our city is quite busy. The future will only bring more commerce and people. I tell you, Austin is the place to be.”

“I’ve loved growing up here,” she replied. “It’s home.” And she did feel that way, though she wouldn’t if she had to be a part of this crowd. While she was raised in luxury, her mother hadn’t been. And Nadia had instilled different values into Katia and her siblings. Everett had always known wealth, but he understood it didn’t last and was the means to something more important...security. Which was one reason why he worked so hard. He did it for those he loved.

Her mother had tutored her and her younger brothers, and though the Crawfords had been slighted until recently by Papa Yates’ peers, that didn’t mean they’d had no social life. Katia’s dearest friends in the world were of the middle class. None of them were present this evening, but she doubted any of them would have come if invited.

“It is that, is it not?” Philippa responded. “I told my Jasper that I would not be moved for anything, and he’s followed my orders.”

“A smart man is one who listens to the ladies in his life,” Duke commented. “My mother bends my ear often, and I wouldn’t disappoint her for the world.”

He sounded sincere, and it pleased Katia. She drew breath to respond, but the musicians struck a chord that indicated dancers could form their sets. She’d already promised the first to Duke, which would please Everett and make him believe she tried to accept the arrangement.

Going through an allemande or waltz would be no great suffering, as she had loved the steps from an early age. So much so, that Papa Yates had brought in a teacher of ballet, and Katia had learned the art. She only performed for her family, however, the practice a hobby and nothing more.

She took her place. Duke stood across from her, and when the music started, he moved her through the song. As they went through the steps, his fingers trailed a little too long at her waist before the motions required them to part. Her skin crawled each time, and she did everything she could to school her features into a normal mask. The music continued, never-ending and banging like a gong in her ear, though the notes were correct and in tune.

Anxiousness and revulsion moved up her spine, making it hard to breathe. Every time he touched her, the possessiveness of his hands gripped her. If he didn’t stop, she would wrench away from him. Or worse, demand he leave at once.

Couldn’t anyone else tell he lingered too long? Or did it only look like a besotted gentleman showing favor to his future intended? She forced herself to take slow breaths, and this got her through the dance. As soon as the song ended, she said, “I must have a moment’s rest. Please excuse me.”

His brow furrowed in disappointment, and he smoothed his thin mustache. “Of
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