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            Dedication

         
         
            For my dear niece Terri

             

            The roads we travel in our youth are seldom smooth.

            You traveled a difficult road.

            When you could have turned back, you forged ahead with courage.

             

            May all your future journeys lead you down roads paved with gold.
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            A Letter from Lorraine Heath

         
         
            My Dear Reader:

            Texas Splendor is Austin Leigh’s story, and while he is the last brother, he is the one who served as the impetus for this series.
            

            One day, I envisioned a scene of a man sitting down to dinner with his family, hunching over his plate, and shoveling food
               in his mouth. Feeling the stares, he looks around guiltily. “Don’t reckon you’ll steal my food.” I knew he’d just gotten out
               of prison for a murder he didn’t commit—but that was all I knew. Still, he intrigued me.
            

            Then I began to see him as a younger man, before he went to prison, and I wanted readers to experience his change from a carefree
               teen to a man hardened by life. I’d never written a trilogy before or stories with connected characters, but I thought Austin’s
               growth from boy to man needed to be shown in a leisurely fashion. So I decided to give him two brothers, and I waited for
               their stories to come to me. Shortly thereafter, Dallas and Houston obliged.
            

            In Texas Destiny, Austin is sixteen, open and innocent, providing some comic relief as his older brothers strive to teach him how to behave
               around a woman. In Texas Glory, he’s twenty-one, a little less innocent, a tad more mature, and in love. But by the time his story comes along, he’s spent
               five years in prison and has forgotten how to dream.
            

            I’m often asked which of my stories is my favorite and I can never choose, because each was my favorite at the time I wrote
               it. The hero and heroine become my favorite couple and even as I’m tearing their world apart, I’m rooting for them to win
               in the end, to find the love and happiness they deserve.
            

            It’s been a little over twenty years since I wrote these stories, but as we were preparing them to once again be available
               in paperback, I had the opportunity to re-read them. At the heart of this trilogy is the story of family, the story of three
               brothers who circumstances shaped into very different men and the women who made them each whole. I hope you’ve enjoyed visiting
               with them as much as I have. Thank you for taking the journey through their lives with me.
            

            Warmest wishes,

            Lorraine

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            April 1887

         

         Moments stolen . . . never to be regained. Memories not worth remembering lingering at the edge of his awareness, unwilling
            to be forgotten.
         

         
         Five years of slowly dying.

         
         Austin Leigh stared at the gates of Huntsville Prison, knowing that the remainder of his life waited on the other side, just
            as he’d left it five years earlier when twelve men he had trusted found him guilty of murder.
         

         
         After surviving one thousand eight hundred and twenty-five days as a “slave of the state,” he once again wore his own clothes.
            The blue cambric shirt hung loosely from his wide shoulders, and his denim britches threatened to slip past his narrow hips.
            But they were his, clothes he’d worn at twenty-one when he’d been filled with the vibrancy of youth, when he had foolishly
            believed that a person had only to reach for a dream in order to obtain it.
         

         
         In the passing years, no one had laundered the clothes, and when he closed his eyes, he imagined that he smelled a woman’s
            fading vanilla fragrance, felt her slender fingers clutch his shirt one last time, tasted her tears as his lips brushed over
            hers during an agonizing farewell.
         

         
         Becky. Sweet Becky Oliver. Within his heart, the distant memories waltzed and he saw her clearly—smiling at him, laughing
            with him, loving him beneath the stars on a moon-shadowed night. A night when they had given so much to each other, not knowing
            that another’s actions would snatch everything away.
         

         
         Clanging chains jarred him from his reverie. With loathing, he glared at the guard unlocking the iron cuffs that circled his
            wrists. The shackles fell away and Austin rubbed the pink scars that had formed over the years.
         

         
         “Now, then, boy,” the guard began, “don’t do anything out there that will land you back in here. I might not be so understanding
            next time.”
         

         
         “Just open the goddamn gate,” Austin snarled through clenched teeth.

         
         The guard narrowed his eyes as though contemplating the consequences of striking a man on the verge of regaining his freedom.
            Then he shoved open the gate. Its creaking hinges echoed in the stillness of dawn.
         

         
         Austin latched his gaze onto the brightening sky that lay beyond the walls. It appeared untouched by the filth and degradation
            that existed within the prison. With long strides, he walked into freedom, relishing his first breath of unfetid air. His
            heart tightened when he caught sight of his two brothers standing in front of three horses.
         

         
         “You look like hell,” Dallas said, his voice strangled with emotions.

         
         Austin wondered when the silver had streaked through Dallas’s black hair. The furrows in his brow had deepened and bits of
            white peppered his thick mustache. “I feel like hell,” he said, forcing his mouth to shape a grin.
         

         
         Dallas jerked him against his chest. “Damn you, boy, what in the hell did you think you were doing?”

         
         Austin worked his way out of his brother’s strong grip. The last time he had seen Dallas, his older brother had been fighting
            for his life. Austin had dreaded the moment when he’d have to face Dallas’s uncompromising brown gaze and explain his actions.
            “What I thought was best.”
         

         
         Turning, he found it easier to meet Houston’s gaze. His middle brother had sat behind him during his trial. The war had ravaged
            Houston’s face, but the passing years had treated him more kindly. Or perhaps it was simply that the black leather eye patch
            remained unchanged so it seemed all else had stayed the same.
         

         
         Austin had intended to give Houston nothing more than a handshake, but as soon as their roughened palms met, he found himself
            pulled into a fierce hug. Houston had always been a man of few words, and right now Austin was grateful for his brother’s
            silence. “See you brought Black Thunder.”
         

         
         He freed himself from Houston’s hold and mounted the ebony stallion in one lithe, smooth movement, relishing the feel of a
            horse beneath him. Certain his brothers would follow, he set his heels to Black Thunder’s flanks, sending him into a hard
            gallop.
         

         
         The road opened up before him, but he feared no matter how fast or far he rode, he’d never truly escape the walls that had
            surrounded him . . . not until he’d seen Becky. Touched her. Held her. Made her his wife.
         

         
          

         Austin’s heart swelled as he caught sight of the massive adobe house. He carried the dust of several days’ travel, but at
            this moment, it seemed unimportant.
         

         
         He was home.

         
         As they neared Dallas’s house, Austin saw a girl jump up from the veranda steps and run inside. He drew his horse to a halt
            and dismounted, his brothers doing the same.
         

         
         The girl bounded back outside, her blond curls bouncing around her tiny shoulders, her arms flung open wide. “Uncle Austin!
            You’re back!”
         

         
         She leapt for him, and he swung her up into his arms.

         
         “I’m so glad!” she cried. “I missed you so much!” Her soft rounded cheek brushed against his bristly one, her arms tightly
            wound around his neck.
         

         
         He tipped back his head, taking joy in the green glint of her eyes. Houston’s oldest daughter had been three years old when
            he’d left. “Maggie May, when did you grow up?”
         

         
         “A long time ago. Me and Rawley go to school now.”

         
         “Is that so?” He looked past her to the tall boy leaning against the veranda beam, his black hair neatly trimmed, his clothes
            showing little wear.
         

         
         “Uh-huh,” she assured him.

         
         He set her down and slowly approached Rawley Cooper. It hadn’t surprised Austin when Dallas had written to inform him that
            he and Dee had adopted the boy. “Hear tell that I’m your uncle now.”
         

         
         “You don’t gotta be, on account we ain’t got the same blood. Only if you wanna be.”

         
         Austin pulled the boy close. “Oh, I wanna be.”

         
         Why hadn’t he realized these children would continue to grow without him around, leaving him to miss out on so much?

         
         He heard the rapid patter of tiny feet as four small girls stampeded through the doorway, their high-pitched voices reminding
            him of chirping birds. “Pa! Pa! Pa!”
         

         
         Kneeling, Houston cradled three blond girls against his chest. Amelia had given birth to Laurel the Christmas before Austin
            went to prison. Amanda and A. J. had been little more than words scrawled in a letter until this moment. The same as Faith,
            the dark-haired beauty Dallas lifted into his arms.
         

         
         “You’re home!” Dee cried.

         
         Tall and slender, she was a sight for sore eyes as she gracefully glided across the veranda, her smile bright enough to blind
            a man.
         

         
         “You’ve gotten skinny,” she said as she embraced Austin and thumped his back.

         
         “They don’t cook like you do.”

         
         She laughed. Lord, he’d forgotten how true uninhibited laughter washed over a man and filled him with unrestrained joy.

         
         “I don’t cook,” she reminded him. “Amelia cooks.”

         
         She stepped aside. Before he caught his breath, Amelia wrapped her arms around him, hugging him closely. The first woman to
            come into their lives. God, he loved her . . . almost as much as he loved Becky.
         

         
         When Amelia moved away, Austin smiled. “I know one of those girls has to be Laurel Joy. She couldn’t even crawl when I left.
            The others weren’t even here.”
         

         
         “You’ll have plenty of opportunity to get to know them and catch up,” Amelia assured him. “Right now, we’ve got supper waiting.”

         
         “Sounds like heaven. I haven’t had a decent meal . . . in years.”

         
         Amelia and Dee slipped their arms through his and led him into the house. Like a man lost in the wilderness, Austin searched
            for recognizable sights to guide him toward the welcome haven of familiarity, but he found none. A portrait of Dallas and
            his family hung on the wall. A new rug ran the length of the hallway.
         

         
         The girls rushed past him as they entered the dining room. The old oak table was gone, replaced by a longer one that could
            accommodate the growing family. Dallas and Houston lowered the girls onto tall chairs before taking their places. Maggie patted
            the empty chair between her and Rawley. “Sit by us, Uncle Austin.”
         

         
         Unexpectedly feeling awkward and out of place, he dropped into the chair. The bowl set before him brimmed with stew, steam
            spiraling upward. His mouth watered. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was. He picked up the spoon, bent forward, and placed
            his elbows on the table, allowing his arms to circle the bowl, forming a protective barrier around his dinner. He’d slurped
            two spoonfuls before the hairs on the back of his neck prickled and he realized everyone was staring at him.
         

         
         He shifted his gaze to Maggie. With wide green eyes, she watched him as though he were a stranger.

         
         “Don’t reckon you’ll steal my food, will you?” he asked, his voice low, afraid he’d failed miserably at making light of his
            strange behavior.
         

         
         She pressed her lips together, her brow creasing as she slowly moved her head from side to side.

         
         Austin straightened and glanced around the table, wondering why he felt so isolated when surrounded by family. “My apologies.
            I seem to have forgotten how to eat around decent folk.”
         

         
         “No need to apologize,” Amelia said. “We’re family, for God’s sake. You should have eaten at this table for the past five
            years anyway.”
         

         
         He shifted his gaze to Dallas. They had journeyed to the ranch much as they had traveled through life before Amelia—asking
            no questions, sharing no sorrows. “Reckon you’ll want to talk about that.”
         

         
         Dallas shook his head. “It was your life, your decision. But you should know I hired a detective to find Boyd’s killer. Unfortunately
            he hasn’t had any luck.”
         

         
         “He still looking?”

         
         “He’s not devoting himself to it any longer, but he keeps an ear to the ground. Whoever killed Boyd knew what he was doing.
            He didn’t leave any evidence.”
         

         
         “Why don’t we discuss this after dinner?” Dee suggested.

         
         Reaching out, Dallas covered Dee’s hand. “Sorry. Sometimes, it’s difficult to remember that Boyd was your brother.”

         
         Dallas could not have spoken truer words. Boyd McQueen had possessed a temperament that hinted the devil had spawned him,
            while Dee had the disposition of an angel.
         

         
         “I have marble cake waiting in the kitchen,” Amelia announced. “We need to eat up so we can enjoy it while it’s still warm.”

         
         Warm cake and stew, the constant smiles and innocent ways of children. Austin had taken them for granted in his youth, but
            he was determined to appreciate them from this moment on.
         

         
         Night had fallen by the time Austin stood on the veranda and watched the wagon filled with Houston’s family lumber north.
            A crescent moon smiled in the black sky, stars winking on either side of it. “I can’t believe Houston has a whole passel of
            girls,” Austin said.
         

         
         Turning his gaze in the direction of the retreating wagon, Dallas leaned against the beam. “I think another one might be on
            the way. Amelia didn’t eat much tonight.”
         

         
         “What about you and Dee? You gonna have any more?”

         
         Dallas slowly shook his head. “Nope. Faith was a miracle we weren’t expecting. Reckon a man should consider himself the luckiest
            of men if he has one miracle in his life.”
         

         
         Austin understood miracles. He had one of his own waiting for him. “Think I’m gonna ride into town.”

         
         A silence permeated the air, thick, hovering, as though something needed to be said. Permission, Austin decided. He was waiting
            for Dallas to give him permission to leave only he didn’t require his brother’s consent any longer. He was a grown man, free
            to come and go as he chose. He stepped off the veranda.
         

         
         “Becky’s married,” Dallas said quietly.

         
         Austin felt as though someone had plowed a tightly balled fist into his gut. Unable to draw air into his lungs, he feared
            his knees might buckle. He wrapped his arm around the beam to keep from stumbling down the remaining steps. Swallowing hard,
            he forced the words past the painful knot that had formed in his throat. “Becky Oliver?”
         

         
         Dallas faced him squarely. “Yeah.”

         
         “Who’d she marry?”

         
         “Cameron.”

         
         Cameron McQueen? Dee’s brother? Austin swallowed the burning bile that had risen in his throat. “When?”

         
         “About two years ago.”

         
         Austin glared at his brother. “Why in the hell didn’t you mention that little bit of news in your letters?”

         
         “I didn’t figure prison was the best place for you to learn about it.”

         
         “You could have told me at any time during the past few days.”

         
         “Didn’t see any reason to ruin your homecoming.”

         
         His homecoming? Without Becky he had no homecoming. He leapt off the porch and hit the ground with a purpose to his stride.

         
         “Where are you going?” Dallas called after him.

         
         “Wherever I damn well want to go,” Austin threw over his shoulder as he stalked toward the barn.

         
         He’d never saddled a horse more quickly nor ridden as hard as he rode now. Black Thunder’s pounding hooves ate up the distance
            between Austin . . . and Becky.
         

         
         As the dim lantern lights of Leighton came into view, burning into the night, Austin jerked back on the reins. The stallion
            protested the rough treatment and reared up, his neigh echoing over the vast plains. Austin regained control and patted the
            horse’s sweating neck. “Sorry, old man.”
         

         
         He shifted his gaze toward the town. He could make out the silhouette of Dee’s Grand Hotel. And the train depot. The railroad
            tracks had reached the town while he’d been in prison. He saw the outline of buildings he didn’t recognize, streets, houses,
            a town . . . a town he’d once known . . . a town that was now achingly unfamiliar.
         

         
         And somewhere within that town, beneath the shadows of the night, Becky was lying within the arms of another man.

         
         The pain slashed through him, intense, overpowering.

         
         And the tears he’d held at bay for five long, torturous years finally broke free. Bowing his head, he dug his fingers into
            his thighs as the sobs wrenched his body.
         

         
         Becky had deserted him when he had needed her the most . . . and he hadn’t even known it.

         
          

         Memories drew Austin to the general store. Businesses had sprung up on either side of the false-fronted building where Becky
            Oliver had worked with her father. He resented every structure that smelled of new wood, resented that little had remained
            the same.
         

         
         He halted his horse and glared at the sign that still read Oliver’s General Store. Becky had lived in the rooms above. Pale light spilled through the upstairs windows so Austin figured she still lived there—with
            Cameron.
         

         
         He dismounted, tethered his horse to the railing, and walked along the alley between the two buildings. He spotted the landing
            where he’d kissed Becky for the first time. Had Cameron kissed her there? His gut clenched with the thought.
         

         
         He heard the bump of a crate hitting the ground. As he rounded the corner, within the light cast by the lantern hanging on
            the back wall of the store, he saw Cameron McQueen heft a wooden crate from the wagon, stack it next to the back door, and
            reach for another one. If he and Cameron were still friends, he would have given him a hard time about the starched white
            apron he wore over his crisp white shirt.
         

         
         Cameron reached for another box, then stilled as though sensing another’s presence. He glanced over his shoulder, his blond
            hair falling across his brow. With his gaze wary, he approached slowly. “Austin, it’s good to see you.”
         

         
         “I’ll just bet.” Austin slammed his knotted fist into Cameron’s face. Cameron staggered back and hit the ground with a sickening
            thud that sounded like a crate of tomatoes bursting open.
         

         
         “Get up, you sorry son of a bitch!”

         
         Working his jaw back and forth, Cameron rolled over. “I’m not gonna fight you.”

         
         “You don’t have to fight me, but at least give me the satisfaction of pounding you into the ground.”

         
         Cameron pushed himself to his knees, close enough to standing as far as Austin was concerned. He hit him again and sent him
            sprawling back to the ground. “You were my best friend, damn you! I trusted you!”
         

         
         Cameron squinted at him, blood trailing along his cheek. “Honest to God, I tried not to love her.”

         
         “Not good enough. Stand up.”

         
         Cameron struggled to his feet and stood, his arms dangling at his sides like the useless broken blades on a windmill.

         
         “At least put your hands up, give me some satisfaction,” Austin commanded.

         
         Cameron shook his head. “You wanna beat the crap out of me, go ahead. I won’t stop you.”

         
         Impotent rage surged through Austin. He’d beat the crap out of him, all right—and then some. He brought his arm back—

         
         “Cameron!” the sweetest voice called.

         
         Austin snapped his head around. The light from the lantern illuminated Becky as she stood in the doorway, holding a tow-headed
            boy close against her breast.
         

         
         She was the prettiest thing he’d ever set eyes on. The stolen years began melting away, just as he’d known they would.

         
         “Pa!” the boy cried, squirming in his mother’s arms.

         
         The years came crashing back with a vengeance. She wasn’t Becky Oliver, his girl. She was Becky McQueen, his best friend’s
            wife.
         

         
         “Cameron, aren’t you finished yet?” she asked softly.

         
         Austin realized then that the shadows hid him, that the lantern light wasn’t touching him. From where she stood, Becky couldn’t
            see him or the blood trailing down Cameron’s face.
         

         
         “I’ll be there in a minute,” Cameron said quietly, keeping his profile to her.

         
         “Well, don’t take too long. Supper’s getting cold.” She disappeared into the store, and Austin knew she was probably climbing
            the indoor stairs that led to the second floor, to the home she shared with Cameron.
         

         
         “Honest to God, Austin, I didn’t mean for things to turn out this way,” Cameron said, his voice low.

         
         Austin took a menacing step toward him. Cameron flinched but didn’t back away. “Think on this,” Austin said, his voice seething
            with the pain of betrayal. “She loved me first.”
         

         
         “Believe me, that thought haunts me night and day.”

         
         Austin wished he’d just hit Cameron again and kept his mouth shut. He’d wanted to hurt the man, and he knew by the despair
            that had plunged into Cameron’s blue eyes that he had succeeded. He didn’t know why that knowledge brought him no satisfaction
            but only served to increase his anger over a situation that he was unable to change.
         

         
         He nodded briskly. “Well, I’m glad to hear it.” Abruptly, he spun on his heel and strode through the alley until he reached
            the boardwalk. He’d never felt more lost in his life.
         

         
         Although the family had welcomed him home with open arms, he no longer felt a part of them. His brothers had wives, children,
            and successful businesses. And what did Austin have? Nothing but a tarnished reputation that he should have never possessed.
         

         
         Stalking down the boardwalk, he was surprised his feet didn’t split the boards with the weight of his anger as he headed toward
            the far end of town where the saloon beckoned.
         

         
         Smoke thickened the air as he stormed through the swinging doors of the saloon. A huge gilded mirror hanging on the wall behind
            the bar reflected the patrons who occupied the chairs or stood against the walls.
         

         
         He felt gazes boring into him, and even in the din of male voices and raucous laughter, he thought he heard people harshly
            whispering his name. He ambled toward the crowded bar and hooked the heel of his boot on the brass railing that ran the length
            of the bar. The men closest to him sidled away like he had festering sores covering him. He slapped a coin on the counter.
            “Whiskey.”
         

         
         The bartender picked up a glass and poured the amber brew, his gaze never leaving Austin. It had always amazed Austin that
            Beau could serve drinks and never once look to see what he was doing.
         

         
         “Heard you’d be home soon,” Beau said as he eyed Austin warily.

         
         “Well, you heard right.” Austin crossed his arms on the bar and leaned forward slightly.

         
         Beau set the full glass in front of him. “I don’t want no trouble in here.”

         
         “I don’t plan to start any,” Austin assured him.

         
         With a brusque nod, Beau ambled to the far end of the counter, wiping the shining wood as he went. An icy shiver skittered
            along Austin’s spine. He despised the sensation of being watched and judged. In prison, guards had glared at him, dogs had
            followed his every movement, other prisoners had scrutinized him and measured him against their own low standards.
         

         
         He jerked his head around and locked his blue glare onto Lester Henderson. The portly banker stood at the bar, his dark eyes
            set in a face that greatly resembled bread dough. Averting his gaze, Lester downed the remainder of his beer. He wiped a pudgy
            hand across his mouth, straightened his shoulders, and approached Austin.
         

         
         “I had no choice but to vote guilty,” Henderson said, his voice hitching. “The evidence—”

         
         “I know what the evidence was. I was at the goddamn trial.”

         
         “Can’t give a loan to a man fresh out of prison—”

         
         “Did I ask for a loan?”

         
         “No, but I just wanted to save you from asking.” Henderson scurried away like a squirrel that had spotted the last pecan on
            the ground.
         

         
         Austin wrapped his fingers around the glass of whiskey and studied the contents. As soon as he finished the whiskey, he’d
            set about clearing his name. He didn’t anticipate that it would take long. He had always known that Duncan McQueen had pinned
            the blame on him.
         

         
         He brought the glass to his lips, tipped his head back, and caught the reflection of a raised knife in the mirror.

         
         He moved swiftly, but not quickly enough. Agonizing pain tore through his back. He darted to the side, spun around, and plowed
            his fist into Duncan McQueen’s face before the man could strike again. As Duncan staggered back, Austin grabbed the hand holding
            the knife and slammed it hard against the wooden counter. The knife clattered to the floor.
         

         
         Austin caught an unexpected fist just below his jaw. Pain ricocheted through his head as his knees buckled. He hit the floor
            hard, blackness encroaching on his vision. He scrambled to his knees, struggling to get to his feet, the bitter taste of blood
            filling his mouth.
         

         
         “You bastard!” Duncan roared before lunging for Austin.

         
         Austin reversed his efforts, dropped to his side, and kicked Duncan in the knee. Grunting, Duncan fell to the floor and grabbed
            the knife. Hatred burned brightly within his dark eyes as he jumped to his feet. “Five years! That’s all they gave you for
            murdering my brother because Dallas owns this part of the state. They should have hanged you!” He brandished the bloodied
            knife in the air. “I reckon it’s up to me to deliver the justice you deserve.”
         

         
         “Not in my saloon!” Beau said as he rounded the corner of the bar, gun in hand. He shoved Duncan on the shoulder. “Back up.”

         
         His head pounding, his back throbbing, Austin struggled to his feet and glared at Duncan. “What the hell are you ranting about,
            Duncan? You killed Boyd and made it look like I did it.”
         

         
         “Don’t see how that could be,” Beau said in a slow drawl. “Duncan showed up here in the late afternoon and sat in that corner
            right over there until dawn, getting drunk.”
         

         
         “Why would I kill my brother?” Duncan asked, loathing laced through his voice.

         
         That was the one answer Austin didn’t have.

         
         “Everyone knows you murdered him,” Duncan snarled.

         
         Austin scrutinized the men who had gathered around the bar. The knowledge in their eyes spoke louder than Duncan’s words.
            He saw no doubts. Not one questioning look. He saw nothing but absolute certainty staring back at him. They all thought he
            had murdered Boyd McQueen.
         

         
         “Why the hell else would my brother have written your name in the dirt before he died?” Duncan demanded.

         
          

         Why indeed?

         
         Austin sat on the back steps of Dallas’s house and stared at the moon. He rolled his shoulders, grimacing at the pain caused
            by the movement. After leaving the saloon, he had stopped at the doctor’s house, but the man hadn’t been there. By the time
            Austin had arrived home, the bleeding had stopped so he’d simply changed shirts. No need to alarm his family. They’d had enough
            worry the past five years. Besides, he’d survived worse in prison.
         

         
         He heard the door open and the echo of soft footfalls. Looking over his shoulder, he watched Dee sit beside him on the step.

         
         “You were right. You told me five years was an eternity when a person has no freedom,” he said into the stillness of the evening.

         
         Using her fingers, she brushed the dark strands of hair off his brow. “Not all prisons come with walls. Dallas was the key
            that unlocked mine.”
         

         
         Austin shifted his gaze to the canopy of stars, allowing a companionable silence to ease in around them.

         
         “What’s their son’s name?”

         
         “Andrew. We call him Drew,” Dee said quietly.

         
         “I hit his father this evening.”

         
         “I’m not altogether certain Cameron didn’t deserve that.” She placed her hand over his. “But I know how much he loves Becky.
            I think he may have loved her before you went to prison.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t make what he did right.”

         
         She sighed. “I know this is difficult for you, but Dallas forgave Houston for taking Amelia from him. Maybe in time, you can
            forgive Cameron—”
         

         
         “My situation is completely different from Dallas’s. All he gave Amelia was a train ticket. I gave Becky my heart and five
            years of my life.”
         

         
         “Becky offered to testify that she was with you the night Boyd was killed, but you wouldn’t allow it. You can’t blame her
            now for the years you spent in prison. That’s not fair.”
         

         
         “Life is never fair, Dee. Having Houston and Dallas for brothers should have taught me that a long time ago, but I had to learn it on my
            own.” He looked toward the distance. “So much has changed. Everything is different from what I expected it to be.”
         

         
         “Not everything. Your violin is the same. I kept it for you just like you asked. I was hoping you’d play something for me
            tonight.”
         

         
         He glanced at the silhouette of the instrument resting in her lap. “I don’t hear the music anymore, Dee. While I was in prison,
            it just shriveled up and died.”
         

         
         He shoved himself to his feet and walked to the barn. He needed to ride, to feel the wind rushing against his face. He had
            finished saddling Black Thunder when he heard a thump and grunt come from the back of the barn. He strode to the back room
            and peered inside. Rawley struggled to move a box. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Austin asked.
         

         
         Rawley spun around, his face burning bright red. “I wanted to get this room cleaned first. Gotta earn my keep.”

         
         Austin leaned against the door frame. “Rawley, you always worked harder than I ever did, and Dallas never kicked me out.”

         
         “You’re blood, I ain’t.” Rawley walked to the worktable and began to put away tools someone else had left out.

         
         “That doesn’t matter to Dallas—”

         
         “Matters to me.”

         
         Austin studied the boy as he straightened the room. “Is that why you didn’t take Dallas’s name when he adopted you?”

         
         Rawley stilled. “I just figured it was best is all.” He peered at Austin. “I’ve always wondered . . . what did you do to get
            a town named after you?”
         

         
         Austin smiled. “I don’t have a town named after me.”

         
         “Sure you do. I went through a town named Austin once.”

         
         “The capital? It’s the other way around. I’m named after it. Our pa named us after towns—” Austin’s mind reeled with possibilities.
            “Sweet Lord.”
         

         
         “What?” Rawley asked.

         
         “I gotta go.” Austin raced through the barn, mounted Black Thunder, and galloped into the night.

         
         An hour later, he pounded on the door of the second floor landing over the general store. When it opened, his voice lodged
            in his throat. Why hadn’t he considered that he might see Becky if he came here? Why did the pain have to slice through his
            heart, ripping open the fresh wound?
         

         
         God Almighty, he wished he could hate her. He wanted to shake her. He wanted to yell at her. But most of all, he wanted to
            hold her, her body flush against his, her warmth thawing the chill that permeated his soul.
         

         
         “I need to talk to Cameron,” he croaked.

         
         The shock reflected in her blue eyes quickly gave way to anger. Becky planted her hands firmly on his chest and shoved hard,
            causing him to stumble backward. “Well, he doesn’t need to talk to you. How dare you hit—”
         

         
         “Becky!”

         
         She pivoted around. Cameron stood in the doorway, one eye discolored and swollen. “Drew’s calling you. I’ll take care of this.”

         
         Austin watched her jaw tighten before she gave him a scathing glare and shouldered her way past Cameron to go inside.

         
         “Did you want to come in?” Cameron asked.

         
         Austin shook his head, wondering why he’d come to the man who had betrayed him. He walked to the railing and stared at the
            town, light from the lanterns fighting the darkness. Cameron’s quiet, hesitant footsteps as he came to stand beside Austin
            brought back memories of confidences shared.
         

         
         “All these years I thought Duncan had shot Boyd and arranged the evidence to put the blame on me.” He glanced sideways at
            the friend from his youth, suddenly realizing that losing Cameron’s friendship hurt almost as much as losing Becky’s love.
            “But our paths crossed this evening and I realized I was wrong. Rawley said something, though, that got me to thinking. What
            if Boyd didn’t write my name in the dirt—”
         

         
         “He did. Sheriff Larkin took me to the place where he found Boyd. He’d written your name in the dirt as plain as day.”

         
         “What if he didn’t mean me, but meant the town? What if he didn’t know the name of the man who killed him, but he knew that
            he came from Austin?”
         

         
         “That’s grasping at straws, isn’t it?”

         
         “That’s all I’ve got,” Austin said. “People avoid me like I have tick fever or something worse. I knew the men on the jury
            had voted guilty because of the evidence, but I never thought they actually believed deep down that I murdered Boyd. I’ve
            got to prove I’m innocent, and I can only do that if I figure out who killed him. Did he have any business in Austin?”
         

         
         “Boyd never confided in me. Sometimes he’d leave for a few days, but he never divulged where he went.”

         
         Austin took a few steps back. “Reckon it won’t hurt to ride into Austin and see if I can find out anything.”

         
         “Guess I’d do the same if I were in your boots, but watch your back. If the man who killed Boyd is in Austin, I don’t imagine he’s going to welcome the prospect of being found.”
         

         
         Austin turned for the stairs, halted, and glanced over his shoulder. “If I ever hear that Becky isn’t happy, I’ll finish what
            I started out back this evening.”
         

         
         Cameron held his gaze. “Fair enough.”

         
         Austin hurried down the remaining steps. Some bastard had stolen five years of his life. Austin intended to make damn sure
            he paid dearly for every moment.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Swearing viciously, Austin glared at the jagged cut on the underside of Black Thunder’s hoof. He released the horse’s foreleg,
            unfolded his aching body, and jerked his dusty black Stetson from his head. Exhausted, resenting the dirt working its way
            into every crease of his body, he stood beneath the April sun feeling as though he’d stepped into the middle of August.
         

         
         Using the sleeve of his cambric shirt, he wiped the sweat beading his brow, grimacing as pain erupted across his back—from
            the middle of his left shoulder to just below his ribs. He had expected the gash he’d received during the brawl with Duncan
            to have healed by now, but he supposed riding all day, late into the night, and sleeping on the ground hadn’t been the best
            treatment for the wound. When he had ridden out of Leighton several days before, he hadn’t considered that he’d have no way
            to clean or tend the injury. Only one thought had preyed on his mind: The city of Austin might hold the key that would lead
            him to Boyd’s killer, the man whose guilt would prove Austin’s innocence.
         

         
         Slipping his fingers into the pocket of his vest, he pulled out the map Dallas had given him. Wearily he studied the lines
            that marked the start of his journey and his final destination. He stuffed the wrinkled paper back into his pocket. He wouldn’t
            reach the town tonight.
         

         
         Settling his hat low over his brow, he sighed heavily. He was in no mood to walk, but the stallion’s injury left him no choice.
            Gazing toward the distance, he saw smoke spiraling up through the trees. He threaded the reins through his fingers and trudged
            into the woods. Shafts of sunlight and lengthening shadows wove through the branches, offering him some respite from the damnable
            heat. With a sense of loss, he remembered a time when he would have appreciated the simple beauty surrounding him. Now he
            just wanted to get to where he was going.
         

         
         He heard an occasional thwack as though someone were splitting wood. With the abundance of trees and bushes, he didn’t imagine
            anyone had to depend on cow chips for a fire.
         

         
         A wide clearing opened up before him. Lacy white curtains billowed through the open windows of a small white clapboard house.
            The weathered door stood ajar. Near the house, a scrawny boy wearing a battered hat, threadbare jacket, and worn britches
            struggled to chop the wood. A large dog napped beneath the shade of a nearby tree. The varying hues of his brown and white
            fur reminded Austin of a patchwork quilt. As Austin cautiously approached, the dog snapped open its eyes, snarled, and rose
            slowly to its full height, curling back its lips and deepening its growl.
         

         
         Moving quickly, the boy dipped down, swung around, and pointed a rifle at Austin. Austin threw his hands in the air. “Whoa!
            I’m not looking for trouble.”
         

         
         “What are you lookin’ for?”

         
         “Austin. How far is it from here?”

         
         “Half a day’s ride on a good horse.” The boy angled his head, the rumpled brim of his hat casting shadows over his face. “Your
            horse looks to be favoring his right leg.”
         

         
         The boy’s insight caught Austin off-guard, although he certainly admired it. “Yep. He cut his hoof on a rock. Your folks around?”

         
         The boy gave a brisk nod. “And my brother. I’d feel a sight better if you’d take off the gun.”

         
         Austin untied the strip of leather at his thigh and slowly unbuckled the gunbelt. Cautiously removing the holster, he laid
            the weapon on the ground, his gaze circling the area. He wondered where the rest of the family was working. He saw no fields
            that needed tending or cattle that needed watching. The aroma of fresh baked bread and simmering meat wafted through the open
            door of the house. “Something sure smells good.”
         

         
         “Son-of-a-gun stew.”

         
         “Think you could sneak me a bowl if I finish chopping that wood for you?”

         
         The boy shifted his gaze to the wood scattered around an old tree stump, then looked back at Austin. “What’s your business
            in Austin?”
         

         
         “Looking for someone.”

         
         “You a lawman?”

         
         “Nope. My horse is hurt. I’ve been walking longer than I care to think about. I’m tired, hot, and hungry. I can chop that
            wood twice as fast as you can, and I’m willing to do it for one bowl of stew. Then I’ll be on my way.”
         

         
         Slowly, the boy relaxed his fingers and lowered the rifle. “Sounds like a fair trade.”

         
         Rolling his sleeves past his elbows, Austin strode to the tree stump. Ignoring the snarling dog that lumbered in for a closer
            inspection of his boots, Austin picked up the ax, hefted a log onto the stump, and slammed the ax into the dry wood. He stifled
            a moan as fiery pain burst across his back. When he reached his destination, his first order of business would be to find
            a doctor.
         

         
         “I’m gonna take your gun,” the boy said hesitantly. “And your rifle.”

         
         “Fine. There’s a Bowie knife in the saddlebags.” He didn’t begrudge the boy his cautions, but he longed for the absolute trust
            he’d once taken for granted. Hearing the boy’s bare feet fall softly over the ground as he walked to the house, Austin glanced
            over his shoulder. The boy had grabbed his saddlebags as well.
         

         
         Austin glared at the dog. “Your master ain’t too trusting, is he?”

         
         The dog barked. Austin glanced to his left and spotted a hen house and a three-sided wooden structure that offered protection
            to a milk cow. He found that odd since the property had a huge barn.
         

         
         He heaved the ax down into the wood, wondering if he was wasting his time traveling to the capital city. If he had any sense,
            he’d head home and try to rebuild a life that never should have been torn down. But stubborn pride wouldn’t allow him the
            luxury of turning back. His family believed he was innocent. Becky knew he was innocent. But the doubts would forever linger
            in everyone else’s minds.
         

         
         When he had split and stacked enough wood to last the family a week, he ambled to the house, dropped to the porch, and leaned
            against the beam that supported the eve running the width of the house. The dog strolled over, stretched, yawned, and worked
            its way to the ground near Austin’s feet.
         

         
         “Changed your mind about me, did you?”

         
         Lifting its head, the dog released a small whine before settling back into place. Austin was sorely tempted to curl up beside
            the dog and sleep. Instead, he looked toward the horizon where the sun was gradually sinking behind the trees. While serving
            his time, he’d hated to see the sun go down. He had despised the night. Loneliness had always accompanied the darkness.
         

         
         “Here’s your meal,” the boy said from behind him.

         
         Austin glanced over his shoulder, his outstretched hand stopping halfway to its destination. The air backing up in his lungs,
            he slowly brought himself to his feet. The britches and bare feet were the same, but everything else had changed. The crumpled
            hat and shabby jacket were gone. So was the boy.
         

         
         “What are you staring at?” an indignant voice asked.

         
         Austin could have named a hundred things. The long, thick braid of pale blond hair draped over the narrow shoulder. The starched
            white apron that cinched the tiniest waist he’d ever seen. Or her eyes. Without the shadow of the hat, they glittered a tawny
            gold.
         

         
         He tore his Stetson from his head and backed up a step. “My apologies, ma’am. I thought you were a boy.”

         
         A tentative smile played across her lips. “It’s easier to get the work done when I’m wearing my brother’s britches. Besides,
            no one’s usually around to notice.”
         

         
         “What about your family?”

         
         A wealth of sadness plunged into the golden depths of her eyes. “Buried out back.”

         
         So they were around as she’d told him, but not in a position to help her. She extended the bowl toward him.
         

         
         “Here. Take it.”

         
         He reached for the offering, his roughened fingers touching hers. They both jerked away, then scrambled to recapture the bowl,
            their heads knocking together. Cursing as pain ricocheted through his head, Austin snaked out his hand and snatched the bowl,
            effectively halting its descent. The stew sloshed over the sides, burning the inside of his thumb.
         

         
         “Damn!” He shifted the bowl to his other hand and pressed his thumb against his mouth. He peered at the woman. Her eyes had
            grown wide, and she was wiping her hands on her apron. He remembered the many times Houston had scolded him for swearing in
            front of Amelia, and he felt the heat suffuse his face. “My apologies for the swearing,” he offered.
         

         
         She shook her head. “I should have warned you that the stew is hot. I’ll get a cool cloth.”

         
         Before he could stop her, she’d disappeared into the house. Austin dropped onto the porch, wondering if he had a fever. How
            could he have possibly mistaken that tiny slip of a woman for a boy?
         

         
         He thought if he pressed her flush against him, the top of her head would fit against the center of his chest. Incredibly
            delicate, she reminded him of the fine china Dee now set on her table. One careless thump would shatter it into a thousand
            fragments.
         

         
         He saw a flash of dung colored britches just before the woman knelt in front of him. She took his hand without asking and
            pressed a damp cloth to the red area. “I put a little oil on the cloth. That should draw out the pain.”
         

         
         Her voice was as soft as a cloud floating in the sky, and again he wondered how he had mistaken her for a boy. Lightly, her
            hand held his, but he still felt the calluses across her palm. Her fingernails were short, chipped in a place or two, but
            clean. And her touch was the sweetest thing he’d known in five years.
         

         
         She peered beneath the cloth. “I don’t think it’s gonna blister.” She touched her finger to the pink scar that circled his
            wrist. “What happened here?”
         

         
         Austin stiffened, his throat knotting, and he wished he’d taken the time to roll down his sleeves after he’d finished chopping
            the wood. He considered lying, but he’d learned long ago the foolishness of lies. “Shackles.”
         

         
         She lifted her gaze to his, her delicate brow furrowing, anxiety darkening her eyes, imploring him to answer a question she
            seemed hesitant to voice aloud.
         

         
         He swallowed hard. “I spent some time in prison.”

         
         “For what?” she whispered.

         
         “Murder.”

         
         He had expected horror to sweep across her face, would not have blamed her if she had run into the house to fetch her rifle.
            Instead, she continued to hold his gaze, silently studying him as though she sought some secret long buried. He considered
            telling her that he hadn’t killed anyone, but he’d learned that the voices of twelve men spoke louder than one. Unfortunately,
            until he proved someone else had killed Boyd McQueen, he was the man who had.
         

         
         “How long were you in prison?” she finally asked.

         
         “Five years.”

         
         “That’s not very long for murder.”

         
         “It’s long enough.”

         
         Releasing his hand and his gaze, she eased away from him. “You should eat. You earned it.”

         
         He gave a brusque nod before delving into the stew. She sat on the bottom step of the porch and put one foot on top of the
            other. She had the cutest toes he’d ever seen. The second toe was crooked and pointed away from the big toe like a broken
            sign giving directions to a town.
         

         
         She hit her thigh. “Come here, Digger.”

         
         The dog trotted over and nestled his head in her lap. With doleful eyes, he looked at Austin.

         
         “Digger?” Austin asked.

         
         She buried her fingers in the animal’s thick brown and white fur. “Yeah, he’s always digging things up. Do you have a name?”

         
         “Austin Leigh.”

         
         “I thought that’s where you were headed.”

         
         “It is. I was born near here. My parents named me after the town.”

         
         “Must get confusing.”

         
         “Not really. Haven’t been back in over twenty years.” He returned his attention to the stew, remembering a time when talking
            had come easy, when smiling at women had brought such pleasures.
         

         
         “I’m Loree Grant.”

         
         “I appreciate the hospitality, Miss Grant.” He scraped the last of the stew from his bowl.

         
         “Do you want more stew?” she asked.

         
         “If you’ve got some to spare.”

         
         She rose, took his bowl, and walked into the house. The dog released a little whimper. Austin reached out to stroke the animal.
            A wave of dizziness assaulted him. He grabbed the edge of the porch and breathed deeply.
         

         
         “Are you all right?”

         
         He glanced over his shoulder. Loree stood uncertainly on the porch, the bowl of fresh stew in her hand. He brought himself
            to his feet, afraid what he’d already eaten wasn’t going to stay put. “Reckon one bowl was plenty. Sorry to have troubled
            you for the second. I was wondering . . . with night closing in . . . if you’d mind if I bedded down in your barn.”
         

         
         Wariness flitted through her golden eyes, but she gave him a jerky nod.

         
         “’Preciate it. You can hold on to the saddlebags and guns until morning if it’ll help ease your fears about my staying. Before
            I head out, let me know what chores I can do as payment for the roof over my head.”
         

         
         He strode toward Black Thunder, hoping he could get the horse settled before he collapsed from exhaustion.

         
          

         He didn’t have the eyes of a killer. Loree repeated that thought like a comforting litany as she sat cross-legged on her bed,
            the loaded rifle resting across her lap, her gaze trained on the door.
         

         
         Five years ago, she’d looked into the eyes of a killer. She knew them to be ruthless and cold. Austin Leigh’s eyes were neither.
            She shifted her attention to the fire burning in the hearth. In the center, where the heat burned the hottest, the writhing
            blue flames reflected the color of his eyes. Eyes that mirrored sorrow and pain. She wondered if any of the creases that fanned
            out from the corners of his eyes had been carved by laughter.
         

         
         Hearing thunder rumble in the distance, she hoped the storm would hold off until he’d left, but she thought it unlikely. The
            clock on the mantel had only just struck midnight.
         

         
         The barn roof had more holes than the night sky had stars. Still, it would offer him more protection than the trees. And he
            probably had a slicker. All cowboys did, and he certainly looked to be a cowboy. Tall and rangy with a loose-jointed walk
            that spoke of no hurry to be anywhere.
         

         
         The rain began to pelt the roof with a steady staccato beat. She cringed. The nights were still cool, but he hadn’t asked
            for additional blankets or a pillow, and he couldn’t build a fire inside the barn. She cursed under her breath. He wasn’t
            her worry. He was a murderer, for God’s sake.
         

         
         If only he had the eyes of a murderer. Then she could stop worrying about him and worry more about herself. If only his eyes
            hadn’t held a bleakness as he’d spoken of prison. She wondered whom he had killed. If he’d had good reason to murder someone.
         

         
         She tightened her fingers around the rifle. Did any reason justify murder? She had asked herself that question countless times
            since the night the killer had swooped down on them. The answer always eluded her. Or perhaps only the answer she wanted eluded
            her.
         

         
         She slid off the bed and walked to her hope chest. She knelt before it and set the rifle on the floor. She ran her hand over
            the cedar that her father had sanded and varnished to a shine for her fourteenth birthday. For three years she had carefully
            folded and placed her dreams inside . . . until the night when the killer had dragged her to the barn. Her dreams had died
            that night, along with her mother, father, and brother.
         

         
         The rain pounded harder. The wind scraped the tree branches across the windows. The thunder roared.

         
         She lifted the lid on the chest for the first time since that fateful night. Forgotten dreams beckoned her. She trailed her
            fingers over the soft flannel of a nightgown. She had wanted to feel delicate on her wedding night so she had embroidered
            flowers down the front and around the cuffs. She had tatted the edges of her linens and sewn a birthing gown for a child she
            now knew would never be.
         

         
         The killer had charged into her life with the force of a tornado. He had stolen everything, and when she’d tried to regain
            a measure of what he’d taken—he had delivered his final vengeance. With one laugh, one hideous laugh that had echoed through
            the night, he had shattered her soul.
         

         
         She slammed down the lid and dug her fingers into her thighs. She had no future because the past kept a tight hold on her
            present.
         

         
         She rose to her feet, walked to the hearth, and grabbed the lantern off the mantel. Using the flame from the lamp, she lit
            the lantern. She jerked her slicker off the wall and slipped into it, calling herself a fool. Then
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