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            For Mom and Dad N.

            When your son asked me to become his wife, you welcomed me as your daughter.

            No finer gift could have been given.
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            A Letter from Lorraine Heath

         
         
            My Dear Reader:

            I began writing Texas Glory shortly after my father passed away in 1996, so I don’t think it’s any coincidence that Dallas Leigh is bigger than life
               with a gruff exterior and tender interior, doing things for which he takes no credit and seeks no glory. Very reminiscent
               of my dad.
            

            When I was growing up, the birthday card from my British grandmother always arrived opened, with a dollar nestled inside.
               When I told my dad I wanted to open the cards myself, he explained that the post office was required to open and inspect mail that came from other countries. And my young, innocent self believed him—until I went
               off to college and my birthday card from my grandmother arrived at my dorm unopened, without a dollar. When I mentioned it,
               my dad confessed that he’d promised my grandmother, who lived on a very limited income, her birthday cards would always contain
               a dollar. So he religiously opened every one she sent, and if a dollar wasn’t inside, he’d slip one in. Then he promptly pulled
               out his wallet and handed me a dollar. I don’t know which dollars came from him or my grandmother, but I do know each card
               was filled with love.
            

            Because my dad wasn’t overtly demonstrative when it came to affection, I have a soft spot in my heart for heroes who have
               a difficult time openly expressing their love, but prefer instead to show it in quiet, sometimes secretive, ways. Dallas is
               very dear to me because he knows he’s a hard man and has convinced himself he doesn’t need love—but I think of all the Leigh
               brothers, he’s the one who needs it most of all.
            

            He also needed a very special heroine. Cordelia believes it’s a woman’s lot in life to live within the shadows cast by men,
               until Dallas guides her onto the path where she can cast her own shadows. I adore Dallas and Cordelia because they manage
               to bring out the best in each other, and in so doing bring out the best in themselves.
            

            Whether you’re new to Texas Glory or taking a return trip through the pages, I hope you enjoy Dallas and Cordelia’s hard-fought journey toward glorious love.
            

            Wishing you many happily-ever-afters,

            Lorraine

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            May, 1881

         

         Dreams. Gossamer images that most people carried with them into their sleep, but for Dallas Leigh, they were the incentive
            that woke him before dawn, the impetus that pushed him toward midnight.
         

         
         Dreams were the stepping stones to glory.

         
         By pursuing them, he had attained a level of success that exceeded most men’s reach and acquired all that he had set out to
            gain: Land, cattle, and wealth beyond his highest expectations.
         

         
         Yet, desperation gnawed at him like a starving dog that had just discovered a buried bone, and as he gazed at the stars that
            blanketed the velvety sky, he felt as though he had achieved nothing.
         

         
         He was a man with a solitary dream that remained untouched, the one that had served as the guiding beacon for every goal that
            he had fulfilled. Without the realization of his greatest desire, his other accomplishments meant little, and he feared that
            they might mean nothing at all—if he never gained a son with whom to share them.
         

         
         The lingering warmth of the parched earth seeped through his backside as he worked the ridge of his spine into a comfortable
            position against the gnarled and crooked post that served as one of a thousand anchors for his barbed-wire fence.
         

         
         He hated the fencing with a passion, but he knew it was destined to become essential to every rancher’s survival in the same
            manner that the railroad had wended its way into their lives. Workers continued to lay the tracks that brought more people
            farther west. The days of knowing one’s neighbor and where his land ended and a man’s own land began were dwindling. The barbed
            wire cut through the questions, marked a man’s domain, and left no doubts as to his ownership.
         

         
         Unfortunately, it was an aspect of the future that only a few men could envision, and those blinded by the traditions of the
            past were determined that the barbed wire would not stand.
         

         
         Dallas Leigh intended to make damn sure that it did.

         
         “Dallas?” The hoarse whisper momentarily silenced the nightly serenade of the crickets, frogs, and katydids.

         
         He glanced at his youngest brother, who was stretched along the ground, his arms folded beneath his dark head, his tall, lanky
            body running the length of the fence. “What?”
         

         
         “How long we gonna stay?” Austin asked.

         
         “All night if we have to.”

         
         “What makes you think they’ll come?”

         
         “Full moon. The McQueen brothers like to do their thieving and destroying by the light of a full moon.”

         
         “I don’t know how you can be sure that they’re gonna cut the wire right here,” Austin said, exasperation laced through his
            youthful voice. At twenty-one, he had little patience when it came to waiting for the next moment.
         

         
         “I don’t know where they will cut it, but if you shut your mouth, we’ll hear the tinny sound of the cut traveling along the
            wire, and we’ll know in which direction to ride. Just close your eyes and imagine that you’re listening for that first twang
            to come from your violin when you slap your bow on it.”
         

         
         “I don’t slap my bow onto anything. I place it on the strings as gently as I’d touch my fingers to a woman’s soft cheek or
            press my lips against her warm mouth. Then I stroke it slow and long, the way I’d stroke—”
         

         
         “Will you shut up?” a deeper voice growled.

         
         Dallas didn’t need to lean forward to see the disgruntled expression he knew he’d find on Houston’s face. His middle brother
            was the only one among them to have a wife, and Dallas imagined right now he’d rather be curled up in bed with her nestled
            against his side. He appreciated the fact that Houston was guarding the fence instead.
         

         
         Austin snickered. “You’re just aggravated ’cuz you ain’t home doing your own stroking.”

         
         “Watch your mouth, boy,” Houston warned. “You’re gonna cross into dangerous territory if you bring my wife into this conversation.”

         
         “You know I wouldn’t say nothing bad about Amelia. I just figure you’d rather be at home making another baby instead of sittin’
            out here waitin’ on something that might not happen.”
         

         
         “We’ve already made another baby,” Houston said, pride and a great deal of affection reflected in his voice.

         
         Dallas shot forward so he could see his brother’s face limned by the moonlight. Despite the heavy scarring on the left side
            of his face and the black eye patch that hid the worst of it, Houston looked to be a man who had realized every dream he’d
            ever dared to hope for. Dallas sometimes envied him that contentment, especially since he’d accomplished it all by stealing
            Dallas’s wife from him.
         

         
         “When did this happen?” Dallas asked.

         
         Houston tugged on the brim of his hat. “Hell, I don’t know. Sometime in the last month or so, I reckon. Amelia just told me
            tonight before I rode out.”
         

         
         “So Maggie May is gonna have a little brother or sister,” Austin said, his wide grin shining in the moonbeams that passed
            through the clouds. “You ain’t planning to name all your young’uns after the month they were born in, are you?”
         

         
         Houston shrugged. “I’ll name them whatever Amelia wants to name them.”

         
         Dallas leaned back against the post. “I sure as hell am glad you took that woman off my hands. I wouldn’t like living my life
            around a woman’s wants and needs.”
         

         
         “If you loved her as much as I love Amelia, you’d like it just fine,” Houston said.

         
         Dallas had to admit that he probably would, but finding a woman to love in a land populated mostly by cowboys and prairie
            dogs was no easy task.
         

         
         Hell, he couldn’t even find a woman to marry and bear his son, let alone a woman to love.

         
         The absence of decent women in this portion of West Texas was a sharp thorn in his side, a nagging ache in his heart, and
            a steadfast barrier to the fulfillment of his final glory: a son to whom he could pass down the legacy he had worked so hard
            to carve from a land known for its disappointments and broken promises.
         

         
         He had hoped founding a town would attract women to the area, but Leighton was growing slowly. The banker, Lester Henderson,
            had a wife who easily occupied the entire width of the boardwalk when she strolled to the general store. Perry Oliver, the
            owner of the general store, was a widower with a lovely daughter. Dallas had considered asking the merchant for his daughter’s
            hand. At sixteen, his mother had married his father, but Dallas couldn’t bring himself to marry a woman younger than half
            his age. Besides, he had a suspicion Austin had set his sights on the young woman. Why else would his brother find an excuse
            to ride into town every day to purchase some useless contraption from the general store?
         

         
         Neither the sheriff nor the saloon keeper nor the doctor had brought women with them. The town’s seamstress, Mimi St. Claire,
            was unmarried, but she was on the far side of forty if she was a day.
         

         
         With resignation, Dallas was coming to the conclusion that, once again, he would need to search beyond his town, beyond the
            prairie, in order to find a woman who could give birth to his son. At thirty-five, he was beginning to feel the weight of
            the years pressing in on him. He needed a son.
         

         
         He wanted a son sitting beside him at this very moment, sharing the anticipation of the night. He wanted to count the stars
            with his son. He needed to feel the breeze blow over their faces and know that when it no longer touched his face—when Dallas
            was dead and buried—the breeze would continue to caress his son’s face.
         

         
         The nearby river flowed to the rhythm of Nature’s lullaby: the mating call of insects mingled with the occasional swoosh of
            an owl’s wings and the howl of a stalking coyote. Dallas wanted his son to hear that song, to appreciate the magnificence
            of nature, to tame it, to own it. He imagined his son standing here years from now, looking out over all that they had accomplished,
            listening to the water lap at the muddy shore, listening to the—
         

         
         Ping!

         
         The tune of destruction broke into the night. Dallas jumped to his feet as the high-pitched whine came again. “They’re to
            the south.”
         

         
         He and his brothers mounted their horses with an agility that came from years of chasing after stampeding cattle. The moon’s
            silver glow lighted their path along the river’s edge.
         

         
         With a firm grip, Dallas removed the coiled rope from his saddle. He needed only the sure pressure of his thighs to guide
            the stallion that had helped him herd cattle north. When the shadows of three men emerged from the darkness, the horse didn’t
            falter.
         

         
         The tallest of the men fired his gun while the two other men scrambled for their horses. Dallas heard shouts and yells. Horses
            snorted, neighed, and reared up, their hooves slicing at the air.
         

         
         Raising his arm, Dallas snapped his wrist and threw a loop that whistled through the muggy air and circled Boyd McQueen. Dallas
            yanked hard on the rope. The gun flew from McQueen’s hand as he stumbled to the ground. Without hesitation, Dallas secured
            his end of the rope around the saddle horn, set his heels to his horse’s sides, and galloped toward the precious river.
         

         
         Dallas glanced over his shoulder. The moonlight glinted off Boyd McQueen’s angry face. Dallas took satisfaction in the man’s
            fury and guided his racing horse into the shallow water that more closely resembled a babbling brook than a full-fledged river.
         

         
         “Damn you, Leigh!” McQueen yelled just before the horse splashed into the center of the stream.

         
         Water sprayed Dallas’s legs. He looked back to make certain McQueen’s head was above the surface. He didn’t want the man to
            drown, but he intended to give him a rough ride.
         

         
         Dallas heard the echo of three rapid gunshots. No responding gunfire sounded. The eerie silence that followed signaled a warning.

         
         Dallas jerked his horse to a staggering halt. His brothers weren’t behind him. Three more steady shots bellowed.

         
         Groaning, McQueen struggled to his feet, sputtering obscenities that Dallas didn’t wait to address. Releasing the rope from
            the saddle horn, he urged his horse back toward the fence.
         

         
         Alarm skittered along his spine when he saw the silhouettes of two men standing and one man kneeling. He dismounted before
            his horse halted.
         

         
         He dropped to his knees beside the man sprawled over the ground. “What happened?” Dallas asked.

         
         “Austin took the bullet Boyd fired, and it doesn’t look good,” Houston said.

         
          

         “Where in the hell is the damn doctor!” Dallas growled as he stared through the bedroom window. He’d sent his foreman into
            town to fetch the physician, but that had been over two hours ago.
         

         
         “He’ll be here,” Amelia said softly. While Dallas had brought Austin home, with no help from the McQueen brothers, Houston
            had ridden to his house and fetched his wife and daughter. With the innocence of a child, Maggie had viewed coming to her
            uncle’s house in the dead of night as an adventure.
         

         
         Dallas stalked to the bed where his brother lay, his eyes closed, his breathing shallow. He watched as Amelia wiped a damp
            cloth over Austin’s face. She’d stanched the flow of blood, but they needed the doctor to remove the bullet from Austin’s
            shoulder. It hadn’t come out the other side so Dallas could only assume it was embedded in his bone. He was lucky the bullet
            hadn’t dropped lower and gone through his heart. “He looks too pale.”
         

         
         Amelia lifted her gaze to his. She had the prettiest green eyes he’d ever seen. He remembered a time when he’d thought he
            could easily fall in love with those eyes. Perhaps he had.
         

         
         “I don’t think it’s as bad as when Houston got shot,” she said quietly.

         
         “I’d feel a hell of a lot better if he’d wake up.”

         
         She returned to her task of running the cloth over Austin’s brow. “He’d only feel the pain then.”

         
         Better the pain than death. Dallas glanced at Houston who sat in a nearby chair, holding his own silent vigil, his daughter
            curled in his lap, asleep.
         

         
         “I guess you think I should have handled this differently,” Dallas said.

         
         “It makes no sense to me to build a town, hire a sheriff, and then not use him when you’ve got trouble.”
         

         
         “I hired him to protect the citizens. I can handle my own trouble.”

         
         “You can’t have it both ways, Dallas. If you bring the law out here, then you can’t be your own law.”

         
         “I can be anything I damn well want to be. It’s my land. McQueen is going to learn to stay the hell off it, and I’ll teach
            him the lesson myself.”
         

         
         “But at what cost?”

         
         The words rang out loudly with concern. Dallas turned his attention back to his wounded brother. “Why don’t you tuck your
            daughter into my bed?” he suggested quietly to Houston.
         

         
         “I’ll do that,” Houston replied as he easily brought himself to his feet, without waking Maggie. He walked from the room.

         
         Dallas wrapped his hand tightly around the bedpost, searching for answers to his unfortunate dilemma. The McQueens had moved
            to the area three years ago, thinking they had purchased the land that ran along both sides of the river. Dallas suspected
            that the person who had sold them the land had been a land grabber. Land grabbing had been a common practice following the
            war. A man would buy a parcel of land and extend the boundaries as far as he wanted, often posting a notice in a newspaper
            to validate his claim. Although the practice usually worked, the notice was not legally binding. Dallas had filed claims with
            the land office for every acre of land he owned. Unfortunately, the McQueens seemed to believe—as many ranchers did—that a
            gun spoke louder than the law. They had refused to acknowledge Dallas’s deed to the acreage and had blatantly prodded their
            inferior stock into grazing over Dallas’s spread.
         

         
         He wouldn’t have minded sharing his water or his grass if he didn’t need to control the breeding of his cattle so he could
            improve the quality of beef his cows produced.
         

         
         He’d begun to put up his barbed-wire fence. If the McQueens had accepted that, Dallas would have left a portion of the river
            open to them. But they had torn down the fence before Dallas’s men had completed it. Irritating, but harmless. Dallas had
            paid a visit to Angus McQueen and demanded that he keep his sons tethered. Then Dallas had ordered his men to finish building
            the fence and to carry it beyond the river.
         

         
         Two months ago, Angus McQueen’s sons had again destroyed a section of the fence, cutting the wire, burning the posts, and
            killing almost forty head of cattle, most on the verge of calving. Dallas had given Angus McQueen a bill for the damages that
            the man had refused to pay because Dallas couldn’t prove his sons had torn down the fence and murdered the cattle.
         

         
         Dallas could certainly prove McQueens had cut his wire tonight, but as Houston had stated—at what cost?

         
         Dallas held his thoughts and his silence when Houston returned to the room and took up his vigil in the chair beside the bed.

         
         Dallas swung around as soft footfalls sounded along the hallway. Relief washed over him when Dr. Freeman shuffled into the
            room. The tall, thin man looked as though he were hovering on death’s doorstep himself. His bones creaked as he crossed the
            room without a word. He set his black bag on the bedside table and began to examine Austin’s wound.
         

         
         “Where in the hell have you been?” Dallas demanded.

         
         “Had to set Boyd McQueen’s arm.” Dr. Freeman glanced over his shoulder at Dallas and raised a thinning white brow, his steely
            gray eyes accusing. “Boyd said you broke it.”
         

         
         Twin emotions twisted through Dallas’s gut: rage because McQueen had selfishly had the doctor tend to his needs, knowing all
            along that his bullet had slammed into Austin; and guilt because he hadn’t realized he’d broken Boyd’s arm when he’d dragged
            him through the river.
         

         
         “Did McQueen tell you that he shot Austin?”

         
         Dr. Freeman sighed. “No, I didn’t learn that bit of information until I returned home and found your foreman waiting for me.”
            Shaking his head, he began poking his fingers around Austin’s ravaged flesh. “You and the McQueens need to settle your differences
            before this whole area erupts into a range war.”
         

         
         “Is Mr. McQueen going to be all right?” Amelia asked.

         
         “Yes, ma’am. It was a clean break, and I left him in his sister’s care.”

         
         Dallas stared at the doctor as though he’d just spoken in a foreign language. “Sister? Boyd McQueen has a sister?”

         
         “Yep. Shy little thing,” Dr. Freeman said absently as he opened his black bag. “Hear tell, she spent most of her growing-up
            years tending to her ailing mother. Reckon she spent so much time being forced to stay at home that she never thinks to leave
            now that she’s grown.
         

         
         “How grown?” Dallas asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         “I mean how old is she?”

         
         “Twenty-six.”

         
         “Twenty-six?” Dallas repeated.

         
         Dr. Freeman jerked around and glared at Dallas. “Do I need to check your hearing before I leave?”

         
         “I just didn’t know McQueen had a sister.”

         
         “Well, now you know. Go get some more lanterns and lamps so I can have enough light in here to dig this bullet out.”

         
         A few hours later, Dallas watched his youngest brother as he lay sleeping, his shoulder swathed in bandages. Dr. Freeman had
            assured Dallas that Austin was in no danger. He’d be sore, weak, and cranky, but he would survive. Still, Dallas decided he’d
            feel a lot more confident with the doctor’s prognosis if Austin would awaken.
         

         
         Dallas assumed Houston held the same concerns. Houston had convinced Amelia to sleep with Maggie while he sat on the opposite
            side of the bed, never taking his gaze off Austin.
         

         
         When dawn’s feathery fingers eased into the room, Austin slowly opened his eyes. With a low groan, he grimaced. Dallas eased
            forward. “You in much pain?”
         

         
         “That worthless bastard shot me in the shoulder,” Austin croaked. “How am I gonna play my violin?”

         
         “You’ll find a way,” Dallas assured him.

         
         “When . . . I’m strong enough . . . I say we run ’em off their land.” Austin’s eyes drifted closed.

         
         “Dallas?”

         
         Dallas met Houston’s troubled gaze.

         
         “Dallas, you’ve got to do something to stop this feuding. Dr. Freeman is right. Next time, we might not be so lucky, and I
            don’t want my family caught in the middle.” Houston shifted uncomfortably in the chair. “I won’t have my family caught in the middle. If I have to choose—”
         

         
         “You won’t have to choose. I’ve been pondering the situation, and I think I might have a solution to our problem. I’ll schedule
            a meeting with Angus McQueen and see if we can come to some sort of compromise.”
         

         
         “Good.” Houston stood, planted his hands against the small of his back, and stretched backward. “I’m going to get a little
            sleep.” He started walking across the room.
         

         
         “Houston?”

         
         Houston stopped and turned.

         
         Dallas weighed his words. “Do you think McQueen’s sister is as mean-spirited as he is?”

         
         “What difference does it make?” Houston asked.

         
         Dallas glanced at Austin’s pale face. “No difference. No difference at all.”

         
          

         “By God, you have no right!” Angus bellowed.

         
         Leaning back, Dallas planted his elbows on the wooden arms of his leather chair. He steepled his long fingers and pressed
            them against his taut lips. Narrowing his dark brown eyes, he glared at the spittle that had flown from McQueen’s mouth and
            plopped onto the edge of his mahogany desk. He could imagine it sliding along the front of his desk like a slug slipping out
            at night to coat the land in slime.
         

         
         Slowly, he raised his eyes to his adversary’s. “I have every right to fence in my land,” he said calmly.

         
         “But you fenced in the river!”

         
         “It’s on my land. Any rancher of sound reputation would side with me. None would blame me for stringing up your sons from
            the nearest tree. We have an unwritten code that most cattlemen honor. Once a man has a valid claim to a river or a water
            hole, another cowman won’t come within twenty-five miles of it—with or without a fence. No one would have questioned my right
            to take the fence back farther, but I graciously left miles of land open to grazing.”
         

         
         “To taunt us. I don’t need grassland, damn you! I need water!”

         
         “You have creeks and rivers on your land.”

         
         “I’ve got nothing but dry creek beds.”

         
         Dallas shook his head in sympathy. “I can’t help that Nature chose to dry up your water supply and left mine flowing, but
            I don’t part with anything of mine freely.”
         

         
         McQueen’s face turned a mottled shade of red. It occurred to Dallas that the man might have an apoplexy fit right here in
            his office. Then Dallas would never get what he wanted.
         

         
         “Freely,” Angus muttered. “You won’t part with your water freely, but you will part with it for a price. Is that what this
            meeting is about? Is that why you fenced in the river? So you could get something for the water? Isn’t it enough that you
            stole my land?”
         

         
         “I’ve owned that stretch of land since 1868.”

         
         Angus snorted. “So you say.”

         
         “The law backs my claim,” Dallas reminded him.

         
         Angus released a harsh breath. “Then name your price for the water, and I’ll pay it. What do you want? Money? Cattle? More
            land?”
         

         
         Dallas lowered his hands to his lap, the fingers of his right hand stroking the ivory handle of the gun strapped to his thigh.
            He should have insisted this meeting be held without weapons in tow.
         

         
         “I have money. I have cattle. I have land. I want something that I don’t have. Something as precious as the cool water. Something as beautiful as the flowing river.” Giving his words a moment to echo inside McQueen’s head, he tightened his hand around the gun. “Something
            as pure as the sun-glistened water.”
         

         
         Angus shook his head. “You’re talking in riddles. I don’t have anything that’s pure or precious or beautiful.”

         
         “I’ve heard you have a daughter,” Dallas said, wishing he hadn’t needed to be quite so blunt.

         
         The furrows that ran across McQueen’s brow deepened. “Yes, I have a daughter, but I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

         
         Dallas was beginning to question the wisdom of holding his meeting with Angus, wondering if it might have been better to discuss
            the particulars of his compromise with Boyd. “Maybe you haven’t noticed, but women are scarce. I need a w—”
         

         
         “My God! You can’t be serious!” McQueen yelled, his eyes bulging from their sockets.

         
         “I’m dead serious.”

         
         Angus slumped in his chair. “You’ll give me access to your water if I give you access to my daughter?”

         
         With a speed Dallas never would have expected of the rotund man, Angus lunged across the desk and grabbed Dallas’s shirt.
            Dallas brought the gun from his holster and jabbed it into the folds of Angus’s neck, but the man was apparently too angry
            to notice. Spittle spewed into Dallas’s face.
         

         
         “I’ll see you dead first,” Angus growled.

         
         “That won’t get you the water,” Dallas said in an even voice.

         
         “I won’t give you my daughter as a whore!”

         
         “I don’t want her as a whore. I want her as my wife.”

         
         Angus McQueen blinked. “You want to marry her?”

         
         “Is there a reason that I shouldn’t?”

         
         Angus dropped into the chair. “You want to marry Cordelia?”

         
         Cordelia? He was going to pull his fence back for a woman named Cordelia? Where in the hell had McQueen come up with that
            name?
         

         
         “You don’t even know her,” McQueen said.

         
         Dallas leaned forward. “Look, McQueen, we’ve been arguing over that strip of land for three years now. The law says it’s mine
            and gives me the right to fence in and protect what’s mine. Your sons killed my cattle—”
         

         
         “You can’t prove it—”

         
         “Two nights ago, they damn near killed my brother. I went to war when I was fourteen. I’ve fought Yankees, Indians, renegades,
            outlaws, and now I’m fighting my neighbors.” Dallas sank into his chair. “I’m tired of fighting. Angus, I need a son to whom
            I can pass my legacy. I need a wife to give me a legitimate heir. The pickin’s around here are slim—”
         

         
         Angus came out of the chair and pounded a fist on the desk. “The pickin’s? If I were ten years younger I’d pound you into
            the dirt for thinking so lowly of my daughter.”
         

         
         “I think very highly of her because I respect her father. We’re both working hard to carve an empire from desolate land, and
            we’re both on the verge of destroying all we’ve attained. Barbed wire is part of the future. I put it up, you tear it down.
            I’m going to keep putting it up.” He took a deep breath, ready to play his final hand. “But tomorrow at dawn, I’m giving my
            men orders to shoot to kill anyone who touches my wire or trespasses on my land.”
         

         
         “You are a son of a bitch,” Angus snarled.

         
         “Maybe, but I’ve poured my heart and soul into this ranch. I’m not going to let you destroy it. Marrying your daughter will
            give us a common bond.”
         

         
         “You don’t even know her,” Angus repeated, bowing his head. “She’s—”

         
         Dallas had his first sense of foreboding. “She’s what?”

         
         “Frail, delicate, like her mother.” He lifted his gaze. “I honest to God don’t know if she could survive being married to
            you.”
         

         
         “I’d never hurt her. I give you my word on that.”

         
         Angus walked to the window. Beyond the paned glass, the land stretched into eternity. “You’ll pull your fence back?”

         
         “The morning after we’re married.”

         
         Angus nodded slowly. “Deed the land that runs for twenty-five miles along both sides of the river to me, and I’ll have her
            on your doorstep tomorrow afternoon.”
         

         
         Damn! Dallas wondered if Angus had read the desperation in his voice or in his eyes. Either way, Dallas had lost his edge,
            and staring at the cocky tilt of his neighbor’s chin and the gleam in his eyes, he knew that Angus understood he had the upper
            hand. “When she gives me a son, I’ll deed the land over to you.”
         

         
         Angus pointed a shaking finger at him. “All the land that I thought I owned when I came here.”

         
         “Every acre.”

         
          

         “Are you out of your mind?” Houston roared.

         
         Fighting not to squirm, Dallas stared into the writhing flames burning low in the hearth. Houston of all people should understand
            his brother’s desire to have a wife. Hell, he’d taken Dallas’s wife from him. Houston could at least support Dallas in his
            quest to find a replacement.
         

         
         “Maybe I am, but the town we’re building hasn’t done a whole hell of a lot to get women out here. Eligible women, anyway.”

         
         “You don’t even know her!”

         
         Dallas spun around and met his brother’s gaze. “I didn’t know Amelia either when I married her.”

         
         “You knew her a lot better than you know Angus’s daughter. At least you wrote letters to each other. What in the hell do you
            know about this woman?”
         

         
         “She’s twenty-six . . . and delicate.”

         
         “From what I hear, I don’t imagine she’s much to look at either.”

         
         Dallas snapped his head around to stare at Austin. He sat in a chair rubbing his shoulder, his face still masked with pain.

         
         “What have you heard?” Dallas asked.

         
         “Cameron McQueen told me she doesn’t have a nose.”

         
         “What do you mean she doesn’t have a nose?”

         
         Austin lifted his uninjured shoulder. “He said Indians cut it off. Nearly broke her heart so her pa fashioned her one out
            of wax. He took the wire off some spectacles and hooked it to the wax so she has a nose to wear . . . like someone might wear
            spectacles.”
         

         
         Dallas’s stomach roiled over. Why hadn’t Angus revealed that little flaw in his daughter? Because he hadn’t wanted to lose
            the chance to obtain the water and the land. He imagined the McQueen men were having a good laugh right about now.
         

         
         “Call it off,” Houston said.

         
         “No. I gave my word, and by God, I’m gonna keep my word.”

         
         “At least go meet her—”

         
         Dallas slashed his hand through the air. “It makes no difference to me. I want a son, goddammit! She doesn’t need a nose to
            give me a son.”
         

         
         Houston picked his hat off a nearby table and settled it low over his brow. “You know, until this moment, I always felt guilty
            for taking Amelia from you. Now, I’m damn glad that I did. She was a gift you never would have learned to appreciate.”
         

         
         “What the hell does that mean?” Dallas asked.

         
         “It means for all your empire building, big brother, you’ll never be a wealthy man.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         It was a woman’s lot in life to live within the shadows cast by men.

         
         Cordelia McQueen knew that unfortunate truth and understood its ramifications only too well.

         
         With her hands folded primly within her lap, she gazed out the window toward the horizon where the sun boldly retreated. She
            had never blamed her mother for wanting to run toward the majestic blues and lavenders that unfurled across the sky. Her mother
            had called it an adventure, but even at the age of twelve, Cordelia had recognized it for what it was: an escape.
         

         
         Her mother packed one carpetbag and told Cordelia and Cameron to bundle up their most precious possessions. She explained
            that Boyd and Duncan were too old to go on the journey, Cordelia and Cameron too young to stay behind.
         

         
         They were walking down the hallway when her father trudged up the stairs, his face flushed with fury.

         
         Cordelia pulled Cameron into a far corner, hiding his face within the crook of her shoulder while her father ranted and raved
            that Joe Armstrong wouldn’t be taking his wife—his property—anywhere.
         

         
         Horror swept over her mother’s face. She turned for the stairs, and her father jerked her back. “That’s right! I know! I know
            everything!” He backhanded her across the face and sent her tumbling down the stairs.
         

         
         Her mother’s scream echoed clearly through Cordelia’s mind as though she had heard it this afternoon. For ten long years she
            had cared for the woman who had once cared for her. The accidental fall—as her father referred to it—had left her mother an
            invalid, with woeful eyes housed within an immobile body, her thoughts trapped by a mouth that could no longer speak. Only
            when her mother’s eyes had welled with tears did Cordelia know for certain that her mother lived within the withering shell
            that held her prisoner.
         

         
         Her mother had simply exchanged one prison for another, and now it seemed as though Cordelia would do the same.

         
         “Goddammit, Pa! There are other ways to get the water we need,” Cameron said. Six years younger than she was, Cameron had
            always been her champion. Often his blond hair and pale blue eyes reminded her of the foreman who had disappeared the day
            her mother was injured. “You don’t have to give Cordelia to that man!”
         

         
         That man. Cordelia had only seen Dallas Leigh once, and then only from a distance. He was taller than she was, broader than she
            was, and when he’d announced that the land he’d roped off was to be used for a town, the wind had been gracious enough to
            carry his deep voice to everyone who had gathered around him. She didn’t think he was a man who would have accepted less.
         

         
         Now he was demanding that she become his wife. The thought terrified her.

         
         “This matter isn’t open to discussion, Cameron,” Boyd said. A tall dark sentinel, he stood behind his father’s chair. Since
            they had moved to Texas from Kansas following her mother’s death, her father’s health had diminished considerably. Within
            the family, Boyd blatantly wielded the power. Only his love and respect for his father allowed him to let outsiders think
            his father remained in charge.
         

         
         “When I want your opinion on a matter, Cameron, I’ll ask for it,” her father said.

         
         “I’m only saying—”

         
         “I know what you’re saying, and I’m not interested in hearing it. I’ve already given him my word.”

         
         “Well now, you won’t be breaking your word if he happens to die tonight, and we can certainly arrange that,” Duncan said.

         
         Cordelia kept her gaze focused on the pink hues sweeping across the horizon. She had no desire to see the depth of their hatred
            for this one man. She had seen hatred that deep once before: when her father had confronted her mother. She knew of no way
            to stop it. As a child, she’d hidden from it in a shadowed corner.
         

         
         As a woman she had a strong desire to hide again, in her room, deep within one of her books. She feared Duncan was not in
            a mood to jest. As her father continued to hold his silence, she became concerned that he thought murder might have some merit.
         

         
         “Killing him won’t get us the water!” her father finally bellowed. “That’s what this is all about. The water!”

         
         “Leigh will treat her no better than a whore!” Duncan roared.

         
         Flinching, Cordelia clenched her hands in her lap. She hated the anger and rage, hated the way it distorted faces that she
            loved—for she did love her brothers—into faces that she feared.
         

         
         “Cordelia, go to your room. Your brothers and I obviously have a few details to work out,” her father barked.

         
         She rose to her feet, her hands aching as her fingers tightened around them. She had considered weeping. She had considered
            dropping to her knees and begging, but she had learned long ago that when her father and Boyd set upon a path, nothing would
            deter them. She salvaged what little pride remained, angled her chin, and met her father’s glare. “Father, I’m not opposed
            to this marriage.”
         

         
         Cameron looked as though she’d just pulled a gun on him. “You can’t be serious.”

         
         She took a tentative step forward. “Try and understand. Father’s dream is to raise cattle, and you have always been part of
            it. I’ve only ever been able to watch from the window. Now, I have an opportunity to be part of his dream. I am the means
            by which he can gain the water he needs.”
         

         
         “You’ve no idea what goes on between a man and woman, Cordelia,” Cameron said, his voice low. He abhorred violence as much
            as she did, and she knew he followed Boyd’s orders so his brothers would never question his manhood.
         

         
         She looked at her father, remembering when she had been six and a nightmare had sent her scurrying to her parents’ room. Her
            mother had been weeping. Her father had sounded like a hog grunting as slop was poured into the trough. He had called her
            mother a damn cold bitch, and although Cordelia had not known what the words had meant at the time, the force with which her
            father had spat them had seared them within her mind. “I do know, Cameron,” she said quietly.
         

         
         “Then you should understand why Duncan and I are opposed to this. Dallas Leigh hates us all, and he’ll show you no mercy.”

         
         “Surely, he’s not that unkind.”

         
         “Then why did his first wife leave him within a week of their marriage?” Duncan asked.

         
         He stood like a pillar of strength, watching her as though he truly expected her to know that answer. Dark hair, dark eyes,
            it was only his usually sedate temperament that distinguished him from Boyd.
         

         
         “I want to do this,” she lied, for Cameron’s benefit and peace of mind if for no one else’s.

         
         Her father slapped his hand down on the table. “Then, by God, it will be done.”

         
          

         For as long as she could remember, Cordelia had wanted to be a man, to enjoy the freedoms that men took for granted. She pulled
            the curtain away from the small window of her traveling coach and gazed at the barren, flat land. How anyone could deem this
            desolate place a paradise was beyond her. Why men would fight to own it was incomprehensible to her.
         

         
         But fight they had. Boyd’s broken arm served as a testament to one of the battles, and tonight the man who had harmed her
            brother would come to her bed. She prayed for the fortitude to suffer through his touch in silence, without tears.
         

         
         A huge adobe house came into view. She could only stare at the massive rectangular structure. A balcony surrounded each window
            that she could see on the second floor. The crenellated design of the roof reminded her of a castle she’d once read about.
         

         
         Riding on his horse beside the coach, Cameron leaned down and tipped his hat off his brow. “That’s where you’ll be living,
            Dee.”
         

         
         “Are those turrets on the corners?”

         
         “Yep. Hear tell Leigh designed the house himself.”

         
         “Maybe after today, you and Austin can be a bit more open with your friendship.”

         
         Cameron shook his head. “Not for a while yet. Be grateful you’re not riding out here, Dee. The hatred is thick enough to slice
            with a knife.”
         

         
         “I thought today was supposed to make the hatred go away.”

         
         “What you’re doing today is like the waves of the ocean washing over the shore. No matter how strong it is, it only takes
            a little of the sand away at a time.”
         

         
         She smiled shyly. “You’re such a poet, Cameron.”

         
         He blushed as he always did when she complimented him.

         
         “Listen, Dee, Dallas scares the holy hell out of me—I won’t deny that—but I’ll try and find a moment alone with him to ask
            him to show you some gentleness tonight.”
         

         
         She reached through the window and laid her hand over his where it rested on his thigh. “He’ll either be gentle or he won’t
            be, Cameron, and I don’t think your words will change him, so spare yourself the confrontation. I’ll be fine.”
         

         
         She settled back against the seat of the coach and drew the veil forward to cover her face.

         
          

         Standing on the front veranda, with his brothers flanking him on either side, Dallas watched the approaching procession. It
            looked like the cavalry, as though McQueen had every man who worked for him coming for the ceremony.
         

         
         Good. Dallas had all his men here as well as everyone from town. He wanted witnesses, plenty of witnesses.

         
         He’d even managed to locate the circuit preacher. Fate was on his side.

         
         He squinted at the red coach traveling in the center of the procession. He’d seen it once before: the day he had set aside
            the land upon which he planned to build Leighton.
         

         
         “Do you think she’s inside that red coach?” he asked.

         
         Austin leaned against the beam. “Yeah, that’s what she travels in when she’s allowed to travel, which isn’t often, according
            to Cameron.”
         

         
         “If you know so much about her why didn’t you tell me she was in the area?” Dallas asked.

         
         Austin shrugged. “Didn’t figure you’d want a woman who didn’t have a nose.”

         
         Dallas pointed his finger at each of his brothers. “Don’t go gaping at her. Dr. Freeman said she was shy. That’s probably
            why, so don’t stare at her.”
         

         
         “I’m hardly in a position to gape at anyone with a disfigurement,” Houston said, scraping his thumb over the heavy scars that
            trailed along his cheek below his eye patch.
         

         
         Dallas nodded and turned his attention back toward the caravan. “A nose isn’t important.” Eyes. Eyes were important. God,
            he hoped she had pretty eyes.
         

         
         The horses and coach came to a halt. All the men sat in their saddles, glaring, not a smile to be seen.

         
         “Where’s your father?” Dallas asked Boyd McQueen.

         
         “He was feeling poorly this afternoon, so I’ll be acting in his stead, and I’ll be wanting a word with you in private before
            the ceremony.”
         

         
         “Fine.”

         
         Dallas watched as Cameron dismounted and opened the door of the coach. A white gloved hand slipped into Cameron’s tanned one.
            A slender hand. Long fingers. A white slipper-covered foot came into view, followed by a white silk skirt, a silk and lace
            bodice, and a white veil. The veil covered her face, but beyond it, Dallas could see she had swept up her black hair.
         

         
         “Stop gaping,” Houston whispered beside him, but Dallas couldn’t help himself.

         
         The woman was tall. Dr. Freeman had said she was a “shy little thing,” and Dallas had expected a woman along the lines of
            Amelia, a woman who came no higher than the center of his chest. But Cordelia McQueen was as tall as her brothers. He thought
            the top of her head might be level with the tip of his nose. Slender, she was a fine figure of a woman.
         

         
         Dallas took a deep breath and stepped off the veranda. He noticed the subtle tightening of the woman’s fingers on her brother’s
            hand. The thick veil hid her features from him, but he thought she might have dark eyes. He could live with a woman who had
            dark eyes. He could tell by the slight jutting of the veil that her father had carved her a tiny nose. He wondered if it melted
            in summer when the stifling heat dried the land. Maybe he’d whittle her a nose of wood, small like the one she had of wax.
         

         
         Dallas swept off his hat. “Miss McQueen, it’s a pleasure to have you here.”

         
         “I hope it will be, Mr. Leigh.”

         
         Her voice was as soft as falling snow.

         
         “I’ll do all in my power to see that it is, Miss McQueen. Give you my word on that.”

         
         It was impossible to tell with the veil covering her eyes, but he had a feeling in his gut that she was staring at him.

         
         “Stay here, Cordelia,” Boyd said as he dismounted. “We need a few minutes alone with your future husband.”

         
         Turning, Dallas glared at Boyd. Of all the McQueens, Dallas had taken an instant dislike to Boyd the moment their paths had
            first crossed. “I imagine what you have to say concerns her, so she’ll come with us.”
         

         
         “Fine,” Boyd said through gritted teeth. “We’ll need the preacher as a witness.”

         
         Dallas crooked his arm and tilted his head toward Cordelia. “Shall we go inside?”

         
         She glanced at Cameron, who gave her a smile and a nod. Then she released her hold on her brother and wrapped her fingers
            around Dallas’s forearm. He wished he couldn’t feel through the sleeve of his jacket that she was shaking worse than a leaf
            in the wind.
         

         
          

         Cordelia had never seen a house with such cavernous rooms. Their footsteps had echoed over the stone floors as they walked
            to Dallas Leigh’s office.
         

         
         She wondered if he would allow her to spend time in this room. She was in awe of the floor-to-ceiling shelves that lined three
            of the walls. Empty shelves—save one—but shelves all the same. She imagined all her books could have found a home in here.
         

         
         Cameron had convinced her to bring only a few of her belongings in the event she decided not to stay. As though she would
            have a choice in the matter. Watching the man sitting behind the large mahogany desk, she had a feeling that leaving him would
            not be an option for her once she became his wife.
         

         
         Just as leaving had not been an option for her mother.

         
         When Dallas Leigh had removed his hat and the shadows had retreated, she had been unprepared for the perfection of his chiseled
            features. She tried not to stare at him now, but she seemed unable to stop herself. A thick black mustache framed lips that
            looked too soft to belong to a man.
         

         
         Over the years, the wind and sun had carved lines into a face that reflected pride and confidence. And possession. Dallas
            Leigh was a man who not only owned all that surrounded him, but owned himself as well.
         

         
         Soon he would own her, just as her father had owned her mother.

         
         His brothers sat at the back of the room as though none of this arrangement concerned them, and yet, she was left with the
            distinct impression that they were poised to change their minds in the blink of an eye.
         

         
         Boyd stood before the desk, Cameron and Duncan standing just a little behind him. She had always found her brothers a trifle
            intimidating. It looked as though Dallas Leigh only found them irritating.
         

         
         Reverend Preston Tucker had kindly introduced himself before they’d entered the room. Appearing amused, he stood near the
            windows that lined the remaining wall.
         

         
         Boyd withdrew a sheet of paper from inside his jacket. “Before Cordelia signs the marriage certificate, we want your signature
            on this contract we’ve had drawn up. It spells out the two conditions under which my father agreed to give you permission
            to marry his daughter. We’ve added a third condition.”
         

         
         Dallas lifted an eyebrow, and she was reminded of a raven’s wing in flight. “And that condition would be?”

         
         “If fate should be kind enough to make her a widow, she inherits all you possess on this day and all that you gain from this
            day forward.”
         

         
         Cordelia watched Dallas’s jaw clench. She couldn’t say that she blamed him. Had her family lost their minds to think he’d
            agree—
         

         
         “It goes without saying that if she’s my wife, all that I have goes to her upon my death.”

         
         “You don’t think those two sitting back there would object?” Boyd asked.

         
         “Not if I tell them not to.”

         
         “Not good enough,” Boyd said. “We want it in writing and signed.”

         
         “My word is good enough for the bank, good enough for the state, good enough for any man who has ever had to depend on it.
            It had damn well better be good enough for you.”
         

         
         Cameron and Duncan cast furtive glances at each other. Boyd simply pulled his shoulders back. “Well, it’s not good enough.
            If you don’t sign the document, we go home, and Cordelia goes with us.”
         

         
         Cordelia thought it would be difficult enough to build a marriage on a foundation of hatred, but to begin it knowing no trust
            existed . . . She eased forward in the chair. “Boyd, surely this isn’t necessary—”
         

         
         “Shut your mouth, Cordelia,” Boyd growled.

         
         Cordelia shrank against her chair as Dallas Leigh planted his hands on the desk and slowly came to his feet. Cameron and Duncan
            stepped back, and she thought given the choice, they’d gladly leave the room. She wanted to leave herself.
         

         
         Dallas’s brown eyes darkened, and she imagined Satan would look like an angel standing next to this man when he was consumed
            with rage.
         

         
         “Never use that tone of voice in my presence when you’re talking to a woman and, by God, never talk to the woman I’m going
            to marry in that manner.”
         

         
         “You won’t be marrying her if you don’t sign the paper,” Boyd said.

         
         Dallas narrowed his eyes until they resembled the sharp edge of a knife. She knew pride kept him from applying his signature
            to the document. Pride would keep her from becoming a wife today.
         

         
         Cordelia heard the patter of tiny feet and saw the flash of a blue dress and blond curls as a little girl raced past her.
            Jostling the small kitten she held securely in her arms, she rushed toward the man standing behind the desk. The woman who
            walked behind her was obviously ignorant of the seething hatred and anger filling the room. Houston stood, but he seemed hesitant
            to interfere.
         

         
         “Unca Dalls?” the little girl said as she tugged on Dallas’s trousers.

         
         Cordelia slowly rose from her chair, fearful for the child’s well-being, uncertain as to what she could do to prevent Dallas
            from turning his rage on the child.
         

         
         Then it was too late.

         
         He glanced down, and the girl pointed her finger toward his nose. “Kitty bit me.”

         
         The anger in Dallas’s eyes faded into concern. His brow furrowed. “He did?”

         
         She bobbed her head, the blond curls bouncing with her enthusiasm.

         
         “Where?”

         
         She stretched up on her toes, taking her finger higher. “There.”

         
         “Ah, Maggie,” Dallas said as he reached into his pocket. “Looks bad.”

         
         Maggie nodded, although Cordelia could see no blood, and the child had yet to release her hold on the offending animal. Dallas
            knelt, kissed Maggie’s finger, and wrapped his handkerchief around it, giving her a bandage almost as big as her hand. She
            giggled. He touched his finger to the tip of her nose. “Run along now.”
         

         
         As she hurried across the room and found additional comfort in Houston’s arms, Dallas stood, picked up a pen, dipped it in
            the inkwell, and scrawled his name over Boyd’s document. “Let’s get this goddamn thing started.”
         

         
         Cordelia wished Boyd had been gracious enough not to smile triumphantly.

         
         “I’m sorry I wasn’t outside to greet you when you arrived.”

         
         Cordelia swiveled her head at the soft voice. The woman who had followed the little girl into the room smiled at her. “I’m
            Amelia, Houston’s wife. I put Maggie down for a nap and ended up falling asleep myself. I hope you’ll forgive me.”
         

         
         “There’s nothing to forgive. I truly didn’t expect you to be here.”

         
         “Why ever not?”

         
         Cordelia felt the warmth suffuse her face. She couldn’t very well explain that she hadn’t expected Dallas to welcome the woman
            who had abandoned him back into his house nor had she imagined that the woman would remain friends with a man who had been
            such a poor husband. “I just . . . well, this arrangement just came about so quickly I didn’t expect anyone to be here.”
         

         
         Amelia smiled warmly. “Between all the ranch hands and the people from town, we have quite a gathering. Dallas believes in
            doing everything in a grand fashion.”
         

         
         Cordelia felt as though a swarm of bees had suddenly invaded her stomach. She had hoped for a small, quiet ceremony, but it
            appeared her future husband was a man of bold preferences.
         

         
         She glanced toward Dallas. He wore impatience as easily as she wore her gloves.

         
         Boyd was explaining to Reverend Tucker that he needed his signature to serve as a witness. Reverend Tucker didn’t seem inclined
            to want to give it.
         

         
         “Goddammit! Just sign the paper,” Dallas said, irritation heavily laced through his voice.

         
         Reverend Tucker tightened his jaw and slowly nodded. “If this is what you want.” He dipped the pen into the inkwell. “Revenge
            is mine sayeth the Lord.” With a piercing blue gaze, he glared at Boyd. “Keep that in mind.”
         

         
          

         Signing the document had been a damn stupid thing to do, Dallas decided in retrospect as Reverend Tucker performed the ceremony.
            Boyd McQueen had given him an honorable way to get out of marrying his sister, and Dallas had been too stubborn to take it.
         

         
         For her sake, he wished he hadn’t insisted she come to his office, wished he’d left her outside so she wouldn’t have had to
            witness all that had transpired. Her hand rested on his arm as they stood before the preacher with everyone they knew standing
            behind them, and he could feel that she was shaking worse than she had been earlier when he’d first met her.
         

         
         He’d told Reverend Tucker to use words that had to do with trust, honor, and respect and steer clear of love. He didn’t want
            to make the woman aware of what she wasn’t getting.
         

         
         Reverend Tucker finished his opening remarks. “Would you two face each other and join hands?” he asked quietly.

         
         As Dallas took Cordelia’s hands, her trembling increased until he thought it rivaled the shaking of the ground during a stampede.

         
         “Do you, Cordelia Jane McQueen, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, for better or worse, through sickness and
            through health, to honor and to cherish from this day forward?”
         

         
         A hush settled around them. Dallas resisted the urge to peer beneath the veil and assure his bride that everything would be
            all right. Why was she wearing a veil anyway? Dallas never closed a business deal without looking a man straight in the eye.
            A marriage was just as important. It seemed to him that this moment was the one time when a woman shouldn’t be shielding her
            gaze from a man.
         

         
         The silence became suffocating. Dallas was grateful that Reverend Tucker spoke low enough that only those standing nearby
            could hear. He was even more grateful that only family stood nearby.
         

         
         Reverend Tucker leaned forward slightly. “If you’re inclined to marry Dallas, simply say, ‘I do.’”

         
         “She does,” Boyd said.

         
         “Goddammit, McQueen, let her say it,” Dallas snarled.

         
         “What the hell difference does it make?” Boyd asked.

         
         “Years from now, it might make a difference to her.”

         
         Reverend Tucker cleared his throat. “Could we possibly refrain from using the Lord’s name in vain during the ceremony?”

         
         Dallas felt the heat rise in his face. “Sorry, Reverend. Why don’t you leave out that part about cherish?”

         
         “That doesn’t leave much,” Reverend Tucker said.

         
         “Leaves enough.”

         
         “Very well. Do you, Cordelia Jane McQueen, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband, to honor from this day forward?”

         
         She held her silence, and Dallas damned his impatient nature. He should have taken a few minutes to put her at ease, to talk
            with her. He’d been so
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