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  Chapter 1




  “Why?”




  The simple word seemed to vibrate throughout the study. “Why my family, Lord? Why have You taken them? Why have You left me alone?”




  The same questions, asked so often over the last six weeks, still had no answers. The law couldn’t provide them; the people who had attacked her family were still free, still alive, as was she.




  Callista Ruiz Maxwell folded her hands and prayed as she had done all her life. This time, she found no comfort in the simple rit-ual. This time, prayer did not soothe her, or take away the guilt that threatened to devour her.




  She stood, catching her reflection in the mirror above the mantle. For a moment, she saw her mother’s eyes, the Ruiz grey-blue, which had been passed from generation to generation.




  “Why, Mama? Make me understand,” she begged, and again received no response that would take away the pain…or the anger, which grew moment by moment, day by day, until she felt she must do something or perish.




  Her mother’s eyes faded, and once more, Callie saw her own. “No!” she cried. “Don’t go, Mama. Don’t leave me.”




  Unable to bear the sight of her own image, Callie picked up a crystal paperweight and sent it hurtling into the mirror. Her reflec-tion shattered, taking some of her pain and guilt, but none of her anger. Indeed, the satisfying sound of glass tinkling to the floor served to intensify her rage.




  She turned toward the desk and, with one swipe of her arm, sent everything on its surface crashing to the floor. Books, pens, inkwell, and framed tintypes littered the fine Turkish carpet, but it wasn’t enough. The fury grew, filling her, making her hands trem-ble, making her stomach clench. She searched for something else to destroy, another treasure of the life she had known, a life which no longer existed.




  Spying a porcelain figurine on the mantle, Callie picked it up and hurled it at the wall. The next figurine went the same way as the last, as did the third and fourth. She couldn’t stop herself. Each shard of shattered clay represented a broken dream, an unfulfilled promise. She grabbed a trophy her father had won for marksman-ship and sent it hurtling through the air.




  “Hey!” The man standing in the doorway caught the trophy in one large hand. He held his hat in the other.




  Callie stopped and stared, unable to draw a breath, or even blink. The shock of seeing a stranger in her doorway gave her pause and drew her up short. She had never felt so aware of another per-son before. His presence filled the room.




  Ruggedly handsome, he had thick black hair, which fell in a gentle swoop across his forehead. Dark brows matched his hair and shadowed deep green eyes. His eyes were beautiful and haunting, but it was his mustache that caught her attention. Just covering his upper lip, it was lush and luxurious, black as pitch, and impressive.




  Tight fitting black trousers emphasized the shape of his long legs, slim hips and lean waist. Slung low around his hips, he wore a two-holster gun belt, the pistols’ pearl handles worn and glowing in the sun-filled room. A white cotton shirt tucked neatly into the waistband of his trousers showed off the deepness of his tan, while the open collar revealed a mass of dark, crisp hair at the base of his throat. A leather vest with a shiny silver star pinned to one side completed his attire.




  Helplessly, her eyes drifted back to his bushy black mustache. She couldn’t stop staring. It twitched under her scrutiny.




  She raised her gaze to his and found him staring at her. An amused smile played on his lips, but the rest of his face remained unreadable. Her anger returned in a flash.




  “Who the hell are you? How did you get in here?”




  “Austin Kincaide, U.S. Marshal,” he said. “Your housekeeper let me in.” He scanned the room as he moved away from the door. A dark eyebrow lifted as he took in the mess.




  “I’m sorry. I…ah…interrupted your…ah… ” He shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “You are Miss Maxwell?”




  Embarrassed he had witnessed her loss of control, Callie took a deep breath and concentrated on gaining her composure. “Yes, I’m Callie Maxwell. What do you want, Marshal?”




  “I wanted to introduce myself and let you know I’m taking over the investigation into the attack on your family.” He placed the trophy on the mantle. “Perhaps ask you some questions.”




  She swept some papers off a chair and offered him a seat before moving behind the desk. “Where is Brandon Wynter?”




  The marshal eased into the chair and crossed his long legs at the ankles. He put his hat on the floor beside him. “Again, Miss Maxwell, I apologize for the interruption. I’ve only been here for a week. I’ve been trying to get settled and meet everyone. You were the last on my list.” His eyes never left her face.




  Callie sucked in her breath, startled by their clarity, their warmth.




  “I waited as long as I did out of respect for your loss. I’m sorry about what happened to your family.”




  “Thank you, Marshal,” Callie said, her throat tight with sup-pressed emotion. “I appreciate your thoughtfulness.” She watched him, aware of the way his eyes took in everything, yet seemed to be staring straight into her soul.




  “You were going to tell me what happened to Brandon,” she prompted after a long, uncomfortable moment.




  “He has stepped down as sheriff. I believe it was your letter to the governor that helped him decide,” he replied, his voice a deep, rich baritone with just a hint of a Texas drawl. “Wynter felt he wasn’t doing justice by you or the investigation. He agreed when the governor said he had too many emotional bonds with your fam-ily to be effective.”




  Callie took a deep breath. “I never meant for that to happen.” Unshed tears burned her eyes. She hadn’t intended for Brandon to give up a job he loved because of her, but if it would help find who killed her parents, then so be it.




  It truly wasn’t in her nature to be quite this hard-hearted, but for the moment, hardness was all she had. Still, she held Brandon Wynter in very high esteem. “All I asked the governor for was more help. I didn’t ask for Brandon to be replaced.” She shook her head and sighed again. “He must hate me,” she whispered, more to herself than to her guest.




  “He doesn’t hate you, Miss Maxwell,” Austin said softly. “Quite the contrary, he’s very fond of you. He realized he couldn’t distance himself from what happened and thought it best for some-one else to take over. Xavier Ontiveras is the new sheriff, but I will be handling this case.”




  Do I hear arrogance in his voice? Her chin raised up a notch when she asked, “What qualifies you more than Brandon?”




  Austin cocked an eyebrow at her sharp question. His voice was calm, however, when he asked, “Would you like to know my cre-dentials?”




  Callie didn’t respond. She watched him, her mouth drawn into a stubborn line.




  “Very well. I’ll tell you why I’m more qualified than Wynter, in this particular instance. First, I’m not emotionally involved. I have no personal history with you or your family. I can be objec-tive. That’s the most important reason. Second, I am specially trained for this type of investigation, where the trail has already gone cold.” When she still said nothing, he asked, “Don’t you want the person responsible for what happened to your family caught and brought to justice?”




  The tight rein on her emotions slipped. Her voice rose as her hand smacked the desktop. “Of course, I do, Marshal! How dare you even ask!”




  “Then it isn’t important who brings him in as long as he is caught,” he stated simply. “And right now, I’m the best man you’ve got. I’ve done this before, Miss Maxwell, which is why the gover-nor asked me personally to step in.”




  “All right, Marshal,” she snapped, “you’ve made your point.”




  “Does that mean I have your full cooperation?”




  She nodded.




  “Good. I’ve read Wynter’s reports and I have a few more questions.”




  “I’ll tell you anything I can.”




  “I know this is painful for you. Please forgive me, but I must ask…do you remember anything else about that night, other than what you told Wynter? His report stated your parents were found in the kitchen, in their nightclothes. Any idea what they were do-ing?”




  “They were having coffee and waiting for me to come home.”




  “How do you know?”




  Exasperated, Callie said, “I know because they had coffee in the kitchen almost every night for the past twenty years. They talked. It was a ritual with them. No matter what the day brought, they ended it together.”




  “So, it was late when the intruder came.”




  Callie thought for a long time, remembering the devastating scene she’d come upon. “Yes. It must have been after ten.” She closed her eyes for a brief moment, her throat constricted. “They must have been watching the house.”




  Austin tensed, his brows furrowing. “You said ‘they.’ How do you know it wasn’t just one person?”




  Callie glared at him, her eyes stinging with unshed tears. “It had to be more than one person,” she said. “My father was not a weak man. My parents must have been surprised and overpowered.”




  Austin nodded. “Go on. Anything else come to your mind? Why do you think someone had been watching the house?”




  “It just makes sense,” she said. “It was a Saturday. The ranch hands get paid on Saturday and usually head into town to blow off some steam. Cesar and Marta were away visiting their new grand-son, and I was with Marisa and Pedro. No one was home except my parents and Damita. I’m certain they were watching and waiting for the perfect time to attack.”




  “Your sister was found in the hallway.”




  Her voice cracking, Callie said, “She must’ve heard noises and come out to see what was happening.”




  “Did you notice anything missing? Money? Jewelry?”




  Callie shook her head.




  “You don’t think the motive was robbery?”




  Again, Callie shook her head.




  “Does your family have any enemies?”




  “Marshal,” she began, her voice edged with steel, “my mother’s family has owned this land for six generations, but both my parents were liked and respected, in town as well as on the neighboring ranches. And Damita… I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt her. She was so shy and gentle, always a kind word for everyone she met.” She reached up and fondled the gold medallion around her neck. His eyes followed.




  “That’s an unusual pendant. May I take a closer look?”




  He stood before she answered and moved around the desk, his boots crunching on shards of broken glass. She held the necklace for him to inspect. As he reached out to touch it, his fingers grazed her skin. Callie nearly jumped out of her seat. His touch, so light and brief, was the warmest thing she’d ever experienced. Her skin tin-gled.




  “I’ve never seen anything like it. Where did you get it?”




  In a hoarse voice, Callie whispered, “My mother gave it to me.” Her eyes never left his face.




  Austin released the pendant and let it fall into place just above her breasts. He studied the medallion resting on her dusky skin for a moment, his gaze burning a hole in her flesh. He moved to his side of the desk, but didn’t sit. His eyes never left the medallion. He seemed to be captivated.




  After a long, intense moment, he raised his gaze to hers. “Would you mind if I looked around?”




  “Of course not.” She rose to escort him.




  Austin stopped her. “I prefer to do this alone. If you’ll point me in the direction of the kitchen, I’ll be able to find my way.”




  Callie remained standing, but pointed toward the back of the house. He picked up his hat, glanced around the study once more and left the room. She released her pent up breath in one long sigh.




  * * * *




  Austin left the study and stopped in the hallway while he tried to get his bearings. He took a deep, calming breath and closed his eyes.




  Never before had a first meeting had such a profound impres-sion on him, nor had a woman’s beauty inspired such awe.




  Her sleek black hair fell straight down her back without a curl or wave. He wanted to run his fingers through the silken strands, which framed her face. And what a lovely face! The perfection of an angel brought to life. Dark brows arched over incredible eyes. Smoky blue-grey in color and surrounded by thick, sooty lashes, they were luminous.




  In their depths, he could see a slew of emotions: anger for his intrusion, if the sparkle in them had been any indication. Lurking behind the anger, he saw a sadness that mirrored his own. He’d seen the same haunted look when he peered at his own reflection.




  Her slim, straight nose ended in a little upward turn and her lips... Sweet Heaven! Her lips were full and sensuous and meant just for kissing!




  His eyes flew open. What are you thinking? Her lips are not the reason you’re here.




  He moved along the hallway in the direction Callie had indi-cated, but berating himself did nothing to stop his silent recital.




  The tilt of her chin told him all he needed to know about her: spirited and stubborn, but so much more. The nickname Wynter called her truly fit. She was Trouble. Austin had sensed it the mo-ment she looked at him.




  Stop thinking about her. You have a job to do.




  He forced himself to stop daydreaming about the mistress of the house as he stepped through the doorway into the kitchen. Dark brown saltillo tiles covered the floor, shining brightly in the sunlight coming into the room. Several thick throw rugs added color and warmth, as did the huge brick fireplace, which took up one entire wall.




  The aroma from the cast iron pot hanging over the flames in the fireplace teased him, and his mouth watered. He swallowed hard.




  The big stove in the corner looked well used and sparkled with cleanliness. Pots and pans hung from a wire rack above a chopping block table where Marta, the woman who had invited him into the house, sliced green chili peppers. The knife stilled in her hand as her eyes followed his every move.




  “Sorry for the intrusion, ma’am,” he said. “I’ll only be a mo-ment and then I’ll be out of your way.”




  Marta nodded and went back to slicing the vegetables without saying a word.




  His gaze missed nothing, but the kitchen offered him no clues. He hadn’t expected to find any at this late date. However, just see-ing this room helped him mentally put the pieces together from the report Wynter had written.




  Curiosity satisfied, Austin nodded to Marta, and turned around to see Callie standing there, her arms folded across her chest, her chin raised, her eyes narrowed.




  “I’ll be leaving now,” he said. “Thank you for your time, Miss Maxwell.”




  “What were you looking for?”




  Austin shrugged. “Just trying to put the pieces together.” Sor-row lurked in her magnificent eyes and for a brief moment, he wanted to enfold her in his arms and take her grief away. Instead, he gently grasped her arm. “I promise, I will find who did this to your family and bring them to justice.”




  “And what am I to do? I am to just wait and do nothing?” she asked softly, but anger smoldered beneath her words.




  “That is what I expect from you.” His voice dropped to a ten-der whisper.




  Callie shook her head. “Then you shall be disappointed. What you expect and what you get will be two different things. I cannot just wait for you. I want—I need—to find those men. If I cannot do it with your help, I’ll do it without. That’s a promise, Marshal Kincaide.” The way her eyes flashed warned him she would do as she said.




  “Please, don’t interfere.” He reminded himself to be kind. “It wouldn’t be wise. Judging by what happened, these men are ex-tremely dangerous. I can’t be worrying about you while I’m inves-tigating. It’s been six weeks. Whatever trail the killers may have left has long gone cold. Your interference could make my job harder.” He put his hat on his head, moved past her and walked to the front door.




  “Good day, Miss Maxwell,” he said over his shoulder and opened the door.




  He heard her footsteps behind him, but didn’t stop. He felt her watching him as he walked to his horse. Her eyes burned into his back as he pulled the reins free and mounted.




  “You can’t stop me,” she told him from the door, her voice strong and bold. “I have a right to know. I have a right to be involved.”




  He turned in the saddle to face her. “I meant what I said. Don’t interfere.” He touched the brim of his hat as he nudged Justice with his knees. After a moment, he heard the door slam. He smiled. She was a feisty one, to be sure. He’d have to keep an eye on her.




  From beneath the brim of his hat, he surveyed his surroundings. The crushed gravel drive to the main road meandered through a citrus grove. Irrigation troughs made straight lines beside the trees, disappearing into the distance. A stable, barn, and other out-buildings came into view between the tree limbs, all freshly painted and gleaming white in the sunlight.




  Beyond these structures, pasture rose up a gentle swell and disappeared into the skyline. Cattle dotted the field. Everything seemed neat and orderly.




  In the opposite direction, the path followed a small stream. Eventually, Austin crossed a stone bridge, which placed him on the road to Cielo Grande. He was officially off Maxwell land. He turned in the saddle and looked up.




  The sign over the bridge read Los Arcos Iris. The iron letters stood a foot tall each, with a colorful rainbow of stained glass arched over the words. He wondered how long the sign had been there and how long it would stay.




  Even though Los Arcos Iris had been in existence for six generations, the daily operation of such a place would be hard enough for a man, let alone a woman. The death of her parents had made her wealthy, but Austin feared Callie, no matter how determined and stubborn, could lose the ranch. It would be the end of an era in Cielo Grande. Austin felt it in his bones.




  Chapter 2




  The sun glowed brightly in the midday sky as Callie rode her favorite horse, a palomino named Cimarron, up the beaten path beside the Santa Cruz River. A cool breeze swayed the trees beside the river and shaded her progress. She turned her head several times to check the path behind her.




  Certain her journey had been unobserved, she pulled the reins sharply to her right and veered off the path. A small opening in the dense brush brought her into a pasture, which hadn’t been touched in years. As Cimarron made his way, the tall grass seemed to whisper and moan around his legs, chanting, “Find them. Find them.”




  Callie shook her head and nudged Cimarron’s sides, urging him faster, whether to outrun the taunting voices or to get to her destination quicker, she didn’t know.




  Beyond the pasture, where the Santa Cruz curved yet again, lay a dense cropping of trees: tall cottonwoods and black walnut. Her breath caught in her throat as she wound her way between these majestic giants. Sunlight dappled the ground, casting shadows, and became brighter as the thickness of the copse thinned. Callie broke through the trees and entered a verdant valley.




  She pulled back on the reins. Cimarron stopped. Callie stared at the vision before her.




  The cottage stood as it always had—quiet, peaceful, comforting. Roses grew in profusion, filling the air with their perfume. Tall trees shaded the front porch where a lone figure rocked in a wicker chair, her face turned toward the sky. A slim black cane leaned against the chair. Callie caught a glimpse of the figure’s feet beneath her dress. One foot had a soft kid shoe. The other foot, wrapped in a white bandage, seemed to turn inward, twisted away from anything which might cause pain.




  She dismounted, letting Cimarron’s reins dangle on the ground. After grabbing the saddlebag, Callie walked toward the figure. The young woman on the porch turned her head as if feeling a presence and opened her eyes. She spied Callie and smiled, but didn’t move, didn’t jump up and greet her visitor.




  “Hello, Dami,” Callie said softly as she climbed the steps and grasped her sister’s hands. “How are you?”




  The young woman said nothing, just stared at Callie. A hint of recognition lit her blue-grey eyes, but only for a moment. The smile was there, as it had always been, sweet and gentle, but it meant nothing. Callie felt her heart break a bit more as she watched the brief flicker of memory pass from her sister’s face.




  “I brought you something.” She sat on the step and opened the saddlebag. “Something you’ll like.” She opened a jar of cactus candy, extracted a small piece and held it out in her hand.




  Dami reached for it and popped the morsel into her mouth. She chewed slowly, savoring the taste.




  A flicker of optimism grew in Callie’s heart as she handed another piece of candy to her sister. “Is it good, Dami?”




  Again, the momentary flash, then nothing. Hope died quickly and Callie sighed.




  “Hello, little one,” the voice from the doorway said in the soft, soothing tones Callie remembered from childhood. “You’ve been away too long.”




  Callie rose to her feet and flew into the open arms waiting for her. “I have missed you, mamacita.”




  “And I have missed you. Come inside and have some lemonade. Tell me all that is new.”




  Callie withdrew from the embrace and glanced at Dami. “Will she be all right by herself?”




  Marisa nodded. “She will be fine. No one will hurt her here.” She pulled Callie into the house. “She will not even realize you are gone.”




  “Is she not getting any better?”




  Marisa smiled. “Oh, yes, muchacha. Each day brings an improvement.” She led Callie down a short hallway into an immaculate kitchen, pulled out a chair and urged her to sit. “Her bruises are all gone and her physical scars are fading. She uses the cane now, but...”




  “She still has not spoken,” Callie finished for her.




  Marisa poured lemonade into glasses and handed one to her. “No, she still has not spoken. That will take time. Dr. Grey is pleased with her progress. For the moment, she is as happy as she can be.” She sat opposite Callie and stared into her eyes. “And what of you, niña?”




  “I’m fine.”




  Marisa shook her head. “You lie to your mamacita. You are not fine, as you say. I can see it in your eyes.”




  Callie bowed her head and stared at the table. She did not deny the truth of Marisa’s words.




  “You have not cried for your parents or for your sister,” the older woman stated with confidence. “You have not mourned or grieved the way you should. You have not even cried for yourself and what you’ve lost.”




  “I can’t,” Callie admitted over the lump in her throat. “The tears will not come. I feel almost dead inside—dead except for anger. I am so filled with rage I want to kill those men. I want to feel their blood on my hands. I want to hear their dying breath. I want to see life leave their bodies. And I want to see the fear in their eyes.” She slammed her fist on the table and looked at Marisa. “I want to see them dead. I don’t care if I have to be the one to do it.”




  Marisa threw up her hands. “Ay! Such talk from you, muchacha! Your mama and papa would not like to hear such things.”




  “Mama and Papa are dead. And Dami almost died, too,” Callie whispered harshly. Instantly contrite for her tone, she apologized. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve my anger.”




  “No, I don’t deserve it, but I understand,” she admitted. “I miss them also. I am angry for what happened to all of you, but I am trusting in God to deliver justice. My prayers help me with my anger.” She grasped Callie’s hands. “Have you prayed, niña?”




  Callie nodded. “Every day. I pray God will give me strength and understanding, but I cannot find it in my heart to forgive them.”




  “You must not stop,” Marisa told her. “Trust in God. And trust in the law. I have heard of this new marshal, this Austin Kincaide. Pedro has seen him around town. He promises to find the men who did this to your family. Trust in him, also, child.”




  “Yes, mamacita,” Callie agreed, but she said the words just to appease the older woman.




  Marisa sniffed. “Callista Maxwell,” she said in a tone Callie knew all too well, “I know when you are not telling the truth. You are not a little girl anymore. I cannot take you over my knee for lying so I will tell you this—whatever you are planning, please, for your sister, for Pedro and I, be careful. We would not want to lose you also.”




  “I will be careful,” Callie promised. “I will do nothing to bring more grief on my family.”




  “And what will you do?” Pedro asked as he came into the room silently, his hands behind his back. Neither of the women had heard him. “You left your saddlebag outside. Damita had it open on her lap,” he said, his voice full of reproach. “She is not like she was, Callie. She is like a child again. All things new interest her, especially shiny things.” He placed the small silver derringer on the table.




  Marisa gasped, but Pedro ignored her. He stared at Callie. “You must be more careful. Marisa and I will protect Dami with our lives, but we can’t be everywhere at once. No more guns at the cottage, Callie. I mean it.”




  Callie felt unshed tears of devastation burn her eyes as she looked into Pedro’s stern visage. The lump in her throat threatened to choke her. “Yes, sir,” she managed to squeak out as the implication of her actions became clear. “No more guns at the cottage.”




  Pedro nodded his satisfaction, kissed his wife on the cheek, and sat beside her. “So, niña,” he said, the tone of his voice different, his anger gone, “what are you planning to do?”




  “I’m going after the men who killed my family and left Dami to die. I have a plan, if you’ll help me.”




  Pedro nodded. “Go on.”




  Marisa grabbed her husband’s arm in panic. “No, Pedro, you can’t do this.”




  “Quiet, ’Risa. Let her explain. Go on, child…tell me of this plan.”




  Callie recognized the look in his dark brown eyes. He would try to stop her. She ignored it.




  From her shirt pocket, she pulled out a piece of paper and spread it flat on the table. “Do either of you recognize this?”




  They both glanced at it. “It is a drawing of that ugly medallion you wear around your neck,” Marisa said.




  “Yes.” She pulled the pendant away from her skin. “Mama gave this to me before she died. She pulled it off of the man who...who...” The words wouldn’t come, and Callie swallowed hard. “She made me promise to find him, and I intend to keep my promise.”




  Pedro and Marisa exchanged worried glances. “Is that why you wear that ugly piece of gold?” Pedro asked, “Because of a promise?”




  Callie nodded. “I wear it to remind me of what happened, although I don’t think I’ll ever forget. I wear it to remember the promise I made to Mama, and I will continue to wear it until those men are brought to justice.”




  “You are your father’s child through and through,” Pedro admitted, his brows drawn together in a frown. “If I do not agree to help you, you will do this on your own, sí? You are determined?”




  “Yes.”




  Again, Pedro and Marisa exchanged glances. Almost imperceptibly, Marisa nodded and stared at her hands, which still gripped Pedro’s arm. Pedro sighed. “What do you want me to do?”




  “You have lived here all your life,” she began, “and you know just about everyone on the neighboring ranches. I want you to take this drawing with you and ask your friends, in confidence, if they recognize it. Ask if the person who wore this is still there. I can’t. I don’t want the marshal to learn of this.”




  “So, you have met this new man,” Pedro said softly. “You know he would not approve of this.”




  “He has warned me to stay out of it. Not to get involved,” she admitted and smiled a little. “He did not realize what he asked of me.”




  “No, he did not,” Marisa agreed. “You have always been a stubborn child.”




  “Stubbornness and determination are qualities you instilled in me, mamacita.”




  “What will you be doing while I am asking all these questions?” Pedro asked.




  “I cannot tell you,” she said, “but you will know when you hear about it.”




  She stood, hugged them both, grabbed her saddlebag and derringer, and ran from the room before either one of them could stop her.




  * * * *




  “I worry for her,” Marisa said softly. “She wants to kill those men herself, and if given half the chance, she will.”




  Pedro shook his head and gazed into his wife’s glistening eyes. “No, querida, you have taught her well. She will not kill them. She hasn’t the heart for it, but I worry for her also.”




  “You will do as she asks?”




  “Yes,” he said, and lightly caressed her cheek with his thumb.




  “Why?”




  Pedro shrugged. “Because she asked. I love her as if she were my own child. I can deny her nothing.”




  * * * *




  Shortly after midnight, a tortured cry rent the still night, reminiscent of the heartfelt screams of a mother who had lost her child. Lights appeared in ranch houses and homesteads as the words of a mysterious rider rang through the dark night. “Behold the Angel of Justice! Confess your sins to your Lord God!”




  Dogs howled and cattle bawled as the lone figure raced under the light of the moon, a flaming torch held high for all to see. “The innocent shall be avenged!”




  Those who dared to peek out their windows or step onto their porches, rifles in hand, quaked in fear. They swore it was the very devil himself. Vaqueros, watching their charges in the fields and the valleys around Cielo Grande, could only stare in disbelief as the black-clad figure rode almost close enough to touch them before disappearing in a cloud of smoke and sparks from the torch. “¡Mira el Angel De La Justicia! ¡Confiesa tus pecados a Dios!”




  On Cinco Estrellas Ranch, the stunned men watched, mesmerized, as the shadowy figure on a great black horse appeared from nowhere, bore down on them with no mercy and rode through their campfire. Sparks lit up the night. Each man heard the rider exclaim, “Pray for your souls! ¡Mira el Angel De La Justicia!”




  Witnesses were so shaken, they couldn’t say exactly what they saw, except to agree it was a horrifying experience. Word began to spread. By morning, news of the mysterious rider was on everyone’s lips.




  Chapter 3




  Austin spoke to the owners from the two ranches neighboring Los Arcos Iris. They both shared the same stunned sentiments: who would have done such a thing to the Maxwells? And why?




  Those questions tortured him as he made his last visit of the afternoon to Los Arcos Iris’ southern neighbor.




  “A pleasure to meet you, Marshal. Don Marcos Montoya y Saldana.” He looked and acted every bit like royalty as he entered the mahogany paneled study and extended his hand. Tall, whipcord thin, but muscular, Marcos carried himself like those around him should bow and pay him homage. He used pomade on his dark hair, plastering the thinning strands to his head. He had thin dark brows over black eyes, a straight patrician nose and narrow lips, the top one covered by the mustache he constantly stroked.




  “Please, have a seat. I wish our meeting could be under better circumstances.” He offered drinks, then sat down. “It is a shame something like this could happen. My heart breaks for Callista.” He relaxed in his chair, his index finger stroking his mustache. “I have always felt safe in my own home, but now...”




  “You knew the Maxwells well?”




  “We are quite close,” Marcos told him. “Our families have been on this land for many, many years.” Stroke, stroke. “There has been great hope Callista and I would someday marry. Our families had come to an agreement, until this happened.” Another stroke. “Perhaps, after she has had time to grieve, we will make plans again.”




  Austin hadn’t heard about their marriage plans. No one had mentioned it, least of all Callie. He hid his surprise and watched the other man stroke his thin mustache over and over.




  Saldana was not the right man for Callie. Austin knew it in an instant. Callie needed a man who’d let her be strong and independent. Saldana would never be able to control her. He would break her spirit and her pride, leaving her without the traits which made her so unforgettable.




  “Perhaps you would like to see Cinco Estrellas.” Marcos rose from his chair. “I think you’ll appreciate seeing a well-run ranch.”




  Austin rose, grabbed his hat and followed Marcos from the room. Outside in the bright sun, they mounted and began the tour.




  Was that arrogance and superiority Austin detected as Marcos pointed out every little detail, his voice full of pride?




  Yes, it is, he thought. Latinos had a word for the mixture of pride and ego: machismo. Marcos had more than his fair share. He spoke of his holdings and of the cattle that brought high prices at the market. He spoke of the horseflesh he personally selected, bred, and sold to the highest bidder. He spoke of the heritage of his family, and how long they’d owned the land. His voice droned on and on. Austin could hardly hold his tongue; he didn’t tolerated braggarts well.




  “Is that Los Arcos Iris?” Austin asked when he could stand Marcos no longer.




  “Yes. The fence marks our border.”




  Austin extended his hand to his host. “Thank you for your time, Señor Saldana, but it is getting late and I must leave.”




  “Come and visit any time. Mi casa es su casa.”




  Austin nodded, tipped his hat and rode off. He headed north, toward the line of mesquite trees separating the two ranches, and mentally replayed each word Saldana had uttered.




  He didn’t like Saldana, not one bit. The man had been a pleasant host, had almost reeked of congeniality and charm, so why did Austin feel like he needed a bath?




  He rubbed the back of his neck. The tingle of uneasiness would not abate. Experience told him when someone lied. For some, excessive blinking gave them away. Others licked their lips before they spoke. Marcos Saldana stroked the thin mustache on his upper lip.




  Saldana had lied to him. Austin felt it with every fiber of his being, but what had he lied about? Was it the supposed betrothal between families? Was it the holdings?




  Questions. That’s all he had—too many questions and not enough answers.




  With a sigh, he nudged Justice over the fence and stopped on the hilltop. Maxwell land spread to the horizon. Vaqueros were busy below. Cattle bawled and the men shouted over the noise as they moved the shifting herd. Dust rose in great clouds, kicked up by the beasts, to shimmer in the heat.




  Austin’s eyes were drawn to one figure on horseback. Callie. She sat a horse like she belonged on one. He caught his breath when her hat blew off. Her dark hair gleamed in the dusty light. A slight breeze fanned the ebony tresses away from her face.




  The vaqueros were moving the herd to another part of Los Arcos Iris and Callie definitely called the shots. The men looked to her for direction, riding to her side often to consult with her.




  Austin watched for a long time, his eyes following Callie’s every move. From his position on the hilltop, he sometimes caught a word or two carried to him by the breeze. She directed the men with kindness, evidenced by the smile on her lips, and tilted her head as she listened, giving each man her undivided attention.




  They seemed happy to do as she asked.




  Dressed in a white cotton blouse and tan split skirt, she seemed every inch la patrona. Fascinated by her grace, beauty, and how attuned she seemed to everything that went on around her, Austin could only stare.




  She must have sensed his presence for she turned in the saddle and scanned the horizon. Their eyes locked and held. Her lips curved in a smile. Austin’s heart thudded painfully in his chest.




  She nodded in his direction, then gestured to one of the men. They spoke briefly before she turned her horse and nudged his sides.




  The sight of her riding toward him, her body moving in rhythm with her horse, her long dark hair fluttering behind her, left him breathless and contemplating thoughts he shouldn’t. His body responded in ways he didn’t expect. His heart beat faster, his palms became slick, and a powerful rush of warmth infused him. He shifted in the saddle to relieve his sudden discomfort.




  The sun and the heat brought a flush to her cheeks and her eyes sparkled with undisguised pleasure. He wanted to kiss her, feel the softness of her mouth beneath his. She’s off limits, he warned himself.




  * * * *




  It only took a few moments before Callie was at Austin’s side, but in that time, she drank in the sight of him. He seemed at ease in the saddle. His big hands rested casually on the saddle horn, straight back emphasizing the broadness of his shoulders. Muscular legs loosely clamped the saddle. He smiled at her, his grin stretching from ear to ear, and the mustache covering his upper lip stretched, too.




  “Good afternoon, Marshal.” She made a concentrated effort to ignore his mustache.




  The thick, luxurious growth on his upper lip intrigued her. She imagined it, more than once, tickling her when they kissed, then immediately chided herself for such thoughts. In fact, the guilt she felt by harboring those thoughts had driven her to confession. She shouldn’t be thinking about kissing this man when the memory of her family’s tragedy was still so fresh in her mind.




  “Good afternoon, Miss Maxwell.” His voice, so deep and smooth, sent a shiver through her. “I hope you don’t mind the intrusion. I was in the area and thought I’d stop by.”




  “I don’t mind. Mi casa es su casa,” she said. “You’ve come from Saldana land, I see. Do you bring news?”




  He shook his head. “Not what you want to hear, I’m afraid. I know you’re anxious, but an investigation such as this takes time.”




  “I understand,” Callie said, but the words were a lie. She didn’t understand, not one bit.




  Austin grasped her hand. “I promise I won’t stop until I find these men.”




  She studied him, searching for the truth of his words. Finally, she nodded. “I believe you. You will do your best.”




  “You have my word,” he said, and in his bright green eyes, she saw his promise. And heat. And so much more, another shiver raced down Callie’s spine. She stared at him, trapped by the warmth of his gaze until he turned away, drawn to a commotion in the glen below.




  Callie turned also and appraised the situation in an instant. A young man, no older than fifteen by the looks of him, had tried to bring an errant cow back to the group. He did not succeed. The cow took him on a merry chase, turning first one way, then another. The young man flushed, clearly frustrated.




  “I must go,” she said. “We have a new man. He is young and inexperienced, but he has heart. I’m hoping he’ll turn into a good vaquero.”




  “How long has he been with you?”




  “Today is his first day,” she said and started down the slight incline to join the men.




  Austin rode beside her. “You just hired him this morning? A stranger shows up at your door and you hire him on the spot? Did you check his references?” He glared at her, disapproval and displeasure in his eyes. The air seemed heavy with an unspoken admonishment.




  Callie wondered why this news should upset him. She almost laughed at his serious expression and dubbed it, in her mind, Austin’s marshal face.




  “Yes, I did hire him this morning. And no, I didn’t check his references. He didn’t have any. Most vaqueros don’t. You learn about the person by talking to him and watching him work. You see how he treats his horse and how he sits a saddle. You give him a chance to work side by side with the other men and you watch. This is common practice among the ranchers.”




  “You realize how dangerous this practice can be,” he said, his voice harsh with anger. “You don’t know this person, don’t know what he’s like. He could be a wanted man, for all you know.” Disbelief made his tone sharp. “I can’t believe you could do this.”




  Callie stopped her horse and reached out to touch him. On the one hand, she wanted to tell him to mind his own business. Los Arcos Iris belonged to her now; she made all the decisions. On the other hand, she had a desire to lay his fears to rest.




  “I beg your pardon, Marshal, but I know what I’m doing. However, if it will put your mind at ease, I’ll explain. The new man’s name is Matt Singleton. He was sent to me by the good padre at the orphanage.” Her hand rested gently on his arm. She felt the anger and tension in his stiff muscles. “Father Vicente sends many young men to our ranch. It’s a tradition my family started long ago. The girls at the orphanage come to us also. They become part of our family. Some stay, get married, and raise their children here. Others leave to find greener pastures. It’s a good arrangement and has benefited all of us. So, you see, there’s no reason for you to be upset.”




  Flushing with what she guessed was embarrassment, he muttered, “I didn’t meanL 188 \f "Symbol" \s 12 I shouldn’t have... I’m sorry. I have no business telling you how to run your ranch.”




  “It’s all right,” Callie said. She assumed her explanation had eased his mind. His body still thrummed with tension, however. She could feel it through her fingertips. “I think I understand.” She removed her hand from his arm and lightly nudged Cimarron’s sides again. “Perhaps you’d like to meet young Matt. See for yourself I am in no danger here.” As soon as the words left her mouth, Callie realized how wrong they were. Los Arcos Iris was no longer the safe haven it used to be.




  * * * *




  The Rusty Spur Saloon was almost empty. Three men bellied up to the bar, nursing mugs of beer as the barkeep wiped another shot glass dry. Two women, clad in black dresses with white aprons, sat at a table, chins resting on folded hands as Austin walked in. They perked up, but were disappointed when he shook his head in their direction and walked past them without a second glance.




  In the corner, his back to the wall, Robert Cochran watched and waited. At ease with a bottle of whiskey and two shot glasses at his elbow, a thin cigar between his lips, he had a deck of cards laid out for a game of solitaire before him. He smiled around the cigar as Austin approached. “Ace,” he acknowledged with a nod.




  “Robert,” Austin said as he pulled a chair away from the table. “Are you winning?”




  “I always win.” Robert turned over the last card in his hand and everything fell into place. He grinned, scooped up the deck, and put it in his pocket. “Can I pour you a drink? Looks like you could use one.”




  “Sure. Make it a double. It’s been a lousy day.”




  He accepted the glass Robert offered and swallowed the fiery liquid in one short gulp. He set the empty glass on the table, removed his hat, and put it on the chair beside him. He ran his fingers through his hair, the action of a weary man, and sighed deeply.




  “The more questions I ask, the more questions I have.” He pulled a thin cigar from his pocket and lit it. “I keep hearing the same thing. ‘The Maxwells were good people. They treated everyone with respect and kindness. Why would someone want to hurt them?’ What happened to the Maxwells was pure, unadulterated viciousness. I can’t find a motive.” He took a drag on the cigar, letting the smoke escape his lips in a long plume. “Are you having better luck?”




  Robert poured them another drink. “I fared a little better than you. Everything you’ve heard about them is true. The Maxwells were good people—kind, generous, and hardworking. The ranch, Los Arcos Iris, is one prime piece of land. They have top grade cattle and quality horseflesh. They also grow citrus and grain for profit. I spoke with Reed Prescott, the family lawyer.” He took a sip of his whiskey and relit his cigar. “Not only is the ranch profitable, but Dean Maxwell invested heavily in shipping, railroads, and mining. Seems everything he touched turned to gold. Miss Maxwell is a wealthy woman.”




  Austin perked up at the last. “You don’t think she’s capable of murdering her family, do you?”




  Robert shook his head. “No, no, not at all, but with her family gone, she’s a prime target for any man with money on his mind. Not to mention the possibility whoever did this might want to finish the job. And I think it was a job. Someone paid for and planned the attack. We just have to find out who and why. The land alone would be worth it, don’t you think?”




  Again, Austin raked his fingers through his hair. “I thought about those men coming back. Callie’s so angry, she’d probably welcome them with pistols blazing. I’d go so far as to say she’d probably make herself a target just to get them out of hiding. Even told me she wanted to be part of the investigation.” He said the last with a touch of admiration. “I wonder if I should put a man on her, watch over her for a while, just in case. Or maybe I should just check on her myself.”




  “Developed a soft spot for her, Ace?”




  “She’s an amazing woman,” Austin admitted. “She’s been running the ranch by herself since this all happened, and doing a damn fine job of it from what I hear. I’ve met her just twice but...” He shrugged his shoulders and fell silent for a long time.




  Robert nodded, but wisely kept his own counsel. It wasn’t an everyday occurrence when Austin Kincaide couldn’t finish a coherent thought. Callie Maxwell must have stirred up some long dead emotions in his friend.




  Deftly, he changed the subject. “Did you happen to hear about the ‘Angel of Justice’? Everyone’s talking about it.”




  “I heard. I think it’s bullshit.”




  Robert shook his head. “I don’t think so, Ace. I spoke to a few people this afternoon. They swear this ‘Angel of Justice’ is real. Heard the screaming. Said the sound is chilling. Said the ‘Angel’ would avenge the innocent.” He took the cigar from his mouth and gestured with it. “I’ll tell you my thoughts. I think he’s real.”




  Austin studied his friend for a moment then laughed. “You don’t believe in all that ‘from the grave’ stuff, do you? A smart man like yourself?”




  Robert grinned. “No, I don’t, but other people do.” He put the cigar in his mouth and spoke around it. “I think someone is using the ‘Angel’ as a scare tactic.”




  “To what purpose?”




  “I don’t know yet.” He winked. “But I will.”




  “Well, while you’re trying to figure it out, check into Marcos Saldana: his holdings, his friends. Of all the people I spoke with, he’s the only one I can’t get a handle on. I know he lied to me—strokes his mustache when he’s nervous, and he’s nervous. I felt it, but for the life of me... Have you met him yet?”




  Robert shook his head. “Not yet, but I’ll make a point of it.” He poured one last glass of whiskey and crushed the cigar into a glass bowl. “Can you tell me what makes you so uneasy about him?”




  Austin shook his head. “Nothing I can put into words. I got the grand tour of his ranch. It seems to be profitable and well run, but something isn’t right. Let’s just say it’s a gut feeling.”




  “I’ll look into it,” Robert promised. Austin’s gut had never been wrong in the past. “What about Miss Maxwell?”




  “What about her?” he asked.




  Robert shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing really, but when you were talking about her, you got this strange expression on your face. What does your gut tell you about her?”




  Austin hesitated before he spoke. “She’s an intriguing woman, not to mention beautiful, but I don’t quite trust her. My gut says she knows more than she’s telling me.” He drank the last of his whiskey. “She wears this pendant around her neck. I swear I’ve seen it before, but I can’t remember where. Makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up every time I see it.”




  “The answer will come to you, Ace. It always does. In the meantime, there’s nothing to say you can’t pay another call on the charming Miss Maxwell.”




  Austin shook his head. “She’s off limits, my friend. I can’t afford to become personally involved in this investigation.”




  Bullshit, Robert thought, but didn’t say the word out loud. Lie to yourself, my friend, but not to me. You’re already involved.




  Chapter 4




  “Marshal Kincaide?”




  Austin glanced at the young man wearing wire-rimmed glasses who’d opened his office door. “Pardon the interruption, but I think I have some information for you.” He removed a small derby from his head, revealing a shock of bright red hair. “May I come in?”




  “Of course,” Austin replied then asked, “Have we met?”




  The young man nodded. “Oh, yes, but you may not remember. I understand you’ve been speaking to quite a few people.” He extended his hand. “My name is Trulin Pennywise. I’m the ranch manager at Cinco Estrellas. We met the other day.”




  “Now I remember. They call you Truly.”




  The man blushed to the tips of his ears. “That’s me, Truly Pennywise,” he said ruefully. “My father blessed me with the name before he realized what a mind I had for numbers and making money. It has been the bane of my existence for as long as I can remember.”




  The marshal did not laugh. He did, however, smile. “You have information?”




  Again, the young man nodded. “When you were at Cinco Estrellas the other day, you asked if anyone had been hired within the last two or three months, or if anyone had recently left. I’ve been thinking about it ever since. You see, I’m the one who controls the payroll, or the purse strings, if you like,” he said, and chuckled at his own joke.




  When Austin didn’t respond in turn, he cleared his throat and continued. “On payday, which is Saturday like the other ranches in the area, I tally each man’s wages, and put it in a small envelope. The men must sign for their pay. If they can’t write, they make their mark.” He opened the ledger he had brought with him.




  “As you can see, on the day those poor people were murdered, three men did not collect their pay.” He turned the book around so Austin could see. “You must understand how unusual it is. The cowboys work very hard and they earn every penny. I have yet to meet one who didn’t want his money.”




  “Go on,” Austin prodded, his mind beginning to race.




  “So I checked further. One month to the day prior to the murders, four men were hired: Frank and Pete Colter, Jimmy Styles, and Ben Holden. Ben is the only one still on Cinco Estrellas.”




  He stopped talking and stared at Austin, who hadn’t moved a muscle. His mustache, however, twitched. Truly swallowed hard and asked, “Well? Do you think this will help?”




  Austin leaned back in his chair and smiled. The smile grew until he grinned from ear to ear. “Mr. Pennywise, you’ve just made my day.” He stood in one smooth motion and grabbed the other man’s hand. “I can’t thank you enough. You understand it may lead nowhere, but...”
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