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Praise for Jodi Thomas

THE TEXAN’S REWARD

“Thomas’s Western historical romance moves along swiftly, using the demands of a ranger’s lifestyle as well as the isolation forced on Nell and her household by the town, and her physical limitations, to create interestingly complex tensions.”

—Booklist

 

“Jodi Thomas shows why she is considered the queen of the Texas romance with this fine Western tale . . . fun.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Bright, realistic dialogue, and heart-pounding adventure, The Texan’s Reward is a definite page-turner. Don’t miss this terrific story. It’s Texas and Jodi Thomas at their best!”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“Another moving chapter in the Wife Lottery series . . . Jodi Thomas does not disappoint us and gives this dynamic couple the happy ending they deserve.”

—aromancereview.com

 

“Thomas has a down-home writing style that makes her latest Western a treat to read. She also includes a large cast of characters that keep the story moving along . . . a pleasant read . . . tender.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Strong . . . heartwarming . . . Thomas’s unofficial title as the Queen of Texas Romance is well earned. Few authors can bring the reality and romance of the wild Texas towns to life the way she can, evoking the people (good and bad), the land (beautiful and rugged), and the thrilling yet dangerous lives people led. Portraying likable, real characters and the places they live is Thomas’s true gift. Sweet.”

—Romantic Times BOOKclub

A TEXAN’S LUCK

“This is an absolutely delightful story from the Old West. A definite winner.”

—Rendezvous

 

WHEN A TEXAN GAMBLES

“Beauty and the Beast meets the Old West . . . Thomas’s second Texas title is even better than the first, which is terrific.”

—Booklist (starred review)

 

THE TEXAN’S WAGER

“An exciting Western romance filled with engaging characters . . . fans will know they won by reading The Texan’s Wager.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

THE TEXAN’S DREAM

“Packs a powerful emotional punch . . . [Thomas’s] latest Western historical romance highlights the author’s talent for creating genuinely real characters . . . Exceptional.”

—Booklist

 

TWILIGHT IN TEXAS

“A powerful Lone Star romance that brings to life the decade after the Civil War . . . filled with action . . . loaded with tender passion . . . another exciting tale.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

TO WED IN TEXAS

“Thrilling . . . a story that readers will want to read again and again.”

—Rendezvous

 

TO KISS A TEXAN

“Compelling . . . fans will appreciate Thomas’s subtle humor and her deft handling of sensitive topics.”

—Booklist

THE TEXAN’S TOUCH

“Delightful and memorable characters and a roller-coaster pace . . . Another wonderful read from a true shining star.”

—Romantic Times

 

TWO TEXAS HEARTS

“Jodi Thomas is at her remarkable best in Two Texas Hearts.”

—Debbie Macomber

 

TEXAS LOVE SONG

“A warm and touching read full of intrigue and suspense that will keep the reader on the edge of her seat.”

—Rendezvous

 

FOREVER IN TEXAS

“A great Western romance filled with suspense and plenty of action.”

—Affaire de Coeur

 

TO TAME A TEXAN’S HEART  Winner of the Romance Writers of America Best Historical Series Romance Award

“Earthy, vibrant, funny, and poignant . . . a wonderful, colorful love story.”

—Romantic Times

 

THE TEXAN AND THE LADY

“Jodi Thomas shows us hard-living men with grit and guts, and the determined young women who soften their hearts.”

—Pamela Morsi, USA Today  bestselling author of Suburban Renewal

 

PRAIRIE SONG

“Thoroughly entertaining romance.”

—Gothic Journal

 

THE TENDER TEXAN  Winner of the Romance Writers of America Best Historical Series Romance Award

“[A] marvelous, sensitive, emotional romance . . . spellbinding.”
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CHAPTER 1

Texas Hill Country  
1854

TRAVIS MCMURRAY WATCHED STORM CLOUDS ROLL IN from the north as he pushed his horse into a gallop and headed toward the Guadalupe River and his family’s land just beyond. The sky darkened around him from dusty blue to gray, mirroring his mood. Here, in these rolling hills, lay the only place he had ever felt he belonged. Here also lay memories he would spend a lifetime trying to forget.

His powerful mount danced at the edge of the muddy riverbank while Travis looked for the exact place to cross. He ignored his tired muscles, tugged his hat low, and rushed into the water that separated Whispering Mountain Ranch from the world.

He could smell it now, feel it on his skin and in his heart. Home.

A faint flicker of sunlight blinked off the hills, welcoming him back. The river swirled. He leaned low over the  horse’s neck, calming the animal with words as they fought the current toward the far shore. A stand of brush hid the only place where a horse could climb the steep bank beyond. His father had planted the bushy trees almost thirty years ago. Now, only Travis and his two brothers, Teagen and Tobin, knew the secret entrance to the ranch.

Travis smiled. One of a hundred secrets, he thought. His father had planned well. Whispering Mountain stood like a fortress in the middle of a wide-open Texas.

He reached the far bank and slipped behind the cedar that grew almost as tall as live oaks. If enemies followed him, they’d think they’d blinked and he’d simply disappeared, horse and all. Travis moved along the shadowy cave-like path, half green with cedar, half black with rock. He slid from his mount and led the horse as they climbed. When he saw sky a few minutes later, Travis inhaled deeply. He’d made it back in one piece, and those wanting him dead would have to wait another day.

After almost two years he was finally home. He swung onto the saddle and raced toward the ranch house, suddenly hungry to see his family.

He’d fought one too many battles across the rapidly changing landscape of a newborn nation. He needed to be home where nothing changed. He wanted to sleep without having to listen for trouble approaching. He longed to relax and remember who he’d been before he wore a badge. Travis had heard one too many outlaws promise revenge lately. Maybe if he took some time off, their threats would stop echoing in his mind.

His sister, Sage, watched from the back porch as he neared. He spotted her a moment before she recognized him. The McMurray boys all had their father’s wide shoulders and height, but Sage was small, even as a woman. If she’d been a colt, he would have named her Wildfire. The fact that all her brothers were older and bigger never frightened her for a moment. When she was younger, she’d often  stood before the three of them and threatened to take them all on in a fight.

Now she jumped over the railing and ran toward him, her long braid flying behind her. Though dressed in trousers and shirt, no one would mistake her for a boy.

As she ran at full speed to him, Travis lowered from his horse in time to catch her and swing her around as he’d always done. They were both laughing when they hugged.

Travis had been ten when she was born. They’d lost their father the March before. Four months later their mother died. Neighbors said their mother, Autumn McMurray, never recovered from the birth of Sage, but the boys saw the light go out of her eyes when she learned of her husband’s death. Autumn stayed alive long enough to give Sage life, and then she joined her husband, Andrew, in death.

As he always did, Travis looked for a hint of his mother in Sage’s face. But she had blue eyes, not brown, and hair streaked with sunshine, not dark and earthy. Their mother’s Apache blood reflected in him alone, not Sage or his brothers. “You filled out.” He sat her down. “In several places.”

“It was bound to happen.” Sage laughed. “You’ve been gone so long I could have had a batch of kids by now.”

He shook his head. “No. With those clothes, I’m guessing you’re still an old maid.”

“Eighteen is hardly an old maid, and what else would I be comfortable in? I had to wear my brothers’ hand-me-downs most of my life.” She looped her arm in his and they moved toward the house. “Besides, I plan on changing the ‘old maid’ part soon.”

“Got the unfortunate prey in sight?” He tugged at her braid thinking it didn’t matter how old she thought she was, she’d always be his kid sister. “Maybe I could wing him for you so he couldn’t run so fast.”

When she made a face, he added, “Just a flesh wound, nothing serious. Some men think better after they’ve lost a little blood.”

Travis wasn’t surprised when she tried to trip him.

“I don’t know who yet,” she admitted. “But the annual spring dance is tomorrow night at Elmo Anderson’s barn. Teagen and Tobin don’t even listen when I talk about it, but now you’re here, you can take me. It’ll give me a chance to look at the quality of the pickings.” She hugged his arm. “I’m so glad you’re here. I was down to begging Martha to escort me.”

Travis laughed. The old housekeeper wouldn’t budge from this place if a herd of buffalo crossed McMurray land.

“Now, you’re elected,” Sage said simply, as if he’d solved a problem.

Travis groaned. He had no doubt Sage would have her pick of the single men once she set her mind to marriage, but the thought of going to a barn dance made him wish he’d checked the dates before asking for a month’s leave from the Texas Rangers. One annual barn dance shouldn’t have been hard to miss; after all, Sage had mentioned it in her last two letters. He mumbled an oath at his lack of planning.

Sage slapped at his arm. “Stop that. One of my brothers has to take me off this property, or I’ll never marry. I’ll end up like the three of you, single forever. Tobin won’t even consider going with me. He might have to talk to someone not related to him. And Teagen gave his standard answer that he didn’t have time for such nonsense.”

As always, Travis felt her pain, even now when most of it was worry over nothing. “All right, if I can get the smell of the trail off me by tomorrow, I’ll take you, but don’t expect me to dance.” Except for a few people, he’d never found the townsfolk particularly friendly.

“You’re not going to believe how the town around Elmo’s trading post has grown up. We’ve got a lean-to that a traveling blacksmith uses, a barn and corral for folks passing through, and there’s talk of framing out a church this summer. A stage line may come through before long, and  when that happens we’ll need a hotel and some place for folks to eat. We’ll have a regular town.”

Travis shook his head. “I’m not interested in being part of any town. I’ll go to the dance and just hang out in the shadows and make sure you’re all right until it’s time to leave.”

“Oh, wonderful.” Sage stepped on the porch. “Then everyone will say, there’s poor Spinster McMurray and one of her skulking brothers.” From the second step of the porch she stood eye level with him and pointed at his nose. “One dance, so I won’t have to worry about being a wildflower.”

“It’s wallflower, kid, and that you’ll never be.” He grinned. “We should have never taught you to talk. I told  Teagen it would be a mistake.” He started to step on the porch, but her hand on his chest stopped him.

“You’re not coming into Martha’s house until you strip. She’ll make me help with spring cleaning all over again if I let you track in half the mud in Texas. You swam the Guadalupe instead of taking the bridge, didn’t you?”

“It’s faster,” Travis answered as he tried to pass her.

She didn’t move.

He raised an eyebrow. “You can’t mean I’m to strip out here? Don’t you think I’m a little old for that?”

“We’ve both seen you, and all your old parts, a thousand times.” Sage moved to the door. “I’ll tell Martha to have food ready by the time you’re finished. You’ll find soap on the washstand. I’ll bring out a towel and a clean set of your clothes.”

Travis swore as he moved to the side of the house. He’d stripped off all but his pants when she reappeared with a towel and clothes smelling of the cedar chest he’d left them in almost two years before.

Sage studied him. “These should still fit. You don’t look a pound fatter. You’ve got a new scar on your shoulder.”

“Took a bullet in a battle on the border last year. It went right through, so didn’t see any need in worrying the family.”

Sage nodded as if he made sense. “You’re tanned so dark, if one of the cowhands rides by, he might shoot you for an Apache.”

He didn’t smile. “I am Apache.”

“Half,” Sage said. “Just like all of us.”

Travis pulled water from the well. Though Sage tried, her words never made him feel better. His high cheekbones and dark eyes marked him as mixed blood while his siblings could have been as Irish as their last name. “Lucky me,” he mumbled as he splashed water over his head. “Maybe they’ll shoot the half that’s Apache. Problem is, which half would that be?”

When he shook the water from his hair, Sage had gone. He grabbed the lye soap and began to scrub away a month’s worth of trail dust.

Martha came out once to ask if he wanted a steak or ham. The chubby little woman didn’t even smile at him, which didn’t surprise Travis. Martha hadn’t liked any of the McMurray boys since the day she arrived from New Orleans in answer to an ad. Teagen told Travis once that Martha had just gotten out of prison when she’d traveled to Texas for the job, but the boys had to hire her because she’d been the only one who applied after their mother died. She’d loved baby Sage dearly, but made the brothers sleep in the barn most of that first summer until they decided to act “house-broke” as she called it.

To Travis’s knowledge, Martha had never left the grounds around the house, but she stood before Teagen each month and took her pay in cash. She would quote Travis her list of supplies before he went to town and insisted on paying for any items for her personal use. In the eighteen years since his parents died, food had been on the table every meal. Good, hot, solid food. That, Travis decided, said more than a smile.

“You going to the Spring Dance?” Travis yelled as Martha turned to go back inside.

“No,” she answered simply. “Sage is waiting to cut your hair. Best show some sense and get out of the rain before God mistakes you for a tree and strikes you with lightning.”

Travis was so wet he hardly noticed it had started to rain. “I know,” he said, remembering what followed all her warnings. “If I get dead, it’ll mean more work for you.”

“Right,” she mumbled into the thunder.

He grabbed his clothes and made it to the porch just as a downpour hit. The log home his father built stood solid against the storm as Travis dressed on the wide porch. Ten years ago they’d finished out the second floor for the men, but everyone called the main part of the house Martha’s. From the moment she arrived, she’d treated the place like her own. That first year “Don’t get mud on my clean floors” had been a constant echo around the place. A few years later, when Teagen and Travis had been almost men, she’d added, “No smoking or drinking in my house.” They’d challenged her only once and watched their supper fed to the hogs.

Travis smiled when he entered the house. Nothing had changed. His father’s tartan carried from Ireland still hung on the north wall. The beads his mother wore at her wedding were looped across the McMurray Clan colors. An Apache girl and an Irish boy had fallen in love and stood against the world.

He crossed to the kitchen and wasn’t surprised Martha had cooked a table full of food. While the storm raged, Travis ate and talked of his life as a Ranger. Martha stood by the stove acting as if she wasn’t listening. Sage sat across the table taking in every word. If she’d been born a boy, she’d be riding with him by now, for Andrew McMurray taught his children to love Texas—he’d even died for its freedom.

After dinner Travis watched the sun set over the newly washed earth as he smoked one of Teagen’s thin cigars on the porch. He was full and cleaned up to a point that he  almost looked like a gentleman. Almost, he thought, for there was no amount of scrubbing that could take the wildness out of him. Part of him had to roam, had to live on the edge, had to be alone. He knew, without a doubt, that the west section nearest the hills would never have a house built on it even though the brothers called it Travis’s. His place would remain pasture land forever.

Sage moved up beside him. “Teagen and Tobin probably won’t make it in tonight, what with the storm. They’d come if they knew you were here.”

Travis smiled down at his little sister. “They’re staying away because they fear you’ll badger them about going to the dance.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe they finally decided to climb Whispering Mountain and sleep on the summit.”

Travis looked west to where the hills were almost mountain height. One stood out, purple in the night. “Maybe none of us will ever climb the mountain.” He and his siblings had all grown up on the legend. The Apache believed that when a man slept on the summit of Whispering Mountain, he’d dream his future.

“Father did,” Sage reminded Travis. “Right after he brought mother here, he climbed the mountain one night.”

“He dreamed his death,” Travis whispered into the evening shadows, wondering what it must have been like for his father, newly married and not yet eighteen, to have dreamed that he would die before he turned thirty and leave his family behind.

Sage slipped her arm through her brother’s and stared at the mountain. “The dream saved us,” she said, as if she’d been old enough to remember. “If he hadn’t dreamed, he wouldn’t have prepared. If he hadn’t left Teagen all the detailed plans, the three of you wouldn’t have been able to save the ranch.”

Travis closed his eyes, wondering how long he’d have to live before the memories would fade. His father had gone to  fight for Texas Independence. He’d left them alone as he headed for a mission called Goliad. Andrew McMurray had lined his sons up on the porch and hugged each one. Travis remembered thinking his father might crush his ribs with his hold. Then he told them to look in his desk for instructions if something happened to him. “Don’t forget,” he’d said as he rode off to join the fight for Texas.

Three months later they got word that he’d been killed with hundreds of other Texans at a little mission. That night, the boys had gathered round their father’s desk and opened the bottom drawer. His letter began, “If you are reading this, I’m not coming back.” The writing was bold, direct, just as their father had always been. “Take care of your mother, and no matter what, hold the ranch.”

The letter explained how Autumn, being Apache and a woman, could never claim the land as hers. But if the boys could keep everyone away until Teagen turned eighteen, then he could claim the ranch.

The last words written to Teagen, eleven, Travis, ten, and Tobin, just barely six, were simple: “Today, my sons, you have to become men.”

Sage pulled Travis back to the present. “I wish I’d been there to help,” she whispered as she rubbed her cheek against his shoulder.

“No, you don’t. It was bad. He’d taught us to shoot and to ride. He’d built his ranch so that no one could come near the center. But there was nothing he could have done to prepare us for the men who came to take our land by force. As soon as word circulated that he was dead, there were those who thought they could step on the land and take all we owned.”

Travis finished his cigar and said good night. He knew he wouldn’t sleep, but he needed to be alone. The memories of those early days were too thick in his head to allow him to be good company. Sage seemed to understand.

Tomorrow he’d take her to the dance and try to make the  best of it, but tonight he’d walk the boundary of Whispering Mountain Ranch with a rifle in his hand. He’d long since grown taller than his weapon, but memories would keep him company tonight. A part of the little boy who’d had to grow up at ten years old still haunted the man.




CHAPTER 2

TRAVIS SPENT THE NEXT MORNING TRYING TO AVOID Sage. Kid sisters were no fun when they turned into women. She pestered Martha, and then him, with worries over her hair, the length of her dress, and what ribbon to wear at her throat. Martha didn’t seem to mind the talk, but Travis escaped to the little study where the family kept their library of books. He pretended to be lost in a book every time she passed. He would have ridden the ranch, but a fine mist started before dawn and, according to Sage, hung around just to frustrate her.

Travis found refuge in the library. He loved the book-lined room almost as much as he loved campfires and night skies. Here, among the many volumes, he felt near his parents. Andrew McMurray had cherished books. When he came west, half the weight of his luggage had been reading material. He met their mother, Autumn, at a mission where he’d gone to teach reading. Both were seventeen—too young to care about their differences but old enough to recognize true love. According to Autumn, she’d fallen for  Andrew the moment their fingers touched beneath a book they both held. After they married and settled Whispering Mountain, Andrew made the journey to the Austin Colony twice a year to pick up supplies shipped from New Orleans. He’d trade a horse for a wagonload of goods and always packed within the necessities would be the latest books from back East.

Travis ran his hand over the leather-bound copies on every subject from law to ranching. He also noticed the stack of new novels piled on the desk and wondered if his brothers ever had time to read them. When Sage was in school, her teacher, a widow named Mrs. Dickerson, always sent home lists of books the boys should buy each year. She might not have taught them, but she made sure they were well read.

He pulled a book called The House of the Seven Gables  from the stack and dropped into the nearest chair. Anything would be better than listening to Sage plan her husband-hunting trip to the dance.

Hours passed. He was lost in the book when Sage tapped on his shoulder.

“You’d better get dressed. We need to leave before it starts raining again.”

Travis stood, reluctant to pull away from the fiction. “All right. Hitch the wagon while I change into the clothes Martha ironed for me this morning.” He might as well stop dreading the evening and start getting it over with.

Sage folded her arms. “I can’t. I’m all cleaned and pressed.”

He looked at her. True. She wasn’t just clean, she was spit and polished. For a moment he wondered where his sister was beneath all the ribbons and ruffles. The brothers had tried not to make her into a boy, but they may have gone too far. She looked as if she were wearing a bushel of lace.

“Hurry up.” She pushed his leg off the arm of the chair. “I don’t want to be late to the year’s only dance.”

There she was, he thought, bossy as ever. He remembered when she’d been five and Teagen had ordered her a china tea set for Christmas. She’d made them all sit down and have tea every night for a month. The conversation was always the same. They drank lukewarm tea, and she threatened to kill the first one who broke a piece of her set.

Travis took the stairs three at a time wishing either Teagen or Tobin had shown up to take his place. He’d made it to twenty-eight without ever having attended a barn dance and dreaded this one more than any gunfight he’d ever experienced. The folks around, even the upstanding ones, had never been too friendly toward him, and he guessed nothing would change just because they set the meeting to music. But Sage seemed to have her heart set on going.

Thirty minutes later he waited beside the buckboard while Sage stood on the porch and tied a scarf around her hair as if it were the most important thing she’d done all day. “I don’t see why we can’t ride horseback,” he mumbled. “We could make it in half the time.”

She didn’t answer.

He studied the sky while he waited. Rain still lingered far off along the horizon. He’d lived outside for so many years, he could feel the weather as if it were a part of him. When he noticed Sage still standing on the porch, he got the hint and tromped through the mud to carry her to the wagon.

“Don’t drive too fast,” Sage said as she settled on the bench. “I don’t want to lose all the curl I burned into my hair.” She pulled her skirts around her knees. “And don’t get those muddy boots within a foot of me.”

“You’re welcome,” he said after he circled and climbed up on the other side.

“I’m sorry.” She touched his arm. “I’m just excited. You don’t know what this means to me. I’ve been planning it since Christmas.”

He smiled, for the first time understanding how important this must be to her. The brothers had each other when their parents died, but Sage had only been a baby. “Well, then, I’d better get the prettiest girl in Texas to Old Elmo Anderson’s annual party in one piece.” He held the reins to a pair of matched bays that could have pulled ten times the wagonload at twice the pace. The McMurrays raised horses, and these were fine examples of their stock.

Twenty minutes later the wagon rolled across the only bridge that connected their ranch with the rest of the world. Travis sometimes told people he lived on an island, for it seemed that way. The river bordered the ranch from the north and east, the hills from the south and west. A lone man on horseback, if he knew the exact path, could make it through the cliffs between their land and the settlement in a few hours. The boys, when they traveled that way, never left any sign.

The bridge, two miles north of the ranch house, made access to the ranch easy but almost doubled the time it took to reach the settlement. Travis remembered, down to the smell, what it had been like the day he and his brothers burned the old bridge. Their father had been specific: If they were to survive, they had to totally isolate themselves from the world. The bridge that had taken Andrew McMurray a month to build burned within an hour.

It wasn’t rebuilt for seven years. Until then, Travis or Teagen had packed everything they needed into the ranch using the hidden path between the hills. Their mother’s father and a few braves had come for a short time a year after Andrew and Autumn died. He’d taught them how to mark a trail that they could follow but that no one else would see. He’d also shown them secrets about raising  horses that not even their father knew. Then one night he and his men had left as silently as they’d come.

Travis watched the land as he drove the wagon looking for any sign that his grandfather might still be watching over the ranch. Once in a while he swore he saw one of his grandfather’s markings on a branch or in dried mud, and he wondered if the old man were still around.

Twilight cooled the air by the time they reached Elmo Anderson’s barn. Bedrolls spread out beneath buckboards revealed that some of the families must have arrived the day before. Several covered wagons, loaded for travel, stood circled to the south of the barn. New folks moving in or passing through, he thought. People were coming to Texas by the thousands—Germans, English, French—as well as a steady flow from the other states. Some wanting to get rich quick, but most only wanting a fresh start.

Travis noticed horses tied to a line thirty yards from the road. Saddles and gear had been stacked a few feet away. Hired hands, he thought, and from the looks of the mounts, some must have ridden long and hard to get here. Not counting those married, men still outnumbered women twenty to one out here. Sage would have her pick of single men, and Travis would make sure her pick measured up.

Sage had been wiggling in the seat for an hour. She was starting to look more like she thought she might be shot before anyone asked her to dance. “Promise me you’ll stay close, Travis. There will be people here I don’t know.”

“You’ll recognize most.” He winked. “The others will want to know you.”

She nodded but didn’t look like she believed him. The McMurrays hated strangers with good reason.

“I won’t let you out of my sight.” He knew few in town and remembered only one young woman near his age. Madeline Ward. She’d been a few years younger than he, but he’d seen her in the settlement on trading days. Her father  started blacksmithing at the post about the time Travis joined the Rangers. She’d be twenty-five by now and probably had half a dozen kids, so Travis saw no problem in fulfilling his one duty of keeping an eye on Sage.

His sister had a death grip on his arm as they walked into the barn. “Take it easy,” Travis whispered. He thought of adding that it was just a dance, but he guessed she might get violent. Apparently, this was her grand crusade.

Suddenly she smiled and let go of his arm. He watched as she ran to a circle of young people about her age who’d gathered near the fiddler’s stand. They all hugged and squealed, welcoming her into their group.

Unlike her brothers, Sage had attended the little school in Mrs. Dickerson’s kitchen after Teagen turned eighteen and it was safe for the McMurrays to leave their ranch. School ran three days a week every fall and spring. If the weather turned bad, the girls spent the night in the widow’s parlor, and the boys took the loft in her barn. Ten families were each responsible for a month of provisions and wood for the widow, in exchange for the schooling and occasional lodging of the students. Tobin had been thirteen when they’d rebuilt the bridge. He could have gone to school a few years, but either he thought he was too old or he feared people too much to bother. Travis and Teagen saw no point in trying to make their little brother leave the ranch, so only Sage attended.

Travis couldn’t help but laugh as Sage hugged all her friends. He didn’t call one person in this part of Texas friend, but his kid sister had more than she could talk to.

Moving into the shadows, he watched her. He couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if his father and mother had lived and the McMurray boys had been allowed to grow up a little at a time. Maybe Teagen wouldn’t be so angry. Maybe Tobin would talk to people. Maybe he  wouldn’t feel the need to look behind himself so often.

Travis took a step backward, hoping to go unnoticed, and slammed into something soft and alive.

“Beg your . . .” he started as he turned to find a woman, no taller than his shoulder, standing behind him.

Fiery green eyes glared up at him. “Almost killed me, ye did!” She swore, using words he’d never heard come out of a woman’s mouth. “If ye’d hit me any harder, I’d be dead on the spot.” She rubbed her hands across her body as if checking for broken bones. “Ye make a habit of backing about in the dark?”

He couldn’t hide his grin as Ireland flavored her every word. He wasn’t surprised when the hood of her navy cape slipped slightly to reveal red curls.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect anyone to be standing so close behind me.” He removed his hat and tried to focus enough in the darkness to see her face.

She was small, maybe an inch or two shorter than Sage, and except for a colorful scarf at her throat, covered in dark blue wool. He couldn’t help thinking that she would blend almost perfectly with a midnight sky. Still, how could she have gotten so close without him hearing her?

“I wasn’t standing behind ye.” She smoothed her hands down her coat and tugged up the hood, almost disappearing into the shadows. “I was hiding, and I’ll thank ye to turn around and go about yer business so I can get back to mine. As far as I’m concerned, ye’re a tree growing here in this barn, and I’ve nothing to say to ye.”

Travis didn’t budge. “ ’Tis sorry, I am.” He echoed her accent. “When did hiding become a business?”

Silently she stared at him as if she thought him slowwitted.

“Mind telling me why you feel the need for such an occupation?” he asked. Most of her face might be in shadow, but he found himself dying to see what she looked like.

She rolled her beautiful green eyes. “Now, sir, if I was hiding, it should be logical that I’d be doing it so I won’t have to talk. Turn around before I have to get rough with ye.”

Travis slowly followed orders deciding that this dance  might not be as boring as he’d thought. Sage was obviously having a great time talking to friends, and he had someone of interest to watch.

When he glanced back, she’d vanished as quickly as she’d appeared. He was surprised how disappointed he felt. He watched the crowd, seeing a few faces he recognized, but none with green eyes.

The Widow Dickerson came over after half an hour of dancing with every old man she could talk into taking her around the floor. She was actively looking for husband number three. Since she had a drink in her hand and he was half her age, Travis thought he would be safe talking to her without having to dance.

“Evening, Mrs. Dickerson.”

“Evening, Travis. It’s good to see you home.” She had a way of moving her head back and forth like a clock’s pendulum when she talked. A habit that must drive her pupils crazy. “I saw your brothers at the trading post a few months ago, and they said you were overdue for a visit.”

“Yes,” he nodded, not surprised she asked about him, for Mrs. Dickerson tried her best to keep up with everyone.

She smiled and waited.

That was it, he thought, the entire scope of his conversation skills.

“Nice dance,” she said, as if coaching him.

“Yes,” he answered, trying to think of another word to say. “Lots of new folks.”

She nodded. “True, but several are with the wagons heading north in the morning. They only stayed this long because of the dance. Won’t be much fun where they are headed.”

“Oh.” He frowned trying to think of more than one-word answers.

Mrs. Dickerson didn’t seem to notice. “Last I heard, Elmo is looking for someone to take them farther upriver, but everyone knows it’s not safe much past Fort Graham.”

Travis nodded. He tried to listen, but he’d caught a glimpse of color, no more than a scarf, slip through the side door. The woman he’d stepped on was leaving. He felt a pull to follow her. One touch, one look. He hadn’t even seen her whole face, yet he almost ran for the door.

“If you had time, you could take them.” Mrs. Dickerson nodded as if she’d solved the homesteaders’ problem. “Sage tells me you’ve been all over Texas.”

Travis forced himself to pay attention to the old teacher. He didn’t want to spend the first break he’d had in two years taking farmers north as she suggested. They always seemed to buy land just beyond where the forts could protect them. The warring tribes in the top half of the state weren’t like those in the south. He’d seen enough burned homesteads already. Texas had plenty of outlaws and rustlers in the south to keep him busy. He didn’t need to go north.

He glanced once more at the door, wondering what the little lady he’d stepped on would do if he followed her.

Mrs. Dickerson spotted Homer Carter and patted Travis’s arm. Once more Travis forced himself to stop daydreaming.

He stared in the direction the teacher was looking and noticed Homer. The man had cleaned up since the last time Travis saw him, but his face still looked like leather.

The schoolteacher handed Travis her mug and waved goodbye as she hurried to trap her next dance partner.

He sat the mug down and glanced in Sage’s direction. She looked like she was saying yes to a dance with a lean cowhand. He appeared more boy than man, but Travis didn’t miss that he still wore his gun belt even though Elmo had asked everyone to check guns at the door. Most men removed belt and all, but this kid wanted everyone at the dance to know he wore a weapon.

Travis shook his head. He didn’t like the fellow already. In fact, if he were guessing, he’d say Sage’s new dance partner would never be man enough to marry his sister no matter how many weapons he showed off. Travis debated  pulling him aside and filling him in on that fact when he finished dancing. After all, if his faults were so obvious from half a barn away, Travis would be doing him a favor by letting him know he didn’t have a chance.

It’s just a dance, Travis reminded himself. He couldn’t find fault with all his sister’s dance partners, even if it did appear easy to do so.

As the music started, he took a deep breath and moved to the side door. Maybe he’d better get some air. Being a big brother was hard work. He told himself his action had nothing to do with green eyes.

Once outside, he looked around for the woman who’d stood behind him. He’d seen her leave, but not return. So, unless she’d turned in, she must be somewhere outside hiding as she’d done all night.

There were enough campfires around that he should at least be able to spot her shadow if she were moving about. He told himself he wasn’t really interested in talking to her, but he might ask about her health. After all, he could have hurt her when he’d stepped on her. Travis vaguely remembered the feel of her foot beneath his boot heel when he’d moved backward. And something soft had brushed his arm as he’d twisted around. He closed his eyes. He shouldn’t be thinking about what part of her body had felt so soft.

Travis circled the yard. A few mothers were putting their children to bed in bedrolls beneath the wagons. Their lullabies blended with the music from the barn. An old woman rocked in a chair on the porch of one of the new little houses that had been built beside the trading post. Her head was back, her eyes closed. He couldn’t tell if she was listening to the music or sleeping. In the tall grass by the barn door, two young girls sat catching fireflies and giggling.

Travis moved into the shadows, watching and hoping he wouldn’t step on the little woman again. Coming to a dance, then trying to hide, seemed a little peculiar. He smiled realizing that was pretty much what he’d been doing.

When he reached the line of horses tied to a long rope, he spotted someone moving among them. Most of the folks who’d ridden in had taken time to unsaddle their mounts, but a few hadn’t bothered. Travis shook his head. He could almost hear his little brother Tobin complaining. Tobin loved horses more than any man alive. He wouldn’t have understood why they hadn’t taken time to remove their saddles.

Travis recognized the shadow in blue creeping down the line. He moved closer, making sure she couldn’t see him following.

He passed the first mount and noticed the reins had come loose from the rope. Knotting them firmly, he moved to the next. Untied. He looped the leather back to the rope and followed the shadow. She might be just playing a joke . . . making tired cowhands chase their horses after they’d danced all night.

Or she might be playing an old trick that was no joke. First untie, then spook a group of horses. When they scattered in different directions, it wouldn’t be hard to guide one away and be gone before the cowhands realized they hadn’t rounded up every mount. A dance like this would be an easy place to steal a mount.

If that was her game, the little lady was about to break the law, and his time off was over.

He slipped the Texas Ranger badge from his pocket and pinned it to his shirt. Time to go to work. As he pulled his jacket over the badge, he hoped he wouldn’t have to arrest anyone tonight. Especially not someone with green eyes. He’d already seen them angry; he didn’t want to see hate in them as well.

As he tied the last few horses back in place, he watched her run toward the barn. She didn’t look back, but made a wide circle around a group of men heading out of the dance. Her cape flew around her like wings, making him smile. His father used to tell stories of Ireland and how fairies  lived in the woods. Travis had asked him once if he’d brought a fairy with him to Texas, and his father had frowned. “No, son,” he’d said. “There’s no room for fairies in Texas.”

Travis watched the little woman disappear near the barn. Maybe his father had been wrong.
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