




Caught in the Rain

With a swift movement, Tobin lifted her into his arms. “I’ll get you through the mud and to the back porch.”
“Thank you, Mr. McMurray,” she whispered, leaning her cheek against his shoulder, feeling the warmth of his body through wet clothes.
A moment later they were back in the rain. His arms held her tightly as he ran for the house. Circling her arms around his neck, she did what she’d done when they’d been riding, she hung on tightly.
When they reached the porch, he set her down gently and put a blanket around her shoulders.
Liberty snuggled into it, laughing. “Thanks,” she said, looking up at him. “But you’re dripping wet also.”
She circled her arms once more around him, enclosing him within the blanket.
For a moment he stood still, letting the heat from their bodies blend. Then he lowered his mouth to hers and his hands closed over the sides of her ribs and pulled her hard against him.


Praise for the

“Queen of Texas Romance” *
“Packs a powerful emotional punch…[Thomas’s] latest Western historical romance highlights the author’s talent for creating genuinely real characters…Exceptional.”
—Booklist
*Midwest Book Review
“Strong…heartwarming…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.”
—Romantic Times
“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
“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.”
—TheRomanceReader.com
“Thrilling…a story that readers will want to read again and again.”
—Rendezvous
“Jodi Thomas is at her remarkable best in Two Texas Hearts.”
—Debbie Macomber
“A warm and touching read full of intrigue and suspense that will keep the reader on the edge of her seat.”
—Rendezvous
“A great Western romance filled with suspense and plenty of action.”
—Affaire de Coeur
“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 Bitsy’s Bait & BBQ
“Thoroughly entertaining romance.”
—Gothic Journal

Titles by Jodi Thomas
TEXAS PRINCESS
TEXAS RAIN
THE TEXAN’S REWARD
A TEXAN’S LUCK
WHEN A TEXAN GAMBLES
THE TEXAN’S WAGER
TO WED IN TEXAS
TO KISS A TEXAN
THE TENDER TEXAN
PRAIRIE SONG
THE TEXAN AND THE LADY
TO TAME A TEXAN’S HEART
FOREVER IN TEXAS
TEXAS LOVE SONG
TWO TEXAS HEARTS
THE TEXAN’S TOUCH
TWILIGHT IN TEXAS
THE TEXAN’S DREAM

TEXAS PRINCESS
JODI THOMAS
[image: image]
BERKLEY BOOKS, NEW YORK

THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa
Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
TEXAS PRINCESS
A Berkley Book / published by arrangement with the author
Copyright © 2007 by Jodi Koumalats.

Excerpt from Twisted Creek by Jodi Thomas copyright © 2008 by Jodi Koumalats. Cover illustration by Jim Griffin.

Cover handlettering by Ron Zinn.

Cover design by George Long.
All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

For information, address: The Berkley Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.
ISBN: 978-1-1012-0636-2
BERKLEY®

Berkley Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group, a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

BERKLEY® is a registered trademark of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

The “B” design is a trademark belonging to Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

CONTENTS
CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36


CHAPTER 1

Whispering Mountain Ranch

Texas Hill Country

September 1855
TOBIN MCMURRAY WALKED OUT OF THE BARN JUST as first light promised dawn. He rolled his tired shoulders. The imaginary weight he had carried for three days remained. Sunrise wouldn’t change what he had to do; nothing would.
His sister, Sage, stepped onto the wide back porch of the family’s ranch house and stared at him. He knew she was waiting for an answer. He could see the hope in her brown eyes, along with tears she wouldn’t let fall. Almost nineteen, he thought, and she still believed in miracles. At twenty-five, Tobin wasn’t sure he ever had.
He moved toward the house knowing they only had one chance left to save Glory, and in order to do so he’d have to complete the journey he hated most in this world.
He hadn’t reached the porch when she asked, “Any change?”
Tobin didn’t want to see hope fade in those eyes that always reminded him of their mother. He’d made her leave the barn stall at midnight, but she didn’t look like she’d slept. “I can’t even get Glory to stand,” he said as he stepped beside his little sister and circled her shoulders with one arm. “I’ll ride into town when it gets full light, but if the medicine’s not at Elmo’s place, we’ll have to put her down.”
Huge tears bubbled onto her cheeks. “Oh, Tobin, you can’t. Glory’s the first horse I ever rode. She’s so smart, I swear she knew how green I was from the first day she saw me. Remember how she used to bow down a little so I could reach the stirrup.”
He held Sage as she silently cried. “I know,” he whispered, “but I can’t stand to see her in so much pain.”
They moved into the kitchen and drank Martha’s strong morning coffee. The housekeeper made breakfast, but Tobin couldn’t eat. He’d dreaded this day since they’d found Glory lying in the dirt of the corral three mornings ago. Glory had been his mother’s horse until Autumn McMurray died giving birth to Sage. Tobin and his brothers had kept the mare gentle until Sage grew old enough to ride; then Glory had been Sage’s favorite. The McMurrays raised horses. Others were faster, stronger, but when Sage wanted to outrun her worries by galloping over their land, she always saddled Glory.
Tobin had a true gift with horses, but he couldn’t stop an animal from aging and he seriously doubted any medicine his brother Travis sent from Austin would help. Glory had been sickly last winter, and Tobin had seen it in the mare’s eyes again this fall, felt it when he stroked her neck…her spirit was fading, and as his Apache grandfather would say, “It was time for her to run across new land.”
But the medicine Travis said he mailed was one last thing to try, and Tobin would attempt even the impossible to keep his little sister from crying. She’d already shed enough tears.
By the time the sun crested Whispering Mountain, Tobin rode the back way through the hills toward town. Normally, if he’d been riding anywhere else, he would have stayed on the dirt and grass, making it easier on the animal, but this trail was different from any other. Since his father first learned of the path crisscrossing through the hills behind his ranch, Andrew McMurray had taught his sons to ride on the rocks, leaving no trace.
Tobin smiled. He’d been six when his father was killed fighting for Texas’s independence, but he could still hear his words. “Protect each other. Trust no outsiders. Hold the ranch. Never let your guard down. Never!” So, today, even in a hurry, he followed orders from a man almost twenty years dead. He covered his tracks and left no sign along the secret entrance to their huge ranch.
At the top of the last hill, before he started descending, he hesitated and turned back for one final look. For as long as he could remember, he’d hated the thought of leaving his land. Even the short trips he sometimes took to deliver horses were painful. This is where his heart lay. He planned to live and die right here. Whispering Mountain was where he belonged. He’d learned that hard lesson when he’d defended the ranch with his life.
Tobin turned his mount and moved on. He told himself he’d long ago lost the fear of people who weren’t family. He just didn’t like them, didn’t want to have anything to do with them. He’d deal with the folks he had to, like Elmo at the trading post, but no stranger would ever get close. If he had his way, Tobin would burn the bridge again at the main entrance as they did when Andrew died…only he’d never rebuild it.
As Tobin emerged from the trees that grew at the bottom of the last hill, he looked up in surprise. In the months since he’d ridden to the small settlement around Elmo Anderson’s trading post, the community had doubled in size. Elmo’s store looked shabby next to all the new wood frames going up. Sage said a stage station was being built and a church, but she forgot to mention the other half-dozen buildings in various phases of completion.
He rode on, hearing the bustle of a growing population even before he could make out faces. Men swarmed like ants over skeletons of wood, while the tapping of hammers played a tuneless melody.
As he slowed his horse and moved in between the lumber piled up along the road, Tobin noticed not all the changes were good. One man had pitched his tent beside his half-finished building and planted a sign that promised a free first drink to all comers. As Tobin passed, he heard a woman’s loud laugh and guessed liquor wasn’t the only thing sold in the tent.
Mrs. Dickerson, the schoolteacher, had a small sign in front of her place saying she took in respectable female boarders. A few other signs wanted carpentry help. The town was definitely growing but not necessarily improving.
Tying his horse to the back of Elmo’s Trading Post, he entered the old store that had served the area for almost twenty-five years. Barrel-chested Elmo greeted him with a nod and motioned for Tobin to step into the area he called his post office. In reality, it wasn’t much more than a desk behind a waist-high counter with thin bars separating the space from the rest of Elmo’s cluttered stockpile of goods. Atop the desk in the makeshift post office were huge boxes marked Incoming, Outgoing North, and Outgoing South. No mail went east or west from here. If someone wanted to send a letter to New York or California, the letter first went south to Austin.
Looking over the counter toward the trading post, Tobin studied the people. The early morning crowd surprised him. There had to be ten or twelve strangers milling around and several more crowded in the corner where Elmo kept a pot of coffee boiling.
Tobin forced himself not to back against the far wall. People didn’t mean trouble, he reminded himself as he had a thousand times since he was six. They were just going about their business same as him. He turned back to the mail.
The incoming box was packed. Tobin began to shuffle through the letters and boxes, having no idea what size post Travis would have shipped from Austin.
Elmo leaned his head around the corner. “You need any help, McMurray? I’m busier than a two-headed snake in a rat’s nest.”
“No, I’ll find it,” Tobin answered.
Elmo raised an eyebrow. “Martha didn’t happen to send a list with you, did she, boy?”
At six feet, Tobin hadn’t considered himself a boy in years, but he was the youngest of the McMurray brothers so he guessed the store owner thought of him as younger. “She didn’t.” Tobin saw no need to explain further. He’d learned that the more he answered, the more the older man talked.
Elmo disappeared as he called back. “You might check that crate over by the door, McMurray.”
Tobin glanced at the open crate. Though it was addressed to Whispering Mountain Ranch, someone had pried two boards up. Tobin wasn’t surprised. Elmo’s curiosity would someday get him killed, but not over horse medicine.
He pulled the thin bottle from the mass of straw. The crate would be hard to carry home, but the bottle would fit nicely in his coat pocket for the ride. He smiled, guessing Travis’s wife had been the one to pack the medicine so carefully. Rainey had a way of taking care of details.
Just as he slipped the bottle inside his coat, he heard someone yell, “So you’re the youngest McMurray.”
Tobin fought the urge to hurry. Instead, he faced the men crowding along the other side of the counter. They stared at him through the thin bars as if he were an animal on display for their amusement.
The one who’d addressed him was maybe a year or two older than Tobin. He stood several inches shorter, with his shoulders rounded, but he easily outweighed Tobin by twenty pounds. The stump of a man smiled when he saw he had Tobin’s attention. “You’re the one they say has horse blood in ya.”
The other men with him laughed.
“They say you don’t talk to nobody but horses.” The stout man laughed. “Heard tell you was shot when you was a boy. Fell beside your dead horse and the blood mixed.”
A redheaded man on the stranger’s left joined in. “That’s right, Willie. This is the one. I’ve heard folks say he can talk to a horse as plain as you and I is talking right now.”
Elmo stepped in front of Tobin, holding up his hands. “Now why don’t you fellows finish your coffee and get back to work. There ain’t nothing wrong with this man. He’s just quiet, that’s all. Likes to be left alone. There ain’t no crime in that.”
Tobin took a step backward, toward the door.
The stump man shrugged. “We don’t mean nothin’,” he mumbled. “We was just being friendly. Tell me, McMurray, is it true you was shot that day in the heart and lived?”
Another man laughed and mumbled, “I hear tell McMurrays ain’t got hearts.”
Tobin reached the back door. He wasn’t running, he was avoiding a fight over nothing. There were already enough reasons in this world to fight without fools inventing new ones.
He remembered once when he’d been about twelve…he hadn’t run. The ranch hands they’d hired to help build new fences surrounded him one hot afternoon. He’d fought hard, but they’d stripped him to the waist so they could see the scar where he’d been shot in the heart.
When his oldest brother, Teagen, then eighteen, found out what they’d done, he’d fired them all and claimed the ranch would do without fences before McMurrays ever asked for help from the likes of them again.
That summer, Tobin had joined his older brothers in the habit of always wearing a gun. No one would ever force him to do what he didn’t want to do again. They’d hired two Apache men to help a month later, and the brothers had worked from sunup to full dark until the fences were in place. The McMurrays rationed their help after that, using men only in the spring, and all three brothers kept the habit of traveling armed.
Tobin slipped from the back door of Elmo’s and walked to his horse, glad that he hadn’t had to pull his sidearm. He brushed the chest pocket of his coat, making sure the bottle was safe, then stepped into the saddle. He was ready to get back to the hills and away from the stench of too many people.
As he rounded the trading post, he found the cowhands waiting for him. Like hungry coyotes, they scurried off the porch and blocked his way. He counted five on the ground, one on the porch.
The redhead fired a round from his rifle, and the bay Tobin rode danced with panic while the horses close to the porch bolted and galloped away.
“So, tell me,” the stout man yelled. “If you got the blood of a horse in you, maybe you got the brains as well?”
Tobin leaned forward, whispering into the bay’s ear to calm her. He watched the men spread out, but he still didn’t go for his gun. He’d practiced with his brothers and knew he was both fast and accurate, but six-to-one odds would never be good.
The stout man grew braver. “You won’t mind if we have a look to see where that bullet went into your chest. Would you, McMurray?”
Tobin bent low across his horse. He had no intention of talking with these men or of stripping like a curiosity for them. “Stand back,” he ordered.
The man laughed. “Ain’t you all the bossy one now. I heard about how high and mighty you McMurrays all think you are. Just ’cause you own your own hunk of Texas don’t make you special.”
The stump nodded toward the man on the porch. His friend raised the rifle aimed at Tobin. “Unless you want another bullet hole in that chest, you’ll cooperate. It ain’t nothing personal. I just got a bet on whether you was really shot as a boy.”
Tobin saw no need for further conversation. He leaned closer and whispered into his mount’s ear, then gave the animal her head.
The bay bolted through the cowhands as if they were no more than rain. He passed the stout man so fast the cowhand didn’t have time to jump out of the way. Tobin saw the man spin and tumble into the steps with a hard thud as a shot rang out from the porch.
Tobin was well away when he felt something thick and warm soaking his shirt. For a moment he thought he’d been shot again. But there was no pain and Tobin would never forget the agony of a bullet firing through him. He pushed harder not daring to slow until he reached cover.
Memories poured into his mind like lava…He’d hurt so badly nineteen years ago that even breathing made him fight screams. The bullet must have passed through him, a hair’s width from his heart. His horse died beside him that day, with Tobin too injured to help. The men who’d shot them both kept circling, kept firing. He’d gripped his rifle, feeling their bullets hit the horse he hid behind. Blindly, he raised and fired, reloaded, fired again, and again, until finally he heard his brothers calling his name.
Tobin shoved the memory aside. He’d been so young, a lifetime ago, but he still remembered every detail of the day he’d been ambushed. At six he’d almost died.
He pushed harder toward home. Well within the trees, he glanced back to make sure he wasn’t followed, then finally pulled the reins. Sliding his fingers into his coat Tobin felt glass cut a thin line along his thumb. He pulled out what remained of the medicine bottle. Glory’s last hope.
When he reached the shelter of the rocks, he climbed down near a stream and washed off the medicine. He’d rather face the cowhands again than go back and tell Sage he’d broken the bottle. She’d give up.
He could tell her the mail wasn’t there, but she’d find out the truth soon enough. Unlike him, she liked going into town, and on most trips it seemed she talked to everyone she saw.
Climbing back on the bay, he decided there was only one thing left to do. Like his Apache grandfather once told him. “When the truth only brings sorrow, wrap it in the comfort of a lie.”
Now all he had to do was think of one before he made it back to Whispering Mountain.


CHAPTER 2

THE NOON SUN BURNED DOWN AS TOBIN RODE INTO the McMurray ranch house yard still trying to think of how he’d explain to his sister about breaking the medicine bottle. If he told the truth, she’d never understand why he ran from a fight, plus she’d be so angry she’d probably ride to town and take on the cowhands on behalf of her brother. He might not want to fight, but none of his siblings shared his hesitance.
He noticed the wagon he’d pulled up near the back porch was gone, telling him that Sage and Martha had carried lunch over to the men working on Travis and Rainey’s little cabin in the trees.
When his brother married a few months ago, everyone thought the new bride and groom would stay in Travis’s room when they were home from Austin. But the newlyweds’ first visit convinced Travis that having them stay in his small room was a bad idea. Between his wife’s walking in on Tobin almost nude and Teagen’s complaining about the noises after midnight, there was no doubt the couple needed a place of their own.
Travis picked a spot in a clearing surrounded by pecan trees and well out of hearing distance of the main house. They slept on the ground for three nights before Travis decided exactly where he wanted his new home. Rainey drew up the plans, and he started building. A week later he was called back to Austin to help with a trial, but he sent a couple men to get the job done as fast as possible.
The workers were well trained and no trouble. They slept in a tent beside the construction. The only problem seemed to be that Travis promised meals, and they had a habit of eating three times a day. The bunkhouse cook, who came every spring to cook for any hands, had retired to Galveston, leaving Martha and Sage to prepare meals for any men working on the ranch. Martha swore she’d have the grassland to the site worn to dirt by the time the men finished Travis and Rainey’s house, even though she only delivered their three meals once a day.
Tobin looked in the direction of the clearing but couldn’t see the wagon returning. He jumped from his horse and headed straight for the barn.
Glory lay in her stall, just as she’d been when he left. Her pale yellow-brown mane blended with straw. It seemed as if she were vanishing a little more every time he saw her.
“Hey, pretty palomino.” Tobin whispered the greeting he’d used for her all his life. “You want to stand up and say hello?”
Her ears twitched, but she didn’t move.
He slid his hand along her sleek neck. The handkerchief he’d used to bandage his thumb was now soaked in blood, but Tobin hardly noticed the wound. If Glory didn’t move soon, he knew she’d be dead.
“Come on, pretty girl, stand up for me.” He rubbed his hand down her long nose wishing he had just a little of the medicine left.
When his hand crossed the end of her nose, she snorted and opened her eyes.
Tobin smiled. “Morning.” He moved his fingers over her once more, and she snorted again when she breathed in his bloody bandage.
He unwrapped his hand and let her smell the fresh blood.
Glory huffed her disapproval.
He gripped her head, making her smell again as a few crimson drops splattered over her.
She jerked away, but he kept his hand against her nose. “You hate that smell, don’t you, pretty girl?” If he couldn’t get her to react to kind words, maybe it was time to make her mad. He released his hold, but kept his bloody hand close so if she breathed in, she’d be smelling blood.
For a second, he swore he saw anger in her wild eyes. He offered no words to calm her as he usually did.
She pulled back, raising her head and mane out of the straw. A moment later Glory stood on all four legs and jerked her head out of his reach.
Tobin laughed. “It’s all right, pretty girl. You don’t have to smell that anymore.” He wrapped his thumb, then lifted her water bucket with his unharmed hand. “How about we start with a little water for breakfast?”
She smelled the water, hesitated, then drank. The water splashed across the end of her nose washing away Tobin’s blood.
He’d just fed her oats when he heard Sage. “Tobin!” she called as she strode into the barn. “I’m so glad you—” She walked around the end of the stall and froze. “Oh, Tobin, it worked. It worked.”
Tobin nodded as Sage took over the care of her horse. He stepped back and watched as his little sister babied the big animal as though they were best friends. He felt like he’d tried everything to make Glory better, but he hadn’t tried anger.
“The medicine’s all gone.” He stayed with the truth.
“It doesn’t matter,” Sage answered as she began brushing Glory down. “She’s better. That’s what counts.”
Shrugging, he walked toward the house. He’d never understand females, even the four-legged kind. That’s one reason he never planned to marry. If he had to live with a woman, be around one all the time, his brain would probably explode from trying to figure her out. People in general confused him, but women seemed to have their own brand of mystery.
Once, several years back, when Sage had been running around yelling at them and crying over nothing, Teagen had demanded to know what was wrong with her. Martha shook her head and, after wishing they had a parent to talk to, said that Sage had gotten Eve’s Curse. The brothers sat on the porch for an hour trying to figure out what Eve’s Curse was and hoping it wasn’t catching. They finally elected Tobin to go back in the kitchen and ask Martha more about the strange disease. He’d barely got the first question out when she thumped him on the head with her flour-covered wooden spoon. End of discussion.
Martha now met him at the back door as his steps creaked across the porch. Tobin couldn’t keep from smiling at the old housekeeper. To learn anything from her always came with the threat of brain damage.
She didn’t bother to return his smile. “About time you got here. Sage jumped from the wagon before I could stop to run check on that old horse. I had to carry all the pots in by myself, and I’m no spring chicken.”
Before he could apologize, she caught sight of his hand. “Lord, boy, what have you done?”
He raised one eyebrow. That was the second time he’d been called a boy today, and it was starting to irritate him. He didn’t answer the housekeeper as she unwrapped his thumb and pulled him toward the sink. From the day she’d arrived on the ranch, Tobin always had the impression Martha hated all men, and boys were simply shorter versions.
Teagen hired her to take care of baby Sage and run the house. Their parents were both dead and the three boys had been fighting off rustlers for two months when Martha showed up with everything she owned in a pillowcase. She took one look at Tobin and declared that he was the dirtiest living thing she’d ever encountered. Martha bullied and bribed them all until they “cleaned up” enough to come inside. At one point Tobin claimed he’d rather live with the horses than follow her rules, but like his older brothers, the smell of home cooking eventually changed his mind.
In all those years, the only crack in her attitude toward the McMurray boys came when one of them was hurt. Then she was worse than any mother hen with a single chick.
“Soak that hand while I get the medicine box. I’ll not have you getting that cut infected.”
Tobin didn’t argue. He followed orders. Within minutes she’d doctored his thumb, wrapped it tight to hold the sliced skin together, and served him a piece of pie—all the while keeping up a running lecture on how he should be more careful.
The housekeeper had carried his handkerchief and a towel out to soak in cold water when Sage walked into the kitchen. She took one look at her brother and said, “You’re hurt?”
He kept his injured hand beneath the table. “What makes you say that?”
Sage smiled. “Martha wouldn’t be cutting you a slice of the pie she baked for supper unless you were injured. I know her bedside manner. Doctor, lecture, feed sweets.”
Tobin took his hand out from beneath the table. “I broke the bottle Travis sent from Austin and sliced my thumb open picking up the glass.”
“Is it bad? I could take a look.”
“No.” Tobin returned to the pie. “It’s nothing. Time I eat all the pie, it’ll probably be well.”
Sage laughed. “You’d better save big brother a piece. He’s over at the building site and heading this way. It seems Teagen had some trouble with the senator down near Victoria who was buying his spoiled daughter a new horse. He’ll probably tell you all about it when he gets in, but I’d better warn you, his mood is dark.”
“He only has two colors of moods—dark and black.”
Sage agreed as she grabbed a few carrots for Glory from the vegetable bin and hurried out the back door.
Tobin didn’t have long to wait to hear the details of his brother’s trip to deliver one of their finest horses to a rich senator’s ranch east of Austin. Within ten minutes Teagen sat across from him complaining as he finished off the rest of the pie.
“You should have gone, Tobin. I told you that from the first. You handle an animal better. You would have showed the horse off to his best advantage.”
“But we both knew you’d be better dealing with a senator.” Tobin echoed what he’d said over a week ago when his brother left.
Teagen nodded. “Maybe with the senator, but not with that daughter of his. She’s the devil’s little sister, I swear. She took one look at one of our best three-year-olds and said the animal would never do.”
“Give any reason?”
Teagen downed coffee before answering in a low voice, “She said the horse looked dull-witted.”
“What?” Tobin rocked forward in his chair, making the front two legs slam into the kitchen’s polished floor. “She said one of our horses looked stupid?”
Teagen nodded, pleased at his brother’s reaction. “Exactly. I told her we don’t raise stupid horses, but once in a while we made the mistake of selling one to someone who isn’t too bright.”
Tobin laughed. “What’d the kid say?”
“She ordered me off the ranch. I was five miles gone when her father caught up to me.”
“Did you straighten him out about our horses?” Tobin couldn’t get over the fact that someone would have the nerve to call one of the McMurray horses dull-witted. They were the finest horses raised in Texas, maybe in the South.
Teagen shook his head. “The senator is a man who likes to give his only child the best. He offered to pay us double if we’d bring another horse for her. He said she’s a little high strung. ‘A princess,’ he said. If you ask me, spoiled rotten is more the word.”
“You said no?” Tobin didn’t even want to think about letting such a girl ride one of his horses.
“I did,” Teagen answered. “The senator offered to pay triple.”
Tobin frowned. Above all, his oldest brother was a businessman. He loved horses, but not in the same way Tobin did. For Tobin they were like family; for Teagen they were the family livelihood. “What did you say?” Tobin finally asked.
Teagen shrugged in silent apology. “I said you’d bring another.”
Tobin shot out of his chair. “No.” He accidentally bumped his thumb against the table and swore.
His brother raised his hands. “I stopped by Travis’s place in Austin, and we talked about this. The senator would be a good friend to have. Travis said the man’s running for reelection and if he wins there’s a good chance he’d be one of the most powerful men in the Senate.”
When Tobin didn’t say anything, Teagen added, “He’d be an important friend to have if Travis ever decides to run for office. You can’t blame the senator for wanting the best for his daughter. We could use the money and we are in the business of raising horses to sell.”
Before Tobin could think of a comeback to his brother’s logic, Sage wandered into the kitchen. She poured herself a cup of coffee and turned to her brothers. The fact that they were both a head taller and double her weight never seemed to frighten her when she wanted to join an argument. “I have the answer.”
Both men looked at her. Since she’d turned eighteen last year, the brothers all agreed that she would have an equal vote in the running of the ranch.
Sage smiled. “Send her Sunny.”
“Sunny?” Tobin frowned. “Sunny is the orneriest horse we have on the place.”
Teagen laughed. “Or the smartest.”
“He’s a beautiful animal.” Sage sat at the table.
Tobin agreed. The palomino was one of the finest-looking horses they had and a great-great-grandson of Glory. But Tobin had wasted hours trying to train the animal. Sunny didn’t have a mean bone in his body, but he had a mind of his own. More than once the horse left Tobin to walk back to the barn. When any rider turned him toward home, he’d better have a firm grip on the reins.
“He can run,” Sage added.
“Toward home,” Tobin mumbled. He’d never had a horse who showed no interest in leaving the corral and went full out to get back each night. Tobin grinned when it crossed his mind that he and the animal might have one thing in common.
“He has a good sense of direction.” Sage laughed trying to turn Tobin’s comment into a strength. “And he’s independent.”
“A kind way to say he doesn’t do well as part of a team.”
Teagen stood. “Sunny, it is. You can start in the morning, Tobin.”
Tobin didn’t argue. He knew they were right. If Sunny had been a mare, they could have kept her to breed, but too many males caused trouble. The spoiled senator’s daughter could find nothing wrong with the fine horse, and she’d probably only ride now and then. What did it matter if her horse was barn-soured? As long as she didn’t get off the animal and leave him untied, Sunny might be just what she wanted.
By nightfall, Tobin had packed and checked on Glory. The old girl was still standing, looking stronger than hours ago. It appeared she planned to be around a little longer. Sage helped him brush her down then they walked back to the house.
The air had cooled reminding them it was early fall. Tobin put his arm around his little sister who’d forgotten her jacket as always. He’d been taking care of her all her life. When their mother lay dying just after giving birth, she’d ordered him to take Sage to the porch. He’d picked her up and wrapped her as best as he could in a blanket. He’d known that moment that he’d be near whenever she needed him.
“You’d better marry a fat man who can keep you warm,” he teased.
“Maybe I should go up and sleep on Whispering Mountain so I can dream my future?”
They both glanced at the dark outline of the tallest point on the ranch. Their father had dreamed his future when he’d been seventeen. He’d dreamed his death and spent the next twelve years preparing for his sons to take over. Andrew McMurray had ridden away to fight for Texas and left his three sons to defend the ranch. That year Tobin had lost both his parents, but he’d never felt alone. He had his brothers and Sage. He had Whispering Mountain.
When they reached the porch, Tobin took one last look. “I’ll never climb that mountain to dream. I know my future. I plan on staying right here until I die.”
“What about marriage and a family?”
“No marriage. No kids. That life is not for me.” He didn’t want to tell even Sage that he didn’t need to climb the mountain to see his future. The same nightmare had haunted his sleep since he’d been shot at six years old. He dreamed of being covered in blood and feeling himself letting out one last breath. Years ago he’d sworn to himself that he’d never do what his father had done—marry and leave children to face the world alone. When he died, there would be no widow, no orphans to mourn him.
“Well, I’m going to marry, and when I do, that will leave you and Teagen alone in this big, old house with only Martha to tell you what to do.”
“Got anyone in mind for my future brother-in-law?”
She moved toward the door. “As a matter of fact I do, but I’m not ready to tell any of you.” She disappeared before he could ask more.
Tobin smiled. They’d all seen the way she’d kissed the young ranger in Austin good-bye months ago. Several letters had come for her from him. Any man brave enough to kiss Sage in front of her three big brothers just might be a match for her.
An emptiness filled Tobin’s chest. He’d spent most of his life alone or in the company of his family. He knew little or nothing about things like flirting or falling in love and had no plans on learning.
Then, when he took that last breath as he visualized doing in his dream when the nightmare visited, he’d do it without any regrets.
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