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      This book is dedicated to every young girl who has ever dreamed beneath a wide-open sky, loved a faithful horse, and wondered if courage could live inside a tender heart.

      May Isabella’s journey remind you that bravery is not the absence of fear, but the decision to do right when the trail grows uncertain. May Paloma’s faithfulness remind you that God often gives us quiet companions to help us keep going when the road feels long.

      To the daughters, granddaughters, sisters, and friends who still believe in honesty, kindness, courage, and prayer—may your hearts remain strong, your spirits remain gentle, and your eyes always look for the hand of the Lord along every dusty trail.

    

  


  
    
      Psalms 31:24 “Be of good courage, and he shall strengthen your heart, all ye that hope in the LORD.”

      

      
        
        “Some trails are dusty, some nights are dark, and some mysteries are larger than a young heart expects. But courage grows when faith leads the way, and even the smallest rider may discover that the Lord can guide her safely through the unknown.”
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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      There is something unforgettable about a young girl, a faithful horse, and a wide-open trail beneath the Texas sky. Long before paved roads, glowing lamps, and easy travel, there were dusty paths, wooden corrals, quiet rivers, and brave hearts that had to learn courage one step at a time. In those days, every journey carried uncertainty, every shadow could hide a secret, and every sunrise seemed to ask whether a person would face the day with fear or with faith.

      Isabella and Paloma at Rio Bravo Ranch invites the reader into that world.

      This is a story of friendship, courage, mystery, and the quiet strength that grows in a heart willing to do what is right. Isabella is not the loudest, strongest, or most fearless girl on the ranch, but she carries something far more important than outward bravery. She carries a tender conscience, a watchful spirit, and a heart that is learning to trust the Lord when the trail ahead is unclear. Beside her is Paloma, a beautiful white mare whose loyalty becomes more than companionship. Paloma becomes a reminder that God often gives us help for the journey in ways we do not expect.

      The West of the 1800s was a place of beauty and hardship. Families worked hard, children grew up quickly, and the land itself seemed to test the character of those who crossed it. Yet in the middle of danger, duty, and discovery, there was also wonder. There were sunsets that turned the prairie gold, rivers that whispered through the brush, stars that filled the night sky, and moments when even a young girl could feel that she was part of something larger than herself.

      This book was written for young readers who love adventure, horses, history, and mystery, but it was also written for hearts that need to be reminded that courage can be gentle. A girl does not have to become hard in order to become brave. She does not have to lose kindness in order to show strength. True courage often looks like honesty when lying would be easier, obedience when the way is difficult, prayer when fear rises, and faithfulness when no one else understands.

      As Isabella rides across the lands around Rio Bravo Ranch, readers will follow her into a mystery that tests her courage and deepens her heart. They will see that bravery is not always found in great speeches or grand gestures. Sometimes bravery is found in holding the reins with trembling hands, taking the next step, telling the truth, helping someone in need, and trusting that the Lord sees what others cannot.

      May this story stir imagination, encourage character, and remind every young reader that even the smallest rider can be used by God in a meaningful way.

      And may every dusty trail in these pages point beyond adventure to something better: a faithful heart, a noble spirit, and the quiet confidence that the Lord is near.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      South Texas, 1754, was a land of wide skies, dusty trails, whispering mesquite trees, and secrets carried on the evening wind.

      Isabella had always loved Rio Bravo Ranch. She loved the sound of horses in the corral, the warm glow of lanterns in the adobe house, and the way the Rio Bravo shimmered like silver beneath the morning sun. But one summer evening, everything began to change.

      It started with a sound.

      A soft bell rang in the distance, though no bell hung near the ranch. Then Paloma, Isabella’s gentle mare, lifted her head, pricked her ears, and stared toward the old trail that no one used anymore. The grown-ups said it was only the wind. Isabella wanted to believe them.

      But the next morning, strange hoofprints appeared beside the dry creek bed.

      Then a faded ribbon was found caught on a cactus thorn.

      Then someone discovered that an old saddlebag had vanished from the stable.

      Isabella knew something mysterious was happening at Rio Bravo Ranch, and Paloma seemed to know it too. Together, girl and horse followed clues through dusty paths, moonlit fields, and quiet places where the past seemed to be waiting. Every clue led them closer to the old adobe wall, the hidden stones by the river, and a secret that had been buried for many years.

      But Isabella would have to be brave.

      Because some mysteries are not solved by running away.

      Some mysteries are solved by listening carefully, looking closely, and trusting the truth when it finally comes into the light.

      At Rio Bravo Ranch, the past was not as silent as everyone thought.

      And before the final bell rang, Isabella and Paloma would discover a secret that could change the ranch forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Every good adventure begins with a question.

      Sometimes it is whispered beneath a mesquite tree. Sometimes it is hidden in a strange hoofprint by a dusty trail. Sometimes it waits in the silence of an old ranch house while the wind moves across the Texas grasslands. And sometimes, the question begins in the heart of a young girl who wonders whether she is brave enough to follow the truth wherever it leads.

      Isabella and Paloma at Rio Bravo Ranch was written for readers who love horses, mystery, history, and the kind of courage that grows quietly before it is ever seen by others. This story reaches back to the wide-open days of the Texas frontier, when ranches stood beneath endless skies, families worked from sunrise to sunset, and every mile of land seemed to hold a secret. Life in those days was not easy, but it was filled with lessons that still matter: honesty, loyalty, faith, courage, kindness, and trust in the Lord.

      Isabella is a young girl growing up in a world much larger and harder than herself. She does not begin her journey thinking she is a heroine. She is simply a girl who loves her ranch, loves her horse, and wants to do what is right. Yet when mystery comes near Rio Bravo Ranch, Isabella must learn that doing right is not always simple, and courage does not always feel strong at first.

      Beside her is Paloma, a beautiful white mare whose name means “dove.” Paloma is more than a horse in this story. She is Isabella’s companion on lonely trails, her quiet strength in fearful moments, and a reminder that faithfulness is often shown not in loud words, but in steady steps. Together, Isabella and Paloma will face danger, follow clues, and discover that some secrets are not only hidden in the land, but also in the hearts of people.

      This book is meant to be adventurous, mysterious, wholesome, and emotionally stirring. It is written for young readers, but also for anyone who remembers what it was like to imagine faraway places, brave choices, and a horse waiting by the fence for the next ride. It is a story of dust and sunlight, rivers and ranch gates, friendship and fear, prayer and perseverance.

      Most of all, this story is a reminder that the Lord can guide a willing heart. A young girl may feel small beneath the Texas sky, but she is never unseen by God. The trail may be uncertain, the night may grow dark, and the mystery may deepen, but the heart that chooses truth, faith, and courage will never ride alone.

      May this story carry you back to Rio Bravo Ranch, where the wind still moves through the mesquite trees, the river still whispers beyond the bend, and a girl named Isabella rides with Paloma toward the adventure waiting just beyond the trail.
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            THE WHISPER BENEATH THE MESQUITE TREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was slipping low over South Texas, turning the wide sky the color of peaches, gold, and soft purple shadows. Rio Bravo Ranch rested beneath that evening light like a quiet place from a dream. The adobe house stood warm and brown against the open land, its thick walls holding the heat of the day. Beyond it stretched the corral, the stable, the garden, the well, and the winding trail that led down toward the river. Farther still, mesquite trees dotted the land, their crooked branches reaching like old hands toward the sunset.

      Isabella stood beside the corral fence with one boot on the bottom rail and both arms folded across the top. She was twelve years old, with dark hair braided down her back and eyes that noticed things other people missed. She noticed when a gate was not latched the way her father latched it. She noticed when clouds gathered over the western hills before the wind had even changed. She noticed when Paloma, her white mare, stared too long at something no one else could see.

      That evening, Paloma was doing exactly that.

      The mare stood near the far side of the corral, still as a carved statue. Her ears pointed toward the old mesquite tree beyond the dry creek bed. Her head was high, her nostrils wide, and her tail gave one slow swish. Isabella knew that look. Paloma did not frighten easily. She had crossed rocky trails, splashed through muddy streams, and once stood calmly while a rattlesnake slipped across the path ahead of them. But now the mare seemed troubled.

      “Paloma,” Isabella called softly.

      The mare did not move.

      Isabella frowned and climbed through the fence rails. Dust puffed under her boots as she crossed the corral. “What do you hear, girl?” she whispered, rubbing Paloma’s neck. The mare’s coat felt warm from the sun, but a tiny shiver moved beneath Isabella’s hand. That made Isabella’s own heart beat a little faster.

      From the porch of the adobe house, Abuela Rosa called, “Isabella, come wash for supper.”

      “Yes, Abuela,” Isabella answered, but she did not move right away.

      She looked past the fence toward the old mesquite tree. It stood alone on a low rise, twisted and gray-brown, older than anyone on the ranch. Its roots pushed up through the dry ground like knotted ropes. Its branches bent toward the creek bed, and in the evening wind its leaves trembled with a thin, whispering sound.

      Everyone at Rio Bravo Ranch knew that tree.

      The vaqueros rested beneath it when the summer heat grew fierce. Children were warned not to climb too high in its branches. Travelers used it as a marker when finding the ranch from the southern trail. Abuela said the tree had watched over the land long before the first adobe brick had been shaped by hand.

      But that evening, the tree did not look like a marker or a resting place.

      It looked as though it were keeping a secret.

      Paloma stamped one front hoof.

      Isabella leaned close to the mare’s ear. “I know,” she whispered. “Something is different.”

      Before she could say more, the wind shifted. It slid across the grass, touched the corral rails, and brushed Isabella’s cheek. Then, from somewhere beyond the fence, there came a sound so soft that she almost thought she had imagined it.

      A whisper.

      Isabella held her breath.

      It was not the ordinary rustle of mesquite leaves. It was not the creak of the corral gate. It was not the far cry of a bird or the sigh of wind along the ground. It sounded like a voice, thin and gentle, hidden beneath the tree.

      “Isabella…”

      She stepped backward so quickly that her heel struck a stone.

      Paloma tossed her head.

      The whisper faded.

      For a moment, everything was still. The ranch house glowed in the sunset. Smoke lifted from the outdoor cooking fire. Somewhere near the kitchen door, hens scratched and clucked as though nothing strange had happened at all.

      “Isabella!” Abuela called again.

      This time Isabella hurried.

      She slipped through the fence, brushed dust from her skirt, and ran toward the house. She did not look back until she reached the porch. When she did, Paloma was still staring toward the mesquite tree.

      Supper was warm beans, corn cakes, roasted squash, and strips of dried beef that Tío Mateo had brought from the smokehouse. The family sat around the long wooden table while lantern light flickered against the walls. Isabella’s father, Don Rafael, bowed his head and thanked the Lord for the food, the land, the animals, and another day of protection. Isabella tried to listen, but her mind stayed outside with Paloma and the whisper.

      Her younger brother, Tomás, reached for a corn cake before the prayer had fully ended. Abuela gently tapped his hand with her spoon.

      “Patience,” she said.

      Tomás pulled his hand back and grinned. “My stomach has no patience.”

      Normally Isabella would have laughed. Tonight she only picked at her food.

      Her mother noticed first. Mamá had a way of seeing into Isabella’s face the way others saw through clear water. “You are quiet tonight, hija,” she said. “Are you tired?”

      Isabella looked up. Everyone at the table turned toward her, even Tomás, though his mouth was already full.

      “I heard something,” Isabella said.

      Tío Mateo lifted one eyebrow. He was her father’s younger brother and the best rider on the ranch. His hat hung on the peg behind him, and his sun-browned face carried the dust and work of the day. “A coyote?” he asked.

      “No,” Isabella said. “Not a coyote.”

      “A calf bawling?” asked Tomás.

      “No.”

      “A ghost?” Tomás whispered, making his eyes large.

      “Tomás,” Mamá said gently.

      Isabella swallowed. “It sounded like someone whispering my name.”

      The room grew quieter.

      The lantern flame gave a little snap.

      Don Rafael set down his cup. “Where were you when you heard this?”

      “By the corral,” Isabella said. “Paloma heard it too. She was looking toward the old mesquite tree.”

      Abuela’s hands stopped moving.

      Isabella saw it. It was only for a moment, but she saw it. Abuela’s fingers paused over her plate, and her eyes moved toward the darkening window.

      Don Rafael leaned back. “The wind makes strange sounds in those branches. Especially when evening comes.”

      “It was not just the wind, Papá.”

      “Wind can fool even careful ears,” he said kindly. “This land has many voices at sunset.”

      Tío Mateo nodded. “I have heard the mesquite groan like an old door and whistle like a flute.”

      Tomás leaned across the table. “Did it say my name too?”

      “No,” Isabella said. “Only mine.”

      That made Tomás look disappointed and a little relieved.

      Mamá reached over and touched Isabella’s hand. “You have a good imagination, my daughter. That is a gift, but it can make shadows seem taller than they are.”

      Isabella wanted to agree. She wanted the whisper to be wind, leaves, or imagination. She wanted Paloma’s trembling to mean nothing. But the sound still rested in her memory, clear and close.

      Isabella.

      It had not sounded like a trick of the air.

      It had sounded like someone who needed help.

      After supper, the family gathered in the main room. Abuela mended a torn shirt by lantern light. Mamá hummed softly as she folded cloth. Tomás carved a tiny horse from a piece of soft wood and left shavings all over the floor. Don Rafael and Tío Mateo spoke quietly about a broken section of fence near the northern pasture.

      Isabella sat on a woven mat near the doorway, pretending to braid a strip of leather. Outside, the night deepened. The sky filled with stars. The ranch sounds changed from daytime work to nighttime watchfulness. Crickets began their steady song. A horse snorted in the stable. Somewhere far off, a night bird called once, then again.

      The old mesquite tree was hidden in darkness now.

      But Isabella knew exactly where it stood.

      She could feel it in her mind like a mark on a map.

      “Abuela,” Isabella said after a while.

      The old woman looked up over the shirt in her lap. “Sí, mi niña?”

      “Has anyone ever heard a whisper near the old mesquite tree?”

      The room went still again, though no one admitted it.

      Tío Mateo stopped talking.

      Don Rafael looked at Abuela.

      Mamá folded the same cloth twice.

      Abuela pulled the thread through the fabric slowly. “Many people hear many things when the wind is restless.”

      “That is not what I asked,” Isabella said softly.

      Her father gave her a warning look, but Abuela smiled a little.

      “She has your stubbornness, Rafael,” Abuela said.

      Don Rafael sighed. “I was afraid of that.”

      Tomás crawled closer. “Tell the story, Abuela.”

      “There is no story,” Don Rafael said.

      Abuela tied a knot in the thread. “There is always a story.”

      Isabella’s heart beat faster.

      Abuela folded the mended shirt and set it beside her. Her face looked older in the lantern glow, not weak, but full of memories that had traveled a long road. “Long before you were born,” she began, “before this house had its second room, before the stable had a roof that did not leak, there was a small mission bell that belonged to a chapel east of the river.”

      “A bell?” Isabella asked.

      Abuela nodded. “A little bronze bell. Not large, but sweet in sound. They say it could be heard across the flats on a clear morning. It called people to prayer, warned of danger, and rang when travelers arrived safely.”

      Tomás sat up straighter. “Where is it now?”

      Abuela looked toward the window again. “Lost.”

      The word seemed to settle over the room like dust.

      “Lost where?” Isabella asked.

      “No one knows,” Abuela said. “There was a storm one season, and trouble on the trails. People were moving, hiding, protecting what they could. Some say the bell was carried away for safekeeping. Some say it was buried. Some say it fell into the river. And some say…” She paused.

      “What?” Tomás whispered.

      Abuela lowered her voice. “Some say the bell was last seen near the old mesquite tree.”

      A little chill ran over Isabella’s arms.

      Don Rafael stood. “That is enough for tonight.”

      “But Papá⁠—”

      “Enough,” he said, though not harshly. “Stories grow too large in the dark.”

      Abuela picked up her sewing again, but Isabella saw sadness in her eyes.

      Mamá sent Tomás to wash, and Tío Mateo stepped outside to check the animals. The room returned to its ordinary movements, but Isabella felt as though someone had opened a hidden door and then shut it before she could see inside.

      A lost bell.

      The old mesquite tree.

      A whisper that spoke her name.

      That night, Isabella lay on her cot beneath a thin woven blanket and listened to the house breathe. Tomás slept on the other side of the room, one arm dangling off his cot, his wooden horse clutched in his hand. Moonlight slipped through the small window and lay in a pale square on the floor.

      Isabella tried to sleep.

      She counted sheep.

      She counted stars.

      She counted the wooden beams above her head.

      Still, the whisper returned.

      Isabella.

      At last, she sat up.

      The house was quiet. From the next room came the low murmur of her parents speaking, then silence. Outside, the night was silver and blue. Isabella knew she should stay in bed. She knew children did not wander around the ranch after dark. She knew Papá would be worried if he found her outside.

      But then she heard it again.

      Not a voice this time.

      A bell.

      One soft note floated through the night.

      Clear.

      Lonely.

      Gone.

      Isabella’s breath caught.

      Across the room, Tomás snored.

      She slipped from her cot and pulled on her boots. The floor was cool beneath her feet. She took her shawl from the peg and wrapped it around her shoulders. Moving as quietly as she could, she crossed the room and stepped into the main room.

      The lantern had burned low. The door was barred, but not locked. Isabella lifted the wooden bar carefully, wincing when it scraped. She paused. No one stirred.

      Then she opened the door and stepped outside.

      The ranch at night was not the same ranch she knew by day. The familiar shapes had become mysterious. The well looked like a crouching shadow. The wagons seemed larger. The stable door creaked softly, though no hand touched it. Above everything, the stars shone bright and countless.

      Isabella hurried across the yard toward the corral.

      Paloma was awake.

      The mare stood at the fence, waiting.

      “You heard it too,” Isabella whispered.

      Paloma pushed her soft nose against Isabella’s shoulder.

      “I knew you did.”

      Isabella did not saddle her. That would take too long and make too much noise. Instead, she opened the small gate and led Paloma by the halter. Together they moved past the stable, past the sleeping chickens, and toward the dry creek bed.

      The old mesquite tree stood ahead.

      Its branches were black against the moonlit sky.

      Isabella’s courage felt strong when she looked at Paloma. It felt smaller when she looked at the tree. She reminded herself that mystery did not always mean danger. Sometimes mystery was only truth waiting to be found.

      “Just to the creek bed,” she whispered. “Then we go back.”

      Paloma’s ears flicked forward.

      They walked slowly. The ground was dry and pale beneath the moon. Grass brushed Isabella’s skirt. A lizard darted away from a stone. The wind moved in little breaths, making the mesquite leaves tremble.

      When they reached the dry creek bed, Isabella stopped.

      The earth there was soft from a brief rain two days before. By morning it would be marked with goat tracks, boot prints, and the little scratches of birds. But now, in the moonlight, Isabella saw something that made her kneel.

      Hoofprints.

      They were not Paloma’s. These were smaller, sharper, and pressed deep into the damp sand. They crossed the creek bed from the direction of the southern trail and led straight toward the old mesquite tree.

      Isabella touched one print with her fingertips.

      Someone had ridden here recently.

      Very recently.

      Paloma gave a quiet snort.

      Isabella stood and followed the tracks with her eyes. They disappeared into the shadow beneath the mesquite branches. At the base of the tree, something pale moved in the wind.

      A strip of cloth.

      No, not cloth.

      A ribbon.

      It was caught on a low thorn, fluttering like a tiny flag.

      Isabella’s mouth went dry.

      She led Paloma closer. The tree seemed bigger now, its trunk twisted and ridged, its bark rough as old leather. The air beneath it felt cooler than the open yard. Isabella reached
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