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Chapter 1
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A CRESCENT MOON, THIN AND silver as the edge of a dime, shone on the lone stallion. With nervous steps, he crossed the river, then picked his way up the bank to the dark and silent River Bend Ranch.

It was midnight. No dogs barked. No coyotes howled, and no night birds called an alarm. The high Nevada desert had lost its daytime heat, and every creature slept. Except Samantha Forster.

For weeks Sam had waited through the night, hoping the silver mustang who’d once been hers would return.

Tonight, after she’d fallen asleep, questioning nickers from the saddle horses had wakened her. Sam had run on tiptoe downstairs to the kitchen. She didn’t dare turn on a light or fling open the door to the ranch yard.

Wild as any deer or wolf, the Phantom had good reasons to flee from humans. Just weeks ago, he’d been roped and confined in a corral. Since the night she’d helped to free him, the Phantom hadn’t been back.

Standing at the kitchen window, Sam could only watch. What she saw confused her.

The stallion stalking toward the ranch wasn’t silver. He wasn’t galloping with liquid grace. He wasn’t the Phantom, and he wasn’t supposed to be here.

Fighting to see through the darkness, Sam opened her eyes so wide they burned. She pressed so close, her nose touched the windowpane.

Her breath fogged the glass as she whispered, “Who are you?”

As if he’d heard, the horse stopped. His tail switched over thick haunches. He shook his shaggy mane before lifting a head that seemed too big for his sturdy neck. He studied the empty round pen in front of him and then glanced at the white house with green shutters on his right. His ears aimed down the gravel road, toward the barn and small pen, but he didn’t seem to notice the white-faced Hereford calf staring back.

The stallion turned toward the big pasture and paraded along the fence. A dozen tame horses edged closer, heads bobbing as they watched. Sam couldn’t hear their snorts and nickers, but she knew the horses were talking.

Frustrated, Sam brushed overgrown bangs back from her eyes. No, the stallion didn’t look like the Phantom, but what were the chances another wild horse would just trot across the river and down the Forsters’ driveway?

Zero, that’s what.

The Phantom had been born on River Bend Ranch. Sam had hand-raised him from a wobbly legged foal to a swift two-year-old. Only a terrible accident had parted them. But the Phantom had remembered her, and he’d come back.

This horse didn’t move like the Phantom, but Sam needed a closer look. She turned the knob, opened the door a few inches, sucked in her stomach, and almost slipped through.

When her nightgown snagged on the wooden doorframe, Sam gave it a tug. It came loose with a soft rip.

The heavy-headed stallion wheeled just long enough to see who’d launched this ambush. He wasn’t white, but a sifting of pale hair flickered in the weak moonlight as the stallion headed toward the river. River Bend’s tame horses neighed in excitement as the wild one galloped along the fence.

When the horse abandoned his noiseless moves, Sam blinked. It wasn’t his suddenly thunderous running that surprised her. It was his sudden stop.

The stallion glared over his shoulder directly at Sam. Then he struck the fence with a deliberate kick. Amazed, Sam wondered how the collision of hooves on wood could sound just like a dare.



“ ‘Catch me if you can.’ That’s what he seemed to say.” Sam waited for her friend Jake Ely to laugh out loud.

Being Jake, he didn’t laugh.

He smacked his dusty Stetson against his jeans and leaned against the rails of the round pen. With glossy black hair tied back from browned cheekbones, Jake looked a lot like his Shoshone father. He did, at least, until he squinted against the sun and gave Sam the world’s smallest smile. Then Jake looked like a lazy tomcat.

“Now you’ve got two horses talkin’ to you, huh, Brat?”

Jake was sixteen, just over two years older. He and Sam had been friendly enemies forever. During summer and after school, Jake worked on River Bend Ranch as a cowboy, but he’d never stopped teasing her like a big brother.

“Three,” Sam said, jerking her thumb toward the big pasture. “You forgot Ace.”

Hearing his name, the bay mustang with the perfect Arab-shaped face trotted toward the fence of the ten-acre pasture. He tossed his head, his black forelock flipping to show his white star, as he came toward Sam. He didn’t get very far.

Strawberry, a big roan mare, darted forward, ears flattened. Ace stopped.

The gelding lowered his head and backed away a few steps, but not before Banjo, Dad’s bald-faced bay, joined in. He flashed Ace a devilish look and launched a quick kick.

“Knock it off!” Sam jogged toward the fence, waving her hands.

Banjo’s kick didn’t connect. He and Strawberry didn’t let Sam’s shout hurt their feelings either. Both swished their tails and moved farther into the pasture.

“Ace, come here, boy.” Sam extended her hand over the fence, but Ace stayed back. He looked so forlorn, Sam took his loneliness to heart.

“I wish Ace could tell us why the other horses pick on him,” Sam told Jake. “They’re just evil.”

“They’re not evil.” Jake gave her shoulder a shake. “Animals have a pecking order. Somebody’s the boss, and somebody’s at the bottom. With these guys”—Jake nodded toward the horses—“Ace is the outsider.”

Sam watched Jake. The youngest of six brothers, he’d inherited all the most boring chores at home on the Three Ponies Ranch. When he’d started working at River Bend, Dad had quickly recognized Jake’s intuitive handling of horses.

Sam sighed. It had been Jake who’d taught her Shoshone taming techniques to gentle her own colt.

“Ace looks like he might have lost a little flesh,” Jake said. “Beyond the normal cuts and kicks, he’s showing ribs. That means they’re not letting him eat. I think we’d better talk to your dad.”

“Don’t have to.” Dad’s voice came from behind them. “I’ve been watching Ace myself.”

Sam could’ve sworn Dad had already ridden out for the day. As he moved between her and Jake, Dad’s shirt smelled of wind and summer sagebrush, so he must have just returned. Dad worked hard for the bare living the ranch brought in.

Wyatt Forster shifted his weight on one leg, moving with a stiffness that had nothing to do with his boots. Tall, with a face tanned the color of saddle leather, he looked like what he was—a man who’d been a cowboy all his life. As usual, Dad’s jaw was set in a stubborn expression Sam had no problem recognizing.

Gram always told Sam that she looked like Mom had when she’d been a teenager. But Sam knew different. She might share Mom’s auburn hair, brown eyes, and way with animals, but each time Sam looked in the mirror, especially when she was mad, it was Dad’s hard-set expression that stared back at her.

“We’ll move Ace into the barn pen and try Buddy in here,” Dad said.

Sam pictured her orphan calf, Buddy, out with the horses. Buddy wasn’t much taller than a big dog. For short distances, though, she might be the speediest animal on River Bend Ranch.

Buddy would be fine, but Ace would be lonely.

“We’ll put another horse with him, of course.” Jake glanced toward Sam.

“Of course,” Sam echoed, and she felt her shoulders loosen in relief.

Though she’d been born on the ranch, Sam had just returned home a couple of months ago. After a serious accident, she’d had to spend two years in San Francisco with her aunt. When Jake clued her in about details like this, she was usually grateful.

“He’s your horse, Sam,” Dad said. “Who should he be penned with?”

She held out her hand and wiggled her fingers toward Ace. Before Dad had given Ace to her at the beginning of summer, the gelding had never been babied. Now he understood an open hand could mean affection as well as food. Even though he could see her empty palm, Ace sidled along the fence toward her.

“C’mon, boy,” Sam crooned.

She ignored Jake’s groan. He thought she pampered Ace too much. But Ace was a mustang, used to the security of a herd, even if the only other member of that herd was Sam.

Sam considered the horses in the pasture.

Although cattle paid the bills, horses were the pride of River Bend Ranch. In this pasture alone, there were three purebred Quarter Horses, a lean buckskin with Thoroughbred blood, several mixed-breed cow ponies, and some young stock Jake and Dad were schooling for resale. And Ace.

Which of the horses wouldn’t bully Ace in the small pen? While Sam tried to decide, the screen door slammed.

“Oh shoot,” Sam muttered.

Gram walked toward her, jingling the keys for her huge boat of a car. In khaki pants and a pink polo shirt, with her gray hair coiled into a knot, Gram looked downright stylish. And ready to go.

She and Gram were driving into Darton to shop for a backpack and school clothes. Gram had said Sam had time to feed Buddy her bottle if she hurried. Sam had hurried, but then she’d started talking to Jake and one conversation led to another.

Before she had time to explain that she was choosing a roommate for Ace, there was a snort, a grunting neigh, the sound of hooves. Then pain.

“Ow!” Sam shouted.

As Ace had sprinted away from Strawberry and Banjo, he’d brushed Sam’s hand. With a pop, her fingers had bent at a weird angle.

“I’m fine,” Sam insisted, but Gram paced toward her at double time, wearing a frown.

Sam’s ring and little fingers had already started to swell, but she knew they weren’t broken. Biting her lip and keeping the squeal of pain inside, Sam made a fist and showed Gram.

“Just fine, see?”

Gram was too busy glaring at Dad to see.

“You know I love everything that breathes on this ranch—with the exception of that rattlesnake I saw by the woodpile, and even he’s keeping rats out of the house—but, Wyatt,” Gram lectured, “I do not and never will think a mustang makes a good mount for your daughter.”

Gram did love every living thing. Just yesterday, Sam had come upon her fretting over a butterfly in a spider’s web.

“Heavens, Samantha,” Gram had said. “To free that butterfly means to starve that spider.”

Gram had stood watching for ten minutes before a hot August wind blew both predator and prey into the air.

Now, though, Gram was talking about Ace. And the Phantom. Sam couldn’t bear to lose either of them.

“I guess Strawberry and Banjo are out as stablemates.” Sam tried to change the subject.

“I don’t know what I was thinking,” Dad said. He rubbed the back of his neck.

“About what?” Sam looked between Dad and Gram. “I guess I’ll get used to being ignored.” Sam tried to make it sound like a joke, but something in Dad’s expression told her what he was thinking.

He and Gram were picturing that night three weeks ago when she’d clung to Ace on a wild ride away from the Bureau of Land Management corrals. In a rare decision, the BLM, the government agency charged with overseeing the country’s wild horses, had agreed the Phantom was better off free and wild. So Sam had ridden Ace, charging down a steep rock-strewn hillside, galloping beside the Phantom, leading the terrified stallion to safety.

Dad drew a deep breath. Then far more than his usual few words came streaming out. “You could’ve broken bones. You could’ve fallen and knocked out your teeth or hit your head like you did last time.” Dad gave her a hard stare, then closed his eyes.

Sam might have asked what all this had to do with picking a roommate for Ace if she hadn’t heard what Dad didn’t say: You might have been killed.

“I’m mad at myself, not you,” Dad said. “I shouldn’t have let you do it.”

“That’s the truth,” Gram said.

As Gram’s voice faded, Sam imagined Ace and the Phantom running across the desert together. Ace might be bullied by the saddle horses, but he had a powerful friend in the Phantom. He trusted Ace. The two horses had matched strides all the way down the hillside.

They shared a wild spirit. If only things could work out like they did in the movies, Ace would be the nerdy sidekick to the superhero Phantom Stallion.

“That stallion hasn’t been around since the BLM caught him, right?” Dad asked.

“No, and it’s not like I rode him, even when he did come around,” Sam said.

“That’s not saying you wouldn’t do it if you thought you could.” Dad’s eyes locked onto Sam’s, and he waited.

Dad hadn’t asked her a question, exactly, so Sam stayed silent. She’d never been able to lie, even about snatching an extra cookie. When Gram interrupted, Sam relaxed, until the words sank in.

“Samantha,” Gram said, “you’d better stay in the house at night.”

“I can’t—”

“Yes, you can. You’ll have homework to keep you busy soon.”

“But I’m a good student. I get my homework finished fast, and—”

“You’ll need a full night’s sleep to keep up.” Dad glanced at Jake, then saw he wouldn’t get any backup there. “You’re probably thinking Darton High is a little hick school, way behind your San Francisco classes, but you might be surprised.”

Sam pretended to study the horses in the pasture. She was really replaying Gram’s and Dad’s words.

You’d better stay in the house….

You’ll need a full night’s sleep to keep up….

So far they hadn’t forbidden her to go out. She needed to distract them before she was forced to make a promise she’d surely break.

“Sweetheart!” Sam pointed at the corral.

Everyone turned to look at the long-legged pinto. Sweetheart was solid black, except for a heart-shaped white patch on one hip. Sweetheart had been Gram’s saddle horse for as long as Sam could remember.

“Sweetheart would be perfect to put in with Ace,” Sam said hurriedly, although the way Gram’s lips tightened, Sam knew she wasn’t fooled one bit. “She’s never bitten or kicked him. Have you seen her do it, Jake?”

“Nope.”

“In fact, I haven’t seen her lash out at any of the horses,” Sam said, “ever.”

“Wyatt schooled that horse to have perfect manners, especially in company,” Gram said, looking a little dreamy. “He gave Sweetheart to me right after he and your mother were married.”

A bit of the silence was filled by the sound of a crow cawing from a fence post. Buddy slurping clumsily from a water trough took up a little bit more of the quiet. Still, Sam heard the same throat-tightening hush that fell each time Gram talked about Mom.

“I don’t have time to stand around and gossip. Sam, you move those horses when you get back.” Dad jerked the brim of his hat down to cover his eyes. “There’s work to be done, Jake, unless you’re scooting off to town with these girls.”

“No, sir,” Jake said, and Sam wondered if he knew he’d tugged at his hat brim just like Dad.



As Gram’s Buick bumped across the bridge over the river that had given the ranch its name, Sam sighed.

With a quick sidelong glance, Sam checked out Gram. She showed no sign of anger, no sign she was ready to lay down the law.

Sam watched the high desert hills swing up into real mountains to the north. Thick sagebrush made them appear carpeted with green, but Sam knew better. Rough terrain led to the Calico Mountains. Up there, somewhere, lay the secret valley where the Phantom hid his herd.

She and Gram headed the other way.

The two-lane asphalt road ran straight at the horizon, toward Alkali. Too small to be called a town, Alkali had a coffee shop and a gas station. On Tuesdays, the county bookmobile—a library on wheels—stopped there. Sam had convinced Dad to let Jake borrow the truck and drive her there, twice.

Today Gram drove right on through Alkali.

“I thought about stopping for a soda,” Gram said, nodding at the diner, “but we’ll get lunch at the mall.”

“Great,” Sam said, then turned on the car radio. One thing you could say for Gram’s old Buick: its antenna picked up every radio station for hundreds of miles around.

Sam found herself humming along with the oldies station Gram favored. Even if funds were short, and they were, Sam liked shopping. She’d been in sixth grade the last time she’d gone to the mall in Darton. From what she’d heard, it had grown.

“Samantha?”

Sam turned. When Gram kept her eyes on the road, Sam knew it was a bad sign.

“I won’t lock you in your room at night, but I’m serious about staying away from that stallion. If I catch you sneaking out, you’ll be grounded.” Gram looked at her then. “I mean that literally. There’ll be no riding until you’ve learned your lesson.”

What could she do? Sam looked down and saw her hands shaking in her lap. She put them out of sight, tucking her fingers between her thighs and the car upholstery.

Gram was making her choose between Ace and the Phantom. It wasn’t fair. She couldn’t stand even the idea of giving up her long daily rides on Ace, but it would break her heart if she never saw the Phantom again.
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Chapter 2
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CRANE CROSSING WAS A FINE mall. It wasn’t San Francisco, but Sam had never adored side-street specialty shops the way Aunt Sue did. Crane Crossing was more her style. It had a big department store, where Sam got a backpack, jeans, socks, Darton High’s green-and-gold gym clothes, and a skirt Gram insisted on buying. The mall’s three casual-wear stores were hard to tell apart, but Sam bought two shirts in one and a blouse to match the skirt in another.

The worst part had been seeing her goofy hair in the bright fluorescent lighting that spotlighted the dressing-room mirrors. Sam decided she could plead temporary insanity for cutting it. She’d thought short hair would make her look older when she returned to the ranch, but it was growing out weird. She needed professional help, but she couldn’t ask Gram to pay for a haircut when it was a stretch to afford clothes.

The best feature of the mall was a Western wear and tack store called Tully’s. There, Sam saw a split-ear headstall that was a work of art. With delicate care, Sam touched a flurry of feathers hand-tooled on smooth, mushroom-colored leather. How beautiful it would look on Jake’s black mare, Witch.

If a good fairy flew down and sprinkled her with silver dollars, she’d buy it. Jake’s birthday was October 1.

Gram came up behind her.

“Gracious, that’s more than we spend on groceries in a month,” Gram tsked.

Sam almost snapped that not everything was about money. She was glad she hadn’t when Gram added, “Wouldn’t Ace step proud wearing that on his pretty head?”

Sam guessed it would take a while to get used to Gram, Dad, and Jake again. Right now she could not guess what Gram would do or say next. Frustration made Sam decide that adults—Dad and Gram included—were more unpredictable than horses.

At a table in the mall’s food court, Gram chowed down on a huge plate of Chinese food but didn’t show a flicker of excitement when Sam pointed out Crane Crossing’s multiplex theater and suggested they go to a movie.

“Maybe next time,” Gram said as they loaded their purchases into the Buick’s back seat, but Sam didn’t have high hopes.

The television in the ranch house living room was ten years old. Dad and Gram had no interest in updating their entertainment system. They watched the news every night, but rarely anything else. Sure, Dad did tiring physical labor each day, but Sam couldn’t imagine going up to bed at eight o’clock if you weren’t sick. And all Gram did after dinner was read novels and piece together quilts.

They were driving back toward the ranch, when Sam shivered. Something told her the Phantom was nearby. Sam studied every bush moving in the breeze and every dark rock in the distance.

But it was Gram who spotted the Phantom first.

War Drum Flats spread out like a beige tablecloth below them. From the road, Sam saw a basin scooped from the sagebrush and piñon landscape. Gram glanced at where the brush faded to dusty green and gave way to a sandy area around a pond. A dozen thirsty horses jostled for room at the water’s edge.

“That’s a fine-looking band of mustangs,” Gram said. Then she added, “Oh, look, there on the ridge.”

Sam followed Gram’s gesture. She stared past the pond and up the hillside and then sucked in a breath. On a ridge marked by wind-twisted pine trees, the silver stallion stood guard.

From here, he was just a proud outline against the blue summer sky, but Sam recognized her horse. The pine ridge looked so high, windy, and far away, Sam wasn’t sure the drinking band and stallion were together.

Gram swerved to the roadside. She shut off the engine, opened her car’s glove compartment, and withdrew a pair of binoculars.

Distance made him no more than a sparkling toy, but Sam knew the Phantom by his kingly stance.

“Oh my, it’s him, isn’t it? Your little lost colt, all grown up.” Gram’s voice held a mixture of awe and disappointment.

Had she been hoping Sam would really give in to that old idea of out of sight, out of mind?

Gram sat up straighter and angled the binoculars down. Sam figured Gram was studying the mares and foals. Though they looked like miniatures from here, Sam recognized two distinctive blood bays and a mouse-colored horse she’d noticed in the Phantom’s band before.

“And who’s this, I wonder?” Gram asked.

At Sam’s mew of frustration, Gram passed her the binoculars.

“I’ve never been able to focus these silly things,” Sam muttered.

“Take your time,” Gram said.

Easy to say. Mustangs could vanish as you stared right at them. It had happened three times with the Phantom.

“Oh, come on,” Sam growled at the binoculars. She pressed them too hard against her eye sockets, then held them too far back, so her eyelashes ticked across the eyepieces.

This was important. Who’s this? Gram had asked, and her voice had sounded suspicious.

The first horse to come into focus had tiger-striped front legs.

“Yeah.” Sam sighed. She remembered the dun with the prehistoric markings from her visit to the Phantom’s secret canyon.

The mare stared across the pond and shook her ears. The other horses moved into a tighter bunch around her, then fell back as she trotted around the end of the pond. She must be the herd’s lead mare, Sam thought.

Then the mare proved it. She flattened her ears, bared her teeth, and made a threatening run at an intruder.

“The hammer head!”

“The what?” Gram’s dubious voice told Sam she’d spoken aloud.

“That other horse.” Without lowering the binoculars, Sam pointed at the heavy-headed stallion. “I’ve seen him before.”

She didn’t dare say she’d seen him at midnight the night before on River Bend Ranch, but she was almost sure he was the same horse.

His big head, long mane, and stocky conformation were unusual. By daylight, she could see he was the color of jeans that had been washed about a million times. A blue roan.

“Whoever he is,” Sam said, “he thinks he’s pretty hot stuff.”

The stallion pranced toward the lead mare as if she should bow down and kiss his hooves. The tiger dun wasn’t impressed.

As the mare attacked, the stallion dodged. He moved like a cutting horse, removing the troublesome mare from the herd as he headed toward the other mares and foals, who stood watching, wide-eyed.

Suddenly, he was distracted. Sam had to hunt with the binoculars to see what had made the blue roan swing away from the mares.

The Phantom trotted off the ridge and down a hidden path. He seemed to float toward the herd. Head tilted to one side, tail swishing, he looked only curious. Sam guessed he didn’t see the other stallion as a threat.

Full of confidence, the blue bowed his head in a move that puffed up his already thick neck. He pawed the sand, glanced back at the watching mares, then strutted a few steps like a bad boy showing off for the girls. Then he charged.

The Phantom stepped aside. The blue stumbled in surprise, but he didn’t fall—just ran a few steps and swung back around to face the silver stallion.

A breeze caught the Phantom’s white silk mane and it fluttered around him. The blue’s head bobbed in three fierce nods; then he launched a second attack. Once more, the Phantom stepped aside, but when the heavy horse gathered for a third try, the Phantom lost patience.

His ears flicked back, and he planted each hoof with determination.

The blue stallion stopped. He lowered his head and swung it just above the dust. The Phantom had treated him like an unruly youngster, and the blue roan looked ashamed. Finally, without another glance toward the mares, he sprinted away.

Sam saw him go over a hill. She waited. The disgraced stallion had to emerge on the other side, didn’t he?

“They vanish just like that,” Gram said, snapping her fingers. “Don’t they?”

When the blue roan still didn’t appear, Sam felt suddenly hot and sweaty. The backs of her legs stuck to the Buick’s upholstery.

She’d wanted the Phantom to win, but it hadn’t been a fight. More of a scolding. Sam remembered the blue roan’s huge hooves slamming the River Bend’s fence in a burst of temper and wished he hadn’t lost to the Phantom so completely. What if the blue roan’s pride was hurt? Would he return for a rematch?

Sam shivered, though the August heat rippled through the open car window.

The Phantom’s band milled around the pond as if nothing had happened, but the stallion didn’t return to the ridge.

“I wonder if that was a bachelor stallion, looking to steal mares,” Gram mused, “or just a young horse trying out his moves.”

“He looked serious, but the Phantom didn’t,” Sam said.

“The Phantom. Why do you call him that, even though you, Jake, and Wyatt all think he’s Blackie?”

“He doesn’t look like ‘Blackie’ anymore.”

“That’s true, but if he was your colt, he’s not the Phantom.”

Chills scurried down Sam’s arms. Gram couldn’t believe in the legendary white stallion, could she? He was imaginary. When cowboys told ghost stories around the campfire, they wove tales about a pale spirit horse that melted through fences. He floated above the ground, outrunning any mortal horse. He passed through lassos and moved with cloudlike silence. But everyone knew the stories sprang from a family of fleet gray mustangs that lived in the Calico Mountains.

Still, Sam wasn’t sure what to say. She couldn’t remember Gram ever doing anything more superstitious than crossing her fingers for luck.

Down below, the Phantom lifted his head and stared toward the road, as if he’d finally noticed them.

“He is a beauty,” Gram said.

“Then won’t you let me go out at night and wait for him? He always comes by midnight, and I promise I won’t try to ride him, and—”

“Samantha,” Gram’s tone cautioned her.

“But, Gram, if I planned to ride him, I would have tried to get Dad to adopt him.” Sam thought she sounded quite sensible. “I wouldn’t have encouraged the BLM to turn him loose.”

“Dear, I know you believe that now. But if you go out and see that horse every night, if he lets you get close, pet his neck, and maybe he even starts to follow you around, the next natural thing is trying to ride him. And you cannot tell me,” Gram said, pointing her index finger at Sam, “that it isn’t exciting to think of riding through the night with the wind in your hair on a mustang stallion no one else can even touch.”

Sam couldn’t say the idea wasn’t thrilling. Would she risk being grounded for one wild night ride? She looked away from Gram, because the answer was yes.

Gram tapped Sam’s arm, and she looked back.

“Sam, you know I have a soft spot for animals, but I have a softer spot for you.” Gram’s blue eyes looked into Sam’s brown ones. “I hope you never have to sit in a hospital waiting room, head in hands, praying a child will live. After that horse threw you and kicked you in the head, I made a vow you’d never ride him again. And I’ll keep that promise with the last breath in my body.”

If Gram had been weepy and emotional, Sam might have reminded her that he hadn’t hurt her on purpose. She’d fallen from Blackie, and he’d been running away in fright when his hoof grazed her head. But Gram was speaking in a level tone, without a hint of tears. Sam knew, today, she couldn’t win.

Sam looked down the two-lane asphalt road ahead and saw a car coming toward them. It glittered like glass, and that was the hint that told her it was Linc Slocum’s big beige Cadillac.

The city slicker had purchased everything from a cattle ranch to spurs, trying to fulfill his dream of being a cowboy. Still, he had the Cadillac washed every day by a ranch hand, instead of driving a car coated with desert dust like a real cowboy would.

Slocum didn’t mind folks calling him a show-off or frowning at the rodeo-trophy belt buckle he’d purchased, not won. The thing that did drive Slocum crazy was his inability to buy the best Western trophy of all: the Phantom.

Three weeks ago, instead of putting the Phantom up for adoption, the BLM had freed him. The government agency was protecting the Phantom, hoping the stallion would mate with wild mares and improve the mustang breed.

But why tempt fate? Sam didn’t want Linc Slocum to even see the Phantom.

“Gram, go,” Sam said. “Here comes Linc Slocum, and I think it would be really bad if he saw the—uh, Blackie.”

It took Gram a minute to remember Sam’s conflict with Slocum, but then she revved up the Buick’s engine. She looked back carefully before pulling from the roadside onto the street.

Run, boy, run. Sam stared at the stallion and sent her thoughts winging toward him. Go, now. The Phantom circled his mares at a nervous trot, and the tiger dun followed.

Sam stared down the road. Slocum’s Cadillac was gaining on them, about two city blocks away. If he looked over the edge now, he’d see the mustangs for sure.

Gram pulled onto the road, and still the horses stayed clustered by the pond. Sam had to do something.

She’d never uttered the stallion’s secret name within human hearing. Jake had taught her techniques from generations of Shoshone horse tamers. He said a secret name bonded one horse to one rider. Sam could see no harm in thinking the name, so she did.

Run, Zanzibar, run.

As if she’d screamed the words, the stallion bolted. The tiger dun wheeled away from the water and darted toward the hills. In a tight knot, the other mares followed. The Phantom circled behind, nipping their haunches, pushing with his mighty chest until the last mare crested the hill.

Just like the blue roan, the horses vanished. A plume of dust rose, then drifted on the desert air.
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