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  For my son Bobby,


  who loves horses almost as much


  as he loves his mother.


  Thanks for the 350 bright,


  shiny red ones!


  I


  Ballou Hills Ranch

  Texas, West of the Pecos

  June, 1883


  “Wish me luck, Cat.”


  Catarina Ramériz stood outside the corral, oblivious to the husky voice that reached her through a haze of expectancy. With one hand she held her black skirt against a billowing gust of wind. Black curls struggled from her bun and wisped untended about her intent black eyes.


  Around her, Ballou Hills cowboys perched on top of the corral fence, boot heels hooked over the rail below; others stood to either side, arms folded over rails, chins resting on crossed wrists. The hot, dusty air shimmered with impending disaster.


  In the center of the corral stood the cause of all the commotion, a wild black stallion named Texan who had already sent one Ballou Hills cowboy to the hospital over in Pecos. Now Monte Ballou had decided to show the outlaw who was boss of this ranch.


  And Catarina was scared.


  Monte might be the son of Ballou Hills’ owner, but Catarina had a feeling, a deep, horrible, fearful feeling, that Texan had no intention of relinquishing his position as king of the Ballou Hills outlaws.


  “That hoss cain’t never be rode,” Baldy, a cowboy to Catarina’s right, commented under his breath.


  “Monte can do it,” spoke up another, this one called Tipper. “If anybody can,” he added skeptically.


  “What’ll you give me?” The challenge came from down the line.


  “Let me in on that bet.” Skeeter Owens leaned across Catarina, hand outstretched to shake on the deal even before it was struck. Even before Monte climbed aboard the outlaw horse. “I’ll take Monte an’…”


  Catarina’s head throbbed with fear, but before she could berate the cowboys, Monte spoke again.


  “What’d you say, Cat?” As if carried into the corral on a whirlwind of dust, he stood before her, six feet of lanky, sun-bronzed arrogance. Only the five-rail fence separated them, and it wasn’t nearly enough to head off the potent effect his presence had on her.


  “These boys believe in me,” he was saying, “how ’bout you?”


  Catarina drew so sharp a breath she almost choked on the intake of dust and grit. She rarely saw Monte, except at mealtimes when she helped her mother serve the cowboys. Her mother, Tina, had been Ballou Hills’ cook since before Catarina was born; her father, Raul, had been ranch foreman longer than that.


  With Monte’s blue eyes peering at her from that lean, tanned face, Catarina felt herself the center of attention, even though she could tell from the cowboys’ voices to either side that everyone else was intent on the upcoming ride and paid them no mind. They continued to banter, brag, and argue the merits of Monte over Texan—and vice versa.


  While she swallowed, tried to answer, Monte hitched the saddle he carried by its horn. Pee Wee Johnston called from the center of the corral.


  “Hurry it up, Ballou.” Pee Wee’s plea was laced with exasperation. Since he bested the other cowboys by a good ten years, he naturally fell heir to the more vexing tasks. Snubbing an outlaw horse could be called vexing and worse. “I cain’t hold on to this bucker all day long.”


  Monte gave no indication he heard. Monte was like that. Always had been. When he gave his concentration to something, he concentrated all the way. Now Catarina was the object of his attention. His expression was a mixture of gravity and amusement.


  “Cat’s got her tongue,” he sang gently, just loud enough to be heard by those nearest them, “locked inside her throat; if she don’t laugh, she’s a-bound to choke.”


  It was a silly, mindless ditty, guaranteed to produce giggles from a morose little girl. But today it had the uncomfortable effect of a shower of falling stars pummeling her scalp. Gooseflesh rose along her arms, even as she felt her skin quiver with a sudden increase of inner heat.


  She hadn’t heard the ditty in a good six years. Chuckles from either side reminded her that she and Monte were not alone. The audience didn’t appear to bother him.


  Before she could recover, he lifted a free hand to his lips, kissed the rough pad of his forefinger, and swiped it gently down her nose. “For luck, Cat.” With a wink he turned and headed for center stage. His swagger further jarred her sensibilities with every jangle of his spurs.


  He had touched her.


  For the first time since he had returned to Ballou Hills after a six-year absence, Monte acted like she actually existed, like he remembered…


  He had remembered the ditty. Fortunately, at this moment her fear for him was too great for anything akin to hope to take root.


  Encouraging calls followed him to the center of the corral. Beyond, Pee Wee struggled with the frightened black horse. While he pulled the halter rope so taut the stallion’s muzzle almost rested in his lap, Carlos Santero raced out and reached across Pee Wee to blindfold the outlaw.


  Approaching quietly, his attention fixed firmly on Texan, Monte lifted a hand, silencing his audience. A hush followed. The only sound Catarina could hear was the thrashing of her heart.


  Through a world that had slowed to half-speed, she watched Monte stop beside the outlaw. She watched him lift the saddle and throw it on the already sweating black back.


  But the animal would have none of it. Even before contact, Texan’s back legs shot out. Monte jumped aside, but recovered quickly. He reached under the heaving belly, caught the trailing end of the cinch, and fastened it tight.


  Mesmerized, Catarina tried not to look but was unable to tear her eyes away from the lanky cowboy she had loved since she was thirteen years old. She reasoned that if she were to close her eyes, something horrible might happen to Monte. Her heart seemed squeezed as tightly as the cinch around Texan’s belly.


  She felt it burst when Monte reached for the saddle horn. With one smooth, quick movement, no motion wasted, he stepped into the saddle.


  “Turn ’em loose, Pee Wee.”


  Pee Wee obliged, then backed his mount away, bringing Monte and the outlaw into full view. Everything turned hazy. Dust flew like a tornado had set down inside the corral.


  Then Monte released the blindfold, and Texan sprouted wings. Back arched to form the shape resembling a horseshoe, the outlaw stallion bunched his feet as neatly as a toe dancer and from that position, he bounded straight into the air.


  “Now we’ll find out if of Monte can stick!”


  “Hell, cain’t nobody stick on a frog-walker like…”


  But Monte did.


  Skeeter’s words drifted off when Texan landed on all fours with a force that lifted Monte from the saddle.


  Quickly, though, he regained his seat, while Catarina gripped her hands together, fingers entwined, as if by sheer will she could help him hold on.


  “Please, dear God…”


  Before she could finish her prayer, Texan had squatted back on his haunches. Monte gathered slack, drawing the halter rope closer to the glistening black mane, then as quickly he eased the rope back through his hand when Texan reversed himself with a mighty backward leap that looked for all the world like he couldn’t keep from falling over backward.


  “That dang sunfisher. He’s a-gonna—”


  “Fan ’em, Monte! Fan the bucker!”


  But the best Monte could do for balance was to fling his left arm back and forth—rather spasmodically, Catarina thought. His Stetson, the object generally used to fan for balance, had flown off at some undetermined time.


  As things turned out, fanning this outlaw wouldn’t have helped. Swapping ends, Texan brought his front hooves down with a bone-jarring thud that served as a springboard for another skyward jump that left the cowboys around her spellbound.


  “Dang, if that ol’ hoss don’t think he can chin the moon!”


  “Yeah…”


  When a stiff-legged landing failed to unseat his unwanted cargo, Texan gave a couple of smaller sheep-jumps, then flung himself into a spin.


  “He’s a-wind-milling, boys.”


  “We can see that, Skeeter. What about Monte?”


  “Hold on to him, Monte!” Carlos called.


  By now the dust was so thick and Catarina’s mouth was so dry, she could roll grit between her teeth. Hold on to him, she prayed. Wear him out.


  But that was not to be. Two spins and a jackknife later, Texan left his rider tumbling head over booted heels into the air. As if the outlaw horse knew exactly what he had done, he stepped aside and watched Monte fall to the ground.


  Except for Texan’s heaving sides and Catarina’s thrashing heart, all movement ceased. Then Catarina was scrambling over the rails.


  Only later did she realize what she had done.


  “Come on back here, Cat.” Skeeter Owens grabbed her around the waist.


  “No. Monte’s going to be trampled.”


  “We ain’t about to let that outlaw stomp another Ballou Hills cowboy into the dust, Cat. You stay right here.”


  When her vision cleared, Catarina saw that Pee Wee had already caught Texan’s halter rope. Carlos had reached Monte, who sat up and gingerly ran fingers through his hair. Skeeter turned her loose.


  “Ain’t that your mama callin’?”


  Catarina shook her head to focus her attention. From behind she heard the dying echoes of her mother’s voice. But the scene inside the corral held her enthralled. She watched Monte stand, test his legs, and grin sheepishly. Carlos fetched his Stetson.


  “’Bout time we turn that outlaw back to the wild,” Pee Wee was saying to no one in particular.


  “Yeah,” Skeeter agreed.


  Monte slapped his hat against his chaps a couple of times. Catarina watched, feeling each slap as she would have a blast of cold air. Yes, turn the outlaw loose.


  “No way,” came Monte’s voice. “Not till after the rodeo in Pecos.” It was an order, undisguised as anything else. Turning, he scanned the assembled cowboys, daring each by turn to dispute the boss’s son. “No human hand’s to touch this outlaw till that rodeo. I want him mean as the stallion that sired him.”


  The Ballou Hills mess hall was a long adobe building with plank tables and bench seats for a hundred or more cowboys at roundup time. Regular times, like now, a couple of tables in one corner were all that were used. The kitchen was attached to the rear.


  Catarina had no more than rushed through the door when her mother thrust a white canvas apron in one of Catarina’s hands and a long-handled spoon in the other. “Pin your hair back, then stir the frijoles, hija. Señor Ballou does not pay me to feed his cowboys burned beans.”


  Tina Ramériz’s brusque tone, or perhaps the fact that she called Catarina “daughter,” instead of “my daughter,” alerted Catarina to her mother’s mood—aggravation headed straight for peevishness.


  “Sí, Mamá.” Catarina fitted the huge apron over her simple white blouse and black skirt, then reattached the combs that held her long black hair in a bun at her nape. At the wood-burning range pinto beans burbled in a ten-gallon cast-iron pot.


  She knew exactly what she had done to cause her mother’s displeasure; if she hadn’t, when Tina continued, the topic would have become clear as branch water.


  “I think it’s time you took up Tía Juana’s offer to spend some time in Cuero.”


  “Mamá.” Protesting, Catarina stirred the beans vigorously, scraping the bottom of the pot to prevent scorching. “You need me here.”


  “Not if you can’t stop mooning over…” Exasperated, Tina flung her hands in the air. “You know how the señor and señora feel about you and their…” Again words failed her. Catarina didn’t need to hear them spoken to grasp the situation.


  Despair rose like steam inside her. Cat’s got her tongue, locked inside her throat; if she don’t laugh… But this was no laughing matter.


  “Monte has been back two months, Mamá,” she argued, “and I have done nothing to cause Señora Ballou alarm.”


  “Until today.”


  “Today? What did I do today?” Her nose actually twitched where he had touched it.


  He touched me: I did nothing.


  “You don’t belong out there with the cowboys,” Tina replied. Her tone had gentled, which made it harder to ignore than her previous belligerence. “Go call them to supper, mi hija.”


  Outside Catarina banged the iron triangle harder than necessary. Perhaps she should move to Cuero to live with Tía Juana. Perhaps she should leave Ballou Hills. She had stayed this long because her mother’s health was poor. Tina needed her help to keep up with the demands of cooking for two dozen ranch hands day in and day out.


  Indeed, Catarina had positioned herself to take over when her mother could no longer carry on. Even Señora Ballou had said as much.


  But that was before Monte returned. Monte, her childhood playmate. Her first, and only, love. As the only children at Ballou Hills, they had been inseparable. Monte taught her to ride, to shoot…


  Cat’s got her tongue…Monte taught her to laugh…and to cry…
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