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As a horse crazy girl, I learned everything I could about the beautiful and sometimes intimidating creatures. I’d love to say I became an expert horsewoman and a champion barrel racer like my heroine. However, that didn’t happen. Not even close. 

Because my mother loved me more than she feared the big animals, she bought a young mare for my sister and myself. A few years later Trixie gave birth to Misty, the world’s most beautiful pinto filly. 

White Moon is dedicated to those two horses, my mother, my sister, and Charlie Couch, the seasoned horse wrangler who took us under his capable wings.
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Night's shadows still clung to the corners of the corral when Lynn Walker opened the gate and stepped inside. The gelding at the far end of the enclosure snorted. For a moment the Levi's-and-shirt-clad young woman just leaned against the fence.

She could have waited until later in the day for what she planned to do, but she had wakened early and, not wanting to disturb her mother, had dressed and left the ranch house. Now that she was here, she might as well settle the question of what to do about Red.

Cautiously Lynn started toward the animal. The movement brought her out of the shadows, highlighting the contrast between tanned flesh and flaxen hair. She held the coiled rope behind her, talking softly the way she'd talked to a thousand horses in her twenty-six years. "Don't like me very much, do you, big Red?" she droned. "Never have been crazy about humans, have you? All they've done is clean you off when you were born, pull you through a siege of colic, feed you and try to put a saddle on your back."

As if he knew the meaning of the word "saddle," the Roman-nosed roan snorted again. This time the blast from his nostrils made the long, sensitive hairs on his muzzle quiver.

"That's the whole problem, isn't it?" she continued, measuring her forward progress in inches. "Something between your ears gets bent out of shape when someone tries to tighten a cinch around you. Your mother was the same way." Lynn laughed softly, remembering. "Boy, did she give me the evil eye when I tried to break her. She won that round. I was the one who wound up with a broken arm."

Red stared intently as she came closer, but the gelding only flattened his ears when she put a warm hand on his neck. She felt the power beneath her fingers.

"You were a magnificent yearling," she informed the horse. "All satin and sleek hair stretched over a frame that never stopped moving." She kept talking until Red's ears pricked forward, then she produced the rope. Red dropped his head to sniff the new hemp and then snorted. Still he didn't whirl away. Slowly Lynn reached up and slipped the rope around his powerful neck. "Come on, Red. Show me you haven't turned out as bad as Mom says you have."

Red went with Lynn when she pulled on the rope. Back at the gate was the saddle and bridle she’d brought out of the barn for the test. "It's not so bad is it?" she asked in the same low droning tone as the skittish horse's unshod hooves landed inches from her size five boots. His shoulder jarred her slim frame as woman and animal made momentary contact, but Lynn felt no fear. She respected a horse's strength and unpredictability. But fearing horses wasn't part of her makeup.

"Maybe it wouldn't be like this if I'd been around to give you some gentling when you needed it. I'm sorry. Things don't always turn out the way we want them to." She couldn't help but think the two years she'd been away would have been better spent here.

Lynn warmed the cold metal of the bit in her hands before trying to work it between the gelding's teeth, then slipped the leather bridle into place. "Now for the s-a-d-d-l-e," she spelled, her eyes never leaving the horse's eyes. "I wish Nevada Girl was here. She'd show you a thing or two about manners."

Red's eyes were on the saddle. Wise in the ways of horses, Lynn didn't turn her back on the gelding that was now pawing the ground. "Don't give me a hard time," she continued as she let the animal run his lips over the saddle horn. "There's no place for you here if you put up a fuss about being ridden."

Finally, she took a breath and held it. "This is it," she warned both the horse and herself. Then she swung the saddle up and onto Red's high back.

Red snorted and shied away, not stopping until he was pinned against the fence. Only when the loose flesh on his back stopped twitching did she release the cinch so that it hung below Red's belly. She reached under and grabbed; Red kicked at his belly as she tightened the saddle.

Lynn shook the horn to make sure the saddle was secure and then untied the snubbing rope. She planted her foot in the stirrup before the horse knew he was free. Her whole being was focused on the simple yet dangerous act of swinging herself into the saddle.

Straddling a potential keg of dynamite was something she had done enough times that she no longer questioned her sanity. There was nothing left of her but energy and muscles and courage. She wanted this. No, she needed this!

Her jeans had barely made contact with the saddle when Red tucked his head between his legs and flung both hind legs out behind him. She let the reins slide through her hands to keep from being jerked off and clamped Red's sides with thighs muscled by a lifetime spent on horseback.

Red pawed for the sky. When the big horse landed, the jolt was almost enough to send her into the dirt. Still she held on, teeth rattling every time the animal bucked. Red wasn't going to win this round!

Suddenly he changed tactics and raced full speed toward the far end of the corral. Lynn threw her head back and let loose a rebel yell into the cold morning air. "Go Red! Run me into the ground!"

Inches before he would hit the fence, Red skidded to a stop, his haunches dropping nearly to the ground. If she could have been sure Red would whirl and retrace his pounding steps, Lynn would have stayed with the rogue. But she'd mounted the horse to learn one thing, and her answer had come with Red's first move. This wasn't an animal for Walker Ranch.

Before Red could collect himself, Lynn catapulted herself out of the saddle, grabbed the wooden fencing and scrambled over it. It wasn't until she was on the ground with a barrier between herself and the still enraged horse that she took her first conscious breath.

"Red! You damn fool!" she called after the bucking animal. "You're just like me, Fighting a rope even when you don't know why you're fighting." She took another breath. At least Red knew what he was battling. Lynn couldn't name what it was that had once caused her to search the horizon with hungry eyes.

"Lynn Walker! I should have known. Are you hurt?"

Lynn turned at the sound of her mother's cry. The older Walker woman, wearing a nightgown that hung loosely on her too thin figure, was closing the distance between the ranch house and the corral. Like her surroundings, Carol Walker was gray. Timeless. Briefly Lynn closed her eyes. She hadn't wanted to disturb her mother. The woman was bone weary and might be for months to come. "I'm fine," she said. "I just wanted to give Red one last chance."

"Do you have any idea how many chances that rogue has had?" Carol Walker took her daughter's arm and turned her slim but muscled form around. "What he is is rodeo stock."

Lynn didn't bother looking at the horse before nodding. "Do you want to call them or shall I?"

"Why don't you call Dee, dear? You haven't gotten in touch with her since you came back, have you?"

"No." She thought about using a lack of time as her excuse but dismissed the lie. Dee was her best friend and Lynn had had ample opportunity to tell her that her father's funeral had accomplished what both Dee and Carol had wanted—she was back.

"Dee said I'd hitch a ride back here someday," she said softly. "I guess it's time she learned how right she was. Is her father still involved with the ranch and business?"

Carol shook her head and rearranged her nightgown over her angular shoulders. "You know Bob. He was always full of ideas. He just never had much knack for seeing them through. It's a good thing

Bryan took to contracting the way he did. He's been running things close to ten years now."

Bryan. The name of her best friend's older brother didn't come easily. While Dee had always been like a friendly kitten, warming instantly to everyone she met, Bryan was the wind that moved the prairie grasses. Lynn had known Bryan Stone from earliest childhood, and yet she'd never understood the man; she wondered if anyone did.

She broke free of her thoughts. "I've seen Stone stock at half the rodeos I've been to. I take it he's doing well."

"More than well. Stone stock has been at the finals for what, the past seven years at least. Bryan knows his animals. And he's a businessman."

She pulled away from the fence and focused on the rising sun. "Is he married? Dee always said no woman could ever get close enough to throw a rope on him."

"He's still running wild. Poor Nancy. I think she's worried she's never going to have grandchildren. Dee's having too much fun being single and Bryan... If Bryan ever stands still for more than five minutes, he's going to make some woman a good husband. I didn't tell you at the funeral but—" Carol swallowed and then continued. "Bryan was here the day your dad died. Sick as he was, William wanted to talk to Bryan."

"What about?" When the family gathered for the funeral two weeks ago, Carol hadn't yet been able to talk about her husband's last days. That release, which Lynn knew was essential, was just now starting to come.

"Maybe nothing." Carol shrugged. "Bryan was going to go to an auction that day, but when your dad called, he dropped everything and came over."

"The Stones have always been good neighbors. More like family."

"I know." Carol's voice dropped to a whisper. For a minute Lynn thought she wasn't going to say anything else. "Honey, your father died in Bryan's arms. I—I don't know what I was thinking that day. I let Bryan and your father talk me into running some errands while Bryan stayed here. It'd been so long since I'd had any time... When I came back, there was nothing to do except hold his hand and tell him goodbye."

"Oh, Mom!" Lynn embraced her mother, hiding her own tears in the older woman's gray hair. A thousand regrets, all coming too late, pounded through her.

"Don't," Carol warned in a shaky whisper. "You had no idea your dad was that sick. Even with the trouble with his lungs, I thought he was going to live forever. I—I'm just glad you're here now. But honey..." Carol pulled her back until she was looking deep into the earth-green eyes that had once seemed too big for her face and were still her most commanding feature. "I don't want you staying here out of a sense of obligation. You were making a life for yourself."

The small cabin that went along with her less than satisfying job at one of the top barrel racing schools outside Phoenix wasn't much. "You're not going to get rid of me that easily, Mom," she said, tossing her head. "Some of us—" she paused. "Some of us take longer to get on the right track. Bryan has always had goals. Always been so sure what he wanted out of life. That's what drove Dee crazy about him."

''They're still squabbling like a couple of kids." Carol smiled faintly. "They remind me of you and your brothers. You're sure about Red?"

"I'll call as soon as we get back to the house. Red's meant for the rodeo circuit."

"I know." Carol sighed. "I think your father had already decided to sell him before." Carol shook her head angrily. "I let William protect me too much. Red should be off earning his keep. I could have done that much."

"Don't," she warned her mother gently. "You've had enough to do without worrying about that hay burner. What do you mean Dad protected you? Who's the one who convinced Dad to try a wheat crop? It worked didn't it? Besides, those brothers of mine will be lighting back here soon," Lynn said. "It's about time those two earned their keep."

A stronger smile touched Carol's face. "Now, that sounds familiar. I've lost count of how many fights I had to referee between you and your brothers. I certainly hope that's not going to start again."

"I'll act civilized around Chet," Lynn conceded. "Big brother's downright stodgy these days. But you can't expect things to change between Bullet and me. It's your own fault, you know. You set the stage by having me just thirteen months after Bullet. And I still say he locked me in that horse trailer overnight on purpose."

At thirty, Chet had a wife and two small children. They'd been living in the southern part of the state while Chet managed an auction, but the auction land had recently been sold for some kind of development and it made sense for him to come back and take over the family business. Twenty-seven-year-old Dave, or Bullet, as everyone called him, was a bronc riding cowboy who thought of nothing except once again making it to "The Finals," as the world series of ro- deoing was called. This time of year, Bullet wouldn't be able to take much time off the circuit, but Lynn knew that the presence of her youngest and wildest son, even if only for a few days, would do a great deal to boost Carol Walker's spirits.

She accompanied her mother back into the cool, clean house. She waited until Carol went into her bedroom and then reached for the phone, dialing the Stone number from memory. For a moment, she felt like a teenager calling her best friend to see if Dee was free to work on the trick riding act that had made them a popular local attraction.

But it wasn't Dee Stone who answered the phone.

"Lynn? I didn't know you were back. Is your mother all right?"

"My mother's fine," she explained. "As for my reasons for being back.. .it's a long story. You can use a good bucker, can't you? Are you interested in Red?"

"The question is, are you sure you're ready to do this?" Bryan asked, his tone gentle. "You're the one who dried him off."

So Bryan Stone remembered the ties between her and Red. Lynn hadn't expected that. "No one's been able to take the bronc out of him. He's a rogue, Bryan. He's right for bucking stock. Do you want to take a look at him?"

Bryan was silent for a moment. "I have to be out your way this afternoon, Lynn. What if I drop by then?"

Bryan was still as decisive and fast acting as always. "That'll be fine. Is Dee there? I'd love to talk to her."

"She's out with the vet. But if I tell her you're at the ranch, I know she'll come with me. Lynn, how is your mother? I haven't talked to her since last week."

"She's coping. She's a strong woman, Bryan. I think it'll be better once she gets over being so tired."

"She ran herself into the ground looking after your dad. Your mother's a remarkable woman."

She closed her eyes, concentrating. She couldn't remember ever having a personal conversation with Bryan Stone. "Mom wasn't expecting Dad to die so soon," Lynn said softly, honestly. "None of us were."

"Your dad knew he couldn't fight emphysema forever, Lynn." Bryan's voice dropped to a whisper that matched her own. "He was tired. At least the end came quickly."

Thank God, she acknowledged, although she didn't have the courage to speak the words aloud. "Thank you for being there," she said instead.

"I'll never be sorry it worked out that way. I didn't want them to be alone."

With those few words, Bryan put an end to her hope that they might be forging a relationship that hadn't been possible when they were younger. She should have been the one to make those last days easier for her parents. She, not a neighbor, should have been the strong one.

"Is around four in the afternoon all right?"

"Fine," she replied woodenly. "Four it is."

She stood staring at the silent receiver, her eyes behind their thick curtain of lashes darkening. Bryan had always been short on talk; their conversation today might well hold a record for them. She wondered if he knew that in the space of a few words, he'd pulled her guilt out and made her face it. And thrown it back at her.​
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Bryan Stone sat behind the wheel of the four-wheel drive pickup he'd put 20,000 miles on in the last six months. His left arm hung out the open window, the afternoon sun unable to add anything to flesh weathered by a lifetime spent outdoors. As usual he was waiting for his sister, this time for the trip out to the Walker ranch.

Today he wasn't glancing impatiently at the house. He was staring over the flat expanse of his land, which was punctuated by barbed wire fences and dotted with livestock. A stranger to the ranch would need an explanation for the coexistence of two- thousand pound Brahma crossbreds, big bodied horses with feet the size of dishpans and long-horned steers too tough for any pot. Bryan's explanation would be short and simple. This was how he made his living.

But Bryan wasn't thinking about that. The phone call from Lynn Walker had taken him back to a scene that had been played out a couple of weeks before. Both Bryan and William Walker had known the end was coming. Once Carol was out of the house, William had put aside his pretense of having called Bryan over to discuss business and they talked for a little while about William's family, particularly his daughter, Lynn.

After that, the two men said little. Bryan didn't know how long he'd been sitting in the oddly darkened living room when, for the first time in years, William wasn't pulling for air.

That day Bryan Stone learned something precious about a time for living and a time for dying. He'd said goodbye to an old friend. What else he learned in the too-quiet house he kept to himself, because for Bryan, words like escape and pain and responsibility didn't come easy. He could feel them; he just couldn't say them.

"I'm ready," Dee announced as she bounced onto the high seat. "Did I disturb your daydreams?"

"I was just thinking. Look, I don't have much time," he explained as he maneuvered the truck onto the gravel driveway leading toward the county road. "I have to get into town before the feed store closes. You can catch up with Lynn later."

"In other words, no gossiping." Dee jabbed her brother playfully. "But Bryan, do you think she's here for good? I mean, she came for the funeral, and now she's back again. I knew she'd made a mistake taking off two years ago with what's his name."

Bryan let his sister rattle on. It would make her happy to have her old friend back, but if she and Lynn started running around together, Bryan couldn't help wondering if Dee's newfound dedication to the family business wouldn't go out the window. Two women chasing the wind was more trouble than he needed.

Dee's snort told Bryan he'd been caught. "You aren't listening, are you? You, big brother, are hopeless."

"Just tuning out the background noise," he offered. "You've yet to say anything important."

"Oh, yeah? Would you like to hear how much it cost us when that truck broke down out of Redding? Having to transfer the broncs to a rental cost plenty. We still have to find a new engine and pronto."

He grunted.

"One problem at a time." He tightened his grip as the truck bounced over ruts. "The handler I had to fire last week—Dak Davies— Did he get his final paycheck?"

"You better believe it." Dee shook her head. "He was as mad as I've ever seen anyone. You're on his hit list, you know."

"Me and everyone he's ever been in contact with. He didn't give you too much of a hard time, did he?"

Dee winced as the left rear tire hit a chuckhole. "Nothing I couldn't handle."

Financial discussions filled the time until they'd covered the remaining few miles separating the two ranches that were Harney county landmarks. Up until a year ago, he had employed a local woman as bookkeeper for Stone Stock, but then the woman had decided to go to college. To his considerable surprise, Dee had quit her job with the extension service and taken over the business's books. It might have taken Dee Stone longer to decide what she wanted to do with herself than he figured it should, but he had no complaints with the way she handled her job. Bryan glanced at his sister. What would the result have been if their personalities had blended a little? Dee might have grown up realizing there was more to life than fun and laughter. And perhaps he would have taken time for boyhood.

But it hadn't been like that. Eighteen-hour days, far from exhausting him, kept him in peak form both physically and emotionally. The rare moments of riding into the arena as part of the opening ceremony, straw bossing the behind-the-chutes operations, being the one everyone turned to for direction during the fast-paced hours while a rodeo was underway, that was what made the blood pound in his veins.

And yet even those moments paled in comparison to riding along the high prairie land at the east end of the ranch, a good horse under him, early morning air whipping his face.

Lynn was riding Nevada Girl near the county road, looking over the crop of spring lambs, when the pickup hauling a horse trailer bearing the words Stone Stock pulled into the earthen driveway. Dee Stone was leaning out of the passenger's side window. "You're back! Please tell me you're back for good!"

"I'm back you fool. You're going to get yourself killed!" she yelled as she pulled Nevada Girl alongside the now motionless truck.

"I'm glad you came with Bryan," she finished. "We have so much to talk about."

"Did you think I wouldn't come? I have so much to tell you. Do you remember the Harper boy? He—"

"Not now," Bryan interjected. "There isn't time. You can talk later."

"Nag, nag, nag," Dee shot back. "I hope you get an ulcer. Is that Nevada Girl? From the way you're sitting her, I'd never know you two had ever been separated."

Lynn moved closer, hoping for a clearer view of her friend. But it wasn't Dee who caught her attention. From where she sat on Nevada Girl, she could make out little except a masculine profile, dark at the jaws, as if the man's whiskers defied whatever he used for shaving. His thick eyebrows were as dark as his jet hair. His shoulders were so broad they dwarfed the steering wheel, which he gripped with his callused hands. Anything she might have said died in her throat as Bryan Stone turned his coal-black eyes in her direction.

She should have been prepared for those eyes; she'd seen him enough times. But she'd never known a man whose eyes went as deep or probed as intently as Bryan's did.

Dee and Bryan Stone's grandmother had been a Kiowa Indian. Dee took after the English side of the family with blue eyes and light brown hair accenting her fine features, but Bryan's high cheekbones and firm mouth were a legacy from the tribe that called the Black Hills their home. She believed his Kiowa ancestors were still living in those eyes.

"We better do as he says," Dee said, breaking the silence. "You know Bryan. He's always on a tight schedule unless he's out on one of his predawn rides. Where's that bronc of yours?"

Lynn pointed in the direction of the corral to the left of the barn. "I'll join you in a minute," she said, backing Nevada Girl with a practiced hand so that she wouldn't have to breathe the dust kicked up by the truck's big tires.

She watched the vehicle bounce down the road. Dee and Bryan had aged a couple of years, but unlike Nevada Girl, they hadn't grown too old for the lifestyle they'd inherited at birth.

With her free hand, she caressed her mare's silken neck. "I might be looking for another mare, old girl, one with more speed and durability. But there'll always be a home for you here. There'll never be another horse with your heart."

Dee had jumped out of the truck and was bouncing up and down, impatient to have Lynn reach them. Lynn noticed that she still wore her jeans skintight. "How is Nevada Girl doing?" she called out.

Lynn pulled her horse to a stop and swung out of the saddle. "She still favors that right front leg." She thought for a moment, then added, "You don't know anyone who's selling a good horse, do you?"

"Do you know what an experienced barrel racing horse goes for these days?" Dee asked. "You could get a luxury car for that kind of money."

"I didn't say anything about competing. You're getting ahead of me."

"Am I? You were always better than me. You could go on the circuit again, you know."

"I could?" She was only barely aware that she'd asked the question aloud.

Bryan joined the women, his dark eyes taking in a great deal. "Don't get another barrel racer unless you're sure you're going to compete," he said softly. "Don't cage up an animal that's bred to run."

Bryan was right. But then he usually was when it came to animals. "I wouldn't do that. I'd love to give competing a shot, but I'm not sure how practical that is," she answered honestly. "There're a lot of things I have to decide now that I'm back."

"You really are back?" Dee grabbed her wrists. "For good, I mean? Oh, that's wonderful. At least I hope it's wonderful for you."

Lynn hugged Dee, looking over her friend's shoulder to her silently watching brother. "I hope I can give you the answer to that before long. The truth is, I'm not sure. I thought I knew what I was doing when I went back to Phoenix after Dad's funeral, but the moment I walked into my rental I knew I couldn't stay there. It was like... Oh never mind. What do you think?" She brightened. "Do you think we're too old to impress people with our trick riding routines?"

"I think I've forgotten most of them," Dee admitted as she released her friend. "Lynn, we haven't done those since we were kids."

"Pretty ignorant kids." Bryan hadn't taken his eyes off her, yet there was nothing critical in his observation.

"It's a wonder we weren't killed considering some of the stunts we pulled," she went on. "Do you remember when we were on that big chestnut quarter horse of yours and the reins snapped? I thought we were never going to get that spooked critter to stop."

Dee giggled. "The gods must look after ignorant girls. By all rights both of us should be six feet under by now."

"Where's your bronc?" Bryan broke in. "I'm afraid I've got a full afternoon."

Dee gave her brother an impatient glare. "He hasn't changed," she told her friend as the three of them walked toward the corral. "Can't get that man to sit still. I told him he was hyperactive, and I was going to get a doctor to prescribe tranquilizers. The only trouble is, the vet is the only one who would agree to treat him."

Bryan faked a jab in his sister's direction. "With the volume of work I give the vet, he'd probably treat me for nothing." After receiving a return jab from Dee, he turned from the women and headed toward the waiting horse, boots silent in the dust.

Lynn studied his lean hips, his purposeful stride. Some people became adults before they were out of a sandbox. Maybe that's what she should have done. But her parents had let her run wild over the ranch acreage, riding and training horses, perfecting the trick riding act she preformed with Dee, competing in the barrel racing event at every rodeo she could get to. True, she had gotten a general studies degree from the local college, but even when she was caught up in the stimulation of professors and courses, she couldn't see herself sitting behind some desk in an office doing whatever it was people did when they dressed up and went inside. The only thing she'd known when she left home was that there was a world out there she'd barely sampled.

The two women waited outside the wooden corral as Bryan took a closer look at Red. For a few minutes they chatted about their teenage exploits, two old friends working at reestablishing the bonds of their relationship. Finally Dee took her hands. "Marc?" she asked gently. "I'm sorry things didn't work out for the two of you."

Lynn wasn't going to avoid the subject. "It was for the best," she said slowly. "Marc and I were so different. Everyone saw it except me, I guess. Maybe I was in love with love. Maybe I tried to make something out of nothing because I thought he'd put an end to the restlessness I was feeling. I wanted— Oh, I don't know what I wanted then."

"Who does? There aren't many of us who stay on the same track all our lives."

"But Marc wasn't on any track. That's what drove me crazy about him." She laughed and waved her hand, swatting at the past. "Later. Give me one of your high calorie cups of hot chocolate, and get me in a mellow mood, and we can dissect the demise of my one serious romance. Not that, in retrospect, it was that serious,"

"What about the old restless spirit? What was it you told me, that you were going to see what else the world had to offer? Now you're back."

Only Dee could be that direct. "Moving to Arizona was something I thought I had to do, all right. The appeal of glittering lights. Life in the fast lane."

Bryan's request for a saddle brought an end to the conversation. Although she offered to hold Red while Bryan saddled him, he informed her that he needed to know how difficult it was going to be to handle the animal.

"Don't argue with him," Dee warned in a stage whisper. "That's one stubborn cowboy. But he's right. We want a horse who'll give a cowboy his money's worth in the arena, but if he's impossible to handle when no one's on his back, he's more trouble than he's worth."

Lynn didn't respond. Her attention was focused on the lean, hard man hefting a saddle easily onto Red's back. The picture was timeless, A hundred years ago or today the gestures would have been the same. Animal and man; strength and intelligence.

Although Bryan handled Red firmly, she knew the horse would never suffer cruel treatment in this man's hands. He was simply establishing a working relationship with Red. It was important that Red learn he couldn't intimidate Bryan. It was equally important that Red realize he could expect fair and consistent treatment from the man getting ready to ride him.

"He's going to ride, isn't he?" Dee shook her head. "That dumb brother of mine still has two cracked ribs, compliments of a Brahma in Mesquite. I swear, that fool gets busted up more than the cowboys."

Lynn held her breath. Bryan was going to ride the animal despite his injured ribs.

Bryan was releasing the snubbing rope and swinging into the saddle before Lynn realized that Red wasn't wearing a bridle. She grasped Dee's arm. "He's crazy!"

"You're telling me," Dee shot back as Red gathered his legs under him.

The big animal was off, head tucked low between his front legs, each jump jarring the ground. Bryan rode with one hand on the saddle horn, the other raised high in the air. His cowboy hat flew off on the third jump, leaving his mass of thick black hair to fly about wildly. With each bucking motion, his head was thrown back; his outstretched boots still raked along Red's shoulders as required during a bucking event.

"No timing!" Lynn groaned. "There's no timing to Red's bucking."

"That's good," Dee yelled back. "He's going to throw a lot of cowboys."

But not Bryan Stone. She stopped thinking about taped ribs and the strain on Bryan's pumping knees. She was thinking of nothing except the simple beauty of a well-tuned athlete putting himself against the full strength of a powerful animal. Man and horse weren't separate creatures. They functioned as a single unit— a dynamic, exciting unit.

Thirty seconds, a minute, and then Red's bucking action began to reveal the effort he was putting out. Almost imperceptibly the gelding slowed. It was then that Bryan leaned to one side and catapulted himself from the saddle. He landed on heeled boots and bolted for the fence. He was up and over before Red stopped his attack on the ground.

"Want him to think he's the winner!" Bryan gasped as Lynn and Dee joined him. Sweat coated his neck and ran down the sides of his face.' "The last thing you want to do is break a bronc's spirit."

"You rode him," she said. "He isn't good enough."

"He's good, all right. I have the feeling he'll always do the unexpected. He doesn't hate humans. And he certainly isn't afraid of them. He just doesn't want to be ridden." Bryan glanced over at the still bucking horse. He took a deep breath, pressed his right hand to his side and continued. "Are you ready to talk price?"

The swiftness with which Bryan made his decision caught her off balance. She was still thinking about the ride, about Bryan's hand over his ribs, the set to his mouth that said he was in pain. "I don't know," she stammered. "I've never had an animal on the rodeo circuit before."

Dee squeezed her shoulder. "Be ruthless. A good saddle bronc is worth thousands."

With Dee acting as the go-between, Bryan and she
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