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‘Hey, Cornbread, quit it!’ Kirstie Scott shook her boot to make the creamy-yellow kitten let go of the lace.

The playful little cat hung on as if his life depended on it. Suspended in mid air, he grabbed Kirstie’s ankle with his front paws and went on worrying at the snaking lace.

‘Yeah, yeah, very cute!’ she sighed. ‘You’re a big, brave kitty and I’m impressed. But Mom’s orders are for me to sweep out this tack-room real good. She wants the whole place spotless before the new wrangler gets here later tonight.’

Cornbread ignored her and went on wrestling her bootlace. A recent arrival at Half-Moon Ranch, he’d turned up out of the blue and attached himself to Kirstie. Soon he’d become as much a part of the set-up as the thirty or so horses out in Red Fox Meadow.

Adorable – yeah. Especially with those big blue-grey eyes. The only problem was, the kitten didn’t like to work.

‘Cornbread, I don’t have time to play right now!’ Kirstie insisted. She leaned the big yard brush against the wall then stooped to detach him from her ankle. Holding him high in the air, she shook him gently. ‘I’ve got work to do, OK?’

As she lowered him to the dusty floor, picked up her broom and went on sweeping, Kirstie thought ahead to the arrival of the new wrangler.

These last couple of months had been difficult for her mom, who – as a female head of a dude ranch in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains – had her work cut out at the best of times. For a start, Charlie Miller had upped and left to go back to college and leave his wrangling days behind. His replacement, Troy Hendren with his brilliant cutting and reining horse, Silver Spur, had been a gas. But he hadn’t lasted long before he’d been headhunted by the boss of a working cattle ranch out in Montana.

Then Hadley had had his accident. The old timer had risked his life to save his blue roan horse and landed in hospital with a busted leg and collar bone.

Kirstie paused amidst a cloud of dust while Cornbread pounced on her broom. She glanced through the door to see the old wrangler limping slowly across the corral. ‘Hey, Hadley!’ she called.

‘Hey,’ he replied in his usual low growl. ‘Did the new guy show up yet?’

‘Nope. Not until suppertime was what I heard.’ She grinned as the kitten left off attacking the broom and turned to chase a stray leaf that had blown in through the open door.

‘You know anythin’ about him?’ Hadley asked. Since his accident, he’d moved stiffly and slowly, grumbling about the length of time it took for his old bones to heal. He said it was all he could do to get out to the meadow to spend time with Moondance, the horse for whom he’d almost lost his life.

‘Nope,’ Kirstie said again.

‘So what’s the big mystery?’ the old man quizzed. ‘How come Sandy ain’t sayin’ nothin?’

‘Dunno.’ Kirstie went on with her job, brushing out the dark corners of the tack-room and under the long rows of saddles and bridles. ‘All I know is, Mom drove over to Denver to meet him off the plane.’

‘Where did she find him? Did she advertise the position? Has the guy had experience working on a dude ranch?’ Reluctant to drop the subject, Hadley gave Kirstie the third degree.

‘Hey, what’s the big deal?’ Trying to assure the ex-wrangler that her mom knew what she was doing after five years of running the ranch single-handed, Kirstie threatened to sweep Cornbread up with the dirt. ‘Go on, scat!’ she told the mischievous kitten.

‘Huh!’ Hadley frowned, evidently unhappy that Sandy hadn’t conferred with him over the hiring of a new hand. He turned and limped off, heading out to the ramuda to find his beloved Moondance.

It wasn’t long afterwards that Kirstie heard the sound of horses returning to the corral. Glancing out of the window, she spied her brother, Matt, and his new girlfriend, Lauren Booth. Matt was riding Cadillac, his big cream-coloured thoroughbred, and Lauren was on her beautiful little Appaloosa, Lady Roseanne.

Yeah, love’s young dream! Kirstie said to herself. There was no denying the romance of the picture the young couple presented. Matt sat tall, dark and handsome in his saddle, his black stetson pulled well down against the October wind. But in terms of glamour, Lauren easily outstripped him, with her long, jet black hair and tight-fitting beige leather jacket and blue jeans. The jacket was fringed along the seams, giving Lauren a cool Native American look. So did the horse, come to think of it.

The Appie was something else. Like a horse from the old western movies: supple, swift and beautifully marked. Her white coat was covered in chocolate-brown spots, scattered mostly over her back and legs. And like all Appaloosas she had a touch of the wild plains horse – the long legs, the flared nostrils, the streaming white mane and tail.

Kirstie could easily picture Lady Roseanne standing on a ridge in the sunset. The camera would close in on her and her buckskin-clad rider. They would look noble yet savage, wild as the wind …

Get real! she told herself. Catching her own reflection in the tack-room window, she saw a dirty, dust-covered figure in an old baseball cap and denim shirt. So she decided to stay where she was and let Lauren and Matt say their goodbyes in peace.

Hearing the clink of Matt’s spurs as he dismounted, Kirstie tried in vain to block her ears to the smoochy talk that was bound to follow.

‘You OK?’ Matt asked as he helped Lauren down from her saddle.

‘Sure.’ The break in Lauren’s voice told Kirstie that this wasn’t true. ‘I guess I feel kinda sad, that’s all.’

‘’Cos it’s our last ride out together before you have to leave?’ Matt’s sensitive side came out for a change. He seemed to pick up what his girlfriend meant and be feeling the same way.

‘Yeah. The mountains are so pretty in the Fall,’ Lauren murmured. Her voice came over muffled now, as if she’d leaned her head against Matt’s shoulder.

‘Oh, so Eagle’s Peak is the only thing you’re gonna miss during your trip to Europe?’

Cheesy! Kirstie thought, as Matt fished for more.

‘No way!’ Lauren decided to tease him. ‘I’m gonna miss Big Macs and Pizza Huts …’

‘They have them in Europe!’ Matt protested.

‘OK, I’ll miss the aspen trees turning red and losing their leaves. I’ll pine to know how the Giants are progressing in the basketball league. Oh, and most of all I’ll miss Lady Roseanne!’

Way to go, Lauren! Kirstie’s opinion was that her brother was already too big for his boots.

‘What about me?’ Forced to ask the straight question, Matt sounded like a young kid. ‘Are you gonna e-mail me while you’re gone?’

‘Maybe …’ After a short pause, Lauren added, ‘Yeah, naturally I’ll keep in touch. If I leave Roseanne here at Half-Moon Ranch, I’ll need to check in to see how she’s doing!’

Hmm. That was the first Kirstie had heard about them child-minding Lauren’s Appie while she went travelling. Good thinking, Matt. She had to hand it to her brother for finding a clever way to hold on to his new and very beautiful girlfriend.

‘Yeah, but will you miss me?’ Matt demanded.

Through the small window Kirstie could see that Lauren’s final answer had come in the shape of a big hug followed by a lingering kiss. Jeez! she thought. Let me out of here! But it was too late; she was trapped and forced to witness the gooey stuff.

‘It’ll only be until Christmas,’ Lauren promised. ‘Then I’ll be back.’

More kisses. More blushes from the tack-room. Kirstie wondered whether to clatter her broom against the doorpost to alert them to the fact that they had a witness.

‘And you promise you’ll take good care of Lady Roseanne?’ Lauren extricated herself from Matt’s arms. She turned to fuss over the gentle-natured Appie, letting the mare nip mint candy from the palm of her hand.

‘She’ll get the full, four-diamond treatment,’ Matt promised. ‘I’ll treat her like she was my own horse – give her the pick of the alfalfa, brush and curry her every day …

Fat chance! Kirstie thought. In her own mind she knew that Matt would hand over these everyday chores to his everloving sister.

‘… ride her out, work her to keep her from getting fat. Hey, and don’t forget I’m training to be a vet. So I’ll pick up the least little problem before it has chance to develop. Satisfied?’

Lauren nodded and put her arms round his neck. ‘I will miss you so much, Matt Scott!’ she whispered.

‘And I’ll miss you too, Lauren Booth.’

At that precise moment, a flurry of yellow leaves swept in through the tack-room door, carried by the blustery wind. Cornbread thought he was in cat heaven as they whirled and spun over his head. He jumped and twisted, rolled and sprinted out on to the porch.

The leaves swirled back into the corral. Cornbread chased. They swept towards Cadillac and Lady Roseanne, standing quietly as their riders said their fond farewells. Risking life and limb, the kitten chased the dry leaves between the horses’ legs.

Wham! Cadillac lifted a hindleg and brought his solid hoof crashing down. Cornbread escaped with inches to spare, then shot off towards the barn.

Lauren gasped, then sighed with relief.

‘That’s one of his nine lives used up!’ Matt joked.

High time to quit the lovey-dovey stuff, unsaddle the horses then drive the lovely Lauren back into town.



‘So where’s Mom?’ Matt asked as he sat down to supper. The final parting in San Luis had made him quieter than normal. He seemed thoughtful and a little bit down.

‘She phoned from Denver to say she was held up,’ Kirstie answered as she served chicken and fries to Matt, Hadley and their head wrangler, Ben Marsh. ‘But she should be back real soon.’

Listening to the guys talk about the week ahead, she realised that they were heading into a busy time of year.

‘There are twenty-three spring cattle out there in the hills,’ Ben reminded Hadley and Matt. ‘We need to bring them all in for branding, then push ’em out again for the last month of grazing before the snow comes.’

‘Yeah, and early next week, say Monday, we trailer half the ramuda up to Aspen Park for winter pasture,’ Matt added.

‘Not forgettin’ the fences to be fixed, trails to be cleared and a hundred other things around the ranch buildings.’ Hadley didn’t help to lift the mood. ‘That’s on top of the new bunch of dudes we get in on Sunday.’

‘Maybe I should take a week out of school, stay home and help!’ Kirstie suggested brightly.

Matt gave her a you-must-be-joking stare. ‘Nice try, Kirstie. I guess the new guy should ease things,’ he said to Ben. ‘An extra pair of hands is what we need right now.’

Hadley grunted. ‘You gotta teach him the ropes first,’ he pointed out.

‘Yeah well, let’s hope the boss made a good choice and the guy learns fast.’ Determined to lighten up, Ben attacked his food with a hearty appetite.

‘Here comes Mom’s car now.’ Kirstie recognised the familiar sound of the engine and went out on to the house porch to greet the new arrival. ‘Are you coming?’ she called to the others.

Forks chinked against plates as the serious business of eating went ahead.

‘Suit yourselves,’ Kirstie shrugged. She for one was eager to meet their new wrangler.

She waited for her mom to park in the yard before she stepped out from the porch.

The trunk of the car was already open and a figure was leaning in to haul out a big travel bag. Meanwhile, Sandy got out and spied Kirstie.

‘Hi, honey!’ She gave a bright wave. ‘What’s for supper? We’re starving!’

‘Chicken.’ Quickly she ran to help. Then she stopped dead in her tracks. She stared from the new wrangler to her mom.

Sandy grinned. ‘Let’s go inside and make the formal introductions. Are all the guys there?’

Kirstie nodded, then swallowed hard. Wow, were they in for a surprise! She stood to one side to allow the new employee and her mom to get by.

‘Go straight in.’ Sandy also did the polite thing by hanging back to let the stranger enter first.

Out on the porch, Kirstie heard three forks clatter on to plates. There was a scraping of chairs as the gang stood up to be introduced.

‘Hey, guys,’ Sandy said, obviously enjoying the stunned silence. She turned to Kirstie and beckoned her inside. ‘Kirstie honey, how about you put on the coffee while I introduce Karina to the other members of our team?’


[image: images]

2

Saturday dawned clear and cold. Overnight the temperature had dropped way below zero, bringing a thick coating of white crystals to the grass and trees. Kirstie’s boots crunched through the frost as she stepped out across the yard and into the corral.
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