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‘Kids!’ Matt Scott grumbled. ‘The whole ranch is overrun with them.’

‘Maybe that’s because it’s Kids’ Week!’ Kirstie fired back. She’d led a couple of horses into the corral and tethered them ready for saddling. ‘Y’know – kids sign up and come along to Kids’ Week. It kinda figures!’

‘Yeah!’ Matt smoothed out a striped saddle pad then slung the saddle over Cadillac’s broad back. ‘But do they have to fool around? Why can’t they walk and talk nice and slow, instead of running and yelling all the time? They’re spooking the horses out in Red Fox Meadow and really bugging me!’

‘Woo-ooh!’ Kirstie teased. She too was busy buckling cinches and checking stirrups. Her brother was twenty years old, going on fifty. ‘What’s eating you? You sound like Hadley!’

‘No way!’ Matt denied the similarity between himself and the sometimes sour-faced old wrangler who lived with them at Half-Moon Ranch.

‘Yeah, you do. And y’know, Hadley can’t crack a smile or pay a compliment to save his life!’

Matt peered at her over the curved leather horn of his horse’s saddle. ‘Are you saying I’m no fun?’

‘Not like Brad, you’re not.’ Kirstie enjoyed the sudden, sullen scowl on Matt’s face. Man, was he easy to wind up! ‘Brad’s always kidding along. You can fool around with Brad. Like, for instance, Jimmy and Taryn and a couple of the others threw him fully-clothed into the hot-tub after they all got back from the trail-ride yesterday.’

‘Yesterday was five degrees below zero. We had two inches of snow,’ Matt reminded her.

‘Exactly. That’s why the kids thought Brad needed a dip in the hot-tub! Anyways, this isn’t about the weather. It’s the fact that you don’t like Brad either.’ She ticked a list off on her fingers: ‘You don’t like kids. You don’t like Mom’s boyfriend …’

‘Cut it out, Kirstie!’ Matt turned his back on her to concentrate on sliding Cadillac’s bridle over the horse’s long, aristocratic nose.

‘Yeah, cut it out, Kirstie!’ Sandy Scott added, coming up unexpectedly behind them. She stood hands on hips, her slim figure well wrapped up in a red fleece jacket which set off her long, fair hair. ‘Who said anything about Brad and me being an item?’

‘Oops!’ Kirstie grimaced. ‘Me and my big mouth!’

‘You and your wild imagination!’ her mom corrected, raising an eyebrow at Matt. ‘Brad’s here to train our young dude visitors in horseback riding; period!’

‘Yeah, yeah!’ Brad Martin was Colorado’s reining expert, a runner-up with his beautiful black-and-white paint horse in this season’s national competition. He was also tall, dark and handsome. And Kirstie knew that he and Sandy definitely had a thing going.

She didn’t mind, but Matt did. He tried not to, for Sandy’s sake, but a shadow came over his expression every time he set eyes on the champion’s flashily dressed, high-booted cowboy figure. Kirstie supposed it must be a mother–son thing.

‘Look, can we change the subject?’ Matt insisted. He’d saddled up his thoroughbred mount and was ready for action. ‘Which group am I leading today?’

‘You and Brad can take Intermediates and Advanced both together on the same ride.’ Sandy ignored Matt’s frown. Instead, she cast an eye over the bunch of noisy kids playing basketball on a roughly marked out area beyond the barn. There was plenty of hollering to be given the ball, then a wild cheer every time it dropped through the basket.

‘That leaves me with Beginners,’ Ben Marsh, the head wrangler, commented as he passed by leading Navaho Joe. ‘Can I take Kirstie along? I reckon I’ll need the help.’

‘Sure.’ Sandy agreed that it would be a good idea. ‘The weather’s fine, so you can take them along Coyote Trail as far as Whiskey Rock. If you get any stragglers, Kirstie can turn them around and bring them back early.’

‘It may be fine now, but there’s a storm brewin’ up later.’ Hadley walked by on the far side of the fence, his old legs bowed from years in the saddle. He wore his battered white stetson pulled well down over his eyes and didn’t alter his loping stride to deliver the bad news.

‘Gee, thanks, Hadley!’ Kirstie breathed.

‘Tell the kids to pack their slickers. If it rains, they just have to cowboy up!’ her mom insisted. Seeing Brad come out of the barn with Little Vixen, she waved brightly and went to talk with him.

Meanwhile, out of the corner of her eye, Kirstie saw Hadley walk across the yard to greet Chuck Perry, the farrier who had just screeched to a halt in his dirty white pick-up van. Chuck was a reckless driver, but a mean shoer of horses at forty dollars a time.

Checking the board outside the tack-room she noted that four horses were due to be cold-shoed, including her own palomino horse, Lucky, and a new arrival to the ranch; a pretty blue roan called Gunsmoke.

Normally Kirstie would enjoy watching the small, strong-armed guy with the black moustache at work. Chuck would swivel the peak of his baseball cap round to the back of his head, tie on his leather apron, then slide out his heavy toolbox from the Ford. He’d carefully set up his anvil, his hoof-stand, hammers and nails. Then it would be time for Kirstie to lead a horse into a stall and for Chuck to prise off the worn-out shoes.

But today, because of Ben’s large and unruly group of Beginner riders, she would have to leave the assistant farrier’s job to Hadley. And she would be riding Jitterbug while Lucky got himself a new set of shoes.

‘Advanced and Intermediate riders, all mount up!’ Brad was calling to the basketball players. ‘Today we climb to 12,000 feet and circum-navigate Eagle’s Peak. Any involuntary dismount incurs an automatic penalty!’

‘What’s the penalty, Brad?’ Cory Shaw called as she vaulted the corral fence and headed for her horse, Rodeo Rocky. Cory had been riding horses back home in Texas since she was a little kid of four. A small blonde girl of thirteen with a face full of freckles from a summer in the sun, she had a way with Rocky that Ben and Brad had been able to spot the second she climbed into the saddle.

‘Involuntary dismount leads to involuntary hot-tub when we get back to the ranch!’ the trainer joked. ‘Then involuntary absence from supper, followed by involuntary early bedtime!’

‘You can’t do that!’

‘Our folks paid good money for us to come here this fall!’

‘We’re not babies!’ came the raucous protests.

‘Tough!’ Brad sat astride Little Vixen, who pranced and strutted her stuff in front of the gathering crowd. She shimmied and danced sideways on a tight rein, picking up her feet and swishing her long, silky tail.

Cocking his hat forward, Brad handled the lively horse with ease. He wore a bright blue shirt underneath a heavy, black hide jacket. His silver spurs glinted on his black-and-red, Cuban-heeled boots.

Matt sat silently beside him on Cadillac, a dour figure in faded denims and dusty brown boots.

‘Enjoy!’ Sandy waved ironically at her son, then went inside to catch up on paperwork.

As the better riders slowly filed out from the corral, up the dirt track towards Hummingbird Rock, Kirstie turned to help Ben with the Beginners.

They were a motley group of mostly city kids who had never seen an American quarter-horse in their lives before. However, arriving two days earlier on the Saturday, they’d mostly come across with the tough, no-horse-can-scare-me act.

But show them a deep leather saddle and a chunky wooden stirrup, then you got a different story. Their legs had turned to jello; their whole bodies had started to shake.

‘Remember, a horse is twelve hundred pounds of muscle with a brain the size of a can of corn!’ Ben had issued the wrangler’s favourite warning. ‘These animals are strong, OK? They can buck you off any time they want.

‘Only, here at Half-Moon Ranch, we train ’em to be nice and gentle. Silver Flash, Johnny Mohawk, Yukon, Snowflake – they’re all kid-broke. So long as you follow the rules, I reckon you’ll all come out of this week without breaking too many bones!’

Then, on the same day, he’d divided the visitors into groups and assigned them a suitable horse. Beginners on steady rides like Yukon, more experienced riders on the horses with an independent streak, like Navaho Joe and Hollywood Princess. And by today, Monday, everyone had got over their jitters and settled into the saddle.

‘OK, Jimmy, you and Crazy Horse lead off up by the cabins, along the forest trail!’ Ben called.

He and Kirstie were still checking cinches in the corral as a gum-chewing, mouthy boy from Missouri tried to kick his laid-back mount straight into a trot.

Crazy Horse hunkered down and refused to move, so Kirstie jumped into the saddle and went to help out. She and Jitterbug passed a bunch of horses milling about purposelessly by the exit to the corral, including a nice little black-and-white paint called Taco, ridden by a pretty girl called Taryn. Taryn was also asking none too politely for her horse to trot on.

‘No need to pull her mouth around like that.’ Kirstie pointed out that Taryn was giving the horse mixed signals. ‘Too much contact on the reins makes her pull back, while kicking the heck out of her says “go ahead”. Now she don’t know what you want her to do.’

‘Huh. Stupid horse.’ The girl muttered her reply loud enough for everyone to hear.

Ignoring her, Kirstie pushed past and went to show Crazy Horse the way. She noticed a kid called Lacey move her horse, Squeaky, out of the way and give her a shy smile as she passed. Kirstie grinned back.

‘Hey, Jimmy,’ she said quietly but firmly. ‘There ain’t no way you’re gonna get Crazy Horse to trot up by the cabins. He’s smart, see? He knows a bunch of horses trotting up that dirt track only raises the dust. And dust gets inside cabins, then there’s a whole lot more cleaning to be done!’

‘Huh!’ Jimmy’s reply echoed Taryn’s. He sulked as Jitterbug took over and he and Crazy Horse had to fall into line behind. If they thought he was gonna stay there, they’d another think coming!



‘No overtaking at a competitive gait!’ Ben yelled out to Jimmy for what must have been the fifth time.

The boy from Missouri was pushing Crazy Horse up the line along a narrow ridge on Coyote Trail. The wind was up and the storm clouds forecast by Hadley before they set off were already gathering over Whiskey Rock.

‘Gee, I’m cold!’ Taryn wailed. She sat hunched in Taco’s saddle, the sleeves of her sweater pulled way down over her wrists to try and warm her bare hands.

The other kids pressed on into the wind, picking their way along the ridge and trying to ignore a steep drop to their left.

‘That Jimmy’s a liability!’ Kirstie muttered. She watched him barge past Lacey and Squeaky, almost tipping them off the track down the slope. Lacey handled herself well, refusing to panic and reining her horse gently off the trail, yet keeping her balance at an angle of forty-five degrees.

‘I like that girl!’ Ben breathed, his thin face alert to everything that was going on.

Then, later, as Jimmy came across with an unscheduled, look-at-me lope around the back of Whiskey Rock, the head wrangler once more commented on Lacey’s quiet confidence.

‘See how she kept Squeaky in check?’ he murmured to Kirstie before he galloped off to issue another dire warning to Jimmy. ‘And Squeaky’s a horse with plenty of juice. It takes a good rider to hold him back when he spots the chance of a race. Do you know anything about the kid?’

Kirstie shook her head. ‘Not a lot. Her second name’s Darwin. Lives in a place south-west of Denver. She filled out an application form saying she didn’t know how to ride. That’s how come she’s in the beginners’ group.’

‘She don’t say much.’ Ben looked thoughtfully after the untypical guest. Lacey Darwin maintained her good seat; back straight but not stiff, head up, swaying rhymically to the horse’s movement.

By now, Lacey was urging Squeaky into a controlled trot, posting nicely in and out of the saddle and ignoring the general hurly-burly of the race to follow Jimmy.

Ben rode off to get the group back together, while Kirstie turned to see Taryn lagging behind.

‘I’m c-c-cold!’

Kirstie nodded. ‘Didn’t you bring a jacket?’

‘Nope.’

‘So what if it rains?’

‘I get wet.’ Taryn’s bottom lip curled out, spoiling her pretty face. ‘Gee, I hate my stupid horse. It won’t go where I want it to go, and it won’t break out of a lousy walk!’

Taco ain’t exactly having a great time either! Kirstie thought. She noted the mare’s head hanging, the dejected set of her ears as she plodded along. ‘We could turn round and head home early,’ she suggested as the first cold drops of rain splashed down.

‘You bet!’ Jumping at the chance, Taryn jerked on the reins and made Taco flick her head back at the jarring pull of the bit inside her soft mouth.

No sooner said than done. Taryn reined her horse sharply around and pointed back towards the ranch.

So Kirstie yelled a message to Ben, arranging to accompany Taryn. Then they headed down the wooded slope, the wind behind them now, but driving a flurry of hard rain against their backs. Jitterbug skittered sideways in reaction to a distant noise, while Taco kept stolidly on.

‘How long?’ Taryn grumbled, her hair drenched, her face pinched and blue with cold.

‘About an hour.’ Kirstie recognised the ridge, and beyond it a stretch of thicker ponderosa pines which might shelter them from the rain.

Then again and again: ‘How long?’

‘Forty minutes … Half an hour.’
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