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1

‘That’ll be three coffees and two OJs, plus five breakfasts with hash-browns and eggs over-easy!’ Lisa Goodman wrote down the order from the five guys sitting at a table by the door at the End of Trail Diner.

Kirstie Scott took it easy. She sat at the counter, sipping an ice-cold Coke and gazing out at the busy Main Street. She saw pick-ups drive by loaded with fence posts, razor wire, horse tack and farming equipment. Beaten-up saloons dropped off kids for their Saturday shopping sprees. Trailers trundled slowly towards the out-of-town sale barn. Just the usual San Luis weekend bustle – ranchers filling up with gas at the Esso station, women crowding into the one and only supermarket, horse traders stopping off at the diner for one of Bonnie Goodman’s famous Big Breakfasts.

‘Make my bacon extra crispy!’ one of the ranch hands called to Lisa, tipping back on to two legs of his chair. His long legs sprawled wide and his metal spurs chinked on the wooden floor.

‘Gotcha!’ Lisa nodded. ‘Hey, Kirstie, how about you lend a hand here?’

‘Hey, I’m a customer, remember!’ Kirstie protested.

Lisa thrust a steaming coffee pot into her hand. ‘Yeah, and I’m run off my feet. Mom just drove down to the sale barn with a take-out order for hamburgers. I need you to pour those guys their coffee!’

‘Jeez!’ Kirstie grumbled without really meaning it. Actually, she was glad to be busy. It took her mind off the fact that three of the yearlings from Half-Moon Ranch were at this very moment going through the sale barn. The wrench of having to sell them was giving her a hard time. So she went to pour the coffee.

‘You got extra cream?’ one guy asked.

‘Hey, and bring me french toast with plenty of maple syrup.’

‘More orange juice for me.’

The guys had Kirstie on a yo-yo string, while Lisa fried their bacon real crisp.

‘The boss say anythin’ to you about takin’ a day off ?’ the long-legged one asked the other hands. All were lean, tanned and in need of a shave, dressed in jeans, plaid shirts and dusty cowboy boots. Their stetson hats hung from the backs of their chairs.

‘Nope,’ came the reply.

‘The boss ain’t heard of days off,’ one joked. ‘The way he sees it, we work twenty-four hours a day, eight days a week!’

‘Bacon, hash-browns and eggs over-easy!’ Lisa came with their cooked orders.

‘You got tomato sauce?’

‘Can you rustle up some more coffee?’

‘Gee, these hash-browns taste good!’

At last, the five demanding customers tucked into their breakfasts.

‘Phew!’ Lisa wiped her hot brow as she and Kirstie retreated behind the counter.

‘Where did those guys drive in from?’ Kirstie wanted to know.

Lisa shrugged, then stole another look. ‘I never seen them before. That young one in the blue shirt is kinda cute, though!’

Kirstie raised her eyebrows at her bubbly, red-haired friend. Lisa was always joking around.

‘Yeah, well you wouldn’t notice!’ Lisa teased. ‘If it doesn’t walk around on four legs and have a long mane and tail, Kirstie Scott ain’t interested!’

Before Kirstie could come up with a good reply, the door of the diner opened and two more men walked in. One carried an expensive-looking camera and a bag of equipment. The other followed him in, making the kind of grand entrance that couldn’t be ignored. He was tall and broad shouldered, dressed in a cream shirt and matching stetson. His jeans were starched, his tan leather boots classy and new.

‘Hey, boss!’ The five men eating breakfast stopped mid-chew. They scraped back their chairs to make room for the well-dressed newcomer. The kid in the blue shirt stood up and offered his seat. The ‘boss’ sat down without saying thanks, while the guy with the camera came over to the counter. ‘Just a couple of strong black coffees,’ he told Lisa.

‘Comin’ right up!’ Her eyes shone with excitement as she turned to the coffee machine. ‘Wow!’ she hissed.

‘Steve, get your butt over here!’ the big man ordered in a loud voice. ‘We got a deal to discuss!’ The photographer sighed and did as he was told.

‘Who is that guy?’ Kirstie whispered to Lisa. She’d taken an instant dislike to him, despite his movie-star looks.

Lisa turned to her in disbelief. ‘You don’t recognise him?’ Kirstie shook her head. She looked again. The ‘boss’ was maybe thirty years old, with short black hair and a square, clean-shaven face. His eyebrows were dark and straight, the eyes beneath a pale shade of brown.

‘Hey, and you’re the horse expert!’ Lisa teased as the coffee machine hissed and steamed. ‘ “That guy”, as you call him, is only Ty Turner. They just made a movie about him and a horse called Firefly. I have the video right here in my room!’



The name Ty Turner did mean something to Kirstie. She was still thinking about the big-mouth in the diner as she made her way down Main Street towards the sale barn to join her mom and Hadley Crane. Turner had hit the headlines recently as the latest trainer to claim that he’d discovered a new method of working with problem horses.

True, these guys with magical new training techniques were springing up everywhere, because there was big money in running special clinics that attracted huge audiences. But the unusual thing about Turner’s method was that it had set up a name for never turning away a horse, however bad the problem. ‘There ain’t no such thing as a mean horse. Only a mean owner’ was his slogan. And the message was reaching hundreds of thousands of horse lovers by means of the Firefly movie that Lisa had mentioned.

Older cowboys and ranch hands, like Hadley for instance, didn’t set a lot of store by men like Turner. ‘Not that I belong to the old “buck ’em out, make ’em mind” way of thinking,’ Hadley had said when Turner’s name had come up in conversation recently. ‘I don’t believe in bein’ cruel to an animal any more than the next guy. I only say that Turner’s jumpin’ on a bandwagon and claimin’ things that ain’t true.’

Anyway, Kirstie’s older brother Matt had said they had another reason to be wary of Ty Turner at Half-Moon Ranch, even though they’d never met him.

‘He just bought Waddie Newton’s spread at Aspen Park,’ Matt had reported. ‘From what I hear, Turner plans to set up a dude ranch out there. And given all the free publicity he got from the Firefly thing, I reckon folks are gonna be turnin’ away from us and choosin’ to spend their vacations at Aspen Park instead!’



‘I just ran into Ty Turner in Bonnie’s diner,’ Kirstie told her mom and Hadley. She’d met up with them beside the sale ring, having woven her way through row after row of empty trailers and pushed her way through a crush of people.

‘Say that again!’ Sandy Scott yelled above the machine-gun rattle of the auctioneer’s voice and the nervous whinnies of half a dozen horses still waiting to be led into the ring.

‘I said, I saw Ty Turner!’ she repeated. ‘He came into the End of Trail Diner.’

‘Save it till later, OK?’ Sandy stood on tiptoe to see the latest colt to come under the auctioneer’s hammer. It was a brown-and-white paint with the quarter-horse’s typical sturdy conformation: strong in the hindquarters, with short legs and big head.

‘Did our yearlings come through yet?’ Kirstie asked Hadley, hoping that the answer would be yes.

The old man shook his head. ‘They’re next in line.’

Bad timing! Kirstie thought. Over the past year Sparky, Cutter and Butterscotch had become part of the scene at Half-Moon Ranch and she hated to see them go. On the other hand, being here would allow her to watch them find good new homes. She hoped.

‘Sold to Wes Logan for two hundred and fifty dollars!’ Bud Morris, the auctioneer, quickly disposed of the paint colt. ‘Next, I want y’all to take a real good look at three yearlings from the Half-Moon ramuda, to be sold as one lot …’ Kirstie braced herself as a couple of sale barn assistants led in their babies. The three young horses looked startled and ill at ease, ears laid back, heads raised and pulling at their lead-ropes.

‘Now I don’t need to remind you folks that any horse from Sandy Scott’s string has a nice nature and a good bloodline.’ Morris talked them up with his rapid-fire delivery. ‘These will make great kiddy horses. They should reach no more than thirteen or fourteen hands and there ain’t a bad bone in their bodies. Now, what am I bid for these three little honeys?’

Looking anxiously around the ring, Kirstie noted that a few hands went up with offers to take all three colts together. One of the bidders was Donna Rose from a neighbouring ranch. Another was a woman with a couple of teenage kids whom Kirstie didn’t recognise. A third was a hard-headed dealer from out of state.

As Bud led the bidding towards a fast conclusion, Kirstie found herself willing Donna Rose to come out the winner. After all, her spread at the Circle R was close enough to visit. And if Kirstie were ever to wonder how the yearlings were settling in, she knew that there would always be a warm welcome from the lady ranch boss.

‘Eleven hundred, eleven-fifty, twelve. Any more?’ Bud paused with his hammer raised. He looked quickly around the ring. Who had offered the twelve hundred dollars? Kirstie couldn’t be sure. She just had to hope it wasn’t the dealer from New Mexico.

Bud brought down his hammer with a sharp tap. ‘Sold to Donna Rose for twelve hundred bucks!’ Kirstie heaved a sigh of relief. Donna grinned from the opposite side of the ring, well satisfied with the deal.

‘So we can relax and head for home.’ Sandy voiced their thoughts. Like Kirstie, she hated to part with any of their stock. But Half-Moon Ranch was a business, Matt always reminded her. And part of it was to sell on the horses they didn’t need.

Sandy, Kirstie and Hadley were slowly making their way through the dense crowd when Bud Morris asked for the next horse to be led in.

As it happened, their route towards their empty trailer took them close to the narrow chute containing the horses still to be sold. Kirstie caught a glimpse of a blue-grey roan tugging away from the handler’s grasp, half-rearing above the wooden boards and refusing to go into the ring.

‘Next in line is a real classy blue roan mare!’ Bud Morris announced.

‘Quit it!’ the handler told the mare in a rough voice. He seemed to land a blow which swiftly brought the horse back to a standing position.

Kirstie frowned. She saw Hadley half turn as if to say something to the handler, then think better of it.

‘You two comin’?’ Sandy asked.

‘Let’s wait and see how this one goes,’ Kirstie suggested. Blue roans were her latest favourite colour – after palominos, of course.

‘What for?’ Sandy asked.

‘No reason,’ she hedged.

‘We’ve done all our business for today,’ Sandy warned, not trusting the innocent look Kirstie gave her.

‘I know. Hadley and I just want to watch,’ she insisted. ‘Don’t we, Hadley?’

‘Uh-huh,’ he grunted, making his way back to the edge of the ring with Kirstie close on his heels.

‘Four years old, from the Aspen Park ramuda, this lady is a real beauty!’ Bud enthused.

This time he didn’t have to work to get the crowd’s attention. All eyes were already on the mare as she emerged with her handler from the chute. She was fifteen hands and coloured a dappled, smoky grey, with a pale mane and tail. Rangier than most quarter-horses, she was built like a plains horse, for speed rather than stamina. And her head had a touch of mustang about her in the flared nostrils and high carriage.

‘This mare has a lot of breeding behind her,’ the auctioneer went on, sensing from the interest already roused that he could achieve a high price. ‘She has more than a hundred days on her, so all the hard work is done. Right now she’d make a fine horse for the more experienced type of rider – someone who can recognise a good piece of horse-flesh.’

Kirstie climbed on the bottom rung of the fence to appreciate the blue roan’s high-stepping walk. ‘That’s some horse!’ she breathed.

‘Kirstie!’ Sandy warned. ‘Don’t even think about it!’ Hadley stood quietly to one side as Sandy made it clear that no way were they in the market to buy another horse.

Meanwhile, Bud Morris looked down at a note on his desk. ‘This here piece of paper tells me that the mare’s name is Moondance, out of Moonwalker. The bloodline goes way back to some fine pro-rodeo broncs. In other words, ladies and gentlemen, this is one rare opportunity to buy a quality mount!’

As he talked, Kirstie’s gaze was fixed on the blue roan. There was a spring in every step, pride in the arch of her neck, but a lot of nervous tension in the clench of her jaw and tight nostrils. No wonder, she thought; the horse just took a heavy kick or punch back there in the chute.

‘What say we start the bidding at two thousand five hundred?’ Bud suggested, confident that he could push up the price way past three thousand.

He took bids for two-five, two-seven-fifty, two-eight as the handler completed one whole circuit of the small arena.

Then the orderly world of the sale barn was ripped apart. Moondance had done one complete circle around the ring when she went crazy. With a sudden shrill whinny, she went up on her hind legs, her front hooves pawing the air and flailing down towards the handler. He fought back for a second, then let go of the rope and vaulted out of the ring to safety. Landing on all fours, the mare began to kick out and buck, the loose lead-rope flailing. She snaked her back to kick sideways, thudding against the fence and making the onlookers back off in fear. Then she loped wildly round the ring, kicking up dust and dirt, screeching out a wild protest at being trapped inside this hostile circle of faces and hats.

‘Hey Bud, forget that bid of two thousand eight hundred,’ a bidder yelled above the thunder of hooves. ‘There’s one helluva mean streak in that critter!’
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