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Kirstie Scott hated goodbyes. They left her at a loose end and made her sad, especially when it was goodbye to someone who had been a part of the scene at Half-Moon Ranch. Almost family in fact.

‘Bye, Charlie.’ Kirstie’s mom, Sandy, put her arms around the young wrangler and held him tight. ‘You take care, OK!’

Charlie nodded. ‘Thanks for everything. I’ve had such a good time working with you guys at the ranch.’

Grabbing his bag and slinging it over his shoulder, he studied the electronic Departures board at the entrance to Terminal C in Denver International Airport.

‘The flight to Ohio leaves from Gate 24,’ Matt told him quietly.

He and Charlie went way back. They’d been at school together in Denver, then Charlie had gone away to college. After a couple of years he’d come back to Colorado and chilled out at the Scotts’ place. He’d planned to stay a few weeks, maybe doing odd-jobs to earn his keep. But the weeks had turned into months and then a year. And the college drop-out had become an excellent wrangler, working with the Scotts’ herd of quarter-horses and leading the guests on trail-rides.

But now Charlie reckoned it was time to go back to Ohio State and graduate. Reluctantly he’d decided to hang up his stetson and store his cowboy boots in the loft above the barn.

‘We’ve loved having you stay with us,’ Sandy assured him. ‘You be sure to come back and visit any time.’

Hanging back in the rear of the group, Kirstie felt herself begin to choke up. There would be no more ‘Hey, Charlie!’ as she crossed the yard at dawn, no more partnering him at the square dance in the evening after a long day out on the trail, and no more hauling hay bales, scooping poop or driving the tractor out into Red Fox Meadow with her shy, kind friend.

As Charlie worked out his route through the busy airport, Matt reminded him that he only had ten minutes to get to the check-in gate.

‘So I guess this is it,’ he told them. He put up his hand to Kirstie in a final high-five gesture. ‘Hey,’ he told her. ‘You take care of you, too.’

As she met his hand, her effort to smile crumpled. ‘We’re gonna miss you,’ she murmured.

‘Me too.’

And that was it. Charlie was turning away, striding out across the marble floor, under the futuristic peaked canopy of the airport’s central plaza, heading for a new life which had no place in it for horses or ranches or the wide open spaces of the Meltwater Range.



Sandy was the one who took a deep breath and picked their spirits up off the polished floor.

‘Let’s go and say hi to the guys in Terminal A,’ she said briskly.

As one door closed, another opened.

Goodbye, Charlie Miller; hello Troy Hendren: wading through the crowd in Arrivals dressed in a red shirt, blue jeans and cowboy boots, his white stetson easily visible over the bald heads and baseball caps of much shorter passengers. Behind him, almost but not quite as tall, came Sandy’s boyfriend, Brad Martin.

‘Jeez, am I glad to get off of that plane!’ Picking out his new employer, Troy did away with the introductions. He strode quickly towards Sandy, Matt and Kirstie, holding out a broad, hard-worked hand that was scarred and roughened with callouses across the palm. ‘Never did like airplanes as a way of getting from A to B,’ he said in a loud voice, his accent carrying a broad western twang. ‘Man, I take a look at those jet engines and say to myself, “No way, no sir!” It ain’t natural!’

A smiling Sandy shook Troy’s hand.

Kirstie noticed that beside the rangy new wrangler, her mom looked small, slight and not at all like the boss of a ranch. Too feminine with her long, fair hair. Not tough enough to hold her own against an ornery cowboy from the Montana plains. A walkover, in fact.

She soon picked up that this was the way Troy saw things too. ‘So, I hear you need an expert cowhand to bring in those spring steers,’ he began condescendingly, leading the way across the concourse towards the carpark. ‘Ain’t a job for an amateur, I gotta admit.’

Seeing Sandy bridle, Kirstie grinned at Matt.

‘No, ma’am. What you need and what you got here is a real live cowboy!’ Troy went on. ‘I bin workin’ steers all my life, since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. Ain’t nothin’ I don’t know about cuttin’ and ropin’, even if I say so myself.’

‘Yeah, Brad gave you a pretty good endorsement when I asked him about you,’ Sandy told him, quietly biding her time. Gathering speed, she stepped ahead of the new arrival to steer him gently towards the bay where the ranch station wagon was parked.

‘I’m happier on horseback than in anything with wheels or wings,’ Troy went on, climbing into the back seat of the car and folding up his long legs to squeeze in. ‘Ain’t a horse in this world I don’t understand; it’s like we speak the same language. Good communication, that’s the secret of horsemanship. You give your mount the right kind of signals, he’ll do just about anythin’ you tell him.’

‘Sounds like you and my daughter will have a lot in common,’ Sandy said, making the belated introduction.

Kirstie nodded as she joined Troy in the back seat. The new guy gave off the solid aura of a true, old-fashioned cowboy, but his brash style didn’t fit Kirstie’s image of the strong, silent type. In fact, if she was honest, so far she felt a little disappointed in their new employee.

Sure, he was good-looking in a tough, tanned sort of way. His clothes weren’t as fancy as Brad’s, who had recommended him and brought him over from the ranch in Montana. They were more workaday: thick cotton shirt, deep-blue denim jeans, tan boots with rows of stitching that showed good sturdy craftsmanship, rather than the flashy two-tones that her mom’s boyfriend preferred. But it was his brash manner that was off-putting.

‘You take my horse, Silver Spur,’ he went on, hardly pausing to say hi to Kirstie. ‘I trained that little paint from a yearling colt. Broke him and put the hours on him so that by the time he was three years old, there was no horse in Montana that could beat him for cuttin’ and ropin’. He can turn on a ten cent piece and cut out any steer I choose. Why, I could almost hand the rope over to him and he’d bring in the cow all by himself!’

Brad was the last to climb into the rear seat, sandwiching Kirstie between himself and Troy. ‘It’s true, Silver Spur knows cows,’ he confirmed. ‘You’ll see him in action this coming week, during spring round-up.’

Meanwhile, Matt and Sandy had taken seats in the front and Matt was easing out of the parking lot into the slow flow of traffic.

And Troy talked on. ‘When I worked for Royce Morgan at Maggie Creek … Then there was the time with Orville Paige way out at the Padlock Ranch in Idaho … met up with the best horse trainers in the country … why those wild mustangs ain’t so hard to break, not when you know how.’

All the way out on the Interstate, off along Route 3 to San Luis, through the small town and out along the Shelf-Road to Half-Moon Ranch, Kirstie listened to the big man’s big talk.

And when they reached home and climbed out of the car, to be greeted by head wrangler Ben Marsh, Troy was still yakking.

He stepped out into the spring sunshine, paying no attention to the soaring mountain range behind the ranch house, nor to the fresh, free-running creek that ran through the steepsided valley. Instead, he shook hands with Ben then went straight out to look at the horses in Red Fox Meadow. ‘You’ll find I’m a mean judge of a quarter-horse,’ he assured Ben. ‘Ain’t nothing about horse conformation that has me fooled, as Brad there can tell you.’

‘Phew!’ Sandy got out and stretched after the two-hour journey, watching Troy’s receding figure. She turned with a rueful shrug to Brad. ‘Is he always this mouthy?’

‘Mostly,’ Brad admitted. ‘But the guy’s genuine, believe me.’

Matt stood beside Kirstie and gazed after Troy and Ben, still able to overhear Troy putting the head wrangler right on one or two points about the shape and size of the ideal ranch horse.

‘Motor-mouth, or what!’ Kirstie breathed, out of hearing of her mom and Brad. She felt tired just listening.

Matt nodded and turned away. ‘The Ego has landed!’ he said with a grin. ‘Watch this space!’



‘So, Silver Spur, they tell me you’re the best!’ Kirstie was up with the lark next morning, helping Ben with chores in the barn. It was a Sunday and the head wrangler was preparing for a visit from a new shoer, Ray Pickett.

The boldly patterned black-and-white paint gazed sleepily at her over the fence of the adjoining pen.

‘You hear me?’ Kirstie insisted, pausing to lean

on her long-handled shovel and take a break from cleaning up after the horses ranged in the row-stalls, ready for the blacksmith. ‘Troy says you have a great feel for rounding up those steers!’

Silver Spur blinked lazily, letting his head droop over the empty manger that separated him from Kirstie. His black forelock hung over his half-closed eyes and he flicked his white tail carelessly at the flies buzzing around in the early morning sun.

‘Hmm.’ Kirstie wasn’t impressed. ‘So what’s so special?’ she mused, giving Troy’s horse some close attention.

True, Silver Spur had a nice head. His white muzzle was small, his nostrils good and large to suck in air at a gallop. And his brown eyes were wide set and large.

Climbing up and sitting astride the manger, Kirstie continued her study. Yep, he had a neat throat latch and his neck wasn’t too chunky. There was that good forty-five degree angle from withers to shoulder that showed strength and balance. The knees were straight, the back solid and short.

Not bad, she said to herself, and she found that Silver Spur was friendly in a laid back, lazy sort of way. The horse came and nuzzled her hand and took a sniff at her shirt sleeve, probably sizing her up in the way she’d just done but in reverse.

Hmm. Young female, maybe one hundred and ten pounds, blonde hair, well put-together, knows horses. The kind of rider who won’t give me any trouble.

Kirstie grinned at herself for putting thoughts into Silver Spur’s head. ‘OK, I’m sorry,’ she told him. ‘What you need right now is less of the conformation critique and more of the TLC. Wait here!’

Jumping down to the ground, she jogged down the central aisle of the cool barn past Ben, who had just led two more horses in from the meadow. ‘Any sign of Troy yet?’ she asked in passing.

‘Nope. I gave him permission to sleep in this morning. The guy’s tired after all his recent exertions and travelling.’

‘So is it OK if I lead his horse into an empty stall to tidy him up?’

‘Sure.’ Easy-going Ben was already on the lookout for Ray Pickett so he followed Kirstie out into the yard.

She sped to the tack-room for brush, comb and hoof-pick. Might as well give Silver Spur the full treatment, she thought. Soon, she had him tethered in the end stall and was raising dust from his dishevelled coat.

‘So, don’t tell me; you’re jet-lagged too,’ she murmured, remembering that Silver Spur had only arrived at the ranch twenty-four hours earlier, just half a day ahead of his owner.

She and Ben had driven the trailer into San Luis yesterday morning to collect Troy’s horse from the guy who’d driven him all the way down from New Jersey, where he’d been entered into a national cutting and roping contest and won third place. He’d been trailered down ahead of Troy, who’d stayed behind to judge another competition and then flown in from New York to be met at the airport by Brad and the Scotts.

So naturally the horse was tired and bored after being rattled over hundreds of miles of interstate. And sure, he still didn’t look his best. But his coat was coming up nice now. It was beginning to gleam. And now that she put a steel comb to his tangled mane, it was looking silky and smooth. ‘You’re not bad looking after all,’ she soothed.

Silver Spur blew gently through his lips – a soft, contented sound.

‘Paints used to be my favourite colour, after palominos,’ she confessed, warming to Silver Spur as she got to know him. ‘Then I moved on to strawberry and blue roans. I like them a lot now.’

The horse snickered and flicked his ears, suddenly growing alert at the sound of a truck driving down the hill towards the ranch house.

‘That’s OK; it’s only the new shoer,’ she explained. ‘Ben will be happy now he arrived.’

But Silver Spur didn’t accept the explanation. His head was still up, he was shifting and stamping in the stall, rejecting Kirstie’s attempts to pick out his hooves.

Soon she saw the real reason in the shape of Troy Hendren striding across the corral carrying a saddle and bridle.

‘Hey, Kirstie, don’t go prettying him up too good!’ he called from a distance. ‘I don’t want him thinking he can win no beauty contest. This here guy’s a working ranch-horse, pure and simple.’

Yeah, ‘Thanks, Kirstie, for paying my horse some attention! ’ she thought. Then she stepped aside to let the cowboy saddle up.

‘You riding out with us?’ Troy inquired, slapping the saddle over Silver Spur’s broad back, fastening the cinch and straightening the heavy stirrups.

‘Where are you planning on going?’

‘Along the creek. We might find us a couple of cows in those willows I caught sight of when we drove in.’

‘Yeah, sure I’ll ride.’ Kirstie was never one to turn down an invitation. ‘We’d better leave some cows out there for next week’s guests, though. They jet in from all over the country just to play cowboy and round up those steers!’

Easing the metal bit between Silver Spur’s lips, Troy grinned. ‘OK, we’ll leave a couple for them,’ he agreed.
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