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‘This is a game called Hide the Flag!’ Matt Scott announced to the group of breathless riders who had followed him and Crazy Horse up the steep mountain slope to Hummingbird Rock.

Close to the edge of the sheer drop into the valley below, Kirstie reined in her horse, Lucky, and turned to grin at her best friend, Lisa Goodman on the grey. ‘Ready to play?’

‘Sure.’ Lisa drew level on Cadillac, the big gelding she was riding for the day; his creamy-white coat shone in the afternoon light. ‘What do we have to do?’

‘See the red bandana in Matt’s hand? That’s the flag. One team hides it and tries to defend it while the other team tracks it down.’

‘Hide and seek on horseback.’ Lisa’s shrug showed that she understood. ‘No problem.’

‘Don’t be too sure.’ Kirstie’s grin broadened.

‘Meaning?’

Before Kirstie could answer, her brother, Matt, had begun to split the group of a dozen horses and their riders into two groups. ‘Charlie, you and Rodeo Rocky head up one team. Crazy Horse and me, we’ll take the others.’ Quickly he split the dude guests between himself and the young, dark-haired wrangler.

‘How about me?’ Lisa called across the bare granite rock. The cold wind blew her bright auburn curls in a halo around her face.

‘You’re with me and Crazy Horse!’ Matt yelled back, fixing his grey stetson more firmly on his forehead.

‘OK, Lucky, that means you and me end up with Charlie,’ Kirstie told her palomino, who was only too happy to team up with Rocky, his favourite companion.

‘We hide, you seek!’ Matt went on organising the group of bemused visitors. This was the last day of their vacation riding the rugged mountain trails winding out of the green valley slopes of Half-Moon Ranch. Tomorrow they would go back home to their closed-in, fume-choked city jobs, and Kirstie’s brother was keen to give them a final open-air experience to remember.

So he rode Crazy Horse from the ledge of Hummingbird Rock on to the softer ground where ponderosa pines grew tall and straight and aspen trees shook their flame-red autumn leaves in the breeze. He called his team to follow.

‘So how come you think I’ve got a problem?’ Lisa insisted on an answer from Kirstie. She held Cadillac on a tight rein, so that his handsome white face was raised high, nostrils flared, ears flicking impatiently.

‘Did I say that?’ Kirstie opened her grey eyes wide.

‘Ye-ah!’ Lisa’s arms jerked forward as Cadillac suddenly ducked his head. She shot out of her saddle and fell against his strong neck.

‘Hmm.’ Kirstie’s lips quivered. ‘Don’t let Cadillac see the bandana!’ she warned.

Lisa regained her balance and squirmed back into the saddle. Immediately Cadillac began to prance sideways, swishing his tail and shaking his head. ‘Why not?’

Another grin broke out on Kirstie’s tanned face. ‘Let’s just say, Hide the Flag is not exactly Cadillac’s favourite game!’



‘Git on!’ Lisa urged her pedigree horse to join the rough and tumble fun.

Her team raced across a hundred foot of open ground towards a stand of pine trees along a ridge. Charlie’s team followed as he led the charge on Rodeo Rocky. The sorrel shot up the slope, his black mane and tail streaming in the wind.

Cadillac stood stock still, watching them go.

‘C’mon, Cadillac, let’s move!’ Lisa gave him a kick.

The grey horse turned his head and snorted. He didn’t move a muscle.

‘Y’all spread out!’ Charlie yelled instructions to his team.

The bunched riders fanned out as they reached the trees, where Matt’s team waited, ready to defend the hidden red flag.

Alert in her saddle, ready to head off a visitor called June Halverson who was riding Yukon, a brown and white, six year old paint, Kirstie sympathised with Lisa’s predicament. When Cadillac took it into his head not to join in … well, wild horses wouldn’t drag him!

‘Hey, git on!’ Lisa flicked her switch against the big gelding’s round, solid rump. Not a flicker of movement from the bored horse. He stood, eyes half-closed, a disdainful look on his aristocratic face.

Meanwhile, Kirstie rode Lucky across Yukon’s path to pull June Halverson away from the nook in the pine tree where the flag was hidden.

‘Yee-hah!’ Matt cried, racing Crazy Horse round the back of the trees and galloping from the side to scatter Charlie’s team. His horse tore through low, spiky bushes and brushed the bottom branches of the frail aspens, showering leaves and churning up the soft ground. He slid to a halt in a cloud of dust.

‘Over there!’ Charlie took a guess and pointed to where he thought the bandana might be hidden. He and Rocky set off at a lope, weaving through the tall, scaly trunks of the pine trees.

‘Warm!’ Kirstie said to herself, kicking Lucky into action and following Charlie. Matt too spun Crazy Horse round on the spot and charged after the wrangler.

‘C’mon, Cadillac!’ a thin voice wailed from down below.

The beautiful pedigree horse kept all four feet firmly planted. He looked down his long nose at the antics of the rest.

On the ridge, Matt ducked low in the saddle to avoid a branch as Crazy Horse swerved between trees. He cut off Charlie and Rocky just in time. Another few feet and they would have spotted the bandana. Crazy Horse skidded to another spectacular halt, turned and charged back into the fray.

‘That horse sure lives up to his name!’ June Halverson gasped at Matt’s pale tan mount. Crazy Horse was throwing himself about, spinning, backing up and racing again as if his life depended on defending the flag.

Kirstie grinned and nodded. She caught her breath, then urged Lucky on again. ‘Warm!’ she whispered as another guest began to circle the right tree. ‘Hot!’ Galloping to intercept, she cut across Matt’s path, feeling the shudder from Crazy Horse’s thundering hooves as they hit the soft ground.

Too late! Pat Baker, the guest who was riding Jitterbug, had spotted the red kerchief. He stood in his saddle to reach it, yelling to Charlie and the gang. Every rider reined in his horse and closed in on the spot. Not even Crazy Horse, who came flying to the front, was quick enough to stop the dentist from Denver from seizing the flag to win the game.



‘Poor Lisa!’ Kirstie sat close to the fire, watching flames lick around the logs and shoot orange sparks into the black sky. Saturday night, late October. Winter was on its way.

‘Poor Lisa, nothing!’ Her friend had sulked her way through supper, turning her back on the bonfire and staring into the fast-running water of Five Mile Creek.

‘I mean it.’

‘You knew that no way was Cadillac gonna play the stupid game!’

‘So what was I supposed to do?’ Kirstie tried to bring Lisa round. ‘That’s the way Cadillac is. He’s three parts thoroughbred and one part mustang, which accounts for him being moody and stubborn, I guess.’

‘Moody!’ Lisa was still disgruntled at being made to look a fool. ‘I thought he was an ex-US Cavalry horse. Didn’t the army train him to do as he was told?’

‘Ex-US Cavalry horse!’ Kirstie emphasised the first syllable, raised her eyebrows and shrugged. ‘Mom bought him for Matt when we first came to the ranch five years back. The army couldn’t use him because he didn’t like joining in marches and stuff with the other horses. They said he was too much of an individual to make a good team player.’

‘Now you tell me!’

‘So, anyhow, Matt saw him at the sale barn and, zap, love at first sight!’ Kirstie remembered the occasion with a warm glow. Her brother had been fifteen years old; two years older than she was now. Their family had just split up. Their father had left their Denver home and a few months later she and her brother had come with their mom to Half-Moon Ranch to start a new life with their grandparents. Matt, never one to talk much, had spent most of the first weeks in gloomy silence. He had grudgingly gone along to the horse sale, but the moment he saw Cadillac, his eyes lit up. And that was it; the beginning of a beautiful friendship. Even now, when he was away at college during the week, Matt would regularly call home to check up on his favourite horse.

She glanced across at him now, deep in conversation with Charlie Miller, firelight flickering across their serious faces. ‘That’s where we bought Crazy Horse too; at the same sale barn. Mom said if we were taking a risk and buying a real beauty with a possible temperament problem, like Cadillac, what we needed to go along with him was a horse we could rely on. He didn’t have to be good-looking; just dependable.’

She smiled as she pictured Crazy Horse. Where Cadillac’s head was long and fine, Crazy Horse’s was solid and round. His eyes and ears were large, almost mule-like. With a pale tan coat and sturdy legs, no one in their wildest dreams would call him a handsome horse …

‘Dependable?’ Lisa echoed with a note of disbelief. In this mood, she seemed to want to disagree with everything Kirstie said. ‘You think those sliding stops and spins of his make him a safe ride?’

Kirstie frowned and stood up. ‘Have another hamburger?’

‘No … thanks. I mean, no way could anyone except Matt have handled Crazy Horse, the nutty way he acted today.’

‘Sure they could! Crazy Horse was having a good time out there, that’s all!’ One more criticism, and she and Lisa would be in deep trouble. Kirstie had to bite her tongue and set off for the barbecue. She was irritated to find that she was being followed. ‘Cadillac might not like playing Hide the Flag, but Crazy Horse sure does!’

‘You got one thing right,’ Lisa said, beginning to veer off across the grass towards the yard. She’d spotted her mother’s pick-up truck pulling up outside the ranch house, ready to collect her and drive her into town.

‘Yeah, what was that?’ Don’t tell me! Kirstie said to herself. I don’t wanna know!

‘That day at the sale barn; your mom figured the second horse didn’t need the looks …’

‘Yeah?’

Lisa gave a short, empty laugh. ‘Like I say, you got that right!’

That was it! Kirstie’s temper flared. She strode in front of her departing friend. ‘So you’re saying, not only is Crazy Horse nutty, but there’s also a problem with the way he looks?’

‘You said it, not me!’ Lisa walked on into the cold, dark yard. Across the creek, the horses of Half-Moon Ranch had gathered by the white fence of Red Fox Meadow. Shadowy shapes, they stood motionless and watchful.

‘No!’ Kirstie countered. ‘You’re twisting things. It’s you who’s got a thing against the horse. If you’ve got something to say, come right out and say it!’

‘OK.’ Lisa stopped and turned. ‘The way I see it, your mom was new to the dude ranch business at the time, and she made a whole heap of mistakes the day she bought those two horses. Number one, Cadillac looks good but he won’t do a thing you tell him. Number two, Crazy Horse is just that; crazy!’

‘And?’ Kirstie invited her to spill everything. She might never talk to Lisa again, but at least she would know exactly what she thought.

Lisa drew herself up and took a deep breath. ‘And three; think about it, look at him next time you get a chance. His head’s too big, his legs are too short. Honestly, Kirstie, Crazy Horse has to be the ugliest animal around!’



The mood around the fire was relaxed and friendly. Sandy Scott chatted with June Halverson about the history of the quarter horse; a specialist breed begun in the 1930s specifically to work the Rocky Mountain ranches of Colorado, Wyoming and Montana. Hadley Crane, chief wrangler on the ranch, was playing the mouth organ for June’s two young children, Robert and Alice, while Matt and Charlie sat back from the fire’s bright glow and continued their earnest conversation.

For a while, Kirstie found it impossible to join in. An argument with Lisa was rare. The two girls had been friends since Kirstie’s first day at San Luis Middle School, and they had exchanged friendship bracelets every spring since then. Yet they were chalk and cheese, Kirstie realised. With her red hair and bubbly, outgoing personality, Lisa was a town-girl who dreamed of moving to the city. Kirstie was fair-haired and quiet. Always dressed in shirt and jeans, she loved the outdoors life and didn’t give a damn about her appearance, whereas Lisa, she noticed, had begun to wear make-up and to look in mirrors.
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